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“Families are for giving me stuff; food, clothes, presents. Loving, caring for me, and for giving things back to”.

Family wellbeing is one of those notions that we as researchers, policy makers, practitioners, and professionals tend to talk about as if we know what it is.  We believe it is a Good Thing, and we are all dedicated to its furtherance, directly or indirectly, yet when asked to talk in specific terms the tongue tends to falter.

What is family wellbeing? Before constructing frameworks and models, it begs definition, and two prior questions call for scrutiny if we are to move toward any kind of understanding, definition, and operationalisation of family wellbeing.  What is ‘family’? And what is ‘wellbeing’?

In this paper I will address both these questions and will argue that only by identifying the word ‘family’ as a verb or an adjective rather than a noun, can we get any traction.  By identifying the functions and practices of families, we can then move toward an examination of wellbeing (defined in the dictionary as ‘the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy’) as it is linked to those aspects of families.  Furthermore, in response to the question of what is special about families as distinct from individuals living and working together, I will invoke a slightly suspect concept – that of family social capital.  It is suspect because, like so many other potentially valuable ideas, the notion of social capital has often been prostituted and diluted beyond any point of usefulness. I will, however, attempt to rescue it for the purposes of this paper. 

What is ‘family’?

Perhaps most misleading about this question is its singular form, that suggests there is just one kind of family. Yet we find its definition most often, and usually appropriately, fashioned to suit the use for which it is needed.  It is based variously on legal relationships, biological connectedness, household composition and, more recently, on groups of fictive kin that are defined as a family by the members (what I refer to as ‘families of meaning’).

How do children define families? From the mouths of babes.
As adults we tend to be either dogmatic or confused about the definition of family. Children, though, seem able and willing to talk readily about a concept that has probably never been defined for them yet about which they are remarkably clear. Several recent studies give us an indication of how they see families.  In a study of adolescents by Anyan and Pryor, we found, for example, that 80% of the young people we asked used affective terms to describe a family. Only 40% or less referred to legal, biological or cohabitational criteria for defining families.  

In another study, Rigg and Pryor asked children who they thought members of a family are. Thirty seven percent said that a family is anyone a person considers to be their family; 32% referred to the immediate family and relatives outside the household, and 25% mentioned only parents and children.  Self-definition was the case for the majority, with the household family being the basis for definition for only a quarter. It is apparent that children’s definitions reflect the ‘families of meaning’ structure as legitimate and important.  And it is not just children who see families in this way; in a recent field study of pregnant women and their partners who were asked who they would name as family, 40% named fictive kin as members of their families. 

When offered vignettes of possible family constellations and asked to say whether or not they were families, both children and adolescents in these studies endorsed a wide range of groupings as families.  
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Diversity as a virtue?
Clearly, young people recognise the demographic reality– that diverse family forms exist today. What is different about the present, though, is not that diversity in family structures exists, but that it is both more evident and apparently increasingly endorsed by large sectors of societies, existing side by side with the ‘nuclear’ family but closing in on it in terms of numbers.  There remains, however, a deeply held view that the ‘nuclear’ family, which had its heyday in the middle of last century, is the gold standard against which other forms are seen to be wanting. In turn, this leads both implicitly and explicitly to social and other forms of support being more available for ‘normal’ families than for others. 

In this regard, Scanzoni has suggested that rather than families that are not nuclear being seen as alternative or deviant, diversity is better seen in the sense in which it is used in ecology – as essential for the ‘flourishing of species’, and implying both resilience and interdependence. Resilience arises from the possibility that a range of family forms allows for the flourishing of individuals in any one of several configurations; and interdependence, between family forms as a way of fostering responsibilities and mutual support amongst family groups.  He cites the title of a symposium held in the seventies, ‘Let many flowers bloom.’

Ulrich Beck believes, however, that ‘any collectively shared definition of relationships and individual positions has gone’ in relation to families, the implication of which is that there is uncertainty of membership.  There is a normalisation of diversity, and inclusivity into a family group is as much on the basis of decision as on tradition.  

Beck notes, too, the pressures of individualisation.  At the person level, this manifests as the fact that people are required to develop their own sense of values and beliefs; no longer do they need merely to ‘learn’ what is right and wrong, but have to forge their value systems and identities themselves.  

Similarly, Beck notes the rise of social individualisation – modern institutions tend to address the individual, not the family group. This is evident in education, the work place, law, and politics, and has the effect of undermining the priority of the family as a group rather than as a collection of individuals.  At both the individual and family group level, then, Beck suggests that the development of a system of values is a challenging task made harder by social pressures toward the primacy of the individual.

Family structure, then, is both diverse and negotiated.  The implications of this are that it is challenging for the group to develop and to sustain a united identity, alongside the individual identities it comprises.  It also poses difficulties for the definition of ‘family’ in any overarching sense.  This brings us back to the idea of family as a verb or an adjective.  We ‘do’ family – but what do families do?  What are their functions?  Is it possible to identify practices and functions of families that supersede specificities of structure and relate to a group that is larger than the sum of its parts? 

The functions of families

Theresa Ooms has identified four functions of families, as guidance for policy makers in the US.  They are:

· Membership and family formation (providing a sense of belonging, family identity)

· Economic support

· Nurturance, education and socialisation (physical, psychological, social and spiritual development of family members; instilling social values and norms)

· Protection of vulnerable members

Compare these with five functions of whanau, as described by Joan Metge in New Zealand:  
· Support and succour (including economic support) 

· Care and upbringing of children (the responsibility of the whole whanau)

· Care and management of group property, including taonga and knowledge 

· Organisation of hui, especially tangihanga 

· Dealing with internal conflicts and problems 

The functions described by Ooms do not specifically mention emotional support and acceptance, which is strongly emphasized by children and explicit in functions of whananu;  Metge, conversely, does not specifically mention family formation and identity as an aspect of family functioning for whanau. At least in traditional Maori culture, however, family identity is implicit in notions of whanaunatanga, of knowing one’s lineage and ancestors.  We can safely conclude, however, that family functions probably universally include elements of fostering a sense of group belonging, of support and succour for members, of socializing the next generation (including transmission of values and knowledge), and of management of resources and conflicts.  What do families need in order to carry out these functions?  We turn now to examine the strengths that families need in order to function optimally.

Family Strengths

Stinnet and DeFrain compiled a list of family strengths that identified by family members, and derived from international surveys.  They came up with the following:

· Communication



· Togetherness




· Sharing activities



· Affection




· Support



· Acceptance




· Commitment

· Resilience


To this list we might add flexibility or adaptability, since it is identified as an aspect of strong families in many cultures.  And it is apparent from the list that these are likely to be strengths that will enable families to carry out their functions as described above.   It might be enough, then, to conclude that possession of strengths leads to the ability to function well, and that wellbeing is therefore the ability to carry out functions.  I want to suggest, however, that the concept of family social capital contributes an organizing dimension that takes us further, since mere possession of these strengths might not ensure optimal functioning. 

Family Social Capital as a framework for understanding family wellbeing

Like definitions of social capital in groups in general, the definitions of family social capital vary. Widmer has offered a definition of FSC as being  ‘the resources stemming from possession of a durable network of acquaintance or recognition’, and this has similarities with Coleman’s view of social capital as inhering in relationships within groups.  The emphasis is on the existence of networks that supply the resources needed for good functioning in family or other groups.

Bordieu suggests that  FSC refers to the ability of families to manage successfully the material and symbolic resources they possess for the benefit of their membership – in other words, to perform their functions. Here the emphasis is on the management of resources, without reference to the relationships within the group. However, Bordieu also suggests that  ‘family’ should be seen as a collective subject that feels required to act as a united body’ – essentially, a sense of being a group is needed for FSC to exist and to be accessible to family members. 

These two notions of possessing FSC and of group ownership are brought together by the definition offered by Furstenberg and Kaplan:

“Social capital is the stock of social good will created through shared norms and a sense of common membership upon which individuals may draw in their efforts to achieve collective or personal objectives.” 

It is apparent, then, that more than a store of resources is needed for families to thrive; they need, too, the sense of identity and belongingness identified by Furstenberg and Bordieu in order to be able to access the strengths and other components of FSC. And as we have seen above, identity as a family group that is bigger than the sum of its parts is difficult in this age of individualism. Moreover, and importantly, it is far from clear what that group should be and who its membership includes, given the diverse forms that families take.

There are several aspects of FSC.

Generation of FSC.

In western countries, family social capital usually has to be built from scratch by the couple who establish a family group.  Durkheim talks of ‘nomos building’ – the establishment of a common reality of rules, expectations, rituals, and memories.  As well as the development of shared realities at the level of the couple, this process includes the incorporation of social exchange across generations from each family of origin, and the melding of these into a shared identity in the new family.  This involves choosing which elements to incorporate, and the building of FSC or family identity is thus an organic process that continues to develop and change.  It also calls, at least in western countries, for high levels of negotiation and decision-making; in other cultures family value systems are likely to have greater components of given or nonnegotiable content.

As children are born into the family, they both incorporate and contribute to the family microculture, and its systems of beliefs and practices. Indeed, much of a family’s microculture derives from rituals and activities that focus on children.

Central to this ongoing process is a growing sense of commonality, of belonging to this group, the establishment of trust, and of reciprocity – of giving and taking within the family group. If it works well, then there develops a sense of inclusivity, cohesiveness and mutuality of interests, and the belief that the wellbeing of the family as a whole is a first priority.  And it is apparent that the family strengths identified by families and discussed above are potent concomitants of generating and establishing FSC.  Commitment, sharing of activities, communication, support and acceptance are all mechanisms for generating trust and a sense of mutuality. And crucially, the ability to be flexible and adaptive helps families to change as circumstances change, without losing the core of what it means to be a member of the family. 

Ability to extend social capital beyond the family boundaries

Scanzoni maintains that ‘the health of households and their members is indicated by the symbiotic connections with other households.’  The stock of FSC is increased, he believes, by the appropriation of social capital from outside the family group – crucially neighbourhoods and communities.  The workplace is also an important source of social  capital resources, especially perhaps for women who are likely to establish systems of reciprocity with work colleagues that enable access to resources for adults and children within the household. 
Ability to manage and utilize FSC for the benefit of the group

The generation of social capital within families does not ensure its accessibility to members.  Trust is an important factor in enabling individuals to call on the resources a family holds, and they may under-use what is available (for fear of incurring obligation), or they may over-use them without reciprocating appropriately.  The norm of reciprocity can be violated over time by a family member who fails to contribute to the stock of resources.

Advantages of FSC for family members

The few studies that have addressed the potential advantages of FSC for family members have tended to focus on the wellbeing of children and adolescents. And even these have not, typically, examined the interactions of a whole-family unit but have instead focused on parent-child relationships, which were identified by Coleman as constituting FSC.   And in order to investigate the possible value of FSC, it is necessary to measure normative consensus within a family, and to measure this from multiple family members. There is, too, a need to focus on the quality and nature of relationships rather than their mere presence or absence.

In partial support for the importance of whole-family variables, preliminary findings from the Youth Connectedness project we are carrying out in Wellington suggest their salience for wellbeing in young people.  In this project, measures of family identity, family cohesion, and individual wellbeing were completed by over 2000 young people between the ages of 10 and 14.  It was found that family identity and cohesion were strongly and consistently correlated with several outcomes including life satisfaction, positive coping styles, positive relations with others, positive aspirations, confidence, happiness with weight and height, and global wellbeing.  In turn, they were negatively related to the number of problems reported by the young people.  

There is however the possibility that other factors might account for the relationships between family identity and cohesion, and these aspects of wellbeing. We tested the potential mediation of coping styles, and of the quality of the relationships they had separately with mothers and fathers. Family identity and cohesion were still the strongest predictors of wellbeing over and above both individual characteristics (coping styles) and dyadic relationships (parent-child relationships).

How might we operationalise family wellbeing in this framework?

Clearly, more evidence is needed that supports the hypothesis that FSC promotes family wellbeing. We might, too, want to look at factors other than outcomes for children and adolescents.  The health of the relationships between parents, amongst siblings, and between generations might well be considered to be important outcomes. And central to this model, we would want to show that high levels of FSC enable families to carry out the functions identified – protection of vulnerable members, emotional and other support for individuals, and resilience to adversity for example. 

If, then we are interested in measuring FSC, we would want to assess levels of internal cohesion, intersubjectivity, trust and reciprocity. Similarly, we would want to measure the  commitment of individuals to the family as a whole, the presence of rituals and mutual activities that is likely to foster a sense of belonging, the levels of agreement on values and rules, and the quality of the relationships within the family group. We might, too, want to look at the interdependence a family has with other households and with communities.

And if family wellbeing is defined, as it is here, as the ability to  carry out the functions of families, we would want to measure perceptions of support, the ability of the family to protect its vulnerable members such as elders and children, and the resilience the family group shows to adversity.  

Finally and importantly, if it turns out that FSC is a framework that is measurably beneficial to families then we must turn our attention to fostering it in families.  For this we might focus on encouraging mutual activities and rituals, ways for families to establish and foster FSC.

Conclusions
1. This framework leads to a definition of family wellbeing as the ability of the group to perform family functions and practices for the benefits of the group as a whole and of its members. This applies regardless of the structure of the family group.

2. Family practices include crucially the ability to create a sense of family identity that fosters the resources needed to carry out the functions of a family group.

3. Family strengths enable families to carry out their practices through the generation and maintenance of family social capital.  

4. Family strengths are particularly important for establishing a sense of shared family meaning that confers stability and resilience for families, and fosters the practices of emotional and economic support, the protection of vulnerable members, the socialization of members, the transmission of values and beliefs, and provides emotional support and acceptance.
This paper argues that families are not the same, that diversity is a fact of modern life, and that we must work with diversity in order to foster family wellbeing. This means identifying the functions that families of all forms undertake in order to further the wellbeing of themselves as entities, as well as their individual members. And in turn, this calls for forms of commitment to the entity that are not readily accessible through traditional paths.  Yet this commitment is crucial to family wellbeing as defined. We need to foster the creation of new forms of commitment, to recreate the understanding that we need each other both within and between families, in order to thrive.  The dialectic of course lies between the forces of individualism and collectivism, and this is a venerable tension across cultures and times.  In today’s world the ‘traditional’ glues that encouraged commitment and trust are fading; the church and the state has waning power at least in these domains.  New forms of commitment are evident in civil unions and other forms of public declaration; for many families though this does not happen and, I argue, this is to their peril.  One way of fostering family wellbeing, then, is to encourage and enable other paths to commitment and one of  these lies in family rituals.  





FAMILY WELLBEING


The ability to perform functions and practices for the benefits of the group and of individual members





FAMILY FUNCTIONS AND PRACTICES


Membership and belonging


Economic and emotional support


Protection of vulnerable members


Socialisation and transmission of values





FAMILY SOCIAL CAPITAL


‘Ability to manage resources families possess for the benefit of their membership’





FAMILY STRENGTHS


Commitment


Communication


Togetherness


Sharing activities


Affection


Support


Acceptance


Resilience








