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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.
Despite previous views that the family is made up traditionally of a heterosexual couple, and one or more children all living together in one occupancy (Murdock, 1949). Over several years society has seen adaptions to this definition, due to the development of many alternative family structures and changing social attitudes (Gavriel-Fried et al., 2012). Parsons and Bales (1951) focused on this traditional nuclear family, constructed of a heterosexual couple and their children, along with gendered roles, as being the ‘normal’ and most healthy family structure for society. Although many viewed this family structure as functional and as a system that was most beneficial for the adequate development and socialisation of future generations, they also held the view that any other family structure was therefore dysfunctional, whereby it was a system that did not work well and were unable to support the member within it (Walsh, 2003). Oliver and Pitt (2011) however argue that most family structures seen today have been present for many years, dating back to the post-war period when the nuclear family was established. Therefore, today, trying to compose a definition for the family is a complexed process, though the American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences (AAFC) call that a family is ‘two or more persons who share resources, share responsibility for decisions, share values and goals, and have a commitment to one another over time’ (AAFC, 2003 cited in Moore and Asay, 2013, p.24). 

The importance of the family is debated greatly as Gittins (1993) argues that though some see it as the cornerstone of society and its individuals, others view the family as a problematic setting where misery and issues are first, and most commonly experienced. (Sikes, 2013) declares that though the nuclear family was favoured by many, pre-industrial revolution this family could be considered dysfunctional as many families, especially those within the lower classes, not only consisted of a heterosexual couple and their many children, but the grandparents and possibly aunties and uncles also. Many of these families involved not only a father who owned a business or a farm which would then be passed down through male generations, but a mother who would take care of the home and the sick and elderly grandparents, and who would also socialise the future female generations to follow, meaning that the production of children was essential within this, then ‘normal’ family structure (Sikes, 2013). Although there were some designated roles and responsibilities within this family, many were shared, and it is argued that families today should adopt these traits as the insufficient quality and rising cost of care for the elderly is an increasing issue (Fine, 2007). However, Claveirole, and Gaughan (2011, p.31) disagree with this as they argue that this ‘multi-generational household’ experienced more difficulty than is shown by others as many endured ‘unplanned pregnancies, high child mortality and early adult deaths’ resulting in countless broken families. 

Post-industrial revolution led to a change in the family structure with the nuclear family and what the family meant to individuals, and the emergence of a wider class structure, as for the lower classes, mothers would continue to stay and work within the home and fathers found employment in factories with the future generations now following the same path (Sikes, 2013). However, with fathers working away and mothers being required to maintain the home, time spent as a family and attention towards the children was limited, changing the view that the importance of the family was now to earn money to get by, rather than to care and support each other (Arriaga-Suarez et al., 2016). As of this, Oliver and Pitt (2011, p.24) believe that it was during this time that the ‘ideology that a women’s place was in the home’ arose and the divide between men and women began, putting a strain on the family unit, due to long working hours for both the fathers in the factories, and the mothers trying to protect the health of family members though with only very little money. Supporting this are the views of Delphy and Leonard (1992) who believe that the nuclear family is an unequal and patriarchal system that isolates individuals within it. Despite this, Arriaga-Suarez et al (2016) declares that for the new ‘middle class,’ this strain was not so common as although fathers still worked away from the home and mothers were still ‘housewives,’ the jobs held by the males were less physically demanding and had shorter hours, leaving adequate time to be spent as a family and therefore the importance of the family for these individuals was still to care and support one another. 

Though the nuclear family continued to be the desired family structure for most of society, during both World Wars there was an emergence of female employment and new family structures as men left home to go to war, and in theory the women left behind lived the lives of a lone parent today by caring for their children and maintaining the home, they also required to replace men in the factories, and began training for roles within the hospitals to care for injured soldiers, therefore becoming the main breadwinner for the family whilst the males were away (Grayzel, 2014). This supports the view of Engels (2010) who argues that this family structure promoted capitalism as wives served their working husbands and their families for free but worked to keep the factories in business once the men had gone to war. Again, supporting this view are the arguments of Oliver and Pitt (2011) who state that as women had to work away from the home, and men were away at war, childcare services were established which meant that children were spending more time with others than with their parents, and the importance of the family declined. However, though the importance of quality family time declined, evidence shows that by the year 1918 there were 5 million women in employment and this increased to 7.2 million by 1943, with all earning paying for their families and the independence of women growing (BBC, 2014). Despite this, post-war, Bowlby’s (1957) theory of infantile attachment saw many of these women leave work and return to the home, restoring the importance of the family unit as being a supportive and nurturing environment for children, however simultaneously reinforcing the previous divide between men and women within the labour force, though many were now lone-parents due to being widowed.

Though the nuclear family is still present today, it is somewhat different to the one of the past, and this new nuclear family, along with situations faced by many post-war, has allowed for the construction of many other family systems (Claveirole and Gaughan, (2011). Fine (2004, p.185) states that families systems such as ‘lone parents, same-sex families, those that are blended through remarriage, and extended families’ are the most common types of family systems that are seen today alongside the nuclear family. Therefore, what a family means to individuals and the importance of it today differs for all, with a supporting statement from Carter and McGoldrick (1999) who state that biologically, though adoption or through legal bindings such as marriage, are the only ways in which individuals can form or join a family, indicating that the nuclear family is not the only functional and accepted family system for society today. 

Statistics from the ONS found that individuals are marrying a lot later or not at all today than in previous years with the average age being 35 years old, and the percentage of cohabiting couples increasing by 1.8 million from 1996 to 2017 (Haines, 2017). Also, the age of women having their first child has increased, from the average age being the late teens and early twenties, to now being between the ages of thirty and forty, along with the percentage of childless families doubling (Knipe, 2017). Along with this there has been a move away from the once patriarchal family with the male as the main, or only breadwinner, as today it has been found that 66 percent of families consist of a dual income from both parents and less mothers are unemployed (Claveirole and Vaughan, 2011). 

Despite this, Henty (2015) argues that many others still see all other types of family as dysfunctional within society as several live in the ideas of the past or have been socialised by older generations who did not know of any other family system other than the nuclear family. According to anthropologist Murdock (1965), the nuclear family of today, like that of before, consists of a heterosexual married couple and their child or children, and is a system where support and connections with other family members such as aunties and uncles is not as common. However, it is believed that today, the children do not have to be biologically related to these parents for the family to be labelled as nuclear (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2015). Sociologists such as (Chapman, 2004) argue that this family structure is still the most beneficial for all of society and its future generations as he believes that two parents of both sexes are needed to correctly socialise both boys and girls into society. However, although in favour of the nuclear family for efficient socialisation, Parsons (2007) declares that the family and society should not considered to be fixed, in the sense that society is everchanging and therefore the ‘correct’ family for society will differ accordingly (Parsons et al., 2007).

Due to the ever-growing life expectancy of individuals, and the rising price of residential care for the elderly, the extended family is frequently a preferred family system for many individuals today, usually made up of three generations, the grandparents, parents and children, related by blood or legal bindings, all living together, (Claveirole and Vaughan, 2011). Not only this, but this type of family is common in those who have emigrated to another country, implementing the importance of the family structure for a sense of security and belonging (Hakim-Larson, 2017).  Sarkisian and Gerstel (2012) argue that this family more beneficial for society than the nuclear family as they believe that by having more relatives within the family, the socialisation and development of the children will improve further as they have more influential bodies around them. Also, in some cases the income of the family will be higher as both parents will be able to work, leaving the grandparents to take care of the children and therefore reducing the expenditure of childcare (Fine, 2004). However, Walsh (2003) highlights the subconscious instinctive role of the woman, that if the grandparents require care from the family members, then it is commonly the mother who are required to leave work, therefore leaving the father as the main breadwinner and therefore, this family could be responsible for reinforcing the patriarchal family structure of previous generations.

However, with the acceptance of divorce, and the rate at which people are getting divorced, increasing, the lone-parent family is becoming more common within society today, typically consisting of one parent and their child or children, and although most assume it is a lone mother, a vast proportion of lone parent families consist of a lone father (Green, 2013).  Though, Donnellan (1995) strongly states that it is not only just divorce that allows for the formation of these families, but the death of the partner, or the increased acceptance of births outside of wedlock, that also allow for this family to be present in society. However, feminists argue that lone-parent families are most beneficial for mothers it allows for the independence of women to grow and the eradication of the patriarchal family structure, and society that oppressed women (Fine, 2004). Despite this, the lone-parent family is still stigmatised today with the views that it is a family structure prone to facing poverty and cannot efficiently socialise children to perform correctly in society, therefore producing delinquent children with poor educational attainment (Byrne, 2009). 

Not all lone-families stay this way though, as today there has been a rise in the number of reconstituted families due to remarriage or cohabitation post-divorce or loss of their partner, and adoption or fostering (McLaren, 2016). Usually this family recreates the structure of the nuclear family, with a heterosexual couple, and their children and step children, and therefore many accept this family type as they believe that the quality of life for the individuals within the family will be improved due to having dual earners if both parents are employed, and two different individuals who are able to socialise the children adequately (Robinson, 1980).  However, Martin (2013) disagrees with this as she argues that this system is disruptive for children and their development as these individuals as not only have they already experienced upset due to their family structure breaking down, but they have also been raised in separate ways from the other individuals within the new family unit, and therefore have different views and values that might cause conflict within the family. 

Adaptions to legislation though the years have led to the acceptance of same-sex couples and their ability to get married, therefore, today same-sex families are widely visible within society, and as technologies have also improved, the ability for these individuals to have children, both biologically and non-biologically, has grown, although to many in society this is seen as problematic and unfair on the children (Green, 2013). Fitzgibbons (2015) states that many argue, to develop fully throughout childhood the roles of both a mother and a father are distinctively crucial, and therefore same-sex couples cannot provide the same quality, or quantity of these traits. However, Hewitt (2017) believers that although studies have found no difference between the children of same-sex parents, compared to that of heterosexual parents, this family structure is healthier as there is no unequal distribution of labour between the partners.

Although many ideas of the family today include the effects the family type has on a child, not all families today include children, however, due to their innocence, Edwards (2009) believes that the children of today are the best for promoting the acceptance of these ‘other’ family systems, as they view the ‘family’ as the individuals who live with them regardless of their sex, gender, relationship status or biological connection to them. Despite the view held by Calveirole and Vaughan (2011) that the importance of family has diminished compared to previous years, to countless others, and through the explanations of these ‘new’ family structures, the family still holds a vast importance within individuals lives with regards to socialisation, the development of children, and mental health and well-being.
 
Socialisation is the cornerstone for survival in society as it teaches individuals what society expects from them with regards to the norms and values of the society they live in, and therefore Freeman and Showel (1953) argue that the importance of the family is portrayed through this process as it contributes most to the early socialisation of individuals. Flanagan (1951) supports this view as she argues that this primary socialisation is a fundamental aspect to the efficient development of children, as through this process they are influenced by those closest to them, usually their parents and other immediate family members. All families socialise their children in different ways, and although possibly without intention, some parents socialise their children into their own way of life rather than society’s way of life, for example parents within a nuclear family may not express the acceptance of same-sex families or lone-parent families to their children because they do not have experience of this situation (Lumen, 2018). Though many argue that these families are disruptive to children and society, in support of this, Edwards (2009) argues that families such as lone-parent and same-sex are the best at socialising children into the society of today as these children are more likely to be accepting to all family types through the socialisation of the parent or parents as although they might think of their family as the  ‘normal’ family type, when introduced to other family systems they are faced with discrimination from others due to their family structure, rather than being discriminatory towards others. 

The family is also vital for the healthy development of children as secure attachment and a happy environment are two of the main factors that support the growth of a child (Robinson, 2007). Bowlby (1999) argues that attachment is fundamental for survival along with having diverse effects on the way children form relationships in later life, and though a child might have several other attachment figures present within the first stages of their lives, he declares that the mother is the most important figure of attachment to achieve healthy development. Thus, according to this theory, any family with a mother should be considered suitable within society and their children should develop and perform at the same rate without any implications, however this is not the case as children who live in lone-parent families perform worse in school that those who live with both parents, and lone mothers make up nearly all of lone-parent families (Public Health Wales Observatory, 2012). However, Lindon and Brodie (2016) disagree with Bowlby as they argue that it is not only the mothers who children have strong attachments to, and therefore are able to develop efficiently, indicating that so long as the children have some attachment figure, and adequate love and care, all family types are functional enough to allow for healthy and positive development of children. 

The well-being of children goes hand in hand with their development as unhappy children do not develop as well as happy children, and development influences the happiness of children (Bradford, 2012). As it has been discussed, many view the nuclear family as the best struutre for producing the happies children and the most positive well-being due to their heterosexual, dual-parent environment, however, Golombok (2015) argues that the family structure does not influence the well-being of a child, however it s the way in which the families act that has the biggest effect, meaning that so long as the family is supportive, stable and caring then a child’s well-being will be positive. 

Despite this, although Green (2013) argues that the negatives effects of divorce are only temporary. Bradshaw and Mayhew (2005, p.32) regardless of describing the unhappiness and changes of behaviour of these children, due to separation, as a ‘period’ that the child will go through, they also declare that the income and lifestyles that these children experience decreases and therefore the unhappiness and poor well-being continue, and this is the same for those children in lone-parent families Moving forward from the separation and divorce stage, Dunn and Deater-Deckard (2001) declare that the introduction of step-families create tension and unhappiness in a child’s life, leaving them with confusion and mixed feelings about the new step-parent, therefore affecting their well-being. Supporting this is the view of Rogers and Pryor (1998) who state that this negative well-being greatly effects the education and future relationships of elder children, along with many other areas of life. 

Thus, today the notation of ‘family’ is complexed and diverse, with the introduction of new meanings and the transitions over several years it is difficult to fully understand what the true meaning of family is, however Fine (2004, p.185) declares that today the underpinning reason for the family is ‘love.’ Despite, the beliefs that adaptions to the family has led to a decrease in the importance of the family within society and has resulted in weaker family structures (Cheal, 2002).  It has been found that no family type is best suited for society as all families are different and not one individual is the same, and though some argue that the nuclear family is still the most desirable, the acceptance and formation of new family structures is continuously increasing (Green, 2013). 
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