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The concept of Family has dramatically changed in the 21st century; critically reflect upon this statement. (Consider ONE change in detail).

In the ever-changing landscape of the 21st century, the concept of family is continuously evolving (Furstenburg, 2019). Esping-Andersen (2016, p.13) states that it is a common opinion that the family is ‘an eroding and increasingly endangered species.’. However, Walsh (2012) argues that these opinions measure modern families against what was traditionally perceived to be normal and that in response to the growing diversity of family structures in the 21st century, our concept of the normal family needs to change.
Marriage, which is in rapid decline in many parts of the world (Ortiz-Ospina & Roser, 2020), specifically, those parts influenced by Western ideals (Furstenberg, 2019) has long been considered the foundation upon which a family is built (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). However, in the 21st century, marriage rates are in rapid decline (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2007). This submission will explore reasons for the decline in marriage rates and the effects this development has had on contemporary family structure.  In exploring this concept, it will consider a variety of phenomena that have arguably contributed to the decline of marriage, such as secularisation, changes in marriage values, changing gender roles, the rise of alternative relationship forms, Giddens’ (1992) concept of the transformation of intimacy, growing economic inequality and the evolution of generational values.
Impicciatore and Billari (2012) and Bradford Wilcox and Wolfinger (2007) claim that the decline of marriage in Western society – which is commonly defined as North America, Western Europe, and other areas that adhere to similar social norms and values (Taylor, 2020) - is partially due to the rise of secularisation. Secularisation can be defined as the decline in religious belief, practice, and influence of religious norms and values (Finke & Stark, 1998, as cited by Gorski & Altinordu, 2008). When discussing the changing landscape of marriage, Hull, Meier, and Ortyl (2010), describe how the loss of religious influence has led to liberation from the rigid confines of traditional marital norms and values, and claim that this secular shift not only challenges the historical sanctity of marriage, but also signifies a broader societal recalibration, where personal agency and values rooted in individual beliefs play a pivotal role in shaping contemporary relationships and family structures. An example of this development is provided by Furstenberg (2019), who explains how the perceptible change in the societal standing of marriage has resulted in pre-marital sex and having children out-of-wedlock becoming a social norm. Cherlin (2004) argues that the breakdown of traditional norms surrounding relationships and starting a family contributes to the deinstitutionalisation of marriage in society, and claims that without the stability of defined norms within relationships, there is a lack of understanding of roles and expectations within a family unit.
From a sociological perspective, Cherlin’s view aligns with traditional understandings of structural functionalism (functionalism), a theoretical approach that assesses actions or social processes in terms of their consequences for the relevant social unit (Sciortino, 2009, p.106). Functionalists such as Parson and Bales (1995, as cited by Flynn, 2011), argue that the family, specifically the traditional nuclear family, defined by Scott (2014) as consisting of 2 heterosexual, married parents and their children, serves as an essential building block of society by fulfilling various basic functions, including sexual reproductive and economic needs, as well as serving as a tool for socialising children. Furthermore, Parson and Bales emphasise that any development which threatens the integrity of the family unit, such as a decline in marriage, poses a risk to the cohesion of society as a whole.
Despite functionalist concerns about the changing nature of contemporary families, postmodernists, Sussmen, Steinmetz and Peterson (1999, as cited by Karraker & Grochowski, 2012), contend that applying nuclear family norms to 21st-century families is problematic as family forms are constantly evolving to meet the diverse needs of society. Nevertheless, Walsh (2012) argues that, despite their diverse structures, contemporary families still play fundamental roles in the functioning of society.
An additional development that is commonly mentioned in the discourse surrounding declining marriage rates and the diversity of family structures in the 21st century, is the shift in gender roles, particularly the redefinition of female roles in society (Pessin, 2017). Auchmuty (2012) and Nuti (2016) believe that it is the feminist movement that has shone a light on the oppressing confines of marriage, women’s role in the family such as the expectation to take on domestic and care-giving roles, and the encouragement of female dependency. Therefore, declines in marriage rates can be linked to changing gender norms within society and increasing female economic independence (Pessin, 2017; Sweeney, 2002). This idea is encapsulated in the ‘economic independence hypothesis’ (Cuesta & Reynolds, 2022, p.97), emphasising that women with good opportunities in the labour market and increased educational attainment possibilities may be less inclined to marry (Perelli-Harris & Lyons-Amos, 2015). Furthermore, Anman, Lee, and Kalsi (2021) and Bertrand et al (2018) argue that this is a reciprocal cycle, as gender norms evolve further, women increasingly gain further autonomy to shape their lives based on personal desires rather than conforming to the traditional role of a married woman. Lamont (2014), Pessin (2017), and Wang and Taylor (2011) claim that these developments within society lead to a rising scepticism of marriage and women generally pursuing more egalitarian forms of relationships.
An illustrative example of the societal response to the changing dynamics of gender roles and relationship norms can be found in the implementation of opposite-sex civil partnerships. Civil partnerships were originally created for same-sex couples, however, after same-sex marriage was legalised in various countries, it was argued that opposite-sex couples should also have the right to a civil partnership (Miles & Probert, 2019). In 2019 in the United Kingdom (UK), civil partnerships became legal for opposite-sex couples (Smales, 2019). Other sources imply that opposite-sex civil partnerships are also legal in various other countries around the world, however, the reliability of these sources could not be confirmed. This legal development marked a significant departure from the traditional understanding of marriage and recognised the need for more inclusive options for couples (Draghici, 2017). Carroll (2020) argues that the introduction of opposite-sex civil partnerships reflects a broader acknowledgment of diverse relationship structures beyond the confines of conventional marital norms, and by providing an alternative legal status, the legislation addresses the evolving expectations and desires of couples who may choose to commit to each other without necessarily adhering to the traditional institution of marriage. Furthermore, as maintained by Lamont (2014) and Pessin (2017), this legal shift not only acknowledges the increased autonomy of individuals, especially women, in shaping their lives based on personal desires but also aligns with the growing scepticism of marriage in contemporary society. It is important to note that civil partnerships are not only a legal recognition of relationships but also a legal recognition of a family (Coram Child Law Advice, 2023). However, it is unclear as to whether opposite-sex civil partnerships with biological children are recognised as a nuclear family (Scott, 2014), and therefore unclear as to whether these types of families are included within the realm of diverse families in the 21st century.
An additional development that is closely related to declining marriage rates is the rise in cohabiting couples, marking a significant shift in relationship patterns that further contribute to the evolving landscape of family structures (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). Cohabitation, defined as unmarried couples living together in a committed relationship, has become increasingly prevalent (Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos, 2015). As is the case with civil partnerships, the trend of cohabitation challenges traditional expectations of marriage as the sole pathway for committed partnerships (Sassler & Lichter, 2020). Scholars such as Tach and Halpern-Meekin (2013) argue that cohabitation allows couples to test compatibility, share responsibilities, and build a life together without the formalities of marriage. Additionally, Lichter, Turner & Sassler (2009) claim that the increasing rates of cohabitation reflect changing societal norms and a departure from the conventional sequence of dating, marriage, and then living together. It has also been associated with the postponement of marriage, providing individuals with more time for personal development and career pursuits before committing to matrimony (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). As cohabitation becomes a more widely accepted and normalised relationship choice, it further contributes to the diversification of family structures in the 21st century, highlighting the complexity and fluidity of contemporary relationships.
Anthony Giddens' theory of the transformation of intimacy provides a valuable lens through which to understand the societal shifts exemplified by the implementation of opposite-sex civil partnerships and the rise of cohabiting couples in the 21st century. Giddens (1992) posits that modernity has led to a profound transformation in intimate relationships, characterised by the disembedding of love and intimacy from traditional social structures such as marriage and raising children and the emergence of what he terms ‘pure relationships’. The introduction of opposite-sex civil partnerships, as well as the rise in cohabitation, aligns with Giddens' ideas by reflecting a move away from traditional, institutionally bound forms of relationships, such as marriage. Perelli-Harris and Bernardi (2015) claim that these developments signal a greater emphasis on personal choice, autonomy, and the negotiation of intimacy outside the rigid confines of societal expectations. Giddens' concept of the ‘pure relationship’ captures the essence of these changes, as couples, whether through civil partnerships or cohabitation, increasingly engage in relationships defined by mutual consent, emotional fulfilment, and shared aspirations, rather than adherence to predetermined social roles. In this way, the implementation of legal alternatives and the rise of cohabiting couples exemplify the ongoing transformation of intimacy in contemporary society, mirroring Giddens' vision of relationships freed from traditional constraints. Hull, Meier, and Ortyl (2010) offer a simplified understanding of Giddens’ theory when describing how due to the loss of religious and cultural influence, previously referred to as secularisation (Impicciatore & Billari, 2012), in contemporary society people are more inclined to choose egalitarian relationships which are based on love and not on economic security. 
A further consideration for the decline in marriage rates in the 21st century is the impact of rising economic inequality, which introduces a practical dimension to the evolving landscape of family structures (Greenstone & Looney, 2012). Conger, Conger, and Martin (2010) claim that rising economic inequality can create financial barriers that make marriage, traditionally associated with economic stability and security, increasingly challenging for some individuals or couples. Lundberg, Pollak, and Stearns (2016) claim that there is evidence that links the decline in marriage with increasing economic inequality. In support of this, a study conducted by Greenstone and Looney (2012) found that men with lower incomes were less likely to marry, as were women with higher incomes. These findings correspond with the aforementioned economic independence hypothesis (Cuesta & Reynolds, 2022, p.97). 
Additionally, Trail and Karney (2012) argue that economic constraints may contribute to the postponement of marriage and preference for alternative relationship structures, such as cohabitation and civil partnerships. As Hull, Meier, and Ortyl (2010) noted, the transformation of intimacy and the shift toward egalitarian relationships, as described by Giddens, often coincide with economic considerations. This economic dimension further underscores the interplay between societal changes, intimate relationships, and family structures in the 21st century.
A final consideration for the decline in marriage rates in the 21st century, which encompasses all major arguments made so far, revolves around the evolution of generational values. The changing landscape of family structures is intricately tied to the values and priorities of successive generations (Barroso, Parker & Bennett, 2020). Akers and Kohm (2018) argue that factors that have contributed to declining marriage rates, such as those previously mentioned in this submission, have led to the evolution of younger generations’ expectations and values surrounding relationships and family. Additionally, Walsh (2021) argues that younger generations are increasingly driven to become financially successful and are therefore wary of marriage due to fear of divorce. Similarly, Waller and Peters (2008) claim that many young unmarried parents avoid marriage due to the prospect of divorce. Dai and Chilson (2022), attribute this fear of divorce to many members of younger generations having experienced divorce firsthand as children. 
An added point to consider in terms of changes in generational attitudes towards marriage is the increasing influence of technology, globalisation, and a more interconnected world, with increased access to information, diverse perspectives, and shifting cultural ethos (Mills & Blossfeld, 2012). As argued by Parker, Graf, and Igielnik (2019) the emphasis on personal freedom, autonomy, and the pursuit of individual happiness has become more pronounced in younger generations, which challenges the conventional narrative that marriage is the primary and necessary foundation for a family.
In conclusion, the 21st century is witnessing a dynamic shift across vast areas of society (Lopez-Claros, Dahl & Groff, 2020). Herteux (2020, p.1) theorises that this is because humanity has entered a new era of ‘collective individualism’. Scott (2014) defines individualism as a social theory that prioritises the choice of the individual over the interests of society. Herteux argues that the effects of globalisation and technological advancements have provided individuals with the ability to access individualised spheres of influence resulting in the breakdown of collective societal values. Furthermore, it could be argued that collective individualism has contributed to evolving societal values such as secularisation, changing gender roles, economic inequality, and the transformation of intimacy. The application of Herteux’s theory to declining marriage rates and increasingly diverse family structures is further supported by Parker, Graf, and Igielnik (2019) when claiming that younger generations prioritise individual autonomy and personal happiness over traditional marital expectations. 
Contrary to the notion of the nuclear family as the traditional standard, this essay contends that the concept of family is not static; it is a malleable institution that evolves with societal changes (Sussmen, Steinmetz, and Peterson, 1999). However, despite the knowledge that different individuals want different forms of relationships, which was recognised in the introduction of civil partnerships for opposite-sex couples in the UK in 2019 (Carroll, 2020), in 2022 in the UK, a call to reform the law to protect cohabiting partners was rejected on the grounds that legal protection is provided by marriage and civil partnerships (UK Parliament, 2022). This is a failure by the UK government to provide an inclusive and supportive societal framework that caters to the rich tapestry of family structures in the contemporary era. As it is likely that family configurations will continue to diversify, it is crucial for public policies and legislation to adapt, to include families outside of marriage. 
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