
 

 

 



GCSE SOCIOLOGY FAMILY KEY TERMS 

Adolescence The period of time following the onset of puberty during which a young 
person develops from a child into an adult. 

Arranged 
marriage 

A marriage in which parents choose a bride or groom for their child. 

Beanpole family A family whose living members come from many generations, but with few 
members in each generation. 

Bigamy The offence of marrying someone while already married to another 
person. 

Canalisation The way in which parents channel their child’s interests in activities or toys 
to reflect stereotypical views of gender – e.g. a boy being encouraged to 
play with cars instead of dolls. 

Cohabitation Partners who live together without getting married. 

Commune A group of people living together and sharing possessions and 
responsibilities. 

Conjugal 
relationships 

The relationship between marriage partners. 

Conjugal roles The roles typically associated with husbands & wives. 
Divorce The formal (legal) ending of a marriage. 

Domestic 
division of 
labour 

Household tasks divided between family members. 

Domestic 
violence 

Is behaviour in any relationship that is used to gain or maintain power & 
control over an individual.  This behaviour is considered abusive because 
it is unwanted & unwarranted by the person who is being abused.  Such 
abuse can be physical, sexual, emotional, financial or psychological. 

Double shift 
(dual burden) 

Working women who continue to perform the bulk of domestic labour are 
said to work a ‘double shift’ of paid employment followed by an unequal 
share of household work. 

Dual career 
family 

A family where both heads of the household pursue careers & at the same 
time maintain a family life together. 

Dysfunctional 
family 

A family in which conflict, neglect an even abuse are common experiences. 

Empty nest 
family 

A stage in the life cycle of a family when children have reached adulthood 
and have left the parental home. 

Expressive role A woman’s role within the family to provide care and emotional support 
to other family members. 

Extended family Parents, their children & other more distant relatives, e.g. grandparents, 
aunts & uncles. 

Family A group of two or more people linked by birth, marriage, adoption or 
cohabitation based on a long-term relationship. 

Family diversity The many different types of family structure that exist in contemporary 
society. 



Family life cycle The type of family & household that each individual is likely to experience 
during their lifetime. 

Fertility rate The average number of children that women of child-bearing age (usually 
15-44 years) have in society.  This has fallen since the 1960s. 

Household Describes a group of people who live together in the same residence, 
sharing a kitchen & bathroom.  E.g. a student house share. 

Instrumental 
role 

The family provider (usually associated with the traditional role of the male 
as ‘breadwinner’). 

Joint conjugal 
roles 

Husband & wife share household tasks. 

Kibbutz A collective community in Israel that was traditionally based on agriculture. 

Lone parent 
family 

A family with only a mother or father as a consequence of death, divorce 
or individual choice. 
 

Marriage A cultural phenomenon that gives legal status to a union between two 
partners and any children they may produce. 

Matriarchal 
family 

A female dominated family group. 

Monogamy The practice of being married to one person at a time. 

Nuclear family A family group consisting of parents and their children. 
Patriarchal 
family 

A male dominated family group. 

Polyandry A woman has more than one husband at a time. 

Polygamy Having more than one husband or wife at the same time. 
Polygyny A man has more than one wife at the same time. 

Power The ability to exercise control over one’s own life &/or the lives of others. 

Primary 
socialisation 

The family is the agent of primary socialisation where the norms, values & 
culture of a society are first taught. 

Reconstituted 
(or blended) 
family 

When two adults with children from previous relationships remarry (or 
cohabit) to form a new family. 

Same sex family Families headed by a couple of the same sex. 

Secularisation The decline in religious beliefs. 
Segregated 
conjugal roles 

Husband & wife perform different & clearly defined activities. 

Serial 
monogamy 

A pattern of divorce & remarriage found in monogamous societies where 
an individual marries several times but only one partner at a time. 

Symmetrical 
family 

A family where responsibilities are equally shared between husband & 
wife. 

Traditional 
nuclear family 

A family consisting of parents & their children, following segregated 
conjugal roles and patriarchal.  Leach recognised the power of this image 
& called it the ‘cereal packet image of the family’. 

Triple shift The three types of work that create a burden for women: paid work, 
domestic work & emotional work. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Rapoport's (1982) – Family diversity  

The Rapoports carried out ground-breaking research into family life. They identified a number of 

ways in which family life was diverse, in contrast to the idea that the nuclear family was the clear 

norm.  

They identified 5 clear types of family 

diversity. The 5 types of family diversity 

they identified were: 

1) Organisational. This refers to the way 

a family might organise itself in terms of 

the roles people perform (e.g. traditional 

maledominated families and more 

symmetrical ones). 

2) Cultural. Families differ in terms -of 

their beliefs and values. One example of 

this is between different ethnic groups, with some ethnicities placing a greater emphasis on family than others, 

some preferring different gender roles, etc. 

3) Class. Much writing about the family assumes that family life as experienced in a middle-class family is the same 

for other social classes, but this is not the case. Availability of resources, quality of housing, leisure opportunities, 

etc. all impact the nature of families and family life. 

4) Life course. Rapoport and Rapoport point out that we do not live in the same family structure, family set-up or 

type of household for the whole of our lives. We might be born into a traditional nuclear family. This might change 

later in our childhood (for example it might become a lone parent family and then a reconstituted family). When we 

leave home it might be to live on our own, or with flat mates. It might be to live with a partner as a couple without 

children. A couple with or without children might live with their parents in an extended family, or move away and 

form their own nuclear family. 

5) Cohort. There is also change over time and what is the norm, in terms of family life, for one generation, is not for 

the next. As such, great grandparents and grandparents may have had several siblings, and later generations have 

far fewer; more recent generations are more likely than their parents and grandparents to divorce or to be single 

parents. Since Rapoport and Rapoport were writing family has arguably become more diverse, e.g., samesex parent 

 

 

 

 



Young & Wilmott (1973) (Functionalist)  

Peter Willmott and Michael Young carried out groundbreaking research 

into family life in the UK over a long period of time. One concept they 

developed, the subject of a 1973 book, was the symmetrical family.  

Willmott and Young developed their ideas about family life, following on from the 

functionalist ideas of sociologists like Talcott Parsons. From their research (much of it based 

on social surveys) of families in East London, they developed an idea of the family developing 

through a number of stages through history: a march of progress.  

They argued that in 1973, families had become symmetrical - that is, that men and women 

performed similar roles. Rather than the traditional nuclear family described by Parsons where men and women had 

very separate roles in the family (segregated gender roles) Willmott and Young argued that in modern families men 

and women both did paid work and both did work around the house, including childcare. They did not find that men 

and women did exactly the same type of jobs - whether in the workplace or at home - but (compared with earlier 

periods) family life was becoming more shared and equal. Part of this was also that men and women and children 

spent more time together in the home rather than separately outside the home (e.g. men going to the pub).  

Another important concept for Willmott & Young was stratified diffusion. They argued that changes in norms and 

values tend to start among the wealthier in society and then others start to behave in the same way (the behaviour 

is "diffused" from one strata - class - to another).  

This led them to a perhaps surprising conclusion that they predicted that the next stage of the family would be the 

asymmetric family. They found that richer families spend more time apart and had more segregated roles, with 

wives not needing to work, and men spending time on the golf course rather than at home. This prediction has 

clearly not turned out to be accurate, with - if anything - family life becoming more symmetrical since 1973.  

However, the research was quite widely criticised, particularly by feminist sociologists such as Ann Oakley. She 

argued that the concept of the symmetrical family was flawed, as was WIllmott and Young's data. For example, quite 

small contributions to housework by men was deemed by the research to mean that housework was shared and 

therefore the family was symmetrical. Instead Oakley argued that women had now had a dual burden. Yes, more 

women were going out to work, but they were also doing the bulk of the housework and childcare. As such, she 

argued that increased female employment had not made the family more equal but just meant that women had to 

work two jobs.  

A further criticism is that, certainly in the 1970s and even today, while both men and women went to work, men 

were paid more than women and women experienced a glass ceiling and were unable to gain promotions. It also 

presupposes a nuclear type of family with a husband and wife, rather than other diverse households that exist in 

contemporary society. Despite the criticisms, Willmott & Young's theory has remained influential and the concepts 

of the symmetrical family and shared and segregated gender roles remain useful ways to consider the gender 

division of labour in families 



Talcott Parsons (1956) (Functionalist)  

Talcott Parsons is one of the best known functionalist 

sociologists. His work features in many topic areas in 

sociology. In 1959, he wrote a classic text on the sociology 

of families and households. 

Functionalist sociologists have taken an interest in the functions of the family: 

what are families for? While some identified several functions, Parsons 

suggests that there are two irreducible functions: 1) primary socialisation and 

2) the stabilisation of adult personalities. 

1) For functionalists, socialisation is the process through which people learn 

how to behave in society - what is normal and what is important. This is an 

essential process for society to work: there needs to be broad agreement about these things to prevent people 

behaving in an antisocial way. Parsons divides socialisation up into primary and secondary socialisation: primary 

socialisation takes place in the family, where we learn the particular norms and values of our family and community. 

Later, we learn universalistic values through school, the media and other agents of socialisation. 

So parents teach children the norms and values of society, through pre-school education and by example. For 

Parsons this also strongly involves learning our gender roles. Parsons argued that men were the instrumental leader 

while women were the expressive leader and that both were necessary. So men carried out discipline and earned 

money, while women cared and nurtured and raised children. Boys saw the example from their fathers, and girls saw 

the example from their mothers, and ensured they continued to behave in the same way and give the same example 

to the next generation. 

Of course this idea is now seen as rather outdated. In 1950s America, married women were much more likely to be 

housewives than to pursue their own careers, and the idea of a clear gender division of labour (men and women 

performing very different roles) was not controversial. 

2) Parsons argued that families performed an important role for individuals and society in keeping people stable. Life 

is difficult and challenging and frustrating: the family can help to deal with this. Family members give each other care 

and support and help each other through difficult times. Parsons particularly described this in terms of a man coming 

home from a difficult day at work and relaxing into his family, like a warm bath. 

Marxist sociologists like Zaretsky agree that the family can perform this psychological role but see it much less 

positively. They see it is as benefiting not society or the individual but the bosses: instead of going on strike, rebelling 

or having a revolution, discontented workers are restored to return to work by their loving wives. Similarly, feminists 

see this process differently, as men taking out their frustrations on their wives. Again it could also be seen as rather 

outdated, as it assumes men will be the breadwinners and women be in the home. It has also been suggested that 

Parsons was really describing middle-class families and ignored the different experiences of families from different 

social classes 



Eli Zaretsky (1976)-Marxist  

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 really 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' 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 were 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 effect 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. 

Zaretsky's ideas now seem rather outdated as the nature of both work and families has changed, particularly in 

relation to women's role in the workplace. Also, some feminist sociologists, such as Delphy & Leonard argue that it is 

the patriarchy - a male-dominated social system - that benefits from family life, rather than capitalism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Delphy & Leonard (Radical 

Feminists)  

 

Delphy & Leonard - who are feminists - looked at the role of women in 

families and particularly at housework and the idea that women were 

exploited by their husbands. 

Delphy and Leonard took a feminist look at the family and particularly 

at the work of women in the home. Some existing sociology - 

particularly Marxist and Marxist-feminist - looked at how women's 

work benefited capitalism: the bosses had their workers clothed and 

fed and looked after for free. But Delpy and Leonard argued that the 

people who most benefited from women's work were not the ruling 

class but men. 

Housework benefited the patriarchy. Patriarchy means a male-

dominated society. Indeed they saw the main role of the family as 

maintaining patriarchy: keeping men in charge. 

Delphy and Leonard looked at the family as an economic system: who did the work and who benefited from it? It 

was clear to them that it was women who were exploited in this system. They did the bulk of the domestic labour - 

regardless of whether they also went out and did paid work outside the home too. Time at home for men was 

leisure time, whereas time at home for women was also work time. This contrasts strongly with Willmott & Young's 

idea of a symmetrical family. 

There is also a contrast with Marxist-feminists such as Fran Ansley who saw the unequal division of labour in the 

family as benefitting the ruling class and capitalism. They also concluded that men tended to make the big decisions 

about the family. 

Delphy and Leonard's work does build on earlier research, such as that of Ann Oakley, who concluded that working 

women had a dual burden of paid work and unpaid domestic work. Later, Duncombe and Marsden developed the 

idea of a triple shift where emotional work is added to domestic work and paid work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ann Oakley (1974) (Feminist)  

Feminist sociologist Ann Oakley is well known for her 

extensive research on housework and on childbirth, 

both using unstructured interviews to gain deep, valid 

data about families and women. In this article, she investigated the nuclear 

family, and its place as the "normal" or "conventional" family of the time. 

Ann Oakley defined the conventional family as "nuclear families composed 

of legally married couples, voluntarily choosing parenthood of one or more 

children". This is otherwise known as the cereal packet family: the image of 

a normal family that was portrayed in television advertisements and soap 

operas at the time when she was writing. Oakley critically examines this 

idea. She looks at the work of other sociologists and considers where the 

idea that this was the "normal" way to live came from, and the influence it 

has over society and individuals. She considered the way the conventional family worked as a form of social control: 

people were expected to live in these families, and this controlled them by making it harder to live alternative lives. 

As people got older - especially women - they would be regularly asked when they were going to get married and 

have children, as though alternatives to this life plan were unthinkable. 

Oakley noted that, even in the early 1980s, the conventional family was being challenged. People were exploring 

different ways of living and different arrangements that worked for them and did not conform to convention. She 

noted that people increasingly saw the conventional family as a stereotype and an archaic one. Instead some groups 

understood that they could organise their families differently and, indeed, that they did not have to live in a family at 

all, but could choose some other form of household or living arrangement. 

Since the 1980s this challenge tot he conventional family has increased and, today, there are great deal of diverse 

family forms and structures we can choose to live in. Chester (a functionalist) however suggests that we still live in 

neo-conventional families. That is, that while fewer people are getting married, and people may live with step-

siblings, etc. most people still live in a family that is effectively nuclear and most people want to live in that family 

structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reading / media resources relating to the family topic  
 

  

https://www.newstatesman.com/uk https://www.bbc.co.uk/ 

  

https://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview https://www.theguardian.com/uk 

 

 

• Louis Theroux – Love without limited - Polyandry https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0br9vrx 

• Wife swap - https://www.channel4.com/programmes/wife-swap-usa 

• Rhona Rapoport obituary - https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2012/jan/10/rhona-

rapoport 

• Toxic Childhood 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2006/sep/14/children.familyandrelationships 

• Grandparents-  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/26/grandparents-active-todays-ipad-

generation-says-national-trust/ 

• Decline in marriage - https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/dating/marriage-rates-decline-

reason-economically-attractive-men-jobs-income-a9098956.html 

• What challenges do blended families face? https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p078l5p4# 

• Did your relationship with your ex partner improve after divorce? -

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/jan/07/did-your-relationship-with-your-ex-

partner-improve-after-your-divorce 

• Put a ring on it? Millennial couples are in no hurry - 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/29/well/mind/millennials-love-marriage-sex-relationships-

dating.html  

• The ageing population-

https://www.economicsonline.co.uk/Global_economics/The_ageing_population.html 

• 13 reasons why your friends are your new family https://metro.co.uk/2017/06/20/13-reasons-why-

your-friends-are-your-family-6710884/ 

• Divorce continues to be a psychological burden on kids 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jul/31/divorce-psychological-toll-on-kids-children 

https://www.newstatesman.com/uk
https://www.bbc.co.uk/
https://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
https://www.theguardian.com/uk
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0br9vrx
https://www.channel4.com/programmes/wife-swap-usa
https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2012/jan/10/rhona-rapoport
https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2012/jan/10/rhona-rapoport
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2006/sep/14/children.familyandrelationships
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/26/grandparents-active-todays-ipad-generation-says-national-trust/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/26/grandparents-active-todays-ipad-generation-says-national-trust/
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/dating/marriage-rates-decline-reason-economically-attractive-men-jobs-income-a9098956.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/dating/marriage-rates-decline-reason-economically-attractive-men-jobs-income-a9098956.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p078l5p4
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/jan/07/did-your-relationship-with-your-ex-partner-improve-after-your-divorce
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/jan/07/did-your-relationship-with-your-ex-partner-improve-after-your-divorce
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/29/well/mind/millennials-love-marriage-sex-relationships-dating.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/29/well/mind/millennials-love-marriage-sex-relationships-dating.html
https://www.economicsonline.co.uk/Global_economics/The_ageing_population.html
https://metro.co.uk/2017/06/20/13-reasons-why-your-friends-are-your-family-6710884/
https://metro.co.uk/2017/06/20/13-reasons-why-your-friends-are-your-family-6710884/
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jul/31/divorce-psychological-toll-on-kids-children


Example exam questions with examiner feedback 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


