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But we don’t live our lives completely by our-

selves, and so we don’t have complete freedom 

to define our own families. Not only do we come 

into fairly regular contact with people who want 

to know what our family looks like, but we also 

must navigate a vast array of organizations and 

agencies that have their own definitions of fam-

ily and may, at times, impose them on us. Local, 

state, and federal governments manage many 

programs that provide certain benefits only to 

groups they officially define as families.

The federal government regularly compiles 

up-to-date statistics on the number of individ-

uals, married couples, and families that live in 

this country. Obviously, it must have some idea 

of what a family (or what a marriage) is before 

it can start counting. In its official statistics, 

the U.S. Bureau of the Census distinguishes 

between households and families. A house-

hold is composed of one or more people who 

occupy the same housing unit. A family con-

sists of “two or more persons, including the 

householder, who are related by birth, marriage, 

or adoption, and who live together as one house-

hold” (United States Bureau of the Census, 

2005). Not all households contain families. If 

we accept this narrow definition of family, then 

other arrangements—people living alone, room-

mates, unmarried cohabiters, and various forms 

of group living—cannot be considered families 

in the strict sense of the word. Such a definition 

is reflected in many people’s beliefs. In a recent 

national study, respondents were twice as likely 

to identify unmarried couples (both heterosex-

ual and homosexual) with children as families 

as they were to identify unmarried couples with-
out children as families (Powell, Bolzendahl, 

Geist, & Steelman, 2010). According to the gov-

ernment’s definition, over 40% of U.S. house-

holds are not families (see Exhibit 7.2).

Having one’s living arrangement legally 

defined as a family has many practical impli-

cations. Benefits such as inheritance rights, 

insurance coverage, spousal immigration ben-

efits, savings from joint tax returns, the ability 

to make medical decisions for another person, 

and visitation rights in prisons and hospital 

intensive care units are determined by mari-

tal or family status. Members of relationships 

not defined as family relationships, no matter 

how committed, economically interdependent, 

or emotionally fulfilling, are not eligible. For 
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Exhibit 7.2 The Diversity of U.S. Households 


