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  Household composition 

     The proportion of one-person households in Great Britain increased from  �
18 to 29 per cent between 1970 and spring 2003.  

    In 2001 around half of black Caribbean and other black families with  �
dependent children in Great Britain were headed by a lone parent.    

  Family relationships 

     In England, 56 per cent of men, and 37 per cent of women aged 20 to 24 lived  �
at home with their parents in spring 2003.    

  Partnerships 

     Since 1970, the number of people marrying in the United Kingdom has fallen  �
by 38 per cent to over 286,000 in 2001. Among non-married women, those 
aged 25 to 29 were most likely to cohabit, whereas among non-married men, 
those aged 30 to 34 years old were most likely to cohabit in Great Britain in 
2001–2.    

  Family formation 

     In 2002 almost 41 per cent of all children were born outside marriage in the  �
United Kingdom, compared with 56 per cent in Sweden and 4 per cent in 
Greece.     

  What is the family? 
 We all use the term ‘family’ on a frequent basis and we hear and read much about 
‘the family’ on our radios, televisions and in the newspapers. But what exactly is 
the family? How can we defi ne the term? 

        Defi ning the family 1 (everyday defi nitions)   

 Think about the term ‘family’ and provide a 2–3 sentence defi nition of it. What do 
you mean by the term ‘family’?    

 Trying to defi ne what we mean by the family is not as straightforward as we 
might have thought at fi rst. Compare your defi nition with those of other students 
in your class. A little refl ection shows us that the term ‘family’ has a number of 
meanings and is used in a variety of ways: 

     We may be referring to the   � immediate family  with whom we share our 
household.  

    We may mean a   � wider group  which includes parents and children, whether 
or not they live with us.  

    We may mean a   � still wider group of relatives  who have occasional contact 
by phone or at family gatherings.  

    We may even mean a group of   � blood relatives  (cousins, second cousins, 
aunts, uncles, grandparents, great grandparents etc.) which may include 
people with whom we have no contact at all.  

    Or we might think of terms such as ‘  � the family of man’  (an old-fashioned 
term which today should also refer to woman).  

Activity
1
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    Sometimes an employer’s speech at the fi rm’s annual Christmas party will  �
include references to ‘we are like one big happy family’ to convey the assumed 
closeness and loyalty that exists in his or her company.   

 The family is often considered by non-sociologists to be one of the few ‘natural’ 
institutions in society. People often express concern about the ‘health’ of the 
family, regarding healthy families as being good for society and being fairly sure 
that they know what a ‘healthy family’ is or should be. Many consider that 
the ‘ ideal’  family should consist of two parents of different sexes—preferably 
married and one or more dependent children—preferably their own. Within this 
grouping the  male  should be the main  breadwinner  and the  female  the main 
 carer . This model of the ideal family is shared by some sociologists, but most 
would point out that such a model or defi nition of the family excludes a wide 
variety of groups who may consider themselves to be families and act together 
in family ways. For example from the late 20th century,  single-parent families , 
 unmarried couples  and  homosexual couples  have become accepted as much 
to be families as the stereotypical ‘norm’ of two married parents raising their 
biological offspring. 

 To avoid this problem some sociologists such as Gittens (1993) have argued that 
we should refer to ‘ families’  rather than ‘the family’. By doing this we are able to 
recognise the various forms taken by the family and avoid implying that one form 
is better than another. 

 A more extreme stance was taken by Barrett and McIntosh (1982) in their book 
with the title  The Anti-Social Family  where they argued that society’s consistent 
emphasis on the idealised ‘family’ excluded large numbers of people who were 
single, divorced or who had different personal and social relationships. Perhaps 
an example of this is the pub or hotel sign which includes reference to ‘A 
Warm Family Welcome’ as if those not associated with a family would not be 
acceptable. 

 Although we might recognise that families take a variety of forms we still need to 
address the defi nitional problem. What do these forms have in common that leads 
us to call them families? 

  Fulcher and Scott  (1999) suggest that families may be said to have two things in 
common: 

      1. The  closeness  of family relationships: relationships are closer within a family 
than with people outside of it. There is a boundary around a family, a sense 
of family identity that separates it off from other people.  

     2. A sense of  obligation  and  responsibility : members of a family give 
higher priority to each other’s needs than those of other people. Family 
responsibilities are not fi xed and are continually negotiated by family 
members, but there is, nonetheless, something distinctive about them which 
makes family commitments different from, say, those of friends.   

 This allows us to get much closer to a defi nition of the family. 

 You may find that the above definition of the family is rather different from 
the one you produced in Activity 1 and different from ones found in textbooks 
which discuss earlier sociological views on the family. This is because we 
have come to recognise that the range of social organisations which might 
be described as families is extremely  diverse . The term ‘family’ covers a 
wide variety of social arrangements. Indeed it is probably more appropriate 
to talk about ‘families’ or about ‘family life’ and to explore the many 
variations of family life in contemporary society. There is not one common 
universal family structure; rather there are a variety of family groupings and 
arrangements. 

 The activity below should help you to think about the idea that the family is a 
social construction and takes a variety of forms and structures. 
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        Defi ning the family 2 (sociological defi nitions)   

 Reproduced below are two defi nitions of the family, one from 1949 and one 
50 years later in 1999: 

  The family is a social group characterised by common residence, economic cooperation 
and reproduction. It includes 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 adults . 

 (Murdock, 1949, p1) 

  The family may ... be defi ned as a small group of closely related people who share 
a distinct sense of identity and a responsibility for each other that outweighs their 
commitments to others. This group is commonly, but not necessarily, based on 
marriage, biological descent, or adoption.  

 (Fulcher and Scott, 1999, p355) 

 Compare the two defi nitions.   

   1 Highlight the key differences between the two defi nitions.   

   2 What changes have occurred in families between 1949 and 1999 which make 
Fulcher and Scott’s a more relevant defi nition to present times?   

   Now read and make brief notes from p46 of your textbook.     

Activity
2

At vero eos e
accusamus et
iusto odio dig
simos ducimu
qui blanditis 
praesentium 
voluptatum d

  Households and kinship 
 Two other concepts that need to be looked at in any discussion of the family are 
those of household and kinship. 
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 A  household  consists of a person or group of people living in a particular 
residential unit and sharing some of the facilities of that unit. Members of a 
family may well live in different households, but this does not mean that they 
leave their family. On the other hand, while members of a household may consist 
of members of one family often a  nuclear family , other households may well not 
be bound together by family ties—for example, a group of university students 
sharing a household or a care home for the elderly. 

  Kinship  refers to a network of relatives (kin) who are connected by common 
descent or by marriage. Common descent means that they can all trace their 
ancestry back to the same person, though this does not necessarily mean that 
they are biologically descended from this person, because kinship structures can 
sometimes be based on a myth of descent from a particular individual. Kinship 
extends well beyond the smallish group that we usually take the term ‘family’ to 
mean, though there is an intermediate term, the ‘ extended family ’, which we will 
look at below. Now read the paragraphs   on p 50  of your textbook.  

  Nuclear and extended families 
 The most common forms of the family distinguished in the literature are  nuclear  
and  extended  families: 

     The   � nuclear  family is usually defi ned as a two generation unit consisting 
of parents and unmarried children. A distinction is generally made here 
between the family of  origin  and the family of  destination . People who have 
children will have been members of at least two nuclear families, the family 
of origin into which they were born and the family of destination which they 
created themselves. Divorce and remarriage may mean that they have been 
members of a series of such families. The term ‘ serial monogamy ’ refers to 
relationships where a succession of marriages, divorces and remarriages may 
occur within a person’s lifetime.  

    The   � extended  family includes other family members. It extends vertically 
to include at least three generations—grandparents and grandchildren—and 
in recent times with longer life expectancy great-grandparents and great-
grandchildren.           

 It also extends horizontally to include ‘in-laws’, cousins, aunts and uncles. 

  Note:  with smaller family size and fewer children the vertical relationship has 
become more signifi cant, this being called the  beanpole family . So for many the 
emotional bond with grandparents is often stronger than with uncles, aunts or 
cousins. How far it extends will vary and depends upon people’s perceptions of the 
extent of the family. It is important to recognise that both the language of kinship 
and the kinds of relationships that exist between family members vary greatly 
between societies. In some societies, for example, aunts on the mother’s side are 
distinguished from aunts on the father’s side and there is no common word for 
aunt. In Italian and Norwegian there are different words for grandparents on the 
mother’s and father’s side of the family. 

        Households   

 Over the past 30 years, household size has declined from an average of 2.91 
persons in 1971 to 2.48 in 1991, then more slowly to 2.30 in 2000. There have 
also been marked changes in household consumption, with increases in the 
proportion of one-person households, and of households headed by a lone parent. 
The proportion of elderly people living alone has remained stable since the 
mid-1980s, but among those aged 25–44, the proportion increased from 5 per 
cent in 1985 to 12 per cent in 2000. The proportion of households containing a 
married or cohabiting couple with dependent children declined from 31 per cent of 
all households in 1979 to 25 per cent in 1991 and then decreased more gradually 
to 21 per cent in 2000.  

Activity
3
At vero eos e
accusamus et
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simos ducimu
qui blanditis 
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voluptatum d
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    Families with dependent children   

 Changes in family composition show the same pattern as those in household 
composition. Thus, there has been a steady decline in the proportion of families 
with dependent children headed by a married or cohabiting couple and a 
corresponding increase in the proportion headed by a lone parent. Whereas couple 
families accounted for 92 per cent of all families in 1971, they comprised 78 per 
cent of families in 1993 and 74 per cent in 2000. Most of the growth in lone-
parent families has been among lone mothers, lone-father families accounting for 
between 1 and 3 per cent of all families throughout the lifetime of The General 
Household Survey. 

  Source: Living in Britain: The General Household Survey , 2000/2001, HMSO, 
London, p5.   

   1 Explain the difference between a family and a household.   

   2 Suggest three different forms of household structure that are commonly found 
in modern British society.   

   3 Evaluate the suggestion that both household and family structure are 
undergoing signifi cant change in modern British society.      

  The family—a universal institution? 
 We began this unit by asking ‘What is the family?’ By now we have seen that 
there is no easy answer to that question. The term is used in a variety of ways 
and there are a variety of family forms and structures. Early commentators on 
the family had argued that the family was a  universal  institution and existed 
in the same basic form in all societies. Later evidence has revealed a great 
diversity in family systems and shown that the idea of family has different 
meanings in different cultures and among different social groups. Most 
sociologists today would accept the view that the family is a social institution 
and as such it takes different forms in different societies and can and does 
change within societies. 
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     Universal family diversity   

 Study the items and then answer the following questions: 

  Item A : The nuclear family 

  The nuclear family is a universal social grouping, either as the sole prevailing 
form of the family or as the basic unit from which more complex family forms are 
developed. It exists as a distinct and strongly functional unit in every known human 
society. Whatever larger family form may exist, and to whatever extent the greater 
unit may assume some of the burdens of the lesser, the nuclear family is always 
recognisable and always has its distinct and vital functions—sexual, economic, 
reproductive and educational. Without provision for the fi rst and third, society 
would become extinct; for the second life itself would cease; for the fourth, culture 
would come to an end. The immense social utility of the nuclear family thus begins 
to emerge in strong relief.  

  Source : Adapted from G.P. Murdock,  Social Structure , 1949. 

  Item B : Kinship in other societies (examples from anthropology) 

 The Lakker 

  The Lakker of Burma do not see children as having any blood relationship to their 
mother. The mother is only a container in which the child grows. Children of the same 
mother and different fathers are not considered to be related to each other and sexual 
relationships between them are not considered as incest.  

 Tahiti 

  In Tahiti, in the South Pacifi c, young women often give children to their own parents or 
other close kin for adoption if they do not consider themselves ready for settling down 
to a permanent relationship. Such girls are free to continue life as an adolescent and 
can involve themselves in bringing up their children as much or as little as they want. 
Adopted children come to see their adoptive parents as real parents and feel a strong 
sense of gratitude to them for bringing them up.  

 The Ashanti 

  The Ashanti of West Africa are a matrilineal society (descent is traced through the 
mother’s line). While a child’s father is important, he has no legal authority over 
his children. This rests with the wife’s family, particularly her brother. It is from 
the mother’s brother (the child’s uncle) that children inherit, though the father is 
responsible for feeding, clothing and educating them. Many Ashanti men cannot afford 
to set up a household of their own when they fi rst marry. Since men never live with 
their wife’s brothers, and children are the property of the wife’s family, this often 
means that couples live apart. Only about a third of married women actually live with 
their husbands.  

  Source : Based on: R.M. Keesing,  Cultural Anthropology :  A   Contemporary Perspective , 
1976; V. Carroll,  Adoption in Eastern Oceania , 1970; M. Fortes, ‘Kinship and 
Marriage among the Ashanti’ in A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and D. Forde,  African 
Systems of Kinship and Marriage , 1950. 

  Item C:               

    1 How do families in Britain carry out the four essential functions of the family 
outlined by Murdock in Item A?   

Activity
4
At vero eos e
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   2 Do all families in Britain today fi t Murdock’s defi nition of the family given in Item 
A? If not, do the exceptions successfully carry out the family’s ‘essential functions’?   

   3 How do Items B and C suggest that culture is important in determining the 
way kinship is organised?   

   4 How far do the examples given in Items B and C fi t Murdock’s defi nition of 
a family? If you think any of them do not, explain why and discuss whether 
they should be defi ned as families.     

  Family and relationship diversity in the 
21st century 
 We have already suggested that the way people live in ‘families and households’ 
today covers a range and diversity which has been increasing as we have even 
more choices in a diverse and complex world of relationships. 

 As well as the stereotypical nuclear family, extended families, single-parent 
families, cohabiting couples with children, or homosexual couples there can be: 

       � Singletons  fi ctionally portrayed as ‘Bridget Jones’ but in reality likely to be a 
20–30s middle-class professional living in a large town or city earning a good 
salary with associated lifestyle. This may be a temporary phase as it was for 
‘Bridget Jones’, with a signifi cant number eventually having a committed 
personal relationship with a partner.   

         However connected to this may be another new development which is: 

       � Living apart togethers (LATs)  this is where a couple are in a committed 
monogamous relationship but do not occupy the same household. They have 
their own houses/apartments and have an emotional and sexual relationship 
but prefer to keep their own ‘territory’ or ‘space’. Again, may well be a more 
middle-class professional type of person or a divorcee who does not want to 
live with someone but wants a relationship.  

      � Living together aparts (LTAs)  may sound strange but is a refl ection of the 
rise in costs of housing particularly in affl uent areas of the UK such as the 
south-east. A couple or more often work/professional colleagues who are 
not in a personal relationship with each other may decide to co-own via 
a shared mortgage as property prices are beyond their individual means. 
Such economic relationships may become complicated when each in the 
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household does enter a relationship and may want to leave, so increasingly 
contractual agreements have to be made to allow scope for one to leave the 
economic household without loss to the remaining member.  

      � Reconstituted (or blended or step) families  (see Unit 1.4, p43) are formed 
after remarriage of divorcees who in their new relationship bring children 
from their previous marriage to form a new household. However, the ‘pure’ 
form of reconstituted families where both partners are divorced and both bring 
their children from their fi rst marriage is unusual. You might wish to consider 
why by concentrating on fathers and what happens to children after divorce. 
This will be explained in more detail in Unit 1.4 where it is pointed out that 
the custody of children after divorce is more likely to be with the mother.  

      � Childless couple families  Think back to your original defi nitions of the family. 
Did these involve children? If so what about a childless couple? This is a growing 
group as current projections are that one-quarter of women today will remain 
childless for life. This may be partly due to deferring motherhood until the mid 
to late 30s when fertility declines but also increased numbers of women make the 
choice to remain childless particularly if they are in a rewarding job with high 
salaries and a good accompanying lifestyle. The disruption and cost of having a 
child can mean a temporary end to a woman’s career and she may never recover 
her former position compared to a comparable male. Such issues as to why 
children disrupt women’s careers more than men’s is addressed in Unit 1.6.  

      � Go it alone mothers (GOITAMs)  In 2007 an American book attracted much 
controversy and publicity as it was written by a lesbian mother who advocated 
the benefi ts of motherhood without men which led to the term ‘Go it alone 
mothers’ perhaps echoed in Claudia Schiffer’s comment that she wanted 
children but did not want a man around to mess her life up.   

     How many of the above would you describe as a ‘family’ and which not? Give reasons.   
Activity

5
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 All the above developments indicate that what we may simply see as a ‘family’ or 
‘household’ can cover a very wide range of options but it also needs to be pointed 
out, as the sociologist Robert Chester argued in the 1980s, that most people do 
have more conventional relationships within households where heterosexual 
couples raise their biological offspring to adulthood and would describe themselves 
as ‘families’. This is still the case today, despite diversity and without presenting 
one family type as the ‘ideal’ or ‘norm’. Positive and negative views on the 
stereotype married couple nuclear family are covered in the theory sections of 
Unit 1.2. 

                Summary 
 Covered defi nitions of family, families and households.   �

    Difference between nuclear and extended families.   �

    Cultural variations of kinship.   �

    The debate about family diversity in modern societies.       �
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 1.2  1.2 
  Module 1  Families and 

Households 
   Unit 2  Theoretical 

Explanations of the 
Role of Families in 
Society 

   By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
           define the notion of ‘  � family values ’  
          outline and assess  � consensus perspectives of traditional family 
structures  
    outline and assess  � confl ict   perspectives of traditional family 
structures.    

  Key terms: 
     Isolated nuclear families  � � Modifi ed extended family  
    Geographical mobility  � � Cereal packet family  
    Family values  � � Consensus  
    New Right and Neo-Conservative  � � Confl ict  
    Functionalism  � � Instrumental role     
Marxism  � � Expressive role
Feminism  � � Underclass
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          The family in the 20th century 
 The 20th century witnessed the growth of the  nuclear family . Some sociologists 
have spoken about the way in which the extended family was stripped of many 
of its functions during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. American studies 
by  Talcott Parsons  (1951) referred to the way in which the functions of the 
wider kinship system were taken over by specialised agencies, for example the 
welfare state. He suggests that while the family may continue to carry out 
functions (tasks) which involve kin beyond the nuclear family—such as care of 
elderly relatives and the provision of fi nancial help—these have become non-
essential or ‘optional’ functions. Another American sociologist  William   Goode 
(1963)  also argues that the extended family has become a sort of optional 
extra. People weigh up the costs and benefi ts of maintaining kinship ties and act 
accordingly. 

 However, somewhat counter to such fi ndings, despite the 20th century trend 
towards nuclear families, some studies have shown that the extended family was 
still common among certain groups in Britain. As referred to previously,  Willmott 
and Young (1962)  studied Bethnal Green in East London in the late 1950s and 
found a working-class community where extended family patterns were still quite 
common and played an important role in mutual help and assistance for working-
class people. There is also evidence that the extended family is common among 
Asians and Chinese in Britain whose practice for economic or cultural reasons is 
to live in extended family groupings which provide a very important source of 
support for their members (see Unit  1.3 , p38). 

 However, in the second part of their research Young and Willmott studied families 
from Bethnal Green who had been rehoused in Greenleigh, a new council estate in 
Essex some 30 miles from Bethnal Green. 

 They showed how this resulted in  ‘privatisation’ . By this they meant that 
family life became more home-centred and based on the nuclear family. Wives 
lost regular contact with their mothers and became more dependent on husbands 
for companionship and support. Husbands were also cut off from social contacts 
in Bethnal Green and became more involved in domestic activities. Gardening, 
watching television and other home-centred leisure activities replaced the pub and 
visiting relatives and neighbours. 

 While nuclear or ‘privatised’ families may have become more signifi cant over 
the 20th century, this does not mean that the extended family has ceased to be 
important. Several studies have shown that although kin are now less likely to 
live close to each other, contact remains quite frequent and the extended family 
continues to have a role, albeit in a modifi ed form. 

  Rosser and Harris (1965)  refer to the  ‘ modifi ed extended family’  . This kind 
of extended family may be geographically dispersed, but continues to provide 
support for family members in times of need and comes together for important 
family events. Better communications, such as telephones and cars, mean that 
contacts between extended families over long distances are much easier than in 
the past. We will have more to say on the continuing importance of the extended 
family in Unit 1.4. You should refer back to this section at that point. 

  Two studies on the importance of extended families 
in the aftermath of family break-up (also see Units 1.4 
and 1.5) 
      1. In a study for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Judy Dunn and Kirby Deater-

Deckard (2001) discovered that children had found relationships with their 
grandparents to be very supportive and signifi cant in the weeks following 
family break-up. Over one-quarter of their sample of 460 children had not 
had the family break-up explained to them.  

     2. In another study for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Broad, Hayes and 
Rushforth (2001) discovered that children preferred to be cared for by 
extended family members in the case of family break-up or abuse. This was 
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preferred for a variety of reasons, including the sense of being loved, safe 
and secure. They also valued being within their own ethnic background. 
They disliked the lack of freedom and the poverty associated with living with 
older people.   

    Mutual aid in the extended family  
  

 Study the items and then answer the questions that follow. 

  Item A:  Middle-class families 

  Mutual aid between members of an extended family fl ows in several directions 
depending upon stages in the family life cycle. Most of the families that I have been 
studying are in the fi rst two stages of the family life cycle: that of ‘home-making’ and 
‘child-rearing’. These two stages are the time of greatest expenditure and because of the 
nature of middle class career patterns, the time of the lowest income.  

  The modules I concentrated on were careers, housing and children. In examining 
these subjects I found that over and over again where there had been aid from the 
extended family the important structural link was the father-in-law/father-son/
son-in-law link.  

  One mechanism frequently utilised by the families I studied is the giving of aid on 
socially approved occasions: this is acceptable and can be received without any loss of 
independence. This begins at the wedding. I recorded one case of the house being given 
outright and two cases of a substantial deposit being put down on the house. In these 
cases, naturally arrangements were made through the bank, but it was the father 
or father-in-law that made them. This mechanism continues at Christmas and at 
birthdays—I noted a case of central heating being given as a Christmas present from 
the husband’s parents.  

 Source: Adapted from C. Bell,  Middle Class Families , 1968, pp88–94. 

  Item B:  Contacts with kin 

  A number of recent surveys have shown that between about two-thirds and three 
quarters of people—people of all ages, not just the elderly—still see at least one 
relative at least once a week. I recently completed a study of married people with young 
children in a North London suburb, a district where as many as a third of couples had 
moved in within the previous fi ve years (Willmott, 1986). There, the proportion seeing 
relatives at least weekly was precisely two-thirds. Of those with parents alive, one 
in ten saw their mother or father or both every day, and nearly two-thirds of living 
parents and parents-in-law were seen at least once a month. Working class people saw 
rather more of their parents and other relatives than middle class people did, but the 
differences were not large.  

  The evidence from that and other recent studies also shows that relatives continue to 
be the main source of informal support and care, and that again the class differences 
were not marked. In my North London research, nearly two-thirds of people were 
helped by relatives, particularly mothers or mothers-in-law, when one of the children 
was ill; nearly three-quarters were helped with baby sitting, again mainly by mothers 
and mothers-in-law. Four-fi fths looked to relatives, mainly parents or parents-in-
law, when they needed to borrow money. Surveys of elderly people show that most of 
the informal help and care they receive comes from relatives, particularly children or 
children-in-law.  

  A small-scale but important study in the Greater London area compared the kinship 
patterns of people originating from mainly Victorian areas, who had stayed in the 
same district since before they got married, with people from similar areas who had 
moved out. Many of the second group turned out to have remained in close touch with 
their parents and siblings; they saw as much of them each week as those who had 
stayed put. This has come about because clusters of relatives—particularly parents and 
their married children—had moved out to suburban districts where they were within 
reasonable visiting distance of each other.  

Activity
1
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 Source: Adapted from P. Willmott, ‘Urban Kinship Past and Present’,  Social Studies 
Review , November 1988. 

    1 a. In  Item A , describe the type of help given by middle-class parents. 

  b.  Why is this type of help likely to be more signifi cant in middle-class than 
in working-class families?   

   2 Bell ( Item A ) suggests that help fl ows in different directions at different stages 
in the family life cycle. At what stage is help likely to fl ow from children to 
parents and what form might it take?   

   3 What evidence does Peter Willmott ( Item B ) provide to show that greater 
geographical mobility has not necessarily destroyed extended family ties?   

   4 Members of extended families fi nd it easier to maintain contact over long 
distances than in the past. Suggest reasons for this.      

  Changes in the family 
 It is clear from what we have said so far that the ‘extended/nuclear’ family issue 
is quite complicated. It is not possible to claim that there has been a clear-cut 
move from a  classic extended family  before industrialisation to a  privatised 
nuclear   family  in the 20th century. The notion of a transition brought about by 
industrialisation from the extended to the nuclear family, is over simple. 

 Nevertheless, the popular image of the family in Britain by the late 20th century 
was that of the nuclear family as typical and normal. This popular image has 
been described as the  ‘ cereal packet family ’ . Such an image is often promoted 
in advertising, with ‘family size’ breakfast cereals, toothpaste and a wide range 
of other consumer goods. This popular ‘happy family’ image often gives the 
impression that most people live in a ‘typical family’ with the following features: 

     It contains   � two parents  and about  two dependent children  often an older 
brother and a younger sister (comment: what issues of gender inequality may 
be behind this stereotype?).  
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    These parents are   � married  to one another, and neither of them has been 
married before.  

    The husband is the   � breadwinner  with the wife  staying at home  and 
primarily concerned with  housework  and  childcare .   

 It is this view of the family which is being upheld by politicians, church leaders 
and others when they speak of the need to support and protect the family (see 
‘ New Right ’ views, p25). But in many ways this picture of the typical family is a 
misleading one and serves only to reinforce the ideal of what some believe a family 
should be, rather than to recognise that there is a wide range of family types and 
household arrangements in modern Britain. In the next unit we will examine some 
of the demographic evidence on families and households over the 20th century in 
order to see what family life is like today and how it has changed in recent decades. 

        The ‘cereal packet’ family   

 Look at advertising for consumer goods, e.g. in magazines, in supermarkets and 
on television, and see what evidence you can fi nd of the ‘cereal packet’ family. 
Make notes of your fi ndings below and compare with fellow students.     

  Theoretical explanations of families and 
households 
 In Unit 1.3 we will examine the main demographic changes that have occurred in 
family and household form and structure in the UK. We will focus on statistical 
evidence which suggests that the UK today is characterised by a  variety of   family 
and household structures . The nuclear family is still with us, but is no longer 
the only or even the dominant family form. Families in the UK are changing 
dramatically and this is causing much concern and debate. In this section of 
the unit we turn our attention to theoretical debates concerning the state of the 
family, examining such questions as: 

     Is the family in decline?   �
    Are   � family value s and family stability being undermined?   

 Before dealing specifi cally with theories of the family we need to consider the 
issue of  family values  which feature strongly in some of the earlier theorising on 
the family. Since the 1960s the ‘family’ has become a topic of much political and 
social concern. Those who claim that the family is in decline commonly refer to 
what they call ‘family values’. According to  Jewson  (1994) the notion of family 
values makes four main assumptions: 

      1. It assumes that there is a  normal form  taken by the family. This is essentially 
a married couple with children. Other forms such as one-parent families are 
abnormal.  

Activity
2
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     2. It assumes a  gendered division of labour  and the  authority  of the male 
breadwinner.  

     3. It considers that responsibility for  welfare  is a matter for the family rather 
than the state.  

     4. It involves a belief that  sex  should take place  only within marriage . This is 
generally associated with a hostility to  homosexuality ,  sex education  and 
 abortion.    

 The notion of family values implies a strong preference for, and support of, 
the  traditional nuclear family  involving a heterosexual married couple with 
dependent children in which the husband/father is the breadwinner and the wife/
mother is the carer and housekeeper. The concern over the present state of the 
family stems from the fact that  current trends  suggest that the  nuclear family 
and the values   that underlie it are being eroded : 

     Marriage rates are falling   �
    Cohabitation is rising   �
    More people are living alone   �
    The UK has the third highest divorce rate in the European Union   �
    Over 40 per cent of all births occur outside marriage   �
    The number of lone-parent families is increasing   �
    More women are taking paid employment.   �  

 Consider the following trends that ‘family values’ theorists express alarm about: 

       � Marriage  In 2006, the number of marriages in the UK was lower than in the 
mid-19th century when the population was much smaller.  

      � Cohabitation  This has risen signifi cantly. The proportion of all non-married 
women aged 18 to 40 cohabiting has doubled since 1981 to 25 per cent. 
But cohabitation is often amongst the divorced and often ends through 
remarriage.  

      � Divorces  The peak period for divorce was the 1970s, and it is now more 
stable (at around 160,000 a year). Between 1971 and 1994, the divorce rate 
more than doubled, so that by 1994, the United Kingdom had the highest 
divorce rate in the European Union (but it was still not as high as that of 
some countries like the United States). It is expected that over 40 per cent of 
recent UK marriages will end in divorce. Roughly a quarter of children can 
now expect to fi nd their original parents divorced by the time they are 16.  

      � Home alone  More people are living alone. More than a quarter of all 
households are now one-person households; this is double what it was 
in 1961. In the UK, a growing new group of single men and women (the 
‘singletons’) over 30 years old is appearing.  

      � Births outside of marriage  In the UK, over 40 per cent of all live births 
occur outside marriage; and in nearly all European countries the rate has 
doubled in the last 30 years. It is highest in Sweden and lowest in Greece. 
Most of these births occur in stable relationships outside marriage (80 percent 
are registered by both parents).  

      � Lone parents  Almost one in fi ve families with dependent children is a lone-
parent family. Denmark and Sweden have the highest numbers in Europe. 
Despite the alarm expressed about the numbers of teenage and ‘schoolgirl’ 
pregnancies, most lone-parent families (52 per cent) are through divorce or 
separation; single mothers are around a third of this number and many of 
them experience poverty and if young often live with parents.  

      � Women remaining childless  Whilst most women do have children, the 
number who do not has been growing (now around one-quarter) and women 
are having children later in their life.  

      � Diversity  There are now many different kinds of households. Fewer than one 
in four households now conforms to the traditional image of a married or 
cohabiting couple with children. As we have seen in previous sections there 
is a wide variety of household structures and ways in which people live in 
personal and social relationships.  
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      � Children  In 1901, 34.6 per cent of the population in the UK were under 16; 
today it is less than 20 per cent. The average number of children in a family is 
now less than two, slightly below population replacement level.  

      � Working mothers  In 1931, 10 per cent of married women were economically 
active. Today it is almost 80 per cent, with many women in part-time 
paid work and taking on the  double burden  of this plus the majority of 
housework and childcare (we will deal with this in detail in Unit 1.6).  

      � The generational gap  There is a large difference in attitude towards ‘family’, 
between those born before 1930 and those born since 1950. For example, 
61–64 per cent of the former group would advise marriage without living 
together fi rst; only 17 per cent of the younger group would now advise this.  

      � Sexuality  The pill remains the most popular form of contraception—a 
quarter of all women aged 16–49 use it. In 1971, 21 per cent of births were 
conceived out of marriage; today it is around one in three and growing—
especially in younger groups. In 1961 there were 54,000 births outside 
marriage; in recent times it is well over one-quarter of a million. There has 
been a dramatic lowering in the age of fi rst intercourse to an average of 
around 16 years. Gay and lesbian sexualities have fl ourished and there is 
more openness to a range of sexual preferences.  

      � Life expectancy  The 20th century has seen 25 years added to human 
life expectancy, shifting the shape of the lifecycle. Women’s average life 
expectancy is now over 80 years, men’s around 4 years less than this, 
meaning relationships and family lives are now potentially much longer.   

 Most of the above trends are of concern to ‘family values’ advocates who are 
linked to ‘New Right’ and ‘ Neo-Conservative ’ theorists explained in the next 
section. It seems that the family is changing. Those who claim that it is in 
decline and that family values are being undermined, clearly attach great 
importance to the traditional nuclear family and therefore feel that threats to 
its existence such as those posed by the above trends are bound to have harmful 
social effects. 

     Looking at the evidence so far and that summarised above:  

   1 Is the nuclear family of less importance in society today than it used to be?   

   2 Do you think this means that the family is in decline?     

Activity
3
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  Importance of family—theoretical approaches 
  POSITIVE views on the role of the family 
 The idea that the nuclear family is important to the health and well-being of 
society is a view found within sociology as well as among politicians, religious 
leaders and other groups in society. It is a view put forward by  functionalist 
sociologists . 

  Functionalism 

 The American sociologist Talcott Parsons (1956) took a  functionalist  approach to the 
development of the family. This approach starts from the assumption that  social 
institutions develop   to meet the basic needs of society . Parsons argued that there 
were two such needs that the family met and that only the nuclear family could 
meet. These were the needs of  primary socialisation  and  personality stabilisation : 

       � Primary socialisation  is the process through which children acquire the basic 
values of society during their early years (see Unit 1.5, p65  )  

    Family life also   � stabilises the adult personality  by providing emotional 
support through marriage and enabling adults to satisfy childish impulses 
which cannot be indulged in public, by, for example, playing games with their 
children.   

 Parsons’ theory of the development of the family is set in a more general theory 
of social change. He argued that the  pre-industrial extended family  was a 
 multifunctional  unit that met most of people’s needs.  Modernisation  brought 
about  specialised institutions  to meet particular needs. The family lost many of 
its functions to these other institutions.  Production  moved from the  household  
to the  work place .  Education  and  health  care were provided by specialist 
institutions. The family became more  specialised  around its core functions of 
 socialisation  and  personality stabilisation . 

 Parsons argued that the  nuclear form of the family  was  particularly well 
suited  to an  industrial economy . Within such a family  roles  were  specialised , 
with one adult earning money through paid work and the other bringing up the 
children. 

 The small nuclear family without obligations to an extended family could be 
 geographically mobile  and so could move to where there was work. This close 
 fi t  between the nuclear family and the requirements of the economy integrated 
the institutions of industrial society. In other words, for Parsons, the nuclear 
family served the needs of society and so was vital to the health and stability of 
society. 

 Read and make brief notes on the section ‘Functionalism’ on pp 59–60  of your 
textbook.  

  The New Right or Neo-Conservatives 

 Similar views to those expressed by functionalist sociologists are to be heard 
today amongst  New Right or Neo-Conservative thinkers  and politicians. They 
also see the nuclear family as the ‘normal’ family form and as the form which 
it is essential to support and maintain. John Redwood, a Conservative MP, stated 
in 1993 that ‘the natural state should be the two adult family caring for their 
children’. In 2007 David Cameron, the leader of the Conservative Party, echoed 
this view by seeing the married couple raising their children as the answer to the 
problems of a ‘fractured society’ with increased crime and disorder particularly 
among young people (in fact crime rates in recent years have fallen). Such 
thinkers are concerned about the recent social changes in family forms and 
structures believing them to be a threat to traditional norms of marriage and 
family life and a  threat to the very stability of society.  
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     Given diversity in households and the rise of single parenting and cohabitation 
explain why the views above are somewhat unrealistic for the 21st century.   

 However, not all sociologists, or indeed other thinkers, would agree with the view 
that the nuclear family is essential to the stability of society. Many take a much 
more  critical view of the family . (See pp61–63 of your textbook.) 

    Confl ict approaches to the family—the NEGATIVE side of 
the family 
 This is not an easy section and you do not need to understand all of it at this time. 
You should, however, try to recognise how  Marxist  and  feminist  perspectives have 
highlighted the  negative side  of family life and have suggested that rather than 
being ‘healthy’ and benefi cial, the nuclear family can in fact be  oppressive   and 
exploitative . A brief summary of these two perspectives is also provided below. 

  Marxism 

 Since the 19th century, Marxist writers building on the ideas of  Karl Marx  
(1818–83) explain the development of the family in terms of the needs of a 
 capitalist economy . Their central argument is that the capitalist system exploits 
the  free domestic labour  of the housewife. Housework and child-rearing are 
not family activities outside the operation of the capitalist economy but rather 
an essential part of it. There is a  domestic division of labour  between the 
worker and the housewife. The  male breadwinner  can work long hours for 
the employer only because the domestic work of looking after the household 
and bringing up children is done by the  housewife . The family also begins 
the process of producing  submissive workers , which is then  continued by 
education . Although domestic labour is essential to the capitalist economy, 
 employers only pay for the work of the male breadwinner . If the housewife 
was paid for her labour, the  wage costs  of the capitalist employer would 
increase sharply. 

 According to Marxists the family also provides an  outlet for the tensions 
and frustrations generated by work . Workers are under  constant pressure  
from the employer to  work harder and faster , often carrying out boring and 
repetitive work in very poor conditions, over which they have little control. 
Family life provides a temporary escape and a means of  relieving the tensions  
generated by work. This may well be at the expense of the wife and children if it 
takes a  violent form . The bullied worker may restore his self-esteem by bullying 
his family. 

Activity
4
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     The above views are rooted in 19th-century society. Do they still apply today? 
Explain your answer.   

 Many housewives do, however, work in paid employment and have always done 
so. Since the main role of the woman in the nuclear family was to be a housewife 
and the male breadwinner earned a ‘family wage’ to support the whole household, 
 employers could pay women low wages . They could also treat women as a 
 ‘reserve army’  that could be drawn into work when there was a labour shortage 
and returned to the home when demand was slack. Thus the nuclear family also 
provided capitalist employers with a  useful additional supply of cheap labour .  

  Feminist perspectives 

  Marxist feminists  agree with the views outlined above and see capitalism as the 
main cause of women’s subordination and exploitation within the nuclear family. 

  Radical feminists , however, suggest the problem is not capitalism but 
 patriarchy . Patriarchy refers to a universal structure of male authority. It is the 
power that men have over women that explains the inequalities between men 
and women. The family is a patriarchal institution, i.e. an institution that enables 
men to dominate, exploit and oppress women. In its most extreme form this 
domination takes the form of violence and physical abuse.  

     Log onto Kerboodle and complete the following activity:

Unit 1, Section 2, Chapter 2, Student worksheet: Student activity 1

Activity
5

Activity
6
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Log onto Kerboodle and access the Kerboodle presentation on sociological views 
about family life. The presentation summarises key information from this unit 
and from your core textbook. You may want to print off the presentation and fi le 
it with this unit. Alternatively, you could save the document on your computer in 
a ‘revision’ folder.

Activity
7
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