Critically Reflect on What Constitutes Family in a Contemporary World. Reflect Upon Whether ‘Families’ are Still Important in Today’s Society. 
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This essay aims to explore what it means to be a family in the 21st century. It will distinguish how traditional families have evolved in to more complex family settings and what a non-traditional family is; what resilience means in an individual and family environment; how children use resilience compared to how parents use resilience as a coping mechanism and how a family pulls together to practice resilience. What risk families face in today’s society and whether family is still an important aspect of life.
The traditional family consists of marital blood ties, a heterosexual parental couple and their own biological children. Typically, there would be the male father breadwinner and stay at home mother (Collins, 1998). 
George Murdock (1949), an American anthropologist defined family as ‘a social group characterized by common residence, economic cooperation, and reproduction. It 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 sexually cohabiting adults.’ (Murdock, 1949).
He mentions ‘Socially approved’, which could suggest that he is referring to the socially constructed views of what is ‘normal’ in society; as stated above the two heterosexual parents. He also mentions adoption which could mean that is fine for a same sex couple to adopt children, but it would be viewed as abnormal by society and not a ‘proper family unit’ (Murdock,1949).
In the year 2016/17 the number of LGBT members adopting children are 420 in England and 40 in Wales, whereas in the year 2006/07 it was only 90 in England and 0 in Wales. This could indicate that the increase in LGBT adoptions is because it is now more acceptable in society. Still not a traditional family, but indeed a family unit.  (New Family Social).
Murdock’s theory on family can be criticised due to it’s restrictions make up a family, for example he does not mention single parent families for one and seems to just focus on what a traditional family in society is when in fact, in the 21st century families are much more complex now, so perhaps his theory needs a more contemporary outlook on what constitutes family to fit in with today’s society. The traditional terms and new alternatives can be found in appendix 1 (Anastasiu, n.d).
These new alternative terms are more fitting in the 21st century, where many families are not your traditional ideals that they once were. Even still in the 20th century, year 1992 former vice president Dan Quayle used the defined the term of ‘family values’ as the ideal traditional family being the centre of our well-being. With this in mind, it would indicate that politicians believe family is important in society (Collins, 1998).
The Office of National Statistics has 28 different family types. Statistics (estimated) show that traditional married heterosexual couples families have decreased from 1996 to 2016 and same sex couples with families has increased from 1996 to 2016. Single parent families have also increased in recent years, however lone mother figures are still considerably higher than lone fathers. Although the traditional family figures are still the highest by the thousands this would surely suggest that as figures increase so does what is considered as socially acceptable. However, when looking at statistics it is probably important to remember that not everyone is honest or do not wish to share their private lives, so whether gay couples for examples have increased, it could be argued that they have not but in recent years they just feel more comfortable sharing their personal lives (ONS, 2017). 
For instance, Thompson’s PCS theory; Personal (family home) Cultural (society) Structural (policy) when there is enough of one group a structure is made, and then so is a protected characteristics or new law so that these minority groups can not be discriminated against such as those who are black, gay, single parents on benefits etc. (Wood, 2001).
What the author thinks this means is that exploring all the different types of family, it would seem that it is what one considers personally to be family. It could just be a couple who cohabit and are in a sexual relationship, or perhaps not a sexual relationship, a single, gay or heterosexual family with children, a single person who has a pet, a child living away from the family home, but they are still family they just don’t live together, those who are not particularly close to their families could consider their friends as family. The quote below explains that family is what the individual perceives family to be with their own personal circumstances.
“Whether made of blood relatives, friends, or pets, or a combination of these, your     family can offer you the support you need to thrive” (Blessing, 2015).
There is no widespread agreement on what exactly resilience is; it is described more as ‘a cluster of meanings associated with doing better than expected in difficult circumstances’. So, somebody who is resilient to violence, for example, would cope well, whereas somebody who is not could be at risk of perhaps drinking alcohol to cope with the violence. 
So, while the definition of resilience is not agreed between writers and theorists on a particular consensus, it is usually a ‘capacity to deal with severe adversity and two crucial conditions need to be present which; are a significant threat or difficult circumstances and a positive adaptation’. 
As said above, a resilient person is able to adapt in an adverse and threatening situation, however somebody who is not resilient is at risk of dealing with the situation in a negative manner (Hill, Stafford, Seaman, Ross & Daniel, 2007).
Futures Without Violence states that protective factors promote resilience in children. The factors explored can be linked into Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) which is a theory for people to be able to reach their full potential and self-actualization by having access to physiological needs, safety, love/belonging and esteem. Important factors to promote resilience on Future Without Violence are, access to healthcare; if a child has the correct access to welfare and allocation of the correct resources then they should have good physical and mental health. Stable housing is also a protective factor which is good for the child, this can be linked to Maslow’s theory of ‘safety’, a safe and stable living arrangement for children. Social support is also important and relates to Maslow’s mention of a person’s esteem needs. The other thing listed is also a strong cultural identity. It is said that if a child has a positive view of their cultural history and traditions it promotes mental well-being and makes them feel a sense of belonging, another factor on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Kids Matter, n.d). With most of these protective factors touching on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs it would suggest that would have a positive effect on the person in question and they would be able to reach their self-actualisation and release their full potential (Maslow, 1943).
Research has shown that positive family settings benefits children’s ability to practice resilience. These include, parental harmony, having adequate and consistent role models, guidance, a structure and rules for teenagers, spending time together as a family, constructive use of leisure, warmth, responsiveness and stimulation. It is said that these boundaries enable them to do well in life, and, as said before a good support system, along with other factors should help a child flourish on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Pringle, 1980; Pugh et al., 1995; Howard and Johnson, 2000; Hammen, 2003; Rosenthal et al., 2003, cited in Joseph Rowntree).
Of course, it is important to remember that this nature of this essay is about all types of families so when discussing positive family settings, it can be either your traditional or non-traditional family setting. The important thing is not who runs the family, but the support and consistency it provides. After all, Bower says that inconsistent families are to blame for ‘rocky families’ not a non-traditional guardian. Children need consistency to be present in a family setting, like stable, consistent living arrangements. (Bower, 2015). 
When it comes to parents and resilience it is said that parents follow a coping style and that their children will often imitate how their parents cope with an adverse situation; it is important for parents to display resilience in order to have resilient children. Parents are more successful if their coping strategy is ‘problem focused’ rather than avoidant, such as burying their head in the sand rather than facing the problem head on and solving the problem. Adults can sometimes find a situation easier to cope with if they change features in the environment around them, i.e – abusive partner is causing issues within the family – leave the abusive partner – issues are solved. Obviously that example is put very simply, but the overall outcome is that the issue will be solved and then their resilience will be used to cope with the aftermath which would be important to show children that might have been in the situation, so the effects are lessened by their ability to be resilient from how the parent copes (Shapiro and Levendosky, 1999: Stein et al., 2000, cited in Joseph Rowntree, 2007).
Another coping style mentioned is ‘emotion focused’ which is where the adults alter what has happened which makes them feel better about the situation, Stein states that this is successful. Although by modifying the real situation this could be seen as avoidant by some people because they are not dealing with the actual situation, but the one they have chosen to believe to deal with it better (Stein et al. 2000, cited in Joseph Rowntree, 2007).
Some circumstances where resilience is shown is out of the parent’s control. An example shown is ‘having an easy child’. If a child is troublesome or has a condition either physically or mentally, the parent may need to become resilient to be able to deal with the children and the difficulties they come in to contact with due to the child . A ‘low level of current problems’ is another factor, if the parent (or anyone for that matter) does not have many problems then there are not many problems that they must display resilience to. A nice prospect! (Fraser et al. 1999, cited in Joseph Rowntree, 2007).
Contrary to child and parent resilience, family resilience can still rely on one’s individual ability of resilience, but also on how the family pulls together in times of crisis. Their understanding of each other, co-operation and similar social identities can help this along with humour and good self-esteem. Often when you have a good support system the family can lean on each other and lessen their individual stresses as they are not alone, so it is important not to have conflict in the family if they are working together to overcome a difficult situation and displaying their resilience as a unit (Walsh, 1998; McCubbin et al., 1996, 1998, cited in Joseph Rowntree 2007).
As with resilience there are also risk factors which usually contribute to gaining resilience but also can affect a person negatively, especially children who are still developing. These negative reactions can include, attempted suicide, substance misuse and running away from home. Children may be forced in to a precarious position if they are left to hang around on the streets so that they can get away from the abusive environment and can find themselves in more danger; particularly if they are at a young age (Futures Without Violence, 2012). 
The World Childhood Foundation describes families ‘at risk’ as those who find it difficult to keep the children in their family safe. Factors include, unemployment, neglect, violence, mental health issues, difficulty coping with a disabled child’s needs, poverty and addiction; all which could be detrimental to a child’s well-being. As a way to support these families, Childhood practice early intervention; tackling the problem before it become irreversible and they support projects such as vocational training and employment assistance (World Childhood Foundation, n.d).
In a non-traditional family setting, a family on benefits could be socially excluded by working families and labelled as ‘scroungers’ for example, because of the socially constructed pre-misconceptions and stereotypes. Despite these perceptions which can cause many working families to feel anguish due to their struggle to still get by, the Guardian reports that people do not really want to be in receipt of benefits and do not just see it as an ‘easy way of life’ as some people claim it to be. However, stereotyping is still common in Britain and nearly half regard it as just that; ‘an easy way of life’. Interestingly it is those from the upper and middle classes that have never had to claim benefits who seem to think the latter. The two main contributing factors of people needing to claim benefits are in low paid jobs or work for a company who offer part time zero-hour contracts, so that the employee does not have a reliable wage and are forced to live by pay cheque to pay cheque to make ends meet. So, despite whether or not people choose to live on benefits it is not just as simple just the ‘lazy relying on handouts from the government’. The social exclusion these people face, like those whose children may get free school meals and free child care is unfair. The traditional working man and home maker wife is highly outdated (Smith, 2014).
Whether or not family is important, opinions could vary from individual to another one and their family circumstances. The benefits of having friends is that you can choose those, but you cannot choose your family. Choosing friends for oneself is beneficial as they can relate to those with similar interests and enjoy doing activities together that perhaps they cannot do with their family, or that their family are not interested in. Some recent studies have showed that people have said that they enjoyed spending more time with friends than with their family as their time spent with their friends is usually doing leisurely activities that they enjoy, whereas with their family comes responsibilities and more serious issues (Chopik, Macmillian, 2014).
Voices for Working Families state that family is important because it provides love, support and a framework of values to each of its members. However, when researching risk factors, it is clear that the above ideology is perhaps rather biased to families that all get on with each other and do not regularly experience conflict within the family. The children who are act risk, or even the partners in the relationship who run away and find themselves in precarious situations would probably not agree that a family is important because they have not experienced the love and support that this article details. This suggests that family is important if they are supportive of their other family members and love them, one does not choose their family though so sometimes a child is not loved by no fault of their or even the parent does not receive the love they give out. (Voices for Working Families, 2017).
In conclusion, traditional views of the family are outdated highly and the types of families in today’s society are much more complex; traditionally there was one particular family type which was a heterosexual couple with children, the male breadwinner and stay at home mother. In today’s society, we do still have these traditional families, perhaps because it is an ideal social construction, but as shown by the ONS there are 28 different types of family which are much more complex than what it was back in the 20th century. Perhaps society has become more tolerant to non-traditional family settings, because the figures of non-traditional families are much higher over the last 10 years which would suggest that it is far more accepted to not follow the ‘normal’ family life in today’s society. Research shows that each individual has a different coping strategy and resilient methods, some positive and dome of those negative; along with this some people have no resilience and can take part in harmful activities as a way of coping which could further their issues more. Children will often be more resilient if their parents display resilience and will imitate their parents’ resilient methods, and when family resilience is needed the family will pull together and gain strength from one another, providing that they are supportive and understanding of each other. In terms of risks it would research shows that children are at the highest risk because they are not independent enough to take matters in to their hands and take themselves out of a dangerous or harmful situation; it would be up to someone like social services to make that decision for them. Families as a whole also are at risk from social exclusion in society, particularly being excluded by traditional families for their non-traditional values. The example used in this essay was how society, especially those from the upper and middle class looks down on those who are on benefits and labels them negatively, but there are so many more non-traditional family stereotypes that can not be covered in a 3,000 words essay, even the resilience factors and risk factors are so much more so than what this essay has covered. Finally, the importance of family; if your family is supportive then it is important but if they are not it is probably better to have supportive friends who have your back and can step in for the family that every person deserves to have. Everyone has a right to life, and a good one at that, whether it is friends and family who help somebody to achieve this is not important but more so the support system and structure, whoever a person receives it from.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Appendix 1: 
Traditional Term: Legally married- New Alternative: Never married, singlehood, non-marital cohabitation. 
Traditional Term: With Children - New Alternative: Voluntary childlessness. 
Traditional Term: Two parent – New Alternative: Single parent (never married or previously married).
Traditional Term: Permanent – New Alternative: Divorce, remarriage (including binuclear family involving joint custody, step family or ‘blended’ family).
 Traditional Term: Male primary provider, ultimate authority – New Alternative: Egalitarian marriage (including dual-career and commuter marriage). 
Traditional Term: Sexually exclusive – New Alternative: Extramarital relationships (including sexually open marriage, swinging and intimate relationships). 
Traditional Term: Heterosexual – New Alternative: Same-sex intimate relationships or households. 
Traditional Term: Two-adult household – New Alternative: Multi adult household (including multiple spouses, communal living, affiliated families and multigenerational families) (Anastasiu, n.d).
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