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Understanding the Modern Family: Insights from
Families As They Really Are Second Edition

In an era where the definition of family is constantly evolving, finding a resource that
captures the full spectrum of contemporary family life can be a challenge. Families As They
Really Are Second Edition offers a refreshingly honest and data-driven look at what
families look like today, moving beyond outdated stereotypes and political rhetoric. Edited by
Barbara J. Risman and Virginia E. Rutter, this collection of essays provides a comprehensive
examination of family structures, relationships, and the social forces that shape them.

Whether you are a student of sociology, a family therapist, a policy maker, or simply
someone curious about the diverse ways people create kinship and connection, this second
edition delivers valuable insights grounded in rigorous research. This article explores the key
themes, standout chapters, and the broader significance of this essential text for
understanding families as they really are.

What Makes This Edition Different?

The Families As They Really Are Second Edition builds upon the foundation of its
predecessor while incorporating updated research and contemporary issues. The editors
have curated a selection of writings that challenge conventional wisdom and present a more
nuanced picture of family life. Unlike textbooks that present a one-size-fits-all model, this
volume embraces complexity and diversity.

One of the most significant updates in this edition is the inclusion of more content on
LGBTQ+ families, single-parent households, multiracial families, and the impact of economic
inequality on family dynamics. The editors intentionally prioritize voices from the margins,
ensuring that the narratives of families who have been historically overlooked are given
center stage. This commitment to inclusivity makes the second edition not just a revision, but
a reimagining of what a family textbook can be.

Core Themes Explored in the Book

The Families As They Really Are Second Edition is organized around several core
themes that help readers understand the interplay between personal choices and structural
constraints. These themes run throughout the book, connecting individual chapters into a
cohesive narrative about family life in the twenty-first century.
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1. The Diversity of Family Structures

A central argument of this book is that there is no single "normal" family. The second edition
expands on this idea by showcasing the wide variety of family forms that exist today. From
cohabitating couples and blended families to multigenerational households and chosen
families, the text normalizes difference and encourages readers to expand their definitions of
kinship.

The book features chapters on intentional communities, polyamorous families, and families
formed through assisted reproductive technologies. By presenting these as valid and
functional family structures rather than deviations from a norm, the authors invite readers to
reconsider their assumptions about what makes a family "real."

2. The Intersection of Work and Family Life

Another major theme is the tension between work obligations and family responsibilities.
Several chapters in the Families As They Really Are Second Edition examine how
employment schedules, workplace culture, and economic pressures affect family
relationships. The book explores how the ideal of the stay-at-home parent is increasingly out
of step with the reality that most families need two incomes to survive.

Contributors discuss topics such as shift work and its impact on family time, the challenges
faced by self-employed parents, and the gender dynamics that continue to shape who does
the majority of childcare and housework. The book does not shy away from the difficult trade-
offs that families must make, and it offers evidence-based recommendations for policies that
could reduce the strain on working families.

3. Race, Class, and Family Experiences

The second edition places a strong emphasis on how race and class shape family
experiences. Rather than treating race and class as secondary considerations, the book
makes them central to the analysis. Chapters examine how systemic racism, economic
inequality, and historical injustices continue to affect family formation, stability, and well-
being.

For example, one chapter explores the legacy of mass incarceration on Black families, while
another looks at how immigrant families navigate cultural differences and legal challenges.
By highlighting these intersections, the Families As They Really Are Second Edition
provides a more complete picture of the obstacles and strengths that characterize family life
across different communities.

4. Changing Gender Roles and Relationships

Gender is another critical lens through which the book examines families. The second edition
includes updated research on how gender roles have shifted in recent decades, including the
rise of stay-at-home fathers, the persistence of the motherhood penalty, and the experiences
of transgender parents.

The book questions the assumption that men and women have fundamentally different



relationships, not the gender of the parents. This perspective is supported by research on
same-sex parenting, which consistently finds that children raised by same-sex couples do just
as well as their peers.

Notable Chapters and Contributors

The Families As They Really Are Second Edition features contributions from some of the
most respected scholars in the field of family studies. Each chapter stands alone as a
thoughtful essay, but together they build a comprehensive understanding of family life.

One standout chapter is "The Myth of the Perfect Mother" by Barbara J. Risman, which
deconstructs the cultural ideal of intensive mothering and argues that this standard is both
unrealistic and harmful to women. Another notable contribution is "Fatherhood and the
Changing Family" by W. Bradford Wilcox, which explores how fatherhood is being redefined in
the context of economic and cultural shifts.

The book also includes chapters on divorce and its aftermath, the experiences of
stepfamilies, and the role of grandparents in raising children. Each essay is grounded in
empirical research, but the writing is accessible and engaging, making it suitable for both
academic and general audiences.

Why This Book Matters Now

In a time of intense political polarization and misinformation about family life, the Families
As They Really Are Second Edition serves as an antidote to simplistic narratives. The
book does not advocate for a particular political agenda; instead, it presents evidence and
invites readers to draw their own conclusions. This commitment to intellectual honesty is
refreshing and necessary.

The second edition also arrives at a moment when families are facing unprecedented
challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated many of the inequalities that
the book discusses, from the digital divide that affects children's education to the
disproportionate impact of job loss on marginalized communities. The research and analysis
in this book can help policymakers and advocates design more effective responses to these
challenges.

Furthermore, the book is a valuable resource for anyone seeking to understand their own
family history and dynamics. By providing a framework for thinking about family structure,
gender, race, and class, the Families As They Really Are Second Edition empowers
readers to reflect on their own experiences with greater insight and compassion.

Practical Applications of the Book's Insights

Beyond academic interest, the lessons from this book have practical applications in everyday
life. Therapists and counselors can use the research presented in the Families As They
Really Are Second Edition to better support clients from diverse family backgrounds.
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Educators can incorporate the book's findings into their teaching to promote understanding
and reduce bias among students.

For parents, the book offers reassurance that there is no single right way to raise a family.
The diversity of family forms and practices described in the book can help parents feel more
confident in their own choices and more accepting of others. The book also provides
evidence-based advice on topics such as co-parenting after divorce, managing work-family
conflict, and fostering resilience in children.

Policymakers and advocates will find the book a rich source of data and analysis that can
inform campaigns for family-friendly policies. Whether the issue is paid parental leave,
affordable childcare, or housing assistance, the research in this book provides a strong
empirical foundation for arguing that supporting families in all their diversity is a wise
investment in the future.

How the Book Challenges Common Myths

One of the great strengths of the Families As They Really Are Second Edition is its
willingness to take on popular myths about family life. For example, the book debunks the
idea that children raised by single mothers are inevitably at a disadvantage. It shows that
with adequate social support and economic resources, single-parent families can be just as
nurturing and effective as two-parent families.

The book also challenges the notion that divorce is always harmful to children. While
acknowledging that divorce can be painful, the contributors present research showing that
most children adjust well over time, especially when parents manage the transition
cooperatively. The real driver of negative outcomes for children, the book argues, is not
family structure itself but the conflict and instability that sometimes accompany it.

Myths about the decline of the family are also addressed. The book demonstrates that while
families have changed, they have not disappeared. People continue to form deep
attachments, care for one another, and build lives together, even if the forms these
relationships take are more varied than in the past. The Families As They Really Are
Second Edition makes a compelling case that the family is not dying; it is evolving.

Comparing the First and Second Editions

For those familiar with the first edition, the Families As They Really Are Second Edition
offers significant new content. Several chapters have been completely rewritten to reflect the
latest research, and new chapters have been added on topics that were barely on the radar a
decade ago. The growth of the gig economy, the legalization of same-sex marriage, and the
rise of social media are all addressed in ways that were not possible in the earlier edition.

The second edition also includes a greater emphasis on global perspectives. While the first
edition focused primarily on the United States, the second edition includes chapters on family
life in other countries, providing a comparative perspective that enriches the analysis.

Another key improvement is the inclusion of more personal narratives alongside the
academic research. These stories bring the data to life and remind readers that behind every
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Critical Reception and Impact

Since its publication, the Families As They Really Are Second Edition has been widely
praised by scholars and educators for its rigorous yet accessible approach. It has been
adopted as a required text in numerous college courses on family sociology, gender studies,
and social policy. Reviewers have noted that the book succeeds in being both intellectually
substantive and engaging to read.

The book's impact extends beyond the classroom. It has been cited in policy reports, featured
in media discussions about family issues, and used by community organizations as a training
resource. Its influence reflects a growing recognition that understanding the reality of family
diversity is essential for building a more equitable and compassionate society.

Conclusion: Embracing the Reality of Families

The Families As They Really Are Second Edition is more than just a textbook; it is a call
to see families as they truly exist, not as we imagine they should be. By presenting a wealth
of research, diverse perspectives, and honest discussions of challenges and strengths, the
book equips readers with the knowledge and empathy needed to navigate the complex
landscape of modern family life.

Whether you are studying family dynamics, working with families, or simply trying to
understand your own, this book offers invaluable insights. It reminds us that families are
resilient, adaptable, and endlessly diverse. And in a world that often tries to impose narrow
definitions of what family should be, this book stands as a powerful testament to the beauty
and strength of families as they really are.
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