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Treating Social Problems
as Emergencies

rroM When Social Problems Are Treated as Emergencies
MICHAEL LIPSKY AND STEVEN RATHGEB SMITH

What is an emergency? Since this word is used all the time, its meaning is often
aken for granted. In this selection, the authors touch on a variety of issues—
ncluding homelessness, hunger, and violence against women—in order to illustrate

how claimsmakers frame social problems as emergencies and the implications this
framing has for policymaking. The authors highlight the political and popular rea-
sons why the emergency frame carries so much influence, as well as how it can

divert attention from important alternative ways of framing problems.
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here are many reasons why public ofticials might favor treating recent
Tsocial problems as emergencies, including the straightforward desire to

put helpful programs in place quickly. But the long-run consequences ate not
s straightforward. They include at least temporarily deflecting attention from

more deeply probing solutions, substantially surrendering control over admis-

sion to client rolls, and a degree of inequity in policy delivery. | |
The two major social welfare problems that have captured public attention

in the 1980s, hunger and homelessness, share distinctive features. The).r are
partly manifestations of the gap between Incomes and the costs ot acquiring
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| problems as emergencies—the “emergency

services solution,” it might be Calledﬂis. also'evid.erllt " Othér Problem areag
Governmental support for programs deahng, with vio ex:lce agalir;st women’ such
as rape crisis centers and battered womens shelters, 1s provi Zd Primarily i,
emergency form. The problems are deijmefi as emergeflcles, and the solutions
involve utilization of community organizations to provide temporary reljef

The tendency to respond to socia
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THE MEANING OF EMERGENCY IN SOCIAL POLICY

It should be axiomatic that social problems do not arise accompanied by som
natural or inevitable conceptualization of their essential causes and remedies
Indeed, the most critical moments in the life cycle of an issue may well be
the outcome of the contest over how it will be understood. Sociologist Joseph
Gustield illustrates this when he shows that as long as the problem of deaths
from drinking and driving was defined as g problem of the drivers’ moral

character or ignorance, automakers could (and until the 1960s did) avoid
pressures to manulacture safer vehicles

hunger, homelessness. and violence aga;
likely to be consequential

It follows as well that the
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policys Pa”im’ﬂarly the failures of deinstitutionalization ang leads to calls f
' | ’ ca
oved mental health services. Indeed, as the issue of homelessnes s for
S matures,

1dency t0 disaggregate the homeless population h -
- 2 degree, has taken hold. s become evident, and

ofits. increased provision of supplementary food assistance. and more vigor

ous low-income housing policies.

These alternative perspectives are articulated concurrently with the views
hat the problems are temporary and require short-term, immediate responses

They are not incompatible with policies designed to treat short-term need
while more lasting solutions are generated. Yet while the advocates for these

perspectives compete to determine which views will prevail, the emergency

metaphors remain dominant. These metaphors profoundly affect society’s
responses to the social problems under discussion.

An emergency is a state of affairs recognized by relevant publics and author-
ities. consisting of a life-threatening or system-threatening condition ot recent
onset or severity about which there is a general beliet that something can and

(0 make the case that an emergency exists.
Emergencies have to signal virtually catastrophic problems to distinguish

them from the normal catalog of distresses that affect many in the popula-
tion. They have to be of recent orgin, or else they are more properly catego-
rized as chronic, long-lasting problems to which the person suffering the
condition has become inured and with which he or she has already coped.

The problem must be presumed to be responsive to intervention, or else one
has described a chronic rather than an emergent problem, an act of God, or

a matter of fate for which the designation “emergency’ 1 pointless. To illus-
in a society that has
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they qualify for “emergency assistance.
to flood and drought victims when states of em

youth can receive immediate services, includin

situation is defined as an emergency. | _
Generally, advantages to recipients of emergency services are the ability to

claim and receive extraordinary resources. But there are inherent limits to the
needy population as a whole in labeling conditions “emergencies.” For iexam—
ple, extraordinary resources can only be mobilized if the number of;emer-
gency claims is limited. If everyone claims and seeks special treatment, no
one can receive it. Emergency police response numbers only work if thc pub-
lic limits its requests for emergency responses. Emergency rooms in hcsépita]s
cease to function effectively when people begin to use emergency ro ms for
routine treatment. |

ergency are declared. Troubled
g out-of-home shelter, if their

resources a;e finite and other claims over resources compete, the fact that
emergenc y | 1] | Toue
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THE CONSEQUENCES OF LABELING SOCIAL
PROBLEMS “EMERGENCIES”

L I

In the struggle to gain issue recognition, advocates deploy various sym-
holic strategles to advance their causes. They may claim that vital national
terests are at stake now (national delense, trade policy) or in the future
(funding social security, rebuilding the highways). Or they may claim that
. dividuals will suffer irreversible injury. The threat of severe damage to health
i« the not-so-hidden rationale for crash programs for some research (on
AIDS, for example) and for emergency allocations to relieve life-threatening

conditions.
But these symbolic strategies must be pursued in the face ol competing

Jemands. When the food stamp program is unable to meet the food needs ot
the poor across the board, how can one justify special food supplements tor
only a portion of the needy? When tens of thousands wait for years to get

into public housing, how does one justify diverting housing resources to aid
new claimants who are not even on the list? The first consequence of label-

ing problems “emergencies” 1s O legitimate the allocation of scarce resources
10 an individual or group at the expense of others who may suffer from sim-

1ar conditions but who have not been so labeled.

e I S

Social consensus that a presenting situation constitutes an emergency per-
mits resource mobilization directed toward stabilizing conditions but says
nothing about long-term problem resolution. Disaster victims, for example,
are provided shelter, health services, and food, but their homes are not restored
under disaster relief policies. Likewise, people who claim they are hungry may
receive a hot meal but are not provided long-term income support. Nor are
the homeless provided with long-term shelter arrangements under emergency
policies, although the high cost of emergency facilities puts a premium on
moving people out of existing shelters and finding more stable solutions that
are less costly on a per capita, per day basis. (Even when homeless families

are moved out of shelters into permanent housing,

~_3PP1Y because without long-term income supplements
o h"m?lessness.) Agencies may provide troubled youth with short-term shelter
an services but be unable to provide adequate long-term services O support.
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Paradoxically, despite the very high costs of sheltering people on an emey.
gency basis, emergency shelters may actually be cheaper than some plausibe
alternative policies. Although putting people up 1n hotel&": and motels seemg
scandalously expensive, it is vastly cheaper than addressing the problem of
providing adequate living standards, affordable housing, or long-term place.
ment. This is because the only people one has to serve on food lines or in
emergency shelters are the people who come forward to accept emergency
aid. If one were to provide for peoples’ income needs, in fairness, EIigibility
for relief would have to be available to all people with low incomes. Moreover,
emergency designations allow policymakers to avoid or postpone considera-

tion of expen-sive restructuring or expansion of existing services to address
long-term needs.
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THE INSTABILITY OF THE EMERGENCY
SERVICES SOLUTION
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on. It can also result in creation of new, heightened public expectations and

obligations. The long-term struggle in cmergency services is over which of
these divergent futures will ultimately prevail,

In struggles over emergency services, some interests will seek initially to
reduce or minimize the sense of public urgency or need (just as other inter-
ests will seek to maximize the size and sense of urgency of the problem). The
insistence of high-ranking federal officials that hunger does not exist in the
United States and the report of the Department of Housing and Urban

Development that the problem of homelessness is considerably smaller than
had been portrayed in the media are characteristic of this sort of reaction.

But social problems are not simply epiphenomena of the media; they are
rooted in underlying social realities that are only partially driven by collec-
tive perceptions. Sometimes emergencies evaporate because the underlying
social reality does not sufficiently support emergency campaigns. For exam-
ple, the campaign to save missing children has lost support in the face of con-
vincing challenges to the severity of the problem. The number of missing
children was originally projected at 2 million each year. Recently critics have
observed that most of the 2 million are runaways, children missing but soon
found without notifying the police, or children involved in custody disputes.

Some emergencies devolve into a middle ground of routinized treatment,
in which they continue to receive support for amelioration, but at modest
funding levels. They may have distinct but relatively narrow constituencies,
or they may not be very costly to sustain. Shelters for abused women may
have suffered (or enjoyed) this fate, having become relatively uncontroversial
elements of federal and state service provision plans but with little ability to

grow or resist cutbacks at the margins.
Hunger and homelessness, however, have not diminished as emergencies.
Public officials such as big city mayors, and advocates at the local and national

levels, continue to demonstrate successfully that these problems have not gone
away and, if anything, have continued to grow. Moreover, the very provision
of emergency food and shelter creates conditions that keep the problems in
the public eye. Long lines at soup kitchens, crowding around shelter doors,
and police sweeps of the homeless on ireezing nights hold society’s attention.
The visibility of emergency programs, as we have argued, also helps recruit
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How long can social problems be treated as emergencies if there i oh
.5

demand? When, in the early 1970s, thef welfare rights mOV.Ement-sough[ o
exploit the availability of emergency assistance by encouraging claims, st
met the challenge by “cashing out” emergency aid so that every recipieny
received some additional benefits. This reform had the effect of Preventing
individuals from mak-ing extraordinary claims on the system. Yet the more
visible and apparent the need for emergency reliet, the less will any admjy;.
strative solution to emergency services expenditures prove politically feasibje

Persistent emergencies eventually focus attention on the need for systemjc

solutions. City governments have begun to respond to homelessness with prO-
posals for increases in low-income housing and housing appropriate to the

needs of the subpopulations of elderly, families, veterans, alcoholics, and men-
tally ill that combine to make up the homeless population. State governments
have begun to examine how to deploy resources to prevent families from
becoming homeless. The persistence of emergencies makes it difficult for pub-

lic officials to ignore the need for long-run answers, however expensive they
may be.
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