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The end of the ‘traditional’ family?

In the age of social media and increased
geographical and social mobility, just how

important is the family to us today? And why is
the number of single person households rising
so rapidly?

by sections of the political left, and by some feminists who

allege that it oppresses women and does a poor job of raising
children. Right-wing commentators also bemoan the supposed
fragmentation of the family and what they describe as the ‘pick
and mix’ attitude of adults today to forming long-term family
commitments. Evidence here may suggest something else.

The demise of the ‘traditional” family has long been predicted
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Figure 1 Families by family type (1996 and 2012)

Figure 1 shows that the most common family type in the UK in
both 1996 and 2012 was a married or civil partner couple family
without dependent children. There were 7.6 million such families
in 2012, an increase of over 200,000 since 1996.

The next most common family type was a married or civil
partner couple family with dependent children, of which there were
4.6 million in 2012. This was the only family type to decrease in
number since 1996.

Despite increasingly complex families — over one in ten families
are now stepfamilies — and a recent increase in cohabiting couple
families and lone parent families, married couple families are still
the most common family type in the UK, both with and without
dependent children.
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Figure 2 People spending part of most or every day with family or
friends, by age (2011)

Added to this is evidence about the time adults spend with their
families. A 2011 survey by the Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs (Defra) asked people in England how often in
the previous 2 weeks they had spent time together with family and
friends. Two-thirds of respondents reported having spent time with
family every day or most days during the 2 weeks prior to interview
(Figure 2). This is an increase from 61% in 2007. Over four in ten
adults (42%) spent time with friends every day or most days, an
increase from 37% in 2007. Is the family becoming more rather
than less important to us?
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Table 1 Households by size 1961-2011 (Great Britain)

1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011
% % % % % %

One person 12 18 22 27 29 29
Two people 30 32 32 34 35 35
Three people 23 19 17 16 16 16
Four people 19 17 18 16 14 13
Five people 9 8 7 5 5 4
Six or more people 7 6 4 2 2
All households 16.3 18.6 20.2 224 239 255

(= 100%) (millions)

Average household 3.1 2.9 2.7 2.5 24 24
size (number of

people)

Note: A household is defined as a person living alone, or a group of people living

at the same address as their only or main residence. Numbers have been rounded,
so totals may not always add up to 100.

Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics (2011)

But we also know that the way we live in households is changing.
Table 1 shows that the proportion of people living in lone parent
households has more than doubled over the past 50 years. Can you
think of some reasons why?
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Figure 3 Projections of single person households (2008-33)

More of us are living alone. Figure 3 suggests a sharp increase in
the proportion of single households, with predictions that by 2033
41% of all households will be like this. What impact do you think
this might have on society, and our planning for the future?
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Figure 4 Multifamily households in the UK (1996-2012)

Finally, for a small proportion of families (still only 1%, but
growing) a new, very different pattern is emerging. Households
containing two or more families are actually the fastest growing
household type. These ‘multifamily’ households have increased
by two-thirds, from 167,000 households in 1996 to 281,000
households in 2012.

Figure 4 shows that steady growth occurred between 1996 and
2006, and appears to have accelerated since 2006. Families in these
households may be related in some way (e.g. a married couple with
their son and his girlfriend) or unrelated.

The message from all these data is that the family continues to be
important — but it adapts and changes over time.

John Williams is a managing editor of SocioLoGy REviEw.






