	Changing Family patterns 

	Divorce
	Marriage

	Changing patterns of divorce
Big increase in divorce since the 1960s.  40% of all marriages now end in divorce.  7 out of 10 applications for divorce now come from women (use to be mainly men).  

Couples most likely to divorce

· Those who marry young.
· Working class.

· Parents who have been divorced.
· Those who have a child before they marry. 

· Those who cohabit before marriage.

· Those where one or both partners have been married before.
· Differences in class, ethnicity, religion between partners.

Explanations of the increase in divorce

1. Changes in the law (make it easier for couples to divorce)
· Equalising grounds for divorce – led to increase in the number of women petitioning for divorce.

· Divorce Law Reform Act 1969 – this widened the grounds for divorce – no longer had to prove one partner guilty of a matrimonial offence, just have to demonstrate irretrievable breakdown.
· Reducing the time to petition for a divorce – 1985 Matrimonial Family Proceedings Act allows couples to get divorced after one year.

· Cheaper to divorce – 1949 legal aid, lowered the cost of divorce.
Evaluation 

( The above changes do not explain why more couples want to go through the legal process of divorce.

2. Declining stigma and changing attitudes

Society is less likely to stigmatise (negative labelling or social disapproval) divorce and divorcees. As divorce has become less shameful and more socially acceptable couples are more willing to turn to divorce to solve marital problems.

3. Overloading marriage 

As the family has become more isolated partners become dependent on their partners for emotional support.

4. Secularisation
As religion looses influence on society divorce increases because the churches opposition to divorce carries less weight.  Further some religions are ‘softening’ their attitudes to divorce, making it more acceptable.

5. Higher expectations of marriage
Functionalists (Fletcher, 1966) argue that the high expectations people place on marriage  causes divorce.  These expectations make couples less willing to tolerate an unhappy marriage. Many couples also believe in the ‘ideology of love’ – that marriage should only be based solely on love.  Thus when love dies there is seen to be no reason to keep the marriage going as there is a lack of personal fulfilment.

6. Changes in women’s position
Women now have greater financial independence - women are more likely to be well qualified and working and thus less likely to be financially trapped in an unsatisfactory marriage. 

7. Patriarchy 

Feminists claim the patriarchy is the root cause of divorce. They argue that the triple shift (paid work, domestic work and emotional work) that many women face has created new sources of conflict that can result in divorce.  They claim that many women feel valued at work and undervalued at home.  For example, many men still do not do their fare share of domestic tasks. Radical feminists claim that increasing levels of divorce reflect women’s dissatisfaction with marriage and their growing acceptance of feminist ideas.  Women are more aware of patriarchal oppression and have confidence to reject it. 

9. Individualisation 
People becoming less constrained by social norms, increasingly seeking independence, self-expression and fulfilment.  Individualisation therefore places pressure on marriages.
Meaning of high divorce rates

New Right
A high divorce rate is seen as a bad thing as it undermines the traditional nuclear family.  Divorce creates an underclass of lone parent families dependent on welfare benefits.  Children grow up without an adult male role model that increases the chances of crime.  They also point out that divorce leads to: poverty, poor housing, behavioural problems, teenage pregnancy and educational underachievement.

Functionalism
Higher divorce rates do not necessarily mean marriage is no longer popular.   They claim most people still marry and they point to the higher levels of re-marriage by divorcees. 

Evaluation
( Fail to explain why it is mainly women who seek divorce.

Feminists
See high levels of divorce as an indicator that women are breaking free of patriarchal oppression in the family.

Postmodernists
High divorce indicates the choice people now have to end unsatisfactory relationships.  They see divorce as a key cause of changing family patterns and greater family diversity e.g.  lone-parent families, one person households, reconstituted families etc.

Interactionists
Divorce has very different individual meanings for those involved.  For example, relief, distress etc.

Alternatives to divorce
· Desertion – one partner leaves but the couple remain legally married.

· Legal separation – court separates the financial and legal affairs of the couple but remain married and not free to remarry.

· Empty shell marriage – couple stay and live together but remain married in name only.


	Why fewer people are marrying for the first time

· Changing attitudes to marriage – less pressure to marry, people recognise that the quality of a relationship and choice is more important than legal status.

· Secularisation – as religion looses influence people feel freer not to follow the churches preference for marriage.

· Declining stigma attached to alternatives to marriage – cohabitation, remaining single, having children outside of marriage is socially accepted.

· Changes in the position of women – as women’s educational and career prospects have improved they are less economically dependent on men, gives women greater freedom not to marry.

· Fear of divorce – rising divorce rates put people off from marrying.

New Right views on marriage
See declining levels of marriage as a bad thing.  Believe that children are best brought up by married heterosexual couples – offer financial and emotional security, children grow up with a male authoritarian figure.  

Feminist views on marriage 

Mainly see marriage negatively – most marriages lead to patriarchal oppression, where there is an unequal division of labour.

Why there is an increase in re-marriages - leading to a pattern of serial monogamy (marriage-divorce-re-marriage). 

· Increase in the number of divorces – provides a supply of people ready to remarry.

· Institution of marriage remains popular.

Why people are marrying later
· Postponement of marriage - a desire to study longer and establish careers before marriage.

· Cohabitation – couples wish to try out their relationships by living together before committing to marriage.

Why couples are less likely to marry in church

· Secularisation – because people are less religious, they see less need for a religious ceremony.

· Unwillingness of many churches to marry divorcees .

Cohabitation – unmarried couple in a sexual relationship living together. Cohabitation is on the increase, marriage on decrease. 

Reasons for increase: 

• The reduced function of the family
• The changing role of women
•  Growing secularisation

• Changing social attitudes and reduced social stigma
• The rising divorce rate

	In conclusion there is no single reason for the increase in divorce, a combination of factors are at work.  However, perhaps the increase is a reflection of postmodern times, where people feel that they have much more choice (more socially acceptable, affordable etc.) to end an unsatisfactory marriage.


	Cohabitation - unmarried couples in a sexual relationship living together.

Reasons for the increase in cohabitation
· Decline in stigma of sex outside of marriage
· More socially acceptable – especially amongst the young.
· Change in the position of women – better educational performance and career prospects has given women a greater freedom to cohabit as they are less financially dependent on men.
· Secularisation – the declining influence of religion has meant that people feel less pressured to marry.
· Increase in divorce – cohabitation often becomes an attractive non-legally binding option after a failed marriage.

New Right views on cohabitation
See cohabitation negatively – more likely to split up than married couples. This will lead to a lone parent family if children are involved.  Single parent families are seen as a less effective unit to socialise children.

Feminist views on cohabitation
See cohabitation positively – allows women to weigh up the relationship and opt out of it if it is oppressive.  Radical feminists see cohabiting same sex relationships as one way for women to escape patriarchal family structures.   

Relationship between cohabitation and marriage
Marriage still important – Chester (1985) claims cohabitation is just a step on the way to getting married.   Many cohabit first to see if they are compatible for marriage 75% of cohabiting couples expect to marry).  Most cohabiting couples marry if they have children.  Cohabitation is sometimes a temporary phase before marriage whilst one or more partners are awaiting a divorce.

Marriage is less important – Bejin (1985) sees cohabitation as a lifestyle choice that is an attempt to move away from the constraints of patriarchal marriages (evidence suggests that cohabiting couples are more likely to have a more equal domestic division of labour).





	Same sex relationships - gay male and lesbian female couples living together in an intimate relationship.

Reasons for a possible increase in same sex cohabiting relationships

· More socially acceptable – society is more tolerant of same sex relationships.

· Secularisation –  as society becomes less religious they are less influenced by the churches negative attitude to same sex relationships.

· Legal and social policy changes:
a) Male homosexual acts decriminalised in 1967 for consenting adults over the age of 21, and age of consent now the same for heterosexuals.

b) Adoption – cohabiting couples, including gay, have the same adoption rights as married couples.

c) Civil Partnership Act – given same sex couples the right to have their partnership legally recognised and therefore similar rights to married couples e.g. pensions, inheritance, property.


	One person households (singletons) - people who live alone through choice or not.
Reasons for the increase in one person households
· Increase in separation and divorce – led to a large number of young men living alone because where children are involved they normally live with the mother.  

· Changing marriage patterns – fewer people marrying or delaying marriage has meant more people spend periods living alone, for many this is a creative singlehood lifestyle choice.

· Living apart together – some people choose to live alone even though they are in a significant relationship.  This may reflect a preference for less formalised relationships or each person in the relationship wanting to keep their house.

· Choice – some people actively to choose to be single.  This creative singlehood is a lifestyle choice that allows independence and freedom.

· Changing position of women – women’s improved educational and career prospects have meant that they are less finically dependent on men. 

	Lone parent families - a parent without a partner living with their dependent children.
Reasons for the increase in lone parent families
· Increase in separation and divorce.
· Cohabitation breakup – cohabiting couples with children twice as likely to break up as married couples with children.

· Increase in the number of never married single women choosing to have children. 

· Changing attitudes - declining stigma of having births outside of marriage.

· Changing position of women – better qualifications and career prospects mean women are less economically dependent on men.

Reasons why lone parent families mainly headed by females
· Belief that women are biologically suited to an expressive nurture role.

· Divorce courts usually give custody to females.

· Mothers single by choice – e.g. to get out of an abusive relationship, financially able to bring up a child without a father’s involvement, impact of feminist ideas.

New Right views on lone parenthood
Murray (1984) sees the growth in lone parents as a consequence of an over generous welfare system that provides benefits for unmarried mothers and their children.  He believes this creates a ‘dependency culture’.  He believes children of single parents perform less well at school and are more likely to turn to crime as they lack a male role model and authority figure.  Murray favours abolishing or cutting welfare benefits that encourages births outside of marriage.

Evaluation
( There is no proven causal link between lone parent families and educational underachievement and crime – these problems stem more from the poverty most lone parents experience. 
(Welfare benefits are far from generous – they do not act as a ‘perverse incentive’, many lone parent families are living in poverty (e.g. lack of affordable childcare, inadequate benefits, failure of fathers to pay maintenance).

Feminist  views on lone parenthood

Lone parenthood is seen positively.  Feminists see it as an alternative family form that allows women to avoid or get out of a patriarchal and oppressive family structure.  Lone parenthood is seen to offer independence and opportunity to take control of ones own life.

	Reconstituted  (stepfamilies families) - families in which one or both adults in a couple bring children from a previous relationship.

Patterns and reasons 
· Increasing – the various factors causing an increase in lone parents  also account for the increase in step families, e.g. divorce.

· More children from step families are from the women’s previous relationship than the man’s – children normally stay with the mother when marriages or cohabitations break up.

· Step families are at risk of poverty – more children and the step father may also have to support children from a previous relationship.

· Step families experience extra tensions e.g. divided loyalties – lack of clear norms about how individuals should behave.  Might account for the high divorce rate of stepfamilies.


	Ethnic differences

Black families
High proportion of female headed lone parent families – 50% of black Caribbean or African families with dependent children are lone parent.

Reasons for black family structures
· Slavery – couples sold separately and children stayed with mother, established a pattern of family life that remains today.
· High rates of black male unemployment – unable to support their families and so leads to desertion or marital breakdown.
· Choice – many black women place a high value on independence and individualism.
Marriage and divorce – le 
Multicultural families

Increase in families where partners come from different ethnic backgrounds.

Reasons for more multicultural families
· Choice – people choose a partner, whatever their ethnic group that meets their personal needs and wishes.ss value placed on marriage and black families have high levels of divorce.

Evaluation
The black family is often portrayed negatively, disorganised, an underclass of welfare dependents, breeds crime etc.  However, black feminists see the typical lone parent family as stable and offers a supportive non-cohabitating relationship.

Asian families (e.g. Bangladeshi, Pakistani, Indian)

Larger families – more children had, although most are nuclear, they are sometimes extended, particularly amongst Sikhs and East African Asians.

Reasons for Asian family structures
· Younger age profile of Asians – higher proportion in childbearing age groups.

· Place a value on the extended family - important source of assistance, extended families provided vital support when migrating from other countries.

· Marriage – more likely to marry, marry younger and less likely to get divorced.

Evaluation

(  Ignores variations between Asian groups e.g.  religion - Sikhs, Muslims, Hindus; countries of origin – India, Pakistan, Bangladesh.

	Extended families - contains relatives in addition  to the nuclear family, e.g. grandparents, aunts, cousins etc.

Parsons (1955)
Extended families important in pre-industrial society but replaced by nuclear families in industrial societies (see learning table 3).

Bell (1968)
Research in Swansea found extended families were common amongst the working class as they provided important domestic support between mothers and daughters.

Charles (2005)
Recent research  in Swansea has found the classic 3 generation family living under one roof has all but disappeared.  Only exceptions were amongst Bangladeshi’s. She found contact between mothers and daughters was still high, but contact and support was low between brothers and sisters.

Dispersed extended families

Willmott (1988) – extended families have declined but not disappeared.  Extended families now exist as a ‘dispersed extended family’ – kin geographically separated but maintain frequent contact through visits and phone calls.

Chamberlain (1999)
Chamberlain talks of ‘multiple nuclear families’ amongst Black Caribbean families - geographically dispersed but relatives have lots of contact and support.  


	Social class differences

· Working class families experience more poverty – more likely to live in poorer housing, less likely to go on family holidays etc.

· Child centred – middle class families take more interest in their children’s education.

· Life chances – working class families are more likely to experience ill health, unemployment, low educational achievement.

· Family breakup – working class families are more likely to divorce, which increases chances of poverty and creates more reliance on benefits.
· Childcare – middle class families are more likely to get the help of nannies than the working class.


	
	



Further reading�Pages 211-223 in Webb R et al. (2015) AQA AS level Sociology, Napier press. ��





Sample exam questions �a) Define the term ‘beanpole family’ (2 marks) [AS]


b) using one example, explain how changes in the position of women have led to changes in patterns of family (2 marks) [AS]


c) Outline three reasons why lone-parent families are generally headed by the mother (6 marks) [AS]


d) Outline and explain two reasons for ethnice differences in family and household patterns (10 marks)








