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'Critically reflect upon what constitutes family in a contemporary world. Reflect upon whether 'families' are still important in today's society.'

Within this essay, the concept of family in today's contemporary world will be discussed. Issues such as what family is defined by, some of  different types of family. How family has changed over time, including what some reasons may be as to why family structures have changed over time. This media will look into media representation of family, it will look into what the positive effects on having a healthy family relationship are. It will also look into the effects on not having a family are , including the effects divorce and remarriage will have on a child. 
According to the Office of National Statistics, a family is defined as a married, civil partnered or cohabiting couple either with or without children. Family is also defined as a lone parent with at least one child, who lives at the same address. Children in the family may be dependent or non-dependent (ONS, 2017).  However, we are in the 21st century, so it is therefore difficult to find a specific definition as to what constitutes family. This is because in this contemporary world, the descriptions of traditional living conditions and social relationships are not what they used to be (Stacey, 1990 cited in Settles. B, 2013, p.3). Settles expressed that family is not objectively-meaningful and that it does not take on specific ideals on what a family should be from past, present or future ideals. Instead, the term family is ever changing but obtaining defining characteristics. She concluded that the term is socially constructed. Newman (2002), stated that every individual is born into a family of some sort and will more than likely remain in one for the most part of an individual's life. However, he suggested that the concept of family may not anymore be as clear as the traditional nuclear family. Instead, he demonstrated that family is forceful enough to describe the strength of people's feelings and connection to others (Newman. D, 2002).  This alone shows that there are many differing paradigms of what family actually is, but with this in mind, there is no such thing as a typical family in the 21st century (Cabinet Office, 2008). 
The nuclear family is the traditional family structure which was the most dominant family structure during the 1960s and 1970s (BeBusinessed, no date). It consists of 2 parents and 2 biological children. However, some individuals now believe that step children and adopted children should be included. This type of family was seen by society to be the ideal way to raise children. This was because it was seen that children in a nuclear family would receive the support and strength from the two-parent structure. This would seem that these children would have more opportunities due to the financial background of both parents (Blessing. M, no date). However, it was only due to the economic boom and the rise of pay during the 60s and 70s, that the nuclear family become dominant. Until this point, families commonly lived with parents or other members of the family. 
Although, in this contemporary, fluid world, the definition of family if ever changing, it is resulting in the decline of the nuclear family. This is because individuals are choosing to live alone or live without children as it is more common to live this way (Richardson. H cited in BBC, 2010). According to the ONS, the number of individuals who were living in family homes with children had fallen to just 36% in 2009 compared to 52% in 1961. Whilst this structure is in decline, it has seen the rise in cohabiting couple family. This is defined as two adults who live together that are not married (Citizens Advice, no date). 
Before 1914, divorce was so rare that there was only 1 divorce for every 450 marriages (Parliament, no date) this was because divorce was seen as a scandal. The end of WW1 led to further equality for men and women when it came to divorce. This was due to the Matrimonial Causes Act which was introduced in 1923. This enabled either partner to file for a divorce on the terms of their partner's adultery, where as before this was introduced, only the man has been able to do so. Then, in 1937, additional reasons for divorce were introduced, some of these included incurable insanity, violence and desertion. Both World Wars saw an increase in divorces but it wasn’t until 1969 where the Divorce Reform Act was introduced where divorces became as common as they are today. This act saw the change of attitudes and new expectations of marriage. This too saw a greater independence among women, which in turn saw the rise in the number of divorces from 50,000 a year in 1971 to 150,000 a year just 10 years later. However, in more recent years, there has been a steady decline in the number of divorces, this could be due to the fact that people do not see getting married as an important protocol (Parliament, no date). 
In 2014, there were nearly 2 million lone parent families in the UK, in which women accounted for 91% of lone parents. This is an increase from 1.9 million in 2004. This family structure represented 25% of all families in 2014 (ONS, 2014). Single parents may find it financially difficult to provide for their child and work at the same time, but UK laws now take this into consideration in order to help these children. 
The Children and Families Act states that there are provisions for assistance with childcare when the parent needs it, local authorities would have a list of registered childminders who can help the parent when they need it. It also allows parents to ask the Government to pay for 15 hours a week for childcare (Department of Education, 2014). The Government also help single parents who are on a low income, as they can apply for Child Benefit and Working Tax Credit which will help bring up the child. Some parents may also be eligible for a reduction in the amount of Council Tax that they have to pay (Armes. A cited in Law and Parents, 2018). 
With this in mind, adults who are in a relationship who are afraid to file for divorce, may now feel secure enough to do so with this act in place so they can be able to provide and financially support their child without having to quit their job. In 2013, the Welsh Government introduced The Schools Standards and Organisation Act (GOV, 2014). This placed a duty on all primary schools across Wales to provide children with free breakfast everyday. The aim of this was to help improve the concentration and attainment for pupils. It was not intended to replace breakfast that was already being provided by parents but to also offer it to pupils who have not had their breakfast for whatever reason. However, this is very beneficial to single parents who may work early and can not afford to have a childminder to take their child to school. They can instead drop their child off at school and be assured that they are being fed and looked after properly at no extra cost. 
The introduction of the pill in 1961 was another huge social and political movement for women in the UK. gave women the choice weather they want to have children or not (Bridge. S, cited in The Guardian, 2007). Although, when the pill was introduced to the NHS, it was only prescribed to older women who had already had children and did not wish to have anymore (Cafe. R cited in BBC, 2011). This saw an increase of the number of individuals using the pill in 1962 at 50,000 to around 1 million in 1969 (FPA, 2007). This was only offered to these individuals as the government did not was to be seen to encourage free love. In 1974, family planning clinic were now allowed to prescribe single women with the pill which turned into be a controversial decision as many individuals had questioned weather GPs and parents should be told when the young woman was given the pill whereas other individuals wanted their privacy. 
Due to fact that women were now able to control when they had children, it meant that marriage was harder to come by and the number of children born declined (Café. R, 2011). This can be seen in an ONS report that states the number of women conceiving children in England and Wales in 1970 was 93.8 per every 1,000 women. This then fell drastically to only 69.4 in the space of 6 years (ONS, 2015).  The rate of shotgun marriage declined, this was an implied promise that if a woman was to become pregnant, then the man would have to marry her. According to Cafe, due to the pill, the pressure to get married disappeared and the rate of couples cohabiting rose. The introduction of the pill changed the historical view of a nuclear family and was a big change in how family is seen in the contemporary world by changing the viewpoint of how family ought to be. It gave individuals a choice to follow their ambitions and focus on careers first and have children later or not have children at all if they didn’t want too. 
Due to the reasons previously discussed, the percentage of childless women in 1970 had risen to 17%, this was compared to just 14% of childless women in 1943 (ONS, 2015). In 1990, 30% of marriages were childless. This was a huge change within the history of family, as for the first time in 10 years, childless families were more popular than those families with children. In Japan in the year 1993, childless couples accounted for 65% of all families. The reasons as to why couples may not have children are varied, and some have previously been discussed during this essay. However, some individuals may want to travel, they may want free time for themselves as with a child they would not get that. This could also be due to the fact that by this time, women were more able to establish a career which would enable them to be financially stable before starting a child or would rather travel. Some women may not be able to have children and not be childless out of choice (EDU, no date).
Those couples wishing to have children but who are not able too could look into adoption. There was no legislation in the UK that covered the topic of adoption until after the War which was known as the Adoption of Children Act and was published in 1926 and covered England and Wales. After the war, the growth and the pressure of organised adoption and adoption societies, and also form adopting parents and children's societies pushed for this piece of legislation to be published. The act gave all adopting parents the right to go to court to secure a legal entitlement to keep their adopted child. After this act was published, it was proved popular as it saw 5,000 were being legally adopted every year by the 1930's. The decrease in babies that are available for adoption has changed the way people adopt, as most adoptions are now about children being adopted out of local authority care. This can be seen in 2011-2012, 3,695 children were adopted from care. This was out of the 4,777 adoptions throughout England and Wales (Keating. J, no date). 
In the 1950s, families in the media were  portrayed as a white, middle class, nuclear family. It portrayed the families as ones with no conflict, who always seemed to be smart and understanding, while always supporting and helping their children through the transition through adolescence.. T. In 1967, Edmund Leach recognised the power of the image regarding a traditional family. Leech said that this was a socially constructed model with assumptions of how families should be and what a normal family should look like. He called this the 'cereal packet family'. The cereal packet family are used for advertisement as a stereotypical image of what best describes a family in the UK today (Thompson. C, 2008). 
During the 1960s, the family structure within media changed as the increase of single parent families were shown more in TV programmes (Rouse. E, 2016). However, minority families continued to be shown in a negative light within media representation. For example, Native American families often were stereotyped as alcoholics with dysfunctional families. 
In 2017, the UK frozen food company McCain published an advert which focused on celebrating real, 21st century families. This was due to that fact that half of the British population di not think that popular culture reflects the modern family and the reality of it. 84% of consumers could not recall seeing anything that they felt reflects a family like their own. The director of the company, Mark Hodge, released a statement saying how as a company they welcome the scrutiny that the media has faced by putting on stereotypes. He stated that his new campaign for an increased gender diversity and the rise of a new breed of honest parenting influencers are important steps in to reflect the diverse reality of the modern 21st family today (Jardine. A, 2017).  The advert starts by challenging the traditional nuclear family with the opening statement "when it comes to family what's normal? Normal isn't normal." (YouTube, 2017).  This in itself shows that in the 21st century the nuclear family is not the norm, and society has seen a change in the different family structures.  The advert then goes through all the different types of family, by starting with single mums, working mums, adoptive mums. It goes to acknowledge families where the grandparents are the primary caregivers. It leads on to single dads, "two daddies" whilst showing a homosexual male couple with a child, and children who have never met their dads. It also explores the idea of an individual's family being their friends. It ends by saying "families come in all shapes and sizes" - this advert explored the varying types of family and showed the diversity of family to create an inclusive advert for all family types. 
However, a month later, the company cancelled parts of the advert including the clip of a gay male couple. the real-life couple were subjects to online abuse who were accused of neglecting their child who was conceived using a surrogate as the child does not have a mother in his life. This shows that even in the 21st century, some individuals do not accept these different variations of family and do not except the fact that a family can be a gay couple. The couple responded by stating; "it is the 21st century and times have changed. There are no 'normal' families and we are not ashamed" (Samuels-Camozzi. L cited in BBC, 2017). 
Families are the source of emotional support, security and protection and love. Sharing the family belief system will encourage each family member to pursue their interests and aspirations (Ipatenco. S, 2014 cited in LiveStrong). Healthy family relationships result in happy and secure children whilst giving parents the reward of being an important influence in their child's life. The family members with healthy relationships provide a sense of belonging and value. Healthy families encourage each other to become independent and also self-sufficient. This in turn will build a healthy family that is secure and also comfortable enough to disagree with each other but at the same time supporting individual interests. Having a strong moral character is important in a healthy family as it helps build bonds between family members that is centred around one belief system that everyone believes in and follows.
Many years of research looking into the impact of family structure and the well-being and health of children has shown that children living with their married, biological parents have had better emotional, physical and academic well-being. Not surprisingly, when parents separate it has a negative impact on a child's mental and emotional health. However, studies say that it too will effect the child throughout life, into adulthood and not just through the transition period. Issues such as smoking, substance abuse, teenage pregnancy and offending are some of the issues that could arise. It has been seen that remarriage does not generally improve a child's outcome. Even though if the parent was to remarry, then the child would have an improved economic circumstances and an additional adult to help with day to day tasks, some studies have shown that children have been worse off after their parents remarry. This has shown to have negative effects on the child's behaviour than those children who have remained in a single-parent family. Amato stated that step-families are complex and need time for children and step-parents to adjust to their new families. This is because the relationship between the child and step-parent is not a relationship of choice and children could be slow to open up to their step-parent (Amato, 1987 cited in Mackay, 2011).
From reading and researching for this essay, it is clear to see that in just some of the point that have been discussed, family in the contemporary world has changed from the nuclear, cereal packet family that dominated the 60s and 70s and before. Certain turning points throughout history has changed this and seen the decline of the nuclear family and seen the rise of other family structures, such as single-parent families and made these structures socially acceptable. With laws being passed for same sex marriage all over the world, the family structure of the 21st century is always changing and being accepted. It is clear to see that having some sort of family structure is important for an individuals' mental and emotional well-being. Families come in all shapes and sizes, weather a persons family their friends or their grandparents who are their primary caregivers and from just this small piece of research it is clear to see that family is still important in the contempary world. 




	
	
	



