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This fifteenth edition of Social Problems appears 
as you are witnessing enormous turmoil in the 
 Middle East, environmental devastation associated 

with  climate change, continued acts of racism and sexism, 
growing  income inequality, and terrorist acts at home and 
abroad. In Congress and elsewhere, Republicans warn 
of an impending debt crisis if public budgets are not cut, 
while Democrats fear that drastic cuts in spending will 
curtail the economic recovery and unfairly penalize those 
in the greatest need of social programs. During the life 
of this edition, the United States will have a presidential 
election and a new round of congressional and Senate 
elections in the states. For many voters these elections will 
represent a referendum on the Obama administration’s 
wide-reaching healthcare reforms and its policies toward 
the environment, education, and international affairs to 
name only a few of the major social policy areas that a 
national election will test. Does that mean we can expect 
enormous progress toward solving domestic and global 
social problems? Not likely, because the problems dis-
cussed in this text have been with us for generations and 
do not admit of easy solutions. But no doubt there will 
be changes in policy based on trends that we can already 
determine.

Fortunately, for every major social problem there are 
groups of people dedicated to seeking a solution. Some 
of them are experts on particular social problems, like the 
members of the medical profession who each day confront 
the tragedies of infectious disease, or the teachers who 
work hard to educate all students, or the scientists who 
work to better understand climate change and how worst 
case scenarios can be avoided. Others are nonprofes-
sionals, often citizens who have decided to devote them-
selves to doing something about a particular situation 
or  problem. Among these activists are people who have 
experienced the condition they seek to improve—women 
who have suffered sexual assault, people who know what 
it is to be homeless, drug and alcohol abusers who want 
to help themselves and others, and neighbors confronted 
with the dumping of toxic wastes. Such groups may 
include elected officials and other political leaders who 
are expected to  formulate sound social policies to address 
social problems. This book is written in an effort to make 
their work more effective and in the hope that some read-
ers will be moved to take up their causes. We dedicate 
it to the citizens of the world who devote some of their 
 precious time on earth to helping others.

Organization of the Book
The overarching goal of this text is to impart a sociological 
imagination—what students may initially see as  individual 
issues are actually rooted in the social arrangements of soci-
ety. Many personal troubles are really social problems, and 
these require social solutions to be resolved. This  fifteenth 
edition uses four main themes to guide students as they 
learn to apply the sociological imagination. These themes 
include (1) using an empirical approach; (2) linking indi-
vidual experience with social structure; (3) recognizing 
that social inequality contributes to social problems; and 
(4) using a comparative approach. Each of these themes are 
discussed in the opening chapter, revisited throughout the 
text, and then highlighted again in the concluding chapter.

The first few chapters of this book focus on seemingly 
individual behaviors, such as health care, drug use and 
crime. However, students will learn that these issues also 
have social roots. The social institutions and other factors 
that affect these behaviors are noted and described, and 
individual personal experience are clearly linked to struc-
tural factors. The middle chapters focus on inequality and 
discrimination, discussing such topics as poverty, racism, 
sexism, and ageism. Every attempt has been made to indi-
cate the effects of discrimination on individuals, as well as 
to deal with the concept of institutionalized inequalities. 
Later chapters discuss problems that are common to many 
societies, such as those related to family life and work. The 
final chapters—on population and immigration, environ-
mental pollution, and war and terrorism—focus on  matters 
of great global significance. An attempt has been made 
throughout the text to identify how the different problems 
overlap and are interrelated.

Pedagogical Devices
Social Problems has been designed to be as helpful as possible 
to both students and teachers. Each problem is discussed in 
a well-organized and clear manner with personal vignettes 
and current examples. The treatment of each problem is 
analytical as well as descriptive and includes the most up-
to-date examples and research  findings available.

Each chapter begins with learning objectives and a 
personal opening vignette designed to grab student inter-
est. Important terms within the chapter are boldfaced and 
listed at the end of the chapter, and their definitions are 
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included in the glossary at the end of the book. In addition, 
boxed discussions in each chapter deal with current contro-
versies or interesting solutions. In boxes, A  Personal View, 
topics are first-person accounts, and include such topics 
as personal experiences with racism, illegal  immigration, 
sex trafficking, poverty, fatherhood, and unemployment. 
Boxes entitled A Closer Look examine a problem that has 
been in the recent public spotlight, such as racial profil-
ing, the  outsourcing of jobs, or poverty, and show how 
controversies over the problem are addressed by research. 
Many chapters also include a box, entitled A Global View, 
that discusses a particular social problem from a global per-
spective, such as maternal and child health, female genital 
mutilation, or education in less developed countries.

In keeping with the book’s effort to explore  different 
solutions to social problems, there is a section at the end 
of each chapter called Going Beyond Left and Right. Its pur-
pose is to help students think critically about the  partisan 
debates over the problems discussed in the  chapter they 
have just read.

Changes in the Fifteenth 
Edition

REVEL™
Educational technology designed for 
the way today’s students read, think, 
and learn
When students are engaged deeply, they learn more effec-
tively and perform better in their courses. This simple fact 
inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learning 
experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital 
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media interac-
tives and assessments—integrated directly within the 
authors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for students 
to read about and practice course material in tandem. This 
immersive educational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of concepts and 
improved performance throughout the course.

Learn more about REVEL

www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/

The fifteenth edition of Social Problems has taken on a new 
co-author, Karen Seccombe, who brings a fresh perspective 
to an already solid text. Each chapter has been extensively 

revised with chapter objectives and current examples that 
resonate with students, such as the legalization of same-sex 
marriage, sexual assault among college students, excessive 
police force against unarmed Blacks, climate change, and 
terrorism. Throughout the text, greater emphasis is given 
to signature concepts such as gender, race, class, human 
rights, and globalization, reflecting the addition of new  
co-author Karen Seccombe.

The reception given to previous editions of Social 
 Problems by both colleagues and students has been encour-
aging, and many of their suggestions and criticisms have 
been incorporated in this most recent revision. This fifteenth 
edition is both comprehensive and up-to-date. Our aim 
has been to retain the book’s emphasis on the sociological 
 analysis of social problems, as well as the policies designed 
to alleviate or eliminate them. Although policies change 
continually, we have attempted to update the  discussions of 
policy to reflect the most recent thinking about solutions to 
social problems, using the most current data available.

•	 Chapter 1, Sociological Perspectives on Social Prob-
lems, introduces four main themes that run throughout 
the text to enhance students’ sociological imagination:  
(1) Using an Empirical Approach; (2) Linking Individual 
Experience with Social Structure; (3) Recognizing That 
Social Inequality Contributes to Social Problems; and 
(4) Using a Comparative Approach. Our primary goal 
is to encourage students to think sociologically about 
the complex world around them, rather than to simply 
memorize a collection of random facts.

•	 Chapter 2, Problems of Health and Health Care, has 
been significantly expanded to examine the inequities 
and high cost of health care, which are important con-
cerns that led to the passage of the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA). This historical legislation is discussed in depth. 
This chapter also contains expanded coverage of inter-
national health issues. New material has been added on 
the cultural and demographic factors affecting health 
and health care, such as obesity, smoking, and an aging 
population.

•	 Chapter 3, Problems with Mental Illness and Treatment, 
covers important issues related to mental illness and its 
treatment. This chapter is unique among social problem 
texts. This edition contains expanded coverage of sui-
cide in the United States and worldwide. The chapter 
also contains new information on PTSD of military per-
sonnel, homelessness among those with mental illness, 
and current issues surrounding deinstitutionalization.

•	 Chapter 4, Alcohol and Other Drugs, contains several 
new features. First, it more thoroughly discusses al-
cohol and drug use among groups within the popu-
lation. It also provides a detailed description of each 
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of the more well-used substances. It elaborates on the 
social problems associated with alcohol and drug use, 
such as health issues, crime, and the consequences 
of  driving while impaired. The chapter also contains 
a new  section on the effects of alcohol on families, 
 including codependency, enabling behaviors, and roles 
that  children often adopt to cope with their parents 
alcohol use.

•	 Chapter 5, Crime and Violence, contains the most 
 up-to-date statistics from the FBI and other national data 
sources. It also has expanded coverage of hate crimes 
and contains a new section on gender-based violence. 
Included is a policy discussion of gun control.

•	 Chapter 6, Poverty Amid Affluence, expands the discus-
sion of the causes and consequences of poverty for both 
children and adults. Issues related to nutrition and food 
insecurity, inadequate housing, and health and well-
being have added. The chapter now contains a more 
thorough discussion of welfare programs.

•	 Chapter 7, Race and Racism, provides recent data to 
demonstrate the changing racial composition of the 
United States. Recent research findings and current 
 examples show that racism continues to persist. Content 
on institutional discrimination includes new informa-
tion on education, income, housing, and the criminal 
justice system, including the death penalty.

•	 Chapter 8, Sex and Gender, focuses on sexism, male 
hegemony, and inequality internationally and in the 
United States. New to this edition is extensive cover-
age of female genital mutilation, sexist standards of 
beauty for women, sexual assault, and women’s labor 
force  experiences. A policy discussion of the Women’s 
 Movement has also been included.

•	 Chapter 9, An Aging Society, examines the structural 
and individual-level changes that accompany an aging 
population. Along with the most up-to-date statistics, 
the chapter contains new coverage of family issues, 
same-sex elders, long-term care, and death with dignity. 
This chapter also contains important international data 
on aging.

•	 Chapter 10, Changing Families, has been significantly 
revamped to identify the changing norms in marriage 
and intimate relationships, such as delayed marriage, 
the rise in cohabitation, the legalization of same-sex 
marriage, and the division of household labor. Also 
new to the text is a comparison of conservative, liberal, 
and feminist reactions to these changes. The chapter also 
 reviews two critical issues in considerable depth: vio-
lence (among intimates and child abuse), and  divorce.

•	 Chapter 11, Problems of Education, contains new data 
throughout, and a heightened discussion of  differences 

in education across racial and ethnic groups and the 
unique barriers that groups face. The chapter also con-
tains new international comparisons in educational 
achievement. Current challenges in providing high 
quality education to all students receive greater focus, 
including early childhood education.

•	 Chapter 12, Problems of Work and the Economy, 
 contains several new or heightened discussions, 
 including Americans’ views of the economy and 
 recession, global markets and sweatshops, and the 
effects of the changing economy on American work-
ers, such as the growth in contingent jobs, the ero-
sion of the purchasing power of the minimum wage, 
and the movement to raise the minimum wage to 
$15 an hour.

•	 Chapter 13, Population and Immigration, contains 
 recent data on worldwide population trends. The 
chapter contains new information on rising expecta-
tions around the world and the realities of factors such 
as literacy, energy use, and food distribution and hun-
ger. New information has been added on government 
population control  efforts, comparing and contrasting 
China with Japan. Coverage of immigration has been 
expanded significantly, including a policy discussion 
of child immigrants from Central America fleeing gang 
violence.

•	 Chapter 14, Technology and the Environment, has been 
substantially updated. There is expanded coverage of 
environmental stress, including climate change, air 
 pollution, water pollution, solid waste, and toxic wastes. 
Environmental racism is discussed. The latest scientific 
evidence is presented in a clear fashion, readily acces-
sible to students.

•	 Chapter 15, Summing Up the Sociological Imagi-
nation: War and Global Insecurity, reviews the four 
themes of the text in the context of war and terrorism. 
This chapter has been revised given the state of the 
world in late 2015 as the book goes to press. Well-
known  recent terrorist attacks in the United States and 
abroad are  discussed, and students are introduced to 
the major current terrorist groups. These issues are 
used to highlight the importance of the sociological 
imagination. While war is experienced on a personal 
level, it is also a social  problem requiring large-scale 
social solutions.

Throughout the text, statistical material, figures, and 
tables have been updated, content is current, and recent 
research has been cited throughout. The Social Policy 
 sections incorporate recent cutting-edge programs and pro-
posals. Timely feature boxes have been included designed 
to enhance student interest.
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Supplements
Instructors and students who use this textbook have access to 
a number of materials designed to complement the classroom 
lectures and activities and to enhance the students’ learning 
experience. The following supplements can be downloaded 
by adopters from the Pearson Instructor Resource Center at 
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc.

Instructor’s Manual Each chapter in the instructor’s man-
ual includes the following resources: learning objectives, lec-
ture outline and suggestions, discussion questions, and class 
exercises. The instructor’s manual is available for download  
at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc.

Test Bank The test bank includes multiple-choice and essay 
questions that focus on basic comprehension, and under-
standing and applying concepts. It is available for download 
at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc and in MyTest for gener-
ating tests electronically.

MyTest This computerized software allows instructors to 
create their own personalized exams, to edit any or all of the 
existing test questions, and to add new questions. Other spe-
cial features of this program include random generation of 
test questions, creation of alternate versions of the same test, 
scrambling question sequence, and test preview before print-
ing. For easy access, this software is available for download 
at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc.

PowerPoint Presentations The PowerPoint presentations 
are informed by instructional and design theory. The  Lecture 
PowerPoint slides follow the chapter outline and learning 
objectives. Images from the textbook are also integrated 
within the slides. The PowerPoints are uniquely designed 
to present concepts in a clear and succinct manner. They are 
available for download at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc.
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Chapter 1 

Sociological Perspectives 
on Social Problems

 1.1 Explain the sociological imagination.

 1.2 Discuss the definition of a social problem.

 1.3 Compare and contrast the three main sociological perspectives on 
social problems.

 1.4 Describe the process that reveals the natural history of social 
 problems.

 1.5 Review the four themes of the text.

 1.6 Assess the social policy debates between conservatives and  liberals.

 Learning Objectives
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Eleven-year-old Meghan sat wide-eyed in front of the television with her parents, watch-
ing the devastation in Nepal unfold after the 2015 major earthquake that rocked the 
region. She learned that thousands of people had been killed, and many more were in-
jured, homeless, hungry, and without fresh water. She felt sad that so many people were 
suffering, and she wanted to help. “But what can one person do?”, she thought. Almost 
embarrassed by the size of the contribution she had in mind, she turned to her mother and 
said, “Can we send my allowance to them?” Natural disasters like earthquakes, floods, 
droughts, and heat waves are usually not what we think of when someone is talking about 
“social problems.” Yet natural disasters like these can be caused or exacerbated by broader 
structural problems in society. Poverty, social inequality, political corruption, racism, 
or environmental degradation can be a factor in natural disasters and can contribute to 
the untold suffering of millions in the aftermath. For example, patterns and the speed of 
emergency food and water distribution, medical supplies, and tents for makeshift housing 
are often related to these types of social problems. Yet, as big as these problems are, it is a 
combination of big and small efforts that can make a profound difference in the world, be 
it the devastating earthquake in Nepal, or the unforgiving drought in California.

Record droughts in California, the Ebola outbreaks in western Africa, unarmed 
blacks being killed by police officers, sexual assaults on college campuses, Islamic terror-
ists, record social inequality, continued discrimination, and millions of Americans with-
out health insurance. In such difficult times, Americans may rightly wonder whether we 
are capable of successfully addressing our most severe problems, let alone the world’s. 
This question is one that will arise in specific ways in this book’s chapters, but you will 
also see that that there is little to be gained by giving in to failure. The history of efforts to 
address issues of environmental degradation, health problems, crime, racism and sexism, 
terrorism, poverty, and access to health care presents many bright spots and evidence 
that the more everyone understands the problems and the more citizens become engaged 
in seeking solutions, the more successfully society will address social problems.

The United States and other Western nations are experiencing more conflict about 
how to address social problems than was true in the decades after World War II. For a 
few decades after the devastation and collective sacrifices of World War II, there was 
far more consensus that government should play an important role in providing a 
“social safety net” for society’s members who lacked the means to provide an adequate 
level of living for themselves and their children. Today, there is widespread debate 
about public versus private responsibility for addressing issues such as poverty, ill 
health, and environmental degradation. The ongoing “culture wars,” as today’s polit-
ical ideological divisions and debates are often called, make it far more difficult for 
people to arrive at a broad consensus about which social policies and programs are 
most effective for dealing with major social problems. No doubt there will be many 
instances in which readers of this text will want to argue strongly for one set of policies 
versus another, and doing so is perfectly legitimate and desirable. This text utilizes a 
social-scientific approach to these problems, which can lead to progress in understand-
ing their causes and arriving at policies to address them. As part of this strategy, every 
chapter in this book ends with a discussion of how social policies at different levels of 
government and in the private sector can address specific social problems.

The Sociological Imagination
1.1 Explain the sociological imagination.

We live in a world of more than 7.3 billion people, and we share a society with hun-
dreds of millions. Despite the hugeness of humanity, most people think of themselves 
as unique individuals and as having distinctive experiences like no other. However, 
many of their personal experiences are not unique or exceptional. Instead, they are 
patterned and are shaped by social structure, which is the organized arrangements 
of relationships and institutions that together form the basis of society. For example, 
how has your sex influenced your life experience? Has being male or being female 

social structure
The organized arrangements of 
relationships and institutions 
that together form the basis of 
society.
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influenced your choice of a college major or your hobbies, interests, and relationships? 
Has your sex influenced your willingness to take drugs, commit crime, or enlist in the 
army and go to war? Has it influenced whether you have been sexually assaulted or 
battered by a partner? Perhaps another way of framing this question is how would 
your life be different if you were the “opposite sex”? In other words, there is a rela-
tively organized set of arrangements associated with your sex.

Taking another example, how has your family affected you? You may have grown 
up with one parent, two parents, or with no parents at all. How did your family 
arrangement affect your financial well-being, your social capital, and overall oppor-
tunities? If your mother used drugs or alcohol, if your father was in jail, or if an uncle 
sexually abused you, how do you think those experiences may have affected your life? 
Families are a primary social institution in all societies and have a profound influence 

Jody is a vibrant 27-year-old single mother who has a bright 
future ahead of her after a rocky start in life. She was awarded 
a $7,500 annual scholarship that will help her to attend a four-
year university next fall. The scholarship award committee 
noted “her steadfast determination and her potential to make 
a difference.” These words are an apt description.

Jody was born to a single-mother who was poor and 
addicted to drugs. As a young child, Jody bounced from one 
home to another, often sleeping on the couch of her mother’s 
latest boyfriend. Nourishing food was scarce, and Jody often 
went to school hungry. Her mother failed to fill out the forms 
for the school lunch program, but the school staff could see 
that Jody was hungry in the morning and let her eat breakfast 
with the other students who needed it. After school, Jody 
usually went home to an empty house, left on her own to do 
homework and make dinner.

Jody loved school, and diligently did her homework 
every day. School was her refuge. Because she excelled at 
school, was rarely absent or tardy, and completed her home-
work, the school assumed that Jody’s home life was fine.

As the years went by, Jody did her best to hide the con-
sequences of her family’s poverty. She shopped for clothes at 
the Goodwill when she had a little extra money, and hunted 
for stylish clothes that would not reveal her secret. But one 
night her mother’s latest live-in boyfriend crawled into bed 
with Jody, who was by then a budding 16-year-old girl, and 
tried to sexually assault her. Jody screamed, hit him, and ran 
out of the room, stumbling over her passed-out mother in the 
living room. Jody vowed to never go back home as long as 
he was living there. When she confronted her mother the next 
day, her mother insisted that the boyfriend was staying, and it 
was Jody who could leave.

Jody took some of her mother’s drug money, which 
amounted to a few hundred dollars, a few clothes, and ran 
away. With her money, she bought a sleeping bag and sup-
plies to camp out under a bridge with other homeless people. 
She got a job at a fast-food restaurant making minimum wage. 
All the while, she continued to go to school, cleaning herself 

up and washing her hair in the restroom at work. Despite her 
hardship, she graduated from high school with a B average.

Community college was her next step, but by this time, 
the stress of homelessness, a dead-end job, and schoolwork 
were taking their toll. She suffered from depression, which 
caused her to make a number of risky choices. She became 
pregnant. The father did not stick around, and the thought of 
raising a child in her circumstances depressed her even more. 
Jody decided to give the baby up for adoption. She cried for 
weeks before and after her decision, but knew in her heart it 
was the right thing to do. However, by this time, Jody was 
severely depressed, had dropped out of school, lost her job, 
and was begging on the street. She lived this way for several 
years, begging and earning just enough to buy food. Begging 
meant giving up her pride, but she said that part of living in 
poverty is blocking out how others might judge you.

By the time Jody was 22, she became pregnant a sec-
ond time. However, on this occasion, she was determined 
to keep her baby and do whatever it would take to provide 
a good home. She sought out social service agencies and 
asked them for help. A counselor located low-income hous-
ing, arranged for medical care so Jody could get the depres-
sion medicine she needed, set her up with a part-time job, 
and helped her enroll back into community college. Jody 
began to flourish. She loved being a mother and felt that her 
son gave her life true meaning. She graduated from her com-
munity college with honors, and at the advice of the college’s 
financial aid office, applied and received a scholarship to 
complete her degree. As she says it, “When I left home at 16, 
I had no idea that I was running away to my future. With the 
help that others have offered, I can do this.”

Critical Thinking
Using a sociological imagination, how were Jody’s choices 
and constraints shaped by larger social forces? Why do most 
people consider poverty a social problem rather than simply a 
personal experience of a few people like Jody?

A Personal View
Running Away to My Future
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on personal experiences. The box A Personal View—Running Away to My Future 
offers an example of the ways in which early family life can shape adulthood.

Using a sociological imagination reveals general patterns in what otherwise might 
be thought of as simple random events. C. Wright Mills stressed the importance of 
understanding the relationship between individuals and the society in which they 
live (Mills, 1959). Problems such as poverty, divorce, substance abuse, crime, and 
child abuse are more than just personal troubles experienced by a few people. They 
are issues that affect large numbers of people and originate in society’s institutional 
arrangements. In other words, individual experiences are linked to the social structure.

Peter Berger elaborated on these ideas in his 1963 book Invitation to Sociology. 
Although we like to think of ourselves as individuals, much of our behavior (and oth-
ers’ behavior toward us) is actually patterned on the basis of what social categories we 
fall into, such as age, income, race, ethnicity, sex, and physical appearance. For exam-
ple, men and women behave differently for reasons that often have nothing to do with 
biology. Many of these patterns are socially produced. In other words, boys and girls, 
men and women, are each taught and encouraged to think of themselves differently 
from one another and to behave in different ways. Society lends a hand in shaping 
people’s lives. Why are over 85 percent of students in bachelor of science in nursing 
(BSN) programs female (National League for Nursing, 2015)? This demographic fact 
is obviously not the result of some biological imperative, some quirk of the occupation 
itself, or some random event. Rather, society even has a hand in shaping something as 
seemingly personal and individual as the choice of a college major.

Émile Durkheim (1897) conducted an early study on the subject of suicide, document-
ing how social structure affects human behavior. At first glance, what could be more private 
and individualized than the reasons that surround a person’s decision to take his or her own 
life? The loss of a loving relationship, job troubles, financial worries, and low self-esteem are 
just a few of the many reasons that a person may have for suicide. Yet looking through offi-
cial records and death certificates, Durkheim noted that suicide was not a completely ran-
dom event and that there were several important patterns worthy of attention. He found 
that men were more likely to kill themselves than were women. He noted that Protestants 
were more likely to take their lives than were Catholics and Jews. He found that wealthy 
people were more likely to commit suicide than were the poor. Finally, it appeared that 
unmarried people were more likely to kill themselves than were married people.

Although his study was conducted over 100 years ago, recent research indicates 
that these patterns persist. Suicide today is a major social problem, with about 40,000 
individuals taking their lives each year. It is the tenth leading cause of death for all 
Americans, and the second leading cause for youths ages 15 to 24 (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2014).

The sociological imagination draws attention to the fact that seemingly private 
issues are often public ones (Mills, 1959). Moreover, when these issues affect the qual-
ity of life for a large number of people, they are called social problems.

What is a Social Problem?
1.2 Discuss the definition of a social problem.

When enough people in a society agree that a condition exists that threatens the 
quality of their lives and their most cherished values, and they agree that something 
should be done to remedy that condition, sociologists say that the society has defined 
that condition as a social problem. In other words, the society’s members have 
reached a consensus that a condition that affects some people is a problem for the 
entire society, not just for those who are directly affected. Figure 1–1 illustrates trends 
in the issues considered to be the five top social problems between 2001 and 2014: the 
economy, unemployment, the government, health care, and immigration (Saul, 2015).

What Do You Think?
Evaluate your social class standing 
when you were a child. For example, 
did your parent(s) go to college? Did 
your parent(s) have a steady job? 
What type of house did you grow up 
in? Now describe how this social class 
standing has influenced your lifestyle 
and choices today.

social problem
Widespread agreement that a 
condition threatens the quality of 
life and cherished values and that 
something should be done to rem-
edy that condition.
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Figure 1-1 Most Important Problems Facing the United States by Percentage, 2001–2014

Source: Saul, 2015. 

You will see, however, that for every social problem, arguments arise about the 
nature of the problem, its severity, and the best remedies—laws, social programs, or 
other policies—to address it. There must be enough consensus among people in a 
society that a problem exists for action to take place, but consensus on a problem does 
not indicate consensus on the solution. For example, most Americans are concerned 
about crime, but what to do about it is wide open to discussion. Some people favor 
mandatory sentencing for specific crimes, while others feel that a judge or jury should 
have some discretion. Some people support the death penalty for heinous crimes, 
while others oppose the death penalty and believe that life in prison without parole 
is the most appropriate punishment. Moreover, this text will also show that not all 
people have an equal ability to define social problems and to propose remedies; those 
with power often have more say in the matter.

Social problems are often closely interrelated. Crime, poverty, lack of medical care, 
violence, drug abuse, environmental degradation, and many other behaviors or situa-
tions that we commonly think of as social problems rarely exist in isolation. And for any 
one of the problems just named or others we could cite, the causes, responsibilities, and 
solutions are vigorously debated. Are we responsible, some ask, for the sins of others? 
For example, are not many people poor because they choose to drop out of school or 
have a baby before they were financially prepared to do so? Or are many people poor 
because of the erosion of the purchasing power of the minimum wage and social condi-
tions like racism and sexism? These and similar arguments assert not only the causes of 
social problems but also what should be done about them. People may agree that certain 
conditions are social problems. Most members of society agree that these conditions 
ought to be remedied through intentional action. However, people disagree about, and 
politicize, what the causes are and what the precise intentional action should be.

For example, many Americans are appalled at the level of gun violence in their 
nation, but many others are equally appalled at the prospect of more government 
restrictions on their freedom to buy and use guns as they wish. Clearly, recognition 



Slide Show

When housing prices began to tumble in 
the height of the recession, many people 
found that they owed more on their house 
than it was worth. Some people could 
no longer afford to make the payments 
and their house went into foreclosure. 
Although the economy has improved 
considerably since then, economic issues 
are still considered the top social problem. 
In May 2015—just one month—there were 
over 120,000 new foreclosure filings.

A national sample of adults ranked 
government third in a list of social 
problems. The majority of both con-
servatives and liberals say that they 
often or always do not trust the fed-
eral government, and that they feel 
angry toward it. The level of agree-
ment is striking, given that these two 
groups see the role of government 
very differently.

Many Americans are concerned about health care. They see 
rapidly escalating costs and worry about a lack of access as 
fewer employers offer health insurance as a fringe benefit. The 
Affordable Care Act was created during President Obama’s 
administration to decrease these problems and has met with 
some success. However, political backlash was swift, and 
today many people still oppose the Affordable Care Act.

Where People Stand on Social Issues
Surveys based on representative samples of adults in the 
United States provide an important gauge of where people 
stand on social issues. A recent Gallup Poll survey reports 

that the top social problems in American society today are 
considered to be the economy, unemployment, the govern-
ment, health care, and immigration. This slide show takes a 
look at these issues, with data provided by the Pew Research 
Center (June 2014) and Realty Trac (2015).

Unemployment is more than a personal problem. At the height of 
the recession, when the national unemployment rate was over 10 
percent, the federal government extended the amount of weeks a per-
son could collect unemployment. That policy reflected the idea that 
unemployment is a social problem, not simply an individual issue.

Immigration is also ranked by Americans as 
a pressing social problem. However, the exact 
nature of the problem and what to do about 
it are not clear-cut. For example, the majority 
of Americans say that immigration actually 
strengthens our country through immigrants’ 
hard work and talent. And most Americans 
believe that immigrants who live in the 
United States illegally should be eligible for 
citizenship if certain requirements are met.

Critical Thinking

6

Why do you think that these five social problems were rated as the 
most significant? What changes would you make in this list, and why?
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that a social problem exists is far different from arriving at a consensus about a cause 
and a solution to the problem.

For better or worse, even in mature democracies like those of the United States 
and Europe, more powerful people have far greater influence in defining social prob-
lems than average citizens do. Rupert Murdoch, for example, is an Australian-born 
businessman who owns television and newspaper companies not only in the United 
States and Great Britain but also throughout the world. His media empire includes the 
Fox network and many others that adhere to his personal editorial views, which are 
strongly opposed to government intervention in the battle against poverty and lack 
of health care and very much in favor of a strong role for government in combating 
crime and pursuing the global “war” on terrorism.

The importance of power in the definition of social problems becomes clear if 
you consider one or two examples. In China, before the Communist revolution of the 
mid-twentieth century, opium use and addiction were widespread. In Shanghai alone, 
there were an estimated 400,000 opium addicts in the late 1940s. Everyone knew that 
the condition existed, and many responsible public figures deplored it, but few out-
side the revolutionary parties believed society should intervene in any way. After all, 
many of the country’s richest and most powerful members had made their fortunes 
in the opium trade. However, the Chinese Communists believed society should take 
responsibility for eradicating opium addiction, and when they took power, they did 
so often through drastic and violent means. What had previously been seen as a social 
condition had been redefined as a social problem that had to be solved.

To take an example from our own society, before 1920, women in the United 
States did not have the right to vote. Many women objected to this condition, but 
most men and many women valued the traditional pattern of male dominance and 
female subservience. To them, there was nothing unusual about women’s status as 
second-class citizens. It took many years of painstaking organization, persuasion, 
and demonstration by the leaders of the women’s suffrage movement to convince 
significant numbers of Americans that women’s lack of voting rights was a problem 
that society should remedy through revision of its laws. You will see later in the book, 
especially in Chapter 8, that many of the conditions affecting women’s lives continue 
to be viewed by some members of society as natural and inevitable and by others as 
problems that require action by society as a whole.

It is worth noting that the idea that a society should intervene to remedy  conditions 
that affect the lives of its citizens is a fairly recent innovation. Until the eighteenth cen-
tury, for example, most people worked at exhausting tasks under poor conditions for 
long hours; they suffered from severe deprivation all their lives, and they often died 
young, sometimes of terrible diseases. But no one thought of these things as problems 
to be solved. They were accepted as natural, inevitable conditions of life. It was not 
until the so-called “enlightenment” of the late eighteenth century that philosophers 
began to argue that poverty is not inevitable, but a result of an unjust social system. As 
such, changing the system itself through means such as redistribution of wealth and 
elimination of inherited social status could alleviate many problems.

Sociological Perspectives on Social 
Problems
1.3  Compare and contrast the three main sociological perspectives  

on social problems.

Everyone has opinions about the causes of social problems and what should be done 
about them. In addition to Sociology, other disciplines in the social sciences are con-
cerned with the analysis of human behavior, and sociologists often draw on the results 
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of their research. The work of historians, for example, is vital to an understanding 
of the origins of many social problems. Anthropologists look at other societies and 
offer contrasting views of how humans have learned to cope with various kinds of 
social problems. Perhaps the greatest overlap is between sociology and political sci-
ence, both of which are concerned with the development of social policies to curb 
social problems. Other social-scientific approaches to the study of social problems are 
described in Table 1–1.

Contemporary sociology is founded on three basic perspectives, or sets of ideas, 
that offer theories about why societies hang together and how and why they change. 
These perspectives are not the only sociological approaches to social problems, but 
they can be extremely powerful tools for understanding them. Each of these perspec-
tives—functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism—gives rise to a 
number of useful and distinctive approaches to the study of social problems, as iden-
tified in Table 1–2. The following sections explore these three approaches, using crimi-
nal deviance as an example to show the unique contributions of each perspective.

The Functionalist Perspective
From the day a person is born until the day that person dies, he or she holds a posi-
tion—a status—in a variety of groups and organizations. In a hospital, for example, 
the patient, the nurse, the doctor, and the orderly are all members of a social group 
concerned with health care. Each of these individuals has a status that requires the 

status
A social position.

Table 1–1 Other Approaches to the Study of Social Problems

History

History is the study of the past. However, historical data can be used by sociologists to understand present 
social problems. In studying homelessness, for example, historians would focus on changes in how people 
obtained shelter in a society and what groups or individuals tended to be without shelter in different historical 
periods.

cultural Anthropology

Cultural anthropologists study the social organization and development of smaller, nonindustrial societies, 
both past and present. Because cultural anthropology is closely related to sociology, many of the same 
techniques can be used in both fields, and the findings of cultural anthropologists regarding primitive and 
traditional cultures shed light on related phenomena in more complex, modern societies. An anthropological 
study of homelessness would look closely at one or a few groups of homeless people. The anthropologist 
might be interested in how the homeless and others in their communities understand their situation and what 
might be done about it.

Psychology and Social Psychology

Psychology focuses on human mental and emotional processes, primarily on individual experience. Rooted 
in biology, it is more experimental than the other social sciences. An understanding of the psychological 
pressures that underlie individual responses can illuminate social attitudes and behavior. Thus, a psycholo-
gist would tend to study the influences of homelessness on the individual’s state of mind or, conversely, how 
the individual’s personality and ways of looking at life might have contributed to his or her situation.
Social psychology involves the study of how psychological processes, behavior, and personalities of individu-
als influence or are influenced by social processes and social settings. It is of particular value for the study of 
social problems. A social psychologist would be likely to study how life on the streets damages the individual 
in various ways.

economics

Economists study the levels of income in a society and the distribution of income among the society’s mem-
bers. To understand how the resources of society—its people and their talents, its land and other natural 
resources—can be allocated for the maximum benefit of that society, economists also study the relationship 
between the supply of resources and the demand for them. Confronted with the problem of homelessness, 
an economist would tend to study how the supply of and demand for different types of housing influence the 
number of homeless people in a given housing market.

Political Science

Political scientists study the workings of government at every level of society. As Harold Lasswell (1941), a 
leading American political scientist, put it, “Politics is the study of who gets what, when, and how.” A political 
scientist, therefore, would be likely to see homelessness as a problem that results from the relative pow-
erlessness of the homeless to influence the larger society to respond to their needs. The political scientist 
would tend to focus on ways in which the homeless could mobilize other political interest groups to urge 
legislators to deal with the problem.
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performance of a certain set of behaviors, known as a role. Taken together, the statuses 
and roles of the members of this medical team and other teams in hospitals through-
out the country make up the social institution known as the health care system. An 
institution is a more or less stable structure of statuses and roles devoted to meeting 
the basic needs of people in a society. The health care system is an institution; hospi-
tals, insurance companies, and private medical practices are examples of organiza-
tions within this institution.

The functionalist perspective looks at the way major social institutions like the 
family, the military, the health care system, and the police and courts actually operate. 
According to this perspective, the role behavior associated with any given status has 
evolved as a means of allowing a particular social institution to fulfill its function in 
society. Thus, the nurse’s role requires specific knowledge and behaviors that involve 
treatment of the patient’s immediate needs and administration of care according to 
the doctor’s orders. The patient, in turn, is expected to cooperate in the administration 
of the treatment. When all members of the group perform their roles correctly, the 
group is said to be functioning well.

In a well-functioning group, there is general agreement about how roles are to be 
performed by each member. These expectations are reinforced by the society’s basic 
values, from which are derived rules about how people should and should not behave 
toward one another in different situations. The Ten Commandments, the Golden Rule, 
the Bill of Rights, and the teachings of all of the world’s religions are examples of sets 
of rules that specify how people should behave in different social roles.

But if a society is made up of groups in which people know their roles and adhere 
to the underlying values, why does that society have social problems like crime and 
warfare, and why does it seem so difficult to make social organizations function effec-
tively? From the functionalist perspective, the main reason for the existence of social 
problems is that societies are always changing and having to adapt to new conditions; 
failure to adapt successfully leads to social problems.

The French social theorist Émile Durkheim observed that changes in a society can 
drastically alter the goals and functions of human groups and organizations. As a soci-
ety undergoes a major change—say, from agricultural to industrial production—the 
statuses people assume and the roles they play also change, with far-reaching conse-
quences. Thus, for example, the tendency for men and women from rural backgrounds 

role
The performance of a certain set of 
behaviors that go with a status.

functionalist perspective
A way of thinking that considers 
the way major social institutions 
such as the family, the military, 
the health care system, and the 
police and courts actually operate.

Table 1–2 Major Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems

Perspective
View of Society  
and Social Problems origins of Social Problems Proposed Solutions

Functionalist Views society as a vast organism whose  
parts are interrelated; social problems are  
disruptions of this system. Also holds that  
problems of social institutions produce  
patterns of deviance and that institutions  
must  address such patterns through  
strategic social change.

Social expectations fail, creating 
normlessness, culture conflict,  
and breakdown. Social problems  
also result from the impersonal  
operations of existing institutions, 
both now and in the past.

Engage in research and active  
intervention to improve social 
 institutions. Create new  
organizations to  address social 
problems.

conflict Views society as marked by  conflicts due  
to inequalities in class, race, ethnicity,  
gender, age, and other divisions that  
produce conflicting values. Defines social  
problems as conditions that do not conform  
to society’s values.

Groups with different values and  
differing amounts of power meet  
and compete.

Build stronger social movements 
among groups with grievances. The 
conflicting groups may then  engage 
in negotiations and reach mutual 
accommodations.

Symbolic
Interactionist

Holds that definitions of deviance or social  
problems are subjective; separates deviant  
and nondeviant people not by what they do  
but by how society reacts to what  
they do.

Society becomes aware that  
certain behaviors exist and  
labels them as social problems.

Resocializes deviants by  increasing 
their contacts with accepted pat-
terns of behavior; makes the social 
 system less rigid. Changes the 
 definition of what is considered 
deviant.

institution
A more or less stable structure 
of statuses and roles devoted to 
meeting the basic needs of  people 
in a society, for example, the 
health care system.




