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1. Introduction 

The family has historically been regarded as the foundational social institution responsible 

for nurturing, socialisation, protection, and emotional development of individuals. In almost 

every civilization, the family serves as the primary unit of care—providing economic 

security, moral guidance, cultural transmission, and psychological support. In countries like 

India, the traditional joint family system was long considered a protective structure, ensuring 

shared responsibilities, intergenerational support, and collective caregiving. However, rapid 

social, economic, and technological transformations have altered the nature, structure, and 

functioning of families. 

Urbanisation, industrialisation, migration, globalisation, changing gender roles, rising 

individualism, increasing divorce rates, domestic violence, substance abuse, economic stress, 

and the digital revolution have collectively contributed to what is often described as the 

“breakdown” or transformation of the family system. While the term “breakdown” suggests 

collapse, it is more accurate to understand it as a structural and functional shift—from 

extended and joint systems to nuclear, single- parent, blended, and even child-headed 

households. 

This chapter critically examines the breakdown of the family system and analyses its impact 

on care, protection, and state and societal responses. Particular attention is given to women, 

children, and elderly persons as vulnerable groups disproportionately affected by family 

disintegration. The chapter also explores constitutional and legal frameworks, institutional 

mechanisms, and policy interventions that attempt to respond to these emerging 

vulnerabilities. 
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2. Conceptual Framework: Understanding Family and Its Breakdown 

2.1 The Family as a Social Institution 

Sociologically, the family is defined as a group of persons related by blood, marriage, or 

adoption, who share a common residence and cooperate economically and emotionally. 

Classical sociologists such as Émile Durkheim and Talcott Parsons considered the family 

essential for social integration and value transmission. In traditional Indian society, the 

joint family system provided economic pooling, collective property ownership, and 

caregiving responsibilities shared among members. 

The family performs multiple functions: 

Biological (reproduction) 

Economic (income pooling and resource allocation) Socialisation 

(value inculcation) 

Emotional support 

Protection from harm 

Care of children, women, and elderly 

Social status and identity 

When these functions weaken or fail, the consequences extend beyond individual 

households to broader social stability. 

 

 

2.2 What Constitutes “Breakdown” of the Family? 

Family breakdown does not necessarily mean physical dissolution. It includes: 

Divorce and separation 

Domestic violence and conflict 

Abandonment 

Neglect of children or elderly Substance 

abuse within family Emotional alienation 
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Intergenerational conflict 

Economic incapacity to provide care 

Migration-induced fragmentation 

Breakdown can be structural (change in composition), functional (failure to perform 

roles), or relational (erosion of emotional bonds). It may also result from patriarchal 

oppression, coercion, or abuse, where “breakdown” may represent liberation for victims 

rather than deterioration. 

 

 

3. Causes of Breakdown of Family System 

3.1 Urbanisation and Migration 

Large-scale rural-to-urban migration has significantly altered traditional family patterns. 

Employment opportunities in metropolitan cities often require individuals to relocate, 

leaving behind elderly parents or children. This has resulted in: 

Left-behind children 

Elderly living alone 

Reduced intergenerational bonding 

Increased loneliness and vulnerability 

 

3.2 Economic Stress and Consumerism 

Rising cost of living, unemployment, precarious employment, and debt burdens create 

financial stress. Economic instability often correlates with: 

Marital conflict 

Domestic violence 

Substance abuse 

Child neglect 

Mental health crises 

Consumerist culture and social comparison amplify dissatisfaction and strain within 

households. 
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3.3 Changing Gender Roles 

Women’s increased participation in education and employment has transformed 

traditional gender dynamics. While this is a progressive development, it has also 

challenged patriarchal norms. Conflicts arise where: 

Male dominance is threatened 

Domestic responsibilities remain unequally distributed Financial 

independence shifts power structures 

In some cases, resistance to gender equality contributes to domestic violence and marital 

breakdown. 

 

 

3.4 Rising Divorce and Separation 

The stigma associated with divorce has decreased in many societies. While this may 

reflect empowerment and autonomy, especially for women escaping abusive marriages, it 

also results in: 

Single-parent households 

Custody disputes 

Emotional stress for children 

Financial strain 

 

3.5 Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Domestic violence is both a cause and consequence of family breakdown. Protection laws 

such as the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act acknowledge that violence 

often occurs within intimate relationships. Abuse disrupts caregiving roles and exposes 

children to trauma. 

 

 

3.6 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Issues 

Alcoholism and drug addiction destabilise families by increasing violence, economic 

hardship, and neglect. Untreated mental health disorders also undermine family 

functioning. 

 

 

3.7 Technological and Digital Transformation 
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Digital devices, social media, and virtual interactions have altered communication 

patterns. Excessive digital engagement may reduce meaningful interaction within 

families, contribute to cyber infidelity, and expose children to online risks. 

 

 

4. Impact on Care and Protection of Children 

Children are the most vulnerable victims of family breakdown. Their dependence on 

caregivers makes them particularly susceptible to neglect and abuse. 

 

 

4.1 Emotional and Psychological Consequences 

Children exposed to marital conflict or separation may experience: Anxiety 

and depression 

Low self-esteem 

Behavioural disorders 

Academic decline 

Attachment disorders 

Witnessing domestic violence can result in trauma comparable to direct abuse. 

 

 

4.2 Risk of Abuse and Exploitation 

Broken families often increase exposure to: 

Child labour 

Trafficking 

Sexual exploitation 

Early marriage 

Substance abuse 

Legal protection frameworks such as the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of 

Children) Act recognise children without parental care as “children in need of care and 

protection.” 

 

 

4.3 Institutionalisation and Alternative Care 
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When family care fails, children may enter: 

Child care institutions 

Foster care systems 

Adoption systems 

However, institutionalisation can create its own challenges, including lack of 

emotional bonding and risk of institutional abuse. 

 

 

4.4 Impact on Education and Socialisation 

Family instability affects educational continuity. Children from disrupted 

households may: 

Drop out of school 

Engage in delinquency 

Develop antisocial behaviour 

Research shows a strong correlation between family breakdown and juvenile 

offending. 

 

 

5. Impact on Women 

5.1 Economic Vulnerability 

Women often bear disproportionate economic consequences of family dissolution. Single 

mothers face: 

Income insecurity 

Limited access to property 

Employment discrimination 

Increased caregiving burdens 

Despite legal safeguards under the Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act ensuring equal 

inheritance rights, social barriers persist. 

 

 

5.2 Exposure to Violence 



TLL Volume II Issue I (Jan-March (2026))  ISSN (O) 3108-2416 

20 | P a g e  
 

Family breakdown may result from or lead to increased violence. The legal recognition 

of domestic abuse under the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act provides 

civil remedies, including residence and protection orders. 

 

 

5.3 Social Stigma and Marginalisation 

Divorced, separated, or widowed women often face social stigma, especially in 

conservative settings. This may limit remarriage prospects, employment opportunities, 

and community participation. 

 

 

5.4 Custody and Guardianship Disputes 

Custody battles can be emotionally and financially draining. Courts apply the “best 

interests of the child” principle, but prolonged litigation affects both mothers and 

children. 

 

 

6. Impact on Elderly Persons 

6.1 Neglect and Abandonment 

The erosion of joint family systems has left many elderly persons without adequate care. 

Loneliness, financial insecurity, and abandonment are rising concerns. 

The Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act mandates children to 

provide maintenance to parents, but enforcement challenges remain. 

 

 

6.2 Elder Abuse 

Elder abuse includes physical violence, emotional abuse, and financial exploitation. 

Family breakdown often removes protective buffers, increasing vulnerability. 

 

 

6.3 Institutionalisation of Elderly 

Old age homes and assisted living facilities are increasingly common. While they provide 

shelter and services, they may not substitute familial affection and intergenerational 

support. 

 

 

7. Broader Social Consequences 
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7.1 Increase in Juvenile Delinquency 

Studies suggest a correlation between family instability and juvenile crime. Lack of 

supervision, emotional neglect, and exposure to violence contribute to delinquent 

behaviour. 

 

 

7.2 Mental Health Crisis 

Family disintegration contributes to anxiety, depression, and suicide across age groups. 

Social isolation exacerbates mental health disorders. 

 

 

7.3 Social Fragmentation 

Weakened family bonds may lead to reduced social cohesion, community engagement, 

and collective responsibility. 

 

 

8. Constitutional and Legal Framework in India 

 

 

8.1 Constitutional Mandate 

The Constitution of India emphasises protection of vulnerable groups: Article 

14: Equality before law 

Article 15(3): Special provisions for women and children Article 

21: Right to life and dignity 

Directive Principles promoting welfare and protection 

 

 

8.2 Child Protection Laws 

The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act provides mechanisms for 

rehabilitation, adoption, and foster care. 

The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act addresses sexual abuse. 
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8.3 Women Protection Laws 

The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act offers civil remedies. The 

Dowry Prohibition Act seeks to curb dowry-related violence. 

 

8.4 Senior Citizen Protection 

The Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act ensures 

maintenance rights. 

 

 

9. Institutional and Policy Responses 

9.1 Child Welfare Committees and Juvenile Justice Boards 

Under the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, Child Welfare 

Committees assess and rehabilitate children lacking family care. 

 

 

9.2 Shelter Homes and One-Stop Centres 

Government initiatives provide temporary shelter and legal assistance for women facing 

violence. 

 

 

9.3 Family Courts 

Family Courts aim to facilitate conciliation and speedy resolution of matrimonial 

disputes. 

 

 

9.4 Social Welfare Schemes 

Widow pensions 

Old-age pensions 

Child protection services 

Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) 
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9.5 Community-Based Interventions 

NGOs and civil society organisations provide counselling, mediation, and rehabilitation 

services. 

 

 

10. Critical Evaluation of Responses 

While legislative frameworks exist, implementation gaps persist: Inadequate 

funding 

Shortage of trained professionals Delays 

in judicial processes Overcrowded 

institutions 

Weak monitoring mechanisms 

Institutional care often substitutes rather than strengthens families. Preventive 

approaches—such as counselling, parenting education, and economic support— remain 

underdeveloped. 

 

 

11. Reimagining Care and Protection: Towards Strengthening Families 

 

 

11.1 Preventive Family Support 

Pre-marital counselling 

Parenting programmes Mental 

health services Substance abuse 

treatment 

 

11.2 Economic Empowerment 

Employment generation 

Social security nets 

Affordable housing 
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11.3 Gender Equality and Shared Responsibilities 

Promoting equitable domestic labour and respectful partnerships reduces conflict. 

 

 

11.4 Community Engagement 

Reviving community-based support systems can compensate for weakening extended 

families. 

 

 

11.5 Digital Literacy and Responsible Technology Use 

Educating families about healthy digital engagement reduces relational alienation. 

 

 

12. Conclusion 

The breakdown of the family system represents both crisis and transformation. While it 

reflects weakening of traditional structures, it also signals shifts toward autonomy, gender 

equality, and individual rights. The impact on care and protection, however, is 

profound—especially for children, women, and elderly persons. 

Legal frameworks in India attempt to address vulnerabilities through child protection 

laws, domestic violence legislation, and senior citizen welfare statutes. Yet, law alone 

cannot substitute the emotional, moral, and economic functions of families. Institutional 

responses must move beyond reactive intervention to preventive strengthening. 

A balanced approach—combining legal safeguards, economic empowerment, social 

welfare, counselling, and community participation—is essential to mitigate adverse 

consequences. Rather than merely lamenting family breakdown, policymakers and 

scholars must focus on rebuilding systems of care that ensure dignity, security, and well-

being for all members of society. 


