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positively constructed and politically powerful (likely to receive policy benefits), con-
tenders are politically powerful yet negatively constructed (likely to receive policy 
benefits when public interest is high), dependent target populations have positive 
social construction but low political power (few policy resources would be allocated 
to this group), and deviant target populations are both politically weak and nega-
tively constructed (least likely to receive any benefits).

Jean Schroedel and Daniel Jordan (1998) applied the target population model 
to U.S. Senate voting patterns between 1982 and 1992, examining the allocation of 
federal funds to four distinct HIV/AIDS groups. As Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) 
theory would predict, the groups receiving the most funding were those in the advan-
taged category (war veterans and health care workers), followed by contenders (gay 
and bisexual men and the general population with AIDS), dependents (spouses and 
the public), and, finally, deviants (IV drug users, criminals, and prisoners).

What Does It Mean to Me?
A summary of these sociological perspectives is presented in Table 1.2. These sociological 
perspectives are reintroduced in each chapter as we examine a new social problem or 
set of problems. As you review each perspective, do not attempt to classify one as the 
definitive explanation. Consider how each perspective focuses on different aspects of 
society and its social problems. Which perspective(s) best fits with your understanding of 
society or your understanding of social problems?

Functionalist Conflict/Feminist Interactionist 

Level of analysis Macro Macro Micro

Assumptions about 
society

Order.

Society is held together by 
a set of social institutions, 
each of which has a specific 
function in society.

Conflict.

Society is held together by 
power and coercion.

Conflict and inequality 
are inherent in the social 
structure.

Interaction.

Society is created through 
social interaction.

Questions asked about 
social problems

How does the problem 
originate from the social 
structure?

How does the problem 
reflect changes among social 
institutions and structures?

What are the functions and 
dysfunctions of the problem?

How does the problem 
originate from the 
competition between 
groups and from the social 
structure itself?

What groups are in 
competition and why?

How is the problem socially 
constructed and defined?

How is problem behavior 
learned through 
interaction?

How is the problem  
labeled by those concerned 
about it?

Table 1.2  Summary of sociological perspectives: A general approach to examining social problems


