1501192	SJSI6022	Assignment One
Critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether ‘families’ are still important in today’s society. 
Sociological theories define family as the basic stepping block of social organisation. In a pre-modern and modern society, the family is seen as one that carries out essential tasks such as socialising children (Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008). Murdock (1949, cited in Harlambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008) defines the family as a group that are characterized by common residence, economic cooperation and reproduction. It typically includes two adults that have a socially accepted sexual relationship and one or more children, whether they are adopted or their own. The Oxford Dictionary defines a family as a group of parents and their children and a group descended from a common ancestor (Harper Collins Publishers, 2008). Referring to the part ‘contemporary world’ this is defined as a modern time or a present world (Farlex Inc, 2018). The term society comes from the Latin word ‘socious’ which means companionship or association. A society can be defined as a group of individuals that associate themselves with each other through social links or as a source of social relationships which continuously changes (Farrooq, U. 2011 cited in Study Lecture Notes, 2011). The social and political movement of women such as birth control and the divorce act (British Library, 2013) and how these have changed what constitutes family will be explored. An exploration of different types of families and the positives and negatives of a family will then be explored to reflect on if ‘families’ are still important in todays society. 
Before World War One the main family type was the nuclear family, consisting of a father, mother and their offspring. The father would be responsible for going out to work and being the head of family, he would be the bread winner. In 1916 a law called ‘conscription’ was created where all men aged between 18-41 had to go and fight. Before this the wives were often seen as housewives, their role was to cook and clean for the family and home. In World War One there was an increase in women taking on jobs outside of the home, working as nurses or as land girls in the Countryside. However, these were sexualised roles as they were caring jobs (BBC, 2018). The nuclear family is also known as the ‘cereal packet family’ found by Edmund Leach (1967). This image was broadcasted through television adverts of a husband, wife and their offspring sitting down eating cereal. He recognised that through the power of media this advert was creating a normalised social construct and assumption of what a family should consist of (Leach, 1967 cited in sociologytwynham, 2008). Feminist Barrie Thorne (1992, cited in sociologytwynham, 2008) strongly argued against the cereal packet family as she believed that the image was monolithic as it ignored diverse family structures and was a stereotypical image of what best describes a family. Thorne suggests that the importance of a nuclear family within a contemporary society has declined. 
The 1969 Divorce Reform Act was an influential political and social movement which saw an increase in single parent households. Before this divorce was deemed upon as it was a scandal. In 1971, a couple could divorce on the grounds of ‘irretrievable breakdown of the marriage’. Changing attitudes, liberations and expectations of marriage has meant that overall there has been a huge increase in divorce rates. In 1971, this led to 50,000 divorces increasing to 150,000 a decade later. In the first decade of the 20th Century there was one divorce for every 450 marriages (Parliament, no date). In 2002, the Child Support and Pensions and Social Security Act was passed. In the event of two parents separating the absent parent had to pay an amount of their income towards maintenance for their offspring, which would be given to the other parent. This act made it a lot easier for single-parent families to exist as a couple no longer had to stay together because of being financially scared. A single parent family could now live happily, both emotionally and financially (Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008). In the 21st century there has been a decline in divorce rates but also in marriages, there is now less emphasis on marriage as it is no longer seen as the norm due to changing attitudes and values (Parliament, no date). The 1969 Divorce Act and changing attitudes regarding marriage has meant that a family no longer consists of just a nuclear set-up but is now constituted by single-parent households too. 
The contraceptive pill being introduced through the National Health Service (NHS) in 1961 was an influential social and political movement for women, as well as family structures. The pill was prescribed to older women who already had children and did not want anymore but in 1974 the pill could be prescribed to single women. This was liberating for women as it meant that they were in control of their bodies and lives. It allowed women the choice of when or if they wanted children, the choice of remaining or going back into education, as well focusing on their careers. In 2011 in England and Wales it was estimated that two million women took the pill. It was estimated that 70% of women will have taken the contraceptive pill at some stage in their life (Café, R. 2011 cited in BBC, 2011). In England in 2015/16, 30% of 16-19-year olds were on long acting reversible contraceptives (LARCs). These statistics showed that 53% LARCs being taken was 35-44-year olds (Statista, 2018). The introduction of the pill changed what constitutes family, as it enabled smaller family groups to exist. 
Statistics for England and Wales were released by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) on the 24th November 2017. They showed that women born in 1971 had much smaller families and were more likely to not have children than those born in 1944 (ONS, 2017). The Telegraph released a follow-up article, at which it’s statistics were focused on women aged 45 from different generations. It stated how the number of women not having children had doubled in a generation. It stated how 9% of women born in 1946 had no children, 18% of women born in 1971, 18% of women born in 1976, increasing again as half of women born in 1986 had no children. The reasons for childless families are due to women postponing their decision to have children, decline in marriage, perceived costs of having children and women focusing on their careers (Rudgard, O. 2017 cited in The Telegraph, 2017). Although the position of women has improved through changes in legislations allowing women to be independent in an interview on Loose Women, Kelly Brook stated how she wished children had been more of a focus when she was younger. Kelly being in her late thirties felt like she was ‘up against’ her biological clock to have children. Kelly Brook spoke about how her time was spent focusing on her career that the thought of having a family was left behind. She discussed how if she’d have known in her twenties how difficult having children would be then she would have perhaps made different life style choices (Mail Online, 2018). Social changes of attitudes and acceptability regarding a childless lifestyle and the introduction of the contraceptive pill has led to an increase in child-less families (Rudgard, O. 2017 cited in The Telegraph, 2017). This has led to more different dynamics as to what constitutes family, as a family could now consist of nuclear, single-parent, small and child-less families. 
The phrase blood is thicker than water may not be the case for many individuals. For many individuals they may feel it is the other way around; water is thicker than blood. The Government released a report showing that the number of children looked after in 2016-17 in England was on the rise (Department for Education, 2017). NSPCC defines looked after children (LAC) as a child who is being looked after under their local authority. They may live with foster parents, a residential children’s home or at home with their parents while being supervised by social services (NSPCC, 2018). The statistics showed that the amount of LAC had increased over the past nine years and that by March 31st, 2017 there were 72,670 children who were in care, this number included those who were adopted. 53% were under a voluntary agreement under section 20 of the Children Act 1989. In the year ending 31st March 2017; 32,810 children started to be looked after, from these 200 children were adopted and 180 had a residence or child arrangement order (Department for Education, 2017). The Welsh Government released statistics which showed that by 31st March 2017, 5,955 children were in care in Wales. In Carmarthenshire there were 205 and in Powys 155. The Welsh local authority with the highest number of children in care was Cardiff with 720 being looked after, the local authority with the lowest number of LAC was Ceredigion with 75 (Stats Wales, 2017). In a contemporary world and based on these LAC statistics what constitutes family does not have to be a biological link but a family unit that offers care, love and support. 
Frozen food company McCain released a campaign which celebrates families of all kinds (Jardine, A. 2018 cited in Creativity, 2018). The influence was that half of British people did not believe that the media reflected modern families and that 84% of their consumers could not remember an advert that portrayed a family like theirs prior to the McCain advert (Srivastav, 2017 cited in The Drum, 2017). The voice over on the advert starts off by saying ‘when it comes to family, what is normal? Normal isn’t normal’. The set-up of the advert is families coming together at the dinner table, it shows single parents both male and female, same-sex, working, stay at home, adoptive mums and dads as well as long distance parents. Throughout the advert the voice over states all the different families by saying ‘I’m doing this on my own mums’, ‘two daddies’, ‘long distance daddies’ and ‘your friends are your family, who you got to choose’. The advert then ends by saying ‘families come in all shapes and sizes’ (Jardine, A. 2018 cited in Creativity, 2018). Sociologists recognise the variations of family structures but insist on labelling them such as; nuclear, reconstituted, extended, horizontal and vertical extensions of families (Haralambos and Holborn, 2008). The McCain advert received praise for promoting different family structures but also received backlash when the advert cut from 60 to 30 seconds, cutting out gay couples. The Guardian in a follow-up report stated how the same-sex couple received abuse from being on the advert, since then McCain have released a statement saying that the couple were not cut out due to abuse. McCain stated how they are still using same-sex couples throughout their campaign by using other forms of social media (Srivastav, T. 2017 cited in The Drum, 2017). Within society today there are diverse family structures which constitutes family, this is evident with the McCain advert. 
Sociologist George Peter Murdock (1949) researched whether family was a universal social institution. Taking a sample of 250 societies, varying from small hunting to industrial ones. He found that although the societies were different in the way they functioned, there was a form of family life in them. Therefore, Murdock believes that the family is universal. Until the 1960’s sociologists started to question the importance and benefits of family life. It was feminists, psychologists and Marxists that investigated the darker side of family. Social changes in society has meant that the importance of a nuclear family has been under-pinned due to co-habiting couples, rise in divorce rates, single-parent families as well as single parent households (Murdock, G. 1949 cited in Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008). 
The Office for National Statistics released a report on November 8th, 2017 regarding families and households. It showed there were 19 million families in the UK, a 15% increase from 16.6 million families in 1996. In 2017, the most common family type was the married or civil partner couple families which amounted to 12.9 million. Statistics showed there were 3.9 million individuals aged 16-64 years old living alone (ONS, 2017). The increase in the number of individuals living alone is due to changes within legislation enabling individuals to become themselves. In society today, there is now great emphasis on individualism as there is now less pressure to live in an unsuitable family structure. Changes within legislation and the typical family structure has meant that the family is no longer seen as being important (Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008).  
A psychological theory by Maslow called the hierarchy of needs is a model which consists of five tiers of basic human needs. Maslow believes that the family household is responsible for providing the five tiers to all its family members, these are; self-actualisation, esteem, love/belonging, safety and psychological. Maslow believes that these are basic needs that everyone needs to survive and that once the first tier is achieved it will motivate the next and so on (McLeod, S. 2017 cited in Simply Psychology, 2017). 
Functionalist Talcott Parsons (1965, cited in Harris, S. 2008) believes that the family benefits its members and society through social and geographical mobility. Parsons argues that a family is more likely to achieve geographical mobility due to moving locations for work. Doing this will give the family greater life chances and allow them to move social class, therefore achieving social mobility. This benefits society economically. Parsons argues that the family is responsible for the primary socialisation of it’s individuals where the norms and values of society are taught. He believes that the primary socialisation of children creates the stabilisation of adult personalities. Doing this benefits society as it creates a known and shared consensus, therefore functioning society (Parsons, 1965 cited in Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008). Functionalist George Peter Murdock (1949 cited in Harlamabos, M and Holborn, M. 2008) believes that the nuclear family provides four functions for the family and society, these are; sexual, reproductive, economic and educational. Without the sexual and reproductive aspect there would be no more future generations. The economic aspect refers to the provision and production of food as without this life would die. A family is most likely to buy or rent a house and car, helping the community economically (Harris, S. 2008). The educational function is on the basis that it provides culture, therefore unifying society (Murdock, 1949 cited in Haralambos, M and Holborn, M. 2008). Another benefit of the family is that it provides care and welfare to its family members and the community (Harris, S. 2008). 
There have been threats to the family which suggests that families are not important in a contemporary. These threats come from the state as it will provide childcare, a function that is seen to be done by the family. It’s argued that with the state providing family roles such as childcare, it encourages poverty as it allows single parents to have children without the other partner supporting. Psychology research done by Belsky and Rovine (1988) stated the negatives of day care on a child’s development. They found that children who had experienced at least twenty hours of day care a week found it easy to leave their parents. These children were more likely to have an insecure attachment type such as; insecure-avoidant or insecure-resistant (Belsky and Rovine, 1988 cited in Cotterill and Bellur, 2011). Other negatives of the family are seen from Dobash and Dobash as they argue that the family encourages violence. Bernard believes the family exploits women and Leach believes that the family is oppressive. However, functionalists believe that the decline in families is due to higher expectations of marriage (Harris, S. 2008). 
[bookmark: _Hlk509336343][bookmark: _Hlk509336392]Elizabeth Antunovic wrote a blog in 2014 regarding having a large family at which all four children where spread out in ages. She found that negatives of having a large family were meeting their needs at the same time, due to each age group wanting to do something different (Antunovic, E cited in boba, 2014). A Psychology website has also noticed that not all families provide the hierarchy of needs that a family should. Psychologist David Celani in his book Leaving Home wrote sometimes it is essential for an individual to remove themselves from their family household and its member due to it being toxic. He recognises that some family households can maltreat their family members, misunderstand and cause sadism. He goes on to discuss how a hostile family can have damaging effects on its family members personal growth (Barron, C 2014 cited in Psychology Today, 2014). 
The Conservative Government recognises the importance of families and released a strengthening families manifesto, with the aim to gain social reform. In the introduction it recognises the importance of families in providing practical aspects such as increasing social mobility, delivering social justice and to make the UK work for everyone. The manifesto states how families benefit society as they are wealth creators, whereas fractured families are more likely to be dependant on the state. It highlights the importance of parents having strong relationships whether they are together or not as they need to provide a safe, stable and nurturing home environment. They believe that the disadvantages of family breakdowns will make it less likely for the children to have successful lives. The manifesto’s aims are to implement strategies in poor areas to benefit the children, address family breakdowns and recognise the importance of supportive and nurturing family relationships in boosting life chances. The Conservatives are calling on the Government to promote the importance of active fatherhood and for local authorities to work with voluntary and private sector partners to deliver family hubs. It suggests how using childcare funding will help support parenting, teaching relationship education will promote a culture that supports stronger families and lastly help prisons put the role of families at the heart of efforts to reduce re-offending. In the manifesto’s conclusion it states that providing easy accessible support and early intervention to help families would be an investment worth making for the Government both socially and economically (Strengthening Families Manifesto, no date). 
The McCain advert is evidence on the nuclear family no longer being the main family type and that in a contemporary world there are various family dynamics that constitute what a family. Societies social constructions and stereotypes are changing for the better. This is evident when comparing Edmund Leach (1967) produced a theory of the cereal packet family, as mentioned previously (Leach, 1967 cited in sociologytwynham.com, 2018) Comparing the two advert there has been a major social and political shift regarding family structures and if family is important today. Although family structures have changed, there are positives and negatives of a family which produce a conflicting debate. Talcott Parsons (1965) creates a strong argument regarding the roles and positives of a family and their benefits to society and its family members, such as; social and geographical mobility. However, there are also aspects of family which suggest that in a contemporary world families’ are not important such as theorists Dobash and Dobash arguing that families promote violence and Leach arguing that the family is oppressive (Harris, S. 2008). With the Conservative Government releasing a strengthening families manifesto, it is evident that the Government has acknowledged the importance of strong families and wants them to continue for many more generations (Strengthening Families Manifesto, no date). To conclude this piece of work, I shall repeat the text used in McCains family advert regarding what constitutes a family; ‘families come in all shapes and sizes’ (Jardine, A. 2018 cited in Creativity, 2018). 
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