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Within this essay, I am going to explore with evidence, whether the concept of family has changed prior to the 21st century, up to this day and age. I am going to analyse how it has an impact, particularly focussing on gender ideologies, and how it relates to them. Furthermore, this assignment will analyse gender roles in relation to societal constructivism, roles within the family and what this means, and the impact of this on mental health.
Firstly, what is family? How do we define family, and make sense of a word that could be argued to be a social construct within itself? Sanner, C., Ganong, L., & Coleman, M. (2021) argues that ‘social construction theory, usually attributed to Berger and Luckmann (1967), is a widely utilized perspective that spans numerous disciplines. The basic tenet of social constructionism is that knowledge is socially constructed via communication and interactions with others (Braithwaite et al., 2018; Gergen, 1994). When applied to families, social construction focuses on how family members construct, maintain, repair, and change shared understandings (Braithwaite et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, within the 1950’s, we came to an understanding that a family consisted of a man, woman, and one or more children. The IPSOS Reid Poll (2010) states that ‘As recently as 2010 80% of Canadians considered that: 2 heterosexual parents plus children equals the ideal family’. This became evident as the ‘nuclear family’. Murdock (1949) states that ‘(the family) includes adults of both sexes, at least two of whom maintain a socially approved sexual relationship, and one or more children, own or adopted, of the sexually cohabiting couple’. The nuclear family as Murdock (1949) suggests, consists of two adults of both sexes (white) and of middle class, being involved sexually in a socially accepted relationship with one or more children. Why was this the ideal? Society has constructed that a strong family system will provide more support financially, emotionally and physically. Functionalists also believe that the nuclear family was the universal basic family form. Stanley, S (2020) argues that ‘From the standpoint of biology, sociology, psychology, or of different faiths, it is widely accepted that little humans have advantages if they are looked after by two adults sharing a bond. Although scholars can argue the reasons why, and there are plenty of exceptions to the general case, a strong commitment between two parents is a fundamental good. That will often take the form of a nuclear family, which may or may not be further connected in a community’. 
On the other hand, Professor Albert Weale (2010) argues that just after the second world war ‘there were higher rates of marriage break-up, marital unhappiness and violence towards women and children than is realised, partly because divorce was financially and legally inaccessible to all but middle- and upper-class men’. He continues to say that ‘not until 1978 were men legally restrained from beating their wives’. 
Furthermore, within the 21st century, Oxford Dictionary (2011) definition of family differs completely. ‘A set of parents and children, or of relations, living together or not’. This definition was released a year after The Equality Act (2010) and suggests that we are living in an era where the idea of family is constructed to each individual within society, and that being a protected characteristic is socially accepted, and that same-sex relationships are no longer taboo. Coltrane & Collins, (2001) suggest that ‘Each era legitimises a particular version of family’. They suggest that each family is fluid by definition and by construct to blend, fit and arguably adapt with what is needed at that time. A chameleon. 
On another note, could the nuclear family be seen as narcissistic? The mother and children who claim no identity and are to do as instructed by the father. Especially within upper class capitalist families, striving for that unreachable sense of perfection and identity. A life that will never truly be fulfilled to it’s desires. Philipson, I (2002) argues that ‘After an examination of psychoanalytic theory and original historical material on family life, it is suggested that narcissism is ultimately rooted in a family situation which isolates mothers from adult companionship, denies their needs for meaningful work, and enforces their exclusive responsibility for child rearing’. Adding to this, Elkind, D (2009) argues that it is in fact children that are affected by the nuclear family structure, and that this family ideology could lead to narcissism in children. ‘In a detailed comparison of the modern and postmodern family structures, focussing on how postmodern parents misperceive their children, Rinsley (1980) contended that these misperceptions and their attendant child-rearing practices are conclusive to the development of borderline and narcissistic conditions in children’ Elkind, D (2009). 
Furthermore, society has constructed gender roles to constitute a family. Prior to the 21st century, a loving, yet emotional mother to stay at home and partake in traditional roles such as, cooking, cleaning and taking care of the children; a masculine father, the man of the house, who is viewed as a strong male role model to the family and the breadwinner. The children to attend school, partake in light household chores and to look after younger siblings. Children are taught at a young age what is expected of them within their gender role and within the family unit. 
Additionally, gender roles and ideologies have arguably changed within the 21st century. Men and women seem to take on more egalitarian roles within the family, and complete each necessary task when needed, rather than depending on gender role ideologies. Especially now, because we must consider the fact of same-sex couples. Ultimately, evidence shows that the definition of family is changing as time moves forward. In 2024, there is a relaxation of societal attitudes towards the definition of family; what fits, and what doesn’t. It is no longer seen as unusual to be involved in a ‘complicated’ family structure. Modern families are no longer being made up of married parents living with their children. ‘Families are now a mix of stepfamilies, blended families, cohabitating parents, single parent families and parents that are married or in a civil partnership’ ONS (No Date). The rate of married parent families is also declining. ‘7 in 10 households are still headed up by married couples, but this is now declining’ ONS (No Date). 
[bookmark: _Hlk184493206]Furthermore, mental health issues are more prevalent now, especially in men. Men are expected to be strong emotionally, hard-faced and lead the family, when it has succumbed to reality that this isn’t the case. Toxic masculinity plays a big role in the male suicide epidemic and not being able to feel their feelings or even grieve as they should be the protector. Bilsker & White (2011) suggests that ‘A statistical overview demonstrates a shockingly high rate of death by suicide for men compared with women’. Bilsker & White (2011) continues to state that ‘Men’s lack of social support, relative to that available to women, has been implicated as a risk factor in male suicide. An interview-based study of men who had attempted suicide suggested that social stressors—family breakdown, overwork, employment insecurity—often combined with alcohol or drug abuse, are understudied contributors to male suicide’. 
Furthermore, women are still seen as the emotional and caring gender, although it is now socially acceptable for them to be viewed as more than just a housewife and caregiver of children. Bradley (1999) argues that ‘There is general social concern about the changing roles of women and men, both in employment and at home. At times this concern has veered towards becoming a moral panic, over issues such as rising male unemployment and it’s effects upon young men, the takeover of jobs by well-qualified young women, the challenge to the traditional notion of the male breadwinner as more women enter employment, the crisis of masculinity and the breakdown of the family. Journalists have highlighted the idea that Britain is experiencing a ‘genderquake’ in employment’. 
Additionally, Children prior to the 21st century were to be seen and not heard. Their feelings were not validated, and children’s mental health was not considered or even recognised. Mental health illness in general was not examined or understood. Many that displayed symptoms of mental health issues were condemned to an asylum. Stanford, J (2014) states that ‘It is sadly apparent that mental health was not well understood in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The prevailing view at the time was one of institutionalisation, and many people with learning disabilities or mental health conditions found themselves sent to asylums and other similar institutions, to live apart from the rest of society. These institutions may have been seen as places of treatment, where people could be given specialised care, but they were also places of segregation’. The Child’s Society (2024). Additionally, evidence shows that prior to the 21st century, mental health illness was more associated with learning disabilities, rather than treating mental illness as a sole factor. Hollingsworth, E (1996) states that ‘Mental health services in England has had more influence on people with learning disabilities than on mental health service clients.’ The Mental Health Act (1983) was a huge step forward in acknowledging that mental illness does exist, and that people deserve to be treated for it, and humanely. The Mental Capacity Act (2005) was also designed to ensure that individuals that weren’t psychologically fit to make decisions for themselves had their best interests considered of medical issues, daily activities, etc.
Within the 21st century, children’s duties are usually to go to school and gain a ‘normal’ childhood of play and socialising with peers. Handell (2006) states that ‘socialisation is the process by which the newborn organism is transformed into a social person, a person capable of interacting with others. Interacting with others implies several different kinds of activities – carrying on a conversation; forming affectionate ties; participating in many kinds of organisations, such as a school classroom, a social club, a church’. It implies by research that children’s mental health is increasing with time. ‘In the last three years, the likelihood of young people having a mental health problem has increased by 50%’ The Child’s Society (2024). Within the 21st century, the importance of mental health has been researched and understood by many. Not just for children, but society in children. It is paramount to note understand that children play a different role than to be seen and not heard. They have a voice and are now seen as equalitarians within the family role. Mind (2024) states that ‘There was a 34-percentage point increase in the number of children and young people referred with anxiety in Wales between 2015/16 and 2022/23’. They continue to say that ‘1 in 5 school-age child or young person has a mental health difficulty. Only a third were able to access treatment last year in England’ Mind (2024). There are several charities available such as, Mind, CALM, and The Trevor Project. And specialised therapies like counselling and CBT are also available to those that need it. These professionals will understand the symptoms and illnesses and treat the individual as a person, rather than viewing them as their illness. The Social Model of Disability was ‘developed by disability rights activists in the 1970s and 80s—suggests that if societies were set up and constructed in a way that was accessible for people with disabilities, those individuals would not be restricted from full participation in the world around them. In other words, the social model of disability views the origins of disability as the mental attitudes and physical structures of society, rather than a medical condition’ Buder, S et al (2024). 
Furthermore, The Child’s Society (2024) argues that ‘Given the prevalence of mental health problems in children and young people, it's no surprise that psychotherapists on TikTok have amassed millions of followers and likes over the past year’. We recognise also that a lot of individuals that suffer with mental health illness are viewed as their illness, rather than the person they are. The medical model of disability demonstrates that ‘A consequence of the medical model of disability is that people with disabilities often report feeling socially excluded, undervalued, and treated as if they are completely incapacitated or objects of pity’ Buder, S et al (2024). 

Research argues that children are and have been taking on ‘parentified’ roles to fulfil the needs of the family. Chase, N (1999) states that ‘Parentification, the parental child, role reversal, and generational boundary dissolution are concepts directly mentioned or implicated in literature on children of alcoholics and familial alcoholism, co-dependency, sexual abuse, single parent families, the impact of parental death or mental illness on the family, marital conflict, divorce, addictive relationships, attachment styles, infant and child development, identity development and adolescent separation’. This seems to apply to non-traditional family units, as research shows. Lewis, R (2021) states that a parentified child is parental role reversal and that ‘instead of giving to their child, the parent takes from them. In this role reversal, the parent may relegate duties to the child. At other times, the child voluntarily takes them on. Either way, the child learns that taking over the duties of the parent is the way to maintain closeness to them.’ Some research argues that the effects of parental role reversal can be a good thing. Lewis, R (2021) also adds that ‘Children are pretty resilient. We’ve already said that some level of responsibility can help a child’s development — but 2020 research takes things further. The researchers suggest that sometimes, parentification can actually give a child feelings of self-efficacy, competence, and other positive benefits. It seems that when a child feels positively about the person they’re caring for and the responsibilities that come with the role of caregiver, the child develops a positive self-image and feelings of self-worth.’
Furthermore, mental health is a living epidemic within the Uk in the 21st century, and there is no surprise that people are reaching out on social media platforms to convey and express how important awareness is, but also to provide a platform for comfort for people living with these illnesses. Social media can be a great tool to give individuals a voice and express how they feel, promotion and ideas; but it can also be used in a negative way. It is now evident to see that some parents have become addicted to social media platforms such as TikTok and Instagram and are neglecting their children due to trying to portray this ‘perfect family’ image, when their children/adolescent’s needs are not being met. 
In addition to this, Bashir, R et al (2022) argues that ‘parental disregard is a powerful interpreter of adolescent’s behavioural problems’ and displays that ‘research findings have looked at and found erratic correlations with the relationship believed to exist between parental neglect and teenage conduct disorder’ regarding the social media addictions of parental neglect. 
To conclude, we have explored the concept of family prior to the 21st century and within. We have established that the concept of family has changed completely regarding the concept itself, gender role ideologies, and the way in which social constructivism has changed itself. It is evident with research that the concept of family has become fluid, in the respect that we are moving and changing with it in each era. Evidence has shown that us as a society has moved away from the ‘traditional’ style family, and the ‘nuclear’ family to be the ideal family. We have discovered that this ideology does not fit society within the 21st century, and that the concept of family is a lot more complex than expected. 
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