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Preface

ELIZABETH B. PEARCE

Preface

Looking for an openly licensed text for the Introduction to Human Services class at Linn-Benton Community
College in Albany, Oregon has been a challenge. Human Services is a relatively young field and while there are
multiple commercial texts available, there are few openly licensed resources. | found an original text was written
by candidates for the Master of Social Work degree at Ferris State University in 2017 that contains content that
is applicable to human services careers as well. That text, combined with two other texts and original chapters
form the text you have in front of you, Introduction to Human Services. During the 2020-2021 year | edited the
text to update, fix broken links, and make additions. During 2021-2022 | am working with a team of contributing
authors and an editor to produce a new second edition.
—Elizabeth B. Pearce
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Authors and Editors

ELIZABETH B. PEARCE

This text reflects the efforts of multiple authors and institutions from several related disciplines.

Elizabeth B. Pearce, Linn-Benton Community College

Liz is a faculty member who teaches the Human Services classes at LBCC. She has combined sections of three
different openly licensed texts, edited them for clarity, and in some cases expanded those chapters. In addition,
she has written new chapters specifically focused on the field of Human Services. She is credited for her original
work and as the second author on works from the Ferris State University chapters where she made substantial
changes and additions.

She is proud to be a member of an institution that supports the work of open educational resources and
open pedagogy, which strive to increase equity for students. Her passion is creating opportunities and resources
for transformative learning. She is a long-time faculty member at Linn-Benton Community College, teaching
Human Development and Family Sciences courses and advising future Human Services and Social Work
professionals. In addition she leads and mentors faculty in several areas: equity-based teaching, active learning,
technology use, and open pedagogy.

Liz earned a Bachelor of Arts in Child Study with a Performing Arts minor at Tufts University. After teaching
young children for four years, she returned to earn a Master of Education degree in Administration, Planning,
and Social Policy at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. She has also completed post-graduate
coursework in child development, life course development theory, educational policy, and sociology at
Wheelock College (now Boston University) and Oregon State University.

Ferris State University Department of Social Work

Ferris State University created an openly licensed text, Introduction to Social Work at Ferris State University in
2017.

From Dr. Jessica Gladden:

“This book was written by MSW students as their final project for their Capstone class. Students were each
assigned a chapter of the book to write to show that they had achieved competency as a Master's level social
worker. Chapters were assigned based on student interest and experience in certain areas of the field.”

Individual authors are credited at the start of the chapters. In addition, Ferris State had a team of editors:

Dr. Jessica Gladden

Professor Danette Crozier

Dr. Kathryn Woods

Dr. Janet Vizina- Roubal

Professor Michael Berghoef

Ferris State thanks their Social Work librarian, Stacy Anderson, and our primary SCWK 110 professor, Elizabeth
Post, for editing and putting the whole book together in the Pressbooks format.

Introduction to Social Welfare and Social Work, Codes of Ethics, Cultural Competence, and Serving Specific
Populations all contain contributions or are comprised mostly from the work of Ferris State University authors.
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Saylor Academy

Saylor Academy is a nonprofit initiative working since 2008 to offer free and open online courses to all who want
to learn. Their authors of the text Social Problems: Continuity and Change are anonymous. Three parts include
significant contributions from Saylor Academy: Social Problems and Personal Troubles, Poverty, and Serving
Families.

DePaul University

Leonard A. Jason, Olya Glantsman, Jack F. O'Brien, and Kaitlyn N. Ramian are the lead authors of the The
Introduction to Community Psychology text. Three chapters are used in Serving Communities part of this text,
and the unique set of authors for each are credited there.
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Letter to LBCC HDFS 262 students and
other students using this text

Students,

This book is password protected because it is the “working draft” of a brand-new book. That means it has
been developed enough to read, but that is not yet in its final form, ready to have the first edition published.
In another year, another time, | would not have given students early access to this text; | would have waited
until it was more finished and more complete. But this is not a typical year or a typical time. | can make this
text available to you for no cost and it seemed like the right thing to do just now. Many students and families
are struggling and | hope that paying for one fewer text makes a difference. I've worked hard to get it “ready
enough” for you.

But I'm not releasing it early only because it is free. | also believe that this text will ultimately be superior
to the text that students paid $160 for last year. It is more focused on students in this region and on today'’s
challenges. Human services professionals must be ready for those challenges and we will use this text to
help us think about the crises that families currently face: unemployment, housing insecurity, mental health
challenges, all worsened by the worldwide pandemic and the regional wildfires. We will look at the role that
helping professionals play in these social problems.

This text also helps students think about major choices and careers. Many of you are considering human
services, sociology, social work, psychology, criminal justice, public health, education or other related majors.
While the focus on this text tis on Human Services and Social Work it also takes a broad look at careers,
workplaces, and populations served.

I've written some chapters and I've utilized chapters from three other openly licensed textbooks. Eventually
this book will look seamless and consistent, but not yet! Each of the other textbooks has different features
(e.g. like textboxes, learning objectives, and self-checking quizzes). So it may feel a bit unsettling to get used
to one style and then go to another style. That's the trade off for “free” right now. I'll be working to fix those
inconsistencies for the next year. For now, I've tried to get rid of as many broken links and fix as much formatting
as possible, as well as editing content that was out of date or inaccurate.

You can play a role. I'll have a spreadsheet where you can enter problems or inconsistencies that you find.
If you see something that is inaccurate or leaves someone out or needs updating, | want that feedback. The
beauty of open licensing is that students can give feedback and can even help revise the textbook! And you will
be key to the revision process.

By the way, | spent last year writing another textbook with a group of 13 LBCC students. I'm really proud of it!
While it will also have revisions in years to come, it much more complete than this book, and I'd love for you to
take a look at it. Contemporary Families: An Equity Lens will be used by about 300 students this year. It is not

password protected; anyone can read it and we hope that colleges across the country will eventually adopt it.
| am interested in your feedback on this text at any time. Please feel free to email me directly with ideas,
corrections or suggestions: pearcel@linnbenton.edu.

Best,

4 | Letter to LBCC HDFS 262 students and other students
using this text
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1. Introduction to Human Services

ELIZABETH B. PEARCE

What is Human Services?

People often ask me, “What is human services?” My best answer is this one: The field of human services is
broadly defined but has a unique approach to meeting human needs. It uses an interdisciplinary knowledge
base and includes prevention, intervention and remediation approaches. The human services field is
committed to improving the overall quality of life of service populations, service delivery and collaboration of
agencies. It seeks to optimize the potential of individuals and groups with a focus on equity and social justice.
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Figure One. Human Services is a field that emphasizes collaboration, equity, and social justice.

Let's break that down.

Broadly Defined

The broad definition means that there are many jobs and careers that fit under the umbrella of human
services. People who are motivated to help others find themselves together in this field even though they
work in a wide range of settings including schools, medical offices and hospitals, private non-profit agencies,
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and governmental services. They perform functions that help people resolve life’'s problems such as housing
insecurity and homelessness, unemployment, food insecurity, addictions, custody, or the social and emotional
sides of loss, tragedy and illness. They provide services helping people with adoptions, fostering children,
parenting, mental health challenges, dealing with grief and loss, and other life transitions.

Unique Interdisciplinary Approach

Human services is grounded in the context of human development and human organizational behavior.
This broad understanding comes from multiple fields: human development and family sciences; psychology;
sociology; public health; nutrition; communications and others. While the professional in human services
will have a specialized focus in one of these areas, they will also have enough broad-based knowledge and
experience that they can draw on when needed.

Prevention, Intervention, and Remediation

Preventing problems, intervening in problems and remediating problems are differing ways to act and respond.
This field involves professionals who specialize in each of these approaches. Other professionals utilize
knowledge of all three in order to engage in problem-solving that leads to the best approach with any given
individual or group. There will be examples of each of these approaches later in this text.

Collaboration, Service Delivery, and Quality of Life

Working in this field means that many agencies and services collaborate with each other in order to serve
individuals, families, and groups best. Professionals work to make delivery of services as smooth and complete
as possible. Planning and communication are important to delivering human services. Helping people have the
best quality of life possible, even when it means stepping beyond the specific service or job that one holds to
reach out to other services is important in order to serve effectively.

Equity and Social Justice

Human Service professionals recognize the differentiation between social problems and personal troubles.
Many issues that individuals and groups face stem from social problems that need solutions that are systemic.
Recognizing that individuals are facing problems that are societal in nature and being tuned into the ways that
equity can contribute to solutions is a pillar of the profession. Social problems, personal troubles, equity, and
social justice will all be discussed more deeply later in this text.

How does Human Services relate to other Fields?

Human services is a relatively new profession, having emerged from social welfare work in the 1950's and 1960's.
social work became a more prominent field in the same era and these two fields are intertwined. Both careers
are focused on helping people both individually and in groups and share a focus on social justice. One key
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distinction between these two fields is that social work has a specific licensing and credentialing system and
human services does not. psychology, public health, education, and sociology are other related fields to human
services. Students who are considering human services as a career are often considering these other fields as
well.

Social Work

While there are many jobs and careers that are open to professionals in both fields, there are certain jobs that
can only be held by a licensed social worker, usually signified by “LSW". Professionals from both fields may work
side by side in settings such as addiction treatment centers, incarceration programs, government agencies and
nonprofit agencies. Both professions offer degrees at multiple levels: Associate, Bachelor, Master, and Doctoral
degrees. social work, however, has an additional credentialing system. States and other jurisdictions license
social workers in varying but similar ways; most require completion of an accredited social work program at the
bachelor degree level, “BSW" and the master’s degree level, “MSW". Students who are interested in pursuing
upper degrees in social work often major in human services or sociology in their early college years.

Psychology and Sociology

Where human services and social work are both applied fields with a focus on working with people, psychology
and sociology are both more focused on theoretical understandings. Both are important foundations for
the applied fields, but both dive more deeply into science, research, and theory than does human services.
Psychology is focused on the study of the individual human mind and the way it functions and how it affects
behavior. Sociology is focused more on the study of society’s structure, development and functioning.

The study of social problems, which is fundamental to human services, comes from the field of sociology.
Sociologists research, teach, study and analyze organizational and societal behavior including social problems
and how they affect people and society. To learn more about what sociologists do, watch several of these one
minute interviews from the #lovesociology series.

a One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view them

online here: https.//openoregon.pressbooks.pub/humanservices/?p=147#ocembed-1

Psychology is another field that has specific credentialing associated with higher level degrees. Students
who wish to become a psychologist are typically thinking about earning a doctoral degree in which they might
treat patients in a clinical setting. Others will earn a doctorate so that they can perform scientific research
related to the brain and behavior. The verywellmind website provides a list of twenty different kinds of research

and applied positions for psychologists here.
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Counselors and Therapists

Students sometimes ask about becoming a counselor or a mental-health therapist. These are also roles that are
certified and licensed by states and other jurisdictions. It is important to look at the certification requirements
in the state in which you reside or plan to reside. Almost always these roles require a master’s degree and
sometimes a doctoral degree. An undergraduate degree in human services, psychology, social work or a related
field prepares students for these advanced degrees.

Criminal Justice

Criminal justice is another broad field, which encompasses all aspects of the systems related to law
enforcement. This includes social processes such as laws, policies, and the practices of the court systems. It
includes jobs such as police, lawyers, parole and probation officers, and correctional officers. It also includes all
kinds of helping professions that may be placed within the justice system such as social workers, counselors,
behavioral aides, and addiction counselors. These helpers may be embedded within a jail or prison, but they
also might specifically work with people who are in other parts of the justice system. People who are interested
in the remediation aspect of criminal justice work are often inspired by the grounding principles of human
services. Students of human services who have also studied criminal justice may head toward careers in parole,
probation, or other helping roles within a correctional facility.

Public Health, Education, and Early Childhood Education

All of these fields are also considered “helping careers” and are application based, just like human services.
Public health is a very broad career that may range from research, to administration, to education all focused on
the health of individuals and groups. education (grades K-12) and early childhood education are teaching and
administrative fields focused on the care and education of children from birth to age 18 years.

Public Health

People with human services and with public health degrees might end up working side by side with one
another in organizations that are focused on the health of people, but there will likely be more specialized jobs
in that same organization that require a public health degree. There has been a great deal of focus on public
health issues during the COVID-19 pandemic. If the field of public health is one you are considering, you can
watch the Center for Disease Control's (CDC) webinar, Introduction to public health.

a One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view them

online here: https://openoregon.pressbooks.pub/humanservices/?p=147#ocembed-2
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Education and Early Childhood Education

Students who want to work with children of varying ages may be interested in the education or early childhood
education fields. There is certainly an overlap with the human services field because there are many families
with children who seek help from human services professionals. A primary difference between teaching
children and serving families with children s that a teacher is responsible for designing and implementing
curriculum for a group of children, and typically spends eight hours per day with those students. The human
services professional is more likely to work with children with their parents present and for shorter periods of
time. For example, someone with a human services degree might be a Family Support Specialist for Head Start
or other early childhood education program. Teachers in public schools must be certified by the states that
they live in; states vary whether this is completed at the bachelor’s or the master’s degree level. This applies to
K-12 teaching consistently and in some states to early childhood teaching.

Foundation for the Future

Human services, social work, psychology, sociology, public health,
education, and early childhood education are all similar in that they are

’1 all fields that are involved with helping or studying individuals and
society. In addition, they are all professions. Professional fields are
defined by their need for long-term education and training. Some have

licensure systems as well as requiring an undergraduate or graduate

Matienal Organization for Human Services o ) T ) i
degree. In addition professions are distinguished by having a
Figure two. Logo for the National

WO. ! professional association and a code of ethics that members utilize in
Organization for Human Services

their work. The National Organization for Human Services holds
professional development conferences, has publication resources, and a code of ethics.
An undergraduate degree helps prepare you for an advanced degree and your career. Sometimes the degree

is the same as your ultimate profession, and other times it is a related field to the higher level degree that you
will earn. An associate's degree in Human Services can lead to bachelor’s, master’'s and doctoral degrees in
multiple fields including Human Services, Social Work, Counseling, Public Health, Psychology, or Sociology.
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Figure three. A degree in human services is broad and can prepare you for a variety of advanced degrees and careers.
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Figure one. “Human Resources”, from https://pixy.org/5745621/ is in the public domain

Figure three. “Human Resources Clip Art” from https:/pixy.org/777072/ is in the public domain

All Rights Reserved

Figure two. “NOHS Logo” from https://www.nationalhumanservices.org/ used under fair use
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2. Generalist Practice

AIKIA FRICKE; FERRIS STATE UNIVERSITY DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL WORK; AND ELIZABETH B. PEARCE

About the Author:

My Name is Aikia Fricke, | currently work for
Community Mental Health for Central Michigan. |
have worked with this agency since 2008, working as
a clubhouse advocate, case manager, and most
recently as an employment specialist. | obtained my
BSW at Ferris State University in 2006, and | am
currently an MSW candidate at Ferris State University.
| am a full-time mother to four lovely children and a
full-time wife to a wonderful and very supportive
husband, as without his tremendous support
furthering my education would not have been
possible. | hope that you find this chapter interesting,
informative, and helpful as many of you began your
journey into the field of social work.

Figure One: Chapter Author Aikia Fricke

Generalist Practice

When looking at generalist practice primary theories, the first question that may come to mind is what is
generalist practice? Generalist practice introduces students to the basic concepts of promoting human well-
being and applying preventative and intervention methods to social problems at individual (micro), group
(mezzo), and community (macro) levels while following ethical principles and critical thinking (Inderbitzen,
2014).

A generalist in a helping profession uses a wide range of prevention, intervention, and remediation methods
when working with families, groups, individuals, and communities to promote human and social well-being
(Johnson & Yanca, 2010).

Being a generalist practitioner prepares you to enter nearly any profession within the human services and
social work fields, depending on your population of interest (Inderbitzen, 2014).
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Micro, Mezzo, Macro Levels of Problem-Solving

Micro level practice is the most common practice scenario and happens directly with an individual client
or family; in most cases this is considered to be case management and therapy service. Micro level work
involves meeting with individuals, families or small groups to help identify, and manage emotional, social,
financial, or mental challenges, such as helping individuals to find appropriate housing, health care, and
social services. Micro-practice may even include helping military officials and families cope with military life
and circumstances helping with school related resources, or working with clients around substance use,
homelessness, or food insecurity.

The focus of micro level practice is to help individuals, families, and small groups by giving one on one support
and provide skills to help manage challenges (Johnson & Yanca. 2010).

Mezzo (aka meso) level practice involves developing and implementing plans with commmunities such as
neighborhoods, places of worship, and schools. Professionals interact directly with people and agencies that
share the same passion , interest, location, or challenge. The big difference between micro and mezzo level
social work is that instead of engaging in individual counseling and support, mezzo practitioners help groups
of people. Human Service professionals might help establish a free food pantry within a local place of worship,
health clinics to provide services for the uninsured, or community budgeting/financial programs for low income
families.

Macro level practice is similar to mezzo practice in that both tend to address social problems. But the macro
practice is on a larger and less direct scale and often with a preventative approach. The responsibilities on a
macro level typically are finding the root cause, the why, and the effects of citywide, state, and/or national social
problems. Awareness of systems of privilege and oppression are foundational to this work.

* Address social problems

M acro: * Focus on root causes and

prevention
Work with government and non-

La rge SySte ms ) profit agencies on county, state

or national efforts

* Collaborate directly with

M EZZO/M e SO: communities or agencies to

develop programs or plans

Co m m u n it i es ® Projects have school, community,

or neighborhood impact

H . * Casework
M ICro. * Counseling
® Coaching
i * Work with individuals or families
I n d VI d ua I to solve life problems

Figure Two: The human services and social work professions are broad and allow practitioners to
move within the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.

Professionals are responsible for creation and implementation of human service programs to address large
scale social problems. Macro level social workers often advocate to encourage state and federal governments
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to change policies to better serve vulnerable populations (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2015). They may be employed
at non-profit organizations, public defense law firms , government departments, and human rights
organizations.While macro human services or social workers typically do not provide therapy or other assistance
(case management) to clients, they may interact directly with the individuals while conducting interviews if
they are doing research that pertains to the populations and social inequalities of their interest.

The human services and social work professions are broad and allow practitioners to move within the micro,
mezzo, and macro levels. Most begin at the micro level to understand the inequalities, disadvantages, and the
needed advocacy for vulnerable populations.

Theories

We will examine the human services field from a variety of theoretical perspectives. A theoretical perspective, or
more briefly, a “theory” is not just an idea that someone has. Rather it is a structural framework, explanation, or
tool that has been tested and evaluated over time. Theories are developed and utilized via scholarship, research,
discussion, and debate. Theories help us to understand the world in general, and in this instance the ways in
which families and systems form, function, interact with, and experience the world.

Systems Theory

Systems Theory is an interdisciplinary study of complex systems. It focuses on the dynamics and interactions of
people in their environments (Ashman, 2013). The Systems Theory is valuable to helping professions because it
focuses on identifying, defining, and addressing problems within social systems.

We utilize the Systems Theory to help us understand the relationships between individuals, families, and
organizations within our society. Systems theory helps us to identify how a system functions and how the
negative impacts of a system can affect a person, family, organization, and society,. The same information can
be used to identify strengths and to cause a positive impact within that system (Flamand, 2017).

Ecological Systems Theory

The Ecological Systems Theory was created in the late 1970's by Urie Bronfenbrenner. He developed this theory
to explain how environments affect a child's or individual's growth and development. The model is typically
illustrated with six concentric circles that represent the individual, environments and interactions.

The main concept behind ecological approach is “person in environment” (P.I.E). The ecological approach
implies that every person lives in an environment that can affect their outcome or circumstance. In helping
professions individuals work to improve a person’s environment by helping them identify what is working well
and what is negatively impacting them within their environments.

The microsystem is the smallest system, focusing on the relationship between a person and their direct
environment, typically the places and people that the person sees every day often including parents and school
for a child or partner, work/school for an adult. The exosystem are the people and places that an individual
interacts with on a regular basis but not daily, perhaps a place of worship, club, lesson, or social group. The
mesosystem, which lies between the micro and exo systems is representative of how those people and places
interact and cooperate. If they work together well, it can have a positive effect on the individual. For example,
if a student also has a job, is the employer willing to work around the school schedule? If a child goes to a child
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care program, do the teacher and the parent communicate clearly with each other? The mesosystem is really
important because it is about the relationships and the interactions amongst important environments.

Examples: Individual change such as childbearing or
college graduation and socio-historical events such

Examples:
as the COVID-19 pandemic or Immigration law Religious beliefs,
changes cultural
practices,

X socioeconomic
status, laws and
policies

Examples: Your
partner’'s
workplace, your
J child’s school, or
a gaming
community

The relationships
amongst the
elements in the
microsystem

Mesosystem:
Connections and

relationships

Examples: Work,
home, school,
immediate family,
friends, and
activities

Figure Three: Ecological Systems Theory shows how the individual is influenced by different systems, from the
microsystem to the chronosystem.

The macrosystem identifies the larger values and attitudes of the culture and varies by location and interest.
The chronosystem describes time as a system that affects individuals. Large events and trends such as the
dramatic increase in college costs and debt, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the dramatic increase in wildfires on
the west coast of the United States are all examples of events in the chronosystem that affect individuals and
families in the first part of the 21st century.
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Tools: Eco-maps and Genograms

Tools used to understand how systems and environments impact a client include eco-maps and genograms.
An eco-map is a diagram that shows the social and personal relationships of an individual with his or her
environment. Eco-maps were developed in 1975 by Dr. Ann Hartman, a social worker who is also credited for
developing the genogram (Genachte, 2009).

Eco-maps will vary in what they look like as each map will cater to the specific individual or family and wiill
highlight the stressors (negatives), positives, and relationships. The video below addresses what an eco-map is,
why it's important for human services workers, and how it is different from a genogram.

@ One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view them

online here: https.//openoregon.pressbooks.pub/humanservices/?p=45#ocembed-1

A genogram mimics a family tree. On a family tree each branch represent a family. A genogram digs deeper
and identifies relationships, deaths, marriages, births, divorce, and adoptions and other significant family
events. When collecting information to complete a genogram it is useful to understand a family's dynamics
(Johnson & Yanca, 2010.)

Genograms can help clients identify their roots and culture. Completing genograms can reopen past trauma
or loss. A helping professional needsto be prepared to discuss and address these issues with their clients. The
gitmind website rates the best free programs for creating genograms.

Activity: In class or as homework complete an eco-map and genogram of your own family. See
how far you can go through family tree and connect your family, relationships, union formations and
dissolutions, children, and other important family events.

Strengths Approach

The Strengths Approach was based on thinking by social worker Bertha Reynolds in the mid-20th century.
who wrote several books that emphasized ideas that moved beyond the popular psychoanalytic approach of
the time. It was formally developed by a team including Dennis Saleeby, Charles Rapp, and Anne Weick at the
University of Kansas. The Strengths Approach emphasizes that

every person, group, family, and community has strengths; and
every community or environment is full of resources (Johnson & Yanca, 2010)

In the Strengths Approach, it is the professional’s job to help the client identify their strengths. Sometimes
society and individuals are focused on the negative impacts of their lives and have a difficult time identifying
the positive aspects of their lives and situations. When using the Strengths Approach not only is the human
services professional or social worker helping the client to identify their personal strengths, but the worker is
also helping the client identify local resources to help the client needs.

This approach focuses on the strengths and resources that the client already has rather than building on new
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strengths and resources. The reasoning behind the strength approach is to help clients with immediate needs,
to help with finding solutions to immediate problems., and to identify and build strengths to use in the future.

Problem-Solving and Planned Change Model

Helen Harris Perlman started her social work career after facing discrimination as a Jew who was unable to
find a professorship in the humanities in the early 20th century. Once she became a caseworker and saw the
problems that people face she found that she liked to help people, but felt that the main approach of long
term psychotherapy was not effective in all cases. Instead she developed a problem solving approach that
focused on one particular aspect of the client’s life and on how to change it. The planned change process was
introduced to the social work profession in 1957. To learn more about Helen Harris Perlman and her career at
the University of Chicago, read here.

The Planned Change Model consists of a multi-step process which includes:

Engagement
Assessment
Planning
Implementation
Evaluation
Termination
Follow-up

The Engagement phase is the first interaction between the professional and their client. The engagement
stage does not have a predetermined time frame; it can last for a couple of minutes to a few hours depending
on the client and the circumstances. It is very important during the engagement phase that the social worker
displays active listening skills, eye contact, empathy and empathetic responses, can reflect to the client what
has been said, and uses questioning skills (motivational interviewing). It is appropriate to take notes during the
engagement phase for assessment purposes or for reflection. Remember, during the engagement phase, the
social worker is building a level of rapport and trust with the client.

The Assessment phase is the process occurring between social worker and client in which information is
gathered, analyzed and synthesized to provide a concise picture of the client and their needs and strengths.
The assessment phase is very important as it is the foundation of the planning and action phases that follow.

During the assessment stages, there are five key points:

identifying the need or problem

identify the nature of the problem

identify strengths and resources

collect information

analyze the collected information (Johnson & Yanca, 2010)

The Planning phase is when the client and social worker develop a plan with goals and objectives as to what
needs to be done to address the problem. A plan is developed to help the client meet their need or address
the problem (Johnson, & Yanca, 2010). The planning phase is a joint process where the worker and the client
identify the strengths and resources gathered from the assessment phase. Once the strengths and resources
are identified, the social worker and the client come up with a plan by outlining goals, objectives, and tasks
to help meets the clients goal to address the need or problem. During the planning phase, keep in mind that
the goals should be what the client is comfortable with and finds feasible to obtain. The social worker's most

22 | Generalist Practice


http://ssacentennial.uchicago.edu/features/features-perlman.shtml
http://ssacentennial.uchicago.edu/features/features-perlman.shtml

important job during this phase is to help the client identify strengths and resources, not to come up with the
client’s goals for them.

The Implementation/Action phase is when the client and social worker execute a plan to address the areas
of concern by completing the objectives to meet the client’s goals. The action phase is also considered a joint
phase as the social worker and the client act! The worker and the client begin to work on the task that were
identified in the planning phase (Johnson & Yanca, 2010). The worker and the client are responsible for taking
on different parts of the identified task; for example, the social worker may find a local food pantry or help with
food assistance program if the client needs food. The client may work on making a grocery list of foods that will
make bigger portions for leftovers to make food last longer for the family. However, the worker and the client
are jointly working together to obtain the goal of providing food for the client and their family.

The Evaluation Phase/Termination phase is a constant. The worker should always evaluate how the client is
doing throughout the process of the working relationship (Johnson & Yanca, 2010). When the plan has been
completed or the goals have been met, the client and social worker review the goals and objective and evaluate
the change and/or the success. If change or progress has not been made the client and social worker will review
the goals and objectives and make changes or modifications to meet the goal. Once the goals have been met,
termination of services follows if there are no further need for services or other concerns to address. Sometimes
termination happens before goal completion, due to hospitalizations, relocation, losing contact with a client,
financial hardships, or the inability to engage the client.

The Follow Up phase is when the social worker reaches out to the client to make sure they are still following
their goals, using their skills, and making sure the client is doing well. The follow up may not always be possible
due to different situations such as death, relocation, or change in contact information.

The diagram below shows the process of the Planned Change Model when working with clients.

Problem

EREREE e Assessment

Planning

Figure Four: The Planned Change Model consists of a multi-step process.

Activity: Partner up with a classmate. Role play one person being the professional and the other
being the client. Come up with a problem or concern and try to go through the planned change
process. See if you can get through at least the first three steps.

Evidence-based Practice (EBP) and Social Problems
Evidence-based practice is the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making
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decisions about the care of a client. When working with clients it is important to combine research and
clinical expertise. In the fields of human development and family sciences, sociology, and psychology there is
constant research being conducted to assess various assessment and treatment modalities. The research that
is conducted provides the evidence that professionals use to help our clients improve their living situations and
concerns. When new social problems emerge, there is a need to combine existing research and knowledge with
best practices, and data that is collected by the government and large agencies in present time. For example,
the COVID-19 pandemic presents new challenges and has uncovered existing inequities in our labor and health
care systems. Helping professionals must be prepared to help individuals, families, and communities with
emerging problems that affect their lives.

Figure Five: As a practicing social worker it is very
important to stay abreast of the constant change of
new information and changes.

People are the experts on their own lives. To be truly client-centered professionals must keep in mind what a
person’s values are, and what their preferences are for the outcome of their life situation. It can be tempting to
think that as a professional one knows what is best but each individual must be respected.

When working with clients and evidence based practices it is important to know that research is constant
surrounding evidence based practices, and as a practicing social worker it is very important to stay abreast of
the constant change of new information and changes. It is important to be educated, to collaborate with others,
and to respect your clients’ personal values and preferences.
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3. Ethics and Values in the Human
Services

ELIZABETH B. PEARCE

Ethics and Professionalism

As you consider entering the profession of human services, it is important to think about the role you will play
as well as the responsibilities that come with that role. One of the joys and challenges of working with human
beings is that unigque interactions occur every day. Whether a director, a supervisor, a receptionist, an assistant
or a case manager, you will encounter situations that you have not seen before. There is not a set of directions
to follow when you work with individuals. When putting together a piece of furniture or preparing a tray of
enchiladas you might follow instructions or recipes. You might even deviate a little bit or add your own flair
to the project. Working with individuals and families, however, requires a stronger internal set of values and
principles. That foundation is one that you build inside yourself using the tools of education, experience, and
understanding about ethics.

Ethical Standards for Human Services Professionals: https:/Mww.nationalhumanservices.org/

ethical-standards-for-hs-professionals

There is a code of ethics for the human services profession that will help you build that foundation. In fact you
will be required to use that code as soon as you start working in this profession, including during your practicum
and internship experiences. All professions have a code of ethics and those codes have many similarities in
terms of how they relate to being responsible toward clients, colleagues, and society. Psychologists, attorneys,
medical professionals, and social workers all embed these obligations and duties within their ethical codes. In
this chapter we will focus on the Ethical Standards for Human Services Professionals; in the following chapter
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics is analyzed.
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Figure one. Ethics and
values are intertwined
with human, regional,
national, and world
cultures.

Whatever the profession, the code of ethics is embedded within the cultural ethos of the world and here,
the cultural norms of the United States. As we examine ethics, we must also look at values and culture. It is
important to note that different countries and cultures have differing values. and that there are many sub-
cultures within the United States that conflict, complement and/or mirror the overriding norms of the country.

It is critical to pay attention to the cultures and values of the families that you work with, as well as being
mindful of your own ethics and values. Looking at all of these elements together is complicated and that is
why it is being highlighted right as you start learning about this profession. It takes time, experience, education
and reflection to develop your foundation. This chapter will support that building process.

Ethical Standards for Human Services Professionals

The field of human services was developed in response to human needs and human problems. It is a profession
dedicated to helping diverse individuals solve the challenges that they face while valuing each person’s
community, culture and self-determination. While doing so, the professional must act with integrity and
compassion with social justice in mind. The set of ethical standards, adopted by the National Organization for
Human Services in 2015, begins with a preamble that outlines the importance of each professional’'s behavior
and then goes on to describe 44 separate standards in the seven subject areas: clients, public and society,
colleagues, employers, the profession, self and students. Following is a brief description of each section.

Preamble

The preamble contains four introductory paragraphs. The first two paragraphs focus on characteristics of the
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profession such as helping others and paying attention to the context of individuals and families. It emphasizes
the role of education and professional growth.

A key part of the preamble is the acknowledgment of the conflict that may exist between the code and other
policies and expectations such as employer policies, credentialing boards, laws and personal beliefs. Each entity
has some shared but some differing priorities and this can lead to inconsistencies in what is best in any given
situation. We will look at ethical dilemmas later on to help us understand this section of the preamble better.

The last part of the preamble reminds us that professionals as well as students and educators are bound by
these standards.

Responsibility to Clients

Clients are the first and most obvious group to highlight. The very first standard describes the responsibility of
recognizing and building on individual and community strengths. The prominence of this statement is key to
the profession. There are nine total standards which include:

Be strengths-based

Obtain informed consent

Privacy and confidentiality

Protect from danger or harm

Avoid of dual or multiple relationships

Prohibit of sexual or romantic relationships

Ensure that personal values or biases are not imposed
Protect of client records

Utilize technology in legal and confidential ways

Responsibility to the Public and Society

Human services professionals are not focused on a singular client, or discrete clients and families. There is a
responsibility in this profession to visualize all of society, to pay attention to social problems and to how laws and
policies affect communities. This profession has a social justice mission as these nine standards remind us:

Provide services without discrimination or preference related to social characteristics
Be knowledgeable and respectful of diverse cultures and communities

Be aware of laws and advocate for needed change

Stay informed about current social problems

Be aware of social and political issues that differentially affect people

Provide ways to identify client needs and assets and advocate for needs

Advocate for social justice and to eliminate oppression

Accurately represent their credentials to the public

Describe treatment programs accurately.

Responsibility to Colleagues

Coordinate, collaborate but do not duplicate services
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Deal with conflict by approaching the person directly; follow up with supervisor if needed
Respond to unethical behavior of colleagues
Keep consultations between colleagues private

Responsibility to Employers

Stick with commitments made to employers

Create and maintain high quality services

In conflicts between responsibility to employer and responsibility to clients seek resolution with all
involved.

Responsibility to the Profession

Gain education and experience to work effectively with culturally diverse individuals based on age,
ethnicity, culture, race, ability, gender, language preference, religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic
status, nationality, or other historically oppressive groups.

Know your own limits; serve others within those limits

Seek help when you need it

Promote cooperation amongst related disciplines

Promote continuing development of the profession itself

Continue to learn and practice new techniques; inform clients appropriately

Conduct research ethically

Be thoughtful about self-disclosure including on social media.

Responsibility to Self

Develop awareness of your own culture, beliefs, biases, and values.
Develop and maintain own health
Commit to lifelong learning.

Responsibility to Students

This is the only section of the code that calls out a particular subset of human services professionals: the
educators. The final seven standards emphasize the special duty that educators have to students who are in a
relationship where power and status are unequal. Educators model the standards at the same time that they
are teaching across the breadth of the profession. In particular the structure , quality, and adherence to the code
of the class setting, including field experiences, are the responsibility of the educator.

Develop and implement culturally sensitive knowledge, awareness and teaching methodologies
Commit to the principles of access and inclusion
Demonstrate high standards of scholarship
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Recognize the contributions of students to work of educators
Monitor field experience sites; ensure quality and safety
Establish guidelines for self-disclosure and opting out
Awareness of power and status differential

Ensure students are aware of ethical standards.

Embedded in Personal Beliefs and Society

Let's dig a little deeper into some of the ethical standards and how they might lead to questions and dilemmas
for practitioners. We will focus on the ways that individual standards may support or conflict with one another.
In addition, we contrast and compare common standards with national culture, policies and practices. We also
look at ways to examine your own values more deeply and how those connect to the Ethical Standards for
Human Services Professionals. It is worthwhile to view the ethical standards in these multiple contexts. Using
and interpreting the ethical standards are a career-long process.

Privacy, Confidentiality and Safety

Standards three and four appear in the second section of the Ethical Standards, for Human Services
Professionals, Responsibility to Clients.

STANDARD 3 Human service professionals protect the client’s right to privacy and confidentiality
except when such confidentiality would cause serious harm to the client or others, when agency
guidelines state otherwise, or under other stated conditions (e.g., local, state, or federal laws). Human
service professionals inform clients of the limits of confidentiality prior to the onset of the helping
relationship.

STANDARD 4 If it is suspected that danger or harm may occur to the client or to others as a result
of a client's behavior, the human service professional acts in an appropriate and professional manner
to protect the safety of those individuals. This may involve, but is not limited to, seeking consultation,
supervision, and/or breaking the confidentiality of the relationship.

These two standards helpfully highlight the conflict between them in the last sentence of Standard four,
which states that it might include “breaking the confidentiality of the relationship.” Similar conflicting ethical
standards appear in most codes for helping professions. Facing the dilemma of whether to break confidentiality
in order to preserve someone’s safety is one that many human services professionals will confront during their
careers. |n those circumstances, the worker should take into consideration:

The applicable laws and regulations of the region (e.g. when and to whom are reports made)
The workplace policies

The worker's role (e.g. counselor, manager, student, receptionist)

The Ethical Standards

Any other resources and expectations
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Notice that the professional’s own personal beliefs and values are not on this list. Nor are local or religious
beliefs and values considered relevant to putting someone in danger. This relates to Standard thirty-four and
the self-awareness that each professional is bound to keep of their own cultural backgrounds, values, and
biases. What dilemmas might this pose for the professional?

Social Justice

Standards fourteen and sixteen appear in the third section of the Ethical Standards, for Human Services
Professionals, Responsibility to the Public and Society.

STANDARD 14 Human service professionals are aware of social and political issues that
differentially affect clients from diverse backgrounds.

STANDARD 16 Human service professionals advocate for social justice and seek to eliminate
oppression. They raise awareness of underserved population in their communities and with the
legislative system.

Let's look at a social issue (aka social problem) that is currently affecting the United States, but
disproportionately affecting people who are in ethnic groups that have been traditionally underrepresented. A
social problem is typically defined as one that affects many people, affects the health and well-being of society,
includes multiple causes and effects, and needs a systemic solution. Social problems are discussed in depth in
the What is a Social Problem? chapter.

The COVID-19 pandemic is acknowledged to fit this definition. As a correlation, the disproportionate COVID-19
illness and death rate of people in ethnic minority groups could also be described as a social problem. In
the United States (with data reported from 14 states) 33% of COVID-19 hospitalizations are among African
Americans, although they make up 18% of the population in those states. In New York City, death rates were
higher for Black (92 per 100,00) and Latinx (74 per 100,00) people than for White (45 per 100,000) or Asian (34
per 100,000) people. So Black and Latinx people who get COVID-19 are about twice as likely to die as are White
and Asian people. Native American and Alaskan Native rates of death and sickness are also disproportionately
greater. All of these trends are continuing to worsen. For the most up to date national and state data, click here.

While we have the data to know that this is a social problem, how does this related to the ethical standards?
The next questions to ask are related. What contributes to underrepresented groups being more likely to get

sick and also more likely to die if they are hospitalized for the illness?
The answers are complex, but here are some conclusions drawn from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) and other data. People from underrepresented groups are more likely to:

Live in densely populated areas and housing with fewer services such as medical clinics

Use public transportation more

Work in jobs that are essential and/or require exposure to the public such as transportation workers, store
clerks, and factories supplying food or other essential products

Work in jobs that have few or no benefits such as sick leave or health insurance, meaning that they may be
more likely to go work even if they or family members are sick.
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Race and ethnicity are risk markers for other underlying conditions that impact health — including socioeconomic status, access to health care,
and increased exposure to the virus due to occupation (e.g., frontline, essential, and critical infrastructure workers).
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Although we have not discussed COVID-19 and age here, this chart is provided for contextual reasons.
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Figures two and three: The CDC collects data related to disease, race, age, and ethnicity.
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Access to health care services and health care insurance is inequitable in the United States. In particular,
states that have not expanded Medicaid funding as allowed under the Affordable Care Act have higher
populations of ethnically underserved groups.

Whether this information is brand new to you, or you are familiar with this data, it seems obvious that there
are multiple social problems to be unraveled and examined. Poverty and low socioeconomic status intersect
with the racial and ethnic inequities examined here. All of us have been affected by the pandemic. Some of us
have personal experiences with illness and death. related to the pandemic.

The question is, how does the human services professional adhere to ethical standards fourteen and sixteen?
Standard fourteen talks about awareness. Just by reading this section of the text, your awareness has increased.
What other steps could you take next to increase awareness? Standard sixteen moves to another level,
requiring the human services professional to advocate for justice. Advocacy takes many forms. Here are a few
ideas:

Educate yourself about information literacy. What are reliable sources of information? Read and view
those.

Talk with people close to you. Share accurate information.

Listen closely to people from underrepresented groups. Believe their experience. Stand by them.
Write a letter or a postcard to your political representative.

VOTE.

Take part in the Census and the American Community Survey.

Help amplify the voices of people of color (POC). Feature them on your social media.

In the field of human services there is an ethical responsibility to work toward a better society. The role a person

plays in the workplace will define specific responsibilities and time, allotment but each professional will also
have a commitment to the ethical standards and to working toward social justice.

Immersed in Values

Standard thirty-four appears in the seventh section of the Ethical Standards for Human Services Professionals,
Responsibility to Self.

STANDARD 34 Human service professionals are aware of their own cultural backgrounds, beliefs,
values, and biases. They recognize the potential impact of their backgrounds on their relationships
with others and work diligently to provide culturally competent service to all of their clients.

Our personal values and beliefs come fromm multiple influences: our families, geography, the time we live in
and one or more cultures that may include religion. They also come from the broadly held values, policies, and
culture of the United States, and we will focus on that here for a moment.
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“There are these two young fish swimming
along and they happen to meet an older fish
swimming the other way, who nods at them
and says “Morning, boys. How's the water?”
And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and
then eventually one of them looks over at the
other and goes “What the hell is water?”
—David Foster Wallace

When we are immersed in something, we may not

know exactly what it is. In the example above, the fish ) 3
i Figure four. David Foster Wallace was an acclaimed

may not know to contrast water with other american author
environments like the earth, or air. Living in the
United States we are grounded in ideas such as “freedom”, “equality” and “patriotism.” But what do those words
mean to you? And what do they mean in the context of the United States?

For example, The Declaration of Independence is commonly quoted to demonstrate that the United States is

founded on equality,

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

But as we know, this declaration did not apply to all men in the United States, but only to men who were
White, and in some cases was limited to land-owners (early in the history of the United States individual states
regulated the right to vote, so there was variability about which White men had access to equality, including
voting). Not to mention women, at a time when the White culture defined sex and gender in a binary system.

Here is another concept of equality that also incorporates the idea of equity. As you view the image, which
definition do you find yourself the most aligned with?
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Figure five. Equality, Equity, Equity for All.

In this drawing, “equality” is represented by each person having the same size box; “equity” shows each person
having a box or boxes that help that person see over the fence; and in “equity for all” the solid fence is removed
and everyone can see the game.

One lesson is that each professional needs to spend time thinking deeply about what their own values are,
and how they define those values. Examine the source of those values. If they come from “the water” that you
are immersed in, it may be time to poke your head out, reexamine and redefine your perspectives and values.
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Figure six. When you are immersed in an environment’s conditions, it is important to periodically assess how it affects you.

Standard thirty-four is about awareness: deep knowledge about yourself and about how your culture, beliefs,
biases and values potentially interact with those of your clients and of society. This level of understanding
does not come quickly or easily. While some of a person’s core beliefs and behaviors may be stable over time,
most people grow, change, and deepen in their thinking and beliefs. Age, experience, education and action all
contribute to greater self-awareness. Action can come in the form of reflective thinking and writing, interaction
with other thinkers and practitioners, and via thoughtful listening and discussion. As a student in the field
of human services, you are engaged in this process simply by reading, reflecting and discussing the ethical
standards. You are not expected to have all of the answers, but you are expected to be engaged in the process.

Key Points

In this chapter the focus is on the Ethical Standards for Human Services Professionals, with a reminder that
most helping professions have similar standards. In the next chapter, the National Association of Social Workers
Code of Ethics will be analyzed as a comparison and to look more closely at ethical dilemmas.

An ethical code must be considered within the context of multiple systems. The most complicated are the
overlapping cultures that affect us: the cultural context of the individuals and families that are served, the
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professional’s own culture, and the ways that societal values and policies affect everyone. These are not to be
given equal weight, but they are all factors in the work and ethical life of the helping professional. In addition,
the practitioner must also consider laws, community practices, and workplace expectations.

The purpose of presenting these interwoven concepts now is to give human services students an introduction
to the ideas. There will be opportunities throughout time, education, and experience to consider these ideas
and develop your understanding and practice of ethics. Reflect, discuss, act, and reflect again. Having an ethical
code is a tool that will serves practitioners, the people serve, and society.
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Figure One: Chapter author Colton J. Cnossen and his
puppy, River

Colton Cnossen, the author of this chapter, graduated
with honors from the master's program at Ferris State
University in May of 2017. Cnossen also completed his
undergrad in social work Ferris, and has been very
passionate about contributing his knowledge to the field
of social work. Cnossen hopes to work with youth
throughout his career, particularly in a school setting or
with a community mental health agency. Colton has
coached middle school basketball the past five years and
has been very successful. Coaching is something Cnossen
wants to continue doing as he finds it a great way to help
youth and give back to the community. Colton strongly
encourages that all social workers find something they
enjoy doing that is contributing to their local community.

Cnossen is a strong supporter of self-care and has been
known as a master of self-care. He takes full advantage of
every opportunity he can to keep his mind at peace. He
truly enjoys being on the water, kayaking, boating, or
fishing. Colton recently adopted an English Springer
Spaniel puppy he named River. River has been a great fit
for Colton’s self-care plan and enjoys every adventure with
him. Above is a photo of Colton and his puppy, River.

Some advice Colton has for you as a social worker is to
design a self-care plan that truly brings you happiness,

and stick to it. He also recommmends finding things to be thankful for in life and to not overlook the small things.

This chapter has been updated and edited by Elizabeth B. Pearce.

Editor’'s Note:

This chapter was written in the spring of 2017, just a few months before the National Association of Social
Workers (NASW) approved its most substantive update to the Code of Ethics since it was created in 1996.
(NASW, 2017). Many of these revisions are related to the dramatic changes in technology and how ethics

should be implemented via electronic means of communication and documentation. | have updated the links
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so that the current NASW Code of Ethics appears linked where the author Colton Cnossen originally linked the
older version, but | have not yet updated all of the related content. —-EB Pearce

Social Work Mission: “To enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all
people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable,
oppressed, and living in poverty” (Cournoyer, 2011, p. 160).

Ethics

Social work is considered a helping profession. Like many

other helping professions such as nursing, counseling,
teaching, and psychiatry, social work has ethical guidelines
that help direct us in our work. Social workers are vital

members of the helping community and can be seen

NOfI0n0| Assocmmon Of SOCIO| Workers assisting many other helping professions (Cournoyer, 2011).

Figure Two: NASW logo. All Rights Reserved. Used Helping professions address a multitude of problems or
under fair use. dilemmas often involving a person’s physical, mental, social,
intellectual, and spiritual well-being.

Therefore, as a social worker in the helping profession, you are responsible for important decisions, some of
which have legal effects. Often these decisions involve ethical choices in the best interest of clients’ lives. These
decisions can be extremely difficult and emotionally charged and they may not always be the choices you are
comfortable making.

The National Association of Social Work (NASW) Code of Ethics serves as guidelines for professional practice.
It is relevant to all social workers, social work students, and social work educators regardless of their specific
duties or settings. One should certainly use and become familiar with this welbsite as a guide for learning about
the Code of Ethics.

The NASW Code of Ethics in English: https:/Awww.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/
Code-of-Ethics-English

The NASW Code of Ethics in Spanish: https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/
Code-of-Ethics-Spanish

To be an ethical and professional social worker one must have a thorough understanding of the Code of
Ethics and the legal obligations social workers are responsible for (Cournoyer, 2011). When encountering specific
dilemmas, you as a social worker are responsible for knowing what ethical principle or value best applies to
that situation. You must also be able to think critically to determine the best outcome for all parties involved
(Woodcock, 2011).

The purpose of this chapter is to provide you with a brief understanding of the NASW Code of Ethics as you
begin your journey through a social work program. This chapter is designed to help explore and provide a base
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understanding of these terms and overall principles. The goal is to prepare you for future courses and your
future career so you are familiar with the general concepts. You will continue to explore the NASW Code of
Ethics throughout your education, and will become much more applicable through continuing courses.

Establishment of the Code of Ethics

Social work is grounded on the concepts of social justice and fairness and the idea that all people should be
treated equally. Clearly, when looking at the history of our nation, not all people have been treated equally. In
the nineteenth century, social work became known as the calling that responded to the needs of vulnerable
populations and those living in poverty. Through the rise of settlement houses and charity organization
societies in the twentieth century and during the Great Depression, social workers promoted and provided new
ways to address structural problems (Reamer, 2006)

As social work endeavored to gain recognition as a profession, the need arose for a formal code of ethics.
While there were many social workers who helped pave the way, Mary Richmond is considered to be one
of the most important. In 1920, Mary Richmond provided an experimental Code of Ethics which served as a
base for many other social workers seeking social justice, equality, and fairness for vulnerable and oppressed
populations (Reamer, 2006). Richmond's Code of Ethics served as a guide to the first edition of the NASW
Code of Ethics which was constructed in October of 1960. This document, developed by the NASW'’s Delegate
Assembly of the National Association of Social Workers, officially defined the duties and obligations for which a
social worker is responsible. The 1960 edition defined fourteen responsibilities social workers were obligated to
fulfill based on the mission of social work, and even included a discrimination clause. With the first revision in
place the social work profession established a sense of professionalism.

Figure Three: Mary Richmond, a
significant pioneer in the field of
social work.

National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics | 43



For more information on Mary Richmond, see http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/social-work/
richmond-mary

The NASW Code of Ethics continues to be updated. Many significant revisions have been created as the needs
of the increasingly diverse population social workers serve continue to change. Shortly after the publishing of
the 1960 Code of Ethics, social workers became concerned with the Code's suggestions for handling ethical
dilemmas. In an effort to address these concerns, a task force was established to revise the original Code of
Ethics (Reamer, 2006). In 1979, the NASW Delegate Assembly continued to work on the revisions as needed. It
was not until the 1990’'s when the NASW Code of Ethics was significantly modified again.

During the 1990’s the Code of Ethics had several impactful changes that were centered on the relationship
between clients and social workers (Reamer, 2006). The profession began to stress the importance of
maintaining professional boundaries with clients as social workers started to become more involved in clients’
lives. Five new principles were also included in the Code of Ethics that were centered on social work impairment
and dual relationships. This lead to a major revision due to the profession’s developing understanding of ethical
issues previously not addressed resulting in the public and media paying more attention to the NASW Code of
Ethics.

In 2008, a major advancement occurred which incorporated the terms sexual orientation, gender identity,
and immigration status into the non-discrimination standards in the Code of Ethics. This was a significant
update because for a long period of time these groups of people have been heavily discriminated against in the
United States and throughout the world.

The most recent updates to the NASW Code of Ethics occurred in 2017 and involved updating the Code to
catch up with technological changes. To view an updated version, with the most recent changes highlighted

in yvellow, read here.

Overview of NASW Code of Ethics: Four Sections

The NASW Code of Ethics consists of four sections:

Preamble
Purpose

Ethical Principles
Ethical Standards

(Woodcock, 2011).

The first section, the preamble, is intended to outline Social Work's mission and core values while the second
section provides a purpose and overview of the NASW Code of Ethics and how to handle or deal with ethical
dilemmas (Woodcock, 2011). The third section, which is labeled Ethical Principles, helps define ethical principles
based on Social Work'’s six core values. Finally, the fourth section provides detailed ethical standards for which
social workers are held accountable. It is important that as future social workers you are familiar with all four
sections as they are intended to serve as guidelines for practice.
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Preamble

Social Work’s mission is “to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people,
with attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty”
(Cournoyer, 2011, p. 160). With this mission, social workers should have a clear indication of what is expected
when entering the field and practicing as a social worker. The six core values of Social Work are derived from
the mission statement. These values will be further discussed in the chapter, but keep in mind the preamble
section is rooted in these values.

Social workers should take pride in their work as they are seeking to improve the lives of others, and enhance
the well-being of society. It is important to recognize social work’s primary mission, but as social workers you
will also need to best represent the agency or organization you are working for. Every agency or organization
will have their own guidelines or rules; it is then your responsibility to incorporate those guidelines along with
the NASW Code of Ethics. Social workers have many different roles and can be found in many areas of work, but
the primary goal is to endorse social justice (Woodcock, 2011).

Purpose

The purpose of the NASW Code of Ethics is to hold social workers to a high standard of professionalism.
The NASW Code of Ethics serves six purposes:

1. The Code identifies core values on which social work’s mission is based.

2. The Code summarizes broad ethical principles that reflect the profession’s core values and establishes a
set of specific ethical standards that should be used to guide social work practice.

3. The Code is designed to help social workers identify relevant considerations when professional obligations
conflict or ethical uncertainties arise.

4. The Code provides ethical standards to which the general public can hold the social work profession
accountable.

5. The Code socializes practitioners new to the field to social work's mission, values, ethical principles, and
ethical standards.

6. The Code articulates standards that the social work profession itself can use to assess whether social
workers have engaged in unethical conduct. NASW has formal procedures to adjudicate ethics complaints
filed against its members* In subscribing to this Code, social workers are required to cooperate in its
implementation, participate in NASW adjudication proceedings, and abide by any NASW disciplinary
rulings or sanctions based on it. (NASW, 2008)

The NASW Code of Ethics cannot guarantee all ethical behavior, therefore it is up to you as a social worker
to follow the Code of Ethics and best represent the profession. Become familiar with the Code of Ethics and
continue to stay familiarized with them even beyond your education. There are going to be times when you as
a social worker will not be sure what to do or what decision to make. This can be very frustrating. The Code of
Ethics are intended to guide you through the process of difficult decision making so that you do come to the
correct or best conclusion. Working closely with a supervisor will also be important.

When making ethical decisions where there is no clear answer on what to do, it becomes a difficult process.
The simple answer is not always going to be present. Later in this chapter we will discuss ethical dilemmas, but
remember to let the six core values, the NASW mission statement, and the Code of Ethics guide you in selecting
the appropriate choice.
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Ethical Principles

The ethical principles are based on the six core values of social work. These six values are important for all social
workers to recognize and apply to their practice. They should help direct you in all ethical decisions or dilemmas
you encounter. Social workers should also be conscientious of these values when working with clients, talking
with co-workers, writing grants, or any other role a social worker performs, even if an ethical dilemma does not
present itself. During your education, these six values will become much more significant than you may have
imagined. You will learn true definitions of these terms and how to apply them to your practice.

What are important values in your life?

Today the term value is used in a variety of ways with many meanings. In the field of social work the six core
values provide a framework for us that are connected in three important ways. First, the six core values have
a direct relationship with clients, colleagues, and members of the broader society. Secondly, these six values
derive from social works overall mission statement, and lastly, these six values relate to the resolution of ethical
dilemmas and interventions that social workers use in their work (Reamer, 2006).

The six core values of social work are listed as:

Service

Social Justice

Dignity and Worth of a Person
Importance of Human Relationships
Integrity

Competence

Service

One of social work's primary goals is to help people who are in need and to address social problems (Cournoyer,
2011). This value defines what social workers should be responsible for and the dedication to their job. As a social
worker, you are encouraged to volunteer your time and professional skills with no expectation of significant
financial return (Reamer, 2011). Social workers need to be dedicated to their delivery of services and be fully
committed to assisting to a client’'s needs.

Social Justice

Social Justice is a significant value for all social workers, as we seek to promote equality for all people. This
is often done by advocating for fair laws or policies, on behalf of clients (Cournoyer, 2011). When promoting
social justice, social workers have a specific focus on vulnerable and oppressed individuals or groups of people
(Reamer, 2006).
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Dignity and Worth of a Person

As a social worker, you must respect that individuals come from a variety of different backgrounds and cultures
and that all people deserve to be treated with respect. Social workers should certainly support equality without
assigning levels of worth to an individual or group and it is important to honor in the uniqueness of all
individuals. Social workers should also be consistent with all values, ethical principles, and ethical standards of
the profession when working with clients (Reamer, 2006). As social workers, one of your duties is to help others
find their worth as a person.

Importance of Human Relationships

While recognizing the worth of all individuals, social workers should also respect the relationship of humans
as they are important for change or working through dilemmas (Reamer, 2011). Social workers should work to
strengthen relationships among people of all backgrounds. Relationships are a key in being successful in the
field and promoting all ethics and values.

Integrity

Integrity is a significant value as it underlines the trustworthy manner all social workers should demonstrate.
Social workers should be honest, responsible, and promote the ethical practices to the fullest (Reamer, 2006).
You should also be aware of the profession’s mission, vision, values, and ethical standards and apply them in a
consistent manner as well as promote all ethical practices for any agency they are affiliated with. Social workers
should take pride in their work.

Competence

Social workers should frequently enhance their professional knowledge and skills. As a social worker, it is
important to continue to strive to best serve clients and represent the profession. Social workers must be
competent in their practice and also know when they do not have the knowledge base or skill set, and therefore
must refer out for services.

Ethical Standards

The ethical standards of social work consist of six important criteria for which all social workers are held
responsible.

To clients

To colleagues

In practice settings

As professionals

To the social work profession
To broader society

Common ethical violations to be aware of consist of the following:
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Sexual activity with clients and colleagues

Dual relationship

Boundary violations

Failure to seek supervision

Failure to use practice skills

Fraudulent behavior

Premature termination

Inadequate provisions for case transfer or referral

Failure to discuss policies as part of informed consent with clients (Cournoyer, 2011)

Summary

The NASW Code of Ethics is a living document and will continue to be adjusted as new developments and
issues arise. Therefore, as a social worker, you are responsible to stay updated on all changes that are made and
apply them to your practice. The Code of Ethics enforces the belief that the public will not be taken advantage
of by the work of social workers for their own benefit and that clients will be treated fairly.

Legal Duties/Obligations

Another critical role of becoming a social worker is the legal obligations or duties you are responsible for. These
duties are very serious and all social workers must abide by them. These duties or obligations consist of the:

Duty to maintain confidentiality
Duty to report

Duty to inform

Duty to respect privacy

Duty to warn and protect

Duty to Maintain Confidentiality

Another important term in this chapter is the term confidentiality. Confidentiality, is extremely important for
social workers as they have a duty to maintain confidentiality with all clients and the conversations they have
with them. The term confidentiality indicates that any information shared by a client or pertaining to a client
will not be shared with third parties (Cournoyer, 2011). It must remain between the social worker and the client.
If confidentiality is broken, it can be a serious violation.

When meeting with clients for the first time it is mandatory to inform the client of their rights of
confidentiality. No matter who is trying to seek information about a client you are working with, you must follow
your duty to maintain confidentiality. Even if a client is deceased, you as the social worker are still obligated to
protect the information you have obtained. Social workers should not only protect the information gained from
clients, but they should also respect information shared by colleagues.

An important confidentiality law that you are likely to encounter as a social worker is the U.S. Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) which is commonly found in the health profession. HIPAA assures
that client information will remain private and between them and the professional, and includes provisions for
the protection of health information, records, or other information (Cournoyer, 2011). If a client wishes to give
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consent for their information to be shared, then they will be asked to sign a release form provided by the social
worker giving permission to share that information.

Duty to Report

There are times when a social worker is required to break the confidentiality rule. These circumstances are the
only time that a social worker is legally obligated to breach confidentiality agreements and must be taken very
seriously. This is known as duty to report. As a social worker, you are a mandated reporter and have a legal
obligation to report to the designated authority if a client disclosed any of the following:

they are going to harm or kill another person or indications of outrages against humanity
abuse or neglect of a child, disabled person or senior citizen
have a plan to commit suicide and admit to wanting to commit suicide

(Cournoyer, 2011)

For example, if a client discloses they have or plan to abuse a child or if a person’s life is at imminent risk, then
you are required to act. These are the times when confidentiality agreements are broken and the social worker
must report to a supervisor or the proper authority, so the authority can take further action. If not reported, the
social worker can face serious legal offenses. Upon taking a job and throughout your education you will learn
who the proper person or agency is that you should report to.

At times, it may be difficult to determine if you should report or not report. This can be known as an ethical
dilemma. Throughout your education you will better learn about the times when you as a social worker will be
required to breach confidentiality. For now it is extremely important to understand that as a social worker there
are times when it is necessary to report.

Duty to Inform

Another important duty you will be obligated to abide by is duty to inform. As a social worker, you are
required to educate clients concerning the scope of your services. This consists of informing the client about
confidentiality, duty to report, but also the cost, length of treatment, risks, alternative services and anything else
your agency requires (Cournoyer, 2011). When you are hired by an agency they will certainly walk you through
the steps of your duty to informn and what they require, but it is your obligation as a social worker to best inform
the client of your role. This is often completed early in the process when you are first meeting with a client.

If you are taking any actions regarding the care of client, it is your job to inform them and consult with the
client first. It is best to inform the client in advance and have informed consent. Not informing a client of your
role can be a form of malpractice.

Duty to Respect Privacy

When becoming a social worker, it is extremely important to follow your duty to respect the privacy of the
people you serve and work with. As a social worker, you should protect all information obtained during services
and respect the client’s right to privacy. Privacy differs from confidentiality because it refers to the client's right
to choose what to share and what to not share with a social worker. Social workers must respect that there may
be things the client does not wish to disclose and we must not force them to do so.
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Often social workers help or assist people during vulnerable times and become a part of many people’s lives.
As a social worker, it is your duty to respect the relationship you have with clients and to not intrude on their
lives outside of your sessions. For example, if you are working in a small town and run into a client you regularly
meet with at the grocery store it is in your best interest as a social worker to respect the privacy of that individual
and not approach them. Nor should you approach them and begin talking about what you previously talked
about during one of your sessions together. You should discuss these possibilities with your client so they are
aware of how you will react to them if you meet them in a public setting.

Duty to Warn and Protect

Another duty social workers take on is the responsibility to warn potential victims a client may harm (Cournoyer,
2011). Along with many other helping professions a social worker is obligated to act to insure that anybody who
may be in danger is aware of the possible danger. Therefore, as a social worker you must take serious action
in deciding if a client is serious about harming another person. This is a great example of an ethical dilemma,
deciding if the client is serious and has intent. If they do, then you are obligated to warn and protect. It is best
to consult with a supervisor if there is any indication a client has stated he or she is going to act out and kill or
harm another individual.

Case Study: Tarasoff v. Regents of the University of California

A case to be familiar with is the well-known Tarasoff v. Regents of the University of California case

that helped ensure helping professions become obligated to act and protect the lives of third parties.
Tatiana Tarasoff was a student studying at the University of California Berkley who met a fellow student
named Prosenjit Poddar. The two briefly shared a romantic interaction, but Tarasoff decided to inform
Poddar she wanted to date other men.

Afterward, Poddar became aggravated by this and he decided to see a psychologist by the name of
Dr. Lawrence Moore. During sessions with Dr. Moore, Poddar mentioned that he intended to harm and
kill Tatiana Tarasoff. After receiving a mental health diagnosis and held for a short time, Poddar was
released and later killed Tatiana Tarasoff. At no point did Dr. Lawrence inform Tatiana or her parents of
the possible danger Poddar had disclosed. After the murder of Tatiana Tarasoff, her parents brought
the case against the Regents, in which the Supreme Court ruled that mental health professionals have
a duty to protect individuals of a third party who may be threatened or at harm by a client, in which
now is known as duty to warn and protect.

From (Dolgoff, Harrington, & Loewenberg, 2009).

Malpractice

Another key term to be aware of related to the NASW Code of Ethics is malpractice. Malpractice can be defined
as a form of negligence which occurs when a licensed social worker is not consistent with the professions’ Code
of Ethics, standards of care, and is negligent to his or her legal duties and obligations (Reamer, 2006). Often this
involves poor delivery of services or a social worker failing to meet the standard of care at his or her agency.
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Malpractice lawsuits do occur within the helping professions, not just social work, but due to the nature of
the intimacy of social workers' roles it is extremely important to best represent the NASW Code of Ethics. If not,
serious conseguences can follow.

Three commmon forms of malpractice include:

Malfeasance: when the social worker intentionally engages in practice known to be harmful

Misfeasance: when the social worker makes a mistake in the application of an acceptable practice
Nonfeasance: when the social worker fails to apply standard and acceptable practice if the circumstances
include such practice (Cournoyer, 2011).

Clearly, malpractice can occur even if one intentionally or unintentionally is aware of the wrongdoing. For
example, a genuine mistake social workers make is simply forgetting to obtain a client’s consent before sharing
confidential records with third parties. This alone can lead to serious civil lawsuits and can jeopardize your social
work license. When these mistakes occur, the social worker does not intend to provide harm, but due to the
many responsibilities social workers have it is easy to forget and unintentionally make this mistake (Reamer,
20060).

Some common examples of malpractice include the following (Reamer, 2006; Cournoyer, 2011):

Failure to report abuse of neglect of a child

Failure to consult or refer other health professionals
Failure to prevent a client from committing suicide
Failure to warn or protect third parties of harm or abuse
Failure to diagnose or incorrectly diagnosis for treatment
Failure to provide treatment without consent

Failure to renew their social work license

Inappropriate or inaccurate billing of services

Breach of confidentiality, even if the client is deceased
Being sexually involved with a client

Professional incompetence

It is your job as a social worker to know exactly what kinds of unethical behavior or misconduct result in
malpractice. Simply acting inconsistent with the professions standard of care can place you in a civil lawsuit you
may have never thought possible (Reamer, 2006). As a practicing social worker, it is important to have insurance
coverage to protect you in case of a lawsuit. You will often be covered by your agency, and the NASW also
provides legal coverage to social workers.

Ethical Dilemmas

Discussed earlier, as a social worker you are likely to face a situation where there is no clear answer or a time
when you as a social worker are forced to choose between two or more decisions, but contradictory decisions
with often undesirable outcomes for one or more persons (Dolgoff, Harrington, & Loewenberg, 2009). These are
known as ethical dilemmas.

Dilemmmas will occur often and you must be prepared to handle them. Whether you are working with
individual clients, families, small groups, or community organizations in policy and planning, administration, or
research and evaluation there will be ethical decisions/dilemmas along the way (Reamer, 2006).

Some social workers are uncomfortable with making difficult ethical decisions and ignore them while other
social workers see a clear solution while dealing with difficult decisions (Dolgoff, Harrington, & Loewenberg,
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20009). Ethical dilemmas are often known as the grey area of social work. Therefore, as a social worker, you must
know yourself very well; be conscious of the Code of Ethics and let it guide you in making these decisions.
Some common ethical dilemmas include:

Confidentiality and privacy issues

Divided loyalties

Professional boundaries with clients (this is a commmon and one of the most difficult dilemmmas)
Delivery of services

When to terminate services

Budget cuts (administration positions)

Hiring and firing of staff members (administration positions)

Conflicts of interest

Relationship between professional and personal values

(Reamer, 2006)

Why are professional boundaries so important? What makes holding these boundaries a common
dilemma?

There are many tips and suggestions for ethical problem solving, Dolgoff, Harrington, & Lowewenberg (2009)
suggest considering the following when making ethical decisions:

Who is my client?

What obligations do | owe my client?

Do | have professional obligations to people other than my clients? If so what are my obligations?

What are my own personal values? Are these values compatible with the professions six core values?

What are my ethical priorities when these value sets are not identical?

What is the ethical way to respond when | have conflicting professional responsibilities to different people?

Often social workers are alone when they must make difficult choices and can't always seek supervision right
away. Therefore, you must be prepared to handle these situations on your own. After encountering an ethical
decision alone, it is still a great idea to seek supervision afterward and talk the process over with a supervisor.

Social workers are encouraged to adopt this model; it is very helpful when struggling with ethical dilemmas,
(Cournoyer, 2011; Congress, 2000, p. 10):
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ETHIC Model of Decision Making

E—Examine relevant personal, societal, agency, client, and professional values

T—Think about what ethical standard of the NASW Code of Ethics applies, as well as relevant laws and case decisions

H—Hypothesize about possible consequences of different decisions

I—Identify who will benefit and who will be harmed

C—Consult with supervisor and colleagues about the most ethical choice

The following are examples of ethical decisions you may encounter. Use these dilemmas as
practice to work through a situation (Dolgoff, Harrington, & Loewenberg, 2009):

A client tells you that he intends to embezzle funds from his employer. (What do you do?)

A client who is HIV positive tells you that he has unprotected sex with his partners because
he does not want his partners to know about his medical condition. (What do you do?)

You discover that another social worker knows about a child abuse situation and has not yet
reported the case to Child Protective Services (CPS), which is required by law. (What do you
do?)

You are a medical social worker and a surgeon at a children’s hospital strongly recommmends
that a child have surgery. The parents of the child refuse to consent with the surgery due to the
complications and risks. The surgeon asks you to convince the parents to agree to let him
operate regardless of the parents’ concerns. (What do you do?)

A client has disclosed he is very angry with his cousin and wants to hurt him. (Do you breach
confidentiality?)

A previous client of mine has passed away, is it okay to talk about what that client has
disclosed? (Does confidentiality end with death?)

Summary

The NASW Code of Ethics does not list any value or ethic as more important than the next; you must consider
all values and ethics as equal. To be a professional social worker you should be well acquainted with the Social
Work Code of Ethics along with the six core values. Mentioned earlier, it is necessary to be familiar with the Code
of Ethics to be an ethical social worker and to able to work with clients (Cournoyer, 2011). The NASW Code of
Ethics is not something to take lightly and as you advance through your social work education these values and
ethics will become much more ingrained. Having a copy of the NASW Code of Ethics with you or in your office is
certainly a useful idea. Keep in mind that simply forgetting or unintentionally providing a standard of care can
result in a malpractice lawsuit.

Ethical decision-making takes skill and practice, and is a never-ending process (Reamer, 2006). The more you
prepare yourself, know yourself, and follow the Code of Ethics the greater skill you will obtain as a professional
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social worker (Cournoyer, 2011). There will always be ethical dilemmas during your career no matter the setting
of your work. It is important to treat each dilemma as its own by using the suggested tips. Consulting with a
supervisor before or after an ethical dilemma is a great suggestion. Supervisors are there to help and support
you through difficult times.

Remember the Code of Ethics and values originated from the idea that all people are deserving of respectful,
equal, ethical service. As a social worker, you are responsible for continuing and promoting social justice. In
addition, you should always apply the ethical standards and legal duties to your work.
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5. Introduction to Social Welfare and
Social Work

MICAH BECKMAN; FERRIS STATE UNIVERSITY DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL WORK; AND ELIZABETH B.
PEARCE

This chapter was written by Micah Beckman, a social work MSW student, as her final Capstone project. The
purpose of this chapter is to provide introductory knowledge regarding the history surrounding the social work
profession and orient students to the professional roles and knowledge required to become an effective social
worker. Self-Awareness and its importance are discussed and activities are provided to help students explore
their individual strengths, weaknesses, beliefs, and motivations. Key characteristics and skills essential to the
social work profession are identified and discussed for those students who are wishing to pursue a career within
the social work profession.

The History of Social Welfare and Social Work in the United States

Watch this video that describes the history of social welfare in the United States from the 1870's
through the beginning of the 21st century and identifies the challenges that the helping professions
face today: Legacies of Social Change

The inception of social welfare practices in the United States can be traced back to the late 1800's beginning
with charity work performed by local churches and communities seeking to meet the needs of the poor. Some
of the earliest interventions were designed to meet basic human needs of populations and placed great value
in providing support, assistance, and resources to families and communities in an attempt to alleviate suffering
(Nsonwu, Casey, Cook & Armendariz, 2013). The profession now known as social work ultimately began as a
result of a practice originally known as “helping” others to improve the well being of individuals, families, and
communities. Throughout the years the social work profession has played vital roles in the facilitation of social
changes aimed at diminishing inequalities among various populations. Through the practice of “helping,” social
workers were able to address many social problems that plagued vulnerable populations through facilitating,
advocating, and influencing individuals, commmunities, politicians, and law makers (Langer & Leitz, 2014).
Throughout the progressive movement era, many social workers emerged and were identified as key players
known to have advanced the profession. These individuals came to be known as pioneers of the social work
profession as their careers were devoted to improving the well being of individuals, families, and commmunities.
In an effort to help conceptualize the social work profession, we will look closer at the origin of the social
practice, as well as discuss a few pioneers and their contributions to the social work profession (Hansan, 2013).
Jane Addams is considered to be the founder of the social work profession. In 1889 Addams, along with
Ellen Gates Starr, founded Hull-House, a successful settlement house located in an area of Chicago that
was largely populated by immigrants. Residents of Hull-House were provided with multiple services which
included daycare and kindergarten facilities for the children of the participants. Throughout her career Addams’
continued to contribute to the social work profession by advocating for the rights and well-being of women and
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children on several important issues, one of those issues being the implementation of child labor laws (Hansan,
2010). She also was a leader in the quest for world peace, and was the first American woman winner of the Nobel
Peace Prize.

In the early 20th century, Robert Hunter's book Poverty was published. Hunter's book placed a spotlight on
America’'s poor and challenged society’s long held belief that poverty signified moral failure (Hansan, 2013).
Hunter's book demonstrated a critical need to implement specific social measures in order to prevent the
destruction of the working class population on the verge of poverty. Hunter additionally identified conditions
known to breed poverty calling into question the need but also the tolerance for these unjust conditions
particularly by a professed Christian population (Hunter, 1904).

Another pioneer of the social work profession is Mary Richmond. Throughout her career, Richmond searched
for answers surrounding the reasons and causes of poverty while also examining the interactions between
individuals and their environments. Richmond believed that intervention and treatment needed to be focused
on the person’s strengths within their environment and the resources in that environment. As a result of this
belief, Richmond developed the circle diagram as a way to help her clients identify sources of power available to
them within their own environment. One of Richmond'’s biggest contributions to the social work profession was
her book Social Diagnosis which was published in 1917. Richmond'’s book focused on the practice of casework
with individuals and was the first book to identify a systematic and methodological way to document and
diagnose clients (Social Welfare History Project, 2011).

Jane Hoey's career as a social worker in the government began in 1916 when she was appointed as the
Assistant Secretary of the Board of Child Welfare in New York City. Throughout the course of her career she
would work in multiple social welfare agencies: serving as the Director of Field Service for the Atlanta Division
of the American Red Cross, the Secretary of the Bronx Committee of the New York TB and Health Association,
the Director of the Welfare Council of New York City, and ultimately as the Director of the Bureau of Public
Assistance. Hoey is best known for her role in the enactment of the Social Security Public Assistance Act
which became law in 1935. Following the law’s enactment, Hoey became the Director of the Bureau of Public
Assistance within the Social Security Administration and was responsible for organizing and implementing the
distribution of the public welfare provisions (Social Welfare History Project, 2011).

Additional Resources
Mary Richmond’s Social Diagnosis

https://archive.org/details/socialdiagnosisOOrichiala

Robert Hunter's Poverty

https://archive.org/details/povertypoorOOhuntuoft

Social Work: What is it?

For over a century the answer to this question has been not only varied but also debated among members of
the general public as well as in the professional social work community. Embedded within definitions of “social
work” are common themes which can help to conceptualize social work. Although there are many varying
definitions used to describe social work, what matters the most is the purpose of social work and what guides
and directs social work practice. According to the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), the purpose of
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the social work profession is to “promote human and community well-being”; which can be achieved through
promoting social and economic justice and preventing conditions that limit human rights for all people.

Even after defining social work and identifying the purpose of the social work profession, there continues
to be some misalignment among the profession with the overall mission of social work. This is not surprising
considering the increasingly diverse populations being served by the profession. What is becoming increasing
clear as the diversity of client systems continues to expand, is the critical importance of professional
competence in order to meet the unique needs of individuals as well as emerging social issues. In an effort to
better prepare new social workers to respond to these new challenges and social issues, the CSWE adopted
a competency-based education framework, Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards, which gives
students the opportunity to demonstrate and integrate social work knowledge and skills in various practice
settings. More than ever social work requires a broad knowledge base in order to effectively meet the needs of
others but also to help clients find hope in the process. Finding hope is essential to the social work practice as
hope helps to empower diverse populations facing unique challenges (Clark & Hoffler, 2014).

The feelings associated with a sense of hope are considered to be fundamental to the social work practice.
Hope is essential to social work as it allows those facing challenges to believe in a positive outcome and hope
can play a major role in how the challenges/circumstances are viewed. A sense of hope is as essential to clients
as it is for social workers who are helping clients. Social workers struggling to feel hope may communicate
this verbally and non-verbally in their approach with their clients, ultimately impacting the effectiveness of the
intervention. This is one of several reasons individuals wishing to pursue a career in social work should explore
their personal values, overall worldview, beliefs, abilities, skills, and priorities as well as personal and career goals.
This type of exploration is essential to determining whether or not a career in the social work field will be a good
fit. In addition, individuals should also consider the demands, stressors, and challenges commmon to the social
work practice giving serious consideration to whether helping the most vulnerable populations will negatively
impact their own physical and/or mental health and overall quality of life (Sheafor, Horejsi, & Horejsi, 2000).

Additional Activities:
When in Doubt, Give Hope. (Speech starts at 2:20)

Allison Brunner a newly graduated MSW talks about her anxieties and doubts that recent
graduates feel with their professional responsibility to hold hope for their clients. She describes her
own doubts as a social worker, relates those to her personal moments of doubt and shares how she
drew from those experiences to help her client. Using our experiences to benefit our clients rather
than ourselves, is what we call “professional use of self.” And as Carl Rogers demonstrated many
years ago, bringing our genuine self to the clinical relationship is one of the most important things
we can do to help our clients.

Retrieved from: http://mww.socialworkpodcast.com/GraduationSpeech2009.mp3

Bachelors of Social Work (BSW) versus Masters of Social Work (MSW)

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the minimum pre-requisite needed to gain employment in the
social work profession is a Bachelor's Degree in Social Work (BSW). Those with specific career goals may be
required to obtain a higher level of education. Regulation and licensing are governed by states and vary. Most
will plan to pursue a Master’s Degree in Social Work (MSW).
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There are some similarities between the two degrees which include the expectation that both BSW and
MSW students complete supervised field placements within a social service type agency. The requirements
related to the length of placement, expected tasks, and/or hours may vary based on degree. Common social
service agency placements for both BSW and MSW students include places such as hospitals, schools, or
mental health or substance abuse clinics. In addition to this requirement, both BSW and MSW graduates must
be granted a license in the state they wish to practice. Licensure for an MSW may require supervised clinical
experience following graduation and a passing score on the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) licensing
examination. For more information on the exam and licensing visit the ASWB website.

The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), which accredits U.S. social work programs, designates BSW
undergraduate programs teach students about diverse populations, human behavior, social welfare policy,
and ethics in social work. Additionally, students are required to complete a supervised field placement at a
social service agency. Baccalaureate social workers have the ability to obtain specialty certification in certain
areas through their state chapter of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW), which offers specialty
certification available in child, youth and family social work, gerontology, casework, and hospice, and palliative
care. Master's degree programs focus on developing clinical assessment and management skills and prepare
students for work in a more targeted areas depending on the student's interest.

The other important differences between the two degrees involves the type of employment each degree
holder is eligible for and the earning potential based on the degree. MSW graduates typically earn a
significantly higher salaries than BSW graduates. Individuals with a BSW degree tend to be employed in entry
level jobs as caseworkers and are expected to provide direct services to clients through assessing, coordinating,
and referring to area resources. The Michigan Board of Social Workers outlines the scope of practice/expected
duties for social workers based on education and designated practice area (see chart below).

MSW graduates are often employed in clinical settings such as a hospital or a private practice setting and also
in various administrative positions. MSW graduates can obtain either a Macro or Clinical license. The scope of
practice differs depending on the type of MSW license. According to the National Association of Social Workers
(NASW), a licensed Master Social Worker with macro designation can expect to be involved in administration,
management, and supervision of human service organizations and perform functions that seek to improve
the overall population’s quality of life through a policy/administrative perspective. These tasks range from
collaboration, coordination, mediation, and consultation within organizations and/or communities, community
organizing and development, research and evaluation, and advocacy/social justice work through involvement in
the legislative process. A licensed Master Social Worker with a clinical designation (micro) typically work directly
with individuals, families, and/or groups in an effort to improve the client’s overall quality of life. Social workers
can expect to perform the following tasks/functions: advocating for care, protecting the vulnerable, providing
psychotherapy as defined as “assessment, diagnosis, or treatment of mental, emotional, or behavioral disorders,
conditions, addictions, or other biopsychosocial problems.”
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Social Work Task or Function MSW
Macro | Clinical
Administration of assessment checklists requiring interpretation YES YES
Administration and interpretation of assessment checklists YES YES
Advocacy for group/communities YES YES
Advoeacy for individual YES YES
Case Intervention planning and evaluation YES
Case Management {for individual, family, couple, group) YES
Child or adult custody determination YES
Child or adult custody assessments and recommendations YES
Child welfare case management YES
Community organization
Conduct case-finding activiies in community YES
Consultation regarding agency practice and policy development YES
Consultation regarding clinical issues YES
Coordination and evaluation of service delivery

Development of social welfare policy

Diagnosis of mental, emotional or substance abuse disorders with a
diagnostic code

Directing clinical programs

Directing social work agencies but not clinical practice

Directing social work agencies including clinical practice

Identification of presenting problem

Impart general information and refermral for assistance

Interventions with indirviduals, couples, families or groups to enhance or
restore the capacity for social functioning

Intervention methods using specialized and formal interackons
Interviewing clients regarding client's situation

Monitor client’s compliance with program’s expectations

Pre-admission general assessment for mental health facilities

Private practice — clinical

Private practice — macro

Program Intervention planning and evaluation

Provide assistance regarding community resources

Provide information about available services

Provide life-skills training

Provide linkages to community services

Provision of training regarding community needs and problems
Psychosocial assessment

Psychotherapy with adults

Psychotherapy with children

Research — design and analysis

Research — data collection

Supervision of clinical social workers

Supervision of macre secial workers

Teaching or education of client

Treatment planning and evaluation

Social Work Scope of Practice, created by the Michigan Department of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs (LARA)

What is a client? What'’s in a name?

It is important that the social work profession accurately define and describe the relationship that exists
between those who receive services and those who provide services (social workers). Over the years many terms

Introduction to Social Welfare and Social Work | 61



have been used to describe the service-recipient relationship. Many of these terms have been scrutinized as
failing to accurately describe the relationship that exists between the social worker and the service recipient.
McLaughlin (2008) identified four terms commonly used to describe the social worker-service user relationship
as patients, consumers, and service users. It is important to explore the language used to conceptualize this
relationship because the social work profession seeks to empower the most disadvantaged and vulnerable of
the population the language we use matters.

“Client” is the most widely used term used to describe the social work relationship.

The meaning and implications of the term “client” have been questioned as it gives the impression that the
social worker is in a position of power over the client. In this instance a client would be viewed as someone who
needs help but does not have the ability to help themselves, due to some deficiency either a lack of skills or
ability, and therefore requires the knowledge of a social worker (McLaughlin, 2008).

The term “consumer” has been used to describe the relationship of those who use services the state offers.
The meaning and implications of using the term “consumer” suggests that those receiving services has options
and choices and the social worker is acting as a manager or a monitor of services and/or resources (McLaughlin,
2008).

The term “service user” has also been used in various social work settings. However “service user” may not
be appropriate for use in all types of social work practice. For example social workers working in the arena of
children’s protective services are mandated to respond to child abuse and neglect based on agency and state
law. In this situation the service user would most likely object to the social worker’s response, therefore the
service user would not be officially involved in the decision making process. Over the years social workers have
been given a major role in the assessment of needs and risks over client groups and this role is often associated
with a policing or surveillance role. In this way the relationship that exists between the client and social worker
may get confusing and ambiguous (McLaughlin, 2008).

Common Roles of Social Workers

Over the course of their career, a social worker at any one time may performm multiple roles to varying degrees.
The difficulty for many social workers is that over time the roles that involve direct case work have lessened,;
often social workers will find themselves in a position that involves little client involvement. One of the most
difficult situations social workers will experience in their careers is the conflict they face while fulfilling some of
the following roles often expected of a social worker at one time.

Broker

A social worker acting as a broker assists and links people with services or resources. In this role social workers
assess the needs of the individual while also taking into account the client’s overall capacity and motivation to
use available resources. Once the needs are assessed and potential services identified, the broker assists the
client in choosing the most appropriate service option. The social worker as a broker role is also concerned with
the quality, quantity, and accessibility of services. This role is expected to be up-to-date on current services and
programs available, as well as familiar with the process for accessing those resources and programs (Zastrow,
2016).

Case Manager

A social worker acting as a case manager identifies the needs as well as the barriers of their clients.
Occasionally case managers may also provide direct service to their clients. Case managers often engage with
clients who require multiple services from a variety of agencies and work with the client to develop goals and
implement interventions based on the identified goals. Social workers acting as case managers remain actively
engaged with clients throughout the process by identifying and coordinating services, monitoring identified
services and providing support when necessary, and finally providing follow-ups to ensure services are being
utilized (Zastrow, 2016).
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Advocate

A social worker as an advocate seeks to protect client’s rights and ensure access and utilization of services
they are entitled to receive. Social workers may perform advocacy work by advocating for a single client or
by representing groups of clients with a common problem or identified need. Social workers may advocate
with other organizations/providers and encourage their clients to advocate for themselves in order to address
a need or obtain a service. Advocacy is an integral and fundamental role in the social work profession as it is
necessary to promote overall wellbeing. The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) (2015) “has specified
social workers' responsibility to the community and broader society since its adoption in 1960, and in 1996,
strengthened its call to require all social workers to “engage in social and political action” to “expand choice
and opportunity” and “equity and social justice for all people” (p. 27). Social workers acting in this capacity may
advocate in varying capacities but often times may find themselves in a position of educating the public in
order to garner support to seek changes in laws that are harming and impacting the wellbeing of clients. Social
workers acting as advocates should always consider whether they are acting and advocating in a way that
maximizes client self-determination (Zastrow, 2016).

Educator

Social workers acting as a teacher or educator often help in times of crisis for many clients. In this role
social workers help clients develop insight into their behaviors through providing education aimed at helping
clients learn skills to handle difficult situations and identify alternative life choices. In this role social workers
aim to increase their client's knowledge of various skills some of which include: budgeting, parenting, effective
communication, and/or violence prevention (Zastrow, 2016).

Counselor

A social worker acting as a counselor helps clients express their needs, clarify their problems, explore
resolution strategies, and applies intervention strategies to develop and expand the capacities of clients to deal
with their problems more effectively. A key function of this role is to empower people by affirming their personal
strengths and their capacities to deal with their problems more effectively (Zastrow, 2016).

Risk Assessor

Social workers acting as risk assessors have been given a major role in the assessment of needs and risks
over a variety of client groups. Assessment is a primary role for social workers and often times is what dictates
the services and resources identified as needs for clients. Often time’s social workers acting in this role find
themselves in precarious situations as the relationship between the client and social worker may be conflicting,
especially when working in the mental health field. While working as a risk assessor in the mental health field
the social worker may experience conflict between encouraging client self-determination and addressing safety
risks.

Mediator

It is common that social workers act as mediators and negotiators as conflict is the root of many areas of social
work. Social workers acting in these roles are required to take a neutral stance in order to find compromises
between divided parties. In this role social workers seek to empower the parties to arrive and their own solutions
in order to reconcile differences and reach a mutually satisfying agreement (Stoesen, 2006).

Researcher

A social worker in the role of researcher or program evaluator uses their practice experience to inform future
research. The social worker is aware of current research and able to integrate their knowledge with the current
research. Social workers acting in this capacity are able to utilize the knowledge they have obtained through
gathering and examining the research to inform their practice interventions (Grinnell & Unrau, 2010).

Group Leader

Social workers who play the role of group leader or facilitator can do so with groups of people gathering
for purposes including; task groups, psychoeducational groups, counseling groups, and psychotherapy groups.
Task groups are like the name infers task oriented and social workers facilitate that process by understanding
group dynamics. Psychoeducational groups are led by social workers who focus on developing members’
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cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills in an area group members are deficient through integrating and
providing factual information to participants. Social workers who facilitate counseling groups help participants
resolve problems in various areas that can include: personal, social, educational, or career concerns. In
psychotherapy groups social worker address psychological and interpersonal problems that are negatively
impacting member's lives (Corey, Corey, & Corey, 2014).

Characteristics and Skills of Effective Social Workers

Much like the definition of the term “social work,” the characteristics and skills required to become an effective
social worker are also hard to define and require versatility in this complex and constantly changing
environment. Competent and effective social workers are expected to have knowledge in varying intervention
strategies and skills in order to enhance functioning and empower others. Effective social workers also must
be willing to consider the needs of those being served when designing interventions seeking to enhance the
wellbeing of others. In doing so many social workers may adopt specific roles or a combination of roles in
order to effectively and efficiently meet the identified need(s). Some common elements and skills have been
identified as effective across micro and macro practice settings. It is important to remember that when we are
discussing effective social workers it is not just about what they do, it is also about how they do it (Sheafor,
Horejsi & Horejsi, 2000).

Self-Awareness

One of the most important skills necessary for becoming a competent and effective social worker is self-
awareness. Self-awareness starts with getting to know yourself and requires clarifying one’s own values and
assumptions. Every day we are learning and changing as a result of our experiences, therefore self-awareness
is a lifelong process that cannot be acquired through education and readings alone. This process requires
understanding of past experiences and reflecting on the impacts of those experiences in relation to your world
view and view of yourself. People who practice self-awareness can recognize, understand, and regulate their
emotions. Self-awareness allows individuals to maximize their strengths by acknowledging their weaknesses.
By recognizing areas of both strength and weakness, self-aware people can take proactive steps to manage
their weakness and avoid setbacks (Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 2000).

Competence

Competence is essential in the social work world as there are numerous treatment approaches and
intervention strategies available for clients. That being said, it is impossible for a social worker to be competent
in every intervention strategy or treatment option. Social workers are expected to be knowledgeable in areas
and intervention strategies they will be utilizing with their clients. According to Sheafor, Horejsi, and Horejsi
(2000), generalist practice social workers need to be prepared to treat a diverse population of clients, which
requires knowledge in a variety of assessment and intervention techniques.

Effective social workers can identify personal values, political beliefs and assumptions but also are willing
to develop knowledge of other cultures through formal education and interaction. Professional development
allows social workers to develop skills that will enable them to implement successful interventions. Cultural
competence is also an area that should be considered when determining effectiveness. All social workers
should continually seek cultural knowledge; through education and direct interaction. Culture is an area that
is constantly changing and social workers should be prepared to engage in life-long learning in order to seek
competence.

Empathy

One of the most critical elements is the relationship between the social worker and the client. Specifically
whether or not the client feels the social worker is genuine, supportive and empathetic towards them. A sense
of empathy from the social worker increases the chances of building a therapeutic relationship with the client.
Because of this, ability to empathize is essential for social workers. Dr. Brown (2013) suggests that empathy is
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the best way to ease someone’s pain and suffering and is the skill that fuels connections. Empathy is a choice
that requires individuals to acknowledge their own vulnerabilities which is often why the ability to empathize is
considered a difficult skill to develop.

Critical thinking

The ability to critically think is crucial to the social work profession. Social workers use critical thinking skills on
a daily basis to problem solve issues. Critical thinking skills include the ability to ask thoughtful and appropriate
guestions aimed at empowering others to find their own solutions. It is by applying critical thinking skills
that social workers are able to make accurate observations, evaluate client abilities/limitation and/or agencies
abilities/limitations. Critical thinking skills can also help social workers generate possible solutions and identify
appropriate interventions to implement based of their critical evaluation of the issues and known barriers.
Critical thinking skills also aid in the social worker’s ability to examine and evaluate the effectiveness of the
interventions (Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 2000).

Communication skills

Communication in the social work profession encompasses a wide-range of activities beyond the ability to
communicate effectively with their clients and other professionals. Determining the best approach to utilize
when communicating with clients and other professionals will require the use of critical thinking skills. Many
social workers are often working in the role of helping others who are seeking to make changes. Therefore,
effective social workers will use a combination of different strategies to help move clients towards change.
Social workers with effective communication skills avoid directly telling other’'s what to do and rely heavily
of their ability to communicate in order to empower clients to identify their own solutions. Developing and
utilizing effective communication skills help clients establish trust and promotes rapport building between the
social worker and the client which increases the chances of a successful intervention.

It is important to understand that effective communication skills go beyond one’s ability to communicate
verbally and includes the ability to communicate through written reports as well as non-verbally while
displaying active listening skills. Effective non-verbal communication requires the social worker to portray and
display an empathetic, non-judgmental attitude when listening and engaging with clients. Effective written
communication skills include the ability to communicate concisely, professionally, and honestly in various
written formats as there are multiple mediums in which a social worker must be able to communicate.
Because of this, competency in using word processors, email systems, spreadsheets, databases and knowledge
of grammar and spelling are an important communication skill. These tasks may seem simple and appear
obvious, however may prove challenging. Over time communication skills can be learned with practice, regular
reflection, and self-assessment (Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 2000).

Additional Resources
Brené Brown's TED Talk about the power of vulnerability:

https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability

Brené Brownon empathy:

https://youtu.be/1IEvwgu369Iw
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Challenges Ahead

Rothman and Mizrahi (2014) identified a need to rectify an imbalance that exists between micro and macro
social work practice to not only strengthen the profession, but to overcome the multitude of problems facing
society. Historically the social work profession has addressed the needs of the population with a dual approach,
encompasses both macro and micro practice social workers to achieve social progress. This approach requires
involvement from social workers at every level of practice to bring about social reform as well as meet the needs
of individuals and families.

In 2013 the American Academy of Social Work and Social Welfare (AASWSW) initiated an innovative approach
to achieving social progress powered by science called “The Grand Challenges of Social Work.” The AASWSW
identified 12 challenges and major social problems impacting today's society. Today's social workers will need
to address and implement effective approaches known to improve individual and family wellbeing in order to
begin strengthening the social fabric of America.

The 12 original challenges are as follows:

The challenge to ensure healthy development for all youth: The AASWSW has identified the need to prevent
behavioral health problems emerging in over six million young people yearly. Evidence has identified several
effective prevention based approaches to address the severe mental, emotional, and behavior problems
affecting today’s youth.

The challenge to close the health gap: More than 60 million Americans have inadequate access to basic
health care. Even more disturbing — the majority of people with inadequate access also experience
discrimination and poverty. There is an extreme need to develop new strategies targeted at improving the
health of our society.

The challenge to stop family violence: Assaults by parents, partners, and adult children are common
American tragedies that often result in serious injury, including death. This type of violence impacts society
through various arenas. Effective intervention strategies have been identified and if implemented could help
break the cycle of violence for many families.

The challenge to advance long and productive lives: Through identifying and engaging individuals with
healthy and productive activities, overall health and well-being can be improved.

The challenge to eradicate social isolation: Social workers can help with this challenge by educating the
public about the impacts of social isolation as well as, promote effective ways to make social connections.

The challenge to end homelessness: Over 1.5 million American’s experience homelessness at least one night a
year. Homelessness affects health and well-being and often has lasting impacts on personal development. The
challenge will be to implement and expand on proven approaches as well as, implement policies that promote
affordable housing.

The challenge to create social responses to a changing environment: Climate change and urban
development exacerbate the already existing social and environmental inequalities of marginalized
communities. The challenge will be to develop improved social responses based on this knowledge as well as,
helping those impacted by the changing environment through developing policies specific to helping those in
need.

The challenge to harness technology for social good: A unique opportunity to access and target various
populations and social problems exists because of advances to technology. The challenge will be for social
workers to find ways to use technology to not only access knowledge, but to gain expertise for the advancement
of the social work profession.

The challenge to promote “smart decarceration” With the United States having the world's largest
percentage of its population behind bars this could prove to truly be a grand challenge. “Smart Decarceration”
calls for a reduction in the number of people imprisoned, as well as the willingness of a nation to embrace a
new and proactive way of addressing safety.
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The challenge to reduce extreme inequality: One out of every five children live in poverty, while the top 1%
owns almost half of the wealth in the U.S. Poor health outcomes and decreased overall well-being have been
documented results of living in poverty. Inequality can be reduced through increased access to education,
wages, tax benefits, and/or home ownership. Social workers should seek to adopt policies that promote equality.

The challenge to build financial capability for all: Nearly half of all American households are financially
insecure, which means they do not have adequate savings to meet their basic living expense for three months.
By adopting policies that support security in retirement accounts as well as, access to financial services that
provide for financial literacy there can be a significant reduction in the economic hardships faced by families.

The challenge to achieve equal opportunity and justice: Historic and current prejudice and injustice in
the United States impacts several groups of people by impeding and excluding access to education and
employment. In order to overcome this challenge social workers must embrace and appreciate diversity and
begin shedding light onto unfair practices.

Leadership of this effort now has its own website: Grand Challenges for Social Work and has added a
thirteenth challenge.

Eliminate racism: The United States has been built on a history of racism and this impacts millions of lives
every day. Ongoing racist policies and bias foster continuing inequality. Social Work has provided leadership
but still has more to do and the organization is developing a model to eliminate racism.

Additional Reading
Bent-Goodley, T.B. (2017). Readying the profession for changing times. Social Work, 62(2), 101-103.

Link to article in the L BCC library

Activities
Activity #1
25 questions to help you get to know yourself

http://AMwww.mistysansom.com/know-who-you-are-with-these-25-questions

What does your ideal day look like?

What did you want to be when you were younger?

Who are you most inspired by? Why?

Who would you love to meet? What would you ask?

What habit would you most like to break? What habit would you most like to start?
Think of a person you truly admire. What qualities do you like about that person?
How do you like to relax?

When was the last time you did something you were afraid of?

What are you most proud of?

What are you most afraid of?

If life stopped today, what would you regret not doing?

Who would you like to connect (or reconnect) with? Why?
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What qualities do you admire in others?

What practical skills do you wish you had?

Imagine you're in your 90s. What memories would you like to have? What stories do you
want to tell?

What is your favorite book/movie/song? Why?

If you could make one change in the world, what would it be?

What do you love to do for, or give to others (not an object — something from you
personally)?

What excites you?

What do you wish you did more of?

Pretend money is no object. What would you do?

What area of your life, right now, makes you feel the best? Which area makes you feel the
worst? Why?

Let's jump forward a year. What would you like to have achieved in the past year?

What piece of advice would you give to five year old you? Sixteen year old you? Twenty-one
year old you? Right now?

How do you want to be remembered in life?

Activity #2:
Character Strengths Survey

https://www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-Strengths-Survey

PODCASTS

Singer, J. B. (Producer). (2014, July 8). #87 — Beginnings, middles, and ends: Stories about social
work from Ogden Rogers, Ph.D. [Audio Podcast]. Social Work Podcast. Retrieved
from http://socialworkpodcast.blogspot.com/2014/07/ogden.html

Singer, J. B. (Producer). (2016, March 28). #103 — The Grand Challenges for Social Work: Interview
with Dr. Richard P. Barth [Audio Podcast]. Social Work Podcast. Retrieved
from http:/www.socialworkpodcast.com/2016/03/grand-challenges.html
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PART IV

SOCIAL PROBLEMS AND PERSONAL
TROUBLES
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o. What Is a Social Problem??

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1.
2.
3.
4.

A social problem is any condition or behavior that has negative consequences for large numbers of people and

Define “social problem.”

Explain the objective and subjective components of the definition of a social problem.
Understand the social constructionist view of social problems.

List the stages of the natural history of social problems.

that is generally recognized as a condition or behavior that needs to be addressed. This definition has both an
objective component and a subjective component.

The objective component is this: for any condition or behavior to be considered a social problem, it must
have negative consequences for large numbers of people. How do we know if a social problem has negative
consequences? Reasonable people can and do disagree on whether such consequences exist and, if so, on
their extent and seriousness, but ordinarily a body of data accumulates—from work by academic researchers,
government agencies, and other sources—that strongly points to extensive and serious consequences. The
reasons for these consequences are sometimes debated. For example in the case of climate change: although
the overwhelming majority of climate scientists say that climate change (changes in the earth’s climate due
to the buildup of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere) is real and serious, the percentage of Americans who
agree with scientists is lower. In a 2011 poll 64 percent said they “think that global warming is happer\ing.”1
While the majority of Americans believe in 2020 that climate change is a social problemz, there is still a
discrepancy between the scientific community and the public’'s view. Social identity and location influence
viewpoints, according to Gallup polls that have found that people in the West and Northeast,3 as well as younger
adults,4 are more likely to believe that climate change is at least partially caused by human behavior and needs
to be addressed.

This type of dispute points to the subjective component: there must be a perception that the condition or
behavior needs to be addressed for it to be considered a social problem and that viewpoint can change over

—_

. Leiserowitz, A., Maibach, E., Roser-Renouf, C., & Smith, N. (2011). Climate change in the American mind:

Americans’ global warming beliefs and attitudes in May 2011. Yale Project on Climate Change Communication.

2. M. (2020, June 23). Two-thirds of Americans think government should do more on climate. Pew Research
Center Science & Society. https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2020/06/23/two-thirds-of-americans-think-
government-should-do-more-on-climate/

3.Inc, G. (2019, April 22). Climate change concerns higher in the northeast, west u. S. Gallup.Com.
https:/news.gallup.com/poll/248963/climate-change-concerns-higher-northeast-west.aspx

4. Inc, G. (2018, May 11). Global warming age gap: Younger americans most worried. Gallup.Com.

https:/news.gallup.com/poll/234314/global-warming-age-gap-younger-americans-worried.aspx
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time and location. This component lies at the heart of the social constructionist view of social problems.5 In this
view, many types of negative conditions and behaviors exist. Many of these are considered sufficiently negative
to acquire the status of a social problem; some do not receive this consideration and thus do not become a
social problem; and some become considered a social problem only if citizens, policymakers, or other parties
call attention to the condition or behavior.

The history of attention given to rape and sexual assault in the United States before and after the 1970s
provides an example of this latter situation. These acts of sexual violence against women have probably
occurred from the beginning of humanity and certainly were very common in the United States before the
1970s. Although men were sometimes arrested and prosecuted for rape and sexual assault, sexual violence
was otherwise ignored by legal policymakers and received little attention in college textbooks and the news
media, and many people thought that rape and sexual assault were just something that happened (Allison &
Wrightsman, 1993). Thus although sexual violence existed, it was not considered a social problem. When the
contemporary women's movement began in the late 1970s, it soon focused on rape and sexual assault as serious
crimes and as manifestations of women's inequality. Thanks to this focus, rape and sexual assault eventually
entered the public consciousness, views of these crimes began to change, and legal policymakers began to give
them more attention. In short, sexual violence against women became a social problem.

o—

-
|
i

Before the 1970s, rape and sexual assault certainly existed and were very common, but they were
generally ignored and not considered a social problem. When the contemporary women’'s movement
arose during the 1970s, it focused on sexual violence against women and turned this behavior into a

social problem.

Women's e News — Placards at the Rally To Take Rape Seriously — CC BY 2.0.

The social constructionist view raises an interesting question: When is a social problem a social problem?

5. Rubington, E., & Weinberg, M. S. (2010). The study of social problems: Seven perspectives (7th ed.). Oxford
University Press.
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According to some sociologists who adopt this view, negative conditions and behaviors are not a social problem
unless they are recognized as such by policymakers, large numbers of lay citizens, or other segments of our
society; these sociologists would thus say that rape and sexual assault before the 1970s were not a social
problem because our society as a whole paid them little attention. Other sociologists say that negative
conditions and behaviors should be considered a social problem even if they receive little or no attention; these
sociologists would thus say that rape and sexual assault before the 1970s were a social problem.

This type of debate is probably akin to the age-old question: If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there to
hear it, is a sound made? As such, it is not easy to answer, but it does reinforce one of the key beliefs of the social
constructionist view: Perception matters at least as much as reality, and sometimes more so. In line with this
belief, social constructionism emphasizes that citizens, interest groups, policymakers, and other parties often
compete to influence popular perceptions of many types of conditions and behaviors. They try to influence
news media coverage and popular views of the nature and extent of any negative consequences that may be
occurring, the reasons underlying the condition or behavior in question, and possible solutions to the problem.

Sometimes a condition or behavior becomes a social problem even if

there is little or no basis for this perception. A historical example involves
women in college. During the late 1800s, medical authorities and other

experts warned women not to go to college for two reasons: they feared
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that the stress of college would disrupt women’'s menstrual cycles, and
they thought that women would not do well on exams while they were

menstruating.

CollegeDegrees360 — College Girls - CC BY-SA 2.0.

Social constructionism’s emphasis on perception has a provocative implication: Just as a condition or behavior
may not be considered a social problem even if there is strong basis for this perception, so may a condition
or behavior be considered a social problem even if there is little or no basis for this perception. The “issue” of
women in college provides a historical example of this latter possibility. In the late 1800s, leading physicians and
medical researchers in the United States wrote journal articles, textbooks, and newspaper columns in which
they warned women not to go to college. The reason? They feared that the stress of college would disrupt
women'’'s menstrual cycles, and they also feared that women would not do well in exams during “that time of
the month” (Ehrenreich & English, 2005)! We now know better, of course, but the sexist beliefs of these writers
turned the idea of women going to college into a social problem and helped to reinforce restrictions by colleges
and universities on the admission of women.

In a related dynamic, various parties can distort certain aspects of a social problem that does exist: politicians
can give speeches, the news media can use scary headlines and heavy coverage to capture readers’ or viewers'
interest, businesses can use advertising and influence news coverage. News media coverage of violent crime
provides many examples of this dynamic (Robinson, 2011; Surette, 2011). The news media overdramatize violent
crime, which is far less coommon than property crime like burglary and larceny, by featuring so many stories
about it, and this coverage contributes to public fear of crime. Media stories about violent crime also tend to be
more common when the accused offender is black and the victim is white and when the offender is a juvenile.
This type of coverage is thought to heighten the public's prejudice toward African Americans and to contribute
to negative views about teenagers.

The Natural History of a Social Problem

We have just discussed some of the difficulties in defining a social problem and the fact that various parties
often try to influence public perceptions of social problems. These issues aside, most social problems go
through a natural history consisting of several stages of their development (Spector & Kitsuse, 2001).
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Stage 1. Emergence and Claims Making

A social problem emerges when a social entity (such as a social change group, the news media, or influential
politicians) begins to call attention to a condition or behavior that it perceives to be undesirable and in need
of remedy. As part of this process, it tries to influence public perceptions of the problem, the reasons for it, and
possible solutions to it. Because the social entity is making claims about all these matters, this aspect of Stage

1is termed the claims-making process. Not all efforts to turn a condition or behavior into a social problem
succeed, and if they do not succeed, a social problem does not emerge. Because of the resources they have or
do not have, some social entities are more likely than others to succeed at this stage. A few ordinary individuals
have little influence in the public sphere, but masses of individuals who engage in protest or other political
activity have greater ability to help a social problem emerge. Because politicians have the ear of the news media
and other types of influence, their views about social problems are often very influential. Most studies of this
stage of a social problem focus on the efforts of social change groups and the larger social movement to which
they may belong, as most social problems begin with bottom-up efforts from such groups.

A social problem emerges when a social change group successfully calls attention to a condition or
behavior that it considers serious. Protests like the one depicted here have raised the environmental

consciousness of Americans and helped put pressure on businesses to be environmentally responsible.

ItzaFineDay - Financing Climate Change - CC BY 2.0.

Stage 2: Legitimacy

Once a social group succeeds in turning a condition or behavior into a social problem, it usually tries to persuade
the government (local, state, and/or federal) to take some action—spending and policymaking—to address
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the problem. As part of this effort, it tries to convince the government that its claims about the problem are
legitimate—that they make sense and are supported by empirical (research-based) evidence. To the extent that
the group succeeds in convincing the government of the legitimacy of its claims, government action is that
much more likely to occur.

Stage 3: Renewed Claims Making

Even if government action does occur, social change groups often conclude that the action is too limited in
goals or scope to be able to successfully address the social problem. If they reach this conclusion, they often
decide to press their demands anew. They do so by reasserting their claims and by criticizing the official
response they have received from the government or other established interests, such as big businesses. This
stage may involve a fair amount of tension between the social change groups and these targets of their claims.

Stage 4. Development of Alternative
Strategies

Despite the renewed claims making, social change groups often conclude that the government and
established interests are not responding adequately to their claims. Although the groups may continue to press
their claims, they nonetheless realize that these claims may fail to win an adequate response from established
interests. This realization leads them to develop their own strategies for addressing the social problem.

Key Takeaways

The definition of a social problem has both an objective component and a subjective
component. The objective component involves empirical evidence of the negative consequences
of a social condition or behavior, while the subjective component involves the perception that the
condition or behavior is indeed a problem that needs to be addressed.

The social constructionist view emphasizes that a condition or behavior does not become a
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social problem unless there is a perception that it should be considered a social problem.
The natural history of a social problem consists of four stages: emergence and claims making,
legitimacy, renewed claims making, and alternative strategies.

For Your Review

1. What do you think is the most important social problem facing our nation right now? Explain
your answer.
2. Do you agree with the social constructionist view that a negative social condition or behavior is

not a social problem unless there is a perception that it should be considered a social problem?
Why or why not?
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7. Sociological Perspectives on Social
Problems

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1.
2.
3.
4.

Define the sociological imagination.

Explain what is meant by the blaming-the-victim belief.

Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of functionalism and conflict theory.

Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of symbolic interactionism and
exchange theory.

The sociological understanding of social problems rests heavily on the concept of the sociological imagination.
We discuss this concept in some detail before turning to various theoretical perspectives that provide a further
context for understanding social problems.

The Sociological Imagination

Many individuals experience one or more social problems personally. For example, many people are poor and
unemployed, many are in poor health, and many have family problems, drink too much alcohol, or commit
crime. When we hear about these individuals, it is easy to think that their problems are theirs alone, and that
they and other individuals with the same problems are entirely to blame for their difficulties.

Sociology takes a different approach, as it stresses that individual problems are often rooted in problems
stemming from aspects of society itself. This key insight informed C. Wright Mills's (1959) (Mills, 1959) classic
distinction between personal troubles and public issues. Personal troubles refer to a problem affecting
individuals that the affected individual, as well as other members of society, typically blame on the individual's
own personal and moral failings. Examples include such different problems as eating disorders, divorce, and
unemployment. Public issues, whose source lies in the social structure and culture of a society, refer to social
problems affecting many individuals. Problems in society thus help account for problems that individuals
experience. Mills felt that many problems ordinarily considered private troubles are best understood as public
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issues, and he coined the term sociological imagination to refer to the ability to appreciate the structural basis
for individual problems.

To illustrate Mills's viewpoint, let's use our sociological imaginations to understand some contemporary
social problems. We will start with unemployment, which Mills himself discussed. If only a few people were
unemployed, Mills wrote, we could reasonably explain their unemployment by saying they were lazy, lacked
good work habits, and so forth. If so, their unemployment would be their own personal trouble. But when
millions of people are out of work, unemployment is best understood as a public issue because, as Mills (Mills,

1959) put it, “the very structure of opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem and
the range of possible solutions require us to consider the economic and political institutions of the society, and
not merely the personal situation and character of a scatter of individuals.”

When only a few people are out of work, it is fair to say that their unemployment is their personal trouble.
However, when millions of people are out of work, as has been true since the economic downturn began
in 2008, this massive unemployment is more accurately viewed as a public issue. As such, its causes lie

not in the unemployed individuals but rather in our society’s economic and social systems.

Rawle C.Jackman - The line of hope...— CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

The high US unemployment rate stemming from the severe economic downturn that began in 2008 provides
a telling example of the point Mills was making. Millions of people lost their jobs through no fault of their own.
While some individuals are undoubtedly unemployed because they are lazy or lack good work habits, a more
structural explanation focusing on lack of opportunity is needed to explain why so many people were out of
work. If so, unemployment is best understood as a public issue rather than a personal trouble.

Another social problem is eating disorders. We usually consider a person’s eating disorder to be a personal
trouble that stems from a lack of control, low self-esteem, or another personal problem. This explanation may
be OK as far as it goes, but it does not help us understand why so many people have the personal problems
that lead to eating disorders. Perhaps more important, this belief also neglects the larger social and cultural
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forces that help explain such disorders. For example, most Americans with eating disorders are women, not
men. This gender difference forces us to ask what it is about being a woman in American society that makes
eating disorders so much more common. To begin to answer this question, we need to look to the standard of
beauty for women that emphasizes a slender body (Boyd, et. al., 2011). If this cultural standard did not exist, far
fewer American women would suffer from eating disorders than do now. Because it does exist, even if every
girl and woman with an eating disorder were cured, others would take their places unless we could somehow
change this standard. Viewed in this way, eating disorders are best understood as a public issue, not just as a
personal trouble.

Picking up on Mills's insights, William Ryan (1976) (Ryan, 1976) pointed out that Americans typically think that
social problems such as poverty and unemployment stem from personal failings of the people experiencing
these problems, not from structural problems in the larger society. Using Mills's terms, Americans tend to think
of social problems as personal troubles rather than public issues. As Ryan put it, they tend to believe in blaming
the victim rather than blaming the system.

To help us understand a blaming-the-victim ideology, let's consider why poor children in urban areas often

learn very little in their schools. According to Ryan, a blaming-the-victim approach would say the children’s
parents do not care about their learning, fail to teach them good study habits, and do not encourage them
to take school seriously. This type of explanation, he wrote, may apply to some parents, but it ignores a much
more important reason: the sad shape of America’s urban schools, which, he said, are overcrowded, decrepit
structures housing old textbooks and out-of-date equipment. To improve the schooling of children in urban
areas, he wrote, we must improve the schools themselves and not just try to “improve” the parents.

As this example suggests, a blaming-the-victim approach points to solutions to social problems such as
poverty and illiteracy that are very different from those suggested by a more structural approach that blames
the system. If we blame the victim, we would spend our limited dollars to address the personal failings of
individuals who suffer from poverty, illiteracy, poor health, eating disorders, and other difficulties. If instead we
blame the system, we would focus our attention on the various social conditions (decrepit schools, cultural
standards of female beauty, and the like) that account for these difficulties. A sociological understanding
suggests that the latter approach is ultimately needed to help us deal successfully with the social problems
facing us today.

Theoretical Perspectives

Three theoretical perspectives guide sociological thinking on social problems: functionalist theory, conflict
theory, and symbolic interactionist theory. These perspectives look at the same social problems, but they do
so in different ways. Their views taken together offer a fuller understanding of social problems than any of the
views can offer alone. Table 1.1 “Theory Snapshot” summarizes the three perspectives.
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Theoretical
perspective

Functionalism

Conflict
theory

Symbolic
interactionism

Table 1.1 Theory Snapshot

Major assumptions

Social stability is necessary for a strong society, and
adequate socialization and social integration are
necessary for social stability. Society’s social institutions
perform important functions to help ensure social
stability. Slow social change is desirable, but rapid social
change threatens social order.

Society is characterized by pervasive inequality based on
social class, race, gender, and other factors. Far-reaching
social change is needed to reduce or eliminate social
inequality and to create an egalitarian society.

People construct their roles as they interact; they do not
merely learn the roles that society has set out for them.
As this interaction occurs, individuals negotiate their
definitions of the situations in which they find
themselves and socially construct the reality of these
situations. In so doing, they rely heavily on symbols such
as words and gestures to reach a shared understanding

Views of social problems

Social problems weaken a society's stability
but do not reflect fundamental faults in how
the society is structured. Solutions to social
problems should take the form of gradual
social reform rather than sudden and
far-reaching change. Despite their negative
effects, social problems often also serve
important functions for society.

Social problems arise from fundamental faults
in the structure of a society and both reflect
and reinforce inequalities based on social
class, race, gender, and other dimensions.
Successful solutions to social problems must
involve far-reaching change in the structure of
society.

Social problems arise from the interaction of
individuals. People who engage in socially
problematic behaviors often learn these
behaviors from other people. Individuals also
learn their perceptions of social problems
from other people.

of their interaction.

Functionalism

Functionalism, also known as the functionalist theory or perspective, arose out of two great revolutions of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The first was the French Revolution of 1789, whose intense violence and
bloody terror shook Europe to its core. The aristocracy throughout Europe feared that revolution would spread
to their own lands, and intellectuals feared that social order was crumbling.

The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century reinforced these concerns. Starting first in Europe and
then in the United States, the Industrial Revolution led to many changes, including the rise and growth of cities
as people left their farms to live near factories. As the cities grew, people lived in increasingly poor, crowded, and
decrepit conditions, and crime was rampant. Here was additional evidence, if European intellectuals needed it,
of the breakdown of social order.

In response, the intellectuals began to write that a strong society, as exemplified by strong social bonds
and rules and effective socialization, was needed to prevent social order from disintegrating. Without a strong
society and effective socialization, they warned, social order breaks down, and violence and other signs of social
disorder result.

This general framework reached fruition in the writings of Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), a French scholar
largely responsible for the sociological perspective, as we now know it. Adopting the conservative intellectuals’
view of the need for a strong society, Durkheim felt that human beings have desires that result in chaos unless
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society limits them (Durkheim, 1952). It does so, he wrote, through two related social mechanisms: socialization
and social integration. Socialization helps us learn society’s rules and the need to cooperate, as people end up
generally agreeing on important norms and values, while social integration, or our ties to other people and to
social institutions such as religion and the family, helps socialize us and integrate us into society and reinforce
our respect for its rules.

Today's functionalist perspective arises out of Durkheim’s work and that of other conservative intellectuals
of the nineteenth century. It uses the human body as a model for understanding society. In the human body,
our various organs and other body parts serve important functions for the ongoing health and stability of
our body. Our eyes help us see, our ears help us hear, our heart circulates our blood, and so forth. Just as we
can understand the body by describing and understanding the functions that its parts serve for its health
and stability, so can we understand society by describing and understanding the functions that its parts—or,
more accurately, its social institutions—serve for the ongoing health and stability of society. Thus functionalism
emphasizes the importance of social institutions such as the family, religion, and education for producing a
stable society.

Emile Durkheim was a founder of sociology and is largely

credited with developing the functionalist perspective.

Marxists.org — public domain.

Similar to the view of the conservative intellectuals from which it grew, functionalism is skeptical of rapid social
change and other major social upheaval. The analogy to the human body helps us understand this skepticism.
In our bodies, any sudden, rapid change is a sign of danger to our health. If we break a bone in one of our
legs, we have trouble walking; if we lose sight in both our eyes, we can no longer see. Slow changes, such as
the growth of our hair and our nails, are fine and even normal, but sudden changes like those just described
are obviously troublesome. By analogy, sudden and rapid changes in society and its social institutions are
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troublesome according to the functionalist perspective. If the human body evolved to its present form and
functions because these made sense from an evolutionary perspective, so did society evolve to its present form
and functions because these made sense. Any sudden change in society thus threatens its stability and future.

As these comments might suggest, functionalism views social problems as arising from society’s natural
evolution. When a social problem does occur, it might threaten a society’s stability, but it does not mean that
fundamental flaws in the society exist. Accordingly, gradual social reform should be all that is needed to address
the social problem.

Functionalism even suggests that social problems must be functional in some ways for society, because
otherwise these problems would not continue. This is certainly a controversial suggestion, but it is true that
many social problems do serve important functions for our society. For example, crime is a major social problem,
but it is also good for the economy because it creates hundreds of thousands of jobs in law enforcement, courts
and corrections, home security, and other sectors of the economy whose major role is to deal with crime. If
crime disappeared, many people would be out of work! Similarly, poverty is also a major social problem, but
one function that poverty serves is that poor people do jobs that otherwise might not get done because other
people would not want to do them (Gans, 1972). Like crime, poverty also provides employment for people across
the nation, such as those who work in social service agencies that help poor people.

Conflict Theory

In many ways, conflict theory is the opposite of functionalism but ironically also grew out of the Industrial
Revolution, thanks largely to Karl Marx (1818-1883) and his collaborator, Friedrich Engels (1820-1895). Whereas
conservative intellectuals feared the mass violence resulting from industrialization, Marx and Engels deplored
the conditions they felt were responsible for the mass violence and the capitalist society they felt was
responsible for these conditions. Instead of fearing the breakdown of social order that mass violence
represented, they felt that revolutionary violence was needed to eliminate capitalism and the poverty and
misery they saw as its inevitable results (Marx, 1906; Marx & Engels, 1962).

According to Marx and Engels, every society is divided into two classes based on the ownership of the means
of production (tools, factories, and the like). In a capitalist society, the bourgeoisie, or ruling class, owns the
means of production, while the proletariat, or working class, does not own the means of production and instead
is oppressed and exploited by the bourgeoisie. This difference creates an automatic conflict of interests between
the two groups. Simply put, the bourgeoisie is interested in maintaining its position at the top of society,
while the proletariat’s interest lies in rising up from the bottom and overthrowing the bourgeoisie to create an
egalitarian society.

In a capitalist society, Marx and Engels wrote, revolution is inevitable because of structural contradictions
arising from the very nature of capitalism. Because profit is the main goal of capitalism, the bourgeoisie’s
interest lies in maximizing profit. To do so, capitalists try to keep wages as low as possible and to spend as
little money as possible on working conditions. This central fact of capitalism, said Marx and Engels, eventually
prompts the rise of class consciousness, or an awareness of the reasons for their oppression, among workers.

Their class consciousness in turn leads them to revolt against the bourgeoisie to eliminate the oppression and
exploitation they suffer.
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Marx and Engels’ view of conflict arising from unequal positions held by members of society lies at the
heart of today’s conflict theory. This theory emphasizes that different groups in society have different interests
stemmming from their different social positions. These different interests in turn lead to different views on
important social issues. Some versions of the theory root conflict in divisions based on race and ethnicity,
gender, and other such differences, while other versions follow Marx and Engels in seeing conflict arising out of
different positions in the economic structure. In general, however, conflict theory emphasizes that the various
parts of society contribute to ongoing inequality, whereas functionalist theory, as we have seen, stresses that
they contribute to the ongoing stability of society. Thus while functionalist theory emphasizes the benefits of
the various parts of society for ongoing social stability, conflict theory favors social change to reduce inequality.
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Karl Marx and his collaborator Friedrich Engels were intense critics of capitalism. Their work inspired the

later development of conflict theory in sociology.

Wikimedia Commons - public domain.

Feminist theory has developed in sociology and other disciplines since the 1970s and for our purposes will be
considered a specific application of conflict theory. In this case, the conflict concerns gender inequality rather
than the class inequality emphasized by Marx and Engels. Although many variations of feminist theory exist,
they all emphasize that society is filled with gender inequality such that women are the subordinate sex in
many dimensions of social, political, and economic life (Lorber, 2010). Liberal feminists view gender inequality as
arising out of gender differences in socialization, while Marxist feminists say that this inequality is a result of the
rise of capitalism, which made women dependent on men for economic support. On the other hand, radical
feminists view gender inequality as present in all societies, not just capitalist ones. Several chapters in this book
emphasize the perspectives of feminist sociologists and other social scientists.

Conflict theory in its various forms views social problems as arising from society’'s inherent inequality.
Depending on which version of conflict theory is being considered, the inequality contributing to social
problems is based on social class, race and ethnicity, gender, or some other dimension of society's hierarchy.
Because any of these inequalities represents a fundamental flaw in society, conflict theory assumes that
fundamental social change is needed to address society's many social problems.

Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the interaction of individuals and on how they interpret their interaction.

Its roots lie in the work of early 1900s American sociologists, social psychologists, and philosophers who were
interested in human consciousness and action. Herbert Blumer (1969) (Blumer, 1969), a sociologist at the
University of Chicago, built on their writings to develop symbolic interactionism, a term he coined. Drawing on
Blumer’s work, symbolic interactionists feel that people do not merely learn the roles that society has set out for
them; instead they construct these roles as they interact. As they interact, they negotiate their definitions of the
situations in which they find themselves and socially construct the reality of these situations. In doing so, they
rely heavily on symbols such as words and gestures to reach a shared understanding of their interaction.
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Symbolic interactionism focuses on individuals, such as the people conversing here. Sociologists favoring

this approach examine how and why individuals interact and interpret the meanings of their interaction.

Wikimedia Commons - public domain.

An example is the familiar symbol of shaking hands. In the United States and many other societies, shaking
hands is a symbol of greeting and friendship. This simple act indicates that you are a nice, polite person with
whom someone should feel comfortable. To reinforce this symbol's importance for understanding a bit of
interaction, consider a situation where someone refuses to shake hands. This action is usually intended as a
sign of dislike or as an insult, and the other person interprets it as such. Their understanding of the situation
and subsequent interaction will be very different from those arising from the more typical shaking of hands.
As the term symbolic interactionism implies, their understanding of this encounter arises from what they do
when they interact and from their use and interpretation of the various symbols included in their interaction.
According to symbolic interactionists, social order is possible because people learn what various symbols (such
as shaking hands) mean and apply these meanings to different kinds of situations. If you visited a society where
sticking your right hand out to greet someone was interpreted as a threatening gesture, you would quickly learn
the value of common understandings of symbols.

Symbolic interactionism views social problems as arising from the interaction of individuals. This interaction
matters in two important respects. First, socially problematic behaviors such as crime and drug use are often
learned from our interaction with people who engage in these behaviors; we adopt their attitudes that justify
committing these behaviors, and we learn any special techniques that might be needed to commit these
behaviors. Second, we also learn our perceptions of a social problem from our interaction with other people,
whose perceptions and beliefs influence our own perceptions and beliefs.

Because symbolic interactionism emphasizes the perception of social problems, it is closely aligned with
the social constructionist view discussed earlier. Both perspectives emphasize the subjective nature of social
problems. By doing so, they remind us that perceptions often matter at least as much as objective reality in
determining whether a given condition or behavior rises to the level of a social problem and in the types of
possible solutions that various parties might favor for a particular social problem.
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Applying the Three Perspectives

To explain armed robbery, symbolic interactionists focus on how armed robbers decide when and where

to rob a victim and on how their interactions with other criminals reinforce their own criminal tendencies.

Geoffrey Fairchild — The Robbery — CC BY 2.0.

To help you further understand the different views of these three theoretical perspectives, let's see what
they would probably say about armed robbery, a very serious form of crime, while recognizing that the
three perspectives together provide a more comprehensive understanding of armed robbery than any one
perspective provides by itself.

A functionalist approach might suggest that armed robbery actually serves positive functions for society, such
as the job-creating function mentioned earlier for crime in general. It would still think that efforts should be
made to reduce armed robbery, but it would also assume that far-reaching changes in our society would be
neither wise nor necessary as part of the effort to reduce crime.

Conflict theory would take a very different approach to understanding armed robbery. It might note that most
street criminals are poor and thus emphasize that armed robbery is the result of the despair and frustration of
living in poverty and facing a lack of jobs and other opportunities for economic and social success. The roots
of street crime, from the perspective of conflict theory, thus lie in society at least as much as they lie in the
individuals committing such crime. To reduce armed robbery and other street crime, conflict theory would
advocate far-reaching changes in the economic structure of society.

For its part, symbolic interactionism would focus on how armed robbers make such decisions as when
and where to rob someone and on how their interactions with other criminals reinforce their own criminal
tendencies. It would also investigate how victims of armed robbery behave when confronted by a robber.
To reduce armed robbery, it would advocate programs that reduce the opportunities for interaction among
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potential criminal offenders, for example, after-school programs that keep at-risk youths busy in “conventional”
activities so that they have less time to spend with youths who might help them get into trouble.

Key Takeaway's

According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to recognize that
private troubles are rooted in public issues and structural problems.

Functionalism emphasizes the importance of social institutions for social stability and implies
that far-reaching social change will be socially harmful.

Conflict theory emphasizes social inequality and suggests that far-reaching social change is
needed to achieve a just society.

Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the social meanings and understandings that individuals
derive from their social interaction.

For Your Review

1. Select an example of a “private trouble” and explain how and why it may reflect a structural
problem in society.

2. At this point in your study of social problems, which one of the three sociological theoretical
perspectives sounds most appealing to you? Why?

References

Blumer, H. (1969). Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and Method. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Boyd, E. M., Reynolds, J. R, Tillman, K. H., & Martin, P. Y. (2011). Adolescent girls’ race/ethnic status, identities,
and drive for thinness. Social Science Research, 40(2), 667-684.

Durkheim, E. (1952). Suicide (J. Spaulding & G. Simpson, Trans.). New York, NY: Free Press. (Original work
published 1897).

Gans, H. J. (1972). The positive functions of poverty. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 275-289.

Lorber, J. (2010). Gender Inequality: Feminist Theories and Politics. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Marx, K. (1906). Capital. New York, NY: Random House. (Original work published 1867).

Marx, K, & Engels, F. (1962). The communist manifesto. In Marx and Engels: Selected works (Vol. 2, pp. 21-65).
Moscow, Russia: Foreign Language Publishing House. (Original work published 1848).

Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. London, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press.

Ryan, W. (1976). Blaming the victim (Rev. ed.). New York, NY: Vintage Books.

90 | Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems



Licenses and Attributions
Open Content, Shared Previously

“Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems” by Anonymous, Social Problems: Continuity and

Change is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems | 91



https://open.lib.umn.edu/socialproblems/chapter/1-2-sociological-perspectives-on-social-problems/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/socialproblems/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/socialproblems/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

8. Continuity and Change in Social
Problems

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Explain what is meant by this book's subtitle, “Continuity and Change.”

2. List the three sources of changes to social problems.

3. Describe how the United States compares to other democracies regarding the seriousness of
social problems.

This book’s subtitle, “Continuity and Change,” conveys a theme that will guide every chapter’s discussion. Social
problems are, first of all, persistent. They have continued for decades and even centuries, and they show no sign
of ending anytime soon. In view of social problems’ long history, certainty of continuing for some time to come,
and serious consequences, it is easy to feel overwhelmed when reading about them, to think that little can be
done about them, and even to become a bit depressed. As a result, it is easy for students to come away from
social problems courses with a rather pessimistic, “doom and gloom” outlook (Johnson, 2005).

An important source of change in social problems is protest by a social change group or movement.
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That is why this book stresses the second part of the subtitle, change. Although social problems are indeed
persistent, it is also true that certain problems are less serious now than in the past. Change is possible. As just
one of many examples, consider the conditions that workers face in the United States. As Chapter 12 “Work and

the Economy” discusses, many workers today are unemployed, have low wages, or work in substandard and
even dangerous workplaces. Yet they are immeasurably better off than a century ago, thanks to the US labor
movement that began during the 1870s. Workers now have the eight-hour day, the minimum wage (even if
many people think it is too low), the right to strike, and workplaces that are much safer than when the labor
movement began. In two more examples, people of color and women have made incredible advances since

the 1960s, even if, as Chapter 3 “Racial and Ethnic Inequality” and Chapter 4 “Gender Inequality” discuss, they
continue to experience racial and gender inequality, respectively. To repeat: Change is possible.

How does change occur? One source of change in social problems is social science theory and research. Over
the decades, theory and research in sociology and the other social sciences have pointed to the reasons for
social problems, to potentially successful ways of addressing them, and to actual policies that succeeded in
addressing some aspect of a social problem. Accordingly, the discussion in each chapter of this book is based
on sound social science theory and research, and each chapter will present examples of how the findings from
sociological and other social science research have either contributed to public policy related to the chapter's
social problem or have the potential of doing so.

The actions of individuals and groups may also make a difference. Many people have public-service jobs
or volunteer in all sorts of activities involving a social problem: they assist at a food pantry, they help clean
up a riverbank, and so forth. Others take on a more activist orientation by becoming involved in small social
change groups or a larger social movement. Our nation is a better place today because of the labor movement,
the Southern civil rights movement, the women's movement, the gay rights movement, the environmental
movement, and other efforts too numerous to mention. According to Frances Fox Piven (2006) (Piven, 2006),
a former president of the American Sociological Association, it is through such efforts that “ordinary people
change America,” as the subtitle of her book on this subject reads.

Sharing this view, anthropologist Margaret Mead once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,
committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” Change thus is not easy, but
it can and does occur. Eleanor Roosevelt (Roosevelt, 1960) recognized this when she wrote, “Surely, in the light
of history, it is more intelligent to hope rather than to fear, to try rather than not to try. For one thing we know

m

beyond all doubt: Nothing has ever been achieved by the person who says, ‘It can't be done.” In the optimistic
spirit of these two famous women, we will see examples throughout this book of people making a difference in

their jobs, volunteer activities, and involvement in social change efforts.
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Change also occurs in social problems because policymakers (elected or appointed officials and other
individuals) pass laws or enact policies that successfully address a social problem. They often do so only because
of the pressure of a social movement, but sometimes they have the vision to act without such pressure. It is
also true that many officials fail to take action despite the pressure of a social movement, so those who do
take action should be applauded. A recent example involves the governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo, who
made the legalization of same-sex marriage a top priority for his state when he took office in January 2011. After
the New York state legislature narrowly approved same-sex marriage six months later, Cuomo’s advocacy was
widely credited for enabling this to happen (Barbaro, 2011).

A final source of change is the lessons learned from other nations' experiences with social problems.
Sometimes these lessons for the United States are positive ones, as when another nation has tackled a social
problem more successfully than the United States, and sometimes these lessons are negative ones, as when
another nation has a more serious problem than the United States and/or has made mistakes in addressing
this problem. The United States can learn from the good examples of some other nations, and it can also learn
from the bad ones. For this reason, each chapter of this book discusses such examples. In this regard, the
United States has much to learn from the experiences of other long-standing democracies like Canada, the
nations of Western Europe, and Australia and New Zealand. Despite its great wealth, the United States ranks
below most of its democratic peers on many social indicators, such as poverty, health, and so on (Holland, 2077,
Russell, 2011). A major reason for this difference is that other democratic governments are far more proactive, in
terms of attention and spending, than the US federal and state governments in helping their citizens. Because
the United States has much to learn from their positive example, this book’s chapters all discuss policies that
enable other democracies to address certain social problems far more successfully than the United States has
addressed them.
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Key Takeaways

Social problems are persistent, but they have also changed over the years, and many social
problems are less serious now than in the past.

Three sources of change to social problems include social science research, the efforts of
citizens acting alone or especially in social change groups, and the experiences of other nations.

For Your Review

1. Have you participated in any volunteer or other activity involving a social problem? If so, why did
you do so? If not, why have you not participated in such an effort?
2. Do you share Eleanor Roosevelt's optimism that social change is possible? Why or why not?
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9. Doing Research on Social Problems

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. List the major advantages and disadvantages of surveys, observational studies, and
experiments.
2. Explain why scholars who study social problems often rely on existing data.

Sound research is an essential tool for understanding the sources, dynamics, and consequences of social
problems and possible solutions to them. This section briefly describes the major ways in which sociologists
gather information about social problems. Table 1.2 “Major Sociological Research Methods” summarizes the

advantages and disadvantages of each method.

Table 1.2 Major Sociological Research
Methods

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Many people can be included. If given to

a random sample of the population, a Large surveys are expensive and time consuming. Although

Survey ) - much information is gathered, this information is relatively

survey's results can be generalized to the P

- superficial.

population.

If random assignment is used, Because experiments do not involve random samples of the
Experiments experiments provide fairly convincing population and most often involve college students, their

data on cause and effect. results cannot readily be generalized to the population.
Observation Observational studies may provide rich, Because observation studies do not involve random samples of
(field detailed information about the people the population, their results cannot readily be generalized to
research) who are observed. the population.

Because existing data have already been  The data set that is being analyzed may not contain data on all
Existing gathered, the researcher does not have to the variables in which a sociologist is interested or may contain
data spend the time and money to gather data on variables that are not measured in ways the sociologist

data. prefers.
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Surveys

The survey is the most common method by which sociologists gather their data. The Gallup poll is perhaps
the most well-known example of a survey and, like all surveys, gathers its data with the help of a questionnaire
that is given to a group of respondents. The Gallup poll is an example of a survey conducted by a private
organization, but sociologists do their own surveys, as does the government and many organizations in addition
to Gallup. Many surveys are administered to respondents who are randomly chosen and thus constitute a
random sample. In a random sample, everyone in the population (whether it be the whole US population or just
the population of a state or city, all the college students in a state or city or all the students at just one college,
etc.) has the same chance of being included in the survey. The beauty of a random sample is that it allows us to
generalize the results of the sample to the population from which the sample comes. This means that we can
be fairly sure of the behavior and attitudes of the whole US population by knowing the behavior and attitudes
of just four hundred people randomly chosen from that population.

Some surveys are face-to-face surveys, in which interviewers meet with respondents to ask them questions.
This type of survey can yield much information, because interviewers typically will spend at least an hour
asking their questions, and a high response rate (the percentage of all people in the sample who agree to be
interviewed), which is important to be able to generalize the survey's results to the entire population. On the
downside, this type of survey can be very expensive and time consuming to conduct.

Surveys are very useful for gathering various kinds of information relevant to social problems. Advances

in technology have made telephone surveys involving random-digit dialing perhaps the most popular

way of conducting a survey.

plantronicsgermany — Encore520 call center man standing - CC BY-ND 2.0.

Because of these drawbacks, sociologists and other researchers have turned to telephone surveys. Most Gallup
polls are conducted over the telephone. Computers do random-digit dialing, which results in a random sample
of all telephone numbers being selected. Although the response rate and the number of questions asked are
both lower than in face-to-face surveys (people can just hang up the phone at the outset or let their answering
machine take the call), the ease and low expense of telephone surveys are making them increasingly popular.
Surveys done over the Internet are also becoming more popular, as they can reach many people at very low
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expense. A major problem with web surveys is that their results cannot necessarily be generalized to the entire
population because not everyone has access to the Internet.

Surveys are used in the study of social problems to gather information about the behavior and attitudes of
people regarding one or more problems. For example, many surveys ask people about their use of alcohoal,
tobacco, and other drugs or about their experiences of being unemployed or in poor health. Many of the
chapters in this book will present evidence gathered by surveys carried out by sociologists and other social
scientists, various governmental agencies, and private research and public interest firms.

Experiments

Experiments are the primary form of research in the natural and physical sciences, but in the social sciences
they are for the most part found only in psychology. Some sociologists still use experiments, however, and they
remain a powerful tool of social research.

The major advantage of experiments, whether they are done in the natural and physical sciences or in the
social sciences, is that the researcher can be fairly sure of a cause-and-effect relationship because of the way the
experiment is set up. Although many different experimental designs exist, the typical experiment consists of
an experimental group and a control group, with subjects randomly assigned to either group. The researcher

does something to the experimental group that is not done to the control group. If the two groups differ later
in some variable, then it is safe to say that the condition to which the experimental group was subjected was
responsible for the difference that resulted.

Most experiments take place in the laboratory, which for psychologists may be a room with a one-way mirror,
but some experiments occur in the field, or in a natural setting (field experiments). In Minneapolis, Minnesota,
in the early 1980s, sociologists were involved in a much-discussed field experiment sponsored by the federal
government. The researchers wanted to see whether arresting men for domestic violence made it less likely
that they would commit such violence again. To test this hypothesis, the researchers had police do one of the
following after arriving at the scene of a domestic dispute: They either arrested the suspect, separated him from
his wife or partner for several hours, or warned him to stop but did not arrest or separate him. The researchers
then determined the percentage of men in each group who committed repeated domestic violence during the
next six months and found that those who were arrested had the lowest rate of recidivism, or repeat offending
(Sherman & Berk, 1984). This finding led many jurisdictions across the United States to adopt a policy of
mandatory arrest for domestic violence suspects. However, replications of the Minneapolis experiment in other
cities found that arrest sometimes reduced recidivism for domestic violence but also sometimes increased it,
depending on which city was being studied and on certain characteristics of the suspects, including whether
they were employed at the time of their arrest (Sherman, 1992).

As the Minneapolis study suggests, perhaps the most important problem with experiments is that their
results are not generalizable beyond the specific subjects studied. The subjects in most psychology
experiments, for example, are college students, who obviously are not typical of average Americans: They are
younger, more educated, and more likely to be middle class. Despite this problem, experiments in psychology
and other social sciences have given us very valuable insights into the sources of attitudes and behavior.
Scholars of social problems are increasingly using field experiments to study the effectiveness of various policies
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and programs aimed at addressing social problems. We will examine the results of several such experiments in
the chapters ahead.

Observational Studies

Observational research, also called field research, is a staple of sociology. Sociologists have long gone into the
field to observe people and social settings, and the result has been many rich descriptions and analyses of
behavior in juvenile gangs, bars, urban street corners, and even whole communities.

Observational studies consist of both participant observation and nonparticipant observation. Their names

describe how they differ. In participant observation, the researcher is part of the group that she or he is studying,
spends time with the group, and might even live with people in the group. Several classical social problems
studies of this type exist, many of them involving people in urban neighborhoods (Liebow, 1967; Liebow, 1993;
Whyte, 1943). In nonparticipant observation, the researcher observes a group of people but does not otherwise
interact with them. If you went to your local shopping mall to observe, say, whether people walking with
children looked happier than people without children, you would be engaging in nonparticipant observation.

Similar to experiments, observational studies cannot automatically be generalized to other settings or
members of the population. But in many ways they provide a richer account of people’s lives than surveys do,
and they remain an important method of research on social problems.

Existing Data

Sometimes sociologists do not gather their own data but instead analyze existing data that someone else
has gathered. The US Census Bureau, for example, gathers data on all kinds of areas relevant to the lives of
Americans, and many sociologists analyze census data on such social problems as poverty, unemployment, and
illness. Sociologists interested in crime and the criminal justice system may analyze data from court records,
while medical sociologists often analyze data from patient records at hospitals. Analysis of existing data such as
these is called secondary data analysis. Its advantage to sociologists is that someone else has already spent the

time and money to gather the data. A disadvantage is that the data set being analyzed may not contain data
on all the topics in which a sociologist may be interested or may contain data on topics that are not measured
in ways the sociologist might prefer.
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The Scientific Method and Objectivity

This section began by stressing the need for sound research in the study of social problems. But what are the
elements of sound research? At a minimum, such research should follow the rules of the scientific method.
As you probably learned in high school and/or college science classes, these rules—formulating hypotheses,
gathering and testing data, drawing conclusions, and so forth—help guarantee that research yields the most
accurate and reliable conclusions possible.

An overriding principle of the scientific method is that research should be conducted as objectively as
possible. Researchers are often passionate about their work, but they must take care not to let the findings
they expect and even hope to uncover affect how they do their research. This in turn means that they must not
conduct their research in a manner that helps achieve the results they expect to find. Such bias can happen
unconsciously, and the scientific method helps reduce the potential for this bias as much as possible.

This potential is arguably greater in the social sciences than in the natural and physical sciences. The political
views of chemists and physicists typically do not affect how an experiment is performed and how the outcome
of the experiment is interpreted. In contrast, researchers in the social sciences, and perhaps particularly in
sociology, often have strong feelings about the topics they are studying. Their social and political beliefs may
thus influence how they perform their research on these topics and how they interpret the results of this
research. Following the scientific method helps reduce this possible influence.

Key Takeaways

The major types of research on social problems include surveys, experiments, observational
studies, and the use of existing data.

Surveys are the most commmon method, and the results of surveys of random samples may be
generalized to the populations from which the samples come.

Observation studies and existing data are also commmon methods in social problems research.
Observation studies enable the gathering of rich, detailed information, but their results cannot
necessarily be generalized beyond the people studied.

Research on social problems should follow the scientific method to yield the most accurate and
objective conclusions possible.

For Your Review

1. Have you ever been a respondent or subject in any type of sociological or psychological research
project? If so, how did it feel to be studied?
2. Which type of social problems research method sounds most interesting to you? Why?
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10. Section Summary

ANONYMOUS

Summary

1. Some sociologists favor the social constructionist view that negative social conditions or
behaviors are not social problems unless they are generally perceived as a social problem, but
other sociologists say that these conditions and behaviors are still social problems even if they are
not perceived as such.

2. According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to realize that
personal troubles are rooted in problems in the larger social structure. The sociological
imagination thus supports a blaming-the-system view over a blaming-the-victim view.

3. Social problems have existed for decades or even centuries, but many of these have also
lessened in their seriousness over time, and change in the future is indeed possible.

4. Several theoretical perspectives in sociology exist. Functionalism emphasizes the functions that
social institutions serve to ensure the ongoing stability of society, while conflict theory focuses on
the conflict among different racial, ethnic, social class, and other groups and emphasizes how
social institutions help ensure inequality. Symbolic interactionism focuses on how individuals
interpret the meanings of the situations in which they find themselves.
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11. Poverty is a Social Problem

ANONYMOUS

Social Problems in the News

“Survey: More US Kids Go to School Hungry,” the headline said. As the US economy continued to
struggle, a nationwide survey of 638 public school teachers in grades K-8 conducted for Share Our
Strength, a nonprofit organization working to end childhood hunger, found alarming evidence of
children coming to school with empty stomachs. More than two-thirds of the teachers said they had
students who “regularly come to school too hungry to learn—some having had no dinner the night
before,” according to the news article. More than 60 percent of the teachers said the problem had
worsened during the past year, and more than 40 percent called it a “serious” problem. Many of the
teachers said they spent their own money to buy food for their students. As an elementary school
teacher explained, “I've had lots of students come to school—not just one or two—who put their
heads down and cry because they haven't eaten since lunch yesterday” (United Press International,
2011).

The United States is one of the richest nations in the world. Many Americans live in luxury or at least are
comfortably well-off. Yet, as this poignant news story of childhood hunger reminds us, many Americans also live
in poverty or near poverty. This chapter explains why poverty exists and why the US poverty rate is so high, and
it discusses the devastating consequences of poverty for the millions of Americans who live in or near poverty. It
also examines poverty in the poorest nations of the world and outlines efforts for reducing poverty in the United
States and these nations.

Although this chapter will paint a disturbing picture of poverty, there is still cause for hope. As we shall see,
the “war on poverty” that began in the United States during the 1960s dramatically reduced poverty. Inspired
by books with titles like The Other America: Poverty in the United States (Harrington, 1962) and In the Midst of
Plenty: The Poor in America (Bagdikian, 1964) that described the plight of the poor in heartbreaking detail, the
federal government established various funding programs and other policies that greatly lowered the poverty
rate in less than a decade (Schwartz, 1984). Since the 1960s and 1970s, however, the United States has cut back
on these programs, and the poor are no longer on the national agenda. Other wealthy democracies provide
much more funding and many more services for their poor than does the United States, and their poverty rates
are much lower than ours.
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Still, the history of the war on poverty and the experience of these other nations both demonstrate that US
poverty can be reduced with appropriate policies and programs. If the United States were to go back to the
future by remembering its earlier war on poverty and by learning from other Western democracies, it could
again lower poverty and help millions of Americans lead better, healthier, and more productive lives.

But why should we care about poverty in the first place? As this chapter discusses, many politicians and
much of the public blame the poor for being poor, and they oppose increasing federal spending to help the
poor and even want to reduce such spending. As poverty expert Mark R. Rank (Rank, 2011) summarizes this way
of thinking, “All too often we view poverty as someone else’'s problem.” Rank says this unsympathetic view is
shortsighted because, as he puts it, “poverty affects us all” (Rank, 2011). This is true, he explains, for at least two
reasons.

First, the United States spends much more money than it needs to because of the consequences of poverty.
Poor people experience worse health, family problems, higher crime rates, and many other problems, all of
which our nation spends billions of dollars annually to address. In fact, childhood poverty has been estimated
to cost the US economy an estimated $500 billion annually because of the problems it leads to, including
unemployment, low-paid employment, higher crime rates, and physical and mental health problems (Eckholm,
2007). If the US poverty rate were no higher than that of other democracies, billions of tax dollars and other
resources would be saved.

Second, the majority of Americans can actually expect to be poor or near poor at some point in their lives,
with about 75 percent of Americans in the 20-75 age range living in poverty or near poverty for at least one
year in their lives. As Rank (Rank, 2011) observes, most Americans “will find ourselves below the poverty line
and using a social safety net program at some point.” Because poverty costs the United States so much money
and because so many people experience poverty, says Rank, everyone should want the United States to do
everything possible to reduce poverty.

Sociologist John Iceland (lceland, 2006) adds two additional reasons for why everyone should care about
poverty and want it reduced. First, a high rate of poverty impairs our nation's economic progress: When a large
number of people cannot afford to purchase goods and services, economic growth is more difficult to achieve.
Second, poverty produces crime and other social problems that affect people across the socioeconomic ladder.
Reductions in poverty would help not only the poor but also people who are not poor.

We begin our examination of poverty by discussing how poverty is measured and how much poverty exists.
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12. The Measurement and Extent of
Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Understand how official poverty in the United States is measured.
2. Describe problems in the measurement of official poverty.
3. Describe the extent of official poverty.

When US officials became concerned about poverty during the 1960s, they quickly realized they needed to
find out how much poverty we had. To do so, a measure of official poverty, or a poverty line, was needed.
A government economist, Mollie Orshanky, first calculated this line in 1963 by multiplying the cost of a very
minimal diet by three, as a 1955 government study had determined that the typical American family spent one-
third of its income on food. Thus a family whose cash income is lower than three times the cost of a very minimal
diet is considered officially poor.

This way of calculating the official poverty line has not changed since 1963. It is thus out of date for many
reasons. For example, many expenses, such as heat and electricity, child care, transportation, and health care,
now occupy a greater percentage of the typical family's budget than was true in 1963. In addition, this official
measure ignores a family’s noncash income from benefits such as food stamps and tax credits. As a national
measure, the poverty line also fails to take into account regional differences in the cost of living. All these
problems make the official measurement of poverty highly suspect. As one poverty expert observes, “The
official measure no longer corresponds to reality. It doesn't get either side of the equation right—how much the
poor have or how much they need. No one really trusts the data” (DeParle, et. al., 2011). We'll return to this issue
shortly.
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The measure of official poverty began in 1963 and stipulates that a family whose income is lower than three times the cost of a

minimal diet is considered officially poor. This measure has not changed since 1963 even though family expenses have risen
greatly in many areas.

Wikimedia Commmons - public domain.

The poverty line is adjusted annually for inflation and takes into account the number of people in a family: The
larger the family size, the higher the poverty line. In 2010, the poverty line for a nonfarm family of four (two
adults, two children) was $22,213. A four-person family earning even one more dollar than $22,213 in 2010 was
not officially poor, even though its “extra” income hardly lifted it out of dire economic straits. Poverty experts
have calculated a no-frills budget that enables a family to meet its basic needs in food, clothing, shelter, and so
forth; this budget is about twice the poverty line. Families with incomes between the poverty line and twice the
poverty line (or twice poverty) are barely making ends meet, but they are not considered officially poor. When
we talk here about the poverty level, then, keep in mind that we are talking only about official poverty and
that there are many families and individuals living in near poverty who have trouble meeting their basic needs,
especially when they face unusually high medical expenses, motor vehicle expenses, or the like. For this reason,
many analysts think families need incomes twice as high as the federal poverty level just to get by (Wright, et.
al,, 201M). They thus use twice-poverty data (i.e., family incomes below twice the poverty line) to provide a more
accurate understanding of how many Americans face serious financial difficulties, even if they are not living in
official poverty.
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The Extent of Poverty

With this caveat in mind, how many Americans are poor? The US Census Bureau gives us some answers that
use the traditional, official measure of poverty developed in 1963. In 2010, 15.1 percent of the US population,
or 46.2 million Americans, lived in official poverty (DeNavas-Walt, et. al., 2011). This percentage represented a
decline from the early 1990s but was higher than 2000 and even higher than the rate in the late 1960s (see
Figure 2.1 "US Poverty, 1959-2010"). If we were winning the war on poverty in the 1960s (notice the sharp drop in
the 1960s in Figure 2.1 “US Poverty, 1959-2010"), since then poverty has fought us to a standstill.

Figure 2.1 US Poverty, 1959-2010

25

Percentage of Persons in Poverty
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1965 |-
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Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2011). Historical poverty tables: People.

Another way of understanding the extent of poverty is to consider episodic poverty, defined by the Census
Bureau as being poor for at least two consecutive months in some time period. From 2004 to 2007, the last
years for which data are available, almost one-third of the US public, equal to about 95 million people, were poor
for at least two consecutive months, although only 2.2 percent were poor for all three years (DeNavas-Walt, et
al.,, 2010). As these figures indicate, people go into and out of poverty, but even those who go out of it do not
usually move very far from it. And as we have seen, the majority of Americans can expect to experience poverty

or near poverty at some point in their lives.
The problems in the official poverty measure that were noted earlier have led the Census Bureau to develop a

Supplemental Poverty Measure. This measure takes into account the many family expenses in addition to food,;
it also takes into account geographic differences in the cost of living, taxes paid and tax credits received, and
the provision of food stamps, Medicaid, and certain other kinds of government aid. This new measure yields an
estimate of poverty that is higher than the rather simpilistic official poverty measure that, as noted earlier, is
based solely on the size of a family and the cost of food and the amount of a family’s cash income. According to
this new measure, the 2010 poverty rate was 16.0 percent, equal to 49.1 million Americans (Short, 2011). Because
the official poverty measure identified 46.2 million people as poor, the new, more accurate measure increased
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the number of poor people in the United States by almost 3 million. Without the help of Social Security, food
stamps, and other federal programs, at least 25 million additional people would be classified as poor (Sherman,
2011). These programs thus are essential in keeping many people above the poverty level, even if they still have
trouble making ends meet and even though the poverty rate remains unacceptably high.

Afinal figure is worth noting. Recall that many poverty experts think that twice-poverty data—the percentage
and number of people living in families with incomes below twice the official poverty level—are a better gauge
than the official poverty level of the actual extent of poverty, broadly defined, in the United States. Using the
twice-poverty threshold, about one-third of the US population, or more than 100 million Americans, live in
poverty or near poverty (Pereyra, 2011). Those in near poverty are just one crisis—losing a job or sustaining a
serious illness or injury—away from poverty. Twice-poverty data paint a very discouraging picture.

Key Takeaways

The official poverty rate is based on the size of a family and a minimal food budget; this
measure underestimates the true extent of poverty.

The official poverty rate in 2010 was 15.1 percent, equal to more than 46 million Americans.

About one-third of the US population, or more than 100 million Americans, have incomes no
higher than twice the poverty line.

For Your Review

1. Write a short essay that summarizes the problems by which the official poverty rate is
determined.

2. Sit down with some classmates and estimate what a family of four (two parents, two young
children) in your area would have to pay annually for food, clothing, shelter, energy, and other
necessities of life. What figure do you end up with? How does this sum of money compare with
the official poverty line of $22,213 in 2010 for a family of four?
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13. Who the Poor Are: Social Patterns of
Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Describe racial/ethnic differences in the poverty rate.

2. Discuss how family structure is related to the poverty rate.

3. Explain what poverty and labor force participation data imply about the belief that many poor
people lack the motivation to work.

Who are the poor? Although the official poverty rate in 2010 was 15.1 percent, this rate differs by the important
sociodemographic characteristics of race/ethnicity, gender, and age, and it also differs by region of the nation
and by family structure. The poverty rate differences based on these variables are critical to understanding the
nature and social patterning of poverty in the United States. We look at each of these variables in turn with 2010
census data (DeNavas-Walt, et, al., 2011).

Race/Ethnicity

Here is a quick quiz; please circle the correct answer.
Most poor people in the United States are

Black/African American
Latino

Native American

Asian

White

L N I

What did you circle? If you are like the majority of people who answer a similar question in public opinion
surveys, you would have circled a. Black/African American. When Americans think about poor people, they
tend to picture African Americans (White, 2007). This popular image is thought to reduce the public’'s sympathy
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for poor people and to lead them to oppose increased government aid for the poor. The public's views on these

matters are, in turn, thought to play a key role in government poverty policy. It is thus essential for the public to
have an accurate understanding of the racial/ethnic patterning of poverty.

The most typical poor people in the United States are non-Latino whites. These individuals comprise 42.4

percent of all poor Americans.

Franco Folini - Homeless guys with dogs — CC BY-SA 2.0.

Unfortunately, the public's racial image of poor people is mistaken, as census data reveal that the most typical
poor person is white (non-Latino). To be more precise, 42.4 percent of poor people are white (non-Latino),
28.7 percent are Latino, 23.1 percent are black, and 3.7 percent are Asian (see Figure 2.2 “Racial and Ethnic
Composition of the Poor, 2010 (Percentage of Poor Persons Who Belong to Each Group)”). As these figures show,

non-Latino whites certainly comprise the greatest number of the American poor. Turning these percentages
into numbers, they account for 19.6 million of the 46.2 million poor Americans.

It is also true, though, that race and ethnicity affect the chances of being poor. While only 9.9 percent of non-
Latino whites are poor, 27.4 percent of African Americans, 12.1 percent of Asians, and 26.6 percent of Latinos
(Wwho may be of any race) are poor (see Figure 2.3 “Race, Ethnicity, and Poverty, 2010 (Percentage of Each Group
That Is Poor)”). Thus African Americans and Latinos are almost three times as likely as non-Latino whites to be
poor. (Because there are so many non-Latino whites in the United States, the greatest number of poor people

are non-Latino white, even if the percentage of whites who are poor is relatively low.) The higher poverty rates
of people of color are so striking and important that they have been termed the “colors of poverty” (Lin & Harris,
2008).
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Figure 2.2 Racial and
Ethnic Composition of the
Poor, 2010 (Percentage of
Poor Persons Who Belong

to Each Group)
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. African American
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Source: Data from DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011).
Income, poverty, and health insurance coverage in the United States:
2010 (Current Population Report P60-239). Washington, DC: US Census

Bureau.

Figure 2.3 Race, Ethnicity, and Poverty,
2010 (Percentage of Each Group That

|s Poor)
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Source: Data from DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B. D., & Smith, J. C. (2011). Income, poverty, and health
insurance coverage in the United States: 2010 (Current Population Report P60-239). Washington, DC: US

Census Bureau.

Gender

One thing that many women know all too well is that women are more likely than men to be poor. According
to the census, 16.2 percent of all females live in poverty, compared to only 14.0 percent of all males. These
figures translate to a large gender gap in the actual number of poor people, as 25.2 million women and girls
live in poverty, compared to only 21.0 million men and boys, for a difference of 4.2 million people. The high rate
of female poverty is called the feminization of poverty (lceland, 2006). We will see additional evidence of this
pattern when we look at the section on family structure that follows.

Age

Turning to age, at any one time 22 percent of children under age 18 are poor (amounting to 16.4 million children),
a figure that rises to about 39 percent of African American children and 35 percent of Latino children. About
37 percent of all children live in poverty for at least one year before turning 18 (Ratcliffe & McKernan, 2010).
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The poverty rate for US children is the highest of all wealthy democracies and in fact is 1.5 to 9 times greater
than the corresponding rates in Canada and Western Europe (Mishel, et. al., 2009). As high as the US childhood
poverty rate is, twice-poverty data again paint an even more discouraging picture. Children living in families
with incomes below twice the official poverty level are called low-income children, and their families are called
low-income families. Almost 44 percent of American children, or some 32.5 million kids, live in such families
(Addy & Wright, 2012). Almost two-thirds of African American children and Latino children live in low-income
families.

The poverty rate for US children is the highest in the Western world.

Wikimedia Commons - CC BY-SA 3.0.
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At the other end of the age distribution, 9 percent of people aged 65 or older are poor (amounting to about
3.5 million seniors). Turning around these age figures, almost 36 percent of all poor people in the United States
are children, and almost 8 percent of the poor are 65 or older. Thus more than 43.4 percent of Americans living
in poverty are children or the elderly.

Region

Poverty rates differ around the country. Some states have higher poverty rates than other states, and some
counties within a state are poorer than other counties within that state. A basic way of understanding
geographical differences in poverty is to examine the poverty rates of the four major regions of the nation. When
we do this, the South is the poorest region, with a poverty rate of 16.9 percent. The West is next (15.3 percent),
followed by the Midwest (13.9 percent) and then the Northeast (12.8 percent). The South's high poverty rate
is thought to be an important reason for the high rate of illnesses and other health problems it experiences
compared to the other regions (Ramshaw, 2011).

Family Structure

There are many types of family structures, including a married couple living with their children; an unmarried
couple living with one or more children; a household with children headed by only one parent, usually a woman;
a household with two adults and no children; and a household with only one adult living alone. Across the
nation, poverty rates differ from one type of family structure to another.

Not surprisingly, poverty rates are higher in families with one adult than in those with two adults (because
they often are bringing in two incomes), and, in one-adult families, they are higher in families headed by a
woman than in those headed by a man (because women generally have lower incomes than men). Of all
families headed by just a woman, 31.6 percent live in poverty, compared to only 15.8 percent of families headed
by just a man. In contrast, only 6.2 percent of families headed by a married couple live in poverty (see Figure 2.4
“Family Structure and Poverty Rate (Percentage of Each Type of Structure That Lives in Poverty)”). The figure for

female-headed families provides additional evidence for the feminization of poverty concept introduced earlier.
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Figure 2.4 Family Structure and
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Census Bureau.

We saw earlier that 22 percent of American children are poor. This figure varies according to the type of family
structure in which the children live. Whereas only 11.6 percent of children residing with married parents live in
poverty, 46.9 percent of those living with only their mother live in poverty. This latter figure rises to 53.3 percent
for African American children and 57.0 percent for Latino children (US Census Bureau, 2012). Yet regardless of
their race or ethnicity, children living just with their mothers are at particularly great risk of living in poverty.

Labor Force Status

As this chapter discusses later, many Americans think the poor are lazy and lack the motivation to work and,
as is often said, “really could work if they wanted to.” However, government data on the poor show that most
poor people are, in fact, either working, unemployed but looking for work, or unable to work because of their
age or health. Table 2.1 “Poverty and Labor Force Participation, 2010” shows the relevant data. We discuss these

numbers in some detail because of their importance, so please follow along carefully.

Table 2.1 Poverty and Labor Force Participation, 2010
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Total number of poor people 46,180,000
Number of poor people under age 18 16,401,000
Number of poor people ages 65 and older 3,521,000

Number of poor people ages 18-64 26,258,000

Number of poor people ages 18-64 who were:

Working full- or part-time 9,053,000
Unemployed but looking for work 3,616,000
Disabled 4,247,000
In the armed forces 77,000

Able-bodied but not in the labor force 9,254,000

Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2010). Current population survey (CPS) table creator. Retrieved from
http:/Awww.census.gov/cps/data/cpstablecreator.html.

Let's examine this table to see the story it tells. Of the roughly 46.2 million poor people, almost 20 million
were either under age 18 or at least 65. Because of their ages, we would not expect them to be working. Of
the remaining 26.3 million poor adults ages 18-64, almost 17 million, or about two-thirds, fell into one of these
categories: (a) they worked full-time or part-time, (b) they were unemployed but looking for work during a year
of very high unemployment due to the nation'’s faltering economy, (c) they did not work because of a disability,
or (d) they were in the armed forces. Subtracting all these adults leaves about 9.3 million able-bodied people
ages 18-64.

Doing some arithmetic, we thus see that almost 37 million of the 46.2 million poor people we started with,
or 80 percent, with were either working or unemployed but looking for work, too young or too old to work,
disabled, or in the armed forces. It would thus be inaccurate to describe the vast majority of the poor as lazy and
lacking the motivation to work.

What about the 9.3 million able-bodied poor people who are ages 18-64 but not in the labor force, who
compose only 20 percent of the poor to begin with? Most of them were either taking care of small children or
elderly parents or other relatives, retired for health reasons, or in school (US Census Bureau, 2012); some also left
the labor force out of frustration and did not look for work (and thus were not counted officially as unemployed).
Taking all these numbers and categories into account, it turns out that the percentage of poor people who
“really could work if they wanted to” is rather miniscule, and the common belief that they “really could work if
they wanted to” is nothing more than a myth.

People Making a Difference

Feeding “Motel Kids" Near Disneyland
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Just blocks from Disneyland in Anaheim, California, more than 1,000 families live in cheap motels
frequently used by drug dealers and prostitutes. Because they cannot afford the deposit for an
apartment, the motels are their only alternative to homelessness. As Bruno Serato, a local Italian
restaurant owner, observed, “Some people are stuck, they have no money. They need to live in that
room. They've lost everything they have. They have no other choice. No choice.”

Serato learned about these families back in 2005, when he saw a boy at the local Boys & Girls Club
eating a bag of potato chips as his only food for dinner. He was told that the boy lived with his family in
a motel and that the Boys & Girls Club had a “motel kids” program that drove children in vans after
school to their motels. Although the children got free breakfast and lunch at school, they often went
hungry at night. Serato soon began serving pasta dinners to some seventy children at the club every
evening, a number that had grown by spring 2011 to almost three hundred children nightly. Serato also
pays to have the children transported to the club for their dinners, and he estimates that the food and
transportation cost him about $2,000 monthly. His program had served more than 300,000 pasta
dinners to motel kids by 2011.

Two of the children who eat Serato’s pasta are Carlos and Anthony Gomez, 12, who live in a motel
room with the other members of their family. Their father was grateful for the pasta: “I no longer worry
as much, about them [coming home] and there being no food. | know that they eat over there at [the]
Boys & Girls Club.”

Bruno Serato is merely happy to be helping out. “They're customers,” he explains. “My favorite
customers” (Toner, 2011).

For more information about Bruno Serato's efforts, visit his charity site at

https:/mwww.chefbrunoserato.com/about/

Key Takeaways

Although people of color have higher poverty rates than non-Latino whites, the most typical
poor person in the United States is non-Latino white.

The US childhood poverty rate is the highest of all Western democracies.

Labor force participation data indicate that the belief that poor people lack motivation to work
is in fact a myth.

For Your Review

1. Why do you think the majority of Americans assume poor people lack the motivation to work?
2. Explain to a friend how labor force participation data indicate that it is inaccurate to think that
poor people lack the motivation to work.
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14. Explaining Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Describe the assumptions of the functionalist and conflict views of stratification and of poverty.
2. Explain the focus of symbolic interactionist work on poverty.
3. Understand the difference between the individualist and structural explanations of poverty.

Why does poverty exist, and why and how do poor people end up being poor? The sociological perspectives
introduced in the prior chapter about social problems provides some possible answers to these questions
through their attempt to explain why American society is stratified—that is, why it has a range of wealth
ranging from the extremely wealthy to the extremely poor. We review what these perspectives say generally
about social stratification (rankings of people based on wealth and other resources a society values) before
turning to explanations focusing specifically on poverty.

In general, the functionalist perspective and conflict perspective both try to explain why social stratification
exists and endures, while the symbolic interactionist perspective discusses the differences that stratification
produces for everyday interaction. Table 2.2 “Theory Snapshot” summarizes these three approaches.

Table 2.2 Theory Snapshot

Theoretical

perspective Major assumptions

Stratification is necessary to induce people with special intelligence, knowledge, and skills to enter the

Functionalism ; ) . IO A !
most important occupations. For this reason, stratification is necessary and inevitable.

Conflict Stratification results from lack of opportunity and from discrimination and prejudice against the poor,
theory women, and people of color. It is neither necessary nor inevitable.
Symbolic

interactionism Stratification affects people's beliefs, lifestyles, daily interaction, and conceptions of themselves.
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The Functionalist View

As discussed earlier, functionalist theory assumes that society's structures and processes exist because they
serve important functions for society's stability and continuity. In line with this view, functionalist theorists
in sociology assume that stratification exists because it also serves important functions for society. This
explanation was developed more than sixty years ago by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (Davis & Moore,
1945) in the form of several logical assumptions that imply stratification is both necessary and inevitable. When
applied to American society, their assumptions would be as follows:

1. Some jobs are more important than other jobs. For example, the job of a brain surgeon is more
important than the job of shoe shining.

2. Some jobs require more skills and knowledge than other jobs. To stay with our example, it takes more
skills and knowledge to perform brain surgery than to shine shoes.

3. Relatively few people have the ability to acquire the skills and knowledge that are needed to do these
important, highly skilled jobs. Most of us would be able to do a decent job of shining shoes, but very few
of us would be able to become brain surgeons.

4. To encourage the people with the skills and knowledge to do the important, highly skilled jobs, society
must promise them higher incomes or other rewards. If this is true, some people automatically end up
higher in society’s ranking system than others, and stratification is thus necessary and inevitable.

To illustrate their assumptions, say we have a society where shining shoes and doing brain surgery both give
us incomes of $150,000 per year. (This example is very hypothetical, but please keep reading.) If you decide to
shine shoes, you can begin making this money at age 16, but if you decide to become a brain surgeon, you will
not start making this same amount until about age 35, as you must first go to college and medical school and
then acquire several more years of medical training. While you have spent nineteen additional years beyond age
16 getting this education and training and taking out tens of thousands of dollars in student loans, you could
have spent those years shining shoes and making $150,000 a year, or $2.85 million overall. Which job would you

choose?
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Functional theory argues that the promise of very high incomes is necessary to encourage talented

people to pursue important careers such as surgery. If physicians and shoe shiners made the same high

income, would enough people decide to become physicians?

Public Domain Images — CCO public domain.

As this example suggests, many people might not choose to become brain surgeons unless considerable
financial and other rewards awaited them. By extension, we might not have enough people filling society's
important jobs unless they know they will be similarly rewarded. If this is true, we must have stratification. And
if we must have stratification, then that means some people will have much less money than other people. If
stratification is inevitable, then, poverty is also inevitable. The functionalist view further implies that if people are
poor, it is because they do not have the ability to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary for the important,
high-paying jobs.

The functionalist view sounds very logical, but a few years after Davis and Moore published their theory, other
sociologists pointed out some serious problems in their argument (Tumin, 1953; Wrong, 1959).

First, it is difficult to compare the importance of many types of jobs. For example, which is more important,
doing brain surgery or mining coal? Although you might be tempted to answer with brain surgery, if no coal
were mined then much of our society could not function. In another example, which job is more important,
attorney or professor? (Be careful how you answer this onel)

Second, the functionalist explanation implies that the most important jobs have the highest incomes and the
least important jobs the lowest incomes, but many examples, including the ones just mentioned, counter this
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view. Coal miners make much less money than physicians, and professors, for better or worse, earn much less on
the average than lawyers. A professional athlete making millions of dollars a year earns many times the income
of the president of the United States, but who is more important to the nation? Elementary school teachers do
a very important job in our society, but their salaries are much lower than those of sports agents, advertising
executives, and many other people whose jobs are far less essential.

Third, the functionalist view assumes that people move up the economic ladder based on their abilities, skills,
knowledge, and, more generally, their merit. This implies that if they do not move up the ladder, they lack the
necessary merit. However, this view ignores the fact that much of our stratification stems from lack of equal
opportunity. As later chapters in this book discuss, because of their race, ethnicity, gender, and class standing
at birth, some people have less opportunity than others to acquire the skills and training they need to fill the
types of jobs addressed by the functionalist approach.

Finally, the functionalist explanation might make sense up to a point, but it does not justify the extremes of
wealth and poverty found in the United States and other nations. Even if we do have to promise higher incomes
to get enough people to become physicians, does that mean we also need the amount of poverty we have?
Do CEOs of corporations really need to make millions of dollars per year to get enough qualified people to
become CEOs? Do people take on a position as CEO or other high-paying job at least partly because of the
challenge, working conditions, and other positive aspects they offer? The functionalist view does not answer
these questions adequately.

One other line of functionalist thinking focuses more directly on poverty than generally on stratification. This
particular functionalist view provocatively argues that poverty exists because it serves certain positive functions
for our society. These functions include the following: (1) poor people do the work that other people do not want
to do; (2) the programs that help poor people provide a lot of jobs for the people employed by the programs; (3)
the poor purchase goods, such as day-old bread and used clothing, that other people do not wish to purchase,
and thus extend the economic value of these goods; and (4) the poor provide jobs for doctors, lawyers, teachers,
and other professionals who may not be competent enough to be employed in positions catering to wealthier
patients, clients, students, and so forth (Gans, 1972). Because poverty serves all these functions and more,
according to this argument, the middle and upper classes have a vested interested in neglecting poverty to
help ensure its continued existence.
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The Conflict View

Because he was born in a log cabin and later became president, Abraham Lincoln’s life epitomizes the

American Dream, which is the belief that people born into poverty can become successful through hard

work. The popularity of this belief leads many Americans to blame poor people for their poverty.

US Library of Congress - public domain.

Conflict theory’'s explanation of stratification draws on Karl Marx’s view of class societies and incorporates the
critique of the functionalist view just discussed. Many different explanations grounded in conflict theory exist,
but they all assume that stratification stems from a fundamental conflict between the needs and interests
of the powerful, or “haves,” in society and those of the weak, or “have-nots” (Kerbo, 2012). The former take
advantage of their position at the top of society to stay at the top, even if it means oppressing those at the
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bottom. At a minimum, they can heavily influence the law, the media, and other institutions in a way that
maintains society’s class structure.

In general, conflict theory attributes stratification and thus poverty to lack of opportunity from discrimination
and prejudice against the poor, women, and people of color. In this regard, it reflects one of the early critiques
of the functionalist view that the previous section outlined. To reiterate an earlier point, several of the remaining
chapters of this book discuss the various obstacles that make it difficult for the poor, women, and people of
color in the United States to move up the socioeconomic ladder and to otherwise enjoy healthy and productive
lives.

Symbolic Interactionism

Consistent with its micro orientation, symbolic interactionism tries to understand stratification and thus poverty
by looking at people’s interaction and understandings in their daily lives. Unlike the functionalist and conflict
views, it does not try to explain why we have stratification in the first place. Rather, it examines the differences
that stratification makes for people’s lifestyles and their interaction with other people.

Many detailed, insightful sociological books on the lives of the urban and rural poor reflect the symbolic
interactionist perspective (Anderson, 1999; C. M. Duncan, 2000; Liebow, 1993; Rank, 1994). These books focus
on different people in different places, but they all make very clear that the poor often lead lives of quiet
desperation and must find ways of coping with the fact of being poor. In these books, the consequences of
poverty discussed later in this chapter acquire a human face, and readers learn in great detail what it is like to
live in poverty on a daily basis.

Some classic journalistic accounts by authors not trained in the social sciences also present eloquent
descriptions of poor people’s lives (Bagdikian, 1964; Harrington, 1962). Writing in this tradition, a newspaper
columnist who grew up in poverty recently recalled, “I know the feel of thick calluses on the bottom of shoeless
feet. | know the bite of the cold breeze that slithers through a drafty house. | know the weight of constant worry
over not having enough to fill a belly or fight an illness...Poverty is brutal, consuming and unforgiving. It strikes
at the soul” (Blow, 2011).
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Sociological accounts of the poor provide a vivid portrait of what it is like to live in poverty on a daily basis.

Pixabay — CCO public domain.

On a more lighthearted note, examples of the symbolic interactionist framework are also seen in the many
literary works and films that portray the difficulties that the rich and poor have in interacting on the relatively
few occasions when they do interact. For example, in the film Pretty Woman, Richard Gere plays a rich
businessman who hires a prostitute, played by Julia Roberts, to accompany him to swank parties and other
affairs. Roberts has to buy a new wardrobe and learn how to dine and behave in these social settings, and much
of the film's humor and poignancy come from her awkwardness in learning the lifestyle of the rich.

Specific Explanations of Poverty

The functionalist and conflict views focus broadly on social stratification but only indirectly on poverty. When
poverty finally attracted national attention during the 1960s, scholars began to try specifically to understand
why poor people become poor and remain poor. Two competing explanations developed, with the basic debate
turning on whether poverty arises from problems either within the poor themselves or in the society in which
they live (Rank, 2011). The first type of explanation follows logically from the functional theory of stratification
and may be considered an individualistic explanation. The second type of explanation follows from conflict
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theory and is a structural explanation that focuses on problems in American society that produce poverty. Table

2.3 “Explanations of Poverty” summarizes these explanations.

Table 2.3 Explanations of Poverty

Explanation  Major assumptions

Poverty results from the fact that poor people lack the motivation to work and have certain beliefs and

Individualistic values that contribute to their poverty.

Structural Poverty results from problems in society that lead to a lack of opportunity and a lack of jobs.

It is critical to determine which explanation makes more sense because, as sociologist Theresa C. Davidson
(Davidson, 2009) observes, “beliefs about the causes of poverty shape attitudes toward the poor.” To be more
precise, the particular explanation that people favor affects their view of government efforts to help the poor.
Those who attribute poverty to problems in the larger society are much more likely than those who attribute
it to deficiencies among the poor to believe that the government should do more to help the poor (Bradley &
Cole, 2002). The explanation for poverty we favor presumably affects the amount of sympathy we have for the
poor, and our sympathy, or lack of sympathy, in turn affects our views about the government’s role in helping
the poor. With this backdrop in mind, what do the individualistic and structural explanations of poverty say?

Individualistic Explanation

According to the individualistic explanation, the poor have personal problems and deficiencies that are
responsible for their poverty. In the past, the poor were thought to be biologically inferior, a view that has
not entirely faded, but today the much more common belief is that they lack the ambition and motivation to
work hard and to achieve success. According to survey evidence, the majority of Americans share this belief
(Davidson, 2009). A more sophisticated version of this type of explanation is called the culture of poverty theory
(Banfield, 1974; Lewis, 1966; Murray, 2012). According to this theory, the poor generally have beliefs and values
that differ from those of the nonpoor and that doom them to continued poverty. For example, they are said to
be impulsive and to live for the present rather than the future.

Regardless of which version one might hold, the individualistic explanation is a blaming-the-victim approach.
Critics say this explanation ignores discrimination and other problems in American society and exaggerates
the degree to which the poor and nonpoor do in fact hold different values (Ehrenreich, 2012; Holland, 2011;
Schmidt, 2012). Regarding the latter point, they note that poor employed adults work more hours per week
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than wealthier adults and that poor parents interviewed in surveys value education for their children at least
as much as wealthier parents. These and other similarities in values and beliefs lead critics of the individualistic
explanation to conclude that poor people’s poverty cannot reasonably be said to result from a culture of poverty.

Structural Explanation

According to the second, structural explanation, which is a blaming-the-system approach, US poverty stems

from problems in American society that lead to a lack of equal opportunity and a lack of jobs. These problems
include (a) racial, ethnic, gender, and age discrimination; (b) lack of good schooling and adequate health
care; and (c) structural changes in the American economic system, such as the departure of manufacturing
companies from American cities in the 1980s and 1990s that led to the loss of thousands of jobs. These problems
help create a vicious cycle of poverty in which children of the poor are often fated to end up in poverty or near
poverty themselves as adults.

As Rank (Rank, 2011) summarizes this view, “American poverty is largely the result of failings at the economic
and political levels, rather than at the individual level..In contrast to [the individualistic] perspective, the basic
problem lies in a shortage of viable opportunities for all Americans.” Rank points out that the US economy
during the past few decades has created more low-paying and part-time jobs and jobs without benefits,
meaning that Americans increasingly find themselves in jobs that barely lift them out of poverty, if at all.
Sociologist Fred Block and colleagues share this critique of the individualistic perspective: “Most of our policies
incorrectly assume that people can avoid or overcome poverty through hard work alone. Yet this assumption
ignores the realities of our failing urban schools, increasing employment insecurities, and the lack of affordable
housing, health care, and child care. It ignores the fact that the American Dream is rapidly becoming
unattainable for an increasing number of Americans, whether employed or not” (Block, et. al., 2006).

Most sociologists favor the structural explanation. As later chapters in this book document, racial and ethnic
discrimination, lack of adequate schooling and health care, and other problems make it difficult to rise out of
poverty. On the other hand, some ethnographic research supports the individualistic explanation by showing
that the poor do have certain values and follow certain practices that augment their plight (Small, et. al., 2010).
For example, the poor have higher rates of cigarette smoking (34 percent of people with annual incomes
between $6,000 and $11,999 smoke, compared to only 13 percent of those with incomes $30,000 or greater
[Goszkowski, 2008]), which helps cause them to have more serious health problems.

Adopting an integrated perspective, some researchers say these values and practices are ultimately the result
of poverty itself (Small et, al., 2010). These scholars concede a culture of poverty does exist, but they also say it
exists because it helps the poor cope daily with the structural effects of being poor. If these effects lead to a
culture of poverty, they add, poverty then becomes self-perpetuating. If poverty is both cultural and structural
in origin, these scholars say, efforts to improve the lives of people in the “other America” must involve increased
structural opportunities for the poor and changes in some of their values and practices.
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Key Takeaways

According to the functionalist view, stratification is a necessary and inevitable consequence of
the need to use the promise of financial reward to encourage talented people to pursue
important jobs and careers.

According to conflict theory, stratification results from lack of opportunity and discrimination
against the poor and people of color.

According to symbolic interactionism, social class affects how people interact in everyday life
and how they view certain aspects of the social world.

The individualistic view attributes poverty to individual failings of poor people themselves, while
the structural view attributes poverty to problems in the larger society.

For Your Review

1. In explaining poverty in the United States, which view, individualist or structural, makes more
sense to you? Why?

2. Suppose you could wave a magic wand and invent a society where everyone had about the
same income no matter which job he or she performed. Do you think it would be difficult to
persuade enough people to become physicians or to pursue other important careers? Explain
your answer.
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15. The Consequences of Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Describe the family and housing problems associated with poverty.
2. Explain how poverty affects health and educational attainment.

Regardless of its causes, poverty has devastating consequences for the people who live in it. Much research
conducted and/or analyzed by scholars, government agencies, and nonprofit organizations has documented
the effects of poverty (and near poverty) on the lives of the poor (Lindsey, 2009; Moore, et. al., 2009; Ratcliffe &
McKernan, 2010; Sanders, 2011). Many of these studies focus on childhood poverty, and these studies make it very
clear that childhood poverty has lifelong consequences. In general, poor children are more likely to be poor as
adults, more likely to drop out of high school, more likely to become a teenaged parent, and more likely to have
employment problems. Although only 1 percent of children who are never poor end up being poor as young
adults, 32 percent of poor children become poor as young adults (Ratcliffe & McKernan, 2010).
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Poor children are more likely to have inadequate nutrition and to experience health, behavioral, and

cognitive problems.

Kelly Short — Poverty: “Damaged Child,” Oklahoma City, OK, USA, 1936. (Colorized). — CC BY-SA 2.0.

A recent study used government data to follow children born between 1968 and 1975 until they were ages 30
to 37 (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). The researchers compared individuals who lived in poverty in early childhood
to those whose families had incomes at least twice the poverty line in early childhood. Compared to the latter
group, adults who were poor in early childhood

had completed two fewer years of schooling on the average;

had incomes that were less than half of those earned by adults who had wealthier childhoods;
received $826 more annually in food stamps on the average;

were almost three times more likely to report being in poor health;

were twice as likely to have been arrested (males only); and

were five times as likely to have borne a child (females only).

We discuss some of the major specific consequences of poverty here and will return to them in later chapters.
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Family Problems

The poor are at greater risk for family problems, including divorce and domestic violence. A major reason for
many of the problems families experience is stress. Even in families that are not poor, running a household
can cause stress, children can cause stress, and paying the bills can cause stress. Families that are poor have
more stress because of their poverty, and the ordinary stresses of family life become even more intense in poor
families. The various kinds of family problems thus happen more commonly in poor families than in wealthier
families. Compounding this situation, when these problems occur, poor families have fewer resources than
wealthier families to deal with these problems.

Children and Our Future

Getting under Children’s Skin: The Biological Effects of Childhood Poverty

As the text discusses, childhood poverty often has lifelong consequences. Poor children are more
likely to be poor when they become adults, and they are at greater risk for antisocial behavior when
young, and for unemployment, criminal behavior, and other problems when they reach adolescence
and young adulthood.

According to growing evidence, one reason poverty has these consequences is that it has certain
neural effects on poor children that impair their cognitive abilities and thus their behavior and learning
potential. As Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011, p. 23) observe,
“Emerging research in neuroscience and developmental psychology suggests that poverty early in a
child’s life may be particularly harmful because the astonishingly rapid development of young
children’s brains leaves them sensitive (and vulnerable) to environmental conditions.”

In short, poverty can change the way the brain develops in young children. The major reason for this
effect is stress. Children growing up in poverty experience multiple stressful events: neighborhood
crime and drug use; divorce, parental conflict, and other family problems, including abuse and neglect
by their parents; parental financial problems and unemployment; physical and mental health problems
of one or more family members; and so forth. Their great levels of stress in turn affect their bodies in
certain harmful ways. As two poverty scholars note, “It's not just that poverty-induced stress is mentally
taxing. If it's experienced early enough in childhood, it can in fact get ‘under the skin’ and change the
way in which the body copes with the environment and the way in which the brain develops. These
deep, enduring, and sometimes irreversible physiological changes are the very human price of running
a high-poverty society” (Grusky & Wimer, 2011, p. 2).
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One way poverty gets “under children’s skin” is as follows (Evans, et. al., 2011). Poor children’s high
levels of stress produce unusually high levels of stress hormones such as cortisol and higher levels of
blood pressure. Because these high levels impair their neural development, their memory and
language development skills suffer. This result in turn affects their behavior and learning potential. For
other physiological reasons, high levels of stress also affect the immune system, so that poor children
are more likely to develop various illnesses during childhood and to have high blood pressure and other
health problems when they grow older, and cause other biological changes that make poor children
more likely to end up being obese and to have drug and alcohol problems.

The policy implications of the scientific research on childhood poverty are clear. As public health
scholar Jack P. Shonkoff (Shonkoff, 2011) explains, “Viewing this scientific evidence within a
biodevelopmental framework points to the particular importance of addressing the needs of our most
disadvantaged children at the earliest ages.” Duncan and Magnuson (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011) agree
that “greater policy attention should be given to remediating situations involving deep and persistent
poverty occurring early in childhood.” To reduce poverty's harmful physiological effects on children,
Skonkoff advocates efforts to promote strong, stable relationships among all members of poor families;
to improve the quality of the home and neighborhood physical environments in which poor children
grow; and to improve the nutrition of poor children. Duncan and Magnuson call for more generous
income transfers to poor families with young children and note that many European democracies
provide many kinds of support to such families. The recent scientific evidence on early childhood
poverty underscores the importance of doing everything possible to reduce the harmful effects of
poverty during the first few years of life.

Health, lllness, and Medical Care

The poor are also more likely to have many kinds of health problems, including infant mortality, earlier
adulthood mortality, and mental iliness, and they are also more likely to receive inadequate medical care. Poor
children are more likely to have inadequate nutrition and, partly for this reason, to suffer health, behavioral, and
cognitive problems. These problems in turn impair their ability to do well in school and land stable employment
as adults, helping to ensure that poverty will persist across generations. Many poor people are uninsured or
underinsured, at least until the US health-care reform legislation of 2010 takes full effect a few years from now,
and many have to visit health clinics that are overcrowded and understaffed.

It is unclear how much of poor people's worse health stems from their lack of money and lack of good health
care versus behavior such as smoking and eating unhealthy diets. It is also true that lack of wealth and health
care can contribute to less health lifestyles such as less exercise or living in food deserts where there is less
access to healthy food. Regardless of the exact reasons, however, the fact remains that poor health is a major
conseqguence of poverty. According to recent research, this fact means that poverty is responsible for almost
150,000 deaths annually, a figure about equal to the number of deaths from lung cancer (Bakalar, 2011).
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Education

Poor children typically go to rundown schools with inadequate facilities where they receive inadequate
schooling. They are much less likely than wealthier children to graduate from high school or to go to college.
Their lack of education in turn restricts them and their own children to poverty, once again helping to ensure a
vicious cycle of continuing poverty across generations. As the chapter about families explains, scholars debate
whether the poor school performance of poor children stems more from the inadequacy of their schools and
schooling versus their own poverty. Regardless of exactly why poor children are more likely to do poorly in
school and to have low educational attainment, these educational problems are another major consequence of
poverty.

Housing and Homelessness

The poor are, not surprisingly, more likely to be homeless than the nonpoor but also more likely to live in
dilapidated housing and unable to buy their own homes. Many poor families spend more than half their
income on rent, and they tend to live in poor neighborhoods that lack job opportunities, good schools, and
other features of modern life that wealthier people take for granted. The lack of adequate housing for the
poor remains a major national problem. Even worse is outright homelessness. An estimated 1.6 million people,
including more than 300,000 children, are homeless at least part of the year (Lee, et. al., 2010).

Crime and Victimization

The poor (and near poor) people account for the bulk of street crime perpetrators (homicide, robbery, burglary,
etc.), and bulk of victims. That chapter will outline several reasons for this dual connection between poverty
and street crime, but they include the deep frustration and stress of living in poverty and the fact that many
poor people live in high-crime neighborhoods. In such neighborhoods, children are more likely to grow up
under the influence of older peers who are already in gangs or otherwise committing crime, and people of any
age are more likely to become crime victims. Moreover, because poor and near-poor people are more likely to
commit street crime, they also comprise most of the people arrested for street crimes, convicted of street crime,
and imprisoned for street crime. Most of the more than 2 million people now in the nation’s prisons and jails
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come from poor or near-poor backgrounds. Criminal behavior and criminal victimization, then, are other major
consequences of poverty.

Lessons from Other Societies

Poverty and Poverty Policy in Other Western Democracies

To compare international poverty rates, scholars commmonly use a measure of the percentage of
households in a nation that receive less than half of the nation’s median household income after taxes
and cash transfers from the government. In data from the late 2000s, 17.3 percent of US households
lived in poverty as defined by this measure. By comparison, other Western democracies had the rates
depicted in the figure that follows. The average poverty rate of the nations in the figure excluding the
United States is 9.5 percent. The US rate is thus almost twice as high as the average for all the other
democracies.
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This graph illustrates the poverty rates in western democracies (i.e., the percentage of persons living
with less than half of the median household income) as of the late 2000s

Source: Data from Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (2011). Society
at a glance 2011: OECD social indicators.

Why is there so much more poverty in the United States than in its Western counterparts? Several
differences between the United States and the other nations stand out (Brady, 2009; Russell, 2011). First,
other Western nations have higher minimum wages and stronger labor unions than the United States
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has, and these lead to incomes that help push people above poverty. Second, these other nations
spend a much greater proportion of their gross domestic product on social expenditures (income
support and social services such as child-care subsidies and housing allowances) than does the United
States. As sociologist John Iceland (Iceland, 2006) notes, “Such countries often invest heavily in both
universal benefits, such as maternity leave, child care, and medical care, and in promoting work among
[poor] families..The United States, in comparison with other advanced nations, lacks national health
insurance, provides less publicly supported housing, and spends less on job training and job creation.”
Block and colleagues agree: “These other countries all take a more comprehensive government
approach to combating poverty, and they assume that it is caused by economic and structural factors
rather than bad behavior” (Block et, al., 2006).

The experience of the United Kingdom provides a striking contrast between the effectiveness of the
expansive approach used in other wealthy democracies and the inadequacy of the American approach.
In 1994, about 30 percent of British children lived in poverty; by 2009, that figure had fallen by more
than half to 12 percent. Meanwhile, the US 2009 child poverty rate, was almost 21 percent.

Britain used three strategies to reduce its child poverty rate and to help poor children and their
families in other ways. First, it induced more poor parents to work through a series of new measures,
including a national minimum wage higher than its US counterpart and various tax savings for low-
income workers. Because of these measures, the percentage of single parents who worked rose from
45 percent in 1997 to 57 percent in 2008. Second, Britain increased child welfare benefits regardless of
whether a parent worked. Third, it increased paid maternity leave from four months to nine months,
implemented two weeks of paid paternity leave, established universal preschool (which both helps
children’s cognitive abilities and makes it easier for parents to afford to work), increased child-care aid,
and made it possible for parents of young children to adjust their working hours to their parental
responsibilities (Waldfogel, 2010). While the British child poverty rate fell dramatically because of these
strategies, the US child poverty rate stagnated.

In short, the United States has so much more poverty than other democracies in part because it
spends so much less than they do on helping the poor. The United States certainly has the wealth to
follow their example, but it has chosen not to do so, and a high poverty rate is the unfortunate result. As
the Nobel laureate economist Paul Krugman (2006, p. A25) summarizes this lesson, “Government truly
can be a force for good. Decades of propaganda have conditioned many Americans to assume that
government is always incompetent...But the [British experience has] shown that a government that
seriously tries to reduce poverty can achieve a lot."

Key Takeaways

Poor people are more likely to have several kinds of family problems, including divorce and
family conflict.

Poor people are more likely to have several kinds of health problems.

Children growing up in poverty are less likely to graduate high school or go to college, and they
are more likely to commit street crime.
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For Your Review

1. Write a brief essay that summarizes the consequences of poverty.
2. Why do you think poor children are more likely to develop health problems?
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16. Global Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Describe where poor nations tend to be located.
2. Explain the difference between the modernization and dependency theories of poverty.
3. List some of the consequences of global poverty.

As serious as poverty is in the United States, poverty in much of the rest of the world is beyond comprehension
to the average American. Many of the world's poor live in such desperate circumstances that they would envy
the lives of poor Americans. Without at all meaning to minimize the plight of the American poor, this section
provides a brief look at the world’s poor and at the dimensions of global poverty

Global Inequality

The world has a few very rich nations and many very poor nations, and there is an enormous gulf between
these two extremes. If the world were one nation, its median annual income (at which half of the world's
population is below this income and half is above it) would be only $1,700 (Dikhanov, 2005). The richest fifth
of the world’s population would have three-fourths of the world's entire income, while the poorest fifth of the
world’'s population would have only 1.5 percent of the world's income, and the poorest two-fifths would have
only 5.0 percent of the world's income (Dikhanov, 2005). Reflecting this latter fact, these poorest two-fifths,
or about 2 billion people, live on less than $2 per day (United Nations Development Programme, 2009). As
Figure 2.5 “Global Income Distribution (Percentage of World Income Held by Each Fifth of World Population)”
illustrates, this distribution of income resembles a champagne glass.

Figure 2.5 Global Income Distribution
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Each Fifth of World Population)
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Source: Data from Dikhanov, Y. (2005). Trends in global income distribution, 1970-2000, and scenarios for

2015. New York, NY: United Nations Development Programme.

To understand global inequality, it is helpful to classify nations into a small number of categories based on
their degree of wealth or poverty, their level of industrialization and economic development, and related factors.
Over the decades, scholars and international organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank
have used various classification systems, or typologies. A popular typology today simply ranks nations into
groups called wealthy (or high-income) nations, middle-income nations, and poor (or low-income) nations,
based on measures such as gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (the total value of a nation’s goods and
services divided by its population). This typology has the advantage of emphasizing the most important variable
in global stratification: how much wealth a nation has. At the risk of being somewhat simplistic, the other
important differences among the world's nations all stem from their degree of wealth or poverty. Figure 2.6
“Global Stratification Map” depicts these three categories of nations (with the middle category divided into
upper-middle and lower-middle). As should be clear, whether a nation is wealthy, middle income, or poor is
heavily related to the continent on which it is found.

Figure 2.6 Global Stratification Map
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Measuring Global Poverty

THE WORLD BANK
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The World Bank has begun to emphasize vulnerability to poverty. Many people who are not officially poor
have a good chance of becoming poor within a year. Strategies to prevent this from happening are a

major focus of the World Bank.

Wikimedia Commons — CC BY-SA 2.0.

How do we know which nations are poor? A very common measure of global poverty was developed by the
World Bank, an international institution funded by wealthy nations that provides loans, grants, and other aid
to help poor and middle-income nations. Each year the World Bank publishes its World Development Report,
which provides statistics and other information on the economic and social well-being of the globe’s almost
two hundred nations. The World Bank puts the official global poverty line (which is considered a measure of
extreme poverty) at income under $1.25 per person per day, which amounts to about $456 yearly per person
or $1,825 for a family of four. According to this measure, 1.4 billion people, making up more than one-fifth of
the world'’s population and more than one-fourth of the population of developing (poor and middle-income)
nations, are poor. This level of poverty rises to 40 percent of South Asia and 51 percent of sub-Saharan Africa
(Haughton & Khandker, 2009).

In a new development, the World Bank has begun emphasizing the concept of vulnerability to poverty,

which refers to a significant probability that people who are not officially poor will become poor within the next
year. Determining vulnerability to poverty is important because it enables antipoverty strategies to be aimed at
those most at risk for sliding into poverty, with the hope of preventing them from doing so.

Vulnerability to poverty appears widespread; in several developing nations, about one-fourth of the
population is always poor, while almost one-third is vulnerable to poverty or is slipping into and out of poverty.
In these nations, more than half the population is always or sometimes poor. (Haughton & Khandker, 2009)
summiarize this situation: “As typically defined, vulnerability to poverty is more widespread than poverty itself. A
wide swathe of society risks poverty at some point of time; put another way, in most societies, only a relatively
modest portion of society may be considered as economically secure.”

Explaining Global Poverty

Explanations of global poverty parallel those of US poverty in their focus on individualistic versus structural
problems. One type of explanation takes an individualistic approach by, in effect, blaming the people in the
poorest nations for their own poverty, while a second explanation takes a structural approach in blaming the
plight of poor nations on their treatment by the richest ones. Table 2.4 “Theory Snapshot” summarizes the two

sets of explanations.
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Table 2.4 Theory Snapshot

Theory Major assumptions

Wealthy nations became wealthy because early on they were able to develop the necessary beliefs,
values, and practices for trade, industrialization, and rapid economic growth to occur. Poor nations
remained poor because they failed to develop these beliefs, values, and practices; instead, they
continued to follow traditional beliefs and practices that stymied industrial development and
modernization.

Modernization
theory

The poverty of poor nations stems from their colonization by European nations, which exploited the poor
Dependency  nations’ resources and either enslaved their populations or used them as cheap labor. The colonized
theory nations were thus unable to develop a professional and business class that would have enabled them to
enter the industrial age and to otherwise develop their economies.

Modernization Theory

The individualistic explanation is called modernization theory (Rostow, 1990). According to this theory, rich

nations became wealthy because early on they were able to develop the “correct” beliefs, values, and
practices—in short, the correct culture—for trade, industrialization, and rapid economic growth to occur. These
cultural traits include a willingness to work hard, to abandon tradition in favor of new ways of thinking and
doing things, and to adopt a future orientation rather than one focused on maintaining present conditions.
Thus Western European nations began to emerge several centuries ago as economic powers because their
populations adopted the kinds of values and practices just listed. In contrast, nations in other parts of the
world never became wealthy and remain poor today because they never developed the appropriate values
and practices. Instead, they continued to follow traditional beliefs and practices that stymied industrial
development and modernization.
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According to modernization theory, poor nations are poor because their people never developed values

such as an emphasis on hard work.

United Nations Photo — OLS Brings Support to Strained Medical Services — CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Modernization theory has much in commmon with the culture of poverty theory discussed earlier. It attributes
the poverty of poor nations to their failure to develop the “proper” beliefs, values, and practices necessary for
economic success both at the beginning of industrialization during the nineteenth century and in the two
centuries that have since transpired. Because modernization theory implies that people in poor nations do
not have the talent and ability to improve their lot, it may be considered a functionalist explanation of global
inequality.

Dependency Theory

The structural explanation for global stratification is called dependency theory, which may be considered a

conflict explanation of global inequality. Not surprisingly, this theory's views sharply challenge modernization
theory's assumptions (Packenham, 1992). Whereas modernization theory attributes global stratification to the
“wrong” cultural values and practices in poor nations, dependency theory blames global stratification on the
exploitation of these nations by wealthy nations. According to this view, poor nations never got the chance
to pursue economic growth because early on they were conquered and colonized by European ones. The
European nations stole the poor nations’' resources and either enslaved their populations or used them as
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cheap labor. They installed their own governments and often prevented the local populace from getting a good
education. As a result, the colonized nations were unable to develop a professional and business class that
would have enabled them to enter the industrial age and to otherwise develop their economies. Along the
way, wealthy nations sold their own goods to colonized nations and forced them to run up enormous debt that
continues to amount today.

In today's world, huge multinational corporations continue to exploit the labor and resources of the poorest
nations, say dependency theorists. These corporations run sweatshops in many nations, in which workers toil
in inhumane conditions at extremely low wages (Sluiter, 2009). Often the corporations work hand-in-hand with
corrupt officials in the poor nations to strengthen their economic stake in the countries.

Comparing the Theories

Which makes more sense, modernization theory or dependency theory? As with many theories, both make
sense to some degree, but both have their faults. Modernization theory places too much blame on poor
nations for their own poverty and ignores the long history of exploitation of poor nations by rich nations and
multinational corporations alike. For its part, dependency theory cannot explain why some of the poorest
countries are poor even though they were never European colonies; neither can it explain why some former
colonies such as Hong Kong have been able to attain enough economic growth to leave the rank of the poorest
nations. Together, both theories help us understand the reasons for global stratification, but most sociologists
would probably favor dependency theory because of its emphasis on structural factors in the world's historic
and current economy.

The Lives of the World's Poor

Poor nations are the least industrialized and most agricultural of all the world's countries. They consist primarily
of nations in Africa and parts of Asia and constitute roughly half of the world's population. Many of these nations
rely heavily on one or two crops, and if weather conditions render a crop unproductive in a particular season, the
nations’ hungry become even hungrier. By the same token, if economic conditions reduce the price of a crop
or other natural resource, the income from exports of these commodities plummets, and these already poor
nations become even poorer.
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People in poor nations live in the most miserable conditions possible.

United Nations Photo — Maslakh Camp for Displaced, Afghanistan — CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

By any standard, the more than 1.4 billion people in poor nations live a desperate existence in the most
miserable conditions possible. They suffer from AIDS and other deadly diseases, live on the edge of starvation,
and lack indoor plumbing, electricity, and other modern conveniences that most Americans take for granted.
Most of us have seen unforgettable photos or video footage of African children with stick-thin limbs and
distended stomachs reflecting severe malnutrition.

It would be nice if these images were merely fiction, but unfortunately they are far too real. AIDS, malaria,
starvation, and other deadly diseases are commmon. Many children die before reaching adolescence, and many
adults die before reaching what in the richest nations would be considered middle age. Many people in the
poorest nations are illiterate, and a college education remains as foreign to them as their way of life would
be to us. The images of the world's poor that we see in television news reports or in film documentaries fade
quickly from our minds. Meanwhile, millions of people on our planet die every year because they do not have
enough to eat, because they lack access to clean water or adequate sanitation, or because they lack access
to medicine that is found in every CVS, Rite Aid, and Walgreens in the United States. We now examine some
specific dimensions and consequences of global poverty.

Life Expectancy

When we look around the world, we see that global poverty is literally a matter of life and death. The clearest
evidence of this fact comes from data on life expectancy, or the average number of years that a nation’s citizens
can be expected to live. Life expectancy certainly differs within each nation, with some people dying younger
and others dying older, but poverty and related conditions affect a nation’s overall life expectancy to a startling
degree.
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Figure 2.7 Average Life Expectancy
across the Globe (Years)
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Source: Adapted from Global Education Project. (2004). Human conditions: World life expectancy map.

Retrieved from http:/www.theglobaleducationproject.org/earth/human-conditions.php.

Figure 2.7 “Average Life Expectancy across the Globe (Years)". Life
expectancy is highest in North America, Western Europe, and certain other regions of the world and lowest in

A map of global life expectancy appears in

Africa and South Asia, where life expectancy in many nations is some 30 years shorter than in other regions.
Another way of visualizing the relationship between global poverty and life expectancy appears in Figure 2.8
“Global Poverty and Life Expectancy, 2006", which depicts average life expectancy for wealthy nations, upper-
middle-income nations, lower-middle-income nations, and poor nations. Men in wealthy nations can expect
to live 76 years on average, compared to only 56 in poor nations; women in wealthy nations can expect to live
82 years, compared to only 58 in poor nations. Life expectancy in poor nations is thus 20 and 24 years lower,
respectively, for the two sexes.

Figure 2.8 Global Poverty and Life Expectancy, 2006
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Child Mortality

A key contributor to life expectancy and also a significant consequence of global poverty in its own right is child
mortality, the number of children who die before age 5 per 1,000 children. As Figure 2.9 “Global Poverty and

Child Mortality, 2006" shows, the rate of child mortality in poor nations is 135 per 1,000 children, meaning that

13.5 percent of all children in these nations die before age 5. In a few African nations, child mortality exceeds 200
per 1,000. In contrast, the rate in wealthy nations is only 7 per 1,000. Children in poor nations are thus about 19
times (13.5 + 0.7) more likely to die before age 5 than children in wealthy nations.

Figure 2.9 Global Poverty and Child
Mortality, 2006
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Sanitation and Clean Water

Two other important indicators of a nation’s health are access to adequate sanitation (disposal of human waste)
and access to clean water. When people lack adequate sanitation and clean water, they are at much greater
risk for life-threatening diarrhea, serious infectious diseases such as cholera and typhoid, and parasitic diseases
such as schistosomiasis (World Health Organization, 2010). About 2.4 billion people around the world, almost all
of them in poor and middle-income nations, do not have adequate sanitation, and more than 2 million, most of
them children, die annually from diarrhea. More than 40 million people worldwide, almost all of them again in
poor and middle-income nations, suffer from a parasitic infection caused by flatworms.

As Figure 210 “Global Stratification and Access to Adequate Sanitation, 2006” and Figure 2.11 “Global
Stratification and Access to Clean Water, 2006” show, access to adeguate sanitation and clean water is strongly

related to national wealth. Poor nations are much less likely than wealthier nations to have adequate access to
both sanitation and clean water. Adequate sanitation is virtually universal in wealthy nations but is available to
only 38 percent of people in poor nations. Clean water is also nearly universal in wealthy nations but is available
to only 67 percent of people in poor nations.

Figure 2.10 Global Stratification and
Access to Adequate Sanitation, 2006
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Figure 2.11 Global Stratification and Access to Clean
Water, 2006
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Malnutrition

About one-fifth of the population of poor nations, about 800 million individuals, are malnourished.

Dr. Lyle Conrad at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention- |D# 6874 — public domain.

Another health indicator is malnutrition. This problem is caused by a lack of good food combined with
infections and diseases such as diarrhea that sap the body of essential nutrients. About one-fifth of the
population of poor nations, or about 800 million individuals, are malnourished; looking just at children, in
developing nations more than one-fourth of children under age 5, or about 150 million altogether, are
underweight. Half of all these children live in only three nations: Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan; almost half
the children in these and other South Asian nations are underweight. Children who are malnourished are at
much greater risk for fat and muscle loss, brain damage, blindness, and death; perhaps you have seen video
footage of children in Africa or South Asia who are so starved that they look like skeletons. Not surprisingly,
child malnutrition contributes heavily to the extremely high rates of child mortality that we just examined and
is estimated to be responsible for more than 5 million deaths of children annually (United Nations Children’s
Fund [UNICEF], 2006; World Health Organization, 2010).
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Adult Literacy

Moving from the area of health, a final indicator of human development is adult literacy, the percentage of
people 15 and older who can read and write a simple sentence. Once again we see that people in poor and
middle-income nations are far worse off (see Figure 2.12 “Global Poverty and Adult Literacy, 2008"). In poor
nations, only about 69 percent of adults 15 and older can read and write a simple sentence. The high rate of
illiteracy in poor nations not only reflects their poverty but also contributes to it, as people who cannot read and

write are obviously at a huge disadvantage in the labor market.

Figure 2.12 Global Poverty and Adult
Literacy, 2008
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Source: Data from World Bank. (2010). Health nutrition and population statistics. Retrieved from

http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do.
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Applying Social Research

Unintended Consequences of Welfare Reform

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) was a major government program to help the poor
from the 1930s to the 1960s. Under this program, states allocated federal money to provide cash
payments to poor families with children. Although the program was heavily criticized for allegedly
providing an incentive to poor mothers both to have more children and to not join the workforce,
research studies found little or no basis for this criticism. Still, many politicians and much of the public
accepted the criticism as true, and AFDC became so unpopular that it was replaced in 1997 by a new
program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which is still a major program today.

TANF is more restrictive in many respects than AFDC was. In particular, it limits the amount of time a
poor family can receive federal funds to five years, and allows states to impose a shorter duration for
funding, which many have done. In addition, it requires single parents in families receiving TANF funds
to work at least thirty hours a week (or twenty hours a week if they have a child under the age of 6) and
two parents to work at least thirty-five hours per week combined. In most states, going to school to
obtain a degree does not count as the equivalent of working and thus does not make a parent eligible
for TANF payments. Only short-term programs or workshops to develop job skills qualify.

Did welfare reform involving TANF work? Many adults formerly on AFDC found jobs, TANF payments
nationwide have been much lower than AFDC payments, and many fewer families receive TANF
payments than used to receive AFDC payments. All these facts lead many observers to hail TANF as a
successful program. However, sociologists and other scholars who study TANF families say the numbers
are misleading because poor families have in effect been excluded from TANF funding because of its
strict requirements. The reduced payments and lower number of funded families indicate the failure of
TANF, they say, not its success.

Several problems explain why TANF has had these unintended consequences. First, many families are
poor for many more than five years, and the five-year time limit under TANF means that they receive
financial help for only some of the years they live in poverty. Second, because the federal and state
governments provide relatively little financial aid for child care, many parents simply cannot afford to
work, and if they don’t work, they lose their TANF payments. Third, jobs are certainly difficult to find,
especially if, as is typical, a poor parent has relatively little education and few job skills, and if parents
cannot find a job, they again lose their TANF payments. Fourth, many parents cannot work because
they have physical or mental health problems or because they are taking care of a family member or
friend with a health problem; these parents, too, become ineligible for TANF payments.

Sociologist Lorna Rivera put a human face to these problems in a study of fifty poor women in
Boston, Massachusetts. She lived among them, interviewed them individually, and conducted focus
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groups. She found that TANF worsened the situation of these women for the reasons just stated, and
concluded that welfare reform left these and other poor women “uneducated, underemployed,
underpaid, and unable to effectively move themselves and their families forward.”

Ironically, some studies suggest that welfare reform impaired the health of black women for several
reasons. Many ended up with jobs with long bus cormmutes and odd hours, leading to sleep deprivation
and less time for medical visits. Many of these new workers also suddenly had to struggle to find
affordable day care for their children. These problems are thought to have increased their stress levels
and, in turn, harmed their health.

The research by social scientists on the effects of TANF reveals that the United States took a large step
backward when it passed welfare reform in the 1990s. Far from reducing poverty, welfare reform only
worsened it. This research underscores the need for the United States to develop better strategies for
reducing poverty similar to those used by other Western democracies, as discussed in the Note 2.19
“Lessons from Other Societies” box in this chapter.

Sources: (Blitstein, 2009; Mink, 2008; Parrott & Sherman, 2008; Rivera, 2008)

Key Takeaways

People in poor nations live in the worst conditions possible. Deadly diseases are common, and
many children die before reaching adolescence.

According to the modernization theory, rich nations became rich because their peoples
possessed certain values, beliefs, and practices that helped them become wealthy. Conversely,
poor nations remained poor because their peoples did not possess these values, beliefs, and
practices.

According to the dependency theory, poor nations have remained poor because they have been
exploited by rich nations and by multinational corporations.

For Your Review

1. Considering all the ways in which poor nations fare much worse than wealthy nations, which
one seems to you to be the most important problem that poor nations experience? Explain your
answer.

2. Which theory of global poverty, modernization or dependency, makes more sense to you?
Why?
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17. Reducing Poverty

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Explain why the United States neglects its poor.
2. List any three potentially promising strategies to reduce US poverty.
3. Describe how to reduce global poverty from a sociological perspective.

As this chapter noted at the outset, the United States greatly reduced poverty during the 1960s through a series
of programs and policies that composed the so-called war on poverty. You saw evidence of the success of the
war on poverty when the poverty rate declined from 22.2 percent in 1960 to a low of 11.1 percent in 1973 before
fluctuating from year to year and then rising since 2000. We have seen that other democracies have much
lower poverty rates than the United States because, as many scholars believe, they have better funded and more
extensive programs to help their poor (Brady, 2009; Russell, 2011).

The lessons from the 1960s’ war on poverty and the experience of other democracies are clear: It is very
possible to reduce poverty if, and only if, a nation is willing to fund and implement appropriate programs
and policies that address the causes of poverty and that help the poor deal with the immediate and ongoing
difficulties they experience.

A major reason that the US poverty rate reached its low in 1973 and never went lower during the past four
decades is that the United States retreated from its war on poverty by cutting back on the programs and
services it had provided during that good war (Soss, et. al., 2007). Another major reason is that changes in the
national economy during the past few decades have meant that well-paying manufacturing jobs have been
replaced by low-paying service jobs with fewer benefits (Wilson, 2010). Yet this has also happened in other
democracies, and their poverty rates remain lower than the US rate because, unlike the United States, they have
continued to try to help their poor rather than neglect them.

Why does the United States neglect its poor? Many scholars attribute this neglect to the fact that many
citizens and politicians think the poor are poor because of their own failings. As summarized by sociologist Mark
R. Rank (Rank, 2011), these failings include “not working hard enough, failure to acquire sufficient skills, or just
making bad decisions.” By thus blaming the poor for their fate, citizens and politicians think the poor do not
deserve to have the US government help them, and so the government does not help, or at least not nearly
as much as other democracies do. We have seen that the facts do not support the myth that the poor lack
motivation to work, but that does not lessen the blame given the poor for being poor.

To renew the US effort to help the poor, it is essential that the actual facts about poverty become better
known so that a fundamental shift in thinking about poverty and the poor can occur. Rank (Rank, 2011) says that
one aspect of this shift must include the recognition, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, that “poverty
affects us all” because it costs so many tax dollars to help the poor and because a majority of the public can
expect to be poor or near poor at some point in their lives. A second aspect of this shift in thinking, adds Rank,
is the recognition (following a blaming-the-system approach) that poverty stems much more from the lack
of opportunity, lack of jobs, declining government help for the poor, and other structural failings of American
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society than from individual failings of the poor themselves. A third aspect of this shift in thinking, he concludes,
is that poverty must become seen as a “moral problem” and as “an injustice of a substantial magnitude” (Rank,
2011). As he forcefully argues, “Something is seriously wrong when we find that, in a country with the most
abundant resources in the world, there are children without enough to eat, families who cannot afford health
care, and people sleeping on the streets for lack of shelter” (Rank, 2011). This situation, he says, must become
seen as a “moral outrage” (Rank, 2011).

Sociologist Joe Soss (Soss, 2011) argues that a change in thinking is not enough for a renewed antipoverty
effort to occur. What is needed, he says, is political protest and other political activity by the poor and on behalf
of the poor. Soss notes that “political conflict and mass mobilization played key roles” in providing the impetus
for social-welfare programs in the 1930s and 1960s in the United States, and he adds that the lower poverty
rates of Western European democracies “are products of labor movements, unions, and parties that mobilized
workers to demand more adequate social supports.” These twin histories lead Soss to conclude that the United
States will not increase its antipoverty efforts unless a new wave of political activity by and on behalf of the
poor arises. As he argues, “History suggests that major antipoverty victories can be achieved. But they won't be
achieved by good will and smart ideas alone. They'll be won politically, when people—in poor commmunities, in
advocacy groups, in government, in the academy, and elsewhere—mobilize to advance antipoverty agendas in
ways that make politics as usual untenable.”

Antipoverty Programs and Policies
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To help reduce poverty, it is essential to help poor parents pay for child care.

Herald Post — Family Child Care - CC BY-NC 2.0.

If a renewed antipoverty effort does occur for whatever reason, what types of programs and policies show
promise for effectively reducing poverty? Here a sociological vision is essential. It is easy to understand why
the hungry schoolchildren described in the news story that began this chapter might be going without food
during a very faltering national economy. Yet a sociological understanding of poverty emphasizes its structural
basis in bad times and good times alike. Poverty is rooted in social and economic problems of the larger society
rather than in the lack of willpower, laziness, or other moral failings of poor individuals themselves. Individuals
born into poverty suffer from a lack of opportunity from their first months up through adulthood, and poverty
becomes a self-perpetuating, vicious cycle. To the extent a culture of poverty might exist, it is best seen as a
logical and perhaps even inevitable outcome of, and adaptation to, the problem of being poor and not the
primary force driving poverty itself.

This sort of understanding suggests that efforts to reduce poverty must address first and foremost the
structural basis for poverty while not ignoring certain beliefs and practices of the poor that also make a
difference. An extensive literature on poverty policy outlines many types of policies and programs that follow
this dual approach (Cancian & Danziger, 2009; Greenberg, et. al.,, 2007; Iceland, 2006; Lindsey, 2009; Moore
et al, 2009; Rank, 2004). If these were fully adopted, funded, and implemented, as they are in many other
democracies, they would offer great promise for reducing poverty. As two poverty experts recently wrote, “We
are optimistic that poverty can be reduced significantly in the long term if the public and policymakers can
muster the political will to pursue a range of promising antipoverty policies” (M. Cancian & S. Danziger, 2009,
p. 32).1 Although a full discussion of these policies is beyond the scope of this chapter, the following measures
are commonly cited as holding strong potential for reducing poverty, and they are found in varying degrees in
other Western democracies:

1. Adopt a national “full employment” policy for the poor, involving federally funded job training and public
works programs, and increase the minimum wage so that individuals working full-time will earn enough
to lift their families out of poverty.

2. Increase federal aid for the working poor, including higher earned income credits and child-care subsidies
for those with children.

3. Establish well-funded early childhood intervention programs, including home visitations by trained
professionals, for poor families.

4. Provide poor families with enough income to enable them to pay for food and housing.

5. Increase the supply of affordable housing.

6. Improve the schools that poor children attend and the schooling they receive and expand early childhood
education programs for poor children.

7. Provide better nutrition and health services for poor families with young children.

8. Establish universal health insurance.

9. Increase Pell Grants and other financial aid for higher education.

1. Cancian, M., & Danziger, S. H. (2009). Changing poverty, changing policies. New York, NY: Russell Sage
Foundation.

162 | Reducing Poverty


https://www.flickr.com/photos/heraldpost/4327720610/

Global Poverty

Years of international aid to poor nations have helped them somewhat, but, as this chapter has shown, their
situation remains dire. International aid experts acknowledge that efforts to achieve economic growth in poor
nations have largely failed, but they disagree why this is so and what alternative strategies may prove more

successful (Cohen & Easterly, 2009).2

One very promising trend has been a switch from macro efforts focusing
on infrastructure problems and on social institutions, such as the schools, to micro efforts, such as providing
cash payments or small loans directly to poor people in poor nations (a practice called microfinancing) and
giving them bed nets to prevent mosquito bites (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Hanlon, Barrientos, & Hulme, 2010;
Karlan & Appel, 2011).3 However, the evidence on the success of these efforts is mixed (Bennett, 2009; The
Economist, 2010).  Much more to help the world’s poor certainly needs to be done.

In this regard, sociology’s structural approach is in line with dependency theory and suggests that global
stratification results from the history of colonialism and from continuing exploitation today of poor nations’
resources by wealthy nations and multinational corporations. To the extent such exploitation exists, global
poverty will lessen if and only if this exploitation lessens. A sociological approach also emphasizes the role
that class, gender, and ethnic inequality play in perpetuating global poverty. For global poverty to be reduced,
gender and ethnic inequality must be reduced.

Writers Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn (2010
poverty of women. We have already seen one reason this emphasis makes sense: women are much worse

)5 emphasize the need to focus efforts to reduce global
off than men in poor nations in many ways, so helping them is crucial for both economic and humanitarian
reasons. An additional reason is especially illuminating: When women in poor nations acquire extra money,
they typically spend it on food, clothing, and medicine, essentials for their families. However, when men in poor
nations acquire extra money, they often spend it on alcohol, tobacco, and gambling. This gender difference
might sound like a stereotype, but it does indicate that aid to women will help in many ways, while aid to men
might be less effective and often even wasted.

Key Takeaways

According to some sociologists, a change in thinking about poverty and the poor and political

. Cohen, J,, & Easterly, W. (Eds.). (2009). What works in development? Thinking big and thinking small.
Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.

. Banerjee, A. V., & Duflo, E. (2011). Poor economics: A radical rethinking of the way to fight global poverty. New
York, NY: PublicAffairs; Hanlon, J.,, Barrientos, A., & Hulme, D. (2010). Just give money to the poor: The
development revolution from the global south. Sterling, VA: Kumarian Press; Karlan, D., & Appel, J. (2011). More
than good intentions: How a new economics is helping to solve global poverty. New York, NY: Dutton.

. Bennett, D. (2009, September 20). Small change. The Boston Globe. Retrieved from http://www.boston.com/

bostonglobe/ideas/articles/2009/09/20/small_change_does_microlending_actually_fight_poverty/; The
Economist. (2010). A better mattress. The Economist, 394(8673), 75-76.

. Kristoff, N. D., & WuDunn, S. (2010). Half the sky: Turning oppression into opportunity for women worldwide.
New York, NY: Vintage Books.
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action by and on behalf of the poor are necessary for a renewed effort to help poor Americans.
Potentially successful antipoverty programs and policies to help the US poor include expanding
their employment opportunities and providing them much greater amounts of financial and
other aid.
To help people in poor nations, gender and ethnic inequality must be addressed.

For Your Review

1. Write a brief essay summarizing the changes in thinking that some sociologists argue must
occur before a renewed effort to reduce poverty can take place.

2. Write a brief essay summarizing any four policies or programs that could potentially lower US
poverty.
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18. Section Summary

ANONYMOUS

Summary

1.

Poverty statistics are misleading in at least two ways. First, the way that poverty is measured is
inadequate for several reasons, and more accurate measures of poverty that have recently been
developed suggest that poverty is higher than the official poverty measure indicates. Second,
even if people live slightly above the poverty line, they are still living in very difficult circumstances
and are having trouble making ends meet.

Children, people of color, the South, and single-parent families headed by women have
especially high poverty rates. Despite what many Americans think, the most typical poor person is
white, and most poor people who are able to work outside the home in fact do work.

To explain social stratification and thus poverty, functionalist theory says that stratification is
necessary and inevitable because of the need to encourage people with the needed knowledge
and skills to decide to pursue the careers that are most important to society. Conflict theory says
stratification exists because of discrimination against, and blocked opportunities for, the have-
nots of society. Symbolic interactionist theory does not try to explain why stratification and
poverty exist, but it does attempt to understand the experience of being poor.

The individualistic explanation attributes poverty to individual failings of poor people
themselves, while the structuralist explanation attributes poverty to lack of jobs and lack of
opportunity in the larger society.

Poverty has serious consequences in many respects. Among other problems, poor children are
more likely to grow up to be poor, to have health problems, to commit street crime, and to have
lower levels of formal education.

The nations of the world differ dramatically in wealth and other resources, with the poorest
nations being found in Africa and parts of Asia.

Global poverty has a devastating impact on the lives of hundreds of millions of people
throughout the world. Poor nations have much higher rates of mortality and disease and lower
rates of literacy.

Modernization theory attributes global poverty to the failure of poor nations to develop the
necessary beliefs, values, and practices to achieve economic growth, while dependency theory
attributes global poverty to the colonization and exploitation by European nations of nations in
other parts of the world.

A sociological perspective suggests that poverty reduction in the United States and around the
world can occur if the structural causes of poverty are successfully addressed.
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Using What You Know

It is December 20, and you have just finished final exams. In two days, you will go home for winter
break and are looking forward to a couple weeks of eating, sleeping, and seeing your high school
friends. Your smartphone signals that someone has texted you. When you read the message, you see
that a friend is asking you to join her in serving a holiday supper on December 23 at a food pantry just a
few miles from your campus. If you do that, you will not be able to get home until two days after you
had been planning to arrive, and you will miss a big high school “reunion” party set for the night of the
twenty-third. What do you decide to do? Why?

What You Can Do

To help fight poverty and the effects of poverty, you may wish to do any of the following:

1. Contribute money to a local, state, or national organization that provides various kinds of aid to

the poor.
2. Volunteer at a local food pantry or homeless shelter.
3. Start a canned food or used clothing drive on your campus.
4. Write letters or send e-mails to local, state, and federal officials that encourage them to expand

antipoverty programs.
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PART VI

FAMILIES PAST AND PRESENT
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19. The Changing Family

ANONYMOUS

Social Problems in the News

“Help for Domestic Violence Victims Declining,” the headline said. In Georgia, donations and other
financial assistance to battered women'’s shelters were dwindling because of the faltering economy.
This decreased funding was forcing the shelters to cut back their hours and lay off employees. As Meg
Rogers, the head of a shelter with a six-month waiting list explained, “We are having to make some very
tough decisions.”

Reflecting her experience, shelters in Georgia had to turn away more than 2,600 women and their
children in the past year because of lack of space. Many women had to return to the men who were
abusing them. This situation troubled Rogers. “I think their safety is being compromised,” she said.
“They may go to the abuser’s family even if they don't go back to the abuser.” A domestic violence
survivor also worried about their fate and said she owed her own life to a women's shelter: “I love them
to this day and I'm alive because of them.”

Source: Simmons, 2011

Once upon a time, domestic violence did not exist, or so the popular television shows of the 1950s would have
had us believe. Neither did single-parent households, gay couples, interracial couples, mothers working outside
the home, heterosexual spouses deciding not to have children, or other family forms and situations that are
increasingly common today. Domestic violence existed, of course, but it was not something that television
shows and other popular media back then depicted. The other family forms and situations also existed to some
degree but have become much more common today.
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Families shown in today’s television shows are very different from the traditional family depicted

in popular television shows of the 1950s. Television families from the 1950s consisted of two
heterosexual parents, with the father working outside the home and the mother staying at home

with two or more wholesome children.

The Bees Knees Daily — Cast photo of the Cleaver Family from “Leave It To Beaver” - CC BY-NC-SA
2.0.

The 1950s gave us Leave It to Beaver and other television shows that depicted loving, happy, “traditional”
families living in the suburbs. The father worked outside the home, the mother stayed at home to take care
of the kids and do housework, and their children were wholesome youngsters who rarely got into trouble and
certainly did not use drugs or have sex. Today we have ABC's Modern Family, which features one traditional
family (two heterosexual parents and their three children) and two nontraditional families (one with an older
white man and a younger Latina woman and her child, and another with two gay men and their adopted
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child). Many other television shows today and in recent decades have featured divorced couples or individuals,
domestic violence, and teenagers doing drugs or committing crime.

In the real world, we hear that parents are too busy working at their jobs to raise their kids properly. We hear
of domestic violence as in the story from Georgia at the start of this chapter. We hear of kids living without
fathers, because their parents are divorced or never were married in the first place. We hear of young people
having babies, using drugs, and committing violence. We hear that the breakdown of the nuclear family, the
entrance of women into the labor force, and the growth of single-parent households are responsible for these
problems. Some observers urge women to work only part-time or not at all so they can spend more time with
their children. Some yearn wistfully for a return to the 1950s, when everything seemed so much easier and
better. Children had what they needed back then: one parent to earn the money, and another parent to take
care of them full time until they started kindergarten, when this parent would be there for them when they
came home from school.

Families have indeed changed, but this yearning for the 1950s falls into what historian Stephanie Coontz
(2000) calls the “nostalgia trap.” The 1950s television shows did depict what some families were like back
then, but they failed to show what many other families were like. Moreover, the changes in families since that
time have probably not had all the harmful effects that many observers allege. Historical and cross-cultural
evidence even suggests that the Leave It to Beaver-style family of the 1950s was a relatively recent and atypical
phenomenon and that many other types of families can thrive just as well as the 1950s television families did.

This chapter expands on these points and looks at today's families and the changes they have undergone. It
also examines some of the controversies and problems now surrounding families and relationships.

References

Coontz, S. (2000). The way we never were: American families and the nostalgia trap. New York, NY: Basic Books.
Simmons, A. (2011, October 29). Help for domestic violence victims declining. The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution. Retrieved from http://www.ajc.com/news/crime/help-for-domestic-violence-1212373.html.

Licenses and Attributions
Open Content, Shared Previously
“The Changing Family “ by Anonymous, Social Problems: Continuity and Change is licensed under
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

The Changing Family | 173


http://www.ajc.com/news/crime/help-for-domestic-violence-1212373.html
https://open.lib.umn.edu/socialproblems/part/chapter-10-the-changing-family/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/socialproblems/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

20. Overview of the Family

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Describe why many children throughout history have not lived in a nuclear family.
2. Understand the status of the nuclear family in the United States since the colonial period.
3. Describe the major marriage and family arrangements in the United States today.

A family is a group of two or more people who are related by blood, marriage, adoption, or a mutual
commitment and who care for one another. Defined in this way, the family is universal or nearly universal: Some
form of the family has existed in every society, or nearly every society, that we know about (Starbuck, 2010). Yet
it is also true that many types of families have existed, and the cross-cultural and historical record indicates
that these different forms of the family can all “work™ They provide practical and emotional support for their
members and they socialize their children.

It is important to keep this last statement in mind, because Americans until the last few decades thought of
only one type of family, and that is the nuclear family: A married heterosexual couple and their young children
living by themselves under one roof. The nuclear family has existed in most societies with which scholars are
familiar. An extended family, which consists of parents, their children, and other relatives, has a nuclear family at
its core and was quite common in prehistoric societies. Many one-parent families begin as (two-parent) nuclear
families that dissolve upon divorce or separation or, more rarely, the death of one of the parents. In recent
decades, one-parent families have become more common in the United States because of divorce and births
out of wedlock, but they were actually very common throughout most of human history because many spouses
died early in life and because many babies were born out of wedlock.
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Although the nuclear family is a commmon family arrangement today, historically many children lived with

only one parent because spouses died early and many babies were born out of wedlock.

Wikimedia Commons — CC BY 2.0.

Although many prehistoric societies featured nuclear families, a few societies studied by anthropologists have
not had them. In these societies, a father does not live with a woman after she has his child and sees them
either irregularly or not at all. Despite the absence of a father and the lack of a nuclear family, this type of family
arrangement seems to have worked well in these societies. In particular, children are cared for and grow up to
be productive members of their societies (Smith, 1996).

These examples do not invalidate the fact that nuclear families are almost universal. But they do indicate
that the functions of the nuclear family can be achieved through other family arrangements. If that is true,
perhaps the oft-cited concern over the “breakdown” of the 1950s-style nuclear family in modern America is
at least sommewhat undeserved. As indicated by the examples just given, children can and do thrive without
two parents. To say this is meant neither to extol divorce, births out of wedlock, and fatherless families nor to
minimize the problems they may involve. Rather, it is meant simply to indicate that the nuclear family is not the
only viable form of family organization (Seccombe, 2012).

In fact, although nuclear families remain the norm in most societies, in practice they are something of a
historical rarity: Until about a century ago, many spouses died by their mid-forties, and many babies were
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born out of wedlock. In medieval Europe, for example, people died early from disease, malnutrition, and other
problems. One consequence of early mortality was that many children could expect to outlive at least one of
their parents and thus essentially were raised in one-parent families or in stepfamilies (Gottlieb, 1993).

During the American colonial period, different family types abounded, and the nuclear family was by no
means the only type (Coontz, 1995). Nomadic Native American groups had relatively small nuclear families, while
nonnomadic groups had larger extended families. Because nuclear families among African Americans slaves
were difficult to achieve, slaves adapted by developing extended families, adopting orphans, and taking in other
people not related by blood or marriage. Many European parents of colonial children died because average life
expectancy was only 45 years. The one-third to one-half of children who outlived at least one of their parents
lived in stepfamilies or with just their surviving parent. Mothers were so busy working the land and doing other
tasks that they devoted relatively little time to child care, which instead was entrusted to older children or
servants.

Moving much forward in US history, an important change in American families occurred during the 1940s
after World War Il ended. As men came home after serving in the military in Europe and Japan, books,
magazines, and newspapers exhorted women to have babies, and babies they did have: People got married
at younger ages and the birth rate soared, resulting in the now famous baby boom generation. Meanwhile,
divorce rates dropped. The national economy thrived as auto and other factory jobs multiplied, and many
families for the first time could dream of owning their own homes. Suburbs sprang up, and many families
moved to them. Many families during the 1950s did indeed fit the Leave It to Beaver model of the breadwinner-
homemaker suburban nuclear family. Following the Depression of the 1930s and the war of the 1940s, the 1950s
seemed an almost idyllic decade.

Even so, less than 60 percent of American children during the 1950s lived in breadwinner-nomemaker nuclear
families. Moreover, many lived in poverty, as the poverty rate then was almost twice as high as it is today.
Teenage pregnancy rates were about twice as high as today. Although not publicized back then, alcoholism
and violence in families were common. Historians have found that many women in this era were unhappy with
their hommemaker roles, Mrs. Cleaver (Beaver's mother) to the contrary, suffering from what Betty Friedan (1963)
famously called the “feminine mystique.”

During the 1960s and 1970s, women began to enter the labor force. They did so to increase their families’
incomes and to achieve greater self-fulfillment. More than 60 percent of married women with children under 6
years of age are now in the labor force, compared to less than 19 percent in 1960. At about the same time, divorce
rates increased for several reasons that we examine later in this chapter. Changes in the American family had
begun, and along with them various controversies and problems.

Marriage and the Family in the United
States Today

In the United States today, marriage remains an important institution. Only about 27 percent of all adults (18
or older) have never been married, 56 percent are currently married, 10 percent are divorced, and 6 percent are
widowed (see Figure 10.1 “Marital Status of the US Population 18 Years of Age or Older, 2010"). Thus 72 percent of
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American adults have been married, whether or not they are currently married. Because more than half of the
never-married people are under 30, it is fair to say that many of them will be getting married sometime in the
future. When we look just at people aged 45-54, about 87 percent are currently married or had been married
at some point in their lives. In a 2010 poll, only 5 percent of Americans under age 30 said they did not want to
get married (Luscombe, 2010). These figures all indicate that marriage continues to be an important ideal in
American life, even if not all marriages succeed. As one sociologist has said, “Getting married is a way to show
family and friends that you have a successful personal life. It's like the ultimate merit badge” (Luscombe, 2010).

Although marriage remains an important institution, two recent trends do suggest that its importance is
declining for some segments of the population (Cohn, Passel, Wang, & Livingston, 2011). First, although 71
percent of adults have been married, this figure represents a drop from 85 percent in 1960. Second, education
greatly affects whether we marry and stay married, and marriage is less coommon among people without a
college degree.

Figure 10.1 Marital Status of the
US Population 18 Years of Age
or Older, 2010

. Never Married

. Married
. Divorced

10.4% Ml widowed

56.4%

Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2012). Statistical abstract of the United

States: 2012. Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office. Retrieved from

http:/AMww.census.gov/compendia/statab.

Recent figures provide striking evidence of this relationship. Almost two-thirds (64 percent) of college
graduates are currently married, compared to less than half (47 percent) of high school graduates and high
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school dropouts combined. People with no more than a high school degree are less likely than college
graduates to marry at all, and they are more likely to get divorced, as we shall discuss again later, if they do
marry.

This difference in marriage rates worsens the financial situation that people with lower education already
face. As one observer noted, “As marriage increasingly becomes a phenomenon of the better-off and better-
educated, the incomes of two-earner married couples diverge more from those of struggling single adults”
(Marcus, 2011). One of the many consequences of this education gap in marriage is that the children of one-
parent households are less likely than those of two-parent households to graduate high school and to attend
college. In this manner, a parent’s low education helps to perpetuate low education among the parent’s
children.

The United States Compared to Other
Democracies

In several ways, the United States differs from other Western democracies in its view of marriage and in its
behavior involving marriage and other intimate relationships (Cherlin, 2010; Hull, Meier, & Ortyl, 2012). First,
Americans place more emphasis than their Western counterparts on the ideal of romantic love as a basis for
marriage and other intimate relationships and on the cultural importance of marriage. Second, the United
States has higher rates of marriage than other Western nations. Third, the United States also has higher rates
of divorce than other Western nations; for example, 42 percent of American marriages end in divorce after
fifteen years, compared to only 8 percent in Italy and Spain. Fourth, Americans are much more likely than
other Western citizens to remarry once they are divorced, to cohabit in short-term relationships, and, in general,
to move from one intimate relationship to another, a practice called serial monogamy. This practice leads to
instability that can have negative impacts on any children that may be involved and also on the adults involved.
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Americans place more emphasis than Europeans on the ideal of romantic love as the basis for marriage.

This emphasis helps account for why the United States has a higher divorce rate than many European

nations.

Ken Witherow - Digimem Studio Photo Shoot — CC BY 2.0.

The US emphasis on romantic love helps account for its high rates of marriage, divorce, and serial monogamy.
It leads people to want to be in an intimate relationship, marital or cohabiting. Then when couples get married
because they are in love, many quickly find that passionate romantic love can quickly fade; because their
expectations of romantic love were so high, they become more disenchanted once this happens and unhappy
in their marriage. As sociologist Andrew J. Cherlin (2010, p. 4) observes, “Americans are conflicted about lifelong
marriage: they value the stability and security of marriage, but they tend to believe that individuals who are
unhappy with their marriages should be allowed to end them.” Still, the ideal of romantic love persists even after
divorce, leading to remarriage and/or other intimate relationships.

Children and Families

The United States has about 36 million families with children under 18. About 70 percent of these are married-

Overview of the Family | 179


https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/14/2016/02/10.1.1.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/14/2016/02/10.1.1.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kenwitherow/15276787618/

couple families, while 30 percent (up from about 14 percent in the 1950s) are one-parent families. Most of these
latter families are headed by the mother (see Figure 10.2 “Family H holds with Children un

Age, 2010").

Figure 10.2 Family Households
with Children under 18 Years of
Age, 2010

. Married Couple

. Female Householder

. Male Householder

Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2012). Statistical abstract of the United

States: 2012. Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office. Retrieved from

http:/AMww.census.gov/compendia/statab.

The proportion of families with children under 18 that have only one parent varies significantly by race and
ethnicity: Latino and African American families are more likely than white and Asian American households to
have only one parent (see Figure 10.3 “Race, Ethnicity, and Percentage of Family Groups with Only One Parent,
2010"). Similarly, whereas 30 percent of all children do not live with both their biological parents, this figure,
too, varies by race and ethnicity: about 61 percent of African American children, 15 percent of Asian children, 33

percent of Latino children, and 23 percent of non-Latino white children.
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Figure 10.3 Race, Ethnicity, and Percentage of
Family Groups with Only One Parent, 2010
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Source: Data from US Census Bureau. (2012). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2012. Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office.

Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

We will discuss several other issues affecting children later in this chapter. But before we move on, it is worth
noting that children, despite all the joy and fulfillment they so often bring to parents, also tend to reduce
parents’ emotional well-being. As a recent review summarized the evidence, “Parents in the United States
experience depression and emotional distress more often than their childless adult counterparts. Parents of
young children report far more depression, emotional distress and other negative emotions than non-parents,
and parents of grown children have no better well-being than adults who never had children” (Simon, 2008, p.
47).

Children have these effects because raising them can be both stressful and expensive. Depending on
household income, the average child costs parents between $134,000 and $270,000 from birth until age 18.
College education obviously can cost tens of thousands of dollars beyond that. Robin W. Simon (2008) argues
that American parents’ stress would be reduced if the government provided better and more affordable day
care and after-school options, flexible work schedules, and tax credits for various parenting costs. She also thinks
that the expectations Americans have of the joy of parenthood are unrealistically positive and that parental
stress would be reduced if expectations became more realistic.

Key Takeaways

Although the nuclear family has been very commmon, many children throughout history have
not lived in a nuclear family, in part because a parent would die at an early age.

Most Americans eventually marry. This fact means that marriage remains an important ideal in
American life, even if not all marriages succeed.

About 30 percent of children live with only one parent, almost always their mother.
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For Your Review

1. Write a brief essay in which you describe the advantages and disadvantages of the 1950s-type
nuclear family in which the father works outside the home and the mother stays at home.

2.  The text notes that most people eventually marry. In view of the fact that so many marriages
end in divorce, why do you think that so many people continue to marry?

3. Some of the children who live only with their mothers were born out of wedlock. Do you think
the parents should have married for the sake of their child? Why or why not?
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21. Sociological Perspectives on the
Family

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objective

1. Summarize understandings of the family as presented by functional, conflict, and social
interactionist theories.

Sociological views on today's families and their problems generally fall into the functional, conflict, and social
interactionist approaches introduced previously in the “Sociological Perspectives on Social Problems” chapter.

Let's review these views, which are summarized in Table 10.1 “Theory Snapshot”.

Table 10.1 Theory Snapshot

Theoretical

perspective Major assumptions

The family performs several essential functions for society. It socializes children, it provides emotional
and practical support for its members, it helps regulate sexual activity and sexual reproduction, and it
provides its members with a social identity. Family problems stem from sudden or far-reaching changes
in the family's structure or processes; these problems threaten the family's stability and weaken society.

Functionalism

The family contributes to social inequality by reinforcing economic inequality and by reinforcing
patriarchy. Family problems stem from economic inequality and from patriarchal ideology. The family
can also be a source of conflict, including physical violence and emotional cruelty, for its own members.

Conflict
theory

The interaction of family members and intimate couples involves shared understandings of their
Symbolic situations. Wives and husbands have different styles of communication, and social class affects the
interactionism expectations that spouses have of their marriages and of each other. Family problems stem from
different understandings and expectations that spouses have of their marriage.
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Social Functions of the Family

Recall that the functional perspective emphasizes that social institutions perform several important functions
to help preserve social stability and otherwise keep a society working. A functional understanding of the family
thus stresses the ways in which the family as a social institution helps make society possible. As such, the family
performs several important functions.

First, the family is the primary unit for socializing children. No society is possible without adequate
socialization of its young. In most societies, the family is the major unit in which socialization happens. Parents,
siblings, and, if the family is extended rather than nuclear, other relatives all help socialize children from the

time they are born.

One of the most important functions of the family is the socialization of children. In most societies the

family is the major unit through which socialization occurs.

Colleen Kelly — Kids Playing Monopoly Chicago - CC BY 2.0.

Second, the family is ideally a major source of practical and emotional support for its members. It provides
them food, clothing, shelter, and other essentials, and it also provides them love, comfort, and help in times of
emotional distress, and other types of support.

Third, the family helps regulate sexual activity and sexual reproduction. All societies have norms governing
with whom and how often a person should have sex. The family is the major unit for teaching these norms and
the major unit through which sexual reproduction occurs. One reason for this is to ensure that infants have
adequate emotional and practical care when they are born.

Fourth, the family provides its members with a social identity. Children are born into their parents’ social class,
race and ethnicity, religion, and so forth. Some children have advantages throughout life because of the social
identity they acquire from their parents, while others face many obstacles because the social class or race/
ethnicity into which they are born is at the bottom of the social hierarchy.

Beyond discussing the family’s functions, the functional perspective on the family maintains that sudden or
far-reaching changes in conventional family structure and processes threaten the family's stability and thus
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that of society. For example, most sociology and marriage-and-family textbooks during the 1950s maintained
that the male breadwinner-female homemaker nuclear family was the best arrangement for children, as it
provided for a family’s economic and child-rearing needs. Any shift in this arrangement, they warned, would
harm children and, by extension, the family as a social institution and even society itself. Textbooks no longer
contain this warning, but many conservative observers continue to worry about the impact on children of
working mothers and one-parent families. We return to their concerns shortly.

The Family and Conflict

Conflict theorists agree that the family serves the important functions just listed, but they also point to
problems within the family that the functional perspective minimizes or overlooks altogether.

First, the family as a social institution contributes to social inequality. Because families pass along their
wealth to their children, and because families differ greatly in the amount of wealth they have, the family helps
reinforce existing inequality. As it developed through the centuries, and especially during industrialization, the
family also became more and more of a patriarchal unit (since men made money working in factories while
women stayed home), helping to reinforce men’s status at the top of the social hierarchy.

Second, the family can also be a source of conflict for its own members. Although the functional perspective
assumes the family provides its members emotional comfort and support, many families do just the opposite
and are far from the harmonious, happy groups depicted in the 1950s television shows. Instead, they argue,
shout, and use emotional cruelty and physical violence. We return to family violence later in this chapter.

The conflict perspective emphasizes that many of the problems we see in today's families stem from
economic inequality and from patriarchy. The problems that many families experience reflect the fact that they
live in poverty or near poverty. Money does not always bring happiness, but a dire lack of money produces
stress and other difficulties that impair a family's functioning and relationships. The Note 10.9 "Applying Social
Research” box discusses other ways in which social class influences the family.

Conflict within a family also stems from patriarchy. Husbands usually earn more money than wives, and many
men continue to feel that they are the head of their families. When women resist this old-fashioned notion,
spousal conflict occurs.
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Applying Social Research

Social Class and the Family

A growing amount of social science research documents social class differences in how well a family
functions: the quality of its relationships and the cognitive, psychological, and social development of its
children. This focus reflects the fact that what happens during the first months and years of life may
have profound effects on how well a newborn prospers during childhood, adolescence, and beyond. To
the extent this is true, the social class differences that have been found have troublesome implications.

According to sociologist Frank E. Furstenberg Jr., “steep differences exist across social classes” in
mothers’' prenatal experiences, such as the quality of their diet and health care, as well as in the health
care that their infants receive. As a result, he says, “children enter the world endowed unequally.” This
inequality worsens after they are born for several reasons.

First, low-income families are much more likely to experience negative events, such as death, poor
health, unemployment, divorce, and criminal victimization. When these negative events do occur, says
Furstenberg, “social class affects a family’s ability to cushion their blow...Life is simply harder and more
brutish at the bottom.” These negative events produce great amounts of stress; as Chapter 2 “Poverty”

discussed, this stress in turn causes children to experience various developmental problems.

Second, low-income parents are much less likely to read and speak regularly to their infants and
young children, who thus are slower to develop cognitive and reading skKills; this problem in turn
impairs their school performance when they enter elementary school.

Third, low-income parents are also less able to expose their children to cultural experiences (e.g.,
museum vVisits) outside the home, to develop their talents in the arts and other areas, and to otherwise
be involved in the many nonschool activities that are important for a child’'s development. In contrast,
wealthier parents keep their children very busy in these activities in a pattern that sociologist Annette
Lareau calls concerted cultivation. These children’s involvement in these activities provides them
various life skills that help enhance their performance in school and later in the workplace.

Fourth, low-income children grow up in low-income neighborhoods, which often have inadequate
schools and many other problems, including toxins such as lead paint, that impair a child’s
development. In contrast, says Furstenberg, children from wealthier families “are very likely to attend
better schools and live in better neighborhoods. It is as if the playing field for families is tilted in ways
that are barely visible to the naked eye.”

Fifth, low-income families are less able to afford to send a child to college, and they are more likely to
lack the social contacts that wealthier parents can use to help their child get a good job after college.

For all these reasons, social class profoundly shapes how children fare from conception through early
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adulthood and beyond. Because this body of research documents many negative consequences of
living in a low-income family, it reinforces the need for wide-ranging efforts to help such families.

Sources: Bandy, Andrews, & Moore, 2012; Furstenberg, 2010; Lareau, 2010

Families and Social Interaction

Social interactionist perspectives on the family examine how family members and intimate couples interact on
a daily basis and arrive at shared understandings of their situations. Studies grounded in social interactionism
give us a keen understanding of how and why families operate the way they do.

Some studies, for example, focus on how husbands and wives communicate and the degree to which they
communicate successfully (Tannen, 2001). A classic study by Mirra Komarovsky (1964) found that wives in blue-
collar marriages liked to talk with their husbands about problems they were having, while husbands tended to
be quiet when problems occurred. Such gender differences are less commmon in middle-class families, where
men are better educated and more emotionally expressive than their working-class counterparts, but gender
differences in commmunication still exist in these families. Another classic study by Lillian Rubin (1976) found that
wives in middle-class families say that ideal husbands are ones who communicate well and share their feelings,
while wives in working-class families are more apt to say that ideal husbands are ones who do not drink too
much and who go to work every day.

According to the symbolic interactionist perspective, family problems often stem from the different
understandings, perceptions, and expectations that spouses have of their marriage and of their family. When
these differences become too extreme and the spouses cannot reconcile their disagreements, spousal conflict
and possibly divorce may occur (Kaufman & Taniguchi, 2006).

Key Takeaways

The family ideally serves several functions for society. It socializes children, provides practical
and emotional support for its members, regulates sexual reproduction, and provides its members
with a social identity.

Reflecting conflict theory's emphases, the family may also produce several problems. In
particular, it may contribute for several reasons to social inequality, and it may subject its
members to violence, arguments, and other forms of conflict.

Social interactionist understandings of the family emphasize how family members interact on a
daily basis. In this regard, several studies find that husbands and wives communicate differently in
certain ways that sometimes impede effective communication.
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For Your Review

1. As you think how best to understand the family, do you favor the views and assumptions of
functional theory, conflict theory, or social interactionist theory? Explain your answer.

2. Do you think the family continues to serve the function of regulating sexual behavior and sexual
reproduction? Why or why not?
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22. Changes and Problems in American
Families

ANONYMOUS

Learning Objectives

1. Discuss why the US divorce rate rose during the 1960s and 1970s an