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most of the income, and biological children living in an 
intact family compose 64% of U.S. families today, with 24% 
of children living with a single mother. Figure 10.1 illus-
trates the change in family structures from 1970 to 2015.

As noted earlier, the family is often referred to as the 
most basic institution of any society. First, it is the place 
where we learn many of the norms for functioning in the 
larger society. Second, most of us spend our lives in the 
security of a family. People are born and raised in families, 
and many will die in a family setting. Through good and bad, 
sickness and health, most families provide for our needs, 
both physical and psychological. Therefore, families meet 
our primary, most basic needs. Third, major life events—
marriages, births, graduations, promotions, anniversaries, 
religious ceremonies, holidays, and funerals—take place 
within the family context and are celebrated with family 
members. In short, family is where we invest the most emo-
tional energy and spend much of our leisure time.

The family is capable of satisfying a range of social needs: 
sexual regulation; reproduction and replacement of mem-
bers of society as children are born; socialization of children 
into society, religion, and other institutions; emotional sup-
port, protection, and sense of belonging; economic support; 
and so forth. The family carries out functions necessary for 
individual and societal survival (Benokraitis 2015).

Types of Families and Marriages
In Global North societies, most individuals are born 
and raised in the family of orientation, the family into 

which we are born. This family consists of parent(s) 
and possibly grandparents and sibling(s). Individuals 
receive early socialization and learn the language, 
norms, core values, attitudes, and behaviors of the 
community and society. A family of procreation is the 
family we create ourselves. We find a life mate and/or 
have children. The transmission of values, beliefs, and 
attitudes from our family of orientation to our family 
of procreation generally preserves and stabilizes the 
family system. We make people in families—not just 
biologically but socially. In the family, we take an 
organism that has the potential to be fully human, and 
we mold this tiny bit of humanity into a caring, com-
passionate, productive person—at least, that is the 
ideal plan. Yet, the Ma-Pa-and-kids monogamous 
model familiar in many industrialized parts of the 
world is not as typical as it appears. From a worldwide 
perspective, it is only one of several structural models 
of family.

Extended families include two or more adult gener-
ations that share tasks and living quarters. This may 
include brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, and 
grandparents. In most extended family systems, the 
eldest male is the authority figure. This is a common pat-
tern around the world, especially in agricultural societ-
ies. Some ethnic groups in the United States, such as 
Mexican Americans and some Asian Americans, live in 
extended monogamous families, with several genera-
tions under one roof. This is financially practical and 
helps group members maintain their traditions and 
identity.

As societies become more industrialized and fewer 
individuals and families engage in agriculture, the 
nuclear family, consisting of two parents and their chil-
dren—or any two of the three—becomes more common. 
A worldwide movement toward more nuclear families is 
under way because of urbanization, fewer arranged mar-
riages, and growing equality between men and women 
(Burn 2011; W. Goode 1970).

No matter what form the family takes in a society, the 
family, like all of the other major institutions, is interde-
pendent at the meso level with each of the other institu-
tions. For example, if the health care institution is 
unaffordable or not functioning well, families may not get 
the care they need to prevent serious illness.

If the economy goes into a recession and jobs are not 
available, families experience stress, abuse rates increase, 
and marriages are more likely to become unstable. In 
worst-case scenarios, families who lose their incomes may 
become homeless.
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Living in the mountains of Nepal, the Chepang family lives a simple 
life, but the children learn many survival skills, and their most basic 
needs, physical and psychological, are met.


