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Foreword
 A key element of the American ethos is a constant striving to improve the conditions of life. To achieve this goal requires first identifying problems, then developing an understanding of them, and finally taking steps toward implementing solutions. The actions that are taken typically stem from our understanding of the causes of problems and the conditions that lead to them. It is assumed that solutions derive from correct analysis of causes and consequences. Hence, social scientists expend much time and energy on problem analysis.
 Even more fundamental than correct causal understanding, however, is proper identification of the problem itself. In the social sphere, problems are not fixed or given; they are open to interpretation, and problem definition may depend heavily on the viewer's perspective. But the way problems are identified and formulated is crucial-it is the beginning of the chain that leads to social improvement, constraining both our understanding of causes and the potential solutions that are generated. Unfortunately, problem definition receives relatively little attention from either social scientists or policymakers. The present volume, edited by Edward Seidman and Julian Rappaport, attempts to remedy this imbalance by focusing on the importance of getting definitions right.
 Seidman and Rappaport have selected as chapter authors both wellestablished, highly eminent scholars and equally talented younger contributors. Collectively, the authors provide a set of fresh insights that are diverse but complementary. The issues raised in their discussions of redefining social problems are of interest to a broad cross-section of readers.
 Problem definition is crucial to academicians, helping professionals, policymakers, and representatives of interest groups. For those concerned with social problems of any kind, the book provides a general analysis of how problem definition and associated social myths can influence the success of attempts to solve these problems. Substantively, the chapters cover a range of issues. Community psychologists and social workers will find the various discussions of social action (especially Chapters 2, 3, 4, 9, and 13) of special
 xi
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xii FOREWORD
 interest. For criminologists, there are chapters on crime as stress and on the success of criminal justice system interventions. Developmental psychologists will find that the book encompasses life-span issues from custody determination affecting children to the presumed loneliness of old age. Social psychologists and educators will be particularly interested in the chapters on ethnicity and desegregation. For students and researchers in all the relevant disciplines, the book will provide insights on how and why good intentions have often led to failure, and offer guidance on how better to formulate questions and direct research efforts.
 The Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues (SPSSI) is proud and pleased to sponsor this book. The volume reflects SPSSl's fundamental goals, particularly the application of social science knowledge to the understanding of social issues. But social science knowledge is of value only when it is valid and accessible. Seidman and Rappaport have done a superb job of assembling relevant knowledge that can potentially benefit society as a whole. SPSSI hopes that this publication will contribute to its dissemination to a wide audience of scholars and practitioners interested in social change.
 President, 1984-1985 Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues
 Marilynn B. Brewer
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