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338   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

Opening Questions

•	 What theoretical perspectives are available to help social workers understand family life and provide 
avenues for positive change in families?

•	 What competencies do social workers need for working with families from family structures and cultures 
different from their own?

Key Ideas

As you read this chapter, take note of these central ideas:

1. How we define family shapes our view of family membership and our approach to working with different 
types of families.

2. From the earliest days of the United States as a nation, there has been a diversity of family structures and 
customs.

3. There is general agreement that the most pronounced change in family life in the United States in the past 
50 years has been the change in gender roles.

4. A number of theoretical “lenses” for understanding families have been proposed, including the psycho-
dynamic perspective, family systems perspective, family life cycle perspective, feminist perspective, family 
stress and coping perspective, and family resilience perspective.

5. Social workers encounter a diversity of family structures in their work with families, including nuclear fami-
lies, extended families, cohabiting heterosexual couples, couples with no children, lone-parent families, 
stepfamilies, same-sex partner families, and military families.

6. In their work with families, social workers must be sensitive to their economic and cultural influences, as 
well as their experiences with immigration where relevant.

7. Contemporary families face many challenges, including family violence, divorce, and substance abuse, and 
often need assistance to cope with these issues.

CASE STUDY

The Sharpe Family’s Postdeployment Adjustment

Bobby Sharpe’s U.S. Army National Guard unit was deployed to Iraq in 2004 and to Afghanistan in 2010. 
Bobby suffered a relatively minor physical injury in Iraq and still has occasional nightmares about his tour in 
Afghanistan. He feels lucky, however, that he and his family have not suffered some of the traumatic postwar 
aftermath he has seen in the families of some members of his Guard unit.
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  339

Bobby Sharpe is a 40-year-old African American man who lives in a small southwestern town. He has been 
married to Vivian for 17 years, and they have a 16-year-old daughter, Marcie, and a 7-year-old son, Caleb, who 
has cerebral palsy. Back when Bobby finished high school, he served in the army for 4 years. He received some 
good training, enjoyed making friends with people from diverse backgrounds, and had two tours overseas but 
never served in a war zone. After 4 years, he was eager to return home to be near his close-knit family. Soon after 
returning home, he ran into Vivian, who had grown up in his neighborhood, and they were soon spending a lot 
of time together. A year later, they were married, and a year after that, Marcie was born.

Bobby wasn’t sure what work he could do after he left the army, but a few months after he returned home, 
he got in touch with a high school friend who was working as a heating and air conditioning technician. After 
another technician was fired, Bobby got a job where his friend worked, and his friend helped him learn the 
technical aspects of the heating and air conditioning business. When Marcie was born, Vivian cared for her at 
home and also cared for her sister’s small children while her sister, a single mother, worked. When Bobby’s father 
had an automobile accident and had to miss work for 6 months, Bobby and Vivian provided some financial aid 
to Bobby’s mother and younger siblings while his father was out of work. Finances were tight, and Bobby and 
Vivian were afraid they would not be able to keep up the mortgage on their house, which was a source of great 
pride to them. Bobby decided to join the army National Guard to bring in some extra money. He also looked for-
ward to the type of camaraderie he had experienced in the army. He went to drills one weekend per month and 
took time off from work for a 2-week training each year. His unit was mobilized on two occasions to assist with 
floods in the state. The extra money helped to stabilize the family economics, and he enjoyed the friendships he 
developed, even though only one other person in his unit was from his small town. When Marcie entered public 
school, Vivian took a job in the cafeteria at her school, which allowed Bobby and Vivian to start a college fund 
for Marcie.

Bobby grew up in a close-knit family that included his mother and father and three younger sisters, as well 
as a maternal grandmother who lived with them. Several aunts, uncles, and cousins lived nearby. Both parents 
were hardworking people, and they created a happy home. Bobby’s grandmother provided child care when the 
children were small and helped to keep the household running smoothly.

Vivian grew up a few blocks from Bobby. Her father died in Vietnam a few months before she was born, and 
her mother moved her two daughters back to the town where she had grown up. She struggled to raise her two 
daughters while working two jobs, with some help from her mother, who lived in town but also worked two jobs. 
Vivian was lucky that another neighborhood couple became her godparents and played an active role in her life. 
This couple was never able to have children of their own, and they were happy to include Vivian in their leisure 
activities. Vivian often turned to them for support and encouragement, and she continues to consider them family.

During Bobby’s deployment to Iraq, Vivian and Marcie were able to get along fine, with the love and support 
of Bobby’s family; Vivian’s mother, sister, and godparents; and Bobby’s boss. They missed Bobby and worried 
about him, but Marcie was very good about picking up more responsibilities to help Vivian with the chores usually 
performed by Bobby. When the furnace broke, Bobby’s boss was generous about doing the repair. One of Bobby’s 
sisters helped Vivian juggle taking Marcie to her afterschool activities and picking her up. Bobby was injured by 
shrapnel in his last week in Iraq and spent 2 weeks in the hospital in the nearest city when he returned home. The 
family and friend network took care of Marcie while Vivian juggled trips to the hospital with her work schedule.

But things were more complicated when Bobby was deployed to Afghanistan. Bobby’s beloved grandmother 
had had a stroke 2 years before this deployment, and his mother and father were working opposite shifts at the 

(Continued)
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340   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

FAMILY DEFINED _____________
We know that families are one of the key institutions 
in almost every society, past and present. Perhaps 
no other relationships contribute as much to our 
identity and have such pervasive influence on all 
dimensions of our lives as our family relationships 
(Floyd & Morman, 2006). Families address personal 
needs, but they also contribute to the public welfare 
by caring for each other and developing responsible 
members of society (Newman, 2012).

Families in every culture address similar soci-
etal needs, but there are many variations in family 
structure, family customs, and power arrangements. 

Around the globe, families are expected to provide 
economic security, emotional support, and a place 
in society for each family member; they also fulfill 
the critical social roles of bearing, providing for, and 
socializing children and youth. Families respond to 
these challenges in differ-
ent ways, due in no small 
part to different cultures 
and different political and 
economic circumstances. Family situations and 
their access to resources differ as a function of their 
socioeconomic location. As suggested in Chapter 
9, social, cultural, and economic globalization is 
changing families in the United States and around 

local nursing home so that someone was always home to care for her. Bobby’s aunts, uncles, and cousins were 
taking turns providing a few hours of care so that his mom and dad could get a break and run errands. One of 
Bobby’s sisters had stayed in the city after she completed college and had a busy life there. Another sister, a 
single mother of a 2-year-old daughter, was serving in the army in Iraq when Bobby left for Afghanistan. Her 
daughter was living with Bobby and Vivian while she was deployed. Bobby and Vivian’s son Caleb is the joy 
of the family, but he requires extra care. While Bobby was deployed, Vivian’s mother moved in with Vivian and 
cared for Caleb and the 2-year-old niece during the day while Vivian worked and then turned their care over to 
Vivian so that she could do a 6-hour shift caring for an older woman with dementia. To help stabilize the family 
finances, Vivian accepted the offer to take a supervisory position in the school department’s lunch program. She 
was excited about the new responsibilities, but the demands of the new job were often too much during a time 
of great family upheaval. Vivian was especially concerned about monitoring Marcie’s afterschool activities now 
that she was approaching adolescence, but her godparents were a great help with that, just as they had been 
for Vivian during her adolescent years. Vivian had heard that the National Guard had family support groups, but 
there was nothing in the small town where she lives. Vivian did reach out to the women’s group at her church, 
who provided emotional support as well as occasional meals and transportation for Marcie. Marcie and Caleb 
missed their dad, and Marcie worried a lot about his safety, especially during the weeks when they did not know 
his whereabouts.

Bobby returned from Afghanistan with no physical injuries, but his best friend from the Guard lost a leg to a 
roadside bomb. When Bobby came home, Vivian, Marcie, and Caleb were thrilled and were eager to pick up life 
where they left off. Bobby wanted to spend a lot of time by himself, however, and Vivian realized that he was hav-
ing trouble sleeping, sometimes had nightmares, and was easily startled by loud noises. She did some research 
on the Internet and decided that she needed to give Bobby time to readjust. She did her best to help Marcie and 
Caleb understand this also. She was pleased, but also worried, when Bobby began to go for long walks and to 
spend time with a new puppy. After 4 months, Bobby was able to talk about the guilt he felt about surviving 
when other Guard members had died. He gradually began to be more like his old self and was happy to get back 
to work. He still makes time to spend with his friend who lost a leg in Afghanistan. He and Vivian are preparing 
for, but dreading, the day when Marcie will leave for college.

(Continued)

Social constructionist 
perspective
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  341

the world (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2011; Leeder, 
2004).

So what is a family? We were all born into some 
sort of family and may have created a similar or 
different sort of family. Take a break from reading 
and think about who is family to you. Who is in 
your family, and what functions does your family 
perform for you? We hear a lot of talk about family 
and family values, but family means different things 
to different people. Even family scholars struggle 
to define how family is different from other social 
groups. White, Klein, and Martin (2015d) suggest 
that family differs from other social groups in degree 
only. They suggest that nonfamily groups such as 
friend networks and co-workers often have some of 
the same properties as families but usually to a lesser 
degree. Family research is hampered by the lack of 
consensus about how to define family (Baxter &  
Braithwaite, 2006). This lack of consensus was 
consistent in family science throughout the 20th 
century (Chibucos & Leite, 2005).

The family literature includes many different 
definitions of family, but the many definitions 
center on three ways to form a family: biologi-
cally, legally, or socially (Floyd & Morman, 2006; 
Lepoire, 2006). Biologically, family refers to people 
related by blood and genetically bound to each 
other, however distantly. Examples of biological 
family relationships include parents, children, 

aunts, uncles, second cousins, grandparents, and 
great-grandparents. Families are created legally by 
marriage, adoption, or formalized fostering. There 
are many ways that families can be created socially, 
by social interaction, when there is no biological or 
legal relationship. Sometimes neighbors, godpar-
ents, or longtime friends are considered “family.” 
These have been called “fictive kin,” but I prefer 
to refer to them as chosen family. Vivian Sharpe 
clearly thinks of her godparents as family, and they 
have come to be family for Marcie as well. Family is 
increasingly being created by cohabiting romantic 
partners of either opposite sexes or the same sex. 
Family may also be created by informal fostering.

Definitions of family include different configu-
rations of biological, legal, and social relationships. 
Exhibit 10.1 provides a selection of definitions 
developed by family scholars in the United States, 
as well as the definition used by the U.S. Census 
Bureau. It is very difficult to develop one defini-
tion that includes all forms of families, but family 
scholars have attempted to develop inclusive defini-
tions. As you can see, the Census Bureau definition 
includes families formed biologically and legally 
but not those formed socially without legal sanc-
tion. Think about what types of family would not 
be considered family by this definition. In contrast 
to the Census Bureau, the definitions of family 
scholars Baxter and Braithwaite (2006); Galvin, 

Baxter & 
Braithwaite (2006)

A social group of two or more persons, characterized by ongoing interdependence with long-term 
commitments that stem from blood, law, or affection

Galvin, Bylund, & 
Brommel (2003)

Networks of people who share their lives over long periods of time bound by ties of marriage, blood, or 
commitment, legal or otherwise, who consider themselves as family and who share a significant history 
and anticipated future of functioning in a family relationship

Leeder (2004) A group of people who have intimate social relationships and have a history together

Seccombe & Warner 
(2004)

A relationship by blood, marriage, or affection, in which members may cooperate economically, may care 
for any children, and may consider identity to be intimately connected to the larger group

U.S. Census Bureau 
(2013e)

A group of two or more people who reside together and who are related by birth, marriage, or adoption

Exhibit 10.1 Selected Definitions of Family
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342   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

Bylund, and Brommel (2003); and Seccombe and 
Warner (2004) include families formed socially 
along with families formed biologically and legally. 
Leeder (2004) goes even further with a purely social 
definition of family. Which of these definitions is 
the best fit for who you call family?

How do the definitions fit for Bobby and 
Vivian Sharpe’s family? The Census Bureau defini-
tion would certainly include Bobby, Vivian, Marcie, 
and Caleb. It also could embrace Vivian’s mother 
when she lived in the household during Bobby’s 
deployment to Afghanistan. Did it still include 
Bobby while he was deployed and not living in 
the household? It is clear that he and other family 
members still thought of him as family. But what 
about Bobby’s 2-year-old niece? Was she family 
in the time she spent in the household? Could 
Vivian sign permission forms if she needed medi-
cal care? Who do you think Bobby, Vivian, Marcie, 
and Caleb consider to be family? How would they 
define family?

For the purposes of our discussion, I will use 
the Baxter and Braithwaite (2006) definition of 
family: Family is “a social group of two or more 
persons, characterized by ongoing interdepen-
dence with long-term commitments that stem 
from blood, law, or affection” (p. 2). Increasingly, 
we exercise the freedom to use the word fam-
ily to describe the social group with whom we 
have emotional closeness (a social definition). 
However, our freedom to define our own families 
is limited (Newman, 2012). We must interact with 
organizations that have their own definitions of 
family and sometimes have the power to impose 
those definitions on us. Local, state, and federal 
governments have definitions of family and also 
have the power to enforce those definitions when 
providing goods, services, and legal sanctions. 
Examples include legal standards about who can 
marry, who inherits from whom, who can benefit 
from filing joint tax returns, who receives survivor 
benefits, and who can make medical decisions for 
another person.

Restricted definitions 
of family have been used 
by local governments to 

discourage some groups of immigrant residents. For 
example, in December 2005, the city of Manassas, 
Virginia, amended the definition of family in the 
city code to include nuclear family only, essentially 
prohibiting extended families from living together. 
The stated purpose of the amendment was to combat 
overcrowding, but many critics saw it as a way to dis-
courage Latino/Hispanic families from settling in the 
city. Under heavy criticism, the zoning amendment 
was suspended in 2006 (Equal Rights Center, 2007). 
In the United States and many other countries, the 
most contentious and public struggle over the ten-
sion between legal definitions and social definitions 
of family involve families formed by same-sex cou-
ples, a topic covered later in the chapter.

Many organizations in the private world also 
impose definitions of family. Health clubs define 
who can be included in a family membership, 
corporations decide which family members can 
receive health coverage, and hospitals decide who 
has visitation rights in intensive care units. As 
social workers, we should be most interested in 
whom a person considers to be family, because 
that is where social resources can be tapped, but we 
must also be alert to situations where legal defini-
tions do not recognize a given form of family and 
how enforcement of those definitions impinges on 
the lives of particular individuals and families. This 
is an area that calls for social work activism.

In the United States, monogamy, or partnering 
with one spouse at a time, is the legal way to start 
a biological family. But anthropologists estimate 
that 75% of the world’s societies prefer some type 
of polygamy, or having more than one spouse at a 
time (Newman, 2012). Polygamy can take the form 
of either polygyny (one man and multiple wives) or 
polyandry (one woman and multiple husbands). 
Polyandry is much less common than polygyny, 
however. Polygyny is found on every continent 
but is most common in Islamic countries, African 
countries, and parts of Asia (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 
2011). All societies allow monogamy, and, indeed, 
most people of the world cannot afford to support 
multiple spouses.

There are cultural variations in the process of 
mate selection. In most societies, mate selection is 

Conflict perspective
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  343

governed by both exogamy and endogamy rules. 
Exogamy rules require that mates must be chosen 
from outside the group. Most societies have either 
formal or informal rules prohibiting mating with 
specified family members, often referred to as the 
“incest taboo,” but there are differences across cul-
tures about which family members are prohibited. 
In the United States, 25 states prohibit marriage 
of first cousins, but 6 states allow it under some 
circumstances where the couple cannot reproduce, 
and North Carolina allows first-cousin marriage 
but prohibits double-cousin marriage (such as 
a sister and brother marrying cousins who are 
brother and sister; National Conference of State 
Legislatures, 2014a). There are also some informal 
exogamy taboos against mating with people within 
other groups, such as in the same university dorm 
(dormcest) and with people in the workplace 
(workcest) (Newman, 2012). Endogamy rules, on 
the other hand, require that mates should be 
selected from within the group on characteristics 
such as religion, race and ethnicity, and social class. 
Bobby and Vivian were honoring these rules when 
they chose each other, but endogamy rules are 
loosening in many places.

In the United States and other Western socie-
ties, mate selection is a culmination of romantic 
love, and it is often assumed that there is one 
true love in the world for each one of us. In many 
Eastern societies, marriages are arranged, and it is 
generally assumed that there are several possible 
mates with whom one can establish a successful 
long-term relationship. It is also assumed that par-
ents will make wiser decisions than young people 
would make for themselves. In countries like Japan, 
however, love marriages are beginning to replace 
arranged marriages (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2011).

THE FAMILY IN HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE ________________

I often hear people lament 
the demise of the fam-
ily. Maybe you hear this 
as well. To understand 

whether there is reality in this lament, it is neces-
sary to place the contemporary family in a histori-
cal context. This is a daunting task, however. For 
one thing, the family has never been a monolithic 
institution. The structure and functions of families 
always varied according to race, ethnicity, religion, 
sexual orientation, social class, and so on. Most 
of what has been written about the family histori-
cally was written from the perspective of dominant 
members of society. It is only since the 1960s, when 
the discipline of social history began to describe 
the lives of women and other marginalized groups, 
that we have a more complete understanding of the 
variety of ways families have adapted to the chal-
lenges they’ve faced in their lives. When people in 
the United States talk about the “golden age of the 
traditional family,” they are typically talking about 
one particular group of families: White, middle-
class, heterosexual, two-parent families living in 
the 1950s. Social historians argue that the rosy 
picture usually painted about this group is really 
something that never existed. It is important to 
remember that a great diversity of family structures 
and functions has existed in the United States and 
around the world over time.

For another thing, in the United States, because 
we are a very young country, we tend to have a very 
short view of history. A 
longer-term tracing of the 
history of families world-
wide would be the subject 
of multiple books. So, for 
the longer-term global view, I will simply note two 
important themes. First, it seems clear that families 
have adapted both their structures and their func-
tions over time to cope with the changing nature 
of societies, as hunting and gathering societies gave 
way to horticultural societies, which gave way to 
agrarian societies, which gave way to industrial 
societies, and industrial societies are giving way to 
postindustrial societies focused on information, 
services, and technology. Second, a global under-
standing of the family in contemporary times must 
take account of the effects of colonialism. As the 
United States and European countries exploited 
local people in colonized countries, family life 

Social constructionist 
perspective; conflict 
perspective

Exchange and choice 
perspective
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344   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

was directly impacted in both the colonizing and 
colonized countries. Most recently, families have 
been separated as some members relocate to find 
work, sometimes relocating from rural areas to 
cities within their own country and other times 
moving to wealthier countries where work is more 
plentiful. The case study in Chapter 13 provides an 
example of the impact of these relocations on both 
families and communities.

Any discussion of the history of the family in the 
United States should begin with the Native peoples 
who predated the White settlers from Europe. The 
Native peoples included more than 2,000 cultures 
and societies, each with its own set of family cus-
toms and lifestyles (Leeder, 2004). There were some 
similarities across these societies, however. As with 
other societies, social life was organized around 
the family. Affection was lavished on children, 
who were never spanked or beaten. Children were 
instructed and disciplined by numerous caregivers 
in the extended family. There was a clear gender 
division of labor, with women growing crops and 
caring for the home and property and men hunt-
ing, fishing, and waging war. In many Native socie-
ties, however, women were afforded a great deal of 
respect and power (Ho, Rasheed, & Rasheed, 2004).

The White settlers established small, privately 
owned agricultural enterprises, and families per-
formed many of the functions that have since been 
turned over to other institutions such as hospitals, 
schools, and social welfare agencies. David Fischer’s 
(1989) historical analysis found regional differ-
ences in the organization of family life among the 
White settlers. From 1629 to 1775, four major waves 
of English-speaking immigrants settled in what 
became the United States of America. Each wave 
of immigrants came from a different part of what 
is now the United Kingdom and brought their own 
family customs with them. Fischer argues that in 
spite of later waves of immigration and much inter-
regional mobility, these regional differences in family 
customs have endured to some degree over time. See 
what you think.

1. The Puritans. The Puritans came from 
the east of England to Massachusetts from 1629 

to 1640. They condemned the pursuit of wealth 
and avoided wealth inheritance by partible inheri-
tance, meaning that property was divided among 
heirs rather than being passed on to one person. 
Marriage was highly valued, and family life was 
organized around a strong nuclear family, but the 
Puritans approved of divorce if the marriage cov-
enant had been broken. They expected marriage 
to be based on true love. There was some gen-
der inequality in family life, but women and men 
worked together, and husbands and wives were 
involved in mutual decision making. Women were 
protected from domestic violence by law, and there 
were high expectations for marital peace and har-
mony. Small children were seen as evil, and child 
rearing was based on “will breaking.”

2. The Virginia Cavaliers and indentured ser-
vants. From 1642 to 1675, royalist elite and large 
numbers of indentured servants came from the 
south of England to Virginia. Their society was 
marked by a profoundly unequal distribution 
of wealth, and slavery was introduced to replace 
indentured servants who earned their freedom. 
Primogeniture inheritance, or inheritance of the 
full estate by the firstborn son, ensured the con-
tinued concentration of wealth. There was a lot 
of intermarrying among a small elite group, with 
cousin marriage allowed. Family life was organized 
around a strong sense of extended family, and they 
lived in neighborhoods based on kin. Much effort 
went into protecting family reputations. Marriage 
was highly valued but was expected to be based on 
social position rather than love. Divorce was not 
allowed, but there is evidence of much marital dis-
cord. Family life was male dominant, and rape was 
less severely punished than petty theft. Elite men 
expected servant women to yield to them sexually. 
Elite children were expected to exercise their will, 
but children of servants were expected to yield to 
hierarchy.

3. The Quakers. The Quakers came from 
Wales and the North Midland area of England 
to the Delaware Valley from 1675 to 1725. They 
embraced religious freedom, cultural pluralism, 
and nonviolence. Family life was child-centered 
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  345

and nuclear. The Quakers had fewer children 
and more servants than the Puritans but more 
children and fewer servants than the Cavaliers. 
Family life was more egalitarian than for the 
Puritans or Cavaliers, and there were stiff penal-
ties for sex crimes against women. Marriage was 
based on love, and cousin marriage was forbidden. 
Children were seen as harmless and innocent, and 
child rearing was based on the use of rewards.

4. The Appalachians. From 1718 to 1775, 
families left the borderlands between England 
and Scotland, where they had been the victims 
of one invasion after another, and settled in the 
Appalachian backcountry. On the whole, they 
were an impoverished group of farmers who hoped 
to improve their economic situation in the new 
land, but there was a highly unequal distribution 
of wealth among them. The small population of 
elite among them intermarried. The Appalachians 
had a strong sense of extended family and a weak 
sense of individual privacy. Marriage ties were 
weaker than blood ties, and families grew into 
clans. Marriage was full of both love and violence. 
Family life was male dominant, and women were 
expected to be hardworking, patient, and submis-
sive. Male children were raised to be willful with a 
warrior’s courage, and female children were raised 
to be industrious, obedient, patient, sacrificial, 
and devoted. Child rearing was permissive but 
punctuated by acts of anger and violence.

As you can see, from the earliest days of the 
United States as a nation, there were differences in 
family customs along several dimensions, including 
gender power arrangements, child-rearing prac-
tices, appropriate marriage partners, and nuclear 
versus extended family. Different attitudes about 
social inequality were also transmitted through the 
family. Subsequently, new waves of immigration 
increased the diversity of family customs.

During the industrial revolution, the economy 
of the United States and other newly industri-
alizing nations shifted from the family-based 
economy of small, privately owned farms to 
a wage-based economic system of large-scale 

industrial manufacturing. The functions of the 
family changed to accommodate the changes in 
the economic system. In the upper and middle 
classes, men went out to work and women ran the 
household, but less advantaged women engaged 
in paid labor as well as family labor. By 1900, one 
fifth of U.S. women worked outside the home, 
and many children worked in mines, mills, and 
factories (Newman, 2012). The great majority 
of African American women engaged in paid 
labor, often serving as domestic servants in White 
households where they were forced to leave their 
own families and live in the employer’s home. 
Women in other poor families took in piecework 
so they could earn a wage while also staying in 
the home. Poorer families also took in boarders 
to assist the family financially, something that also 
happened in the earlier agrarian period. Schools 
took over education, and family life began to be 
organized around segments of time: the workweek 
and weekends and summers off from school for 
children (Leeder, 2004). Rather than the center of 
work, the family home became a place to retreat 
from economic activities, and the primary role of 
the family was to provide emotional support to 
its members. A new ideal of marriage developed, 
based on sexual satisfaction, companionship, and 
emotional support. Family togetherness was never 
more emphasized than in the 1950s, a period of 
strong economic health in the United States.

Since the 1950s, personal fulfillment has 
become a major value in the United States and a 
number of other information/service/technology 
societies, but the great majority of people still view 
loving, committed relationships to be the most 
important source of happiness and well-being 
(Kamp Dush & Amato, 2005; Snyder & Lopez, 
2007). Family members are often scattered across 
state and national lines, but the new technologies 
allow for continued connection. Recently, work 
and family time is once again comingled in many 
families, as the new technologies allow more work 
from home. Unfortunately, this often means that 
the workday is expanded.

As this discussion suggests, diversity of family 
structures is not new, but family forms have become 
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346   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

increasingly varied in recent decades. Marriage and 
birthrates have declined, and more adults are living 
on their own. More children are born to unmarried 
parents. Divorce and remarriage are creating com-
plex remarried families. Perhaps the biggest change 
in family structure in recent decades is the increase 
in dual-earner families, as women increased their 
involvement in paid labor (Walsh, 2012b).

There is general agreement that the most pro-
nounced change in family life in the United States 
in the past 50 years is the change in gender roles. By 
1960, one third of all workers were women (Gibbs, 
2009), but employers typically paid women less 
than men performing the same job. In addition, as 
the cable TV series Mad Men illustrates, women 
were often treated in a demeaning manner at work. 
Females were about half as likely as males to go 
to college, and less than 10% of students playing 
high school sports were girls (Gibbs, 2009). When 
women needed surgery or other medical treat-
ment, they often had to secure the signed consent 
of husbands or fathers. In many settings, they were 
not allowed to wear pants in public. (For a com-
prehensive review of the changes in gender roles 
in the United States since 1960, see Collins, 2009.) 
By 2011, women made up 47% of the labor force, 
and the unemployment rate was slightly higher for 
men (9.4%) than for women (8.5%). In that same 
year, 58.1% of women were in the labor force, 
including 70.9% of mothers with children younger 
than age 18. Unmarried mothers have higher rates 
of labor force participation than married mothers, 
74.9% compared with 69.1%. Women working full 
time earned 82% of what men earned in 2011, up 
from 62% in 1979 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2013b). In Bobby’s family, as in many African 
American families, women have always been in the 
paid labor force, often working more than one job. 
In fact, research indicates that gender roles in Afri-
can American families have typically been applied 
flexibly to manage work and family demands.

There is evidence that attitudes about women 
in the labor force are changing. In 1977, 74% of men 
and 52% of women agreed with the statement that 
“men should earn the money and women should 
take care of the children and family”; in 2008, only 

40% of men and 37% of women agreed with the 
statement (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011, p. 9). 
The attitudes of men in dual-earner couples have 
changed the most. In 2010, 29% of wives in dual-
earning couples earned more than their spouses, 
compared with 18% in 1987 (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2013b). In the 2005–2006 academic year, 
women earned 58% of all bachelor’s degrees and 
60% of master’s degrees (Galinsky et al., 2011). 
The rate of girls participating in high school 
sports is also approaching that of males. In addi-
tion, women have a larger presence in the public 
arena, serving in leadership positions in both the 
private and public sectors. However, women are 
still underrepresented on university faculties and in 
boardrooms and legislatures. They have also been 
charged higher insurance premiums than men, 
and this became a part of the debate about health 
care reform in 2009 (Gibbs, 2009). Although men 
are increasing their participation in child care and 
household labor, women still perform a larger share 
of this domestic work (Galinsky et al., 2011).

Unfortunately, business and government in 
the United States have been slow to respond to 
the changing needs of families who do not have a 
full-time mother at home. The Family and Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA) of 1993 requires employers with 
more than 50 employees to provide up to 12 weeks 
of unpaid sick leave per year for the birth or adop-
tion of a child or to care for a sick child, parent, or 
spouse, excluding temporary and part-time work-
ers. With the exemptions, about 40% of U.S. workers 
are not eligible for FMLA leave, but a good feature 
of the FMLA is that it covers both male and female 
workers (Ray, Gornick, & Schmitt, 2009). Compare 
this with the way that most other countries have 
responded to the increasing numbers of dual-
earner families. One research project found that of 
173 countries studied, 168 guarantee paid leave to 
women for childbirth and maternity, 98 countries 
guarantee at least 14 weeks of paid leave, and 66 
guarantee paid paternity leave (Heymann, Earle, & 
Hayes, 2007). The combined leave employers 
must provide for both mothers and fathers in the 
five most generous countries ranges from 18 to 47 
weeks. It is important to note, however, that the 
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  347

number of weeks of paid leave offered to fathers 
ranges from 2 to 7 in these same five countries (Ray 
et al., 2009).

Not all people in the United States agree that 
the changes in gender roles are a good trend. Cer-
tainly, around the world, there are many societies 
that have not embraced these changes, even though 
economic globalization has depended on the cheap 
labor of women in poor societies working long 
hours in low-wage jobs (McMichael, 2012).

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  
FOR UNDERSTANDING  
FAMILIES ___________________
With an understanding of societal trends affecting 
families as background, you can use a number of 
theoretical “lenses” to understand family function-
ing and avenues for positive change. This section 
introduces six of these theoretical perspectives: 
the psychodynamic perspective, family systems 
perspective, family life cycle perspective, feminist 
perspective, family stress and coping perspective, 
and family resilience perspective.

Psychodynamic  
Perspective and Families

Psychodynamic ap -
proac hes to thinking 
about fami lies are a mix 

of ideas from psychodynamic and social systems 
perspectives. Social workers who approach fam-
ily situations from this perspective assume that 
current personal and interpersonal problems are 
the result of unresolved problems in the family of 
origin, the family into which we were born and/or 
in which we were raised (Nichols & Schwartz, 2006; 
Walsh, 2014). They suggest that these unresolved 
problems continue to be acted out in our current 
intimate relationships. Patterns of family relation-
ships are passed on from generation to generation, 
and intergenerational relationship problems must 
be resolved to improve current problems.

Some social workers who employ the 
psychodynamic perspective draw heavily on  
Murray Bowen’s (1978) concept of differen-
tiation of self. Bowen suggested two aspects of 
differentiation of self in the family system (see 
McGoldrick, Carter, & Garcia-Preto, 2011b; 
Walsh, 2014):

1. Differentiation between thinking and 
feeling. Family members must learn to own and 
recognize their feelings. But they must also learn 
to think about and plan their lives rather than 
reacting emotionally at times that call for clear 
thinking. It is assumed that many family prob-
lems are based on family members’ emotional 
reactivity to each other. This aspect of differenti-
ation is very similar to Daniel Goleman’s concept 
of emotional intelligence, which was discussed 
in Chapter 4.

2. Differentiation between the self and other 
members of the family. While recognizing their 
interdependence with other family members, 
individuals should follow their own beliefs rather 
than make decisions based on reactivity to the 
cues of others or the need to win approval. They 
should do this, however, without attacking oth-
ers or defending themselves. A clear sense of self 
allows them to achieve some independence while 
staying connected to other family members. This 
aspect of differentiation is similar to Howard 
Gardner’s concept of interpersonal intelligence, 
also discussed in Chapter 4.

Critical Thinking Questions 10.1

Where have you gotten your ideas about what it 
means to be family? Have those ideas changed 
over time? If so, what influenced those changes? 
What beliefs do you have about appropriate gen-
der relationships, child-rearing practices, appropri-
ate marriage partners, and nuclear versus extended 
family? How might those beliefs affect your ability 
to work with different types of families and fami-
lies facing different types of challenges?

Psychodynamic perspective
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348   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

Another key concept in the psychodynamic 
perspective on families is triangulation. Triangu-
lation occurs when two family members (a family 
subsystem) inappropriately involve another family 
member to reduce the anxiety in the dyadic 
relationship. For example, if a couple is having 
marital problems, they may focus their energy on 
a child’s school problems to relieve the tension 
in the marital relationship. The child’s school 
problems then become the stabilizing factor in the 
marriage, and this problem will not improve until 
the parents look at their relationship problem (and 
the origins of it in their own families of origin). 
In recent years, proponents of this approach 
have noted that it is not always another family 
member that gets “triangulated in.” It may be an 
addiction, an overinvolvement in work, or an 
extramarital affair—all used to ease tension in a 
dyadic relationship.

The psychodynamic perspective has been 
criticized for its Anglo American emphasis on 
individualism versus collectivism. To some, it 
pathologizes the value of connectedness that 
prevails in some cultures. There is some merit to 
this criticism if the theory is misused to interpret 
a strong sense of familial responsibility as seen in 
the Sharpe family, and many ethnic minority fami-
lies, to be a sign of lack of differentiation. A strong 
separate self is not a value in many cultures. The 
psychodynamic perspective can alert us, however, 
to any problematic triangles that emerge when the 
parental subsystem is expanded in times of stress, 
such as when a parent in the military is deployed.

If you use a psychodynamic perspective for 
thinking about the Sharpe family, you might 
want to do a multigenerational genogram, or a 
visual representation of a family’s composition 
and structure (see Exhibit 10.2), to get a picture 

Bobby
40

Caleb
7

Vivian
40

Marcie
16

Moved into Bobby
and Vivian’s house.

Moved into
Bobby and
Vivian’s house.

Exhibit 10.2 Sharpe Family Genogram
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  349

of the multigenerational family’s patterns of rela-
tionships. (Females are indicated by circles, males 
by squares; lines indicate marriages and births.) 
The Sharpe genogram helps you to visualize the 
extended family relationships in Bobby Sharpe’s 
family and Vivian’s more limited extended family 
system in her family of origin. It may lead you to 
think about whether Bobby’s deployments stirred 
unresolved grief about the loss of her father for 
Vivian and the loss of her husband for Vivian’s 
mother.

Family Systems Perspective
A family systems 

perspective adds another 
lens—that of the family 

as a social system. As you might imagine, this 
approach requires a focus on relationships within 
the family rather than on individual family mem-
bers. Persons are not thought of as individuals but 
as parts of overall patterns of roles and interac-
tions (Galvin, Dickson, & Marrow, 2006). All parts 
of the family system are interconnected. Family 
members both affect and are affected by other 
family members; when change occurs for one, all 
are affected. Certainly, we can see that Bobby’s and 
his sister’s deployments and their grandmother’s 
stroke affected the entire extended kinship system.

From the family systems perspective, families 
develop boundaries that delineate who is in the 
family at any given time. In the Sharpe family, 
the boundaries have shifted over time to cope 
with stressors of various kinds. Among members, 
families develop organizational structures and 
roles for accomplishing tasks, commonly shared 
beliefs and rules, and verbal and nonverbal com-
munication patterns (White et al., 2015a). Like all 
systems, families have subsystems, such as a paren-
tal subsystem, sibling subsystem, or parent–child 
subsystem. When problems occur, the focus for 
change is the family system itself, with the assump-
tion that changing the patterns of interaction 
between and among family members will address 
whatever problem first brought a family member 
to the attention of a social worker. Intervention 

may focus on helping to open communication 
across subsystems, helping the family explore the 
stated and unstated rules that govern interactions, 
or teaching members to communicate clearly with 
each other (Vetere, 2005; Walsh, 2014).

The multilevel family practice model (Vosler, 
1996) widens the social worker’s theoretical frame-
work to include the larger systems in which the family 
system is embedded—including the neighborhood, 
local community, state, nation, and current global 
socioeconomic system. Thus, the multilevel model 
is broadly focused, acknowledging the economic, 
political, and cultural factors that affect resources 
available to the family and how family members 
view their current situation and future challenges. 
This model recognizes, as suggested in Chapter 9, 
that the family institution is interrelated with other 
social institutions—religious, political, economic, 
educational, social welfare, health care, and mass 
media. Among other things, this perspective would 
call our attention to how the Sharpe family is affected 
by terrorism and war, the global economic melt-
down, and health and social welfare policies related 
to elder care and children with disabilities. They 
are also influenced by mass media coverage of race 
issues and the U.S. involvement in war.

A family ecomap can be used to assess the 
way the Sharpe family is connected to larger 
social systems. The family ecomap uses circles, 
lines, and arrows to show family relationships 
and the strength and directional flow of energy 
and resources to and from the family (Hartman 
& Laird, 1983; see also Vosler, 1996). Ecomaps 
help the social worker and the family to identify 
external sources of stress, conflict, and social sup-
port. Exhibit 10.3 is an example of an ecomap for 
the Sharpe family during Bobby’s deployment 
to Afghanistan. It shows that Bobby and Vivian’s 
nuclear family has both external stressors and 
external resources.

Family Life Cycle Perspective
The family life cycle 
perspective expands the 
concept of family system 

Systems perspective

Developmental perspective
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to look at families over time (McGoldrick et al., 
2011a). Families are seen as multigenerational 
systems moving through time, composed of people 
who have a shared history and a shared future. 
Relationships in families go through transitions 
as they move along the life cycle; boundaries shift, 
rules change, and roles are constantly redefined. 
The family moving through time is influenced by 
cultural factors and by the historical era in which 
they live. The family life cycle perspective proposes 
that transition points, when the family faces a 
transition in family life stage or in family compo-
sition, are particularly stressful for families. Such 
transition points are especially stressful to those 
with a family or cultural history of trauma or dis-
ruption. McGoldrick et al. (2011a) recognize that 
contemporary families are undergoing changes and 
have many forms, but they delineate seven stages 
that many U.S. families seem to pass through: 
leaving home: emerging young adults; joining of 
families through marriage/union; families with 
young children; families with adolescents; launch-
ing children and moving on at midlife; families in 
late middle age; and families nearing the end of life. 
Each of these stages involves normative changes 
and challenging tasks, both for individual family 
members and for the family system as a whole. 
In this view, change is inevitable in families, and 
transitions offer opportunities for positive adapta-
tion and growth. The identified life stages may not 
fit many of the families in today’s society, however, 
including divorced and remarried families and 
families without children.

From the family cycle perspective, we can 
see that Bobby and Vivian’s nuclear family was 
becoming a family with an adolescent and needed 
to open the family boundaries to allow for Marcie’s 
growing relationships with peers during Bobby’s 
deployment to Afghanistan. At the same time, they 
were a family with young children and needed to 
focus inward to ensure adequate care for two young 
children, including one with special care needs. 
This was happening as the family coped with the 
stressful transitions of Bobby’s deployment and 
Vivian’s new work responsibilities. The family life 
cycle perspective would alert us to the possibility 

that the family could struggle under the pressure 
of these stressful transitions.

Feminist Perspective and Families
Unlike the family systems 
perspective, the feminist 
perspective on families 
proposes that families should not be studied as 
whole systems, with the lens on the family level, 
because such attention results in failure to attend 
to patterns of dominance, subjugation, and oppres-
sion in families (Chibucos & Leite, 2005). As 
suggested in Chapter 2, the focus of the feminist 
perspective is on how patterns of dominance in 
major social institutions are tied to gender, with 
women devalued and oppressed. When applied 
to the family, the feminist perspective proposes 
that gender is the primary characteristic on which 
power is distributed and misused in the family 
(Allen, Lloyd, & Few, 2009). Although the Sharpe 
family, like many African American families, has 
relatively egalitarian approaches to enacting gen-
der roles, they live in a world that gives men more 
power than women and are influenced by that bias. 
Men and women are both involved in nurturing 
care, but women are considered the primary care-
givers. Bobby and Vivian have nieces and nephews 
whose fathers have taken no responsibility for their 
children, leaving the mothers to take full responsi-
bility for their economic and emotional well-being.

The feminist perspective makes a distinction 
between sex and gender: Sex is biologically deter-
mined, but gender is socially constructed and 
learned from the culture. The feminist perspec-
tive questions how society came to assign male 
and female characteristics; seeks understanding 
of women’s and children’s perspectives on family 
life; analyzes how family practices create advan-
tages for some family members and disadvantages 
for others; raises questions about caregiving 
responsibilities in families; and questions why 
the state should decide who should marry and 
receive a range of financial, legal, and medical 
rights (Wood, 2006). It argues that a diversity of 
family forms should be recognized and that the 

Conflict perspective
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352   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

strengths and weaknesses of each form should be 
thoughtfully considered. It calls attention to the 
family as a site of both love and trauma (Allen et 
al., 2009). Although gender is the starting point 
of the feminist perspective, most feminist theories 
focus on disadvantage based on other characteris-
tics as well, including race, ethnicity, social class, 
sexuality, age, religion, nationality, and ability 
status (Lloyd, Few, & Allen, 2009).

The feminist perspective includes a variety of 
feminist theories—we should speak of feminisms, 
not feminism—such as liberal, radical, interpretive, 
critical, cultural, and postmodern feminism. These 
varieties of feminism may disagree on important 
issues. For example, liberal feminists support 
the inclusion of women in all military positions, 
because of their focus on equality of opportunity, 
while cultural feminists oppose women in the mili-
tary because they see the valuing of life and nur-
turing, rather than destroying, as a central part of 
female culture (White et al., 2015e). Bobby Sharpe’s 
sister does not consider herself a feminist, but she is 
among the many women taking advantage of career 
opportunities in the military.

The emerging intersectionality feminist 
theory is consistent with the multidimensional 
approach proposed in this book. Feminists of 
color introduced the concept of intersectionality 
to challenge the idea that gender is a monolithic 
category (Collins, 2000). They suggested that no 
single category is sufficient to understand social 
oppression, and categories such as gender, race, 
and class intersect to produce different experiences 
for women of various races and classes. Bobby 
Sharpe’s sister could probably embrace this ver-
sion of feminist theory, based on the observation 
that her e-mails from Iraq often included musings 
about what she was learning about how different 
her life experiences and life chances have been 
from other women in her unit, both White women 
and other African American women. She has also 
been shocked at the level of sexual harassment and 
sexual violence she has found in the military.

Intersectionality theory has also been used 
to look at other intersections in women’s lives—
for example, those related to sexuality, religion, 

disability, age, and nationality. From this per-
spective, a person may experience oppression 
based on gender or some other attribute but also 
experience privilege based on a different attrib-
ute. Some people may experience oppression 
related to several social categories. Intersection-
ality theory is being expanded to study transna-
tional contexts, considering the consequences 
for women of colonialism and capitalism (Allen 
et al., 2009). Intersectionality theory would call 
attention to the ways that Bobby Sharpe and 
members of his family have experienced oppres-
sion related to race. But it would also suggest that 
Bobby has been able to build a middle-class life 
that has given him some class privilege compared 
with poor African American families. He also 
carries male privilege, heterosexual privilege, age 
privilege, and Christian privilege.

Family Stress and  
Coping Perspective
You read about theories 
of individual stress and 
coping in Chapter 5, and 
research in this area is 
incorporated into theorizing about stress and coping 
at the family level. The primary interest of the fam-
ily stress and coping perspective is the entire family 
unit (Price, Price, & McKenry, 2010). The theoretical 
foundation of this perspective is the ABC-X model 
of family stress and coping, based on Rueben Hill’s 
(1949, 1958) classic research on war-induced sepa-
ration and reunion. It theorizes that to understand 
whether an event (A) in the family system becomes 
a crisis (X), we also need to understand both the 
family’s resources (B) and the family’s definitions 
(C) of the event. The main idea is that the impact of 
stressors on the family (the X factor) is influenced 
by other factors, most notably the internal and 
external resources available and the meaning the 
family makes of the situation. With some updating, 
this theory continues to be the basis for examin-
ing family stress and coping (see Boss, 2006; Price 
et al., 2010).

Systems perspective; 
psychodynamic perspective
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The ABC-X model 
describes a family tran-
sition process following 

a stressful event. A period of disequilibrium is 
followed by three possible outcomes: (1) recov-
ery to the family’s previous level of functioning;  
(2) maladaptation, or permanent deterioration 
in the family’s functioning; or (3) bonadaptation, 
or improvement in the family’s functioning over 
and above the previous level. Thus, under certain 
circumstances, a stressor event can actually be 
beneficial, if the family’s coping process strength-
ens the family in the long term. They might, for 
instance, come together to deal with the stressors. 
Vivian and Marcie Sharpe often talk about how 
their relationship was strengthened by the way 
they pulled together during Bobby’s deployments.

A more complex, double ABC-X model incor-
porates the concept of stress pileup (McCubbin & 
Patterson, 1983). Over time, a series of crises may 
deplete the family’s resources and expose the family 
to increasing risk of very negative outcomes (such 
as divorce, violence, or removal of children from 
the home). In this view, the balance of stressors and 
resources is an important consideration. Where 
there are significant numbers of stressors, positive 
outcomes depend on a significant level of resources 
being available to family members and the family as 
a whole. A family timeline, or chronology depicting 
key dates and events in the family’s life (Satir, 1983; 
Vosler, 1996), can be particularly helpful in identify-
ing times in the family’s life when events have piled 
up. Family timelines can be used to identify the 
resources that have been tapped successfully in the 
past, as well as resource needs in the present. Exhibit 
10.4 presents a family timeline for the Sharpe family. 
It suggests a pileup of stressors for the family in the 
period before, during, and after Bobby’s deployment 
to Afghanistan; consequently, they needed a sig-
nificant number of resources to allow for continued 
healthy individual and family functioning.

Two types of stressors are delineated in the 
ABC-X model (McCubbin & Figley, 1983). Nor-
mative stressors are the typical family life cycle 
transitions, such as the birth of a first child. Non-
normative stressors are potentially catastrophic 

events, such as natural disasters, medical trauma, 
drug abuse, unemployment, and family violence. 
These nonnormative events can quickly drain the 
family’s resources and may leave family members 
feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. Lower-level 
but persistent stress—such as chronic illness or 
chronic poverty—can also create stress pileup, 
resulting in instability within the family system 
and a sense of being out of control on the part of 
family members.

Family Resilience Perspective
The family resilience 
perspective extends the 
family stress and coping 
perspective by seeking to identify and strengthen 
processes that allow families to bear up under 
and rebound from distressing life experiences. 
From this perspective, distressed families are seen 
as challenged, not damaged, and they have the 
potential for repair and growth (Walsh, 2006). In 
her book Strengthening Family Resilience, Froma 
Walsh (2006) draws on existing research on risk 
and resilience to present a family resilience model 
for intervention and prevention, one that focuses 
on the family system as the target for intervention. 
She defines resilience as “the capacity to rebound 
from adversity strengthened and more resourceful”  
(p. 4). She describes this as “bouncing forward,” 
rather than bouncing back. She assumes that 
all families face adversity, but resilient families 
“struggle well” and experience “both suffering 
and courage” (p. 6). She cautions social workers 
to avoid the tendency to pathologize the families 
they encounter in the midst of transitional dis-
tress, assessing families, instead, in the context 
of the situations they face and looking for family 
strengths.

Walsh (2006, 2012c) has taken the research 
on risk and resilience and organized the findings 
into a conceptual framework for targeting inter-
ventions to strengthen core processes of family 
resilience, whatever form the family takes. She 
organizes this framework into three dimensions: 
family belief systems, organizational patterns, 

Humanistic perspective

Systems perspective
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  355

and communication processes. Each dimension is 
summarized here.

	• Family belief systems. How families view 
problems and possibilities is crucial to how they 
cope with challenges. Resilient families make 
meaning of adversity by viewing it as a shared 
challenge. They find a way to hold on to a shared 
confidence that they can overcome the challenge. 
They act on this shared hope by taking initiative 
and persevering. They draw on a spiritual value 
system to see their situation as meaningful and to 
imagine future possibilities.

	• Organizational patterns. Resilient fami-
lies have organizational patterns that serve as 
shock absorbers. They maintain flexibility in 
family structure and are able to make changes in 
roles and rules to respond to the demands of the 
moment, but in the midst of change, they hold 
on to some rituals and routines to provide stabil-
ity and continuity. Strong family leaders provide 
nurturance and protection to children and other 
vulnerable family members, but they also leave 
some room to negotiate rules and roles, based on 
the situation at hand, and exercise leadership with 
warmth. Resilient families provide mutual support 
and commitment while honoring individual dif-
ferences. They are able to mobilize extended kin 
and community resources.

	• Communication processes. Good communi-
cation is vital to family resilience. Resilient families 
send clear, consistent, and genuine messages. They 
share a wide range of feelings and show mutual 
empathy and tolerance for differences. They can 
use humor to lighten threatening situations. They 
also engage in collaborative problem solving, 
identifying problems and possible solutions, shar-
ing decision making, and taking concrete steps.

Froma Walsh (2012b) cautions that

the concept of family resilience should not be 
misapplied to blame families that are unable to 
rise above harsh conditions, by simply labeling 
them as not resilient. Just as individuals need 
supportive relationships to thrive, families need 

supportive institutional polices, structures, and 
programs in workplace, health care, and other 
larger systems. (p. 412)

The Sharpe family has weathered a number 
of challenges along the way: health problems, 
war zone deployments for Bobby and his sister, 
the birth of a baby with special care needs, and 
intense elder care needs. According to Froma 
Walsh’s model of family resilience, they are a 
resilient family. They view each adversity as a 
shared challenge for the extended kinship network, 
and they move forward with confidence that 
they can overcome each challenge. They take the 
initiative to devise plans for handling difficult 
situations, and they draw on a deeply held faith 
that makes meaning of their challenges. In terms 
of organizational patterns, they are flexible in the 
assignment of roles and resourceful in mobilizing 
extended care resources. They have made more use 
of family than community resources in the past, but 
Vivian was grateful for the support of their church 
during Bobby’s deployment to Afghanistan. They 
communicate well, for the most part, often using 
humor to lighten stressful situations. Vivian, her 
sister, and her mother could benefit from more 
open communication about the struggles they had 
after Vivian’s father was killed in Vietnam. They 
have never been able to talk about this, and it may 
well play a role in Vivian’s sister’s clinical depression 
and her mother’s pervasive sadness.

DIVERSITY IN FAMILY LIFE _____
One question that must be asked about each of the 
theoretical perspectives on families is how well it 

Critical Thinking Questions 10.2

Which one of the preceding theoretical perspec-
tives on families do you find most useful for think-
ing about the multigenerational Sharpe family? 
Which perspective do you think offers the least 
insight into this family? Which of the perspectives 
do you find most useful for thinking about your 
own family? The least useful? Explain your answers.
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356   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

applies to different types of families. As suggested 
earlier, diversity has always existed in the structures 
and functions of families, but that diversity is clearly 
increasing, and the reality today is that a great deal 
of diversity exists among families, both in the United 
States and globally. There is diversity in family struc-
tures, as well as economic and cultural diversity.

Diversity in Family Structures
It is difficult, if not impossible, to catalog all of the 
types of family structures represented in the world’s 
families. The following discussion is not meant to 
be exhaustive but rather to provide an overview 
of some relatively common structures that social 
workers might encounter.

Nuclear Families

There is a worldwide trend toward the nuclear 
family structure as societies become more indus-
trialized and more people live in urban areas where 
smaller families are more practical (Ballantine & 
Roberts, 2014). The nuclear family is an adapta-
tion to industrialization and urbanization. Some 
of the White settlers in the United States preferred 
the extended family structure, and others preferred 
the nuclear family, but the nuclear family has been 
the preferred family structure throughout most of 
U.S. history. Consequently, we would expect nuclear 
family to be easy to define. Actually, the family lit-
erature presents different definitions of this family 
structure. Some definitions specify that the nuclear 
family is composed of two parents and their bio-
logical or adopted offspring (LePoire, 2006). Others 
specify that a nuclear family is composed of at least 
one parent and one child (Leeder, 2004; Newman, 
2012). This definition would include a broader 
brush of families, including lone-parent families 
and same-sex partners with children. But for the 
purpose of this discussion, we define the nuclear 
family as composed of two parents and their biologi-
cal, adopted, or fostered offspring, because we think 
it is important to distinguish this idealized family 
structure from other family structures. Although, 
as mentioned, the nuclear family has been the 

preferred model throughout U.S. history, it has 
always been an ideal that was difficult to accomplish 
(Hareven, 2000). Families in colonial days and later 
were often marked by unplanned pregnancies and 
untimely death. Early parental death led to remar-
riage and stepfamilies and to children being placed 
with extended family or in foster care or orphan-
ages. Nonkin boarders were brought in to provide 
income and companionship.

In 2012, according to the U.S. Census Bureau 
(Vespa, Lewis, & Kreider, 2013), 20% of households 
in the United States were married couples with chil-
dren, down from 40% in 1970. We don’t know a lot 
about the functioning of nuclear families because 
they are not often studied, except to compare other 
types of families with them. For example, children 
in lone-parent families are often compared with 
children in two-parent families, with the finding 
that children benefit from the resources—material 
and social—that come with two parents (see Shore & 
Shore, 2009). Recent U.S. Census data indicate that 
adults in married-couple families are older, more 
likely to be college educated, more likely to own their 
own homes, and more likely to have higher incomes 
than lone-parent families (Vespa et al., 2013). Both 
government (through marriage initiative programs) 
and religious groups are actively involved in trying 
to promote more two-parent families. Some social 
scientists see risk in nuclear families as compared 
with extended families, suggesting that the fam-
ily can easily become too isolated with too much 
pressure put on the spousal relationship to fill each 
other’s needs (Walsh, 2012b).

The often idealized nuclear family has a father 
in the labor force and a stay-at-home mother. That 
type of nuclear family peaked in the 1950s but was 
already beginning to decline by 1960. In 2010, 54% 
of married couples with children younger than 
age 18 had two parents in the labor force, down 
from 66% in 2007 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2013b). From 2005 to 2011, a period that included a 
steep recession, the number of two-parent families 
with children younger than 18 who had at least 
one unemployed parent rose by 33% (Vespa et al., 
2013). Having two parents in the labor force puts 
married couples at an economic advantage over 

                                                                    Copyright ©2015 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed  in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  357

single parents but also raises concerns about who 
will provide child care and other domestic labor.

Nuclear families may include adopted and fos-
ter children (as may lone-parent families, same-sex 
partner families, and stepfamilies). The 2000 U.S. 
Census found that 2.5% of children younger than 
18 were adopted, and 12.6% of those were foreign-
born children (cited in Galvin, 2006). More recent 
data indicate that 25% of adopted children in the 
United States are international adoptions, 40% 
are transracial, and 37% are foster care adoptions 
(Statistic Brain, 2013). Adoptive families face the 
same challenges as other families, but they also face 
some additional ones. Every adopted child has two 
families, and disclosure about and navigation of 

this complexity must be addressed. The adoptive 
family must also develop a coherent story about 
how they came to be family and cope with issues of 
loss, grief, and attachment (Rampage et al., 2012).

Extended Families

An extended family is one in which the parent–child 
nuclear family lives along with other relatives, such 
as grandparents, adult siblings, aunts, uncles, or 
cousins. This is a common pattern in agricultural 
societies around the world. In the United States, 
this pattern exists in some rural families, as well as 
in some ethnic groups, particularly among Mexican 
Americans and some Asian American groups. This 

Photo 10.1  The birth of a first child is a major transition for a family system, calling for new roles and the management 
of new tasks. 

© iStockphoto.com/Don Bayley
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358   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

is financially practical, and it also allows family 
groups to practice their ethnic traditions (Ballantine 
& Roberts, 2014). However, there are some down-
sides to the extended family. Sometimes family 
members exploit the labor of other family mem-
bers. In other cases, the emotional and economic 
obligations to the extended family may come at the 
expense of individual development (Leeder, 2004).

In recent years, there has been great debate 
about the appropriate role for extended family in 
the care of children orphaned by AIDS in southern 
Africa (see Mathambo & Gibbs, 2009). In socie-
ties where extended families share in the care of 
children, poor families are being challenged by the 
prolonged illness and death of family members at 
prime working age. There is a growing interest in 
the capacity of the extended family to care for the 
increasing number of children orphaned by AIDS. 
Some argue, however, that the extended family 
network is collapsing under the strain of the devas-
tation caused by AIDS. Where resources are scarce, 
both support and misery are shared.

Some family scholars suggest it is more appro-
priate to speak of the contemporary family in the 
United States and other industrialized nations as 
a modified extended family than a nuclear family 
(Knodel, Kespichayawattana, Saengtienchai, & 
Wiwatwanich, 2010). Members of the extended 
family network may not reside together, but they 
are involved with each other in ongoing emotional 
and economic action. They stay connected. This is 
clearly the pattern in the Sharpe family. It is also the 
pattern in the current migrations across national 
lines. Family members are often separated across 
thousands of miles, but money is shared and the 
new technologies allow ongoing communication. 
Often immigrant groups travel together in kin 
networks and live very close to each other when 
not living together. The extended kin network is a 
source of support in times of crisis. For example, 
children may be transferred from one nuclear 
family to another within the extended kin net-
work as need arises, as happened when Bobby and 
Vivian cared for their niece while her mother was 
deployed to a war zone. The extended kin system 
also influences values and behaviors. For instance, 

Vivian Sharpe has expectations that her extended 
kinship system will have a positive influence on 
Marcie’s values and behaviors as she grows through 
adolescence. Extended family ties are usually 
stronger in Asian and Pacific Islander Americans, 
First Nations Peoples, African Americans, and 
Latino Americans than among middle-class White 
Americans (Ho et al., 2004).

Cohabiting Heterosexual Couples

Cohabiting is living together in a romantic rela-
tionship without marriage. This method of form-
ing a romantic partnership has been on the increase 
in the United States and other Western societies 
since 1960. Cohabitation is now recognized as 
a family form by family scholars. Sociologists 
Patrick Heuveline and Jeffrey Timberlake (2004) 
examined data from almost 70,000 women from 
17 nations to learn how nonmarital cohabitation 
in the United States compares with that in 16 other 
industrialized nations. They examined the per-
centage of women in each of the nations estimated 
to experience at least one cohabiting relationship 
before the age of 45 and found a very large cross-
nation range, from 4.4% in Poland to 83.6% in 
France. Spain and Italy were at the low end, with 
less than 15% of women in each country reporting 
cohabitation. The United States fell in the middle 
of the range, with about 50% of women estimated 
to ever cohabit before age 45, and more recent data 
indicate that the United States continues to rank in 
the middle globally in terms of cohabitation (Social 
Trends Institute, 2012). Heuveline and Timberlake 
(2004) suggest that the cross-national differences 
in rates of cohabitation are influenced by a num-
ber of sociocultural factors, including religion, 
the economy, partnership laws and benefits, and 
availability of affordable housing. Besides differ-
ences in rates of cohabitation, they also found dif-
ferent types of cohabiting relationships occurring 
in different nations. For example, cohabitation 
can be a prelude to marriage or an alternative to 
marriage. Heuveline and Timberlake (2004) found 
that cohabiting relationships are less stable in the 
United States than in other countries.
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  359

Although the estimates vary, there is agreement 
that the rate of unmarried cohabiting partners in 
the United States has increased dramatically since 
the 1960s and that, currently, a majority of couples 
getting married are already living in a cohabit-
ing relationship (Huang, Smock, Manning, &  
Bergstrom-Lynch, 2011). The increase in cohabita-
tion is related to the increasing age at marriage. In 
the United States and other Western industrialized 
countries, cohabitation is most frequent among 
young adults ages 20 to 34 (OECD Family Data-
base, 2013), but older adults are the fastest growing 
group of U.S. cohabitors as the baby boomers age 
(Vespa, 2012).

Qualitative research with a U.S. sample of 
cohabiting young adults identified three primary 
motives for cohabiting: wanting to spend more 
time together, wanting to share financial burdens, 
and wanting to test compatibility (Huang et al., 
2011). There were gender differences in the per-
ceived disadvantages of cohabitation. Women saw 
cohabitation as involving less commitment and 
less societal legitimacy than marriage, while men 
noted the loss of freedom involved in cohabitation. 
Both men and women reported that the benefits of 
cohabitation outweigh the disadvantages.

Another research team found that cohabita-
tion is associated with greater economic well-being 
for adults with college degrees but not for adults 
without college degrees (Taylor et al., 2011). Adults 
without college degrees are more likely to cohabit 
than adults with college degrees, and college- 
educated cohabiters are more likely to marry within 
3 years of moving in together than cohabiters with-
out a college degree. Wealthier cohabiters are more 
likely than less wealthy cohabiters to report that 
cohabitation is a step toward marriage rather than 
a substitution for marriage.

As the age of marriage is pushed upward, 
researchers have begun to note the rise in serial 
cohabitation, defined as two or more cohabit-
ing relationships over time, particularly among 
emerging adults (Cohen & Manning, 2010; Lichter, 
Turner, & Sassler, 2010). They have found that the 
majority of cohabiting unions dissolve, especially 
among economically disadvantaged cohabiting 

couples. Early sexual activity and teen childbear-
ing are associated with serial cohabitation, and 
serial cohabiters are less likely than single-instance 
cohabiters to expect the cohabiting relationship 
to end in marriage. The researchers suggest that 
serial cohabitation is a new intensive form of dat-
ing among some emerging adults and an alterna-
tive to marriage among some older never-married 
women (Licther et al., 2010). Another research 
team found that the unions of low-income moth-
ers who were cohabiting at the time of giving birth 
were often dissolved; 46% dissolved within 3 years 
of giving birth and 64% dissolved within 5 years. 
Three quarters of these romantic relationships 
ended completely, but one quarter continued after 
cohabitation dissolution. Family stress and lack of 
human capital are associated with cohabitation dis-
solution, and mothers who have had more than one 
cohabitation partner are at special risk for cohabita-
tion dissolution (Kamp Dush, 2011). Lichter and 
Qian (2008) speculate that serial cohabitation by 
women may “reflect demographic shortages of men 
who are good providers or companions (e.g., men 
with good jobs, who are faithful, or who are drug 
free)” (p. 874).

Couples With No Children

Over the past 3 decades, the United States and 
other wealthy nations have seen an increase in the 
proportion of married couples who are childless. 
Of note, relatively high rates of childlessness were 
experienced in these same societies from 1890 to 
1920, followed by the lowest recorded prevalence 
of childlessness during the 1950s and early 1960s 
(Abma & Martinez, 2006; Kohli & Albertini, 2009). 
Thus, the current high rates of childlessness are 
a return to a trend started in the late 19th cen-
tury. Couples may be temporarily or permanently 
childless. Permanently childless couples may be 
voluntarily or involuntarily childless. Although 
childlessness is a growing type of family structure, 
there is very little research on childless couples; 
the research that has been done focuses on child-
less women, with little or no attention to childless 
men (fertility of men is much harder to study) or 
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to the childless couple system, except in cases of 
infertility. The research often does not distinguish 
between married and unmarried women.

The most comprehensive study of childless 
women in the United States to date was conducted 
by Joyce Abma and Gladys Martinez (2006) at the 
National Center for Health Statistics. Their study 
examined three types of childlessness: temporarily 
childless, voluntarily childless, and involuntarily 
childless. They studied both married and unmar-
ried women and did not make distinctions between 
these two groups. They found that from 1976 to 
2002, the percentage of women aged 35 to 39 who 
were childless increased from 11% to 20%, and the 
percentage of women aged 40 to 44 who were child-
less increased from 10% to 18%. The voluntarily 
childless was the largest group of childless women 
in 2002, making up 42% of all childless women; 30% 
were temporarily childless, and 28% were involun-
tarily childless. As might be expected, given declin-
ing fertility between the ages of 35 and 44, women 
who were temporarily childless were more likely to 
be in the younger cohort, ages 35 to 39, and women 
who were involuntarily childless were more likely to 
be in the older group, ages 40 to 44.

All three groups of childless women were 
found to have more egalitarian views on family 
relationships than the women who were parents. 
There were some differences in the profiles of 
these three groups of childless women, however. 
Consistent with earlier research, the voluntarily 
childless women, compared with parenting women 
and other childless women, were disproportion-
ately White, tended to be employed full time, had 
the highest incomes, and were more likely to be 
nonreligious. However, from 1995 to 2002, the 
percentage of Black women among the voluntarily 
childless increased to where it was equivalent to 
their share of the total population of women ages 
35 to 44. From 1976 to 2002, Hispanic women were 
consistently underrepresented among the volun-
tarily childless.

One finding from the Abma and Martinez 
(2006) study is that there was a slight downturn 
in the percentage of women who were voluntarily 
childless and a slight upturn in the percentage who 

were involuntarily childless from 1995 to 2002. 
They speculate that this change is probably related 
to the trend toward later marriage and childbearing, 
resulting in some couples discovering that they had 
fertility problems when they decided to become 
parents. Infertility can be caused by problems in 
the reproductive system of the man, the woman, or 
both. It is a global problem, but in countries with low 
resources it is most likely to be caused by sexually 
transmitted diseases, unsafe abortions, and home 
deliveries in unhygienic circumstances. Although 
there are many assistive technologies for dealing 
with fertility problems, these are inaccessible to 
most women in low-resource countries. In many 
countries of the world, childlessness is highly stig-
matized, as well as an economic disadvantage where 
children are economic providers (Ombelet, 2014).

Research on the emotional impact of infertility 
indicates that it is a major source of stress. Infertil-
ity has been consistently associated with decreased 
scores in quality of life, affecting mental health, 
physical vitality, and social functioning (Dros-
dzol & Skrzypulec, 2008; El-Messidi, Al-Fozan, 
Lin Tan, Farag, & Tulandi, 2004; Lau et al., 2008). 
When couples experience similar levels of distress, 
they are more able to communicate about it and 
support each other (Peterson, Newton, & Rosen, 
2003). However, it is not unusual for husbands and 
wives to have different reactions to infertility. The 
stressors related to infertility may go on over a long 
period of time. Treatments can be very costly and 
are often unsuccessful.

Although attitudes are changing, some social 
stigma is still attached to childlessness. Little is 
known about the lives of childless couples. In a 
recent attempt to understand the life trajectories of 
childless adults, an entire issue of the journal Age-
ing & Society was devoted to research on childless 
older adults. One researcher (Wenger, 2009) found 
that by the time they reached old age, childless 
people in rural Wales had made adaptations to their 
childless situation and developed closer relation-
ships with kin and friends. This is the way Vivian 
Sharpe’s godparents have adjusted to involuntary 
childlessness, and they draw great pleasure from 
being a part of the lively extended kin network 
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in which Vivian and Bobby are embedded. On 
average, however, childless older adults in Wales 
entered residential care at younger ages than older 
adults who had children.

Lone-Parent Families

Lone-parent families are composed of one par-
ent and at least one child residing in the same 
household. They are headed by either a divorced, 
a widowed, or an unmarried parent. Lone-parent 
families are on the increase in all wealthy indus-
trialized nations but nowhere more than in the 
United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). In 2012, 
nearly one third (32%) of children in the United 
States lived with only one parent, 27% with the 
mother only, and 5% with the father only (Vespa 
et al., 2013). This compares with less than 5% in 
Greece and Spain, 6% in Portugal, and 7% in Italy 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Around the world, 
lone mothers are the great majority of parents in 
lone-parent families. In the United States, 55% 
of non-Hispanic Black children, 31% of Hispanic 
children, 21% of non-Hispanic White children, and 
13% of Asian American children live with one par-
ent. The share of children living with one parent in 
the United States has tripled since 1970, when the 
rate was 11% (Shore & Shore, 2009). It is important 
to exercise caution with these statistics, however. 
Sometimes people who get counted as lone-parent 
families reside with other family members and/or 
may have the support of a romantic partner.

Single mothers around the world have some 
common challenges: They are playing the dual 
roles of mother and worker with no partner assis-
tance, receive lower earnings than men, and receive 
irregular paternal support (Anderson, 2012). If 
they became lone parents after divorce, they and 
their children must cope with loss and grief, may 
have to relocate, and face on average a 37% decline 
in their standard of living (Stirling & Aldrich, 
2008). Lone-parent families headed by mothers 
are especially vulnerable to economic insecurity 
and poverty. Cross-national differences in govern-
ment policies result in different circumstances for 
single mothers and their children, however. Some 

countries provide universal child allowances, paid 
maternity leave, and free child care. Children of 
single mothers have higher rates of poverty than 
children from two-parent families around the 
world, but the poverty rates among children of 
single parents are much lower in countries that 
provide such supports.

In 2005, the poverty rate (based on 55% of 
median income) for single-mother families in 
the United States was 51%, compared with 8% in 
Denmark (Casey & Maldonado, 2012). This is a 
very large range and primarily reflects differences 
in child and family policies in the two countries. 
Three other countries had poverty rates of over 
40% for single-mother families: Canada, Germany, 
and Ireland. At the other end of the continuum, 

Photo 10.2 Family time: Mother spends quality time with 
her two daughters making breakfast.

© A. Inden/Corbis
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three other countries had poverty rates of less than 
15% for single-mother families: Norway, Finland, 
and Sweden.

In the United States, social policy has focused 
on two priorities to improve the living situation 
of children in lone-parent families, as well as to 
decrease public expenditures on these families: 
improved child support payment by the nonresi-
dential parent and marriage of the lone parent. The 
first of these priorities is to step up the enforcement 
of child support payment by the nonresidential 
parent. Research indicates that if nonresiden-
tial parents pay the child support required, the 
economic situation of residential children does 
indeed improve, although not to the level they 
would experience if both parents resided together. 
However, for impoverished families, the payment 
of child support is not sufficient to bring them out 
of poverty (see Stirling & Aldrich, 2008).

The second policy direction proposed in the 
United States in recent years is to encourage mar-
riage of the lone parent. Some policy analysts 
conclude that this would, indeed, improve the eco-
nomic situation of children currently being raised 
in lone-parent families (see Rector, Johnson, & 
Fagan, 2008). Others conclude that while this might 
be a good solution for some lone-parent families, 
male unemployment and marginal employment 
present serious barriers to marriage for many low-
income couples (Edin & Reed, 2005; Gibson-Davis, 
Edin, & McLanahan, 2005). These latter researchers 
have found that men and women in impoverished 
neighborhoods often value marriage highly but do 
not see themselves as economically stable enough 
to have a viable marriage. Impoverished lone moth-
ers have reported that they do not have a pool of 
attractive marriage partners who are economi-
cally stable, not addicted to drugs and alcohol, not 
involved with the criminal justice system, and able 
to be loving and kind parents to their children 
(Edin, Kefalas, & Reed, 2004).

It is important to note that in wealthy nations, 
the number of lone-parent families is growing 
across all socioeconomic groups, and in the United 
States, many affluent and well-educated women 
and men are choosing to become lone parents 

because they want to be a parent but do not have a 
partner with whom to share parenting (Anderson, 
2012). These lone parents have the resources to 
afford full-time child care, private schools, and 
other domestic assistance.

One more point is important. Much of the 
research on lone-parent families has taken a deficit 
approach in looking at family interaction and func-
tioning. Other researchers have attempted to look 
at lone parents from a strengths perspective and 
document how they function to adapt to the chal-
lenges they face. One example of this is a qualitative 
research project that asked low-income African 
American mothers and members of their families 
(who were sometimes not biologically related to 
them) to identify components of effective and 
ineffective family functioning (McCreary & Dancy, 
2004). They found that all but 1 of the 40 respon-
dents reported that they see or talk daily with at 
least one family member other than their children, 
a coping strategy that increases the effectiveness of 
family functioning by preventing isolation.

Stepfamilies

Stepfamilies have always been a relatively common 
family form in the United States, but they have 
changed over time. In colonial days, stepfamilies 
were typically the result of one parent dying and 
the other parent remarrying. Today, most step-
families are formed after biological parents divorce 
or dissolve their relationship and go on to form 
new romantic partnerships. We don’t have good 
current data on the number of stepfamilies in the 
United States, but it is estimated that 10% to 20% 
of children younger than age 18 reside in stepfami-
lies (National Healthy Marriage Resource Center, 
2009). The U.S. Census Bureau defines stepfamilies 
as those with two adults and children, where one 
adult is not the biological parent (cited in Pasley & 
Lee, 2010). Stepfamilies can be of several types. The 
most common is the stepfather family in which the 
mother has children from a previous relationship 
in the household. Another type is the stepmother 
family in which the father has children from a 
previous relationship in the household. Some 
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stepfamilies have children from both partners’ 
prior relationships living in the household. Any 
of these family forms can become more complex 
when children are born to the new partnership. 
Stepfamilies are also formed by same-sex part-
ners where one or both partners have children 
from prior relationships living in the household. 
Although not counted by the U.S. Census Bureau 
as living in stepfamilies, many children reside with 
a single mother and make visits to the biological 
father and his new wife.

Stepfamilies are complex family structures. 
They involve complicated networks of relation-
ships that include biological parents; stepparents; 
perhaps siblings and stepsiblings; and multiple 
sets of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. 
Children in stepfamilies may move back and forth 
between two homes and maintain connections 
with the nonresident parent. There are a number 
of subsystems in the stepfamily, including the new 
couple, the parent–child, the stepparent–stepchild, 
the child–nonresidential parent, the biological par-
ents, the parent–stepparent–nonresidential parent, 
and sometimes the sibling or stepsibling subsys-
tem. The parent–child subsystem is a more long-
standing form than the new couple subsystem.

The new stepfamily must negotiate rules, 
roles, rituals, and customs. Things as simple as 
foods served in the household, bedtimes, chores, 
and methods of discipline may become points 
of tension. This works best when the issues and 
expectations are made explicit. It is quite com-
mon for loyalty conflicts to arise involving several 
subsystems, with family members feeling torn 
and caught between people they love (Pasley & 
Lee, 2010). The biological parent often feels torn 
between loyalty to the child(ren) and love for the 
new spouse or partner. Children may aggravate 
this situation by testing the biological parent’s loy-
alty to them. Children may feel a conflict between 
their loyalty to the nonresidential parent and the 
need to form a relationship with the stepparent. 
Children can easily get triangulated into conflict 
between the parent and stepparent, between the 
residential parent and the nonresidential parent, 
or between the stepparent and the nonresidential 

parent. Events such as Parent Night at school can 
become a knotty situation.

The more children in the stepfamily situation, 
the more complicated the negotiations can become. 
First-marriage couples report that the biggest 
source of stress is finances, followed by child rear-
ing. For stepfamilies, the biggest sources of stress 
are reversed, with child rearing coming first, fol-
lowed by finances (Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 
2002). Stepparents are often treated as outsiders 
by children, and this is a difficult position from 
which to attempt to parent. Research indicates that 
stepfathers are less likely than stepmothers to try 
to engage in active parenting of stepchildren, no 
doubt because of expectations of gendered behav-
ior; consequently, stepfathers tend to be perceived 
more positively than stepmothers (Pasley & Lee, 
2010). Stepdaughters have been found to be more 
difficult to parent than stepsons (Hetherington & 
Kelly, 2002).

Same-Sex Partner Families

There is evidence that long-term relationships, 
even marriage, between same-sex partners were 
relatively common in premodern Europe (Boswell, 
1994), but same-sex marriage is a new phenom-
enon in modern times (Chamie & Mirkin, 2011). 
In the 1990s, same-sex marriages were not legally 
recognized anywhere in the world. In 1989, 
Denmark was the first country to give legal rights 
to same-sex couples but did not allow them to 
marry. In 2001, the Netherlands became the first 
country to allow same-sex marriage, and by March 
2014, 17 countries allowed same-sex marriage, up 
from 7 in December 2009 (Pew Research Religion 
& Public Life Project, 2014). A number of other 
countries have some sort of federal civil union laws 
that grant partner registration and some rights 
and benefits of marriage. In the United States, in 
March 2014, same-sex marriage was legal or soon 
would be in 17 states and the District of Columbia, 
up from 5 states plus the District of Columbia in 
May 2010. In 2013, the U.S Supreme Court struck 
down part of the Defense of Marriage Act, which 
was enacted in 1996, resulting in the requirement 
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that the federal government recognize same-sex 
marriages from the states where they are legal 
(Pew Research Religion & Public Life Project, 
2014). Three states provide the equivalent of 
spousal rights to same-sex couples, and one other 
state provides some spousal rights to same-sex 
couples. In addition, in March 2014, 29 states had 
constitutional amendments restricting marriage to 
one man and one woman, and 4 other states had 
state laws restricting marriage to one man and one 
woman (Human Rights Campaign, 2014). Given 
the current state of debate about same-sex mar-
riage, it is quite likely there will be other actions 
by nations and states by the time you read this.

It is important to remember that the pre-
ponderance of research about same-sex partner 
families was done in a time when such partner-
ships were not legally recognized. Most of the 
early research was based on convenience samples 
of White, middle-class families in lesbian partner-
ships, but in the past 10-plus years, researchers 
have begun to investigate the diversity in same-sex 
couple families and to consider the gay male family 
(Biblarz & Savci, 2010).

Same-sex partnerships share many character-
istics with heterosexual partnerships, but they also 
are unique: the partners are of the same gender, they 
must often navigate a social world that continues 
to stigmatize same-sex relationships, and in many 
places they lack legal recognition. Some research-
ers have found that same-sex partners report about 
the same frequency of arguments as heterosexual 
couples (Peplau & Fingerhut, 2007), but others 
have found that same-sex couples report less con-
flict than heterosexual couples, more relationship 
satisfaction, and better conflict resolution (Balsam, 
Beauchaine, Rothblum, & Solomon, 2008). There 
is evidence that both same-sex and heterosexual 
partners tend to disagree about similar topics, such 
as sex, money, and household tasks (Kurdek, 2006). 
Some studies find that members of same-sex part-
nerships are more likely than married heterosexual 
couples to separate when they are unhappy, but the 
one longitudinal study that has followed the first 
same-sex partners to take advantage of Vermont’s 
civil union laws found that same-sex couples in 

civil unions are less likely to separate than same-sex 
couples not in legally recognized unions (Balsam 
et al., 2008). Same-sex partners have been found 
to engage in less traditional division of labor than 
heterosexual married couples, even though het-
erosexual couples have become more egalitarian 
over time. Both same-sex and heterosexual couples 
reported greater commitment to monogamy in 
2000 than in 1975 (Gotta et al., 2011).

Many lesbians and gay men became parents in 
earlier heterosexual relationships, before coming 
out as gay or lesbian. Increasingly, lesbians and gay 
men are also becoming parents in the context of 
their same-sex partner relationships, with the assis-
tance of reproductive technology or by adoption 
(Green, 2012). Recent research indicates that, in the 
United States, more than 111,000 same-sex couples 
are raising an estimated 170,000 biological, step-, 
or adopted children. Same-sex couples are four 
times as likely to adopt as heterosexual couples and 
six times as likely to raise foster children. Half of 
children younger than 18 living with same-sex cou-
ples are non-White, and indeed, same-sex couples 
of color are more likely than White same-sex cou-
ples to be raising children. The median household 
income of same-sex couples with children is lower 
than the median for heterosexual couples with chil-
dren, probably because the preponderance of these 
couples are lesbian (Gates, 2013). Lesbian couples 
may choose artificial insemination, and gay male 
couples may choose to use a surrogate mother; each 
method results in the child sharing a bloodline 
with one partner but not the other. There is very 
little research on gay men who become fathers via 
surrogacy, but one study found that these fathers 
reported greater closeness with their families of 
origin after becoming fathers and also reported 
heightened self-esteem (Bergman, Rubio, Green, & 
Padrón, 2010). Other research has found that 
when lesbian couples use artificial insemination, 
the biological mother is likely to be the primary 
child care provider and to have a somewhat closer 
relationship with the child (Bos, van Balen, & van 
den Boom, 2007).

Considerable research attention has been given 
to the question of how children fare in families of 
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same-sex partners. This research, most of it con-
ducted with children of lesbian couples, consistently 
finds that children who grow up with same-sex par-
ents do not differ in any important way from chil-
dren raised in families of heterosexual couples. They 
have similar emotional and behavioral adjustment; 
no differences are found in self-esteem, depression, 
or behavioral problems (Biblarz & Savci, 2010). This 
is remarkable, given the stigma such families often 
have to face. Children of same-sex parents have 
also been found to be no more likely than children 
of heterosexual couples to identify as homosexual. 
The school setting may present challenges, however; 
the children may face harassment, and their parents 
may find that they are not accepted on parent com-
mittees (Goldberg, 2010).

Military Families

Military families may have any of the family struc-
tures already discussed. They are included in this 
discussion of diversity of family structures, how-
ever, because of some special challenges they face 
in times of deployment to war zones. In the United 
States, military members may serve in either the 
active-duty or reserve components of the military. 
Active-duty members serve in the U.S. Army, Navy, 
Marine Corps, or Air Force. Reservists serve either 
in the Army National Guard or Air National Guard. 
Compared with other recent conflicts, deployments 
to Afghanistan and Iraq were more frequent and 
lengthier, usually lasting 12 to 15 months.

Approximately one third of both active-duty 
and reservist members have children; children of 
reserve members are a little older, on average, than 
children of active-duty members. The circum-
stances of reservist families are different in some 
ways from those of active-duty families. Active-
duty military families typically live on or near mili-
tary installations where the active-duty member 
receives daily military training. Reservist families 
live and work in a civilian community and receive 
military training one weekend per month (Faber, 
Willerton, Clymer, MacDermid, & Weiss, 2008).

Research indicates that active-duty families usu-
ally cope well with temporary separations during 

peacetime (Flake, Davis, Johnson, & Middleton, 
2009). Active-duty military spouses are accustomed 
to managing as single parents for periods of time and 
then readjusting to operating in their predeployment 
family structure again when the deployment ends. 
Reservists and their families, on the other hand, 
are accustomed to occasional brief deployments to 
respond to state, local, and even national emergen-
cies. They are not as prepared to deploy quickly for 
long periods of time and must deal with the break in 
civilian employment, as well as prepare the family 
for the coming separation. Consequently, active-duty 
families and reservist families face both similar and 
different challenges.

Spouses of both active-duty soldiers and reserv-
ists have reported loneliness, loss of emotional 
support, role overload, and worry about the safety 
and well-being of the deployed spouse (Padden & 
Agazio, 2013). Parents who are spouses or partners 
of soldiers deployed to war zones report higher 
levels of stress than the national average for parents. 
Communication with the military member in the 
war zone is spotty at best, as the deployed soldier 
is in and out of the range of adequate communi-
cations systems (Wadsworth & Southwell, 2011). 
During his deployment to Iraq, Bobby Sharpe was 
able to have only infrequent contact with his fam-
ily, but he was able to have fairly regular contact 
by e-mail and Skype much of the time he was in 
Afghanistan. Both the family members at home 
and the deployed family member may try to avoid 
alarming each other about what is happening in 
their worlds, and together they must gauge how 
involved the deployed family member can be in 
making decisions about what is happening at home. 
Bobby Sharpe did not know his furnace was broken 
until he returned home from his first deployment, 
because Vivian did not want to bother him with 
that kind of family problem. She also avoided telling 
him that she was overwhelmed with the demands 
of work and family while he was in Afghanistan.

As the end of the deployment draws near, fam-
ily members report that they begin to worry about 
what to expect when the soldier returns, in terms 
of possible war wounds or personality or behavior 
changes (Faber et al., 2008). Marcie Sharpe had 
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heard scary stories of parents coming home with 
completely changed personalities. She worried a 
lot about this during Bobby’s second deployment. 
Although it is often a joyous time, the military 
member’s return home can be very stressful for 
families. Family members have to readjust to one 
another and realign family roles. Three out of four 
military families report that the first 3 months after 
coming home can be the most stressful period of 
the deployment process (Flake et al., 2009). Sol-
diers have to reacclimate to life away from the war 
zone and renegotiate roles, responsibilities, and 
boundaries with family members who had made 
adjustments in their absence (Faber et al., 2008). 
This readjustment is particularly difficult when 
there have been physical or mental injuries, such as 

traumatic brain injury or post-traumatic stress dis-
order (Martin & Sherman, 2010). Families tend to 
stabilize over time, but many families have needed 
to prepare for another deployment that can come 
in as quickly as 1 year.

Children of both active-duty and reservist 
families involved in the Iraq and Afghanistan 
wars have been found to be at increased risk for 
a range of problems in psychosocial functioning. 
In the time just before a parent’s deployment, 
children may become withdrawn or engage in 
regressive behavior. Early in the deployment, they 
may be overwhelmed, sad, and anxious and have 
more somatic (physical) symptoms, but these 
symptoms usually diminish once children adjust 
to the deployment. They are usually excited and 

Photo 10.3 This father and son share a moment of joy during a welcome home ceremony 
when the Arkansas National Guard’s 39th Infantry Brigade Combat Team returns from 
deployment to Iraq.

© Staff Sgt. Chris A. Durney
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relieved when the soldier parent comes home but 
may experience conflict about the readjustments 
being made at home (Flake et al., 2009). One study 
of children of deployed National Guard members 
found that they reported missing their deployed 
parent as the biggest difficulty of the deployment. 
Their biggest worry was that their deployed par-
ent would be injured or killed. The biggest change 
in their lives involved increased responsibility at 
home, more chores, and more responsibility for 
younger siblings. They reported concern about 
trying to avoid upsetting the parent at home. The 
children also described some positive aspects of 
deployment. Some reported being proud of what 
their deployed parents were doing for the country, 
although this pride was tempered when they heard 
talk from television, classmates, and other sources 
suggesting that the war is bad. Some children also 
reported pride in themselves for their ability to be 
more responsible while the deployed parent was 
away (Houston et al., 2009).

There is one important difference in the experi-
ences of active-duty and reservist families. A large 
portion of active-duty military families continues to 
live in or near military installations during the fam-
ily member’s deployment. This allows them to have 
ongoing support from other military families as well 
as from military programs. Reservist families, on the 
other hand, are scattered across all 50 states and the 
U.S. territories, many of them living in rural commu-
nities. This is especially the case for National Guard 
members because the National Guard has a strong 
tradition in rural communities, where it serves as 
a point of pride as well as a supplement to the low 
wages often found in these communities (Martin &  
Sherman, 2010). Sometimes a National Guard fam-
ily will be the only one in their area experiencing 
deployment at a given time. This is problematic 
because of the lack of access to other families facing 
similar experiences. Children of deployed reservists 
have reported that a chance to talk to other children 
with a deployed parent would be a big help (Houston 
et al., 2009). Likewise, the returning reservist soldier 
may be isolated from other returning soldiers, as 
well as from some of the medical and psychiatric 
resources available in and near military installations.

Operation Iraqi Freedom ended in Septem-
ber 2010, and Operation Enduring Freedom (the 
War in Afghanistan) is winding down as this is 
written in March 2014. It is hard to say what the 
outcome of these wars is, but it is clear that the 
military families involved, both active-duty and 
reservist families, will continue to experience 
multiple challenges in the aftermath of the wars. 
According to a large-scale study sponsored by 
the RAND Corporation, many service members 
from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan underwent 
prolonged periods of combat stress (Tanielian &  
Jaycox, 2008). In the aftermath of the trauma, 
many service members and veterans are expe-
riencing horrific combat injuries; others are 
experiencing substance abuse, PTSD, relation-
ship problems, and work problems (Wadsworth 
& Southwell, 2011). Social workers in all practice 
settings should be alert to possibilities for engag-
ing these families in supportive services.

Economic and  
Cultural Diversity
Family structure is influenced by economic and 
cultural patterns, as well as immigration status. As 
you read the following sections on economic diver-
sity, cultural diversity, and immigrant families, 
think about how your family structure is affected 
by the family’s position in the economic structure; 
cultural heritage; and experience with immigra-
tion, where relevant.

Critical Thinking Questions 10.3

Which, if any, of the family structures discussed 
did you grow up in? What do you see as the major 
strength of this type of family structure? The major 
challenge? Which, if any, of these family structures 
are you living in now? If this is different from the 
type of family structure you grew up in, what do 
you consider to be its major strength and major 
challenge?
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Economic Diversity

Economic inequality exists in all societies, his-
torical and contemporary, but the number of social 
classes and the amount of inequality vary from 
society to society. As indicated in Chapter 9, the 
United States has less inequality than some nations 
of the world, but it has more inequality than any 
other advanced industrialized nation. And, unfor-
tunately, since 1970, the gap between the richest 
and poorest U.S. citizens has been growing. During 
the worst recession in the United States since the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, which began in 
December 2008, the national unemployment rate 
climbed to 10%. A number of wealthy families lost 
millions, even billions, of dollars in fraud schemes 
and investments gone bad. Middle-class families 
were devastated by job cutbacks, home foreclo-
sures, and high debt, with middle-class men older 
than age 55 being particularly hard hit by job cut-
backs. The poorest of families barely survived, not 
able to meet basic needs for food and shelter. Large 
numbers of U.S. families reported feeling a sense 
of financial insecurity (Bartholomae & Fox, 2010).

The question to be addressed here is, what 
impact do economic resources have on family life? 
How do family economic circumstances affect 
parental relationships, parent–child relationships, 
and child development? A large volume of research 
has found that individual physical and mental 
health, marital relationships, parent–child rela-
tionships, and child outcomes decline as economic 
stress increases. Two theoretical models have been 
proposed to explain the connection between eco-
nomic resources and individual and family func-
tioning: the family economic stress model and the 
family investment model.

The family economic stress model is based on 
Glen Elder’s (1974) research on the impact of the 
Great Depression on parents and children. This 
research found that severe economic hardship dis-
rupted family functioning in ways that negatively 
affected marital quality, parenting quality, and child 
outcomes. Similar results have been found in more 
recent studies of Iowa farm families facing a severe 
downturn in the agricultural economy in the 1980s 

(Conger & Elder, 1994) and of economic pressure 
in African American families (Conger et al., 2002). 
In the family economic stress model based on this 
research, economic hardship leads to economic 
pressure, which leads to parent distress, which 
leads to disrupted family relationships, which leads 
to child and adolescent adjustment problems (see 
Exhibit 10.5; Conger & Conger, 2008).

There is a great deal of research to support the 
family economic stress model. Economic stress, 
such as unemployment, low income, and high debt, 
has been found to have negative effects on the phys-
ical and mental health of parents (Kahn & Pearlin, 
2006; Mckee-Ryan, Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 
2005). Research has also found that psychological 
distress about economic pressures takes its toll on 
marital quality (Gudmunson, Beutler, Israelsen, 
McCoy, & Hill, 2007). Couple disagreements and 
fighting increase with financial strain. Parental psy-
chological distress and marital conflict have been 
found to affect parenting practices, leading to less 
parental warmth and more inconsistent, punitive, 
and controlling discipline (Mistry, Lowe, Renner, & 
Chien, 2008; Waanders, Mendez, & Downer, 2007).

Family economic hardship has also been found 
to be associated with a number of child outcomes. 
Children in families experiencing economic hard-
ship tend to have higher levels of depression and 
anxiety (Gutman, McLoyd, & Tokoyawa, 2005). 
They also have been found to demonstrate more 
aggressive and antisocial behaviors (Solantaus, 
Leinonen, & Punamaki, 2004). Economic disad-
vantage is associated with lower self-esteem and 
self-efficacy in children (Shek, 2003) and poorer 
school performance (Gutman et al., 2005). Ado-
lescents who report worrying about the family’s 
finances also report more somatic complaints, such 
as stomachaches, headaches, and loss of appetite 
(Wadsworth & Santiago, 2008).

Whereas the family economic stress model 
focuses on the impact of low income and economic 
hardship on family life, the family investment 
model focuses on the other end of the economic 
continuum, on how economic advantage affects 
family life and child outcomes. This theoretical 
model proposes that families with greater economic 
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Economic Hardship 

1. Low income 
2. High debt, low assets 
3. Negative �nancial events 

Economic Pressure 

1. Unmet material needs 
2. Unpaid debts 
3. Painful cutbacks 

Parent Distress 

1. Emotional problems 
2. Behavioral problems 

Disrupted Family Relationships 

1. Interparental con ict/withdrawal 
2. Harsh, inconsistent parenting

Child and Adolescent Adjustment 

1. Emotional, behavioral problems 
2. Impaired competence 

Exhibit 10.5 Family Economic Stress Model

SOURCE: Conger & Conger, 2008, Figure 5.1, p. 67.
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resources can afford to make large investments in 
the development of their children (Bornstein & 
Bradley, 2003; Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).

Families with abundant economic resources 
are able to make more learning materials avail-
able in the home; spend more time engaged in 
intellectually stimulating activities, such as visit-
ing museums and traveling; secure education in 
enriched educational environments; secure outside 
assistance such as tutoring and specialized training; 
provide a higher standard of living in such areas 
as housing, clothing, nutrition, transportation, 
and medical care; and reside in a safe, clean, and 
roomy environment. They also are able to open 
doors to social networks that provide educational 
and career opportunities. This seems to go without 
saying, but there is empirical support for the pro-
posal that family income affects the types of invest-
ments parents make in their children (Bradley & 
Corwyn, 2002), and this investment has been 
demonstrated to be positively associated with child 
cognitive development (Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & 
Kohen, 2002).

Cultural Diversity

The world over, we are living in a time when people 
are moving about from society to society and 
increasing the level of cultural diversity in small 
towns, suburbs, and cities. As suggested earlier, 
there has always been cultural diversity in the 
United States, but with the new waves of immigra-
tion in recent years, the United States has become 
a microcosm of the whole world in terms of the 
complex mix of ethnic heritages and religions. 
Across cultural groups, families differ in how they 
define family; in how they organize family life; and 
in their customs, traditions, and communication 
patterns (McGoldrick & Ashton, 2012). Social 
workers face a daunting challenge in responding 
sensitively and appropriately to each and every 
family they encounter.

In the past, many of the clinical models for 
family practice were based on work with primar-
ily middle-class and often two-biological-parent 
European American families. Working from these 

models often led to thinking of racial and ethnic 
minority families as deviant or deficient. One of 
the best examples of the damage this way of think-
ing can do is Anne Fadiman’s (1998) story about 
the experience of a Hmong family with the health 
care and child protective systems in California. (If 
you haven’t read this book yet, I suggest you put it 
on your to-do list during your next break between 
terms.) In recent years, however, there has been a 
concerted call for social workers and other profes-
sionals to practice in a culturally sensitive manner 
that moves from culturally aware to culturally 
competent practice (Lum, 2011). I prefer to talk 
in terms of culturally sensitive practice, because 
I doubt that we can ever be truly competent in 
a culture other than the one in which we were 
raised, and certainly not in the multiple cultures 
we are likely to encounter in our work over time. 
In light of the great diversity in contemporary 
life, the goal should be to remain curious and 
open-minded, taking a stance of “informed not 
knowing” (Dean, 2001).

Consequently, I do not present a cookbook 
approach to working with cultural differences but 
rather a process by which we can develop cultural 
awareness about the family groups with which 
we work. The first step, as suggested earlier, is to 
develop an intense understanding of the limita-
tions of our own cultural perspective and a healthy 
respect for the integrity of all cultures. Starting 
from this position, we can set out to become as well 
informed as possible about the cultural groups rep-
resented by the families we serve. One thing social 
workers are particularly good at, when we are at our 
best, is putting people and situations into context. 
We will want to use that strength to learn as much 
as possible about the context of the culturally vari-
ant families we encounter. Juliet Rothman (2008, 
p. 38) suggests the types of knowledge needed to 
practice in a culturally sensitive manner; they are 
presented in modified form here:

	• The group’s history prior to arriving in the 
United States, if relevant

	• The group’s experience with immigration, if 
relevant
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	• The group’s experience with settlement in the 
United States, if relevant

	• The group’s experience with oppression, dis-
crimination, bias, and prejudice

	• The group’s relationship to the country of ori-
gin, if relevant

	• The group’s relationship to the country of 
residence

	• The group’s worldviews and beliefs about child 
rearing, family relationships, dating and mar-
riage, employment, education, recreation, 
health and illness, aging, death and bereave-
ment, and other life course issues

	• Variations and differences within the group, 
particularly those related to social class

	• Generational issues about acculturation within 
the group, if relevant

Some of this information may be more 
important for specific practice situations. There are 
a number of ways to learn this information: through 
Internet research, history books, biographies and 
autobiographies of group members, films and 
documentaries about the group, conversations 
with friends or colleagues who are members of 
the group, attendance at cultural festivals, and by 
asking your clients what you need to know to be 
helpful to them.

Even though we want to learn as much as 
we can about the cultural group, we must realize 
that there are many variations within all cultural 
groups. When I need to avoid stereotypical applica-
tion of knowledge about a cultural group, it helps 
me to think about how many variations there are 

Photo 10.4 It is important for social workers to understand ethnic differences in family beliefs, rules, communication 
patterns, and organizational norms.

© iStockphoto.com/Cliff Parnell

                                                                    Copyright ©2015 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed  in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



372   PART III THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENT

within my own cultural group and how well or 
poorly generalizations about my group apply to 
me. It is also helpful to hear different stories from 
members of the group, through books, videos, or 
personal conversations. It is particularly important 
to remember that there are social class differences 
among all cultural groups. You will want to con-
sider whether the African American woman you 
are working with is middle class or working class 
and know something about her experiences with 
oppression. You will want to keep in mind that 
more than 500 distinct First Nations (or Native 
American) peoples exist within the United States, 
and they differ in language, religion, social struc-
ture, and many other aspects of culture (Weaver, 
2011). You will want to know how a specific 
nation coped with attempts to eradicate their 
cultural practices. You will want to note whether 
the Latino immigrant family came from a rural or 
urban environment and what level of education 
they received in their home country; you will also 
want to note their country of origin and whether 
they are of documented or undocumented status. 
When working with an Asian or Pacific Island fam-
ily, you will want to know not only the country of 
origin (out of 60 represented in the United States) 
but also the social class and education level of the 
family, religious beliefs, and when the family first 
immigrated to the United States. You will want to 
note how integrated the family from North Africa 
or the Middle East is into U.S. mainstream culture, 
as well as how traditional they are in religious and 
cultural beliefs. These are only a few examples of 
how you will need to individualize families while 
also putting them into cultural context.

Immigrant Families

The United States is built on successive waves of 
immigration and is currently the world’s leader as a 
destination for immigrants. In 2011, approximately 
40.4 million immigrants were living within the 
United States, making up 13% of the U.S. popula-
tion (Pew Research Hispanic Trends Project, 2013). 
Immigrants are foreign-born people who plan to 
settle permanently in the United States. They may 
be economic migrants seeking better jobs and pay, 

family migrants who come to join family mem-
bers already here, or refugees involuntarily fleeing 
political violence or extreme environmental distress. 
Current immigrants to the United States are more 
diverse than earlier immigrants in terms of country 
of origin, language, religion, and socioeconomic 
status. The places from which immigrants come 
have changed over time, influenced by immigra-
tion policies. For example, 1965 amendments to the 
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 created a 
“family reunification” category and gave preference 
to immigrants who had family members already 
in the United States. The 1986 Refugee Assistance 
Extension Act made it easier for families facing 
political persecution and extreme environments in 
their home countries to enter the United States. The 
Immigration Act of 1990 shifted policy away from 
family reunification to individuals with specific edu-
cation and credentials and to wealthy individuals who 
could invest in the U.S. economy (Bush, Bohon, & 
Kim, 2010).

Immigrants may be first generation (moved 
from another country to the United States), second 
generation (children of first-generation immigrants), 
or third generation (grandchildren of first-generation 
immigrants). In general, first-generation immigrants 
experience more loss and grief than second- and 
third-generation immigrants, but the reaction to 
immigration differs by the degree of choice about 
migration, accessibility to the country of origin, gen-
der and age, stage of family life cycle, number of family 
members immigrating and left behind, community 
social supports, and experiences with discrimination 
in the country of origin and the country of adop-
tion (Falicov, 2011). Many losses are involved with 
migration, including loss of the family members and 
friends left behind, loss of familiar language, and loss 
of customs and traditions. Involuntary immigrants 
often have been traumatized in their country of origin 
and have no option to visit home. Other immigrants 
are able to make frequent visits home and maintain 
transnational families who are in frequent contact. 
Families may migrate together or in sequential stages, 
whereby one or two family members immigrate first, 
followed by others at later times.

In cases of sequential migration, family roles 
and relationships must be reorganized over time. 
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The first immigrating family member must now 
perform some roles not carried out in the home 
country, whether those were domestic chores, paid 
labor, or managing finances. Likewise, the spouse 
left in the home country must now take on roles 
that had been filled by the immigrating family 
member. If the trailing spouse later immigrates, the 
spousal roles will have to be renegotiated, as hap-
pens when military families reunite. One difference 
in the reunifications of immigrant and military 
families is that sequential immigration may happen 
over a period of years and have unexpected delays, 
and the separations can be much longer than for 
military families. When children are left behind for 
a number of years, they may have trouble reattach-
ing to the parents.

Immigrant families face a number of chal-
lenges. If they come from a non-English-speaking 
country, the language barrier will be a serious 
impediment to becoming comfortable in the new 
country. They will be unable to read street signs, 
job announcements and applications, food labels, 
and communications from the children’s schools, 
unless they live where language translations are 
commonly used. Because children learn new lan-
guages more easily than adults, parent and child 
roles often are reversed as children become the 
language and cultural brokers. Children also learn 
the new cultural norms more quickly than parents, 
and this causes intergenerational tension about 
the appropriate level of acculturation, how much 
of the old to maintain and how much of the new 
to adopt. Parents may not understand the new 
culture’s norms about child rearing and find them-
selves at odds with the school system and perhaps 
with the child protective system. Immigrant wives 
often come from cultures with traditional gender 
roles but need to engage in paid work in the United 
States to keep the family afloat. This often results 
in more independence and status for wives than 
they were accustomed to in their home countries 
and can cause marital conflict if men want to hold 
on to the traditional gender hierarchy. Research 
has found increased male-to-female violence in 
Asian families when wives earn as much or more 
than their husbands (Chung, Tucker, & Takeuchi, 
2008). Many immigrant families come from  

collectivist cultures where harmony is valued over 
individual ambition and may feel a great deal of 
tension about how to respond to cultural pressures 
toward individualism. They may have had both the 
support and control of the extended family in the 
home country and find themselves struggling to 
maintain family stability with a much more limited 
support network.

CHALLENGES TO  
FAMILY LIFE _________________
Contemporary families of all types face many stress-
ful situations that challenge their ability to provide 
nurturance and the necessary resources for healthy 
development of family members. Every historical 
era and every culture presents its own set of chal-
lenges to families. In the following sections, we 
discuss three challenges to contemporary families: 
family violence, divorce, and substance abuse.

Family Violence
The family is the social group from whom we 
expect to receive our greatest love, support, nurtur-
ance, and acceptance. And yet family relationships 
are some of the most violent in many societies. It is 
estimated that wife beating occurs in about 85% of 
the world’s societies, and husband beating occurs 
in about 27% (Newman, 2012). Children are even 
more vulnerable to violence within the family 
than adults. Children are abused by parents, but 
physical violence between siblings may be the most 
common form of family violence. Older adults are 

Critical Thinking Questions 10.4

Think of the economic and cultural locations of 
your family of origin and your current family. What 
experiences have you had with family economic 
and cultural diversity that will be helpful to you in 
your social work career? What are the limitations in 
your experience with family economic and cultural 
diversity? What can you do to build your under-
standing and skills in this area?
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sometimes abused by their family caregivers, and 
teenage children sometimes abuse their parents, 
particularly their mothers (Gelles, 2010).

It is very difficult to produce accurate statistics 
about the amount of family violence in different 
categories because the family is the most intimate 
of social groupings; what happens in families is 
usually “behind closed doors,” away from the 
watchful eyes of strangers, relatives, and neighbors. 
In addition, different definitions of violence are 
used by different researchers. The data presented 
here are the best available. According to the U.S. 
Department of Justice Statistics (Catalano, 2012), 
775,650 women and 130,890 men in the United 
States were victims of intimate partner violence in 
2009. This is a 64% decline since 1994. From 1994 
to 2010, about 4 out of 5 victims of intimate part-
ner violence were females. In 2012, an estimated 
9.2 per 1,000 children were judged to be victims 
of child maltreatment by parents or other caregiv-
ers; of these situations where the type of maltreat-
ment is known, 78% involved child neglect, 18.3% 
involved physical abuse, 9.3% involved sexual 
abuse, and 8.5% involved psychological maltreat-
ment (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2013b). National surveys find much 
higher numbers of child maltreatment than these 
official numbers (see Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, 
& Hamby, 2005). One research team found that 
35% of 2,030 children in a national survey reported 
being physically assaulted by a sibling in the past 
year (Finkelhor et al., 2005). There are no official 
statistics on elder abuse, but one national incidence 
study found that 1 in 10 adults older than age 60 
reported emotional, physical, or sexual mistreat-
ment or neglect during the past year (Acierno 
et al., 2010). It is estimated that 750,000 to 1 million 
violent acts are committed against parents by their 
adolescent children each year (Gelles, 2010).

How is it that the social group assigned the soci-
etal task of providing love and nurturance becomes 
a setting for so much violence? Research indicates 
that family violence is multidetermined and iden-
tifies a number of associated factors. Stress, social 
isolation, economic distress, substance abuse, 

mental health problems, 
and intergenerational 

modeling have all been found to increase the risk of 
family violence (Gelles, 2010; Newman, 2012). The 
United States is a relatively violent society, and vio-
lence is often seen as an appropriate way to resolve 
disputes (Hutchison, 2007). There are cultures of 
the world and subcultures in the United States 
that believe men have the right to beat women and 
parents have the right to beat children.

It can be argued that the very nature of family 
life makes it a breeding ground for conflict. Family 
members spend a great deal of time together and 
interact intimately in good times and bad. They 
tend to stir each other’s most intense emotions, 
both positive and negative. If family members do 
not have good conflict resolution skills, they may 
not have a repertoire of behaviors other than vio-
lence to resolve conflicts.

Intervention in situations of family violence 
requires careful assessment, and even with the best 
assessment, it is difficult to predict future behavior. 
The decision that must be made is whether protec-
tive steps are necessary: Must children be removed? 
Are restraining orders necessary? Must the abused 
partner flee for safety? There are no ideal solutions. 
Removing children from abusive households may be 
necessary to protect them physically, but this solu-
tion carries its own risks. Children suffer emotional 
damage from the separation and loss and may blame 
themselves for the family disruption. They may be 
vulnerable to further abuse in the foster home if they 
have intense care needs. There are also risks to leav-
ing children in homes where they have been abused, 
including the risk that the child will be killed. 
Unfortunately, the available resources are not often 
sufficient to meet a distressed family’s needs. Clearly, 
no one solution fits every situation of child abuse.

The literature on domestic partner vio-
lence has proposed some useful typologies for 
thinking about intervention in such situations 
(Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Johnson, 
1995). Domestic partner violence can be one-way 
or mutual; mutual violence can be mutual fight-
ing or involve self-defense or retaliation against 
a primary aggressor. It may be considered minor, 
involving shoving, pushing, grabbing, and slap-
ping, or severe, involving choking, kicking, hit-
ting with an object, beating up, or using a knife or Conflict perspective
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gun. Mutual fighting tends to be less severe and 
more infrequent than other forms of intimate 
partner violence and does not usually escalate. It 
involves both partners who use physical means 
to resolve conflicts. On the other hand, one-
sided use of severe forms of violence, sometimes 
called intimate terrorism, typically occurs more 
frequently and escalates over time. Many of the 
perpetrators of this type of violence are involved 
in other antisocial behaviors as well.

Just as with child abuse, different types of inter-
vention are required for different types of domestic 
partner violence. Protective removal is imperative 
for intimate terrorism or any form of escalating vio-
lence. On the other hand, systemic couples work, in 
which couples are taught other methods of conflict 
resolution, may well be appropriate for couples who 
occasionally use mutual violence to resolve con-
flict. Support for this idea comes from a research 
project that looked at mutual and one-way spouse 
abuse in the army. The researchers found about 
even rates of these two types of intimate violence 
in 1998. After 4 years of prevention and education 
programs, mutual abuse had decreased by 58%, 
while one-way abuse had decreased by only 13% 
(McCarroll, Ursano, Fan, & Newby, 2004). This 
finding suggests that further attention to matching 
the intervention to the specific situation may be 
fruitful. The typologies discussed here do not cover 
every type of intimate partner violence situation, 
but they do make a good start at thinking about the 
multiple factors involved in family violence.

Divorce
Most people who get married do not anticipate 
that they will divorce, and yet divorce is very com-
mon. Almost all societies have mechanisms for 
dissolving marriages, whether it is divorce or civil 
or religious annulment. Worldwide, divorce rates 
tend to be higher in wealthier nations; for example, 
divorce rates are lower in the newly industrializing 
nations of Latin America and Asia than in the 
wealthy late-industrial nations of western Europe 
and North America (Newman, 2012). In the United 
States, however, the divorce rate is highest among 
low-income families.

There is much complexity in the analysis of 
divorce rates, but the divorce rate in the United States 
appears to have increased steadily from the mid-19th 
century through the 1970s, except for a sharp drop 
in the 1950s. It peaked in 1981 and has been drop-
ping slightly since then but remains high compared 
with other wealthy industrialized countries (Greene, 
Anderson, Forgatch, Degarmo, & Hetherington, 
2012). The lifetime probability of divorce in the United 
States still approaches 50% but appears to be lower for 
more recent marriages (Cherlin, 2010). Second and 
third marriages are more likely to end in divorce than 
first marriages. The average length of a marriage that 
ends in divorce is 8 years, and the average age of first 
divorce is 30 (Irvin, 2012). The likelihood of divorce 
is very small for couples that have been married for 35 
or more years (divorcesource.com, n.d.).

It is thought that economic factors contribute 
to divorce. Wages have stagnated for non-Hispanic 
White men and have declined for African American 
men. Millions of lower-income wage earners are 
receiving poverty-level wages and are vulnerable to 
layoffs. Although women still earn less than men, 
they are becoming more economically indepen dent, 
and about two thirds of divorces are initiated by 
women (Amato & Irving, 2006; Coleman, Ganong, &  
Warzinik, 2007). On the other hand, wives’ earn-
ings may reduce economic pressures and help to 
stabilize marriage (Fine, Ganong, & Demo, 2010).

There is a controversy in the empirical literature 
about the consequences of divorce for family mem-
bers. Some researchers have found serious, long-term, 
postdivorce adjustment problems for both children 
and adults (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1990). Other 
researchers who use larger and more representative 
samples have found more modest and shorter-term 
effects for both adults and children (Barber & Demo, 
2006; Braver, Shapiro, & Goodman, 2006).

Fine et al. (2010) suggest several reasons for 
the differences in findings. First, researchers tend 
to focus on one or two reactions to divorce and fail 
to measure other types of reactions. Second, few 
researchers have taken a longer-term longitudinal 
view of divorce adjustment, and consequently they 
are tapping reactions during the difficult acute 
adjustment phase. Third, researchers look for 
average reactions rather than for the variability of 
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reactions to divorce. The feminist perspective, on 
the other hand, would emphasize that divorce is 
experienced and perceived differently by different 
family members and would be interested in these 
various perspectives. Fine et al. (2010) assert that 
the different conclusions about the effects of divorce 
on child and adult development may result partly 
from the fact that the effect sizes are often small and 
may vary with the nature and size of the sample, 
which would not happen if there was a stronger 
relationship between divorce and adjustment.

There is consistent evidence, however, that the 
economic well-being of women and children declines 
after divorce (Sayer, 2006). There are several reasons 
for this. Mothers devote more time to caring for 
children than fathers, and this restricts their time 
to devote to educational and occupational pursuits. 
Women do not earn as much as men. Moreover, many 
fathers do not comply fully with child support require-
ments (Pirog & Ziol-Guest, 2006), but even if they did, 
child support awards are typically too low to meet the 
costs of raising children (Stirling & Aldrich, 2008).

It seems clear that divorce is a crisis for most 
adults, lasting for approximately 2 years. Stress 
increases in the run-up to the divorce, during the 
divorce, and in the immediate aftermath. However, 
the stress level typically subsides within a year after 
divorce as families adjust relationships and routines 
(Demo & Fine, 2010). There is also evidence that 
African American women get more social support 
than White women following divorce (Orbuch & 
Brown, 2006).

After a careful review of the empirical evi-
dence, Fine et al. (2010) agree with Emery (1999) 
on the following points about children’s adjustment 
to divorce:

	• Divorce is stressful for children.
	• Divorce leads to adjustment and mental health 

problems for children.
	• Most children are resilient and adjust well to 

divorce over time.
	• Children whose parents divorce report pain, 

unhappy memories, and continued distress.
	• Postdivorce family interaction has a great influ-

ence on adjustment to divorce.
	• Children’s adjustment is enhanced if they have a 

good relationship with at least one parent.

Substance Abuse
Substance abuse is often part of the fabric of fam-
ily life and usually has an effect on the partner 
relationship and on child development. For the 
purposes of this discussion, substance abuse is 
defined as serious and persistent problems with 
alcohol and/or other substances and does not refer 
specifically to a clinical diagnosis. Substance abuse 
is often described as a family problem, not only 
because of its effect on the entire family system but 
also because of the growing evidence of a strong 
genetic component in the etiology of substance 
abuse (Bierut, 2011). The effect of substance abuse 
on the partner relationship and the impact of ado-
lescent substance abuse on the family are discussed 
briefly here, followed by a larger discussion of the 
impact of parental substance abuse on children.

Kenneth Leonard and Rina Eiden (2007) 
reviewed the evidence about the impact of alcohol 
abuse on marital satisfaction and marital violence. 
They conclude that alcohol abuse has an adverse 
effect on marital satisfaction and stability, espe-
cially among couples where one partner is abusing 
alcohol and the other partner is not. They also 
conclude that there is evidence of a strong associa-
tion between excessive alcohol consumption and 
intimate partner violence. Consistent with a fam-
ily life cycle perspective, they found evidence that 
family transitions can affect patterns of alcohol use 
for both men and women, with excessive drinking 
declining in the transition to marriage and during 
pregnancy and increasing in the postnatal period. 
There is also strong evidence that excessive alco-
hol use increases after divorce but may decrease 
for women divorcing from spouses with alcohol 
problems.

Some evidence also exists that adolescent sub-
stance abuse problems change the nature of parent–
child relationships, with parents changing their 
discipline methods in response to the substance 
abuse (Mezzich et al., 2007). There is also evidence 
that adolescent substance abuse increases parental 
stress and sometimes results in increased use of 
alcohol among parents (Leonard & Eiden, 2007). 
Parents may need family support and training in 
coping responses, as well as social policies that 
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allow family leave from work when faced with an 
adolescent with substance abuse problems (Deater-
Deckard, 2004).

By one estimate, one in four children in the 
United States is exposed to a family member’s alco-
hol abuse, and one in six children live with parents 
who abuse illicit drugs (VanDeMark et al., 2005). 
Although research finds that parental substance 
abuse does not always lead to an unacceptable level 
of parenting (Coyle et al., 2009; Havnen, Breivik, 
Stormark, & Jakobsen, 2011; Street, Harrington, Chi-
ang, Cairns, & Ellis, 2004), there is much empirical 
evidence that parental substance abuse often impairs 
parental functioning. Brynna Kroll (2004) reviewed 
the empirical literature on the experiences of chil-
dren who grow up in families where adult use of 
alcohol and other substances is problematic. A num-
ber of negative effects on children were noted. In all 
the reviewed studies, secrecy and denial about the 
substance abuse were organizing features of family 
life, cutting the family off from extended family and 
community supports. Children often become afraid 
and mistrustful of outsiders who try to help, fearing 
being taken from their parent(s), among other fears.

Adult children of alcoholics report pervasive 
loss and grief, including loss of feeling loved, loss 
of a reliable parent, loss of a “normal” lifestyle, 
and loss of childhood itself. And while not all sub-
stance-abusing parents abuse their children, there 
is an increased risk of child maltreatment while 
using. Given that substance abuse is often charac-
terized by cycles of relapse and recovery, parental 
substance abuse does not mean that everything 
falls apart, particularly during phases of abstinence 
or reduced use, but parental conflict and fighting 
do typically increase during periods of excessive 
substance use. Children’s lives are often dominated 
by the needs, feelings, and behaviors of substance-
abusing parents. The children sometimes become 
caregivers to their parents, putting them to bed 
when they are drunk or cleaning up after a parent 
who urinates on the floor. There is considerable 
evidence that substance-abusing parents engage in 
less monitoring of their children’s behavior.

Research has also found parental substance 
abuse to be a risk factor for child behavior prob-
lems as well as depression and anxiety (Barnard &  

McKeganey, 2004). School performance often  
suffers in children of substance-abusing parents, 
as do peer relationships. Parental substance abuse 
during childhood is also associated with young-
adult difficulties with romantic partnerships  
(Fischer, Lyness, & Engler, 2010).

Although parental substance abuse is a risk 
factor in child development, some substance-
abusing parents are able to manage family life in 
a way that supports healthy child development. 
James Coyle and colleagues (2009) were interested 
in family functioning in families affected by paren-
tal alcohol abuse, particularly in the dimensions 
of family functioning that allowed these families 
to be resilient. Their statistical analysis identified 
families who were functioning at above-average, 
average, and below-average levels, according to 
standardized measures. Their research provides 
support for Froma Walsh’s (2006) model of family 
resilience, in which aspects of belief systems, fam-
ily organization, and communication processes 
allow families to be resilient in the face of adver-
sity. They found that families who functioned 
well on one of these dimensions functioned well 
on all three. Levels of social functioning were 
not related to social class or parental education. 
They did find, however, that Black families with 
a substance-abusing parent were more likely to 
have above-average or average functioning than 
White and Native American families, even though 
the Black families were, overall, in the lower end 
of the range of economic resources and reported 
more stressful life events.

Other research that has looked at the strengths 
of substance-abusing parents has focused on those 
parents in treatment. This research finds that 
these parents are self-critical about their abilities 
to parent while abusing substances but also report 
making attempts to combine their substance abuse 
with efforts to ensure that the needs of their chil-
dren were being met. The desire to look after their 
children properly or to get the children back from 
substitute care is a powerful motivator to stop using 
alcohol and/or other drugs (Fraser, McIntyre, & 
Manby, 2009; Tracy & Martin, 2007).

Some researchers report that substance-abus-
ing mothers feel overwhelming guilt and shame 
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about the impact their substance abuse has on 
their parenting (K. Cox, 2000). In a study of moth-
ers in treatment, 68% of whom had “lost” children 
to substitute care, Tracy and Martin (2007) found 
that 90% of the mothers viewed their relationships 
with their children as close, and 84% reported that 
their children provide as much support for sobriety 
as the adults in their lives do. The emotional care 
provided by children of substance-abusing parents 
is often noted in the literature by such terms as “role 
reversal,” “parental child,” or “parentification,” all 
of which suggest a negative impact on the child of 
providing such care. One research team (Godsall, 
Jurkovic, Emshoff, Anderson, & Stanwyck, 2004) 
examined the relationships between parental alco-
hol misuse and parentification and children’s self-
concept. They found that African American child 
participants scored higher on self-concept than 
European American children. They suggest that the 
concept of parentification, and similar concepts, 
may not be applicable to African American families 
and other collectivist-oriented families where close 
kinship networks are valued. They further suggest 
that considerable caregiving responsibilities in the 
context of close kinship ties may not have negative 
effects for children who are also receiving support 
and caring. Caregiving by children may be a part 
of a pattern of “filial responsibility” and not inter-
preted as unjust by the children.

In interpreting their finding that African 
American families with alcohol-abusing parents 
score better on family functioning than other such 
families, Coyle et al. (2009) note that Froma Walsh’s 

(2006) model of family resilience indicates that 
flexibility in family structure in times of adversity 
serves as a shock absorber and fosters family resil-
ience. Walsh (2006) also identifies family belief 
systems as sources for resilience, and Coyle et al. 
(2009) note that other researchers have found 
that cultural pride, kinship, spirituality, and high 
expectations for children are common in African 
American families. Coyle et al. (2009) suggest that 
struggling families may best be helped by identi-
fying possible cultural beliefs, locating resources 
outside the nuclear family, becoming more flexible 
in family roles, and improving communication. You 
may recognize this as consistent with Walsh’s model 
of family resilience that identifies belief systems, 
organizational patterns, and communication as the 
ingredients for family resilience.

Critical Thinking Questions 10.5

Three challenges to family life are discussed in 
the previous section: family violence, divorce, and 
substance abuse. If you were to be my coauthor 
on this chapter for the sixth edition of the book, 
what advice would you give me about the most 
important challenges facing families today? Are 
family violence, divorce, and substance abuse new 
or enduring challenges for families in the United 
States? Do these challenges appear to occur across 
cultural lines—across traditional, modern, and post-
modern cultures (review Chapter 8 for descriptions 
of these three types of culture)?

Implications for Social Work Practice

This discussion of families and family life, in the context of larger social systems, suggests several practice 
principles:

	• Assess families from a variety of theoretical perspectives. Given recent economic shifts, be particularly aware 
of the impact of changes in larger systems on families’ resources and functioning.

	• Recognize the diversity of family structures represented by the families with whom you work and be sensitive 
to the relative strengths and weaknesses of each of these family structures.

	• Develop awareness of economic diversity among families and the different economic and other resources 
available to the families you serve.
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CHAPTER 10 FAMILIES  379

	• Develop awareness of cultural diversity among families and a commitment to culturally sensitive practice that 
involves ongoing learning both about and from families that are different from your own.

	• Use appropriate family assessment tools, including the genogram, ecomap, and timeline, to help you develop 
a more comprehensive understanding of the families with which you work.

	• Give families credit for struggling well in adverse circumstances.
	• Understand policies and changes at the state and national levels and the ways they affect both your own work 

and the lives of all families—particularly lower-income, stressed families.
	• Where appropriate, encourage family members to become involved in neighborhood, local, state, and 

national efforts for positive change.
	• As appropriate, work toward your agency’s becoming involved in policy and advocacy work on behalf of 

families, including development of needed programs and services.

Key Terms

ABC-X model of family stress and 
coping

cohabiting
differentiation of self
family
family ecomap
family economic stress model
family investment model

family life cycle perspective
family of origin
family resilience perspective
family systems perspective
family timeline
feminist perspective on families
genogram
intersectionality feminist theory

lone-parent families
multilevel family practice model
nonnormative stressors
normative stressors
stress pileup
transition points
triangulation

Active Learning

1. Theory and your family. We have used different theoretical lenses to look at the family of Bobby Sharpe. 
If you were a social worker working with a family similar to the Sharpes, you would want to be aware of  
how your own family experiences influence your practice with families. You can use theory to help you do 
that as well. To begin this process, reflect on the following questions related to your family of origin and your 
childhood:

	• What value was placed on connectedness, and what value was placed on the differentiated self?
	• What were the external boundaries—who was in and who was out of the family? What were the commonly 

shared beliefs? What roles did family members play? What were the patterns of communication?
	• Were there any transition points that were particularly difficult for your family? What made those transitions 

difficult?
	• How traditional were the gender roles in your family? How was power distributed?
	• Can you recall any periods of stress pileup? If so, how did your family cope during those periods?
	• How did your family use belief systems, organizational patterns, and communication to be resilient in the 

face of adversity?

After you have reflected on these questions, write a brief paper addressing the following points:

	• Summarize your reflections on each question.
	• How do you think your experiences in your family of origin might serve as a barrier or an aid in work with 

a family similar to the Sharpe family?
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2. Visualizing your family. Sometimes we learn new things about families when we prepare visual representations of 
them. There are several tools available for doing this. You will use three of them here to visualize your own family.

	• Referring to Exhibit 10.2, prepare a multigenerational genogram of your family, going back to your maternal 
and paternal grandparents.

	• Referring to Exhibit 10.3, prepare a family ecomap of your current family situation.
	• Referring to Exhibit 10.4, prepare a family timeline, beginning at the point of your birth or earlier if you think 

there were significant earlier events that need to be noted.

After you have prepared these materials, work in small groups in class to discuss how useful each tool was in 
helping you think about your family of origin. Were any new insights gained from using these visual tools? What 
is your overall reaction to using tools like these to understand your family?

Web Resources

Administration for Children & Families (ACF): 
www.acf.hhs.gov

Site of ACF, a government agency that is part 
of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, contains fact sheets about children and 
families and information about ACF programs 
such as child support enforcement, Head Start, and 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).

Council on Contemporary Families: www 
.contemporaryfamilies.org

Official site of the Council on Contemporary 
Families, a nonprofit organization that promotes 
an inclusive view of families, contains information 
and research on families, along with links to other 
Internet resources.

Families and Work Institute: www 
.familiesandwork.org

Site contains information on work–life 
research, community mobilization forums, infor-
mation on the Fatherhood Project, and frequently 
asked questions.

Forum on Child and Family Statistics: www 
.childstats.gov

Official website of the Federal Interagency 
Forum on Child and Family Statistics offers easy 
access to federal and state statistics and reports 
on children and families, including international 
comparisons.

National Council on Family Relations (NCFR): 
www.ncfr.org

Site contains publications, news, and profes-
sional resources.

Student Study Site

Sharpen your skills with SAGE edge at edge.sagepub.com/hutchisonpe5e 

SAGE edge for students provides a personalized approach to help you accomplish your coursework goals 
in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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