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Abstract

Changes in the family structure have been a focal interest among social
scientists in Taiwan. However, most studies rarely pay attention to the
dynamic process of structural fission as well as expansion within the family
system itself. This paper examines 924 married Taiwanese women’s living
arrangement experiences in several consecutive life stages and intends to

delineate the internal split and reuniting processes within the family structure.

Findings show that as expected, the nuclear family is the most dominant
and tenacious family structure, but the transition from nuclear to stem family
often results from the inclusion of married son(s) and daughter(s)-in-law. In
other words, the emergence of the stem family in a family’s development is a
product of the expansion of the second generation from single to married
status, and is thus labeled the horizontal stem family. An opposite trend
simultaneously occurring is the stem and extended families of the first
generation that continue to divide into various nuclear families. During the
stages from a female’s birth to right before marriage, the most common living
arrangement experiences are: always nuclear family (31.5%), always stem
family (11.3%), divided from the first generation stem family to the nuclear

family (12.9%), and expanded from the nuclear family to the horizontal stem
family (8.8%).

After a female becomes married and through up until the youngest child
enters elementary school, the nuclear family remains as the strongest family
structure while the paternal stem and extended families gradually split into
other types. Specifically, the typical living arrangement includes: -~ always

nuclear family (36.4%), always paternal stem family (24.3%), always paternal
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extended family (9.4%), divided from stem to nuclear family (11.9%), and
divided from extended to nuclear family (5.3%). Family fission appears to be
the salient feature accompanied by a female’s changing marital status.
However, with reference to those females with completed family life stages, it
becomes cléar that family expansion, namely from nuclear to stem or extended

families with the second generation’s marriage, is a noticeable trend.

The qualitative analysis illustrated in the last section points out the
importance of the developmental change of the internal family structure which
affects family interaction as well as a family’s power structure. The paper
concludes that the dynamic process of family fission and family expansion
requires further examination in order to specify how structural changes in the

family system may shape and influence familial attitudes and values.

Key Words: family structure, living arrangement experiences,
developmental change of internal family structure, family

- structural fission, family structural expansion
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