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TGFT 10: The Modern Family and the Changing World 

 

Introduction 

It is a common trope in advanced markets that family life is in decline due to a mix of 

social decay and the negative consequences of technology. In emerging markets 

the centrality of family life will begin to drive these same fears. As this Trajection 

demonstrates, through data and insight from Trajectory Global Foresight and the 

World Values Survey, these fears are misplaced.   

Families are central to consumers’ lives, but what constitutes a family – and how our 

familial priorities interact with our working lives or need for leisure – varies widely from 

place to place. For many consumers around the world, these three different spheres – 

family, work and leisure – occupy a great deal of their time. While once these spheres 

of interest were clearly demarcated, they seem increasingly to overlap (especially in 

advanced economies), where flexible working and higher levels of gender equality 

have blurred the work life balance and eroded entrenched gender roles. As this 

Trajection confirms, technology can also play a hugely beneficial role in enhancing 

satisfaction with family.  

Levels of importance 

In advanced economies, the presence of children in the household has a notable 

effect on the importance parents ascribe to family, work and affluence: 
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Chart 1: Levels of importance, advanced economies 

 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight, 2012 

In emerging economies, the base values are different – notably more importance is 

placed on several indicators. The effect of having children has a comparable effect, 

however: the most notable changes occur for family, income and work.  

Chart 2: Levels of importance, emerging economies 

 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight, 2012 

By linking Trajectory’s Global Foresight data with the World Values Survey, we are able 

to look at these trends over time.  The two charts below reveal the percentage of 

people responding that each of family, work or leisure is ‘very’ important to them, 

between 1989 and 2012. 
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Chart 3: % responding that each of the following is ‘very’ important (parents only) 

 
Source: World Values Survey (1989-2007) Trajectory Global Foresight (2011-2012) 

Emerging nations: China & India; Advanced nations: USA, UK & Germany 

In advanced economies, the importance of family has remained fairly stable, 

declining only slightly (from 92% in 1989-1993 to 87% in 2012). This trend does much to 

contradict claims that family is in decline: in the eyes of parents in advanced markets, 

it remains crucially importance. The most dramatic change amongst families is the 

shift in the priority ascribed to work and leisure – caused by the sharp decline in the 

importance of work (from 52% to 29%). Contrastingly, leisure has not increased in 

importance (40% to 38%). 

In emerging economies, the values of parents have moved more considerably – 

unsurprisingly, given the rate of economic and demographic change typical in these 

nations. The importance of family has been consistent for the last decade, but up on 

the earliest data (from 72% in 1989-1993 to 82% in 2012), but the most significant 

changes concern the sharp fall in the importance of work, and the correspondingly 

dramatic rise in the importance of leisure. In 1989-1993, more consumers in emerging 

markets valued work as ‘very’ important than said the same of family, but this has 

since declined to 61% (from 76%). As the importance of work has declined, the value 

of leisure has increased – from 15% to 36%. 

Having it all – the trade off 

The importance consumers place on family life is not matched by the satisfaction 

they feel from it. In emerging nations in 2012, 82% of parents believed family life to be 

‘very’ important, but only 66% report a high level of satisfaction with it. Similarly, in 

advanced economies, 87% agree that family life is ‘very’ important, with 70% 

reporting a high level of satisfaction. This imbalance gives us insight into the stresses 

associated with family life – we expect more from it than it delivers. When taken into 

account alongside increased time and financial pressure, family can also reduce the 

amount of time parents have to spend on other pursuits, especially leisure.  
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However, there exists a trade-off between family and leisure, the balance of which 

shifts as families get older. Satisfaction with family life is highest when children are 

youngest; in advanced economies, those whose youngest child is under the age of 4 

have the highest level of satisfaction with family life, and the lowest level of 

satisfaction with leisure time: 

Chart 4: Levels of satisfaction with family and leisure by age of youngest child 

(parents only) 

 
Source: Trajectory Global Foresight (2011-2012) 

Emerging nations: China & India; Advanced nations: USA, UK & Germany 

However, as the chart shows, these two values – high levels of family or leisure 

satsifaction – slide closer together (in advanced economies) as the age of the 

youngest child increases. As children become older, they spend decreasing amounts 

of time in the sole care of their parents – initially at nursery or school, and then 

eventually through hobbies or leisure time of their own. Although this causes a drop in 

the family satisfaction of parents, their satisfaction with leisure increases as they have 

more time to pursue their own hobbies. 

This trend is not yet evident in emerging markets, where the proportion of parents who 

feel a high level of satisfaction with either their family life or their leisure time fluctuates 

very little as the family ages. This is likely due to the more traditional gender roles and 

demographic trends that are evident in these markets – the impact of which is 

discussed below. 

Technology and family life 

Technology has a significant and frequently positive impact on the gulf between 

satisfaction with and importance of family life. Across the data, several indicators hint 

at a beneficial relationship between smartphone ownership and higher satisfaction or 

wellbeing.  
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Chart 5: Impact of smartphone ownership on levels of choice and control, advanced 

 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight 2012 

The chart above shows that people who own a smartphone in advanced economies 

have very similar levels of freedom of choice and control regardless of whether or not 

they are parents. People who do not have a smartphone have a lower level of 

freedom of choice and control – but the gap is twice as big for parents. Parents who 

own a smartphone do not get a particular boost from owning it; rather, it seems that 

not having a smartphone is particularly detrimental to parents’ feelings of choice and 

control. This trend may well be linked to increased perceptions of anxiety, which 

increases as children get older: 

Chart 6: % of people agreeing that the world is a more dangerous place, by age of 

child (advanced) 

 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight 2012 
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As children get older, and begin to spend more time away from parents – for 

example, at school or with friends – parents’ anxiety about the world increases, 

before declining as children reach their teens. Connective technology is seen as 

essential for parents as it helps ‘tether’ their children and allows them to keep in touch 

quickly and easily.  

A beneficial link between technology and family life can also be observed in 

emerging nations: 

Chart 7: Impact of smartphone usage on satisfaction with family life, emerging 

 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight 2012 

Here, frequency of use is a key arbiter in improving satisfaction with family life. Parents 

who use their smartphone regularly (on a daily basis)1 are more likely to have a high 

level of satisfaction with family life than those who own a smartphone but use it less 

frequently.  

The beneficial role of technology in family life is the result of a number of factors, from 

the ability to connect house-bound parents with their friends or family to the time or 

money saving uses of technology. A recent report for retailer Mothercare, written by 

Trajectory, established a strong link between feelings of empowerment and control 

and technology usage among mothers in the UK.  Access to technology is 

determined by relative affluence and education – and as such is more widespread in 

advanced economies.  

 

 

                                                           
1 Indeed, for many consumers, using a smartphone on a daily basis is utterly normal, which indicates just 

how central mobile computing has become  
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Demographic trends and the Vertical Family 

Over the past few decades, gender roles have developed around the world, having 

a profound effect on work, leisure and the family. The stereotypical depiction of the 

20th century nuclear family in advanced economies would contain a heterosexual 

mother and father and 2-3 (on average) children, positioning the father as being the 

main or sole breadwinner of the family, with the mother taking responsibility for 

domestic duties and childcare.2 

This clearly delineated family structure is often still evident in both emerging and 

advanced economies, but modern and less rigidly defined incarnations of the family 

are increasingly common.  Single or homosexual parents are more widespread – and 

more accepted – and as fertility rates have dropped (sharply in emerging 

economies) and longevity has risen, the vertical family has replaced the traditional, 

horizontal one, where children have more grandparents or great grandparents and 

fewer siblings or cousins.  

Fig. 1: The Vertical Family 

 

Source: Willmott & Young, The Symmetrical Family 

A shift in priorities 

As families have changed, so have the values and attitudes of parents. These 

demographic trends have developed in tandem with economic and social ones – in 

advanced economies, shorter working hours, and increases in social and gender 

equality. These trends are also active in emerging economies.  

                                                           
2 Data analysed in a previous Trajection, Modern Masculinity, examines exactly how these roles have 

changed – available to download from the reports library at trajectoryglobalforesight.com 
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The rise in leisure is most pronounced amongst mothers in emerging markets; here the 

traditional role of women as wives and mothers is eroding, and leisure time is a new 

and much valued utility. As the fertility rate has declined, gender roles have become 

less defined – women are not solely or automatically expected to be primarily caring 

for children for the majority of their adult lives. Although notable barriers to gender 

equality remain – not least, the proportion of people who agree that, when jobs are 

scarce, men should have more right to one than women (32%)3 – progress is being 

made. A lower proportion of a woman’s life is spent primarily as a mother as women 

stay later in education and are more likely to work before having children. Increasing 

longevity means that parents – especially women, as deaths in childbirth have also 

decreased dramatically – live longer after their children reach adulthood. Fewer 

children – and a lower proportion of one’s life spent caring for them – means women 

have more time for other pursuits, including work and leisure. These trends are steadily 

developing in emerging markets, and will affect more and more of the population 

over the next decade.  

In advanced markets the picture is slightly different. The trends driving the growth of 

the vertical family – a sharp decrease in fertility and a rise in longevity – are not 

occurring now, but occurred several generations ago. Traditional family structures 

and strictly delineated gender roles are less common in advanced economies and 

men undertake an increasing proportion of domestic work and childcare duties4  – 

although 18% of people agree that when jobs are scarce, men have more right to 

one.5 In nations such as the UK, Germany or the US, the importance of leisure, 

amongst both mothers and fathers has declined, but the most notable change over 

the past twenty years has been the steady decline in the importance of work. 

In many advanced nations the proportion of fathers valuing work – traditionally, of 

course, a male domain – has steadily decreased since the 1980s, as have the 

average weekly hours men work. Unlike in emerging economies, the value placed on 

leisure is not increasing. Leisure is an expected utility in advanced markets, rather 

than a new luxury, and so the value people place on it is lower – even though they 

frequently have more of it.  For both mothers and fathers in advanced economies, 

the importance of work is declining, while the value placed on both family and leisure 

is more stable.  

Conclusion 

Consumers value work, leisure and family to different degrees depending on their 

circumstances, but for many, the most crucial factor is keeping them in balance. 

Traditionally, family and work were delineated along strict gender lines; women were 

charged with childcare and domestic work, while paid employment was a 

predominantly male domain. Trajectory’s Global Foresight data informs us how these 

                                                           
3
 Trajectory Global Foresight, 2012 

4 Again, for a more detailed analysis of the data underpinning this change, please see the Modern 

Masculinity Trajection in the reports library at trajectoryglobalforesight.com 
5 Trajectory Global Foresight 2012 
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values fluctuate between the population as a whole and parents, and how they 

continue to fluctuate as children age.  It also helps to destabilise the perception that 

family life is in decline – although work and leisure compete for our time to varying 

degrees, family life remains the most important concern for consumers around the 

world, and a remains a highly resonant issue in communications.  

One of the most notable aspects of the data around parents’ attitudes is the gulf 

between importance and satisfaction – this discrepancy offers an opportunity to 

brands to enhance the satisfaction parents can get from different aspects of their life. 

Brands need to utilise connective technologies and new applications to facilitate 

greater harmony between leisure, family and work – all of which compete for time, 

and in doing so, cause stress and complexity. Although technology is a key tool for 

both reducing anxiety and time pressure, these applications need not be exclusively 

digital, but could also recognise the value of social spaces and events – thus meeting 

consumers’ broad and diverse requirements of leisure time.  

 

 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

This Trajection is driven by data and thinking from Trajectory's Global Foresight service 

(TGF) which covers 20 countries.  The service provides analysis on the trends driving 

consumer and citizen behaviour - what they are, why they are important and where 

they are heading.  All of the content is supported by research amongst over 40,000 

people per annum. 

For more information about TGF or any associated research projects please get in 

touch: 

sarah@trajectorypartnership.com   

+44 (0)20 3567 5801 

#TrajectoryTweet   

www.trajectorypartnership.com 
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