
Families key 

studies

Key findings

Parsons

Functionalist

Two key functions of the family:

1. Primary socialisation – children are taught the shared 

norms and values of society

2. Stabilisation of adult personality – family relieves stress of 

life, like a ‘warm bath’

Zaretsky

Marxist

The family serves capitalism through:

1. Women’s unpaid labour 

2. Passing on of advantage in families eg inheritance 

3. Unit of consumption

Delphy and 

Leonard

Radical 

feminist

Family is patriarchal because:

1. Women are exploited economically – labour is used by 

their husbands 

2. Family is hierarchical – men at the top

3. Patriarchal family reflects patriarchal society

Oakley

Feminist

Analyses the ‘conventional family’ finding:

1. Women are expected to do unpaid work

2. IDEA of the conventional family is powerful

3. People expect happiness, but nuclear family can be 

stressful 

4. Middle class – more family diversity

Rapoport 

and 

Rapoport 

Pioneers in researching family diversity. 5 types:

1. Organisational – structure of families

2. Cultural – cultural/ religious differences

3. Social class – class differences

4. Cohort – historical differences

5. Life course – differences in life cycle of the family

Willmott and 

Young

Functionalist

Found the family was becoming more symmetrical – similar but 

not identical roles, equal contribution to household work, and 

shared decision making and friends. Home-centred. Principle of 

stratified diffusion: changes in family life start with higher social 

classes and trickle down

Y11  Exam Unit -
Family. 

Nuclear family
Two generational families containing a heterosexual married or cohabiting couple and 
their dependent children.  

Extended family Group of relatives extending beyond the nuclear family but have regular contact. 

Reconstituted 

family 

A blended or stepfamily in which one or both partners have a child/ren from 

previous relationships living with them. 

Social stigma Disapproval of a person based on perceived characteristics. 

Patriarchy Male dominance over women. 

Household Made up of people who live in one unit. 

Double shift
When a woman takes on a career and the housework. This then can lead to the 

triple shift, which also involves emotional support. 

Primary 

socialisation
How a child is taught the norms and values of a society. 

Monogamy 
Being married to just one person. This can be serial monogamy, which is when 

you may divorce and then get remarried. 

Cohabiting Live together but are not married. 

Dysfunctional 

families

Conflict, emotional distress and potential abuse. 

(This is used to criticise the functionalist perspective as it ignores dysfunctional 

families in its findings). 

Symmetrical family Spouses perform different tasks but both contribute to the home. 

Empty nest When the children have moved out and no longer live with their parents. 

Canalisation 
The way a parent channels their children’s interest into toys/ games and other 

activities. 

Egalitarian Families Sharing power between members of the family.  

Principle of 

stratified diffusion 

Social changes start at the top of the social class system and work down (Young 

and Willmott, 1973).

Polygamy Practice of having more than one spouse.

Polygyny Man has 2 or more wives.

Polyandry Woman has 2 or more husbands.

Instrumental role Men take on this role as the breadwinner (Parsons, 1959). 

Expressive role Women take on this role as the housewife and mother (Parsons, 1959). 

Joint conjugal roles No rigid division of household tasks. Shared leisure activities. 

Segregated 

conjugal roles 
Division in domestic labour due to gender. Separate leisure activities. 



Homework

1: Knowledge Organisers

These provide the basic knowledge 

for each topic which needs to be 

known off by heart. This may 

include key concepts, key theories 

and the named sociologists and 

their research findings for each 

topic.

2: Meanwhile, elsewhere

What we learn in our lessons only 

offers a glimpse of the world. To 

widen our understanding, one page 

research sheets will be used to 

explore what else is going on 

around the world in contemporary 

society to match the topics we are 

studying. These need to be 

researched using the links and 

resources provided and completed.

3: Revision

Preparing for Sociology 

assessments is an essential part of 

each topic, as these assessments 

allow teachers and pupils the 

chance to check their progress in 

Sociology. Revising gives you the 

chance to show off what you know.

Read:

Classic Texts: Willmott and Young "The Symmetrical Family", 1973 

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-willmott-and-young-

the-symmetrical-family-1973

Classic Texts: Ann Oakley "Conventional Families" 1982

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-ann-oakley-

conventional-families-1982

Classic Texts: Rapoport & Rapoport "British Families in Transition" 1982

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-rapoport-rapoport-

british-families-in-transition-1982

Classic Texts: Eli Zaretsky "Capitalism, the Family & Personal Life" 1976

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-eli-zaretsky-

capitalism-the-family-personal-life-1976

Classic Texts: Delphy & Leonard "Familiar Exploitation" 1992

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-delphy-leonard-

familiar-exploitation-1992

Classic Texts: Talcott Parsons "The Social Structure of the Family" 1959

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/classic-texts-talcott-parsons-the-

social-structure-of-the-family-1959

Watch:

YouTube: Stages of family life: Crash course sociology #38 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eWTz3KBCxfg

YouTube: The British family 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fI40wizRNc4&t=6s

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

The Marxist approach is a CONFLICT theory. Marxists 

believe that the nuclear family benefits the capitalist 

society, mainly through women carrying out unpaid 

domestic labour which means men can go out to work and 

be supported. 

Functionalism  is a CONSENSUS, structuralist theory. 

Functionalists, such as Parsons believe that the family 

provides important functions that form the foundation of a 

stable society. For example, socialising children in to the 

norms and values of society, providing financial support, 

reproduction of children and a safe space to carry out 

sexual relationships.

Feminism – View society as PATRIARCHAL. Feminists 

are critical of the family as they have a negative effect on 

women. The roles within the family are not balanced with 

women expected to more of the housework and childcare 

whilst men go out to work. They also perpetuate gender 

stereotypes through socialising children to conform to 

these roles. 

Listen:

BBC Sounds: Family Matters

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p03jvgt8
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