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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.

Families are high on the political agenda in the UK today. To understand what constitutes family and the challenges families face initially it is useful to reflect upon the many representations of the construct. In doing so, this reflection allows the relationship between the individual, family and contemporary sustainable society to be explored. Following this, to gain further understanding, this reflection will gather reasoning for why there are tensions between the individual, family and contemporary society in the post-modern age and sustainable communities. This discussion will focus on a) how each of the above variables represent family in a contemporary world, and b) whether families are still important in today’s society.

The attempt to establish a definition for ‘families’ is a complex one, within a social and political context. Perspectives on the families in society today are interpreted in various ways. There are a variety of ways of understanding and experiencing families, some of these are specified as; Anthropology, social psychology, development psychology, clinical psychology and psychiatry, and sociology (Lewis, 1950; Euler, 2010; Parke, 2004; Heru, 2006). Within an anthropological context family is viewed as source and carrier of culture within the family (Lewis 1950). Social psychology sees families as small groups with tasks to successfully master (Euler, 2010). Within a development psychology frame families are situated within the environment within which children are raised and grow into themselves (Euler, 2010). Allied to the medical context clinical psychology and psychiatry considers that family is situated within an environmental within which normal or abnormal behaviour begins, takes hold and becomes the patterns enacted by children (Euler,2010; Parke, 2004 ). Sociology explores family as the major unit through which socialization occurs (Newman, 2008). Whilst there are many definitions of the concepts of families, Murdock (1949) historically defines a family as….
‘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 couple’ (Murdock, 1949, P.1).  

In 1987 they defined a family as ‘a network of related kin’ (Goldthorpe, 1987). However recent changes to the idea of family have given a broader set of conditions and situations that nowadays can also be considered as functioning family groups within society (Sharma, 2013). Sharma explains how more fragmented families no longer fit into the list of classifications of families, producing a list of new family situations that are appropriate for contemporary society in the twenty first century. The American Home Economics Association (AHEA) define a family as ‘Two or more persons who share resources, share responsibility for decisions, share values and goals, and have a commitment to one another over time’ (AHEA cited in Newman & Grauerholz, 2002). This definition allows for more modern interpretations of the family unit in society today. This is backed up by Gaviel-Fried et al (2011) they believe the definition of family has develop due to social change. 

Many statistics highlight the changes that are happening to family structure in the twenty first century and these changes are often attributed to changes in family lifestyles (Thévenon, 2011). Through modernisation individuals lifestyles have seen major changes to how people undertake family life, with changes to employment law, and therefore women’s rights to work, and more effective contraception, creating a choice of when to have children, there has been a tendency for both males and females to put off having children until they are financially ready (Lesthaeghe & Moors, 2000). Often women in modern developed countries will continue to develop their career and choose to wait until later in their lives to conceive and have children (Dex & Joshi, 1999).  There are concerns that this career development path has meant a drop in fertility rates as people try to conceive later in life and are biologically less fertile (Daniluk, 2015). This career orientated path appears to have created this type of fertility change on a widespread level across many OECD countries (Thévenon, 2011).Along with these changes in economic and career development there has been a decrease in the importance of marriage and a subsequent rise in the number of cohabiting couples, with and without children (Kiernan, 1999). 

There has been many theories devised on family and family types. Most theorists agree that family has an influential effect on an individual, weather that be a positive effect or a negative effect. Maslow (1943) devised a Hierarchy of needs. He believed that your basic needs have to be met before your psychological needs can be met. Maslow (1943) believes that first we have to achieve our physiological needs ‘food, warmth, water, rest, safety and security’. Then we can achieve our psychological needs ‘belonging, love and friendship’. Once these needs are met we can achieve our self-fulfilment needs ‘self-actualisation’. Maslow (1943) informs us that individuals who have experienced a loving family environment would have met their psychological needs and are therefore able to progress forward to their self-fulfilment needs. This is beneficial to market capitalism and evidence suggests that these individuals progress more in the economic world. (Maslow et al, 1970)

The traditional view of a family has become rather archaic in many modern contemporary societies around the world, although this description of two heterosexual parents plus children is considered ‘ideal family’ in Canada (IPSOS MORI and Reid, 2007), and similarly a husband, wife and children are seen as an ‘ideal family’ in the USA (Livingston, 2014). In the recent past for a family to be considered as functionally normal in western society, there needed to be a heterosexual couple in a ‘normal’ relationship, cohabiting and with their offspring (Parsons and Bales, 1951).  Globalisation and technology has increased the speed at which social change happens, and family definition needs to be viewed through different lenses, over time, in relation to globalisation and understanding (Gavriel-Fried et al, 2012). This traditional view was often tied hand in hand with gender roles in society, where men worked to provide for the family and women fulfilled and tended to the domestic aspect of the household. A household is stated as individuals who share a house, this might not necessarily mean that the people living in the house are family (Population reference Bureau, 2003).  Attitudes have changed and the rise in the support for female equality in society means that many of the more oppressive gender norms and stereotypes imposed on women have improved (Petrović-Trifunović, 2015). In today’s modern society it is more acceptable for women to be paid a more equal wage and often women will be the primary income earner in a household (Duflo, 2012). Today’s media considers that it makes financial sense within a household where the woman is the primary earner, for the woman to continue working and for the male to become the stay at home dad (Smith, 2009). This is a reversal of roles and is becoming more normal in society (Lamont, 2000).

Along with changes to these once rigid gender roles is a change to the way in which gender is considered (Connell, 2014). Women have worked hard to redefine what it means to be a woman in contemporary society. In the 1930s cross-cultural studies were undertaken by Margaret Mead (Mead and Métraux, 1980). Many of these studies challenged the long-held Western concepts of gender roles and sexuality, beginning the long process of challenging Western society’s views on gender consciousness (Collins, 2000). In many non-western societies there is a consciousness towards gender that is not so rigid with a much more equal male to female consciousness (Keetley and Pettegrew 2005). Mead’s (1980) work began the process of determining to what extent gender roles are culturally determined, and shone a light on modern western culture and its importance in the labelling and expectations of women at this time (Mead and Métraux, 1980).  This is echoed by Michael Foucault (Seidman, 2017). Similarly, Judith butler and her ‘queer’ theory support Meads views on gender and questions constitutional norms (Butler, 2009). However, these theories contradict the more traditional families stated by Murdock (1949). It was clear that Western society was following a patriarchal system of values and often led to women in that society being considered less important (Ember and Ember, 2003). This type of patriarchal society is evident in many media sources from the time, it is often the case that the women portrayed are housewives, taking care of daily household chores (Hooks, 2015). Fortune & Bateson (2018) highlighted how western culture had imposed this view of women onto society. However, it could be argued that Murdock’s (1949) traditional definition of family was stated a long time ago and society has radically changed since then.  A massive cultural change has taken place whereby, prejudiced and stereotypical views are not accepted in society today, and many individuals and organisations work tirelessly to break down stereotypes. This is supported by the Human Right Act (2010) (Legislation, 2018). 

Parsons (1961) believed ‘families were the building blocks of society’ and took a functionalist perspective on family believing that the primary function of families is to instil the cultural values of society, preparing offspring for the roles that they will play in that society (Thompson, 2014) and (Parson and Shils, 2001). This process of primary socialisation was to prepare children for the adult world (Parsons and Bales, 1951). There is still debate in the 21st century as to how children play and whether gender specific play at childhood can influence gender roles at a later stage of life (Land, et al 2012). Again media played a role in influencing these cultural values in society as children often observe and imitate what sources of information are available to them (Bandura, 1977). There is an ongoing debate into gender specific toys for children and whether they reinforce gender prejudice (Fine, 2016). These gender issues directly correlate with the western idea of a functional family and who fulfils what role within that family as there are still issues with gender differences, and prejudice towards those differences, in society today (Arney, 2011). 
Over time these shifts in gender theory have increased women’s rights. The once held importance of marriage is now far less rigid, and religious institutions have had to change the rules to coincide with modern knowledge, meaning divorces have become more common, giving people, both male and female, options to leave relationships that don’t work (Ruth, 1980).  Similarly the number of people living in civil partnerships has increased, this could be a reflection of the waning of religion in society or merely a good option for people to whom marriage is unimportant (Atkinson et al, No Date). A major change in society but still a contentious one in some cases is the right to abortion. Before 1967 it was seen as criminal to abort a pregnancy, this archaic rule sometimes meant that women who had been the subject of sexual attacks would have to continue through their pregnancy even though the product was a result of a traumatic criminal event (Hindell and Simms, 1971).

The first major opposition which began to change the western view of a family unit came about in the 1990s when Judith Stacey presented a radical new view to the conventional Western understanding of a Stereotypical normal family (Atkinson et al, No Date).  Further there was a focus on the importance of understanding the fragmentation of society and the impact it has had on diversity. With many more resources and information available to people in recent times there is the capacity for people to identify with many cultures and subcultures throughout the world (Moser, 2013). The internet and instant connections globally in our post-modern world have negated barriers of space and time, accelerating change (Fuchs, 2011).  As a result generalisations about families in a society are much harder to make as the once dominant nuclear family type has decreased (Murdock, 1949). These traditional values have now been replaced with various other options for example, same sex relationships, cohabiting partners & lone parent families (Thompson, 2015).  With the ongoing equalisation of women in society, and the shift in Western economic structures that this encompasses, many women are rejecting patriarchal relationships and the traditionally ‘normal’ family is becoming just one of many ‘brave new family’ forms (Atkinson et al, No Date). Traditional Theorists consider that woman need to be with their children. Bowlby believes that a child needs their mother around to bring them up as it is important for their development he believes that no other member in the family can do so as it won’t meet the child needs (Bowlby, 1969).   

Along with the changes to marriage as a result of fading religious belief and the ease of getting a divorce, the decrease in importance of marriage as a family structure has resulted in the rate of marriages going from 76.5 per 10,000 in 1960, and dropping considerably to 37.4 per 10,000 by 2008 in the United States (Andersen, 2014). Similar declines in marriages are reported in the UK, the number of marriages registered in England and Wales in 2007 was 231,450, a 3.3 per cent drop on the previous year, and only three quarters of the number recorded in 1991 (McSmith, 2009). This decline in marriage is also reflected in statistics of children living with both their biological parents, in the USA in 1970, 84 percent of children lived with their married biological parents, this number has now declined in 2009 to only 60 percent, reflecting again the how family structure is changing in the modern world (Andersen, 2014).  There has been an increase in the occurrence of single parent families, and despite assumptions of single- parent families usually being women, according to Knipe (2015) nine per cent are actually men.
Politically David Cameron has recently pointed out the importance of the family and has introduced a “marriage allowance” a new incentive to married couples to try to address issues that he believes stem from the lack of importance of marriage and the dropping numbers of recorded marriages in the postmodern world (Cameron & Osbourne, 2015). The importance of a family unit is echoed in many sociologists work where the belief in the effectiveness of a nuclear family is more beneficial to society than the ‘brave new family forms that are being seen (Butts, 2014; Callan, 2014). With fragmentation of families being a real issue in postmodern society it is suggested that the importance of intergenerational family bonds has increased (Bengtson, 2004). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
There are many different Parenting styles, these are listed as; Authoritarian, Authoritative, permissive and uninvolved from the most to the least involved. Authoritarian parents are directive but not responsive, expecting orders to be obeyed which can sometimes be deemed intrusive Authoritative parents are demanding but also responsive, using assertiveness without restriction or intrusion. Permissive parents are non-traditional, more responsive in style and tend not to demand or confront children. Uninvolved parents have low levels of demandingness, but also lower levels of responsiveness, and often neglectful parents fall into these parenting style (Baumrind, 1991).. The difference between the styles is a combination of levels of responsiveness and demandingness, however a third dimension was suggested by Barber (1996) where psychological control (“control that attempts to intrude into the psychological and emotional development of the child”) through guilt induction, love withdrawal or shaming has a lasting effect on the child. 

Whatever style of parenting is used the potential for tensions and disagreements is ever present. Gittins (1993) argue that families are sometimes the cause of an individual’s unhappiness and suggests that family may not be as important in different family settings. Lindon and Brodie (2016) suggests that every individual in a family has a massive influence and the interaction between family members provides a basis for the functionality of families. Skinner & Ferster (1957) believe that consequences or reinforcement, and how they are delivered, is an important factor in child development, relating his theories to Pavlov’s original work on operant conditioning (Skinner & Pavlov, 2017; McLeod. 2015).

So is family still important today.  It is clear that a family unit is key in producing well-rounded individuals with a moral compass and societal values that should reflect the progression that society is making as a result of globalisation. Most importantly, a family is where an individual should feel like they belong, and are loved, but according to Maslow all other needs must be addressed before this can be given.  With Globalisation many influences can now enter the family home, and it is important to recognise the modernity of a global society, and how it affects a family unit. If the primary function of the family is to provide support and love then it is obvious that families are still relevant, however, if a family unit is merely staying together as a result of religious dogma or societal expectation, to the detriment of children within the family, then it could be better for couples to split and become a single parent family unit.

Families prepare young people for entering society, and a strong family will often produce members of society who are productive making positive contributions to society. Families educate children, creating thinking, adaptive individuals who contribute. If considering the family in the traditional sense it could be said that they are becoming less relevant in modern society. However, the inclusiveness and openness of postmodern society, no matter the composition of the family, and the added pressures that come with modernity means that all family groups alternative or traditional can be considered more important now than they ever were. 

Families provide a service to each other, they educate, raise, fund, look after and should love one another.  It is clear through other research that families are important. In everyday circumstances it is easy to acknowledge the fact that families are more fragmented nowadays than ever. It is when considering extreme circumstances that families regain their importance. In cases where family members are ill, it is usually the family that provide care and support until it becomes too much for them to cope with.  This familial care, when working properly, takes pressure out of institutional care and support settings, and also allows family members to stay together.  It is in hard times when the importance of strong familial links become far more apparent. 
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