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day in a day care center while her parents work and her 
brother attends school. She will spend most of her years to 
adulthood in some type of schooling, learning the knowl-
edge and skills she needs to enter the workforce and be 
successful in this Global North country—and she will have 
opportunities to pursue her choice of a career.

What a difference! Families come in many shapes, sizes, 
and color combinations. We begin our exploration of the 
institution of family with a discussion of what family is.

WHAT IS A FAMILY?
Who defines what constitutes a family: individuals, the 
government, or religious groups? Is a family just Ma, Pa, 
and the kids? Let us consider several definitions. The U.S. 
Census Bureau defines family as “a group of two or more 
people (one of whom is the householder) related by birth, 
marriage, or adoption and residing in the same housing 
unit; all such people (including related subfamily mem-
bers) are considered as members of  one family” 
(Pemberton 2015). Thus, a family in the United States 
might be composed of siblings, cousins, a grandparent and 
grandchild, or other groupings. Some sociologists define 
family more broadly, such as “two or more individuals who 
maintain an intimate relationship that they expect will last 
indefinitely—or in the case of parent and child, until the 
child reaches adulthood—and who usually live under the 
same roof and pool their incomes and household labor” 
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In recent decades, the definition of family has broadened in many 
areas of the world to include families with parents of the same sex, 
like these two families.

FIGURE 10.1  Living Arrangements of Children Under 18, 1960–2015
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Source: Child Trends Data Bank (2015). Reprinted with permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.

(Cherlin 2010:14). Some religious groups and govern-
ments define family as a mother, father, and their children, 
whereas others include several spouses, multiple genera-
tions, or several siblings living under the same roof.

The definition and the typical composition of family are 
changing as societies and social norms change (Angier 
2013). The traditional composition of married parents with 
a mother who tends to the household, a father who brings in 


