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How the Concept of Family has Changed During the 21st Century: A Critical Reflection of Single Parent Families and Their Struggles

In the 21st Century, there is evidence to suggest that there has been a significant increase in the number of single parent families (Kavecan et al., 2012, p. 301; Anderson and Taylor, 2002, p. 426). This assignment will explore the concept of family and how it has dramatically changed during the 21st century (Howe, 2011, p. xvi), with single parent families being used to illustrate this (Kavecan et al., 2012, p. 301). This is an important topic to address as arguably, the concept of family has changed throughout the 21st century (Howe, 2011, p. xvi). Before the start of the 21st century, a family could be broadly described as being made up of a male and female partnership where the male worked and provided for the family and the female was the carer and the ‘homemaker’ (Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, np). However, as the century has progressed, the definition of the concept of family has started to change as families have become more diverse, with the rise of stepfamilies and single parent families (Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, np). Single parent families can be defined as ‘a family with single male or female parent living with either dependant or non-dependent children’ (Office for National Statistics, 2023, np) and according to Anderson and Taylor (2002, p. 426), half of children in the United States could expect to live with only one parent in their lives, and lone parent households make up a significant number of families in contemporary society in the UK, as 2.9 million families were lone-parent families in 2022, 84% of which was headed by a female (Office for National Statistics, 2023, np). This data shows the influence of single parent families on the change of the concept of family in the 21st century (Anderson and Taylor, 2002, p. 426). To explore this further, this assignment will now look at single parent families in more depth (Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, np), starting with an exploration of the effects of single parent families on children (Singh and Kiran, 2014, p. 867), before moving on to explore the effects of single parent families on both single male and female parents. (Maurya, Parasar and Sharma, 2015, p. 1236). 
According to Stephan and Udisi (2016, p. 1), single parent families have always been in existence in some form or another and a family of this nature involves a lone parent and a one or more children, with the lone parent taking on the responsibility of caring for that child on a day-to-day basis (Stephan and Udisi, 2016, p. 1). Cherlin (2010, np) argues that in the US, families had increasingly shifted from the traditional definition of family compared to half a century before, where children traditionally lived in two parent households (Cherlin, 2010, np). The reasons for this have been due to an increase in the divorce and separation of marriages, which can often leave a parent with full responsibility for any children that have been birthed because of the marriage or partnership (Cherlin, 2010, np). This increase in single parent families during the 21st century has been echoed across the world, for example in Nigeria which has seen a similar trend to the United States in the increase of single parent families in the 21st century, largely due to globalisation and the decrease of previous traditional norms surrounding families and marriage (Stephan and Udisi, 2016, p. 1). Because of the different family dynamics of single parent families, there is evidence to suggest that single parent families can have a significant impact on children that belong to them in comparison to a traditional two parent family (Stephan and Udisi, 2016, p. 1). For example, many studies conducted before the turn of the 21st century have suggested that children belonging to single parent families had an increased chance of mental health issues in adulthood (Chavda and Nisarga, 2023, np). While this study was undertaken before the 21st century, there is significant evidence that children who do live in single parent households can really struggle, particularly if the children have been present throughout a divorce or the split of their parents (Chavda and Nisarga, 2023, np). This can be seen in the 21st century particularly when children belonging to single parent families are compared to other children in education (Amato, Patterson and Beattie, 2015, np). According to Amato, Paterson and Beattie (2015, np), children belonging to single parent families in the United States were linked with poor school performance in math and reading tests when compared to children belonging to two parent families before the turn of the 21st century (Amato, Paterson and Beattie, 2015, np). This trend has continued into the 21st century, where that children belonging to single parent families are arguably still struggling (Amato, Paterson and Beattie, 2015, np).  This suggestion is supported further by researchers such as de Lange, Dronkers and Wolbers (2013, np), who argue that one factor that children from single parent families perform poorly in school when compared to children from two parent families is potential trauma (de Lange, Dronkers and Wolbers, 2013, np). This can be from economic deprivation when compared with their peers, or from being witness and in the middle of the divorce or separation of their parents, as well as the potential decrease in parental contact with parents because of this (de Lange, Dronkers and Wolbers, 2013, np). The result of being economically deprived can prevent children from single parent families from taking part in extracurricular activities and activities that cost money when compared to their peers, which can leave these children to feel isolated and alone (de Lange, Dronkers and Wolbers, 2013, np). This is also a pattern across the world, in the UK for example, single parent families are more likely to be in poverty compared to other families and are more likely to be claiming benefits when compared to other forms of families (Kennedy et al., 2023, p. 2). While single parent families may be eligible for benefits such as universal credit and the child benefit to get some financial support (Kennedy et al., 2023, p. 4), Talbot (2022, np) argues that policymakers and general society have ignored and discriminated against single parent families, especially through the covid-19 pandemic, where single parent families were not protected enough (Talbot, 2022, np). This claim is supported by Deborah, Micosteen and Palani (2020, p. 10), who argues that single parent families struggle not just economically, but socially, physically and psychologically as well, as many single parent families are often forced to return to parental homes after the parents have separated, where they can be made to feel unwelcome by other members of the family who they now feel obliged to (Deborah, Micosteen and Palani, 2020, p. 10). This discrimination is arguably due to the failure of single parent families to be the traditional nuclear family that was the popular definition of family before the turn of the 21st century (Bianchi and Milkie, 2010, np). The result of being in a single parent family can cause detrimental effects to the children of single parent families as they reach adulthood, as their emotional development may have been impact due to family instability (Fomby and Cherlin, 2007, p. 182). Additionally, due to the economic hardships that single parent families face, many are stuck in poverty (Deborah, Micosteen and Palani, 2020, p. 10). Because of this, many children of single parent families who are now adults may inevitably struggle and be in poverty themselves as those who were born into poverty struggle more to escape it, compared to others who were born in more well-off families (Hulme and Shepherd, 2003, np). While there are many policies in place around the world to help these individuals, such as universal credit in the UK and various governmental support in the US (Kennedy et al., 2023, p. 4; USA.GOV, 2024, np), there is evidence to suggest that this support does not go far enough in contemporary society, particularly in the UK (Brewer, Browne and Jin, 2012, p. 69). Brewer, Bowne and Jin (2012, p. 69) argues that single people were worse off on the current universal credit benefit then they were on previous means tested benefits that were in place before universal credit was introduced and that single parents were predicted to lose ‘£1.78 per week on average’ (Brewer, Browne and Jin, 2012, p. 60). This shows how the children of single parent families may struggle under the current universal credit system, in a similar way in which their parents may have struggled in previous systems before the turn of the 21st century (Brewer, Browne and Jin, 2012, p. 60; Hulme and Shepherd, 2003, np). The challenges of the parents in single parent families will now be explored (Deborah, Micosteen and Palani, 2020, p. 10).
When exploring how the struggles of single parents have changed in the 21st century, there is evidence to suggest that many single parents are struggling in contemporary society, particularly single mothers (Deborah, Micosteen and Palani, 2020, p. 10). This suggestion can also be applied to individuals who were single parents before the turn of the 21st century, with a higher percentage of parents becoming single due to divorce, and many single mothers were then left to fend for themselves with very little support, sometimes with a baby to look after full time (Edwards, 1999, p. 294). Brewer and De Agostini (2015, p. 48) argue in the conclusion of their research that the struggle that single mothers face has not gotten any better as the 21st century has progressed, particularly in the UK, where living as a single parent was still associated with poverty in 2015 (Brewer and De Agostini, 2015, p. 48), in the same way as it is in contemporary society (Talbot, 2022, np). A struggle that single mothers has faced is being able to find work in the UK, where there was little incentive due to the significant amount of childcare costs and the potential withdrawal of support from the state due to being in employment (Brewer and De Agostini, 2015, p. 48). This is reflected in statistics, as single parents on universal credit made up a third of all households that were on universal credit in January 2020, with 9 single parents out of 10 being women (UK Parliament, 2020, np). This helps to emphasise that the UK government is not doing enough to protect single parents and in particular, single mothers from poverty and isolation (Talbot, 2022, np). However, in contemporary society the traditional family definition has undergone many changes, and while women have historically been the caregivers of children, there are occasions where the father has been left to care for the children (Capacio et al., 2024, p. 465). Additionally, according to the Office of National Statistics (2019, np), single parent fathers have become more increasingly common in the UK in the 21st century, as the amount of lone parent fathers has increased by 22% from the year 1999 to the year 2019 (Office for National Statistics, 2019, np). However, despite this notable increase, Capacio et al. (2024, p. 466) argues that there is very little research on their well-being and their struggles as single parents, as literature in this area tends to focus on the struggles of single parent mothers, as they are the most common kind of single parent (Capacio et al., 2024, p. 466). Shorey and Pereira (2022, p.1094) suggests that single parent fathers tend to experience poorer physical and mental health and have a higher mortality rate compared to the general population. In addition, single parent fathers are more likely to have a smaller support network to help with children, when compared to single parent mothers (Shorey and Pereira, 2022, p. 1094). Interestingly, single parent fathers have been found to particularly struggle more with caring for female children compared to male children, as many single parent fathers felt that they were unable to provide the right kind of nurturing for them, as many single parent fathers expressed that they found it uncomfortable to fulfil the ‘empathy, intimacy and sensitivity’ (Shorey and Pereira, 2022, p. 1099) needs of a female child, particularly when the child was going through puberty (Shorey and Pereira, 2022, p. 1099). This could be because historically, women were always the primary caregivers to children, and they were essentially taught from childhood how to care of children, and to teach female children how to do the same task (Newman and Grauerholz, 2002, p. 132). Meanwhile, men were raised to be the achievers outside of the home as they were more suited to the ‘public domain’ (Newman and Grauerholz, 2002, p. 134). However, this viewpoint has changed as the 21st century has progressed, and this is reflected in policy (Wawiye, 2024, np). In the UK, for instance, while the Employment Rights Act 1996 allowed for fathers to be able to take up to two weeks off work to care for a newborn child (Employment Rights Act 1996), this could be outright refused by employers and the father was only able to take this leave in one block (Wawiye, 2024, np). This policy which was passed before the 21st century gave the impression that men belonged in the workplace, and it was the woman’s job to stay at home (Reskin and Padavic, 1994, pp. 15-16). However, in contemporary society, there is a recognition that this viewpoint is now outdated, and new policy reflects this (Wawiye, 2024, np). For example, The Paternity Leave (Amendment) Regulations 2024 has improved the rights that fathers had to take time off work to care for a their newly born child (The Paternity Leave (Amendment) Regulations 2024). For example, this regulation has allowed for fathers to be able to take their leave in separate blocks, not just in one two week block and the father does not have to give as much notice to their employer as they did previously (The Paternity Leave (Amendment) Regulations 2024). In practice however, this policy does not go far enough, as the consensus is that fathers having only two weeks of time off to care for children is far too short (Arslanagic-Little, 2024, p. 8). When comparing this to 52 weeks that women are entitled to as maternity leave (GOV.UK, 2024, np), it is clear to see that men should be entitled to more then two weeks of paternity leave and there should be more protections in place for men, especially considering that fathers are more likely to drop out of the labour force then women ‘when they have children’ (Arslanagic-Little, 2024, p. 31).
In conclusion, it is clear to see that the concept of family has dramatically changed in the 21st century (Howe, 2011, p. xvi), and this can be seen particularly when examining how the concept of single parent families has changed in the 21st century (Kavecan et al., 2012, p. 301). For example, it is clear to see that the concept of the nuclear family has broken down in the 21st century and single parent families have increased (Cherlin, 2010, np; Stephan and Udisi, 2016, p. 1). These single parent families have their own unique challenges, especially surrounding the raising of children, who may struggle more in life compared to children in two parent households (Chavda and Nisarga, 2023, np). However, despite these struggles from an increasing number of single parent families (Chavda and Nisarga, 2023, np; Cherlin, 2010, np), there is evidence to suggest that single parent families are continuing to be ignored in policy in the 21st century, particularly in the UK (Talbot, 2022, np), which can be seen with the current struggles that single parents have had with universal credit benefits and the overall lack of support that single parent families are able to receive (Kennedy et al., 2023, p. 4). This is even worse for fathers who are single parents, who often end up dropping out of work completely due to the lack of support that they receive, both from policy makers and their employers (Arslanagic-Little, 2024, p. 31). This shows that much more needs to be done to give both single parent mothers and fathers the support they need at a policy level (Talbot, 2022, np), so that they can have the same opportunities as two parent families to give their children the best possible chances in life (de Lange, Dronkers and Wolbers, 2013, np).
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