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xiv

People everywhere want to maximize the quality of their lives. There is widespread 

agreement that a high quality of life requires such things as a good education, freedom 

from fear of crime, good housing, meaningful work, and good health. A high quality 

of life, then, can only be attained if people deal with the social problems that detract 

from that quality. As we point out in the first chapter of this text, a social problem is, by 

definition, a condition or pattern of behavior that is incompatible with people’s desired 

quality of life.

To deal with a problem, you must understand it—how it affects one’s quality of life, 

what causes it, what tends to maintain it. Sociologists have used three theoretical perspec-

tives to answer these questions in order to analyze and deal with social problems. We 

discuss the three major perspectives in Chapter 1 and show how we use elements from 

each to analyze individual problems and talk about how the problem can be attacked.

We do not mean to give the impression here that either understanding a problem or 

attacking it is a simple matter. Even experts disagree on such things. The factors that 

combine to cause and perpetuate any particular problem are many and complex. We 

have seen students feel overwhelmed as they study these factors. As one said: “I don’t 

see how society can ever deal with some of these problems. The more I understand about 

what causes them, the more hopeless I feel.”

It is interesting to note, therefore, that some problems are less serious than they were 

when this book was in its f rst edition. Among other things, poverty among the aged has 

declined, many crime rates have dropped, divorce rates have declined, the cold war and 

the accompanying arms race between the superpowers have come to an end, and air and 

water pollution levels have decreased signif cantly. Other problems, however, are still as 

serious—or even more so. For instance, addictions continue to ruin lives and traumatize 

families; domestic and international terrorism are of the highest concern to citizens and 

the government; war remains a vexing problem; white-collar crime is more widespread 

and more of a threat to the economy than previously recognized; health problems aff ict 

great numbers of people, many of whom have no health insurance; racial minorities 

have lost some of the gains made in previous years; poverty has increased among some 

groups; increasing numbers of single parents mean increasing problems for children; 

equitable opportunities remain elusive for homosexuals; and the threats posed by such 

things as global warming and toxic wastes are more serious than previously thought. 

These advances and setbacks are all discussed in the text.

Changes in the Thirteenth Edition

A social problem is a product of social definition. That is, something becomes a prob-

lem, and becomes a more or less serious problem, as it is so defined by the people of 

a society. People’s definitions of problems and the problems themselves continually 

p r e f ac e
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change. Each new edition of a social problems text, therefore, strives to capture the cur-

rent status of an ever-changing phenomenon. To achieve this goal, we have updated all 

materials in this edition with hundreds of new references as well as the most recent data 

available from the government and other sources.

There are changing concerns among the public as well as changing emphases among 

researchers. To ref ect current interests and concerns more adequately, we have included 

new or expanded materials on such topics as pychotherapeutic drugs, cybercrime, ef-

fects of imprisonment on prisoners, cybersex, the new supplemental measure of poverty, 

emotional problems of homosexuals, same-sex marriage, illegal immigration, the sub-

prime mortgage f asco, “Super PACs” and campaign f nancing, the use of vouchers and 

tax credit programs in education, and the role of lifestyle in people’s health.

Organization

We have divided the book into five parts and fifteen chapters. Part 1 introduces stu-

dents to social problems. Chapter 1 discusses the various tools needed, including the 

difference between social problems and personal problems, sociological theories and 

methods, and fallacious ways of thinking.

In Part 2, we look at a cluster of problems that involve behavior that deviates from 

social norms. Chapters 2 through 5 cover the problems of alcohol and other drugs, 

crime and delinquency, violence (including rape), and sexual deviance (prostitution and 

pornography).

Part 3 examines problems that involve social inequality. Poverty (Chapter 6) is in-

equality in income and wealth. Gender and sexual orientation comprise another area of 

inequality (Chapter 7), as women and homosexuals strive to gain equal rights. Racial 

and ethnic inequality (Chapter 8) include the multiple ways in which there is disparity 

in valued things between the various racial and ethnic groups in the nation.

Part 4 focuses on problems of social institutions. Chapters 9 through 13 cover the 

institutions of government and politics, work and the economy, education, family, and 

health care. These institutions are factors in other kinds of social problems but are also 

problematic in themselves.

Finally, Part 5 covers two global social problems: war and terrorism (Chapter 14) and 

the environment (Chapter 15). These problems pose a threat to civilization itself and 

cannot be understood apart from their global context.

Learning Aids

We use a variety of learning aids to facilitate understanding of the materials:

• Chapter-opening vignettes personalize the various problems. They make each 

problem not just a set of facts, but a social reality that disrupts and diminishes the 

quality of people’s lives in concrete, understandable ways.

• Chapter objectives and marginal key terms keep students on track as they work 

through the chapters.

• Global Comparison boxes add dimension to students’ understanding of social 

problems by seeing how they work out in another nation or nations.
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• Dealing with the problems is as important as knowing what causes them. Each 

chapter, therefore, contains a section, called Public Policy and Private Action, that 

suggests ways to ameliorate each problem. We have found that most students are 

like the one quoted at the beginning of this preface—they don’t simply want to 

know about problems, they also want to know what can be done to address those 

problems. We do not claim that the suggestions will eliminate the problems. But 

they do demonstrate that problems have solutions, and the solutions are always, 

to some extent, up to each individual.

• Marginal icons identify places in the text where we show how people use the 

fallacies of thinking discussed in Chapter 1 to draw erroneous conclusions about 

social problems.

• End-of-chapter summaries, key terms lists, study questions, and Internet 

resources and exercises provide students with ample review, study materials, and 

self-learning projects.

Supplements Package

As a full-service publisher of quality educational products, McGraw-Hill does much 

more than sell textbooks. The company creates and publishes an extensive array of 

print, video, and digital supplements for students and instructors. This edition of Social 
Problems is accompanied by an extensive, comprehensive supplements package:

For the Student

• Online Learning Center Web site—an innovative, book-specif c Web site that 

features student quizzes and a wealth of other review materials. The site is 

organized by chapter for ease of use when studying for exams or writing papers. 

Access it at www.mhhe.com/lauersp13e.

For the Instructor

Instructor’s Online Learning Center—a password-protected Web site that provides 

access to supplements and other important instructor support materials as well as 

additional resources.

• Instructor’s Manual/Testbank—chapter outlines, key terms, overviews, lecture 

notes, discussion questions, a complete testbank, and more.

• PowerPoint Slides—complete, chapter-by-chapter slide shows featuring text, 

tables, and visuals.

• Create—a unique database publishing system that allows instructors to create 

their own custom text from material in Social Problems or elsewhere and 

deliver that text to students electronically as an e-book or in print format via the 

bookstore. 
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A

     1
   Foundations

A Chinese philosopher remarked that one should not attempt to open clams with a crowbar. In 
other words, any task demands the proper tools. Part 1 of this book is about the proper tools 
for the study of social problems. What kind of perspective should you bring to the study? What 
kind of information do you need, and what are the proper ways to gather it? Unless you answer 
such questions appropriately, you cannot answer the vexing question of how to deal with social 
 problems. This part, then, prepares you to delve into particular problems. It shows you how to 
use the proper tools to open the “clams.”

P 
 A

  R
  T 1 

Understanding Social Problems
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1 Explain the difference between 
personal and social problems.

2 Understand the model used to 
explain social problems.

3 Discuss the fallacies of thinking, 
including how they have been 
used to explain social problems.

4 Explain the meaning of social 
research.

5 Give examples of different kinds 
of social research and describe 
how they have been used to 
study social problems.

1
Understanding 
Social Problems
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3

“Why Is It My 
Fault?”

Marie, her husband Jim, and their 
two children had a good life until 
he lost his job. Stress built up, their 
marriage fell apart, and he moved 
to another state. Marie’s life has 
never been the same:

I’ve never gotten any fi nancial 
help from Jim since we were 
divorced. I went to work. It was 
really hard, raising two kids by 
myself and working full-time. But 
we were making it. And I enjoyed 
working—having people tell me 
I was doing a good job. Then the 
company downsized and I was 
laid off. It’s been awful since then.

For the fi rst time in my life, I know 
what it’s like to be poor. I know 
what it’s like to try to get help from 
the government. And you know 
one of the worst things? It’s 
feeling ashamed. It’s feeling like 
for some reason it’s my fault, like 
there’s something I could have 

done to avoid it. Why is this my fault? I keep telling myself I shouldn’t feel that way, but I can’t 
help it.

Introduction

Who is at fault if you are poor? Are you responsible because you are lazy and unwilling to work or because you are a 

spendthrift and refuse to properly manage your f nances? If so, you have a personal problem. Or are there other fac-

tors such as the state of the economy that are responsible for your situation? If so, you are caught up in a social prob-

lem. Later in this chapter we def ne social problems precisely. As a preliminary def nition, however, think of social 
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4 part 1   •   Foundations

problems as behaviors or conditions that are caused by factors external to individuals 

and that detract from the quality of life.

Actually, “we are all part of some social problem” (Lopata 1984:249). In fact, we are 

all part of the biggest social problem of all—the race to save the planet (Brown 2000). 

These assertions will become increasingly clear in subsequent chapters. In addition, many 

individuals are wrestling with several problems at once. For example, the stress of poverty 

may lead to health problems, both mental and physical. If the impoverished individual is a 

woman or a minority, the stress may be intensif ed. The individual also may have to deal 

with unemployment or underemployment, poor performance at school by a child, and the 

threat of victimization by criminals. Indeed, social workers deal with families who are 

coping simultaneously with the majority of problems discussed in this book.

But what exactly is a social problem? How do sociologists decide what is or isn’t a social 

problem? And once you identify something as a social problem, how do you go about 

analyzing it so that you can understand it? The f rst part of this chapter  answers these 

questions. We begin by looking at the difference between personal problems and social 

problems because Americans tend to make all problems personal. That is, they believe 

that the problem is in some way the fault of the individual who is struggling with it. As you 

shall see, however, to say that a problem is social means that its causes, its consequences, 

and the way to deal with it all involve the social structure in which individuals live.

Social scientists do not arbitrarily decide which problems are social. Rather, they 

focus on those conditions that arise from contradictions in the society and that dimin-

ish people’s quality of life. There is considerable consensus throughout the world on 

the kinds of things important to the quality of life, so the same kinds of problems tend 

to be identif ed in all societies.

Once a problem is identif ed, because large numbers of people agree that it detracts 

from their quality of life, we analyze and understand it by looking at the numerous social 

factors involved in creating and maintaining the problem. Only then can we realisti-

cally discuss ways to address the problem. The model we provide later in this chapter 

shows the kinds of factors that sociologists have found to be important.

Finally, we discuss two important tools of analysis for social problems—critical think-

ing skills and methods of research. These tools enable us to get valid information about 

the social factors involved in the problems—information that is crucial to making a realis-

tic and useful analysis from which we can deduce effective ways to address the problem.

Personal versus Social Problems

We def ne a personal problem as one whose causes and solutions lie within the indi-

vidual and his or her immediate environment. A social problem, on the other hand, is 

one whose causes and solutions lie outside the individual and the immediate environ-

ment. This distinction is not based on the individual’s experience of suffering because a 

certain amount of suffering may occur in either case.

C. Wright Mills (1959:8–9) made a similar distinction, calling personal problems 

the “personal troubles of milieu” and social problems the “public issues of social struc-

ture.” He offered many illustrations of the difference between the two. If one individual 

in a city is unemployed, that individual has a personal trouble. The person may have 

personality problems, may lack skills, or may have family diff culties that consume 

all of his or her energy. But if there are 100 million jobs in a society and 150 million 

people are available for work, this is a public issue. Even without personal problems, 

personal problem

a problem that can be 
explained in terms of the 
qualities of the individual

social problem

a condition or pattern of 
behavior that contradicts 
some other condition or 
pattern of behavior; is 
defi ned as incompatible 
with the desired quality of 
life; is caused, facilitated, or 
prolonged by social factors; 
involves intergroup confl ict; 
and requires social action for 
resolution
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 chapter 1   •   Understanding Social Problems 5

a third of the people will be unemployed. Such a problem cannot be resolved solely by 

dealing with individual personalities or motivations.

Similarly, a man and woman may have personal troubles in their marriage. They 

may agonize over their troubles and ultimately separate or divorce. If theirs is one of 

few marriages that experience such problems, you may conclude that they have per-

sonal problems and their marriage broke up because of some f aw in their personalities 

or in their relationship. But when the divorce rate soars and millions of families are 

broken up, you must look for causes and solutions beyond the personalities of individu-

als. The question is no longer “What is wrong with those people?” but “What has hap-

pened to the institution of marriage and the family in our society?”

Whether you def ne a problem as social or as personal is crucial. The distinction de-

termines how you perceive the causes of the problem, the consequences of the problem, 

and appropriate ways to cope with the problem.

The Causes of Problems

When asked why there is poverty in aff uent America, a 31-year-old female bank teller said 

the poor themselves are to blame because most of them “are lazy and unreliable . . . and the 

little money they do make is spent on liquor and nonnecessities rather than for their eco-

nomic advancement” (Lauer 1971:8). This is a common approach, namely, that problems 

are personal. The victim is blamed as both the source and the solution of the problem.
Similarly, African Americans are said to have problems because they don’t work to ad-

vance themselves. If you accept such an individualistic explanation, you are not likely to 

support government programs designed to raise the status of African Americans. National 

polls found that 76 percent of whites but only 45 percent of African Americans believe 

that the latter have as good a chance as whites to get any kind of job for which they are 

qualif ed (Polling Report 2012). In accord with such beliefs, 59 percent of African Ameri-

cans but only 19 percent of whites believe that government should have a major role in im-

proving the social and economic lives of minorities, and 52 percent of African Americans 

but only 15 percent of whites believe that new civil rights laws are needed. Thus, the way 

problems are def ned—as social or personal—has important consequences for identifying 

causes. In turn, the kind of causes identif ed affects the way problems are handled.

A word of caution is in order here. We are not arguing that all problems are social 

problems, nor that personal problems have no social factors, nor that social problems 

are free of any personal elements. There are certainly psychological and, in some cases, 

physiological factors at work. The point is that if you do not look beyond such factors, 

you will have a distorted view about the causes of problems.

The Consequences of Problems

Viewing a problem as either personal or social leads you to identify very different con-

sequences as well as different causes. Consider, for example, a father who can obtain 

only occasional work and whose family, therefore, lives in poverty. If the man def nes 

his problem as the result of his own inadequacies, he likely will despise himself and 

passively accept his poverty. Sennett and Cobb (1972:96) told of a nearly illiterate gar-

bage collector who placed the blame for his lowly position entirely on himself: “Look, 

I know it’s nobody’s fault but mine that I got stuck here where I am, I mean . . . if I 

wasn’t such a dumb— . . . no, it ain’t that neither . . . if I’d applied myself, I know I got 

it in me to be different, can’t say anyone did it to me.” This man def ned his problem as 

personal and, consequently, viewed himself as inadequate.

institution

a collective pattern of 
dealing with a basic social 
function; typical institutions 
identifi ed by sociologists are 
the government, economy, 
education, family and 
marriage, religion, and the 
media
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The sense of inadequacy—blaming or downgrading oneself—is not uncommon 

among those victimized by social problems. Some children who grow up in impov-

erished homes view themselves unfavorably, believing that their impoverishment is 

proof of their inferiority. Some women who are beaten by their husbands feel they 

have done something to deserve the abuse. Some people who lose their jobs during an 

economic crunch believe they are failures even though they had no control over what 

happened.

If a problem is def ned as personal, individual strategies are employed to cope with 

the problem. Thus, the individual looks inward for a solution. Sometimes that solu-

tion is found in an escape mechanism, such as neurosis, physical illness, heavy drink-

ing, or self-destructive behavior. At other times a solution is sought from specialists 

such as psychotherapists or religious advisors who help the person to change. These 

specialists may facilitate adjustment to the problem but not ultimately resolve it. If 

America’s troubled families sought the help of counselors, they might learn to cope 

with or endure their troubles. But troubled families would continue to appear just as 

frequently.

Identifying something as a social problem presents it from a much different per-

spective and leads to far different conclusions and actions. Thus, if a man def nes his 

poverty as the result of a declining economy, he may join in collective action such as a 

social movement, a rent strike group, or an organization set up to relieve the plight of 

the poor. Rather than blame himself for his poverty, he sees it as a social problem and 

takes action to redress it.

Or consider the problem of rape. Whether rape is def ned as a social or personal 

problem makes a great deal of difference (Figure 1.1). Def ning it as a personal problem 

either blames the victim or castigates the offender. Def ning it as a social problem rec-

ognizes the need for collective action that attacks factors outside the individual.

ends in inappropriate
or no action and
continuation of the
problem.

results in guilt in
the victim and
impunity for the
offender

due to personal
inadequacies

defined as
a personal
problem

defined as
a social
problem

due, in part, to
social attitudes
about women

results in collective
action—education
of the public and
criminal justice
personnel

ends in amelioration of
the problem as attitudes
change and women are
treated as victims rather
than as the guilty ones.

RapeFIGURE 1.1 
Some Possible Differences 
When a Problem—Rape in 
This Case—Is Defi ned as 
Social or Personal.

Lau26865_ch01_001-032.indd   6Lau26865_ch01_001-032.indd   6 12/20/12   11:56 AM12/20/12   11:56 AM



 chapter 1   •   Understanding Social Problems 7

Several cases of rape (as reported in the news media) illustrate the need to consider it 

a social rather than a purely personal problem. A physician, 39 years old, married, and 

the father of two children, confessed to raping 22 women and sexually attacking at least 

10 other women, one of whom was a nun. The doctor was a respected member of his 

community by day but an attacker of women by night. A teenage girl, who decided to 

follow others and cool off in a park fountain on a hot July day, was raped by two young 

men while at least three adults ignored her screams for help. Another young woman 

met a man at a New Year’s Eve party. The man’s sister, whom the young woman knew, 

introduced them. The man drove the two women home, dropped his sister off f rst, 

then asked if he could come up to the young woman’s apartment for coffee. He was a 

genial, polite man, and since she had no reason to suspect him, she agreed. Once in her 

apartment, however, the man forced her to participate in various sex acts. When she 

prosecuted, she discovered that the man was on parole for a prior rape conviction. Yet 

people who had been at the party testif ed on the man’s behalf, claiming that they had 

seen the couple talking and that the woman had been drinking. The man was acquitted. 

Subsequently he was brought to trial again for the alleged rape of a 13-year-old girl.

How can we account for these rapes? Were the victims at fault in these cases? Did 

they bring it on themselves by luring their attackers? A female student told us, “My 

father always said that if a woman was raped, it was her fault, that she somehow pro-

voked the guy to do it.” Or can the rapes be attributed to mentally ill or evil males? Are 

the rapists “sick” individuals who need therapy? Or are they evil men who ought to be 

castrated? You can blame the victims and say that they have personal  problems—their 

wayward behavior. Or you can accuse the rapists of having personal problems—dis-

turbed or evil natures. Neither will resolve the problem. Women who f ght, scream, and 

risk their physical well-being (and even their lives) to ward off an attacker can hardly 

be said to be luring the man—and there was no evidence that the attackers were men-

tally ill.

Nor would castration solve the problem. Contrary to popular belief, castration does 

not prevent a man from having sexual relations. Castration has been used in a number 

of European countries to punish sex offenders (Incrocci et al. 2002); but of 39 offend-

ers in West Germany who had voluntarily agreed to castration, 11 could still have sex-

ual relations a number of years afterward, and 4 of the men had sex one to three times 

a week (Heim 1981).

Rape, in sum, is not a personal problem that can be solved by individual efforts. 

Like other social problems, rape requires collective action to attack such things as the 

social attitudes that legitimate exploiting women and a legal system that may treat the 

victim as harshly as the rapist does. Important differences, thus, result from def ning a 

problem as social rather than personal. Unless problems like rape are def ned as social, 

causes may not be identif ed nor solutions found.

A Model for Understanding

Given that problems are social and not merely personal, how do we go about under-

standing them? First let’s def ne precisely what we mean by a social problem: It is a 
condition or pattern of behavior that (1) contradicts some other condition or pattern of 
behavior and is def ned as incompatible with the desired quality of life; (2) is caused, 
facilitated, or prolonged by factors that operate at multiple levels of social life; (3) in-
volves intergroup conf ict; and (4) requires social action to be resolved. We explain this 
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8 part 1   •   Foundations

def nition in the following pages. It uses major insights of sociological theories and is 

the basis for the model we use in discussing each of the problems in this book.

A Theory-Based Model

There are three major theoretical perspectives in sociology: structural functionalism, 
conf ict theory, and symbolic interactionism. Each theory has distinctive emphases 

that are useful for understanding social phenomena. Structural functionalism focuses 

on social systems and the way in which their interdependent parts maintain order. Con-

f ict theory focuses on contradictory interests of groups, inequalities in society, and 

the resulting conf ict and change. Symbolic interactionism focuses on the interaction 

between individuals, the importance of knowing individuals’ perspectives to understand 

their behavior, and the ways in which social life is constructed through interaction.

To illustrate these three approaches, consider the problem of crime. A structural- 

functional approach would point out the way that rapid change has weakened social 

solidarity and social institutions like the family, so that insuff cient order is maintained. 

A conf ict approach would note that the powerful groups in society def ne the kind of be-

havior that is crime (resulting in higher rates among the poor), and that much crime results 

from the lack of opportunities for the poor and for racial or ethnic minorities. A symbolic 

interactionist approach would stress the fact that people learn criminal behavior by inter-

acting with, and accepting for themselves the perspective of, others who approve of such 

behavior. Figure 1.2 brief y summarizes the theories, how they are used to understand 

social problems, and how they can be applied to another problem—poverty.

Some sociologists use only one of the theoretical approaches to analyze social 

problems. We believe that all three approaches are necessary. Each of the theoreti-

cal approaches to crime is valid. Our model, therefore, incorporates emphases of each 

perspective (Figure 1.3). In essence, the model posits mutual inf uence between social 

structural factors, social psychological/cognitive factors, and social interaction. Social 

problems arise when people def ne contradictions among these various elements as 

incompatible with their quality of life.

Each of the three theories contributes to this model. In structural functionalism, a 

problem involves a system of interdependent parts, including institutions (collective 

means of dealing with basic social functions such as government, the family, the mass 

media, and the economy), norms (shared expectations about behavior), roles (behavior 

associated with particular positions in the social structure), and values (things pre-

ferred because they are def ned as having worth). The parts are interrelated and exert 

pressure to maintain the system.

According to conf ict theory, however, contradictions and inequalities exist between 

the parts of the system that generate conf ict between groups. This is manifest in the 

stratif cation system, the pattern of inequality of wealth, power, and prestige that 

exists in all societies.

And according to symbolic interactionism, social interaction and the perspectives 

of individuals, including their attitudes (predispositions of individuals toward some-

thing) and ideologies (sets of ideas that explain or justify some aspect of social life), 

are important components of the system. Only as you understand how an individual 

perceives his or her social world can you understand that individual’s behavior.

The pairs of arrows in the model indicate mutual inf uence. For example, social struc-

tural factors affect the way people interact. Norms and roles may lead a white person 

and a black person to treat each other as equals at the factory but not in other settings. 

structural 

functionalism

a sociological theory 
that focuses on social 
systems and how their 
interdependent parts 
maintain order

confl ict theory

a theory that focuses on 
contradictory interests, 
inequalities between social 
groups, and the resulting 
confl ict and change

symbolic 

interactionism

a sociological theory that 
focuses on the interaction 
between individuals, the 
individual’s perception 
of situations, and the 
ways in which social life 
is constructed through 
interaction

interaction

reciprocally infl uenced 
behavior on the part of two 
or more people

contradiction

opposing phenomena within 
the same social system

norm

shared expectations about 
behavior

role

the behavior associated with 
a particular position in the 
social structure

values

things preferred because 
they are defi ned as having 
worth

stratifi cation system

arrangement of society into 
groups that are unequal 
with regard to such valued 
resources as wealth, power, 
and prestige
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attitude

a predisposition about 
something in one’s 
environment

ideology

a set of ideas that explain or 
justify some aspect of social 
reality

Assumptions of the theory

How the theory might 
explain social problems 
generally

How the theory might
explain poverty

Illustration of the 

explanation

Society is an integrated
system of interdependent
parts, bound together by
shared values and norms.

Problems arise out of
social disorganization, a
state in which consensus
about norms has broken
down.

Political, economic, and
educational institutions
are not functioning

adequately (often because

of rapid social change),

so that old arrangements

are obsolete before new

arrangements are in place.

Schools train increasing

numbers of students for

jobs that are diminishing

in number as firms adjust

to the changing global

economy and "outsource"

many of those jobs.

Society is a system of
diverse groups, with
conflicting values and
interests, vying with each
other for power, wealth,
and other valued
resources.

Problems are the result of
dominance over, and
exploitation of, some
groups by others.

The upper and middle
classes oppress and
exploit the poor through

such things as using

political and economic

institutions for their own

benefit and creating 

ideologies that blame the

poor and justify their

poverty.

Upper- and middle-class

lawmakers regularly

support corporate welfare

(e.g., subsidies and tax

breaks) but reject such

welfare ideas for the poor

as a guaranteed minimum

annual income.

Society is an arena of
interacting individuals
who behave in accord
with their definitions of 
situations and who create 
shared meanings as they
interact.

A situation or form of 
behavior becomes a 
problem when people
define it as such.

Poverty became a social
problem in the United States
when people accepted the 

influential media's

definition of it as such;

people remain poor when

they define their poverty

as the result of their own

deficiencies.

The public did not

consider poverty as a 

social problem until the 

publication of Michael

Harrington's influential

book The Other America
in 1962.

Structural Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

FIGURE 1.2  Theoretical Explanations of Poverty.

Institutions
Norms

Roles
Stratification

Values

Attitudes

Ideologies

Social
Interaction

Social

Structural Factors

Social

Psychological/

Cognitive Factors

FIGURE 1.3 
A Model for the Analysis 
of Social Problems.
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The inf uence can go both ways: patterns of social interaction can alter the social struc-

tural factors. In recent years, for instance, women have interacted with men in ways 

that have altered the female role. Similarly, African Americans have persisted in in-

teracting with whites in ways that have changed traditional roles. An ideology of white 

supremacy can help to create and maintain blacks in a subservient role, but as minori-

ties refuse to accept the role and assume instead the same kinds of roles as whites, the 

ideology will be rejected by increasing numbers of people.

By the very nature of social life, there are numerous contradictions among the ele-

ments in Figure 1.3. This means that opposing phenomena exist within the same social 

system. The phenomena are opposed in the sense that both cannot be true or opera-

tive. When the contradictions are def ned as incompatible with the desired quality of 
life, you have a social problem. For example, the limited opportunities available in the 

economy are a contradiction to the ideology that all people should support themselves 

by working. The contradiction, as we shall see in Chapter 6, is incompatible with the 

desired quality of life of the poor.

By our def nition, not all societal contradictions signal social problems, only those 

def ned as detracting from the quality of life. In other words, objective data alone do 

not compose a problem. In accord with symbolic interactionism, only when people de-

f ne a situation as problematic and persuade others to view it in the same way is there 

a social problem (Fine 2000). For instance, religion tends to be a unifying force, pro-

claiming a duty to love, make peace, and establish brotherhood. Recent terrorist acts 

by Islamic extremists and religious conf ict in various nations contradict this peaceful 

role. Still, religion generally is not considered a social problem by most observers.

Whether people generally def ne something as detracting from their quality of life 

depends upon such things as how the problem is presented in the media (including the in-

creasingly inf uential Internet blogs), how the problem squares with people’s experiences, 

how readily people can understand the various facets of the problem, and how political 

leaders shape public opinion on issues (Hawdon 2001; Sacco 2003; Maratea 2008).

Finally, consider gender equality as another example of the usefulness of the model. 

Among the opposing phenomena involved in the problem are:

1. The ideology of equal opportunity versus the reality of limited opportunities for 

female participation in the economy.

2. The value of the pursuit of happiness versus the narrowness of the traditional 

female role.

3. The value of human dignity versus male-female interaction in which females are 

treated as intellectual inferiors.

Each of these oppositions has consequences that are incompatible with the desired 

quality of life of many women.

Quality of Life

What is this quality of life that plays so prominent a role in determining whether a con-

tradiction is def ned as a social problem? Thoreau captured its meaning in his desire to 

avoid discovering, at the point of death, that

I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to 

practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all 

the marrow of life. (Thoreau 1968:113)
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The desire to “live deep,” to maximize the quality of life, is ref ected in a prolif-

eration of studies in recent decades. In quality-of-life studies, cities and states are 

evaluated in terms of such aspects as equality of opportunity, agriculture, crime rates, 

 technology, education, climate, the economy, cultural opportunities, and health and 

welfare. They are then ranked according to their overall “quality of life.”

After decades of these studies, there is considerable agreement about what Ameri-

cans def ne as important to the quality of their lives (Ferriss 2000). In essence, they 

evaluate their quality of life according to how well they are doing f nancially, physi-

cally, emotionally, socially, and culturally. Americans want well-paying and meaning-

ful work and f nancial security. They want good health, access to good health care 

facilities, opportunity for a good education, opportunity to participate in cultural 

activities, and opportunity to live and work in areas with minimal crime. Americans 

also want respect from others, self-respect, and a sense of personal worth. Finally, they 

want to live without fear and with reasonable freedom from stress.

To the extent that these things are missing, Americans perceive the quality of life to be 

diminished. Thus, the quality of life is reduced by such issues as personal health problems 

(Alonso et al. 2004; La Grow et al. 2011), work demands that interfere with nonworking 

time (Rice, Frone, and McFarlin 1992), environmental problems (Tickell 1992), and the 

experience of f nancial problems and status inequality (Coverdill, Lopez, and Petrie 2011).

Americans are not unique in their view of what constitutes a high quality of life. 

Studies of other nations show that people everywhere value many of the same things 

that Americans do (Ventegodt et al. 2005; Liu 2006; Headey, Muffels, and Wooden 

2008). Quality of life, then, involves far more than income. You may be able to pur-

chase security devices for your home, but you can’t buy total peace of mind when the 

newspapers regularly remind you of the pervasiveness of crime. You may be able to 

afford the best seats in the house, but that’s meaningless if your community lacks cul-

tural opportunities. You may live in the most expensive area available, but you can’t 

shut out the polluted air that engulfs your property.

Moreover, undesirable conditions that diminish the quality of life affect you both 

directly and indirectly. For example, some people are the direct victims of criminal 

activity: assaults, muggings, robberies, rapes, swindles, and so forth. But everyone has 

some fear of criminal victimization, even people who have never been directly victim-

ized. This fear may put limits on where they go or what they do or how secure they 

feel—limits that reduce the quality of their lives.

In sum, there are numerous contradictions in society that create conditions incom-

patible with the desired quality of life. Everyone is affected, though some suffer far 

more than others. Because of the diminished quality of life, we def ne these contradic-

tions and the conditions they create as social problems.

Multiple Levels of Social Problems

Social problems are manifested at multiple levels of social life. The factors that cause, 

facilitate, and help to perpetuate social problems are found at the individual level (e.g., 

attitudes), group levels (e.g., ideologies of terrorist groups), societal levels (e.g., the gov-

ernment), and in some cases, global levels (e.g., globalization of the economy).

Think, for example, about the problem of racial and ethnic relations (for brevity’s 

sake, we shall refer to this problem by the commonly used phrase “race problem,” 

though the “problem” is not race per se, but the relation between people of  diverse 

racial and ethnic backgrounds). We could analyze the problem in terms of a  stratif cation 
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