Family Systems Theory

· Comes from the structural-functional approach

· All systems contain a set of inter-related & interacting parts

· So any part of the system can & will affect every other part – e.g. a parent loses a job & the children & spouse are all affected as are their spending habits, stress levels etc.

· There is a complementarity of roles – eg parent/child, husband/wife, sibling/sibling etc.

· We expect certain patterns of behaviour from each member of the system – eg. we expect parents to be nurturing and self-sacrificing

· Probs happen when individuals don’t conform to role expectations or there is no recognized role (eg. stepmother) – this results in role strain

· Families also contain subsystems or smaller groupings – eg. siblings, parents, marital partners & can be further subdivided by age, sex, interest etc. 

· Both systems & subsystems have boundaries which mark who is a member & who isn’t

· Boundaries have to be flexible to allow for new family members 

· Boundaries also have to be clear – otherwise stress & confusion result

· If the boundaries are too loose called disengaged – families lose touch 

· If the boundaries are too close called enmeshed – abuse can be a result

· All family systems have rules that are explicit (stated) and others that are implicit (unstated)

· Changes in family (maturing kids, chronic illness) either force the systems to change the way they operate or become non-functioning (called morphogenesis)

· The strengths of this theory incl explaining how one person’s behaviour can affect the rest of the family

· Weaknesses include being unable to explain that sometimes families don’t want to stay together & doesn’t take into consideration outside influences or experience of individuals

Conflict Theories

· These stress negative influences of society on families

· Mostly concerned with power relationships

· Marxist says that the minority who have power & wealth & the means of production exploit the majority who work and provide everything to the minority

· Feminist Theories are also part of conflict theories

· All of them are concerned with androcentricity – society is geared for & based on the experience of men & double standards – one set of morals & values for men & another for women

· 3 main types of feminist theories:

(a) liberal – women are forced into an inferior social class – so a human rights issue

(b) social – concerned with unequal pay at work & patriarchy

(c) radical – a separate female culture must be developed

Developmental Theories

· there are many developmental theories

· look at how people move from one stage to the next

· some concentrate on child development while others look at development from birth to death & others look only at adult development

· part of the problem with developmental theories is that they assume everyone goes through the same things at approximately the same time & most are based on nuclear families

· we will look in detail at The Family Life Cycle
Symbolic Interaction

· Examines the meanings an individual see in other family member’s words and actions

· This affects our behaviour

· Our interpretations develop over time through our history of interactions with individuals – eventually we create symbols of deeper meaning

· The role of the individual is extremely important

· We develop our sense of self through the attitudes of others and through our relationships with others

· We anticipate other’s behaviour and change our own behaviour to match what we expect of others

· Individuals may have different role expectations – so may cause problems

· This theory is often used as the basis for family therapy – strength

· Pays little attention to society or outside influences – weaknesses

Social Exchange

· Based on economic theory

· Families can be looked at in terms of costs & benefits

· We have an idea of our worth based on our abilities, personality, appearance, possessions etc.

· We expect to get the best return at the least cost to ourselves

· “You scratch my back & I’ll scratch yours”

· focus is on the husband/wife relationship

· was often the basis for marriages in the past – sometimes still is among aristocracy

· helps us understand decision making in families

· usually one partner has more power because of education, income, prestige, social status, size (not equal exchange)

· based on individual rather than family needs

· also assumes self interest but that is not always true – eg. families have kids even though it is a financial drain

