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Applying a Sociological Imagination 

            Though many people may not consciously recognize their role in the bigger picture of 

society, each and every one of us contribute to it in many different ways, whether that’s through 

volunteering, voting, or simply going to work each day.  Every person can identify with at least 

one social group of which they are a part of, from working for a large corporation to simply 

hanging out with their friends.  These groups, no matter the size, all have a particular function, as 

well as a set of norms that the members understand and adhere to. 

            I am no exception to this societal rule and there are a number of groups I can identify 

with.  One of these groups is being an employee at a Beans & Brews coffee shop.  In the past 

few months, I have learned how the shop operates in terms of both the business itself and the 

relationship between the employee’s, the manager, and the owner.  The sociological grounds of 

the Beans & Brews group can be explored through an understanding of its history and associated 

norms, a functionalistic analysis of group contexts, as well as an understanding of how the 

sociological concepts of stratification, gender, and deviance play a pivotal role in the its 

functions. 

Understanding Beans & Brews 

            Though Beans & Brews has become a large corporation in the Salt Lake valley, within 

the contexts of each individual store, there are groups of people that function separate from 
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corporate office.  Furthermore, corporate stores operate very differently from the franchise 

stores.  Though Beans & Brews history technically starts in 1993, the franchise Beans & Brews 

in which I belong began only a few years ago, and I just became a member this summer when I 

accepted a barista position. 

            The majority of the employees currently working at this particular Beans & Brews 

location have been employed there since the location opened in 2010.  With that said, most of 

them are pretty tight-knit and have formed strong social ties with one another.  Because of this 

and my lack of understanding of the inner-

workings of the B&B social structure, my 

entrance into this group was difficult at 

first.  The business and employees operated 

in a very smooth, efficient fashion and, 

initially, learning the ropes was a 

challenge.  Because I didn’t understand the 

best method in which to carry out the responsibilities of the job, I was not viewed as being a part 

of the group.  It was not until I learned how to be just as fast and efficient as my peers did I 

become a member. 

            Since then, I have come to recognize much more about the social contexts and norms of 

the group.  All of the employees get along with each other fairly well, so long as a person can do 

their job.  If there is somebody who cannot keep up, who lacks general customer service, or does 

not strive to succeed, they are eventually alienated from the core group of employees.  This is 

because the employees will view that person as being incompetent and thus, reject them from the 

social group, whether the employees are aware of their actions or not.  Furthermore, the work 
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environment is very fast-paced, so despite having to constantly be assessing the situation at hand, 

we must also maintain a fun atmosphere.  

Above all, it is expected that an employee 

knows their responsibilities, when these 

responsibilities must be accomplished, and 

still be able to uphold an upbeat attitude and 

friendly demeanor towards their peers. 

Functionalism at Beans & Brews 

 The most accurate sociological perspective to analyze Beans & Brews is functionalism.  

Functionalism is a societal structure that defines society as being constructed by various 

systematic parts, all of which contribute in different ways to the overall functioning of a society. 

Though this perspective is usually oriented towards macrosociology, I found it to be 

appropriate for analyzing Beans & Brews on a microsociological level.  This is because each 

employee has a determined set of responsibilities and we all rely on each other to do their job so 

that the business can successfully function as a whole; everybody has a purpose and significantly 

contributes to B&B’s success. 

There are four different positions at B&B: general manager, assistant manager, 

supervisor, and barista.  The general manager oversees all of the stores operations and makes 

sure that overall, the business is operating smoothly.  The GM makes sure everything is always 

in working order, hires new employees, and keeps the employees up to be speed on any changes, 

as well as many other things.   
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The assistant managers enforce any changes that need to be made in the business, 

complete daily cash reports and bank deposits, as well as managing the tip system.  The 

assistants directly oversee the supervisors and baristas and consistently work towards 

maintaining an efficient work environment.   

Supervisors have keys to the business and will usually open or close during a shift.  They 

also have more access to the computer systems and are allowed to open the cash drawers, change 

a past order, and approve refunds.  Furthermore, they help the assistant managers in training new 

hires and correcting any possible mistakes being made by others. 

Finally, the barista’s are the building blocks for everybody else.  There are many things 

they are restricted from doing (opening cash drawers, deleting a completed order from the 

computer system, owning keys, etc.); however, they are vital to B&B.  It is because of barista’s 

that we, as a whole, are able to move fast and efficiently.  Without them, the business would not 

be able to handle the amount of people we see every day. 

Each one of these positions serves as a functional piece in making B&B run smoothly.  

Without one of the four positions, B&B operations would fall apart. 

A great example of the functionalism present at B&B was in the midst of a rush when a 

woman decided that a 24 ounce chai was too big after she had paid and 

gotten her drink.  She asked me, a supervisor, to reverse the order, give 

her a 20 ounce chai, and refund her the extra money she had already 

paid.  I immediately notified the assistant manager on shift and then 

explained to the woman that it would take a moment to fulfill her request.  As I was handling the 

customer service aspect of the situation, the assistant manager jumped in and refunded the order 
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(a timely process), while a barista got the new drink ready for the woman.  Because each of us 

knew exactly where we needed to be to handle this situation accordingly, we quickly 

accomplished the task at hand and kept the time that other customers had to wait to a minimum.  

Though the general manager did not play an active role in this scenario, it is because of him and 

the training that he oversees in his employees that we knew exactly what to do and how to do it. 

Stratification at Beans & Brews 

There is certainly stratification present at Beans & Brews.  Though some level is 

necessary for B&B to function as a whole, as elaborated on above, there has been instances of 

inequalities among employees. 

 The most common instance of stratification that I have witnessed is usually between 

baristas and the supervisors or assistant managers.  This is because the baristas are realistically at 

the bottom of the coffee shop food chain.  They do not have much say in how things are done on 

shift and if a problem occurs, it is typically thought to have been done by a barista.  While some 

level of this is true (baristas are usually new hires and therefore have less experience as a B&B 

employee), I have seen it blown out of proportion. 

 An example of the stratification present happened during a rush not too long ago.  A 

barista read the chit receipt and made the drink accordingly.  The assistant manager on shift 

asked the barista if he had put whipped cream on the drink, and consequently got mad when the 

barista replied that he hadn’t.  What had happened was that the assistant manager had failed to 

put “whipped cream” into the computer system, and thus, the barista had made the drink 

according to the chit receipt.  It was not his fault, yet he was blamed for the mistake because 

ultimately, being a barista means he is thought less of by his peers. 
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 Furthermore, the stratification is represented through the social ties of B&B employees.  

All of us get along pretty well on shift, but we only hang out with a select few outside of work.  

The assistant managers typically only hang out with other assistants, as do supervisors and 

baristas respectively.  We relate to each other in different ways and identify with people similar 

to us.  I am a supervisor and because I do not share the same responsibilities as an assistant, and 

therefore view my work differently, I tend to be better friends with my fellow supervisors. 

The Gender Roles at Beans & Brews 

 The gender roles at Beans & Brews are not as noticeably defined as I have experienced in 

my past jobs.  I have worked in coffee shops since I was a sophomore in high school and have 

continually noticed that there is typically some level of discrimination against men at coffee 

shops.  B&B is much different though.  The balance between males and females is equal and fair.  

Both of the sexes are expected to fulfill the same responsibilities with the same level of integrity. 

 Though gender roles unique to B&B are not present, American gender roles are still alive 

and well in the work environment.  These are usually 

minor instances revolving around a male helping out a 

female.  The most common one that I have experienced is 

lifting heavy things.  We have four-gallon jugs of coffee 

that we use every day around the shop and often times, the 

guy that I am working with will offer to do it for me.  The 

answer is always ‘no’ because I know my responsibilities 

and I am just as capable.  I do, however, recognize this as being nothing more than the gender 

roles that American’s have been socialized into fulfilling. 
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Deviance at Beans & Brews 

 The level of deviance present at Beans & Brews is relatively low.  Of course, there are no 

serious deviances that I can think of, but there are plenty of minor deviances that occur. 

 One such example of deviance, and probably the most common, is showing up late to 

work.  This is something that, if it happens only on occasion, it is generally not considered to be 

a big deal.  Being a few minutes late is almost always disregarded; not very many people care or 

get upset about it.  However, if this kind of thing turns into a habit, the potential for getting 

written up is there.  Furthermore, in scenarios where an employee is considerably late (20+ 

minutes) the consequences become much more severe.  The general manager is quite 

understanding of this occurring on very rare occasions, but if it happens more than once, getting 

fired becomes a very real possibility.  

 Another deviance from the B&B social norms is a lack of general customer service or 

social skills.  When an employee cannot talk to customers in a friendly, casual manner, all other 

employees will notice.  This usually results in the particular employee being alienated from the 

social group.  The most prominent situation that I have seen of social deviance was when a new 

hire would essentially bombard incoming customers as they walked through the door by very 

quickly saying, “Thanks for choosing Beans & Brews. What can I get for you?”  It noticeably 

made our customers feel uncomfortable.  In turn, it caused other employees to view her as being 

deviant, despite her lack of intention in doing so. 

Conclusion 

 Through an exploration of the Beans & Brews franchise as a social group, it can be 

determined that the business’ particular set of social norms and constructs help it function 
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successfully.  Viewing the group through a functionalist perspective, it is clear how each 

individual works together to help maintain stability in the social group as a whole.  While the 

Beans & Brews social system may have its imperfections, the group as a whole, including 

aspects such as stratification, gender, and deviance, operates in a smooth, professional fashion. 

 Being a Beans & Brews barista is just one example of a social group that I identify with.  

Though not everybody can say they are a part of this group, the analysis of such is still 

demonstrative of the significance of social interactions among human beings.  No matter what 

group any given person is a part of and how different it may be from others, on a sociological 

level, we are all the exact same; as humans, we identify with those like us, adhere to a particular 

set of social norms, and, through such actions, maintain the essence of our social groups. 

 


