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Functional Conflict/Feminist Interactionist

Explanation of work and 
the economy and its 
social problems

Sociologists use this 
perspective to examine the 
functions and dysfunctions 
of work and employment.

Functionalists also analyze 
the functional elements of 
work itself.

Conflict or feminist 
theorists focus on how 
economic, ethnic, and 
gender inequalities 
are perpetuated in 
the economy and the 
workplace.

From this perspective, 
sociologists investigate how 
our work experiences are 
created through interaction 
and shared meanings.

Social problems emerge 
from the meanings we 
associate with our work.

Questions asked about 
work and the economy

How does the institution 
of work help preserve the 
social order?

How is economic and social 
stability maintained by the 
institution of work?

How do other institutions 
affect our work or our 
economy?

What social inequalities are 
present in the institution of 
work?

How do we become 
alienated from our work?

How is our work and 
workplace socially defined?

How do we behave based 
on our meaning of work?

Are there positive and 
negative meanings of work?

Table 9.4  �Summary of sociological perspectives: Work and the economy

rate was 11.0% for African Americans and 6.9% for Hispanics. Nearly 3.2 million 
individuals were long-term unemployed or unemployed for 27 weeks or more (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014a).

The recent recession has been characterized as a man’s recession or a “man-ces-
sion.” In 2008–2009, the U.S. unemployment rate for men increased more steeply 
than the rate for women, due largely to layoffs in manufacturing and construction, 
where men made up roughly 70% and 85% of the workforce, respectively (Cook 
2009). On the other hand, women are concentrated in occupations that are more 
resistant to the economic decline, such as health, education, and public service. 
Health care employment has been among the strongest in this recession (Rampell 
2010). Post-recession, as of September 2014, 5.9% of men aged 16 or older were 
unemployed, compared with 6.0% of women in the same age group (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2014a).

During and after the Great Recession, the unemployment rate for young adults 
has been a concern in the United States and globally. In the United States, the unem-
ployment for all four-year college graduates is 4.5%; however, the unemployment 
rate for recent four-year graduates is higher at 6.8% and for recent high school grad-
uates is nearly 24% (Carnevale, Jayasundera, and Cheah 2012). A college degree has 
been described as “the best umbrella in this historic economic storm and the best 
preparation for the economy that is emerging in recovery” (Carnevale et al. 2012:1). 
For Europeans 15 to 24 years of age (level of education not identified), the rate of 
unemployment was 21.6% in 2011 (Eurostat 2012).


