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R~cent "es~a~ch 011 strat~fi.cation has moved away from traditional concerns 
wIth d~sCTlptlOJl ,of mobllrty rales and toward explanation of the processes 
by 'W/ueh educatIOnal and occut}QI!'onal positions are attained. TJus paper 
PTesents aud compares the two mam theoretical models emerging from this 
lme of rescC;T~h. T.he Blau-Duncan a~d lVisconsin models of status attain­
"!e~t are sl,!,!lar rn .the causal ordenng of positional variables and )'ield 
sl~mlaT empmcal estimates Of paths of iflfluence. despite being based on 

~dlDeTent samples. The main focus of the Biau-Duncan model is on the SITUC­

-t:' lure at status tra~smissio~ ifhil~ the lVisconsin model focuses on social psy­
cliOloglca~ dynamKs mullatmg Interpersonal infiu(mces on individual aUain­
ment. n,UerC!lt aspects Of this me4iati?n a.re .discussed on the basis 01 
completed lVrsc~nstn research: Practical unplJCatlOns of the two attainment 
models are exarmned. A paradJgm for future research in this area is presented. 

Introduction 

STA:~SES AR~ INEQUALITIES among social units, sllch as persons or 
fa~lhes, whIch are m?re or I~s~ instituti,?nalized within the larger 
SOCIal .system. ~he~e lne9uahtles occur III most societies along a 
pluralIty of haslc dImenSIOns. Three such dimensions come closest 
to being regarded. universally as bases for status systems: wealth, 
P?wer, ~nd prestige (RunCIman, 1968; Haller, 1970). Abstract 
hierarchies represellted by these dimensions are operationalized 
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in social life by a broader set of specific slatus variables. They 
include, among others, income and property, political influence, 
prestige in the occupational domain, and generalized esteem in 
the community. Of these, for reasons explained below, the variable 
most commonly focuse,\ upon is occupation and, more specifically, 
occupational prestige (Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; 
Hodge, Siegel, and Rossi, 190G). Also employed as status indicators, 
though less frequently than occupation, are income (l\liIler, 1966), 
general wealth (Lampman, 1962), and reputational prestige and 
influence in the community (\Varner and Lunt, 1941; Lehman, 
1969; Walton, 1971). Education has heen proposed as a fourth 
basic status dimension (Svalastoga,· 1965). Education, however, 
seems to lack the abstractness and universality of the first three 
hierarchies, its formal importance being limited to relatively 
modern societies (Haller, 1970). Concern for education in the 
study of stratification systems seems better justified by its in­
creasingly important role as determinant of positions in subse· 
quent variables directly representing differences in wealth, power, 
and prestige (Rosen, Crockett, and Nunn, 1969). 

Among many study areas to which the permanent fact of 
social inequality has given rise, the problem of "movement" along 
status dimensions has few rivals in the amount of interest it has 
elicited. Two focal points of concern have been the extent to 
which ascriptive factors at birth determine subsequent levels of 
achievement and the extent to which initial positions of indio 
viduals in the stratification system influence their positions at 
later points in time. The initial impetus provided by Sorokin's 
(1927) plea for empirical research instead of speculation in this 
area was followed by nearly three decades in which the above 
issues were approached under the lahels inter· and intra·genera· 
tional mobility, respectiyely. 

Research on mobility has been useful in providing descrip. 
tions of the extent and direction of population movements along 
different status dimensions in particular societies. Comp\lring 
rates of upward and downward mobililY he tween different socie~ 
ties has given rise in turn to insightful theorizing· about societ.al 
causes of static versus changing inequalities and the social and 
political consequences of these alternatiye situations (Lipset and 
Bendix, 19.59). . 

However, for the most part there is a paucity of causal ex· 
planations of mobility at the individual leveL The magnetism 
exercised on researchers by the mobility problem has meant almost 
exclusive concentration on description-analysis of conventional 
mobility matrices jJC1' se-to the neglect of explanation-study of 
the possible determinants of observed status movements. Analysis 
of the causes and consequences of mobility within a socielY has been 

/ 
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measures arc available. The relationship of occupational status to 
these specific dimensions, for the most part. is straightforward­

,educational attainment being regarded as primarily a determinant. 
and income level as primarily a conscqllcncc .. of occupation. 

'While study of status attainment focuses on individual change 
sequences. it should not be forgotten that these processes occur 
within status systems which are themselves subject to change. 
Though the evidence at present points to a marked stability of 
occupational prestige ran kings in the U.S. over a period of several 
decades (d. Hodge. Siegel and Rossi. 1966), this fact is by no 
means a necessity. 

A theory of status attainment. therefore. must draw from 
other areas of stratification research to take into account possible 
changes occurring in the structure of status systems. Elsewhere the 
distinction has been drawn between the Weberian (Weber. 1946; 
Runciman. 1968) content dimensions of status (wealth. power, 
and prestige) <fud structural dimensions (Haller. 1970) which de­
scribe states of the content dimensions. Two structural dimensions 
seem especially relevant to the problem Of status attainment: 
dispersion. or the degree to which social units are differentiated 
along each of the three basic content dimensions. and crystalliza­
tion (Landecker. 1970). or the degree to which content dimensions 
themselves are inter·correlated. Dispersion is important because 
when the variance in status is large. status attainment processes 
are likely to be delineated sharply. Crystallization is important 
because of the inter-dimension'al predictability in status which it 
implies. Different models of status attainment would be required 
were each status dimension to have low correlations with the 
others. This is why the degree to which occupational status safely 
can be assumed to be representative of other status dimensions is 
contingent upon the level of crystallization. 

Dispersion and crystallization of status systems-for which 
empirical measures might be developed without great difliculty­
may prove worthwhile as integral parts of future status attainment 
research since they delineate the general framework within which 
individual processes take place: dispersion indicating the quantity 
of status variation to be explained. crystallization the qualitative 
natnre of this variation. Vet to date. neither variable has been 
taken into account as a parameter affecting'status attainment. 

In sum. the place of status attainment research in the study of 
social stratification Hes in the effort to specify the causal sequence 
through which individuals reach their positions in status hier­
archies. Status attainment resean;:h seeks to identify those basic 
factors describing the persons and their situations which account 
for whatever status locations 'they come to occupy. Knowledge of 
these causal inputs may allow prediction of eventual status out-
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comes for different categories of individuals. While a plurality ot 
social hierarchics offers alternative foci for the study of attainment. 
it is occupation. among readily measured status variables, which 
is most strategic and which is best known. Finally, study of indi­
vidual attainment must take into account the changing structure 
of status systems within which these processes take place. 

The sections below present, in summary fashion. what is 
known on the basis of empirical research of causal sequences 
through which status attainment takes place. Discussion is limited 
to A~erican society because it is here that the main research 
has been conducted. Two such models exist today. \Ve shall call 
one' the "Wisconsin model" and the other the "Blau-Duncan 
model." One. the Blau-Duncan model. is most precisely concerned 
with status tran.smission. Both are grounded solidly in careful 
research using extensive samples. The following discussion will 
aim at clarifying: 

(I) The dissimilar theoretical orientations but eventual comple­
mentarity of the two basic models presented; 

(2) The relative usefulness of each as analysis is focused on general 
objective determinants Or on more specific psychological fac· 
tors; 

(8) The limitations of both approaches and, by extension. lines of 
viable research for the future. ' 

Models of Status Attainment 

Research on status attainment processes in the U.S. has been 
conducted along different theoretical paths. The two modeJs 
outlined in this section are not the ,only ones developed, but they 
are representative of the two main orientations which sociological 
thought has followed. Both are based on large data sets and both 
have employed path analysis as a form of presentation. 

Best known among causal tlieories of status attainment is 
Blau and Duncan's (1967) mode\. It is based on data collected 
from a single cross-sectional sample of the American adult male 
population as part of the Bureau of Census' "Current Population 
Survey" of March. 1962. Strictly speaking. the concern of the 
model is status transmission. or the extent to which ascribed 
positions relate to subsequent attainment. As such, Blau and 
Duncan's model essentially is an attempt to reconceptualize classic 
questions of mobility research within a more useful analytic 
framework. That is, they focus upon: 

(I) The extent to which inherited status determines the social fate 
of individuals. 

(2) The extent to which earlier positions in status hierarchies 
affect later levels of attainment. 
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original results were specific to the fann population (Sewell, 
HaUer, and Ohlendorf, 1970). This test supported the initial 
model with slight modifications. The final model is presented in 
Diagram 2. Path coefficients (beta weights) for each residential 
area are presented in Table 2. As these results show, the causal 
model appliq in similar fashion across different residential cate­
gories. The model is parsimonious, involving thirteen of the possi­
ble twenty-six paths among variables arranged in this causal order. 
Evidence in support of this restriction is provided by comparing 
variation in dependent variables accounted for by the model 
(R's) versus that explained when all possible paths are included., 
The two sets of figures-for each residential area and the total 
sample-are presented in Table 2. As can be seen, increases in ex­
plained variation due to these additional paths are, in almost all 
cases, of little consequence. 

Total explained variation in early occupational attainment 
(X,) is forty per cent and in educational attainment (X,) fifty-seven 
per cent. These figures compare with thirty-three per cent of 

DIAGRAM 2: THE WISCONSIN MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL 
AND EARLY OCCUPATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

.246 

X8 .589",X6 =-"---f-.±!>'­
,.808 

Xz 

XI-OCCUPATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
X2 - EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
X3 -LEVEL OF OCCUPATIONAL ASPIRATION 
~-LEVEL OF EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATION 
XS-SIGNIFICANT OTHERS'INFLUENCE 
X6 - ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE 
X7-SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS 
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scores of Duncan's (1961) socioeconomic index for all occupations 
(SEI). Education variables (U a'1d X,) are conceptually the same­
years of formal schooling completed-though ~Iau an~ D~lllcan 
utilized the continuous distribution of the vanable whIle III the 
Wisconsin data it is coded into four broad educational attainment 
categories (Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970) and refers only 
to college attainment. 

Concern of Blau and Duncan with status transmission led 
them to employ only father's occupation and education as 
exogenous variables and examine their effects separately. C~n­
cern of \Visconsin researchers with the dynamics of status attam­
ment led them to posit parental soci,oeconomi~ status as a sir:gle 
exogenous variable formed by father s occupatlon and educatIOn, 
mother's education, and family's income level. This operational 
difference may be overcome partially by combining father's .occupa­
tion and education in Blau-Duncan's research as an approxImation 
to the 'Wisconsin socioeconomic status index (X,), The question 
then is: how do relationships between these three status variables 
compare across the two studies? 

Correlations of socioeconomic status with educational and 
early occupational attainment in Blau-Duncan's data are estima~ed 
by taking simple averages of the correlations of father's educauon 
(V) and father's occupation (X) with the other status variables. 
Intercorrelations between pareMal status, educational and early 
occupational attainment in the two studies are presented in Table 
3. . 

As can be seen, despite differences in variable measurement. 
sample selection, and time and place of data collection, the two 
sets of coefficients arc quite similar. In no case do correlations be­
tween the same two variables differ by more than eight points. 
Differences between the same coefficients across the twO studies 
are consistently smaller than differences between coefficients within 
each set. Both studies rank the correlations in the same order. 
parental status and early occupation displaying the weakest rela-

TABLE 3 

Correlations between Status Variablc~: Blau-Duncan and 'Wisconsin Models 

Correlation Blau-Duncan 

- .538 
.374 
.44$ 
.560 

Xl: Early Occupational Attainment. 
Xl: Education. 
x.: Parental Socioeconomic Status. 

\Visconsin 

.618 

.331 

.417 

.623 

. 

) 
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tionship and educational and occupational attainment the strong-, 
est_ 

As seen above. if both models were restricted to these three 
variables, they would hypothesize the same causal order, with 
early occupation defined as a function of educational attainment 
and parental status. Thus, it is also possible to compare multiple 
correlations, with early occupation as the dependent variable. 
Not surprisingly. coefficients are quite similar. As shown in Table 
3, multiple correlation in llIau-Duncan is .56, in the Wisconsin 
study, .62. Squaring available coefficients makes possible a final 
comparison in terms of relative contribution to explained variation 
in early occupa~ional attainment. More than specific coefficients, 
this exercise illustrates how both studies would yield identical 
conclusions if restricted to objective status variables. We may 
start by considering the total effect (r') of the earlier causal variable 
-parental status-on occupational attainment and then the addi­
tional contribution made by education. This yields the following 
figures: 

Blau-Duncan Wisconsin 
Gross Parental Status 
Eflect (I) .14 .11 
Additional Education 
Eflect (II) .17 .28 
Total Variation Explained 
(R'=I+II) _81 _89 

In both cases, even when total parental status effects-direct 
effect plus that- due to its inter-correlation with education-are 
considered, education exercises a stronger additional effect on 
occupational attainment. This ·trend is especially marked in \Vis­
consin results where the additional impact of education is more 
than twice that due to gross parental effects. Nevertheless. both 
sets of results yield identical conclusion: There is a significant 
gross effect of parental status on early occupational attainment but -
a still larger additional effect of education. 

Next, we may consider results from the opposite perspective: 
first. total effect of the more immediate determinant of occupa-­
tional attainment-education; second. additional effect of the 
more remote variable--parental status. For each model: 

Blau-Duncan Wisconsin 
Cross Education 
Effect (I) .29 .38 
Additional Parental Status 
Effect (II) .02 .01 
Total Variation Explained 

- (R'=I+II) .81 .89 



67 Status A ttainmcllt Processes 

Academi.c performance (X.) came, as mental ability, from school 
records m the form of student's rank in his high school class. 
Assessment of current occupation and educational level in 1964-65 
seems straightforward. The former was coded from Duncan's 
Socio·economic Index, employed by a number of other studies as 
the mos.t valid available .measure o~ occupational prestige. Inter­
c~rrelatJon b.etween attamment vanables as well as its similarity 

. wlth.corr~latlons reported by other studies suggest reliability levels 
not IIlfeno~ to those reached by the best currently 'available re­
search .. Th[s leaves measurement of aspirations and significant 
others' mOuen.ce as pro~lema.tic. It will suflice to note at present 
that hypothesized relatlOnslups between these variables derive 
strOl~g support fr~m an independent research program designed 
preCisely to examme these aspects of the status attainment pro­
cess (Woelfel and Haller, 1971). Results from this study are 
summarized in the next section. 

(3) The longitudinal design of data collection insures a 
temporal sequence among crucial variables similar to the causal 
order portrayed by the model. Aspirations aild their antecedents 
were measured in .195i or earlier; attainments in 1964-65. Amol1g 
the latter: educatIOn prece~~d o~cupational attai?ment. Among 
1957 v~nables, mental abll[ty [s not only log[cally prior to 
academic performance bnt was measured when the student was 
a jun~or i!l high scl~ool, while academic performance is his relative 
s~andmg m the senIOr class. The durability of status positions over 
tnll.e means tha~ par~ntal status naturally should precede other 
vanables. ~~latlOnslups betwe.en .academic performance, signifi­
can~ others mfluence, and asp[ratlons however, are, problematic. 
:Vhlle, for example, a~ademic .per.formance is hypothesized to 
mOuen~e ~ollege educat[~ll1al asp[ratlons, the opposite also may be 
true. S[m[larly, academic performance should affect significant 
others' assessment of the child's college potential and hence the 
na.ture of their influence, but the opposite also could occur. Such 
"c[~cles of causality" are particularly difficult to portray on the 
basts o~ ~urvey data .. In the present case, nonrecursive path models 
~oml?nsl11g t~lese rec[procall11f1uences can be solved only by impos­
mg [mplaus[ble assumptions on the data ('VoeHel and Haller 
197Ib). It is here then lhat the model seems farthest removed fro~ 
empirical reality. It remains for future research, based on different 
data collection ~esigns, .to clarify thes~ relationships. Limiting our­
selves, for the lime bel11g, to recursive paths, those hypothesized 
?y the !nodel seem clearly the most reasonable ones among exist­
l?g optIOns. As seen above, they yield a close fit to observed correla­
hons. 

(4) Tabular analyses of bivariate associations indicate that all 
relevant relationshi ps are linear (Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1967). 
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This, of course, does not rule out the possibility of multivariate 
nonlinearity or interactive effects. A separate smdy was undertaken 
to test these alternative hypotheses in regard to causal effects on 
educational and occupational attainments (Casson, Haller, and 
Sewell, 1972). As results presented below indicate, this research 
provided no empirical justification for abandoning the assump­
tions of linearity and additivity underlying the model. 

As in the case of mau and Duncan's theory, the Wisconsin 
.model does not contain any radically new conceptions but rather 
summarizes in a systematic fashion well-established notions .in 
social psychology and stratification research as they impinge on 
the process of stams attainment. Most important among them: 
(I) The forceful impact of interpersonal influence on the forma­
tion of attitudes and their behavioral enactment. This is portrayed 
by the strong direct effects of significant others' influence on edu­
cational and occupational aspirations and its smaller direct effect 
on educational attainment. (2) The role of self-reflexive action in 
the adjustment of status aspirations to more or less conform to 
perceived ability (Woelfel and Haller, 1971a). (3) The basic role 
of status aspirations, as antecedents of educational and occupa­
tional attainment. These observations are in agreement with re­
sults of most paSt research in the area (Kahl, 1953; Herriott, 1963; 
Alexander and Campbell, 1964; Duncan, Haller, and Portes, 
1968). . 

It is the last set of variables which constitutes the .strategic 
'center of the model. Aspirations mediate most of the influence of 
antecedent factors on status attainment. Even when educational 
attainment is taken into account, occupational asiprations still 
exercise a significant direct effect on occupational attainment. 

The execution of occupational and educational aspirations 
appears to be a central process in early adult status attainment, 
not only because it represents a clear expressive orientation toward 
desirable goals but also because it is likely to involve a realistic 
appraisal of possibilities conveyed to ego by significant others and 
his own self-evaluations. The hypothesized impact of aspirations 
on status attainment does not mean that all or most specific goals 
must be fulfilled but, more generally, that initial plans set limits 
to the range where eventual attainment levels are likely to be 
found. 

The Wisconsin model thus can be defined as an attempt to 
clarify the process by which status aspirations are formed and the 
manner in which tl.1ey influence subsequent attainment-oriented 
behavior. Related.to each of these aspects, two general hypotheses 
are advanced: 

A. Status aspirations are complex forms 01 attitudes whose 
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However. in the aforementioned state-wide data measurement of 
the relevant variable-significant others' influence-may be less 
than ideal. This measure has two main shortcomings: ' 

(I) Parents. teachers. and best friends are assumed a priori 
(since no other indicators were available) as the only significant . 
others affecting status aspirations, 

(2) Information on their orientations toward ego is obtained 
from the latter rather than from original sources. Hence. correla­
tions between significant others' influence and status aspirations 
could be .spuriously high due to respondents' selective recall or 
to perception of influences biased toward harmony with existing 
aspirations. 

To assess these and other possibilities an independent re­
search program was undertaken. Procedures of data collection and 
results have been discussed in detail elsewhere (Haller. "Voelfel. 
and Fink. 1969; Haller and Woelfel. 1972; Woelfel and Haller. 
1971a), It will suffice here to note their bearing on the original 
theory. A theoretical model was developed on the basis of Kelly's 
(1952) distinction between significant others who hold expecta­
tions for ego and convey them directly to him-"definers"-and 
those who influence ego indirectly through their own aspirations 
or ·their level of attainment-"models." The main task of the 
study was to develop a reliable instrument for identifying models 
and definers influencing ego's perception of his relationship to 
status goals_ The Wisconsin Significant Other Battery was de­
veloped for this purpose (Haller and Woelfel. with Fink. 1969). 
As reported in the original study. initial indicators of its internal 
consistency and reliability over time are quite satisfactory. 

On the basis of this instrument. it was possible to locate 
significant others both in Ihe occupational and educational realms. 
This was done by interviews with 100 high school students-the 
entire senior class in a small \Visconsin city. As it turned out. there 
was considerable overlap between significant others affecting 
educational and occupational aspirations. the conditional prob­
ability of a person named in one area being identified in the other 
reaching .70. As it also turnetl out. most significant others were 
"definers." some were definers and models. but very few were 
models alone. Mean number of significant others per respondent 
was 13.5. 

Having located individuals holding influential expectations 
for the respondent. it was possible 10 interview them directly 
concerning these expectations. This was done via mailed question. 
naires which yielded a 68 per cent rate of return. A crude sum, 
mary measure of interpersonal influence on status aspirations 
was obtained by taking the mean level of education or occupation 
that significant others expected ego to attain. It was then possible 
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to correlate significant others' influence with ego's own educational 
. and occupational aspirations without: 

(a) Making a priori assumptions about number or identity of 
significant others. . . 

(b) Depending on ego for report on the nature 0.1 these mfiuenees. 

For the purpose of comparison these corr~l~tions are pres~n~ed 
in Matrix I together with those from the ongmal data on ~vhl~h 
the model is based. As expected. refined measurement .of slgn.lli, 
cant others' influence yields somewhat higher correlatIOns wI.th 
aspiration variables. That this increa~e res';!lts from '!lore precIse 
measurement of the independent vanable IS substant~ated by !he 
fact that correlation between educational and occupatIOnal asplra. 
tions (r .. ) is about Ihe same in both studies and that t?ose ~et,~een 
significant others' expectations in one area and ego s asplratlons 
in the other (1'",. r"o) are smaller. bei.n(l' roughly of the same 
magnitude as those obtained in th.e ongl~al. study. Only when 
relevant expectations are paired WIth asplratl~:ms III each status 
area do we obtain significant improvement In the strength of 
associations. .. 'bl 

Correlation does not imply causality. Ho:nce .. It IS paSS!· e to 
argue that while an empirical relationship eXIsts. Its causal nature 
is not portrayed adequately by the model. Congealed status 
aspirations. if communicated. could. have a feedback e~ect on 
expectations ?f.s!gni~c~nt. others. ~Vhlle. as noted above. thIS ~eems 
a likely pOSSIbilIty. It IS ImplaUSIble. to assume .that !he .przm,ary 
causal relationship between the vanables goes I~ t~llS dIrection. 
In the Haller·Woelfel research (1971a) most SIgnIficant. others 

MATRIX I 

Zero Order 'Correlations between Significant Others' Influence an,d Educational 
and Occupational Aspirations in Two Wisconsin StUdlCS" 

Variables Xc Xc Xc Xc. 

Xc .17 .57 

Xc .70 .61 

Xc 
Xc. .64 .59 

Xcb 
.55 .66 .76 

X. ::: Level of Occupational Aspiration. 
X. ::: Level of Educational Aspiration. 
X,I ::: Significant Otherf Influence (Sewell. Haller, and Ohlendorf. 1970). 
X - Significant Olhers' lnfluence-Occupational Expectations. '.-Xe; ::: Significant Others' Influence-Educational Expectations. 
.1he original study (1957-1965) correlations are ab?ve diagonal. The l~a~ler. 

Woelfel study (1969) correlations aTe below diagonal. Vanable labels follow ongmal 
model, Diagram 2. 
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representation of the latter two relationships shows a weak ten­
dency toward sigmoid curves within predominant linear patterns 
(Diagrams 3 and 4; adapted from Casson. Haller; and Sewell. 
1972). 

Results, therefore. do not support the hypothesis of non­
linearity. l\Jinimal increases of explained variation in status 
attainment do not justify abandoning the linearity assumption 
for more operationally cumbersome procedures. Identical results 
were obtained by Casson, Haller. and Sewell when other potential 
facilitators. such as mental ability and parental status. were con­
sidered; 

Two tests for ihteraction were performed. The final and most 
comprehensive bne tested interaction without reinstating the 
assumption of linearity. This was done by identical dummy­
variable regressions of status attainments on aspirations within 
categories of relevant facilitators and vice versa. Interaction would 
mean that slopes would not be parallel across facilitation categories 
but would rather accelerate in one direction (monotonic inter­
action) or run in opposite directions (non monotonic interaction). 

None of the results presented by Casson. Haller. and Sewell 
departs markedly from the pattern of parallel slopes representing 
additivity. This is certainly the' case for relationships between 
attitudes and facilitators. explicitly posited by the model as 
determinants of status attainment. As shown in Diagram 3. the 

DIAGRAM 3; EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY 
EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATION, SIGNIFICANT 
OTHERS'lNFLl,IENCE (SOil CONTROLLED 
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quasi-linear relationship of educational aspirations and attai~m~nt 
follows almost perfectly parallel slopes across four ~eve1s of s~gl1lfi­
cant others' influence. In Diagram 4, the same 15' only ~hg~tly 
less true for re!!ressions of occupational attainment on asplrauons 
across five levels of educational attainment. 

The strong rhetoric with which many writers have argued 
for a theory of behavior as an interaction effect of the pe~son 
and his environment is not supported by these r~sults. Plauslbl~ 
theoretical accounts of why the causal relationshIp between attI­
tudes and behavior ought to be influenced by its context a!e n~t re­
flected on this research. Instead. the latter emerges as pnmanly.a 
function of initial aspirations plus direct .effects of a few strategIc 
contextual factors. 

Support provided by these results to the Wisconsin model is • 
however. qualified ~y serious Iimit~ti~ns i~ the data. The da~a .set 
on which these findlllgs are based IS Identlcal to th .. t from "1~lch 
the orio-inal model was derived. Thus. both studIes are subject 
to the ~ame error sources. Nor do these data contain measures 
of all possible facilitators or completely adequate measures of 
those included. 

Rejecting the well-established the~ry .of beha~i?r as a person­
context interaction requires more convmcmg em pm cal proo~ t!l~n 
that provided here. Nevertheless. We may conclude that 1I1mal 
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?Ies •. if the dispersion of a staius variable is low. differences in 
It WIll be harder to .measure reliably and validly and the partiei: 
p~nt~ t~em.selves wIll ha~e more difficulty in making the fine 
dls~nmlllatlOns reqUIred III order to have definite status orien­
tatIOns f~r themselves and others. The greater the dispersion of 
status vanables the easier it will be both for the participants to act 
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DIAGRAM 8: A STATUS ATTAINMENT MODEL 

FOR FOUR STATUS VARIABLES IN A 

HIGHLY CRYSTALLIZED STATUS SYST,EM 

* HERE, At; REFERS ONLY TO PRESTIGE, POWER/AND WEALTH 

upon them and for the researchers to measure them. Hence it is 
more likely that clear status attainment models can be applied suc­
cessfully to status syste,m with large dispersions than to those 
with small dispersions. 

Second is the question of experimental evidence. Actually. 
most of the process is probably experimentally intractable. The 
part that most requires it and may be most amenable· to it is 
that of significant others' (SO) influence on aspirations and attain­
ments. 'We imply the existence of networks of significant others' 
influence. These consist of " variable number of 50s each of 
whom may have di·fferent expectation levels for the focal person. 
For status stratification systems which are crystallized imperfectly 
we also assume (Woelfel and Haller. 1971a) that a person's 50s 
for attainment with respect to one social hierarchy (e.g .• education) 
may not be identical to his 50s for attainment with. respect to an­
other (e.g .• occupational prestige). It may be both scientifically 
and ethically feasible to design field research in which SO compo-

"sition and SO expectation levels with respect to a social hierarchy 
are varied experimentally and observations of the subsequent 
changes. if any. in the corresponding aspirations of focal persons 
are recorded. Careful experiments on the effect of intellectual 
abiJity or performance in school on SO expectations or on the 
aspirations of focal persons are less tractable. although Rosenthal 
and Jacobson (1968) have made efforts in this direction. 

Third is the question of critical stages in the status attainment 
process. \Ve Slltmise that one such point exists when a person 
reaches the age at which regular remunerative work is possible. 
Some people will leave school and take a job. others will continue 
their education. usually moving to a different physical location 
to do so. Either way. some SOs will lose their salience for the 
person. and he will take on new SOs. Those who leave school 
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a!c [,?ur key status content variables: prestige (occupational pres­
tige Ill. the Unlle~ States), wealth ([or which income is a good 
proxy III the United States), power (which has not yet. been 
measured well anywhere), and education (which can be .measured 
almost anywhere by assessing the highest year in school success­
fully c,?mpleted). In the Diagram, 0 stands for occupation, E for 
education, P [or power, and tv for wealth. (We are aware that 
power may be I~ss constant over time for any given person than 
·are the other vanables. 'Ve include it because no status attainment 
model could be complete without it.) We further assume that, 
there are four "manifestations" of any status variable: the status 
levels .a person's ~ig,:ifi~ant others occupy in the system, the ex­
pectatIOn levels hiS s'?",ficant others hold [or him, the aspiration 
levels he ~olds for lumself, and the level he ultimately attains. 
The fi~st IS the main set of independent variables and the last 
the m~m set of dependent variables-although some of the last 
are p~lOr to others. The other two are intervening variables. In 
the Diagram S st~nds for the mea~ status of the person's significant 
o.thers, X for th~lI· mean expectatIOn levels for him, A for his aspira­
t1?n level for hImself, and At for his attainment level. The reader 
will note that each of the~e four "manifestations" is possible for 
each of the four status vanables. 'Ve also include two other varia­
bles which are nonstatus: mental ability (M) and academic per­
f~nnance (P ,) as measured by grades in school. In the subsequent 
dlagrams,.a bar. ov.er the letters standing for a manifestation of a 
status vanable mdlcates a mean average for his several significant 
others. Thus OS means the average occupational prestige status 
levels of all of. ego's significant others; or again, EX means the 
a~erage educatIOnal levels.ego's several significant others hold for 
him. ~ach focal. person \Vii! have a mean value of his significant 
others expectatIOns or their statuses for each status dimension. 
AI,?, we remind the reader that by "expectations" we mean that 
which another demands of, desires for, wishes for, hopes for, a 
foc~1 person or "ego," and that by "aspirations" we mean that 
which a focal person demands of, wishes for, hopes for, himself. 
Both concepts have "realistic" and "idealistic" levels and both 
have long and short future lime spans (Haller and Miller, 1971 :7-
I1,60-61). 

In Diagrams 5-8 we assume that the parents are not the only 
peo!,le whose statuses ar; transmitted to the person. A large body 
of hterature calls attentIOn to the fact that people are responsive 
to so,?e but not all with w?om they interact and that they are re­
sponsive to some groups with whom they do not interact. This is 
what the whole question of "reference groups" (Hyman and 
Singer, 1968) is all about. In this context the concept "significant 
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others" ,?ay be substituted for "reference groups." This model 
hypotheSizes that average statuses of a person's significant others 
are transmitted to his attainment. Furthermore, this transmission 
occurs first through the impact of average statuS of sianificant 
others on their average expectations for ego, 'and these ~veraaes 
affect ego's aspiration levels. The shift from the status of pare~ts 
(?ne. important set of significant others) to the average status of 
slgmficant others whoever they are is one of the two unique' 
aspects of this model. (The other is its inclusion (If each of the 
Weberian status dimensions.) , 

The last three diagrams (6, 7. and 8) use the abovc nomen­
clature to present a model of the status attainment process. The 
model's applicability to any given social system is a func\ioll of 
the degree of dispersion around the mean of each status indicator; 
assuming its general validity for the moment, the !!Teatcr the 
variance the more appropriate the model. It also assun';'es that the 
degree of crystallization of the status system affects the complexity 
and exact form of the model. 

Diagram 9 is the most complex. It sketches a four-dimensional 
model for a moderately crystallized status system. for simplicity 
we have left out arrows describing the correlations among the 
exogenous variables and those describing the residuals, ,.hether 
correlated or uncorrelated, except for the presumably correlated 
resi~uals of the ultimate dependent variables, power and wealth 
attamments. It should be understood, however, that these residuals 
belong ill the model. If the model is identifiable, it might be de­
scribed by presenting the partial correlations among the residuals. 
Alternatively, extending a suggestion in Model 4 of Duncan, 
Haller, and Partes (1968) it might be useful to fit a principal 
component or factor to the common correlation amono- the set of 
status content variables for each of the set of anteceden~ variables. 
Presum~bly there exist: (I) a status aspiration factor commonly 
accountmg for the correlation among all four aspiration variables, 
as well as a component specific to each; (2) a sirrnificant others' 
mean status expectation factor common to all e~pectation vari­
ables, as well as a component speCific to each; and (3) a significant 
oth~rs' mean status factor common to eath significant other insert 
vanable, as well as a component specific to each. Still a third alter­
native would be to infer reciprocal paths among all content vari­
ables at a given point in the causal experience (see Duncan, 
H~ller, and Partes, 1969, esp. Model 2). (We are a bit skeptical of 
thls.last b~cause we do not see any social psychological justification 
for mferrmg them.) 

In brief the model contains several hypotheses not already 
advanced. (I) The main effects of any given significant others' 
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occupation on individual educational attainment. The latter. in 
turn. has a strong influence on initial occupation; this variable' 
plu~ educatio~ is the main determinant of final occupational 
attamment. DIrect effects of father's occupation on initial and final 
occupational attainment are. after education has been taken into 
account, nlinor. 

A~ t.h~ level of social psychological variables. a research pro. 
gram IllltJated at the University of Wisconsin by William H. 
Sewell and pursued by several other researchers has envisioned 
educational and occupational attainment as the outcome of two 
. related processes:. those by which status aspirations are formed 
and those by which they are enacted. Aspirations are formed as 
the consequence of two related sets of influences: those brought 
to bear on the individual by his significant others and those 
~ro~!iht to bear ~y the person himself as he assesses his paten­
t~ahtJes on ~he b~sls of ~ast performance. While crystallized aspira­
Uons exercise pnmary mfluence on status attainment. other con­
textual variables act as significant facilitators of the process. En­
couragement by others and previous educational attainment are 
such variables. 

Further Wisconsin research has supported initial tenets of 
the model concerning the decisive impact of interpersonal in­
fluen~e on developme~lI of status aspirations and the additivity 
and hneanty of asptrauonal and contextual effects on status attain­
ment. 

No finality is attached to either model. Both can in fact be 
viewed as pioneering efforts in a research field bound to yield 
more refined and ac~urate theories. It seems unlikely. however. 
that future sl!ldles Will prove either model "wrong" in the sense 
of containing spurious relationships or of havina overlooked 
cr~cial variabl~s. At its own level of abstraction. eachOtheory seems 
fairly exhausuve of causally relevant variables in status attain­
ment. having examined and discarded other likely factors. Further 
refineme~t. we believe. will lend to occur along lines of greater 
accuracy m hypotheSIZed causal relationships. specification of still 
finer mediating m~chanisms. and more compelling empirical sup­
port. The models III Diagrams 5. 6. 7. and 8 may help to achieve 
this goal. . 

~ese~rch . ad~ances are generally coupled with increasing 
,practical Imphcatlons. Above. we have noted possibilities of the 
Blau-Duncan and \Visconsin models on this count. Causal models 
dep.arting from the former's orientation may prove useful in diag­
noslllg the general occupational state of society while those en­
suing from the latter's may serve to isolate particular variables 
responsible for different attainment levels among specific sub­
groups. 
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Perhaps the most important. and at the same time contro­
versial. feature of this last attainment theory is the causal role 
assigned to family's socioeconomic position in the process. As seen 
above. 'Visconsin results indicate that practically all the effect of 
family's position on edilcational and occupational attainrnents 
is due to its impact on the formation of status aspirations and 
significant others' encouragement of their enactment. Once these 
variables are controlled. family's position has no direct effect as a ' 
facilitator of status attainment. 

This runs contrary to a widespread imagery of ambitions • 
especially among lower-class groups. frustrated by lack of meaus. 
Inheritance of poverty has often been blamed less on psycho­
logical than on economic limitations. In contrast. findings pre­
sented above seem to emphasize the importance of psychological 
formations and their consistent support from those the youth con­
siders important. 

It is here that the usual request for more research in this area 
acquires a particularly urgent connotation. Reported results are 
based on a sampl.eof 'Visconsin students. Even in the larger urban 
areas of Wisconsin. field research may not have located the abysmal 
poverty levels necessary to render economic. as well as psycho­
logical conditions. crucial direct determinants of status attain­
ment. Alternatively. such levels may not have been located in suf­
ficient numbers to alter overall correlations. Studies specifically 
designed to examine this causal sequence among sharply contrast­
ing socioeconomic groups may uncover direct paths of influence 
from parental status to attainment even after aspirations are con­
trolled. 

It is not implausible. however. that the opposite may prove 
true. In a society with a relatively broad range of opportunity. 
the parental role in the status fate of youth may well hinge more 
on the psychological than on the economic support they are able 
to provide. Yet to ideologues of the opposite conviCtion who may 
find comfort translating these findings into "will is might." we 
say that neither "will" eIilerges at random nor are individuals to 
be blamed for its absence. an outcome profoundly dependent-as 
results also show-on the social context to which birth has destined 
them. 
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