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This assignment aims to explore how the idea of family has changed in the 21st century. This assignment will analyse how social norms and cultural beliefs have changed in the 21st century regarding a mother's role within the family and employment. Work-family conflict and societal expectations of mothers and fathers will be explored to gain an understanding of how 21st century families are affected by gender dynamics and expectations. Within this assignment, family-friendly work policies, such as flexible, home-based and part-time work opportunities will be examined to obtain an understanding of how policy has been implemented to create societal change, offering increased equality for mothers.
Although family is a well-researched area, the concept is not simple, especially to define (Holstein and Gubrium, 1999, pp. 4-5). However, Roostin (2018, p. 1) defines family as a group of individuals, either living together or not, connected by blood or by a bond such as marriage. Holstein and Gubrium (1999, pp. 4-5) define family as an ever-changing social process influenced by social and cultural norms. Esping-Anderson (2016, p. 13) views family as an ‘eroding’ concept due to the increasingly uncertain nature of society. This is backed by White, Martin and Adamsons (2018, p. 15) who suggest family has become a concept that can be chosen and terminated, with many people now choosing to have a family later in life or even not at all. Within this assignment, family will be defined as a group of individuals connected by blood or marriage (Roostin, 2018, p.1). 
Esping-Anderson (2016, p. 13) suggests people are becoming increasingly less interested in long term commitments, instead turning towards solitary living, co-parenting and individual autonomy. Furstenberg (2019, pp. 328-330) concurs, stating family structures and dynamics have changed dramatically and continue to do so based on several factors, including the modification of laws and social beliefs on the concepts of home and family. Furthermore, Furstenberg (2019, p. 327) highlights the role feminist movements play in changing social norms and the dynamic of family. A by-product of feminist movements, research conducted by Mills et al. (2011, pp. 851-855) shows that women are choosing families later, or not at all, due to economic advantages, contraception, increased education and changes in attitudes towards family. 
These movements have changed the expectations of mothers in the 21st century substantially compared to that in prior centuries states Hoffman (2018, p. 3), suggesting mothers now have significantly easier access to education and employment opportunities compared to their mothers and grandmothers. Research by the European Commission (2024, np) backs this, suggesting the increase of women in employment stems from key feminist movements within the first two decades of the 21st century. The European Commission (2024, np) highlights the movement of women into employment has, as a by-product, increased women in education, and in some countries, evidence shows more women are studying than men (European Commission, 2024, np). This increases the wellbeing of mothers, as working creates feelings of purpose and meaning, whilst allowing mothers to be financially independent and stable (World Health Organization, 2024, np).  
However, Hoffman (2018, p. 3) and Correll, Benard and Paik (2007, p. 1371) found when women become mothers, societal support reduces dramatically, primarily regarding employment. Correll, Bernard and Paik (2007, pp. 1318-1335) highlight mothers experience stigmatisation for being caregivers, including being seen as less competent than those without children and less focused on work; these preconceptions often result in mothers being restricted in climbing the career ladder. In contrast, fathers are often sought after in employment and receive higher wages than unmarried men, due to the societal expectation of fathers becoming more motivated after marriage and children (Correll, Benard and Paik, 2007, pp. 1307-1308). Beyers (2019, p. 1) states this could be explained by how mothers are seen as a subordinate group within society, meaning the act of being a mother automatically lowers the social status of a woman. Webber and Williams (2008, pp. 771-773) argue, however, that this is a reductionist viewpoint, their research showing it is more complex than categorising all mothers together, suggesting each mother has a personal lived experience regarding employment and motherhood.
Despite this, Beyers (2019, pp. 1-2) continues to state women and mothers face significant disadvantages within society. Southworth (2014, p. 98) brings attention to one key issue women face which is the wish for both a career and a family and oftentimes they must choose between one or the other. The 21st century has shown a dramatic decrease in stay-at-home mothers in comparison to other centuries, showing a clear change in both gender dynamics and family dynamics (Barnett and Hyde, 2001, p. 781; Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, p.718). Due to this, over the last decade, a significant increase in women in the labour market can be seen (Boehnke, 2011, p. 57; Haines et al. 2018, p. 216). Hewlett (2002, pp. 66-68) found women must choose to be career focused, or family focused, due to time constraints and social pressure making it impossible to choose both. Poggesi, Mari and De Vita (2017, pp. 433-444) however, suggest the underlying reason women choose between employment and family is due to work-family conflict which arises from being in employment alongside being caregivers. Work-family conflict, Pogessi, Mari and De Vita’s (2017, p. 337) research finds, stems typically from the lack of work-life balance, suggesting women with highly demanding families or highly demanding jobs have less physical and mental energy for work or their families. Cerrato and Cifre (2018, pp. 3-9) concur, expanding this idea further by incorporating the effect of unequal distribution of household chores, which amplifies work-family conflict. 
This is backed by research by Southworth (2014, p. 98) which suggests the increase of mothers in employment in the 21st century doubles their workload due to the ‘second shift’.  The second shift refers to unpaid domestic labour mothers complete alongside being in employment (Craig, 2007, p. 150). Mothers are expected to complete household tasks such as cleaning, cooking and childcare duties, despite being in employment the same as fathers (Craig, 2007, p. 152). Carreiro (2021, pp. 14-15) suggests this is due to the underlying social expectation of women to individually complete household tasks, rather than sharing tasks with their partners. This plays into social norms, which refer to the expected behaviours of individuals based on the belief of a collective group (McDonald and Crandell, 2015, p.147).  
Research conducted by Bianchi et al. (2000, pp. 214-215) shows, in the 20th century, statistically married women spent double the time completing unpaid household chores in comparison to married men. Further research by Bianchi et al. (2000, p.192) found men did little more household work at the beginning of the 21st century in comparison to the previous century, despite women becoming economic providers. However, research conducted by Cunningham (2007, p. 441) suggests women's employment influences the division of household labour significantly, suggesting a shift in attitudes since Bianchi et al. (2000, p. 192) findings. Opposingly, Carlson and Lynch (2017, pp. 1-3) suggest gender dynamics and societal expectations within the home have changed significantly within the 21st century due to economic shifts and increased amounts of women in employment. Additionally, Carlson and Lynch's (2017, p. 4) research continues to predict a decrease in the gender gap regarding household chores, suggesting household chores are now determined by factors such as wages and hours spent in work. Congruent to this, Cunningham’s (2007, p. 441) research shows a significant difference in perceived gender ideology of household chores, suggesting a shift in social norms brought about by women entering employment. 
However, Cunningham (2007, p. 441) highlights these differences in gender ideology are directly affected by the mothers' earnings, suggesting a link between economic value and gender interactions. This is refuted by Ciciolla and Luthar (2019, p. 468), who suggest that despite a change in gender ideology regarding gender divisions of household chores, there is still a need for significant changes to create a more equal society for mothers. Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel (2020, p. 423) concur, stating despite some research suggesting household chores are now shared, there is significant evidence that suggests otherwise. This is backed by research conducted by Bird (2017, p. 203), who found even in egalitarian homes, mothers still completed more household chores than fathers. Ahn, Haines and Mason (2017, p. 449) suggest this may be because women are perceived as ‘communal’ beings within society and are expected to assist others, whereas men are perceived as individually goaled beings. This is backed by Bird (2017, p. 203), who found in some households, both mothers and fathers were in employment, however, the majority of household tasks were completed by the mother, suggesting prevailing gender ideology surrounding household tasks (Bird, 2017, p. 203). 
Ahn, Haines and Mason (2017, p. 449) found men tend to only participate in household chores where there is personal gain in comparison to women who are expected to be communal, and stressed the negative impact this has on women, especially mothers. The effects of the unbalanced division of household chores on mothers can include, and are not limited to, poor mental health and wellbeing, family conflict and unhappiness in marriage (Ciciolla and Luthar, 2019, pp. 468-479). Due to these unfair societal expectations of mothers, it is becoming increasingly less desired by the female younger generations to start a family, resulting in tensions between gender roles and family dynamics (Goldscheider, Bernhardt and Lappegard, 2015, pp. 210-211; Olah, Kotowska and Richter, 2018, p. 48). This can be seen in Goldscheider, Bernhardt and Lappegard's (2015, pp. 207-208) research, which finds women are choosing to marry later or not at all, suggesting a correlation between increased female presence within the labour market and the choice to remain without family. 
However, policy changes in the early 21st century, brought about by women's movements, aimed to mitigate these issues by creating family-friendly schedules and flexible -working (Southworth, 2014, p. 98). Within the UK, flexible-working policies can be seen within the workplace (Gov, 2019, np). Flexible-working refers to “part time working, working from home, compressed hours and flexi-time" (GOV, 2019, np). These policies were implemented in an attempt to allow mothers to continue their careers and for caring responsibilities to be shared by both parents (GOV, 2019, np). Under current policy within the UK, most employees have the legal right to request flexible-work arrangements (GOV, 2019, np), suggesting a change in societal expectations of mothers. Research conducted by Stanfors and Goldscheidr (2017, pp. 208-209) shows family-focused policies are successful in enabling women to have both a family and a successful career. Opposingly, Hewlett (2002, pp. 68-69) found, despite policy attempts, mothers still experience issues regarding domestic life and work life balance. This is backed by multiple research papers which suggest the current policy is limited due to societal expectations regarding gender and household roles (Esping-Anderson, 2009, p. 34; Bianchi et al. 2012, pp. 60-61).
Additionally, Van der Lippe and Lippenyi (2020, p. 383) found little evidence to suggest flexible-working and working from home reduced work-family conflict. They continue to suggest an ideal worker culture, where individuals are expected to work late, overtime and over weekends and holidays, creating an environment where work-family conflict cannot be reduced (Van Der Lippe and Lippenyi, 2020, pp. 396-397). This is backed by Rose, Hewitt and Baxter (2013, p. 42), who suggest mothers who work part-time to reduce work-family conflict, experience prejudice in areas such as job security, job progression and employment benefits. Rose, Hewitt and Baxter's (2013, p. 42) research finds although flexible and part-time work allows mothers to spend more time with their families, it damages their chances of achieving a successful career. This research suggests policies put in place in the early 21st century to mitigate the pressures of employment on mothers, fall short of protecting their careers (Southworth, 2014, p. 98). Van Der Lippe, Jager and Comps (2006, pp. 304-305) bring attention to the fact family and work are still gendered concepts, suggesting women are more likely to feel an obligation to their family and men to their work. Allen (2004, pp. 1-2) agrees, stating mothers are still significant steps away from achieving parity in employment as fathers, most significantly concerning opportunities, pay and societal expectations.
Research shows a significant change in gender dynamics within family units in the 21st century (Barnett and Hyde, 2001, p. 781; Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, p. 718; Esping-Anderson, 2016, p. 13). Perhaps the most significant being the movement into employment by mothers (Boehnke, 2011, p. 57; Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, p. 718; Haines et al. 2018, p. 216). This movement allows mothers to gain independence, purpose and financial stability through employment (World Health Organization, 2024, np). Women are choosing to marry and have children later in life to avoid choosing between a career or family, to not participate in the ‘second shift’, and to avoid deeply ingrained societal expectations (Mills et al. 2011, pp. 851-855). Ahn, Haines and Mason (2017, p. 449) argue due to socially ingrained norms, women are expected to perform gender-based roles, which include household chores and caring duties. Cunningham (2007, p. 441), however, argues these expectations are decreasing dramatically. Ciciolla and Luthar (2019, p. 468) refute this, stating although there is a reduction in chore gaps, there is still a significant difference, and until this is addressed, women will never gain equality. 
Evidence shows women must choose between family or a career as society has not created an effective framework for mothers to continue to participate in meaningful careers (Hoffman, 2018, p. 3). However, policies have been brought about in the early 21st century and are continually being amended to create equality for mothers in a constantly changing society (GOV, 2019, np). This is backed by Stanfors and Goldscheidr (2017, pp. 208-209), who suggest policies such as flexible-working and children friendly time scheduling are effective in enabling mothers to have both a family and a career. However, studies find these policy measures fall short of creating an equal society for mothers, results highlighting a lack of progression opportunities, support and job security (Rose, Hewitt and Baxter, 2013, p. 42; Van Der Lippe and Lippenyi, 2020, pp. 396-397). Additionally, a result of policy failure can be seen in the increase of family-work conflict in the 21st century (Pogessi, Mari and De Vita, 2017, p. 337). This is caused by two interchangeable factors, the effect of heavy workloads and heavy domestic workloads which both result in poorer performances and conflict (Pogessi, Mari and De Vita, 2017, p. 337). However, Stanfors and Goldscheidr (2017, pp. 208-209) argue policy does improve work-family conflict by creating a flexible and understanding society where mothers do not experience prejudice. In conclusion, family is an ever-changing concept, where gender dynamics are constantly changing due to conflict, policy and social expectations (Furstenberg, 2019, pp. 328-330).
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