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understandings of medical disorders have led to the diagnosis 
of millions of children with medical labels such as attention 
deficit, autism spectrum, and other disorders. Advances in 
medical science have also led to diagnosis and treatment of 
learning disabilities such as dyslexia, a disorder that makes it 
harder for some children to achieve academic success. The 
changes in the labeling of such conditions result in changes 
in social stigma and different policies to deal with disorders.

Symbolic Interaction Perspective and Labeling 
Theory.  Symbolic interactionists point out that defini-
tions of illness vary over time and from society to society. 
In recent years, the definition of illness in many Global 
North societies has expanded to encompass substance 
abuse and some forms of deviant behavior, giving physi-
cians more power and authority over broad areas of social 
life. As noted earlier, many behaviors once seen as criminal 
or “bad” are now viewed as symptoms of medical disorders.

Medicalization and Labeling. Medicalization refers to 
handling some forms of deviance, as well as some normal 
human functions (such as pregnancy and childbirth), in the 
health care system rather than the family, legal, or religious 
arenas. In some cases, the shift is away from individual self-
control and toward medical diagnosis and treatment.

FIGURE 11.1  Adult HIV Prevalence Rate, 2014
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These Guatemalan children infected with HIV march outside the 
site of an AIDS conference in Guatemala City. Hundreds of people 
from different countries marched to bring attention to the lack of 
government aid and medical assistance for those infected with the 
virus that causes AIDS. 
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Micro-Level  
Theoretical Perspectives
Whereas once unruly schoolchildren faced punishments  
for being “bad,” many now receive medications. New  

Notes: Data are estimates. Prevalence rates include adults ages 15 -49.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation (2015a).


