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The family in the 21st century

So to begin—the family in the st century is, interestingly, 

as it has always been. 

By this I mean that when we think of family, we picture 

it as a place of unique relationships focused around a mar-

riage—a mum and a dad—and then siblings and grandparents, 

and often aunts, uncles and cousins, too. 

The thing that springs to mind, initially, for the majority 

of people, is: mum, dad, marriage—and then, perhaps, the sur-

rounding web of kinship. This is still the case despite widely 

reported social changes.

This classic family structure is not a figment of our imagi-

nation; it is the experience of the majority, and most likely, 

despite some serious threats that my colleagues will elaborate 

on during the day, it will continue to be so during the st 

century.

So, the experience of family structure in my own country, 

for example, consists, predominantly, of married couples. 

According to the New Zealand national census (),1 

 of two parent families are married parent families.2 And 

in spite of sensationalist reporting, this is happily so.

Definition of family

So what is the family in the st century? It is the union of a 

man and a woman in a committed monogamous relationship, 

that I will call marriage. And this is a natural and universal 

phenomenon. 

Family is thus the most basic social bond—rooted in human 

biology and cultural convention. 

Family is also the most basic social unit within society, 

and genuine communities flow from it—flow from the 

commitment of mothers and fathers to their children and 

grandchildren.

What does the family do? Family is the home to human 

relationships. It shapes human identity and character, and it 

places a pattern before us on how to relate to one another. 

Family, in this context, is also, therefore, for bearing and 

raising children. 

Our family is our first school, our first hospital—in fact, it 

is the first society we encounter. 

Of huge importance, and mentioned only a moment ago, 

it also connects the generations and sustains social order. 

Alternative family forms

While the family in the st century is as it has always been, 

there are, however, a variety of other family forms.

Deleire and Kalil () state that there are at least twelve 

family forms common today, especially given the prevalence of 

divorce and re-partnering. 

These family forms include 

• never married single mothers; 

• never married single mothers in multi-generational 

(grandparent) households; 

• single mothers with cohabiting males; 
• divorced single mothers; 

• divorced single mothers in multi-generational (grandpar-

ent) households; 

and 

• single father families (in the same variations as single 

mothers); 

and 

• grandparent households with no parent present;

and 

• two cohabiting couples with one non-biological parent; 

• two biological cohabiting parents; 

During the course of the paper, I will describe the family in the st century. I will note various 

family forms and then speak about the outcomes for children from these. 

I will suggest that the family, as it is traditionally understood, generally provides the best outcomes for children 

as they prepare for adult life; that substantive research indicates that children nurtured by a two-biological-parent 
married couple fare better across a wide range of outcomes than those from other family forms. 

I will argue that if we accept that raising children is vital to the social good, then we should ask what environ-

ment provides the best preparation for life for our children. 

My contention is that the two-biological-parent married couple is generally the best environment for preparing 

children for life.

This being the case, I will ask why the family—as it has been classically understood—has been injured, and 

what policies and initiatives might restore its dignity.

Introduction
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Whether this has emerged through the aforementioned 

Nietzsche’s will to power (characterised, for example, by iden-

tity politics) or through John Dewey’s Copernican revolution 

in education (), which, in the mould of Rousseau’s Emile 

places the child at the centre of learning, thus displacing an 

external authority, the effect is the same. It is, for better or 

worse, self-centredness.

If more time were available we might consider how Kant’s 

work also opened the way for the degree of epistemic scepti-

cism that is prevalent today. Truth is held to be tenuous and 

claims of truth are associated, negatively, with claims to power.

Summary to date

Why have we had this excursus? We are considering family 

forms, and I would like to suggest that some of the forms, 

which I described earlier, have become acceptable because of 

the impact, however indirectly, of Rousseau and particularly 

Kant’s thought. In a nutshell, I am arguing that ideas have 

consequences. To the medieval and early modern mind a 

single parent by personal choice or a same-sex marriage would 

have been incomprehensible: it would have been implausible, 

even—an impossible contradiction. However, in the minds of 

many, even as I speak, it is ok. 

And nor am I advocating a return to medieval times! My 

point is that Kant and Rousseau’s ideas crystallized into the 

western pre-occupations with individualism and self-centred-

ness.3 For the family, this means that partnering, child-bearing, 

and child-rearing are now meant to serve and fulfil individu-

alistic desires, rather than serve as the foundation for kinship, 

posterity, and, ultimately, survival. 

When we apply this to our own lives, we think of our 

needs and wants in priority to those of our children, our mar-

riages and other relationships. Personal satisfaction becomes 

the guiding principle for life. Other people, prior obligations 

and the significance of family form do not feature in our 

calculations.

Signposting

So where am I going with this talk. I have argued that de facto 

the family is what it has always been; that is, that the fam-

ily of the st century is the union of a man and a woman in 

marriage, and that it is a natural and universal phenomenon. I 

have suggested that it is the most basic unit of society and it is 

the cradle of identity and education for children. I have also 

referred to other family forms. I have tried to explain why they 

might have become part of our social landscape.

I will now go on to argue that social science data indicates 

that generally children do better in terms of preparation for 

life when they are raised in a two-biological-married parent 
home—a traditional family unit—than in other family forms. 

And if this is the case, then with reference to the common 

good, we should look for ways to honour and vitalise this 

family form, while not neglecting to improve the outcomes 

for children from other family forms. Our priorities, however, 

might wish to be directed to the family form that, all things 

being equal, pre-eminently prepares children for life: the two-

biological-married parent family.

A qualification

Before I turn to the best data available on outcomes for 

children, I would like to draw attention again, momentarily, 

to family forms that are not social constructs designed for 

immediate personal gratification. These family forms are the 

consequences of circumstances. When a spouse dies a family still 

exists. Similarly, even amid separation or divorce a family is 

extant. These families are a fact of life. We will hope to assist 

them and work for better outcomes for their children, but they 

represent a very different policy and societal proposition to 

those family forms that have recently emerged, simply because 

they are personally desirable and socially permissible. 

A second caveat

A second, and very important, point to note is process. By 

this I mean how functional a family is. This is a question of 

relationships. 

The research I am about to cite clearly articulates that while 

children from a two-biological-married parent family do better 

than children who are raised in other family forms, they only 

do so in low-conflict situations (Amato ). In other words, 

children don’t necessarily do well in high-conflict traditional 

families where, for example, violent physical and verbal fights 

are common between parents. They might do better in other 

family forms. Common sense alone would suggest this.

A third caveat

I do need, also, to state that the majority of the studies men-

tioned (with the exception of McLanahan and Sandefur () 

and Deliere and Kalil ()) whilst highly regarded among so-

cial scientists in academia, fail to include controls for selection 
effects and did not use longitudinal data sets. 

This means that it is difficult to know whether the selection pro-
cess in marriage between a husband and wife anticipates better 
outcomes for children because of the man and woman involved, 

or whether the institution of marriage provides something for 

children in its own right.

Summary of caveats

These caveats on family functionality and marriage partner 

selection noted, I would now like to return to the proposition 

that children from a two-biological-married parent family 

have better life outcomes in certain known domains than 

those from other family forms. 

If we accept that success in these domains is critical for 

the common good, then it is reasonable to ask how we can 
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Furthermore, cohabitation does not appear to have a 

similar effect to marriage with regard to the presence of a 

male father figure, the presence of a non-biological partner in 

a household has been found to have no observable benefit for 

children, when compared to children living with single parents 

(Lamb and Manning, ). Much more seriously, some re-

searchers suggest that the most dangerous place for a child to 

be, in terms of family forms, is with a non-biologically related 

male. 

So, for instance, Margolin () found that  percent 

of child abuse occurred within single-parent homes and  

percent of this abuse was committed by mothers’ boyfriends 

who carried out only . percent of the child care. Homicide 

risks have also been found to be  times higher from male 

step-parent care givers, as opposed to natural fathers (Daly 

and Wilson, ).

Relationship instability and/or lower levels of parental 

investment appear to be the strongest contributing factors 

towards lower quality outcomes for children in the cohabiting 

family type. This is because higher incomes do not seem to 

significantly impact outcomes for children within cohabit-

ing families (Brown ). It should be mentioned that this 

was one of the strongest findings in the research I am cit-

ing, indicating that family structure effect was strongest for 

adolescents, even after controls were added to differentiate the 

effects of income and parental resources. 

Step-families

Moving on to step-families: biological father absence seems to 
place teenage girls at greater risk of early sexual activity and preg-
nancy (Pong and Dronkers et al ) and adversely affect school 
achievement (Maley, ; Carlson, ). 

Furthermore, family change in general seems to be associ-

ated with early sexual activity and youth offending (Fergusson, 

). 

Moreover, children from cohabiting step-parent families 

have lower school achievement than those from married parent 

families (Brown, ). 

Overall, it appears that the main disadvantage within step-

parent families stems from lower than average levels of emo-

tional well-being for children, most likely linked to lower levels 

of parental support and encouragement, as opposed to income 

disadvantage (Thomson Hanson and McLanahan, ). 

Again, a critical issue here, as it is with other family forms, is 

the relational investment that a biological parent makes in 

their child. Step-families, by their very nature, will find this 

more difficult than two-biological-parent married couples.

  
Married parent families

Children from married parent families are more likely to gradu-
ate from high school and attain the highest levels of educational 
achievement. They are also less likely to engage in early sexual 
activity, or fall into alcohol and drug abuse. They are less likely, too, 

to exhibit behavioural problems (Hao and Xie, ; Thomson 

Hanson and McLanahan, ; Lamb and Manning, ). 

Interestingly, marital status does appear to have a direct 

effect on child outcomes. So, for example, children living with 

step-parents who subsequently married showed marked im-

provements across a range of outcomes, including educational 

attainment and lowered levels of behavioural problems (Lamb 

and Manning, ). 

Additionally, marriage appears to have a general protec-

tive effect on children, against a range of negative outcomes. 

Lamb and Manning’s () findings are particularly impor-

tant insofar as they measure the relationship between marital 

status and the presence of biological parents, showing a clear 

benefit for married parent families over and above cohabiting 

parent families.

Summary

The findings I have briefly outlined show that children from 

married parent biological families fare better across every mea-

sured outcome. 

The benefits derived from an intact married family seem pri-
marily to be related to higher levels of income and greater degrees 
of parental investment, support and social capital (Thomson 

Hanson and McLanahan, ). 

These benefits speak of higher educational achievement, 

relating to personal confidence in a child and social capital at 

home; fewer behavioural problems and better social integra-

tion in relation to the workforce and future family relation-

ships; less likelihood of early sexual relationships, teenage 

pregnancies and the difficulties these pose health-wise and 

socially; and better physical and mental health, that in turn 

will lead to better participation in society and greater benefits 

to the common good.

While some of these advantages can often be found in two-

parent families, the research indicates that the most uniform 
advantage is directly linked to children living with married parents.

Implications of findings

If we accept the evidence of social science with respect to the 

effect a two-biological-married couple has on life outcomes for 

children, then we will consider ways to strengthen the success 

of the two-biological-married couple in their marriage and 

in their raising of children. We might also ask how we can 

improve the life outcomes for children in other family forms. 

One simple action that society can take is to urge couples 

to consider marriage seriously, knowing that its benefits are 

tangible.

Recommendations 

I will now make five suggestions with regard to legislation, 

policy and society that might help promote a marriage culture 

and a subsequent investment in our children both for their 
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My contention is that the optimal environment for rais-

ing children is the traditional, or classic family form, as it is 

described in common law—that is the two-biological-parent 

married couple.

This contention is supported by a substantial and growing 

body of evidence among social scientists that indicates that 

children from such a family—the family of the st century—

fare better across a wide range of outcomes than those from 

other family forms. 

Additionally, I have asked that honest efforts in culture 

be made that show marriage for what it really is. And further, 

that policy-makers and legislators consider a “Marriage Act”, 

revisit welfare and tax arrangements, and encourage educa-

tors to work with the various institutions of civil society, to 

strengthen marriage in schooling and in our communities.
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Woodward, Lianne, David M. Fergusson, and L. John Hor-

 These statistics are taken from the  census. Data from 

more recent surveys is not yet available in this and other 

domains. Statistics New Zealand does note however, that 

“the proportion of adults in partnerships other than legal 

marriage increased from . percent in  to . in 

. This increase occurred across all age groups, with  

to  years being the most common age for people being in 

other relationships.” http://xtabs.stats.govt.nz/eng/Table-

Finder/index.asphttp://xtabs.stats.govt.nz/eng/TableFind-

er/index.asp < September >.

 This figure includes all marriages, not just first time mar-

riages.

 It goes without saying that the impact of Kant and Rous-

seau was also for good. Their work brought freedom—in-

tellectually and creatively, and inspired mankind to think 

for itself in new and positive ways. However, I think it is 

reasonable to suggest, in accordance with the law of unin-

tended consequences, that their work opened up avenues 

of thought and action that have had a negative impact on 

society, especially in terms of community, family and edu-

cation.

 Hao and Xie () speculate that this could be connected 

to the fact that a cohabiting union is, by its very nature, al-

ready relatively unstable. A proposition supported by Susan 

Brown (; ).

 http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/bd/-/bd.

htm < September >.

 Officially known as: Pub. L. No. -,  Stat.  

(Sept. , ).

 http://www.tki.org.nz/r/nzcurriculum/pdfs/curriculum-

framework-draft.pdf#search=%curriculum%framewor

k%draft%tki% < September >. .

 I say “sensitively”, because we face the reality of a diversity of 

family forms that are usually characterized by commitment 

and love. This does not, however, free us from the conclu-

sions, implications and hence obligations that social-science 

research has rendered during the last  years on family 

forms. Our thoughts and efforts should be towards our 

children and their best interests.  

A second consideration is on tolerance. Tolerance, properly 

conceived, is a positive value, and a schooling that taught 

intolerance on family forms would be unwise and damaging.
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