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  CHAPTER 1

  


  A Roadmap for Understanding Human

  Development, Contexts, and Change


  Jay A. Mancini and Karen A. Roberto


  Understanding human development and the contexts in which development unfolds are complex activities because successful understanding requires scientists to account for the individual, for families and other important relationships, for communities that surround both individuals and their relationships, and for expansive influences of culture and society. The primary challenge to theorists and researchers involves displaying those factors that are likely to have an important bearing on human development, and to discern which are more or less powerful, and under what conditions they are so. This volume contributes to the mix of discussions about this discernment through an intentional focus on human development, contexts, and change.


  Human development is awash in a sea of biology and heredity, of learning and socialization, of experience and opportunities, of failure and success, and of continuity and change. Intersection is a term that describes that point where human development is more fully understood. Because lives are not lived in a vacuum, development emerges from forces, situations, and processes that influence the individual, and that the individual influences. As applied to human development, the intersection is not of two lines but of multiple avenues that converge on individuals, families, and communities (depending on the ecological layer of interest). In this volume there are multiple intersections that elevate pivotal aspects of human life; some focused on the individual, others mainly about relationships, and yet others on complex systems including communities and culture. Even as lines cross, so do the myriad elements that humans are exposed to on a daily basis and over time.


  CHANGE, HUMAN DEVELOPMENT, AND THE LIFESPAN


  In some respects, development and change are synonymous. At its most elemental level, change is the act of either making or becoming different. As a term, develop or development, denotes an unfolding and progress, growth and advancement. Miller (2002) outlines criteria for developmental theory, including whether it focuses on change over time, whether the discussion of change is multi-dimensional, and whether it deals with transitions, processes, and sequences that contribute to change. As we developed this volume, we asked contributors to be purposive in discussing the position change has in their research and theorizing. Consequently, throughout the various chapters direct discussions about change appear, as do discussions of pivotal contexts.


  Newman and Newman (2007) discuss five special considerations in the study of human development. The contributors in this volume address these considerations, at least implicitly, as they theorize about human development and change. First, humans have ideas and experiences that influence their outlook, so those of us who write about humans interject our own experiences, whether we recognize that or not. Second, humans are typified by representational thought. Therefore, it is important to go beyond behavior and take into account meanings as humans make choices over the lifespan. Next, humans have a long lifespan and therefore a substantial capacity for change over time. For this reason, identifying influences on change across the lifespan provides a fuller picture of human development. Fourth, studying humans requires looking at underlying elements for explaining change and patterns over time. Consequently, placing a premium on contexts becomes paramount. Finally, for a change to be developmental there must be some direction toward greater complexity or integration. Thus, identifying a range of consequences provides a more complete theory of human development.


  ANTECEDENTS, PROCESSES, AND CONSEQUENCES


  Consistent with agreed-upon qualities of human development theorizing (Miller, 2002; Newman & Newman, 2007), our approach to human development and the lifespan pivots around antecedents, processes, and consequences of change. By definition, development incorporates change and discussions of human development are typically located on individual trajectories. Within a trajectory is continuity, which accounts for periods in life where change is slight or not readily observable, where there may be a developmental plateau, or where staging for further development occurs. We do confess to erring on the side of change rather than continuity as we consider the pathways of life.


  Antecedents



  Because human development scholars typically portray antecedents, processes, and consequences sequentially, there is a tendency to view them as a linear progression. However, we do not believe that antecedents, for example, have a necessary end, as if a stage which then becomes processes. An antecedent does precede, without question. However, we maintain that an antecedent may also proceed and persist, as in the case of certain demographic, psychographic, or contextual factors that may be preludes to individual experiences. The primary importance of even considering antecedents as applied to change is their relevance for identifying leverage points that can be exploited in order to improve situations of individuals, families, and communities. From a leverage point perspective, some antecedents are amenable to intervention, so that in turn their influence on development can be modified.


  Processes



  Previously Mancini and colleagues (Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005) have discussed the differentiation between social structure and social organization processes. This distinction is important for the analyses of antecedents, processes, and consequences. Although both structures and processes interface with prevention and intervention, the processes provide insight into how contexts are important for development. “Generally, structure refers to interconnecting parts, a framework, organization, configuration, and composition; process refers to a course of action, functions, operations, and methods of working” (Mancini et al., 2005, p. 573).


  We view processes as occupying an important middle ground in any developmental portrayal or pathway, mainly because processes fill-in what occurs between A and Z. Our thinking aligns with Newman and Newman’s (2007, pp. 8–9) discussion of the nature of development and of examining development. They ask six questions that are significant for the work presented in this volume:



  
    	What is the direction of change over the lifespan?


    	What mechanisms account for growth?


    	What is the relevance of early experience for later development?


    	How do physical, cognitive, emotional, and social functions interact?


    	How do environmental and social contexts affect individuals?


    	What factors and elements place an individual at risk?

  


  When Newman and Newman invoke such words as direction, mechanisms, experience, functions, factors, and elements, in effect, they are using the language of uncovering and elaborating processes of change. The direction that change takes can be predictable, but it is also contingent; moreover, this contingency involves multiple elements that may make a difference only in combination with other mechanisms. There are mechanisms associated with change and such mechanisms often have multiple parts that function as a system. Because theorists and researchers tend to both underestimate and overestimate early experience and its place in development, they must be intentional about the linkages they make across lifespan categories. Interaction and intersection, as we have suggested, are where most of human development plays out. That is, because development is contextualized, where elements meet is where development occurs. To take an ecological approach is to have a sharp eye for environmental influences, including physical, social, and relationship contexts. The environment in some sense controls what is possible, even as the individual in some sense controls the intensity of acting on and with the environment. Theorists and researchers must address where developmental processes lead, especially because as a society, we value increasing the chances individuals have to thrive. While having certain opportunities, or lack thereof, does not necessarily place a person in a certain failure position, those experiences may increase those chances. Thus, examining consequences becomes an important part of the developmental algorithm.


  Consequences


  We attach the term change to antecedents, processes, and consequences. Even as there may be factors that precede and are directly or indirectly connected to change, as well as factors that push and pull change along a trajectory, there are also consequences of those antecedents and processes, and ultimately of change itself. We commonly refer to consequences as results or outcomes, but the key to understanding is being reasonably able to connect consequences to the change that comes from processes of human development and of whatever lurks earlier in a sequence of events, circumstances, or conditions. This connecting process is the great challenge for developmentalists and other social and behavioral scientists. We desire to attribute consequences back to primary probable causes, and concurrently account for other factors that either moderate or mediate somewhere between A and Z.


  Many years ago, Zetterberg (1965) discussed the various ways elements, factors, and variables were juxtaposed. Although social science methods have now far outdistanced Zetterberg’s elemental thinking, his basic message about antecedents, processes, and consequences is instructive, in particular with regard to consequences. Among his conclusions about determinants and results (consequences) are that a relationship between two elements may be



  
    	reversible, or it may also be irreversible, meaning that change in one variable may lead to a change in another variable but the reverse is not necessarily the case


    	deterministic, that is, change in one variable always causes change in another, or stochastic, in which one variable probably causes change in another


    	sequential or coextensive, meaning a side-by-side relationship


    	sufficient, meaning one variable influences another regardless of anything else, or contingent, meaning one variable influences another only in the presence of a third variable or influence


    	necessary, meaning if one variable is functioning, and only if it is present, then there is change in another variable, or substitutable, meaning that one variable can cause a particular change but so also can another variable (Zetterberg, 1965, pp. 69-74).

  


  As we consider the process of change, including its antecedents, processes, and consequences, it is helpful to account for the assumptions we are making about linkages and connections; thus, the ways Zetterberg discusses them is instructive. For change to be more fully understood requires being mindful of how concepts and their variables are positioned. This becomes important information for charting developmental pathways, influences, and ultimately for supporting positive human development.


  LEVELS AND LAYERS: CONTEXTS OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



  A full understanding of human development is a contextual approach to human development, elaborated some years ago by Bronfenbrenner (1979). Individuals, families, and their communities cannot be understood by acontextual research or acontextual theory and theorizing. We recall a primary principle of deductive theorizing, that of ceteris paribus, meaning all things being equal. Because very few things are equal, nuanced approaches to human development are required, and those nuances very often are the surroundings in which we find ourselves (contexts). A primary goal of contextual thinking is to paint that portrait of human development where so many elements coalesce, merge, and cohere (in effect, intersect). Though we cannot do justice to Bronfenbrenner’s thinking here, or to the other scholars who examine lives in context (e.g. Moen, Elder, & Luscher, 1995), we do elaborate a few essential matters of context. Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 3) states, “The ecological environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls.” From this simple, yet elegant, statement he went on to lay out the systems that comprise his early model: micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems. Within this ecological framework, Bronfenbrenner highlighted the agency of the individual, thus making it clear that the nature of human development it not simply a matter of being acted upon but also of acting on one’s own behalf. This human ecology approach is a theory of change and of contexts.


  We summarize our take on contexts, and the reasons we have insured that the contributors discussed contexts throughout their chapters, as follows:



  
    	Words that express the nature of contexts include structure, framework, environment, situation, circumstance, surrounding, setting, background, and connection.


    	Contexts, in many respects, are noise or intrusions into what otherwise might be a clear, yet invalid, cause and effect scenario. This noise may moderate other elements of human development, or may mediate those elements. Rather than ignore noise, to try to suppress it, or try to scientifically partial out its influences, we embrace it as reflective of real life. Life is experienced in that place where contexts collide, and where individuals navigate the life course.


    	Contexts are dynamic and active, rather than passive and inconsequential. To understand contexts and their intersection with the individual is to understand why some individuals thrive, and some do not.

  


  Generally, scholars under-specify contextual effects in most analyses of contexts. For example, rarely do discussions of contexts actually describe what it is about contexts that have a place in human development. We are now beginning to conceptualize contexts in more dynamic and active ways. Contexts possess characteristics and qualities that differentiate among them. For example, some contexts may be oppressive whereas others may be supportive. Other contexts may be malleable or static, and others may be developmental or chaotic. In any case, a more complete understanding of contextual effects does not end with merely naming a context but rather explicates what it is about the context that determines or modifies human development.


  THEORY AND THEORIZING



  Some years ago, Weiss (1995), in making a plea for greater use of theory in the field of evaluation research contended, “there is nothing as practical as good theory” (p. 65). In some respects theory in the social and behavioral sciences lags behind advances in research methods and analysis, and has difficulty accommodating the plethora of research findings, both empirical and narrative, found in the literature. Yet theory is a primary tool for building a valid developmental science, a necessary way to capture what Reynolds (2007, p. 167) terms the “large number of subtle and interrelated processes” that are part of and surround the human condition. The practicalities of theory are several, including developing ways of thinking that coordinate research findings and provide coherence where there appears to be chaos (as in the case of those areas where there are seemingly conflicting findings). Another practicality is actually praxis, that is, prevention and intervention activities targeted at particular aspects of development or at dimensions of contexts.


  Throughout this volume, the contributors accessed a host of extant theories to advance theie own theorizing and research (see chapter 19 for a systematic summary). We view extant theories as raw materials of a sort, and building blocks for constructing an understanding of a particular individual, family, or community phenomena. The relationship between theory and theorizing is an interesting one, and in its own way speaks to development, in this case building the connections between the thoughts of others and one’s own thoughts. When connecting frameworks with phenomena, theorizing occurs.


  OVERVIEW OF PATHWAYS OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



  This volume contains five parts, with Part I (Human Development, Contexts, and Change) being this introductory chapter that sets the stage for the following sections. Parts II, III, and IV include topical discussions on aspects of human development and change: Individuals, Challenges, and Trajectories (Part II); Families, Relationships, and Transitions (Part III); and Society, Systems, and Interventions (Part IV). Each chapter elevates theory and theorizing, discusses contexts, and sharpens the discussion about antecedents, processes, and consequences of change. The final chapter, Theorizing Human Development and Change (Part V), integrates these individual contributions toward a more complete understanding of human development and change. In concert, the contributions in this volume are leading to a more nuanced conceptualization of human development with an emphasis on contexts. In particular, this volume extends an understanding of the elements of change as reflected in antecedents, processes, and consequences.
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  CHAPTER 2

  


  Positive Turning Points in the Dynamics

  of Change over the Life Course


  Robbie Gilligan


  There is arguably a tendency towards pessimism in some of the key perspectives on developmental prospects of the individual over the life course. This pessimism reflects implicit doubts about the possibility of introducing change in established individual pathways or trajectories. In many ways, these perspectives espouse a tacit view that the die is cast by the relevant dominant factors. This makes it difficult, especially in the face of adversity, for individuals (or others) to alter favorably their prospects or the individual trajectory of their development. Three perspectives, (a) the decisive role of early childhood experience, (b) the decisive role of structural level social and economic forces (e.g., poverty, economic marginalization), and (c) the decisive role of the previous history of the person, all tend to play down the possibility of positive change in challenging circumstances. Yet, is it also true that in everyday life outside the academy, in the great world religions and in helping services, there is clearly discernible conviction about the possibility of change.


  These pessimistic perspectives undoubtedly have broad validity, especially at the population level. In this chapter, I argue, however, that these perspectives may obscure the possibility of individual level change arising from the actions of the individual as actor, or from what may prove critical, if often subtle shifts in circumstances to which the person then adapts. I question excessively deterministic or linear views as to how to account for change as it may play out at the micro-level of a person’s life path. This is not to say that I see the individual as having unlimited options or choices—these are clearly bounded within parameters broadly related to their unfolding immediate circumstances, to their overall trajectory of development and, as Schoon (2007) reminds us, the wider socio-historical conditions of the time. Nevertheless, I seek to encourage greater attention to the possibility of individual level change within these parameters and to the agency of the individual actor as elements that contribute to a fuller understanding of the dynamics of change in trajectories across the life course. For example, persons born in a third world slum and growing up illiterate are unlikely to have the opportunity to become a brain surgeon; however, they may eventually navigate a path carved partly by their own agency that leads them to literacy and better job opportunities in the local job market.


  I explore at a micro level how change operates and is accounted for in the individual’s life path, despite what sometimes might be a genuinely daunting or gloomy backdrop. How, for example, did the slum dweller ultimately learn to read and what were the key steps that opened up that opportunity, including the turning point in that process? Why did this turning point of learning to read happen in this case, but not in so many others? What were the key conditions that made this critical shift possible? I will address such questions in order to illuminate this important concept of turning points. Schoon (2006) describes turning points as “events or transitions that change the net probability of life-course destinations permanently, without further interventions” (p. 114). Indeed, such effects may be even more far reaching. Werner and Smith (2001) found that the impact of positive turning points in their respondents’ lives often “carried forward” (p. 168) into the lives of the respondents’ children, as in the case of enhanced educational opportunities or expectations


  My discussion seeks to contribute to an emerging debate in which the complexity of human development across the life course is now more often understood as being driven by nature and nurture, and according to Lewontin (2000), random events, which he terms “random developmental noise” (pp. 35–36). This perspective implies a less linear view of development than might often be understood. It tends to reflect the influence of the recently emerging paradigm of complexity theory. Stevens and Cox (2008) illustrate the relevance of complexity theory with regard to understanding and predicting the weather:



  
    Weather systems follow principles derived from complexity theory. Hurricanes arise due to the interaction of factors such as sea temperature, moisture in the air and gravitational forces. The complex combination of multiple and contingent factors creates a complex adaptive system which has the ability to undergo spontaneous self-organization (Halsey & Jensen, 2004). In other words, these factors will organize themselves to produce a hurricane. However, we cannot predict when a hurricane will form or what direction it will travel in simply by knowing these factors. Predictions can be made that there will be hurricanes in a particular area, but predictive ability stops at that point. So, in spite of the range of knowledge available about hurricanes, how they happen and where they occur, their actual occurrence in a time and place cannot be predicted (p. 1323).


  


  Individual development may be a little like a weather system; we can predict that there will be development, but we cannot predict precisely the detail of its path, form, dynamics, or outcome. Yet this view departs somewhat from the more conventional linear perspective:



  
    One of the common themes that emerges from economic theory and analysis and from other disciplines is the crucial role of early experiences in laying a foundation for ongoing development and the fact that development is a multi-period process whereby outcomes in each period build on those of the previous period (Kilburn & Karoly, 2008, p. 30).


  


  The path of development is influenced by what goes before. Continuity is most likely across the developmental stages for the individual. However, we must still be able to accommodate and account for the possibility of shifts (or turning points) in the expected pathway. Before entering the discussion more fully, it is worth clarifying at the outset that turning points may arise from events that occur, possibly serendipitously, in the person’s life. What turns such opportunities into positive turning points is the manner in which the person responds. As Abbott (1997) reminds us: “A major turning point has the potential to open a system the way a key has the potential to open a lock. . . . [A]ction is necessary to complete the turning” (quoted in Laub & Sampson, 2003, p. 282).


  The action to open up the opportunity presented thus entails some degree of agency on the part of the relevant actor in whose life or domain the turning point presents. My inspiration for this chapter came from Abbott’s quote and by an attempt to unpack the elements in the process of opportunity and action implied in this conception of a turning point. I use the term turning point here in the sense of a catalyst for an enduring positive shift in the trajectory of development of the individual. In approaching this task, it is also important to note that change arises not just from crisis, nor just from conscious intention or effort; change may also arise by chance. In this sense, the chance occurrence is not due to entirely random circumstances. It relates in some way to the contexts and processes in the person’s life, but plays out in a way that produces outcomes that are quite unexpected or unpredictable. Here is an example from my own research: a young man of sixteen is contemplating leaving school to seek openings in the world of work. He has concluded that he lacks the academic ability to make much further progress at school. In what the boy foresees as one of his last days at school, a young teacher who has taught him English for one year asks to speak to him, possibly for the first time. The teacher tells him, “You work hard and you will do alright. You have ability.” On the strength of a conversation that occurred quite out of the blue and that delivered a quite unexpected message, the boy decided to stay at school. He did well enough to earn entry to a university and is now a successful graduate working as a senior manager in a large organization. He recalls the conversation with the teacher as pivotal to a successful working life in adulthood. To return to the hurricane analogy earlier, the teacher might not have expected nor could have predicted that his conversation would have had the impact it had, but he might presumably have hoped that it might have some positive effect, that it might help to open up a space in which good things might happen in the young man’s life. The conversation alone does not account for the later progress the young man made, but it seems to have been a critical pre-condition.


  Change is rarely the result of some neat linear relationship between intention A and outcome C. The trouble with explaining change, of course, is there are so many multi-factorial influences interacting and recurring across A, B (the context) and C. Change does not always arise from high visibility events or processes that are evident to those not involved. In some cases, the significance of the change moment may not even be apparent to the person most directly involved. Further, these moments may seem


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    	We need to avoid excessive linearity or premature closure in thinking about change and development in people’s lives. While the broad parameters of a person’s life course may be shaped by wider social and economic factors, there is still scope for change to emerge in response to events, large or small, and the agency of the person in engaging in that response.


    	We are in necessarily complex territory and we should be wary of overly simple formulations of what is happening and why. There are multi-layered and reciprocal influences at work in playing out of the person’s life story. My argument is that despite or indeed because of this complexity, there still remains the possibility of change, and that this change may often arise from modest sources.


    	There is a need to attend fully to context. History or adversity are not destiny, but they are still very influential, and they are likely to be key parts of the person’s unfolding pathway of development. In the sense used here, context refers both to the evolving context in which the person’s life unfolds over time, as well as the present moment context. It also refers to the multiple layers of social organization and systems surrounding the person, from the global economy to neighborhood norms, to family ethos and routines and so on.


    	Resilient adaptation may occur along trajectories adjusted by turning point moments or experiences. Chronic or acute adversity may jeopardize the prospects of the individual. For some, a favorable mix of supportive opportunities and positive engagement by the person may lead to resilient adaptation in at least some aspect or periods of their life in which their performance or functioning exceeds what might otherwise be expected.


    	Opportunities spurned at one point may recur. A young person may drop out of school, but may re-enter education in young adulthood. For example, positive impressions created by even some teachers and access to clear information about educational offerings and economic support may each prove important triggers or sustainers in moves to re-enter education.


    	Change may come in unexpected and unpredictable ways. For those seeking to influence positive change it is important to support the possibility and stickability of such change. In this chapter, I have emphasized the power of expectation. A key ingredient in the power of change is belief in the possibility of change and in the individual’s own belief in their efficacy or capacity for effective responses in the face of potential change (Bandura, 1989).


    	Life course and longitudinal perspectives on the person’s progress, prospective and retrospective, may yield valuable insights about developmental influences and resources for individuals in adversity. The issue of resilient development in the face of adversity remains a field rich with potential for scholarly inquiry and for application in human service policy and programs. This potential will be more fully realized with careful attention to a long term view to trends (and shifts)—looking backward and forward.
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