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SST 27 Structural and Cultural Misalignment 
 
  

 
 
 
The School That Changed Before the Town 
For generations, Riverside High School reflected the values of the town around it. Most students 
came from similar backgrounds. Teachers taught according to long-established practices. Few 
people questioned how the school operated because it largely reflected the expectations of the 
community it served. 
Over time, however, the town began to change. New families arrived from different cultural 
backgrounds. Younger generations held different views about equality, diversity, and opportunity. 
Students increasingly questioned traditions that previous generations had accepted without debate. 
The school responded. New policies were introduced to ensure equal treatment for all students. 
Teaching materials were updated to reflect a wider range of experiences and perspectives. Staff 
received training intended to create a more inclusive environment. 
Many students welcomed the changes. Many teachers supported them. But not everyone agreed. 
Some parents argued that the school was abandoning traditional values. Community meetings 
became increasingly heated. Local politicians became involved. Newspapers published conflicting 
opinions. Social media amplified disagreements. The school found itself caught between two worlds. 
Part of the community was already moving toward a new set of cultural expectations. Other parts 
remained attached to older assumptions. 
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The resulting conflict was not caused by a lack of goodwill. It emerged because culture and 
institutions were adapting at different rates. Riverside High had changed before the wider town was 
ready to change with it. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Structural and cultural misalignment occurs when institutions, organisations, laws, or governance 
structures evolve at a different rate from the values, beliefs, expectations, and norms that they are 
intended to support. 
Within the Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle (EMC), social stability depends upon a degree of 
alignment between structural and cultural constraints. 
Two common forms of misalignment occur: 
Cultural Change Outpacing Structural Adaptation 
Values and expectations evolve more rapidly than institutions. 
Examples include: 

• civil rights movements;  
• changing attitudes toward gender;  
• changing attitudes toward disability;  
• changing attitudes toward sexual orientation.  

In such cases cultural constraints move first while structures lag behind. 
Structural Change Outpacing Cultural Adaptation 
Institutions and structures change more rapidly than cultural expectations. 
Examples include: 

• digital transformation;  
• organisational restructuring;  
• educational reform;  
• rapid economic modernisation.  

In such cases structures move first while culture lags behind. 
Both forms of misalignment can generate instability, conflict, and resistance until a new alignment is 
achieved. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
People and institutions do not always change together. 
Sometimes society begins to think differently before laws, organisations, and institutions catch up. 
At other times institutions change first while people continue to think and behave according to older 
assumptions. 
Both situations can create tension. 
Imagine introducing a new law that reflects values many people do not yet share. Resistance is likely. 
Now imagine large numbers of people wanting change while institutions continue operating 
according to older assumptions. Frustration is likely. 
Neither situation necessarily indicates that either side is right or wrong. Instead, the problem often 
arises because different parts of the system are adapting at different speeds. 
The key diagnostic question is: 
"Do existing institutions still reflect prevailing values and expectations or vice versa?" 
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 Illustration of the School Example 

 
 
 
Illustration of the Civil Rights Example 
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Example 1 – The Civil Rights Movement 
During the twentieth century, attitudes toward racial equality changed significantly. 
Many institutions, however, continued to operate according to older assumptions and legal 
structures. 
Result: 

• protests;  
• political conflict;  
• legal challenges;  
• institutional reform.  

Instability emerged from cultural change outpacing structural adaptation. 
Example 2 – Digital Transformation in Organisations 
An organisation introduces new digital systems and working practices. 
Structures change rapidly. 
However: 

• employees remain accustomed to previous methods;  
• organisational culture adapts slowly;  
• resistance develops.  

Result: 
Reduced performance, frustration, and conflict during the transition period. Instability emerges from 
structural change outpacing cultural adaptation. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
The concept of structural and cultural misalignment emerged from the application of the Enhanced 
Morphogenetic Cycle (EMC) to social change. 
Margaret Archer's work on morphogenesis highlighted the distinct but interacting roles of structure, 
culture, and agency in shaping social evolution. During the development of Constraint Analysis it 
became apparent that many social conflicts arise not from external shocks but from differing rates of 
adaptation within these domains. 
The module draws upon: 

• Margaret Archer (Morphogenesis)  
• General Systems Theory (Ludwig von Bertalanffy)  
• Social Change Theory  
• Institutional Theory  
• Civil Rights and Social Movement Research  

Within the broader Social Systems Theory framework, structural and cultural misalignment 
represents one of the most common sources of social instability and provides a foundation for 
understanding adaptation, reform, and social transformation. 
 
 
Practical Exercise 
Think of a social system that you know well. 
Examples: a workplace; a school;  an organisation; a local community; or a government institution.  

1. Have values and expectations changed significantly in recent years?  
2. Have institutions adapted to these changes?  
3. Which appears to be changing faster:  

o culture,  
o structure,  
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o or both?  
4. What tensions or disagreements have emerged?  
5. What changes might improve alignment between institutions and prevailing values? 

 
 


