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The term social issues refers to problems within society that cause concern for 
its citizens and institutions. Sociologists investigate social issues through using 
research in an attempt to understand the cause of the social issue and recommend 
solutions. Below are some examples of current social issues in the UK. 

BREXIT
Perhaps one of the most pressing social issues in the UK is 
Britain’s exit from the European Union as it has wide-ranging 
potential consequences for our employment, our financial 
well-being and our ability to live and work in the EU.

Knife crime
Over the past three years there has been an increase in knife 
crime, particularly in London. This is a pressing social issue as 
many are undecided on the true cause of knife crime – with 
some stating it is due to cultural differences, whilst other 
suggest that poverty and lack of opportunity are to blame. 

NHS
The impact of privatisation on the National Health Service 
has caused concern for many people, particularly those 
who rely upon it for their healthcare. Some argue that it is 
inefficient and needs to be run like a business, whilst others 
suggest that profit should never come before patients. 

Food banks
Over the last ten years there has been a dramatic increase 
in the number of people relying upon food banks to feed 
themselves and their children. Many argue that this should 
not be the case in the 5th richest nation in the world, while 
others suggest that it is due to people not working. 

Social Issues 3 Sociology Over Time
The study of sociology is a relatively new discipline compared with other social 
and political sciences. Sociology developed during a period of rapid social change, 
during the industrial revolution in Europe. At this time the traditions of religion 
and the divine right of monarchs to rule over their subjects was being challenged, 
most notably with revolutions in the USA and France. As the 19th century progressed, 
many of the traditional ideas about human behaviour were being challenged by 
early sociological thinkers. The term “sociology” first came into use in 1838 when 
Auguste Comte, a French philosopher, proposed that society needed to be studied 
in a similar way to the natural sciences in order to fully understand the social 
phenomena that were being witnessed. Other sociologists such as Herbert Spencer, 
Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx and Max Weber, followed in this tradition and developed 
sociology into one of the most popular academic disciplines. 

The Industrial Revolution (1790-1870)  
The industrial revolution refers to the process of industrialisation and urbanisation that 
occurred in Europe and The USA in the late 18th and early to mid 19th century. During this 
period, there was a change from an agricultural economy with a rural workforce, to one 
based upon industrial manufacturing processes and an urban population. This period 
led to increased prosperity for nations such as Britain, France 
and Germany which led the industrial revolution in Europe.
However, the changes to the economy where followed 
by changes to society. Mass movement away from 
rural areas (countryside) to urban towns and cities, 
led to changes in the way people behaved. This 
affected social issues, such as crime, health and 
poverty. It was the role of sociology to investigate 
these issues and find solutions. 

To place the birth of sociology into a historical context, on the timeline on the following page, 
place the following events: 

French Revolution (1789), Industrial Revolution (1790-1870), 
American Revolutionary War (1775-1783), Birth/death of Durkheim (1858-1917), 
Marx (1818- 1883) and Weber (1864-1920), World War 1 (1914-18), 
Russian Revolution (1917)
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Brief biography

In this classic text, Durkheim considers how education is able to perform the role of socialisation: teach 
children the norms and values of their society. Durkheim argued that, for society to work, there had to be 
a value consensus. People in society had to agree about what was important and how to behave. That way 
society functions (works) without everything having to be controlled and managed all the time. Education is 
a crucial agent of socialisation.

Durkheim saw the teaching of History - in particular - as a key part of this socialisation process. He argued that, 
through learning the history of their country, people learnt to feel part of something bigger than themselves: part of 
a community. This helps to encourage children to understand that society is important: that they should be 
interested in other people, not just themselves.

Durkheim was particularly interested in the teaching of morals: right and wrong. This was an important part of 
teaching values: it is important that there is broad agreement in society about what is right and what is wrong. 
Also, in school, behaviour can be strictly controlled. Durkheim thought it was important to have strict discipline 
in school. That way, children would learn what was acceptable or not. Through this, by the time children leave 
school, most will have learnt self-discipline and not need to be controlled. They should also have learned that 
misbehaviour has negative consequences, both for themselves and for society.
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EMILE DURKHEIM “Moral Education” 1925

Karl Marx
Lifespan:

Scan this QR code to 
view classic texts of 
Karl Marx

Notable research

Key terms associated with Durkheim

Areas of interest

Approach most associated with



26  Introduction to AQA GCSE (9-1) Sociology Pre-Unit 1 Student Workbook NOT LICENSED FOR REPRODUCTION - PLEASE DO NOT COPY THIS BOOKLET   www.tutor2u.net  27

Gender vs  Sex 
Sex refers to the biological differences between men and women and is seen 
as being determined by nature at birth. Gender, on the other hand, is socially 
constructed according to sociologists. Gender refers to ways in which individuals 
are categorised as having masculine or feminine traits. Whilst biological differences 
between males and females can be argued to be objective facts, gender is seen 
by sociologists as subjective, based upon the cultural assumptions of how males 
and females should behave. 

Feminist sociologists in particular examine the way in which a person’s gender influences their life experiences. 
Some argue that society has been organised for the benefit of men and that biological characteristics such as the 
ability to reproduce have been used as a way to control women’s behaviour and benefit men. 

In the templates below, identify some of the ways that men and women are treated differently in society 
based upon their gender. 

Gender inequality

Ethnicity vs Race

Women have a longer life expectancy (83.1 years) compared with 
men (79.4 Years) (ONS 2017)

90% of women participate in domestic work every day compared  
with only 50% of men (Gender Equality Index 2017)

Only 1 in 4 members of executive boards of companies are female    
(Gender Equality Index 2017)

On average, women are paid 18% less than their male counterparts 
for performing the same job (ONS 2017)

1.9 million incidents of domestic violence recorded in UK annually, 
only 71,000 led to successful prosecutions - most of the victims are 
women (ONS 2017)

20% of women and 4% of men, aged 16-59, will be the victim of a 
sexually-motivated crime (Rapecrisis.org)

Girls are more likely to achieve a high grade in GCSEs (24%) 
compared with boys (17%) but this is not replicated in employment 
(JCQ, 2019)

Race is an outdated term 
that describes the distinct 
physical and social 
characteristics of a group.  

Ethnicity is belonging to a group that defines 
itself based upon a common heritage, nationality, 
language, culture or religion. Membership of an 
ethnic group implies shared customs, ceremonies 
and other identifiable characteristics. Sociologists 
prefer to use this term as it relates to social 
characteristics. 

The population of the UK is ethnically diverse. In other words, the population is constructed of 
a wide range of different ethnic groups. Ethnic minority is a term given to ethnic groups that 
form a relatively small percentage of the population. 




