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From the Chair

Greetings! With the 2005 annual meetings be-
hind us, the due date for paper submission
passed, and the slate full of great candidates for
the next election finalized, the Section is moving
forward quickly in anticipation for the meetings
in August in Montreal. In this, my first newslet-
ter (expertly prepared by Fernando as usual,
Thanks, FR!), I decided to report on our activi-
ties and needs.

® First, thanks to Bill Eaton and all of the
Section Officers for the stimulating program in
Philadelphia. Their leadership has left us in fine
shape to proceed on a whole set of activities for
2006. As a reminder of the ideas and studies
reported on in 2005, Peggy Thoits’ thoughtful
Pearlin address is printed here (p. 3).

e We have exciting news on sessions and
membership. The Section surpassed the 400
mark and ASA has given us an extra session.
This allows us to have our full set of substantive
(3) sessions, a full session for roundtables, and a
two hour business meeting. In addition, of
course, we will have a reception following the

Pearlin address. This updates the information
from the Council meeting reported on page 6.
We hope that you all received the e-mail re-
minders on submission deadlines and are plan-
ning to attend the annual meetings.

® The website is ready to be launched. Your
votes were cast on possible designs and the
HTML has been prepared. We have decided
that it is too much of a burden to do the newslet-
ter and maintain the website, so we have issued
a call (see p. X in the newsletter) for a home and
webmaster for the new site.

® We need your input on Section awards (see
page 2). Bruce Link is heading up the Commit-
tee and is waiting for your nominations.

Finally, Virginia Aldigé has put together a great
Thanks,

Ginny! Please remember to vote when the bal-

slate for this year’s section elections.

lots come out.

tion voted on one
for a new section
ready to go! We
for the website.
with start-up costs

continue 1in his
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tion Chair for

Mental Health Section —- WEBMASTER Wanted!!!!

At the ASA Meetings in 2005 in Philadelphia, the members of the sec-

unteer, or to volunteer others! Call 812-855-6256 (Alex at Bernice’s
Office) or e-mail (pescosol@indiana.edu).

of 4 designs (shown here)
website. The HTML is all
would like to find a home
The Section will assist
and Fernando Rivera will
role as Newsletter Editor.
Bernice Pescosolido, Sec-
more information, to vol-
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Sociology of Mental Health

ASA Awards 2005

Sociology of Mental Health:
1) The Leonard I. Pearlin Award for Distinguished Contributions

This award is give for distinguished contributions to the sociological study of mental
health. Thanks to a generous donation from Leonard Pearlin, the section has created this
award that is given every year. It will go to a scholar who has made substantial contribu-
tions to the sociology of mental health in theory and/or research. Please send nomina-
tions, a CV of the nominee, and a brief letter of support Bruce Link at the address above.

2) Award for the best dissertation in Mental health

This award is given for the best doctoral dissertation in the area of the sociology of mental
health. The dissertation should be completed within the academic year 2004-2005 or
2005-2006. Please send a letter of nomination and a paper based on the dissertation (or
dissertation synopsis) to Bruce Link at the address above.

3) Award for the best publication in mental health.

This award is given for the best published article, book or chapter in the area of the sociol-
ogy of mental health. The publication date needs to have been between 2004 and 2006.
Nominations can be made to Bruce Link. In addition the awards committee will conduct a
search of published works to be considered for this award.

Please send nominations for the following awards to Professor Bruce Link, Mailman
School of Public Health, 722 West 168" Street, Room 1609, New York, NY 10032

The deadline for nominations for awards is May 1, 2006

Profiles

Have an outstanding student that is ready to go on the job

market? Send us his/her profile and we will publish it in the

upcoming spring newsletter. Email the profile(s) to the

newsletter editor at firivera@mail.ucf.edu
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PEGGY A. THOITS
LEONARD PEARLIN AWARD TALK

As you know, there has been a longstanding tradition in
stress research of focusing on social causation processes and
ruling out selection processes. We do this in order to dem-
onstrate that life events and ongoing strains are causally re-
lated to psychological distress and mental disorder, and not a
spurious product of individuals’ pre-existing psychological
symptoms. And we do it for disciplinary reasons as well: as
sociologists, we all share the goal of demonstrating that ine-
qualities in mental health cannot be explained only in ge-
netic, biological, or psychological terms.

But controlling for selection effects leads us to overlook the
degree to which individuals actively construct their lives to
be more satisfying and rewarding, on balance, than painful.
[Because we have not allowed ourselves to take a detailed
look at processes of selection or reverse causality, we have
skipped over important theoretical and empirical problems
that might help us understand better how mental health is
retained and enhanced by the vast majority of individuals
who, our data inevitably show, do not break down when
stressors accumulate. So I want to consider selection proc-
esses in some detail, in particular, how mentally healthy indi-
viduals select themselves out of particular life events and
strainful circumstances, info meaningful and rewarding ac-
tivities, and cope with hardships that cannot be avoided.
This means I will focus on self-selection processes, as op-
posed to social selection proper.

Social selection refers to the differential screening that is
done by other people or by gatekeepers, such as potential
dating partners, employers, and admissions committees.
Self-selection refers to the exercise of personal agency —
that is, it refers to individuals making choices or deci-
sions, acting purposively, or formulating and following
plans of action.

I assume here that the exercise of agency is facilitated by
having (1) few symptoms of psychological distress or disor-
der and (2) by possessing confidence, positive self-worth, a
sense of control over one’s life, and an optimistic outlook,
among other personality resources. The relative absence of
symptoms and the relative presence of such coping resources
are dimensions of “good mental health,” a term that I will
use as a shorthand phrase to encompass these various dimen-
sions. So people in good mental health should be more
likely to exercise agency, when circumstances allow.

What does having good mental health imply for the experi-
ence of life events and chronic strains? Because uncontrolla-
ble stressors are by definition due to fate or chance, we
would expect a person’s current mental health status to be
unrelated to the number of uncontrollable events that he/she

experiences at a later point in time. Controllable events, in
contrast, are those that individuals could have caused them-
selves — for example, marital troubles, going into debt, and
being demoted, or on the positive side, getting married, buy-
ing a house, earning a promotion.

People in good mental health should be more able to antici-
pate the potential development of problems and take steps to
ward off their occurrence. This suggests that they should
experience fewer controllable negative events in their lives,
compared to people in poor mental health, and, as a secon-
dary consequence, probably fewer or less severe ongoing
strains as well. Mentally healthy individuals should also be
motivated and have the resources to seek out involvement in
meaningful, rewarding activities, resulting in their having
more controllable positive events in their lives.

As far as [ know, none of these hypotheses has been tested,
although they seem so reasonable and, let’s be honest, so
obvious that they seem trivial and therefore not worthy of
examination. But I submit to you that the results of empiri-
cal testing would not be so clear or so obvious, for two rea-
sons.

First, from my previous research, it appears that individuals
do not simply act to prevent negative events, but they actu-
ally create events, in order to solve ongoing problems or to
extricate themselves from difficult situations. For example,
a person may quit a stressful demanding job and find a new
job, thus reversing the problematic situation. Or an individ-
ual may extricate herself from a relationship that is fraught
with infidelity and conflict. People in good mental health are
probably more likely to initiate such actions, despite the po-
tential disruptions and distress that may result in the short
term. So these counterbalancing actions — preventing and
producing so called negative events — may yield, on average,
no apparent effects or perhaps positive effects of psychologi-
cal well-being on the subsequent occurrence of controllable
“undesirable” events.

A second reason the distributions of stressful events may not
be so obvious stems from a fact that we all know from our
own lives: People are not free agents; structural barriers and
cultural expectations keep individuals from preventing, re-
versing, or escaping from problematic situations. But I think
it would be a mistake to assume that personal agency is
found only in these problem-solving acts; this under-
estimates people’s creativity.
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When faced with unresolvable and inescapable difficulties in
one area of life, I suggest that individuals in good mental
health will often work to transform their experiences or to
compensate for these difficulties.

By transformatory coping I am referring to the deliberate use
of one’s experience of tragedy or hardship to build a new
role for oneself. Athletes who have become disabled train
and enter alternative Olympics, recovering drug addicts be-
come sponsors for other addicts, parents of autistic children
band together with other parents to lobby school districts for
appropriate services for their children and the government
for more research on autism. In the process, the meaning of
the adversity may change to something from which some
good may come for oneself or for others, but more impor-
tantly, I think, individuals create from their enduring or ines-
capable problems new roles or identities, such as counselor,
lobbyist, even political activist, that provide some purpose
and satisfaction in life.

Compensatory coping is probably more common than trans-
formatory coping, however, and can happen in two ways.
Individuals can redistribute their investments of time, en-
ergy, and commitment among their current role involve-
ments. We talk about people “burying themselves in their
work,” for example, when things are going miserably at
home. Alternatively, people intentionally acquire new roles
or activities in which to invest themselves and obtain gratifi-
cation — they sign up for volunteer work, enroll in a class,
take up sports or fitness activities, join a prayer group — thus
helping to counteract the continuing distress or despair that
they experience when an important arena of life is filled with
unavoidable strain. In adding more gratifying roles to their
lives, individuals help to counteract the continuing distress or
despair that they experience when an important arena of life
is filled with unavoidable strain.

Notice that when we view individuals as active agents, moti-
vated to avoid or solve unpleasant experiences and to pursue
meaningful, rewarding role involvements in other arenas, the
conceptual boundaries around life events and coping re-
sponses become blurred. Some supposedly negative events,
in particular, voluntary exits from social roles, represent
problem-solving efforts rather than stressors. Some positive
events, especially voluntary entries into new roles, are delib-
erately created to offset the upset caused by persisting hard-
ships in another domain. I suggest that these unobserved
consequences of personal agency — both problem-solving
and creative acts — may be reflected in the “stress-buffering
effects of coping resources” that we typically document with
interactions of mastery and self-esteem variables with num-
bers of stressors. In other words, problem-solving and crea-

tive investments of the self may be how these stress-
buffering effects are produced.

If we take seriously my proposition that a good number of
negative and positive life changes are the products of per-
sonal agency or active coping, then we may need to rethink
how we classify stressors in our research. Instead of totaling
up kinds of events and strains, we may need to distinguish
among stress experiences more holistically, in terms of their
sequential patterns or configurations. Patterns that are the
product of agency — problem reversals, extrications, transfor-
mations, and compensations — should not result in subse-
quently heightened distress or disturbance. Other patterns,
particularly those representing new or emergent problems,
problem-solving failures, and what Len calls “stress prolif-
eration” should generate marked increases in individuals’
distress or disorder. We would expect these patterned ex-
periences to be unequally distributed not only by mental
health status but by social status, as well.

Which brings me to a final important question: Can examin-
ing self-selection processes help to explain the unequal dis-
tributions of psychological distress and psychiatric disorder
in the population? I would suggest “yes,” for the following
reasons.

We know that self-esteem, mastery, and perceived social
support are distributed exactly as you might expect — higher
among more advantaged groups, lower among the disadvan-
taged, with few exceptions. If these psychosocial resources
facilitate the exercise of agency, which results in more suc-
cessfully solved problems, fewer unsolved and proliferating
stressors, and more positive events, and if these intervening
outcomes in turn bolster personality resources and lessen
symptoms of disturbance, then this unfolding process should
maintain or even magnify existing status differences in men-
tal health over time. I suggest that this dynamic may be what
we are actually tapping into with interaction terms between
status variables and counts of stressors, that we presently
label “resilience” or “differential vulnerability.”

So self-selection processes may help to further explain status
differences in distress and disorder. But am I blaming the
victim here, in effect saying that disadvantaged people be-
come disturbed because their personal failings make them
unable to avoid stressors or to cope effectively? I don’t think
so.
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People’s positions in the social structure equip them (or not) with the kinds of resources that enhance the exercise of
agency, and they are able to act (or not) in their own best interests only within social and cultural constraints that are them-
selves unequally distributed by social status. People do not usually select themselves on purpose into states of misery and
confusion; they are socially placed, socially channeled, and socially constrained, sometimes despite their very best efforts to
meet and overcome loss and misfortune. By extending the stress model to examine the social origins of personal agency,
the stress-reducing consequences of exercising agency, and the social constraints on agency, we may further hone our iden-
tification of the conditions under which disadvantaged individuals are likely to succumb to cumulative adversity — which

has been our goal all along.

Leonard Pearlin award winner Peggy Thoits and Bruce Link

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Publication Outlet

Care Management Journals now conveniently combines
two must-read publications in case management and home
care. Created from two well-established and authoritative
journals in the field, this new publication offers a digest of
contemporary expertise in the home care field. The Journal
of Case Management, published independently for 7 years,
publishes readily applicable professional articles about care
and case management in any practice setting. It is comple-
mented by the Journal of Long Term Home Health Care,
which originated from the PRIDE Institute for 17 years. This
journal features a creative, interdisciplinary approach to pro-
gram and policy analysis as it impacts on the elderly in gen-
eral and the frail homebound elderly in particular. Submit-
ted by: James Wright, Ph.D.

Institute for Health, Health Care Policy, and Aging Re-
searchThe Institute offers postdoctoral opportunities for
research and training in mental health research. The Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health provides funding for the
program: trainee stipends range from $35,568 to $51,036 per
year depending on years since completion of the doctor-

Again, thank you very much.

ate. Specialized fields of interest include Conceptual Foun-
dations of Mental Health and Mental Health Practice, Psy-
chiatric Disorder and Help Seeking Processes, Cultural and
Ethnic Variations in Mental Health and Mental Health Ser-
vices and Systems Research and Interorganizational Perspec-
tives in Mental Health Services. Only citizens, non-citizens
nationals, or persons lawfully admitted for permanent resi-
dence are eligible for these positions. Applicants should
send CV, statement of research interests and three letters of
reference by March 1, 2005. For applications and informa-
tion write or email Allan V. Horwitz, Professor
Institute for Health, Health Care Policy and Aging Research
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey 30 College
Aveue, New Brunswick, NJ 08901-1293
avhorw(@rci.rutgers.edu

Papers on Comparative Health Care/Medical Systems
The Journal of Health and Social Behavior seeks papers on
comparative health care systems or comparative medical
systems for a special section of the journal. Papers that con-
sider Canadian, European, or non-Western systems are en-
couraged. Submit manuscripts to Peggy A. Thoits, Editor,
JHSB, Dept. of Sociology, CB #3210, University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill NC 27599-3210, by June 1, 2006.
Guidelines for manuscript formatting and submission proce-
dures are found at the ASA website for journals or in the
most recent March issue of JHSB.

“1 think we can take you off
the tranquilisers now.”
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BUSINESS MEETING MINUTES

Prepared by Robin Simon (Secretary/Treasurer)
August 15, 2005

Called to order at 3:30 p.m. by Bill Eaton (Chair)

77 members attending.

The agenda for the meeting was moved and approved.

The minutes from the 2004 Council meeting were approved
as submitted.

State of the Section:

Flinances—Robin Simon.

We started this year with $6,278; as of august 1, the section’s
current balance was $7,657, which includes incoming in-
come and outgoing expenses. As of august 1, the balance of
the Pearlin Fund is $18,074. Overall, our section is doing
well financially.

Membership—Teresa Scheid.

We currently have 398 members and need 2 more members
by the end of September in order to get 3 paper sessions for
next year’s program. We should reach this goal by the end
of the meetings.

Nominations Committee—Teresa Scheid.

The following persons were elected to office:
Deb Umberson (chair-elect)

Sarah Rosenfield (nominations chair-elect)
Michael Hughes (publications chair-elect)

Kristen Marcussen (council standing member-elect).

The following positions need to be filled for 2006:
Chair Elect, Secretary/Treasurer

Nominations Chair-Elect

Publications Chair-Elect

Awards Committee Chair-Elect

Standing Council Member

Student Council Member.

Mentoring—Teresa Scheid.

Our mentoring program will be advertised in both the section
newsletter and ASA footnotes as well as at the section busi-

ness meeting in order to solicit more interest from students.
A sign up sheet was passed around for those faculty and stu-
dents who are interested in participating in the program.

Program—Bernice Pescosilido.

Bernice discussed next year’s program. Next year, we will
use 1 hour of our reception for award recipient talks and 1
hour of our reception for the reception rather than our current
practice of using the business meeting for these awards.

Publications—Peggy Thoits.

William R. Avison, Jane D. McLeod, and Bernice A. Per-
scosolido, editors, have found a publisher for their forthcom-
ing book, Mental Health, Social Mirror. This volume will
be published by Springer Publishing Company and should be
out by May 2006. The royalties from the book will be do-
nated to the Mental Health Section. Michael Hughes
brought up the idea of having a section sponsored journal for
mental health.

Awards—Bruce Link.

The best paper award went to John Hagan and Holly Foster
for their paper, “She’s a Rebel”; Julie McLaughlin won the
best dissertation award; and Peggy Thoits received the Len
Pearlin Award for her distinguished contributions to the area.

Newsletter—Fernando Rivera.

Bernice talked about the section’s website and having an on-
line section newsletter. She set up templates for an on-line
newsletter for members to choose from. $500 of flexible
hourly money from the general section budget will be given
to Fernando Rivera to assist him in the development of the
on-line newsletter.

Bill thanked all out-going members of council for their ser-
vice and Bill was thanked for his year of service.

Meeting was adjourned at 4:30pm.
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