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Part I

Rethinking Connecting Sociology’s
Role in Health, Illness, & Healing,
From the Top Down






Chapter 1

Taking “The Promise” Seriously: Medical
Sociology’s Role in Health, Illness, and Healing
in a Time of Social Change

Bernice A. Pescosolido

“...the individual can understand his own experience and gauge his own fate
only by locating himself within his period....he can know his own chances in life
only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his circumstances.”

C.W. Mills (1959, p. 5)

Introduction: Taking Stock of the Intellectual and Societal
Landscape of Medical Sociology

In 1959, C.W. Mills published his now famous treatise on what sociology uniquely brings to
understanding the world and the people in it. Every sociologist, of whatever ilk, has had at least a
brush with the “sociological imagination,” and nearly everyone who has taken a sociology course
has encountered some version of it. As Mills argued, the link between the individual and society,
between personal troubles and social issues, between biography and history, or between individual
crises and institutional contradictions represents the core vision of the discipline of sociology. While
reminding ourselves of the “promise” may be a bit trite, its mention raises the critical question: Why
do we have to continually remind ourselves of the unique contribution that we, as sociologists, bring
to understanding health, illness, and healing?

Perhaps, we remind ourselves because the sociological imagination is so complex — a multilayered
perspective that ties together dynamics processes, social structures, and individual variation. While
Mills (1959, p. 4) himself argued that “ordinary men...do not possess the quality of mind essential
to grasp the interplay,” this seems a bit overplayed. There have always been people — in the academy,
in the workroom, or in the home — who have heard and understood the deafening voice of oppressive
social norms drowning out opportunity. There have always been people who have noted, described,
and taken advantage of changes in opportunity structures to improve their fate. And, despite modern
medicine’s reductionist and mechanical view of the body, which may or may not be changing, there
have always been the Rudolph Virchows, the Milton and Ruth Roemers, the George Readers, and
the Howard Waitzkins, alongside the majority. While the sociological perspective may find a particular
challenge in the United States with its strong strain of individualism, there have always been those
who have captured the hearts, sparked the intelligence, and harnessed the energy of the group as a
way to overcome the existing limits of their surroundings. From the rise [and fall] of unions; to the
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4 B.A. Pescosolido

improvement of working conditions in toxic factory work; to the formation of professional associa-
tions in medicine, nursing and their specialties; to women’s health cooperatives designed to counter
the insensitivity of regular medicine, instances of confronting the status quo through affiliation and
association stand as exemplars of the tacit, “on-the-ground” understanding of the sociological
imagination.

I would argue, rather, that we need to be reminded of the central premises of sociology and what
we bring to table precisely because we have been successful, even if quietly so. In essence, the
major dilemma that we confront at present is that the “promise” is obvious, not only to ourselves,
but to others. The idea that context matters has taken hold across the sociomedical sciences, the
bio-medical sciences, and even the basic sciences like genetics and cognitive science (see
Pescosolido 2006 for a review). Ideas of health and health care disparities (which we have called
inequalities for over 100 years in sociology, and for over 50 years in the subfield of medical sociology);
fundamental causes (as Link and Phelan, 1995, so eloquently labeled sociologists’ baseline concern
with power, stratification and social differentiation); and social networks as vectors of social and
organizational influence (now renamed “Network Science”) stand front and center in the concerns
of the National Institutes of Health and other major scientific organizations. Whether our arguments
and research findings have been persistent, robust and convincing, or whether these insights coin-
cide with the recognition by the more reductionist sciences that even their most sophisticated
approaches cannot solve the problems of the body and the mind alone, is of little consequence.
When the newly appointed director of the NIH, Dr. Francis Collins, who led the Human Genome
Project, announces the launching of a special program to increase attention and resources to basic
behavioral and social science (November 18, 2009, www.oppnet.nih.gov) using phrases like
“synergy,” “vital component,” and “complex factors that affect individuals, our communities and
our environment,” the crack in the door of mainstream biomedical science becomes just a little
wider, and the seat at the table becomes just a little more possible.

Sometimes, the role of sociologists is obvious in these new declarations of important directions
in science and medicine; other times, they appear as “discoveries” without much, if any, attribution.
But to belabor the historical debt that contemporary health and health care researchers and policy-
makers may owe us is a waste of both time and energy. Sociology has a history of conceptualizing
social life, making that view understandable, and having its insights and even its language absorbed
as “common sense” into both academic and civil life (e.g., clique, identity, self-fulfilling prophecy,
social class, disparities, networks). More to the point, Mills argued that the sociological imagination
is a “task” as well as a “promise.” He described that task — “to grasp history and biography and the
relations between the two within society” (1959, p. 6) — through the work of major sociologists of
his time as “comprehensive,” “graceful,” “intricate,” “subtle,” and “ironic.” With “many-sided construc-
tions,” a focus on meaning, and a willingness to look across social institutions like polity, the
economy, and the domestic sphere (1959, p. 6), Auguste Comte and others came to define sociol-
ogy’s aspiration as the “Queen of the Social Sciences,” a phrase more commonly used now by econo-
mists or political scientists to describe their discipline. Similarly, Mills (1959) sees sociology as
holding “the best statements of the full promise of the social sciences as a whole” (1959, p. 24), and
I have argued elsewhere that taking sociology’s view of social interactions in networks represents
one promising approach to integrating the health sciences (Pescosolido 2006).

The complexities in topic, theory and methods, sometimes the object of divisions in sociology
and sometimes a detriment in the “sound bite” approach to modern society, continue to be our
strength, and are not always obvious to others who adopt the mantra of “context.” Our research
focuses on how individuals, organizations, and nations are “selected and formed, liberated and
repressed, made sensitive and blunted” (Mills 1959, p. 7). We accept the unexpected, we expect
latent functions of policies and actions of even those who are trying to do good, we understand that
being an outsider has its advantages in understanding the world, and we embrace the notion of
comparison and reject a “provincial narrowing to the interest to the Western societies” (1959, p. 12).
Whenever we look at a life, a “disease,” a health care system, or a nation’s epidemiological profile,
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examining which “values are cherished yet threatened” (1959, p. 11) is inevitable. As Hung (2004)
has recently documented for the SARS virus and Epstein (1996) for HIV/AIDS, the societal
reactions to viral pandemics are deeply rooted in social cleavages rather than biological fact,
whether this reaction unearthed the racist view of the “Yellow peril” or the homophobic view of the
“Gay plague.”

In sum, at this point in time, it may be more important than ever to recall our mission and accept
the uneasiness which is endemic (and according to Mills, necessary) to it. The sociological imagi-
nation requires “the capacity to shift from one perspective to another — from the political to the
psychological....to range from the most impersonal and remote transformations to the most
intimate features of the human self — and to see the relations between the two” (1959, p. 7). Our
training emphasizes this, our theories conceptualize it, and the wide variety of our research methods
reflect it. We bring this self-consciousness to the problems of health, illness, and healing, and
hopefully to their solutions. Which subfield of sociology, more than the sociology of health, illness,
and healing, provides a critical window into making “clear the elements of contemporary uneasi-
ness and indifference” that Mills sees as “the social scientists’ foremost political and intellectual
task” (1959, p. 13)? While Mills may have been premature, or flat out wrong, in his prediction that
the social sciences would overthrow the dominance of the physical and biological sciences, his
view was prescient regarding the rising importance of “context” in biomedical sciences (1959,
p- 13) and increasing doubts about the inevitable and pristine nature of science. As those inside the
“House of Medicine” itself dare to question the utility of the “gold standard” (RCT, the random-
ized clinical trial) versus observational studies (Concato et al. 2000), the validity of the placebo as
a “control” (Leuchter et al. 2002), and the robustness of “established” genetic links (Gelernter
etal. 1991), the radical critiques of the objectivity of science and the inevitability of linear progress
in science have come from inside as well as outside (Gieryn 1983; Latour 1999). It is naive to assume
or even expect a reconstruction of the prestige hierarchy of the sciences, as Mills does to some
extent. He forgets that institutional supports undergird that dominance, as any of us who have
served on interdisciplinary review panels will attest. Yet, the idea that there may be occasional
openings for concerns and approaches by social scientists was prophetic. This may be one of those
unique times to work together to push not only our understandings forward, but to foster institu-
tional social change. At the least, it is a time when social scientists, especially sociologists, need
to have their voices heard; that is, to have a place at the table to guard against a crass, out-of-date,
and generally poor appropriation of the social sciences’ basic ideas and tools. Those of us who
witnessed a wider acceptance of (even called for) social science methods such as ethnography in
the 1980s and 1990s in the mental health research agenda, also witnessed the dumping of the term
into one sentence of a traditional research proposal without any idea of its complexity, rigor, or
even utility to expand the limited insights of clinical research. Bearman (2008, p. vi) downplays
concerns that this kind of scientific diffusion may “distort the sociological project” because “the
beauty of sociology as a discipline rests in its hybridity with respect to method and data” and
new research concerns can become a potential “lever” for sociology to escape some of its own
“hegemonic” foci.

The Task Ahead: Mapping the Landscape of Health, Illness,
and Healing for the Next Decades

As Mills reminds us, the insights of sociology are both “a terrible lesson and a magnificent one.”
Perhaps, this is more true in medical sociology than in other areas of the discipline; maybe not. Yet,
the historical and contemporary landscape of health, illness, and healing challenges medical soci-
ologists to think about both the issues/topics that have drawn and continue to draw our attention, as
well as new ones on the horizon.
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The Metaphor of Cartography

Recently, Sigrun Olafsdottir and I (2009, 2010) drew from the “cultural turn” in sociology to
reframe key theoretical and methodological issues in health care utilization research. We considered
whether some individuals map a larger set of choices, examined if and how they differentiate
between different sources of formal treatment, and questioned whether the way we ask those in our
research about their experiences shapes the responses they give. This imagery of cultural landscapes
and boundaries (Gieryn 1983, 1999) seems to fit the multifaceted, complex nature of health, illness,
and healing in the current era. Individuals use cultural maps to make sense of the world, affecting
information availability and personal understandings, as well as signaling possible appropriate
action. While Gieryn’s work focuses on professions, primarily scientists and the rhetorical strategies
they use to establish, extend, and protect their societal authority, these ideas have broader relevance,
not only for other professionals like physicians, but for the public. In particular, the concept of
“boundary-work” becomes central as individuals, whatever their position, confront illness, define
disease, and react to treatment options. The term “cultural mapping,” targeting the terrain of choices,
as well as individuals’ recognition, acceptance, or rejection of them, informs us about the boundaries
of their experience, and values shaping action, whether their own (as in rational choice theory) or
that of others (as in labeling, social influence, and social control theories).

In essence, cultural landscapes shape individuals’ everyday decisions and actions, including
those of medical sociologists. The metaphor of cultural cartography allows us not only to organize
our topical research agendas but also our challenges for the next generation of medical sociology.
In essence, two different maps require our attention. One is a map of topographical changes in
health and health care that mark out new or continued areas of inquiry; the second maps the boundaries
of discipline, the joint jurisdiction of sociology with the subfield of medical sociology, and how
these two symbiotically share intellectual territory.

Contextualizing and Researching Health, Medicine, Health Care,
and the Biomedical Sciences: Time of Change from the Outside

There is little doubt that the essential questions of sociology and medical sociology — more specifi-
cally, of the importance of Weber’s link between lifestyle (i.e., social psychological as well as social
organization) and life chances — remain paramount and require our continued attention. Causes
(epidemiology) and consequences (outcomes, health services research) continue to crudely, and
increasingly inaccurately, define research agendas as we emphasize more dynamic processes which
connect the two. Medical sociologists continue to more broadly conceive the landscape of epidemi-
ology than do our sister subfields of medicine and public health. That is, with regard to issues of
mortality and morbidity, the distribution and the determinants of disease must consider issues
of professional power, social movements, contested meaning, and social construction (or its cousin
specific to medical sociology, medicalization) as well as traditional risk and protective factors like
genetics, biological markers, psychological trauma, or even individuals lifestyles (Brown 1995;
McKinlay 1996). To understand utilization, adherence, health care system, and outcomes, we need
to incorporate dynamic views, describe different response pathways, and confront changing boundaries
of legitimacy regarding potential patients, healers, and formal structures of care (Pescosolido 1991,
1992).

In addition to these classic, general prescriptions, three newer but deep-seated developments call
for sociological theorizing and research. Necessarily, some of these are intertwined with our classic
concerns but, nevertheless, they raise new challenges.
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Human Genome Project and the Larger Push for Understanding Context

Not all that new, the first phase of the project, designed to determine the sequence of base pairs in
the entire human genome, began in 1990 and continued for 13 years. Yet, as Francis Collins and
others have noted, we are only beginning to understand what we have and can learn both in a
positive and negative sense. Sociologists have tread into that territory lightly, now starting to work
their way toward the profound implications of this massive project and the larger cultural institu-
tions that created and continue to nurture it (e.g., Phelan 2005). Perhaps, the most obvious is the
potential for collaborative projects on epigenetics and on gene-environment interactions (g x e)
(i.e., how environmental conditions which include society not only trigger or suppress genetic pre-
dispositions but, in fact, change the genome itself; Szyf 2009). While complicated, this may not be
the most challenging. It was a recent special issue of the American Journal of Sociology (Bearman
2008, p. vi) that turned an obvious research question on its head: “What can we learn about social
structure and social processes, and what can we learn about our accounts about social structure and
social processes, by ‘thinking about genetics’?” Fleshing this out even a little raises classic socio-
logical questions. How is the genetics agenda constructed by medicine, by insurance companies, by
the public, and by science itself, to name just a few? What does this mean for the definition and
behavioral implications of human health, legitimate constructions of illness by the public and the
profession, shifting definitions of vulnerability, and changes in the nature and targets of prejudice
and discrimination? While bioethicists and philosophers have asked and deliberated on these ques-
tions, medical sociologists bring evidence to bear on the creation, maintenance, and effects of this
now dominant weltanschauung in medicine, science, and society. We have the tools to ensure that
the powerful forces of society are understood, elaborated, and included in our understandings of the
onset of what becomes labeled disease and disorder. We have the tools to uncover the unexpected,
latent functions of this direction which, in themselves, will raise new challenges for the very institu-
tions that placed their hopes in “the language of God” (Collins 2006).

The Mess that Is “Translational Science” and the Need
Jor Sociological Clarity

Of the new “medical speak” that dominates discussions of future directions, the current ubiquitous
term is “translation.” Unfortunately, while critically targeting the lack of effective transfer across
stakeholder communities, this term has confounded discussions and attempts to provide solutions.
Even in a quick survey of existing documents that call for “translation,” at least three meanings are
evident. The first translation dilemma, which can be referred to as a dissemination problem,
suggests a need for more effective ways to communicate information between scientists and “end-
users.” The second translation dilemma, an implementation problem (also the efficacy—effectiveness
gap), suggests a need to understand how to translate science into services that result in meaningful
clinical care (National Advisory Mental Health Council 2000). Finally, the third translation
dilemma, referred to as a problem of integration, suggests that the insights and potential contribu-
tions of different branches of science have not been fully incorporated in efforts to either establish
research agendas or to provide high quality effective care in the formal treatment sector.

Each of these suggests complicated problems, all recast as problems of “translation,” for a
diverse array of stakeholder communities and, to date, traditional research approaches have not
offered good answers. Each calls for sociological research on a series of basic questions. First, why
do providers and consumers fail to take advantage of cutting-edge science? A frequent complaint
expressed by research scientists, payers, and policy makers is that cutting-edge interventions are
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neither adopted in day-to-day clinical work nor accepted by individuals with health problems who
might benefit. Second, why do treatments that have been “proven” to work in randomized clinical
trials fail to work in real world settings? A continual frustration of providers is that clinical research
fails to take into account the challenges of day-to-day clinical work and does not offer a realistic
understanding of the complexities and limitations of providing care. A similar frustration of
consumers and advocates is that clinical research fails to take into account the complex realities of
the lives of persons who fall ill, especially those with chronic and stigmatized problems. Third, why
has health services research not been able to bridge the gap to allow proven clinical interventions to
find application to the “real world” needs of consumers, practitioners, payers, and policy makers
(Pellmar and Eisenberg 2000)? Each of these requires an understanding of “cultures” — the culture
of the public, the culture of the clinic, the culture of community, and of organizations. Sociological
research holds the potential to understand how cultures are shaped; how they are enacted; how they
clash or coincide with one another; and how, in the end, cultural scripts facilitate, retard, or even
prohibit institutional social change. Sometimes, these discussions have the reductionist tone of lack
of motivation without understanding the power of institution and resource as well as the social
network structures that cripple innovation. More importantly, these challenges call for a holistic
approach to research in which different levels of change, as well as the individuals in them, are
conceptualized as linked and intertwined, with outcomes measured through innovative quanti-
tative approaches and mechanisms observed through in-depth qualitative observations. In no way
would such studies exclude the expertise of other scientists; indeed they call for it. However, the
multilayered, multimethod and connected approach inherent in medical sociology provides an
overarching organizing framework that can facilitate the integration of different interdisciplinary
insights (Pescosolido 2006).

The “Hundred Year’s War” of American Medicine and Mechanic’s
Continued Call for Sociological Understandings

Ironically, exactly 100 years ago, the Flexner Report “closed the books” on the blueprint for the
primary structure and power of medicine in America. The 1910 document, crafted by middle-class
men with middle-class values building the new institutions of industrial society, called for the active
and specific funneling of large amounts of money from the new industrial tycoons who, themselves,
had other ideas about what the US health care system should look like (Pescosolido and Martin
2004). However, drawing from the recent “successes” of the “new” scientific medical schools of
Germany, France, and the United Kingdom, the Flexner Report set a trajectory and the Rockefeller
Foundation fiscally supported a process of mimetic isomorphism for other emergent medical institu-
tions. America’s health care system was built primarily with private funds, dominated by the allo-
pathic physician, and supported though a fee-for-service economy (Freidson 1970; Starr 1982). The
era from the Flexner report until President Nixon’s proclamation of a “Health Care Crisis” in 1970
has been described by McKinlay and Marceau (2002) as the “Golden Age of Doctoring,” by Clarke
and her colleagues as the “Medicalization Era” (Clarke and Shim 2010), and by us, using Eliot
Freidson’s (1970) terms, as “The Era of Professional Dominance” (Pescosolido and Boyer 2001).
Working in a primarily private health care system, physicians determined both the nature of medical
care and the arrangements under which it was provided. Even with the introduction of private (and
later public) insurance, the American system remained an anomaly on the global landscape. The
richest country in the world, which spent more on research, technology, and care than any other,
also was home to the greatest number and proportion of uninsured citizens and to standard indica-
tors of population health that fell way below those of countries with fewer resources and less of
them devoted to health.
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The year 2010, 100 years after the Flexner Report, saw the initial passage of President Obama’s
Health Care Plan. What will result from this shift in the U.S. position on health care as right and as
privilege? Will it be dramatic and devastating as some claim? Dramatic and good as others claim?
Given the early capitulation to (or some would say, inclusion) of key opponents of earlier reforms,
will this plan result in more patching of an essentially private system in the stranglehold of insur-
ance and pharmaceutical companies? Will reform suffer the fate of what many of us thought/hoped
would be the “second great transformation” (Stone 1999) or “construction of the second social
contract” between American medicine and society (Pescosolido and Kronenfeld 1995) in the
Clinton Health Reform of 19907 Or, will this “accommodation,” as was the case with high physician
reimbursement levels during the Medicaid/Medicare deliberations, mean that something will
actually change?

The failed federal effort of the 1990s nevertheless ushered in the “Era of Managed Care” which
both supporters and critics of the existing health care system feared (Pescosolido and Boyer 2001).
But as Mechanic et al. (2001) documented, the introduction of managed care did little to change the
amount of time that physicians and patients spent together in the examining room before that event.
In fact, the amount of time that physicians spent in interaction with their patients was already
minimal, reflecting a typical romantization of past social institutions rather than data on its actual
operation. By 1999, health care scholars talked about the “backlash” against managed care which
began as early as the mid-1990s and resulted in the weakening of many of its proposed strategies to
limit choice of physicians, access to specialists, and cut costs. This “managed care lite” (Mechanic
2004) did provide a short-term control of costs which soon gave way to escalating fiscal pressure
and further increases in the number of uninsured Americans. By the end of the decade, Swartz
(1999) proclaimed the “death of managed care” and Vladeck (1999) announced that managed
care had had its “Fifteen Minutes of Fame,” warning that “Big Fix” political solutions oversell,
inevitably producing negative overreactions.

What will medicine, the health care system, and population health look like as a result of reform?
At what point, and how, will we see the landscape of the US as truly different? Carol Boyer and I
(2001) agree that the 1970s began the “end of unquestioned dominance,” but are we still “drifting”
as Freidson (1970) warned, or are we reconstructing the American social contract between civil
society and the “medical-industrial complex” (McKinlay 1974)? How much of our view of “change”
can or cannot be backed up by real data? After all, given larger claims of the “consumer backlash”
or “consumer revolution” that would change the power balance, we find little significant decrease
in the public’s view of the authority or expertise of physicians (Pescosolido et al. 2001). If there is
a decrease in the confidence in American medicine, as Schlesinger (2002) claims, how much of this
disillusionment is not exclusive to modern medicine, but rather reflects a generalized reaction to
social institutions, developed in the modern, industrial era, to larger changes in contemporary soci-
ety (Pescosolido and Rubin 2000). Rubin (1996) argued that the social and economic bases of
modern society were “tarnished” in the early 1970s, marking a general turning point for social
institutions in the face of diminished growth that had accompanied the post World War II era. To
simply look at trends in the response to medicine and health care may miss the point of our general
prescription to understand social life in context.

Community, professional, and the health care systems are in a state of constant change, in big
and small ways, and claims of improvement or deterioration pale in comparison to actual research
that contextualizes and documents societal level change (Pescosolido et al. 2010, on contentions and
data on the dissipating stigma of mental illness in U.S. society). Such claims are important because
they often come to have a life of their own, shaping priorities for research and treatment. But claims
are research questions subject to empirical examination with social science data. Have we taken up
Mills’ task to bring the “comprehensive,” “graceful,” “intricate,” and “many sided constructions” of
sociology to changes in health, illness, and healing? Mechanic (1993) has repeatedly pointed out that
sociologists are not well represented, doing the research on the organization of care that can provide
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both the subtle and dramatic, expected and ironic, impacts on the profession, the public, and health
institutions. A sociological perspective, alone or integrated with others, is critical in marking and
analyzing the impact on individuals, organizations, and groups of reform.

Putting Our Own House in Order: Time of Change from the Inside

There are, of course, many more important questions. At this historical moment of structural reform
and reconsideration of research agendas, these appear to loom large. If medical sociologists are to
attend to these or other critical issues in health, illness, and healing, a reflection on where we stand
is essential. In fact, the logic of this volume was designed around the reflections of the editors, the
contributors, and those who attended some of our early planning events.

Sociologists have regularly, if only occasionally, lamented our basic and internal barriers to
progress — whether Lester Ward (1907) arguing that sociologists do not know enough biology to
reject it or Alvin Gouldner (1970) alerting us to a brewing crisis in “Western sociology” because of
a blind reliance on “objective” data (more below). Sociology weathered these critiques, changing
sometimes in small ways and other times in large ways, but most often, noting the critique, integrating
it in some way and to some extent in some corner of the discipline, and moving on. Sociology has
survived functionalism and its dominant status attainment theory in the 1960s and 1970s, Marxism
and the 1980s dominating return to historical sociology, and postmodernism’s declaration that
everything is virtually unknowable except through one’s own personal experiences (in which
Anthropology did not fare so well as a discipline; Pescosolido and Rubin 2000). Sociology is likely
to both encounter and survive many more of these critiques; perhaps ironically because of the
embedded Catholicism in its theory and method. While our richness lies in the breadth and inclu-
sion, as noted above, this is also the source of confusion regarding sociology’s “brand.”

Decoding the Discipline and the Subfield: The Three Medical Sociologies

The looseness of our boundaries of inquiry and methods of intellectual mining is not without its
costs. Recently, Pace and Middendorf (2004) argued that understanding the challenges in learning
the heart of a discipline’s contribution requires asking a series of questions. This “decoding of the
disciplines” seems just as relevant to reflecting on the research voice we use to address our
“publics” (Burawoy 2005), whether students, ourselves, our colleagues in other disciplines, providers,
policy makers, or the general population. While this approach places disciplines at the center of
discussions, Pace and Middendorf (2004, p. 4) note the critical but paradoxical requirement to
consider the boundaries that we cross with other disciplines. Decoding first relies on the identifica-
tion of “bottlenecks,” those places or issues where the end goals are not being met. They argue that,
too often, this part of the process is skipped in favor of trying solutions which, while well meaning,
miss the mark.

Following these directions, two often simultaneous concerns appear to echo through decades of
writings on the discipline and the subfield. Mills (1959) warned of the “lazy safety of specializa-
tion” (Mills 1959, p. 21). Gouldner (1970), Gans (1989), Burawoy (2005), and others have asked
sociologists to be more engaged with civil society, more normative and less pristinely and scientifi-
cally aloof, and more willing to engage in activities that have a more immediate impact on the
world. Bringing the two concerns of relevance and specialization to the same point on the intellec-
tual map, Collins took up the concern of whether sociology “has lost its public impact or even its
impulse to public action” (1986, p. 1336), pointing to the proliferation of specialties as the source
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of internal, disciplinary boundary disputes, including pushing to the fringes those sociologists who
took a more applied approach. While our subfields have allowed us to make the increasingly large
professional association and annual meetings feel smaller, more personal and relevant, building up
an “espirit de corps” (1986, p. 1341) that facilitates the socialization of our new colleague, Collins
sees the result that we “scarcely recognize the names of eminent practitioners in specialties other
than our own...having become congeries of outsiders to each other” (1986, p. 1340).

Medical sociology has not been immune to these centrifugal forces, arguing to the ASA that even
if not formally the case, we “own” and caretake the Journal of Health and Social Behavior; revel
in the realization that it has the third highest impact factor among journals in the discipline follow-
ing our two flagship journals, the American Sociological Review and the American Journal of
Sociology; or boast about our section membership hovering around the thousand mark. From its
earliest days, Strauss (1957) articulated the fuzzy distinction between a sociology OF medicine and
a sociology IN medicine which evoked the basic-applied distinction. We reported on concerns
among our colleagues in medical sociology (Pescosolido and Kronenfeld 1995), with Levine (1995)
suggesting that such territorial disputes trickle down, in part, from the larger discipline.

Not surprisingly, the second step in decoding follows from the identification of bottlenecks. In
essence, knowing the landscape is key to traversing it successfully. Because Collins (1986, p. 1355),
in the end, finds “a pathological tendency to miss the point of what is happening in areas other than
our own,” advocates that we work in two or three specialties, sequentially or simultaneously. Because
Burawoy (2005) sees two dimensions that define our work (instrumental and reflexive), he argues for
the legitimacy of four “brands” of sociological work which individuals can embrace simultaneously
or sequentially. In medical sociology, Levine’s plea for “creative integration” draws together the
insights of “structure seekers” and “meaning seekers” (Pearlin 1992). In fact, using a cartological
metaphor, he called for us to become more “cognizant of the theoretical and methodological ‘tributaries’
that feed into the subfield that is medical sociology” (Levine 1995, p. 2). In 1995, we argued for the
integration of the mainstream and the subfield (Pescosolido and Kronenfeld 1995).

The Boundary Divisions that Matter: The Three Medical Sociologies

The terrain has changed because there have been deep-seated changes in the bedrock underlying
medical sociology. The sources of these tectonic shifts lie in three interconnected but altered
features of institutional supports. They are: (1) The demise of medical sociology training programs;
(2) The growing presence of “other” sociologists in the sociology of health, illness, and healing; and
(3) The increased presence of sociologists in medicine, public health, and related fields. Each comes
with its own strengths and weakness, and together, they produce major impediments in building a
cumulated set of findings from and for sociology in the areas of health, illness, and healing. Two
dimensions are critical — training (What do we pass on in research on health, illness, and healing?)
and audience (Who do we want to talk to?).

Our House and Corner of the Map: Medical Sociology
by and for Medical Sociology

Post-WWII, the NIH, and particularly the NIMH, saw the development of subfields of social science
within its purview. Training programs were funded in social psychology, medical sociology, and
methodology, to name only a few. The demise of these training programs at sociology departments
such as Yale, Wisconsin, and Indiana Universities resulted from narrowing NIH foci away from the
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broad concerns with stratification, institutions, medical sociology, social psychology to disease-specific
problems beginning in the 1990s. But some training programs or major training emphases have
survived (Rutgers, UCSF in the School of Nursing, Brandeis, Columbia), some have arisen in their
wake (Indiana, Vanderbilt; Maryland), and some have fallen away (Wisconsin, Yale, UCLA).

This does not mean that there are not major medical sociologists elsewhere training individuals,
nor does it mean that individuals are not doing medical sociology-relevant dissertations or research.
However, it does mean two things. First, medical sociologists trained in these programs sometimes
do not have the strong connection to the mainstream of the discipline, which is an aspect of Collins’
concerns. The success of our own journals and lines of research have produced a bit of insularity,
pushing forward streams of research that neither draw from nor are engaged in dialog with the
mainstream discussions. Whether this reflects a narrowing of the mainstream journals (see
Pescosolido et al. 2007) or a narrowing of medical sociologists’ interests and reference groups is
immaterial. Second, it also means that the findings of medical sociology that have been built over
three generations have not become part of the larger stock of knowledge of the discipline and are
sometimes absent in mainstream work that would profit from its insights (see below).

The main point is that the interchange between significant, relevant contributions in medical
sociology and significant, relevant contributions in the mainstream disciplines and its other subfields
is not happening. This decreases the accumulation of tools in the sociological toolbox, whether
practitioners of our subfield, other subfields or the mainstream of the discipline.

Our Country: Mainstream Sociology with a Focus
on Health, Illness, or Healing

Mills’ link between larger opportunities and challenges and individual behaviors is no less appli-
cable to our research enterprise than it is to the phenomena we research. The availability of funding
sources affects how sociologists are able to do their work; with sociology’s broad focus on social
institutions, health becomes a focus of those who are concerned with general forces (e.g., inequality,
organizations, and communities) than with the social indictors of outcomes. That is, health and
health care is only one of a number of life chances affected by larger contextual forces. Dramatic
instances of unequal life chances cannot help but draw the interests of sociologists. The increase in
interdisciplinary research teams and the relative “wealth” of the NIH (e.g., versus the NSF) has
brought more sociologists into research that addresses health, illness, and healing. All of these
developments are good for the discipline and the subfield, as well as for the accumulation of social
science and insights for the medical sciences.

Again, however, this focused attention by sociologists on areas traditionally defined as medical
sociology is not without its costs. Specifically, it leads to a “quibble,” not necessarily an unimportant
one, with this brand of research. As Jane McLeod so eloquently put it in her comments on the
“Author Meets the Critics” Session at ASA in 2003, such work tends to suffer from “The Fatal
Attraction Syndrome.” In other words, the insights of medical sociology research are ignored and
“rediscovered.” Declaring the need for a sociological subfield of “social autopsy” disregards medi-
cal sociology’s line of research on social epidemiology that pioneered sociology’s focus on how
issues of class, race, and gender shape mortality and morbidity (McLeod 2004).

This is not misrepresentation, but missed opportunity. Classic works embraced by medical soci-
ology were penned by sociologists who did not appear to consider themselves “medical sociolo-
gists” (e.g., Erving Goffman, Everett Hughes). Rather, in contemporary research, the lack of
training in and knowledge of medical sociology as a subfield yields a weaker picture of sociology’s
contributions to our understanding of the social forces that shape health, illness, and healing. It may
suggest to those both inside and outside the subfield that the discipline of sociology is not at the
cutting edge.
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Abandoning Home and Country for Richer, More Powerful Neighborhoods:
Medical Sociologists Packed and Gone to Medicine, Public Health, and Policy

Differences in employment opportunities, either restricted in sociology or open in schools of
medicine and public health, and the greater distribution and impact of scientific journals and
dissemination outlets in those fields, create a third community on the sociological landscape.
These are sociologists who tend to be very well trained in medical sociology and who bring a
prominence to sociological ideas in health, illness, and healing. What can be the problem here?
In fact, there is no immediate issue, because both sociologists and medical sociologists “find”
much of their work. However, not all of their research can be fully integrated into the discipline
without their presence, literally and figuratively, in sociology venues. The problem is that, in their
geographic positions outside the discipline, they will not likely train the next generation of medi-
cal sociologists. In addition, many of these sociologists are precisely the ones who focus on
health care organization and policy, a topic about which David Mechanic finds the subfield rela-
tively weak in addressing. With the demise of strong medical sociology training programs in the
top ranked departments, the two problems mentioned above are magnified. If the majority of
sociologists tackling issues of health care organization and reform are outside our training
spheres, this will likely exacerbate the shortage of a new generation of medical sociologists pur-
suing these topics. Avoiding the “loss” of their expertise to schools of public health, medicine and
management alone, without a parallel emphasis in the subfield, requires effort on both sides, with
each valuing the contributions and venues of the other.

Triangulating the Community Map to Develop a Blueprint
for the Next Decade of Research

Rethinking Communities and Landscapes

The analysis of these different locations and communities on the map of the sociology of health,
illness, and healing guided our vision for this Handbook. It was meant to suggest, in Durkheimian
fashion, that the whole of our contributions is greater than the sum of its parts. The sociology of
health, illness, and healing is constituted and enriched by medical sociology, mainstream sociology,
and sociological work coming out of public health, medicine, and policy analysis. Of course, the
divisions are fuzzy; old divisions have been eliminated: and support for them is waning. Many who
do research and teaching in these areas, cross the boundary lines easily and with grace.

For example, as Collins (1989) pointed out, in some corners of the sociological landscape, the
debates over whether sociology is a “science” are futile. With “science” mistakenly equated with
quantitative research, Collins contends that sociology, like other sciences, engages in the “formu-
lation of generalized principles, organized into models of the underlying processes that generate
the social world” (Collins 1989, p. 1124). Similarly, to righteously equate medical sociology only
with publication in sociological journals, but not publication in the general or medical journals,
is equally problematic. The problem is how, in this era of proliferating opportunities for sociolo-
gists in diverse employment positions and in a wider range of journals, can we take advantage of
all of these contributions and pass them on to the next generation? Sociological knowledge can
advance, as Collins (1989) notes, with a coherence of theoretical conceptions across different
areas and methods of research. Critique is good, and something that sociologists are extraordi-
narily proficient in; but this is useful only to the purpose of moving our understanding of the
world forward.
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This volume is a first step, we hope, in facilitating that coherence by explicitly bringing together
these three different strains of medical sociology, by bringing their authors in contact with one another,
with other medical sociologists, and with the next generation of researchers. That is, we have tried to
take direct account of the potential contributions from diverse vantage points on the landscape of
sociology. Specifically, the editors have sought out contributions from each of the three communities
of sociological research on health, illness, and healing, including making an attempt, albeit a prelimi-
nary one, to escape the surface of American medical sociology. We ignore where on the intellectual
and field/subfield/disciplinary map they come from. In this way, we hope to complement the Handbook
of Medical Sociology, now in its 6th edition, which has served since 1963 to represent the cutting edge
of the subfield.

Organizing by Elevation

We organize the insights along a vertically integrated map that carries the spirit of C.W. Mills
forward in acknowledging individuals and contexts. In fact, in this first section, we step back even
from the map of sociology so as not to ignore two facts — other disciplines aim to understand the
same phenomena as medical sociology, further complicating our task of surveying existing contri-
butions and gathering “leads;” and the U.S. brand of medical sociology, and sociology in general,
tends to take one kind of perspective that may have different contours from the uniquely salient
insights brought by medical sociologists in other countries. Thus, Rogers and Pilgrim, from the
University of Manchester and University of Central Lancashire, respectively, follow this introduc-
tion by demarcating our relationship to other sociomedical disciplines from the UK landscape. Most
importantly, taking the case of mental health, psychiatry, and sociology, they examine how these
disciplines approach the same problems, how they construct them, and whether their contributions
even matter to “science.” They look at boundary disputes and collaborations as they have played out
in the UK, arguing that boundaries have been movable historically. Conflicts and separation fol-
lowed early conversations and collaboration. Yet, they see signs of a return to more congenial shared
intellectual space that stems from the movement to an integrated team approach in treatment and
new substantive “identities” like health services research which situate individuals of different
approaches onto common property.

Whether the world is more complex, as globalization theorists claim, or the world of sociology
has embraced greater complexity than it had when Mills wrote, the next chapter outlines the
Network Episode Model — Phase III as a set of multiple contexts that are considered simultane-
ously as we proceed. While sociologists have always acknowledged multiple contexts, the NEM
separates out macro-contexts that intersect and now, can be researched simultaneously, whether
through team ethnography (Burton 2007; Newman et al. 2004) or through Hierarchical Linear
Modeling (Xie and Hannum 1996). We also go to and beneath the micro-foundations of macro-
sociology that Collins (1981) addressed. While our focus may be on the “illness career,” there are
levels below the individual which have to be reckoned with if we are to get past the old nature vs.
nurture dichotomies. Thus, while macro levels can match the cartographic metaphor more-or-less
literally of “place,” the sociological insight of vertical integration also guide us to more micro
levels below the surface of the individual (e.g., their genetic inheritance). But at each level, the
NEM argues that sociology must explicitly measure contextual factors and the connecting mecha-
nisms of influence, calling for multi-method approaches which maximize the ability of empirical
research to match “the promise.”

This section ends with a critical assessment of the theory of fundamental causality and suggests
several forward-looking research directions. Freese and Lutfey argue that the SES-health associa-
tion has to be unpacked in each time and place. Yet, they also see this as insufficient because it fails
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to tell us why this link transcends time and place. This widespread association has to be confronted
with universalities, distinctions, and tensions. Ending with a focus on future research, they point to
the potential of looking both in structure and “under the skin” using the interplay of quantitative and
qualitative methods and offering three considerations for medical sociology to more strongly influ-
ence health policy.

Connecting Communities

This section deals with “places” above the health care system, looking to comparisons across coun-
tries (Beckfield and Olafsdottir; Ruggie); organized individuals taking on health and health care
issues in the public (Brown and colleagues), policy spheres (Ruggie), or those institutions outside
medicine (Aldigé, Medina and McCranie). We start with a look across countries, the area of
comparative health systems, where Ruggie argues that there may be those who remain dubious
about lessons that can be learned from cross-national analyses. She aims to convince them, admira-
bly so, by pointing to the well-known paradox that was alluded to earlier about the high spending
of resources and the low level of return in the U.S. She identifies persistent barriers in aims and
means that result in inequitable health care in the U.S. Ruggie outlines and documents eight lessons
about health care systems that the U.S. can learn from the experience of other nations. She ends by
pointing to the ubiquitous relationship between poverty and poor health, in all countries, and the
final lesson which supports the role that efforts outside the health care system have in improving
health outcomes. Beckfield and Olafsdottir push this further, arguing that the welfare state offers a
window into understanding how societies organize their economic, political, and cultural landscape.
In turn, different forms of social organization are critical to understanding the causes of health,
illness, and healing, and how these reverberate through the lives of individuals and societies. They
lay out types and mechanisms through politics, health institutions, and lay culture, offering a set of
propositions and hypotheses that, if examined empirically, will push our understandings of macro-
level factors and perhaps unearth new suggestions for social change.

Remaining with the influence of civil society, Brown and his colleagues target the increasing
influence of health activists and the health social movements that they populate. Arguing that such
efforts have increased in number and broadened medicine’s concern to include issues of justice,
poverty, and toxic work conditions, they provide theoretical and analytic concepts on relevant
collective actions. The concepts they find to hold the most potential — empowerment, movement-
driven medicalization and disempowerment, institutional political economy, and lay-professional
relationships — connect to each of the “above the individual” NEM levels. Their ecosocial view
connects communities, inequalities and disproportionate exposure to toxic conditions (e.g., environ-
mental hazards and stressors) that translate into health disparities and that set a broader territory for
the institution of medicine, as well as for medical sociology.

The final two pieces examine the role of institutions outside of medicine as they work with and
against the aims of the profession, its ancillary occupations, and its organizations. Medina and
McCranie reopen the classic claim that medicine “won” jurisdiction over deviance, having first
“dibs” to define it as a problem of disease, eliminating the power of law or religion over societal
response (Freidson 1970). Looking to the case of psychopathy, they reconsider the meaning of
medicalization and the potential of thinking about “layers” of control as a better fit in the contem-
porary era. Ending with a call for recognizing and researching the multiplicity of institutional
responsibility, this piece provides the perfect lead-in to Alidgé’s summary of the insights from
sociology’s long but fairly sparse line of research on the intersection of legal and medical control
of mental illness. Focusing on the “collision” that occurred in the wake of the civil rights movement,
Aldigé details the complex sociohistorical forces that have shaped and reshaped the points of strain
and support between two major institutions of social control of deviance.
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Connecting to Medicine: The Profession and Its Organizations

With the dominance of the concept of medicalization (Zola 1972; Conrad 2005) and its dissemination
into scientific and public life, we asked Clarke and Shim, who had offered an extension of the
concept (biomedicalization; Clarke et al. 2003), to step back, review the current status of different
approaches, update us on their own thinking (including addressing the critiques), and craft one
possible future agenda. Entering into this assessment from the view of the sociology of science and
technology, rather than pure medical sociology per se, they explore the potential for building
bridges across the terrains of medical sociology, medical anthropology, medicine, and other neigh-
boring terrains that share a concern with understanding how the boundaries of medical jurisdiction
expand.

Hafferty and Castellani push past issues of medicalization and pursue medical sociology’s
attention to and then abandonment of interest in the profession of medicine. Ironically, they contend
that after medical sociologists documented and debate the rise of the profession to dominance, the
subfield (and the larger discipline) has missed the take-up by medicine itself of issues of “profes-
sionalism” in light of its acknowledgement of the role of larger contextual factors defining its work.
This change reopens the call for a sociological perspective and they provide a roadmap. Part of
sociology’s turn away from issues of the institutional situation of medicine meant that there has
been little attention to the fate of women as doctors since Lorber and Moore’s (2002) pioneering
1984 study. Finally, Boulis and Jacobs give us an update on the status of women in medicine. Taking
us past even the insights of their comprehensive project (2008), providing the necessary background
to understand where women are in the profession, they elaborate on whether medicine’s early sexist
climate has changed, even if only around the edges. In the end, they conclude that progress has been
slow at best; and, if and how the profession changes vis-a-vis gender has more to do with structural
pressures than changing values.

The final two chapters in this section move to the organization of the health care system itself,
with Caronna asking about the socio-historical logics that have shaped and continue to shape medi-
cine in the U.S., while Kronenfeld explores the absence, for the most part, of medical sociologists
in research on central policy questions relevant to health and health care. The former, as Caronna
herself indicates, can illuminate the past and shape the future. By emphasizing the complex web of
trust issues necessary to maintain a health care system, she guides us through the three logics of the
past and asks whether we are entering a fourth, calling for more sociological research. Kronenfeld
refutes the idea that policy studies belong to political science, staking sociology’s claim by surveying
the past meaning and emphases of health care policy-making processes and noting a lacunae of
broad system level analyses.

Connecting to the People: The Public as Patient and Powerful Force

This fourth section targets individuals outside the health care system as they interact with and affect
it. Figert begins this journey through the community, asking whether or not medicalization theory
has underplayed the potential of lay individuals in the medicalization process. The thread of reeval-
uating our theoretical concepts that revolve around professional power continues, with a reconsid-
eration of Zola, Conrad, Clarke, and Epstein but expanding consideration to a more explicit role of
expertise. This includes the expertise of the lay person as well as the expertise of professionals,
noting that much current discussion debates the influence of the former. Tying into the earlier
chapters by Brown and colleagues, she brings up how social movements may have shifted the land-
scape of medicine, and she reminds us of the formality of the classic formulations in Parsons’
patient role. This opens the path for May’s reformulation of Parsons’ “vision” of the physician—patient
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interaction. While recognizing that the organization of health care matters because it penetrates the
clinical encounter, May targets the social relationship in the clinic as the place where their effects
are mobilized and enacted. The arrival of “disease management” and “self-management” have
become a routine part of “mundane medicine,” the care that comes with the greater prominence of
chronic illness and disease. Digging further into the encounter, Heritage and Maynard review
research from process, discourse, and conversational analyses that reveal in detail how the clinical
encounter proceeds, what its key turning points are, and how there has been a clear and gradual
movement to greater power balance between physicians and patients. Finally, Wright acknowledges
that technological advances have widened the examination room, bringing with them greater exper-
tise but also challenges from the public. With electronic records and publically available health
information technology, Wright argues that sociologists should track the ramifications of these
changes on trust, confidentiality, authority, and the social dynamics of how information is collected,
managed, and used by both providers and their clients.

Connecting Personal and Cultural Systems

Much of the interest in the social sciences of late stems from the concern with health disparities.
Alegria and her colleagues take this on in a holistic fashion, offering a larger framework within
which to develop hypotheses and measures. Drawing from the notion of cumulative disadvantage
across time and levels of organization, the Social Cultural Framework for Health Care Disparities
serves to guide further and more integrated studies. They set the stage for more specific concerns.
Among these, areas that continue to attract research attention are race and gender. In a review of the
black—white differences in health, Jackson and Cummings point to the paradox of the Black middle
class. Counterintuitive to the SES-health gradient, they provide evidence that the Black middle class
does not fare better in health status than the White lower class, and end by suggesting that accumu-
lated network capital, limited by residential segregation, is ripe for future research. In a similar vein,
Read and Gorman turn their attention to gender. They give an overview of what we know about
male—female differences in mortality and morbidity, theories used to explain these, and three chal-
lenges that remain in the gendered profile of health — immigration, the life course, and co-morbidities
between mental and physical health. To assist in future research, the final note in this section
involves methods for unraveling the mechanisms that underlie many of the associations that have
been documented. Pairing sociologists who come from different methodological corners of the
sociological landscape, Watkins, Swidler and Biruk describe and illustrate the use of “hearsay
ethnography.” Relying on individuals in the communities they study to hear and record what their
social network ties discuss, they show the advantages over traditional survey and ethnographic
methods in gathering data on “meaning” in everyday life.

Connecting to Dynamics: The Health and Illness Career

While intimately tied to the directions we take in this volume, much of what comes before this point
does not deal directly with the dynamics of health and health care outcomes and the forces that
shape them. There is no better way to inject dynamics into the sociology of health, illness, and heal-
ing than to draw both inspiration and insight from the life course perspective. Pavalko and Willson
do just that by reviewing what has been integrated into our research and what remains less well
developed. In particular, they point to two areas that would profit from further attention — individual
agency within constraints and how historical and institutional changes intersect with life trajectories.
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Following in this tradition, Carpentier and Bernard take on the developments in health care utilization
research that have embraced temporality, social structure, multilevel effects, and culture. Using the
network metaphor, they stress complexity in theory and methods that study trajectories and lay out
directions to push this approach further.

Connecting the Individual and the Body

Sanders and Rogers connect the chronic illness career to potential improvements in treatment and
health care policy. Specifically, they consider how processes of disruption, uncertainty, and adapta-
tion are at work in shaping trajectories in chronic illness and illness management. They make the
transition to the individually orientated factors by coupling the forces of motivation, innovation, and
social networks with the social and cultural significance of the body. Lively and Smith focus more
deeply on issues of identity regarding both the public self and the private self. They explore aspects
of social psychological theories of identity that have not been fully utilized in the sociology of
health, illness, and healing, particularly the development of positive illness identities. Conley dives
deeper into the biological aspects of the body, arguing that social science and genetics can be inte-
grated but must be done with caution. He reviews traditional genetics approaches, expressing appre-
hension about the endogeneity problem inherent in many studies and the current limits in mapping
gene—gene interactions. He suggests that social scientists should pair with genetic researchers in a
sequence of studies that use multiple methods to first identify a genetic or social effect as truly
exogenous so that we do not follow the “mining” and “fishing” approaches commonly used in
genetic and epigenetic research.

Perry ends the volume where we began it — with the call for diverse disciplinary approaches,
expressing a central concern for collaboration without cooptation. With an acceptance of the increas-
ing complexity of both social and genetic factors, Perry reviews and dismisses typical approaches
like the chain model and provides a primer on basic places where sociologists can start to think about
how social life matters in life and death. In particular, taking advantage of “the promise” may come
from medical sociologists who use developmental models with an eye to social construction.

Wrapping Up

For those who contributed to this volume, as well as for the editors, this is a start, a beginning to
continuing to bring the strengths of medical sociology forward. We have many to thank for their
contributions and time spent. The staff at the Indiana Consortium for Mental Health Services
Research, particularly Mary Hannah, shepherded this volume through, seeing the project from the
beginning to end. Howard Kaplan’s determination to see a volume on Health, Illness and Healing
in the Sociology series was steadfast and Teresa Krauss’ patient persistence was welcome.

References

Bearman P (2008) Introduction: exploring genetics and social structure. Am J Sociol 114:v—x
Boulis AK, Jacobs JA (2008) The changing face of medicine: women doctors and the evolution of health care in
America. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY



1 Taking “The Promise” Seriously 19

Brown P (1995) Naming and framing: the social construction of diagnosis and illness. J Health Soc Behav Extra
Issue:34-52

Burawoy M (2005) For public sociology. Am Sociol Rev 70:4-28

Burton LM (2007) Childhood adultification in economically disadvantaged families: An ethnographic perspective.
Family Relations 56:329-345

Clarke AE, Shim JK (2010) Medicalization and biomedicalization revisited: Technoscience and transformations of
health, illness, and American medicine. In: Pescosolido BA, McLeod JD, Martin JK, Rogers A (eds) The sociol-
ogy of health, illness, and healing: blueprint for the 21st century. Springer, New York

Clarke AE, Mamo L, Fishman JR, Shim JK, Fosket JR (2003) Biomedicalization: technoscientific transformations of
health, illness, and U.S. biomedicine. Am Sociol Rev 68:161-194

Collins R (1981) On the micro-foundations of macro-sociology. Am J Sociol 86:984—-1014

Collins R (1986) Is 1980s sociology in the doldrums? Am J Sociol 91:1336-1355

Collins R (1989) Sociology: pro-science or anti-science? Am Sociol Rev 53:124-139

Collins FS (2006) The language of God: a Scientist presents evidence for belief. The Free Press, New York

Concato J, Shah N, Horwitz RI (2000) Randomized, controlled trials, observational studies, and the hierarchy of
research designs. N Engl J Med 342:1887-1892

Conrad P (2005) The shifting engines of medicalization. J Health Soc Behav 46:3-14

Epstein S (1996) Impure science: AIDS, activism, and the politics of knowledge. University of California Press, San
Diego, CA

Freidson E (1970) Professional dominance: the social structure of medical care. Atherton Press, New York

Gans H (1989) Sociology in America: the discipline and the public: American Sociological Association 1988
Presidential Address. Am Sociol Rev 54:1-16

Gelernter J, O’Malley S, Risch N, Kranzler HR, Krystal J, Merikangas KR, Kennedy JL, Kidd KK (1991) No associa-
tion between an allele at the D2 dopamine receptor gene (DRD2) and alcoholism. J Am Med Assoc
266:1801-1807

Gieryn TF (1983) Boundary-work and the demarcation of science from non-science: Strains and interests in profes-
sional ideologies of scientists. Am Sociol Rev 48:781-795

Gieryn TF (1999) Cultural boundaries of science. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL

Gouldner AW (1970) The coming crisis of western sociology. Equinox Books, New York

Hung Ho-fung (2004) From global pandemic to global panic: SARS and the fear of “Yellow Perils” amid the rise of
China. Hong Kong J Sociol 5:29-49

Latour B (1999) Pandora’s hope: essays on the reality of science studies. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA

Leuchter AF, Cook IA, Morgan ML (2002) Changes in brain function of depressed subjects during treatment with
placebo. Am J Psychiatry 159:122-129

Levine S (1995) Time for creative integration in medical sociology. J Health Soc Behav 35:1-4

Link BG, Phelan JC (1995) Social conditions as fundamental causes of disease. J Health Soc Behav Extra
Issue:80-94

Lorber, Judith and Moore, Lisa Jean (2002) Gender and the Social Construction of Illness, 2nd ed. AltaMira Press,
New York.

McKinlay JB (1974) A case for refocusing upstream: the political economy of illness. In: Enelow AJ, Henderson JB
(eds) Applying behavioral science to cardiovascular risk. American Heart Association, Dallas, TX

McKinlay JB (1996) Some contributions from the social system to gender inequalities in heart disease. J Health Soc
Behav 37:1-26

McKinlay JB, Marceau LD (2002) The end of the golden age of doctoring. Int J Health Serv 32:379-416

McLeod JD (2004) Dissecting a social autopsy. Contemp Sociol 33:151-156

Mechanic D (1993) Social research in health and the American sociopolitical context: The changing fortunes of
medical sociology. Social Science & Medicine 36:95-102

Mechanic D (2004) The rise and fall of managed care. J Health Soc Behav 45:76-86

Mechanic D, McAlpine DD, Rosenthal M (2001) Are patients’ office visits with physicians getting shorter? N Engl
J Med 344:198-204

Mills CW (1959) The sociological imagination. Oxford University Press, London

National Advisory Mental Health Council (2000) Translating behavioral science into action. National Advisory
Mental Health Council’s Behavioral Science Workgroup, Bethesda, MD

Newman KS, Fox C, Roth W, Mehta J, Harding D (2004) Rampage: the social roots of school shootings. Basic Books,
Cambridge, MA

Olafsdottir S, Pescosolido BA (2009) Drawing the line: the cultural cartography of utilization recommendations for
mental health problems. J Health Soc Behav 50:228-244

Pace D, Middendorf J (2004) Decoding the disciplines: helping students learn disciplinary ways of thinking, vol 98,
New directions for teaching and learning. Jossey Bass, San Francisco, CA

Pearlin LI (1992) Structure and meaning in medical sociology. J Health Soc Behav 33:1-9



20 B.A. Pescosolido

Pellmar TC, Eisenberg L (2000) Bridging disciplines in the brain, behavioral, and clinical sciences. A report of the
board on neuroscience and behavioral health, Institute of Medicine. National Academy Press, Washington, DC

Pescosolido BA (1991) Illness careers and network ties: a conceptual model of utilization and compliance.
In: Albrecht GL, Levy JA (eds) Advances in medical sociology. JAI Press, Greenwich, CT, pp 161-184

Pescosolido BA (1992) Beyond rational choice: the social dynamics of how people seek help. Am J Sociol
97:1096-1138

Pescosolido BA (2006) Of pride and prejudice: the role of sociology and social networks in integrating the health
sciences. J Health Soc Behav 47:189-208

Pescosolido BA, Jack K. Martin, J. Scott Long, Tait R. Medina, Jo C. Phelan, and Bruce G. Link (2010) ‘A Disease
Like Any Other?”” A Decade of Change in Public Reactions to Schizophrenia, Depression and Alcohol
Dependence. American Journal of Psychiatry In press.

Pescosolido BA, Boyer CA (2001) The American health care system: entering the 21st century with high risks, major
challenges, and great opportunities. In: Cockerham WC (ed) The Blackwell companion to medical sociology.
Blackwell, Oxford, pp 180-198

Pescosolido BA, Kronenfeld J (1995) Health, illness, and healing in an uncertain era: challenges from and for medical
sociology. J Health Soc Behav 35:5-33

Pescosolido BA, Martin JK (2004) Cultural authority and the sovereignty of American medicine: the role of net-
works, class and community. J Health Polit Policy Law 29:735-756

Pescosolido BA, Olafsdottir S (2010) The cultural turn in sociology: can it help us resolve an age-old problem in
understanding decision-making for health care? Forthcoming in Sociol Forum

Pescosolido BA, Rubin BA (2000) The web of group affiliations revisited: social life, postmodernism, and sociology.
Am Sociol Rev 65:52-76

Pescosolido BA, Tuch S, Martin JK (2001) The profession of medicine and the public: examining Americans’ chang-
ing confidence in physician authority from the beginning of the “Health Care Crisis” to the Era of Health Care
Reform. J Health Soc Behav 42:1-16

Pescosolido BA, McLeod JD, Avison WR (2007) Through the looking glass: the fortunes of the sociology of mental
health. In: Avison WR, McLeod JD, Pescosolid BA (eds) Mental health, social mirror. Springer, New York,
pp 3-32

Phelan JC (2005) Geneticization of deviant behavior and consequences for stigma: the case of mental illness. ] Health
Soc Behav 46:307-322

Rubin BA (1996) Shifts in the Social Contract. Pine Forge Press, Thousand Oaks, CA

Schlesinger M (2002) A Loss of Faith: The Sources of Reduced Political Legitimacy for the American Medical
Profession. Milbank Quarterly 80:185-235

Starr P (1982) The social transformation of American medicine: the rise of a sovereign profession and the making of
a vast industry. Basic Books, New York, NY

Stone D (1999) Managed care and the second great transformation. J Health Polit Policy Law 24:1213-1218

Straus R (1957) The nature and status of medical sociology. Am Sociol Rev 22:200-204

Swartz K (1999) The death of managed care as we know it. J Health Polit Policy Law 24:1201-1205

Szyf M (2009) The early life environment and the epigenome. Biochim Biophysica Acta 1790:878-887

Vladeck BC (1999) Managed care’s fifteen minutes of fame. J Health Polit Policy Law 24:1207-1211

Ward L (1907) The establishment of sociology. Am J Sociol 12:581-587

Xie Yu, Hannum E (1996) Regional variation in earnings inequality in reform-era urban China. Am J Sociol
101:950-992

Zola IK (1972) Medicine as an institution of social control. Sociol Rev 20:487-504



Chapter 2

Medical Sociology and Its Relationship
to Other Disciplines: The Case of Mental
Health and the Ambivalent Relationship
Between Sociology and Psychiatry

Anne Rogers and David Pilgrim

Introduction

Within the subfield of the sociology of health and illness, mental health is a well-established and
major area of sociological inquiry and interest. This prominent interest has necessarily brought soci-
ologists into contact with other disciplines concerned with research and practice in the area of mental
illness. The most notable of these has been the discipline of psychiatry. As Norman Elias noted nearly
40 years ago, this relationship necessarily involves difference and tensions because whilst sociology
and psychiatry are both dealing with human behaviour, their explanatory frameworks are different!
and each needs to protect their professional and theoretical autonomy (Elias 1969).

At times, the relationship between psychiatry and sociology has been characterised by mutual
co-operation and interest, but at others points, boundary disputes have erupted and epistemological
differences about the nature of mental illness have emerged. The aims of this chapter are to examine the
nature and extent to which sociology has been successful in asserting its disciplinary authority and inter-
ests in the mental health field and in doing so explore something of relationship with psychiatry as a
specialty within medicine. We do this through exploring the recent history of the connexions and disputes
between sociology and psychiatry mainly but not exclusively focusing on the UK. Our intention is to
illuminate the nuances, interests and outcomes in knowledge and disciplinary positions that are relevant
to understanding boundary disputes and collaborations between sociologists of health and healing in the
area of the study of mental illness using three case examples: social psychiatry, stigma and psychoanaly-
sis. In the final section, we explore the prospects for future collaborations with psychiatry.

Sociology and Mental Disorder

Traditionally, the topic of mental disorder has been well represented within medical sociology both
in the US? and in the UK (although by comparison in recent time the latter has had a less prominent

!'Sociology, he points out, might focus on social factors of anomie and status differentials with psychiatry even at the
social end referring more to personality traits and sibling rivalries.

2The lineage of the symbolic interactionist wing of the Chicago School of sociology has ensured a strong emphasis
on deviancy theory (Cooley 1902, Mead 1934, Goffman 1961, Becker 1963, Lemert 1967, Scheff 1966).
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position in the UK). To talk of ‘the’ sociology of any topic is to suggest that the boundaries between
knowledge are rigid and mutually exclusive. We begin this chapter from the premise that there is no
absolute distinction between social knowledge claims produced by sociologists and that offered
from outside its disciplinary boundaries. Good examples of this point are academic contributions
provided from historians and philosophers and from clinical psychology and general medical practice
(e.g. Richard Bentall’s Madness Explained (2004) and Christopher Dowrick’s Beyond Depression
(2004)). These contributions from outside of sociology provide illuminating ways of exploring
psychological abnormality in its social context by emphasising historical analysis and a close atten-
tion to the meaning of the personal accounts of people with mental health problems. Moreover,
sociology itself relies for its legitimacy on lay expertise. Indeed, there exists a paradox that socio-
logical models, such as ethnomethodology (Coulter 1973) and symbolic interactionism, celebrate
and utilise ordinary language accounts of social life, whilst at the same time wanting to claim a
privileged role for the sociological codifications or meta-accounts generated.

Another body of knowledge, psychoanalysis, outwith sociology, has also been used as a resource
to temper sociological assuredness. For example, Craib (1997) examines the shift towards social
constructivism ‘as if it was a client presenting itself for psychoanalysis’ and argues that sociology
(unlike the mental health professions it critically documents) has no mandate to change the lives of
others. As a result, instead of entering the ‘depressive position’ of that disempowerment and prob-
able irrelevance, it manifests a grandiose manic defence, with sociology offering expert knowledge
claims (discourses on discourses) on anything and everything. In our third case study below, we
examine psychoanalysis as a bridging resource between psychiatry and sociology. Additionally,
there is simple empirical evidence that sociology cannot claim any privileged and unique under-
standing of mental health matters. Below we demonstrate this when examining the history of social
psychiatry. Moreover, more recently, shifts in the academy about knowledge production indicate
that the disciplinary boundaries of sociology and other singular disciplines are now blurred and
leaky (Gibbons et al. 1994). The richness of sociological analysis has been helped by the examina-
tion and incorporation of work in other disciplines. Sometimes, this has involved using empirical
findings of their studies to build up an argument, and at others, it has applied a sociological approach
to their production. It is common for sociologists to co-author work with collaborators from other
disciplines. The outcomes then appear in non-sociological journals. Although disciplinary silos are
still often jealously protected in the academy, research in an applied and broad area like mental
health invariably leads to a range of interdisciplinary outcomes.

However sociological interest in mental health has not been sustained uninterrupted within sociol-
ogy. At the end of the 1980s, sociological debates about mental health and psychiatry were not as
salient as they had been during the 1960s and 1970s. During those earlier decades, mental illness had
been subject to considerable scrutiny and was used as an exemplar in mainstream theorising on devi-
ance and social control. The popularity of sociological work about psychiatry during that ‘counter-
cultural’ period was also fuelled by radical critiques from some mental health professionals, who
questioned their own traditional theory and practice. While a thriving sociological interest in mental
health continued in North America, in Britain, the 1980s witnessed sociological interest turning more
towards mainstream topics of physical and chronic illness. At the same time, the identity of sociology
has in some quarters been characterised by a shift towards a post-modern orthodoxy in social theory.
Post-modern theorising has brought distinct advantages to the subdiscipline, and Pescosolido and
Rubin (2000) suggest that a major contribution of this perspective is capturing rapid social change
and the uncertainty that characterises contemporary social life. However, such a perspective has
tended to problematise empirical knowledge claims (thus undermining empirical sociology) and the
post-modern turn has brought with it a distinctive bias against realism, critical or otherwise. Instead
of lay accounts offering insights into something of the reality of material social relations, they have
now been offered up exclusively as ‘representations’ or aspects of this or that ‘discourse’.



2 Medical Sociology and Its Relationship to Other Disciplines 23

A further bit of empirical evidence of the disruption in sociological authority has been the incursion
of new disciplinary forms, such as gender and cultural studies and applied social studies. The asso-
ciation of these applied disciplines with a-theoretical and social administrative accounts, for
example in health services research, also provokes sociological wariness. Disciplines (and sociology
is no exception here) jealously guard their boundaries and want to claim esoteric expertise. In this
light, Strong (1979) pointed out the dangers three decades ago of ‘sociological imperialism’.
Similarly, Hammersley (1999) has claimed that sociology is no more than a source of specialised
factual knowledge about the world, with quite a limited practical value. However, it is also the case
that sociological self-doubt in the face of blind medical confidence may not offer the healthiest
solution to the problem of sociological imperialism identified by Strong. Below we point out this
trend when discussing psychiatric claims of privileged knowledge about stigma. Before that, we
will consider the relationship between sociology and social psychiatry.

Case Study One: Social Psychiatry

Since 1970, the relationship between psychiatry and sociology could be described as distant and
often hostile. They have become ‘incommensurate games’ (Fenton and Charsley 2000). However,
prior to this time, practitioners in the two disciplines were often active collaborators. Here, we trace
the rise and fall of that interdisciplinary synergy.

The Heyday of Collaboration

In nineteenth century, medical epidemiology (social medicine) sociology found a significant practi-
cal role. Indeed, the roots of medical sociology can be traced to social medicine (Rosen 1979).
However, it was not until the middle of the twentieth century that mutual sympathy between envi-
ronmentally orientated social psychiatrists and sociologists emerged fully.

Around the Second World War, an environmentalist period was ushered in which was character-
ised by a strong alliance with sociology and was given expression in the pursuance of a common
agenda. Social scientists, including sociologists, were active members of academic departments of
psychiatry (Klerman 1989). In its Durkheimian form, sociology presented itself as an objective
project, whose purpose was to study social problems and produce knowledge to further social policy
objectives. This chimed with the goals of socially orientated psychiatrists.

Eventually, an interdisciplinary collaboration was to emerge and ‘social psychiatry’ was forma-
lised. This was characterised by notable collaborations of psychiatrists with both clinical psycholo-
gists (Falloon and Fadden 1993) and psychiatric social workers in the UK (Goldberg and Huxley
1992). Some of its methodological leaders were even sociologists (Brown and Harris 1978). Social
psychiatry has been closely associated with a bio-psychosocial model of mental illness; an inclusive
anti-reductionist approach, with a wide potential appeal to both patients and mental health workers
(Engel 1980; Pilgrim 2002).

The collaborative period was in both the UK and USA particularly influenced by the human
ecology of the Chicago School of Sociology (Pilgrim and Rogers 1994). In exploring the influence
of poverty and deprivation, Faris and Dunham (1939) contrasted the prevalence of ‘manic depres-
sive psychosis’, which appeared to be randomly distributed across the city of Chicago, with the
numbers of people diagnosed with ‘schizophrenia’, found predominantly in poorer areas. Whereas
Faris and Dunham focused on social isolation as a possible aetiological factor, Hollingshead and
Redlich (1958) reflected the popular appeal of Freudian ideas, which were prevalent in the USA at
that time, in their subsequent study.
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This environmentalist phase of psychiatric research on inequalities in mental health began to
follow those evident in mainstream public health, with a focus on social conditions and the quality
of interpersonal relationships in different parts of society. A spate of influential studies identified
the relationship between mental health and social class and demonstrated a consistent social
patterning of mental disorders. These studies showed that rates of mental health problems were
more prevalent amongst those in the ‘lower’ classes (Hollingshead and Redlich 1958; Srole and
Langer 1962).

Consistently reported findings were that the diagnoses of ‘schizophrenia’ and ‘personality disorder’
were inversely related to social class. For so-called ‘common mental health problems’ (anxiety and
depression), a link between social disadvantage and mental health was also established, although
this appeared to be less consistent than the finding for ‘schizophrenia’. The trend for ‘affective
psychoses’” was towards greater prevalence in ‘middle’ and ‘upper class’ populations. Social class
also predicted treatment type deployed by the psychiatric profession. Lower class people received
drugs and ECT, whereas richer clients received versions of psychotherapy.

Given the obvious common concern for ‘the social’, in both medical sociology and psychiatric
epidemiology after the Second World War, a trajectory was set for long-term interdisciplinary
collaboration. But this failed to stabilise. The reasons for the breakdown in the relationship are
complex but, for our purposes here, can be grouped into three. First, there were shifts of emphasis
and theoretical preference inside sociology. Second, there were shifts inside psychiatry. Third, some
of the alterations within each discipline were a function of the negative interaction of these shifts.
Mutual suspicion and ambivalence occurred, which lead to a vicious circle of a declining interest in
and acceptance for the other party’s concerns. We now expand on these.

Theoretical Shifts in Sociology and Psychiatry

Two bonds between the disciplines had been evident in the collaborative phase — from Freud and
Durkheim. With the growth in legitimacy of psychoanalysis in the 1930s and 1940s came an accep-
tance of ‘continuum’ models of psychopathology. We are ‘all ill’ to some degree, according to
psychoanalysts. This made the lack of precise classification acceptable to those psychiatrists, who
shared an over-riding commitment with their collaborating sociologists to the investigation of social
conditions. The ambiguity created in Anglo-American psychiatry of psychoanalysis, and the conse-
quent role of continuum models, defused potential tensions and cleared the way for a shared focus
on the social antecedents of mental health problems. Tolerant mutuality characterised the relationship
between sociology and psychiatry, as indicated here by Lawson (1989), a sociological contributor
to social psychiatry:
Psychiatry accepted that, as its disease categories were so tenuous and not generally marked by physical signs,

the sociologist’s concepts of impairment or disability marked by social dysfunctions could be the key to unrav-
eling the rates of mental illness. (Lawson 1989, p. 38)

It seems that the notion of ‘mental illness’ remained in tact but psychiatrists were able to accept
alternative views other than an illness model. Moreover, in relation to secondary and tertiary preven-
tion, strong alliances were made with sociologists. This included research into the role of adverse
and alienating conditions within mental hospitals, which demonstrably maintained and amplified
pre-existing psychiatric disability — ‘institutionalism’ (Brown and Wing 1962).

After 1970, this reliance on a Durkheimian view in sociology and the Freudian influence on con-
tinuum models in psychiatry began to change. Sociologists (and psychologists) increasingly attacked
the growth of neo-Kraepelian psychiatry, pointing to its rigid pre-occupation with categories and for
confusing the map with the territory. For example, whilst psychiatrists assumed that ‘schizophrenia’
was a non-problematic fact, others viewed it as a codification of ordinary judgements about madness
with little additional scientific value to these lay ascriptions (Coulter 1973; Bentall et al. 1988;
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cf. Wing 1978). There was a similar back and forth argument between sociologists and psychiatrists
in the US which centred on a challenge to the scientific and ideological validity of the concept of
mental illness. Writing in the Journal of Health and Social Behavior in 1989, Mirowsky and Ross
presented a critical analysis of the use of diagnosis as a form or categorical measurement and repre-
sentation of psychological problems. This they argued represented poor science influenced by out-
moded nineteenth-century thinking and acted to narrow understanding of mental health through the
exclusion of the consideration of social structural and other contextual issues. On the bases of their
critique, Mirowsky and Ross concluded their argument by recommending ‘eliminating diagnosis from
research on the nature, causes and consequences of mental, emotional and behavioural problems’ (p. 11).

A riposte by a Gerald Klerman in an invited comment bemoaned the loss of the period when
psychiatrists and sociologists collaborated, suggesting also that Mirowsky and Ross were overly
ideologically committed to a social constructivist position, were ignoring the paradigm shift within
psychiatry and re-emphasised the scientific validity of a diagnostic approach to the study of mental
illness (Klerman 1989).

With psychiatric categories becoming easy targets for criticism, scepticism about the reality
of mental illness sometimes reached nihilistic proportions. Earlier, radical constructivists had rejected
mental illness as a total error of reasoning (a ‘myth’ or a ‘metaphor’ not a fact (Szasz 1961)). After Szasz,
the radical internal critic of psychiatry, and under the sway of Foucauldian critiques of psychiatry, more
and more sociologists tended to depict mental illnesses as social representations or epiphenomena
produced by psychiatric activity utilising preferred reified categories (Prior 1991).

By 1980, most sociologists had neither the theoretical inclination nor the practical competence,
to support social psychiatric research. Compared to an earlier era, they had become deskilled as
social psychiatric collaborators. By the end of the twentieth century, possibilities for collaboration
were muted because far less consideration was being given to social psychiatry. It was being contained
increasingly on the margins of the medical profession (Moncrieff and Crawford 2001). The bio-
psychosocial model (Engel 1980), favoured by many academic psychiatrists, was being displaced
by the ‘decade of the brain’. Biological triumphalism was abroad in the psychiatric profession,
within a self-assured ‘new-Kraepelin’ orthodoxy (Shorter 1998; Guze 1989; cf. Clare 1999).

Mutual agreement about the role of social factors and environment in the cause and trajectory of
mental health problems evident in the earlier phase of social epidemiology gave way to discrepant
views. These pitted social arguments and explanations against bio-determinism. This was most
apparent in relation to the perceived utility and role of psychotropic medication. The biological
aetiology of madness, confirmed in the core of the profession by the apparently dramatic impact of
the phenothiazine group of drugs, was now connoted by their producers and prescribers as ‘anti-psychotic’
agents. For some, this terminology implied curative capability, rather than them being only symptom
control adjuncts for some patients, some of the time (Moncrieff 2006).

A more critical historical analysis pointed to social forces and events which demonstrated that
the ‘pharmacological revolution’ was, if not a total myth, a considerable uncertainty (Scull 1979).
The policy of de-institutionalisation was the product of a variety of fiscal and ideological forces;
these drugs had little or no impact on this policy trend (Warner 1985; Rogers and Pilgrim 2005).
Social scientists in the US also pointed to similar influences particularly the central role of fiscal
factors. For example, William Gronfien pointed out that Medicaid had a stronger impact than
Community Mental Health Centre policies of the 1960s and 1970s and it was reimbursement sched-
ules rather than the philosophy of community which was responsible for promoting de-institution-
alisation (Gronfein 1985). However, more conservative accounts continued to depict madness as a
biochemical brain disturbance, pre-determined by a genetic fault but increasingly amenable to
medicinal remediation. For example, Csernansky and Grace (1998) remained committed to the
‘pharmacological revolution’ view. They claimed that neuroscientific research now provided us
with completely unequivocal evidence of ‘schizophrenia’ as a genetically pre-programmed brain
disease (cf. Boyle 1990).
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This exemplar of the role of drugs was only one of many differences which accounts for the
increasing distancing between these two disciplines. Criticisms of psychiatric theory and practice
from sociologists focused on a range of other facets of mental health management. The weak construct
validity of diagnostic categories; the relative absence of longitudinal studies in psychiatric
epidemiology; the dominance of empiricism at the expense of theoretical development; a lack of
explicit reflection on the ideological nature of psychiatric theory and practice and the ‘interest’ work
of the drug companies in the mental health arena.

A further difference between the disciplines relates to the conceptualisation of the nature of
service contact. Sociological analysis is more inclined to problematise this, whereas a psychiatric
perspective tends to emphasise the inherently beneficent role of ‘access’ to services. As a conse-
quence, the emphasis of psychiatric epidemiology has been on mapping the need for early interven-
tion or on equitable service access. Services are viewed as sites of an uneven right to treatment,
rather than as perhaps a potential threat to well-being and citizenship.

This has led to a pre-occupation with the epidemiological study of ‘need’ (i.e. numbers of identified
diagnosed cases) in order to plan for ‘appropriate’ services, instead of inviting socio-political ques-
tions of interest to sociologists. These might include: who are these services appropriate for?; whose
‘needs’ are being met by mental health services? and are notions of ‘access’ or ‘service’ meaning-
ful, when coercion is involved? Sociological interest in the new social movement of disaffected
patients ensures that these types of questions are raised regularly in the sociological literature. By
comparison, psychiatry limits its social policy interest to stigma and then only considers itself as
part of the solution, not as part of the problem (Sayce 2000).

The distancing of sociology from psychiatry through differences in understanding of key
phenomena was influenced by epistemological preferences within sociology more generally.
During the 1970s, sociologists from the Marxian and Weberian traditions began to use medi-
cine as an object of sociological understanding or to illustrate a social theory (Reid 1976). By
the 1970s, medical sociologists had promoted themselves from handmaiden to ‘observer status’
(Illsley 1975). After 1970, sociologists increasingly saw themselves as providing a sociology
of medicine. Prior to that, they had largely been content to make a sociological contribution to
medicine.

Post-1970, sociology increasingly turned away from medical positivism and manifested a broad
openness to other orientations. The tradition of symbolic interactionism and subsequent trends, like
ethnomethodology and social constructivism, brought distance into the common ideological project
of social engineering, which had previously acted to cement the enterprises of medical sociology
and social psychiatry.

These theoretical shifts within sociology disrupted a prior interdisciplinary compatibility, by
focusing on social phenomena being concept and context specific and by emphasising subjectivity
and intersubjectivity in their field of inquiry. Meanings, not just causes, were now considered to be
important — the task for sociology was increasingly descriptive and interpretive (verstehen) rather
than explanatory (erklaren).

The most extreme rejection was to come from post-structuralism, especially the work of Michel
Foucault, with its abandonment of causal reasoning, truth claims and confidence in an independent
reality. This culminated in a focused exploration of ideas, language and ‘discursive practices’ and
the eschewing of faith in quantitative methods, such as the survey techniques of epidemiology and
the randomised controlled trial approach to testing treatment methods (including psychosocial inter-
ventions). Prior to this trend, symbolic interactionism had made a distinction between primary
deviance (multi-factorially caused) and secondary deviance (socially amplified by the reactions of
others).

The consequence of treating psychiatric illness with scepticism by sociologists meant that inter-
ests turned more to the social processes, which led to labelling and diagnosis, and the social conse-
quences of psychiatric practice.
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Whereas the previous relationship between psychiatry and sociology had been built on
co-operation, these newer studies were explicitly critical not only of the social control role of psy-
chiatry but also of its knowledge base (Pilgrim and Rogers 1994). Moreover, the co-operation had
worked previously, largely because sociology was co-opted by medicine to help solve its problems;
a convenient advantage of the empiricist legacy of Durkheim after the Second World War. By the
1980s, the sociological attack on psychiatry, and the defensive reaction it provoked, led not to a
prolonged and creative debate but instead to a breakdown in interest on both sides.

The general trend of sociological criticism of psychiatry after 1970, understandably, was met
with defensive counter-argument. Reactions from psychiatrists portrayed sociological critics as
being part of an international oppositional movement of ‘anti-psychiatry’, which was setting out to
denigrate and discredit their profession (Hamilton 1973; Roth 1973). This disenchantment with
sociology was particularly evident from some who had previously gained much from collaboration
between the disciplines (Wing 1978).

Whilst the complex field of ‘anti-psychiatry’ was not inhabited solely, or even mainly, by profes-
sional sociologists for more traditional psychiatrists, it was convenient to lump them under a socio-
logical rather than psychiatric umbrella. The key high-profile ‘anti-psychiatric’ critics, such as
Ronald Laing, David Cooper, Thomas Szasz and Franco Basaglia, were dissident members of the
psychiatric profession, though their critical products were largely sociological or philosophical in
character. A more recent generation of dissidents have become evident in the growth of ‘critical’ or
‘post’ psychiatry (Thomas 1997; Bracken 2003).

The technocratic approach of biomedical psychiatry was challenged by some psychiatrists, who
emphasised the over-determining role of social factors in both aetiology and recovery (Warner
1985; Ross and Pam 1995) and the distorting effects of drug company interests on clinical practice
(Breggin 1993; Kramer 1993; Healy 1997). This unbroken pattern of internal dissent suggests that
many substantive problems about psychiatric theory and practice remain inherent and unresolved.
Not only did mutual hostility culminate in sociological critics turning away from psychiatry but
eventually there was even a diminishing interest in mental health as a sociological topic of inquiry.
Many promising beginnings, for example in labelling theory and in the ethnographic study of
psychiatric patients, petered out and were displaced by other more pressing concerns in the sociology
of health and illness (Cook and Wright 1995). After 1980, sociologists still researched mental
health. For example, some new work appeared on modified labelling theory (Link et al. 1989),
users’ views of psychiatric services (Rogers et al. 1993), problems with psychiatric nosology
(Kutchins and Kirk 1997) and race and mental disorder (Nazroo 1997). However, the extent of this
interest was notably less than that in the 1970s. Moreover, this work rarely attempted to re-build
broken bridges with psychiatry.

A consequence of the distancing from sociology for psychiatry was that it retreated into ‘meth-
odologism’ and ‘quantitativism’, unchecked by critical reflection with previous close collaborators
of research about the use of reified diagnostic categories. Nor in the 1980s did psychiatry deal com-
prehensively with the philosophical attacks on its knowledge base, let alone abandon categorical
reasoning as a lost cause. Instead, psychiatrists aspired to attain better construct validity. This was
akin to improving the measurement of other epidemiological variables, such as hypertension (Fryers
et al. 2000). At the very time when many sociologists were retreating into philosophical forms of
anti-realism, within the wider trend of post-modernism noted earlier, psychiatry was marked by a
‘return to medicine’.

With this professional strategy of re-medicalisation, there was an increasing interest in linking
epidemiology to neuroscience and genetics (Wittchen 2000). Questions about pharmacological
solutions did not lead to therapeutic pessimism and a return to the social. Instead, faith was re-stated
in a biomedical approach, supported by the pharmaceutical industry producing and profiting from
new agents. Thus, many in psychiatry naively took the reality of mental illness for granted and
looked forward to the next breakthrough in biological treatments (the pharmacological revolution
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became permanent). Many in sociology abandoned reality as unknowable. A breakdown of trust and
comprehension between the disciplines inevitably ensued.

Even when social psychiatry shifted (partially) from a categorical to a dimensional view of mental
illness, this cleavage was sustained. For example, a number of prominent social psychiatric
researchers advocated a dimensional view, in which there are gradations of psychological distress
(Goldberg and Huxley 1992). This filtered down into tools such as the General Health Questionnaire
(GHQ), commonly used in primary care and community population surveys. However, this dimen-
sional view did not fully displace categorical reasoning in psychiatry. In the American Psychiatric
Associations’ Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (1980), categories and dimensions are preserved
together and are not viewed as being incompatible.

Thus, this most recent phase in psychiatric epidemiology, since 1970, has been characterised by
greater diagnostic specificity and case identification, which accord with the ‘medical necessity’ for
intervention. This can be contrasted with the collaborative phase of research, which was more concerned
with the identification of the social causes of, or dominant influences on, mental health problems.
Currently, policy and practice imperatives remain firmly rooted in a concern with identifying rates of
diagnosed mental illness in populations in order to provide sufficient specialist services. This has
largely displaced the community and environmental focus of studies during the phase of collabora-
tion, although in some recent studies both strands of interest can be found. Overall though, it is fair
to say, in summary, that psychiatry seems to have gone full circle over a century, from eugenics to
environmentalism and then back to genetic determinism and the service need it implies. This pattern
can be seen in the theoretical changes in psychiatric nosology. The categories of DSM-1 were heavily
influenced by both psychoanalytic theory and wartime social psychiatry (Carpenter 2000). Later
shifts in DSM and the section on mental disorders in the International Classification of Diseases
brought about major changes in case identification and classification. DSM-II, whilst not adhering to
what may be viewed as an explicit social aetiology, nevertheless incorporated psychoanalytically
influenced ideas about causal antecedents. By contrast, the specific aim of moving to DSM-III was
to expunge causality from diagnosis in favour of behavioural description.

Because DSM III is generally a-theoretical with regard to aetiology, it attempts to describe
comprehensively what the manifestations of the mental disorder are, and only rarely attempts to
account for how the disturbances came about, unless the mechanism is included in the definition of
the disorder. This approach can be said to be descriptive in that the definitions of the disorder gener-
ally consist of descriptions of the clinical features of the disorders. These patterns are described at
the lowest order of inference necessary to describe the characteristic features of the disorder.
(American Psychiatric Association 1980, p. 7). Although aetiology is bracketed, this induces a
spurious confidence in tautological accounts. Symptoms define disorders and disorders are
explained by the presence of the symptoms.

Apart from a new era of tautology, the ‘a-theoretical’ position about aetiology, far from signifying
non-committal eclecticism had the effect (if not the intention) of eliminating confidence in social
causation. Subsequent changes from DSM-III to DSM-IV represented a further elimination of
patient subjectivity and their biographical and social context, in favour of an anti-holistic model of
mental illness, compatible now with biological psychiatry (Mishara 1994; Wallace 1994).

This emphasis on behavioural criteria and the silencing of social causation hypotheses may
signal a normative North American ideology. Carpenter (2000) argues that the trend of promoting
standardised categories of normality and disorder in DSM is part of a US-inspired ‘MacDonaldisation’
of social and economic life. For him, DSM-IV represents ‘the psychiatric equivalent of the World
Trade Organisation (WTO), promoting the principles of American Universalism as objective
standards that are beyond reproach’ (Carpenter 2000, p. 615). Certainly, one of the consequences
of this focus on measurement and ‘objective’ criteria has been a negation of the consideration of
social context and personal experience (the routine concern of medical sociology), as a core part of
the psychiatric research endeavour.
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In the wake of the vicious circle of distrust described above, sociologists have become deskilled
in epidemiology, and psychiatrists have become weary and defensive about philosophical attack.
As aresult of wholly legitimate questions about the role of their profession in society or their dubi-
ous knowledge base are pre-emptively dismissed by allusions to ‘anti-psychiatry’. A blocked dia-
lectic has occurred, so that the disciplines either do not talk or they talk past each other. Despite
the multiple sources of evidence about the social origins and consequences of mental health prob-
lems, they have been weakly represented in recent health research, which has placed a greater
emphasis on social inequalities in physical morbidity and mortality (Muntaner et al. 2000). In health
inequality research, mental health status has been afforded central role as a mediator but has been
studied less often as an outcome of social forces (Rogers and Pilgrim 2003).

One consequence of the gap of understanding between psychiatry and sociology has been the
tendency for psychiatry to proceed autonomously about sociological matters. The best of example
of this recently has been in the psychiatric framing of stigma.

Case Study Two: The Medicalisation of Stigma

The study of stigma by sociologists emerged was associated with classical labelling theory
(Garfinkel 1956; Goffman 1963). Critiques of the theory emerged in the 1970s (Gove 1982; Jones
and Cochrane 1981) and it fell out of favour for a while but it was rehabilitated, in a modified form,
in the 1980s (Thoits 1985; Link et al. 1989). Labelling (or societal reaction) theory was an important
departure in social science, especially in relation to mental health. It was linked to a shift from
Durkheimian positivism, with its emphasis on the social causes of illness, to a neo-Weberian exami-
nation of the way in which illness was socially negotiated.

Whereas social causationism examined the aetiological role of social factors in mental illness,
the study of labelling and stigma suggested that the reactions of others were important. Not only
causes were now of interest but so too were the exchanges of meanings attached to illness behaviour
and the sick role. Medicine traditionally singled out primary deviance (the ‘push behind’ of skin-
encapsulated pathology), whereas sociology increasingly emphasised secondary deviance; the ‘pull
from the front’ of the reactions of others to perceived difference.

Classical labelling theory focused on stereotyping and the rejecting actions of others but the later,
modified, version of the theory emphasised the anticipated need in both parties to avoid mutual
social involvement. Both versions drew attention to the demoralisation and social exclusion arising
from negative ascriptions. Sociological interest in stigma, as well as modified labelling theory, has
returned in recent years, suggesting that the classical work of those like Goffman retains contempo-
rary relevance in the study of illness and disability (Link 2000; Scambler 2005).

Against this backdrop of shifts within the sociology of health, the social reform of mental health
services in developed countries was leading not only to people with mental health problems becom-
ing more numerous and visible but also to demands that their citizenship should be protected. As a
consequence, both de-stigmatisation and social inclusion became progressive social policy demands
for and from a range of interest groups concerned to improve the lives of those with mental health
problems. By the 1990s, one of these was the psychiatric profession. This focus of interest is high-
lighted by an analysis of the interests involved with and expression of interest of an anti-stigma
campaign led by the Royal College of Psychiatrists between 1998 and 2003.

The aims and objectives of the campaign were (cited in full) as follows.

The Stigma Campaign

» The Royal College of Psychiatrists believes that society, including the medical profession, has
the potential to develop more tolerant and humane attitudes towards people with mental
disorders.
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* The College’s ‘Stigma’ Campaign will aim to ‘de-mythologise’ those mental disorders which
are currently stigmatised by mounting a wide-ranging educational campaign aimed at many
different components of society, including different age groups and people from different
social and ethnic backgrounds.

Campaign Objectives

» Raise awareness that mental disorders are very common and touch every family in the land at
some time.

* Change attitudes so that mental disorders in general are less stigmatised.

* Demonstrate that both genetic inheritance and the environment contribute to in nearly all
mental disorders.

* Show that a holistic approach to treatments is the most effective.

(Crisp A Psychiatric Bulletin 2000)

In the fifth and sixth objectives, the phrase ‘more constructive working relationships’ may hint
at a necessity, borne of experience. (Psychiatrists may not have these already in relation to service
users, their significant others or nearby mental health professionals.) The final objective concedes
that psychiatry is an imprecise science and that the campaign provides an opportunity to explore
‘uncertainties and challenging problems’. Finally, the summary statement rounding off the objectives
listed is worth citing:

By achieving these objectives, it is hoped that people suffering from mental disorders will be enabled opti-
mally to contribute towards their own recovery. (Royal College of Psychiatrists 1998, p. 16)

This summary ‘meta-objective’ is not actually about stigma but is simply therapeutic paternalism
and the hope that rates of patient non-compliance with treatment will decline. Thus, early in the
document, a whole series of indicators are present about professional interests, which are separate
from the commitment its authors had to the social challenge of de-stigmatisation.

In line with the discussion of the nature of mental health problems, the document from the Royal
College framed the reality about mental health problems in a categorical and not in a dimensional
or non-committal way. This framing is linked explicitly in the document to the history of asylum
psychiatry and its claimed beneficial legacy:

Within that setting [the asylum], medicine, and psychiatry in particular, set about the task of better differentiat-
ing the variety of mental disorders which currently finds expression in the diagnostic criteria of the
International Classification of Diseases of Mental and Behavioural Disorders (ICD 10) and the American
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM IV). Such classifications of mental disorders
have contributed to the development of valuable treatments for many of the identified disorders (Royal College
of Psychiatrists 1998, p. 13)

The axiom in the final sentence is open to challenge because the history of psychiatric treatment has
tended to proceed in an ad hoc and opportunistic way. There is also little evidence that nosology has
systematically and effectively guided treatment innovation. The front of the document summarises
the changing minds project as a 5-year campaign to:

...increase public and professional understanding of mental disorders and related mental health problems;
thereby to reduce the stigmatisation and discrimination against people suffering from them; and to close the
gap between the differing beliefs of healthcare professionals and the public about useful mental health inter-
ventions. (Royal College of Psychiatrists 1998, p. 1)

Thus, an ‘uncertainty’ or ‘challenging problem’ (Royal College of Psychiatrists 1998, p. 7) for the
profession is not about the existence of ‘mental disorders’ or the effectiveness of ‘mental health
interventions’. This lack of self-doubt is not surprising. If any medical specialty put forward policy
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suggestions, it is highly likely that its preferred knowledge base would be stated confidently and its
therapeutic utility taken for granted.?

Returning to the diagnostic categories described in the campaign, these became a way of organis-
ing not clinical knowledge but sociological knowledge. Thus, the campaign does not privilege
stigma but starts at the other end of the telescope — with particular diagnoses. As a result, different
‘stigmas’ (sic) not ‘stigma’ are described in the campaign document. Thus, the social process of
stigmatisation is tied down to preferred clinical categories like ‘depression’ and ‘schizophrenia’.
The taking of diagnostic categories as natural givens in the campaign is what Hoff (1995) calls
‘medical naturalism’. The document adheres to the view that psychiatric diagnosis or categorical
reasoning is not only legitimate but that it has been linked to the incremental scientific understand-
ing of mental illness. It is argued that diagnostic categorisation has improved treatment capability
over time and ignores the opposite argument which has been made; those categories with poor con-
ceptual and predictive validity have actually impeded our understanding of how to respond effec-
tively to madness and distress (Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Bentall 2004).

Specific diagnostic categories of ‘mental disorder’ are described (‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘schizo-
phrenia’, ‘dementia’, ‘drug and alcohol problems’ and ‘eating disorders’). The campaign used these
as sections to report work. (Later, ‘personality disorder’ was added to create seven, not six, categories
of stigma.) The website of the campaign puts different categories of mental health problem and
stigma into boxes on its pages, and in this way the campaign can be seen as a vehicle to create a sense
of certainty for its audience about the nature and prevalence of ‘mental disorders’.

The Challenge of the Concept of Stigma for the Psychiatric Profession

Sociological work on the therapeutic impact of psychiatric labelling and treatment suggests that
‘closing the gap’ between lay and professional views of mental health problems is not self-evidently
of value for patients. (The benefit of social regulation on behalf of the wider moral order is another
matter.) For example, studies underpinning classical labelling theory, modified labelling theory and
social exclusion suggest that psychiatric diagnoses and treatment may have unhelpful consequences
for patients. Given this evidence, then psychiatric theory and practice may be part of the problem
of stigma and social exclusion not part of the solution (Garfinkel 1956; Goffman 1961; Link et al.
1989; Skinner et al. 1995; Sayce 2000). Therefore, the preferred way of reasoning about stigma in
the campaign (yoking particular forms of stigma to particular diagnoses) reflects a form of interest
work for the psychiatric profession. It frames knowledge about a social phenomenon in clinical
terms. Thus, conceptually, stigma becomes a form of psychiatric (not sociological) knowledge.
Classical labelling theory was held in suspicion by the psychiatric leadership of the 1970s, the
predecessors of the document’s authors, as part of ‘anti-psychiatry’ (Roth 1973; Wing 1978).
Labelling theory played down the role of primary deviance and emphasised the negative impact of
labelling from others, including that from psychiatrists. If psychiatry were to open its doors to a
discussion of all of this sociological work, then it risks opening these old wounds. The singularly
cited paper from Hayward and Bright (1997) can be viewed a buffer against this eventuality, because

3The true nature of mental health problems, according to the campaign, is contrasted with the competing and flawed
views held by the general public. An explicit intention discussed under the heading of that name is to ‘close the gap’
between the psychiatric and lay perspectives and an explicit emphasis on the need for the profession to educate the
public to accept a professional conception of mental health problems. This is pro-active attempt at what De Swaan
(1990) calls ‘protoprofessionalization’. While the benefits to the profession of this opportunity to promote its pre-
ferred view of reality about mental health are afforded considerable space, it is not clear what this has to do with
stigma or its reversal.
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it summarised and filtered a complicated sociological literature, which could then be ‘cherry
picked’ by the College leadership for the purpose of its campaign. In doing so the social became
medical.

Case Study Three: Psychoanalysis

The relationship between sociology and psychoanalysis has had a checkered history (Bocock 1976).
Psychoanalysis itself is a polyvalent or open textured concept (rather like a Rorschach Card — a
projective test of its own making) inviting that mixed trajectory:

» Itis a wing of psychiatry but contains non-medical practitioners (‘lay analysts’).

* Within psychiatry, it is one bulwark against biodeterminism (the dehumanising logic of the
biomedical model) but also a form of biodeterminism. Freud was a hoped-for-reductionist, who
considered that ultimately human conduct would be accounted for by neuroscience.

» It is a form of biographical psychology but is mechanistic as well as existential in its method.

It retains diagnostic reasoning — psychoanalysts have been highly influential in the development
of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association (Bayer and
Spitzer 1985; Wilson 1993). However, it also emphasises the hermeneutic task applied to each
unique case.

» Itrejects a neat separation of mental illness from normality but also retains the concept of mental
illness to describe psychological difference, when arguing that ‘we are all ill’.

e It is a social theory that can give comfort to both conservative and radical social forces.

The critical theorists of the Frankfurt School offered a brand of sociology by blending the views
of Freud and Marx. The treatment of shellshock in the First World War was a site for this conver-
gence, when external conditions were made manifest in symptoms but mediated by intrapsychic
conflict. The intrusion of psychoanalysis into war-torn mental health work raised expectations of
voluntarism in mental health services, and it challenged the eugenic assumptions of asylum psychia-
try. Those breaking down in the trenches were ‘England’s finest blood’ — officers and gentlemen
and working-class volunteers (Stone 1985).

A number of writers attempted to account for the relationship between socio-economic struc-
tures and the inner lives of individuals. One example can be found in the work of Sartre (1963)
when he developed his biographical progressive-regressive method. The latter aspired to under-
stand the social context in relation to biographical accounts and biography in relation to social
conditions. This existential development of humanistic Marxism competed with other elaborate
discussions about the relationship between unconscious mental life and societal determinants and
constraints.

Within Freud’s early circle, a number of analysts took interest in using their psychological
insights in order to illuminate societal processes. This set a trend for later analysts, some of whom
tended to reduce social phenomena to the aggregate impact of individual psychopathology and
offered social theories that were forms of psychological reductionism (e.g. Bion 1959).

However, an alternative and explicitly Marxist group of analyst competed with existentialism on
one side and psychological reductionism on the other. These ‘critical theorists’ who were associated
with the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research were led by Max Horkheimer, a German philosopher
and sociologist, after 1930. The key difference between the Frankfurt School thinkers and the tra-
ditional clinical psychoanalysis was the focus of the interrelationship between psyche and society.
The central importance of the interrelationships between the material environment of individuals
and their cultural life and inner lives were subsequently explored by Marcuse, Adorno and Fromm
(and the more marginal institute members Riech and Benjamin). The group had an explicitly eman-
cipatory intent.
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The role of this group of critical theorists in social science marginalised the notion of illness
replacing it with the notion of what Fromm termed the ‘pathology of normalcy’. Compatible
with this the concerns of the group focused on the dialectical relationship between psyche and
society through the drawing of connexions between life-negating cultural norms associated
with authoritarianism and the capitalist economy and the ambiguous role of the super-ego as a
source of conformity and mutuality. The latter were conceptualised as mediated by the
intrapsychic mechanism of repression. Critical theory was exemplified in studies of the
authoritarian personality (Adorno et al. 1950) and the mass psychology of fascism (Reich
1975) and the psychological blocks attending the transition from capitalist to socialist
democracy (Fromm 1955).

An example though of the polyvalent concept of psychoanalysis is demonstrated by a range of
other developments in social theory. For example, it was influential in Parson’s structural function-
alism as the intrapsychic factor in explaining conformity (Parsons 1964). Resonances of it can also
be found in Giddens’ theory of structuration (Giddens 1976). It was the basis of both left wing
(Laing 1968) and right wing (Szasz 1961) ‘anti-psychiatry’. It was also the conservative basis for
opposing political radicalism and the Marxian developments of Reich and Marcuse (Chassegaut-
Smirgel and Grunberger 1986). It was attacked by feminist social theorists (Millet 1971; Oakley
1972) but also used as a vehicle for their arguments (Mitchell 1972; Eichenbaum and Orbach 1982).
Indeed, from the perspective of sociology, psychoanalysis seems to have been whatever its range of
authors have wanted it to be.

Despite this highly variegated relationship between sociology and psychoanalysis, there has been
regular engagement between the two bodies of knowledge. The individualism and empiricism of the
latter has placed a fairly permeable boundary between psychology and psychoanalysis. Clinical
psychologists have rejected it as therapeutically useless and pre-scientific (because of the un-test-
ability of its propositions). Social psychologists have investigated their topic experimentally and
avoided the hermeneutic leaps of group analysis. This gap between psychology and psychoanalysis
also applies to the former and sociology. There have been seminal developments from a few social
psychologists offering insights beyond that of studying small group interactions — G.H. Mead and
Erving Goffman stand out in the context of this chapter. However, their legacy has been claimed
largely by sociology not psychiatry or psychology.

Indeed, if we were to discount psychoanalysis as a legitimate form of psychology (as it is so
contested), then only recent developments in social contructionism offer a bridge between psychol-
ogy (and psychiatry) and sociology. This brings us back to the importance of the shift towards post-
modern social science discussed early in the chapter, especially that inspired by French
post-structuralism (e.g. Parker et al 1997; Bracken 2003; Thomas 1997).

Conclusion: Between Medical and Sociological Imperialism

This chapter has examined the relationship between sociology and psychiatry via three case studies
about social psychiatry, stigma and psychoanalysis. The first highlighted the possibilities of
co-operation, but these were predicated on two tendencies. On the one hand, sociology had to accept
the handmaiden role in psychiatric epidemiology and, on the other, psychiatry had to concede its
tenuous knowledge base and be truly open to sociological reasoning. Once sociology refused to
continue in the role of subordinate and took a different epistemological turn, there was a ‘return to
medicine’ in psychiatry, and the bridge was seriously weakened.

And once an interdisciplinary void opened up with the weakening of the project of social
psychiatry and the association of sociology with ‘anti-psychiatry’, then this left the medical



34 A. Rogers and D. Pilgrim

profession turning away from sociological insights. This became evident when we turned our
attention to stigma. The campaign of the Royal College of Psychiatrists we described proceeded
virtually without reference to sociology. Moreover, the medical profession started at the clinical
not social end of the telescope.

The third case study of psychoanalysis drew attention to the multiple ways in which it could
act as a bridge between psychiatry and sociology. The problem is that these multiple linkages are
often internally or mutually contradictory. Nonetheless, we concluded that psychoanalysis, as a
form of both psychology and psychiatry remains the one clinical discipline of regular interest to
sociologists.

Mainstream academic psychology is caught between the paradigms of social science and
natural science, tending to default generally to the latter. As a consequence, the distance in the
academy between psychology and sociology has largely arisen from the pre-occupation of the
former with empirical matters and the latter with pre-empirical and non-empirical matters (social
constructs and social theory). This point is reinforced by evidence of a clear convergence between
social psychology and sociology with the post-modern turn across the social sciences — social
constructivism in sociology (or social constructionism) in social psychology. With the latter, there
are of course cross-cultural differences. In the US Social constructivism, it did not seemingly gain
such a grip on sociology and there was a greater acceptance of the legitimacy and possibilities
introduced by neuro-psychiatry (Pescosolido personal communication). It appears that in the US,
the introduction of a post-modern interest encouraged more of a loosening of a focus on ‘status
attainment’ research suggesting perhaps that American sociological knowledge in the field of
mental health is likely to have become a little more open and diverse rather than rejecting of
psychiatric knowledge per se.

The history of the divide in a stand-off between strong advocates in each discipline which fol-
lowed a heyday of early collaboration shows signs of reversing or at least tentative reversal related
to two developments. One is related to changes and challenges within the psychiatric profession
which has led to internal reflection and critical reflection. Starting in the 1990s, the marketisation
and a more managed system in the NHS has meant that in the UK, at least the dominance of psychiatry
has not been taken for granted but has resulted in a more fragmented field of mental health care
(Samson 1995). An embracing of evidence-based medicine has resulted in a more critical stance
towards aspects of psychiatric practice including medication* (Tyrer 2008). The psychiatric profes-
sion has spawned ‘critical psychiatry’ ‘from within its own ranks.” The latter is a network of British
psychiatrists who debate the reform or abolition of their own profession and adopt a critical stance
derived from Foucauldian analysis and advocate the adoption of a thorough going bio-psychosocial
model (Moncrieff 2006; Bracken and Thomas 2006). The common thread in the network is a will-
ingness of its participants to concede the limits of the profession and to open up debates about how
to respond in society to psychological difference. Finally, the relatively new field of health services
research and other applied interdisciplinary arenas are rapidly growing which rely on both socio-
logical and clinical talent. It is possible that within this new research environment, new synergies
will be found and nurtured between sociology and medicine about the empirical and epistemological
study of mental health.

“For example a British Journal of Psychiatry article stated that: we are reminded by Lewis and Lieberman
(pp- 161-163) that the Orwellian chant of ‘atypical antipsychotics good, typical antipsychotics bad’ is indeed the
vacant refrain of sheep-like adherents to an outdated chimera of progress.
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Chapter 3

Organizing the Sociological Landscape

for the Next Decades of Health and Health
Care Research: The Network Episode
Model III-R as Cartographic Subfield Guide

Bernice A. Pescosolido

Introduction

The last decade has produced an extraordinary consensus in understanding health, illness, and healing.
While the last 100 years of social science, and many more years for the natural sciences, was
marked by greater disciplinary boundaries and specialization, these last twenty have been marked
by calls for transdisciplinarity. This is not unique to medicine or to the sociomedical sciences.
The centrifugal force that characterized the development of the first 100 years of empirically based
research has produced schools (e.g., public health), spin-off disciplines and programs (e.g., women’s
studies, health services research), and subfields (e.g., medical sociology) with a solid body of rich
ideas and empirical findings (Pescosolido 2006a). This period established some of the most famous
dichotomies of early modern science — photons versus waves, geosynclines versus tectonic plates,
nature versus nurture, the individual versus society, and culture versus structure. While some of
these were eventually adjudicated and their superiority established (e.g., Geographer Wegener’s
theory of plate tectonics), most have reached a contemporary end point that matches what sociologists
have always known: The world is intricate and messy, even if regular and patterned.

This is most elegantly stated as “Complexity Theory.” In a recent issue of Science, political scientist
Elinor Ostrom (2009, p. 11), 2009 Nobel Laureate in Economics, argued that “we must learn how
to dissect and harness complexity, rather than eliminate it....This process is complicated, however,
because entirely different frameworks, theories, and models are used by different disciplines to
analyze their parts of the complex multilevel whole.” Fig. 3.1 (from Pavalko et al. 2007) provides
an illustration of this kind of complexity in medical sociology for one cohort of individuals
confronting one set of problems in one place. The timeline links biography (e.g., with 6 of the 238
cases graphed here) and social history in the Vermont Longitudinal Study (VLS). The VLS stands
as one of the classic studies that refuted psychiatry’s initial premise that schizophrenia had an
inevitable downward and degenerative course. This project on the “outcomes” for persons with severe
mental illness began in 1955 when a “model program” was instituted. For each individual in Fig. 3.1,
the dashes between brackets mark periods in the hospital and the blank areas in each row indicate
periods outside of the hospital. The hospitalization that occurred when the patient entered the model
program is indicated in bold type. For example, the top three cases are persons who had been
hospitalized at least once prior to the model program, while the bottom three cases illustrate those
who entered the model program during their first hospitalization.
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Examining the “outcomes” for individuals treated at the Vermont State Hospital (VSH) in
dynamic (or more specifically, illness career) perspective requires a sophisticated understanding of
individuals, illness, and contexts. The VLS included different kinds of individuals (e.g., men and
women, rural and urban residents) who encountered the clinical innovation at different points in
their illness careers. Furthermore, the timeline is linked to three separate sets of historical developments
in the Vermont context — federal and national developments, innovations at the state government
level, and the conditions/programs within VSH itself. To associate illness career outcomes with only
the introduction of the new rehabilitation program in 1955 might be misleading.

In fact, individuals’ hospitalization careers depended on where individuals were in their own
illness career, who they were, and where their career was located in historical time. That is, across
the entire span considered, the pace of earlier hospitalizations shaped the pace of later ones. Yet, patterns
of hospital entry and exit differed before and after 1960. During the earlier, pre-deinstitutionalization
period, social statuses were more strongly associated with the length of the initial hospitalization
than were illness or community characteristics. After that point, hospital stays, overall, were shorter
and more sporadic with multiple hospitalizations tending to occur in rapid succession (“the revolving
door”). With the institutional reforms beginning in 1955, associations with hospital stays shifted
from social to illness characteristics (Pavalko et al. 2007).

The purpose of this chapter is to address these kinds of complexities in the sociology of health,
illness, and healing, further developing the Network Episode Model as an approach to contextualize
epidemiological and health services research (Pescosolido 1991, 2006a; Pescosolido and Boyer
1999). The NEM represents one possible integrated, multidisciplinary framework to explicate and
connect levels and dynamics. It does so through network theory using cartological imagery.' As set
out in the Introduction to this volume, with Olafsdottir, I appropriated Gieryn’s (1999) metaphor of
cultural landscapes and boundaries because its theoretical flexibility and emphasis on vertical inte-
gration of contextual levels fit the dimensionality and dynamics of the multifaceted, complex nature
of health, illness, and healing in the current era (Olafsdottir and Pescosolido 2009; Pescosolido and
Olafsdottir 2010). As Gieryn and others from the “new” sociology of culture have argued, individuals
use cultural maps to make sense of the world, affecting information availability and personal under-
standings as well as signaling possible and appropriate action. These maps are evoked in the com-
munity, in personal lives, and in organizations. The goal here is to further push theoretical guides by
seeing networks as the lines of latitude and longitude that anchor our understandings of cultural
maps. That is, the Network Episode Model (below) uses the metaphor of places, spaces, and maps to
situate the levels of context “above” the individual (community, institutional, and support network
systems) and the levels “below” them (individual and molecular systems).

Why Networks?

Earlier, I argued that frameworks and models which respond to the current call to integrate disciplines
and subfields to address complex challenges in the cause and consequences of health and illness
must fit four criteria. They must: (1) consider and articulate the full set of contextual levels docu-
mented to have impact in past empirical research; (2) offer an underlying mechanism or “engine of

'Bringing a version of complexity theory to understand health, illness, and healing brings up two sets of terms that
are au courant and confusing — interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary. I use the former to describe research and
researchers who claim to bring the expertise of many disciplines and approaches to the table; I use the latter to
describe the process of researchers, each expert in their field, who come together to develop frameworks and research
designs that take advantage of the interconnected strengths of each. Obvious from even this framing, my preference
is for the latter.
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action” that connects levels, is dynamic, and allows for a way to narrow down focal research questions;
(3) employ a metaphor and analytic language familiar to both social and natural science to facilitate
synergy; and (4) understand the need for and use the full range of methodological tools proven useful
in the social and natural sciences (Pescosolido 2006b). But I would now add to that list: (5) provide
a tangible way to engage in institutional social change, whether through formal, legal policy
changes or informal, community-based activism. One fundamental utility of a social network
approach is that it provides a concrete mechanism for intervention. For example, “organizational
culture” and “social support” represent two social factors that have been documented in sociomedical
research to be important to outcomes. As summary perceptual scales, they have been measured as
totalities. Yet, perceptions of overall social climate, whether at the individual or organizational level,
do not offer an intervention point. Will changing individuals’ perceptions improve the situation for
workers, friends, or family members? Only by understanding the social relationships that create
“toxic” workplaces or “protective” homes and communities, in the social sense, we can unpack and
leverage the forces of change. Even social policies and medical treatments are enacted by individuals.
Sometimes innovations may be ineffective because they are poor policies and treatments; however,
other times it may be the underlying human interpretation or enactment of them that cause them to
be unproductive. Knowing the difference between the two is crucial.

Even earlier (Pescosolido 1992), I suggested that the network perspective was particularly
apt for a sociology-based model because, despite all of our internal theoretical and methodo-
logical squabbles, one point of agreement is uncontested — social interaction stands as the basis
for understanding the links between individuals and their society. This finds voice in sociologi-
cal work as diverse as Goffman’s (1963) early notion that stigma, of whatever type, may be an
attribute known to others, but its effects materialize only in and through social relationships, to
Bearman and colleagues’ (Liu et al. 2010) recent contention that some significant part of the
“autism epidemic” stems from lay consultations among parents in geographic proximity to one
another. Most importantly, as Tilly (1984) argues, social networks create the structures so cen-
tral to sociology’s emphasis on inequality, meaning, and action in unpacking causes and
consequences.

The emphasis on mapping the structure of social interactions has taken hold across the land-
scape of science. As noted above, this facilitates the acceptance and utility of a network-based
model. Physicist Albert-Laszl6 Barabasi (2003) asserts that the increased attention to networks
reflects the acknowledgement across the sciences that even the most fruitful research on single
“pieces” of social and physical life cannot proceed in isolation. Networks introduce “heterogeneity
into our previously homogeneous theories of populations, diseases, and societies” and “have allowed
us to find generalities among seemingly different systems that, despite their disparate nature, may
have similar processes of formation and/or similar forces acting on their architecture....”
(Bascompte 2009, p. 419). Even some sectors of economics, which developed the most individu-
alistic of approaches, now have turned to see “interdependencies, implemented through trans-
national credit and investment networks, trade relations, or supply chains that have proven difficult
to predict and control” requiring “an approach that stresses the systemic complexity of economic
networks and that can be used to revise and extend established paradigms in economic theory”
(Schweitzer et al. 2009, p. 422).

Before these disciplinary practitioners shifted their views from particle physics or “Homo
economicus,” sociologists, social psychologists, anthropologists, and management scientists
deliberated and mapped interconnections with graph theory, sociograms, and ego-centric network
rosters. They developed new techniques or manipulated old ones to find ways to summarize
network structures (see Linton Freeman’s 2004 detailed history). All totaled, there was a basic stock
of theories, measures, and findings which served as the foundation for the new “Network Science.”
Supplemented by new developments in the last 10 years, a rich set of theoretical and research tools
can be appropriated for medical sociology’s work.
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Do We Really Need More Theories, Frameworks, and Models?

Recently, a reviewer, frustrated with the proliferation of “models” characterized “a genre of writing
prominent in public health and to a lesser extent in sociology where authors review an extensive
literature and propose a conceptual framework. These frameworks consist of multiple levels that all
influence each other and that explain a broad range of issues related to health and health care....with
the obligatory figure with multiple levels and arrows pointing up and down, left and right. You either
like this kind of conceptualization or you don’t. I am not a big fan....” (Anonymous reviewer, personal
communication). No doubt, there is a proliferation of “models,” in part, because of the looseness of
our language, and, in part, as a lack of clear separation between theory and method. Harkening back
to the classic statements of sociologists like Merton, Tilly, and Stinchcombe, there are differences
among a framework, a theory, and a model. None of these mistake gathering together parts of one
or another of these to frame an empirical analysis with “new” theorizing. A framework situates
models and theories in a set of underlying assumptions and principles. By definition, it is more diffuse
and less detailed than the others, offering an overarching view of what is involved and how things
work. A theory is a set of interrelated propositions, while the application and tailoring of a particular
framework or theory to a substantive problem can be thought of as a model (Pescosolido 1992).

While limitations in the scope of research settings often prohibit the empirical examination of
the organized and integrated whole of a theory or an applied theoretical model, efforts to examine
key ideas or apply them to new situations represent model adaptations, not new models (e.g., Costello
et al.’s 1998 reengineering of the NEM for children). “Cherry picking” among models to justify an
analyses is neither a “new” model, an “adapted” model, nor an “integrated” model; it represents a
convenience and tends to result in simplistic input, throughput, and output analyses.

In the end, theoretically grounded frameworks, theories, and models do serve a useful purpose.
Ostrom (2009, p. 420) makes the central point clearly:

Without a framework to organize relevant variables identified in theories and empirical research, isolated
knowledge acquired from studies of diverse resource systems in different countries by biophysical and social
scientists is not likely to cumulate. A framework is thus useful in providing a common set of potentially
relevant variables and their subcomponents to use in the design of data collection instruments, the conduct of
fieldwork, and the analysis of findings...

Medical sociologists, like other sociologists and scientists, frame their designs, data collection,
and analyses in any empirically based endeavor, whether qualitative or quantitative, in some
approach. Even a crude, fairly atheoretical “risk” and “protective” factors approach offers a guide.
When researchers rely on extant data, they are obliged to evaluate the match between their theoretical
ideas and the potential biases and omissions in the data. Even when theoretical tools serve as the
guide for new data collections, only particular propositions or hypotheses may be targeted. But when
selective pieces of existing theoretical models are gathered together to provide the logical schema for
an analysis under the claim that these are “new models,” some backlash of the kind voiced above is
justified. The proliferation of “models” rivals “kitchen sink” empiricism in eventual futility.

A first step review that includes the figure with boxes and arrows referenced above can integrate
past research with some idea of how different factors operate, providing a sounding board for reaction
and revision. The problem, as our anonymous reviewer points out, is that this may be insufficient
without clear theoretical justification for boxes and arrows and detail on the underlying assump-
tions, mechanisms, and expectations. Such work tends to offer a preliminary framework or perspective,
not theories or models. While sensitizing frameworks begin the process that Ostrom outlines, further
theoretical work is required for empirical use.

I argue, along with Ostrom, that we need serious, collaborative work on frameworks, theories,
and the tailored models that proceed from them. Rational choice models are useful because they
derive from clear principles of rational choice theory (RCT) and a framework of modern economics.
Prochaska’s Transtheoretical Model (TTM, also called Stages of Change Model; Prochaska and



44 B.A. Pescosolido

DiClemente 1982, 1984) is based in theories of motivation and cognition, and a framework of
“psychological” social psychology. Labeling theory emerged from the conflict framework in sociology
and produced a number of social control-oriented approaches (e.g., Donald Black’s Behavior of Law
1976) as a provocative response to functional theory’s dominance of the time.

At this point in the history of social science, there may be nothing particularly provocative about
comprehensive models like the TTM, RCT, or NEM; yet, that is not their purpose or insight. At their
inception, they cast and/or recast questions and called for matching methodological approaches in
the hopes of providing new insight. Not surprisingly, particular approaches came from particular
disciplines; and also not surprisingly, these have become more complex over time, taking account
of one another’s contributions and incorporating some thread of them. RCT theorists now reject
originally stated or implied principles of omniscience, structural irrelevance, and total atomism, and
their new “‘strategically rational actors” take the environment into account and engage in reflection
(see Pescosolido 1992). More specifically, sociomedical models of utilization like the Health Belief
Model (HBM; Rosenstock 1966) or the Sociobehavioral Model (Andersen 1968) have broadened
from their original insights and become more inclusive, though continuing to privilege one set of
explanatory factors over others (Pescosolido 1991).

Fleshing Out the NEM

The Network Episode Model struck a claim for the primacy of social network and social influence
processes which had been either downplayed or implied in previous health care utilization theories. The
NEM made no claim of originality. It drew from a wide range of macro/micro and qualitative/
quantitative work in sociology and anthropology, including early dynamic, qualitative work from the
1950s (e.g., Clausen and Yarrow 1955), the 1970s (Chen 1975; Janzen 1978; Zola 1973), and the 1980s
(Young 1981). These latter studies provided very textured data on the response to illness which had
virtually been ignored in the wake of large survey studies, but provided a solid foundation of informa-
tion on utilization. The Social Organization Strategy (SOS) framework and the NEM derived from it,
then, are pristinely and proudly synthetic, drawing liberally from many insights across the discipline
and across the social sciences. Like the alternative approaches described above, the SOS and the NEM
privileged one explanation — social interaction — providing a fundamentally different starting point and
placing different priorities on similar sets of explanatory factors already found to be useful.

Under Ostrom’s exemplar, we may be able to do for health, illness, and healing what collaborative
research and a wide group of colleagues have done and continue to do for “socioecological systems.”
Any of the above-mentioned models like the HBM or SBM from the sociomedical sciences have
the potential to serve as scaffolding for medical sociology; here the NEM serves that function.

The Origins and Base of the NEM in Brief

The Network Episode Model, originally proposed in 1991, draws on a set of social network princi-
ples laid out in the SOS framework (1992; see Pescosolido 2006a for an overview of social network
terms, types, and traditions). Two central features of the model were developed in this first phase —
the dynamics of the illness career and the role of social networks in shaping health care outcomes.
The NEM begins with the premise that dealing with health is a phenomenon given meaning
through a social process managed by the social networks that individuals have contact with in the
community, the family and friend set, the treatment system, and social service agencies (including
support groups, churches, and police/jails). Even social institutions that have clear structural elements
can be unpacked in terms of influence by examining the social interactions that occur within their walls.
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The NEM does not assume that individuals are isolated and ever-consciously rational; however,
that does not translate into conceptualizing individuals as “social dopes” or ‘“social dupes,” uncon-
scious puppets of the society in which they live (Pescosolido 1992). Rather, following Giddens
(1984) and Heise (1989), the NEM sees individuals as skillful actors with a “practical consciousness”
that allows them to both improvise and routinize. They shape and are shaped by the possibilities and
limits of social network formation in the community, in organizations, and in historical periods.

As pragmatists with commonsense knowledge and cultural routines, individuals may seek out and/
or respond to others when behavior, outside of their normal expectations, occurs (as in Parsons’ 1951
list of lay evaluations of severity, prognosis, diagnosis, and well role expectations). As Parsons’ noted,
granting the sick role is done in the community by family, friends, neighbors, and bosses, but not by
doctors, nurses, or other clinical practitioners. The latter, should it occur, constitutes entry into the
patient role through professional diagnosis. That is, individuals face changes in health and illness in
the course of their day-to-day lives by interacting with others who may recognize (or deny) a
problem, send them to (or provide) treatment, and support, cajole, or nag them about appointments,
medications, or lifestyle. Unlike Parsons, who saw these lay evaluations as guided by universally
similar norms in modern society, the NEM follows the more typical sociological view (e.g., Koos
1954) which examines a constellation of sociocultural circumstances that produce different evalua-
tions, sometimes shifting individuals into a cost—benefits analysis, as in RCT.

However, social interactions and habitus (as in Bourdieu 1990 and Camic 1986), not mental
calculus, provide the initial sources of normative meanings and individual reactions. A decision or
choice to act, the sole possibility under RCT, represents only one possible response path. Individuals
may experience the onset of illness as a social process of coercion or a process of muddling through
with large social networks playing a key role in concert with the types of nonnormative behaviors
or conditions that have arisen (Pescosolido et al. 1998a). Social networks, then, can be conceptual-
ized as the mechanism linking individuals across levels, time, and place. In fact, contacts collated
across social networks comprise a pathway of care, the essence of the clinical encounter, and the
most proper focus of analysis (e.g., see Heritage and Maynard 2010), replacing a focus on individu-
als. Indeed, while sociodemographic characteristics are not ignored, they are seen as less potent in
contemporary society than they were in earlier social forms.

Of course, pathways are facilitated or constrained by both individuals beliefs (as in the Health
Belief Model; Rosenstock 1966) and real/perceived access to care (as in Andersen’s 1968, 1995
Sociobehavioral Model). All social science models and even medical science models, at this point,
understand that such dynamic, microprocess does not operate in a vacuum. Where the NEM differs
is in the contention that the entire process is dynamic, constituted, and embedded in individuals’
social networks. What individuals know, how they evaluate the potential efficacy and suitability of
a range of options and providers, and what they do (in what order and under which “tone”) are
fundamentally tied to, negotiated in, and given meaning through social interactions. Both the “structure”
and the “culture” of network ties interact with each other and with the progress of the health problem
(Freidson’s 1970 Lay Referral System) to shape the process of responding to changes in health,
thereby creating the health and illness career, long or short.

With the basic dynamic and mechanism in place, the first revision of the NEM (Phase II,;
Pescosolido and Boyer 1999, 2010) elaborated network systems, theorizing a more complex view of
social network influences and types. The NEM-Phase II split the “social support system” into personal
networks (those “outside” treatment systems) and (inter- and intraorganizational networks (those
“inside” treatment/community systems).? This added greater specificity to the understanding of context

2From a social science point of view, these labels may seem somewhat backwards. However, these terms originated
in a set of arguments designed to convince those in the medical and mental health treatment systems, who were
skeptical at best, that social networks were “active ingredients” within clinics, hospitals, and programs that affected
the delivery and outcomes of their manualized treatments.
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and the role of formal and informal social organization. Most importantly, it allowed for theorizing
about the interaction of these two systems which the NEM posits as critical to issues of diagnosis,
utilization, adherence and health care outcomes. In essence, individual careers may be facilitated
or impeded by the interaction of treatment and community systems which set both structures and
dynamics for the behaviors and outcomes for individuals who define themselves or are defined by others
as “‘sick.”

Embracing Complexity Without Losing Utility: The NEM III-R

Since the original version of the NEM-Phase II was proposed in 1999, three things have happened.

First, as detailed in the introductory chapter to this volume and alluded to above, there has been
a decided move toward transdisciplinarity, defined as the incorporation of insights across disciplines
and fields to provide a fuller understanding of any particular phenomena.

Second, the most visible and prominent development in the biomedical sciences has been
research surrounding the Human Genome Project. The end result of this massive research endeavor
has been that both social and medical sciences have had to rethink initial narrow prejudices. On the
medical side, the decoding of human DNA sequences has led to the conclusion that the “environment”
matters in triggering, suppressing, and even changing genetic predispositions and structures. In both
positive and negative ways, macro to micro levels of social life have been implicated in phenotypic
expression (Pescosolido 2006a). Epigenetics has become a vibrant line of medical inquiry drawing
research and researchers from the social sciences. Social scientists have had to reconsider their
stance regarding the body and its physical limits and strengths, not just its social construction
(Pescosolido et al. 2008a). As Bearman (2008) has concluded, sociologists need to consider how
the prominence of genetics changes our own theorizing about the effects of social structure. This
reconfiguration is currently unfolding as individuals develop new projects that require transdiscipli-
narity or push existing projects further (e.g., the addition of biomarkers and DNA samples to the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Study, Add Health).

Third, the attention to geography and community as the influence of “place and space” has again
become more visible in research. The work of sociologists has contributed to moving these issues to
the forefront of transdisciplinary considerations (see Rob Sampson, David Takeuchi, Thomas Gieryn,
Sigrun Olafsdottir, and Jason Beckfield, the latter pair who have pioneered a renewed emphasis on
comparative health systems, both nationally and internationally; see Olafsdottir and Beckfield, this
volume). In concert with Mechanic’s (2004) call for more engagement of medical sociologists in
health policy and Cockerham’s consistent international focus, the reconceptualization of difference
by geography has moved more to the center of our concerns. Thus, the resurgence of interest in com-
munities, the advent of GPS technology and associated data, the development of multilevel modeling,
and resurgence in cross-cultural work all pointed to greater elaboration of “context” in the NEM.

In response to these directions and on the occasion of the Reeder Lecture in 2005, the NEM-Phase 11T
was sketched out. To be fair to any and all critics, the NEM has not proceeded systematically along
the lines that Ostrom recently suggested. That sketch was preliminary and more was promised
(Pescosolido 2006a). Moving that promise forward is the goal of this chapter — specifically, to define
the “core subsystems” (i.e., the first level) that are key to health, illness, and healing outcomes, and
begin a comprehensive listing of the concepts (i.e., the second level) of the NEM. Second-level con-
cepts bring together factors that have proven promising in existing research. Individual researchers can
select from them, propose new ways to think about and measure them (i.e., the third level), and add
to the list. As Ostrom (2009, p. 420) notes, “The choice of relevant second or deeper levels of vari-
ables for analysis (from the large set of variables at multiple levels) depends on the particular ques-
tions under study....and the spatial and temporal scales of analysis.”
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Fig. 3.2 Network episode model III-R, Primary level subsystems

The further development of the NEM requires an adaptation of and revision from its initial
presentation (Pescosolido 2006a). As depicted in Fig. 3.2, the NEM III-R has the same five core
systems as the NEM-Phase III — the community or “place,” institutions or “organizations,” the support
system or “personal networks,” the individual or “self”” and “body,” and the molecular system or
“genes” and “proteins.” The focus is on the dynamics of what happens to individuals in their health
and illness careers (the arrow). These careers can trace lifelong patterns or simply encapsulate the
onset and/or response to one set of health/illness problems. This is a key change in this third-phase
of the NEM. Though initially developed as a utilization model, the NEM, backed by a wealth of
evidence on the relevance and operation of social network ties as an underlying cause of health and
illness (see review in Pescosolido and Levy 2002), has an expanded scope — as an organizing model
potentially useful for social epidemiology as well as health services research. In that sense, the
NEM started from the less-populated corners of medical sociology. As Bury (1991, p. 451) noted,
sociologists “tend to be more interested in problems than in people’s responses to tackling them.”

This distinction, between epidemiology and health services research, in the sociomedical sciences
has always been an artificial, even if pragmatically useful, one. In many cases, onset and response
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are intertwined even as we tend to ignore the interconnections because of subfield boundaries. In
fact, much epidemiological data rely on an “official” label of disease that becomes known only
because a diagnosis or death certificate determination has been made by a physician or other medical
personnel (e.g., McKinlay 1995 on heart disease; Pescosolido and Mendelsohn 1986 on suicide).
As indicated earlier, some pathways may not be initiated at the focal individual’s request (e.g.,
employment or sports physicals; involuntary commitment); nevertheless, they involve the use of
allopathic health services. Thus, identifying “cases” for many epidemiological studies is dependent
on the lay recognition that something is wrong and on a response pathway that ends up in the formal
health care system.? That said, it will be no surprise that more theoretical effort will need to go into
the NEM’s epidemiological side since what follows will draw heavily from “consequences” rather
than “causes” research within medical sociology, and will rely on substantive areas where this
approach has been most readily adopted (i.e., mental health and illness; substance abuse, chronic
illness, infectious disease).

A major goal of this chapter is to take the first step in moving the NEM III-R forward toward a
complex approach. To do so, three issues are critical to theorizing the health, illness, and health care
career: (1) defining dynamic processes and outcomes; (2) defining the central forces that shape
pathways to illness/disease (epidemiology) and treatment (use of health services); and (3) concep-
tualizing the complexity of cross-level influences.

Defining Dynamics in the Health and Illness
Career: The Core Target of the NEM III-R

The undulating arrow in Fig. 3.2 is designed to make clear that the production of many illnesses,
particularly complex chronic ones, as well as the response to them is embedded in a dynamic process
with outcomes at each point potentially conditioned by earlier ones. Table 3.1 provides an initial set
of Level 2 variables for the health and illness career. The focus is on key role “entrances” and

Table 3.1 Relevant network concepts in the secondary level — health and
illness career subsystem, NEM III-R

Key Entrances  Key Exits Key Social Sequences  Key Response Timing

¢ Sick role e From sick ¢ Coping * Combination of health
role advisors(Patterns)
e Patientrole e Termination * Strategies * Ordering of
of care consultations
(Pathways)
e Chronic role * Recovery e Style  Delay and spacing of
consultations (Spells)
e Disabled role ¢ Death ¢ Degree and length of
compliance

* Dying career

*In population studies that have developed sophisticated tools (e.g., the CIDI in the National Comorbidity Studies;
Kessler et al. 1998) to measure population-based prevalence rather than rely on institutional data, this is not the case.
Yet the effort that goes into establishing prevalence has generally meant little remaining time for a health services
component or even a sophisticated social network component for etiological analyses.
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“exists,” as “punctuation points” in the social process of illness, as well as on patterns, pathways,
and trajectories. Key social sequences include a cognitive stream (coping), a action stream (strategy),
and an affective stream (style; Bury 1991). Given its affinity to life course perspective, the NEM III-R
targets timing and spacing (when the transitions occur); duration (time to complete a transition); and
order (the sequencing of role changes; Elder 1978). The NEM III-R provides the freedom to isolate
the decision to seek out a physician, for example, but it requires some understanding of when this
occurs in relation to previous choices (Elder’s 1978 “multiphased decision process”). It embraces the
examination of “research-discovered need” (e.g., as in the National Comorbidity Studies) and looks
at the network forces that translate that into various response patterns. In sum, these findings both
came from and support the first descriptive hypothesis of the NEM III-R.

Unlike early stage models, events do not have to occur in a particular sequence. Rather, research
can map “a flexible set of points which can be transversed over again, going backward and forward”
(Twaddle and Hessler 1987). For example, an individual whose claim of illness has been rejected
by the social network (i.e., barred entry to the sick role) can still proceed to the decision to seek out
formal advice (i.e., attempt entry into the patient role). As noted above, an individual’s illness career
may begin at the point of physical examinations required by various social institutions (e.g., school
sports physicals, employment or insurance exams, mandatory college vaccinations).

Understanding different pathways and sequences becomes a critical part of a dynamic
approach to health, illness, and healing (Pescosolido 1991). Some of these steps are recogniz-
able and researchable in and of themselves as dynamic processes: onset (the timing of physical
or mental behavior or capacities); recognition (the decision that something is wrong, that is,
entry into the sick role); utilization (the decision to seek care, that is, entry into patient role);
health care outcomes (including the decision to follow advice of the various “providers” sought
out, e.g., medication or regime adherence); and health outcomes (recovery, death, disability,
stability, or chronicity). Each comprises a dynamic sequence and can be used to draw boundaries
around and coordinate the research map. Alternatively, they can be strung together marking the
borderlines between health and illness; and for the increasing presence of chronic and severe
illnesses, tracing the emergent character of health problems and the “biographic disruption” that
follows (Bury 1982).

A general advantage of the NEM over earlier models is that it neither prescribes nor proscribes
the “proper” response to health problems (e.g., physician-based versus alternative medical systems).
It problematizes each stage, asking that we come to understand, through the collection of empirical
data on coping (cognitive), strategy (action), and style (affective), what possible patterns and
sequences exist (Bury 1991). The NEM argues, in fact, that not homogenizing such different pro-
cesses into simple static variables may open up understandings to critical issues in health, illness,
and healing that have frustrated researchers, providers and policy makers to date. Figure 3.3,
adapted from Xie et al.’s recent study (2009) of the 10-year “careers” of individuals with comorbid
mental health and substance abuse disorders, provides an illustration.

In a traditional research frame, “recovery” or “outcomes” might be operationalized as a zero-one
dichotomy (“‘successful treatment outcomes” or not). Both the heterogeneity of the patterns and the
key influences of timing would likely be lost. A trajectories approach accepts such heterogeneity and
enhances our ability to understand and intervene on the distal or proximal root causes. Xie and
colleagues (2009, p. 804) document four patterns regarding drug use: no abstinence, early abstinence,
late abstinence, and unstable abstinence. By identifying these through a latent class trajectory analysis,
they suggest that different clinical approaches could be tailored to individual differences.* However,

4Other analyses might also be used to take advantage of these time-ordered, detailed data (e.g., examining the timing
or “spells” of substance abuse, Pavalko et al. 2007).



50 B.A. Pescosolido

~#- Unstable abstinence (7%) —A— Lato abstinence (30%)
=¥~ Eary abstinence (17%)  —#— No abstinence {46%)

1.0 7
9
8

E

F
3
‘2—
e Bl
e S 3
Years ol folow-up

LE 3
-~ -1;

oy

* Togx: trajectories hased om stage of substance abuse recovery, as defined by the Substance Abuse:
Treatment Scale (SATS) (possible scores range from 1 to 8, with higher scores indicating higher
stages of recovery). Bottom: trajectories of abstinence

Fig. 3.3 Ten-year substance abuse outcome trajectories for 177 clients with serious mental illness and cooccurring
substance use disorders. Reprinted with Permission from Xie et al. (2009)

examining complex patterns and diverse pathways has rarely been considered even when theories
have long claimed that individuals may reach very similar endpoints traveling very different routes.’

Other work has provided findings indicating that we can, in fact, uncover both different pathways
and different trajectories. In the Indianapolis Network Mental Health Study (Pescosolido et al.
1998) the Mental Health Care Utilization among Puerto Ricans Study (Pescosolido et al. 1998), and
The National Survey of Access to Medical Care (Pescosolido 1992), we were able to map a set of
limited pathways to care using clustering methods and multinomial logit models. More recent
research has provided even greater support for dynamic approaches. Judge et al.’s (2008) narrative
from 15 individuals identified three basic response patterns — withdrawal, avoiding help, and coming
to terms — in confronting psychotic illness. The “Pathways to Care” Study in the UK found that 100
out of the 500 illness episodes they recorded ended up in primary care (approximating the number
expected in traditional survey research). More interesting are the sequenced “containment” strategies
people employed in their response to illness, “suppressing signs and symptoms, ignoring them,
concealing them or attending to them....moving among the continuum from containment to an illness
state” (Rogers et al. 1999, p. 106; see also Carpentier and Bernard (2010).

These patterns, types, and trajectories, in and of themselves, become the focus of explanation and
a preliminary analytic charge that can be mapped onto alternative hypotheses. Regarding caregiver
health problems, for example, Pavalko and Woodbury (2000) suggest both the adaptation hypothesis
(i.e., stress increases and plateaus then remain stable or even improve as care giving continues) and
the stress proliferation (“wear and tear”) hypothesis (i.e., stress increases as the person continues to
provide care). Both patterns may be in operation over time for the same individuals, or these patterns
may characterize individuals in different social locations (e.g., gender. kin/non-kin) or who face
different kinds of health issues (e.g., Alzheimer’s, schizophrenia, cancer). Pavalko and Woodbury
conclude that the body of research on caregiver health is inconsistent, in part, because they have
tapped into different stages of the caregiving process.

SFor example, Durkheim’s classic work on suicide (1897/1951) laid out four types — altruistic, egoistic, anomic, and
fatalistic — each stemming from very different social contexts in which individuals find themselves. Yet, there are few,
if any, studies that separate out suicides by type or any schematics to classify suicide types.
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According to Elder (1978), dynamic approaches avoid the “conventional script” flavor of other
models. While a strength, this view raises addition complexities to be considered. In particular two
factors, implied above, are primary. First, the lines of disease and disorder are fluid, indicated, for
example, in mental health by the “consensus” conversations that will create the new version of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) of the American Psychiatric Association as well as in
cancer by the continually moving line of “precancerous” changes. The processes underlying what
happens in this arena can result from contagion or homophily (Christakis and Fowler 2009), parallel
to the classic concerns in medical sociology with social selection versus social causation processes
(e.g., Wheaton 1978). Pragmatically, however, research proceeds by cutting into intertwined
dynamic processes at some point, which, as Conley (2010) argues for genetic influences, have to be
carefully thought out. Claiming that research is looking to “associations” alone does not get one “off
the hook” regarding issues of causality, at minimum, because such claims do not align with using
statistical tools that have implicit notions of causality built into them.

Second, this problem extends to the response to the onset of symptoms. Who is considered a
“medical care advisor” and what separates a network tie “consultation” for advice on what to do
from one on who to see? Such individuals in contemporary US society are not limited to practitioners
legitimated by the modern medical establishment (see Pescosolido 1992 for a list; also Kelner et al.
2000). Drawing from the SOS Framework, the NEM assumes that (1) all societies hold a vast
reserve of people who can be and are consulted during an illness episode (i.e., Gurin et al. 1960
view that a multiplicity of resources share therapeutic functions); (2) at best, rationality is “bounded”
and individual “satisfice” (Simon 1976) resulting in a series of decisions over some stretch of time
that form “strategies” through successive limited comparison (Lindblom1959); and (3) through
mutual exchange (or lack thereof) individuals come to attach meaning to situations and determine
actions (Pescosolido 1992).

Thus, network processes can be both cause and consequence, and it is possible for network
theory to provide theoretical guides and empirical strategies for both. In Puerto Rico, the “search
for care” among those who recognized mental health problems produced a set of patterns which
variously included family, friends, the clergy, primary care providers, and mental health specialists.
Thus, the activation of network ties, themselves, created utilization patterns.

More recent work has embraced and unpacked this complexity in dynamic processes, multiple
levels of influence, and social network structures. Carpentier and colleagues (2010) built on tradi-
tional narrative approach using network data to analyze the initial phases of the social processes
associated with care trajectories for individuals eventually diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease.
Analyzing the analysis of action sequences reported by caregivers, they defined entry into the care
trajectory as the period from first recognition of dementia symptoms to the point of diagnosis. This
new, intriguing research moves past earlier research that focused on caregivers’ characteristics. The
nature of the onset of this disease, recognition “is intimately linked to interactions not only amongst
family members but also amongst friends, neighbours and health professionals” (Carpentier et al.
2010, p. 1501). They combined a focus on social networks, social dynamics, and action sequences,
seeing the understanding of initial phases of care trajectories as essential to early detection and
intervention, as well as understanding the course of the disease and outcomes.

The data structure from their research is reproduced, with permission, in Fig. 3.4. On the left, the
caregiver’s social network at the first sign of symptom manifestation (7,) is listed. In this example,
the initial network included six ties — the caregiver (CG), the ill relative (IR), and four individuals
who provided the caregiver with support (labeled 1, 2, 3, and 4). The rest of the graph reveals the
narrative analysis of social network dynamics. Actors are represented by lines that begin when the
network tie enters into the social process and ends when they are no longer involved. Some actors
provided support (individuals 1 through 4), while some did not (individuals 5 and 6). Developing
over 100 codes to represent significant actions or events, Carpentier and Bernard superimposed
codes on tie dynamics.
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Fig. 3.4 Timeline, social networks and the pathways to care data for one case at 7, in Alzheimer’s caregiver study.
Reprinted with Permission from Carpentier et al. (2010)

In the end, they find five trajectories which they name by the key factor shaping them: families’
past experience; watershed events; organizational effects; complex trajectories with gentle negotia-
tions, and complex trajectories with difficult negotiations. The trajectories influence the timing of
diagnosis. In Types 1, 2, and 3, diagnoses occurred earlier, within a year, while Types 4 and 5
revealed both greater complexity in social interactions coupled with later diagnosis. Analyses like
these provide new insights into the dynamic processes of onset, diagnosis, and treatment, hopefully
becoming more common as data collection and analytic tools improve, and as researchers embrace
the inevitable complexity of health and health care outcomes.

Defining the Core Factors that Shape Illness/Disease
and Treatment Pathways

Understanding a complex whole requires knowledge about specific variables and how their compo-
nent parts are related (Ostrom 2009, p. 10). As Elder (1978) notes, life course models are not
explanatory models. Describing patterns, pathways, and trajectories has often led to the neglect of
explaining them (Hagestad and Neuganen 1985). The health and illness career represents a single life
path, helping to impose order to our observations by providing “a conceptual mechanism that links
individuals and their experiences to the community, lay and professional” (Freidson 1970, p. 242).
The next step lies in understanding how these are shaped by both internal and external forces.

The NEM III-R, unlike other models, privileges the explanatory power of social networks. The
general question is how are these theorized to work? In its most basic form, social structures can be
conceptualized as a net, made up of network connections with different features topographically
(see Fig. 3.5). According to Durkheim, two dimensions cut across social contexts. The dimension
running from left to right in Fig. 3.5 represents integration (i.e., care and concern) with underinte-
gration represented by sparse network ties (i.e., connections far apart) and overintegration by dense
network ties (i.e., connections very close together). Another dimension, running back to forward in
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NETWORKS AND THE DURKHEIMIAN THEORY OF SUICIDE
Fatalism

Level of Regulation
in Social Networks
—

Alruism

v

- [TITT] =

Level of Integration in Social Networks

Fig. 3.5 Network translation of the Durkheimian Theory of Suicide. Reprinted with Permission from Pescosolido
and Levy (2002)

Fig. 3.5, represents regulation (i.e., guidance, appraisal, pressure) and similarly runs from dense to
sparse in terms of network ties. When these two are considered simultaneously, four “most dangerous
locations” are defined by the poles. When individuals exist in social structures with too little inte-
gration or regulation, the social net is “loose’ or “open,” and there is little in the social structure to
“catch” individuals when crisis destabilizes their equilibrium. In the face of challenge, the social
network ties are insufficient and individuals “fall” through the net. Thus, the absence of a modest
number of network ties that provide love, care, and support or guidance, limits and oversight results
in problems — disease, death, inadequate care, lonely neighborhoods, unmethylated genes, etc. For
Durkheim, the location on the spatial network map with too little integration produced a state
of egoism in the social structure, a higher “egoistic” suicide rate (at the macro level) or a greater
probability of egoistic suicide (at the micro level). For similar topographical reasons, locations
characterized by under-regulation also put individuals and societies at a similar level of risk, but for
fundamentally different reasons. With networks that provide too little regulation, the social structure
is in a state of “anomie,” the individual in a state of “anomia,” and the probability of suicide is high.
Both locations produce “diseases of the infinite” because they provide no “grip” in the societal
safety net that supports people during times of individual or community crises.

Figure 3.5 also depicts problem locations in societies which are too regulated or too integrated.
Here, social networks are overbearing and the safety net closes up. There is no flexibility or “give”
to the social net. When individuals, organizations, or societies face crisis, the overbearing nature of
social networks produces a wall which shatters rather than supports. Like the situation of “too little,”
the situation of “too much” has dire consequences. Confronting challenges in the context of an over-
integrated social structure produces altruistic social structures and correspondingly altruistic suicide
(e.g., war heroes, saints) or on the overregulated location a fatalistic social structure with fatalistic
suicides (e.g., mass cult suicides).

Research in the medical social sciences has tended to have a view of modern societies as prob-
lematic and social support as good. However, they can become “perverse utopias” (Coser and
Coser1979). Even though communities that are overintegrated or overregulated are, by their very
nature, not open to free observation by outsiders, we have caught occasional glimpses (e.g., People’s
Temple in 1978; see Pescosolido 1994 for examples and detail). Furthermore, we have tended to
think in unidimensional terms. But, Umberson’s wellness-regulation model (Umberson 1987,
Umberson and Greer 1990) examines the link between social relationships and mortality through
the monitoring and regulating functions of social networks in marriage (assumed to be “good” for health
because it provides support). Marital ties produce more regulation for men with a positive effect on
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health, controlling for the level of integration in the marriage, which has its own positive effect.
The loss of the marital bond increases negative health behaviors for everyone, but particularly for
men. Men “profit” in marriage, to use Durkheim’s terms, at least in part by the regularity with which
their wives cajole, coerce, or demand that their husbands engage in healthy behavior.

Thus, the “safety net” is made up of the two most important and general dimensions of “societies,”
in Simmel’s sense of social circles — integration and regulation — with a general curvilinear predic-
tion surface.® That is, Fig. 3.5 looks like safety net on purpose. The middle (or lowest point) which
in a safety net has the greatest supportive bounce is where social networks are optimal (i.e., moderate
on both dimensions). Like a safety net, it is the best place to “land,” and predictions would be for
better health. As individual social actors fall on places on the net that are “higher” (i.e., more
extreme values or amounts), the predictions are more grave for health, illness, and healing. Perhaps
what is most crucial to understand about the net is that it does not depict what any one indi-
vidual “has.” Rather it depicts the theoretical space on which an individual’s networks can exist.
Individual social actors, because of the networks they “have,” stand on or over a particular spot on
the net. This spot describes or summarizes their networks and, as a result, is accompanied by a
prediction regarding outcomes.

This conceptualization allows us to move away from the general tendency to think of social
structures as fixed. The net is fixed because it is a theoretical projection; however, what can change,
and often does dramatically in the face of health and health care crises, is where social actors stand
on the net. Movement across the landscape of the net represents a dynamic that also has predic-
tive implications for dynamics across the illness career. At the initial phase of the illness career,
individuals may wish to provide support; however as a situation evolves into a lengthy chronic one,
ties (particularly those at the periphery) may “chain off” in response to caregiver burden, other
responsibilities, or lack of reciprocity in the relationship.

This predictive surface can be useful for understanding the complexities and potential impact
of social structures. As such, only the levels “above” the individual are depicted in this way in
Fig. 3.2. And, while Barabasi (2003) claims that al/l networks have a similar structure (basically
core-periphery), there is insufficient theoretical or empirical work to support the claim that the
response surface of brain networks (Sporns et al. 2004) or protein transport systems at the molecular
level would take on the same predictions as in Fig. 3.5. Thus, while it might be the case that gaps
or excess in the number of neural networks, for example, may signal problems, no research yet
suggests common dimensions that may define the predictive space. Thus, the NEM III-R simply
represents levels below the individual as involving networks and linking to other levels through
network connections.

The NEM III-R Core Subsystem: The Community

As listed in Table 3.2, Panel A, this level of social structure taps into a range of possible geo-
graphic contexts — the global system (Alderson and Beckfield 2004); regions (e.g., the EU);
nation states; relevant within-nation units (states, departments, counties, parishes); communities
(Christakis and Fowler 2009); and neighborhoods (natural or administratively smaller units such
as Census blocks, Liu et al. 2010; Mazumder et al. 2010). “Place-based contacts” have been

®Durkheim’s use of the term “society,” or even “societies,” weakens the power of sociological explanations (Tilly
1984, pp. 27-28; Pescosolido 1994). If we replace “society” with “network,” this idea becomes less ambiguous. Each
context into which an individual social actor is connected represents a network that can offer the “constant inter-
change of ideas and feelings, something like mutual moral support” that Durkheim (1951, p. 210) discusses.



Table 3.2 Relevant network concepts in the secondary level — NEM III-R

Panel A: Community core subsystem
Key communities

Key network structures  Key network contents

* Global « In and out degrees  Collective
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 National « Centrality * Relevant cultural
beliefs
* Regional e Multiplexity  Social and economic
resources
* Political
divisions (states,
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e Community
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Panel B: Institution and organization core subsystem

Key institutions and Key treatment network Key network content

organization structures
 Treatment « Position in inter-  Cultural climate
system organizational networks
* Civic and religious ¢ Intra-organizational ¢ Collective
organizations structure effervescence
* Professional ¢ Multiplexity
organizations
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* Friends ¢ Density o Attitudes
* Work  Duration e Cultural “toolboxes”
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organization
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Self Personality (Big five Illness characteristics

dimensions)
* Role statuses and ¢ Extraversion ¢ Acute/chronic
salience
* Self-esteem * Agreeableness * Severity
* Mastery, locus of * Conscientiousness ¢ Duration
control,
self-efficacy

* Neuroticism e Prior history
* Openness * Visibility

Key network dynamics

« Diffusion

« Shifting alliances, beliefs,
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¢ Duration

» Changing overall forms

Key network dynamics

Key network functions
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patterns
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Information
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support
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support
Appraisal

Social locations

Age
Gender

Education

Work status
Insurance coverage

Key network functions

¢ Information

Advice

Regulation

Expressive or emotional
support

Material or practical
support

Physiology

¢ Brain networks

¢ Neural connections
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shown to shape tuberculosis transmission (Klovdahl et al. 2002) and suicide (Pescosolido and
Georgianna 1989). Penner (2008) points out that there is considerable variation in genetic
differences internationally, a finding not easily explained by biological theories, but that
suggests the importance of geographic contexts.

At this level, while actual social network data on ties are often (but not always) unavailable,
proxies are available. The critical point is to map the available data onto predictions about the key
network structures, contents, and dynamics outlined with only basic exemplars in Table 3.2, Panel A.
For example, the divorce profile of a county or city reveals something about the weakness of the
social safety net in general. It may also hint at the opportunity, or lack thereof, for individuals to
find other people with similar experiences with whom to commiserate or with whom to form new
ties and expectations (in the spirit of Gibbs’ theory of status integration [Gibbs and Martin 1964;
1974]). Religion, as another example, is often thought to be a protective structure; and, in much
medical sociology research, it has been found to be so. But Durkheim reminded us that different
religions can have different amounts of regulation and integration, and contemporary research in the
U.S. has debated the protective power of religion, particularly Catholicism and Protestantism
(Brashears 2010; Breault 1986; Pescosolido and Georgianna 1989).

So, we have evidence that place matters. Further, it contextualizes influences at other levels.
In the above example about the religious profiles of “communities,” the more interesting question lies
in whether the same religion has the same protective influence across contexts. While areas that have
a large number of Jewish “adherents” are associated with a lower suicide rate in the northeast; it is
not the case in the south (Pescosolido 1990). The effects of religious affiliation appear to be more
pronounced in regions of traditional historical strength where the opportunity to construct and main-
tain strong ties comes from the solid infrastructure grounding of the community, and also in urban or
other high-population-density areas where the sheer likelihood of locating coreligionists is greater.

The Core Subsystem of the NEM III-R: Institutional Systems

Three important types of institutional systems (indicated in Table 3.2, Panel B) are central: to the
NEM II-R: (1) the focal organizations, in this case, those primarily in the health care system;
(2) professional and advocacy organizations directly related to the social construction of and
resource availability for health care generally and medically defined problems specifically; and (3)
civic organizations which help to shape the social environments and individuals connections to it.
As Tilly (1984) argued, network interactions produce systematic structures and contents (or cultures)
and sometimes become crystallized into organizations and institutions that, in turn, affect social
interactions.

Regarding treatment organizations, networks theoretically tie components of the physician—
patient relationship, the therapeutic alliance, notions of organizational culture and climate, and
system integration. That is, in the treatment organizational field, six basic sets of relationships
exist: (1) between individuals and providers, (2) among providers in each organization, (3)
between providers and the lay community, (4) between providers and the set of organizations that
constitute the “service system,” (5) among organizations in the organizational field, and (6)
between providers and the administrative structure representatives within the treatment and larger
political systems (Pescosolido 1996). In most situations, social networks are not “treatment” per
se, but they shape the likelihood that both individuals and providers will subscribe to treatment
regimens, comply with them, search for alternative approaches, and facilitate transition to the
community. The kinds of social networks that exist in treatment settings create a climate of care,
affect the work of medical providers, and shape reactions of individuals in treatment (Pescosolido
and Boyer1999; Pescosolido et al. 1995). In turn, organizational climate affects family involvement
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(Wright 1997; Wright et al. 2003) and connections to community-based resources, both of which
influence outcomes. For example, treatment programs that better coordinate psychiatric and drug
treatment with housing programs reduce the cycle of incarceration, homelessness, and treatment
disruptions for vulnerable populations (Copeland et al. 2009). These ties to other organizations
in the social service system and even to civic and religious organizations have been linked to bet-
ter outcomes. More importantly, such ties can reduce health disparities. Children from families
with relatively low levels of human and financial capital fare better with respect to health status
when their mothers are more active participants in community organization (Nobles and
Frankenberg 2009).

In fact, Fallot (1993) has argued that various theories and models of case management in mental
health, for example, can be understood as distinct cultures that represent divergent images of the
individual person and the world in which people live. That is, central to each class of case manage-
ment models lies an image and, more importantly, a blueprint of whether and how to link individuals
with three structures in the community most relevant to their success — the treatment system, the
social service system, and the lay community. Models differ in significant ways with regard to both
the extensiveness and types of ties that are created with and around individuals in each of these
spheres. Community-based care models, compared with long-term institutional care models, hold a
different view of the important structural elements of “community” and the potential of individuals
with serious mental illness is to “recover” or “survive” in the community (Pescosolido et al. 1995).

The Core Subsystem of the NEM III-R: The Support System:
Personal Networks

Personal networks represent the most easily understood and well-researched arena that connects
social networks to health, illness, disease, and health care outcomes (Berkman and Glass 2000).
Strong social ties have been found to mitigate against negative health outcomes but also to be the
vectors of health risk, morbidity, and mortality (tuberculosis, Klovdahl et al. 2002; obesity,
Christakis and Fowler 2007). At the most basic level, Cornwell and Waite (2009) note that, in a wide
variety of ways and for a range of problems, research has identified that social isolation poses health
risks. They find that living alone, having a small social network, infrequent participation in social
activities, and feelings of loneliness tap into social disconnectedness and social isolation, each of
which is independently associated with lower levels of self-rated health among older Americans.
The idea behind social network ties and health, and how they work regarding health and health
care, at least in part, is now well accepted across the landscape of the biomedical and sociobehavioral
sciences. According to Rogers et al. (1999, p. 112) “It is thought that social networks not only buffer
the experience of stress which reduces the need for help, but they may also provide emotional sup-
port, material aid, services and information, so precluding the necessity of professional assistance.
Also, networks also transmit norms and values about help-seeking. Most important... is the way in
which social networks act as screening and referral agents to professional services.” For example, the
interaction between high life stress exposure and low social support was consistently linked to
increased rates of health service utilization (Counte and Glandon 1991). Among psychiatric outpa-
tients, less cohesive network structures were associated with a longer time frame for initiating treat-
ment because the absence of social ties delayed problem recognition (Carpentier and White 2002).
However, what seems like inconsistent effects of social networks can be clarified through four
tenants embedded in the NEM and reflected in Table 3.2, Panel C. First, as predicted by Durkheim
in Fig. 3.5, more is not better. Falci and McNeely (2009) document that adolescents with either too
large or too small a network have higher levels of depressive symptoms. Riley and Eckenrode (1986)
caution that larger networks are more likely to have more interpersonal problems, also suggesting
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that networks can be too large. Second, the influence of social networks may differ for individuals in
different social locations. In Falci and McNeeley’s study, depression among girls only occurred at
low levels of network cohesion. For boys, the negative mental health effects of over-integration
occurred only at high levels of network cohesion. Similarly, Artis (1997) found an interaction
between network structure and how adults perceive and react to depression. That is, opposite sex
dyads were more accepting of behaviors “outside the norm” than were network members in same
sex dyads. Third, many different conceptualizations exist under the umbrella of “social ties”;
accumulated knowledge is far from clear; and, as a result, the research is scattered in its specific
conclusions while providing general support that social ties matter (Nobles and Frankenberg 2009;
Pescosolido 2006). Rarely is more than one dimension of social networks explored. As a recent
exception, Song and Lin (2009) document that social capital contributes to health in ways that are
beyond and distinct from the contribution of social support. Fourth, as Freidson (1970) long ago theo-
rized, and as the NEM incorporated from its beginnings, networks are not, in and of themselves,
predictive. While the greater substance of personal networks can determine the amount of influence
(i.e., the “push”), only the cultural norms held in them can determine the trajectory (i.e., for or away
from health or the formal health care system). Thus, if they are the “friends and supporters of psy-
chotherapy” that Kadushin (1966) described among the urban upper and middles classes in New York
City, we can expect greater use of the private mental health system, However, if they are the strong
and plentiful family ties of individuals who recognize mental health problems in Puerto Rico, then
the use of the formal system is likely to be low. Each network structure provides a rich, deep, and
consistent “united front” to individuals with mental health issues; they hold substantial sources
of daily resources and influence; and the cultural content of those networks pushes individuals in
opposite directions regarding the use of services (Pescosolido et al. 1998b).

The Core Subsystem of the NEM III-R: The Individual: Self and Body

At the individual level, Table 3.2 (Panel D) displays a complex range of factors derived from different
disciplines. Some of these are clearly outside of sociology’s purview (e.g., brain networks, Sporns
2004) or skirt at the edges of our subfield of social psychology (e.g., the “Big Five” personality
traits). Suffice it to say, at this point, that we can expect these to matter, in and of themselves, but
they remain for our sister social sciences to explore. However, the NEM III-R’s expectation that,
within this level, these factors will interact with social forces that sociologists traditionally examine,
calls for collaboration. For example, the single best predictor of the use of mental health services is
the need for care. However, the relationship between need for treatment and the use of services by
those in need is far from perfect. Even the nature of the illness itself shapes psychosocial reactions
routinely associated with service use. In mental illness, positive symptoms appear to influence hope
and self-esteem, mediating internalized stigma and increasing social avoidance and avoidance coping
(Yanos et al. 2008).

The proposition that the “self” is a social product, defined and developed through social interac-
tions, lies directly in our intellectual territory (Stryker 1980; Lively and Smith 2010). Across the
health and illness career, we can expect social networks to support or discourage identity shifts (at
the social psychological or cognitive levels) that can reframe and reinforce the view of (1) a medical
problem as real and chronic or ignorable and temporary (e.g., the low adherence rates of hyperten-
sive drugs), (2) symptom relief or doctor’s orders as the appropriate marker for discontinuing
medication (e.g., compliance problems with all of the most common antibiotics), and 3) social costs
(i.e., stigma) or medical costs (i.e., need) as the important determinant of illness behavior (e.g., Day
et al. 2005; Rosenfield 1997).
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Finally, while perhaps only hinting at other social factors (e.g., cultural norms), research has
repeatedly shown how social location matters at various contextual levels. For example, Kandula
et al. (2009) find that, among Asian-American men, higher levels of perceived neighborhood cohe-
sion were associated with lower odds of smoking. But the effects are complex. As Schnittker and
colleagues (2005) note, even opposing sides seem to take for granted that African-Americans are
more averse to using health care and more skeptical of effectiveness. But in their research, as well
as in Snowden et al.’s (2009) work using the National Survey of American Life and National
Comorbidity Study-Replication (NCS-R), the reluctance to use and actual use of mental health
services did not fit the stereotypical predictions. For example, while American and Caribbean
blacks reported higher odds than whites of having psychiatric hospitalization, this was not the case
for foreign-born Caribbean blacks (Snowden et al. 2009).

The Core Subsystem of the NEM III-R: The Molecular System:
Genes and Proteins

This level is the one least familiar to sociologists. My focus here is neither to lay out the basics nor
to suggest within-level research since both are done better by others (see Conley 2010 or Perry
2010). Thus, Table 3.2 has no panel corresponding to this level. All of my attention lies across
levels, in how social factors interact with the genome, with protein signaling mechanisms, and with
other molecular processes. The goal here is to recall and reinforce Bearman’s (2008) recent insights
on the relationship of sociological investigations to epigenetic issues.

Bearman claims that our concerns about collaboration on genetic issues are based on three
suspicions — all untenable. The focus on genetics neither legitimates the status quo, recalls the
eugenics movement of the early twentieth century, nor undermines the “sociological project.”
Rather, he argues the opposite: “The obvious fact is that genetic expression can only reveal itself
through social structural change” (p. v). It is, for example, the case that obesity can only occur in a
society with food surpluses; alcohol abuse disorders can only occur where alcohol is allowed. The
point is, looking at genetics “reveals” the complex role of the family in obesity, where it can predis-
pose individuals to health problems (Martin 2008), and in alcohol disorders, where strong family
support virtually washes away the enhanced risk arising from genetic endowment (Pescosolido et al.
2008). That social factors matter is no longer contested; rather, how they matter and in what ways
they matter lies at the heart of the sociological contribution to the new generation of transdiscipli-
narity research on health, illness, and healing. And, in the end, as both Bearman (2008) and Martin
(2008) remind us, sociological research engaged at this level is likely to reveal more and different
insights about the power of social forces, social structures, and social interactions.

Conceptualizing Cross-level Influences: Thinking in Fractal Terms

With all of these levels of social structure (and the many levels noted within each level in Table 3.2),
how can the NEM and sociology resolve or even assist us in thinking through the potential complexity
of social structure? When sociologists draw from Durkheim’s theory, the most adaptable reference
is geographic — states, nations, communities that can be characterized as having some degree of
integration and regulation (Table 3.2, Panel A). This image is clear simply by referencing the bulk
of sociological and social science research on suicide which analyzes geographically based suicide
rates, even when looking at time trends. However, this research has been done at cross-national,



60 B.A. Pescosolido

national, and regional levels. Furthermore, community-based social networks are not the only
examples of over-regulated social structures. On a much smaller scale, there have been scores of
sensational descriptions of perverse or severely “dysfunctional” family structures (e.g., Lundgren’s
schismatic Mormon sect in West Virginia and Ohio) as well as endless media reports of sexual abuse
and incest in families, daycare centers, or other social organizations which depend on secrecy and
excessive regulation (Pescosolido 1994). Figure 3.2 provides an overall view, while Table 3.2
addresses the more complex and refined types and valences of resources that come from the com-
plexity of social network ties (Wellman and Wortley 1990).

This raises a question about contextual levels. Where does this “net” exist? How can personal
networks be context and, at the same time, operate in a larger cultural context that, itself, is a social
network structure that can facilitate or inhibit acceptance of general cultural norms and beliefs
(White et al. 1976)? The answer may lie in coupling Simmel’s (1955) original notion that individu-
als shape and are shaped by their interaction in several “social circles” that have their own structure
with Abbott’s (2001) claim that social processes and structures are, in essence, fractal structures.’

In Simmel’s conceptualization (Fig. 3.6), the individuality and identity of individuals in modern
society result from their position at the intersection of social circles (white “dot” in Fig. 3.6). Compared
with premodern societies that could be described by totally nested, concentric social circles, the
greater freedoms in contemporary society allow for “individuation” (see Pescosolido and Rubin 2000
for more detail). Figure 3.6, in essence, is a picture of the individual in society with a view from

Fig. 3.6 Graphical interpretation of Simmel’s network conceptualization of the dominant social structural form in
modern society. Reprinted with Permission from Pescosolido and Rubin (2000)

T also considered whether the net, itself, could be conceived of as a two-dimensional cantor set which mathematically
describes structures that become either more “loose” from the center (e.g., spider web) or more “tight” from the center
(an inverse cantor set). After much discussion with colleagues, the net when split along a plane diagonally cutting
through the net would result in half fitting the usual notion of a cantor set, and the other half, an inverse cantor set.
In fact, the Durkheimian net provided in Figure 3.2 could not be drawn using traditional mathematical algorithms.
After many attempts in graphic programs to match the theoretical conceptualization, only an artist could provide the
representation. Thus, I rejected the idea of a cantor set because it neither image exactly nor did it provide a parsimoni-
ous explication for the theory. I would like to thank Andy Abbott, Brea Perry, Alex Capshew, and Mary Hannah for
their contributions to this discussion.
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“above.” Individuals not only belong to different families, workplaces, churches, and counties, for
example; but also, within each network, stand in a particular position in that network.

What Abbott’s (2001) translation of the image of fractals from mathematics to social structures
and processes does for this conceptualization is to bring together Durkehim’s idea of the predictive
net with Simmel’s notion of the multiplicity of social circles. Fractals, as conceptualized in math-
ematics, are complex but self-similar geometric shapes that play out at various levels and scales
(e.g., reflecting a square mirror into a square mirror). The idea that social networks exist on a similar
structural plane which recurs in finer and finer levels fits with analogies of nested boxes from sociology
(Goffman’s 1974 frame analysis) to public health (Susser and Susser’s 1996 Chinese boxes) to the
real world (Russian Matryoshka dolls).

In this case, each net contains many smaller nets within it. The predictive surface for social structures
looks the same in large and small scale; in this case, at every contextual level, even as the predictive
surface, itself, is too complicated to be described by traditional Euclidian geometry. Of course, as we
move from macro to micro levels, the scale of the net is reduced. But used metaphorically, the image
in the NEM III-R fits the design paradigm’s “m principle” — similar object within similar object — or
the fractal notion of infinite recursion. Furthermore, the image of Russian Matryoshka doll, similar in
shape but often depicted with quite different “faces” (e.g., different Russian/Soviet leaders), may capture
and/or align with different cultural values, beliefs, permitting a theoretical flexibility too often missing
from mathematically oriented network analyses.

Because social circles have elevation (unlike Fig. 3.6) defined by the level of social structure,
the appropriate, the earlier image of the NEM-Phase III (Pescosolido 2006) is too simplistic. For
example, the “community” is broadly depicted here but social research has focused on natural
neighborhoods, census blocks, counties, regions, nations, and global structures. So, for example,
there may be regional variations in stigma (e.g., the US South reporting greater prejudice toward
persons with mental illness; Martin et al. 2007) but they exist in a country that, itself, has a particu-
lar profile in the global landscape of stigma (Pescosolido et al. 2008). Similarly, at the institutional
level, not only do individuals belong to or access resources at many institutions but each organiza-
tion has a network structure (Barley 1989) and is embedded in an interorganizational network (e.g.,
the “service system” Morrissey et al. 2002). At the individual level, there are different “domains”
that may make up the personal network system — for instance, the “important matters” network,
the “health matters” network, and the “mommy” network (Perry 2009). The theoretical result is
both simple and complex. Fractals allow us to conceptualize different levels of social structure as
having similar topographic qualities (i.e., infinite recursion), but adopting this view requires us to
explicitly take on the definition of the contextual levels with which our research is concerned in
any one study.

However, for any particular social actor, even this depiction takes on greater complexity because
as Fig. 3.6 shows, individuals are unlikely to fall at exactly the same point on each level of the net.
The depiction of an individual in context has to consider dimensionality within levels, elevation
across contextual levels, and the individual’s relative position on each net simultaneously. Because
the key for an individual social actor (no matter whether persons, organizations, or societies) is
where they find themselves on the networked landscape of the relevant contextual levels. In their
own personal support systems, an individual falls on some particular place on the net that facilitates
or blocks entry to formal care; they may receive treatment in a place within an organization that has
a particular network configuration (see Coser 1962 on differential integration in medical and surgi-
cal wards). In turn, that organization holds a particular position in the health care system that may
or may not have ties to other important organizations (e.g., shelters, nursing homes, rehab centers),
and the health care system itself is embedded in a particular national and even international system
of power and tangible resources.

Of course, this level of complexity is not necessary to the vast majority of studies. But, under-
standing this kind of multilevel embedding does two things: (1) it reminds us that the findings of
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even our most individually targeted analyses need to be tempered by considering the larger contexts
in which the research was done; and (2) it facilitates complex thinking about multi-level hypotheses
concerning the reinforcing or cancelling resilience or fragility of their “social safety net.” This view
permits and encourages us to see network structures as having the potential to be structurally
reinforcing or opposing across levels in opposition to other network structures.

Summary: Looking Forward

The NEM calls for a reconsideration and reformulation of the way that we conceptualize many of
the phenomena we study as medical sociologists beyond directly privileging the role of structured
social interactions as a primary driver. The translation of Durkheim’s classic theory into a contem-
porary, cartographic network scheme allows us to think in more multidimensional, dynamic, and
holistic terms about social factors in health. Health problems and responses to them are embedded
in social contexts that can be, at least partly, understood through the social ties that individuals have
with each other in families, workplaces, and neighborhoods. While integrative and regulative func-
tions may occur together, they do not always do so. Network structures create the potential to
provide members with integrative and regulative benefits. These functions can exist together or out
of balance, affecting the ability of individuals and communities to face crises. And across levels, an
individual’s position on one level of a safety net may be reinforced or cancelled out by their position
on another. Furthermore, as networks change, the place that individuals, organizations, and societies
find themselves on the network map also change, reconfiguring the potential influence of social
factors in health, illness, and healing. Finally, because individual actors live in a multiplicity of
social circles, Abbott’s image of fractal structures provides a way to think through the complexity
of social contexts, guiding which ones to consider and which to eliminate from our research designs.
Adding elevation to Simmel’s notion of the intersection of social circles, fractals allow for a view
of complex, multilevel embedding in social networks.

In the end, the NEM ends where it started — as one potential approach to develop complexity
theory in the sociomedical sciences. The dynamic, network approach does not invalidate the more
standard approaches; it complements them but pushes them further and together. For example,
Carpentier and Bernard (2010) found, on average, that it took 2 years from perceived onset to
diagnosis. This is typically what has been found in caregiver research; however, they show that this
average hides the “more efficient” pathways that some kinds of networks produce. Similarly, Rogers
et al. (1999) found that illness behaviors could occur over shorter or longer periods, depending on
previous experience embedded in the network (e.g., a mother recognizing symptoms previously seen
in an older child). Finally, it appears that more severe problems tend to result in more complicated,
indirect pathways rather than direct ones (e.g., Pescosolido et al. 1996). These new directions draw
from the NEM and its focus on complexity in understanding health, illness, disease, and health care
outcomes; yet, they are only the first steps in embracing the wealth of accumulated (and sometime
contradictory) knowledge developed over the last 100 years in this research area and confronting the
limits that those approaches encountered. The NEM III-R is designed to help draw the blueprint and
lay the foundations for the next generation of the sociology of health, illness, and healing.
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Chapter 4
Fundamental Causality: Challenges of an Animating
Concept for Medical Sociology

Jeremy Freese and Karen Lutfey

Arguably, the most important problem at the intersection of sociology and epidemiology is how to
understand the pervasive positive relationship between various indicators of social position (hereaf-
ter, socioeconomic status or SES) and health. The lower status people are, the sooner they die, and
the worse health they have while alive. Negative associations between SES and health overall have
been found in almost every place and time for which data permit adequate study, implying that the
generalization has held even as the prevalence of particular causes of ill-health and death have var-
ied (see reviews in Marmot 2004; Link and Phelan 1995; Deaton 2002; House et al. 1990). In addi-
tion, data suggest that the negative association between at least some indicators of SES and some
indicators of health may be increasing in some populations, including the United States (Duncan
1996; Lauderdale 2001; Preston and Elo 1995; Steenland et al. 2004; Krieger et al. 2008). Meara
et al. (2008) found that while life expectancy had increased 1.6 years between 1990 and 2000
among those who had attended college, it had not increased at all over this same period among those
who had not. While various caveats can be raised, none should detract from appreciating that socio-
economic disparities in health in studied populations overwhelmingly are pervasive and profound.

The obvious scientific question about this inverse relationship between SES and health is
“Why?,” but two distinct “Why?”” questions exist. First, for any population in which an association
between SES and health exists, we can ask why that association exists, there and then. Even if we
have complete knowledge of the causal mechanisms responsible for the association within one
population, however, that knowledge cannot, by itself, explain why the association extends to other
times and places in which the causes of ill-health and mortality differ considerably. Therefore, a
second question is why the association persists across populations even as the specific threats to
population health change.

Toward addressing the latter, there has been considerable enthusiasm in medical sociology for
the proposition that SES is a “fundamental cause” of health. Notwithstanding the contributions of
significant precursors (e.g., House et al. 1990; Lieberson 1985), the most prominent and sustained
exposition of “fundamental causality” has been by Link and Phelan (1995, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2005);
Link et al. 1998; Link 2008; Phelan et al. 2004; Phelan and Link 2005). Although they have articu-
lated the details somewhat differently in different papers, Link and Phelan’s argument consistently
emphasizes the intersection of information and resource inequalities for understanding the enduring
SES-health relationship.
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To understand their position in brief, consider the following sentence from an article by Sankar
et al (2004, p. 2985) in JAMA:

Disparities in health status have increased in the United States in the last 50 years despite remarkable advances
in our ability to prevent, diagnose, and treat disease.

This sentence places two stylized facts about the recent history of population health in an ironic
relationship to one another: we know more about how to protect health, and yet inequalities in
health outcomes have increased. By contrast, the fundamental cause concept replaces the ironic
connection with a causal one — that disparities in health status have increased in the United States
in the last 50 years in significant part because of remarkable advances in our ability to prevent,
diagnose, and treat disease. In other words, work on SES as a fundamental cause of health empha-
sizes the differential distribution of control over disease and its implications for the resulting distri-
bution of health outcomes. Scientific and technological advances increase health opportunity and
those with higher SES benefit more from that opportunity than do others. The fundamental causality
literature thereby offers the possibility of a general logic by which the pervasive and enduring character
of disparities may be understood as well as the logic for expecting when such disparities would
increase or decrease. In doing so, the literature contributes to a greater theoretical understanding of
health inequalities than is afforded by studies of specific causes, outcomes, or interventions.

“Fundamental causality” as a concept has informed a wide range of studies in the last decade.
As valuable as this work has been, we think that medical sociology and social epidemiology going
forward would benefit from increased appreciation of some distinctions and tensions regarding
fundamental causality, as these may help animate future inquiry. Accordingly, we attempt to
develop a forward-looking articulation of fundamental causality and health disparities from a
friendly but critical explication of previously published arguments on this topic. We begin by pro-
viding a systematic exposition of Link and Phelan’s arguments about fundamental causality as both
conceptual and theoretical contributions; then we consider opportunities for possible synergy
among different social science research methods; and finally we consider some implications for
policy. Our goal, emphatically, is constructive: we seek to provide a theoretical clarification and
elaboration which we believe suggests ultimately that the concept of “fundamental causality” may
be even more “fundamental” to the sociological agenda for understanding health than has been so
far recognized.

Fundamental Causality as a Concept

Proclaiming that “SES is a fundamental cause of health” is not especially interesting if it means only
that “SES is a cause of health” or even that “SES is an important and enduring cause of health.” Instead,
the adjective “fundamental” must add something specific and meaningful, making “fundamental
causality” a particular type of causal relation. One should then be able to articulate the meaning of
fundamental causality abstractly, without needing to invoke either “SES” or “health.” Although Link
and Phelan have not articulated fundamental causality in such abstract terms, we believe that our
formulation in this section is compatible with their reasoning. Briefly articulating “fundamental causality”
as a concept will also help highlight the distinction between whether SES is a fundamental cause of
health and any particular explanation of why SES is a fundamental cause of health.

First, for X to be a fundamental cause of Y, X has to be a cause of Y. Saying that SES is a funda-
mental cause of health implies that if individuals’ SES had been different, then their subsequent
“life chances” for health outcomes would be different. If the correlation between SES and health
was entirely due to poor health causing lower SES, SES would not be a cause of health, much less
a fundamental one. Likewise, if the correlation between SES and health was entirely due to some
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third variable causing both, such as the unlikely theory that “intelligence” is largely responsible for
the apparent causal relationship between SES and health, then SES would not be a cause of health
(Gottfredson 2004; Link et al. 2008; Cutler and Lleras-Muney Forth coming).

For X to be a fundamental cause of Y, X must have diverse immediate consequences and
Y diverse immediate causes. The many consequences of SES-related resources may influence the
many causes of health through a large and complicated series of paths, each of which can be called
a mechanism. For example, Adler and Newman (2002, p. 66) write, “Low-SES peoples also experi-
ence greater residential crowding and noise...Noise exposure has been linked to... hypertension
among adults.” If correct, SES differences cause housing differences, which cause noise exposure
differences, which cause blood pressure differences, which presumably then cause some increased
mortality risk from cardiovascular disease. Even if the ultimate effect is only very slight, this would
still be one mechanism linking SES to health. That X has diverse consequences and Y has diverse
causes raises the possibility of massively multiple mechanisms, a very large number of distinct,
specific ways that X and Y are causally connected.

“Fundamental causality” is more compelling as a distinct type of cause if one also stipulates that
no single intervening variable accounts for the bulk of the enduring relationship between two vari-
ables. For example, if pervasive racial disparities in health were entirely explained by the effects of
race on SES and of SES on health, then we would say that race is not itself a fundamental cause of
health, but SES (perhaps) would be. Similarly, if the reason SES affected health was dominantly
that SES was associated with “stress” and “stress” had various implications for health, then we
would see less point to asserting that SES itself was a fundamental cause of health as opposed to
just calling attention to the dominant mediating role of stress.

X is not a fundamental cause of Y if there are massively multiple causal mechanisms linking
X and Y but they largely cancel each other out. If having higher SES is good for health in many
ways, there could still be no association if higher SES was also bad for health in many ways.
Instead, then, a fundamental cause relationship implies a systematic asymmetry by which the
mechanisms overwhelmingly imply an influence of X on Y in one direction rather than the reverse.
There may be ways that higher SES is detrimental to health (see, e.g., the discussion of status
pursuit by Lutfey and Freese 2005, p. 1365), but these must be much weaker in their ultimate
consequence than the ways that higher SES promotes health.!

The sine qua non of the fundamental cause claim is that this asymmetry in mechanisms is system-
atically produced, such that, when new mechanisms emerge, they can be expected, more often than
not, to preserve the underlying relationship. This distinguishes fundamental causes from other distal
causes, because it implies an ultimate limitation to any attempt to “explain” the influence of a funda-
mental cause solely by reduction to proximate causes. Instead, one must explain also what would
warrant the predictive claim that new mechanisms will tend to preserve the relationship between
X and Y. We have elsewhere called this a metamechanism: an abstract mechanism that explains the
generation of multiple concrete mechanisms that reproduce a particular relationship in different
places and different times (Lutfey and Freese 2005). The metamechanism provides what we term a
durable narrative to why the SES—health relationship should be robust to changes in health threats
and treatments — an explanation of why a similar association would be observed in diverse socio-
historical contexts. In our view, the existence of a durable narrative is what makes fundamental
causes “fundamental.”

"Some have asserted that gender can also be considered a fundamental cause of health (Graham 2004, p. 112). Surely,
it is easy to see many pathways between gender inequalities and health outcomes. However, the greater longevity of
the socially disadvantaged group (women) makes us wish for a more detailed explication of the understanding of the
fundamental cause concept that yields the assertion that, by simple analogy to SES or race, we can think of gender
as a fundamental cause of health.
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Regardless of the terminology used, the fundamental cause claim implies not just that
mechanisms connecting SES and health typically result in an inverse relationship between the
two, but that there are systemic, articulatable reasons why this is so. It is not sufficient, for
example, to note the existence of enduring “contextual” features like neighborhood differences,
but rather this must be linked to explanation of why wealthier neighborhoods should be, in
general, more health-promoting than poorer ones. Systemic explanation is why the fundamental
cause concept applied to health can be taken as a challenge to the relentless focus on “risk
factors” in epidemiology. A complete articulation of specific proximate mechanisms of inequality
is not a full explanation if it misses an incisive explanation of the mechanisms themselves —
incisive in that it makes sense of a diverse set of mechanisms, offers predictive insight into why
the population distribution of disease will be surprisingly robust to changes in the causes of ill-
health, and calls attention to the possibility of more encompassing interventions. The notion of
fundamental causes allows findings about specific causes and specific disease outcomes to be
understood cumulatively in the context of more diffuse, encompassing constructs like socio-
economic status and health.

Fundamental Causality as a Theory

In articulating their arguments about fundamental causality, Link and Phelan have been engaged
primarily with alternatives to the idea that SES is a fundamental cause of health — for example, the
assertion that the health gradient is mostly attributable to health causing SES or to stress and other
psychophysiological consequences of social hierarchies (Marmot 2004). As useful as this has been,
engagement with the issue of whether SES is a fundamental cause of health has resulted in some
blurring of theoretical claims about why SES is a fundamental cause of health. Additionally, the
primary explanatory concepts are diffuse, and this diffuseness has both virtues and limitations. For
future work on health using the notion of fundamental causality to develop most fruitfully, we think
distinctions on both these fronts need to be clearer.

Differences in Means

Why do changes in the proximate determinants of health result in new mechanisms that sustain the
inverse SES-health relationship in much the same way that the old ones did? Link and Phelan have
offered several concise theoretical statements on this question. Consider:

Socioeconomic status operates as a ‘fundamental cause’ of disease by allowing people with high socioeco-
nomic status to use broadly serviceable resources, such as knowledge, money, and power, to avoid risks and
to minimize the consequences of disease once it occurs. (Link and Phelan 1996, p. 599)

SES disparities in mortality arise because people of higher SES use flexible resources to avoid risk and adopt
protective strategies. (Phelan and Link 2005, p. 30)

[Pleople with superior resources can use those resources to garner health advantages. (Link and Phelan 2002,
p- 732)

[N]ew mechanisms arise because persons higher in SES enjoy a wide range of resources — including money,
knowledge, prestige, power, and beneficial social connections — that they can utilize for their advantage. (Link
and Phelan 2005, p. 73)

These statements articulate an elegant metamechanism for the pervasiveness of health dispari-
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ties. Using words like “utilize,” “use,” “avoid,” and “strategies,” Link and Phelan direct attention
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to the role of individual purposive action, or what they call “health-directed human agency” (Link
and Phelan 2002, p. 732). More specifically, they posit SES differences in the means of achieving
health goals as being the crucial difference by which the fundamental relationship between SES and
health is preserved.

If years of health could be bought at auction, presumably the rich would buy more (Goldman and
Lakdawalla 2005). If the resources identified with SES confer advantage for actors realizing their
preferences for health, then we would expect those with higher SES to have better health. Medical
advances have increased the opportunity for health-related agency to yield fruit, thereby allowing
differences in access and action to manifest themselves as differences in health outcomes. In prin-
ciple, the existence of purposive actors with differential means to achieving a broadly valued end is
sufficient to predict the existence disparate outcomes, but that implies nothing about the true extent
to which purposive action with different means actually leads to observed disparities.

The Ambiguity of “Resources”

As the statements by Link and Phelan above make clear, the workhorse construct for their theorizing
about means has been “resources.” “Resource” implies agency, a potentiality that can be drawn
upon toward furthering ends. In Link and Phelan’s formulation, traditional indicators of social
standing — namely education, wealth, and occupation — yield heterogeneous resources that purpo-
sive actors can use to benefit their health. Material resources like money can be used to secure
access to items or services that protect health. Social resources like interpersonal relationships can
be used to draw upon to receive access to quality health information or access to providers.
Cognitive resources allow individuals to better understand how their actions influence health, to
better utilize information sources to protect health, and to better exploit available technologies.

Of these, material resources are most prototypic, but numerous lines of evidence suggest that the
importance of specific material resource differences for health disparities may be easily overstated.
Increases in population wealth bear an uncertain relationship to population health once state- and
institution-level public health changes are taken into account, calling into question how much
individuals help their own health by becoming wealthier (Cutler et al. 2006). Various studies by
economists have estimated little short- or medium-run gains to individual health from exogenous
increases in income (Smith 2007). This creates the possibility for an unfortunate shell game in how
researchers think and talk about health disparities: “SES” most immediately evokes income, but
education differences are more consequential for health in the United States; “resources” most
immediately evokes money, but nonmonetary differences are more important (see Mirowsky and
Ross 2003 regarding the “money fallacy”). Deaton (2002, p. 14, 21) goes so far as to call SES
“unhelpful” and “useless for thinking about policy” for health disparities because of its vagueness.
More pressing for fundamental causality as a theory of health disparity, however, is the question of
how far the notion of differences in the agentic use of resources can be stretched and still be useful
for explaining the enduring character of disparities.

As elegant as differences in means is as a metamechanism, many of the specific mechanisms
invoked by Link and Phelan’s arguments and examples do not involve differences in means. They
cite health-promoting behaviors whose costs are minimal and for which information about benefits
have widely diffused (e.g., “wearing seat belts” [Link and Phelan 2005, p. 74]). They also invoke
SES-related circumstances that have implications for health but are not necessarily the result of any
personally health-directed effort (e.g., “living in neighborhoods where garbage is picked up often,”
“having children who bring home useful health information” [Link and Phelan 2000, p. 41, 2002,
p- 30, 2005, p. 74]).

The result is a dilemma. On the one hand, purposive action with different means is a clear
metamechanism and offers a coherent theoretical narrative of why SES is enduringly related to
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health, but also stretches the concept of “resources” to where it fits uneasily at best. We do not
regard wearing seat belts as an example of how SES produces differentials in “access to a broad
range of circumstances” that promote health (Link and Phelan 2005, p. 74), because there is little
reason to think the SES gradient in seat belt usage in the United States has much to do either with
“access” to seatbelts (they are legally required in all cars in the United States) or with information
about their benefits. On the other hand, when less purposive language is used, arguments may seem
to lose the semantic content of a theory altogether. When Phelan and Link (2005, p. 27) state
elsewhere that people of higher SES benefit from new health innovations because they can better
“harness the benefit” of those innovations, it is unclear what verbs like “harness” mean beyond just
saying that people of higher SES benefit more because they benefit more. To be sure, all these
examples underscore the distinction between Link and Phelan’s position and social selection or
stress-centered theories of health disparities. But a theory focused on health-related human agency
does not provide a satisfactory explanation of how the fundamental relationship between SES and
health is preserved, and this reveals important opportunities for both future theoretical development
and empirical research.

Complements to Means

As we have argued, differences in means provide one durable narrative of health disparities, but differ-
ences in means among purposive agents do not account for all the cited ways that SES causes health.
One way forward is to posit additional metamechanisms of the SES-health relationship that are
distinct from differences in means. The relative importance of different metamechanisms in a popula-
tion is an empirical matter, and one relevant for policy interventions to lower disparities. To this end,
we outline three additional metamechanisms here: SES differences in (1) spillovers, (2) habitus, and
(3) the ways that social institutions process individuals. In articulating these, we hope also to further
clarify the difference between identifying ways that resources may affect health and developing a more
comprehensive theory of the pervasive and enduring character of health disparities.

Spillovers. Individuals are embedded in social relations in which other people also value their
health, and the actions of other people have consequences that accrue differently to people of
different social positions. As a result, we might expect that even among high- and low-status
individuals who do not especially care about their health, higher SES individuals will have better
health because they gain more spillover benefits from the purposive actions of others in their social
networks. For example, a business executive who cares less than the average person about her health
may still realize health benefits from her choices of job, neighborhood, and social networks, despite
none of those choices purposely “utilizing” resources or enacting “strategies” to improve health.

Link and Phelan provide examples of “contextual” effects as support for their position, but they
do not articulate a durable narrative for why a decision to live in the most expensive neighborhood
one can afford carries health benefits even though the decision itself need not be motivated by any
health concerns. Neighborhoods connect individuals to others, many of whom do care, and the
differential means by which these others act for their own health — vigilence about local environ-
mental hazards, for instance, or caring about the quality of nearby health services — can have positive
spillovers for others to whom they are connected. More generally, such spillovers most affect those
to whom one is socially close (e.g., neighbors, family, friends), and social distance is lower for
individuals of similar SES. As a result, new knowledge about health confers disproportionate benefit
to high-SES individuals independent of the exercise of their own agency.

We suggest that spillovers provide an important route for connecting findings about social network
effects to the idea of health as a fundamental cause. Christakis and Fowler (2007, 2008) provide
evidence that both becoming obese and smoking may be influenced by having a friend who has
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done the same. If so, then becoming obese or smoking have differing social costs depending on
social ties as a result of earlier behavior by others. If SES is correlated with social ties, then spillovers
provide a metamechanism by which network diffusion can preserve a fundamental relationship
between SES and health.

In the same way, spillovers may also help understand the relationship between fundamental
causality and proffered mechanisms like lower SES individuals being exposed to “more advertising
for tobacco and alcohol” (Adler and Newman 2002, p. 69). If advertisers of particular unhealthy
products target low-SES populations more than other market groups, it seems not likely due to
sinister corporate executives being especially eager to damage those at the bottom of the social
ladder. More plausible to us is that such advertising is responsive to reasonably accurate estimates
of profit opportunity. As a consequence, the health-related agency of others to whom one is tied in
advertising markets influences the advertising one receives. Again, this is not an example of “using”
or “utilizing” resources to “garner health advantages,” as the advantage is gained without individuals
themselves doing anything health-directed at all.

Habitus. In consumer theory, if two people buy different quantities of a good, this might be
explained by their having different means, but another immediate possibility is that the person who
bought more wanted more. The analogy to health is to posit that while everyone might prefer being
healthy to being unhealthy, some people may exhibit a stronger and more consistent preference for
future good health than others. The idea that differential preferences might have anything to do with
health disparities might seem virtually unspeakable in sociological and public health discourses
about unequal health outcomes, given how readily it might be construed as “blaming the victim”
(Mirowsky and Ross 2003; Klinenberg 2006). Worse, given the current political dominance of
narrow neoliberal doctrines about individual sovereignty, such ideas can contribute to discourse that
public health advocacy is the meddling of a “nanny state.” This, in turn, provides strong incentive
toward an explanatory idiom that is predominated by language of “access” to resources and of
“constraints,” in ways that presume that low-SES individuals share the values of their high-SES
counterparts, and differences in outcomes are exclusively the result of agency thwarted.

Indeed, some contend that, as a matter of definition, “health disparities reflect unequal opportuni-
ties to be healthy” and that “reducing health disparities means giving disadvantaged social groups
equal opportunities to be healthy” (Braveman 2006, p. 187). In this light, consider how Adler and
Newman (2002, p. 69) discuss education and disparities in health behavior: “Limited education may
mean less exposure to information about risk, but the same people may be locked into neighbor-
hoods with poor recreational facilities, fewer stores selling fresh produce, and more advertising for
tobacco and alcohol.” Smoking and obesity are perhaps today the most prominent SES-related
indicators of health behavior, and we have no current evidence that those with lower education are
unaware that smoking and obesity are unhealthy (regarding smoking, see Link 2008). Facilities for
recreation for low-SES individuals can surely be improved, but it is unknown how much this will
reduce the SES gap in exercise. The same can be said for making healthier food more easily
available (after all, the fast food outlets frequently lamented in the health inequalities literature offer
healthier salads at prices competitive to their burgers). As for advertising, the SES gradient for
tobacco use is greater than that for alcohol use, even though tobacco advertising is much more
strictly regulated. Emphatically, we agree that equalizing access to health-promoting resources is
desirable, but we think sociologists should resist any premature conclusion that SES differences in
health are only or even primarily caused by lack of information and “opportunity.”

Our goal here is not to draw specific conclusions about SES-based differences in health prefer-
ences, but instead to note that, while such differences are not incompatible with the fundamental
cause thesis, they do prompt contemplation about the metamechanism(s) responsible. For example,
massive differences in the economic quality of life in old age provide one impetus for predicting
that those of higher SES might be enduringly more motivated toward maximizing length of life than
those of lower SES (Deaton 2002). Similarly, the more people feel in control of their lives and are
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spared immediate environmental demands and interpersonal subordination, the more easily they
may be able to cultivate a lifestyle of prioritizing long-term health consequences (Mirowsky and
Ross 2003). Rose (2007) talks about the rise of a cultural imperative to “live one’s life as a project”
with respect to health, and like many cultural developments this may be firstly an elite practice that
has only partly diffused down the social hierarchy (see also Aronowitz 2008, p. 7).

“Habitus” is an encompassing term used in some areas of sociology used to refer to basic dispo-
sitions of interpretation and action that reflect an actor’s social position (Bourdieu 1984; Sallaz and
Zavisca 2007). Differences in habitus regarding health are distinct from either differences in means
or spillovers. In our view, some concept like habitus is needed to better integrate theory of SES as
a fundamental cause of health with evidence that higher SES individuals better “weave together a
healthy lifestyle from otherwise incoherent or diametric practices allocated by subcultural forces”
(Mirowsky and Ross 2003, p. 7). Precisely a strength of sociology compared to economics has been
its openness to the malleability of preferences to differential experiences and influence, and
sociology going forward may be particularly well suited for finding ways of talking about health
preferences that move beyond the familiar dichotomy of either asserting a lack of informed oppor-
tunity or engaging in blame.

Institutions. Both Link and Phelan’s existing work and the two durable narratives discussed above —
spillovers and habitus — orient to social institutions as static entities to which individuals may or
may not have access and may or may not engage to their health advantage. That is, there is an
implicit assumption that agency lies exclusively with the individual, and not with the institutions
which may facilitate health gains. Individual-based agency narratives are perpetuated with the
assumption that schools, neighborhoods, and physicians provide equitable health returns to all
the individuals who come in contact with them, or at least returns that are commensurate with the
“resources” put into “harnessing” health benefits. While access is certainly critical, it does not
provide the full story for how institutional externalities affect health. An access narrative limits
consideration of some of the more sociological aspects of institutions and how they might interact
with individual actions and resources to amplify disparities. Therefore, a third durable narrative we
see as implicit in existing work is the agentic, dynamic action of institutions.

Using the example of medical care, there is extensive evidence of variation in medical practice
according to patient characteristics (including SES, but also gender, race, and age), physician
attributes (McKinlay 1996; McKinlay et al. 2002), and healthcare systems (Arber et al. 2004), even
when patient case presentation is standardized through the use of vignettes. In previous ethno-
graphic work, we found that a multitude of factors operated from within one healthcare system to
further exacerbate SES-health differentials in diabetes care, conditional on patients having access
to and utilizing care (Lutfey and Freese 2005). The medical system is not a neutral conduit through
which resources are exercised in the way that one might stretch a grocery budget to maximize the
purchase of health foods at a store. Rather, it is a dynamic institution that may respond directly to
a patient’s efforts to mobilize resources for health, but may also either amplify or mitigate those
same efforts. Consider again the example of the business executive who does not make health
decisions her top priority. Based on the above studies, we would expect that the well-off business
executive and her working class co-worker may receive differential treatment based on SES differ-
ences, despite having access to the same healthcare system, insurance, and even physician. Even
though the co-worker may actively mobilize her resources to procure the best insurance she can
afford, once they are both in the same system, research suggests that they are at risk of being diag-
nosed and managed differently.

The inclusion of institutional agency adds an important dimension to the fundamental cause story
because these dynamics interact differentially with individual SES-related characteristics to affect
health. Furthermore, these dynamic externalities change over time. In the case of healthcare, medical
diagnosis and treatment vary according to state-of-the-art knowledge of how to mobilize scientific,
technological, pharmaceutical, and policy information to improve health outcomes. In this way, the
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SES-health link is not simply a matter of whether or not individuals take up public health and medical
advice. Access, utilization, and adherence are moot if one’s SES potential for purposive health
improvement is undermined by the action of the institution and its agents. Similar dynamics apply
for other institutions that have indirect connections to health but robust relationships to both SES
and health, including schools, employment (Pager 2007), and the legal system (Massoglia 2008).

Fundamental Causality and Inquiry

The fundamental cause perspective provides a counterpoint to the dominant epidemiological focus
on identifying highly specific risk factors for particular conditions, but its arguments also depend
vitally on risk-factor research. The more we know about the causes of disease, the more we can
elaborate our understanding of the causes of these causes. For many years in social epidemiology,
there has been a disjuncture between highly focused studies of risk factors and studies connecting
general health outcomes to broad socioeconomic conditions. The metaphor of “looking upstream”
for social causes was the most common framework for thinking about connections between the two
(McKinlay 1975). We are now at the point where an array of connections are being made between
risk factors and social conditions, and the prospect of approaches that span from “cells to society”
or “neurons to neighborhoods” no longer seem like fantastic slogans. For example, Gehlert et al.
(2008) outline a series of projects on racial disparities in breast cancer inspired by a “downward
causation” model that begins with basic social determinants and proceeds to allostatic load and to
environmental mediation of gene expression. While current research often attends to the question
of how social inequities get “under the skin,” the fundamental cause perspective calls attention to
the concurrent, more encompassing project of understanding how information gets under the skin — by
emphasizing the centrality of differential returns to knowledge and control per se for understanding
health disparities.

Conventional risk-factor epidemiology is driven mostly by within-sample comparisons. In a
case-control study, ill individuals are matched with healthy controls to try to identify antecedent
differences that cause disease. An important contribution of the fundamental cause perspective has
been to emphasize the continued importance of quantitative research that is explicitly comparative
across samples. Comparisons across countries, for example, allow for the possibility of seeing if the
magnitudes of health inequalities are linked to broad differences in the distribution of resources or
policy regimes (e.g., Beckfield 2004; Olafsdottir 2007; Mackenbach et al. 2008). Likewise, com-
parisons over time allow for assessment of the effects of changes in dominant threats or available
treatments (e.g., Duncan 1996; Lauderdale 2001; Schnittker 2004; Krieger et al. 2008).

To date, research on fundamental causality offers little direct defense against the critique that
SES is conceptually too vague and that research on health disparities would be better served by
referring simply to the specific indicators that compose SES measures (Deaton 2002; Mirowsky and
Ross 2003). There is no evidence for the possibility of a globally applicable SES construct that
would allow for equalizing SES by reapportioning its different components, such that x increase in
education would be consistently equivalent to y increase in income or z increase in occupational
prestige for health outcomes (Warren and Hernandez 2007). Even so, SES remains useful for under-
standing the macrosociology of disparity and for considering intervention in broad terms. Indeed, a
major appeal of the fundamental cause concept is its macrosociological focus, including its potential
applicability to places and times without much formal education, where the determinants of social
standing may be quite different.

As a complement to macrosocial comparison, ethnographic research allows for the possibility of
explicating what fundamental cause relationships actually look like in naturalistic settings. By this,
we mean that ethnographic observation affords a unique opportunity to see how the lives of individuals
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of differing SES implicate a massive, nonrandom set of circumstances that can be plausibly
entertained as contributing, each however slightly, to large ultimate differences in health outcomes.
A study of ours was based on observation of two diabetes clinics, one of which served a largely
high-SES patient population and the other an overwhelmingly low-SES population (Lutfey and
Freese 2005). We focused on diabetes because the strong, well-documented relationship between
glucose control and long-term outcomes affords the possibility to observe — even in the relatively
brief encounter of the routine clinic visits that we studied — means by which larger trajectories of
long-term glucose control are connected to social circumstances (Diabetes Control and Complications
Trial 1993). Regardless of the specific fates of individuals observed, ethnographic observation of
their experiences and circumstances highlights potential pathways of the aggregate, probabilistic
association between SES and diabetes outcomes.

Our findings were a large array of potential mechanisms operating both inside and outside the
clinic, as well both internal and external to patients. Additionally, we identified several instances of
what we called “compensatory inversions,” in which resources were distributed disproportionately
to the patients with the least need for them. For example, the clinic with higher SES patients had far
superior diabetes education resources, even though there is ample reason to expect better self-
education and self-management from them higher SES patients anyway. Ethnographic observation
also allowed us to observe plausibly negative cases of “countervailing mechanisms” that work
against higher SES patients. For example, teenage girls and even older women were known to
capitalize on the weight loss side effects of uncontrolled diabetes, preferring thinness over appro-
priate glucose control. Going forward, we hope that comparative quantitative research and in-depth
ethnography will complement one another toward the end of providing a fuller picture of the
systemic relations between disadvantage and disease.

Fundamental Causality and Policy

Taking seriously the idea that SES has sustained, dynamic influences on health differentials, which
transcend the individual-level risk factors commonly identified in public health and epidemiology,
poses unique challenges for health policy. Although discussions of fundamental causes of health may
be faulted sometimes for being vague about policy implications, one central implication is not at all
vague: policies that influence social and economic inequalities are health policies and should be
recognized as such. A corollary to this statement is that health disparities will exist so long as there are
resource disparities, and so it may be naive to imagine that the two can be decoupled. Such a conclusion
could prompt a figurative throwing up of hands: absent a profound and permanent restructuring of social
resources, there may seem no points of leverage for meaningfully reducing disparities.

The emphasis of recent work on the relatively greater importance of education than income at
least provides some hope, as substantially reducing education inequalities is not quite so utopic-
seeming as doing so for income inequality (Mirowsky and Ross 2003; Mechanic 2007). Beyond a
more general equalization of resources, Link and Phelan (2005) discuss the most promising policy
implications of a fundamental cause perspective. In summary, their arguments “point to policies that
eliminate or reduce the ability to use socioeconomic advantage to gain a health advantage — either
by reducing disparities in socioeconomic resources themselves, or by developing interventions that,
by their nature, are more equally distributed across SES groups” (Link and Phelan 2005, p. 77).
Toward this end, they highlight policies that provide benefit irrespective of individual resources or
initiative, as well as policies that attend specifically to the social distribution of knowledge about
disease risk and the capacity to act on that knowledge. Although we are supportive of many of the
policy ideas they mention, we believe that these ideas also highlight some of the important tensions
for sociologists interested in health policy.
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1. Scope of interventions independent of agency. Two examples of public interventions cited by
Link and Phelan that do not depend on voluntary action are “requiring window guards in all high-
rise apartments versus advising parents to watch their children carefully” and “banning smoking
in public buildings versus advising people to avoid secondhand smoke” (p. 79). Such ideas are a
useful riposte, we think, for tendencies toward chronic over-optimism about interventions based
purely on providing information. They also, of course, harken to a long tradition of public health
triumphs like centralized sanitation and fluoridated water, which brought massive benefits to
population health and, for a long while, may have had greater ultimate impact than medical
developments (McKeown 1976; McKinlay and McKinlay 1977; Mirowsky and Ross 2003;
cf. Timmermans and Haas 2008). Even so, another example of theirs may be especially telling:
“air bags rather than seatbeats” to reduce road fatalities. Air bags deploy automatically; seat belts
are typically not automatic, and a strong education gradient in seat belt use has been documented
(Shinar et al. 2001). Yet, air bags actually work far better in conjunction with seatbelts than they
do alone. Moreover, above the minimum standard, there is an array of airbags that can be
purchased to further reduce the probability of death in a car crash. As a result, while contextual
interventions can be expected to reduce disparities, they still afford opportunities for more effec-
tive use by those with the most resources and strongest preferences. While such interventions
presumably still reduce disparities by raising the floor of health attainment — e.g., the driver
unprotected by air bags — the extent to which that raised floor reduces disparity remains to be
empirically assessed. More generally for sociologists interested in inequality and innovation,
advancing technologies raise important questions about the social conditions that encourage
innovations that improve prospects for the bottom of the health distribution as opposed to further
expanding possibilities for those at the top.

2. Health paternalism. A main reason for advocating for interventions that minimize the role of
individual choice in health is that, for financial and other reasons, lower SES individuals dispro-
portionately make choices that sociologists and many others would rather they did not. At the
same time, who pays for those air bags and window guards? If mandating such features is a cost
passed on to the consumer by the car manufacturer or landlord, then presumably the people
affected most are those who are on the margin of being able to afford a car or apartment. Even if
one imagines using taxes to pay for air bags and window guards, one is still proposing a use of
money that could be more directly redistributed to lower SES individuals. When we consider
reducing agency as a strategy for health disparities, we confront questions both about the morality
of restricting choice and about tradeoffs between health and income (Deaton 2002). Our point
here is not to take any stance regarding health paternalism ourselves. We do think sociologists
interested in policy should be clear that there are no free air bags, and so advocating policies
involving mandates also implies thinking about tradeoffs. The issue is especially timely as
mandating health insurance premiums has been one of the most controversial aspects of legisla-
tion to expand health insurance coverage in the United States. The fundamental causality per-
spective highlights the tension between the social value placed on individual liberties and the
value placed on reducing disparity.

3. Technology policy and health policy. Using the example of the high costs of AIDS drugs, Link
and Phelan (2005, p. 80) underscore the importance of developing interventions that are broadly
accessible and affordable so as to avoid the sorts of cross-national disparities currently observed
with those treatments. They also note the importance of constructing interventions that simulta-
neously address other potential barriers to implementation. As discussed above, we have used
the phrase “compensatory inversions” to describe instances in which a health-enhancing resource
is distributed disproportionately to higher SES individuals even as lower SES individuals might
stand to gain more from them. We think more attention could be directed to ways that compensa-
tory inversions are already rooted in and nourished by the current organization of our health
care system. As a major example, the United States health care system makes extensive use of
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high-end technological advances, which allows those who can afford it to have some of the most
sophisticated treatments available. At the same time, this structure increases costs and so com-
petes with the alternative goal of ensuring the broadest possible access.

At the same time, when considering technological development and health, we think it impor-
tant for sociology not to view innovation as an innocent or ironic catalyst of disparity. Link
(2008) characterizes as an important feature of a “social shaping approach” to health the need
“to understand the social distribution of useful knowledge and technology.” We agree and believe
it important especially to give greater attention to social factors in the development of useful
technology. Cross-societal health disparities provide the most transparent examples of the crucial
point: consider the difference in the effort for developing treatments for malaria, which relatively
few people in wealthier regions get, versus developing treatments for Alzheimer’s disease, which
relatively few inhabitants of poorer regions get. Private efforts to develop medical innovations
are closely related to potential market returns, which in turn is predictably connected to the avail-
able resources of the affected (Kremer and Glennerster 2004). For that matter, public efforts can
be expected to be associated with the capacity for political influence of particular health constitu-
encies. Even for innovations that already exist and can be produced at relatively low marginal
cost (e.g., certain drug treatments), there has been much struggle over solving the social problem
of providing them for low cost while they command much higher prices in the United States.

We think medical sociology could participate more in interrogating the development of medical
innovations, and also in documenting and understanding this tradeoff and the degree to which it
is supported by public health policy and the expenditure of public funds on health research.
Much health research defined as “groundbreaking” is directed toward optimizing the health of
the optimal patient (Lutfey and Freese 2005). As Link and Phelan (2005, p. 8) put it, “When we
create interventions that are expensive and difficult to distribute broadly, we create health
disparities.” At the same time, there is perhaps often an implicit suggestion of eventual “trickle
down” to those with less material and psychological resources for treatment. One can posit that
the first step of innovation is figuring out a treatment that can work under relatively ideal condi-
tions (the higher SES condition), and then later work can bring its costs down and facilitate its
diffusion (Goldman and Lakdawalla 2005; Glied and Lleras-Muney 2008). Social science has an
important role to play in our understanding of how the ultimate health benefits of public expen-
ditures on science are distributed.

4. Institutional policy leverage. We urge sociologists interested in health disparities to attend to the
institutional settings, medical, and otherwise that mediate SES and health. Knowledge, resources,
and interventions are not only distributed at the level of the individual, but also in institutional
contexts. To the extent that health policy efforts focus on the former, possible routes for minimiz-
ing disparities are truncated at that level. A major contribution sociologists can make to policy
efforts is an understanding of how these processes operate at institutional levels and the ways in
which framing the problem as one of individual access to “good” schools, physicians, or work
settings precludes an evaluation of what happens once people are in those systems. In this sense, a
fundamental causes approach calls for more integration of traditional individual-level risk factor
interventions with, for example, the Institute of Medicine’s (2003) work on quality of care and the
role of healthcare providers in contributing to disparities. However, to truly capitalize on existing
sociological knowledge of a range of institutions, research on nonhealth institutions should also be
included so that we might understand generic dynamics underlying health gradients and how new
mechanisms may regenerate in the future. In the global context of health policy research, which
predicts challenges such as the disappearance of primary care (McKinlay and Marceau 2008) and
expanding pressure for the commercialization of healthcare around the world (Mackintosh and
Koivusalo 2005), a policy strategy focused on individual-level interventions may be inadequately
prepared to anticipate and address new mechanisms as they emerge and sustain disparities.
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Conclusion

“Fundamental causality” has been one of the most fertile concepts in the recent sociology of health.
We have here attempted to provide a systematic exposition of conceptual and theoretical contribu-
tions of fundamental causality to the study of SES-based health disparities, focusing especially on
the highly influential work of Link and Phelan. We began by articulating fundamental causality as
a type of cause, distinct from “distal,” “basic,” “root,” “enduring,” or “important” causes. We next
identify four durable narratives for why SES is enduringly related to health. By explicitly developing
these narratives, we hope to contribute to moving fundamental causality toward being a more clearly
defined theoretical apparatus in medical sociology and health policy. We also address methodological
approaches for studying fundamental causality, including quantitative studies of contemporary
populations, ethnographic methods, and historical approaches. Finally, we discuss several tensions
in sociological thinking about health policy that the fundamental cause concept highlights, drawing
again on work from Link and Phelan (2005). In sum, the idea of fundamental causality highlights
the importance of placing particularistic studies of risk factors in a larger context of history and
inequality, and we anticipate the value of thinking in these terms will be ever more compelling as
medical science continues to increase the leverage human beings have over their health.
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Chapter 5
Learning from Other Countries: Comparing Experiences
and Drawing Lessons for the United States

Mary Ruggie

Are there any medical sociologists who believe in the notion of American “exceptionalism” and
resist considering US healthcare policy in comparative perspective? Alternatively, are there any who
question whether comparisons of seemingly vastly different settings can yield fruitful lessons for
the US? This paper seeks to convince the dubious in the worlds of both academia and healthcare
policymaking that a comparative lens best illuminates the successes and failures of American health
care and the unique framework within which it operates. We have much to learn from the experi-
ences of other countries, not only about healthcare policy but also about the political and social
parameters and the norms and values that shape it and its outcomes. Moreover, despite apparent
differences, there are important similarities between our struggles and those of other countries.
Understanding how and why their efforts have succeeded or failed can inform a more fruitful direc-
tion for American endeavors.

At the same time, this paper highlights a seemingly paradoxical insight gained from comparative
analysis, one that should drive future research — the US spends more than other countries on health
care, has the most advanced medical technology available anywhere in the world, and yet exhibits
worse health outcomes than a number of less-wealthy countries. I propose that by drawing on the
experiences of other countries, we can identify a number of persistent barriers to appropriate goal
setting and implementation that impede progress toward more equitable health care in the US. The
discussion of these issues is oriented toward both the lessons that we can derive as well as suggestions
for future research; the former appear throughout this essay, the latter are presented at the end.

Theoretical grounding for this study is based on sociological approaches to the role of the state
and in particular the welfare state. The most relevant theories for analyzing healthcare policy
consider relationships between state and market, public and private sector actors, and society and
individuals. Applied to the empirical problem of state retrenchment in social provision, which
occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, scholars have tried to determine the causes, consequences, and
future of downsizing in the scope of state activities at the macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis
(Allen and Pilnick 2006). Disagreements on these issues persist. Some argue that developments
have followed institutional paths, resulting in little significant change in the roles of states and
markets (Pierson 2000; Hacker 2004). Others argue that a transformation is occurring in which the
state is allowing other social actors to perform functions previously reserved for government, and
social provision is becoming harsher as a result (Gilbert 2002; Quadagno and Street 2006). Others
still suggest that the state is becoming stronger, although its role is changing from provision to
regulation and guidance of other actors (Ruggie 1996; Saltman 2002). It may be that there are
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different trajectories and relations in different policy areas; that is, governments may have less interest
in poverty alleviation than in maintaining a healthy workforce, and its role in the former is,
accordingly, less robust than in the latter. However, it is also important to note that any single policy
area is deeply embedded in a broader social policy context. As research on this and related issues
continues, scholars should keep sight of how developments in one social policy area affect others
and how the parts interact with the whole.

The fields of health care and healthcare policy are inherently interdisciplinary. But a foray into
politics and economics ought not to deter medical sociologists concerned about theoretical integrity.
Ultimately, we are all in the business of advocating for more equitable and better health care; the
more tools we can garner, the more persuasive will our efforts be. As the following discussion
demonstrates, empirical contributions from other fields can support sociological perspectives.

Themes in Health Policy Research

Is Cost Control Best Achieved by the State or the Market?

Until recently, both American and comparative health policy research have been preoccupied by the
unrelenting increase in expenditures that has plagued all countries. Studies have focused on reforms
in funding, provision and management of health care systems — specifically, the introduction of
market mechanisms as counterbalances to public sector growth. For the most part, these reforms
have been policy-driven, geared toward reducing public expenditure and increasing efficiency in
health care. They have brought more challenges than opportunities to non-state institutional actors
(providers, insurers, and patients). However, insofar as marketization has been accompanied by
privatization, important changes have been occurring in the relationship between the public and
private sectors. Some countries have experienced a quantitative shift from public to private
ownership, funding, and/or healthcare provision. Other countries have undergone a more qualitative
change, with the state retaining control over some functions (primarily funding) and contracting out
other functions to the private sector (primarily delivery). Cross-national policy learning sought to
evaluate the effectiveness of various market-based measures adopted both in the US and abroad and
to understand why so many countries were emulating what had apparently failed in the US (Ranade
1998). The main lesson, a profoundly sociological one, was that mechanisms are not simply
exported; policymakers import selected measures and adapt them to national contexts. As a result,
these measures performed differently. Ironically, using competition and choice, other countries have
managed to control their expenditures better than the US because of the tighter regulatory frame-
work they constructed for market forces.

Is There a Trade-Off Between Efficiency and Equality?

Recently, comparative research has turned its focus to health outcomes. Whether because costs in
other countries have come under relative macro-level control (Saltman 2002)' or because all coun-
tries, including the US, are concerned about the persistence of certain illnesses and the rise of new

!'Saltman’s assertion ought not to be taken too far. European countries have contained costs better than the US, but
they continue to be concerned about high health care expenditures and continue to search for methods of control.
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ones; everywhere interest has turned to steering funding and provision more directly toward
improvements in health. The US fares particularly poorly in international comparisons of health
outcomes (Mattke et al. 2006). Not only are there significant health disparities among Americans
but also our ranking on such measures as life expectancy and infant mortality is embarrassingly low.
However, a question that is straining efforts to improve health outcomes in the US, where costs
continue to spiral, is whether quality care and cost control are compatible. Some suspect that they
are not and argue, accordingly, that if choices must be made, it is better to err on the side of
increased expenditures. They claim that the high-quality health care that results yields ample returns
in better health outcomes, confirming the worthy investment (Cutler 2004). The alternative is rationing,
abhorrent in the American context.

This perspective misses the comparative lesson. Other countries have demonstrated that quality
health care need not bankrupt the system. Moreover, elsewhere efforts to achieve economy and
quality are guided by the principle of equality. These three goals — equality, efficiency, and effective-
ness — are closely inter-related in the health policy frameworks of other advanced countries.> The
US pays lip service to these goals, but persistent ideologies about the role of the state vis-a-vis the
market impede progress toward them.? There is potential in our health care system, but there are also
contradictions, tensions, and irrationalities that deter fulfillment of our potential. To resolve these
problems, we need to settle on a fundamental principle underpinning the provision of health care — its
status as a basic human right.

Is Health Care a Right or a Responsibility?

The main issue currently consuming American health care policy is how to cover the estimated 44
million people who are uninsured.* While politicians and scholars debate the feasibility of single-
payer systems versus employer and individual mandates as appropriate means to a necessary end,
they forget the overarching value that empowers any funding system and, in fact, reduces the
significance of the differences among them. Were American politicians to recognize health care as
a social right based on citizenship (Marshall 1949), as all other advanced societies do, they would
acknowledge at the same time that government has primary responsibility for assuring universal
access. This understanding would be a major rather than an incremental step for American
policymakers, insofar as the concept of social rights goes beyond the minimal, negative, civil, and
political rights enshrined in the American constitution and sustained by American capitalism.
Politicians are hesitant to embrace the idea of health care as a social right because of the expanded
government role entailed. However, opinion polls show that the majority of Americans not only
believe that government has a central role to play in this and related health care functions but also
express willingness to pay more taxes as long as those taxes are used for universal healthcare coverage
(Toner and Elder 2007).° Furthermore, two of the most powerful opponents of universal coverage in
the past, the American Medical Association and the insurance industry, now support it. Arguably,

2Examples here will be drawn from the experiences of Canada, Britain, and Germany.

3In explaining President Bush’s threatened veto of an expansion of the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, a
former advisor said the President’s objections are “philosophical and ideological. [An expansion] would move the
nation toward a single payer system with rationing and price controls” (Pear 2007).

“In 2007 the Census Bureau revised the figure downward by two million. The data do not distinguish insured and
under-insured.

3 Also, polls conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation find that Americans rank health care second only to Iraq as

the issue they most want presidential candidates to talk about, and coverage for the uninsured ranks higher than costs
as an issue they would like to see more focus on (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/7655.pdf).
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democracy in the US is reflected more at the local than the national level; witness those states (albeit
few in number) that are considering legislation establishing health care as a right.

Lessons on Social Values and Ideologies

The themes that dominate comparative research lend themselves to specific lessons. The thoughts
presented below are suggestive only; validating these lessons and directing them toward improving
American health care will require further research and argumentation.

Public and Private Funding and Control

1. Countries with universal access to health care have found that the role of government is best
suited (that is, better than the market) to eliminating financial barriers to access but less well suited
to delivering healthcare services. This does not necessarily mean that government has to become the
main financier of health care; there is considerable variation across advanced countries in the public—
private contribution to financing. But, within the framework of government as the payer of last
resort, if not the first, private funding of health care in other countries more effectively contributes
to the overall economic health than private funding in the US. Even though the private share of total
health care expenditure in the US is relatively large — 55%, compared to, say, 30% in Canada — it is
decreasing. Public expenditure, on the other hand, is increasing because of the inefficiencies and
ineffectiveness of our health care system. For instance, the aggregate data mask significant govern-
ment assistance and private sector ineptness. Consider, for example, that government subsidization
of employer-sponsored health insurance is over $200 billion per year (Selden and Gray 2006). Were
this and similar covert public subsidies included in the calculations, the public share of total expen-
ditures would be closer to 60%. Another hidden cost in our complex and fragmented employer-
based insurance system, one borne primarily by people who are insured, is administration. It is
estimated to absorb nearly one-third of health care expenditures in the US, exceeding comparable
expenditures in other countries by at least 10—15%. Considering that administrative expenditures in
the Medicare program are approximately 3%, we can understand why so many Americans advocate
a single-payer system of universal coverage, such as Canada’s.

Although formally a single-payer system, the financial arrangements between the provincial and
federal governments in Canada resemble more closely our Medicaid program (of health care for the
poor). In return for its share of overall spending, the federal government in Canada sets certain
requirements for provincial administration. Provinces in turn enlist the services of independent
physicians and hospitals, paying them according to negotiated schedules and budgets. The
regulations that govern federal-provincial and provincial-provider relations specify principles more
than practices — public administration, comprehensive and universal coverage, and accessibility.
Similar to what occurs in our Medicare program (for the elderly and disabled), the Canadian healthcare
system prohibits private insurance from covering services offered in the public program.
Nevertheless, the majority of Canadians have private insurance, because the public program does
not cover outpatient prescriptions, something that was not considered “medically necessary” when
the program became fully instituted in 1966. The shift in public—private expenditures noted above
reflects the growing role of pharmaceuticals in health care.

None of this should sound alien to Americans. The principles of the Canadian healthcare system
already exist in the American Medicaid program and in parts of Medicare as well. We already have
the experience of shared national-state funding, national guidelines for state administration, and
public regulations restricting the role of private insurers and providers. With more of the same, we
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could approximate the Canadian system. This expansion would require adjustments, but not radical
structural change.

Lesson #1: One lesson we can derive from the case of Canada concerns the role of the public sector,
which is the only actor capable of furthering the public interest in health care. As Canada demon-
strates, a fairly equitable system can be based on a minimum level of provision for everyone, leaving
the private sector to act as a supplement.

Lesson #2: For the sake of equality and systematic organization, the federal government is better
situated than provincial/state governments to set an overall framework of principles for healthcare
provision, leaving decentralized levels to work out details and oversee delivery. The most important
principle is equality in access to necessary medical services. The example of Germany following
immediately reinforces this lesson.

2. The dominance of employer-based insurance in the US reflects both the historical position of
employers as well as a visceral disdain of “socialized medicine” on the part of both policymakers
and providers. There is considerable agreement among economists that inefficiencies abound in our
employer-based system (Pauly 2006). Moreover, employers are no longer interested in playing the
prominent role they have been given. Their disenchantment is reflected in the various types of cost-
shifting they are engaging in, placing more of the burden for health care directly on workers.

Another country where employers play an important role in health care is Germany. The main
funding for Germany’s health care system comes from workers and employers. Each worker’s
paycheck is deducted by 7% of income, a sum that is matched by employers.® In Germany, contributions
are mandatory for all workers, except those in high-income brackets (about 10% of the population).’
Hence, the German system is a form of social insurance, closer to Part A of our Medicare program
than our employer-based system. But unlike the German system, workers in the US pay twice — for
their current (if they can) as well as their future coverage. It is an oddity that only payments
for the future are mandatory in the US (except in the state of Massachusetts). This contradiction
may have a rational element, insofar as health care costs are higher in old age and the only way to
make sure people contribute is to require them to do so. It is also irrational, however, when one
considers the fact that health care costs in old age could be lower were the health care needs of non-
elders x properly attended. Witness the high cost of caring for those who were previously uninsured
once they become eligible for Medicare (McWilliams et al. 2007).

Lesson #3: We already have mandatory social insurance in the US. Expanding Medicare (especially
by lowering the age of eligibility) would put us more in line with the German system as far as funding
is concerned. This expansion would require adjustments, but not radical structural change.

The role of the federal government in organizing the German health care system used to be minimal,
involving the issuance of broad guidelines for the system as a whole. The German government basi-
cally allowed the thousands of sickness funds, which are similar to non-profit insurance companies,
to administer the system on behalf of workers and employers. This is not too unlike what occurs in
the US Medicare program, where the federal government sets guidelines for local, non-profit fiscal
intermediaries to use when paying providers. Although there is some variation among these local
Medicare payments, they pale in comparison to what occurs in the private insurance sector. But the
German healthcare system recently underwent a transformation that carries an important lesson for
the US. Because of the fragmentation and inequalities that resulted from its multiple payer system,

°The proportion of salary that workers in the US contribute to private insurance varies from a low of about 2% to well
over 7%. Note too that under the new individual mandate in Massachusetts, some previously uninsured individuals
who do not qualify for state assistance will have to pay more than 7% of their income for private coverage.

"It took several decades for the government to fold into the system unemployed people, students, and others who were
not members of employment-based sickness funds.
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the federal government in Germany began to streamline the number of sickness funds and limit their
budgetary discretion. The government now controls over 90% of sickness fund expenditures.

Lesson #4: Allowing employers to control health care is neither just nor sensible. Making
employer-based insurance the social insurance system that it implicitly is would create more
systematization and coordination. Although this type of organization favors the regulatory powers
of government, it is also opportune to shift a measure of control over the details of supervision and
implementation to non-governmental agencies whose profits are regulated.®

Regulating the Market

American health policy makers worry that a stronger government role inhibits freedom of choice
for consumers and the ability of competitive markets to coordinate supply and demand. Comparative
experiences demonstrate that this fear is unfounded when governments act in the public interest.
Even health care systems that are highly regulated by the state have allowed market forces to do
what they do best (re-allocate supply according to consumer preferences), but they also make sure
that the adverse consequences (creating inequalities based on ability to pay) are avoided. It is now
more commonly accepted among both researchers and policymakers in other countries that the roles
of states and markets are complementary and that market competition is more effective when prop-
erly guided by state regulation. Specifically, other countries have learned that the state is best suited
to setting macro-level goals for micro-level market mechanisms of action. How hospitals in Britain’s
National Health Service (NHS) function is a case in point.

Starting under Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and continuing under Labour
Prime Minister Tony Blair, the British government has been allowing hospitals that meet fiscal and
quality standards to become Trusts. Hospital Trusts are semi-autonomous agencies. They have to
operate within certain broad strictures — for instance, hospital Trusts cannot sell their assets without
NHS permission and they must re-invest profits in their enterprises. Within these criteria of account-
ability, hospital Trusts can control how they spend their funds. So that they provide what purchasers
want, the NHS permits hospital Trusts to compete with one another for contracts with local authori-
ties.” Although price is a competitive factor, so too is quality. One of the most severe problems with
quality in British hospitals has been wait times for elective surgeries. Through competition in this
internal market, wait times have improved significantly (Le Grand 2006). In addition, the NHS has
set explicit government targets for wait times that both guide hospitals in their planning and provide
incentives for them to improve. Hospital Trusts can contract with private surgery clinics if need be,
deciding the terms of these contracts on their own, as long as they conform to NHS rules. In this
way hospital Trusts can expand in accordance with their ability to re-invest profits. Canada has a
similar form of funding hospitals (global budgets with decentralized decision making).

The organizing idea behind the funding of hospital Trusts in Britain approximates the hospital
payment system in the US Medicare program. In the 1980s Medicare adopted a type of global bud-
geting system based on diagnostic-related groups (DRGs). DRGs set expenditure limits on hospital
services for specific categories of disorders but did nothing more to guide hospitals as they struggled
to maintain quality health care. The DRGs achieved part of what they set out to do. By imposing
some discipline on hospital activities, the rate of increase in Medicare Part A expenditures has con-
sistently been lower than increases in privately-reimbursed hospital expenditures.'® But hospital

8Both Canada and Germany have for-profit insurers but regulations in both are much tighter than in the US.
“Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) now control 80% of NHS expenditures. They contract with General Practitioners and
hospitals to meet the needs of their constituents.

"Most hospitals responded to the DRGs by reducing lengths of hospital stays and by various forms of cost shifting,
including the development of more outpatient services and day surgeries.



5 Learning from Other Countries 91

payments under Medicare Part A have continued to increase along with the number of procedures
performed. One reason is that, unlike in the British hospital Trusts, there are no hospital-level
limits on the volume of activity, only on the unit payment for treating a disease category. Nor do the
DRGs include competition as an additional method of cost control. The comparison with hospital
Trusts in Britain demonstrates that the American DRGs are too narrowly focused on unit costs
alone; they assume a market response but they provide little direction for it. Confirming policy-
makers concerns, this example of government intervention does indeed constrain the market and
reduce its potential. But the fault lies with the nature not the fact of government intervention. It
seems that the US has much to learn about how government can be more effective in meeting its
goals through more expansive goal-setting.

Lesson #5: Competition can be based on quality and overall cost control, not just unit price. Profits
should be regulated and re-invested in healthcare improvements.

The US health care system remains heavily tilted toward market-driven principles of organization
and relatively weak government regulation. Examples like the DRGs hint at the possibility of
change, however, at least with regard to government’s willingness to intervene. In addition, the US
government’s contribution to overall funding is by necessity increasing, and will likely continue to
do so if public opinion has any impact. Comparative experiences clearly demonstrate that it is in
the best interests of the health care system as a whole that the government deliberately engages
in the regulation of the private sector to avoid, above all, the inequitable and inefficient conse-
quences of multiple private sources of funding. But government could do much more to guide private
sector actors. A similar lesson emerges from comparative experiences with other dimensions of the
delivery of health care.

Lessons on Authority and Power in Decision Making

Health care providers, behaving as private actors, once possessed sole discretion over medical
decisions. Cloaked in the mantle of professional autonomy, physicians in particular have also held
to strict confidentiality regarding their judgments. As in other areas of contemporary society, hier-
archies in medicine are giving way to alternative structures of authority and control. Other social
actors in both the public and private sectors are now more involved in weighing the details of health
care. Whether because of the growing awareness that some of the causes of health disparities occur
in the delivery system, or because of the growing realization that health care resources are limited
and must be spent more wisely, the state as the representative of the public interest as well as non-
government payers of health care are asking providers for more information about their procedures
and pressing them to change their behaviors. In addition, whether because people are better educated
than in the past, or because new sources of information have enhanced health literacy, patients are
becoming stronger advocates of their health care needs. The sections below demonstrate that,
despite other differences, health care providers in the US and other countries are moving toward
more open and inclusive methods of decision making.

Rewarding and Guiding Providers

Physicians everywhere place a particularly high value on professional autonomy. American physicians
have surpassed others in financial autonomy — until recently, that is, with the rise of managed care.
Ironically, American physicians have had less clinical autonomy than physicians in other countries
where the state plays a stronger but broader regulatory role. Part of the problem has been the “paradox
of liberal intervention” — because the US government hesitates to intervene, when it does, either the
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result is less than intended or there are unintended consequences, both of which require more
intervention (Ruggie 1996). Micromanagement is an unfortunate outcome. In the American setting
clinical autonomy is checked primarily through the reimbursement system. However, more explicit
methods of control are also being developed. They are constraining physicians and other providers as
private actors but they are also enhancing health care as a public good.

Wherever physicians are paid on a fee-for-service basis, the health care they provide tends to
reflect the payment they receive (Wynia et al. 2003; Reschovsky et al. 2006). This is not to say that
physicians necessarily discriminate according to payment, although some may. It does suggest,
however, that fee-for-service physicians tend to adopt a modus vivendi of “take two aspirin and see
me again tomorrow.” Most fee-for-service reimbursement systems have by now developed prospec-
tive fee schedules that try to capture the resources physicians typically use for specific services; the
Medicare Fee Schedule is an example. As with the DRGs, however, this and similar fee schedules
do little to contain the overall volume of physician activity. Incongruous as it may seem, the
Medicare Fee Schedule was paying more for poor quality health care that required repeat visits than
for efficient and effective health care that could be delivered in fewer visits, regardless of patients’
severity of illness (Milgate and Cheng 2006). Capitation payment systems, which many managed
care organizations (MCOs) employ, are better at discouraging such inefficiency. Salary systems,
which are common in academic medical centers and hospitals, are even better because they can be
used to reward productive physicians.'' Other countries developed volume controls on fee-for-service
physician reimbursements year ago and can offer useful lessons. However, the main lesson here
already exists within American borders — fee-for-service payment needs volume control, capitation
and salary payments work better to control both costs and related inefficiencies.

Following the lead of a few innovative private health plans, both the Medicare and Medicaid
programs are experimenting with a controversial corrective to their fee schedules, based on the
market principle of monetary incentives to change behavior. Pay for performance (P4P) seeks to
reward physicians and other providers for achieving positive health outcomes, such as a reduction in
the blood sugar levels of diabetics.'? Unlike the DRGs, however, PAP measures specify the kind of
care physicians ought to provide; they rely on preventive services, in which American physicians are
not well trained. One criticism of P4P, therefore, is that its measures are oriented as much to proce-
dures as to outcomes. But this shortcoming may be temporary, awaiting the institutionalization of
preventive care. P4P has also been criticized for paying physicians more to provide the kind of care
they should already be providing and for encouraging them to do more, which will increase rather
than reduce Medicare expenditures. This criticism may be shortsighted. Studies have shown that
prevention can delay if not avert the need for hospitalization; the medical literature is replete with
examples. So P4P may be paying physicians to do more now in the expectation that they and the
health care system will be able to do less later. P4P is still in its infancy and there are many problems
that need to be addressed (McMahon et al. 2007).Whether or not it survives the test of time, it has been
motivating important changes. If nothing else, the collection of data enabling providers and policy-
makers to better focus on healthcare processes and outcomes may be worth the effort.

Implicit in P4P, but not always well integrated with it, are clinical practice guidelines (CPGs). In
general, CPGs are a separate component of the effort to influence clinical behavior in the US. The
Institute of Medicine (1990, p. 29) defines CPGs as “systematically developed statements to assist
practitioner and patient decisions about appropriate care for specific clinical circumstances.” While

"Each of these three main forms of compensation also contain perverse incentives — fee for service may reward the
provision of inappropriate services, capitation may reward the denial of appropriate services, and salary may under-
mine productivity (Robinson 2001).

12The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services have developed comparable measures for hospitals, home health
agencies, end-stage renal dialysis centers, and Medicare Advantage Plans, which are provided by managed care
organizations.
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CPGs may be “systematically developed” by the organizations which create them, a major problem
in the US is that there are too many organizations involved in their creation. Government agencies,
medical organizations, health plans, and for-profit consultants have developed different CPGs for
the same medical procedures. The proliferation of these guidelines, the lack of standardization
among them, and their inconsistent use are emblematic of the fragmentation and complexity that
afflict American health care.

As the practice of medicine becomes more evidence-based, physicians have become more willing
to consult CPGs. The peculiarities of defensive medicine in the US also encourage their use. As
long as physicians can prove that they followed legitimate and formal procedures, they may be
relieved from individual liability. However, because physicians frequently contract with multiple
health plans, they are often unsure about which set of guidelines to follow (Ayres and Griffith 2007).
Although the use of CPGs is voluntary in private fee-for-service practice, MCOs and hospitals are
more likely to use them and to monitor their use. CPGs represent an intrusion on professional
autonomy, to be sure. It is noteworthy, however, that younger physicians, already more inclined
toward practice environments that are collaborative and rely on information technology, readily
accept CPGs (O’Malley et al. 2007).

Only a few countries, such as Britain, have experimented with P4P types of incentives to influ-
ence clinician behavior. Since most physicians in Britain work in some sort of collective setting, the
incentives pertain to the group as much as the individual practitioner, offsetting many of the com-
plaints incurred in the US. Most countries are using CPGs to achieve better health outcomes; some
have gone much further than the US in systematizing and therefore deriving value from them.

The best example comes from Britain, which has emerged as an international leader in this and
related fields, primarily because of its comprehensive and integrated programs and the transparency of
its processes. The most important agency in Britain’s effort to improve efficiency and effectiveness in
health care is the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE), which functions under the aus-
pices of the Department of Health. Established in 1999 NICE is charged with conducting reviews of
certain existing and new health technologies (drugs, devices, and diagnostic tools), determining
whether and how these should be used in the NHS, and developing appropriate CPGs to advise health-
care professionals (Rawlins 2004). Although NICE is a government agency, it commissions indepen-
dent (and unpaid) advisory bodies, drawn from the NHS and academia, to conduct systematic reviews.
It also conducts public hearings and consultations, and examines the feedback from all stakeholders,
including manufacturers and patients, before reaching final decisions. The Department of Health
occasionally instructs NICE to project the national cost of implementing guidelines throughout the
NHS, especially when a proposed guideline is likely to have significant budgetary impact. Additionally,
cost templates are developed to help Primary Care Trusts (PCTs), the main purchasers in the
NHS, make realistic projections on how a new guideline will impact local resource allocation.
Even guidelines that do not undergo this costing process are evaluated in terms of their overall cost
effectiveness.

Because the NHS is a unitary system, all physicians are expected to use the guidelines issued by
NICE. PCTs monitor their use by general practitioners and hospitals monitor specialists. The NHS
has invested huge sums of money in information technology, an area where the US lags, to ease the
transition to evidence-based medicine. Standardized CPGs are also the bedrock of performance
awards. Americans may balk at the overarching power of the state implied in this example. Efforts
to decentralize the NHS are indeed less visible in standard-setting than in implementation.
Nevertheless, the consistency of care that results from the use of CPGs in Britain has raised the
country’s standing in international comparisons of health outcomes.

Lesson #6: A government agency is needed to assess the clinical efficacy of the many technologies
now available to healthcare providers, to decide which work best, and to develop appropriate clini-
cal guidelines. Standardization in these efforts is needed to reduce healthcare inequalities and
improve health outcomes.
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Rationing

Undoubtedly the greatest fear that everyone — policymakers, providers, and patients alike — harbors
about government imposition of cost control and regulation of the private sector is the inevitability
of rationing. The question we should be asking about rationing is not whether it occurs — it does
occur, everywhere — but what its rationale is. In the US, most rationing is market-based, implicit,
and hidden. It enters when patients have no or inadequate insurance coverage, when insurers deny
coverage for specific treatments, when patients or providers refrain from purchasing products
because the price is too high, or providers refrain from delivering services because the cost is too
high relative to the reimbursement. Rationing also arises when the supply of healthcare products or
providers is lower than the demand, whether that demand is ongoing or the result of an emergency.
Although governments everywhere can and do increase supply, eventually they must confront the
limits inherent in provision.

The state of Oregon has been a pioneer in the effort to develop medical and cost-effectiveness
criteria to guide the use of health care resources (Oberlander 2007). Oregon’s plan for rationing
in its Medicaid program was the result of admirable grassroots organization and consensus
building. But because it was so controversial the Department of Health and Human Services
demanded that it be scaled back, considerably. Other efforts in the US to develop rational criteria
for the allocation of health care resources exist more on paper than in reality. For example, the
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) commission the Agency for Health Care
Research and Quality to evaluate selected technologies. These evaluations focus on the clinical
effectiveness of each product; they do not compare products so they cannot indicate whether a
new product will improve health care. Nor do technology assessments in the US include cost-
effectiveness considerations.

Contrast the American approach to what we see in Britain where NICE incorporates cost effec-
tiveness in its technology assessments and compares the cost effectiveness of different technologies
to determine which ones the NHS should use. Although NICE refrains from explicit cut-off values,
technologies costing over $45,900 per quality-adjusted-life-year are generally not considered cost
effective and are less likely to be adopted (Pearson and Rawlins 2005). Once NICE determines that
the NHS should adopt a technology and produces guidelines on how it should be used, PCTs must
provide funding within three months.

Canada is working on a different approach to rationalize the use of limited health care resources.
Physicians, researchers, and various levels of government are collaborating to reduce wait times for
elective surgeries. In some provinces individual doctors were managing their own wait lists, often
in conflict with hospitals, which had separate lists and criteria. This confusion exacerbated uncon-
scionably long waits. To improve the situation, the Western Canada Wait List Project is developing
“valid, reliable, practical, and clinically transparent measures” of urgency in order to prioritize wait
times for selected procedures (Western Canada Wait List Project 2005, p. i). Based on the research
and feedback from clinicians, patients, and the broader public, priority scores were developed and
are now being tested for hip and knee replacement, cataract surgery, general surgery, magnetic
resonance imaging, and children’s mental health. Other provinces are conducting similar projects.
Ontario, for instance, has implemented a system of surgical wait times for heart disease and cancer.
Federalism in Canada encourages considerable learning through the sharing of information across
the provinces.

Restricting the use of health care resources in cases where the benefits are dubious and effective-
ness is low and channeling them instead to cases where they will decidedly improve health advances
overall health outcomes. As we have seen, the US prefers to reward private actors to achieve this
goal. It remains to be seen whether American methods can reorient norms and values and bring
about lasting social change. Other countries have instead harnessed the authority of the public sector
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to institutionalize a new vision of what health care is all about. Their attention is focused on goals
to which the choice of means is subservient.

Lesson #7: Rationing is a reality that must be confronted. Transparent criteria are preferable to the
implicit processes that currently prevail in the US.

Primary Care

The growing concern about health outcomes has increased interest in primary care, which is an
essential route to good health. Compared to other countries, the US continues to regard specialized
care oriented toward curing disease more highly than primary care, prevention, and the management
of chronic illness. Despite a growing interest among younger physicians in primary care several
years ago, poor reimbursement created disincentives and resulted in a decline in physicians choos-
ing and remaining in primary care fields in the US. Physicians, especially those working on a fee-
for-service basis, continue to find that the time required to engage in preventive care is insufficiently
appreciated and rewarded (Ayres and Griffith 2007). We can see the consequence in a recent report
by the Commonwealth Fund that ranked the US lowest among the six countries it compared on
primary care measures (Davis et al. 2007).

Physicians in the US exercise considerable control over the terms of their livelihoods and the
pursuit of their interests. In other countries the state has been more interventionist by, for example,
limiting the number of places for certain specialties in medical school and in practice settings. And
yet, the fact of state intervention does not deter people elsewhere from choosing medicine as a
profession. In fact, the US is below the average among OECD countries in the proportion of practic-
ing physicians per population. Physicians in the US are also poorly distributed across the nation.
Underserved areas and populations inhabit inner cities as well as rural locales. Nurses are as, if not
more important, than physicians when it comes to primary care. The US is also far from the top
among OECD countries when it comes to the proportion of practicing nurses per population as well
as the ratio of nurses to physicians.

Nevertheless, change is discernible in the US if one looks hard enough. Rather than turn to what
other countries are doing when it comes to primary care, we might examine instances of innovation
in the US. They are occurring in organizations that decades ago held the promise of instituting
primary care, as implied in the term health maintenance, but lost their way during the 1990s because
of economic pressures (Mechanic 2004). Those pressures have since motivated many MCOs to
search for alternative administrative and delivery systems that have re-invigorated progress toward
their original goals.

For instance, while the use of nurse practitioners (NPs) is indeed a device to control costs, it has
also accompanied a renewed interest in prioritizing access to health care according to need. In
MCOs that employ NPs as primary care providers, less-ill patients can more fully discuss their
conditions with NPs, while physicians are reserved for more complex healthcare services. Greater
use of NPs in primary care has also facilitated the development of disease management programs,
a critical element in the quest for improved health outcomes for such chronic conditions as diabetes,
obesity, and heart disease (Rothman et al. 2006). These programs require considerable patient self-
care, which can sometimes be problematic and has raised concerns about shifting responsibility
from providers to patients. This problem can be mitigated if patients are well guided and monitored
and all providers are well integrated into the continuum of care (Nagelkerk et al. 2006). Sound
disease management programs that encourage patient self-care and prevent overuse of the health
care system, including hospitalization, can realize considerable cost savings (Starfield et al. 2005).
Accordingly, some state Medicaid programs have encouraged their adoption by the private MCOs
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that enroll Medicaid recipients. And, recognizing the important role that patients themselves must
play, some states have developed systems of incentive payments to Medicaid patients who engage
in preventive self-care measures (Redmond, Solomon, Lin 2007).

For their part, physicians are learning to be part of management teams and to shed the traditional
doctor-centered model of health care (Light 2000). In a transformation that has been in the offing for
years, physician—patient relations are becoming more co-participatory and cooperative (Heritage and
Maynard 2006). These changes in the social relations of health care invite deeper investigation of the
norms and values underpinning delivery of health care and their consequences for health outcomes.

Although government is guiding the expansion of primary care, following the lead of MCOs, the
benefits of this type of delivery system pertain to all social actors. Payers, whether public or private,
profit from lower costs, even though they must play a stronger role in organizing the supply and
demand side factors of care. Providers are playing a less central role, but their loss of power may
be offset by the gains derived from partnership. Patients are being drawn more into new domains of
responsibility, negotiating their interests in multi-layered contexts of autonomy and collaboration.
The significance of these tensions may wither if improvements in health outcomes materialize.

Lesson #8: Primary health care lowers cost and improves health outcomes.

Conclusion

There are many reasons for the low ranking of the US in comparative health outcomes. That we still do
not recognize health care as a right and many Americans lack access as a result is critical, to be sure.
But there is more to the picture, both here and abroad. For, even in countries with universal access, poor
people, whose health care needs are higher than their wealthier counterparts, use health care less than
they should (Schoen and Doty 2004; van Doorslaer et al. 2006). Governments everywhere are trying to
tackle these inequalities. In light of the larger proportion of the population in poverty in the US, most
egregiously including the high level of child poverty, we have a harder uphill struggle.

The relationship between poverty and poor health is well established in the literature (Budrys
2003; Mullahy et al. 2004). While significant health care resources must be spent on such poverty-
related conditions as substance abuse and poor diet, we ought not lose sight of the importance of
non-health assets that could do a great deal to improve the lives of society’s less fortunate. Social
policies and programs in the areas of education and employment are critical to offering the oppor-
tunity for self-sufficiency and the foundations for good health.

In addition, research is demonstrating that discrimination based on race, ethnicity, age, gender,
sexual orientation, religious affiliation, and so on is an independent factor related to worse health
outcomes, whether it occurs in the health care system (Smedley et al. 2003; Laditka and Laditka
2006), in workplace or educational settings (Sellers et al. 2000), or in society at large. Although
social discrimination is not confined to the US, it is exacerbated by the extent of disparities in access
to health care, which is unique to the US (Davis et al. 20006). It is unfortunate that race and ethnicity
are often taken as proxies for socioeconomic disadvantage. Although the practice demonstrates the
difficulty of collecting data on race and ethnicity, including privacy concerns, the Institute of
Medicine, among others, has called on healthcare providers and insurers to record all relevant infor-
mation, so as to enable more focused research. Studies in these fields are inherently policy relevant,
but they can easily segue into being policy-oriented as well (Gray and O’Leary 2000).

Lesson #9: Improvements in poverty reduction and in fostering human and social capital can
improve health outcomes. Short-term expenditures may be large but the long-term benefits are
worth the investment.

Sociologists must continue to expose the irrationalities and contradictions that confound health
care in the US as well as the many inequalities it has created and exacerbates, not only in health. Such
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studies contribute to what leaders in our discipline, most recently William Julius Wilson (1991) and
Michael Burawoy (2005), have called public sociology. Their hope is that eventually policy makers
will pay attention, whether out of conscience or self-interest.

Convincing the Dubious and Shaping Policy

To topple those who may still be sitting on the fence about the value of comparative lessons, I sug-
gest a number of areas for future research. Policymakers will also benefit from the specification that
elaborated study can bring. While theoretical explanations will remain in the hands of sociologists,
we ought to remember that the ability to communicate with the world outside our hallowed corri-
dors elevates the role of public sociology.

1.

We have seen that the balance between public and private sectors favors the former in Canada,
Germany, and Britain. Future research should elaborate the regulatory measures that these and other
countries have adopted to control the excesses of market forces while allowing competition and
choice to advance the goal of efficiency. Then, to assure transportability, researchers should suggest
how these measures could be instituted or approximated in the US and with what consequences.

. All countries are struggling with the trade-off between efficiency and equality, but some have

been more successful than others in achieving an acceptable balance. Researchers must continue
to work on identifying the mechanisms that mediate the relationship between efficiency and
equality and that enable harmonization between them.

. The main goal of policy reform is optimum health. We have seen that this outcome need not

break the bank. Researchers must demonstrate empirically that the quality measures accelerating
improvements in health care also create efficiencies and reduce long-term costs.

More research is needed on how open and inclusive decision making evolves — wherever it occurs.
Researchers should identify the features of different models. They should also attempt to situate
these models in appropriate settings in the US health care system (primary care, hospitals, etc.)
and demonstrate their ability to solve problems. We can expect considerable variation around
common themes in best practices. Future research may demonstrate that the variations are due
less to country-specific factors than to other kinds of contextual factors.

. Future debate on the issue of rationing is inevitable and will require considerable preparatory

groundwork. To enable open discussion by a well-informed public, researchers should gather
examples of transparent processes of and criteria for rationing scarce healthcare resources, both
in the US and other countries.

There are many exemplary cases of primary care in the US. Researchers should find them and
demonstrate how they can be expanded across the nation.

We must all be engaged in developing pragmatic arguments for establishing health care as a right.
Sociologists can offer a special contribution by demonstrating empirically the human and social
capital benefits that would follow from universal access to equitable health care, and by suggesting
corresponding responsibilities on the part of all the major actors in health care.
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Chapter 6
Health and the Social Rights of Citizenship: Integrating
Welfare-State Theory and Medical Sociology

Sigrun Olafsdottir and Jason Beckfield

Social scientists have long been interested in the link between societal processes and individual
outcomes. The founders of sociology were interested in how social integration affected suicide
rates (Durkheim 1951 [1897]), how the social organization of labor relations impacted worker
experience (Marx and Engels 1964 [1848]), how religious principles translated into individuals’
work ethics (Weber 1930), how modern society impacted mental health (Simmel 1950), how mental
health institutions shaped individual inmates (Goffman 1961) or how the social system impacted
health care utilization (Parsons 1951). All addressed issues of health, illness, and healing in one way
or another, yet medical sociologists have tended to pay less attention to the distal forces of societal-
level institutions, focusing instead on the more proximate micro- and meso-level determinants of
individual health.

Comparative research provides an important lens to understand variation in the relationship
between society and individuals, as it illuminates how different social organization may lead to a
different lived experience across contexts. While many approaches have been taken to understand
variations in social organization (e.g., Anderson 1972; Hall and Soskice 2001; Lee 1982), we argue
that the social organization of the welfare state is a major force shaping the economic, political, and
cultural landscape that contextualizes and shapes the proximate causes of health, illness, and healing
in advanced, industrialized nations. The welfare state — defined as “interventions by the state in civil
society to alter social and market forces” (Orloff 1993) — sets the stage for such mechanisms as
health policy preferences, social citizenship rights, logics of the “appropriate” social organization
of health care, characterizations of “legitimate” or stigmatized health problems, and the social strati-
fication of health. In short, the welfare state matters because, as a complex set of institutionalized
citizenship rights, it shapes the causes and consequences of health, illness, and healing.

In this chapter, we provide an overview of the major approaches to understanding variations in
health care systems and welfare states. We then consider three broad institutional domains that may
connect the welfare state to health, illness, and healing within a nation: the stratification order,
social policy, and national culture. We conclude by proposing a new research agenda for medical
sociology that incorporates the welfare state as an economic, political, and cultural institution into
current understandings of health and illness. Throughout this chapter, our goals are twofold: First,
we want to consider what attention to health, illness, and healing can add to the political sociology
of the welfare state. That is, we aim to make a start on the medical sociology of the welfare state.
Second, we want to consider what new knowledge attention to the welfare state can add to medical
sociology. That is, we want to develop a political sociology of health, illness, and healing. Our hope
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is that a better understanding of the connections between the welfare state and health! will help to
advance inquiry into “embodiment,” conceptualized as that process whereby “we literally incorpo-
rate, biologically, the world around us” (Krieger 2001, p. 668). We argue that the welfare state is an
undertheorized part of that world.

Classifying Health Care Systems and Welfare States

Health care is one of the key dimensions of all modern welfare states, yet it has been relatively
absent from major welfare-state theories (cf. Wilensky 2002). If, as Esping-Andersen notes, the
welfare state is more than a collection of social policies and, instead, should be conceptualized as
“an explicit redefinition of what the state is all about” (1999, p. 34), then the quantity and quality
of the state’s intervention into the market forces that shape health comprises a fundamental part of
what a welfare state is. Similarly, all health care systems are embedded within a national welfare
system; however, comparative health researchers often omit discussion of the welfare state, when
categorizing nations based on social organization of health care. Researchers have pointed out that
health care systems are converging as a consequence of similar pressures (e.g., aging populations
and increased cost) faced by policymakers (Mechanic and Rochenfort 1996). However, they have
simultaneously argued for the importance of local context, suggesting that national variations result
in different health care systems and health outcomes. Among the factors that have been theorized
to be different across nations are the orientation toward the use of professionals, availability of
facilities, and the larger cultural environment (Antonovsky 1972).

Comparative health service researchers have attempted to organize nations into clusters based on
the social organization of health care. One such classification was suggested by Stevens (2001)
naming health care systems as the Beveridge, Bismarck, and Semashko health care systems after the
key historical figure that created them. These systems differ by organizational configuration and by
the role of three principal actors — the medical profession, the state, and the payers. The Bismarck
model represents systems that are financed through insurance fee collected from the insured. Under
this model, the role of the state is quite limited to setting and maintaining a system of contracts
among patients, providers, and insurers. The provision of services is left to the profession of
medicine. Countries belonging to this type include Canada, France, Germany, Japan, and the United
States. Under the Semashko model, citizens have free universal access to health care that is
controlled directly by the state. The state owns health care facilities, finances them through the state
budget, and allocates services throughout the country. Nations included in this type are Bulgaria,
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Russia. Finally, the Beveridge model provides free access to
health care through publicly owned hospitals. However, complete state control of all health care
facilities is absent, the medical profession has more autonomy, and physicians are allowed to opt
out of the system. Countries belonging to this system are Italy, New Zealand, Spain, Sweden, and
the United Kingdom (Lassey et al. 1997; Stevens 2001).

Welfare-state researchers have been equally interested in classifying welfare states into regime
clusters. Esping-Andersen (1990) provides the most widely used categorizations of welfare state,
dividing nations into liberal, conservative, and social-democratic welfare states. This typology is
largely based on the generosity of the welfare state — specifically, the extent to which the state
“decommodifies” labor by making it possible for people to maintain a standard of living outside
the market — but health care spending does not receive similar attention as various benefits linked
to the labor market (e.g., unemployment benefits). The liberal welfare states (e.g., Canada, the

'By health, we are referring to both physical and mental health.
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United Kingdom, and the United States) are characterized by a minimum state intervention in labor
market processes and the state does little to interfere with inequalities created in the market. The
conservative welfare states (e.g., Germany, France, and Italy) prefer familial and charity solutions
to social problems with the state serving as a safety net once those other types of solutions have
failed. In addition, benefits are frequently tied to the labor market, rather than representing a uni-
versal right. Finally, the social-democratic welfare states (e.g., Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden) are
most active in correcting inequalities created by the market. Benefits are universal and tied to citi-
zenship, rather than employment status.>

Juxtaposing these two categorizations reveals some similarities, but also important differences.
Nations like the United States are categorized coherently across the two classifications. For exam-
ple, the United States does little regarding welfare and it does little about the health system — owing,
arguably, to the public—private mix of health insurance provision in the U.S. (Hacker 2002; cf.
Ruggie 1992). Countries like the United Kingdom pose more of a problem. It is classified as a lib-
eral welfare state, with a high reliance on the market, yet the Beveridge system originated there, and
in fact, the United Kingdom was one of the first nations to establish a national health care system
in 1919 (Lassey et al. 1997). These differences may result from a general tendency to overlook or
downplay health when conceptualizing welfare states (cf. Hacker 2002). Especially within the neo-
Marxist tradition, there is a natural emphasis on the economy and the conditions of labor in identify-
ing the “new social risks” such as unemployment, low-wage labor, income insecurity, and skill
formation that shape welfare states in the postindustrial era (Esping-Andersen 1999, p. 146; Taylor-
Gooby 2004). Current scholarship moves toward health in identifying population aging and declines
in fertility as aspects of the “crisis” of the welfare state, but these are typically conceptualized as
placing additional fiscal burdens on the welfare state, rather than as health inequalities or health
policies that are constitutive of what it means to be a welfare state (Brady et al. 2005; Castles 2004;
Huber and Stephens 2001).

Goodwin (1997) provides one of the few attempts to link welfare-state classification and health
care systems in his conceptualization of the three worlds of mental health policy. As Esping-
Andersen, he divides nations into the liberal regime, conservative regime, and social-democratic
regime. Within the liberal regime, mental health policy is a reflection of the market and the main
goal of mental health policy is to restore people in order to be able to participate in the market.
Conversely, mental health policy reflects reaction and reliance on other types of organizations in the
conservative regime. Finally, in the social-democratic welfare regime, mental health policy illus-
trates commitment to social rights. This work provides an example of a consolidation between
welfare-state theories and a domain of health care services.

While these categorizations provide important insights into the overall organization of the health
care system and/or the welfare system, two key tasks await researchers. First, medical sociology and
welfare-state theories would benefit from a mutual discourse that attempts to integrate health care
into welfare-state categorization or vice versa. Two big questions on this theme should be addressed:
(a) How much overlap is there between “health regime” and welfare-state regime and (b) If welfare
states can be understood through their constitutive purposes (Esping-Andersen 1990) as well as
through their effects (Goodin et al. 1999), then how do the politics and policy of health reinforce or
revise our conceptualizations of welfare states? Second, these classifications tend to focus on the
macro-level and provide description of the system, rather than attempt to understand how the different
organizations affect the health outcomes of populations. Consequently, the question becomes, how are
health, illness, and healing patterned by health regimes and welfare states? More specifically, if health
is a “good” or an “asset” that is stratified in society, how does the welfare state produce and re-produce

>Welfare state researchers have suggested different categorization of nations, including classifying Australia and New
Zealand as a wage-earner regime (Huber and Stephens 2001). They have also pointed out that the Esping-Andersen
scheme is problematic when gender is considered (Orloff 1993; O’Connor et al. 1999).
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health stratification? To date, much welfare-state research (e.g., Brady 2003, 2005; Kenworthy 1999,
2004) naturally follows in the tradition of stratification research in focusing on economic outcomes
like income, poverty, and jobs (Grusky 2001), but we think there is ample opportunity for work that
tackles the question of how the welfare-state structures health inequalities.

Theories of the Welfare State: What Attention to Health Adds

While theorizing cross-national differences in regimes, health policy researchers and welfare-state
scholars have also developed explanations for cross-national variation in health care systems and
welfare states. Research on health policy, especially English-language scholarship, focuses on
explaining the “exceptionalism” (Lipset 1997) of American policy in the health domain, and
explains the lack of health insurance as a citizenship right in the United States as a function of
antistatist American values, an unusually weak labor movement, the racial politics of the American
South, the federal structure and policy feedbacks of the American government, or the mobilization
of groups with vested interests in existing health policy (Quadagno 2005). Research on the welfare
state, again focusing on cross-national differences within the advanced industrial countries or “rich
democracies” (Wilensky 2002), explains welfare-state formation and variation as a result of
economic development, class politics, political institutions, public opinion (Brooks and Manza
2007), or institutionalized investments in human capital (Iversen 2005).

Note the resonance: both literatures, while too rarely in direct conversation with each other
(cf. Quadagno 2005), highlight the strong effects of labor unions in pushing for health benefits, the
independent influence of political institutions in shaping policy, and the substantial impact of actors
with vested interests in health policy. For instance, the “power resources” approach to the welfare
state, which argues that a combination of a strong labor movement with powerful left parties and a
democratic polity produces generous welfare states that are most akin to Esping-Andersen’s social-
democratic regime type (Esping-Andersen 1990; Hicks 1999; Huber and Stephens 2001), clearly
concurs with claims from political economists of health that the absence of a strong labor movement
coupled with a labor party accounts for the absence of universal health insurance in the U.S.
(Navarro 1989). Also, arguments that “veto points” in federal polities and the dynamics of policy
feedbacks generate continuing divergences on welfare-state development (Pierson 1994, 2001)
sound remarkably similar to arguments that foreground the same factors in explaining how efforts
to institutionalize health insurance were “vetoed” at various points in the American political process
over the last century (Hacker 1997; Immergut 1990; Steinmo and Watts 1995). Finally, recent
arguments about the role of established public constituencies in the durability of differences among
welfare states (Brooks and Manza 2007) resonate with reasoning that the mobilization of established
private constituencies, or “stakeholders,” blocked efforts at establishing national health insurance in
the U.S. (Quadagno 2005).

It would appear that health policy should be seen as a case of welfare politics, or as a “policy
domain” (Burstein 1991) of the welfare state. But we think a closer look at these three approaches
also reveals areas where better integration would be fruitful. As a first example, labor- and left-centric
“power resources” approach tends to take for granted that labor pushes for the state to do more across
policy domains, but attention to health policy can lead to a better understanding of when, how, and
why the labor movement might favor efforts in one domain over another. Such research could gener-
ate synthetic accounts that would explore how politics and policy within the health domain spill over
into other domains, and modify the very politics of social policy outside the health domain (thus
building on both the power-resources and political-institutional approaches). Second, while the
political-institutional approach itself highlights the federal structure of the American welfare state,
attention to varying health inequalities and their connections to policy differences across the 50 U.S.
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states would help to reveal the mechanisms whereby political institutions matter. Third, comparative
research in the “varieties of capitalism” (VoC) tradition (Hall and Soskice 2001) could show how the
process of stakeholder mobilization varies cross-nationally and historically, and how that mobiliza-
tion (be it on the part of capitalist firms or individual citizens) interfaces with political institutions.
Fourth, welfare-state researchers could usefully extend Iversen’s (2005) synthesis of the VoC
employer-centered tradition with a focus on the formation of human capital by exploring the implica-
tions of investment in health capital as a non-asset-specific good that potentially affects the realiza-
tion and formation of human capital.

Another promising line of research that would contribute to both political sociology and medical
sociology is inquiry into the impact of the global political economy on health policy. For instance,
the “logic of industrialism” approach to the welfare state argues that as rich democracies develop,
they grow more similar because of similar demographic pressures and economic resources
(Wilensky 1975, 2002) and comparative health care scholars point to the convergence of medical
systems, due to similar processes (Mechanic and Rochefort 1996). Thinking about how this conver-
gence applies to health raises several questions: Do health policies converge at the same rate and
through the same processes as other policies are alleged to converge? Do health outcomes at the
population level and health inequalities within populations converge with the process of develop-
ment as well, or do health policy regimes condition this convergence? Although health inequalities
at the global level have been described (Goesling and Firebaugh 2004), their production and
possible intersection with the welfare state have only begun to be explored (Conley and Springer
2001; Macinko et al. 2004; Olafsdottir 2007). Finally, while welfare-state research has focused on
economic globalization as an additional source of convergence (Brady et al 2005), macro-institu-
tionalist approaches within sociology offer good reasons to expect health care systems to change in
ways that are isomorphic to one another, through the adoption of common policy scripts created and
diffused in and through international organizations (Meyer et al. 1997). Attention to the evolution
of health policy and politics could shed light on this question of global or even regional convergence
in the face of national institutional heterogeneity.

Institutionalizing Inequalities: The State and the Economy

The welfare state is one of the political and cultural institutions that establishes the “architecture of
markets” (Fligstein 2001). It does so by institutionalizing the rules that allow for and become taken
for granted by people and organizations in market exchanges. For instance, welfare states vary
dramatically in the degree to which they insulate people and organizations from the pressures and
instabilities of market competition: corporatist bargaining between labor and capital, and generous
unemployment, sickness, and pension benefits, tend to reduce both economic inequality and poverty
(Alderson and Nielsen 2002; Brady 2003, 2005; Kenworthy 1999, 2004; Moller et al. 2003). These
inequalities have garnered much attention by social scientists interested in the relationship between
inequality and health — much research explores how aggregate inequality at the macro-level (e.g.,
the Gini or Theil index) impacts population health (e.g., life expectancy or the infant mortality rate).
While this work does not necessarily address the welfare state, levels of inequality are shaped by
the social organization of welfare (DiPrete 2002). Some welfare states actively try to eliminate
inequalities created by the market, whereas others are more inactive. Figure 6.1 shows the level of
income inequality in nations belonging to different welfare regimes.?

3These figures are based on the Gini-Coefficient, one of the most widely used measures for income inequality. These
numbers are provided by the World Bank.
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Fig. 6.1 Income inequality in 12 advanced, industralized nations

The figure shows that nations belonging to the social-democratic regime have the lowest levels
of inequality, followed by nations belonging to the conservative regime, and not surprisingly the
liberal welfare states have the highest levels of income inequality. This indicates that welfare states,
at least partly, shape the income distribution within a country, which has been theorized to impact
the health of citizens.

Despite many agreeing that inequality is bad for health, empirical evidence for the relationship
between macro-level inequality and health is mixed. Wilkinson (1996) argues that inequality is bad
for health and shows that aggregate health outcomes (life expectancy and infant mortality) are better
in nations that have less income inequality. He identifies social cohesion as a central mechanism,
specifically that nations with lower levels of income inequality have more solidarity among citizens
that then translate into better health. Supporting this, research has shown that trust in other people
improves health at the aggregate and individual level (Rostila 2007). Yet, using data from more coun-
tries, along with better measures and more appropriate methods, Beckfield (2004) fails to support for
the relationship between income inequality and aggregate health measures. Similarly, a review of 98
studies on this relationship concluded that there is little support for this relationship; yet suggests that
income inequality may affect some health outcomes more than others (Lynch et al. 2004).

Does this mean that the way in which welfare states shape income inequality does not matter for
population health? Our answer is no. The social organization of welfare impacts individuals from
conception to death, making it problematic to focus on macro-level relationships at one or even
several points in time. Scholars have focused on cumulative advantage as a mechanism for inequality,
suggesting that a favorable position obtained by an individual or families is a resource that translates
into future gains (DiPrete and Eirich 2006). Here, researchers have suggested health as one domain
that is affected by such advantage, by arguing for the cumulative effect of education on health (Ross
and Wu 1996) or the cumulative effect of discrimination on race differences in health (Krieger
1994). Similarly, research has also established the impact of family poverty on children’s mental
health trajectories (McLeod and Shanahan 1993, 1996; McLeod and Nonnemaker 2000).
Considering the long-term impact of inequality, Neckerman and Torche (2007) point out that cross-
sectional studies on the relationship between health and income inequality are problematic since
they do not capture cumulative exposures to a disadvantageous position over a long period of time.
Furthermore, the welfare state is also one of the “upstream” factors that shapes meso-level health
determinants such as social networks (Berkman et al. 2000).

Welfare-state scholars have increasingly paid attention to the consequences of the welfare state,
such as its role in reducing income inequality (Hicks and Swank 1992; Korpi and Palme 1998) and
shaping social networks (Lee 2005). Broadly, the welfare state creates institutional arrangements
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that shape individual life chances (Esping-Andersen et al. 2002) and determine the impact of
negative life events, such as job loss or divorce, on individual lives (DiPrete 2002; DiPrete and
McManus 2000). While researchers have traditionally been more interested in other outcomes
(e.g., earnings, wealth, or power) health increasingly serves as a source of stratification (Esping-
Andersen et al. 2002; Ross and Bird 1994). Indeed, we think that the welfare state shapes not only
the level and pattern of social inequality within a society, but also the effects of social inequality
on health within and across societies.

For instance, research has shown that health inequalities based on employment and education
remained stable in the Nordic countries during a period of economic recession and increased levels
of unemployment, suggesting that institutional arrangements buffer against widening health inequali-
ties caused by increased labor market inequalities (Lahelma et al. 2002). Similarly, researchers have
suggested that the relatively favorable health trends in the Nordic countries can be explained by the
encompassing welfare states (Kunst et al. 2005). Finally, considering the differences across regimes,
a comparison of a liberal welfare state with high levels of inequality (the United States) and a social-
democratic welfare state with low levels of inequality (Iceland) found that the impact of education
and poverty on self-rated health was similar in the two nations. Yet, two important differences
emerged. First, the more advantaged appeared to be able to translate their position into better health
in the United States, possibly reflecting a health care system where citizens can pay for better health
care. Second, both single and married parents had better health in Iceland, which may be related to
a better support to families in Iceland than in the United States (Olafsdottir 2007).

The research that has begun to explore the relationship between the welfare state, income
inequality, and health is arguably still in its infancy, as much work remains to be done that focuses
on the connections between social inequality and inequalities in health (Bianchi et al. 2004; Hout
2003; Neckerman 2004). We argue for the importance of continuing this stream of theorizing and
empirical research and highlight three fruitful avenues of research. First, research should consider
how the welfare state creates inequality over the life-course, rather than consider the impact of
income inequality at selected time-points. Second, research needs to focus more on individual-level
health outcomes within and across the nation, since the differences may not lie in aggregate health
outcomes, but in the quality of life citizens enjoy across welfare regimes. Third, research should
focus on establishing a link between the macro-level of the welfare state and micro-level health
outcomes. More specifically, it should explore whether and how specific welfare policies or provi-
sion affect various health outcomes.

The Welfare State as a Provider of Health Care

The political domain of welfare states represents what the government does as well as what it is
expected to do. All welfare states provide some health care for their citizens and most provide some
health care for all citizens. The United States is the notable exception, with public spending on health
constituting less than half of the total health care spending (Quadagno 2004, 2005). However, the
United States also spends the most on the health care of all nations in the world, although the health
care spending may do more to increase health inequalities than decrease them. In fact, the United
States has among the least favorable health outcomes at the aggregate level (Pampel 2001) and
patients stay shorter times in hospitals in the United States than in other industrialized nations
(Anderson and Poullier 1999). Conversely, hospital expenditure per day is most expensive in the
United States, and physicians have substantially higher income (Anderson and Poullier 1999).
Much of the research on government involvement in health care has focused on public attitudes
toward health care, which is important since it indicates the pressures policymakers face within a
nation, which then impacts welfare priorities (Brooks and Manza 2006, 2007). Researchers have
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defined four main dimensions of welfare-state attitudes, the function of the welfare state (what it
should do), the financing of the welfare state, the means of the welfare state (institutions, programs,
and actors), and the intended and unintended consequences of the welfare state (Andrefl and Heien
2001). Hayes and Vanden Heuvel’s (1996) five-nation study finds Britons, Italians, and Australians
more supportive than Americans and West Germans of increases in government spending on health
care. They suggest that these variations may be explained by the differing degree of government
involvement in health care, that is the nature, breadth, and generosity of existing programs. Research
has also shown that the impact of individual-level factors varies across countries. For example, in
1985, women were more supportive of health care spending in West Germany, Italy, and Australia
but not in the United States and Great Britain. Similarly, those with more education are less likely
to want spending more on health care in West Germany and Italy, but not in the United States, Great
Britain, and Australia (Hayes and VandenHeuvel 1996).

When the public evaluates the health care system across welfare regimes, research has shown
that the poor do not give worse evaluations based on the type of welfare state they live in, however,
those who are better off evaluate the performance of the health care system more negatively in many
countries, and whether an individual lives in a country classified as a welfare leader rather than a
laggard impacts public opinion (Pescosolido et al. 1985). Finally, research has shown that public
attitudes not only cluster around the historical organization of health care, but also relate to the cur-
rent economic and demographic realities. Individuals living in countries that adopted the NHS or
Centralized model of health care are more supportive of government involvement in health care than
those living under the Insurance model.* However, citizens in countries that currently spend more
on health care and have a greater burden of chronic illness are less supportive (Kikuzawa et al.
2008).

Research on the welfare state as a provider of health care suggests three avenues for future research.
First, while current research describes differences across national context, more work should focus on
why these differences exist between nations and how they relate to the social organization of health
care and the welfare state. Second, while much is known about the differences in social organization
of health care, spending on health care, performance of health care, or aggregate health outcomes, less
is known about how these differences at the macro-level impact individual-level health outcomes.
Consequently, research should pay attention to the way in which these factors shape individual health.
Third, public attitudes provide an important insight into the pressures policymakers face when formu-
lating national health policies. Yet, more work needs to focus on how public expectations shape actual
health care policy, as well as focusing on the relationships between public attitudes, policymaking, and
policy domains (on path dependency, see Pierson 1994, 1996; on the relationship between the health
policy domain and other policy domains, see Giaimo 2001).

The Welfare State as Reflecting and Shaping National Culture

Responses to health and illness are embedded within the cultural context. Research on the role of
social networks in utilization illustrates that it is the cultural content of the networks that matters,
rather than the structure of the network (Pescosolido 1991, 1992). Similarly, Furedi argues (2006, p. 17)
that “people’s perception of health and illness is shaped by the particular account that their culture
offers about how they are expected to cope with life and about the nature of the human potential.”
While multiple factors in society can provide “culture,” we argue that the social organization of the
welfare state provides the overarching national culture that citizens have come to expect. It defines

“NHS refers to Beveridge, Centralized to Semashko, and Insurance to Bismarck.
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whether everyone is entitled to benefits when encountered with a negative life event, whether there
is stigma associated with receiving benefits, and who is entitled to what kind of health service. More
specifically, it sets the stage for what citizens have come to expect regarding the relationship
between the state, the market, and medicine.

Studies on the U.S. welfare state have generally lacked attention to the role of culture regarding
policy development (Amenta et al. 2001), but researchers increasingly argue for the importance of
incorporating the cultural aspects of the welfare state (Burstein 1991; Campbell 2002). One attempt
to understand the role of culture in the development of U.S. social policy has been through the theo-
rizing of cultural categories of worth that define some individuals more worthy of government
assistance than others (Katz 1986, 1989; Patterson 1994). These categories create boundaries
between groups in a society and reflect the taken-for-granted assumptions citizens have about who
should be assisted and who should not be assisted. Scholars have only recently begun to explore
how these categories were constructed in the U.S., specifically focusing on guaranteed income
policy (Steensland 2006). We agree with Steensland (2006) that it would be fruitful to explore this
further in the area of health policy, and argue further that health provides an excellent case to exam-
ine cultural categories of worth in a comparative perspective. While most outcomes are deeply
embedded within the institutional arrangements of a society (e.g., the structure of the labor market
or education system), health can be considered as a “universal” good. Of course, issues of health,
illness, and healing are culturally bound (Angel and Thoits 1991; Kleinman 1988), yet the loss of
health is something that can happen to anyone.> Consequently, which individuals and groups are
viewed as worthy of different types assistance when encountered with illness (e.g., universal ben-
efits, mental health care, sickness benefits) provides insights into the broader ideology of the wel-
fare state. We argue that the exploration of cultural categories of worth, as they relate to issues of
health, illness, and healing, would be a fruitful research direction for welfare-state scholars and
medical sociologists alike.

Scant research has focused on how culture shapes issues of health, illness, and healing across
welfare states. Yet, a discourse analysis of national media across three welfare states reveals strong
welfare-state patterns in response to mental health problems® (Olafsdottir 2010). In the United States,
a liberal welfare state with minimum state interference, the media attributes mental illness to indi-
vidual causes and does not consider the state as a key actor responding to mental health problems.
Rather individuals with mental illness are viewed as a “bad” part of society that often belong in
prison. Contrast this with the discourse in Iceland, a social-democratic country with a strong com-
mitment to the welfare state. Here, individuals experiencing mental health problems are viewed as an
integral part of society, and it is the responsibility of the state to provide solutions. The discourse
in Germany, a conservative welfare state with reliance on the family and charities, is less clear.
It appears that the German media discourse on mental health problems is embedded within its unique
historical trajectory of World War II and the Nazi Period. The main concern is to avoid mistakes of
the past (Olafsdottir 2007). Similarly, research has shown that public stigma toward mental illness
may be related to broader societal factors and possibly the social organization of the welfare state.
For example, a comparison of five European nations reveals that levels of stigma are lowest in
Iceland, the nation with the most encompassing welfare state (Pescosolido et al. 2008).

Comparative health care researchers have pointed out that the taken-for-granted assumptions
about the relationship between the state, medicine, and patients, play a role in how and when
individuals use health services. For example, the German health care system (and welfare state)

It may of course be more likely to happen to some individuals, as compared to others, and relates to broader inequali-
ties (e.g., class, race, and gender) in society. Yet, we argue that it is one of the few outcomes that can be viewed as
potentially affecting all citizens, across all nations.

®National media discourses are an important indicator of the overarching cultural and political context and they both
reflect and create public opinions and reactions toward various social problems (Gamson and Modigliani 1989).



110 S. Olafsdottir and J. Beckfield

emphasizes a “social contract” among citizens and the government (Inglehart 1991). Consequently,
Germans feel entitled to health care and exercise these rights whenever they encounter a need
(Cockerham 1995). Research within the U.S. has shown that utilization preferences are related to
cultural toolboxes (Swidler 1986), specifically that some individuals within the U.S. may have more
treatment options in their toolkit (Olafsdottir and Pescosolido 2009). While there is variation in
cultural resources within a nation, the welfare state inevitably sets the stage for the overall cultural
approach for when and how to seek medical attention. This underscores the importance of continuing
to explore the role of culture in utilization within nations, but expanding that focus to understand how
utilization preferences are embedded within different cultural norms of different welfare states.

The cultural turn in sociology (Bourdieu 1984; DiMaggio 1997; Jameson 1998) highlights the
role of culture in providing information and organizational schemes to individuals. This type of
culture is brought to the public through various mechanisms, including institutions, networks, and
social movements (DiMaggio 1997). We argue that the social organization of welfare is a cultural
institution that provides individuals with the overarching understanding of how the world works.
Therefore, the task of researchers is at least twofold: First, understanding how the welfare state as
a cultural institution shapes issues of health, illness, and healing within and across nations. Second,
exploring whether variations in welfare state cultures impact the health and illness experiences of
individuals living in different welfare states.

Toward a New Research Agenda

We argue that both political sociology and medical sociology would be advanced by seriously considering
insights from one another. Figure 6.2 represents our suggested research agenda that considers the rela-
tionship between the welfare state, as an economic, political, and cultural institution and issues of
health, illness, and healing. It also defines three different approaches to understanding health and illness:
the social construction of health and illness, health outcomes, and responses to health problems. We
argue that each of the three approaches to understanding health and illness is advanced by looking at
how they are impacted by the broader economy, politics, and culture, as well as paying attention to
issues of health, illness, and healing increases our understanding of the political economy.
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Fig. 6.2 A conceptual model of a new research agenda
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Table 6.1 The welfare state, health, and health policy: Causes, mechanisms, and effects

Welfare state

Mechanisms

Health effects

Level of decommodification
Level of decommodification
Level of decommodification

Levels of inequality
Levels of inequality
Logic of appropriateness

Population health
Inequality in health
Health policy opinion
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Exclusion/inclusion Inequality in health
Exclusion/inclusion Stigma

Public opinion Regime persistence
Logic of appropriateness Health policy opinion
Public/private provision Inequality in health
Logic of attribution Stigma

Meaning of health Experiences of illness
Stakeholder mobilization Policy persistence
Cumulative (dis)advantage Inequality in health

Level of decommodification
Level of decommodification
Health policy regime
Health policy regime
Health policy regime
Health policy regime
Health policy regime
Health insurance

Health insurance

While the conceptual model shown here offers a general depiction of how the welfare state
affects health through political, economic, and cultural mechanisms, we believe it is also important
to suggest how attention to the welfare state can generate testable hypotheses that contribute to both
political and medical sociology. We view the stratification order as the set of social mechanisms that
connects the welfare state to health, illness, and healing. Crucially, the stratification order includes
mechanisms that explain how changes in health and health inequalities impact the welfare state, as
well as the better-known mechanisms that account for the causal effects of the welfare state on
health. Below, we outline some of the overarching questions and specific hypotheses that we view
as potentially generative of creative new work on the political sociology of health and the medical
sociology of the welfare state by listing the causes, mechanisms, and effects that connect the welfare
state to issues of health, illness, and healing.

Table 6.1 outlines three ways in which the welfare state can impact health as well as different
mechanisms that link each of those to issues of health, illness, and healing. The welfare state
determines decommodification within a nation, referring to the extent to which citizens are depends
on the labor market for survival (Esping-Andersen 1990). We theorize about three mechanisms that
link level of decommodification to health. First, it shapes level of inequality within a nation, which
can impact both population health (e.g., life expectancy, infant mortality) as well as inequalities in
individual-level health outcomes (e.g., rates of disease, chronic disability). Second, it defines what is
viewed as an appropriate relationship between the state, the market, medicine, and citizens, which
has implications for public opinions on health policy. Along these lines, it has implications for the
creation of cultural categories of who is worthy of welfare-state benefits and who is not worthy.
Third, it defines in-groups and out-groups in society, which contributes to both inequalities in health
and the boundaries citizens draw, regarding who is stigmatized and who is not.

While we highlight the importance of reconciling welfare-state classifications and health system
classifications, the welfare state undoubtedly plays a key role in deciding what kind of health policy
regime exists within a nation. The overall health policy regime is theorized to have five different
effects on health that are linked through five different mechanisms. First, the overarching health
policy regime impacts the future directions of the social organization of health care through public
opinion (Brooks and Manza 2006, 2007; Pierson 1994). Second, and related, it impacts public opinion,
since it shapes what citizens have come to expect regarding the relationship between the state, the
market, and medicine. Third, it affects inequalities in health, through the configuration of public
versus private provision of health care. Fourth, it impacts stigma of various health problems,
because it defines who is worthy of benefits and what is viewed as a legitimate health problems.
Finally, it shapes lived illness experiences within a nation, because the meaning of health is linked
to the overarching health policy of a nation.
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The final impact of the welfare state comes through health insurance, which is theorized to have two
possible health effects. First, it can impact policy persistence by defining who the main stakeholders
in the health field are and what kind of claims they can make to the government. Second, it contributes
to inequality in health, by shaping cumulative advantage and disadvantage over the lifecourse. While
these theorized contributions, mechanisms, and health effects are not exhaustive of all the ways in which
the welfare state may impact health, they do provide a starting point for research that takes insights from
political sociology and medical sociology seriously.
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Chapter 7
Health Social Movements: Advancing Traditional
Medical Sociology Concepts
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Altman, Elizabeth Hoover, Sabrina McCormick, Brian Mayer, and Crystal Adams

Introduction

Over the last decade, a growing number of social scientists have turned their attention to the study
of activism around health issues. Health social movements (HSMs) have pressed the institution of
medicine to change in dramatic ways, embracing new modes of healthcare delivery and organization.
Health activists have also pushed medicine to evolve by connecting their health concerns to other
substantive issues such as social and environmental justice, poverty, and occupational or environ-
mentally induced diseases. HSMs therefore serve as an important bridge, connecting the institution
of medicine to other social institutions. In similar fashion, the study of HSMs has motivated medical
sociology to develop new tools and theoretical perspectives to understand these alterations in
the medical landscape. Medical sociologists stand to learn a great deal about the institution of
medicine by observing it as it comes into conflict with patients and activists around issues of health
care delivery, science and policy, and regulatory action. This broad sweep of interests must be
systematized, which is our project here.

As medical sociologists take HSMs more seriously, they are beginning to understand that theo-
retical and empirical work on the illness experience and medical interaction should focus not only
on personal experience and dyadic encounters in the clinic, but should also explore the ways that
illness experiences linked to collective action can shape healthcare institutions, medical research,
and government policy. We offer a set of theoretical and analytical concepts to help organize this
inquiry. Following a history and typology of HSMs, we draw on several core theoretical concepts
from medical sociology to illustrate some of the opportunities for integrating and advancing
research in the study of HSMs and medical sociology.

We use the environmental breast cancer movement (EBCM) as a case study throughout, while also
touching on other movements. In our treatment of the EBCM and other cases, we will show how
HSM scholarship stands to benefit from and can substantially extend three concepts that have been
central to medical sociology: empowerment, lay-professional conflict and cooperation, and chal-
lenges to institutional political economy. For each example, we will show how medical sociology
contributes to our understanding of HSMs, and how studying HSMs advances medical sociology in
return. Although we use the EBCM as our primary example, these theoretical tools and approaches
may easily be applied to other types of HSMs. We conclude by proposing some research questions
that are ripe for further exploration.
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Background: The History of HSMs

HSMs have profoundly influenced the health care system and public awareness of health and illness,
and played a significant historical role in pressing for social change. Organizing around health
issues dates back to the Industrial Revolution, when activists within the settlement house movement
and industrial hygienists focused on urban poverty and occupational health (Waitzkin 2000). In the
latter part of the twentieth century, women’s health activists challenged medical stereotypes of
women, broadened reproductive rights, demanded expanded funding and services in many areas,
pressed for changes in traditional standards of clinical care (especially in obstetric and gynecologic
care and breast cancer), and changed medical research practices (Ruzek 1978; Ruzek et al. 1997,
Morgen 2002). Similarly, AIDS activists secured expanded funding for research and treatment,
advocated for the application of complementary and alternative treatment approaches, and engi-
neered major shifts in the design and execution of clinical trials (Epstein 1996). Mental patients’
rights activists won major victories in mental health care, including the provision of many civil rights
for mental patients (who formerly had fewer rights than prisoners), winning both the right to better
treatment and the right to refuse certain treatments (Brown 1984).

HSM activists have fought campaigns for a broad variety of reasons. Citizens campaigning
around issues of general health access have fought against the closing of community hospitals,
protested the curtailment of medical services and the institution of restrictions by insurers, and
managed care organizations (Waitzkin 2001). Political organizations fighting for black and Latino
rights set the stage for major shifts in health policy, as with the Black Panther Party’s free health
clinic program (Sze 2007) and the Young Lord’s pressure for lead paint removal (Brown 2007).
Self-care and alternative care activists have broadened health professionals’ awareness of the capacity
of laypeople to cope with their health problems independently, and have helped bring many comple-
mentary and alternative medicine approaches into routine clinical care (Goldstein 1999). Disability
rights activists have garnered major advances in public policy on disability rights such as accessibility
and job discrimination, while also countering stigma against people with disabilities (Shapiro
1993). Participation in HSMs is not restricted to laypeople; physicians have formed national and
regional organizations to press government institutions to provide health care for the underserved,
to reduce health inequalities, to implement a national health plan, and to stop the nuclear arms race
(McCally et al. 2007).

HSMs link health concerns to related substantive areas, often in the realm of environmental
health. Toxic waste activists brought national attention to the health hazards of chemical, radiation,
and other hazards; helped to shape the development of the Superfund Program, leading to the
remediation of many hazardous waste sites; and obtained regulations and bans on many toxic
substances (Brown and Mikkelsen 1990; Szasz 1994). Environmental justice activists, who are
centrally concerned with environmental health, have drawn attention to the links between physical
health and social inequality and racism, as they call attention to needed reforms that cut across a
variety of social sectors, such as housing, transportation, and economic development. This led to a
presidential Executive Order requiring all federal agencies to deal with environmental inequities
(a promise not well fulfilled), and generated numerous academic—community partnerships to study,
address, and prevent a range of environmental health problems common in poor communities and
communities of color (Bullard 1994; Shepard et al. 2002). Occupational health and safety move-
ments have brought medical, governmental, and public attention to a wide range of ergonomic,
radiation, chemical, and stress hazards in many workplaces, leading to the creation of the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration and National Institute of Occupational Safety and
Health and the promulgation of protective regulations (Rosner and Markowitz 1987).

In observing the challenges that HSMs pose to conventional, medicalized conceptions of health
and illness, medical sociology likewise broadened its conceptual foundations to explain these
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phenomena. For instance, the women’s health movement’s focus on sexism in clinical interactions,
gender differences in health outcomes, sex discrimination in the health professions, reproductive
rights, obstetric care and birth practices in hospitals, alternative clinics, medical training (Morgen
2002; Ruzek et al. 1997) provided enormous amounts of subject matter for sociology. This also
extended beyond women’s health; because the women’s health movement focused so widely on
clinical interaction, it led medical sociology to highlight power differentials in all clinical interac-
tions and to examine power relations not only in terms of gender but also to explore how race and
class shape clinical encounters. The broad impact of the women’s health movement put HSMs on
the map as a key concern for sociologists.

The above examples demonstrate how activism around health issues has been important in social
change, show the extent of social scientific research on these movements, and provide one example
of how HSMs have affected medical sociology, both theoretically and empirically. With that back-
ground, we offer a way to comprehensively assess HSMs by developing a framework for their study.
Here, we focus on one subset of these movements, Embodied Health Movements (EHMs) (Brown
et al. 2004).

Our Approach to HSMs

We draw on D