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and power, the ability to overcome opposition 
from others.1 Status directly produces inequal-
ity because cultural beliefs about differences 
between identity groups elicit and justify un-
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St  a t u s  a s  D e f e r e n c e

In classic texts, Max Weber (1978, 2014) argues 
that status—the sense that someone is worthy 
of esteem, honor, and respect—is a source of 
inequality independent of material resources 

1. Power can be derived from control over economic and social resources, including status (Weber 1978, 2014).
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equal actions, treatment by others, and re-
source allocations in social interactions. Status 
also stabilizes existing inequalities via pre-
sumptions that those with greater power and 
material resources are worthy and deserving of 
these advantages (Ridgeway 2014; Ridgeway 
and Markus 2022, this issue).

Despite the clear importance of status for 
inequality, however, most scholarship focuses 
on material and structural dimensions of strat-
ification (power and resources) rather than 
interaction dynamics and cultural forces (sta-
tus), perhaps because the latter are more chal-
lenging to measure. Even the most widely used 
operationalization of status, occupational 
prestige, maps more closely onto features of oc-
cupations such as income and educational pre-
requisites than cultural and interactional pat-
terns (Freeland and Hoey 2018). A long-standing 
criticism that these measures are simply “error-
prone estimates” of occupations’ material fea-
tures (Featherman and Hauser 1976, 405) has 
encouraged reliance on material measures of 
occupational importance, and a corresponding 
reluctance to theorize status as a basis of strat-
ification in its own right.

In this article, we review a new conceptual-
ization and operationalization of status based 
in affect control theory (ACT)—a formal, math-
ematical theory of culture, identity, and social 
action (Heise 2007; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 
2018). This approach measures status using 
ACT predictions about deference between oc-
cupational groups in social interactions (Free-
land and Hoey 2018) and identifies occupa-
tional status groups (OSGs) with similar 
deference patterns and therefore similar posi-
tions within the interactional status structure 
(Maloney 2020). We use this approach to ex-
plore culturally expected behaviors between oc-
cupational actors occupying different positions 
in the status structure by predicting the actions 
and social treatment of objects from different 
occupational status groups. In so doing, we il-
luminate the micro-social dynamics that pro-
duce and justify inequalities between groups 
with differing status. We close by showing that 
our model predictions conform to people’s ac-
tual expectations about unequal interactions 
among status groups with a vignette survey.

Social Science Views of 
Inequalit y and Social Cl ass
Weber (1978, 2014) delineates three conceptu-
ally independent sources of inequality: status, 
power, and resources. Social scientists have 
concentrated most of their efforts on the anal-
ysis of resource disparities (usually in terms of 
income or wealth) and differences in power 
(usually in terms of organization or mobiliza-
tion), perhaps because these are easier to mea-
sure than cultural features of honor, esteem, 
and worthiness (status). However, social psy-
chological research shows that beliefs about 
the worthiness of social identities create and 
legitimize unequal allocations of power and re-
sources, in that high-status individuals are 
deemed more deserving of leadership and re-
wards than those with low status (Correll and 
Ridgeway 2003; Ridgeway 2014; Ridgeway and 
Correll 2006).

The most commonly used measure of status 
at present, occupational prestige, overlaps sub-
stantially with measures of the human capital 
and material rewards associated with specific 
jobs (see Bukodi, Dex, and Goldthorpe 2011). 
We contend, however, that measures that rely 
on the material dimensions of social standing 
and discount the role of cultural honor, es-
teem, and respect can lead to incorrect predic-
tions about status dynamics, or a failure to 
really understand them at all. For example, oc-
cupations that offer low material rewards may 
nevertheless be highly regarded (for example, 
coal mining and manufacturing versus ware-
house jobs, see Koenig 2022; Valentino 2022, 
this issue), making them desirable in ways that 
cannot be easily understood by their physical 
conditions and pay. People often prefer respect 
to rank position (Anderson et al. 2021).

Recent work has reinvigorated the study of 
status as an independent source of inequality 
by developing a new measure of status that 
better reflects its cultural and interactional 
character, thereby addressing the shortcom-
ings of prevailing measures of status as occu-
pational prestige. This work uses ACT—a for-
mal, mathematical theory of culture, identity, 
and social action (Heise 2007; Robinson and 
Smith-Lovin 2018)—to quantify the expecta-
tion that a person in one occupation will defer 
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2. Robert Freeland and Jesse Hoey (2018) use a Bayesian version of ACT that allows for variation and uncertainty 
in the cultural meanings associated with occupational identities and behaviors (for a description of BayesACT 
and its properties, see Schröder, Hoey, and Rogers 2016). Given that occupational identities usually have well-
institutionalized and widely shared cultural meanings (Heise 2010; Ridgeway 2019), we use the non-Bayesian 
ACT that assumes a point estimate in three-dimensional space for our analyses in this article.

3. The estimation of these impression-change equations from simple actor-behavior-object event vignettes is 
described in detail elsewhere (see Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988; Heise 2010; Morgan, Rogers, and Hu 2016).

to someone in another occupation in interac-
tion based on cultural meanings regarding the 
pleasantness, dominance, and expressiveness 
of these occupations.2 A deference structure 
derived from these data identifies groups of 
structurally equivalent occupations with simi-
lar deference patterns and thus similar posi-
tions in the status hierarchy (OSGs). Because 
ACT may not be familiar to a wide interdisci-
plinary audience, we summarize its core char-
acteristics before discussing the interactional 
deference structure that motivates our analysis 
in this article.

Affect Control Theory
ACT is a mathematical model of social interac-
tion that quantifies the cultural meanings of 
identities and behaviors and that generates pre-
cise predictions about the consequences of 
these meanings for social action. It uses em-
pirically estimated, culture-specific models of 
impression formation norms to show how so-
cial interactions change our feelings about ac-
tors and actions (for reviews of the theory, see 
Heise 1979, 2007; MacKinnon 1994; Robinson 
and Smith-Lovin 2018). Widely shared cultural 
meanings, known in ACT as fundamental senti-
ments, are measured along three dimensions: 
evaluation (good or bad), potency (powerful or 
weak), and activity (active or passive), referred 
to as EPA. These meanings reflect basic cultural 
knowledge about the social order (Heise 2010; 
Rogers 2021b), are foundational to socioemo-
tional processing (Scholl 2013), and parsimoni-
ously summarize concept meanings across 
many cultures (Osgood, May, and Miron 1975; 
Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum 1957). For ex-
ample, U.S. English-speakers see doctors as 
good, powerful, and neutral in activity (E = 2.69, 
P = 2.94, A = 0.37), and patients as neutral in 
goodness, weak, and passive (E = 0.57, P = –1.49, 
A =  –1.28 on scales that range from 4.3 to –4.3).

The fundamental sentiments that ACT mea-

sures map onto cultural features measured in 
other theoretical models interested in status 
(see Scholl 2013). This includes, for example, 
status defined as evaluations of competence 
within and expectations for contributions to a 
task group in expectation states theory (Dip-
pong and Kalkhoff 2015; Rogalin, Soboroff, and 
Lovaglia 2007; Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1994) 
and intergroup judgments of warmth and com-
petence in the stereotype content model (Rog-
ers, Schröder, and Scholl 2013). Here we argue 
that ACT offers unique advantages for under-
standing inequalities in status behavior that 
arise as people endeavor to maintain funda-
mental sentiments in interactions with others. 
The theory’s precise measurement of cultural 
meanings allows for, among other things, a con-
crete description of how events change these 
meanings and how people react to that change. 
In addition, ACT is distinctive in modeling sta-
tus behavior in a manner that is not constrained 
to task-oriented interaction settings (Ridgeway 
and Smith-Lovin 1994) and that f ocuses on in-
teraction dynamics rather than intergroup bias 
(Rogers, Schröder, and Scholl 2013).

ACT’s impression-change equations predict 
the shift in meaning resulting from an event in 
which an actor does a behavior to an object 
(Heise 1979, 2010; Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988).3 
These new event-contextualized meanings for 
the actor, behavior, and object-person following 
a situation are the transient impressions created 
by a social encounter. After a doctor listens to a 
patient, for example, the doctor seems nicer, 
less powerful, and less active (E = 3.11, P = 2.03, 
A = –0.10) than we would expect based on fun-
damental sentiments alone. The greater the 
EPA distance between transient impressions 
and fundamental sentiments, the more cultur-
ally misaligned the situation. This misalign-
ment is quantified in ACT as deflection, the sum 
of the squared differences between transient 
impressions and fundamental sentiments in 
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4. ACT also has an explicit model of attribution and emotion, but we do not describe it here because we do not 
use this aspect of the theory in this article.

5. Prior work has generally found high consensus in EPA ratings within cultures, but some differences in these 
ratings are associated with race and class (see Ambrasat et al. 2014; Rogers 2019c). This mirrors the findings 
of Valentino (2022, this issue) about different “status lenses” on occupational prestige. We identify this as an 
area for future research in the discussion section.

6. Ridgeway (2019) has in her recent status work more explicitly brought in motivations to further group interests, 
but this has not historically been a major feature of expectation states theory. The principle that status is a reward 

EPA (Heise 2007; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 
2018). Higher deflection events are less likely to 
occur, less expected, and less culturally norma-
tive (Rogers 2021a). Situations that violate cul-
tural expectations prompt restorative actions or 
reinterpretations of events that realign tran-
sient impressions with fundamental cultural 
meanings for the people and actions involved.4

Crucially, for the cultural nature of the the-
ory (and our view of status presented here), 
both the cultural sentiments associated with 
identities and the impression-change pro-
cesses that occur when these identities are em-
bedded in social events show high consensus 
across members of a national language culture 
(Heise 2010; Rogers 2019a, 2019c). Although 
some variation in meaning is observed in social 
position, as with occupational prestige and 
other subjective measures of inequality, these 
beliefs are widely shared. The exceptions are 
striking because they are precisely that—excep-
tions.5

Cecilia Ridgeway and Hazel Markus (2022, 
this issue) contend that status is distinct from 
other bases of inequality in being primarily cul-
tural, operating through shared evaluations of 
a person or group’s worthiness by others; mul-
tilevel, affecting the relative worth of persons 
within groups as well as groups within societ-
ies; and relational, in being inherently compar-
ative and emergent through social interactions. 
We argue that ACT is an especially useful tool 
for examining status dynamics because it quan-
tifies culturally shared meanings of identities 
and behavior, reveals how actors’ relative posi-
tioning on these dimensions reflects their cul-
tural and interactional standing, and predicts 
the relational, situated behavior between actors 
occupying identities that carry status. In addi-
tion, ACT is amenable to the study of status 
dynamics across cultures. Indeed, the data and 

models already exist to apply the theory in this 
manner. This is noteworthy because the bases 
of status differ across cultures. For example, in 
cultures such as Japan, more traditional occu-
pations might be higher evaluation and po-
tency than they are in the United States be-
cause the elderly are seen as sources of wisdom 
(Schröder et al. 2013). Here we focus on the U.S. 
context, where status is highly influenced by 
judgments of competence. However, ACT could 
also be used to study status processes in cul-
tural contexts where status is more strongly de-
termined by, for example, attributions of mo-
rality (Zhao 2022). We expect such cultural 
features to affect the EPA assessments of differ-
ent identity groups and the impression-change 
processes that combine with these assessments 
to guide social action.

ACT and the Measurement of 
Occupational Deference Scores
Robert Freeland and Jesse Hoey (2018) leverage 
ACT’s approach to modeling cultural expecta-
tions to create a new method of operationaliz-
ing occupational status. Because ACT is a for-
mal model of how cultural sentiments create 
expectations for behavior and deference behav-
ior is an expression of an underlying status or-
der, Freeland and Hoey argue that deflections 
from simulations of deference events provide 
a quantitative, theoretically motivated indica-
tor of occupational status.

Using ACT, they estimate deflection (cul-
tural dislocation) from simulated deference 
events of the structure occupation A defers to oc-
cupation B for all possible combinations of 304 
occupational identities as actors and object-
persons. For example, the event a surgeon 
(E = .09, P = 3.14, A = –0.13) defers to (E = –0.15, 
P = 0.45, A = –0.44) a coal miner (E = 0.78, 
P = 0.01, A = 0.47) results in a deflection of 7.2.6 
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A coal miner deferring to a surgeon produces 
less deflection (5.9), indicating that ACT pre-
dicts the latter situation to be more likely, less 
unexpected, and more culturally aligned than 
the former (Rogers 2021a). A single deference 
score was created for each occupation (analo-
gous to occupational prestige scores) by averag-
ing deflections across all events involving inter-
actions with other occupations. For example, 
the deference score for surgeons was produced 
by averaging the deflection from all 304 events 
wherein a surgeon deferred to some other oc-
cupation.

Freeland and Hoey’s (2018) deference score 
summarizes the social, relational, and consen-
sual nature of status that Ridgeway (2019) ob-
serves as being culturally and interactionally 
grounded and relative rather than absolute—
the result of an occupation’s position relative 
to others in the cultural system. It outperforms 
the standard measure of occupational prestige 
in predicting Harris poll rankings of occupa-
tions’ prestige as well as a variety of affective 
job outcomes such as workplace attachment, 
job satisfaction, general happiness, respon-
dents’ feeling that their work is meaningful 
and that they are respected at work, and their 
willingness to keep working even if not finan-
cially necessary. Thus it has both construct and 
criterion validity as a measure of occupational 
status.

A New Conceptualization of Social Classes: 
Occupational Status Groups
Although the new deference score provides a 
concise summary of status rankings, it ignores 
a great deal of information contained in the 304 
× 304 matrix of simulated interactions by aver-
aging across rows to create a single deference 
score for each occupational identity. E. K. Ma-
loney (2020) addresses this issue by using net-
work methods to derive occupational status 
groups with common patterns of deference 
from the same matrix of deflections.7 Such 
methods look for structural equivalence, group-

ing occupational identities that defer to the 
same occupations and receive deference from 
the same occupations. Unlike research that 
uses network methods to search for direct con-
nections between occupations, such as cliques 
or interconnected positions, this method iden-
tifies similarities in occupations’ positions 
within the cultural status system.

Maloney’s (2020) analysis identifies four 
OSGs. The first and largest group included 120 
everyday specialists (mean EPA = 1.35, 0.92, 
0.26)—occupations that are respected for their 
skills and have authority within their specialty, 
but which are not revered more generally (such 
as bricklayer or baker). The second status 
group, service-to-society (mean EPA = 1.65, 1.08, 
0.85), included fifty-five largely female-typed oc-
cupations that are valued but tend not to re-
ceive high wages, such as teacher or social 
worker. The third status group, the disagreeably 
powerful (mean EPA = 0.74, 1.27, 0.26), included 
109 largely male-typed occupations with the 
ability to change others’ actions or influence 
the course of someone’s day without much col-
laboration (such as foreman or bailiff). The fi-
nal status group—the actively revered (mean 
EPA = 1.91, 1.44. 1.44) is the smallest, including 
only thirteen occupations, but is perhaps the 
most striking. It includes occupations often 
seen as heroes and caretakers but that garner 
lower material rewards than the everyday spe-
cialists and disagreeably powerful (such as nurse 
or firefighter).

Two recent articles demonstrate that the 
cultural sentiments associated with occupa-
tional identities and the status groups within 
which occupations fall have important implica-
tions for the emotional experiences of their oc-
cupants (Maloney 2022; Maloney and Smith-
Lovin 2021). This article explores the behavioral 
implications of these status meanings. More 
specifically, it identifies the behaviors that are 
most common, expected, and normative (Rog-
ers 2021a) in interactions within and between 
the occupations in each status group. These 

for high-competence people devoting themselves to positive, shared group outcomes is, however, core to that 
theory.

7. All EPA profiles come from a compilation of ratings by undergraduates at two universities in a collaborative 
project conducted from 2012 through 2014 (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016).
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8. For a list of all 303 occupational identities including their EPA ratings, GSS occupational markers, deference 
scores, SIOPS, and occupational status group, see online appendix A (https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7 
/70/tab-supplemental). Maloney (2020) eliminates one occupational identity, dishwasher, because respondents 
interpreted this identity as a machine rather than a person. For a full replication repository, see https://github 
.com/ekmaloney/rsf_occ_status (accessed June 19, 2022).

9. A table with descriptive statistics for the validation sample and a more detailed description of the data col-
lection process is in section B of the online appendix.

patterns demonstrate how status dynamics 
contribute to inequality, as higher status 
groups are culturally entitled to engage in ac-
tions and receive social treatment that justifies 
and reinforces their advantaged position (Rog-
ers 2021b). The article contrasts high- and low- 
prestige occupations within each status group 
(using more conventional measures) to develop 
our understanding of the differences between 
status as voluntary deference and status as re-
sources or power. Model predictions are vali-
dated with a vignette survey.

Data
Analyses for this article take two forms: theo-
retical models of status behavior using ACT and 
a vignette survey validating the predictions. 
Data for models of status behavior come from 
four sources. Deference scores are from Free-
land and Hoey (2018). Occupational status 
groups are from Maloney (2020). A crosswalk 
was used to match occupational identities in 
the deference dataset to occupations in the 
General Social Survey (Smith et al. 2017), from 
which we gathered ISCO-88 classifications to 
match with Standard International Occupa-
tional Prestige Scale scores (SIOPS) (Treiman 
1977) and the International Socio-Economic In-
dex of Occupational Status (ISEI) (Ganzeboom 
and Treiman 1996; Ganzeboom, de Graaf, and 
Treiman 1992). For some occupations, the 
SIOPS is an average across several occupations 
mapped to a single occupational identity (such 
as different types of teachers). EPA ratings of 
identities and behaviors were taken from an 
ACT sentiment dictionary collected between 
2011 and 2014 (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016).8

Data for the vignette validation survey were 
gathered online via Amazon Mechanical Turk 
in the fall of 2021. After participants who did 
not pass a manipulation check question and 
responses with the same IP address were re-
moved, the study included 424 respondents. On 

average, participation took around ten and a 
half minutes, and respondents were paid $5 on 
completion of the study. In our analytic sam-
ple, the median age is thirty-six, and the major-
ity of respondents were white (81 percent), male 
(62 percent), and identified as men (61 percent). 
The most common education level of our re-
spondents was a bachelor’s degree (58 per-
cent).9

Methods
The first analysis elaborates theoretical models 
of status behavior, using ACT impression-
change equations to predict culturally expected 
behaviors in interactions between all possible 
pairs of occupational identities in the design. 
The EPA value identified reflects the action that 
will maximally confirm the identities of both 
the actor and object-person (that is, maintain 
the status of both occupational identities in-
volved in the modeled situation). This EPA 
value is then matched with the nearest behavior 
labels in the most recent ACT sentiment dic-
tionary (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016). The analysis 
was completed using the R package inteRact 
(Maloney 2021), which implements ACT’s 
impression-change equations in R. Functions 
that implement the theory’s U.S. English 
impression-change equations (Heise 2007) were 
used to estimate optimal behavior.

To assess the effects of status as a cultural 
(deference) versus material (occupational pres-
tige) construct, we selected four occupational 
identities from each status group in Maloney 
(2020), two low in prestige and two high in 
prestige. We chose occupational identities with 
fundamental sentiments as close as possible to 
the median EPA value of each of the four OSGs 
to ensure that the identities used in the simula-
tions matched the social positions of their re-
spective OSGs in the status structure. Table 1 
displays these sixteen occupational identities, 
along with their EPA ratings, OSG, prestige 

https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7/TK/tab-supplemental
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7/TK/tab-supplemental
https://github.com/ekmaloney/rsf_occ_status
https://github.com/ekmaloney/rsf_occ_status
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10. A full list of the stimuli, including events, the optimal behavior term, the randomly selected behavior term, 
and the distance between the two are in section C of the online appendix.

(high or low), deference score, distance from 
the median EPA of the OSG, and SIOPS. The 
optimal behavior EPA and closest behavior la-
bel were estimated for all possible combina-
tions of these identities, 256 in all.

Vignette Survey
To validate these theoretical projections, we 
fielded a vignette survey on Amazon Mechani-
cal Turk. Respondents consented to participate 
in the study, then completed a brief demo-
graphic survey. Afterward, they responded to 
vignette questions that asked them to choose 
the behavior most likely to occur in an interac-
tion between the two people shown (for exam-
ple, a surgeon and a nurse). Two response op-
tions were provided, the optimal behavior from 
our theoretical models and a randomly chosen 
behavior from the most recent U.S. ACT senti-
ment dictionary (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016). Re-
spondents were randomly assigned to com-
plete subsets of stimuli, answering thirty-two 
questions each. The study included 512 stimuli 

in total; approximately twenty-five respondents 
answered each.10 The interaction (actor-
behavior-object) is the unit of analysis.

Two constraints on the random selection of 
behaviors from the ACT dictionary reduced 
bias in design. First, the chosen behaviors were 
required to be a Euclidean distance of five or 
greater away from the optimal behavior EPA, 
because distance in EPA space predicts how 
culturally appropriate an action seems accord-
ing to ACT; we did not want the randomly cho-
sen behavior to be an affective synonym for the 
theoretically predicted behavior. Second, we fil-
tered out violent or sexual behaviors and ac-
tions clearly constrained to a single profession 
(such as inject with medicine), which may be 
viewed as unlikely for cognitive reasons rather 
than the cultural affective reasons of interest 
here (Rogers 2021a). This constraint was con-
servative in the sense that some random be
havior choices were still institutionally inap-
propriate and might not have been chosen for 
that reason.

Table 1. Occupational Identities Chosen for Simulations

Occupational  
Identity

Occupational Status 
Group Prestige E P A

Distance 
from 

Median SIOPS-08

Pediatrician actively revered High 3.01 2.52 0.53 2.02 78.00
Nurse actively revered Low 2.84 1.75 0.53 5.77 78.00
Surgeon actively revered High 2.92 3.05 –0.33 1.43 49.02
Firefighter actively revered Low 3.27 2.85 2.29 1.79 35.00
Defense attorney disagreeably powerful High 0.86 2.05 1.44 0.03 45.94
Bailiff disagreeably powerful Low 0.72 1.56 0.10 1.87 73.10
Foreman disagreeably powerful High 0.64 1.30 0.34 0.03 32.39
Crane operator disagreeably powerful Low 0.94 1.23 0.29 0.09 54.17
Dentist everyday specialists High 1.62 1.51 0.08 0.25 70.00
Dental hygienist everyday specialists Low 1.68 0.86 0.34 0.37 70.00
Civil engineer everyday specialists High 1.70 1.55 –0.02 0.08 52.72
Technician everyday specialists Low 1.67 1.08 0.45 0.11 49.87
Nutritionist service-to-society High 2.30 1.20 0.16 0.69 52.00
Cook service-to-society Low 2.24 1.69 1.58 1.91 62.63
Teacher service-to-society High 2.50 2.31 0.32 0.45 46.09
Musician service-to-society Low 1.77 1.25 1.47 1.03 33.00

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note: E = Evaluation, P = Potency, A = Activity.
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11. For a more detailed summary of modeling choices and results from all three models as well as robustness 
checks, see section D of the online appendix.

To analyze the resulting data, we regressed 
a binary indicator of choosing the optimal be-
havior (yes = 1 / no = 0) on the Euclidean dis-
tance between the random and optimal behav-
ior in EPA space. We expected that respondents 
would be more likely to choose the optimal be-
havior when the randomly chosen behavior was 
further away from optimal EPA, as predicted by 
ACT. A multilevel model with questions nested 
in individuals nested in modules accounted for 
the underlying grouping of our design. We ran 
three models: one assessing the base rate of 
choosing the optimal behavior over the ran-
domly selected behavior (model 1), another in-
cluding only the distance measure (model 2), 
and a third including both measures and con-
trols for sex, age, and education (model 3). To 
help the models converge, both distance and 
age were standardized such that the mean is 0 
and the standard deviation 1. Because the pat-
terns are consistent across these models, only 
model 3 is discussed in detail here (for addi-
tional results, see the online appendix at 
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7/70/tab 
-supplemental).11

Results
To illustrate the differences among our core 
concepts, we show scatterplots (figure 1) of the 
relationship between deference scores and 
both occupational prestige (SIOPS) and a stan-
dard index of socioeconomic status (ISEI), with 
status group indicated by color and symbol 
(Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992; Tre-
iman 1977). The zero-order Pearson correlation 
between SIOPS and the Freeland and Hoey def-
erence score is 0.401. The modest association 
between these measures is predictable from 
the findings of prior work. Freeland and Hoey 
(2018) find that conventional prestige scores, 
which are closely related to education and in-
come for an occupation, are most strongly pre-
dicted by their potency (power, dominance), 
whereas deference scores are most strongly pre-
dicted by their evaluation (warmth, esteem). 
Prestige is also negatively associated with activ-
ity (expressivity, engagement), whereas defer-
ence scores are positively associated with activ-
ity. Put differently, deference and prestige 
evoke different cultural connotations: high 
prestige occupations carry connotations of 

Figure 1. Relationship Between Deference and Prestige

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on Treiman 1977; Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992; Free-
land and Hoey 2018.
Note: Occupational prestige scale is the Standard International Occupational Prestige Scale (Treiman 
1977). The socioeconomic index is the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status 
(Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992). Deference scores are from Freeland and Hoey (2018).
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quiet dominance; high deference occupations 
carry connotations of esteem, efficacy, and 
agency. Occupational status groups are clearly 
stratified along the y axis of deference (because 
they are based on deference relations) and also 
spread widely across the x axis of prestige. No-
tably, actively revered occupations are grouped 
at the top of the deference scale but differ dra-
matically in prestige. Disagreeably powerful oc-
cupations span into the upper part of the pres-
tige scale, but never make it past the middle 
range on deference.

The plot relating deference and the socio-
economic status index shows almost exactly 
the same patterns as the occupational prestige 
plot, which is not surprising; occupational 
prestige is effectively a subjective measure of 
objective material resources.

Theoretical Models of Status Behavior
Table 2 and figure 2 present results from the 
theoretical models of status behavior. Table 2 
displays the mean EPA of optimal behaviors 
given the status group of the actor (the person 
enacting the behavior) and object-person (the 
person receiving the behavior), as well as exem-
plar behavior labels for the events modeled. 
The violin plots in figure 2 visualize the prob-

ability density of behavior EPA across the three 
models. They enable us to see the degree of 
consistency in behavior EPA across the events 
comprising each cell in the plot. The columns 
in this plot reflect actor OSG and the rows re-
flect object OSG.

Findings summarized in each cell are af-
fected both by actors’ expected actions based 
on their status and object-persons’ expected 
treatment based on their status, because both 
factors influence cultural expectations about 
appropriate behavior in the interactions mod-
eled. The top left cell, for example, summarizes 
the EPA distribution of optimal behaviors for 
all sixteen modeled events in which actively re-
vered actors interact with actively revered ob-
jects. In that cell, we see that all of the optimal 
behaviors that actively revered actors direct at 
actively revered objects are uniformly positive 
(the plot for evaluation is concentrated in one 
value region), whereas the potency and activity 
of their behaviors are more variable. Our theo-
retical models consistently predict that when 
actively revered people interact with one an-
other, they will expect and enact behaviors that 
are extremely positive, pleasant, and congenial.

Our models predict differences in the cul-
tural meanings of optimal behaviors across sta-

Table 2. Optimal Behaviors 

Actor Object Evaluation Potency Activity Example Behaviors

AR AR 2.68 1.79 0.97 praise, greet, welcome
AR DP 2.44 1.81 –0.01 explain something to, remember, grin at
AR ES 2.62 2.05 0.44 acknowledge, treat, like
AR StS 2.64 2.03 0.66 reward, praise, acknowledge
DP AR 1.68 0.58 0.65 call, ask about, decorate
DP DP 1.12 0.83 0.13 show something to, identify, indulge
DP ES 1.36 0.91 0.30 identify, escort, brief
DP StS 1.48 0.84 0.43 escort, brief, ask about
ES AR 1.98 0.56 0.43 ask about, answer, agree with
ES DP 1.62 0.71 –0.21 serve, ask about, turn to
ES ES 1.82 0.81 0.05 ask about, consult, agree with
ES StS 1.88 0.77 0.19 ask about, answer, agree with
StS AR 2.26 0.86 1.09 chat with, eat with, reply to
StS DP 1.93 0.97 0.27 answer, agree with, consult
StS ES 2.14 1.11 0.62 caution, chat with, reply to
StS StS 2.18 1.08 0.81 chat with, caution, reply to

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note: AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist, StS = service-to-society.
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tus group interactions (table 2; for full simula-
tion results, see the online appendix). The most 
pronounced differences occur based on the ac-
tor’s status group. Actively revered occupations 
are expected to engage in actions high in evalu-
ation, potency, and activity (for example, 
praise, treat, reward). In contrast, the disagree-
ably powerful are expected to engage in moder-
ately powerful actions low in evaluation and 

activity (such as ask about, show something to, 
escort). Service-to-society occupations are ex-
pected to engage in actions that are just below 
the actively revered in goodness and activity and 
moderate in potency (such as caution, chat 
with, consult). And everyday specialists are ex-
pected to engage in actions that are good but 
low in potency and activity (such as answer, 
serve, concur with).

Figure 2. Optimal Behavior Violin Plot by Actor and Object Status Group

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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12. This pattern has some exceptions, the most noteworthy being the slightly lower evaluation levels found among 
low-prestige actors in the everyday specialists and service-to-society status groups.

Optimal behaviors also differ in some cases 
based on the status group of the object-person 
at whom they are directed. This is most notice-
able in events with disagreeably powerful ob-
jects, who are recipients of actions lower in ac-
tivity and sometimes evaluation than other 
status groups. We find the greatest consistency 
in behavior evaluation across the events mod-
eled, with less consistency in potency and activ-
ity (figure 2).

Our results point to relationality of status 
dynamics, as actions are dependent, to some 
extent, on the status of both the actor and 
object-person. For example, actively revered ac-
tors such as firefighters are expected to engage 
in warmer actions toward those in the more 
positively evaluated everyday specialist, service-
to-society, and actively revered occupations (for 
example, congratulating a musician, applaud-
ing a nutritionist) than toward those in less 
positively evaluated disagreeably powerful occu-
pations (such as coaching a foreman, greeting 
a bailiff). Disagreeably powerful actors such as 
bailiffs are expected to engage in more power-
ful actions toward those in the less powerful 
everyday specialist and service-to-society occupa-
tions (for example, identifying a musician, es-
corting a nutritionist), than toward those in 
more powerful actively revered and disagreeably 
powerful occupations (such as asking about a 
surgeon, showing something to a foreman). 
Whereas firefighters receive honor, deference, 
and camaraderie from those in most other oc-
cupations (for example, defense attorneys 
toast, pediatricians praise, musicians joke with 
firefighters), the disagreeably powerful have 
their status affirmed in more relationally de-
pendent ways. Everyday specialists (such as den-
tal hygienists, technicians) are expected to 
serve bailiffs, whereas those in higher status 
occupations are expected to treat them more 
warmly (firefighters greet, pediatricians grin at 
bailiffs).

We also compared optimal behavior EPA for 
modeled events that involve low- versus high-
prestige actors across status groups to deter-
mine whether this contributed to the greater 
variation detected along the potency and activ-

ity dimensions (for a summary of the results, 
see tables A.1 and A.2 and figure A.1). We in-
deed find that optimal behaviors differ in  
potency and activity, but not evaluation, for 
high- versus low-prestige occupations across all 
status groups. Specifically, behaviors are com-
paratively high in potency and low in activity 
for high-prestige actors in most status groups, 
while the reverse is true for low-prestige actors. 
The only status group that does not follow this 
pattern is the disagreeably powerful, for whom 
the opposite is true.12 For example, high-
prestige service-to-society actors are expected to 
turn to or seek advice from (2.05, 1.13, –0.33) 
high-prestige disagreeably powerful objects. 
Low-prestige service-to-society actors are ex-
pected to call or chat with (2.01, 0.97, 1.22) low-
prestige disagreeably powerful objects. This is 
consistent with Freeland and Hoey’s (2018) out-
lined argument about the relationship of defer-
ence scores and occupational prestige with 
EPA.

Several core predictions emerge from the 
theoretical models of optimal behavior. First, 
the models suggest that evaluation (goodness, 
pleasantness, esteem) has central importance 
in status behavior. Although the dominance 
and expressiveness of behavior among occupa-
tions varies across status groups, the positivity 
of the actions differs most strongly. This find-
ing echoes the finding that forgiving someone 
(a very positive, potent, lively behavior, in our 
terms) confers more status than the powerful 
and lively, but nasty act of exacting revenge (Be-
nard et al. 2022). Second, the status of the actor 
has a larger impact on expected behavior than 
that of the object-person. The columns of fig-
ure 2 show much more consistency than the 
rows do. This suggests that the esteem in which 
we hold someone says more about how we 
think they will treat others than it does about 
how we expect others to treat them. Third, oc-
cupational prestige (as traditionally measured) 
influences the dominance (potency) and ex-
pressiveness (activity) of status behavior but 
tells us nothing about the largest and most con-
sistent difference in behavioral patterns—how 
positively (evaluation) people treat one another. 
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Put differently, the effects of prestige on status 
behavior are always contingent on something 
prestige cannot directly explain—how good, 
bad, or evaluatively neutral the behavior seems.

Taken together, our theoretical predictions 
provide a different view of the behavioral im-
plications of status hierarchy than those de-
rived from the traditional focus on wealth and 
power. Our findings highlight the important 
role doing good (or not) can play in the actual-
ization of one’s status through behavior viewed 
as appropriate to the situation—especially to 
the cultural meaning of one’s own identity. At-
tempts at dominance should be more effective, 
according to ACT, when culturally aligned with 
the situation at hand and the identities of those 
involved. Thus actively revered actors should 
have their status affirmed when their domi-
nance is paired with warmth and expressive-
ness, and disagreeably powerful actors should 
have theirs affirmed through dominant actions 
that are less nice and more reserved. In other 
words, situated action can contribute to the (re)

production of social hierarchies through mul-
tiple behavioral pathways. We now move to see-
ing whether our predictions are supported by 
the expectations of real people (participants in 
a Mechanical Turk vignette survey).

Vignette Survey
On average, participants in the vignette survey 
had a 71 percent probability of choosing the 
theoretically optimal behavior over one ran-
domly selected from a large corpus of potential 
social actions. The distance between the opti-
mal and randomly chosen behavior also had a 
significant effect, meaning that respondents 
were more likely to choose the optimal behavior 
when random behaviors were more divergent 
in EPA from (culturally dissimilar to) the opti-
mal behavior (see figure 3). Both the base rate 
of choosing the optimal behavior and the effect 
of distance between the two behavior choices 
indicate that the behaviors predicted by the 
theoretical models follow respondents’ two cul-
tural expectations about status behavior.

Figure 3. Deflection by Distance of Random Behavior from Optimal Behavior

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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Implications for Inequality
Ridgeway and her colleagues (Ridgeway 2014, 
2019; Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue) 
argue that status contributes to inequality 
through two main pathways. First, status cre-
ates inequality as cultural beliefs about essen-
tial differences between identity groups gener-
ate interaction dynamics that produce and 
reproduce social hierarchies. Second, status 
stabilizes existing inequalities by legitimizing 
unequal allocations of power and resources 
based on attributions of greater worthiness to 
powerful and resource-rich actors. Here we 
briefly discuss the implications of our findings 
for status-based inequality generated through 
each of these pathways and consider the utility 
of our approach for understanding status dy-
namics in other domains.

In regard to the first pathway, evidence is 
consistent that occupational status as mea-
sured culturally with ACT stratifies how we ex-
pect individuals in different status groups to 
enact their status advantage or disadvantage in 
social encounters with others. By capturing oc-
cupational status in the three-dimensional cul-
tural structure of goodness, potency, and activ-
ity, ACT enables us to measure the relative 
status of occupations within the broader cul-
tural system (Freeland and Hoey 2018; Maloney 
2020). The theory demonstrates how status dif-
ferences produce behavior dynamics that up-
hold the social order (the findings here about 
the expected behaviors among status groups). 
We specifically show that patterns of relational 
deference emerge from the cultural meanings 
of occupational identities, producing distinc-
tive behavioral norms for different status 
groups. Although the powerful actions of the 
actively revered are warm and expressive, the 
disagreeably powerful enact dominance in ways 
less nice and more reserved. Others honor, 
praise, toast, and applaud the actively revered 
but serve, answer, and turn to the disagreeably 
powerful. In the aggregate, these behavior pat-
terns not only reify the occupational status 
structure but also have downstream conse-
quences. For example, they can shape deci-
sions to enter into particular professions (such 
as by influencing which identities are seen as 
desirable to occupy, or align with gendered self-
sentiments) as well as workplace experiences 

and outcomes (for example, treatment by oth-
ers, emotions, retention). Our work centers the 
relationality of occupational status as enacted 
in reference to and through interactions with 
other occupational identities.

In regard to the second pathway, deference 
dynamics based in ACT offer a novel approach 
to studying status in that it both contributes to 
and arises from inequalities in power and re-
sources. Access to material resources and cul-
tural scripts can afford actors greater ability to 
influence the definition of an interaction (Cast 
2003). If individuals with high material re-
sources want to gain status as shown here, they 
may try to create situational contexts that con-
form with the behavioral patterns expected 
(and even prescribed) for our highest status 
group, the actively revered. Basically, one can 
“buy” status when material resources or power 
allow one to control interactions in ways that 
create certain affective meanings. The rich can 
afford to be pleasant and supportive, if they 
choose to be so; they have the ability to acquire 
status by enacting behaviors that confer those 
meanings and pushing others into social roles 
that support them. Similarly, we see that high-
status people may tend to move upward in 
prestige (material resources and power) over 
time as others respond to them more positively 
and afford them social opportunities to gain 
wealth and power. Our empirically validated 
theoretical models suggest at least two path-
ways by which high-prestige actors (who have 
greater material resources) might effectively ac-
tualize their advantage through status behavior 
in social interactions—via powerful actions 
that are warm and expressive or dispassionate 
and reserved. The pathway likely to be most ef-
fective will depend on the cultural meanings of 
the actor’s identity and, to a lesser extent, the 
object-person with whom they are interacting 
(Robinson, Smith-Lovin, and Zhou 2020).

This article focuses on behavior dynamics 
emergent from the occupational status struc-
ture, but the same methods can be applied to 
analyze status structures and dynamics for so-
cial identities (such as race, class, gender), role 
identities related to the major institutions that 
structure social life (parent-child, boss-
employee), and even traits (assertive, agree-
able) (Rogers 2019b). Maloney’s (2020) method 
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for detecting OSGs can be used to uncover 
groups of identities with distinctive interaction 
patterns in a network of simulations involving 
identities of any type. Our approach can be 
used to understand the behavior and emotion 
dynamics emergent from structurally equiva-
lent identity groupings (Maloney 2022; Malo-
ney and Smith-Lovin 2021; Rogers 2021b). This 
is because all identities carry cultural mean-
ings with implications for social norms regard-
ing the appropriate behavior, treatment, and 
emotions of identity groups.

Kimberly Rogers (2019b, 2021b), for exam-
ple, finds that privileged social identities 
(such as white, rich, cisgender, heterosexual) 
carry distinctive cultural meanings that are 
higher than all other social identity groups in 
potency but lower than all other groups in 
evaluation and activity. These cultural mean-
ings affect behavior dynamics and emotional 
experiences in interactions between the privi-
leged and members of other identity groups. 
Privileged actors are expected to engage in sig-
nificantly nicer behavior toward powerful than 
weak object-persons and to direct the least 
dominant actions toward in-group members. 
They experience the most positive and acti-
vated emotions in interactions with highly eval-
uated object-persons closest to them in power 
and the least positive emotions in interactions 
with weak object-persons. These stratified be-
havior and emotion dynamics reproduce and 
justify inequalities between social identity 
groups much as the occupational status dy-
namics observed here do.

Discussion
This article shows how deference scores, as a 
cultural measure of status, differentiate occu-
pations in a distinct way from prior operation-
alizations of prestige that more closely map 
onto material features of occupations, such as 
income or education. Deference scores based 
in ACT leverage culture-specific identity and 
behavior meanings and impression-change 
models to predict relational status behavior 
and can be used to identify status inequalities 
at both the cultural and interactional level. 
They therefore capture the cultural, relational, 
and multilevel nature of status (Ridgeway and 
Markus 2022, this issue). The lower correlation 

of deference versus prestige with material re-
sources also suggests that deference is better 
suited to disentangling inequalities based on 
status and resources.

Using theoretical models of status behavior, 
we predict which behaviors are most culturally 
expected in interactions between actors and 
objects belonging to differing status groups 
and examine how predictions differ for occu
pations with low versus high prestige. We find 
appreciable differences in predicted behavior 
EPA based on the status group of the actor and, 
less often, object-person involved in an event. 
These behaviors reflect the cultural meanings 
associated with occupational identities. For ex-
ample, actively revered actors are predicted to 
engage in warm, expressive, and powerful ac-
tions, and disagreeably powerful actors are ex-
pected to be less nice and more reserved as 
they enact their power. More powerful, less 
lively behaviors were expected for high- than 
low-prestige occupations across most status 
groups; the goodness of predicted behavior did 
not differ appreciably by prestige. Our predic-
tions were validated through a vignette survey. 
Respondents were more likely to report that be-
haviors which were close to culturally optimal 
were more likely to occur between a given pair 
of occupations.

In all, we endeavored to show how status dif-
ferences between occupational identities shape 
interactions differently than material resource 
(prestige) levels. Status expectations guide in-
teractions between occupational identities, 
shaping what sorts of behaviors are enacted. 
These behavioral expectations, then, uphold 
status asymmetries.

We see several possible avenues for future 
research on this subject. Here, we use diction-
aries and impression-change models devel-
oped for U.S. English language culture, but fu-
ture research could examine whether status 
dynamics operate differently in other cultural 
contexts where, for example, judgments of mo-
rality are a more important basis of status than 
competence. Future work could also examine 
the extent of consensus in deference scores by 
social position in a similar manner to Lauren 
Valentino’s work on occupational prestige 
(2022, this issue). Although the fundamental 
sentiments in EPA used here are highly consen-



8 4 	 s t a t u s :  w h a t  i t  i s  a n d  w h y  i t  m a tt  e r s  f o r  i n e q u a l i t y

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

sual, variation (especially in potency and activ-
ity ratings) by social position may still be 
enough for different behavioral patterns by 
race or class. In addition, scholarship building 
on our approach to examine the efficacy of dif-
ferent behavior pathways for legitimizing 
power and resource advantages through status 
could be particularly fruitful. Given that ACT 
has historically been used to generate both ex-
pectations about and normative prescriptions 
for behavior (Heise 2007), this line of theoreti-
cal development seems particularly promis-
ing. 	

Finally, this article treats occupational inter-
actions as a function of general occupational 
status identities. Most occupational interac-
tions, of course, occur within narrower institu-
tional frameworks, and involve interactions 

with nonoccupational actors. For example, doc-
tors interact in medical settings with patients 
as well as other medical personnel, such as 
nurses, physical therapists, lab workers, secre-
taries, hospital administrators, insurance 
claim processors, and so on. The interactions 
among status groups analyzed here are more 
like those among occupational occupants out-
side work, such as when a doctor and a bill col-
lector serve on a jury together or meet at a party 
or neighborhood association meeting. Their 
occupational status is relevant there in the 
same ways that other status identities such as 
race-ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and physical 
attractiveness might be. However, future re-
search should explore the more contextualized, 
institutionally anchored interactions among 
occupational roles within work settings.
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Table A.1. High-Prestige Optimal Behaviors

Actor Object Evaluation Potency Activity Example Behaviors

AR AR 2.76 1.92 0.31 acknowledge, like, treat
AR DP 2.42 2.02 –0.59 entrust, sympathize with, reason with
AR ES 2.66 2.21 –0.17 foster, assure, reassure
AR StS 2.65 2.25 0.10 advise, foster, share something with
DP AR 1.74 0.52 0.97 call, chat with, acclaim
DP DP 1.09 0.87 0.41 indulge, brief, relish
DP ES 1.39 0.87 0.60 decorate, brief, bargain with
DP StS 1.55 0.83 0.78 call, decorate, contact
ES AR 2.08 0.69 0.24 ask about, answer, agree with
ES DP 1.62 0.91 –0.41 serve, excuse, turn to
ES ES 1.87 0.97 –0.14 turn to, consult, ask about
ES StS 1.95 0.96 0.06 consult, agree with, turn to
StS AR 2.40 0.98 0.47 dine with, caution, reply to
StS DP 2.05 1.13 –0.33 turn to, seek advice from, admire
StS ES 2.28 1.24 0.03 dine with, compensate, visit
StS StS 2.30 1.25 0.28 dine with, compensate, caution

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note. AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist,  
StS = service-to-society.

Table A.2. Low-Prestige Optimal Behaviors

Actor Object Evaluation Potency Activity Example Behaviors

AR AR 2.60 1.64 1.63 speak to, amuse, entertain
AR DP 2.46 1.59 0.58 invite, accommodate, reply to
AR ES 2.58 1.87 1.06 greet, praise, coach
AR StS 2.62 1.81 1.19 greet, warn, coach
DP AR 1.62 0.63 0.33 ask about, escort, serve
DP DP 1.16 0.80 –0.15 show something to, sit next to, serve
DP ES 1.34 0.93 0.00 show something to, identify, serve
DP StS 1.42 0.84 0.08 ask about, serve, identify
ES AR 1.88 0.42 0.63 ask about, answer, chat with
ES DP 1.61 0.50 –0.01 serve, ask about, sit next to
ES ES 1.76 0.64 0.24 ask about, serve, answer
ES StS 1.81 0.58 0.33 ask about, answer, agree with
StS AR 2.13 0.74 1.72 joke with, toast, speak to
StS DP 1.82 0.79 0.87 call, chat with, acclaim
StS ES 2.01 0.97 1.22 chat with, toast, acclaim
StS StS 2.06 0.90 1.33 chat with, toast, acclaim

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note. AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist,  
StS = service-to-society.
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Figure A.1. Optimal Behavior Violin Plot 

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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