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1 Functions of Families   

Functionalism Marxism Feminism Interactionism New Right

G.P. Murdock’s functions of the family
Murdock completed an anthropological study of over 250 different societies and 
found that the family was a universal institution in all of them. He also claimed 
that what we refer to as the nuclear family was present in all these societies.  

Recapping Theories
The following terms describe some of the key sociological perspectives. In each box write the sociological theories that 
match the key term. More than one theory can be included in each box and theories can fit into more than one box. 

Is a structural theory...

Believes society is 
divided by conflict...

People’s behaviour is a product 
of interactions with others...

Is a social action theory...

People’s behaviour is a product 
of socialisation...

Society is fair and people have 
equal chances to succeed...

Believes society has a 
consensus on norms 

and values...

Some people are exploited 
in society...

Functionalist view of the family
The phrase ‘functions of the family’ refers to the 
functionalist view of the family. Functionalists 
believe that the family is an important social 
institution for the smooth running of society 
as it fulfils certain functions for both the 
members of the family unit and for wider 
society. They took a positive view of the 
benefits of family life, suggesting that 
family was at the heart of a society 
that functioned effectively. Two 
key functionalist thinkers on the 
family are G.P. Murdock and 
Talcott Parsons. 

Nuclear family refers to a family consisting of a man and a woman who are married and 
their biological children.

Murdock also suggested that families in each of the societies fulfilled four distinct functions that aided their members 
and wider society. 

Murdock’s four functions of the family  
Sexual Regulation 
Sexual relations between the male and female adults help to control sexual behaviours. The existence of male and 
female role models also helps with gender-role socialisation of children. 

Reproduction 
Having a male and female adult in the family unit allows for the reproduction of the next generation of society.

Economic 
The family provides economic support for the members of the family and therefore it is not dependent upon the state 
for support. This is achieved through employment. This point was developed further by Parsons’s sex role theory, that 
suggested the man takes on an instrumental role in providing economic support for his family.  

Education 
Through primary socialisation, the family prepares its children for wider society, teaching them norms and values. 
Again, the presence of male and female adults in the family unit allows for children to be socialised into their 
gender-appropriate roles. 

Criticisms of Murdock
 • Too much emphasis on the nuclear family to fulfil these functions. Other types of family do exist and can fulfil  
  these functions, albeit in a different way.

 • Overly positive – conflict theorists would suggest that the family can be a source of oppression for some members  
  of the family.

 • Both Marxists and feminists would suggest that the family does not serve the needs of society, but rather the  
  needs of powerful groups in society. Marxists suggest the family serves the needs of the ruling class. Feminists  
  suggest that it serves the needs of men. 
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Reasons for changes in family forms   
The concept of a traditional family has changed dramatically in the last 60 years and this will be explored in more 
depth in later sections of this workbook. It is useful to know some of the reasons behind the changes in different types 
of family. In the table below are some of the social changes that have occurred that have led to changes in the family 
forms in the UK over the last 60 years. For each reason, explain how these changes have impacted on the family and 
identify family forms that have changed in number as a result.

Reason for changes 
in family forms 

Explanation Family forms affected 

Secularisation 

Changes to 
legislation

Women’s 
financial 
independence 

Changing social 
attitudes 

Increased life 
expectancy 

Key Debate: Is the nuclear family still the most common type?    
The 12-mark mini essays for GCSE sociology usually concentrate on a debate within the topic area. In forms of family, 
one of the key debates is the extent to which the nuclear family is the most common type of family in society today. 
The table below summarises the different approaches to this debate, with functionalists, New Right, Marxists, feminists 
and other sociologists failing to agree on whether the nuclear family remains the norm in contemporary society. 

Alternatives to families    
Not all households are families and students should be aware of the alternatives to living in a family unit. The key 
alternatives are outlined below: 

Family in a global context    
Much of the research into the forms of family is based upon UK families and therefore based on a Western perspective of 
how a family is formed. Below is a short research task to examine some of the ways in which families differ in a global 
context. Research family life in each of the following countries, summarising the differences between the UK family 
and families in that nation. 

Arguments for 

Nation 

Arguments against

Arguments against

Statistically, the most common form of family type in the 
UK is still two partners and their children. While some 
debate the definition of a ‘nuclear family’ being based 
upon marriage and biological children, the statistics 
show us that the structure of the nuclear family remains 
intact. Two adults, raising, or having raised, children will 
still be the most common way of living.  

Functionalists would argue that the nuclear family 
remains the most common, although they would 
concede that as society has progressed the functions 
of the family have become more flexible. With the 
increase of dual-earner families and the rise of 
remarriages, it can be argued that there has emerged 
a neo-conventional family to replace the nuclear 
family, but its structure remains very similar. Two 
partners and children. 

The Rapoports’ research suggests that the nuclear 
family is in itself very diverse based upon the cohort, 
life course, organisation, class and cultural 
backgrounds of those that form the nuclear family. 

Increases in divorce rates and the delaying of marriage, 
in part due to the greater financial independence of 
women, have led to greater diversity of family types. 
There are more lone-person households in the UK than 
married or cohabiting families, which makes this type 
of household the most common. 

Feminists would suggest that the impact of second 
wave feminism has led to more women displaying 
independence from men. Greater career opportunities, 
changing social attitudes and support from the 
welfare state have meant that women are able to 
become lone parents and not be reliant upon men for 
financial support. 

The New Right would suggest that the nuclear family 
is under attack due to liberal social policies and the 
creation of the welfare state. They argue that the 
decline of the nuclear family has led to falling 
standards of behaviour in children who lack discipline 
from father figures. 

Commune

China 

India/
Pakistan 

Africa 

Caribbean 

Kibbutz

House share 

A commune is a collective community of people who live with an egalitarian view of life, sharing 
resources, labour and living spaces. Communes became popularised by the counter-cultural 
movements of the 1960s and 70s as an alternative lifestyle choice. 

A kibbutz is a communal settlement in Israel in which all wealth is held in common and profits 
are reinvested in the settlement. 

This form of communal household is one where the members are not related to each other, 
but share some resources and live under the same roof. This is most common among young 
professionals and students at university.  
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Knowledge Check
1  What term is used by sociologists to describe a family with parents of the opposite 
 sex and their biological children? ?    (1 mark)

  a  Nuclear Family    
  b  Extended Family    
  c  Cohabiting Couple    
  d  Same Sex Family    

2  Which term describes a family where one partner has at least one biological child
 from a previous relationship?    (1 mark)

  a  Extended    
  b  Beanpole    
  c  Blended    
  d  Nuclear  

3  Describe one example of an alternative to living in a family.    (3 marks)

4  Identify and describe one advantage of using official statistics to research different family forms. (4 marks)

3 Conjugal Role Relationships    

Conjugal role relationships refers to the roles taken on by each partner in a relationship. 
There are two different types of conjugal roles and a key debate in the sociology of the family 
is which type of conjugal roles are more common in the twenty-first century. 

Conjugal roles
refers to the characteristics and 
duties taken on by individuals 
in a marriage or partnership

Integrated or joint conjugal 
roles refers to the sharing of 

the responsibilities, duties and 
resources between partners, as may 

be seen in a symmetrical family

Segregated conjugal roles  
are when these roles are 

kept separate, for example 
the instrumental and 

expressive roles 

Conjugal roles also describe the domestic division of labour in the household. 
This is how tasks are divided between different members of the family. In the 
boxes below, make a note of who in your family performs the following tasks: 

Food shopping 

Childcare 

Washing dishes/loading 
dishwasher 

Laundry 

Making decisions 

Disciplining children 

Cooking 

Ironing clothes 

Vacuuming 

Gardening 

Cleaning bathrooms 

Paying bills 

Dusting and polishing 

Household maintenance 

Working in paid 
employment 

Making beds 
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Feminist criticisms of family 

Functionalism and Dysfunction          
Functionalists generally see the family as performing vital functions for society; however, some recognise the dysfunctional 
elements of family life. Vogel and Bell suggest that children are often the silent victims of tensions in the household 
with negative emotions passed onto children by parents. This has negative impacts on their self-esteem. Furthermore, 
they suggest that the family does absorb some of the external conflicts in society but suggest that this is due to a 
process of inadequate socialisation, rather than structural inequalities. However, the functionalist view of the family 
has generally been criticised for failing to recognise these actions and presenting an idealised image of family life that 
many people struggle to live up to. 

One key Marxist study criticising the family is put forwards by Eli Zaretsky. 

Zaretsky’s Marxist analysis of the role of the family in capitalist society provides a 
fascinating contrast with the work of Parsons and Delphy & Leonard. He concluded 
that the family worked in the interests of capitalism.
Zaretsky argues that in society today, there is an illusion that the family is a private 
space, separate from economics and capitalism. Zaretsky argues that the nature 
of capitalist society means that this is not true: in fact, it helps to keep capitalism 
going.
Zaretsky was interested in psychology and the idea that the family might perform 
a psychological function. That is, that people could be nurtured, supported and 
have their individual needs met by the family. A similar concept to Parsons’s 
warm bath. However, Zaretsky said that the family was unable to perform this 
function under capitalism. This was because, rather than helping and nurturing 
individuals, the family cushioned the damage caused by capitalism. The working 

class was exploited at work. Traditional Marxists argue that the working class 
needs to have a revolution and overturn capitalism and establish a socialist 
system. However, Zaretsky says that one of the things that stops them doing this 
is the family! Parsons argued that the family helps relieve the stress of the working 
day and prepare an individual to function the next day and Zaretsky agrees. 
However, Zaretsky sees this as a negative thing: people need to recognise that they 
are being exploited in order to be able to do something about it. The family doesn’t 
really compensate for the bad effects of capitalism, it just seems to. It also helps 
support capitalism in other ways too: it provides lots of free labour. Women 
(housewives) work for the capitalist system for free, keeping the workers fed 
and clothed and reproducing the next generation of exploited workers by having 
children. Also, workers who have families are less likely to rebel against their 
bosses (e.g. go on strike) because loss of earnings does not only affect them, but 
also their dependents.
For Zaretsky, the family could only really start to provide psychological support 
for its members when there is an end to capitalism.

Classic Texts

Eli Zaretsky  
“Capitalism, the Family & Personal Life” 
1976

Using the item above, identify and describe one way in which Zaretsky criticises the 
family, including what you know about his sociological perspective. (4 marks)


