
‘Family’ has been defined in many different ways over the past fifty years and the definition is still changing, now in the 21st century. In 1987 the term ‘family’ was defined as a shared network of related kin (Goldthorpe, 1987). The family and family home has been described as the “building block of society,” a leisure environment, school, hospital, nursery, rest and refuge. According to (Margaret Thatcher, 1992 cited in Steel, Kidd & Brown, 2011) women generally run this family life, whilst the men are more concentrated on earning money and working. Although this is still true to some extent, as many people would still believe that the family home setting is the “building block of society” for their children. A woman running the family home has become outdated in the past twenty years, as more women are working and earning money. While the man’s priory focus has shifted to looking after the family unit and environment. In 1993, a year later (Gittens, 1993) defined ‘family’ as a group of people that all have direct interlinked kin connections, as well as two adults within that group who take responsibility for caring and supporting children. Although this definition of family still holds true today, there has been an increase in couples who don’t want children but still class themselves as a family and people, for example; who may not have blood relations but have a very close group of friends who they live with and refer to as their family. The term family could also be described as all members of that family, living under one roof (Farlax, 2011). In 2018 this definition is now outdated, as the majority of people in Britain do not live with their whole family all their life. For example; Children may decide to live in university, but still consider themselves part of the family. Other children may decide they want to live with their grandmother down the road, but still receive parenting and support off the parents. Another, more up to date definition was published later in 2011, stating that “a set of parents and children, or of relations, living together or not” (Concise Oxford Dictionary, 2011). Although this definition is more up to date, in terms of, not being required to live together to constitute as a family. It is out of date, in the sense that you don’t have to have a parent, child relationship or even be related to class yourselves as a family or live together. 

Definitions of family and household often seem to cross over, or directly link. For example: Somebody who lives alone or within a group of people at a shared address and shares at least one meal a day together (Lawson and Garrod, 2011). This is a definition of ‘household’ which many people would use as a definition for family. Or a household could be described as a physical structure, which houses an individual person or a group of people, who may not be related or even consider themselves a family, but sleep in the same house and socialize 
together (Ribbens McCarthy & Edwards, 2011). Examples of this would be a student house or a halfway house. The overall concept of a household focuses its attention towards the more practical side of living with others. Although individuals within families and households are different people to each other, with different aspirations and personalities, often households and families alike, all share common characteristics, identity, goals, morals and values. Although one key potential difference between people that consider themselves family and just a household is that families generally stay in contact, despite possible barriers, such as distance and time (McKie & Callan, 2012, p. 21).

The concept of family has changed, and is still continuing to change all the time. In the 1950’s family life was even more focused on family than it is in today’s 21st century. The family, nearly always contained a mother, father and their children. Divorce was rare and there were huge stigmas attached to being divorced. In 1951 there were approximately 28,767 divorces across England and Wales (The Guardian, 2016). Compared to 106,959 divorces of people in heterosexual marriages, in 2016 across England and Wales (Office of National Statistics, 2017). In the 1950’s divorce was so rare due to societal pressure, society took the view that if you got married, you stayed married, even if that had a negative effect on your happiness or mental health, which in turn meant there was a very small minority of single parent families and a very small amount of families without children. In the past people spent a much larger proportion of their life married than they do in the 21st century, this is due to an overall lower divorce rate, as well as marrying at a much younger age. It was very usual to live alone in a house; only 9.3 percent of homes only had a singular occupant in 1950, compared to 2016 where 12 percent of the population lived alone (Office of National Statistics, 2016). 

There are a vast range of different types of families in today’s society in comparison to the past. According to the Age 11 Survey of Child of the New Century family structures and sizes are far more diverse than they ever were in the 1960’s (Emla Fitzsimons, 2016). Various different researchers at the Centre for Longitudinal Studies made comparisons between children in the 21st century to a very similar study conducted in 1958. Those results demonstrated that in 1969 the majority of eleven year olds lived with both natural parents. But this, compared to the current generation, the concept of family can mean a vastly different thing. More children today live with single parents, grandparents, other extended family members or in families where there is as step-parent. 

61 percent of the children studied within the Age 11 survey lived with two natural parents when they were aged eleven. 26 percent of children lived in a home with only one of their birth parents; approximately 6 percent of these households were run by a single father. 12 percent of children studied lived with a step-mother or a step-father and 1 percent of eleven year olds lived with their grandparents, adoption parents or extended relatives (Emla Fitzsimons, 2016). 

When a child was born into a family in 1958 that family set up was extremely unlikely to ever change, although for children of the 21st century their family set up, they are born into is highly likely to change. According to the Age eleven survey nearly one in four children have experienced a substantial change in their family dynamics since they were born. This can include parents divorcing and forming new relationships with other people, deaths, and the possibility of more fluid movements, therefore increasing the likelihood of having to form different relationships in different places. The majority of the children who took part in the survey were happy and content within their family setting, regardless of what type of family they are a part of. The study also, interestingly found that there was a very marginal amount of difference between children who were based in a two parents home, single parent home and step-mother or step-father home. 

There are six specific different types of families that are acknowledged by today’s society. Although, often families can find themselves belonging to multiple categories, or find themselves not falling into any category at all. For example; a one parent family that actually lives with members of their extended family. The categories consist of:  the nuclear family; single parent family; extended family; childless family; step family and grandparent family. 

The nuclear family is a typical and traditional family structure. Where the family only consists of two parents and their, often only two children. This family set up was seen by society as the most ideal family set up to have and to raise your children in. It was and still is by many people, that this is the best structure to have as the children are able to receive strength and stability from both parents, as well as, often being exposed to more opportunities and activities than other children, as the adults can share the financial burden (Luscombe, 2014).  

The single parent family will consist of one of the parents raising one or more children in a house by themselves. Typically it is more common to see the mother raising the children alone, than the father, allow it does still occur. The huge rise in single parent families is one of the most fundamental changes to happen to family structures. Families in this situation are often much better at working together to solve daily problems. For example: dividing up various chores and older children babysitting their younger siblings. If single parents do not have older children to babysit, they may have to rely on other relatives or close friends, this may limit when the parent can work, which in turn could cause potential strain on the family’s finances and have an effect on possible opportunities for the child. 

The extended family structure entails two or possibly more adults who are related, by either: blood, marriage or address. This family could include a larger amount of relatives living together, than other homes. These relatives usually have a shared goal or duty, for example: looking after children, preparing meals and various daily household chores. These family members could include grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousins. This type of family structure may arise for many different reasons, for example: financial benefits, an older member of the family being unable to care for themselves or simply because they want to live in a larger family unit. This structure is becoming increasing popular all over the world. 

A large proportion of society envisages a family as including at least one child, although there are many couples in a happy relationship or marriage that cannot have children, or simply do not want them. Often families without children are referred to in society as the “forgotten family” due to not meeting the standards of what a family is, according to society. It is also not uncommon for families with no children of their own, to play a large part in possible niece’s or nephew’s lives. 

 In the United Kingdom, more than half of people that get married eventually get a divorce, and a large proportion of these individuals choose to re-marry, or have another long-term partner. This therefore creates a step-family, which consists of two different families merging into one family structure. For example: a mother and her children could merge families with a father, with two children from a previous marriage. In the 21st century step-families are nearly as common as the nuclear family structure. Although this being said, step-family structures do often have more problems than nuclear family structures, such as: disciplinary problems and adjusting to a new family setup. In order for a step-family to run successfully and smoothly, the family must learn to work together and with their ex partners, in order to create a stable and happy home for both their children.

The amount of children being raised by their grandparents has drastically increased over the past fifty years, there are a vast amount of reasons for this. According to figures, one in fourteen children is currently or has been raised by their grandparents, without any input from either the mother or the father. This could be for various reasons, for example: the parent’s death or illness, abandonment or the parents are unfit to look after their child. Although often this can cause problems and stress for the grandparent, as they will then need to find extra sources of income in order to raise their grandchild (Michelle Blessing, 2016). These are not the only types of families in the United Kingdom, for example same-sex couples who adopt or decide to have a child through surrogacy are a type of family, as well as a close group of friends who live together. 

Family members and the structure of a family can offer each member of that family something different. For example, children bring their parents joy and often a sense of purpose. Parents can offer their children love and support throughout their life, as well as financial stability. The parents can offer each other love, support and financial stability. 

When children are first born into a family, they are taught what is right and wrong and as they get older they begin to start sharing the rest of their family’s values, goals and moral compass. The family unit is a key place in first instilling those necessary traits into a child, without a family unit, of some sort to do that, it is unlikely the child would learn to develop a work ethic or learn how to care about other people, for example. Although it is possible that the child could learn these traits elsewhere, such as school. 

In the 21st century there has been a drastic increase in the amount of time parents now finically support their children into their young adult lives. 74 percent of parents with adult children say they still financially support them, weather that is for living expenses or to help them out of debt (Matt Schulz, 2017).

According to a recent survey 96 percent of people in Britain believe that family values are important, and that they allow a child to prepare for a happy life. Although only half those people claimed that spending ‘quality time’ with their children was important in bringing them up. Nearly three-quarters of those people thought that being open and honest was important and 69 percent of people though that it was of high importance to respect older family members (The Guardian, 2017). 

Although according to studies 86 percent of the global population regularly spend their spare time with their families and 45 percent of those people would like to more often (Mindreader, 2017).  According to this statistic spending time with family members in spare time is becoming increasingly popular, even with the ever expanding distractions happening in the 21st century, this proves that family is therefore still relevant in the 21st century (Quentin Hafner, 2015). 

The forever evolving technology in the 21st century means that family members can stay connected wherever they are in the world, and since the majority of people in the United Kingdom now use a Smartphone, tablet, computer or laptop, it has encouraged people to keep in contact with family members, especially ones who have moved to a different part of the world. Various different new technologies have become crucial tools in how parents now raise their children and organise their domestic lives. Although encouraging this new technology into family homes has caused some backlash, as technology does have the potential to have negative effects on members of the family’s mental health and physical health. Brands and media sources are now being encouraged to promote using technology in a non-invasive way.  Although, if used sensibly, technology enables the busy, modern 21st century members of society to easily stay connected with any family member, anywhere in the world, at any time. With more and more people doing this, it is clear that family and family values still hold an important place in society today (Rita Ibarra, 2017). 

Overall, it is clear to see that family can be and therefore is defined differently, depending on the individual who is defining it. There are clear links between family and households and how they function. The concept of what family is has changed drastically over time. With it becoming more and more common to not have the traditional nuclear family setup, but to have different types of family setups. The more common these differing family setups become, the more normalised this will become in mainstream society.  There has already been a huge relaxation in societal attitudes to people in more complex family structures, which is overall positive as it encourages less discrimination and less stigma attached to things, such as, divorce. It is clear from research that the family unit still has an important place in the 21st century today, due to more people spending spare time with family members, adult children moving back into the family unit or within the same area. In conclusion there is no right or wrong when it comes to the ideal family structure and is all down to unique scenarios. If support, love and respect are shown in any type of family unit, then in theory that family should be a successful one. A successful family, in whatever form it comes in should advocate a positive family and individual identity, by stimulating interactions between every member and coping with daily stresses in a way which encourages flexibility and cohesiveness. 
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