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relationship or a cohabitating heterosexual one” (Powell et al. 2010:20). There was 
less agreement that an unmarried cohabitating couple with children could be defined 
as a family (78.7%). For arrangements with same-sex couples, couples with children 
were more likely to be defined as a family than couples without children (e.g., 55% 
of the sample defined two women with children as a family compared with 26.8% 
who defined two women with no children as a family) (Powell et al. 2010).

Refer to Table 7.2 for a summary of all sociological perspectives on the family.

What Does It Mean to Me?
In 2012, it was reported that more than half of births to American women under 30 years 
old occurred outside marriage. The fastest growth in nonmarital births is among White 
women in their 20s with some college education. Women with college degrees are still 
more likely to marry before having children (DeParle and Tavernise 2012). Is there a social 
stigma related to nonmarital birth? Why is there an increasing number of nonmarital 
births?

Functional Conflict/Feminist Interactionist 

Explanation of the 
family and its social 
problems

Functionalists examine how 
the family interacts with 
other social institutions.

Functionalists believe that 
social problems emerge 
as the family struggles to 
adapt to a modern society.

Functionalists also examine 
the manifest and latent 
functions of the family.

Problems emerge from 
conflict inherent in the 
family structure.

Conflict can derive from 
economic or power 
inequalities between family 
members.

From a feminist perspective, 
the family is a patriarchal 
system, where men 
dominate social and 
economic spheres.

An interactionist focuses 
on the social meaning and 
expectations of the “family.”

Interactionists will also focus 
on how family members 
define their own families.

Questions asked 
about the family

What functions does the 
family serve?

How is the family affected 
by other social institutions?

How does the problem 
reflect changes between 
the family and other social 
institutions?

What is the basis of conflict 
within the family?

How does conflict affect 
family members and their 
relationships?

How do we define the 
“family”?

What social forces influence 
our definition of the family?

What are the consequences 
of these definitions?

Table 7.2  Summary of sociological perspectives: The family


