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PREFACE

I wrore this text with two goals in mind: to offer a better understanding of the social
problems we experience in our world and to begin working toward real solutions.
In the pages that follow, I present three connecrions to achieve these goals. The
first connecrion is between sociology and the studv of social problems. Using vour
sociological imagination (which you'll learn more abour in Chapter 1), vou will be
able to idenrify the social and strucrural forces thar determine our social problems.
I think you'll discover that this course is interesting, challenging, and sometimes
frustraring (sort of like real-life discussions about social problems). After vou review
these different social problems, vou mav ask, “What can be done about all this?” The
second connection is between social problems and their solurions. In each chaprer,
we review selected social policies along with innovative programs that attempt to
address or correct these problems. The final connection is one that | ask vou to make
vourself: recognizing the social problems in your community and identifving how

vou can be part of the solution.

LEARNING FEATURES OF THIS TEXT

The three connecrions are made evident in each chapter and throughour the rext
through a variety of specific learning fearures:

* A focus on the basis of social inequalities. Using a sociological perspecrive,
we examine how race and ethnicity, gender, social class, sexual orientation,
and age determine our life chances. Chapters 2 through 6 focus specifically on
these bases of social inequality and how each contributes ro our experience of
social problems.

* A focus on the global experience of social problems. Throughour the rext,
the consequences of social problems throughour the world are highlighted,
drawing upon data and research from international scholars and sociologists.
In a hoxed chapter fearure, Taking a World View, specific social problems or
responses are examined from a global perspective. We look at China’s aging
population (Chapter 6), Japan’s educational tracking system ( Chapter §), Mex-
ico’s maquiladoras (Chapter 9), India’s all-female internarional news organiza-
tion (Chapter 11), and marijuana legalization in other countries (Chapter 12).

e A focus on social policy and social action. Each chapter includes a discussion
on relevant social policies or programs. In addition, each chaprer highlights
how individuals or groups have made a difference in their community. The
chapters include personal stories, some from professionals in their field, others
from ordinary individuals who accomplish extraordinary things. Several fea-
ture those who began their activism as voung adults or college students. For
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example, in Chapter 8, you’ll meet Wendy Kopp, the woman behind the Teach
for America program; in Chapter 13, vou'll meer Max Kenner, founder of the
Bard Prison Initiative, an educational program for prisoners; and in Chaprer
17, vou'll read the story of Camila Vallejo, who began her activism while she
was a student at the University of Chile. The texr concludes with a chaprer
titled “Social Problems and Social Action™ that identifies wavs you can become
more involved.

* “What Does It Mean to Me?" exercises. Each chapter includes questions or
activities that can be completed by small student groups or on vour own.
Though some questions require you to collect data and informarion on what
is going on in your own state, city, or campus, most of the exercises ask vou to
reflect on the marerial and consider how the social problem affects you. These
exercises rake you our of the classroom, away from the textbook, and into
vour community!

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE FIFTH EDITION

I have made a number of revisions in response to comments and feedback from the
many instructors who adopred the earlier editions and from other interested instruc-

tors and their students.

* Expanding the sociological perspectives. Four theoretical perspectives (funcrion-
alist, conflict, feminist, and interactionist) are presented in each chapter, iden-
tifving how each perspective defines the causes and consequences of specific
problems. Additional material has been incorporated in Chapter 3 (the 1.5
generation), Chapter 7 (cultural norms and sex educarion), Chaprer 9 (the living
wage movement), Chapter 11 (the boundary-less workplace), Chapter 13
{racial profiling), and Chapter 15 (climate change). In Chapter 1, I've included
a general overview of basic sociological terms and concepts.

« Keeping it current. The focus of this text is unlike most other social problems
texts, featuring a strong emphasis on social policy and action. It is necessary
with each edition to provide an update on significant social policy decisions
and debares. In this edition, the following social policy discussions have been
updated: immigration (Chapter 3); same-sex marriage rights, including the
U.5. Supreme Court’s 2013 ruling (Chaprer 5); and an expanded discussion on
the Affordable Care Act (Chaprer 10).

« Data matters. Data are important for understanding the extent of our social
problems and recognizing populations vulnerable to them. In each revision [
update data sources and incarporate new research findings. In this edition,
each chapter includes a new feature, Exploring Social Problems, offering a
closer empirical examination of social problems like HIV/IAIDS, teen preg-
nancy, minimum-wage emplovment, and health care access.
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« Life after college. What can vou do with a sociology undergraduate degree?
Almost anything. And to prove it to you, each chaprer includes a new
Sociology at Work feature, reviewing the invaluable workplace skills that
vou'll develop as a sociology major and presenting stories of sociology
graduates who continue to rely on their sociological imaginations in their
field of work.

I wanted to write a book that captured the experiences that I've shared with
students in my own social problems course. | sensed the frustration and futility that
many felt by the end of the semester—imagine all those weeks of discussing nothing
else but “problems™! [ decided that my message abour the importance of understand-
ing social problems should be complemented with a message on the importance of
taking social action.

Social action doesn’t happen just in Washington, DC, or in your state’s capiral,
and paolitical leaders aren’t the only ones engaged in such efforts. Social action rakes
place on vour campus, in vour neighborhood, in vour town, in wharever vou define
as vour “community.”

There were stories to be told by ordinary people—community, church, business,
or student leaders—who recognized that they had the power to make a difference
in the community. No act is too small to make a difference. Despite the persistence
and severity of many social problems, members of our communirty have not given up.

I hope that by the time you reach the end of this text, with vour newfound socio-
logical imaginarion, vou will find vour own path to social action. Wherever it leads

vou, [ wish you all the best.

ANCILLARIES

®SAGE edge”

edge.sagepub.com/leonguerreroie

SAGE edge for Instructors supports vour teaching by making it easv to integrare
qualiry content and create a rich learning environment for students.
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to effectively assess students’ progress and understanding

* Learning objectives reinforce the most important material

+ Sample course syllabi provide suggested models for structuring vour courses

« Editable, chapter-specific PowerPoint® slides offer complete flexibility for cre-

ating a multimedia presentation for vour course
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e Lecture notes summarize kev concepts by chaprer to help vou prepare for
lectures and class discussions

« Course cartridges for easy LMS integrarion

* Chapter activities are specially designed to accompany each chapter for pro-
fessors to use in and out of the classroom

* Web Exercises, comprised of web resources and crirical thinking questions to
apply your knowledge of the chapter perspectives.

* Chaprer-specific discussion questions prompt students to engage with the
material and by reinforcing important content

e Carefully selected chapter-by-chapter Video and Multimedia content which
enhance classroom-based explorations of key topics

* EXCLUSIVE! Access to full-text SAGE journal articles and readings that have
been carefully selected ro support and expand on the concepts presented in
each chapter

SAGE edge for Students provides a personalized approach to help students
accomplish their coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.

* Mobile-friendly eFlashcards strengthen understanding of key rerms and
concepts

* Mobile-friendly practice quizzes allow for independent assessment by students
of their mastery of course marerial

* Web exercises and meaningful web links facilirare student use of Internet
resources, further exploration of topics, and responses to critical thinking
quesrions

e Chaprer-specific discussion questions help launch classroom interaction by
prompting students to engage with the marerial and by reinforcing important
content

s Carefully selecred chapter-by-chaprer Video and Multimedia content which
enhance classroom-based explorations of key topics.

o EXCLUSIVE! Access to full-text SAGE journal articles and readings that have
been carefully selected to support and expand on the conceprs presented in
each chapter

e Chaprer-bv-chaprer study questions to help you prepare for quizzes and tests
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Sociology and the Study
of Social Problems

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1.1

Define the sociological
imagination

Identify the characteristics
of a social problem

Compare the four
sociological perspectives

Explain how sociology is a
science

Identify the role of social
palicy, advocacy, and
innovation in addressing
social problems

1f I asked evervone in vour class whar they believe is the most important
social problem facing the United States, there would be many different
answers: the economy, immigration, health care, unemplovment. Maost
would agree that some or all of these are social problems. But which is
the mast important, and how would we salve it?

Suppose I asked the same question in a South African college class-
room. AIDS is likely to be one of the responses from South African
college students. According to UNAIDS (2014), 35 million adules and
children worldwide were living with HIV in 2013. Africa remains the
epicenter of the pandemic, with more than 25 million HIV-infected adults
and children (refer to Figure 1.1). The prevalence of HIV is predicted
to triple during the nexr decade, especially in Africa, bur also in the
former USSR, China, and India. The AIDS pandemic has been described
as a threar to global stability (Lichtenstein 2004). However, effecrive
risk-reducrion straregies, along with new treatments for HIV/AIDS, have
saved countless lives in the Unired States. During the early 1980s, nearly
150,000 Americans were infected with the disease each vear, but by the
earlv 1990s, the number of new infected cases had dropped to 50,000
per vear, where it remains today (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention 2007, 2013).
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Globalization:

A process of

increasing transborder
connectedness; the
basis may be economic,
political, environmental,
or social

Social Problems

Number of individuals living with HIV, regional data for 2013
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SOURCE: UMAIDS 2014,

NOTE: The total number of HIV infactions is 35 millien. HIV infection data for the Caribbean [250,000) and Middle East and North
Africa (230,000) are not reported in the figure.

Globalization, defined as the process of increasing transborder connecredness
(Hvtrek and Zentgraf 2007)—whether economically, politically, environmentally,
or socially—poses new challenges and opportunities for understanding and solving
social problems. We cannot understand the nature of social problems by simply rak-
ing a national or local perspective. Taking a global perspective allows us to look at
the interrelations berween countries and their social problems (Heiner 2002). We are
not the only country to experience social problems. Knowledge based on research
to understand and policies to address social problems here could be applied in other
countries, and whar other countries have learned based on their social problems
could be applied in the United States. Finally, we all need a little help from our neigh-
bors—we can increase our connectedness and goodwill with other countries through
implementing solutions collaboratively rather than alone. So what do you think? Is
HIV/AIDS in South Africa a problem only for South Africans, oris it also a problem
for those living in the Unired States?

What Does It Mean to Me?
What would be at the top of your social problems list? Would your list include AIDS? Why
or why not?

The Origin of AIDS
>))@



Chapter 1: Sociology and the Study of Social Problems

This is how we spend much of our public conversation—on the Senare tloor, on
afternoon talk shows, at work, or in the classroom—arguing, analyzing, and just try-
ing to Agure our which problem is most serious and what needs to be done abour it.
In casual or somerimes heated conversations, we offer opinions about the economy,
the wars in the Middle East, the Affordable Care Act, or appropriate policies for the
African AIDS pandemic. Often, these explanations are not based on firsthand dara
collection or on an exhaustive review of the licerature. For the most part, they are
based on our opinions and life experiences, or they are just gnod guesses.

Whart this text and vour course offer is a sociological perspective on social
problems. Unlike any other discipline, sociology provides us with a form of self-
consciousness, an awareness that our personal experiences are often caused by struc-
tural or social forces. Sociology is the systemaric study of individuals, groups, and
social structures. A sociologist examines the relationship berween individuals and

sociery, which includes such social institutions as the family, the military, the econ-
omy, and educarion. As a social science, sociology offers an objective and system-
atic approach to understanding the causes of social problems. From a sociological
perspective, problems and their solutions don’t just involve individuals; they also
have a great deal to do with the social structures in our sociery. C. Wright Mills

([1959] 2000) first promoted this perspective in his 1959 essay, “The Promise.”

USING OUR SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

According to Mills, the sociological imagination can help us distinguish berween
personal troubles and public issues. The sociological imagination is the ability to
link our personal lives and experiences with our social world. Mills ([1959] 2000)
describes how personal troubles occur within the “character of the individual and
within the range of his immediate relationships with others™ (p. 8), whereas public
issues are a “public matrer: some value cherished by publics is felt to be threarened”
(p. 8). As a result, the individual, or those in contact with thar individual, can resolve
a trouble, but the resolution of an issue requires public debate about what values are
being threatened and the source of such a threat.

Let's consider unemplovment. One man unemploved is his own personal trouble.
Resolving his unemployment involves reviewing his current situation, reassessing his
skills, considering his job opportunities, and submitting his resumés or jobapplications to
emplovers. Once he has a new job, his personal trouble is over. However, what happens
when vour city or state experiences high levels of unemployment? What happens when
there is a nationwide problem of unemployment? This affects not just one person but,
rather, thousands or millions. A personal trouble has been transformed into a public
issue. This is the case not just because of how many people it affects; something becomes
an issue because of the public values it threatens. Unemployment threatens our sense
of economic security. It challenges our belief that evervone can work hard o succeed.
Unemployment raises questions about society’s obligarions to help those without a job.

College Costs and Alternatives

Sociology: The
systematic study of
individuals and social
structures

Sociological
imagination: The ability
to link our personal lives
and experiences with our
social waorld



Social Problems

S We can make the personal trouble—public 1ssue con-
nection with regard to another issue, one that vou might
already be aware of—the cost of higher educarion. In
2014, during a rally in Florida’s Coral Reef High School,
President Barack Obama announced an ininarive to
help students complete the federal student aid applica-
tion form, part of an effort to broaden access to higher
education. Coral Reef senior David Scherker, an aspir-
ing filmmaker, was in the andience. At the time, David
was waiting to hear about the status of his admission
to several colleges and universities, including Florida
State University and USC. He worried about his finan-
cial aid offers and whether he would be able to artend
the school of his choice (NPR 2014). Is this a personal
trouble facing only David? Or is this a public issue?
College cost has become a serious social problem

va Phatos / stringar

because the “barriers that make higher education unaf-

fordable serve to erode our economic well being, our
A key distinction between a personal trouble and a public civic values, and our democraric ideals™ (Callan and
issue is how each one can be remedied. According to Finney 2002:10). Although most Americans still believe
C. Wright Mills, an individual may be able to solve a
trouble, but a public issue can only be resolved by
society and its social structures.

that a college educarion is essential for one’s success,
increasingly they also helieve that qualified and moti-
vated students do not have the opportunity to arrend
college (Narional Center for Public Policy and Higher Education and Public Agenda
2010). The dara support this. Nearly one half of all college-qualified, low- and
moderate-income high school graduates are unable to afford college and have lower
rates of bachelor’s degree atrainment than their middle- and high-income peers
[Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 2006). Though only abourt a
third of students pay the published ruition or sticker price, the cost of tuirion has
risen at a faster rate than family income or student financial aid. At a four-year public
institution, for academic vear 2013-2014, in-state total fees (tuition, room,and board)
were $18,391 (a 3.2% increase from 2012-2013); at four-vear private institutions, the

average cost was $40,917 (a 3.7% increase from 2013-2014) (College Board 2014).
The majority of students receive some form of assistance through scholarships,
federal grants, or state aid. The financial burden of a college educarion is unevenly
distribured, with low- and moderate-income students and families experiencing the
burden most. In 2007, even after grant aid, low-income families paid or borrowed
an amount equivalent to 72% of their family income to cover one vear of tuition.
In contrast, families with incomes berween $54,001 and $80,400 had to finance the
equivalent of 27% of their family

income for tuition. The percentage was lowest for
families with incomes over $115,400 ar 14% (Education Trust 2009). The average
indebredness for a graduaring college senior was $28,400 for 2013 (Institute for
College Access & Success 2014).

Q Rising College Costs
}))



Chapter 1: Sociology and the Study of Social Problems _

As Mills explains, “to be aware of the ideal of social scrucrure and to use it with
sensibility is to be capable of tracing such linkages among a great variery of milieus.
To be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination™ (Mills [1959]
2000:10-11). The sociological imaginarion challenges the claim that the problem
is “nartural™ or based on individual failures, instead reminding us how the problem
is rooted in societv, in our social structures themselves (Irwin 2001). For example,
can we solve unemplovment by relling everv unemploved person to work harder?
Can David solve his tuition problem by raking out student loans? Or will this create
additional problems? The sociological imagination emphasizes the structural bases
of social problems, making us aware of the economic, political, and social strucrures
that govern employment and unemployment trends and the cost of higher education.
Individuals have may agency, the ability to make their own choices, but their actions
and even their choices may be constrained by the realities of the social strucrure.
Throughour this text, we apply our sociological imagination to the study of social
problems. Before we proceed, we need to understand whar a social problem is.

What Does It Mean to Me?
What is the annual cost of attending your college or university? What did you and/or
your family consider before making your final school decision? How much were finances
included in your considerations?

WHAT IS A SOCIAL PROBLEM?

The Negative Consequences of Social Problems

A social problem is a social condition or pattern of behavior that has negarive con-
sequences for individuals, our social world, or our physical world. A social prob-

lem such as unemployment, alcoholism, drug abuse, or HIV/AIDS mav negatively
affect a person’s life and health, along with the well-being of that person’s family
and friends. Problems can threaten our social institutions, for example, the family
(spousal abuse), education (the rising cost of college tuition), or the economy (unem-
ployment). Our physical and social worlds can be threatened by problems relared
to urbanizarion (lack of affordable housing) and the environment (climate change).
You will note from the examples in this paragraph that social problems are inher-

ently social in their causes, consequences, and solurions. Social problem: A
social condition that has
negative conseguences

Objective and Subjective Realities of Social Problems forindividuals, our social
world, or our physical

A social problem has objective and subjective realities. A social condition does not have world

to be personally experienced by every individual to be considered a social problem.

o " ) ) . Objective reality:
The objective reality of a sacial problem comes from -_acknowledgmg that a p‘.‘ll tcular  pop el avictance ofa
social condition does exist. Objecrive realities of a social problem can be confirmed by particular condition

S\ Unemployment and
the Great Recession



Subjective reality:
Attachment of meanings
to our reality

Social construction
of reality: The world
regarded as a social
creation

Social
constructionism:
Subijective definition or
perception of conditions

Social Problems

collection of dara. For example, we know from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) {2013) that more than 1.1 million Americans are living with HIV/
AIDS. Refer to this chaprer’s Exploring Social Problems fearure for more information
abour HIV infections in the United States. You or I do not have to have been infected
with HIV to know thar the disease is real, with real human and social consequences.
We can confirm the realities of HIV/AIDS by observing infected individuals and their
families in our own community, at AIDS programs, shelters, or hospitals.

The subjective reality of a social problem addresses how a problem hecomes
defined as a problem. This idea is based on the concepr of the social construction
of reality. Coined by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966, the term refers to
how our world is a social creation, originating and evolving through our everyday
thoughts and actions. Most of the time, we assume and act as though the world
is a given, objectively predetermined ourtside our existence. However, according to
Berger and Luckmann, we also apply subjective meanings to our existence and expe-
rience. In other words, our experiences don’t just happen to us. Good, bad, positive,
or negative—we artach meanings to our reality.

From this perspecrive, social problems are not objectively predetermined. Thev
become real only when they are subjectively defined or perceived as problemaric. This
perspecrive is known as social constructionism. Recognizing the subjective aspects of
social problems allows us to understand how a social condition mav be defined as a
problem by one segment of society but be completely ignored by another. For exam-
ple, do vou believe AIDS is a social problem? Some mav argue that it is a problem
only if you are the one infected with the disease or if you are morally corrupt or
sexuallv promiscuous. Actually, some would not consider AIDS a problem ar all,
considering the medical and public health advances that have successfullv reduced
the spread of the disease in the United States. Yet others would argue that AIDS sill
qualifies as a social problem.

Sociologist Denise Loseke (2003) explains, “Conditions might exist, peaple might
be hurt by them, but conditions are not social problems until humans categorize
them as troublesome and in need of repair™ (p. 14). To frame their work, social con-
structionists ask the following set of questions:

Whart do people say or do to convince others that a troublesome condirion
exists that must be changed? What are the consequences of the tvpical ways
that social problems attract concern? How do our subjective understandings
of social problems change the objective characteristics of our world? How do
these understandings change how we think abour our own lives and the lives
of those around us? (Loseke and Best 2003:3—4)

The social constructionist perspective focuses on how a problem is socially
defined, in a dialectic process between individuals interacting with each other and
with their social world. In the next secrion, we'll learn how the problem of HIV/
AIDS was socially constructed.
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HIV and AIDS
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MNOTE: MSM stands for “men wiho have sex with men.” IDU stand

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

Maore than 1.1 million Americans are living with HI\V/AIDS (Centers
for Disease Contral and Prevention 2013).

Despite representing 12% of the U.S. population, African
Americans accounted for 44% of all new HIV infections among
adults and adolescents (13 years or older) in 2010 (refer to Figure
1.2). Gay and bisexual men account for most of the new infections

s fior “injecting drug user.”

among whites and African Americans. Men who have sex with
men (MSM] are most at risk for HIV infections (refer to Figure 1.3).
How should health programs or policies address the risk factors
for these populations? What structural barriers might make these
populations difficult to reach?
Which groups have the lowest number of new HIV infections?






