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PREFACE

The fourth edition of Understanding Social Issues, like earlier editions, is de-
signed to give you, the student, an opportunity to examine current social is-
sues. Fourteen social issues are presented, ranging from personal, such as
“Where Will You Be Living in Five Years?” to national, such as “Are We De-
stroying Our Environment?” to international, such as “Why Worry About the
Rest of the World?” Crime, drugs, AIDS, health care, childcare are some of the
issues you will analyze.

This textbook is different from your other textbooks in that you are given
the opportunity to be the researcher and play the role of sociologist. Each
module poses a question of social importance that you are asked to analyze
and to answer. You will analyze the question by using current national and in-
ternational statistics, which are contained in each module. In this way, you
will learn how to use available statistical data, such as the U.S. Bureau of the
Census and the Federal Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Reports, to ana-
lyze social issues. You will learn how to distinguish between objective facts and
subjective opinion. You will learn the difference between scientific research
and hearsay. We hope that you will get so enthusiastic about the joys of doing
social research that you will begin to research other issues on your own. You
may begin to see college, community, national, and international issues in a
new light. You may even find yourself becoming an active participant in trying
to determine social policy. We would appreciate hearing from you, instructor
or student, as to your comments and suggestions for topics for future editions.
We are grateful to our students and colleagues who commented on the third
edition of this book.
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INTRODUCTION

There are many reasons why you may have registered for a sociology course.
One reason often stated by students is that they are interested in people and
in learning more about their society. Sociology is the discipline that allows stu-
dents to study society using a scientific perspective. Sociology trains students
to differentiate between common sense or biased ideas and valid sociological
findings. Students are active participants in society and are constantly en-
gaged in social interaction. However, their personal biases often influence
their views of society. The mass media (television, newspapers, and magazines)
report daily what is happening in U.S. society. Columnists and others some-
times attempt to predict future changes, such as what the family will be like
ten years from now or how many people will be victims of AIDS; or they at-
tempt to interpret why more people are using “pleasure drugs” such as cocaine
or crack. Very often these interpretations are also highly subjective and based
on the journalist’s own biases or values. Many students may not know the dif-
ference between subjective and objective interpretations. Sociologists use
methods that are different from those of journalists and people not trained in
sociology.

Some students think that sociology is mostly common sense. They are un-
aware of the methods that sociologists use to arrive at scientifically based ob-
servations, and they don’t know how to distinguish between personal beliefs
and the social reality as uncovered by scientific investigation. For example, let
us say that one day in class there is a discussion on drug abuse. One student
states that he or she knows someone who uses crack and then proceeds to dis-
cuss the subject as if that acquaintance were representative of all crack users.
Obviously, the student is not an expert on the subject. In fact, because of his
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xii Introduction

or her limited range of experience, he or she may have many misconceptions
about crack users and the effects of crack.

PERSONAL ISSUES AND SOCIAL ISSUES

Very often when students are asked to think of social issues or problems, they
think of a personal problem that affects a friend or a family member: for ex-
ample, Uncle Joe is an alcoholic, Cousin Mary suffers from depression, or a
friend at school is flunking English. If a significant number of people in the
society are affected by these types of problems (alcoholism, mental illness,
course failure) and the public considers these issues to be of concern, then
these issues are also social problems. But not all personal problems are social
problems. For example, society may not be interested in your friend’s failure,
but if large numbers of college students are unable to pass freshman English,
then this may become an issue of public concern.

As another example, consider Uncle Joe's drinking problem. Alcoholism
is clearly a social issue since it directly or indirectly affects many people in
the society. The problem is not simply an individual or family problem. Al-
coholism is associated with spouse and child abuse, drunk driving, disorderly
conduct, industrial accidents, and homelessness. The health care system
must provide treatment for alcoholics. Communities must establish pro-
grams and shelters for indigent alcoholics. The criminal justice system must
deal with alcohol-related criminal behavior. Lastly, the public through their
taxes must pay for these programs.

In many instances, an individual problem may be part of a larger social
phenomenon that is called a social issue. Sociologists study these social issues.
A scientific study of alcoholism would not be based on personal knowledge of
one person, as in the case of the student, or on interviews with several alco-
holics, as might be the case in a journalistic interview. The sociologist would
collect data on a representative sample of users. Representative means that the
sample would include the full range of alcoholics, people from all parts of the
United States and all walks of life. Based upon the study of this representative
sample, the sociologist would then begin to make observations about alcohol
abuse. The study of alcoholism is a continuing process. As science progresses,
ideas are constantly being challenged, and many new ideas that were once ac-
cepted as facts are replaced by new ideas. New research may prove old ideas
false, and this motivates the continuing search for more accurate knowledge.

THE STUDY OF SOCIOLOGY

Sociology is the scientific study of human social behavior. It involves the use of
scientific methods to arrive at knowledge in a way similar to that of the natural
and physical sciences. Sociology, however, is different from the natural and
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physical sciences in that people are both the researchers and the objects of re-
search. Chemists may investigate the interaction of hydrogen and oxygen
molecules, but it is highly unlikely that they will become emotionally in-
volved with either type of molecule.

The subject matter of sociology, on the other hand, may cause subjective
problems for the researcher. Specifically, personal bias may enter in since the
subject matter of sociology frequently has high emotional content. For exam-
ple, issues such as crime, drug abuse, abortion, and poverty may all lead to
heated arguments and debates. Sociologists are not immune to this emotion-
ality. It is very important for sociologists to become aware of their own person-
al feelings so that they can be more objective in their research and in their
interpretations.

As a sociology student you will become involved in the process of scientif-
ic investigation. You will come to look at things that you previously took for
granted in new and unexpected ways. Indeed, some ideas and concepts that
you have accepted all your life may be challenged. You will gain new insights
into the workings of your society and the social issues that face it. In fact, so-
ciology has been called a “debunking” science because it has a tendency to
contradict many everyday assumptions that people hold about their society.
For example, some people believe that honest or dishonest persons can be
spotted just by looking at them. But ask any store owner who has taken a bad
check if he or she believes this. Scientific social research has demonstrated that
physical characteristics are not related to moral temperament. You cannot
“tell just by looking.” Criminal behavior is much more complicated than
many people believe. It involves many economic, sociological, and psycholog-
ical variables. Facial characteristics are of little consequence in determining or
predicting criminal behavior.

SOURCES OF DATA

This book offers you the opportunity to examine some of the critical social is-
sues of the day. In so doing, you will be able to compare your everyday assump-
tions of social life with the best available scientific data. The data you will be
using in your analysis will be from regularly published statistical sources. The
U.S. Bureau of the Census is the major source of nationwide data. Besides pub-
lishing statistical reports based upon the decennial census (i.e., the census
done every ten years), the bureau also publishes The Statistical Abstract of the
United States every year. This source provides a wealth of statistical information
ranging from the output of U.S. farms to changes in the Consumer Price Index.
Other national data sources are also available. For the module on juvcnile de-
linquency, you will make use of data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s
Uniform Crime Reports. This is the major source for nationwide crime statistics
in the United States.
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These are some of the sources you will be using in these modules. These
and other sources of statistical data are available in most university libraries
and in many local public libraries. After completing these modules, we hope
that you will feel better equipped to undertake statistical research on your
own. We also hope that you will value the contribution that such research can
make to an accurate understanding of our social world.

THE FEAR OF STATISTICS

You may already have doubts as to whether or not you really want to work
with statistics. One student fear that seems to be almost universal is “math
anxiety.” Many U.S. students appear to have an almost irrational fear of num-
bers. The mere mention of the word statistics can strike fear in the heart of
many a student. In this book you will be asked to make use of and analyze sta-
tistical information. Do not panic. As you will see, the bark of statistics is worse
than its bite. You will come to find that simple statistical analysis is exactly
that: simple. At the same time, you will learn why statistics is an extremely
useful tool. You will also discover how some of the statistics reported by the
mass media are often misinterpreted.

For example, on television you may hear that car theft is a major problem
in this country. In order to support this statement, FBI statistics are cited
showing that a car is stolen every twenty seconds. Does this mean that right
now, instead of worrying about the statistics in this book, you should be wor-
rying about your car? These modules will teach you how to interpret statistics
of this sort. You will also become better able to determine whether or not oth-
er people’s interpretations of statistics are valid. Best of all, the kind of anal-
ysis you will be doing will be similar to the kind that is done by professional
sociologists.

BASIC STATISTICAL TOOLS

Throughout this book you will be using simple descriptive statistics such as av-
erages, proportions, ratios, percents, and percent change. Let us quickly review
some of these items.

Averages

You use averages every day. For example, you hear sports fans talking about
batting averages of their favorite players or weather forecasters speaking of the
average rainfall in a particular month in your locale. Certainly most college
students are concerned with their grade point averages. An average is a useful
tool by which to summarize a mass of data. For example, it would be difficult
or impossible for people to visualize whether or not April was an exceptionally



Introduction XV

wet month if weather forecasters did not use averages. In sociological research,
three types of averages are often used: mean, median, and mode.

e Mean: The mean is the arithmetic average or the sum of a set of numbers
divided by the total number of occurrences. In all likelihood you have cal-
culated means since second or third grade. Remember the Friday morning
spelling tests. If you wanted to know how well you were doing you would
compute your average or mean score. For example, if you had five spelling
tests and your grades were 100, 80, 90, 50, 70, you would add all your
scores (100 + 80 + 90 + 50 + 70) to get the total (390). Then you would di-
vide the total (390) by the number of tests (5) or 390/5 = 78.

e Median: Government agencies often make use of medians when speaking
of such things as family income. Simply stated, the median is the middle
number in a set of numbers arranged in order of size from largest to small-
est or smallest to largest. The median cuts the set of numbers in half, so
that half the numbers fall below the median and half above it. If we look
again at our spelling test example, to calculate the median we would ar-
range the scores in order of size as follows: 100, 90, 80, 70, 50. The score
in the middle is 80. There are two test scores higher than 80 and two lower
than 80.

e Mode: The mode is not used very often. The mode is the number in a set of
numbers that occurs the most frequently. Again, looking at the spelling ex-
ample, we see that there is no mode, because no number occurs more than
once. However, if instead of a 50 you had scored another 70, then there
would be two 70s and 70 would be the mode.

Proportions and Percents

Proportions and percents are useful for making comparisons. Suppose you
want to compare the number of females in your sociology class to the number
in your history class. Your sociology class has 40 students, and 20 are females.
Your history class has 100 students, and S0 are females. If you just state that
your sociology class has 20 females and your history class has 50, it would be
very confusing. It might give the impression that history is a subject that at-
tracts more females than sociology. What causes the confusion is that the two
class sizes are different. One way to standardize is to use a proportion. In other
words, compare one part to the whole: i.e., how many females are there com-
pared to the total number of students? For the sociology class, you would have
20/40 or 0.5, and for history, you would have 50/100 or 0.5. In this way you
would see that both classes have the same proportion of females. To get a per-
cent, multiply the proportion by 100. In this instance, if you multiply 0.5 by
100, you get S0 percent. You are really standardizing the number. Percent
means per 100. In other words, if you had 100 people, how many would be
females? This is a very useful statistic, because now you can make comparisons
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between groups of numbers when the sample size or base numbers are differ-
ent.

Ratios

It is also useful to compare different parts to the whole. For example, if your
sociology class has 20 females in a class of 40 students, then 20 of these stu-
dents must be males. Now you can compare the ratio of females to males.
There are 20 females to 20 males or 20/20. Reducing the fraction you get 1/1
or one female for every male. Suppose another sociology class of 40 has 16 fe-
males; then the number of males would be 24. The ratio of females to males
would be 16/24 or 2/3 or 2 to 3. There are often set conventions for stating ra-
tios. For example, sex ratios are usually given as males to females. In the mod-
ules, when you are asked for a ratio make sure you express the ratio in the
manner it is asked for.

Percent Change

Often you will want to compute change over time: for example, the percent
change in the number of smokers in your college from 1980 to 1995. Suppose
your college had 600 smokers in 1980 and in 1995 had 100. In 199§, there are
500 fewer smokers. Let 1980, the initial time, be T, and let 1995, the final time,
be T,. The formula to calculate the percent change is expressed as follows:

T
2 1 x100o0r
T1

1995 smokers — 1980 smokers

1980 smokers % TR ox
100 — 600
—— X = —839
600 100 83%

This statistic means there was an 83 percent decline (note the minus sign) in
the number of smokers between 1980 and 1995.

CONCLUSION

Now you are ready to begin your analysis of some social issues. The issues in-
cluded for study in this book are all relevant and topical. Almost every day you
hear or read about one of the issues discussed in the book. After completing
each of the modules, you will be able to analyze more easily what you hear on
television and read about in the newspaper. You will also be able to compare
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what everyone is saying about the issue with what you have discovered to be
the objective facts. As an educated adult, you will develop a critical eye, learn-
ing not to accept at face value everything you hear and read. In addition, these
modules will give you the opportunity to apply the concepts and theories you
have learned in your sociology class and in assigned readings. We think you
will find that doing these modules is not only fun but personally rewarding.
You may even get enthusiastic about the endless fascination of “doing” soci-
ology, motivated by the desire to better understand our social world and that
most fascinating of all subject—ourselves.
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MODULE 1

WHERE WILL YOU BE LIVING
IN FIVE YEARS?

Push On—Keep Moving—THOMAS MORTON

People seem to be constantly on the move. Think for a moment how often
you see moving vans on the road. Are so many people actually changing their
addresses? Where is everyone going? Sometimes our general impressions of
the world are not validated by the actual data, but this is not one of those cas-
es. People in the United States are indeed on the move. Within any five-year
period, about one third of the population moves.

People move for personal reasons. Some may decide to move because of
employment opportunities. Others may wish to live in a warmer or a colder
climate. Some may wish to be nearer certain relatives or they may wish to be
farther away from certain relatives. Regardless of the specific causes, the
amount of movement in this country is substantial.

Although large numbers of people change addresses, many are not chang-
ing the types of communities they live in. City dwellers tend to move to other
cities. Suburbanites tend to move to other suburbs.

Because so many people move, demographers (social scientists who study
population composition and change) have come up with precise definitions
regarding the movement of people. A migrant is someone who moves from one
county to another. In order to be officially listed as a migrant you must cross
a county boundary line (which can also include crossing a state line, of
course). Not everyone who moves crosses county lines. Sometimes people
move across the street or around the corner. The Census Bureau utilizes the
word mover to describe such a person. Immigration constitutes a move across a
national boundary line: that is, from one country to another.

Because large scale migration does occur, a number of different groups in
our society may be interested in knowing who is moving where. For example,
politicians are very concerned with where people are moving. In the 1992
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presidential election, Bill Clinton defeated George Bush. Both Bill Clinton and
his running mate Al Gore are from southern states. Bill Clinton was governor
of Arkansas, and Al Gore was a senator from Tennessee. Southern states are
very important in presidential elections because of the size of their popula-
tions. They are getting larger due to the migration to the “sunbelt” region of
the country. This means that future presidential elections will also hinge on
this “southern strategy.” In addition, because of the large number of people
living in suburban areas, candidates will concentrate a substantial part of their
campaign schedule on these suburban populations.

This movement or migration of people is nothing new. The United States
has a long tradition of people migrating from one area of the country to an-
other. What groups of people might be concerned with changes in population
size and composition? Think of your own community. Why would the migra-
tion of people be of interest to certain types of people in your community?

GOVERNMENT LEADERS

If large numbers of people are moving into a certain area, local officials will
have to respond to this change by making important decisions. Questions
concerning housing, health care, education, and police and fire protection
will begin to emerge in areas of rapid population growth. Some of the ques-
tions would be:

e Should we build more schools?

¢ Do we have enough hospital or health care facilities to serve our growing
population?

¢ Are there adequate public services (police, fire, sanitation) to serve our ex-
panding community?

In an area of declining population the situation would be the reverse. Lo-

cal officials would consider which facilities or services should be reduced rath-
er than expanded.

BUSINESS LEADERS

Making a profit is a major concern of all business leaders. In addition, manag-
ers try to run their companies as smoothly and as efficiently as possible. Pop-
ulation movement can directly affect the functioning of any business. The
potential pool of employees or potential consumers of the products or services
offered, the ability to raise capital, and the availability of land are all related to
changes in migratory patterns. If large numbers of people are moving into an
area, a business leader may be concerned with the following questions:
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e What age groups are moving into my area? (Should I invest in diaper ser-
vices or nursing homes?)

e What is the marital status of the people moving in? (Should I build singles’
clubs or nursery schools?)

 Are the people moving into the area professional or blue-collar workers?
(Should my construction firm build office buildings or factories?)

If an area is beginning to experience declining population, this too is a
concern to business leaders. Questions arise as to whether or not to close down
the factory or sell the store. Is it time for the business to relocate? These are
just a few of the basic questions related to migration that are important to
business leaders.

YOU

Sometimes when we talk about people or groups on the move, we forget that
we are really talking about individuals. Although it is historically correct to say
that groups of people have been forced to move (Jews in Nazi Germany, Asians
in Uganda, Native Americans in the United States), most people in the United
States who move do so of their own free will. Why do individuals decide to
move? There are many factors that can influence this decision. Among these
are employment opportunities; a desire to be nearer certain family members
or to seek a change in one’s lifestyle; health reasons; a desire for a warmer or
colder climate; life-cycle change (retirement, marriage, first major job, birth of
a child); and a desire to find a place that feels comfortable, a place to call
“home.”

When analyzing why people move, demographers often talk about push-
pull factors. Push factors are the reasons why someone leaves an area. For ex-
ample, religious persecution and high unemployment are push factors. Pull
factors are the reasons why people are attracted to certain areas. Pull factors in-
clude employment opportunities and religious freedom. Note that in our ex-
amples of push-pull factors, both practical concerns (employment) and
ideological concerns (religious freedom) may be important to migration.

SOCIETY

The movement of people has a major impact on society in general. We are all
affected by migratory patterns. For example, congressional representation is
based upon population. If you live in an area that is losing population, your
area may lose seats in the House of Representatives. Conversely, if you live in
an area increasing in population, the number of seats in the House of Repre-
sentatives may be increased. Also, this will affect the number of electors a state
has in a presidential election. Thus, as people move around the country there



