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Technology and Socioeconomic Stratification 

Over the past few decades, our lives have become more and more digitized. 

Technology plays a bigger role in our lives every day, and smartphones and the Internet 

continue to become more accessible not just for those in the United States and the 

developed world, but for people all across the globe. Digitization has fundamentally 

changed our lives, from revolutionizing entire industries to streamlining day-to-day 

tasks. We truly are in a digital era. This trend has coincided with an increase in the 

wealth gap. The richest fifth of the population’s share of overall income has increased 

by about 25 percent in the past 30 years; the richest one percent’s share has more than 

doubled in that time period.  These changes have come at the expense of the rest of 1

the population’s share of income. Race, gender, education, and a multitude of other 

factors have long been studied as important agents of socioeconomic stratification, but 

digital technology, being a relatively new development, is rarely recognized for the role it 

plays in this widening of the wealth gap. Technology contributes to increasing 

socioeconomic stratification through the role it plays in shaping the labor market and the 

unequal distribution of digital skills and resources toward the wealthy. 
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Technology’s Influence on the Labor Market 

Much of today’s technology is geared towards efficiency, whether it be on an 

individual level—saving people time and making everyday tasks easier—or on an 

industrial level—automating tasks and speeding up production processes to increase 

productivity as much as possible. Productivity-enhancing technologies have been and 

continue to be used extensively in the manufacturing and agriculture industries, taking 

the place of low-skill human labor that can be done easily, efficiently, and cheaply by 

machines. Increasingly mechanized labor not only takes away manufacturing and 

agriculture jobs, it also drives down wages for the few jobs that remain. Since demand 

for people to fill these jobs is low, but there is an ample supply of workers ready to take 

the jobs, employers are able to pay employees in these positions less and less over 

time.  These workers’ wages also have to compete with the cost of automation 2

technology. As soon as the cost of the technology needed to replace the workers 

becomes cheaper than hiring the workers, the jobs will be lost, furthering the trend of 

declining manufacturing and agriculture jobs that we’ve seen over the past several 

decades.  3

As technology’s role in the labor market hurts the working class through 

mechanization, it benefits the elites. In the high-skill tech field, we can see the opposite 

supply-demand relationship from that of low-skill fields like manufacturing. Demand for 

technological innovation is very high, but there is a limited supply of people who can 
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provide it. This raises the salaries of tech elites, making top-level tech development very 

profitable.   4

Supply and demand only tell part of the story, however. Entrepreneurship in the 

field of technology is different than traditional entrepreneurship in a few fundamental 

ways that increase profits for those who are lucky enough to find extreme success. 

Starting a business in a tech field is not nearly as capital intensive as traditional 

entrepreneurship. If you’re trying to market an app, for example, you don’t need to worry 

about the costs of owning a storefront for your business or distribution and shipping 

costs. Almost all the revenue from a digital product is profit, with very little needed to 

cover resource costs. In addition to reducing startup costs, tech markets make it easier 

for companies to build monopolies. Tech companies offer their products to anyone, 

anywhere, and are able to offer their product for free because they have found ways to 

monetize their business besides direct sales to customers. Though it may seem 

counterintuitive, this free product business model is actually very beneficial for the 

business, as it dramatically raises number of customers. Youtube, for example, would 

not be nearly as popular if it wasn’t free. The free product business model also prevents 

companies from having to worry about competition. In a free product market, 

second-bests won’t be able to keep up. In the words of David Rotman of the MIT 

Technology Review, “why use a search engine that is almost as good as Google?”  5

Social media sites are another good example of this free product business 

model. Creating an account on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram is completely free, 
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meaning there is no economic barrier to using these sites. Users are bombarded with 

ad content to fund the sites instead. This business model works especially well for 

social media sites because not only does the lack of a membership cost encourage 

people to join, but people are also encouraged to join by other users, whether directly, 

where people actively encourage their friends to join a site, or indirectly, where people 

join a site simply by virtue of its popularity. People are obviously going to choose to a 

popular site like Facebook or Instagram, sites that most everyone they know also uses, 

over a less popular social media site where they won’t be able to connect with as many 

people. The need to be “in the loop” amplifies the effect of reducing competition created 

by the free product business model. In other cases in the free product market, the most 

successful businesses are the ones that the most individuals choose to use. In the case 

of social media, however, individuals have little say in the sites they prefer. Since social 

media is useless without other people, instead of individuals deciding which sites are 

most successful, society as a whole makes the decision, and individuals are strongly 

incentivized to follow suit. The only reason multiple popular social media sites exist is 

that each one offers something a little bit different and unique from the others. 

Otherwise, there would be very little room for competition between these sites. 

 

Digital Resources and Inequalities 

Technology’s impact on stratification extends beyond just the labor market. Since 

technology is so relevant to everyday life, simply having the skills and resources to be 

technologically fluent can help one get ahead in many different aspects of life. Jobs in 



 

technology are profitable and readily available to those with the requisite skills. Even in 

non-tech related fields, tech-savvy workers benefit over their less skilled peers as 

workplaces adopt more technology.  But the advantage goes beyond career paths. As 6

digitization streamlines a variety of everyday tasks, digital know-how becomes 

beneficial in a lot of small ways that add up. Basic Internet knowledge and access 

provide benefits such as efficient online communication and easy information access 

that can save time and energy. For a more specific example, I recently flew with Spirit 

Airlines, which has low ticket prices but charges extra to customers who fail to do 

certain parts of the check-in process online prior to arriving at the airport. Getting a 

boarding pass printed at the airport comes with a fee, and checking a bag at the airport 

runs a steeper price than online bag-checking. Since I had access to the Internet and a 

printer, as well as basic computer skills, I was able to save money. Those who come 

from a middle class background similar to mine tend to take these resources for 

granted, but there are still many people without the equipment or knowledge to save 

themselves money in a situation like this one. 

This example illustrates the importance of digital resources and skills. The 

unequal distribution of these resources and skills are what Robinson et al describe as 

digital disparities or digital inequalities. Digital inequalities tend to be overlooked as an 

agent of socioeconomic stratification, but in the increasingly digital world, these 

inequalities need to be studied in line with race, gender, and education as one of the 

biggest factors causing stratification. Robinson et al divide digital disparities into first 
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level digital disparities and second level digital disparities. First level disparities are the 

more obvious ones, including differences in access to digital resources, especially 

Internet access. These disparities are more common in developing countries, where the 

Internet access is less widespread and ownership of a smartphone or computer is a 

luxury, rather than a norm. Even in the United States, however, first level digital 

disparities exist. As many as 10% of adults in the US don’t use the Internet. Second 

level digital disparities, which include differences in technological ability, efficiency, and 

engagement, are more common in the United States and other developed countries.  7

Unsurprisingly, these disparities tend to correlate with disparities in wealth and 

education.  8

 

Digital Resources and Inequalities in the Context of Race and Gender 

As two key agents of social division, race and gender’s interplay with technology 

is important to take into account to fully examine technology’s contribution to 

socioeconomic stratification. In developed countries, gender-based first level digital 

disparities are nonexistent; men and women have access to the Internet at the same 

rate. However, women use the Internet less and for a smaller range of activities 

compared to men.  A 2006 study found that there was no difference between men and 9

women when it came to online ability, but on average, men self-ranked their online 

ability higher than women did.  This aligns with the disproportionately low numbers of 10
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women working in technology and other stem-related fields. The findings of this study 

suggest a digital disparity between men and women that relies on social perceptions 

rather than a simple difference in technological resources or skills. Not only are women 

perceived by others as less technologically competent than men, they also see 

themselves that way. This lower self-perception leads to lower digital engagement for 

women, meaning that, compared to men, women are less likely to have as many of the 

numerous advantages that technology provides. This interplay between technology and 

gender reinforces the disadvantaged status of women in society. 

As one might expect, there tend to be digital disparities between the majority 

race and minority races in a society. These disparities can be at the first or second 

level, as the dominant race tends to have more tech access and skills.  Although these 11

disparities exist, there is some debate over whether technology, particularly in the realm 

of networking and communication technology, is hurting or helping minorities. On one 

hand, communication technologies reproduce existing offline social networks in digital 

form. Minorities tend to have smaller social circles with a less diverse range of 

connections. These networks are only recycled and amplified in digital form. After all, 

digital disparities exist between different racial groups, so it would make sense that 

communication technology hurts racial minorities. On the other hand, however, the 

cloud can be seen as a way for disadvantaged individuals to forge a greater number 

and variety of connections. The Internet opens up an abundance of information and 

opportunities.  In this perspective, the Internet is seen as a way to level the playing 12
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field, providing disadvantaged minorities with a way to raise their social capital. In both 

of these viewpoints, digital resources and skills are seen as crucial parts of everyday life 

that can help one get ahead. Whether the Internet can help even the odds stacked 

against members of a minority race varies by individual; it may help some while 

hindering others. 

 

Technology in the Classroom 

Level of education is a very good predictor of socioeconomic status and the most 

effective agent of social mobility, often earning education the title of “the great 

equalizer.” As such, the role technology plays in education is a crucial component to 

understanding technology’s effect on socioeconomic stratification. Technology is being 

implemented in classrooms in greater amounts and frequencies, ranging from 

interactive whiteboards to individual laptops or tablets for students. As this shift to more 

digitized classrooms occurs, many are questioning whether students are actually 

benefiting. Critics of technology in the classroom argue that technology does not 

automatically make students learn better, that simply giving students technology without 

properly integrating it into the learning environment isn’t good for students, while 

proponents say that technology helps prepare students for a technological world and is 

adaptable to different learning styles, which benefits a wider range of students. And the 

two sides take contradictory stances on technology and engagement in the classroom: 

critics say it’s a distraction, while tech advocates say it’s good for student engagement. 



 

This debate is centered around whether technology helps kids learn. As 

inconclusive as this issue remains, we can be certain that, in spite of the backlash, 

technology in the classroom is here to stay. As such, the focus should be placed on how 

technology is used rather than if it is used. Technology is currently looked at as a 

learning aid, its usefulness lying in its integration with various academic subjects to 

create a better learning environment. While this can certainly be a valuable use of 

technology, it is also important for students to learn about the technology itself, isolated 

from other fields of study. Students need the opportunities to develop the digital skills 

that become more and more important every day. 

When technology is used in classrooms simply as a tool for learning without 

helping students to develop their tech skills, the more tech-savvy students will benefit 

while their less skilled peers will suffer. Since the tech-savvy kids tend to be wealthier, 

this essentially gives the wealthier kids a leg up over the less fortunate kids. Teachers 

of low income students typically have a harder time effectively implementing technology 

in their classrooms. Many report that lower income students’ insufficient access to 

technology at home got in the way of using technology to assist learning at school.  By 13

approaching technology as a separate area of study and helping kids build the tech 

skills that will help them later in life, schools can level the playing field for students from 

more disadvantaged backgrounds. This is not to say that technology shouldn’t be 

integrated with other areas of study, but a greater emphasis needs to be placed on the 

basics of technology. Education is the best way to address digital inequalities because it 
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allows all students, not just the most privileged, to improve their digital engagement and 

ability. Beyond addressing digital inequalities, teaching tech skills makes sense for the 

reasons that teaching math or reading makes sense. Education is meant to help 

students develop valuable life skills, and in this day and age, tech skills certainly 

deserve to be grouped in this category. 

 

Conclusion 

In a world where technology grows and develops with each passing day, it is 

important to recognize the ways in which it can affect society. In the case of 

technology’s impact on class distribution, we must be more aware of its contribution to 

stratification, whether it be by influencing the labor market or through the unequal 

distribution of digital resources and ability. The biggest way to reduce this effect of 

technology is through awareness, as it is a newer and often overlooked issue. It will 

take societal recognition of technology’s effect on stratification before we can make 

effective efforts against this problem. The fight against digital inequality needs to start in 

the schools. By helping students develop tech skills, we can begin to fight against 

technology’s impact on socioeconomic stratification. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sources 

Gilson, Dave, and Carolyn Perot. "It's the Inequality, Stupid." Mother Jones. June 25, 

2017. Accessed April 30, 2018. 

https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2011/02/income-inequality-in-america-chart

-graph/. 

Rotman, David. "Technology and Inequality." MIT Technology Review. September 01, 

2016. Accessed April 30, 2018. 

https://www.technologyreview.com/s/531726/technology-and-inequality/. 

"The Impact of Automation on Employment." NCCI. Accessed April 30, 2018. 

https://www.ncci.com/Articles/Pages/II_Insights_QEB_Impact-Automation-Emplo

yment-Q2-2017-Part1.aspx. 

Laura Robinson et al. “Digital Inequalities and Why They Matter.” Information, 

Communication, and Society 18, no. 5 (2015). 

Hargittai, Eszter, and Steven Shafer. “Differences in Actual and Perceived Online Skills: 

The Role of Gender.” Social Science Quarterly, 87, no. 2 (June 2006). 

Soltan, Liz. "Digital Divide: The Technology Gap Between the Rich and Poor." Digital 

Responsibility. Accessed May 16, 2018. 

http://www.digitalresponsibility.org/digital-divide-the-technology-gap-between-rich

-and-poor/. 


