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Families and Relationships

a) Imagine you are a sociologist carrying out research into roles and relationships in the family. Think of as many 
different areas of family life that you might want to explore to find out, make a list. 

b) Next, think about the best way to get your information. Which method would work best for each area of 
family life? Pick from the following list or think of any other method: questionnaire, interview, observation, 
asking participants to keep a diary of their time use.

c) Next, predict what you think your results will show. Be ready to share this table with the rest of the group. 

Learner Resource 12 To what extent are roles and 
relationships within families and households changing?
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Families and Relationships

d) There is a range of evidence on roles and relationships in the family, summarised below. Sort the evidence into 
three groups:  
i) evidence that relationships are becoming more egalitarian  
ii) evidence that relationships remain patriarchal  
iii) other evidence.  
 
Cut out the studies and stick them in groups onto a piece of paper, with the question at the top ‘Are relationships 
becoming more egalitarian’. Leave some space at the top and at the bottom. 

e) Taking it further: add a criticism of each piece of research.  
Write a summary of the debate from a feminist perspective. 
Colour code the research evidence in two categories: it is about housework or is it related to power relationships? 
Write a list of all the important concepts in the grid.

f ) Look at the evidence for and against this argument and write an introduction and a conclusion to the debate.

Research evidence on roles andrelationships in families

Dunne (1999) carried out research 
into lesbian couples and found an 
absence of gender scripts meant 
that relationships were far more 
equal and negotiated. Gender 
scripts are ingrained ideas about 
what men and women should do 
according to gender sterotypes. 

Oakley (1974) strongly criticised 
the methodology of Willmott and 
Young and went on to do her own 
research to prove them wrong. 
She found that women remain 
primarily responsible for domestic 
labour, despite working in paid 
labour, resulting in women feeling 
oppressed by the dual burden of 
paid work and housework.

Silver and Schor (1993) argue that 
an increase in technology has led 
to more labour saving devices 
which has meant that they have 
more time to pursue their own 
careers and interests meaning that 
relationships have become slightly 
more equal. 

Willlmott and Young (1973) carried 
out a large scale piece of research 
which they suggested showed 
that relationships are coming 
more symmetrical, meaning that 
men and women increasingly 
share the same roles and take joint 
responsibility for tasks such as 
housework.

Dunscombe and Marsden (1993) 
carried out research on 40 middle 
class couples and found that 
women felt emotionally deserted 
by their husbands. They found that 
women felt that they were carrying 
out a demanding triple shift; paid 
work, housework and emotion 
work. Emotion work includes caring 
for family members. 

Pahl and Vogler (1993) investigated 
who controls money in 
relationships and found that there 
are increasing numbers of couples 
who share a joint account, despite 
the dominant pattern being 
men controlling the finances.  
This suggests that there is a shift 
towards greater egalitarianism.

Giddens (2004) a postmodernist 
sociologist, explains how before 
modernity, there was little or no 
intimacy in love relationships. 
Today,  Giddens argues that it 
has become possible to create 
and sustain long term loving 
relationships. He claims that 
modernity led to greater equality 
and respect between adults He 
calls this type of relationship a ‘pure 
relationship’.

Gershuny (1994) used a longitudinal 
study over a period of time to 
measure the effect of women 
going to work full time. Found that 
there was lagged adaptation, that 
is, when women start to work full 
time there is a time delay before 
men begin to contribute more to 
the housework. Gershuny argues 
that men are doing more even if it 
is taking time.

Hardill, Green and Owen (1997) 
carried out research into decision-
making in middle class couples and 
found that women tend to look to 
their male partners when making 
a decision. This includes decisions 
about the mortgage, moving and 
buying cars. This, they discovered 
was common where the men 
earned more than the woman. 
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