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Imagine a busy town market early in the morning. The layout of the stalls, local trading regulations,
and the availability of space and goods all shape what can happen in the market. These rules,
resources, and physical arrangements create the constraints within which everyone must operate.
Within those constraints a particular situation emerges. Traders arrive, customers gather, deliveries
are unloaded, and conversations begin. These interactions create the social circumstances of the
market at that moment.

Each trader enters this situation with particular needs. They may need income to support their
family, recognition for the quality of their products, or opportunities to grow their business.

As they look around the market, traders identify possible satisfiers and contra-satisfiers. A stall in a
busy location may help attract customers, while high competition or strict regulations may make
success more difficult.

Traders then respond through their behaviour. Some cooperate with neighbouring stalls, some
compete aggressively for customers, and others adjust their prices or improve their products in order
to attract more buyers.

Over time, certain individuals or organisations may gain power within the market. Local authorities
may change regulations, successful traders may influence prices or norms, and market managers
may reorganise stall locations. These decisions reshape the constraints of the market and influence
how the system will operate in the future.

Although the market may appear chaotic, its dynamics emerge from these underlying processes. The
same mechanisms operate throughout society.
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Formal Description

Social systems can appear extremely complex, but most sociological theories describe variations of
a small number of underlying mechanisms.

In this framework six mechanisms are particularly important.

Constraints — Social behaviour occurs within material, structural, and cultural limits. These
constraints define the range of actions that are possible in any situation.

Social circumstances — Within those constraints, interactions among individuals and groups
produce specific situations in which social activity occurs.

Needs - Individuals and groups bring motivational drivers into these situations. Needs orient agents
toward outcomes that may satisfy their goals and interests.

Satisfiers and contra-satisfiers — Social circumstances contain opportunities and obstacles that
may either satisfy needs or frustrate them.

Behaviour — Agents respond to these circumstances through action. Behaviour may be automatic,
driven by habit or emotion, or reflexive, involving conscious deliberation and strategy.

Power - Some actors possess the capacity to influence or reshape the constraints that structure
social activity. Through the exercise of power, rules, institutions, and resource distributions can be
altered.

Together these mechanisms generate the dynamics through which social systems organise
themselves, adapt to changing conditions, and sometimes transform their underlying structures.

Plain English Explanation

Constraints

Material, structural, and cultural conditions that shape what actions are possible in a social setting.
Social Circumstances

The particular situation created by people interacting within those constraints.

Needs

Motivational drivers that lead individuals or groups to seek outcomes that benefit them and avoid
those that frustrate their needs.

Satisfiers / Contra-satisfiers

Features of a situation that either help satisfy needs or make it harder for them to be met.
Behaviour

The actions people take in response to their circumstances. Behaviour may be automatic (habitual or
emotional) or reflexive (deliberate and strategic).

Power

The ability of individuals or organisations to influence the conditions under which social activity
occurs, including the reshaping of constraints and the control of satisfiers and contra-satisfiers
within a social system.

Version 1, Date 16/03/2026. © John A Challoner, 2026. Page 2.



Social Systems
Theory Course

International Society for the Systems
. Sciences

SOCIAL CIR-

CUMSTANCES

SATISFIERS

& CONTRA-
SATISFIERS

BEHAVIOUR

Example

A workplace organisation illustrates these mechanisms clearly.

Every organisation operates within a set of constraints, such as company policies, job roles,
available resources, and workplace culture. These constraints shape what employees can and
cannot do.

Within these limits, everyday social circumstances emerge as employees collaborate on projects,
attend meetings, and interact with colleagues and managers.

Employees bring their own needs into these situations. They may seek satisfiers such as income,
recognition, job security, or opportunities for professional growth.

In any given situation employees encounter potential satisfiers or contra-satisfiers. Supportive
colleagues, useful information, or promotion opportunities may help meet their needs, while
excessive workloads, poor communication, or organisational conflict may frustrate them.
Employees respond through their behaviour. Some cooperate and share knowledge, others compete
for advancement, and some adapt their strategies to improve their chances of success.

Over time, certain individuals or groups may gain power within the organisation. Managers, senior
staff, or influential teams may introduce new policies, allocate resources differently, or reshape
workplace rules. In doing so they alter the constraints that shape future behaviour within the
organisation.

Provenance and Links
This module draws on ideas from:
e general systems theory

e sociological systems approaches
e complexity science
e morphogenetic social theory.
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Practical Exercise

Think about a social situation you know well (for example a workplace, school, club, or community
organisation).

Try to identify each of the following elements:

¢ a constraint that shapes what people are able to do in this setting;

¢ the social circumstances created by people interacting within those constraints;

¢ a need that individuals or groups are trying to satisfy;

¢ a potential satisfier or contra-satisfier present in the situation;

¢ a form of behaviour that people use in response to the situation;

¢ an example of power, where someone is able to influence or reshape the rules, resources, or
structure of the situation.

Consider how these elements influence one another and how they shape the way the social system
operates.
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