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I. Introduction: A mixture of the traditional and the new

British nation is considered to be the most conservative in Europe. The best examples of it are their queen, money system, their weights and measures, and of course most their traditions and customs. In Britain they still calculate distances in milers and they still drive on the left. Many of the British roads follow ancient roman roads and you have to pay at some old roll bridges dating back hundreds of years. In London they still have double-decker buses and black London cabs.

Foreigners coming to Britain are struck at once by quite a number of customs and peculiarities in the English life. If you arrive in Great Britain you’ll hear the word “tradition” everywhere. Englishmen have sentimental love for things and traditions. They never throw away old things.

In many houses in Great Britain they have fire-places and though bedrooms are awfully cold thin England people do not want have central heating because they do not want to have changes.

Therefore the Yeomen-Warders are dressed in traditional medieval clothes and the traditional dress of the Horse Guards regiment has existed since the twelfth century.

In the House of Lords of the British Parliament there are two rows of benches for lords and a sack of wool for the Lord Chancellor to sit on it. This is so because in the old times wool made England rich and powerful. In the House of Commons you will see two rows of benches for the two parties: the government on one side and the opposition – on the other. In front of the benches there is the strip on a carpet and when a member speaking in the House puts his foot beyond that strip, there is a shout “Order!.” These dates from the time when the members had swords on them and during the discussion might want fighting. The word “order” reminded them that no fighting was allowed in the House.
Another old custom remains from the time when there were a lot of robbers in London. In those days the shouting “Who goes home?” was often heard in the Houses of Parliament and the members went in groups along the dark narrow streets of the old city. In modern London with its well-lit streets shouting “Who goes home?” is still heard.

But when we speak about contemporary Britain we should mention that nowadays it is a mixture of the traditional and the new. It still has a royal family, people still eat fish and chips, and there are still pretty villages with old fashioned pubs. At the same time it is a growing multi–ethnic and multicultural society developing in many fields – the arts, architecture, science, education, finance and politics. So we may say that Britain is a place that is changing all the time. And in my work I try to analyse only changes in the family life that the English people couldn’t resist. I would like to answer the question if the British family is in decline and what are the main features of a present day family. 
II. The main part: The changing world of the British family
1. British families in the past and nowadays

Many people think there was once a golden age in which the world was filled with families. The mother ran the house, and the father went out to work to bring back enough money for this ideal family to live its life. The family – mother, father and three or four healthy, happy children – would go out for an occasional treat. Roles were very clear for the parents and children. Discipline within the family unit was strong, and moral standards were high. This image is the kind of family life people mean when they talk about «Victorian values».

It is doubtful many families ever lived such a life, especially in Victorian times. Working hours were long for most families, and children were often poorly fed and badly clothed. The vision of a golden age is based perhaps on how we think perfect family life should be.

Some sociologists argue that the nature of the family is constantly changing and that there is no point in making comparisons with families of a generation ago. However, people continue to hope for a stable family life. Marriage has not gone out of fashion; although the number of divorces has increased, so has the number of divorced people who will marry again. 

What is clear about Britain nowadays is that it is more socially acceptable to have alternative life styles, relationships and ways of bringing up children that it has ever been. It is also easier to remove oneself from an unhappy family situation. In most social groups, divorce is no longer seen as taboo. One – parent families are common. Many children are given more freedom when young; when they move away from home, they move earlier (usually at around 18), and go further. People experiment with relationships before committing themselves to marriage and there is greater acceptance of more sexual relationships. In Britain’s multi–cultural society there are many examples of different ways of living. Nowadays our primary sexual characteristics – whether we are men or women – no longer seem to completely dictate what roles we should take in life.    
2. The family is still a powerful symbol
There are many different views on family life. Some people could not do without the support and love of their families. Others say it the source of most of our problems and anxieties. Whatever the truth, the family is definitely a powerful symbol. Turn on the television or open a magazine and you will see advertisements featuring happy, balanced families. Politicians often try to win votes by standing for “family” values: respect for parental authority, stability in marriage, chastity and care for the elderly. 
Sociologists divide families into two general types: the nuclear family and the extended family, which may include three or more generations living together. In industrialized countries, and increasingly in the large cities of developing counties, the nuclear family is regarded as normal. Most people think of it as consisting of two parents and two children. In fact, the number of households containing a nuclear family is shrinking year by year. There are people who say that the family unit in Britain is in crisis and that traditional family life is a thing of the past. This is of great concern to those who think a healthy society is dependent upon a stable family life. They see many indications that the family is in decline, in such things as the acceptance of sex before marriage, the increased number of one-parent families, the current high divorce rate and what they see as a lack of discipline within the family. Some politicians blame social problems, such as drug taking and juvenile crime, on a disintegrating family life. 
Concern that the family is in a state of crisis is not new in Britain. In the nineteenth century, many legislators and reformers were saying the same. It was also a concern between the two World Wars, and in the 1980s it became a continuous political issue.
There is no definition of a “normal” family. Broadly speaking, the family is group of people related by blood or law, living together or associating with one another for a common purpose. 

That purpose is usually to provide shelter and food, and to bring up children. The nature of the family keeps changing: there are a number of types family that exist in a society at any one time.

“There is no such thing as society”, Mrs. Thatcher once said “Only individual men and women, and families.” Many people disagree with her, but there remains a strong feeling that the “nuclear” family is the basic unit of society, and that traditional family values remain the mainstay of national life.

The nuclear family is usually pictured as a married couple, with two children, ideally a girl and boy, and perhaps their grandmother, or “granny”, in the background.


As a picture of the way most British live, this becomes increasingly unrealistic each year.

3. Marriages and divorces


In Britain you can get married in a church or in a registry office. But the proportion of the population who are married has decreased. In 1971 71% of men and 65% of women aged. 16 and over in England and Wales were married; in 2002 this was 54% of men and 50% of women. Over the same period the proportion that were single or divorced increased, while the proportion of those who were widowed remained fairly constant. First marriages account 83% of all marriages in 1970 but for only 59% in 2002. In the 60s of the 20th century there was a marked tendency for earlier marriages: young people married in their late teens or early 20. The trend of the 60s towards earlier marriages was reversed at the beginning of the 70s. Since then there has been a slow increase in the average age for the first marriages, which in England and Wales is now just over 26 for men and 24 for women.
People get married at a later age now and many women do not want to have children immediately. They prefer to do well at their jobs first. So they often decide not have a baby until they are in their late thirties or even forties.
Age at first marriage has risen to between the mid to late twenties not only in Britain, but in all regions of the world. Often due to better educational and employment opportunities for women.

This does not mean that there are fewer marriages in Britain. Marriages are as popular as ever, with 4000,000 weddings yearly. But in 1961 86 percent of all marriages were for the first time, while today 37 percent are second–time marriages for 
at least one partner. This figure implies a high yearly divorce rate, and this has risen to be the highest in Europe.

In fact, more than one in three first marriages ends’ in divorce, one quarter of first marriages failing in the first five years. Research shows that the rate is highest among those on a low income and those who marry very young, say under the age of 24.
Although 85 percent of British people marry, for many the reality falls short of the dream. Statistics suggest that if you are getting married in the UK today there is a 40 percent chance that you will ultimately divorce. In the USA the figure is almost 50 percent. Each year 150,000 British children see their parents’ marriage break up. These figures amount to a national tragedy. Theories about what is going wrong vary sociologists, psychiatrists point to changing nature of marriage.
Until 30 years ago, marriage was a contract of social roles. The role of the husband was to be “head of the bread-winner, the decision-maker, the ambassador of the family to the outside world; and the woman was the child-bearer and the home-maker”.

The emancipation of women has changed all this. Marriage is now a relation-ship of intimacy and love rather that a contract of social roles. This is “causing havoc” because we have not been taught the necessary skills to make it work. He has greeted recent British Government proposals for divorce law reform as “a step in the right direction”. David Sheppard, Anglican Bishop of Liverpool, speaks of the individualistic consumer society, where there is a supermarket shelf-life for everything. “Young people won’t make lasting commitments of any kind”.
In the past people got married and stayed married, divorce was very difficult and took a long time. The only reason for a short marriage was usually the death of the husband or wife. In 1969, the divorce laws were changed and divorce became quicker and easier.

Britain has one of the highest divorce rates in Western Europe. The European average is 6,9 per thousand. The divorce rate in Britain has been increasing steadily, about 167 700 divorces were granted in the UK in 2002, 2,5% more than in 2001. In 1988 it was 129 for every 1000 married couple in England and Wales, while in 1961     only 2. Nowadays one in almost every two marriages ends in divorce. He rates for Scotland and Northern Ireland are much lower.

Divorce is considered to be the second most stressful life event for adults after the death of a spouse, and research shows that it increases the likelihood of children becoming criminals, doing badly at school or themselves becoming divorcees. Admissions to psychiatric care are four to six times higher for divorced people than for those who are married. And “most divorced people become financially worse off”.

	Britain


	1961
	-
	  2/1000 married couples

	
	1988
	-
	129/1000 married couples

	
	2002
	-
	300/1000 married couples

	Europe
	2002
	-
	6,9/1000 married couples


4. Nuclear families

Social attitudes and behaviour are undoubtedly changing. The number of people living alone has risen significantly, from one in ten in 1951 to one in four thirty years later. By the end of the century it is expected to rise to one in three. In the same period the proportion of households containing five or more people has dropped from one in five to fewer than one in ten. The British are clearly becoming a more solitary nation in their living habits. This will have social implications, for example housing needs in the future.
The image of the traditional Brinish household of the 50s with 3-4 children in a family has changed. Nowadays only 7% of British families consist of 5 or more people. The average British couple today has only 1,8 children. 29% of the married couples have no children, 28% - have one-member families (widows or divorced men), 19% - lone parent families with children. The great majority of single parents are women. There has also been a sharp rise in the rate of illegitimacy. More than 2/5 of all births were babies born outside marriage – non marital babies, compared with 12% in 1980.
British Family Nowadays

	Extended Families (5 or more people)

Number of children (average couple) has got

Married couples have no children

Married couples have children

One member families (widows or divorced man)

Lone parent families with children

Non marital babies
	-

-

-

-

-

-

-
	7%

1,8%

29%

28%

29%

10%

40% (in 1980 -12%)


In the past people married before they had children, but now about 40% of children in Britain are born to un married parents. Another feature of the present British family, common to many other Western European countries, has been a considerable increase in cohabitation. 18% of unmarried people aged between 16 and 59 are living with someone without being officially married. More and more couples choose not get married and with the number of divorces and second marriages increasing, the idea of the “traditional family” (two married parents an average of the two children, grandparents living nearby) is rapidly disappearing in some countries, including the UK and the USA.

	Families
	In the USA
	In the UK

	Marriages that end in divorce

Families with only one parent

Children who live in a 

single-parent home at some time

Children whose parents aren’t

married

Single parents who are men
	50%

25%

50%

33%

10%
	33%

25%

33%

40%

10%


As a result of these changes we observe problem a shift from the extended family to the nuclear family. The number of single parent families in Britain is in creasing. Single parents are usually divorced women (2/3) or women who have never married (1/3). The government gives help to single parents but money can still be a problem.
5. Low fertility rate
As in many other developed countries, the fertility rate (63 births per 1000 women of childbearing age) is low compared with past rates and it remains below the required for the long-term replacement of the population. Such factors as later marriages, postponement of childbirth, effective contraception, voluntary sterilization of men and women has contributed to the relatively low birth rate.
The number of births in Britain is falling the number of births has declined throughout the 20 century, interrupted only by two post war baby booms and a peak in the 1960s. In 1900 the fertility rate per women was 3,5 children; by 1997 this had fallen to 1,7.
Linking to this, there has also been an increasing tendency for women to have their first child later in life. As a result, the number of children born to women aged under 30 has been in decline since 1961, whereas the number born to the over 30s has been increasing.

6. Working mothers 

Until relatively recently, most mothers in Britain did not take paid work outside the home. Sometimes women did voluntary work especially those of the middle classes. However, most women’s main (unpaid) labor was to run the home and look after, their family. Whether they did these themselves or supervised other people doing it was a matter of class and money. By entering the labor market, women have now altered the face of family changed, so did the role of the man.

Recent legal changes have given women new opportunities. In 1970, the Equal Pay Act attempted to stop discrimination against women in the field of employment. In 1975 the Sex Discrimination Act was a further attempt to protect women in employment, education and other areas. The 1975 Employment Protection Act gave women the right to maternity leave. 

In 1931 less than 10% of married women were in employment: over the last 30 years the proportion of married women working has increased from 21% to 49%. About a 1/4 of women with children under the age of 5 and about 2/3 of women school-age children go out to work.
	


Women generally are spending a larger proportion of their lives in paid employment. It is now normal for a woman to be in full-time work until the birth of the first child, and an increasingly high proportion of women return to work after having a child, although this may be to a part-time job. Women are also returning to work more quickly after having a child. Britain has a high percentage of working mothers compared to some other countries (e.g. Italy, Ireland and Japan) but provisions for maternity leave and child care are amongst the lowest in Europe.
In Britain today women make up 44% of the workforce, and nearly half the mothers with children less than five years old are in paid work. It is not uncommon to find that the mother is the main breadwinner. The incentives for women to work or to return to work are increasing all the time but there are still problems for women who want or have to work. Although there is a greater acceptance of men taking more of an interest in child care and domestic duties, studies show that men’s and women’s role have not changed as much as could he expected. In most families working women are still mothers, housekeepers and income providers.
What about house work? Does the modern British man work, in the kitchen or go round, with the vacuum cleanest answer or hand up the washing to dry? Not very often is the answer. Women still do nearly all the work at home, even when they have a full time job.
	Job
	National survey

	
	women
	men

	Cooking and washing up

Cleaning and tidying up 

Gardening / looking after pets
DFY and repairs

Looking after children

Washing and ironing
	74 (min. a day)

58

21

9

46

25
	30

13

48

26

20

2


The office for national statistics published the results of a survey how much work men and women do in the home.
More men have full-time jobs (10 percent more) and men with jobs work on average about 45 minutes more a day outside at home. However women spend an hour and a half more doing housework. According to another study by Men-Gee Han of Oxford University younger men and women share housework more than older couples.

Nowadays some things have been changed. Men seem to be more interested in their homes and their children these days. Perhaps father’s interest starts at birth. Probably 95% of British fathers now watch their babies being born. 20 years ago, most fathers would not push a baby’s pram around the struts or change a baby’s clothes. They thought it was “silly or un manly”. Now most will spend much longer playing with and looking after their children. 
  But there is a stigma” attached to the phenomenon of ‘latch key kids. Society expects someone – usually the mother – to be there. Because of the difficulties of combining the mother role with the demands of a career, women’s work also tends to be low-paid irregular.

Britain is old-fashioned as regards maternity leave. If they do get maternity leave, women are often worried that, if they do not return to work quickly, they will lose their job and it is often very difficult for them to find another. Paternity leave- time  off for the father – is rare, although it is becoming common in other European countries.     
A big problem for working mothers in the UK is the low standard of child-care facilities for pre-school children. Parents may employ a nanny to come to their home or to live with them. This is very expensive and only realistic for a small percentage of families. An alternative is child-care centers run by the local council, where a child-minder looks after children during the day in their own home. It is not always easy to get a place in one of these centers. 
Once the child has reached school age, roost women in Britain work part lime, to fit in with school hours. However, this is not always possible for women who want a 

career. Recently there has been increasing pressure on the government to provide more money for state day nurseries, and on employers to establish good conditions in the workplace. 
7. The loneliness of the old generation

Birth rate tendencies have brought noticeable changes in the age distribution. There is a marked decline in proportion of young people under 16 and an increase in the proportion of elderly people, especially those aged 85 and over. Between 1971 and 2003 there was an 18% decrease in the number of children aged fewer than 16. In contrast there was 28% increase in those aged 85 and over. 15% of the population is now over 65. At the same, time fewer babies are being born. This means that the population of Britain getting older all the time.
Also fewer people live with or near their families; this means that many old people live on their own or in old people homes. Projections suggest that this aging trend will continue. The British population is already one of the oldest in Europe, and it is slowly getting older.
It’s certainly true that times are changing for the old. But not all the changes are bad ones. Modern medicine, for example, has made old people healthier than ever before. Many can now look after themselves until they are eighty or even ninety years old. Another advantage is that there are many more old people than there used to be. The average British woman lives till she is seventy-five. The average British man lives till he is seventy. This means that old people often have a good social life with their own clubs and organizations. Old people, too, have more money now than their own parents and grandparents had. The “old age pension” is small. But it does mean that old people now have enough food eat and clothes to wear. 
The biggest disadvantage of modern life is loneliness. The young leave home when they grow up and many old people live alone. Families are smaller these days. Fewer old people have brothers and sisters. An old person’s one or two children may have moved to another part of the country. Even when they live nearby, the young people have their own work to do and their own children to look after. They have not much time for the old. Problems of loneliness often start when people stop work. Going to work is, for most people the most important thing their lives. Work makes people feel useful, and keeps them in touch with their friends. When people retire (men at sixty-five, women at sixty) they often find it difficult to start a new life without their jobs.
The world has changed so fast since 1900 that it difficult for old people to understand the problems of the young. When the eighty-year-olds of today were children, there were no planes, radios or TV sets. There was no medical treatment for illnesses like tuberculosis, and no nuclear bomb. It’s not surprising that there is a “generation gap” which divides the old from the young. And the world is changing even faster these days than it was fifty years ago. It makes you think, doesn’t it? What will it be like when today’s young people are old? It’s certainly true that times are changing for the old. 
8. Young people and their upbringing

Despite media reports, not all young in Britain are punks or football hooligan. There is a wide cross-section of youth from the Young Conservatives to Rastafarians, from skinheads to pupils at expensive private schools. 

19th-century Victorian attitudes about how children should be brought up have largely disappeared and less strict. Many young people in Britain have a considerable amount of freedom and the things they are interested in reflect this: music, television, sex, fashion and money predominate. Being independent and free to choose are priorities. Attitudes towards religion and marriage have changed. Ever since the media discovered the world of a teenager, films, videos, TV programs and magazines have been marketed towards the young.
There are a number of social problems associated with being young: some schools have problems with discipline and motivation; crime and drug-taking in some areas have reached serious levels. During the 1980s unemployment among school-leaves was a particular problem, with many facing a bleak future with little hope of finding a reasonable job.
For many young people leaving home is a route to independence, although for some this may be financially impossible. Most young couples hope to be able to have their own house or flat: in modern Britain financial pressures are much mort likely to restrict this than family pressure.
Ages You Can Legally Do Thing
Age 13
may be employer part-time;

Age 14
allowed in bars but not to drink alcohol;

Age 15
legally a “young person” and not a “child”.

	Leave school

Ride a small motorbike

Buy cigarettes
Get married (with parents’ consent)

Drive a cap

Buy alcohol

Vote

Get married (without parents’ consent)
	16
16

16

16

17

18

18

18


9. The individual and the family
Relationships within the family are different now. Parents treat their children more as equals than they used to, and children have more freedom to make their own decisions. The father is more involved with bringing up the children, often because the mother goes out to work. Increased leisure facilities and more money mean that there are greater opportunities for an individual to take part in activities outside the home. Although the family holiday (usually taken in August, and often abroad) is still an important part of a family life. Many children have holiday away from their parents, often with a school party or organized group. 

Members of a family – grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins keep in touch, but they see less of each other than they used to. This is because people often move away from their home town to work, and so the family becomes scattered. Christmas is the traditional season for reunions. Although the family group is smaller nowadays than it used to be, relatives often travel many miles in order to spend holiday together. In general, each generation is keen to become independent of parents in establishing its own family unit, and this fact can lead to social as well as geographical differences within the larger family group.           
III. Conclusion: Is the British family in decline?
Having studied all the material I would try to answer the question is the British family really in decline? I don’t think so.

1. The British are clearly becoming a more solitary nation in their living habits, but not only.

2. British society. During the 20th century we observe a shift from the nuclear family toward a more diversified and largely splintered pattern of conditions that in summary are socially disintegrative and diving rise to isolation, alienation and decline. But the changes in the world are similar to those in Great Britain. 

   Changes in family structures: in the world are the following.
· A shift from extended to nuclear families as well as the rise if one-person households and of cohabitation.

· Failing fertility rates, migration, increases in divorce rates and increase in the number of older persons are responsible for smaller-size households.     

· Households size has fallen to an average of 3,7 persons in East Asia, 4,9 in Southern Asia, to 4,1 the Caribbean, 5,7 in North Africa and 2,8 in developed regions.

· Age at first marriages has risen to between the mid to late twenties in all regions of world, often due to better educational and employment opportunities for women.

· Women have fewer children later in life.

· Current fertility rates are 1,57 children per women in developed regions, 3,1 in less developed countries and 5,47 in least developed countries.

So, we may say that changes in the British family life are not an exception or a peculiar feature of this country.
Is Britain really in moral decline? It would be safer to say that moral values are changing, with less attention on traditional definitions of immorality, and greater emphasis on personal morality being rooted in kindness and respect for others.    
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