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Understanding Social Problems as Slippery
Concepts in Step 1

Flowcharts such as the ones in Figures 7.2 and 7.3 are useful,. but they do not revey) the
subtle distinctions and philosophical issues that confront policy advocates. Socig] Prob.
lems are human constructs, not,purely objective phenomena.. Indeed, by.referring to socig]
Phenomena as social problems, people define them as requiring human Intervention ¢, be
solved. They invent terms and classification systems, sometimes even when demonstrable
problems do not exist or when it is unclear how many people have them. Part of the subject
of this chapter, then, the analysis of problems, is a consideration of the bas

soctal problem. Let us analyze some ambiguities and philosophical issues th
workers will confront d uring their careers.

at most socjq]

When Are Social Problems Real, and When Are They Invented?
ecause social problems are socj
em are “invented ”33 Pestilence a

m. Myriad conditions, s olfces and technology
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pause, have only recently been called problems.

that thcz;rsa;r};a,"e i"'ilndcd (s(.,()":?:‘(:;"‘i; "1' describes mental conditions for m(:nt;"l health pro-

Most of u:’:‘,pm““"‘ mental )\tnli‘]‘p,‘,::i‘!:m” conditions, often with no credible evidence
Wmm % hmw“""\ ”mt. we can be relatively confident in declaring some
severe mentq) i‘:lll.‘ﬂl).!s‘j_\ls. Conditiong eyl , '( alvely ”;"”( M‘” " i (Aﬁr and
Over, hunnn YCPression bring demonety; l‘l‘ enatrition, Beart ‘i‘:‘ﬂ“ i C‘qn ' '\/'Y
reliabiliry [; : Sft'._‘Lif,‘(j and healtl, St el 1 's. e suffering and death to their vcr,‘nmq, .1 nreAF
Butog ]C;.?‘,}'Mng_qii‘illl(\slig oo crs dingnose these conditions ‘wirh_hlgh»_rle_/_r:qu’?‘
: LU Sodial condit ; Sts that have been perfected through decades of research.
Identifiable p],‘t;m)--”f:-'!»"?!)_s K
research dcm“"ﬁt::,;
Il]a'})' (.wt'thc disol.dm_s listed 2 3

Social workers Shnn]\dtf.. :
Scant evidence that they \_lm_v Bghie
Jects unnecessarily, label ':;C truly problems, human service workers are likely to treat sub-
ment. Indeed, the‘atlitud 1em, and apply remedics to conditions that do not require treat-
medical field by childb: C] toward some problems must be reversed, as is illustrated in the /
dition rather thap as a :‘f ; For centuries, when childbirth was viewed as a normal con-
midwife, a practice Stilll)l-o )vle]m’ women delivered thcir' babies at hm.nc vyith the help of a
a medica] probilen b Aii e\.'.a. entin son.le'European nations. Once Chlldbl'r(h was dec'lared
drugged heavily, and SUb.ex ican obstetrxcxm.ls, women were taken to hospltals'for deIx\./eTj/,
that vastlv inCréased the jected to .extrfiordm.arlly high ra'tes of cesarean section, };zﬂxcxes
recently h(as e pendly cost of chlldbfrth w1t.hout lowering the infant dealfh rate. iny
in hOSL;itals e o m reversed, as increasing numbers of women use midwives, either

ir own homes.
Some social conditions are so complex that it is difficult to know when they are prob-

ms. Take the case of teen pregnancy, which is widely viewed as a problem. Considerable

le
medica? e'vidence suggests that when girls of 12 or 13 give birth, they imperil themselves
and their infants, who experience high rates of birth defects. Such risks diminish sharply,

however, as girls enter their mid and late teens. One researcher contends, moreover, that on
a variety of indicators, including wages and amount of schooling, low-income women who
have children in their mid to late teens are not worse off than those who wait to have chil-
dren.”” (The researcher contended that because they do not have to interrupt their careers
with pregnancies and child rearing, women who have children early may be more able
than those who wait to concentrate continuously on work and careers.) Even this cursory
discussion suggests that teen pregnancy may not always be a problem. Indeed, we might
well ask whether the decision of some teen mothers to have children is a legitimate lifestyle
choice, particularly in light of evidence that some of them do not harm themselves or their

alled problems without evidence that they are regular and
contended, for example, that

Na in the real world. Critics of DSM-IV
ably make distinctions among

S { alies b Ly oy
that qualified clinicians cannot reli

A
ms with healthy skepticism. As they proliferate with 3

children.
Many Social Problems Defy Simple Solutions,

but Many People Favor Panaceas
Most social problems are complex phenomena that do not lend themselves to simple solu-

tions. Yet people frequently demand panaceas, as American history amply suggests.*® This
familiar pattern reasserted itself with respect to welfare reform in the mid- and late 1990s
with the adoption of a deterrent strategy to deal with a complicated problem. Because of its
he social and economic fabric of American society, welfare dependency cannot be
ce; it is caused by factors such as low-wage jobs; residential segregation;

rein LhAnicina modircal ~favre and tranonnrtatinn

rootsint
solved by deterren
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Priorities Are Not Chosen Rationally
The literature on policy analysts sometimes conveys the misleading impression that de;

sion makers rely on research to shape public priorities. We have already mentioned, for
example, that pélicy analysts often try to gauge the costs to society of specific problem;
such as the work absenteeism, death, and lost wages that derive from alcoholism. How.
ever, the reality that politics ultimately shapes the selection of priorities can be shown bv

two examples: antismoking policies and the magnitude of the resources devoted to chi-
y body of research has implicated smoking in hundreds

dren’s programs. An extraordinar
of thousands of deaths annually, yet strong gains were made in regulating tobacco asa drug
earchers have argued that interventions directed at chil-

only in the late 1990s. Many res
dren, such as children’s health programs, have a high benefit-to-cost ratio. Yet the United
States devotes only a small fraction of its domestic budget to children and continues not o

ﬁgnd me:ji:clal coverage for many of them, Researchers contended in 2016 that substanc
abpbu! i ation’ .
use and alcoholism are the nations largest health problems, far SUrpassing even cancer

Solving One Problem Can Create Others

é‘r,:z;grorz?nglra(;ltl.::\l/jrfgl:lll:i):)l‘l/)Cd, ( )(l.lcrs olten emetge in their wake, as in the case of wel
some (or many) formm rccjl)jc[]{s r); 313//11 118 rcd'uccd welfare costs, Society incurs new costs®
As some become homeless, they requir t ‘l()\‘vcx fesources from employment or general reliet
authorities have to fund, poe s e i(m; :1 ;Zl.llziime and }dcvelOp health problems that lo;
quately for their children, e dec -2 S0me mothers become u to provide 3¢
crime, and subtopn ablzl SI;:C;)\I;(;HHL dcsgcr.auon is likely to bring increasle];1 li)rlleﬁmﬁ Iy violencé
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are unemployed, counti .
The fe ! tes and citjes will have t,, €xpend ny . 039
precise amount of thege new costs ¢ . 1ore funds for general relief.
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When poj
Pointiyp,
8 to the j
1ssues i i .
M defining, measuring, and conceptualizing social problems,
crences between groups in the population. Alcohol-

many poli
) ic
ism aPPeargl ?;dvocates stress the dify
> 10r examp] ‘
ple, to have different causes and take different forms in men and

Women, 40 .
Pressure, n&?::lrke men, whose alcoholism often stems from occupational stress and peer
discord, dive } Women develoy alcoholism during times of f i% ' e is lsuchkas marital
B or > . {L‘c‘ or a child’ deatl (. uring times ot tamily crm;', . : :
with frlcndsum. al 1. Unlike alcoholic men, who tend to drink in public—in
Causes and the Manife fm,y "l“’l‘\()lic women drink secretly. These differences in both the
kinds of treatmenyy 44 Lfl‘"h”“s of alcoholism suggest that men and women need different
Moreover, cullu;:‘l“ ;_“‘ as different kinds of preventive services.
families, for exampl‘e ( l!tcrc“C‘CS affect people’s responses to services, Spanish-speaking
for specific problems’ (I’llcn f"“c_r to male heads of household before seeking assistance
vices for Specific pro‘bll;Wh“S tamilics, women often take the initiati\{e in seeki’ng ser-
serve Latinos must 1 tlls‘. I‘I they want to be successful, social service agencies th:it
Some ethnic REOUpE reY (.)_IXIL.IL.lde male hends of household in ser'vxce transactions.*!
€Xpression and probe f‘(l)‘;l:le bllmgu_al and bicultural staff who can interpret nuances of
staff from the dominant e meaning of verbal and nonverbal cues that would escape
ant culture, Some persons respond favorably to one approach, such

as a specific ki .
memé)ershi l,\md of counseling, whereas others respond to behavior modification or
P In support groups, such as Alcoholics Anonymous. Deterrent measures,
€ cost of alcohol or cigarettes, appear to decrease some people’s use,
d

such as increasing th
but th i
€y may be even more effective when supplemented with counseling programs an

reductions in advertising,
The vast literature that has recently evolved on “culturally sensitive practice” and “mul-

'tldlversny stresses the need to adapt programs to specific populations.*? This sensitiv-
ity niust occur on two related levels. First, we need to examine the differences in specific
social problems in different populations, as our discussion of alcoholism among males and

females suggests. Second, services must be adapted to the culture and norms of specific

ethnic and racial groups.

We should also remember that the problems of oppressed populations are often caused
or exacerbated by the hostile environments and extreme poverty that many of their mem-
bers encounter, particularly in inner-city communities. The rules of mental health, for
example, whether in diagnosis or in treatment, must be modified when social workers arc
helping persons who live in areas that look like bombed-out cities, who are exposed to vio
lence daily, who cannot obtain secure jobs that will allow them to escape poverty, and wh

can obtain amenities such as health care only by waiting for days in clinics. Terms such <

inability to make long-term plans, and flight, which can be used in the diagnos
m-solving deficits in middle-class citizer

paranoia,

and treatment of mental conditions or proble
must be used cautiously in labeling persons in these high-stress environments, where tru
planning, and permanent social arrangements are less feasible.

The term empowerment helps us reconcepFualize some of.the services that soc
workers provide to persons in high-st.ress envn‘onments. (While e‘mpowerment is
Jimited to persons in high-stress environments, it may have particular re.levance.
them.) When seeking to empower persons, social workers often ernphamze survi

. 4+ - —unanc rone with the frasmentation of services, understal
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Y Proposals in Chapter Eight.

Analyzing Effects of
> O and Solutions to Concentrated Poverty in the

Nite dles
: d States and Glgl, 1]
ruce Jansson, Ph.D | =

Some Social scient;
hoods with conclelltllts,-t::gd Public officials have long hypothesized that persons in neighbor-
Th.eir logic seemed unac . Poverty would be better off if they resided in mixed-income areas.!
facxlities, 8rocery store ssailable since the residents would have better housing, schools, medical
Places of employme es, and other amenities in mixed-income areas. They would live closer to
erty. African Americl:nand have more employment options than in areas of concentrated pov-
with sharply lower . Youth would, they hypothesized, benefit from living in neighborhoods
rates of crime, school dropouts, and availability of illicit drugs, and they

would be more Jji .
re likely to obtain employment as they established networks with relatively affluent

youth.
Jonatha ,
1 Crane’s Tesearch, published in 1991, appeared to confirm the deleterious impact
? His data indicated that problems such as dropping out from

of “ghettoes” : .
schogols anfistezrxi ;};:;nﬁ;derl:sf di . AN ectured
that teens Spread these pr}(’)blgrln };escaIE}te once they reach a certauT threshold. de: conjectu X
“epidemic levels> $ to their peers once they reach high thresholds, growing to
haSI?)aeseidiIrz; glzln}; :r?t S:;C.h tb?ories, relocation of lo.w-'mcome persons to mixed-'mcom.e area§
against the Chicaus ;u gln C:Iles t-hroughout.the nation for decades. To set'd'e a c\.ass-a?nonfsmt
ilies were relocategd o 1¢ Housing Authority 1969, for ex%xmple, 7,100 African Amenc.an am-
_ m areas of concentrated poverty to integrated or largely Caucasian areas
with the use of housing vouchers. Congress funded the movement of 4,600 low-income families
.to more affluent areas in five cities in so-called Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstrations
in the mid-1990s. And beginning in 1992, President Bill Clinton’s Housing Opportunities for
People Everywhere ( HOPE) VI program converted tens of thousands of public housing projects
into mixed-income ones in 166 cities throughout the country.

Unfortunately, however, data that were gathered at these various sites could not defini-
tively show that the relocation of low-income persons had necessarily been responsible for
encouraging outcomes, such as increased income, lower rates of dropouts, and less drug
usage. Since an experimental design had not been used, it was possible that the persons
who agreed to be relocated were already more motivated than those who chose to remain
in their neighborhoods. Some data also suggested that some relocated persons did not fare
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Explain how this case example illustrates:

Public officials often need to proceed with pilot Projects anyway using best informatioy
about the issue at stake—but then conducting research to see if they are effective,
3. How negative short-term findings are sometimes eclipsed by long-term positive findings
as with MTQ,
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