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4. Family diversity in a configurational
perspective
Eric D. Widmer

l. INTRODUCTION

This chapter stresses the contributions a configurational approach can make to improving our
understanding of family diversity; i.e., the heterogeneity of families in contemporary societies.
Until the 1970s, most sociological research, inspired by structural-functionalist theory, defined
significant family units as nuclear, and focused on groups composed of two heterosexual
parents and their biological offspring living under the same roof (Parsons and Bales 1955).
According to this theory, the nuclear family was associated with the breadwinner model, in
which a strict division of paid and unpaid labour rendered gender and generational inequalities
functional for society (Pfau-Effinger 2004). But, beginning in the 1970s, scholars challenged
the assumption that family households function in isolation from their broader kinship net-
works, and stressed the diversity of exchanges with family members living elsewhere (Adam
1970; Furstenberg 2020). Since then, however, most researchers have continued to identify
significant family units by the composition of households: i.e., single- or lone parent families
are defined as those in which one parent lives with her child without the other parent present
in the household; and stepfamilies are defined as those in which the biological parents of
a child do not live together, and the resident parent has a new co-resident partner. Likewise,
same-sex families have been defined as those in which two adults of the same sex live together
while caring for a co-resident child. The frequency of situations in which children do not live
with one of their biological parents, or live with a non-biological parent, has been extensively
used as an indicator of family diversity. By contrast, I present in this chapter a configurational
approach of family diversity that focuses on the interdependencies of family members in order
to map family diversity. First, I describe some key dimensions of the configurational perspec-
tive on families. Second, I provide empirical results concerning the configurational diversity
of families of individuals in middle adulthood and in later life. I conclude by offering some
thoughts on the future of configurational studies on the family.

2. A CONFIGURATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON FAMILY
DIVERSITY

In a series of books and articles published from the 1930s up to the 1990s, sociologist Norbert
Elias argued in favour of a perspective that approaches social groups as configurations. A few
of the central points of this perspective were later stressed as critical for family research
(Widmer 2010). Configurations were defined by Elias as ‘webs of interdependencies formed
among human beings and which connects them: that is to say, a structure of mutually oriented
and dependent persons’ (Elias 1978, p. 45). Being interdependent means that individuals have
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power over each other in the relationship; that is, that the practices or decisions of one family
member has important consequences for the others by expanding or limiting their agency.
Individuals are interdependent in a family configuration because each one fulfils some of the
others’ needs for emotional support, financial and practical resources, and social recognition.
It may be argued that this focus on needs and resources takes us back to the time where
structural-functionalist analysis dominated the field of family research, and made it impos-
sible for researchers to understand any alternative to the nuclear family and its gender order
(see Sigle in this volume). This is without considering that even when such configurations
were oriented towards fulfilling their members’ needs, they are not and never were peaceful
cohesive groupings. Their members do not pursue the same overarching goals, and never fully
internalise their expected roles in the family group (Demo and Allen 1996; Stacey 1990), as
family practices appear to have a life of their own beyond social norms (Morgan 2011). Early
family sociology research revealed that due to family conflict, the needs of family members
for emotional support and companionship are never fully met (Sprey 1971). Indeed, rather
than being seen as cohesive, bounded groups, families can be considered process-oriented net-
works of interdependencies in which individuals cooperate, but also hinder each other because
of the social stress generated by the necessity of sharing existing resources (Widmer 2016).
Thus, family configurations have to deal with power issues: i.e., a family’s resources in terms
of time, money, sociability, or support are scarce, and individual family members both coop-
erate and compete for these resources. This competition creates family tensions and conflicts,
which are often beyond the control of the individual. Thus, the pattern of interdependencies
that characterises family configurations is largely unintended by the individual members. In
turn, these large configurations of ties shape the cooperation and the conflicts that occur in
each dyad that belongs to these configurations, which makes it difficult to understand spousal
or parent—child relationships independently.

Although the issue of the functions of families is often regarded by sociological scholarship
as gender-biased and outdated, it has an undeniable relevance when such functions refer to
individual needs, rather than the contribution of the family to society. The configurational
perspective challenges the conventional approach, which defines families by focusing on
the household unit. In characterising families, this approach places too much emphasis on
family as a cohesive group, and too little on how various individuals create configurations of
functional interdependencies beyond household units by their daily practices and interactions.
In other words, exclusively using household composition to identify family units and to study
family diversity disregards the complexity of family processes and family interdependencies.
For instance, in a review of stepfamily research, Cherlin and Furstenberg (1994) reported that
empirical research conducted in the United States showed that a majority of children whose
parents separated defined their significant family members in full or partial contradiction to
household membership. Overall, research on stepfamilies has stressed the variety of rela-
tional arrangements that exist both within households and in connection with external family
members (Ganong and Coleman 2012). In addition, attempts to capture family diversity by
listing a variety of household structures have not been successful, as the combination of criteria
associated with living arrangements, especially those involving children, made it impossible
to identify a reasonable number of types that are homogeneous in relational terms (Mattessich
and Hill 1987). After all, as Burgess and Locke (1945) stressed in their seminal book, family
interactions, or interdependencies, matter most in family research. Therefore, rather than using
household composition as the decisive criterion when examining family diversity, the configu-

Eric D. Widmer - 9781788975544
Downloaded from Elgar Online at 04/11/2022 02:52:10PM
via free access



62 Research handbook on the sociology of the family

rational perspective focuses its research project on patterns of interdependencies, both positive
and negative, that link individuals in families.

Research on family diversity from a configurational perspective starts with the assumption
that what makes a family is that the individual members co-construct a feeling of being part of
a family ‘we’ or ‘we-ness’ (Castrén and Widmer 2015; Elias 1994; Kellas 2005). Such a ‘we’
is based on the individual members’ feelings of intimacy with other family members, and the
mutual commitments they develop over time (e.g., Weeks 2007). There is a growing emphasis
in family research on different family configurations that serve as alternatives to the nuclear
family, as defined by marriage and household membership (e.g., Budgeon and Roseneil 2004;
Widmer 2010; Widmer and Jallinoja 2008). The ways in which these configurations embody
the mechanisms of the identification and the inclusion of family members are receiving greater
attention. To understand how the process of identifying with a family group unfolds, a series
of configurational studies asked focal individuals to identify their significant family members
(Widmer et al. 2013). The term ‘family’ was deliberately left undefined in order to elicit each
respondent’s personal definition of the family. Each participant was instructed that the term
‘significant’ should be used to refer to the individuals in his/her family who had played a role,
either positive or negative, in his/her life during the past year. The respondent was then asked
to provide a detailed description of his/her ties with, as well as a sociodemographic profile of,
each of these family members.

3. FAMILY WE-NESS IN MIDDLE ADULTHOOD

In a study based on a random sample of 300 women aged 30 to 55 who had children and
a co-resident partner who was not, in half of the cases, the father of the children, each par-
ticipant was asked to list all significant family members, and describe her family ties with
each of them; i.e., whether the family member was a partner, a biological child, a brother,
a sister, etc. (Aeby et al. 2014). Almost all of the respondents included their children (98
per cent) and their current partner (96 per cent) as significant family members. In addition,
more than three-quarters (76 per cent) of respondents referred to their mother as a significant
family member, and large shares listed their father and their siblings as significant family
members. Thus, individuals who were related to the respondent by blood were included first
on the list of significant family members, right after the respondent’s (married or unmarried)
partner. In-laws were generally mentioned after blood relatives: the mother-in-law was listed
as a significant family member by 37 per cent of respondents, and the father-in-law was listed
by 22 per cent. In addition to blood and in-law connections, female friends were often listed
as family members (29 per cent). Interestingly, 42 per cent of the respondents in a stepfamily
household listed their former partner (i.e., the father of the target child) as a significant family
member. This variety of definitions of family we-ness was encapsulated in a typology of
family configurations based on cluster analysis that led to the identification of seven types.

e Friend configurations were focused on individuals who were considered by the respondent
to be family members even though they were not related to the respondent by blood or by
marriage or partnership. On average, such configurations included 2.78 female friends and
0.64 male friends.
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e [n-law configurations were strongly oriented toward the respondent’s partner and in-laws.
The partner, the mother of the partner, and other in-law relationships were overrepresented
in these clusters. In-laws were defined not only by marriage, but as the parents or siblings
of the cohabiting partner.

o Sibling (brother and sister) configurations included the respondent’s siblings and their
children and current partners. Kinship configurations included a variety of individuals
related by blood and marriage to the respondent, such as her partner, parents, children,
uncles, aunts, nieces, nephews, cousins, and grandparents.

e Beanpole configurations referred to families in which several generations co-existed, but
with only a few family members belonging to each of them (Bengtson et al. 1990). These
configurations were focused on blood relatives, and included members of various gener-
ations, particularly grandparents from both the mother’s and the father’s sides. Whereas
the sibling configurations were horizontally oriented, these arrangements were vertically
oriented.

® Nuclear configurations were almost exclusively centred on the respondent’s partner and
children. These configurations corresponded to a definition of the family as a co-residential
unit, and were based on a more exclusive than inclusive definition of family we-ness.

e In contrast, post-divorce configurations were based on a highly inclusive definition of
family we-ness. These configurations included both the previous partner’s and the new
partner’s relatives: e.g., the new partner’s children, the ex-partner’s parents, and, in some
cases, the new partner’s ex-partner or the ex-partner’s new partner. In-depth qualitative
analysis revealed that the inclusion of these family members resulted from frequent inter-
actions. For instance, the respondent and the ex-partner of the new partner may have been
linked because they were meeting regularly to transfer children from one household to the
other (Castrén and Widmer 2015).

e Without partner configurations were only found in stepfamily households. These respond-
ents did not include their present co-resident partner as a significant family member.

To summarise, identifying the individuals who belong to a family we, and the extent to which
this we-ness is inclusive by going beyond the individuals living in the household (Castrén
2019; Castrén and Widmer 2015), makes it possible to understand family diversity in middle
adulthood in reference to individual agency.

4. WE-NESS AND FAMILY INTERDEPENDENCIES

The concept of interdependence, which is central in configurational studies, leads researchers
to focus on the relationships or practices through which a person fulfils some important func-
tion for another person. The level of dependence describes the degree to which an individual
relies on an interaction partner, whereas the mutuality of dependence describes the degree to
which two individuals are equally dependent on one another (Rusbult and Van Lange 2003).
Indeed, interdependent individuals may not be equally dependent on each other, as the levels
and types of constraints each family member can place on another family member’s practices
depends on the resources and needs of both. While living in the same household constitutes
an interdependency, this situation does not capture all financial, practical, or emotional inter-
dependencies that may link individuals to family members. The configurational perspective
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posits that families are best defined not as household units, but as configurations of interde-
pendencies among individuals residing in a variety of locations (Schneider and Meil 2008)
who benefit from each other’s support and assistance.

There are various ways to study interdependencies in configurations. For example, the
social network literature offers methodological tools that can be used to operationalise con-
figurations (e.g., Scott 1988; Scott and Carrington 2011). By asking respondents to report the
alters who regularly see each other, and who provide each other with financial or practical
support, social network methods provide efficient ways to collect a large amount of data on
family interdependencies (Widmer et al. 2013). Distinct patterns of family interdependencies
stemming from a similar household structure can be extensively researched using the tools
of social network analysis (Carrington et al. 2005; Wasserman and Faust 1994). Emotional
support is described as the ability to provide guidance and moral comfort. It is usually investi-
gated with questions such as who gives instrumental support to X; meaning which individuals
are included in the family we when the family faces routine or minor troubles. In cognitive
network research (Brands 2013), respondents are frequently asked to evaluate not only their
own relationships with their family members, but the relationships among all family members
(Widmer et al. 2013). Social network methods further permit the visualisation of exchanges
of support that occur in family configurations. Sociograms such as those shown in Figures 4.1
and 4.2 provide a simple and insightful way of representing a large amount of relational infor-
mation concerning family configurations. In such sociograms, the arrows point to the resource
person; that is, the person a family member would ask for support when needed.

Son
Sod
EGO
Partrer
son
Source: Own representation.
Figure 4.1 Emotional support in a nuclear family configuration

Two distinct patterns of interdependencies were identified by previous research on family con-
figurations: namely, one pattern in which bonding social capital predominates, and a second
pattern characterised by a large amount of bridging social capital. Bonding social capital refers
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to networks with a high density of relationships between members, and in which most, if not
all, individuals belonging to the network are connected because they know each other and
interact frequently. Due to the collective nature of normative control and social support within
such networks, expectations, claims, obligations, and trust among the individual members tend
to be high (Coleman 1988). If any network member fails to conform to the expectations of
the others, s/he will likely be jointly challenged by several other network members. Bonding
social capital is illustrated in Figure 4.1, which features a stepfamily configuration in which
almost every member is supportive of every other member.

Ex-pgyiner
,‘[?\*;. B _-"_a_r;fg'_s::n
Ex-parin E‘f._{'h:ﬂ nets, e a{'{\ﬂ' //
N
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"\\ |l| ,jn’
Brifther
Source: Own representation.
Figure 4.2 Perceived emotional support in a post-divorce family configuration

Bridging social capital is an alternative to bonding social capital based on brokerage opportu-
nities that some individuals develop in networks (Burt 1992; Granovetter 1973). The absence
of certain connections creates relational holes in the network that provide some individuals,
known as brokers, with opportunities to mediate the flow of information among members,
and, therefore, to control and influence others. Figure 4.2 illustrates another stepfamily con-
figuration in which the respondent and her daughter play a brokerage role that connects the
current partner and a female friend to the rest of the network members. These individuals take
advantage of being intermediaries between other individuals who are otherwise not directly
connected to each other in order to develop more autonomy and agency in various contexts
(Davidsson and Honig 2003; Szreter and Woolcock 2004).

Interestingly, both this configuration and the other family configurations presented stem
from a similar household: each of the two focal individuals reporting on their family interde-
pendencies was living with her biological children and a partner who was not the biological
parent of her children. Even though both of these respondents had children and went through
processes of separation and repartnering, they developed distinct ways of organising their
family interdependencies. The first individual listed as her significant family members her
three sons — one from a previous relationship and two from her current relationship — and her
partner. Thus, despite her divorce and remarriage, she included in her family only individuals
from her current nuclear family, and perceived these family members as having strong inter-
dependencies that led to the development of bonding social capital.
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5. FAMILY WE-NESS IN LATER YEARS

How does family we-ness unfold after retirement? Individuals in this life stage often develop
significant relationships with specific family members with whom they do not share a resi-
dence. Indeed, scholars have observed that older adults frequently have intimate relationships
with, for example, their siblings, their nephews and nieces (Connidis 2010), and their adult
children (Bengtson 2001). Having divorced earlier in life may disrupt parent—adult child
relationships, and is likely to account for some of the variations in family interdependencies
in later years (Shapiro Cooney 2007). Some individuals might disengage from relationships
with their children and grandchildren, and compensate for the loss of these relationships by
considering emotionally invested friends as belonging to their family realm (van Tilburg
and Thomése 2010). These trends suggest that the diversity of family configurations may
be as great in later years as it is in previous life stages. This hypothesis was tested in the
VLV (Vivre/Leben/Vivere) study, a large, interdisciplinary survey on the living and health
conditions of people aged 65 and older in Switzerland (Oris et al. 2016). The respondents in
this study were limited to listing a maximum of five significant family members. Overall, 70
per cent of the respondents listed their children, while 46 per cent listed their current partner
among their significant family members. A minority of respondents extended their significant
family configuration to distant relatives by including cousins. In-laws were also sometimes
added to the list of significant family members, with daughters-in-law included by 9 per cent
and sons-in-law included by 7 per cent of respondents. Moreover, 21 per cent of respondents
listed female friends and 14 per cent of respondents listed male friends as significant family
members. Thus, voluntary kin (Braithwaite et al. 2010) — that is, people who are considered
family, but are unrelated by either blood or marriage — appear to be present in all age groups.
These findings suggest that older people often have significant family relationships that extend
well beyond their household or their nuclear family. In order to capture the various logics
behind family diversity in a configurational perspective, another typology was constructed
that features no less than five configuration types that go beyond the nuclear family (Girardin
and Widmer 2015). For example, the respondents in sibling configurations listed their siblings
as significant family members. In such configurations, sisters were more likely to be included
than brothers, while the siblings’ partners and children were rarely included. The respondents
in kinship configurations showed a strong orientation towards having relationships with
a variety of kin, such as cousins, nephews or nieces, or non-voluntary kin. This configuration
was characterised by relationships with a great diversity of family members, ranging from
people related to the respondent by blood or marriage, such as in-laws, cousins, or nephews/
nieces; to non-related people, such as stepchildren, godchildren, or close friends. In addition,
in a relatively large number of cases, the respondent named no one as a significant family
member.

6. THE LIFE COURSE FACTOR

We now turn to the life course as a factor in family diversity from a configurational perspec-
tive. The constitution of family we-ness depends to a large extent on how individuals have
constructed their life trajectories (De Carlo et al. 2014; Widmer 2010). Indeed, family we-ness
is the result of a long-term cumulative process in which the effects of various decisions con-
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cerning marriage, fertility, separation, and divorce — but also migration, health, and career
— play out. Widowhood, separation, and divorce are associated with a reorganisation of family
interdependencies (Silverstein and Giarrusso 2010). Having gained some autonomy, widowed
and divorced people tend to have more extended kin and friends in their networks than
married people (Cornwell 2011). Compared with married people, widowed people are more
likely not only to develop relationships with siblings and to make new friends, but to receive
support from them (Ha 2008). Therefore, the family configurations of widowed and divorced
people tend to be more heterogeneous. As divorced men are at particularly high risk of losing
significant interdependencies with their children, they sometimes seek to compensate for such
losses by investing in other interdependencies, such as with siblings or friends (Campbell et
al. 1999). Childless individuals also tend to invest in alternative family interdependencies,
such as relationships with siblings or extended kin, or with friends who are seen as family
members because they represent an important source of emotional support (Schnettler and
Wohler 2013).

The family configurations of older people are shaped directly by such trends. In the VLV
study (Girardin et al. 2018), the respondents in the nuclear family configuration were dispro-
portionately male, native born, in good functional health, and higher income; and were more
likely to have children and a partner. The respondents in the sibling family configuration were
disproportionately male, native born, in good functional health, and higher income; and were
more likely to have a partner and siblings, but no children. By contrast, the respondents in
kinship and sparse family configurations tended to be childless and without a partner or sib-
lings; and were disproportionately female, foreign born, in poor functional health, and lower
income. Because of gender differences in life expectancy, the older men were more likely to
have a partner than the older women, and were thus more likely to be in a nuclear family con-
figuration. The study found other marked gender differences as well. For example, men who
were single, divorced, or widowed were more likely to be in a sparse family configuration than
their female counterparts. Divorced men were especially likely to be in such a configuration.
It therefore appears that men who had no partner were at particularly high risk of disengage-
ment from different kinds of relatives. Overall, the active creation of family configurations by
individuals in later years was bounded by a set of structural factors stemming from their life
paths. Gender, income, health status, and, above all, demographic outcomes contributed to the
accumulation of advantages and disadvantages over the life course (Dannefer 1987), and these
processes, in turn, resulted in a variety of family configurations.

Thus, it appears that the composition of family configurations is the end result of a large
number of decisions people make across the life course: e.g., getting married, having children,
and getting divorced. Following the linked lives principle (Elder 1994), family diversity is
also affected by the decisions made by other family members: e.g., whether a person has
siblings or grandchildren depends on decisions made by his/her parents and children. As each
person’s life course is shaped by interactions within families (Blossfeld and Drobni¢ 2002),
family configurations are beyond the direct grasp of any individual. It should, however, be
emphasised that family configurations are more than just the product of a set of past decisions.
Family we-ness is also relational and symbolic in nature. For example, when a person does not
consider individuals related to him/her by co-residence, blood, or marriage as family, s/he is
creating a social distance from them that has a variety of consequences. This person is likely to
have fewer trusting relationships s/he can turn to for help or for regular social interactions. By
contrast, when a person considers individuals who are unrelated to him/her by co-residence,
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blood, or marriage as family, s/he is developing a set of functional interdependencies that go
well beyond those expected in friendship.

Family configurations are generated by agentic individuals who face constraints related to
their life course. As the life course has pluralised, life trajectories have become increasingly
heterogeneous in cohorts born after the 1960s (Briickner and Mayer 2004; Demo et al. 2000;
Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007). Accordingly, individuals are confronted with new constraints and
new opportunities when building up their family configurations. In some cases, even people
with highly complex family trajectories develop a small, closely knit, and bounded family
configuration that resembles a nuclear family. By contrast, other people develop open family
configurations by including friends, in-laws, or remote blood kin in their pool of significant
family members. There is still much to be learned about the connections between the charac-
teristics of life trajectories and the development of family configurations. Migration and health
trajectories, as well as work trajectories, may have important effects on family configurations
that are not yet well understood. Previous configurational analyses have focused on the impact
of family events and family transitions on family configurations, and have underemphasised
the impact of spill-over effects across life domains (Spini et al. 2017).

7. FAMILY DIVERSITY AND AMBIVALENCE

Differences in the social capital produced by families is only one reason why families are
diverse. Debates about the sources of family diversity in the field of social gerontology have
centred on the role of intergenerational solidarity and conflict within the family realm, with
scholars ultimately reaching a consensus regarding the dialectical rather than the oppositional
nature of family dynamics that emphasises contradictions within families, their unexpected
consequences, and the need for change (Liischer 2002). When family members lack the nec-
essary resources to live up to expectations that they will provide each other with support, and
remain in close proximity, various ambivalences may be triggered (Connidis and McMullin,
2002). In configurational terms, ambivalence has been defined as the co-presence in a single
family configuration of positive and negative interdependencies that could create relational
imbalances (Girardin et al. 2018; Widmer and Liischer 2011). Thus, the focus of configu-
rational research is not only on how social inequalities create stress in families, but on how
the organisation of family ties beyond the household can put pressure on family members
(Connidis and Barnett 2018).

Various studies have shown that when brothers and sisters need to cooperate to provide care
for their older parents, there is often a high level of ambivalence between the adult children
and their elderly parents, as well as between the siblings. The composition of family config-
urations seems to play a key role in the development of ambivalence in families. The family
configurations of older adults that are focused on their children, their partner’s children, their
children’s partners, and their children’s children tend to be characterised by high levels of
ambivalence (Ward 2008), especially when the family members lack financial resources or are
in poor health. In such cases, the scarcity of resources can make it difficult for older parents
and their adult children to meet their obligations to support each other (Offer 2012). Family
configurations are more likely to be characterised by supportive relationships and low levels
of conflict when the members have sufficient resources — such as good health, higher income
levels, and solid partnerships — to sustain supportive exchanges and to share care responsibil-
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ities within the family network (Girardin et al., 2018). Conversely, in family configurations
in which children are absent, and those included in the family network participate voluntarily,
levels of conflict tend to be low (Campbell et al. 1999; Schnettler and W&hler 2013). In such
family configurations, older adults are better able to maintain satisfying and supportive inter-
dependencies, while disengaging from tense relationships. However, the family interdepend-
encies of childless older adults can also be weak or non-existent because they are not sustained
by strong obligations to provide support. Overall, the positive interdependencies within family
configurations are often accompanied by tensions or conflicts when resources are lacking and
the functional health of the elderly family members is poor. These patterns differ between men
and women. Women are more likely than men to experience ambivalence because they are at
greater risk of experiencing declines in income and in functional health, and are under much
stronger normative pressure to perform family work (Connidis and Barnett 2018).

8. CONCLUSION

In order to better capture family diversity, sociology should go beyond systems of clas-
sification based on household composition, such as whether a family is a nuclear family,
a stepfamily, a lone-parent family, or a same-sex family. Those classifications reinforce the
importance of the nuclear family model by using it as an implicit reference, and by disregard-
ing the relational diversity that exists within each of these household structures. Rather than
using the household and its composition as a yardstick to operationalise a family unit, scholars
should pay attention to configurations of family interdependencies that individuals actively
help to create and sustain over the life course (Zartler and Grillenberger 2017). From young
adulthood to old age, a set of configurational types captures various ways of defining family
we-ness with distinct logics of inclusivity. When family diversity is considered from a config-
urational perspective, it looks different than it does when the composition of households is the
starting point of research. Indeed, two individuals belonging to dissimilar households — one
who is married and living with her children and their father, and another who is divorced and
living with her children and a new partner — may be embedded in similar configurations of
interdependencies because they define their family we-ness in similar ways. Alternatively,
two individuals can live in similar households but develop very different definitions of family
we-ness and configurations of interdependencies based on their past life course decisions and
the symbolic meaning that they associate with ‘family’. Overall, the reviewed evidence sug-
gests that the diversity of family we-ness is based on a few major kinship criteria (Furstenberg
2020): blood; partnership (through marriage or cohabitation); friendship; and the interaction
between partnership and blood, as in the case of in-laws or step-relatives.

The configurational perspective provides concepts and tools that add to our understanding
of family diversity by going beyond the composition of households. There is much to be
learned about the various definitions of family we-ness and the logics of the development of
family interdependencies (Castrén 2019). The agency of each member is consequential, as it
shapes family configurations beyond the confines of households. Greater efforts should be
made to understand these configurations, and how personal resources contribute to them, as
such findings could shed light on how family clashes (intergenerational ambivalence, couple
conflict, and violence), as well as family solidarity, develop. From this perspective, family
diversity should be studied based not primarily on differences in household structures, but on
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how the interdependencies of family members within and beyond the household are organised
(Furstenberg 2020). Specifically, family solidarity and family conflict should be researched in
connection with such chains of interdependencies and family identification.

A configurational perspective on families is based on the assumption that family diversity is
a product of the actors’ agentic actions in response to constraints that an increasingly uncertain
world places on them. Indeed, as the social and cultural salience of the nuclear family and its
associated breadwinner model weaken, the welfare state erodes, and economic hazards mount,
investigating family we-ness and chains of family interdependencies is becoming increasingly
relevant. Rather than stressing the distinctiveness of particular family structures based on
household criteria, sociologists should try to better understand the diversity of family we-ness,
and the consequences that these different configurations have for the interdependencies that
link individuals together in society. By using the large number of tools that social network
analysis has to offer (Scott 1988; Scott and Carrington 2011), scholars are well equipped to
investigate the diversity of families in contemporary society.
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