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Assessment 1: The concept of Family has dramatically changed in the 21st century; critically reflect upon this statement. 
Marriage has been on a gradual decline in the UK since the beginning of the 21st century (Oritz-Ospina and Roser, 2020, np). The purpose of this assessment is to explore how the concept of family has changed in the 21st century, specifically in relation to marriage. To demonstrate these changes, this assignment will begin by defining family, drawing upon traditional perceptions, alongside more recent definitions that have evolved during the 21st century. In applying familial concepts, it will explore marriage, drawing upon relevant literature, legislative changes and the theory of modernity to demonstrate the meaning and value it has within contemporary society. Finally, it will analyse relative data from the UK and US to verify the decline of marriage and to establish how prevalent it is. It will capture the evolving attitudes that have implications on one’s desire to marry alongside the growing appeal of cohabitation, ultimately highlighting that the concept of family has dramatically changed in the 21st century. 
In a general sense, Scott (2014, p.238) describes family as an ‘intimate domestic group’ of people related by ‘bonds of blood, sexual mating, or legal ties’. Muncie and Sapsford (1997, p.10) allude to the more traditional stereotypes of family, in particular the nuclear family which consists of a marriage between a man and a woman, with an emphasis on companionship and the bearing and raising of children. During the late 20th century, Muncie and Sapsford (1997, p.10) argue that the concept of the nuclear family ‘retains its potency’ and is widely recognised as the most established form in contemporary society during its time, deeming other concepts as ‘unusual’ or ‘deviant’. This indicates that biological and marriage relations have previously been fundamental in defining a family, particularly in a traditional context, pre 21st century. In contrast, Holstein and Gubrium (1999, p.11) take a more modern, constructivist approach to define family by instead, measuring the meaning of relationships and recognising that these are ‘multifaceted’ and therefore open to interpretation. Expanding on this concept, Tillman and Nam (2008, p.367) note that perceptions of what constitutes a family have been built on preexisting factors and responsibilities within a family unit, considering emotional support, economics and reproduction, whilst encompassing the social norms and values of society. Despite this, Tillman and Nam (2008, p.367) add that family can be understood in several ways and is not only limited to immediate household living, and can instead, branch away from the predetermined, traditional nuclear family, taking on new forms such as:
two sisters living together, a single mother and her children living at home, a same-sex couple, a married couple and their children and grandchildren wherever they live, an unmarried cohabiting couple, a divorced couple neither of whom has remarried and their children, an extended kin network, and many other social groupings. (Tillman and Nam, 2008, p.368)

The concepts explored here demonstrate that the landscape of family is everchanging and thus, marriage and what it resembles may no longer be the focal point for many families. It is therefore relevant to explore the meaning of marriage and examine why some may deem it more integral than others to demonstrate dramatic changes in the 21st century.  
In their book ‘What is Marriage?’, Girgis, Anderson and George (2011) study two competing views regarding marriage. The first being the conjugal view which is the belief that marriage is the joining together of a man and a woman, emphasising the importance of commitment and solidifying this through the bearing and raising of children (Girgis, Anderson and George, 2011, p.246). The second is the revisionist view, signifying a more diverse approach which views marriage as the joining of two people, but is inclusive of same sex couples, committed to the challenges and rewards of life (Girgis, Anderson and George, 2011, p.246). Although conspicuously, there is no mention of raising children in this definition, implying it is deemed as improper. Arguing in favour of the conjugal view, Girgis, Anderson and George (2011, p.253) maintain that marriage is ‘comprehensive’ and a ‘bodily’ union, which they describe as ‘organic’ and often resulting in conception, which they view as fundamental in fulfilling a marriage. This union of marriage between a man and a woman is what Park et al (2013, p.7) state has ‘long been the social, legal and religious norm’ surrounding sex and parenthood. This statement highlights the long-standing belief that marriage can only truly exist between heterosexual couples, demonstrating how this belief system has been embedded so deeply into society that it has persisted into the 21st century, especially given that same-sex marriage was only legalised in the UK in 2013 (Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, 2013). Additionally, the conjugal view resembles similarities to the previously mentioned nuclear family and conventional family stereotypes (Muncie and Sapsford, 1997; Scott, 2014), implying that the revisionist view on marriage is less legitimate than the conjugal view purely based on the ability to produce offspring.
Basing marriage ideology merely on sexual intercourse and conception fails to acknowledge the everchanging family structures and attitudes that exist and persist within contemporary society, be it the gradual acceptance and growth of same-sex marriage (Rosenfield and Kim, 2005, p.559; Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, 2013), or the non-marital bearing and raising of children (Hayford, Guzzo and Smock, 2014, p.2). These marital changes may be explored through the notion often referred to as the ‘deinstitutionalisation’ of marriage, an argument put forward by Cherlin (2004) who was writing about visible changes in marriage at the beginning of the 21st century.  Cherlin (2004, pp. 851- 853; 2005, p.41) argues that people are more liable to question the connection between marriage and parenting, gender roles and even the bond between marriage and heterosexuality, all of which go against the strict conjugal view of marriage (Girgis, Anderson and George, 2011, p.246). In turn, there is a sense that nowadays people are inclined to marry later, end unhappy marriages or simply not marry at all (Cherlin, 2005, pp. 34- 48).  Simultaneously, this highlights the substantial changes in the family system and diversification of the structure, shifting away from the idea that marriage is a ‘precursor to a couple’s decision to procreate’ (Balzarini, Blair and Walter, 2024, p.106). 
Drawing upon the extensive theory of modernity, Giddens’ concept of the pure relationship can be used to explore the contemporary attitudinal changes to marriage as examined above. Giddens (1991, p.89) explains that previously, marriage has been treated as a contract, often predisposed to the wider economic considerations, drawing upon examples such as parental arrangements of marriage or the ‘internal division of labour’ that have seen long-established gender roles take hold within traditional frameworks. However, the concept of the pure relationship aims to eradicate the ‘pre-existing external involvements’ and instead, allows relationships to be ‘free floating’, continuing to thrive on the condition that it delivers emotional satisfaction and is initiated solely by those involved in the uptake (Giddens, 1991, p.89). In other words, it emphasises a mutual feeling of trust and fidelity which is fuelled by intimacy, without interference from external influences (Giddens,1991, pp. 94-96), helping to explain why some no longer depend on marriage to solidify their commitment or conform to societal expectations surrounding family. Instead, relationships can adopt a new meaning to suit the needs of the individuals involved, with autonomy and self-sufficiency at the forefront. 
In reference to the fact that transitions out of marriage are now more common, (Cherlin, 2005), recent legislative reform in the UK referred to as ‘no fault divorce’ (Ministry of Justice, 2022, np) means that under the Divorce, Dissolution and Separation Act (2020), separating couples are no longer required to assign blame for the collapse of marriage, thereby allowing focus to be placed on finalising finances and decisions involving children, arguably making divorce even easier in contemporary society. However, this legislative reform has attracted some concern surrounding the lifelong promise of commitment that marriage holds. For example, during early briefings for the proposed change in legislation, the organisation Coalition for Marriage (2017, np) put forward their grievances by suggesting marriage status would be reduced to the likes of a tenancy contract, expressing concerns that marriage would be dissolved with insufficient notice by either individual ‘with no expectation of permanence’. While this may bear some truth regarding the aspect of commitment, this change underlines how societal norms have evolved throughout the 21st century, gravitating towards acceptance and recognising those who no longer want to remain in a marriage irrespective of the reasons, without ridicule or having to justify their actions. Admittedly, this could have positive and negative consequences, leaving room to investigate the modern-day justification for marriage. 
[bookmark: _Hlk182133093]Research conducted in the US by Horowitz, Graf and Livingston (2019, np) on behalf of The Pew Research Center discovered that while finances, convenience and the desire to have children may influence the decision to marry, the top contenders for marriage are primarily based upon love and companionship. However, it is stated that these are also the same reasons why many choose to cohabit instead, without the intention of marriage (Horowitz, Graf and Livingston, 2019, np), providing scope to question what difference it makes to marry, or simply, cohabit instead. Considering this, some studies have alluded to the health benefits of marriage, with one study revealing fewer depressive symptoms amongst married couples when comparing the mental health of stably married couples to unmarried ones (Wood, Goesling and Avellar, 2007, p.32). Although, for transparency, Wood, Goesling and Avellar (2007, p.32) also state in their findings that marriage dissolution is likely to increase depressive symptoms, an indication that a healthy marriage is integral if it is to succeed. Secondly, Newman and Grauerholz (2002, p.267) acknowledge the similarities between cohabitation and marriage, but state there is also a plethora of cultural and structural elements to marriage which may make it more ‘stable and secure’ than cohabitation. A key example being ‘the institutionalised nature of marriage’ where a distinct set of rules and expectations are predetermined and collectively recognised on a macro level, often with a mutual understanding of commitment at the centre (Newman and Grauerholz, 2002, p.270), an element previously put forward by Girgis, Anderson and George (2011, p.246) and a contender against the previously discussed deinstitutionalisation of marriage (Cherlin, 2004). Recent research demonstrated that marriage commitment was held in higher esteem by participants, with marriage linked to as being ‘wholly committed’, while cohabitation was primarily viewed as ‘just living together’ (Berrington, Perelli-Harris and Trevena, 2015, pp.353-354), creating a sense of seriousness and longevity surrounding marriage. Finally, research suggests there are economic benefits to be reaped from marriage (Louzek, 2022, p.306; Stimpson, Wilson and Peek, 2012, p.4). This can include the sharing of housing costs and general resources, equating to less financial risks, for example, being able to rely on the income of a spouse should the other become unemployed (Stimpson, Wilson and Peek, 2012, p.4). While this sharing of resources could also apply to cohabiting couples, Stimpson, Wilson and Peek (2012, p.4) maintain that cohabiting couples are less likely to share economic resources such as joint bank accounts and general financial assets. Furthermore, Fairbairn (2022, p.7) state that in the UK, while cohabiting couples are covered by legal protection in some areas, contrary to popular belief, cohabitation does not provide general legal status to a couple in the same ways civil partnerships and marriages do, reaffirming the superior level of stability that marriage adopts, especially in terms of economic considerations.
The points discussed above outline some of the main advantages that couples gain from marriage. In relation, data shows that in 2023, 66% of households in the UK were made up of either married or civil-partnered couple families (Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2024a, p.2). Moreover, a recent YouGov survey conducted among unwed Brits saw 40% of participants expressing a desire to marry (Ibbetson, 2022, np). Both data sets acknowledge that marriage in the UK is still a central aspect of the family system to many today. Nevertheless, records published by Oritz-Ospina and Roser (2020, np) on behalf of Our World in Data confirms that the number of people getting married is decreasing in many countries across the world, including the UK. In fact, the UK has seen a steady decline from the beginning of the 21st century with an average of 4.80 marriages a year per 1,000 people in the population in 2001, compared with 4.40 marriages a year per 1,000 people in 2016 (Oritz-Ospina and Roser, 2020, np). What’s more, the independent research organisation Civitas showed that in England and Wales, the percentage of married people fell from 49.4% in 2011 to 46.9% in 2021 (Lilley, 2023, np), highlighting a continuous decline in marriages over the last decade. It should be noted that despite this general decline in UK marriages (Oritz-Ospina, 2020, np; Lilley, 2023, np), recent quantitative data shows an increase of 12.3% more marriages in 2022 in England and Wales compared to 2019 (ONS, 2024b, p.2), though this is likely due to the Covid-19 pandemic that placed restrictions on wedding ceremonies throughout 2020 and 2021, and thus, accounts for the spike in marriages in 2022 when restrictions had eased. 
Conversely, cohabitation amongst couples is on the rise, with an increase from 20.6% in 2011, to 24.35% in 2021 (ONS, 2023, p.2), resembling another change in the dynamics of family and suggesting that marriage is not a primary focus for all. This is supported in the previously mentioned YouGov survey which saw 48% out of the 28% of participants with no desire to marry stating that they did not see the point or reason for marriage, and 34% saying it was due to the belief that marriage was either outdated or no longer relevant (Ibbetson, 2022, np), the latter suggesting that marriage is deemed as too traditional to some. In the US, Pepin and Cohen (2024, p.2) have also recorded a decline in the last decade between the proportion of young people who expect to get married, as well as the level of optimism surrounding marital expectations, particularly in young women, attitudes towards marriage which Pepin and Cohen (2024, p.1) describe as ‘pessimistic’, again demonstrating changes in marital attitudes within the 21st century. 
In summary, the points outlined in this assignment demonstrate a plethora of changes within the concept of family, with a particular focus on marriage across the 21st century. Depictions of family have transformed from traditional nuclear family forms which are focused on biological and blood connections (Scott, 2014; Muncie and Sapsford; 1997), to entirely new forms which pose no limits or rules on the classification of family, and instead looks towards the meaning of the relationships that exist amongst people (Holstein and Gubrium, 2008; Tillman and Nam, 2008). In particular, the 21st century has also seen a vast change in the landscape of marriage. While many still associate marriage with traditional values and the importance of raising children, viewing it as a sanctimonious act of commitment (Girgis, Anderson and George, 2011; Park et al; 2013; Coalition for Marriage, 2017), legislative reform alongside gradual attitudinal changes in the West has led to a more diverse approach towards marriage (Rosenfield and Kim, 2005; Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, 2013; Hayford, Guzzo and Smock, 2014; Balzarini, Blair and Walter, 2024; Giddens, 1991), with the deinstitutionalization of marriage being a contributing factor (Cherlin, 2004; Cherlin,2005; Divorce, Dissolution and Separation Act, 2020). The changes in societal perceptions of marriage have led to question the differences between marriage and cohabitation, and whether anything is to be gained from marriage in the 21st century (Horowitz, Graf and Livingston, 2019). With this, this submission has noted some of the perceived benefits of marriage spanning from health and well-being considerations to the economic and symbolic aspects (Wood, Goesling and Avellar; 2007; Newman and Grauerholz, 2002; Berrington, Perelli-Harris and Trevena, 2015; Stimpson, Wilson and Peek, 2012; Louzek, 2022). Despite these benefits and the high prevalence of civil partnerships and marriage in the UK today (ONS, 2024a), the most significant change of all is the undoubted reality that marriage has been on a steady decline since the beginning of the 21st century (ONS, 2024a; ONS, 2024b; Ibbetson, 2022; Oritz-Ospina and Roser, 2020; Lilley, 2023; ONS, 2023; Pepin and Cohen, 2024). Whether it be the transformation in marital attitudes, a rise in cohabitation amongst families, the emergence of same-sex marriages, or a combination of all three, one thing is certain, the 21st century has witnessed a dramatic change in the concept of marriage and its relevance to family. 
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