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Question:
Identify 2 images which represent families in the 21st century. Then compare and contrast these images to explore, in depth, how social media can influence current representations of family within society.
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The 21st century has witnessed significant shifts in societal norms and family composition, with increased recognition and acceptance of diverse family structures (Walsh, 2012). Some academics, such as Giddens & Sutton (2013) and Esping-Andersen (2016), argue that widespread changes across society in the modern-day can be attributed to technological advancements and changing cultural perspectives. An example of this is social media, which provides a platform that gives individuals the ability to connect, learn, and engage with diverse content and communities (Bohn, 2021). This prolonged exposure to varying ways of life alters an individual's outlook and values, eventually creating changes in cultural perspective (Manago et al, 2021). 
Krause and Meyer (2002) claim that until approximately the final third of the 20th century, marriage was considered a general life goal, as was raising a family, and homosexuality was a criminal offense. However, the 21st century has seen vast changes in family structures. Adler and Lenz (2023), claim that the, once idyllically portrayed, traditional, nuclear family, consisting of two married parents of the opposite sex and their dependent children (Scott, 2014), is no longer the norm, with the past 20 years witnessing rises in divorce rates, cohabiting couples, lone parent families and other newly recognised family types, such as same-sex couples of which since 2015 has increased 40.5% (Fflag, 2022). It is important to note that, as stated by The Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2019), a family does not have to include children. However, despite an increase in childless families in the United Kingdom (UK) since the beginning of the century (ONS, 2022), this family type is commonly left out of family studies. As argued by Walsh (2012), no matter the tradition, ultimately family normality is a social construct.  
To explore this phenomenon, this portfolio presents two images that represent families in the 21st century in popular children’s television programs. Often described as a ‘window on the world’ (Larson, 1984; Rivera, 2017), it has been argued that everyday television reflects popular culture within our society (Tomoiagă, 2019). This understanding is expanded upon by The University of Minnesota (2010), which describes the relationship between television and society as being reciprocal, by both reflecting and nurturing the values of society. Therefore, as television media reflects and affects society’s views and values, it also portrays representations of individuals or groups in society which may reinforce or contest stereotypes (Aspler, Harding & Cascio, 2022). Media portrayals that avoid negative stereotypes can provide a sense of belonging and reinforcement of identity for an individual (Kjærgaard, Morsing & Ravasi, 2011). Trivette (2022) explains that portrayals of members of minority groups impact not only how greater society views these members, but also how these members view themselves. Studies that have explored this concept using social identity theory, which claims that individuals derive a certain portion of their identity from the groups they belong to (Waldkirch, 2015), found that members of marginalised groups in society prefer to watch television programs that include characters that they can personally relate to (Ramasubramanian & Murphy, 2014). 
Since the end of the 20th century, there has been an increased focus on the positive and relatable representation of marginalised groups in the media (Fisher et al, 2007; Deerwater, 2022). Now in the 21st century that focus is beginning to shift to children’s television and the positive portrayals of diverse families (Stevens, 2022). To further explore these concepts, the two images presented in this portfolio depict one same-sex parent family, as an example of diverse family representation, and in contrast one traditional nuclear family. By highlighting certain aspects of these images, and applying relevant theories, the diversity of families in the 21st century will be demonstrated, as will the need for a multitude of diverse perspectives to theorise and understand this modern-day unit. Additionally, to further analyse these images through a 21st-century viewpoint, this submission will consider the reaction to these representations of families on social media.
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[image: Penny Polar Bear and her two mothers sit around a table eating dinner]
Figure 1: Penny the Polar Bear and her Two Mothers (Channel 5, as cited by Duggins, 2022), 

This computer-generated image depicts the first same-sex parent family to be portrayed in the popular, current children’s television program Peppa Pig, consisting of two female characters, illustrated with longer eyelashes, and their daughter (Duggins, 2022). The bright colours used in this image suggest that it has been designed to be appealing to children (Boyatzis &Varghese, 1994). The subjects of the image are situated around a table in a kitchen conversing and sharing a meal, which is considered common family practice (Middleton et al, 2022). One of the female characters is wearing what appears to be a stethoscope which suggests that this character has a medical occupation. All the characters in this image are smiling, implying they are happy and that this is a comfortable everyday interaction (Zhang et al, 2021). 
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[image: Cartoon of a family eating at a table

Description automatically generated]
Figure 2. All Aboard the Pancake Express (The Simpsons, 2023).

This second computer-generated image is taken from a scene in another popular children’s television show, The Simpsons (The Simpsons, 2023), and shows the Simpsons family in the kitchen of their home. Once again, the colours used in this image are bright which indicates it has been designed to be appealing to children (Boyatzis &Varghese, 1994). The Simpsons are a traditional nuclear family, which as previously explained consists of two married opposite-sex parents and their children (Scott, 2014). The female characters in this image are clearly identifiable, due to being illustrated with longer eyelashes and jewellery or hair accessories (Sá & Tavares, 2017). The two older children in this image are eating food, while their mother appears to be feeding the baby and their father reads a newspaper. The characters in this image appear comfortable, implying this is an everyday situation (Zhang et al, 2021).
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When considering Image 1, it can be argued that the most apparent element of this picture is the depiction of a same-sex parent family, this is because the inclusion of same-sex parents in children’s television is a new phenomenon (Wells, 2022). Whereas, when considering Image 2, the representation of a nuclear family is of very little significance. The nuclear family is used as a baseline of comparison for any other family structure, and families differentiating from this perceived norm are often described as non-nuclear (Santín & Sicilia, 2016). To understand this from a theoretical perspective, we can compare structural functionalism’s, often referred to as functionalism view of the family with that of queer theory. The main basis of structural functionalism is an emphasis on the necessity for a moral and value consensus among members of society for society to function efficiently (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). In terms of family, functionalism upholds heteronormativity, a belief that heterosexuality and traditional gender identities are morally the social norm (Rubin, 2011 as cited by Boe, 2019). Furthermore, functionalism argues that marriage and the nuclear family act as an ideal foundation for society (Haralambos & Holborn, 2013).  Whereas, queer theory directly contests this understanding of society, as stated by Jagose (1996, as cited by Longstaff, 2022, p.235), by challenging ‘the model of stability – which claims heterosexuality as its origin’. Boe (2019), links this to the family by claiming that just as queer theory rejects the notion that heterosexuality is the norm, it also rejects the belief that the family is biologically binary, by stating that diverse family structures are normative and not deviant. The inclusion of a same-sex parent family on a children’s mainstream television program, supports the queer theory perspective of family and indicates a progressive step in the portrayal of diverse family structures in the media. As argued by the World Economic Forum (2021, p.5) ‘Progress starts by acknowledging that diverse societies deserve diverse and inclusive media and entertainment.’. This statement offers an example of the previously discussed relationship between television and society, specifically the way that society can influence the media (The University of Minnesota, 2010).
An additional consideration of these two images is the portrayal of gender. Slatterley (2003, p.113), refers to gender as ‘’social’ and ‘cultural differences in behaviour and roles, in the personal attributes we call masculinity and femininity’. The World Health Organization’s (2023) definition expands upon this by asserting that gender, although related to it, is different from sex, which can be understood as the physical, biological characteristics of being male or female, and that the gender an individual may identify with does not always correspond with their sex at birth. 
In the first image presented the adult female characters have been depicted with longer eyelashes to indicate their gender, although, it should be noted that indications of gender have been omitted from the illustration of the daughter. In the second image, portrayals of gender are more obvious as all three female characters are depicted with longer eyelashes, and either jewellery or hair accessories. Following a study conducted to explore portrayals of gender in children’s animated media, Coyne et al (2016) reported that female characters are six times more likely to be portrayed as attractive than male characters. Findings shared by González et al (2020) confirmed that gender stereotypes are indeed present in children’s media, claiming that female characters' physical appearance is often intended to be attractive. It could also be argued that the mother feeding the baby while the father reads a newspaper in Image 2, portrays further gender constructs, such as the idea that childcare within the family is primarily the mother’s responsibility. Gender and identity theory, socialisation theory, and gendered social role theory offer explanations for the basis of these implications. 
Gender identity theory dictates that people have an inherent need to identify gender, as our gender identity is our sense and expression of self (Cosker-Rowland, 2023). Furthermore, people possess a need to understand the gender identity of others, as gender is part of all our social interactions (Council of Europe, 2023). This stems from the socialisation we have all experienced from birth. As argued by Carter (2014) people are socialised into gender from a young age, primarily within their families, secondarily within the education system and their peer groups, and continuously by the mass media (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). Examples of this include the clothes we are dressed in as a child, the sports we are permitted to play at school, the peer groups we associate with, and the television programs we watch (Balvin, 2017). Eventually, all these notions become internalised as social gender norms (Gintis & Bowles, 2011). This process of learning social norms, values, behaviour, and culture is the central understanding of socialisation theory (McCarthy & Edwards, 2011). To further link this concept to gender, social role theory recognises that this process creates gendered roles within society, such as the idea that labour-heavy work and positions of power are jobs for men, and childcare and cleaning roles are the responsibilities of women (Eagly & Wood, 2016).
Gender roles are commonly present in family units - often referred to as the gendered division of labour within a family (Qypi, 2017; Mavrokonstantis, 2015) - particularly in the traditional nuclear family, with fathers often taking the role of main breadwinner whilst mothers adopt the role of the primary caregiver (as portrayed in Image 2) and home keeper (Park et al, 2013). Feminist perspectives would argue that the gender roles present within a family, reinforce the gender roles present within society (Qypi, 2017). However, Park et al (2013) argue that gender roles are less prevalent in modern families, partially due to the inability of many families to survive the current economic climate with a single breadwinner, and partially due to the diversity of family compositions in the 21st century. Image 1 provides an example of this. As this depiction of a modern family is made up of two same-sex parents, two women, and their daughter, gender roles cannot be present within this unit. However, it could be argued that as one of these characters is illustrated wearing a stethoscope, which as earlier mentioned could suggest she has a medical profession, she is the main breadwinner for this family.
No matter the structure and roles, some things are common practice in families across a multitude of cultures, such as the sharing of a family meal (Davidson & Gauthier, 2010). The practice of food sharing between a social group is referred to as commensality (Jönsson, Michaud & Neuman 2021), and is claimed by Ochs and Shohet (2006) to be, as previously stated, universally practiced, maintaining familial social bonds. Ochs and Shohet (2006, p.37) further reinforce the importance of the family meal when stating that, ‘In ancient Greece, for example, oikos (family) was stipulated as “those who feed together”’.
Considering then that both above images include the characters situated around a table eating food, it could be argued that this is a deliberate media portrayal of a family unit. This is perhaps less significant for the representation of a nuclear family in Image 2, than it is for the modern, same-sex parent, representation of a family depicted in Image 1, as the nuclear family is a long-accepted, traditional family form, whereas the same-sex parent family is still seeking recognition and acceptance in the 21st century (Siegal et al, 2021). Couple this with the happy faces included in this image, then it can be claimed that this image is intended to utilise the aforementioned influence of the media as an agent of socialisation, to influence social norms and values, by demonstrating the normality of diverse families (University of Minnesota, 2010). The utilisation of television’s influence in this way can be further understood in terms of cultivation theory, which explains the long-term impact that television and its portrayals of the social world. can have on an individual’s concept of social reality (Stack, Li & Spaulding, 2015; Morgan, Shanahan & Signorielli, 2009).
Despite the intentions of the portrayal of a same-sex parent family on the children’s television program Peppa Pig shown in Image 1, many news reports claim that the reactions of the public on social media were divided (Fuller, 2022; Luckhurst, 2022; Owoseje, 2022). All three news reports include posts claimed to have been made on various social media platforms that express personal feelings and opinions regarding the television show’s decision to include this expression of a diverse modern family. It is common knowledge that opinions portrayed in news reports are often unreliable, specifically as biases that may be held by news outlets and reporters are not publicly stated (van der Linden, Panagopoulos & Roozenbeek, 2020). Also, people tend to express negative opinions on social media more frequently than positive ones, and follow the trend of comments already made (Senz, 2021). Additionally, due to programmed algorithms, comments that receive more attention will be visible to a wider audience and will appear to be the majority opinion (Rim & Song, 2016). Therefore, ironically, in a world with an ever-growing number of online platforms for opinions to be expressed, it is difficult to know what real public opinion is and to measure the progress of the fight for recognition and acceptance of diverse family structures.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, the 21st century has witnessed a profound evolution in family structures, with diverse representations challenging traditional norms (Walsh, 2012). Comparing particular aspects of these images from popular television programs has highlighted the shifting dynamics. The inclusion of a same-sex parent family in children’s media signifies a progressive step away from conventional portrayals of family, aligning with queer theory and promoting inclusivity (Longstaff, 2022). In contrast, the image taken from The Simpsons representing a traditional nuclear family serves as a baseline that further emphasises the evolving family norms (Santín & Sicilia, 2016). Gender portrayals in these images reveal nuanced perspectives, challenging traditional roles in Image 1 and adhering more closely to traditional roles in Image 2. With an understanding of the prominent impact that gender and gender identity have in our society and the process in which binary gender concepts are socialised into us from birth (Carter, 2014), it is easy to see how these are repeatedly challenged in the changing landscape of the 21st century. While media strives to reflect and cultivate evolving societal norms (Stack, Li & Spaulding, 2015), reactions on social media illustrate the ongoing debate and diverse perspectives surrounding these representations, which further highlight the challenges faced by marginalised groups in society. In this era of evolving family norms, the media’s role in shaping perceptions become more crucial than ever. As children’s television becomes a platform for inclusivity, it has the potential to challenge and reshape societal norms for future generations.
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