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Abstract 

Today’s households are often made up of changing people, Roles, relationships, and circumstances. This 

session examines the fluid nature of today’s households and the unique characteristics and skills they 

need to manage resources and relationships. Tools and techniques for working with fluid households are 

explored. 

 

Program Description 

When focusing on the changing American household, we most often talk about the difference in family 

form from one point in time to the next. For example, we note how a new survey shows the number of 

“single-parent” families or “cohabiting couples” to have increased, while the number of “married, two-

parent” families decreased. What we often fail to remember is that the household that consisted of a 

co-habiting couple in one survey may be the same household that consists of a married, two-parent 

family in a subsequent survey, and a single-parent family in the next. The household may show up in 

Atlanta on one survey, in Los Angeles on the next, and in rural Indiana on the third. Its household 

income may be reflected in the third highest quintile on the first and second surveys, and drop to the 

lowest quintile on the third. In other words, households are much more fluid than point-in-time surveys 

and census data can capture. For the purpose of this discussion, households are considered “fluid” if 

they experience relatively frequent changes or transitions that considerably impact the way they 

function to maintain nurturing relationships and manage resources for the good of household members. 

Family professionals working with fluid households may need to retool their educational and program 

designs to achieve successful outcomes. 

 

Whether members of these households are experiencing change because of people moving in or out, 

relocation, dislocation, or changing health, economic, or relationship issues, it’s important to remember 

that it often makes sense for them to take a different approach to managing their resources and 

relationships than more stable and traditional households. Both adults and children in fluid households 

may need to develop skills for coping with frequent transitions, and techniques for managing resources 

that allow them to communicate and cooperate with housemates, partners, and caregivers without the 

expectation of long term commitments.  

 

This session will explore the characteristics of fluid households and the surprising ways they differ from 

our perceptions. It will engage participants in exercises that help them empathize more fully with 

individuals in transition, and introduce new (pilot stage) educational tools and methods for working 

more effectively with them. 


