
Component 1.2: Families   

Types of families and family diversity  

Types of families and family 
diversity
 
There have been huge changes to 
the structure of families in Britain 
and to relationships within families. 
Rapoport and Rapoport put forward 
the idea in the 1980s that families 
were moving away from one family 
type and becoming more diverse.

Make sure you are familiar with 
all the different family types and 
relevant concepts. These include 
nuclear, extended, symmetrical, 
beanpole, reconstituted, cohabiting 
family, lone parent, patriarchal, 
single-sex families, divorce, 
singlehood and household.

Theories on families
 
Functionalism – Murdock Parsons 
The family is essential for the survival of society; it carries 
out functions that no other institutions could do. 
New right – Charles Murray 
The two-parent nuclear family is the superior family type 
as children have two role models to follow.
Marxism – Zaretsky 
The family does not benefit its members as it is organised 
to benefit capitalism and the capitalists.
Feminism – Delphy and Leonard Oakley
The family is patriarchal and benefits men.

A common error is to state that Marxists believe that the 
family benefits society as it encourages people to buy 
goods etc. This is incorrect. Marxists are critical of the 
family under capitalism as it only benefits rich capitalists. 
You must be able to support these theories and points of 
view with evidence and be able to criticise/evaluate them.

Social change and families 
 
The changes in the family have been brought about by various 
social changes in the last century, leading to more single-parent 
families, cohabitation and changing domestic roles. 
Legal changes 
• Changes to divorce laws and legal aid
• Single-sex marriage and adoption laws 
• Equality and Equal Pay Act
Economic changes 
• More women in workplace with greater financial independence
Feminism 
• More independence for women
• Higher divorce rates
Values, norms, decline of religion
It is no longer unacceptable or against religious beliefs to:
• live with someone or have a child outside of marriage 
• divorce your partner or to remain unmarried
• live with someone of the same sex 
• share domestic tasks.
Changing expectations
• It is expected that women will work.
• Weddings have become expensive.
Immigration/ethnic diversity
• Immigration and settlement of different ethnic groups in Britain 

has led to extended families living together.

Debates on families

Popular debates Arguments for Arguments against

Is the nuclear family in decline? Diversity of family forms; divorce 
rate

Continuing popularity of nuclear 
family; many remarry after divorce

Are there more equal roles 
between partners in the family?

New Man; evidence of sharing of 
roles; decision-making; childcare; 
more married women working

Feminist arguments; evidence 
against sharing of roles 

Legal changes are the main reasons 
for changes in the divorce rate. 

Changes in the law that have 
increased the grounds of divorce 
and legal aid

Other reasons for divorce such 
as changes in norms and values; 
changes in position of women

Families have negative effects on 
their members and society.  

Divorce rates; feminist view that 
women bear most of ‘burden’ of 
family life; domestic abuse; Marxist 
view that family benefits capitalists

Diversity of family forms; 
functionalist view that family 
performs essential functions; most 
people live in some form of family


