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		          Evolving Family Structures within the UK  

Introduction
This study endeavours to comprehensively analyse the evolution of family structures in the United Kingdom over the past several decades. It will begin with exploring the definition and historical development of the nuclear family, drawing upon relevant sociological theories and historical context. Furthermore, the research will investigate the emergence of diverse familial configurations increasingly prevalent in contemporary society, including single-parent families, same-sex partnerships, and blended families. Through this examination, the study aims to shed light on the ever-changing aspects of family forms and the cultural and social factors that influence these transformations, such as changes in gender roles, economic conditions, and legislative reforms. Additionally, it will address the proliferation of new family types in today's context and the legal changes that the government has instituted to reflect and accommodate these modern societal norms. The introduction of recent legislation underscores an essential commitment to enhancing the rights and protections afforded to families, particularly in acknowledging the diverse family structures in contemporary society. This legislative framework is designed to mitigate the persistent stigmas associated with single-parent families, reflecting a progressive understanding of familial dynamics in a post-modern context. Furthermore, the legislation emphasises the significant transformations in family structures since the 1920s, a period characterised by the predominance of the nuclear family model. By recognising these shifts, the legislation aims to foster a more inclusive environment that supports all family types in their pursuit of stability and well-being. This study focuses on societal perceptions of single-parent families, particularly single-mother households. It aims to critically analyse these static perceptions and their implications for social policy and community support. The research will highlight the need to shift how single mothers and their families are viewed in society.



By analysing these multifaceted aspects, the study aspires to contribute to the broader discourse on family sociology and inform ongoing debates regarding their implications for transformations for individuals and society, challenging their daily lives and the overall dynamics of families, which come in numerous shapes. These variations and shifting expectations and hope regarding family life offer essential contexts through which we interact with society (Carling et al. 2004, p.467-468). The concept of family is inherently complex and cannot be easily defined, as one might initially assume (Hareven, 1987, cited by Sheidu Abduulkarim, Baba, 2022). However, according to Powell et al. (2010), a definition is needed to understand the discussed subjects. The classic understanding of family refers to a configuration consisting of a pair, generally consisting of a male and a female, who oversee a home and raise children collectively. Many of us view society through the perspective shaped by our early family backgrounds, leading us to assume that ‘our’ family resembles everyone else's. When we start school as young children, we quickly understand that our typical ideas may differ from our peers ‘idealised representation of the family’ (Saggers and Sims, 2005, p.1). The terms ‘Nuclear family’ started in the Nineteen Twenties and ‘Cereal packet Family’ started in nineteen sixty-seven are just two terms used to describe the ideal family in their times. Both these terms consisted of married couples with young children quite close in age. Functionalist theory, often called structural functionalism, emphasises the roles and responsibilities that family members should fulfil to sustain a healthy family structure, leading to well-adjusted children. Since the 1970s, this theory has faced criticism for being elitist and has gradually shifted its focus from family membership to the functions that families perform. Recently, it has gained support from policymakers advocating for "traditional" family lifestyles and from service providers in settings such as group homes (Coleman and Ganong, 2024). Between the 1920s and the 1960s, family studies were predominantly shaped by structural functionalism, which emphasised the significance of family stability in fostering a nurturing environment for couples and children. This stability allowed parents to model positive behaviours and instil essential values in their offspring. As these children grew up, the expectation was that they would engage in society by marrying and establishing families of their own, thereby perpetuating a continuous cycle of healthy family units across generations. Consequently, society benefited from integrating these individuals into various domains, including educational institutions and the workforce.

Cutas and Chan (2016) state that Children should ideally be conceived through natural means and brought into the world by their young parents, who are a heterosexual couple married to one another. The bond between these parents is also seen as the ideal dynamic for romantic or sexual partners. Furthermore, romance and sexual intimacy are considered essential elements of our most intimate personal relationships; all these factors come together to represent the idea of the nuclear family. The role of families in society is boundless in numerous aspects, such as socialisation and maintaining social order. Thus, when viewed as a collective entity, the family significantly contributes to society (Fletcher, 1973). In the 1980s, (Rapoport et al. 1982) contended that families in Britain were transforming, adapting to a culture that had moved from a singular dominant expectation of what a family should be to one where multiple norms are acknowledged as valid and desirable. To reinforce this assertion, they distinguished five specific categories of diversity: organisational, cultural, class, life course, and cohort. We can now also include sexual diversity in this discussion. A blended family, defined by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) A blended family, often called a stepfamily, comprises a couple and a minimum of two children, where the familial connections involve biological and stepparent relationships. In this dynamic, at least one child must have a direct biological link to both partners, while the remaining child or children must be recognised as stepchildren by one of the partners. For example, in a blended family structure, there may exist a couple with Child 1, the biological offspring of one partner and a stepchild to the other, alongside Child 2, the biological child of both partners. This configuration highlights the complexities of familial relationships within blended family systems (ONS, 2021 P.4). Stepchildren usually Individuals may have a minimum of three parents and occasionally even more, which can result in conflicting sources of authority. Contribute to the rebellious sentiment of "you're not my father/mother," particularly in older children. Creating healthy connections between stepparents and their stepchildren is generally regarded as one of the toughest challenges people encounter. It is generally accepted that younger children are more inclined to take a new parental figure than adolescents. Various researchers have observed that stepfamilies experience more significant stress and lack of cohesion, often found in families directly affected by divorce. Stepmothers frequently encounter more complex challenges than stepfathers, particularly in teenage households. Additionally, stepdaughters usually display strong emotional responses towards their parents. (Duvall, 1977, Cited in Settles, 1978). According to the government, For the financial year concluding in 2020, it is projected that around 2.4 million families in Great Britain were separated, including 3.6 million children from those families (Gov.UK, 2021). In contemporary society, new family structures have emerged, including but not limited to blended families and various kinship arrangements. These evolving familial frameworks reflect the complexities of modern social dynamics and highlight the adaptability of familial relationships in response to changing cultural, economic, and social contexts. Studying these new family structures contributes to a deeper understanding of interpersonal relationships and their implications for social cohesion and individual identity within diverse communities (Giddens and Sutton, 2017, p.411). There is also new legislation allowing same-sex couples to have civil partnerships representing legally recognised unions between two individuals of the same sex, providing a framework for legal acknowledgement and protection. While civil partnerships do not equate to marriage within a religious context, they afford couples comparable legal rights to those enjoyed by married heterosexual couples across various domains. This legal status plays a crucial role in ensuring that same-sex families attain similar recognition and protections under the law as their heterosexual counterparts, thereby contributing to the promotion of equality and social justice within the institution of family (Giddens and Sutton, 2017.p.411). This piece of Legislation is known as the Civil Partnership Act (2004). And as of (2013) Marriage (same sex Couples) Act (2013). Another legislation that helps same-sex couples is the Equality Act (2010). The Equality Act 2010 serves as a comprehensive framework for legal protection against discrimination in both occupational settings and society at large. By consolidating various existing anti-discrimination laws into a singular legislative instrument, the Act simplifies the legal landscape surrounding discrimination and enhances protections in specific contexts. The legislation delineates multiple forms of unfair treatment, establishing clear guidelines for what constitutes unlawful discrimination against individuals based on protected characteristics. Thus, the Equality Act (2010) represents a significant advancement in the pursuit of equality and social justice within the legal system (Gov.UK, 2010). Despite numerous societal transformations, single-parent families continue to be perceived through a lens of stigma and bias. Goffman (1963) argues that possessing a “spoilt identity” depends on what society considers desirable in a specific context rather than an individual's qualities. This clarifies why non-marital births and divorce have lost their negative connotation in Western culture (Gofman,1963, cited by Caroll, 2019). But this doesn’t tell us why single parents, who now number one point eight million (Census,2021) in the UK, still face stigma. The proposition that a mother and father of differing genders are indispensable for the optimal and appropriate development of a child undermines the potential support systems available for single mothers. This perspective can limit the recognition of the diverse family structures that exist and the effectiveness of various caregiving arrangements. Such an assertion may contribute to stigmatisation and reduced resources for single-parent households, which can adversely affect child welfare and development (Dowd, 1997). In comparison to their male counterparts, single mothers frequently encounter scrutiny regarding the absence of a paternal figure within the household. This critique often extends to the potential negative consequences of this familial configuration (Dowd, 1997). This is further supported by the differential treatment of single mothers and single fathers, which can be attributed mainly to prevailing gender imbalances. Inequality within society has persisted for more than six thousand years, becoming deeply rooted throughout history (Strochstein, & Brym, 2019). It reflects a social construct that influences perceptions, roles, and expectations based on gender. The historical context of these disparities underscores the need for a critical examination of societal norms and their impact on family dynamics and the lived experiences of single parents. (Strochstein & Brym, 2019). Supported further by (Skrypnek & Snyder, 1982), the socially constructed inequalities between genders often lead to perceptions of women's competency as being inferior to that of men. This systemic bias can render single mothers particularly susceptible to allegations regarding their parenting abilities, thus exacerbating their vulnerability in societal and legal contexts. Hicks (2012) states that Research suggests that children raised in households led exclusively by mothers may be at a disadvantage compared to those raised in single-father households or traditional family structures. Empirical evidence indicates that children who grow up without a paternal figure are more than twice as likely to experience incarceration. Furthermore, young individuals reared by single mothers demonstrate a heightened propensity for substance abuse, a phenomenon often associated with lower self-esteem prevalent among individuals from single-parent families. These findings underscore the importance of parental involvement and the potential impacts of family structure on child development outcomes (Hicks, 2012). However, according to Sear (2016), Recent developments in evolutionary behavioural sciences highlight that parenting is a collaborative effort that necessitates support from a broader network, extending beyond just the nuclear family. Despite this, psychological models continue to concentrate on the family unit, often overlooking the significant contributions of alloparents and assuming a uniform role for fathers across different societies.


Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Hlk185417211]This scholarly work critically examined the dynamics of family structures, focusing on the definitions and characteristics of nuclear families and cereal packet families. Additionally, it introduces the concept of blended families and explores various forms of kinship that characterise contemporary society. The analysis underscores the evolving nature of familial configurations and elucidates the significant differences in family dynamics and structures prevalent within modern sociological contexts. Through this exploration, the work emphasises the complexities and diversities inherent in contemporary familial arrangements. It illustrates how social constraints and societal ideologies surrounding family values and structures have transformed. Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates that governmental policies and legislation have had to adapt to these shifts, reflecting the ongoing evolution of family forms in contemporary society. It also helps to provide clarity and understanding on the topic at hand. It explored the viewpoints of structural functionalists concerning the institution of the family. Structural functionalism posits that the family serves vital functions in society, including the socialisation of children, emotional support for its members, and establishing social stability. Through this lens, the family is viewed as a key contributor to the smooth operation of society, maintaining the balance and cohesion necessary for its continued functioning. The work delineates the provisions of newly enacted legislation aimed at supporting and safeguarding the rights of same-sex families while also extending assistance to all family structures within the United Kingdom. This framework reflects a progressive approach to family law, emphasising the importance of inclusivity and equal protection for diverse familial configurations under the law. Despite significant societal changes and the implementation of legislation such as the Equality Act (2010), single-parent families, particularly those led by single mothers, persistently encounter stigma. This enduring societal bias reflects entrenched cultural norms and stereotypes that marginalise these family structures, indicating a gap between legal progress and social acceptance. 
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