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In the past half a century the concept of family has changed quite a bit. Family types and structures have evolved to form new types. The social norm in families have changed, there is less stigma attached at being in a different type of family from the ‘normal’ nuclear family compared to half a decade ago. The UK is becoming a multi-cultural and diverse society with the increase of immigrants and people emigrating to live in the UK from all over the world. 
This essay will critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world and whether families are still important in today’s society. The essay will first discuss the definition of what family is and the various family structures in the twenty first century Britain. The essay also seeks to explore what constitutes family in the 21st century and the relationships between family and the changing landscape and family functioning. Conflict within the family will be discussed along with the impacts the twenty first century is having upon the family.
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There is no universally agreed definition on what a family is. The definition is defined differently by different sources and scholars. Family structures and types have changed over the last half a century. The definition of family has also changed alongside these ever-changing family structures and types. In the post-modern age families are drastically changing at an unprecedented rate never seen before.  
An early definition of what constitutes family by functionalist Sociologist Murdock, (1949) famous for comparing over two hundred societies after post war Britain is:
‘A social group characterised 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 the sexually cohabiting adults’ (Murdock, 1949).

A well-known sociologist Giddens, (1998) defines the family as ‘a group of persons directly linked by kin connections, the adult members of which assume responsibility for caring for children’. Kin means the connections between those either through marriage or blood relatives. Other scholars have different views or fluid views of what constitutes a family. Other definitions in the UK suggest a family is made up of a ‘married couple and their dependent children’ (Baldock, Manning & Vickerstaff (2003). Another definition suggests families is ‘a kinship grouping of adults or adults and children, who may not necessarily have a common residence’.   This type of family is also known as the ‘Nuclear Family’ or the ‘Traditional Family’ (McKeown et al, (2003).
However, these definitions exclude the recently recognised family structures of the 21st century, the same sex married couples with children, the single-parent families, an elderly person and a grown-up child. These are just some examples of the new types of families in the post-modern age of the 21st century. Definition of family is very fluid in todays society depending on the many changes the new age family encounter. Our cultural values define family more stereotypically (Ipsos MORI, 2007). The definition of family is socially constructed amongst individuals and family’s (Newman, 2009). We all experience family differently and comprehend family to be different to the next person. Families are continuously changing as society is becoming more socially accepting at leaving a previous relationship and getting involved in another as and when they wish with decrease in social stigma for not following once previous social norms (Ipsos MORI, (2007).
The official definition of what constitutes family as used by the government comes from the Office for National Statistics (ONS), (2017) 
‘A family is a married, civil partnered or cohabiting couple with or without children, or a lone parent, with at least one child, who live at the same address. Children may be dependent or non-dependent’
This definition seems more fitting for the post-modern era. A family can be anyone living in the same household or in another, blood related or not. regardless of relationship status. Family is an ideology socially constructed by society depending how we experience and perceive family (Newman, (2009), Baldock, Manning & Vickerstaff (2003).  
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Household can be defined as anyone living at the same address regardless whether they are related or not, sharing at least one meal and sharing common living space such as a living room or sitting room (ONS, 2017). An example of a household could consist of two or more families living at the same address with a lodger or students all living together at the same address.
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There are various types of families in the post-modern age. They can come in all shapes and sizes and are continuously changing along with different cultural beliefs and ideology of what they should consist of. The many different types of families include but not limited:
· The Nuclear Family/Married/co-habiting couples – two parents with biological children living in one household.
· The reconstituted family/Step family/ Blended family/civil partnered – can include same sex couples and heterosexual couple living together sharing parental duties with for children with one of them the biological parent.
· The single parent family – one adult with children living together
· The extended family – other relatives such as grandparents, uncles and aunts living together in the same household with the above families.
(Ipsos MORI, 2007).
There are Nineteen million families in the UK, a fifteen percent increase in the past ten years due to an increasing population as society lives longer. The most common family type in the UK last year was the married or civil partner couple family followed by cohabiting couple families and single parent families (ONS, 2017). 
The family is a social group with a universal and basic role in all societies.  According to sociologists the types of families we belong to can influence our identity (Adams & Marshal, 1996). The family is a child’s first primary socialisation (Bales & Parsons, 1998). Interactions between family members at an early age influence our attitudes and beliefs well into adulthood (Ipsos Mori, 2007). Families are flexible, culturally diverse and resilient to change. Sometimes a family is a family whether you want it or not. Everyone in society has a family of some sort or another. Families can go a long time without speaking to one another, but nothing takes away the fact they are related either by blood or through marriage.  What families do is universal and has changed little over time. Families play out the same role as the next family.
Families serve an important function for the participating individuals and society. The family’s essential role is providing emotional and physical support to each other not just through childhood but also throughout life. This family support is required for achieving economic, emotional and social development for greater family well-being.
Families are responsible for parenting their children with an important role in transferring cultural beliefs and values to their children. Families are like teachers for their children. Teaching them the rights and wrongs of society. When children are taught the correct and moral way to live in society they are more likely to contribute positively to society. Those families that do not teach their children good morals are found not to do well in society and are disadvantaged throughout life. 
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According to research there is no such thing as a typical family in twenty first century Britain (Esping- Anderson, 2016). The changes in family life and structures in Britain has seen the decline in traditional/typical families. The majority of families continue to support and nurture their children providing all the essential love and care needed to help them lead fulfilling and healthy lives. Couples are marrying later or not at all. With co-habiting being the social norm of the twenty first century, building relationships without the commitment to marriage (Esping- Anderson, 2016).
There has been a rise in the number of women working as well as caring for their children and running the household (ONS, 2013). Several pieces of legislation have impacted on the increase in women getting paid employment. Since the 1970’s new laws such as the 1970 Equal Pay Act and the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act were introduced, and women were able to have the same legal rights as men (ONS, 2013).
It could be argued that the government has forced the women into work as the result of these pieces of legislation.
 In some incidences women are having children later on in life while building their career first. The large rise in divorces and becoming part of a single parent family has meant more and more women having to go out to work to provide for their children and be able to afford to live. In many two parent families both parents have had to go out to work to make ends meet. Its not viable to have the father out working and the mother at home like the traditional norm thirty years ago. Two wages are needed to survive in today’s society of keeping a roof over your family’s head and providing food on the table.  Women are no longer wanting to stay home looking after the children. They would prefer to contribute to the family income and are finding it increasingly easier to build a career with a decent salary that’s worthwhile working for and placing children into childcare. The government has helped make finding childcare easier for working families. Schools are increasingly providing out of school care such as breakfast clubs before school starts and after school clubs for after school, so parents can continue working. Many preschool nurseries exist for children under school age with government help available to pay towards childcare to ensure parents are not at a disadvantage. 
As parents spend a lot of time in todays society out of the family home in employment, parents are having to rely on their adolescence children to survive and look after themselves and younger children spending more time in childcare facilities till they get home. This results in parents spending less quality time with their children which is suggested by researchers to affect relationships, child well-being and children becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training) after leaving school (Moore, Kinghorn and Bandy, 2011, JRF, 2011). 
Families help create strong and sustainable communities. Families can do this by making positive contributions within their community. Running community groups for those in need who are homeless or disadvantaged. Providing communities with access to opportunities that are affordable for ‘greater life chances’ (Scottish Community Development Centre, 2012).  Empowering individuals to have a say on how services are run and what change is needed in their community can sometimes improve quality of life amongst those living in the whole community. Good schools, education, hospitals and a clean safe neighbourhood is a necessity for a community to be sustainable for the present time and for future generations to come (HM Government, 2003). 
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The family performs a number of functions in society (Esping- Anderson, 2016).   The main one being to ensure continuation of society both biologically through the conception of children and socially through socialisation their children into society. Families are highly dependable on each other to fulfil basic needs and requirements for smooth running and survival. As we grow from child to adult our functions and roles change to better suit the family. 
Its widely known that up until the 21st century men were traditionally the main wage earner of the family. It was the social norm for women to stay at home and care for the children and look after the smooth running of the home. The man went to work to provide for his family to enable the family to pay living costs and essential items.  Feminists argue these relationships were patriarchal with the man having power and control upon the woman and children. However, in today’s post-modern Britain the woman and the man have more equal roles within the family and both contribute equally amongst the house hold chores, parenting their children and work equally. As a result of men and women sharing the function of the family, men have become increasingly involved in the home and spending more time with their children. 
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According to Ipsos Mori, (2007) families are ‘less stable than previous generation’. This has seen to be due to changing relationships with more divorces and remarriages, more women in employment leaving others to care for the children and changing social trends within families. Men and women are increasingly having to seek a more common ground and negotiation within their roles within the family.
Children are increasingly finding themselves in a single parent family or within a step-family/blended/reconstituted family than previous generations did. Research suggests that children in these types of family are ‘more likely to be in poverty, suffer ill health and poor well-being and find themselves involved in anti-social behaviour’ compared to children who are from a nuclear family (Ipsos MORI, 2007). 
Children living in single parent families are said to have poorer health and well-being than those living in a two-parent family (Mackay, 2005). The reasons being families headed by one parent are at risk of poverty is due to their low-income levels. Even if the parent is working this sometimes isn’t enough to cover even the basic needs such as clothing, food and heating leading to material deprivation and profound poverty amongst this growing family type (Ipsos MORI, 2007).
Step-families or blended/reconstituted families usually happen from remarriage. Most step-families happen when a single-parent family comes together to join another. According to Coleman & Ganong, (2004) children fare quite poorly in national assessments than children living with both of their parents. They then further suggest children in step-families have the same outcomes as those in a single parent family suffering ill health and poor well-being and finding themselves involved in anti-social behaviour just as those from single parent families. 
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Conflict is inevitable amongst families. There are many reasons that conflict exists within a family. The conflict theory suggests conflict amongst families is of normal occurrence. As a family is a social group linked with each other through marriage or blood relation there is a struggle for power, resources and social structure within the family.  As an example, consider two parents who have been brought up with different values and beliefs. Each of them will have their own ideas on how to deal with issues within a family environment (Horton ,1966) This could include how to raise children, how to manage the family finances through to religious and cultural beliefs. One could argue that it may be right that their children are brought up as Catholics, while the other may be atheist and consider that bringing children up in a religious environment is not morally right. Each of the parents is right in their own beliefs but at odds with each other. In order for the conflict within a family environment to not be present, it could be argued that the social normality within them should be neutral as much as possible. That is, that the beliefs of the parents should be closely aligned with each other so as to prevent the conflict arising. In direct contrast to this, it could be argued that it is ok to have conflict within the family environment as long as it is managed. That is, that the family unit can compromise on their beliefs and values. This it could be further argued would produce children who are well suited to resolving conflict and also able to reason and thus it could be said that conflict within a family environment is a positive idea. 
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Family is part of our everyday life. Families make up communities worldwide and have changed drastically in the past half a century. Defining what constitutes a family is very difficult as we all see family as a different ideology to the next person. Our beliefs, attitudes, behaviours, and experiences are shaped by our social structure and place within the family. What families do is universal and has changed little over time. Families will just keep on evolving fulfilling their basic needs and requirements with the main role of the continuation of society and the socialisation of their children.
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