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Foreword 

Garba r ino a n d his colleagues have done the social welfare f ie ld a service. 
Pa in t ing i n b road brushs t rokes , they p r o v i d e a useful a n d in tegra t ive 
schema for u n d e r s t a n d i n g c h i l d d e v e l o p m e n t i n context . A s w i t h the 
first ed i t i on , the w r i t i n g is s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d a n d clear. Practice examples 
abound at b o t h m i c r o a n d macro levels. N e w mate r i a l o n c u l t u r a l d iver-
sity, n e i g h b o r h o o d a n d c o m m u n i t y factors, a n d pub l i c po l i cy make th is 
v o l u m e an even m o r e at t ract ive o p t i o n for courses i n h u m a n behavior 
a n d social e n v i r o n m e n t . 

I n e x a m i n i n g the "r isks" a n d " o p p o r t u n i t i e s " present i n the var ious 
e n v i r o n m e n t s tha t b o t h affect a n d are in f luenced by the d e v e l o p i n g 
c h i l d , the au thors cause us to frame the p rob lems that beset c h i l d r e n — 
abuse a n d neglect , for example , a n d f ami ly v i o l e n c e — i n n e w a n d differ-
en t w a y s . Th i s approach i n t u r n forces us to consider n o v e l so lu t ions at 
the level o f the i n d i v i d u a l family , n e i g h b o r h o o d , a n d c o m m u n i t y , a n d 
u l t i m a t e l y at the level o f society itself. For Garbar ino a n d his colleagues, 
the l i n k b e t w e e n the p rox ima te a n d d is ta l e n v i r o n m e n t s of c h i l d h o o d is 
apparen t , as is the connec t ion be tween case i n t e r v e n t i o n a n d b road-
scale p o l i c y r e f o r m . Such an in tegra t ive approach is pa r t i cu la r ly w e l -
come at a t i m e w h e n the h u m a n services f i e ld s truggles w i t h the ques-
t i o n of ba lanc ing social t r ea tmen t a n d social r e f o r m . 

U r i e Bronfenbrenner ' s semina l ideas o n the ecology of h u m a n devel -
o p m e n t are e v e r y w h e r e apparent i n this v o l u m e . Garbar ino a n d his 
colleagues have ex tended a n d deepened o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 
m e a n i n g of that cons t ruc t for practice. S tudents , ins t ruc tors , a n d 
h u m a n services prac t i t ioners w i l l f i n d m u c h of va lue here. A s n o t e d i n 
the earl ier e d i t i o n , the present authors have ex tended to the w o r l d of 
h u m a n services the ecological perspect ive ar t icu la ted by L e w i n a n d 
e laborated b y Bronfenbrenner . A s practical theoris ts of the i r o w n day, 
Garbar ino a n d his colleagues have succeeded i n p r o v i d i n g a b e n c h m a r k 
v o l u m e i n h u m a n behavior a n d social e n v i r o n m e n t for a l l those w h o 
p r o v i d e care, t rea tment , a n d n u r t u r e for c h i l d r e n a n d famil ies . 

xii i 

James K . Whittaker 
Seattle, Washington 
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Preface 

" N o m a n is an i s l a n d " is a message that w e need to hear repeated over 
a n d over again i n th is i nd iv idua l i s t i c cu l tu r e of ours . We Amer icans 
need to u n d e r s t a n d that our successes a n d ou r failures come to us as 
m u c h b y the efforts o f others as they do b y ou r o w n actions. The people 
close to us o n a day-to-day basis p lay a large role i n h o w w e l l w e channe l 
ou r impu l ses i n t o cons t ruc t ive act ivi ty, as w e l l as i n h o w w e define 
ourselves . L i k e w i s e , people w e may n o t k n o w or even ever see exert 
s igni f icant inf luence over ou r l ives t h r o u g h the i r i n s t i t u t i o n a l p o w e r a n d 
au thor i ty . Th i s lesson o n in te rdependence is v i t a l to learn i f w e are to 
meet the e n v i r o n m e n t a l a n d pol i t i ca l challenges of the twenty- f i r s t cen-
tu ry . 

O u r success as parents depends i n large measure o n the character a n d 
q u a l i t y o f the social e n v i r o n m e n t i n w h i c h w e bear and raise ou r c h i l -
d r e n . L i k e w i s e , as professional helpers w e need to u n d e r s t a n d h o w the 
social e n v i r o n m e n t w o r k s for c h i l d r e n a n d famil ies , and w h y i t some-
t imes fails to w o r k o n the i r behalf. We need an apprec ia t ion for h o w the 
p rac t i t ioner a n d the p o l i c y m a k e r can cooperate w i t h a n d enhance social 
s u p p o r t systems i n the fami ly ' s e n v i r o n m e n t . This b o o k sets ou t to relate 
basic k n o w l e d g e about h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t to the p rob lems of social 
r i sk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y i n a manne r that is accessible a n d useful to the 
profess ional he lper or the s tuden t i n t r a i n i n g for a professional role . 

I n w r i t i n g the first e d i t i o n of th is book , I assembled a g r o u p of ta l -
en ted professionals , a l l graduate s tudents at The Pennsylvania State 
U n i v e r s i t y w h e r e I served as a faculty member . Each s tuden t shared 
special r e spons ib i l i ty w i t h me for at least one chapter, a n d a l l con t r ib -
u t e d to the overa l l w r i t i n g of the book . Thus , this book reflects a collec-
t ive o r i e n t a t i o n i n f o r m a n d process as w e l l as content . The book is 
organic to the g roup , a n d its success is a credi t to its col lect ive w i s d o m 
a n d k n o w l e d g e . A s senior member of the g roup , I assumed respons ib i l -
i t y for i ts faults . N o b o o k can be a l l t h ings a n d i n every w a y comple te , so 
I a ssumed respons ib i l i ty for dec id ing w h a t w e w o u l d no t say as w e l l as 
m u c h of w h a t w e w o u l d . 

The A f t e r w o r d was a ve ry personal s tatement o n m y par t . 
Since 1985, I have been President o f Er ikson Ins t i tu t e for A d v a n c e d 

S t u d y i n C h i l d Deve lopmen t . I n this capacity I have expanded m y u n -

XV 



XVI Preface 

d e r s t a n d i n g of c h i l d d e v e l o p m e n t i n several ways that m o t i v a t e d a n d 
g u i d e d the p repa ra t ion of th is revised e d i t i o n of the book . 

C o u p l e d w i t h the n e w research available d u r i n g the 1980s a n d the 
changes i n A m e r i c a n society i n the past 10 years, this g r o w t h o n m y par t 
l ed to the cu r ren t ve r s ion of our book . Some of the o r ig ina l authors were 
unavai lab le to par t ic ipate i n the second e d i t i o n . Those w h o d i d par t i c i -
pate i n c l u d e d Joanne Benn , M a r i o Gaboury, A n n e Garbar ino , a n d Mar-
garet Plantz . I n a d d i t i o n , a colleague f r o m Er ikson Ins t i tu t e , Ka th leen 
Koste lny, j o i n e d us to prepare the revised manuscr ip t . 

O u r goal i n the second e d i t i o n has been to update each chap t e r—new 
research, h i s tor ica l changes, a n d stylist ic i m p r o v e m e n t s — a n d to i n -
c lude a greater emphasis o n e thnic , c u l t u r a l , a n d racial issues i n a n e w 
chapter. I n d o i n g so, w e have re sponded to suggestions made by read-
ers a n d users of the book over the past decade. 

We have t r i ed to speak clearly, w i t h o u t j a rgon . A s teachers a l l , w e 
have sought to present ideas, p r inc ip les , a n d h u m a n lessons first , a n d 
recite facts o n l y second, as necessary to i l lustrate a n d val idate our v i e w 
o f the issues. Each chapter contains research a n d practice capsules, 
quest ions for exp lo ra t ion , a n d annota ted suggestions for fur ther read-
i n g . We hope these w i l l a id the s tuden t reader to make good use of the 
book . 

They say an a r m y travels o n i ts s tomach. I t is fair to say that a book 
travels o n its t y p i n g . We have been for tuna te to be o n the rece iv ing e n d 
o f some excellent he lp i n p r e p a r i n g the successive drafts of this m a n u -
scr ipt . We t i p ou r hats to Al i ce Saxion a n d Kath ie H o o v e n w h o p r o v i d e d 
the p r i n c i p a l secretarial s u p p o r t for the first ed i t i on . N o r m a R i c h m a n 
served this f u n c t i o n for the second e d i t i o n . 

A n u m b e r of people read the first draf t of the manusc r ip t a n d thei r 
c o m m e n t s a n d suggest ions h e l p e d us to i m p r o v e i t . O u r thanks to Su-
san Bates, Laura D i t t m a n n , Eileen Furgeson, M a r i a n Petroski , Stephen 
S m i t h , K a r e n S t ie rman , a n d M a r y El len Yonushonis . 

I also offer m y thanks to J im Whi t t ake r , w h o first " i n c i t e d " this project 
a n d w h o has offered advice a n d counsel a long the way. 

James Garbarino 
Chicago, Illinois 
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An Introduction 

James Garbarino and Mar io T. Gaboury 

Beginning at the End, or Ending at the Beginning? 

W h e r e does one start i n seeking an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of ch i ld ren and 
famil ies i n the social e n v i r o n m e n t ? W i t h the processes of deve lopmen t 
that characterize the i n d i v i d u a l c h i l d as a b io logica l organism? W i t h the 
f a m i l y as a social ent i ty? W i t h the e n v i r o n m e n t as a n e t w o r k of social 
i n s t i t u t i o n s and events? W h e r e is the b e g i n n i n g of this cha in of rela-
t ionsh ips tha t b i n d s together c h i l d , parents , aunts, uncles, grandpar-
ents, f r iends , ne ighbors , c o m m u n i t i e s , and professional helpers? A n d 
w h e r e is the end? I t w o u l d be easy to cast aside the m a n y in terconnec-
t ions a n d p re t end that there is just the d e v e l o p i n g c h i l d , or just the 
f a m i l y as a social u n i t , or just the c o m m u n i t y p o w e r s t ruc ture , or just the 
profess ional d e l i v e r i n g h u m a n services. It w o u l d be easy, bu t w e bel ieve 
i t w o u l d no t be e n o u g h . Rather, w e seek to capture the w h o l e t ang led 
mass of re la t ionsh ips connec t ing c h i l d , family , a n d social e n v i r o n m e n t . 

M u c h of w h a t makes us h u m a n beings is b o u n d u p i n the social 
d i m e n s i o n s tha t shape and are shaped by o u r biology. As h u m a n beings 
w e are social creatures: w e need society a n d society needs each of us to 
f u n c t i o n . The ancient Greek ph i losopher , Ar i s t o t l e p u t i t th is w a y : 

He who is unable to live in society or who has no need because he is 
sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god. 

(Politics) 

We are a l l ne i the r beasts no r gods. Therefore, w e m u s t unde r s t and 
ourselves i n a social context , i n a society w h e r e w e m u s t s ink or s w i m . I n 
th is book w e consider h o w w e s w i m , a n d w h y w e somet imes s ink . 

1 



2 James Garbarino and Mario T. Gaboury 

An Overview of Themes 

The focus of th i s b o o k is the d e v e l o p m e n t of compe tence—def ined as 
the a b i l i t y to succeed i n life's major challenges. W h a t are these chal-
lenges? A l t h o u g h different cu l tures have different emphases and themes, 
there are some c o m m o n elements . A m o n g these are the ab i l i ty to master 
the roles of w o r k e r , c i t i zen , lover , a n d parent . 

Compe tence is t hus more t han a general ized abstract qual i ty . I t is 
de f ined a n d measured i n terms of specific s i tua t ions or contexts . I n t e l -
l i gence—broad ly de f ined—is cer ta inly i m p o r t a n t . We use " in te l l igence" 
here i n the sense deve loped b y Robert Sternberg (1985). I n his book 
Beyond IQ Sternberg refers to three k i n d s of in te l l igence. The first con-
sists o f the ab i l i ty to process i n f o r m a t i o n qu i ck ly a n d accura te ly—"com-
p o n e n t i a l " in te l l igence . This is the k i n d of inte l l igence measured b y 
mos t I Q tests. A person needs at least an average a m o u n t of th is f o r m of 
in te l l igence to succeed i n mos t s i tua t ions (on ly a few specialized settings 
requi re h i g h levels of th i s sort o f in te l l igence) . 

B e y o n d c o m p o n e n t i a l in te l l igence is creative in te l l igence—the ab i l i ty 
to r ecombine e lements i n n e w w a y s to solve n o v e l p rob lems , to see n e w 
pat terns i n experience a n d data. Suppose y o u were g i v e n a s t o p w a t c h 
a n d t o l d to f igure o u t the he igh t o f a bu i ld ing? H o w m a n y different 
strategies c o u l d y o u come u p w i t h ? This w o u l d be one measure of cre-
at ive in te l l igence . 

A t h i r d k i n d of in te l l igence is social. H o w effective are y o u at r ead ing 
people a n d i n f l u e n c i n g the i r behavior? Just as c o m p o n e n t i a l in te l l igence 
tends to i n v o l v e a n a l y z i n g a n d m a n i p u l a t i n g symbols (e.g. , solve for X 
w h e r e 2 X + 42 = 16X — 23), social in te l l igence tends to i n v o l v e analyz-
i n g a n d m a n i p u l a t i n g people a n d social s i tua t ions (e.g. , h o w can y o u 
persuade the manager of a b u i l d i n g to s h o w y o u the bu i ld ing ' s b lue-
p r i n t s so that y o u can discover its height?). 

O f course, in te l l igence , or general " a d a p t i v i t y " as psychologis ts of ten 
call i t , p lays a large par t i n d e t e r m i n i n g w h e t h e r or n o t one w i l l handle 
s i tua t ions competen t ly . But there is m o r e ( M c C l e l l a n d , 1973). Commu-
nication skills are v i t a l l y i m p o r t a n t . O n e m u s t be able to communica te 
accurately i n w o r d , l o o k , or gesture . One m u s t send a n d receive mes-
sages accurately. Patience is also i m p o r t a n t . D e l a y i n g one's response to a 
s t i m u l u s as l o n g as i t takes to r e spond effectively is a sk i l l re levant to 
success i n m a n y s i tua t ions . L ikewi se , i t helps to have a reservoir o f self-
esteem a n d self-confidence to go a long w i t h social a n d in te l l ec tua l ab i l i -
t ies. We can call th is general ly pos i t ive o r i en t a t ion t o w a r d oneself a n d 
t o w a r d one's ab i l i ty to master the w o r l d — " e g o development." 

W h e r e does competence come from? H o w do people get it? By a n d 
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large, they deve lop i t i n c h i l d h o o d , a n d the i r famil ies a n d c o m m u n i t i e s 
p lay a large role i n the process. Fur the rmore , w i t h i n some general 
gu ide l ines tha t w e w i l l consider as w e go a long , m a n y different strat-
egies a n d tactics lead to d e v e l o p i n g competence . M a n y alternate social 
a r rangements are d e v e l o p m e n t a l l y sound ; they are different b u t g e n u -
i n e l y equal . Therefore , w e are l ed to a c o m m i t m e n t to pluralism, to 
l e t t i n g famil ies a n d c o m m u n i t i e s u t i l i ze a n d pursue the i r different strat-
egies a n d tactics for p r o d u c i n g compe ten t c h i l d r e n w i t h i n some c o m -
m o n agreement o n basic p r inc ip les such as the need for love , affection, 
a n d acceptance. We respect d ivers i ty , b u t w a n t to search for w a y s to 
ensure tha t w h e r e there real ly are general s tandards, all famil ies and 
c o m m u n i t i e s can a n d do meet those s tandards. P lu ra l i sm imp l i e s diver-
s i ty w i t h i n f u n d a m e n t a l consensus or agreement o n basic pr inc ip les . 
T h r o u g h o u t th is b o o k w e seek p lu ra l i s t mode l s o f h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t 
as a gu ide for profess ional helpers . A s ou r society becomes more e th-
n ica l ly a n d racial ly d iverse , th i s becomes ever more i m p o r t a n t . 

To d o just ice to ou r centra l themes—the d e v e l o p m e n t of competence 
a n d p l u r a l i s m — w e need to f i n d some w a y to p u l l apart a n d t h e n reas-
semble the c o m p l e x in te rconnec t ions a m o n g c h i l d , family , a n d social 
e n v i r o n m e n t . We have f o u n d an in te l l ec tua l too l for accompl i sh ing th is 
a m b i t i o u s task. I t is an ecological m o d e l of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t elabo-
ra ted b y h u m a n deve lopmenta l i s t Ur i e Bronfenbrenner . Bronfenbren-
ner's approach suits us w e l l because: 

1. I t focuses o n the d e v e l o p i n g c h i l d i n the real w o r l d . 
2. I t pays a l o t o f a t t en t i on to the social e n v i r o n m e n t i n its m a n y 

diverse fo rms . 
3. I t recognizes the essential ly active role of the i n d i v i d u a l — s h a p i n g 

as w e l l as be ing shaped b y social contexts . 
4. I t sees the social e n v i r o n m e n t as a g r a n d h u m a n exper iment , a n d 

thus inv i tes o u r efforts to i m p r o v e i t , to make i t better. 

An Overview of Topics 

W i t h a l l th is i n m i n d , o u r b o o k begins w i t h a discussion o f B r o n -
fenbrenner ' s ecological m o d e l i n Chap te r 2. I n Chapter 3 w e expand 
u p o n the m o d e l to analyze the issue of social r i sk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y for 
c h i l d r e n . Chap te r 4 looks at the f ami ly as the p r i m a r y e n v i r o n m e n t for 
c h i l d r e n . I n Chapters 5 a n d 6 w e examine t w o fundamen ta l topics: the 
c h i l d as a b io logica l o r g a n i s m , a n d ch i ldbea r ing a n d c h i l d rear ing . Chap-
ter 7 explores the f u n d a m e n t a l issues o f i d e n t i t y a n d e thnic i ty . Chapte r 8 



4 James Garbarino and Mario T. Gaboury 

addresses the chi ld ' s c o m m u n i t y a n d n e i g h b o r h o o d . I n Chapters 9 a n d 
10 w e o u t l i n e h o w h u m a n services a n d social po l i cy w o r k w i t h regard to 
c h i l d r e n . Chap te r 11 concludes the book b y se t t ing the issues of ch i l -
d r e n , family , a n d social e n v i r o n m e n t i n the broader perspect ive o f ou r 
society's h i s t o r y a n d fu tu re . H a v i n g reached the end , let's beg in again 
w i t h a m o r e de ta i led i n t r o d u c t i o n to these chapters and t hen proceed to 
greater d e p t h . 

The Ecology of Human Development 

Chap te r 2 discusses several factors tha t inf luence d e v e l o p i n g i n d i -
v i d u a l s . Each of these can be t i ed to one or more s i tua t ions or "contexts" 
w i t h i n w h i c h people develop . Contexts of d e v e l o p m e n t are those regu-
la r ly occu r r ing e n v i r o n m e n t a l sett ings tha t can affect d e v e l o p m e n t by 
p resen t ing r isks or o p p o r t u n i t i e s . Some of the re levant d e v e l o p m e n t a l 
contexts are family , f r i endsh ip g roups , ne ighborhoods , schools, c o m -
m u n i t i e s , states, a n d na t ions . We can arrange t h e m o n a scale f r o m 
smallest (microsys tems) to largest (macrosystems). Events tha t take 
place at each of these con tex tua l levels have effects o n c h i l d r e n a n d the i r 
famil ies . 

Subsequent chapters concentrate o n the var ious contexts more specifi-
cally. These m o r e deta i led analyses, however , s h o u l d no t detract f r o m 
o u r expl ic i t p remise tha t the subsystems of the overa l l ecological sys tem 
are inex t r icab ly in te r re la ted , one w i t h the other. We hope to d e m o n -
strate t h r o u g h o u t this text the mterconnectedness of the va r ious actors a n d 
act ivi t ies i n the h u m a n ecology o f the c h i l d . The degree of coopera t ion 
a m o n g these in t e rconnec ted systems is a v i t a l issue for those concerned 
w i t h the qua l i t y or " h a b i t a b i l i t y " of the social e n v i r o n m e n t . 

Contexts can be pos i t ive or negat ive inf luences o n d e v e l o p m e n t — o r 
b o t h at one t i m e or another . D e p e n d i n g o n the balance of the m u l t i p l e 
factors ( r ang ing f r o m i n d i v i d u a l b io logica l e n d o w m e n t s to e n v i r o n m e n -
tal forces), i n d i v i d u a l s or famil ies are exposed to m a n y types of deve lop-
m e n t a l r i sk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y . We in t roduce this n o t i o n of sociocultural risk 
a n d opportunity i n Chap te r 2. Later i n Chap te r 3, w e elaborate o n i t i n 
greater de ta i l . 

Sociocultural Risk and Opportunity 

Chap te r 3 lays o u t more specifically the theme o f soc iocul tura l r i sk 
a n d o p p o r t u n i t y . D i s r u p t i o n o f the soc iocul tura l systems tha t s u r r o u n d 
i n d i v i d u a l d e v e l o p m e n t results i n the d i s r u p t i o n of people 's l ives . Th is 
r e l a t ionsh ip is a basic equa t ion i n h u m a n deve lopmen t . Chapte r 3 con-
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centrates o n re la t ing the aspects of r i sk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y to the social 
d i m e n s i o n s of the ecological s y s t e m — f r o m mic ro - to macro. For exam-
ple , i t considers the i m p a c t o f smaller househo lds i n the U n i t e d States, 
styles of ra i s ing c h i l d r e n , e m o t i o n a l cl imates i n the family, dens i ty of 
c o m m u n i t i e s , local e m p l o y m e n t levels, cond i t ions i n the w o r k place, 
na t iona l economic a n d po l i t i ca l a t t i tudes , a n d war , a l l as i m p o r t a n t con-
t r i bu to r s to or detractors f r o m c h i l d a n d f ami ly deve lopmen t . 

We unde r t ake a discussion of p l u r a l i s m i n Chapte r 3. Cons ide red as a 
macrosys tem issue, p l u r a l i s m leads us to recognize that o u r cu l t u r e is 
c o m p r i s e d of a d ive r s i t y of t r ad i t i ons , each w i t h its o w n s t rengths a n d 
weaknesses relat ive to any par t i cu la r e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n . O u r ap-
proach recognizes a n d respects the d ive r s i t y of Amer i cans . P lu ra l i sm 
stresses the impor t ance of fos ter ing the s t rengths i n a people 's special 
her i tage. A p lura l i s t i c perspect ive helps us avo id i m p o s i n g one c u l t u r a l 
v i e w u p o n another. I t p romotes tolerance and enhances the creative 
approaches available to h u m a n services w o r k e r s a n d researchers. H o w -
ever, p l u r a l i s m has its o w n set of challenges. M o s t i m p o r t a n t is ga in ing 
respect for d ive r s i t y c u l t u r e - w i d e , a n d d ive s t i ng d o m i n a n t g roups of 
some dec i s i on -mak ing power . M a n y of us t end to v i e w "di f fe rent" as 
m e a n i n g "less g o o d , " w i t h the u n d e r l y i n g danger that d o m i n a n t beliefs, 
habi ts , a n d a t t i tudes can be fois ted un jus t i f i ab ly o n those w i t h fewer 
n u m b e r s a n d less po l i t i ca l c lout . A concern for " e m p o w e r m e n t " at a l l 
levels f lows n a t u r a l l y f r o m our ecological perspect ive . 

The Family as a Social System 

The discuss ion of b o t h r isk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y o n the one h a n d a n d 
p l u r a l i s m o n the o ther leads us to the family . I n Chap te r 4 w e m o v e f r o m 
bigger levels o f analysis (cul tures a n d societies) to i nqu i r e i n t o a smaller 
leve l , the f a m i l y — i t s var ious types a n d func t ions w i t h i n ou r social sys-
t em. U t i l i z i n g sociohis tor ical , cross-cul tural , a n d f ami ly systems per-
spectives to u n d e r s t a n d the va r i e ty o f v i ews r ega rd ing famil ies , w e re-
v i e w some in te res t ing pat terns: First , w e d r a w a d i s t i n c t i o n be tween the 
abstract n o t i o n of " f a m i l y " ( w h a t famil ies should be based o n d o m i n a n t 
v i ews ) versus the par t icu lar types of families that exist ( the different 
w a y s famil ies ac tual ly are). Cruc ia l to an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of p l u r a l i s m a n d 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l inf luences is apprec ia t ion of the confl icts that of ten resul t 
f r o m the i m p o s i t i o n of the abstract " i dea l " f ami ly o n specific " rea l" 
famil ies . 

A r e famil ies i m p o r t a n t ? The s imple fact that h u m a n s have created 
f a m i l y un i t s i n va r ious forms t h r o u g h o u t h i s to ry a n d across cu l tures 
suggests the answer to this ques t ion . Chapte r 4 makes the case that 
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famil ies are the media tors b e t w e e n i n d i v i d u a l s a n d the i r society. The 
va r ious fo rms famil ies take are re la ted to the i r adapt iveness to con-
tex tua l const ra ints . A s w e l l , m a n y changes i n the soc iocul tura l e n v i r o n -
m e n t are responses to the col lect ive force o f famil ies . I n t e rp l ay b e t w e e n 
social systems is the key here . 

We explore f a m i l y systems i n de ta i l i n th is chapter, e m p h a s i z i n g m o d -
els tha t consider re la t ionsh ips be tween famil ies a n d the i r sett ings i n 
t e rms of stages of f a m i l y d e v e l o p m e n t . Families change b o t h i n size a n d 
s t ruc tu re . Therefore , i t is i napp rop r i a t e to v i e w t h e m as static ent i t ies . 
H o w d o famil ies w o r k ? This becomes a central ques t ion i n l i g h t o f the 
a lmos t o v e r w h e l m i n g a n d compl ica ted array of pressures i n v o l v e d . 
Forces w i t h i n famil ies (e .g. , f a m i l y goals, d r ives , a n d s t ruc ture) , a n d 
forces ou t s ide famil ies (e .g. , l i nks to society, c o m m u n i t y / n e i g h b o r h o o d 
make -up ) are topics tha t w e m u s t consider. 

The Developing Child 

I n Chap te r 5 w e descend o u r analyt ica l ladder s t i l l fur ther to consider 
the d e v e l o p i n g o r g a n i s m — t h e c h i l d . C h i l d r e n have been v i e w e d qu i te 
d i f fe rent ly t h r o u g h o u t h is tory . D i f f e r i ng percept ions of ch i ldren ' s ab i l i -
ties a n d d e v e l o p m e n t a l agendas have resul ted i n w h o l l y different de-
scr ip t ions of a n d p rosc r ip t ions for p rope r a n d hea l thy g r o w t h . Is the 
c h i l d basically i n n o c e n t a n d to be taught , or i nhe ren t l y w i c k e d a n d to be 
pun i shed? M a n y quest ions l ike these pervade the h i s to ry of c h i l d h o o d 
a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y issues such as c h i l d abuse. 

A t the i n d i v i d u a l l eve l of analysis , the b io log ica l or phys io log ica l as-
pects of d e v e l o p m e n t assume a p r o m i n e n t pos i t i on . The focus here is o n 
the int r icate i n t e r r e l a t i onsh ip b e t w e e n i n d i v i d u a l make-up a n d e n v i r o n -
m e n t a l forces. Chap te r 5 b r o a d l y rev iews the stages of d e v e l o p m e n t 
f r o m concep t ion t h r o u g h p r ena t a l -pe r i na t a l d e v e l o p m e n t , early, m i d -
d le , a n d late c h i l d h o o d . A t each leve l , w e discuss deve lopmen ta l l a n d -
m a r k s (e.g. , k e y changes a n d in fan t reactiveness, early language de-
v e l o p m e n t , gender iden t i ty , as w e l l as t h i n k i n g ab i l i ty a n d adolescent 
m a t u r a t i o n ) . We i n t r o d u c e quest ions about the relat ive c o n t r i b u t i o n of 
h e r e d i t y a n d e n v i r o n m e n t , a n d explore the re la t ionships a m o n g b i o l o g -
ical , psycholog ica l , a n d social inf luences. 

Childbearing and Child Rearing 

I n d i v i d u a l d e v e l o p m e n t represents o u r basic u n i t o f analysis . H o w -
ever, i n d i v i d u a l d e v e l o p m e n t is i n t e r t w i n e d w i t h the other , broader 
levels . H a v i n g suspended our p r i m a r i l y social concerns i n Chapte r 5, w e 
r e t u r n to t h e m i n Chap te r 6. Chapte r 6 begins ou r j o u r n e y back u p 
t h r o u g h the ecological sys tem, w i t h the even tua l goal be ing a d iscuss ion 
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of society i n its largest sense. We revis i t the f a m i l y a n d invest igate more 
specifically the mos t i m p o r t a n t f ami ly func t ions , the bea r ing a n d rea r ing 
of c h i l d r e n . 

I n every cu l tu re , h a v i n g a c h i l d is an i m p o r t a n t event celebrated i n 
t r ad i t i ona l f o lkways a n d i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d r i tua ls . A l s o , the c u l t u r a l l y 
de f ined correct m a n n e r o f ra i s ing one's c h i l d r e n is general ly specified 
for parents a n d o ther caregivers. I ndeed , the lack of clear messages for 
parents o n h o w to rear c h i l d r e n is one of the stressful t h ings A m e r i c a n 
parents face. I n this chapter, w e are p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h the dy-
namics o f p a r e n t - c h i l d re la t ionships . Chapte r 5 suppl ies the c h i l d de-
v e l o p m e n t f o u n d a t i o n necessary for u n d e r s t a n d i n g p a r e n t - c h i l d i n -
teract ions, a n d Chapte r 6 relates th is i n f o r m a t i o n about i n d i v i d u a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t to the chi ld ' s f i rs t a n d p r i m a r y context , the family . 

C h i l d b e a r i n g is the first topic w e consider i n this chapter. There are 
m a n y inf luences o n th is mi racu lous event . M o s t b i r ths i n the U n i t e d 
States take place i n a hosp i t a l , a n d th is se t t ing , w i t h its re la ted practices, 
exerts inf luence over the possibi l i t ies a n d probabi l i t ies of ear ly exper i -
ences b e t w e e n parents a n d the i r c h i l d r e n . H o w e v e r , no t a l l hospi ta ls are 
a l ike , a n d var ious fo rms of c h i l d b i r t h pract ices—some o l d , some n e w — 
are available. Each can have an impac t o n the ch i ldbea r ing experience. 
Th i s va r i e ty of possible practices invo lves changes i n the phys ica l se t t ing 
(e.g. , home- l i ke hosp i ta l r o o m s a n d d i m l y l i t de l ive ry rooms) , the psy-
chologica l a tmosphere (e.g. , s u p p o r t i v e versus insensi t ive) and the 
range of par t i c ipan ts at each stage (e.g. , dad's presence i n the de l ive ry 
r o o m ) . The context of th is b i r t h i n g experience t hen is l i n k e d to early 
p a r e n t - c h i l d in te rac t ion , a n d to later p a r e n t - c h i l d re la t ionships . 

The c h i l d rea r ing sect ion of th is chapter picks u p f r o m the p o i n t o f 
early experience to explore changes i n p a r e n t - c h i l d in te rac t ion t h r o u g h -
o u t the fami ly ' s l ife span. We discuss the emo t iona l c l imate w i t h i n a 
fami ly , r ea r ing styles, the roles o f va r ious par t ic ipants , a n d o ther a d u l t -
c h i l d re la t ionsh ips i n te rms of the i r impac t o n the in t e l l ec tua l deve lop-
m e n t a n d competencies of c h i l d r e n a n d the var ious pat terns of p a r e n t -
c h i l d re la t ionsh ips that ensue. A g a i n , w e v i e w the f ami ly as the basic 
u n i t o f h u m a n experience e m b e d d e d w i t h i n a series o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
contexts . We consider c u l t u r a l a n d i n s t i t u t i o n a l const ra ints o n the fami ly 
to be qu i t e i m p o r t a n t , a n d w e recognize t h e m as profess ional issues, for 
the f a m i l y is the med ia to r of soc iocu l tu ra l r isks a n d o p p o r t u n i t i e s for 
c h i l d r e n a n d parents . 

Identity and Ethnicity 

A m e r i c a n society is u n d e r g o i n g a r e b i r t h o f e thnic consciousness. The 
g r o w i n g d e m o g r a p h i c a n d po l i t i ca l inf luence of "people o f co lor" has 
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forced th is o n a society re luc tan t to make a c o m m i t m e n t to m u l t i -
c u l t u r i s m . I n Chap te r 7 w e explore the re la t ionships be tween e thn i c i t y 
a n d personal iden t i ty . H o w do w e in te rp re t a n d approach c u l t u r a l dif-
ferences? W h a t d o they m e a n for c h i l d deve lopment? 

The Territory of Childhood 

Chapters 5 a n d 6 offer a g r o u n d i n g i n i n d i v i d u a l a n d in te rpersona l 
d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d thus p r o v i d e a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n o u r analysis. We t u r n 
back to the task of u n d e r s t a n d i n g the social e n v i r o n m e n t around f ami -
lies, h a v i n g examined the social e n v i r o n m e n t within families. Chapte r 8 
begins th is process by focus ing o n the n e i g h b o r h o o d a n d c o m m u n i t y 
levels of the ecology. Here w e deal w i t h the first wave of inf luence 
outs ide the family . A s c h i l d r e n are d e v e l o p i n g w i t h i n famil ies so families 
deve lop w i t h i n ne ighbo rhoods a n d c o m m u n i t i e s . Various a t t r ibutes of 
these contexts affect the qua l i t y of a n e i g h b o r h o o d as an e n v i r o n m e n t 
for famil ies . H o w densely p o p u l a t e d is the area? W h a t type of context 
for c h i l d d e v e l o p m e n t results f r o m the des ign, a m o u n t , a n d level of 
main tenance of local hous ing? H o w active are f a m i l y - s u p p o r t i n g net-
w o r k s i n the ne ighborhoods? 

A m e r i c a n c o m m u n i t i e s are no t static i n na ture . T h e y change, i n re-
sponse to the i r i n t e rna l d y n a m i c s and i n response to broader social 
forces. Changes have occur red i n response to his tor ical events l ike mass 
i m m i g r a t i o n a n d w o r l d wars . Local business a n d i n d u s t r y managers , 
po l i t i c ians , a n d o ther "social in f luen t ia l s" make decisions that also result 
i n changes. C o m m u n i t i e s r e s p o n d to chang ing levels of e thnic i n f l u -
ence, a n d m a n y are exper ienc ing increasing d ive r s i ty a n d decreasing 
homogene i ty . C o m m u n i t i e s are u rban , suburban , a n d ru ra l . They are 
o l d , new, a n d i n be tween . M o s t of a l l , n e ighbo rhoods a n d c o m m u n i t i e s 
are contexts w i t h i n w h i c h famil ies a n d c h i l d r e n behave, g row, a n d de-
ve lop . A s w e demons t ra te , w h a t goes on at this level of the social ecolo-
gy has m u c h to do w i t h the pos i t ive or negat ive course that i n d i v i d u a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t takes. 

Developmental Issues in Human Services 

H u m a n service agencies a n d systems f o r m an i m p o r t a n t l i n k b e t w e e n 
famil ies a n d n e i g h b o rh o o d s , o n the one h a n d , a n d state a n d na t iona l 
agendas for service del ivery , o n the other. Chap te r 9 deals w i t h m a n y 
issues i n the de l ive ry of h u m a n services as they relate to the themes a n d 
concerns d e r i v e d f r o m o u r ecological analysis of deve lopmen ta l r i sk a n d 
o p p o r t u n i t y . We delve i n t o several issues i n an effort to suggest some 
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al ternat ives to conven t iona l service practice. W h a t is the p rope r role o f 
the h u m a n service p rov ider? W h a t is the correct t i m i n g for in te rven t ion? 
W h a t s h o u l d be the scope of in te rven t ion? W h e r e s h o u l d a fami ly ' s 
inal ienable r i g h t to p r ivacy beg in , a n d is th is t h r e sho ld a lways the same? 
H o w are the costs o f service de l i ve ry w e i g h e d against the benefits? 

A br ie f h is tor ical b a c k g r o u n d p rov ides a perspect ive for d iscuss ing the 
present day pol i t ics o f p r o v i d i n g h u m a n services. These po l i t i ca l , even 
ph i l o soph i ca l , t rends o f t h o u g h t have a great impac t o n the sort o f 
practices a n d services that society a n d i n d i v i d u a l professionals see as 
l eg i t imate . The na tu re o f social suppor t s , l ike m a n y no t ions discussed i n 
this book , is no t a u n i f o r m a n d u n c h a n g i n g ent i ty . Indeed , changes i n 
a t t i tudes resul t i n changes i n practices. S h o u l d w e be "hands off" re-
g a r d i n g o u r famil ies , or r u s h i n at the earliest s ign of di f f icul ty? W h a t are 
the cr i ter ia for such decisions, a n d w h o is the p rope r decis ion-maker? 
W h a t are the goals of the h u m a n services? 

Families have the largest share of respons ib i l i ty for p r o d u c i n g compe-
tent members o f society. Services p r o v i d e d to c h i l d r e n and families by 
the state i m p l y society's r espons ib i l i ty to compensate for forces i n the 
fami ly or b e y o n d the fami ly ' s c o n t r o l tha t b y na tu re are de t r imen ta l to 
d e v e l o p m e n t . The in te rdependence issue arises again as w e note the 
m u t u a l ob l iga t ions o f f ami ly a n d state to i m p r o v e a n d m a i n t a i n hea l thy 
h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t . We discuss n e w models for faci l i ta t ing hea l thy 
d e v e l o p m e n t . Based i n no t ions of shared responsibi l i ty , i n t e rdepen-
dence, a n d the s t rengths of people , w e r e c o m m e n d a m i x of fo rmal a n d 
i n f o r m a l s u p p o r t a n d suggest var ious p rog rammat i c models . 

Social Policy, Children, and Their Families 

Chapte r 10 b r ings us to the p o i n t of d iscuss ing h o w the mechanics of 
h u m a n services a n d the cond i t i ons o f r i sk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y are roo t ed i n 
social pol icy. Here w e discuss the m a n y p rob lems of families and c h i l -
d r e n as they relate to social po l i cy at the broader levels of the social 
ecology a n d different i n s t i t u t i o n s and agencies w i t h i n i t . N e w perspec-
tives o n contexts o f d e v e l o p m e n t come i n t o focus so that w e inc lude 
t r anspo r t a t i on author i t ies , b i g business, a n d g o v e r n m e n t as actors i n the 
fami ly ' s l ife together. The decisions made i n these contexts reverberate 
t h r o u g h c o m m u n i t i e s , the workp lace , a n d service agencies, even tua l ly 
t a k i n g the i r t o l l o n or p r o v i d i n g s u p p o r t for c h i l d r e n and thei r famil ies . 

Af t e r a desc r ip t ion of the po l i cy scene, w e make some suggest ions 
about h o w to inf luence po l i cy makers . H o w does someone w h o has 
embraced an i n n o v a t i v e approach go about encourag ing its i m p l e m e n t a -
t ion? A l t h o u g h there is no single m e t h o d to i n f l u e n c i n g pol icy, and , o f 
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course, n o t h i n g is guaranteed , there are some basic approaches. O n e is 
the systematic d o c u m e n t a t i o n of the p r o b l e m . F o l l o w i n g i n i t i a l i d e n t i f i -
ca t ion is the g a t h e r i n g of i n f o r m a t i o n about w h o is b e i n g affected, w h o 
makes the i m p o r t a n t decis ions, a n d so o n . The chapter concludes w i t h a 
d iscuss ion of the m o s t i m p o r t a n t aspect of po l i cy i n t e r v e n t i o n : personal 
c o m m i t m e n t to i m p r o v i n g the l ives of c h i l d r e n a n d the i r famil ies . 

In Conclusion: The Issue Is Human Quality 

Chapte r 11 seeks to place o u r professional concern for the social en-
v i r o n m e n t of c h i l d r e n a n d famil ies i n its broadest c u l t u r a l a n d h is tor ica l 
context . W h e r e are w e g o i n g as a society? A r e w e head ing t o w a r d eco-
n o m i c , po l i t i ca l , a n d e n v i r o n m e n t a l disaster? Or, are w e o n the verge of 
c u l t u r a l b r e a k th roughs tha t w i l l lead to a more h u m a n e , sane, a n d eco-
log ica l ly sustainable society? Is the cu r ren t scene the precursor of an 
u g l y fu tu re i n w h i c h w e t u r n o u r backs o n ch i l d r en i n favor of conspic-
uous mater ia l is t ic c o n s u m p t i o n ? Or, can w e see the d a w n of a b r igh t e r 
day? We t h i n k society's t r ea tment of famil ies w i l l go a l o n g w a y t o w a r d 
a n s w e r i n g these quest ions . Chap te r 11 explains o u r t h i n k i n g . 

Afterword: What Does It Mean to Be Human? 

T h r o u g h o u t th i s book w e speak of h u m a n d ev e lo p men t . But w h a t 
does i t m e a n to be h u m a n ? W h a t is th is humanness w e are seeking to 
protect , to conserve, to n u r t u r e , a n d to enhance i n our efforts as profes-
sionals? A l t h o u g h i t takes us far b e y o n d the day-to-day confines of social 
science a n d profess ional services, w e cannot e n d w i t h o u t cons ide r ing 
this biggest of quest ions . Therefore , w e have i n c l u d e d an a f t e r w o r d to 
b r i e f ly raise a n d discuss the ques t ion of humanness . We t h i n k the an-
swer lies somewhere i n o u r ab i l i ty a n d o b l i g a t i o n to wres t le w i t h the 
issue of g o o d a n d e v i l . We believe th i s discussion is a f i t t i n g conc lus ion 
to o u r book . 

Conclusion 

H a v i n g m a p p e d o u t o u r p a t h t h r o u g h the complex tangle of h u m a n 
d e v e l o p m e n t i n social context w e are ready to beg in o u r journey . The 
first step leads to o u r ecological perspect ive o n h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t i n 
Chap te r 2. 
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The Ecology of Human Development 

James Garbarino and Robert H . A b r a m o w i t z 

Was ist das Schwerste von allem? 
Was dir das Leichste dunket, 

mi t den Augen Zu sehen, 
Was vor den Augen dir liegt. 

Goethe, Xenien aus dem Nachlass #45 
(What is the most difficult of all? 
That which seems to you the easiest, 
To see w i t h one's eyes 
what is ly ing before them.) 

What makes a person? This simple question lies before our eyes, but the 
answer is hard to see. Chapter 2 explores the ecology of human develop-
ment, those forces in the person's environment that affect and influence 
development. This ecological approach includes not only the immediate 
family and home environment, but also the wider social and cultural 
wor ld as it affects the child and family. Urie Bronfenbrenner's model of the 
human ecosystem guides our discussion, making connections between 
children in families and in communities and the larger society that sur-
rounds them. The human ecosystem model is much like the study of the 
natural ecology, focusing on the interactions between subjects at various 
levels of the environment as they affect each other. It differs in its empha-
sis on the active role of the human being in creating and recreating its 
environment. 

Human Beings as Social Animals 

By v i r t u e of the i r helplessness i n the f i rs t f ew years of l i fe , h u m a n 
beings d e p e n d o n others for the i r ve ry s u r v i v a l . The d e v e l o p i n g infant ' s 

11 



12 James Garbarino and Robert H . Abramowitz 

basic rea l i ty lies i n the r e l a t ionsh ip he or she has to p r i m a r y care 
g i v e r s — p a r t i c u l a r l y the mother , i n mos t famil ies i n mos t societies. I t is 
imposs ib le for i n d i v i d u a l s to exist i n d e p e n d e n t l y of the inf luence o f 
o ther people . Indeed , tha t w h i c h makes us h u m a n is ou r relatedness— 
l ingu i s t i c , i n t e l l ec tua l , economic , po l i t i ca l , a n d re l ig ious . A r i s t o t l e cor-
rec t ly cal led us social an imals . 

Th i s in te rdependence is par t o f a social systems perspect ive . A sys-
tems approach der ives f r o m the idea tha t al l l i v i n g ent i t ies share some 
c o m m o n features. 

A l l systems ( f rom the s imples t bac t e r ium to the mos t complex people 
or g roups ) r u n o n energy. T h e y d r a w energy f r o m the e n v i r o n m e n t be-
y o n d the i r boundaries (as w h e n a person eats food) or generate i t f r o m 
resources they con ta in (as w h e n a person bu rns fat s tored i n the b o d y ) . 

T h e na tu re o f these boundar ies de te rmines w h e t h e r a sys tem is closed 
( impene t rab le boundar ies ) or o p e n (permeable boundar ies) . O f course, 
no sys tem i n real l ife is l i ke ly to be ei ther to ta l ly closed or to ta l ly open . 

Systems seek equilibrium as cond i t ions ins ide and outs ide the i r b o u n d -
aries change. T h e y adapt i n w a y s des igned to restore e q u i l i b r i u m . A n d 
systems are connec ted—the ac t ion o f one inf luences the status of o t h -
ers. Th i s is cal led feedback. Put al l th is together a n d w e see the h u m a n 
b e i n g i n the m i d s t o f an ebb ing a n d f l o w i n g n e t w o r k o f systems. 

We bel ieve that any d iscuss ion o f h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t m u s t consider 
the contexts or sett ings i n w h i c h d e v e l o p m e n t occurs. L i k e the b io log is t 
w h o m u s t s t u d y an a n i m a l i n context by l ea rn ing about the animal ' s 
habi ta t , sources of f o o d , predators , a n d social practices, the comple te 
s t u d y o f people i nvo lves e x a m i n i n g h o w people l ive a n d g r o w i n the 
social w i l d . The t e r m " e n v i r o n m e n t " here inc ludes e v e r y t h i n g outs ide 
the o r g a n i s m . T h e d e v e l o p i n g chi ld ' s se t t ing inc ludes family, f r iends, 
n e i g h b o r h o o d , a n d school , as w e l l as less i m m e d i a t e forces such as 
laws , social a t t i tudes , a n d i n s t i t u t i o n s tha t d i r ec t ly or i n d i r e c t l y affect 
the c h i l d . T h e resul t o f these forces ac t ing o n the i n d i v i d u a l is cal led 
" e n v i r o n m e n t a l press." 

" E n v i r o n m e n t a l press" is the c o m b i n e d inf luence of forces w o r k i n g i n 
a se t t ing to shape the behavior a n d d e v e l o p m e n t o f people i n that set-
t i n g . E n v i r o n m e n t a l press arises f r o m the circumstances c o n f r o n t i n g 
a n d s u r r o u n d i n g an i n d i v i d u a l tha t generate psychosocial m o m e n t u m 
a n d t e n d to gu ide tha t i n d i v i d u a l i n a par t icu lar d i r e c t i o n . We shape ou r 
e n v i r o n m e n t s a n d t h e n those e n v i r o n m e n t s shape us. R u d o l p h Moss 
(1979) cal led th is the p r i n c i p l e o f "progressive confo rmi ty . " 

A s w e shal l see, the ch i ld ' s e n v i r o n m e n t has specific phys ica l d i m e n -
sions, b u t i t has m u l t i p l e c u l t u r a l facets a n d m u l t i p l e social levels a n d is 
a complex n e t w o r k o f forces. O u r o r i en t a t i on to context a n d the interac-
t i o n b e t w e e n o r g a n i s m a n d e n v i r o n m e n t defines an ecological perspec-
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t ive , a n d l ike a l l fields u s i n g an ecological f r a m e w o r k , w e look b e y o n d 
the i n d i v i d u a l o rgan i sm to the organism's e n v i r o n m e n t for quest ions 
a n d explana t ions about the organism's behavior a n d deve lopmen t . We 
do so f r o m a t r a d i t i o n exempl i f i ed by deve lopmenta l i s t Ur i e Bron -
fenbrenner . 

Experiments by Nature and Design 

Bronfenbrenner represents a c o m p e l l i n g " f o u r t h force" for s tudents of 
h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t a n d social service prac t i t ioners ( w i t h the first three 
"forces" h a v i n g behavior is t , p s y c h o d y n a m i c , a n d human i s t i c perspec-
tives). 

U n t i l recently, i t c o u l d h a r d l y be said that the expe r imen ta l ecology of 
h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t was a systematic theoret ical concep t ion . I n d e e d , i t 
d i d n o t aspire to the status o f a theory as w e use the t e r m i n speaking of 
Freud's psychoana ly t ic theory, Rogers' human i s t i c theory, Piaget's cog-
n i t i v e theory, or Skinner ' s re in forcement theory. Rather, i t was an 
e m e r g i n g c r i t ique of conven t iona l d e v e l o p m e n t a l psychology; a c r i t ique 
of w h a t i t s t u d i e d a n d h o w i t s t u d i e d i t . I t t hen became an effort to 
def ine a f i e ld o f i n q u i r y , a n d its p r i n c i p a l use has been as a f r a m e w o r k 
for o r g a n i z i n g k n o w l e d g e , genera t ing research quest ions a n d eva lua t ing 
social po l i cy (e.g. , i n the areas of c h i l d ma l t r ea tmen t , c h i l d care, a n d 
h a n d i c a p p e d ch i ld ren) . We w i l l use i t i n this w a y t h r o u g h o u t this text . 

F r o m efforts to u n d e r s t a n d issues of social po l i cy a n d professional 
practice arose a set o f p ropos i t i ons about the s t u d y of h u m a n deve lop-
m e n t . These p ropos i t i ons a n d the rat ionale for t h e m cons t i tu te the core 
of Bronfenbrenner ' s b o o k The Ecology of Human Development (1979). Th i s 
v i e w sees the process of d e v e l o p m e n t as one that enlarges the chi ld ' s 
concep t ion of the w o r l d a n d the chi ld ' s ab i l i ty to act o n that w o r l d . We 
need n o t go v e r y far i n s u m m a r i z i n g th i s v i e w here (but w i l l d o so later), 
except to say tha t i t incorpora tes different levels of re la ted social systems 
a r o u n d the d e v e l o p i n g c h i l d i n w h i c h w h a t happens outs ide the i m m e -
diate experiences of a c h i l d ( i .e . , ou ts ide a chi ld ' s "mic rosys tem") affects 
w h a t goes o n ins ide those experiences as m u c h as i f no t more t h a n do 
the i n t e rna l forces of the c h i l d (b io logy a n d psychology) . The f rus t ra t ing 
t h i n g about a l l th is (and the source of its creative analyt ic p o w e r ) is that 
a lmos t e v e r y t h i n g i n the content o f d e v e l o p m e n t is variable, a lmos t 
n o t h i n g is f ixed , a n d the answer to mos t quest ions of the sort "Does X 
cause Y?" is " i t depends ." 

W h a t c o n t r i b u t i o n s has th is perspect ive o n the ecology of h u m a n 
d e v e l o p m e n t made? There are at least four that deserve a t t en t ion . 
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1. P r o v o k i n g a serious response f r o m " c o n v e n t i o n a l " d e v e l o p m e n t a l 
psychology. 

2. E n h a n c i n g the c o m m o n g r o u n d for co l labora t ion a n d d ia logue 
b e t w e e n Eu ropean a n d A m e r i c a n s tudents o f h u m a n deve lop-
m e n t . 

3. P r o v i d i n g a vehic le for serious in terchange be tween sociologists 
a n d d e v e l o p m e n t a l psychologis ts . 

4. D e v e l o p i n g a m o d e l for d e f i n i n g issues, f o r m u l a t i n g quest ions , 
a n d app roach ing social po l icy p rob lems . 

The first c o n t r i b u t i o n has been to p r o v o k e a response f r o m m o r e 
" c o n v e n t i o n a l " or "es tab l i shment" d e v e l o p m e n t a l psychologis ts . The 
ecological c r i t ique , a l t h o u g h i n i t i a l l y resisted by some, has pe rmea ted 
A m e r i c a n d e v e l o p m e n t a l p sycho logy since the late 1970's. Ma jo r f igures 
feel c o m p e l l e d to r e s p o n d to the c r i t i c i sm w i t h w o r d s — i f n o t a lways 
w i t h deeds. A n d a l t h o u g h th is is o n l y a necessary b e g i n n i n g to genu ine 
r e f o r m , i t is s ignif icant . For t h o u g h t to proceed, an adequate conceptua l 
language is i m p e r a t i v e . O n e c o n t r i b u t i o n of The Ecology of Human Devel-
opment has been to p r o v i d e such a pol icy- a n d pract ice-or iented concep-
t u a l language w i t h w h i c h to analyze the v a l i d i t y o f research a n d theory 
i n d e v e l o p m e n t a l psychology, a n d thus con t r ibu te to a d ia logue o n the 
process of th is "science" of ours . 

A second c o n t r i b u t i o n has been to increase the basis for European-
A m e r i c a n d ia logue . The ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t contains three 
themes that l i n k i t to characterist ical ly European approaches to h u m a n 
d e v e l o p m e n t . First , i t emphasizes the "cr i t ical m o d e . " Second, i t em-
phasizes the subject ive side o f experience (phenomeno logy) , a major 
theme i n European w o r k . Th is is no coincidence, since one of the for-
ma t ive inf luences o f Bronfenbrenner ' s w o r k was K u r t L e w i n , a G e r m a n 
psycholog is t of the first order. I n seeking to in tegrate A m e r i c a n interest 
i n the "ob jec t ive" w i t h European concern for the "subject ive," a more 
v a l i d concep t ion of " m e a n i n g " is emerg ing . T h i r d , the ecology of 
h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t stresses the role o f po l i t i ca l e c o n o m y i n shap ing 
h u m a n deve lopmen t . Th is emphasis is u n d o u b t e d l y s t rong ( m a n y 
w o u l d say too s t rong) i n Eu ropean w o r k . I t n a t u r a l l y leads to cross-
c u l t u r a l research, w h i c h pe rmi t s us to observe, d o c u m e n t , a n d analyze 
the effects o f macrosys tem v a r i a t i o n . 

I n a s imi l a r v e i n , the ecology of h u m a n deve lopmen t has c o n t r i b u t e d 
t o — a n d is i n par t a resul t of—ser ious d ia logue b e t w e e n sociologists a n d 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l psychologis t s . I n the U n i t e d States such col labora t ion is 
rare, a n d ra re ly has i t been as p r o d u c t i v e as Bronfenbrenner ' s associa-
t i o n w i t h Devereux , B r i m , K o h n , Clausen, a n d Elder, for example . I n -
deed , some w o u l d say the ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is the resul t 
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of a del iberate sociological "conspiracy" to co-opt d e v e l o p m e n t a l psy-
chology. The ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is m o r e t h a n sociology, 
howeve r , for t w o reasons. First , i t places the developing o r g a n i s m at 
center stage, as an active force shap ing social experience. Second, i t 
envis ions e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n at all levels o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l systems a n d 
does n o t accept the static or de te rmin i s t i c t h rus t o f sociology. The subt i -
tle o f Bronfenbrenner ' s book , Experiments by Nature and Design, is s ign i f i -
cant a n d leads n a t u r a l l y to a concern for pol icy. 

The f ina l area i n w h i c h a s ignif icant c o n t r i b u t i o n has been made is i n 
the d e v e l o p m e n t o f a m o d e l or " p a r a d i g m . " I n th is , the results o f a 
pos i t ive conspiracy w i t h sociologists are also ev iden t . I n a d d i t i o n to the 
theore t ica l p ropos i t i ons be ing deve loped , research is be ing generated. 
Moreove r , researchers are be ing t r a ined to have an apprec ia t ion for the 
ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t . A n d now, s tudents can have access to 
texts based o n the m o d e l . A fu l l p a r a d i g m requires a l l these elements . 

The expe r imen ta l ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is not a theory as 
the t e r m is used here. Rather, i t is a p o i n t of v i e w or d e f i n i t i o n o f a f ie ld 
of i n q u i r y tha t aids i n ques t ion f o r m u l a t i o n . Its conten t is tha t o f o ther 
d isc ip l ines . Indeed , each of the systems (and levels o f systems) p r o -
posed i n the scheme has its o w n a t tendant d i sc ip l ine or d isc ip l ines . 
Sociology, an th ropo logy , po l i t i ca l science, ph i lo sophy , a n d economics 
t e n d to deal w i t h macrosys tem issues. Biology, psychobio logy , a n d cog-
n i t i ve p sycho logy deal w i t h the o r g a n i s m as a sys tem. Social p sycho logy 
seeks to exp la in behavior i n the microsys tems of g roups . 

Bronfenbrenner ' s ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is different f r o m 
t r a d i t i o n a l h u m a n ecology (cf. Hawley , 1950) a n d ecological p sycho logy 
(cf. Barker & Schoggen, 1973). O n e of these is a substant ive d i sc ip l ine 
a n d the o ther a substant ive theory. The exper imen ta l ecology of h u m a n 
d e v e l o p m e n t is n o t real ly ei ther a d i sc ip l ine or a substant ive theory. Its 
p r i n c i p a l v i r t u e is its po ten t i a l for eclect icism. I n fact, i t requires such an 
ec lec t ic i sm—or " i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y focus"—because i t focuses o n inter-
system re la t ionsh ips . Th is characteristic is a valuable one i n the present 
in t e l l ec tua l epoch w h e n n a r r o w special izat ion (and mfrasystem analy-
sis) is so preva len t , a n d indeed is e m b e d d e d i n the d o m i n a n t para-
d i g m s . 

The expe r imen ta l ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t basically takes a 
cr i t ical stance. I t is an " i m a g i n a t i o n machine" : I t generates quest ions 
(good quest ions) i n response to the s ta tement o f po l i cy issues, substan-
t ive in te rp re ta t ions o f research f ind ings , sociohistorical events, a n d i n -
t e r v e n t i o n strategies. Th is is the sense i n w h i c h w e j o i n Bronfenbrenner 
i n embrac ing K u r t L e w i n ' s m a x i m that "There is n o t h i n g so pract ical as a 
g o o d theory ." I n th is w a y the ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is " l i m -
i t e d " i n its scope a n d purpose to i m p r o v i n g the quality o f ou r k n o w l e d g e 



16 James Garbarino and Robert H . Abramowitz 

( s o m e t h i n g the h u m a n service f ie ld so desperately needs). I f w e recog-
nize that qua l i t a t ive issues o u t w e i g h quan t i t a t ive ones, the significance 
of th i s becomes even m o r e apparent . Bu t i t goes fur ther to embrace 
Dearborn ' s D i c t u m : " I f y o u w a n t to u n d e r s t a n d some th ing , t ry to 
change i t . " Bronfenbrenner has t r i ed this w i t h h is v i e w of c h i l d deve lop-
m e n t a n d its r e la t ion to social po l i cy a n d practice, e.g., i n his activ-
is t /scholar role i n the d e v e l o p m e n t of the N a t i o n a l H e a d Start P rog ram. 
We can make g o o d use of the progress that has been made . 

The Interaction between Person and Environment 

W i t h i n an ecological f r a m e w o r k , the balance of e n v i r o n m e n t a l forces 
is n o t the sole d e t e r m i n a n t of outcomes for an o rgan i sm. The character 
of the i n d i v i d u a l o r g a n i s m also figures s ignif icant ly. Those w h o s t u d y 
peop le f r o m an ecological perspect ive v i e w i n d i v i d u a l s a n d the i r en-
v i r o n m e n t s as m u t u a l l y shap ing systems, each chang ing over t ime , each 
a d a p t i n g i n response to changes i n the other. Therefore , w h i l e e n v i r o n -
m e n t a l press is the e n v i r o n m e n t ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n to i n d i v i d u a l — e n v i r o n -
m e n t t ransact ions, the i n d i v i d u a l b r ings to the s i t ua t ion a u n i q u e ar-
r angemen t of personal resources, a par t icular level of deve lopmen t , a n d 
o ther a t t r ibutes , i n c l u d i n g t emperamen t . Different people thus react dif-
fe rent ly to the same e n v i r o n m e n t (just as different e n v i r o n m e n t s react 
d i f ferent ly to the same person). 

Th i s interaction be tween i n d i v i d u a l a n d e n v i r o n m e n t forms the basis 
of an ecological approach to h u m a n deve lopmen t . This v i e w sees the 
process o f d e v e l o p m e n t as the expans ion o f the chi ld 's concep t ion of 
the w o r l d a n d the ch i ld ' s ab i l i t y to act o n that w o r l d . A n i n d i v i d u a l 
o r g a n i s m a n d the e n v i r o n m e n t engage i n reciprocal in te rac t ion : each 
inf luences the o ther i n an ever-changing in t e rp l ay of b io logy a n d soci-
e t y — w i t h in te l l igence a n d e m o t i o n as the media tors , and i d e n t i t y a n d 
competence as the outcomes . 

The re l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n parent a n d c h i l d , for example , changes and 
becomes more complex over t ime as each con t i nua l l y learns f r o m a n d 
responds to the other. N e i t h e r can be v i e w e d as a constant causing the 
o ther to deve lop ; ra ther the relationship itself is a cause of change i n b o t h 
parents a n d c h i l d r e n . O n e of the reasons bro thers and sisters of ten have 
di f ferent experiences w i t h the same parents is that the process o f rea r ing 
one c h i l d makes the parents treat a later c h i l d i n a different fashion. We 
m u s t a d d to these differences the t emperamen t of the c h i l d and changes 
i n the c o m m u n i t y . 

A major c o n t r i b u t i o n of an ecological approach is the w a y i t focuses 
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our a t t en t ion o n the re la t ion of d e v e l o p m e n t to b o t h the immed ia t e a n d 
the m o r e d is tan t c u l t u r a l e n v i r o n m e n t . Parents ra is ing a c h i l d r e spond 
to th i s c u l t u r a l e n v i r o n m e n t , w h i c h is a complex w e b of act ivi t ies , be-
liefs, a n d values. The ecology of h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t is real ly the s t udy 
of h o w a w h o l e society func t ions to raise the c h i l d r e n w h o w i l l 
even tua l ly take the i r place w i t h i n that society. C h i l d r e n are the b r idge 
b e t w e e n past a n d fu tu re , a n d society is a lways i n a state of "becoming . " 
A chi ld ' s emergen t i d e n t i t y is thus a snapshot of cu l tu re a n d society. 

A l l over the w o r l d societies have dif ferent value systems, n o r m s of 
behavior , a n d forms of social re la t ions—dif fe ren t cu l tu res . Yet some 
basic h u m a n needs are the same eve rywhere : food , shelter, affection, 
and c o n t i n u i t y ( M e a d , 1966). I n o u r society, as i n mos t others, deve lop-
m e n t varies great ly f r o m person to person and g r o u p to g r o u p due to 
factors r a n g i n g f r o m the different w a y s w e go about mee t ing i n d i v i d u a l 
needs to the d ive r s i t y of i n d i v i d u a l s themselves. The o p p o r t u n i t i e s or 
r isks for d e v e l o p m e n t that each i n d i v i d u a l faces depend o n a par t icular 
m e n t a l a n d phys ica l make-up a n d the t ype of e n v i r o n m e n t i nhab i t ed . 
"Ecological n iche" is the j o i n i n g of b o t h . 

By " o p p o r t u n i t i e s for d e v e l o p m e n t " w e mean a p e r s o n - e n v i r o n m e n t 
re la t ion i n w h i c h the d e v e l o p i n g c h i l d is offered mater ia l , emo t iona l , 
a n d social encouragement compat ib le w i t h the needs a n d capacities of 
the c h i l d at a g i v e n t ime . The best f i t be tween c h i l d a n d e n v i r o n m e n t 
mus t be w o r k e d ou t by experience for each c h i l d w i t h i n some very b road 
gu ide l ines . Chapte r 3 considers some of these guide l ines , i n c l u d i n g the 
role of e thn ic i ty a n d cu l tu r e . 

Risks to d e v e l o p m e n t can come f r o m b o t h d i rec t threats a n d the ab-
sence of o p p o r t u n i t i e s for deve lopmen t . Besides such obv ious biological 
r isks as m a l n u t r i t i o n or in ju ry , there are soc iocul tura l risks that threa ten 
d e v e l o p m e n t . Soc iocul tura l r isk refers to the i m p o v e r i s h m e n t i n the 
chi ld ' s w o r l d of essential experiences a n d re la t ionships . Chapter 3 con-
siders these risks i n deta i l a n d tackles the complex a n d di f f icul t issue of 
c u l t u r e as a source of r isk . 

We k n o w that b io logy a n d society (or na tu re a n d n u r t u r e as w e often 
refer to these forces) can w o r k to enhance or impede deve lopmen t . 
N a t u r e a n d n u r t u r e can w o r k together or i n o p p o s i t i o n . The extent of 
r i sk a n d damage, o p p o r t u n i t y a n d benefi t experienced by a specific 
i n d i v i d u a l depends o n the in t e rp lay of these t w o forces. I n extreme 
cases, facts of na tu re can all b u t o v e r w h e l m e n v i r o n m e n t a l differences. 
For example , severe genetic or prenata l deficits can b r i n g about severe 
m e n t a l r e ta rda t ion ; an except iona l ly g i f ted o rgan i sm can t r i u m p h over 
serious adversi ty. L i k e w i s e , e n v i r o n m e n t a l cond i t ions can be so power-
fu l as to ove r r ide all b u t the mos t p o w e r f u l and extreme cond i t ions of 
b io logy . 
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For example , an ex t remely toxic e n v i r o n m e n t can p roduce sickness 
a n d i m p a i r e d d e v e l o p m e n t i n mos t c h i l d r e n w h o encounter i t . To make 
the p o i n t i n the ext reme, consider tha t i n d i v i d u a l var ia t ions i n l u n g 
capacity w o u l d be t r i v i a l for people left u n p r o t e c t e d o n the surface o f the 
m o o n : a l l w o u l d pe r i sh i n m o m e n t s due to the inhosp i t ab le e n v i r o n -
m e n t . 

I n a l l b u t the mos t ext reme cases o f e i ther na tu re or n u r t u r e , o p t i m a l 
cond i t i ons o f the one can do m u c h to amel iorate d e v e l o p m e n t a l r i sk or 
negat ive inf luences a r i s ing f r o m the other. Th i s is one of the keys to 
successful h u m a n services: he lp w h e r e y o u can overcome w h a t y o u 
cannot change. 

U n d e r s t a n d i n g the in te rac t ion be tween na tu re a n d n u r t u r e i n deve l -
o p m e n t is no easy matter . I n fact, i t is so d i f f icu l t tha t mos t researchers 
do n o t even t r y to hand le b o t h parts o f the equa t ion at once. Rather, they 
t e n d to h o l d one side constant w h i l e l e t t i ng the o ther side va ry—as i n 
s t u d y i n g genet ical ly iden t ica l t w i n s (na ture constant) reared apar t (nur-
tu re var ied) to learn about the role o f na ture a n d n u r t u r e i n in te l l igence , 
or as i n seeing h o w different n e w b o r n s (nature var ied) r e spond to the 
same s t i m u l u s ( n u r t u r e constant) such as a s m i l i n g face. Or, t hey sys-
temat ica l ly va ry one w h i l e l e t t i n g the o ther va ry r a n d o m l y — a s i n pre-
sen t ing c h i l d r e n o f different ages i n a school w i t h three different teach-
i n g styles a n d s t u d y i n g the overa l l effect of each. Thus , a researcher is 
rarely able to real ly l ook at the i n t e rp l ay o f na tu re and n u r t u r e i n deve l -
o p m e n t . 

Because of th is complex i ty , w e rarely k n o w w h a t the real l i m i t s , po -
tent ia ls , a n d costs are i n h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t . W h e r e r isk is concerned, 
th is is ex t remely u n f o r t u n a t e because the inevi table issues o f po l i cy 
m a k i n g a n d service de l i ve ry need a science of the possibi l i t ies , a long w i t h 
the costs a n d benefi ts , of a l te rnat ive experiences to the i n d i v i d u a l a n d to 
the society. I n c o m p u t i n g these costs and benefits, w e have m u c h to 
lea rn f r o m the ways i n w h i c h h i s to ry fits i n t o i n d i v i d u a l a n d c u l t u r a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t . U n d e r s t a n d i n g w h a t has come before can i l l u m i n a t e the 
ques t ions w e ask today. 

I n a sense, o u r interest i n d e v e l o p m e n t is real ly an interest i n b iogra-
phy . We m u s t d iscover h o w the l ives of i n d i v i d u a l s and the l ives o f 
societies are i n t e rdependen t . Events t ak ing place at the level of na-
t i o n s — t h e b i g p i c t u r e — o f t e n reverberate r i g h t d o w n i n t o the day-to-
day life of the i n d i v i d u a l f a m i l y — t h e l i t t l e p i c t u r e — s u c h as was the case 
i n the 1990-1991 G u l f War. M i l i t a r y m o b i l i z a t i o n l ed to w i d e s p r e a d 
p a r e n t - c h i l d separat ion. Conversely, m i l l i o n s o f i n d i v i d u a l decisions 
can a d d u p to major social changes, such as w h e n m i l l i o n s of w o m e n 
i n d i v i d u a l l y decide to delay ch i ldbea r ing so that they can pu r sue ca-
reers. Th i s i n t e rp l ay o f b i o g r a p h y a n d h i s to ry is at the hear t of o u r 
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interest i n h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t . A l t h o u g h easy e n o u g h to convey i n 
general i t ies , this ecological concep t ion of d e v e l o p m e n t is ve ry d i f f icu l t to 
a p p l y i n practice. 

I n u s i n g the w o r d "ecological" here w e mean to convey an interest i n 
the w a y the o r g a n i s m a n d its i m m e d i a t e e n v i r o n m e n t (the "ecological 
n iche" ) r e spond to each other. I t means that w e cannot account for or 
u n d e r s t a n d the i n t i m a t e re la t ionships be tween the c h i l d a n d the parents 
w i t h o u t u n d e r s t a n d i n g h o w the cond i t i ons s u r r o u n d i n g the f a m i l y af-
fect i n t e rac t ion be tween c h i l d a n d parent and def ine each fami ly ' s par t ic-
u la r experience, w i t h cu l t u r e a n d e t h n i c i t y be ing one o f the connec t ing 
br idges . 

The mos t i m p o r t a n t t h i n g about th is ecological perspect ive is that i t 
reveals connec t ions that m i g h t o therwise go u n n o t i c e d and helps us 
l ook b e y o n d the i m m e d i a t e a n d the obv ious to see w h e r e the most 
s igni f icant inf luences l ie . T r y i n g to u n d e r s t a n d m a n y i m p o r t a n t devel -
o p m e n t a l p h e n o m e n a is l ike a shel l game. You t h i n k y o u are sure w h e r e 
the pea is, o n l y to f i n d i t is real ly somewhere else. Let us consider a 
specific example . 

The Great Depression as a Source of Risk 

W h a t was the effect o f the Great Depress ion of the 1930s o n families? 
This ques t ion is ac tua l ly l ike the one that asks, " W h a t is more impor -
tant , n a t u r e or n u r t u r e ? " The answer is, " i t depends ." Few events— 
even th ings such as economic depressions that m a y seem obv ious ly and 
to ta l ly bad—have a guaranteed , un ive r sa l , a n d inevi table significance. 
M o s t de r ive the i r impor t ance f r o m the context i n w h i c h they occur. I n 
the case of the Great Depress ion , w e have more t han jus t specula t ion o n 
w h i c h to go . 

Economic d e p r i v a t i o n is genera l ly recognized as one of the p r inc ipa l 
sources of soc iocu l tu ra l r i sk to c h i l d r e n . M a j o r analyses of f ami ly life 
c o n d u c t e d b y b lue - r i bbon panels of experts repeatedly conclude that 
p o v e r t y remains a cr i t ical threat to f ami ly l i fe . The N a t i o n a l A c a d e m y of 
Sciences (1976) a n d the Carnegie F o u n d a t i o n (Kenis ton , 1977) b o t h ci ted 
inadequate economic resources as the centra l v i l l a i n i n u n d e r m i n i n g the 
adequacy o f famil ies as contexts for c h i l d deve lopmen t . 

Inadequate f a m i l y i ncome translates i n t o deve lopmen ta l r i sk for ch i l -
d r e n i n several w a y s . First , i t cuts the c h i l d off f r o m m a n y i m p o r t a n t 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s — f o r h i g h qua l i ty hea l th care a n d educa t ion i n m a n y 
cases. Second, i t reflects parenta l i n a b i l i t y to succeed i n the economic 
life of the c o m m u n i t y . Th is fai lure m a y der ive f r o m incompetence , lack 
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of credent ia ls , d i s c r i m i n a t i o n , an inadequate s u p p l y of adequate jobs, or 
some c o m b i n a t i o n of a l l four . For wha teve r reason, p o v e r t y is associated 
w i t h p o o r c h i l d ou tcomes across the boa rd . Inadequate income is n o t the 
o n l y source of t roubles for famil ies , of course. 

R ich people have f ami ly t roubles , too. But anyone w h o looks at the 
data o n the connec t ion be tween p o v e r t y a n d f ami ly life mus t agree w i t h 
Sophie Tucker w h e n she said, " I ' v e been r i ch a n d I 've been poor, a n d 
r i ch is better." 

I t is exc i t ing , therefore , to see a g o o d s t u d y of the consequences of 
economic d e p r i v a t i o n o n h u m a n deve lopmen t . C o n d u c t e d by so-
ciologis t G l e n Elder (1974; Elder & Rockwe l l , 1977), th is s t udy pe rmi t s us 
to look at the impac t o f the Great Depress ion of the 1930s o n the c h i l d r e n 
of that era. T w o l o n g i t u d i n a l s tudies of c h i l d d e v e l o p m e n t h a d been 
l aunched by an earlier genera t ion of invest igators i n the p e r i o d of 1929¬
1932 i n N o r t h e r n Ca l i fo rn ia , one i n O a k l a n d , the other i n Berkeley. The 
first deal t w i t h c h i l d r e n b o r n i n 1920-1921 a n d the second w i t h ch i l d r en 
b o r n i n 1928-1929. Bo th s tudies i n c l u d e d middle-class a n d w o r k i n g -
class famil ies . A w i d e range of i n f o r m a t i o n was ob ta ined about the 
c h i l d r e n a n d the i r parents . The data was col lected for more t h a n for ty 
years. W h e n Elder came to the project i n 1962, he saw a u n i q u e oppor -
t u n i t y to explore the impac t of the Great Depress ion o n the life course of 
the c h i l d r e n i n these t w o s tudies . The data p e r m i t t e d h i m to l o o k at h o w 
the Depress ion affected c h i l d r e n as a f u n c t i o n of the f o l l o w i n g : 

1. A g e : The Berkeley c h i l d r e n were jus t en t e r ing school at the w o r s t 
of the Depress ion , whereas the O a k l a n d c h i l d r e n were teenagers 
b y tha t t i m e . 

2. Social class: B o t h middle-class a n d blue-col lar famil ies we re i n -
c l u d e d . 

3. Leve l o f economic d e p r i v a t i o n : Some families were re la t ive ly u n -
affected, whereas o thers lost m o r e t h a n 35% of the i r income. 

4. Sex: Bo th males a n d females were i n c l u d e d . 
5. Pre-Depress ion qua l i t y of f a m i l y l ife: Bo th s t rong a n d w e a k mar-

riages h a d been i d e n t i f i e d . 
6. Self-concept a n d subject ive analysis of personal experience. 

W o u l d y o u expect tha t the Depress ion affected all these subgroups 
equa l ly a n d i n the same areas? N o . Does X cause Y? I t depends . Elder 
f o u n d a v e r y complex pa t t e rn of results . These f ind ings are w o r t h n o t i n g 
here because they demons t ra te jus t h o w compl i ca t ed this mat te r o f so-
c iocu l tu r a l r i sk real ly is a n d jus t w h y w e need the ecological f r a m e w o r k 
to make sense of the data. 

I n famil ies w h e r e the h u s b a n d lost his j ob or m u c h of his income a n d 
the mar i t a l r e l a t i onsh ip was weak , the m o t h e r of ten led the w a y i n 
b l a m i n g the father for "h i s" economic fa i lure . W h e n this h a p p e n e d , gi r ls 
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were encouraged b y the d o m i n a n t per formance of the i r mo the r s a n d 
boys w e r e d i s i l l u s ioned b y thei r father's fa i lure , w i t h the resul t that gir ls 
h a d less pe r sona l i ty a n d e m o t i o n a l p rob lems t h a n boys i n this case. 

Remember tha t i n the 1930s i t was cus tomary for m e n to be the bread-
w i n n e r s . Thus , economic " fa i lu re" mean t a severe loss of status. 

A l l these factors w e r e in tens i f i ed i f the sons a n d daughters were 
y o u n g c h i l d r e n w h e n the economic d e p r i v a t i o n occur red , because they 
w e r e t hen m o r e d e p e n d e n t o n the i r parents and were exposed to the 
n e w s i t ua t i on for a longer p e r i o d of t i m e i n the h o m e . O n the other 
h a n d , a s t rong mar i t a l b o n d was s t reng thened u n d e r the pressures of 
economic loss as famil ies banded together i n crisis. The effects were 
greatest for middle-class f ami l i e s—the pos i t ive effects o n teenagers f r o m 
homes w i t h s t rong mar i t a l bonds and the negat ive effects o n y o u n g 
c h i l d r e n f r o m homes w i t h a w e a k mar i t a l re la t ionship . Perhaps b lue-
collar famil ies are more accustomed to dea l ing w i t h u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d 
i n c o m e loss. Expecta t ions shape outcomes . 

These f i nd ings a l l refer to the l o n g - t e r m effects of economic depr iva -
t i o n . The sho r t - t e rm effects were somewha t different . Some o f the 
g r o u p s s h o w i n g the w o r s t l o n g - t e r m prognos is s h o w e d few shor t - t e rm 
p rob lems , a n d vice versa. We s h o u l d note that al l these f ind ings come 
f r o m famil ies w i t h a pre-Depress ion record of re la t ive s t ab i l i ty—paren t s 
w e r e m a r r i e d a n d h a d an adequate w o r k his tory. These w e r e no t the 
"hard-core" u n e m p l o y e d , no r w e r e they s ingle-parent househo lds . For 
t h e m , the experience of economic d e p r i v a t i o n was an event, no t a pe rma-
nen t c o n d i t i o n . Tha t is a s ignif icant par t of the s tory a n d cautions 
against s imple general izat ions about o ther g r o u p s — s u c h as the single-
paren t or chron ic welfare case, the "underclass" about w h o m m u c h has 
been w r i t t e n i n recent years. 

A s i f a l l th is c o m p l e x i t y w e r e no t e n o u g h , w e m u s t r e m e m b e r tha t the 
Great Depress ion was f o l l o w e d b y the economic " b o o m " of W o r l d War I I 
a n d the 1950s. M i l i t a r y service a n d later job o p p o r t u n i t i e s beckoned . 
Teenage male " v i c t i m s " of tha t era were ready to benef i t f r o m that op-
p o r t u n i t y w h i l e the c h i l d " v i c t i m s " were no t . 

W h a t is m o r e , one response to events of the Depress ion i tself was the 
creat ion a n d expans ion of o u r w h o l e social welfare s y s t e m — u n e m p l o y -
m e n t insurance , Social Security, a n d the l ike . I ronical ly , some n o w con-
sider th is v e r y sys tem to be par t of today's p rob lems , say ing that i t 
s t imulates and reinforces dependency. A l s o , Depress ion famil ies were 
m u c h m o r e l i k e l y to see thei r economic d e p r i v a t i o n as be ing the i r o w n 
fault , as opposed to famil ies today w i t h the i r greater apprec ia t ion for the 
inf luence of i m p e r s o n a l economic forces i n a rb i t r a r i ly i m p o s i n g f inancia l 
h a r d s h i p o n i n d i v i d u a l w o r k e r s (Terkel, 1963). A l l these th ings a d d to 
the a l ready large n u m b e r of variables tha t w e m u s t take i n t o account. 

To be a c h i l d d u r i n g a t i m e of economic or social disaster adds an 
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e lement of po t en t i a l r isk that is n o t present i n less t r o u b l e d t imes . H o w -
ever, w h e t h e r the impac t o f those t r o u b l e d t imes damages a c h i l d de-
pends o n h o w those forces are exper ienced by the chi ld 's f ami ly a n d 
c o m m u n i t y , a n d h o w they are t r ansmi t t ed to the c h i l d . Elder 's s t u d y 
makes th is clear. Families w h o were n o t d i r ec t ly h i t w i t h i ncome loss d i d 
no t s h o w the effects that d e p r i v e d families d i d ; some occupat ions were 
m o r e affected t h a n we re others; some c o m m u n i t i e s suffered more t h a n 
others . 

W h a t is more , w e m u s t keep i n m i n d that the i n d i v i d u a l is n o t a 
passive pa r t i c ipan t . W h i l e Elder 's account stresses the average effects of 
economic change a n d deve lopmen t , there was, o f course, substant ial 
i n d i v i d u a l va r i a t i on . Some i n d i v i d u a l s we re more affected t h a n others; 
some capi ta l ized o n o p p o r t u n i t i e s whereas others d i d not . I t is precisely 
the characteristics of each i n d i v i d u a l , i n concert w i t h social factors, that 
make the ecological approach a v a l i d m o d e l of the real w o r l d . Rarely is 
r isk absolute; no r is i t static. The chi ld ' s v u l n e r a b i l i t y changes. Risk can 
be overcome or "d i s a rmed . " This comes t h r o u g h i n Elder 's s tudy. H o w -
ever, the more i m p o v e r i s h e d the chi ld ' s w o r l d is, the more l i ke ly the 
c h i l d is to fail w h e n h u r t by social, economic , or psychologica l stress. 
Risk accumulates i n the chi ld ' s l i fe l ike a po i son . 

A Model of Developmental Risk 

Before w e go fu r the r i n e x a m i n i n g the social o r ig ins of r i sk , i t is impor -
tant to say s o m e t h i n g m o r e about o u r m o d e l of r i sk i n the life of a c h i l d . 
We start w i t h the r ecogn i t ion that few c h i l d r e n escape r isk c o m p l e t e l y — 
life is l ike that . M o s t c h i l d r e n have to con tend w i t h r i s k — a parent dies, 
the f a m i l y experiences u n e m p l o y m e n t or pover ty , a parent is men ta l l y 
or phys ica l ly incapaci ta ted, the c h i l d incurs a phys ica l disabi l i ty , etc. 

Research b y Rutter, Sameroff, a n d others tells us that mos t c h i l d r e n 
can cope w i t h one or t w o r i sk factors. I t is the accumulation o f such r isks 
tha t jeopardizes d e v e l o p m e n t — p a r t i c u l a r l y whe re there are n o c o m p e n -
satory forces at w o r k . Consider , for example , the f o l l o w i n g f igure (Fig-
ure 2.1) a n d h o w i t i l lustrates th is p r i nc ip l e (Sameroff et a l . , 1987). I t 
shows that m e n t a l r e t a rda t ion is a l i k e l y resul t w h e n the n u m b e r of r isk 
factors i n the chi ld ' s life exceeds t w o . I t seems mos t ch i l d r en can cope 
w i t h one or t w o of these factors ( w h i c h i n this s t u d y i n c l u d e d mate rna l 
m e n t a l i l lness , ear ly negat ive p a r e n t - c h i l d in te rac t ion , pover ty , l o w ma-
te rna l educa t ion , s ingle paren t households , large fami ly size, lack of 
f a m i l y suppo r t , paren ta l r i g id i t y , a n d ma te rna l anxiety) . 

We m u s t bear th is i n m i n d as w e explore ou r ecological m o d e l of r i sk . 
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I n par t icular , i t tells us that even w h e n w e conf ron t a c h i l d or f ami ly 
facing one or t w o s ignif icant r isks w e can approach the job of h e l p i n g 
w i t h the hope tha t w e can p reven t the fur ther accumula t ion o f r isk a n d 
thus the p rec ip i t a t i on of d e v e l o p m e n t a l damage. 

A Systems Approach to Sociocultural Risk 

T h e f r a m e w o r k p roposed by U r i e Bronfenbrenner (1979) p rov ides a 
useful approach to the ecology of h u m a n deve lopmen t . I t offers some 
tools to sort ou t the p h e n o m e n a , h i g h l i g h t the issues, a n d formula te the 
quest ions w e need to ask a n d answer about soc iocul tura l r isk . L ike mos t 
f r a m e w o r k s , i t relies o n some special te rms, a n d w e need to define t h e m 
before w e can use t h e m . We need t h e m to proceed w i t h the scientific 
s t u d y of h o w the i n d i v i d u a l deve lops in te rac t ive ly w i t h the in te rmedia te 
social e n v i r o n m e n t a n d h o w aspects of the larger social context affect 
w h a t goes o n i n the i n d i v i d u a l ' s immed ia t e sett ings. 

The c h i l d p lays an active role i n an ever w i d e n i n g w o r l d . The new-
b o r n shapes the feed ing behavior of i ts m o t h e r b u t is largely conf ined to 
a c r ib or a lap a n d has l i m i t e d means of c o m m u n i c a t i n g i ts needs a n d 
w a n t s . The 10-year-old, o n the o ther h a n d , inf luences m a n y adul t s a n d 



24 James Garbarino and Robert H . Abramowitz 

o ther c h i l d r e n located i n m a n y different sett ings a n d has m a n y ways of 
c o m m u n i c a t i n g . The w o r l d of adolescents is s t i l l larger a n d m o r e d i -
verse, as is the i r ab i l i t y to inf luence i t . The c h i l d and the e n v i r o n m e n t 
negotiate the i r r e l a t ionsh ip over t ime t h r o u g h a process of r e c i p r o c i t y — 
nei ther is constant , each depends on the other. O n e cannot re l iably pre-
d i c t the fu tu re of one w i t h o u t k n o w i n g s o m e t h i n g about the other. Does 
economic d e p r i v a t i o n h a r m deve lopment? I t depends o n h o w o ld one is 
w h e n i t h i t s , w h a t sex one is, h o w society defines fami ly roles, w h a t the 
fu tu re b r ings i n the w a y of vocat ional o p p o r t u n i t y , w h a t the qua l i t y of 
f a m i l y life was i n the past, w h a t one's economic expectat ions a n d as-
s u m p t i o n s are, a n d w h e t h e r one looks at i t i n the shor t or the l o n g t e r m . 
I n o ther w o r d s , i t depends . 

Bronfenbrenner sees the i n d i v i d u a l ' s experience "as a set of nested 
s t ructures , each ins ide the next , l ike a set of Russian dol l s" (Bron-
fenbrenner , 1979, p. 22). I n ask ing a n d a n s w e r i n g quest ions about devel -
o p m e n t a l r isk a n d o p p o r t u n i t y , w e can and s h o u l d a lways be ready to 
look at the next level " b e y o n d " and " w i t h i n " to f i n d the quest ions a n d 
the answers . I f w e see husbands a n d w i v e s i n conf l ic t over lost income, 
w e need to look beyond to the economy that pu t s the husbands ou t of 
w o r k a n d n o w m a y we lcome the w i v e s i n t o the labor force, as w e l l as to 
the cu l t u r e that defines a person's personal w o r t h i n mone t a ry terms 
a n d that blames the v i c t i m s of economic d is loca t ion for the i r losses. But 
w e m u s t also l o o k zvithin to the p a r e n t - c h i l d re la t ionships that are af-
fected by the c h a n g i n g roles a n d status of the parents . I n a d d i t i o n , w e 
m u s t also l o o k across to see h o w the several systems i n v o l v e d (family, 
workp lace , a n d economy) adjust to n e w cond i t ions over t ime . These 
social forces are the keys to ecological analyses, name ly i n t e r l o c k i n g 
social systems. Bronfenbrenner (1979) offers a language to express these 
concerns i n a systematic w a y that pe rmi t s scientific s tudy. 

Microsystem 

The level mos t i m m e d i a t e to the d e v e l o p i n g i n d i v i d u a l is the "micro-
system," the psycholog ica l realit ies of the actual sett ings i n w h i c h the 
i n d i v i d u a l experiences a n d creates day-to-day r ea l i t y For ch i l d r en , m i -
crosystems are the places they inhab i t , the people w h o l ive there w i t h 
t h e m , a n d the th ings they do together. A t first , for most c h i l d r e n , the 
mic rosys t em is qu i te smal l . I t is the h o m e , i n v o l v i n g in te rac t ion w i t h 
o n l y one or perhaps t w o people at a t ime ("dyadic or t r iadic in te rac t ion" ) 
d o i n g re la t ive ly s imple act ivi t ies such as feeding , b a t h i n g , a n d c u d d l i n g . 
A s the c h i l d develops , c o m p l e x i t y n o r m a l l y increases: the c h i l d does 
m o r e , w i t h m o r e people , i n more places. Indeed , i n Bronfenbrenner ' s 


