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Critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether ‘families’ are still important in today’s society. 
‘Families are the compass that guides us. They are the inspiration to reach great heights, and our comfort when we occasionally falter’ (Henry, n.d).
This essay will critically reflect upon whether families are still important and what constitutes a family in today’s world. It will look at current and previous government policy and briefly discuss if policy is working. This essay will discuss the 1950’s image of the nuclear family making reference to anthropologist Edmund Leach, and the changes to family since then. This essay will discuss the different types of family in today’s world which would include single parent families and same sex parent families and will ask whether religion plays an important role in the family. 
The dictionary defines family in different ways. These include; ‘a social unit consisting of parents and their children, a social unit consisting of one or more adults together with the children they care for, the children of one person, any group of persons closely related by blood, and a group of people who are generally not blood relations but share common attitudes, interests, and goals’ (www.dictionary.com, 2018). Most people regard themselves as a member of a family in one form or another. A family shares a history and will share the future. The family is generally considered to be the natural environment in which children grow up. The most traditional picture of the family is made up of the husband and wife and children. Anthropologist Edmund Leach (1967) named this the ‘cereal packet family’ more commonly known as the nuclear family (Abbott et al, 2005). The nuclear family typically centres on a married couple who may have any number of children. Gittens said “social recognition of mating and of parenthood is obviously directly bound up with social definitions and customs of marriage. It is often assumed that, in spite of a variety of marriage customs and laws, marriage is a binding relationship between a man and a woman is universal (Gittens, 1992 p.69 as cited by Abbott). The family is traditionally seen as a social institution based on blood or marriage. A report on the BBC news website from 2010 said ‘the traditional nuclear family is in decline in Britain as more people choose to live alone or as couples without children…’ (Richardson, 2010). The report stated that fewer people were getting married in Britain. Steve Evans a BBC reporter asked if the 1950s picture of the idyllic nuclear family was in fact a myth as images of the 1950s nuclear family are still being sold to the public today. He asks if marriage was stronger in the 50s or was it because divorce was frowned upon and difficult to obtain. However, the 1960s saw the introduction of the 1969 Divorce Reform Act which came into force in 1971. The act clarified three grounds for divorce. These were; adultery, cruelty, and desertion (White, 2017). Due to the introduction of the act divorce rates increased between the 1970s and early 1990s. Today, divorce is much more accepted, as is, cohabiting, unmarried couples (Evans, 2018). The changing nature of family and the changing structure of family often leads to debate. The ideological nuclear family has changed to reflect society. There are gay families where parents are of the same-sex, single-parent families, blended families, where parents are separated and are now with someone else who may have children i.e. stepparents and stepsiblings and there are childfree families where the adults do not have children for varying reasons these could include; medical reasons, career reasons, are simply choice (Steel et al, 2012). Walsh (2003), believes the 1950s image of family has been romanticised through media. This rose-tinted image of the perfect family did not take into account the many disadvantages families of the 1950s endured. These disadvantages included unplanned pregnancies; abortion was illegal and high mortality rates. Today, people are living longer and therefore families and marriages are lasting for longer (Walsh 1993 as cited in Claveirole and Gaughan, 2011). The lasting images of the 1950s nuclear family were mainly of white middle-class families or homogenous, i.e. all members came from the same ethnic background. Today, as mentioned previously families come in all different shapes and sizes. One must also take into account economics. Many young people remain living at home to an older age today than in previous decades. This is because it is very expensive to get on the property ladder and because they are not getting married or cohabiting until later in life, they are not having children until later in life and some are experiencing fertility issues due to the postponement of starting a family (Walsh, 2003 as cited in Claveirole and Gaughan, 2011). 
Most political parties have the family within their agendas and it is interesting to see how this has changed over the last decade even. The Conservative party, who has traditionally been champions of the nuclear family and stigmatised single-parent families has now begun to relax its prejudices, at least publicly. However, they still appear to mourn the loss of ‘traditional family values’. Former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher said “the family was the building block of society. It’s a nursery, is school will, a hospital, a leisure place, a place of refuge and a place of rest… If the preparation for the rest of our life and women run it” (Thatcher, 1992, cited in Steel et al, 2012). The UK is not alone in seeing changes to the family structure. Changes are taking place across Europe and perhaps some of the biggest changes include women pursuing careers before becoming parents later in life between the ages of 30 and 40. 
Functionalists argue that the family is necessary in society, that it is the parents that teach the children to be contributing members of society (Abbott et al, 2005). They also believe that it is the family that provides emotional support and protection. Functionalists support the idea of the nuclear family and the division of labour within the family i.e. breadwinner and homemaker and that it is this model of family that supports society as a whole. The function of the family is to care for one another, to protect one another, to offer stability and security, to offer food, shelter and water and to introduce one another to the social ‘norms’ within society.  However, Marxists have a differing opinion to functionalists. They believe that family does not meet the needs of society as a whole, but the needs of capitalism. Marxists argue that the nuclear family reproduces the workforce and consumes the goods that have been produced by capitalists (Abbott et al, 2005). 
According to Ford (2007), families, whether they be nuclear, single, or gay, play an important role in promoting the mental health of children. This is evidenced by the fact that children brought up in institutions at a higher risk of suffering mental health problems (Ford et al, 2007 as cited in Claveirole and Gaughan, 2011). Just as there are different types of family, there are also different types of parenting. These include; authoritative which is when parents enforce the rules. Authoritative parents tend to be more nurturing and forgiving. Authoritarian parents have strict rules which children must follow. Permissive parents have less rules and make fewer demands and un demand for involved parents make no demands and do not live up to the role as a parent (Gustafson and Rhodes, 2006; Pugliese and Tinsley, 2007). 
Like much of life, the family too has a life cycle (Claveirole and Gaughan, 2011). The first stage is when one becomes a single young adult. The second stage is marriage and the joining of families and social systems. The third stage is becoming parents and it is during this stage that new values may be added to the family by that of the child/adolescent. Then the cycle comes full circle back to the first stage when the child becomes a single young adult. There are of course many stages within this cycle which could include separation and divorce and the passing of loved ones. Within the cycle there is a hierarchy of power; parents at the top of the hierarchy with children at the bottom. Age can decide the hierarchy of children i.e. the eldest is higher up the ladder than the youngest who is on the bottom rung (Claveirole and Gaughan, 2011). 
There is a difference between ‘family’ and ‘household’. As previously mentioned, a family can be made up of blood relatives or amongst individuals who feel a kinship toward one another. A household is where people live together in a house but may not be related or feel a kinship towards one another. They may share a house for security of financial reasons. 
Many families can become socially excluded and there are many reasons for this, one such reason could be that children living within socially excluded families can also become socially excluded adults. They can be disadvantaged educationally, are more likely to have mental health issues and are also more likely to suffer health problems. The reason that children and families from poorer backgrounds become socially excluded can be attributed to the stress that is placed upon the family. Poverty can limit the choices parents may have to make, for example; school trips, access to resources as well as housing and living arrangements (Pierson, 2010).
The Government’s role in ‘family’ has often been approached with a great deal of caution. Getting the boundaries right is complex. In 2014, the then Prime Minister David Cameron announced, ‘new measures to help families, along with a new commitment to put family life at the heart of policy’ (Gov.UK, 2014). Mr. Cameron said in his speech “For me, nothing matters more than family. It’s at the centre of my life and the heart of my politics. As a husband and a father I know how incredibly lucky I am to have a wonderful wife and three amazing children” he went on to say; 
“…it is family that is there to care for you when you are sick or when you fall on tough times. It’s family that brings up children, teaches values, passes on knowledge, instils in us all the responsibility to be good citizens and to live in harmony with others. And so for someone from my political viewpoint who believes in building a stronger society from the bottom up, there is no better place to start than with family…So I think it’s absolutely right that government should do everything possible to help support and strengthen family life in Britain today.” (Cameron, 2014).
Mr. Cameron doubled the annual budget for relationship counselling, increased the adoption and fostering budget and introduced impact assessment on government policies and their impact on families (Gov.UK, 2014). He introduced the ‘Troubled Families’ programme in 2011 which was led by Louise Casey CB, which worked alongside local authorities to; ‘get children back into school, reduce youth crime and anti-social behaviour, put adults on a path back to work and reduce the high costs these families place on the public sector each year’ (Gov.UK, 2015). The programme promoted 
‘…joining up local services, dealing with each family’s problems as a whole rather than responding to each problem, or person, separately. Appointing a single key worker to get to grips with the family’s problems and work intensively with them to change their lives for the better for the long term and using a mix of methods that support families and challenge poor behaviour’ (Gov.UK, 2015).
According to an article published in the Guardian in 2016 by Sally Weale, ‘The government’s main childcare policies are fragmented, uneven and failing to deliver for families in poverty…’ (Weale, 2016). The article said that the Family and Childcare Team (FACT) had ‘called on the government to come up with a 10-year strategy to transform childcare services, with the focus on delivering high quality childcare to the most deprived families’ Helen Barnard, head of analysis at the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, said: “Investing in early intervention and family support services, … helps families give children a good start in life” (Weale, 2016). Parenting UK also have concerns regarding the Troubled Families Programme. They say on their website; 
‘In the face of public spending cuts, parenting remains firmly in the public eye. Initiatives such as the Troubled Families programme and free childcare for disadvantaged two-year-olds have sparked debates about the future of family services and ignited conversations about new ways to ensure parenting support stays high on political agendas’ (Parentinguk.org, n.d.). 
Public Health England said “Supporting parents with parenting programmes has a positive impact on both parents’ and children’s wellbeing and mental health” (Healthy Lives, Healthy People: our strategy for public health in England).
Despite families featuring in previous manifestos, the most recent Conservative manifesto said ‘…the work of the government will be driven for the …benefit families…families have been ignored by politicians and by others in position of power for too long’ (Conservative Party, 2017), and promising to ‘…improve the family justice system. The family courts need to do more to support families, valuing the roles of mothers and fathers, while ensuring parents face up to their responsibilities’ (Conservative Party, 2017). However, the opposing Labour Party remind the public that over a third of Sure Start centres have been closed under the Conservative Government (The Labour Party, 2017). The Labour Party believe that Universal Credit reforms, the closure of family and sure start centres, the loss of family doctors, and the reduction in free school meals is having a huge impact on families and is adding to stress on the family which can ultimately lead to the breakdown of the family (The Labour Party, 2017). 

The Silver Surfers website still believe that ‘family’ is just as important today as it has been in previous decades. The website says, ‘They are important to the fabric of society and the foundation of a stable, happy and healthy life’ (Silver Surfer, 2017), and asks if family is “a priority as it once was, or is modern living eroding important traditional values with our ‘always-on’ culture and focus on material things? Or is it simply that families support, connect and interact with each other differently today than they once did?’ (Silver Surfer, 2017).  It’s a difficult question to answer and depends on the individual’s personal perceptions and thoughts on family. According to ‘Experts column’ a website that asks ‘experts’, a ‘…happy family life was considered essential or very important by 97 percent of the people who responded …to a Harris Poll’ (Farah, 2016). The author of the article believes that family is here to stay, saying “The family has survived historical upheavals and challenges to its crucial place in the fabric of society. As much as we all find our particular families at times hard to deal with, the institution is probably here to stay” (Farah, 2016). Kate Miller-Wilson, a writer on ‘Love To Know’ website asks if ‘Religion Increases Family Cohesion?’ (Miller-Wilson, n.d.). Miller-Wilson states that many 
‘…studies have examined the role of religion in holding a family together… being part of an organized faith may offer community and emotional stability to a family, helping the members support one another in difficult times and giving the parents guidance about their marriage and parental responsibilities’ (Miller-Wilson, n.d.).

Miller-Wilson uses studies published in the ‘Journal of Developmental Psychology’ and ‘Journal of Social Behaviour and Personality’ that found ‘…more religious parents had more cohesive family relationships…and…that children who were more religious were better connected to their families’ (Miller-Wilson, n.d.). Was this due to the community support received by religious people as the researchers believed. It’s hard to ascertain but religion can help guide families to ‘…values and behaviours that are "good" or "bad" for the group’ (Miller-Wilson, n.d.). 
‘The family is the first essential cell of human society’ (Pope John XXIII n.d.).

This essay has reflected upon what constitutes a ‘family’ in a contemporary world, giving examples of nuclear families, single parent families, same sex parents, childless families and families with whom one may not be a blood relative, but feels a kinship with. This essay has looked at government policy, both previous and current and briefly discussed opposing political parties’ policies. This essay has also discussed the impact poverty has on the family. This essay briefly discussed different parenting styles and also the differences between ‘family’ and ‘household’. Anthropologist Edmund Leach’s vision of the family was discussed, as was the functionalists. This essay very briefly discussed the Marxist view of family and what function they believe the family serves and has also reflected on the effect religion may have on the family. 
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