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Structural Functionalism

■ When the discipline of sociology first began Sociology and structural 
functionalism ‘were often seen as one and the same thing’ Davies (1949 cited in 
Giddens & Sutton, 2013 p.79).  

■ ‘Society is a complex system whose various parts work together to produce 
stability’ Giddens and Sutton (2013 p.80)

■ A ‘functionalist perspective […] emphasizes the way in which the parts of a 
society are structured to maintain its stability’ Schaefer (2013 p.13).



■ Parsons believed that through socialisation 

accepted norms were internalised (Giddens 

& Sutton, 2013). 

■ His belief was that people conform to what 

is required of them and called this theory 

‘voluntaristic actions’, the choices are 

voluntary but society moulds a person, 

Dillon (2010). 

■ He argued that all ‘social units’ could be 

examined and studied (Dillon, 2010).  

(History Learning Site, 2018)



AGIL Schema
He believed ‘the context of the social structures and the cultural values […] invariably 

constrain the individual and determine all social action’ Dillon (2010 p.156).  He 

devised what he calls the AGIL Schema - Parsons believed in four basic functions that 

society must perform if it is to exist 

■ Adaptation 

■ Goals

■ Integration 

■ Latent pattern-maintenance or tension management

(Dillon, 2010; Treviño, 2005).



PARSONS IDEAS

■ Parsons identifies people as actors and refers to particular 

relationships and how that of the professional and the client 

has a specific role based on an ‘universalistic’ criteria rather 

than a ‘particularistic’ idea.  The relationship between the 

professional and client/customer would be based on 

regulations or a code of practice set down by their governing 

bodies but none is treated as an individual (Dillon, 2010)

■ Recent criticisms of the Government regarding the Windrush 

Generation show how this relationship is not always 

advantageous (Anon, 2018).  



MEDIA

■ Structural Functionalist - social media enforces social norms (Schaefer, 2013).

■ Criticisms - Dividing society and promoting stereotyping, a misrepresentation of the reality of 
society (Schaefer, 2013).

CRIME

■ Structural Functionalist – The lessons of ‘approved conduct’ Schaefer (2013).  Parsons 
however asserted that crime was ‘dysfunctional’ and harmed the social system (Morgan et 
al, 2012).

■ Criticisms – Different punishments according to status, failure of the criminal justice system 
to recognise women as victims (Schaefer, 2013).  

(Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Titcomb and Carson, 2018; Touraine, 

1974 cited in Schaefer, 2013; Gov.wales, 2017; BBC News, 2011; 

Theguardian.com, 2011a; Larcinese & Sircar, 2017; 

Theguardian.com, 2011b; Mosley and Thompson cited in 

Schaefer, 2013)



SCHOOLS

■ Structural Functionalist– ‘Transmitting Culture’; ‘Promoting Social and Political 

Integration’; ‘Maintaining Social Control’ and ‘serving as an agent of change’ 

Schaefer (2013).

■ Criticisms - Suppressing future generations to ensure conformity (Giddens & Sutton, 

2013).  

RELIGION

■ Structural Functionalist  - Parsons also argued that religion influences social 

interaction and action and is functionally necessary for socialisation (Dillon, 2010). 

■ Criticisms – impeding social change (Dillon, 2010).

(Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Titcomb and Carson, 2018; Touraine, 1974 

cited in Schaefer, 2013; Gov.wales, 2017; BBC News, 2011; 

Theguardian.com, 2011a; Larcinese & Sircar, 2017; 

Theguardian.com, 2011b; Mosley and Thompson cited in Schaefer, 

2013)



GENDER

■ Structural Functionalist– Specific roles according to gender.  (Giddens & Sutton, 

2013).

■ Criticisms – Unequal power between men and women (Schaefer, 2013).  

FAMILY

■ Structural Functionalist– an integral part of society promotion of the nuclear family 

(Dillon, 2010).

■ Criticisms – the promotion of inequality within the family and the perpetuating of 

male dominance (Schaefer, 2013).

(Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Titcomb and Carson, 2018; 

Touraine, 1974 cited in Schaefer, 2013; Gov.wales, 

2017; BBC News, 2011; Theguardian.com, 2011a; 

Larcinese & Sircar, 2017; Theguardian.com, 2011b; 

Mosley and Thompson cited in Schaefer, 2013)



■ With regards to the words ‘functionalism’ and ‘structuralism’ Giddens argues ‘both 

terms have long since lost any precise meaning’ (2000 p.5  )

■ By the 1970s conflict theory overtook structural functionalism due to disharmony 

and conflict, Parsons was discredited due to his ‘socially conservative’ viewpoint and 

his favour of the ‘status quo’ situation Dillon (2010, p. 160). This was in part 

because of the many rallies that took place, in particular in America campaigning 

against inequality (Dillon, 2010).  

■ Was Parson’s ‘commitment to developing a broad, general and integrated theory 

about how society, the social system’ work his downfall Dillon (2010 p. 162).

■ Surely if a structural functionalist approach was not taken to society policy and 

legislation and possibly even sociology would not have its place so whilst critics of 

the structural functionalist have valid arguments a ‘broad brush’ approach, at least 

to a certain extent, must be taken if society is to continue to function.  

Conclusion
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