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Question/Title - Critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether ‘families’ are still important in today’s society.

The aim of this essay is to focus on ‘families’. The essay will firstly give an overview of what constitutes a family by giving examples of different types of families. The essay will discuss the components that make a family exploring whether it is stronger or weaker. Moving on to discuss the relationship between the individual and the family and the risks in a contemporary society. The essay will explore types of families and the tensions between the individuals/families within a contemporary society. Exploring cultural families, and the structure of families. Then the essay will look at the ONS which is the Office for National Statistics and The Boomerang Generation and explore the demo graph of different types of families in the UK today and looking at their current situation. Lastly, this essay will discuss whether families are still important today and looking at both sides whether yes/no. This essay will also explore theories and policies throughout. 

To give an overview of a ‘Family’ it’s a word that people look at differently. A family is known to be the ‘fundamental group’ within society and the likely surroundings for the development and ‘well-being’ for the family and the children (Carpenter, 2010). Likewise, a family can be ‘married’, ‘civil-partnered’ or ‘cohabiting couple’ which can mean with or without children (ONS, 2017). However, there are different types of families e.g. Nuclear families, same sex families, extended families. Corbett (2004) states how the word ‘Nuclear family’ was introduced to portray an ‘average family’ which forms from a mother and father with two children. However, as previously discussed, new types of families have formed over the years and to some families they are their ‘traditional family’. By saying that, Corbett (2004) explains how the ‘traditional family’ which was known as a mother, father and two children is now being ‘questioned’. The reason behind this is due to new family types emerging. However, there is no ‘stereotype’ on how a family should look like. However, Sherif-Trask and Hammon (2007) suggests how the ‘study’ on ‘families’ commenced with the belief that the ‘Western European Nuclear’ model of families was ‘normative’. It goes on to explain that the ‘families’ are made to be ‘structured’ to encounter the needs of who are ‘defined’ as ‘family members’. 



Looking at what constitutes families, it relies on the changes within society. In todays’ society, there are many diverse families and there is no correct reason to explain what constitutes a family as Erera (2002) argues that the belief on ‘one family structure’ suits all needs to be forgotten. Reasons behind this is families today are ‘too diverse’ meaning routines are uniquely different to be able to fit in one type of ‘family model’. Moreover, there is not one type of family that is better than others, each have their own ‘unique’ assets, benefits, strengths and each family face their own life ‘challenges’ (Erera, 2002). Numerous difficulties that ‘diverse families’ ‘experience’ is down to the challenges outside of the family. These factors include, ‘discrimination’, living in poverty, insufficient social support for families. To ensure diverse families are stable in todays’ society they need supported ‘housing, health’ and wellbeing attention, employment that offers good policies, legislations that support families with children. Current policies that are in place to help families is from Gov.uk (2018) which is the ‘child tax credits’. To give an overview of what this policy means, a household is entitled to claim child tax credits who are ‘responsible’ of children who are 16 or under and under 20 if in education. The amount of tax credit the household will be eligible for is due to how many children there are. Secondly, child benefits is another policy in place Gov.uk (2018) states that a household can be eligible for child benefits again only for children under 16, however under 20 if they have continued with education. The government also introduced the support for families’ policy paper 2010-2015. This policy was introduced to work along other ‘authorities’ and ensure children get back in education, decrease the numbers in ‘youth crime’ and ensuring that ‘adults’ have employment. The government will work with the ‘local authorities’ who will then work alongside families to support them with their problems and deprived behaviour Gov.uk (2015). 

There are numerous components that make a family strong/weaker, it relies mostly on families from different ‘historical periods’. Firstly, looking at different cultural families. Sherif-Trask and Hammon (2007) explains how ‘culture’ is vital within the learning of ‘diverse families’. Culture is a word that defines the vibrant ‘process’ that has an influence on the communication with other family members and which is ‘passed’ on through ‘generations’. Thus, ‘Culture’ also defines numbers factors such as learning the ‘shared beliefs’, morals, conduct, ‘symbols’ and manners. Looking at American Culture and how the effects on ‘family structure’ has changed. Years ago in America, most men were employed in ‘manufacturing’ and back then it was the norm but now that has dramatically changed to ‘less than four in ten’ whilst ‘five in ten’ now work in ‘white collar’ employment. These changes are seen to be due to important rises in ‘educational attainment’ across family ‘generations’ (Bengston, et al, 2003). Another example of a cultural viewpoint is the elder care should be given by the members of the family themselves. However, on the other hand a different viewpoint looks at the elder care should be done through a ‘nursing home’ (Sherif-Trask and Hammon, 2007). Having said that, family cultures are often different in most countries. However, if family members decide to be the carer for the elder of the families then the Families and Children act 2014 covers the right to flexible working, thus, any family member have the right to reach the requirements of being a carer (Gov.uk, 2014). 

Moving on to explore the relationship that is between an individual and the ‘family’ by looking at it through a contemporary sustainable society. Research by Mokomane (2012) shows that two words which are ‘Family Capital’ and ‘Family Resilience’. Both provide differently to an individual. Firstly, ‘Family Capital’ delivers supporting capitals and improves the ‘capacity’ of the ‘individual family member’, this to ensure they achieve their existing and ‘future’ ambitions. However, that said, the ‘Family Resilience’ indicates the power of ‘families’ to endure from the upsetting challenges in life. Moreover, further research states that the family setting in which a child ‘grows up’ is the vital ‘predictor’ on the consequences of their future (Mokomane, 2012). To put it another way, growing up in a ‘low income household’ and parents feeling the financial pressure the individuals often ‘experience’ the risks that later affect their future such as wanting job or succeeding academically also affecting their ‘behaviour’. That said, growing up through a stable family household and having the positive upbringing indicates the individual has a strong communication, affectionately and the support needed for successful academic future. In comparison with that, having the upbringing through a stable and wealthy household doesn’t always mean an individual’s future will also be stable. Indivdual’s from those types of household can also experience ‘behavioural problems’ including substance abuse (Mokomane, 2012). Through engaging with the relationship between the individual and the family and how the risks such as behavioural problems, substance abuse, poor academic skills and employment future affect society. Now looking at the tensions between a family in a contemporary society and a sustainable community. An overview of sustainability is guaranteeing a better ‘quality of life’ for people now and for future ‘generations’. However, a sustainable community focuses on many key points but looking closely at two important ones which are the ‘prosperous economy’ and the ‘social-wellbeing’ (The Sustainable Development Commission, unknown). The economy improves skills academically and through employment also meets the needs of ‘local jobs, services’. The social-wellbeing occurs from the safety, support, ‘familiarity’ of different types of ‘social groups’ by respecting the diversity in tradition and cultural settings. Tensions within society today reflects on poverty, single-parent families, unemployment, discrimination towards cultural families etc. With the support from sustainable communities it helps provide a ‘local economy’ ensuring work and prosperity. They hope to ensure decent homes to solve the issue on poor housing conditions which refers to families in poverty. The hope to change ‘housing supply’ which influences the burden of ‘affordability’, this refers to families who are unable to support themselves such as single-parent families, underclass families etc (The Sustainable Development Commission, unknown). 

Looking at different types of families in a contemporary society today and what has changed. The Nuclear family is the ‘normalised’ type of family where you have two parents and two children. Cheal (2008) suggests how ‘policies’ support the foundation of a ‘nuclear family’. ‘Ideology’ is a word that links with the ‘ideological’ explanations about the ordinary ‘gender’ variances in ‘family life’. Only in recent years, women have started to become more equal to men as of years ago with equal pay, equal job roles etc. Cheal (2008) explains how within a ‘nuclear family’ the women had working husbands to support them and the role of the women would be ‘motherhood’. Therefore, that is evidence that ‘nuclear families’ in today’s society has changed with women working equal to the men and not having their job referred to as ‘motherhood’. ‘Single-Parent families’ is a family you wouldn’t often see years ago, but as society has changed more children now have their upbringing within a ‘single parent family’. Cheal (2008) explains how ‘single-parent families’ have become more aware as figures have increased in ‘western societies’. The evidence to show the difference in recent years is that years ago being a ‘single-parent family’ was due to the death of a parent but in today’s society its due to parents ‘divorcing’ or separating. ‘Feminists’ find ‘single-parent families’ a worry as its often the ‘mother’ who is the single parent. Having said that, Cheal (2008) also claims that in America, there has been a dramatic rise in single-parent family lead by the mother. What’s more interesting is many of these families are living beneath the ‘poverty line’. The single-family ‘households’ are often amongst the working deprived and ‘underclass’. To support this, the family and children act 2014 was introduced which covers a lot of things to do with families and children. By discussing single-parent families the act covers free school meals. This is to help support the single parent to ensure the child/children eat whilst in school (Gov.uk, 2014).


Looking at the statistics on the current family dynamics. The boomerang generation (2012) looks at the statistics on young adults aged from 25-34 that are still living under the same roof as their parents due to circumstances such as economy problems. By saying that, it states that ‘78%’ were happy with their ‘living arrangements’ and ‘77%’ were positive about their finances in the future. What’s more interesting is looking at how society is changing, with housing becoming exceptionally expensive which results in young adults not being able to afford the rent, mortgage or the bills. On the other hand, by looking at the ‘social class’ types of families, if a family is a ‘high class’ or a ‘middle class’ family then being able to afford a house will not be an issue as the family are financially strong enough to support. However, being a ‘low class’ and a ‘working class’ family results in not able to give the financial support. Furthermore, by discussing current family dynamics, The ONS family and households (2017) state key points explaining that in 2017 there was a ‘15%’ rise in families with ’19.0 million’ than 1996 which had ’16.6 million’. The most common families in 2017 were seen to be ‘married’ or ‘civil partnered’. What’s more interesting to see that it shows more ‘young males’ were living at home than females. 32% aged between 20 to 34 were living with their parents. Moreover, it also looks at family types with and without ‘dependent children’. Statistics show that there were ‘4,944’ married couples with children. Only 6 same sex married family with children, yet only in 2014 marriage between same sex couple was legalised in England and Wales. Single parent families in 2017 had ‘1,781’ children. ONS states that the families without ‘dependent children’ could mean they have ‘non-dependent children’ or there are households without children (The ONS family and households, 2017). 

In view of everything that has been discussed throughout about the focus on families. Are they still important in society today? Knowles and Holmstrom (2003) expresses that families are still important for both people and ‘society’. The reasons behind this are even when families’ breakdown and children are taken into care for various reasons, every individual when growing up feel a ‘connection’ to a family or something close enough to a family. Most people are born into a family whether they chose not to. Another reason is families are an important step in a Childs’ ‘education’ as they are the main people to help support the children on being ‘successful’. Families also hold an impact on an individuals’ uniqueness such as their ‘values and beliefs’. However, in regards to society, families educate the children on the way ‘society works’ and help learn to become the generation of that society. Knowles and Holmstrom (2003) also argues that not every family have the same ‘values and beliefs’ on the upbringing of the children but the main point is that ‘society’ needs families the same as families need ‘society’. Linking both families, children and society in with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory. Jerome (2013) explains the first step of the pyramid is the ‘psychological needs’ which involves ‘oxygen, food and water’. If a person were to be disadvantaged from all needs, these are the three key things people would look for. The next step is safety needs, Jerome (2013) claims how children often show the signs of ‘insecurity’ and the urge of needing to be ‘safe’. Lastly, the third step out of five needs is the need for ‘love, affection and belongingness’. This step comes after an individual have their ‘psychological needs’. People pursue to overcome the feeling of loneliness but the urge for being in a family is having the ‘love and affection’ also the feeling of belonging somewhere.  

To conclude, researching families in todays' society, it shows that there are many diverse families such as nuclear family, same sex family, single-parent families and extended families and having previously discussed above there is no correct reason to explain what constitutes a family as each one have their own unique structure. To ensure diverse families are stable in todays' society they need supported 'housing and health’, wellbeing attention, employment that offers good policies, legislations that support families with children. That said, Gov.uk have many policies which support families and children, they also have policies against discrimination which supports family types such ‘same sex couples’. Also, there are legislations in place to support and protect families in need such as single parent families. Through researching and finding the statistics on the boomerang generation (2012) which showed young adults from the age 25-34 were still living at home with their parents which was down to the problem of not being to financially support themselves with living alone and the cost of housing. To enable young adults to become independent more support is needed to ensure they can live financially stable. As previously discussed, being in a ‘high class family’ means young adults have the support they need whereas young adults in lower class families are struggling. In view of that, no matter what family class or how financially stable a family is, the main key factors that are needed are love, health and belonging, therefore, family is still important in today’s society as Knowles and Holmstrom (2003) stated 'society' needs families the same as families need 'society'.
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