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SST-02 Social Systems Theory as a Meta-framework for Sociology 
 

 
 
A group of students in a sociology seminar debate which theory best explains society. One argues 
that economic structures determine social behaviour. Another insists that culture and meaning are 
more important. A third believes power relations are the key. 
Their professor smiles and writes five words on the board: 

• Constraints 
• Social Circumstances 
• Needs 
• Satisfiers/ Contra-satisfiers 
• Behaviour 
• Power 

“These are the mechanisms,” the professor explains. “Different sociological theories focus on 
different parts of the same system.” 
The students begin to realise that the theories they have been debating may not be rivals at all. They 
may simply highlight different aspects of social reality. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Sociology contains many theoretical traditions, each emphasising different aspects of social 
systems. Some focus on the role of constraints and institutions, others emphasise social interaction 
and meaning, while others highlight motivation, behaviour, or power relations. 
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Social Systems Theory does not attempt to replace these traditions. Instead, it provides a meta-
framework that shows how they relate to one another. 
Within this framework, social systems can be understood in terms of six core mechanisms: 
constraints, social circumstances, needs, satisfiers and contra-satisfiers, behaviour, and power. 
Different sociological traditions emphasise different parts of this system. For example, some theories 
focus primarily on structural constraints, others on cultural meaning and social circumstances, 
others on motivation and behaviour, and others on the role of power in shaping social outcomes. 
By integrating these mechanisms within a single conceptual structure, the framework provides a way 
of organising diverse sociological insights and understanding how they relate to one another. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
Meta-framework 
A conceptual structure that allows different sociological theories to be understood as emphasising 
different parts of the same social system. 

Mechanisms 
The underlying processes that shape how social systems operate. In this framework the key 
mechanisms are constraints, social circumstances, needs, satisfiers and contra-satisfiers, 
behaviour, and power. 

Integration 
Bringing insights from different sociological traditions together by showing how they relate to these 
shared mechanisms within a single conceptual model. 

 

 
 
Examples 
Consider three well-known sociological perspectives: 
Economic conflict theories emphasise how power relations and control over resources shape the 
distribution of satisfiers and contra-satisfiers within society. 



 

International Society for the Systems 
Sciences  

  

 
Social Systems 
Theory Course 

 

Version 1, Date 16/03/2026.        © John A Challoner, 2026.                                                     Page 3. 

 

Symbolic interactionism focuses on how people construct meaning through communication and 
interaction, thereby shaping the social circumstances in which behaviour occurs. 
Institutional theories examine how norms, rules, and organisations create structural constraints 
that influence behaviour. 
Each perspective highlights an important mechanism within the broader system of social dynamics. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
This module draws on ideas from: 

• general systems theory 
• sociological systems approaches 
• complexity science 
• morphogenetic social theory. 

 
 
Practical Exercise 
Choose a sociological theory you have encountered before. 
Ask yourself: 
• Which mechanism does it emphasise most strongly? 
• How might that mechanism interact with the others? 
 

 


