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Preface

Crime, violence, homelessness, illiteracy, divorce, and inadequate health care
are some of the “high visibility” social problems in the United States. This text
emphasizes that understanding social problems—their causes, conse-
quences, and solutions—requires an understanding of the social structure
and culture of the society in which they exist. In addition, the text reflects an
integrative theoretical approach, i.e., an approach that utilizes various theo-
retical perspectives to best understand the respective social problem under
consideration.

Academic Features

Specific academic features of the text include the following:

e Strong theoretical foundation. The three major sociological ap-
proaches, structural functionalism, symbolic interactionism, and
conflict theory, are introduced in the first chapter and discussed,
where appropriate, throughout the text. Specific theories of social
problems, as well as feminist approaches, are also presented where
appropriate.

» Emphasis on the structure and culture of society. As noted above, the
text emphasizes how the social structure and culture of society con-
tribute to and maintain social problems, as well as providing the ba-
sis for alternative solutions.

 Review of basic sociological terms. An overview of basic sociological
terms and concepts is presented in the first chapter. This overview is
essential for students who have not taken an introductory course and
is helpful, as a review, for those who have.

» Unique organization. The sixteen chapters are organized around four
major areas of social problems today: problems of individual well-be-
ing, problems of human diversity, problems of inequality and power,
and problems of modernization. The order of topic presentation re-
flects a progression from a micro to a macro level of analysis, focus-
ing first on problems of health care, drug use, and crime and then
broadening to the wider concerns of science and technology, popula-
tion and the environment, and global conflict.

Two chapters merit special mention: Sexual Orientation (Chapter
7) and Science and Technology (Chapter 14). Whereas traditional
texts discuss sexual orientation under the rubric of “deviance,” this
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topic is examined in the section on problems of human diversity
along with the related issues of age, gender, and racial and ethnic in-
equality.

The chapter on Science and Technology includes such topics as
biotechnology, the computer revolution, and the information high-
way. This chapter emphasizes the transformation of society through
scientific and technological innovations, the societal costs of such in-
novations, and issues of social responsibility.

Unique chapter format. Each chapter follows a similar format: the so-
cial problem is defined, the theoretical explanations are discussed,
the consequences of the social problem are explored, and the alter-
native solutions and policies are examined. A concluding section as-
sesses the current state of knowledge for each problem.

Standard and cutting edge topics. In addition to problems that are
typically addressed in social problems courses and texts, new and
emerging topics are examined. These include affirmative action and
welfare reform, multicultural education, the economic conversion of
excess military production, diversity training in the workplace, infor-
mation warfare, and the militia movement.

Pedagogy

In addition to the various academic features of the text, we have tried to pre-
sent the material in a “user friendly” format. Pedagogical features include the
following:

National and international data. Official statistics and research data
from nationally representative samples are presented in marginal in-
serts called “National Data.” Similar inserts called “International
Data” present national data from other countries around the world.
Consideration sections. Sections labeled “Consideration” provide
unique examples, insights, implications, explanations, and applica-
tions of material presented in the text. These sections are designed to
illuminate a previous point in a thought-provoking way.

Self and Society. Each chapter includes a social survey designed to
help students assess their own attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, or be-
havior regarding some aspect of a social problem. Students may also
compare their responses with those from a larger sample. Examples
include a Criminal Activities Survey, an Abusive Behavior Inventory,
and an AIDS Knowledge Scale.

The Human Side. To personalize the information being discussed,
each chapter includes a feature entitled “The Human Side.” These
features illustrate how individuals experience the social problem un-
der discussion. Examples include personal experience with home-
lessness, racism, drug abuse, and mental illness.

In Focus. Offset boxes called “In Focus” contain expanded discus-
sions of some aspect of the social problem under consideration. For




example, “Female Genital Mutilation” is highlighted in Chapter 8
(Gender Inequality), and “Indoor Air Pollution” is the In Focus topic
in Chapter 15 (Population and the Environment).

e Is It True? Each chapter begins with five true-false items to stimulate
student interest and thinking.

e Critical Thinking. Each chapter ends with a brief section called
“Critical Thinking” that raises several questions related to the chapter
topic. These questions invite the student to use critical thinking skills
in applying the information discussed in the chapter.

* Worldwide Web Home Page. As an additional pedagogical tool,
Understanding Social Problems has its own home page on the
Worldwide Web! Students and faculty can access relevant research
studies, statistics, and theoretical links conveniently listed by chapter
topic. For example, under Crime and Violence (Chapter 4), students
can enter the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the U.S.
Department of Justice Home Pages. Students and faculty can also
send questions, comments, or suggestions directly to the authors and
contact West Publishing Company concerning book adoption.
Understanding Social Problem’s Home Page is located on the Web at
http://ecuvax.cis.ecu.edu/~somooney/undersp.html.
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