
275Chapter 10: Health and Medicine

Morbidity is the study of illnesses and disease. Illness refers to the social experi-
ence and consequences of having a disease, whereas disease refers to a biological 
or physiological problem that affects the human body (Weitz 2001). Epidemiolo-
gists track the incidence rate, the number of new cases within a population during a 
specific period, along with the prevalence rate, the total number of cases involving 
a specific health problem during a specific period (Weitz 2001). For example, the 
2013 incidence rate for diabetes was 1.7 million people age 20 years or older; the  
prevalence rate was 29.1 million or 9.3% of the population (American Diabetes 
Association 2014). Incidence rates help measure the spread of acute illnesses, which 
strike suddenly and disappear quickly, such as chicken pox or the flu. The preva-
lence rate measures the frequency of long-term or chronic illnesses, such as diabetes, 
asthma, or HIV (Weitz 2001). The National Center for Health Statistics publishes 
the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, a weekly summary of surveillance 
information on reported diseases and deaths.

In addition to epidemiological analyses, sociologists have applied theoretical  
perspectives to better explain the social problems of health and illness.
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Figure 10.1   �Infant mortality rates: Selected Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development Countries, 2010

SOURCE: MacDorman et al. 2014.
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