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Objectives: 


				At the conclusion of this session, students should able to:





				38.1	Define the concept of “claims�maker”





				38.2	Discuss how “claims�making activities” are related to the construction of a social problem





				38.3	Discuss three of the solutions that “claims�makers” have proposed to reduce the earthquake threat





				38.4	Describe three types of “claims�making” activities that have been engaged in by the “earthquake establishment”





				38.5	Describe what is meant by labeling the earthquake threat a “partially constructed” social problem
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Scope


				This session introduces students to the social constructionist approach to the study of disasters and illustrates how disaster research is related to social problems theory.





References


				1.	Professor (Related Background Reading): Malcolm Spector and John I. Kitsuse. 1987. Constructing Social Problems. Hawthorne, New York: Aldine de Gruyter; James A. Holstein and Gale Miller (eds.). 1993. Reconsidering Social Constructionism: Debates in Social Problems Theory. New York: Aldine de Gruyter; Gary A. Kreps and Thomas E. Drabek. Forthcoming. “Disasters Are Nonroutine Social Problems.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters.





				2.	Student: Robert A. Stallings. 1995. Promoting Risk: Constructing the Earthquake Threat. New York: Aldine de Gruyter (Chapter 1 entitled “The Problem with the Earthquake ‘Problem’,” pp. 1�18; Chapter 2 entitled “Claims About the Earthquake Threat,” pp. 19�33; Chapter 3 entitled “Claims�makers: The ‘Earthquake Establishment’,” pp. 35�65; and Chapter 8 entitled “The Earthquake Threat and Social�Problems Theory,” pp. 193�209).





Requirements


				The professor should review briefly at least one text that reflects the social constructionist approach to social problems, e.g., Spector and Kitsuse (1987). The five themes that comprise this session should be placed on the chalkboard.





Remarks


				Some students will have completed a social problems course wherein a social constructionist approach was used or introduced. Others will have encountered this perspective in other sociology courses. Depending on the prior background of students the depth of this session will vary. Especially if they have been exposed to social constructionism previously, this session can bring students to the current cutting edge debates in the field. It also introduces students to a fundamental question: “How does a society decide when something is a social problem?”





Supplemental


Considerations





What Is A


 “Claims�Maker”?


				Following social constructionist theory, Stallings (1995) states that: “claims are what people say about risk in an attempt to increase awareness of a putative condition seen as harmful and to promote action to change that condition in some way.” (Stallings 1995, p. 22). People who engage in such activity are “claims�makers”. They may do one or all of three things:





				1.	Promote an image of the nature or cause of the condition





				2.	Promote proposals for what should be done





				3.	Promote justifications for why a certain proposal is warranted.





Solutions for the


 Earthquake Threat


				Solutions or proposed courses of actions advocated by different types of “claims�makers” are:





				1.	More government�sponsored research on topics related to earthquakes, e.g., seismology, earthquake engineering, social science





				2.	More earthquake planning and preparedness activities





				3.	Promotion of earthquake hazard mitigation, e.g., press for local zoning to prevent siting of buildings in “unsafe” locations.





				4.	Policy changes regarding post�disaster relief, e.g., reduce incentives that promote increases in greater potential losses, e.g., how many times should California freeways be restored after earthquakes?





				5.	Promotion of greater capacity to predict earthquakes (see Stallings 1995, pp. 27�29).





�
Types of “Claims�


 Making Activities”


				Three types of “claims�making” activities are documented by Stallings (1995, pp. 36�54).





				1.	Participants on expert panels and committees





					Examples described include reports issued by the National Academy of Sciences, Office of Emergency Preparedness, U.S. National Committee for the Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction.





				2.	Participants at Congressional Hearings





					Examples described include: witnesses at “lessons�learned” hearings, e.g., 1964 Alaska earthquake, 1971 Los Angeles earthquake, 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake.





				3.	Witnesses at “premark up” hearings





					Examples described are hearings during summer 1976 and the final U.S. Senate hearing on S.126, the bill that became P.L. 95�124 in 1977.





				4.	Participants in the National News





					Refer students to Tables (Stallings 1995, p. 53) wherein persons are identified who made three or more network TV appearances between 1968�1990 (Table 3.1) or who appeared on network TV news reports following the Loma Prieta earthquake (October 17, 1989�December 31, 1989).
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The Earthquake


 Establishment


				Types of claims�makers are listed in Table 3.3 (Stallings 1995, p. 55) and should be highlighted for students as should the name list that comprises Table 3.4 (Stallings 1995, p. 59).





A Partially Constructed


 Social Problem


				Stalling’s analysis led him to conclude that despite much “claims�making” activity between 1964 and 1992, the earthquake threat does not reflect the four stages that comprise the natural history of social problems defined by Spector and Kitsuse (1977). (Stallings 1995, p. 199). He concludes that the results of all of these “claims�making” activities have failed in having the public perceive the earthquake threat as a public issue. It reflects “policies without publics.” “. . . the promotion of the risk of earthquakes has failed to generate a base of support at the grass�roots level within the public at large.” (Stallings 1995, p. 203).





				“The best general description is to label the earthquake threat a partially constructed social problem. Like organized crime in the 1960s and white�collar crime in the 1980s, it remains visible to insiders but nearly invisible to those outside the earthquake establishment.” (Stallings 1995, p. 204).





Requirements for


 Maturation


				For the earthquake threat to become a “fully constructed social problem,” what changes might be required? Use this discussion question with students to review the changes Stallings (1995) sees as required (pp. 206�208).





				1.	Personalization of the threat





					For example, responsibility for future damages is ambiguous. “Claims�makers” might seek to fix responsibility.


�
				2.	Politicize the threat





					For example “claims�makers” might press for specific bond measures that would generate funds for retrofitting public schools.





				3.	Presentize the threat





					For example, claims�makers might try to construct an image that present�day decisions, like choices to smoke or not exercise, determine who is exposed to harm and to what extent.





Conclusion


				Emphasize to students that this case study is an illustration of social constructionism theory applied to disaster studies. Future researchers using this approach will document the processes whereby images of risk are created. They also will identify the social constraints that may prevent other hazards from becoming defined as social problems by the public. Stallings concludes that the changes required for the earthquake threat to come defined as a “fully constructed social problem” are very unlikely given the composition of the earthquake establishment. (Stallings 1995, p. 208).





Teaching Tip


				Remind students that the next four sessions will be field trips. They should review the Field Trip Reaction Report format.


�











 





 





Social Construction of Risk					Instructor Guide





�











�





Sociology of Disaster								Page 38-�page \* arabic�6�











