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Foreword

The professionalism of this book makes it fascinating reading. Perhaps as fascinating as the International Year of the Family itself. The unanimous proclamation by the General Assembly of the United Nations of 1994 as International Year of the Family (IYF) was proof of the global concern over the future of the family and the growing interest in family issues around the world. Although there had been a certain “fatigue” with events of this kind, an international year devoted to the family was thought to be the type of subject that lent itself to the setting and achieving of tangible objectives with a common unifying motif: to bring together threads of social life that until recently had been treated separately and disjointedly.

Similar events of the past had stressed a sectoral approach to social problems by concentrating on selected aspects of human development (such as gender equality, children, the elderly, disabled members of families, drug abuse, crime prevention, violence in the family, environmental issues). In contrast, the subject of families offered a much more comprehensive and, at the same time, synthesizing approach, since families represented the fullest reflection, at the grassroots level, of the social and developmental welfare environment. Families bring down several important social issues to a common denominator of action. This proved to be an extremely important function of IYF on the eve of the World Summit for Social Development, held in Copenhagen, Denmark, in March 1995, as well as in the light of a series of other global conferences of the 1990s, notably the World Summit for Children, United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, World Conference on Human Rights, International Conference on Population and Development, and the Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality, Development, and Peace. Thus, IYF was not an isolated project, one taking place in a vacuum. It had been conceived and pursued in full harmony with the overall development efforts of the international community. In fact, it constituted a major step toward human-centered sustainable development. This intimacy and essentiality of IYF to the global processes became all the more striking in the context of the definition of human development as “development of the people, for the people and by the people.”

The theme of IYF, “Family: resources and responsibilities in a changing world,” was pragmatic enough, with emphasis on increasing awareness of family issues among governments as well as in the private sector: to highlight the importance of families, encourage a better understanding of their functions and problems, promote knowledge of the economic, social, and demographic processes affecting families, and focus attention upon the rights and responsibilities of family members. Its motto, Building the smallest democracy at the heart of society, depicted the everlasting truth that democracy is a way of life that needs to be learned and practiced. Family, as the heart of society, is democracy’s fundamental learning place. Families founded on the principles of equality, the inviolability of the rights and responsibilities of the individual, mutual respect, love, and tolerance can be a natural cradle of democracy. Such families are the foundation for the well-being of individuals, societies, and nations. Efforts to build a civil society, based on the principles of human rights and democracy, can succeed only when these principles are learned, practiced, and respected in families. This is both a message and a challenge of a tall order: to work together toward a human society where children and adolescents feel that their voices are heard, and where men and women live in partnership, based on equality and mutual respect. Only then can there be a well-functioning two-way communication between the community at the grassroots level and society at large. Only then can children come to understand the underlying principles of democracy and how to integrate them in their own personalities and daily life.

The rationale behind IYF was loud and clear: families are, and have been, universally present and recognized in some form in all societies. In all cases, they have been fundamentally important to the structure and action of societies of which they are part. Families are basic, fundamental elements of the human experience and builders of social cohesion. They offer an integrated approach to social progress and development, with a view to instituting family-sensitive policies in family-friendly societies.

In what we used to refer to as the “global village,” the notion of the family can have many meanings. The world has shrunk. The concept of the family has expanded: from blood relations and ties based on affection, to veritable community of interest, self-support, and mutual advantage. We can also observe this dynamic process in Europe and North America, where family issues remain a “hot topic.” In the overwhelming majority of cases, people would still be ready to paraphrase Winston Churchill: Right or wrong—my family; or reword another English saying: My family—my castle. Yet, it is equally true that too many women, men, and children cannot but conclude: My family—my drama, my tragedy. This is why it would be utterly wrong to either idealize or condemn the family institution.

War, violence, extreme poverty, social exclusion, substance abuse, hunger, gender discrimination, domestic violence, and disease are just a few of the numerous specters haunting families everywhere. The recent sociopolitical transitions in many countries have placed millions of families in totally alien situations, left to themselves without support to survive under the emerging mechanisms of market economies. The current number of refugee families is unprecedented in history. Many families, especially those headed by single-parent females, find the constant need to balance work and familial responsibilities to be among the most demanding aspects of daily life. With severe fiscal pressures, social services are cut back, reducing the safety net for the population at the very time when it is most needed.

Fundamental to the notion of family seems to be a dichotomy between the presence of the repressive, hierarchical structures of family life and the absence of a sense of moral obligation, awareness, and solidarity concerning others’ needs and rights; the dichotomy between power and control, on the one hand, and the equal and inalienable rights of all family members, on the other; the dichotomy between the major components of what the secretary-general of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, defines as uncivil society and the makings of its civil antonym. When a family rests at, or descends to, the point where the basic human rights of individual members are endangered by others within the unit, the costs to the individual and the greater society cannot be measured in any currency. When poverty is allowed to become so extreme that parents mutilate their own children to make them more successful as beggars in the street, we have all somehow failed. When a child takes his or her life in desperation and in fear, something important dies in all of us. Life in a repressive family, which has no respect for the rights of its members, can be an experience even harsher than functioning in a repressive society. Both are unacceptable. Societies cannot be healthy as long as families are haunted by the specter of disrespect for duly established international standards. The power of the family, therefore, must be limited by the basic human rights of its individual members.

When, in the late 1980s, in the United Nations, Poland first proposed the proclamation of an international year of the family, there were concerns that a focus on families would polarize debate on family issues and intensify existing controversies. There was also a concern that a focus on families might somehow detract from the positive developments for and by particular social groups, notably women and children.

Ultimately, what we experienced was quite the opposite because the International Year of the Family was built on convictions. It confirmed the centrality of families as the natural, primary, and fundamental group units of society. It firmly placed them on the social agenda and reaffirmed their central importance to understanding and addressing a wide array of social issues. Through a family focus, IYF has offered a powerful integrating factor to social development issues, underscored by the strong interdisciplinary and multisectoral preparations and observances in most countries of the world, involving various levels of society. It has given a renewed impetus to the concepts of empowerment and subsidiarity and thrown into sharp relief the need for international cooperation and exchange of experience through the United Nations system.

The book in your hands is an eloquent plea on behalf of the world’s families. It is an appeal for action to governments, international and nongovernmental organizations, societies, and families themselves. Its authors have been consistent in writing it in a pro-family and UN-friendly language. Still, they readily concede that their “suggestions and recommendations should not be interpreted as rigid prescriptions,” since families, as the oldest and most enduring social institutions in every nation of the world, “vary across nations and cultures, and they have evolved over time.” By closely following the preparations to, and the observances of, the International Year of the Family, the authors have earned additional credentials to deal with what continues to be a sensitive subject of international discourse. Proceeding from the belief that the world’s families have more in common than not, they have advanced considerably the search for a common denominator of approach. Their findings, too, sustain the conclusion that “the idea of family advocacy, as a key part of citizenship, is feasible and desirable.” The crux of the matter, however, is that “unless advocates and leaders recognize the diversity in each family system’s composition, goals, aspirations, and unique ways of knowing and acting, they will not be positioned to help these families.” This book is, therefore, a special attempt to understand the significance of families as a follow-up to IYF and tangible evidence that “they can no longer be taken for granted, ignored, and neglected.”

The International Year of the Family has made a clear mark on the international consciousness and moved families to the forefront of the debate. Although we have not yet reached our destination and a much longer distance remains to be covered, after 1994 the world is not the same on the subject of families. It remains to be hoped that IYF and its follow-up will have also firmly placed families as an essential focus of social policy action and a foundation upon which we can confidently look to the future we leave the generations to come.

Henryk J. Sokalski
Former United Nations Coordinator for the International Year of the Family


Preface

The human family, universal and diverse as it is, represents the complexity of a global phenomenon that escapes scientists’ attention despite the rhetoric of the Universal Declaration of Rights and varied governmental policies and programs. The family, metaphorically as well as institutionally, symbolizes the hopes and despair of humanity. The postindustrial society has not yet invented a viable mechanism that will sustain the viability and functionality of this universal institution. It can be argued that family needs are both a cause and consequence of massive societal changes that warrant urgent attention before a catastrophic explosion irreparably disrupts the main fabric of society.

Family-Centered Policies and Practices uniquely offers a postmodern perspective on the global experience of a universal concern: a conceptual and practice-based framework to building family supports and policy. Not many books are written in this field with a focus on international family issues, especially signifying their integrative role and patterns in a fast-changing world. This book assumes a special relevance as globalization and its forces continue to impact intra- and interpersonal relationships.

The main body of the text includes twelve well-organized chapters with facts and analyses pertaining to different aspects of family-centered policies and practices. The background, resources, and talents that helped develop concrete scenarios of practice and policy ably represent a new awareness that skill-based helping disciplines can fruitfully utilize in teaching, research, policy, and planning. Citizens, community leaders, social activists, and policy makers across the national and international boundaries need frameworks that truly work. Family-centered policy practice is a viable approach to social development and community building. The chapters unfold family systems, their institutional and preventive aspects; globalization and its forces; social and economic sustainability; differential approaches, policy and practices, and discourses; roles of advocates, practitioners, and helping professionals; and the imminent challenges that abound at the dawn of the new millennium.

The major strengths of this study include its interdisciplinarity and focus on universal issues with a unique emphasis on family-centered policy and practice. Social scientists have used many frameworks for different purposes but—barring a few studies—none has ever encompassed issues, approaches, and contexts that universalize family policy practice as a veritable vehicle of global development and uplift.

In my considered professional judgment, this book makes a significant contribution in a hitherto neglected but fertile field of research. Its significance cannot be overstated. It fills a daunting vacuum that is both intriguing and challenging.

Brij Mohan, Editor
New Global Development: Journal of International and Comparative Welfare
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Introduction

Families matter, and so do economic, social, cultural, and political matters concerning families. After decades of neglect, today there is resurgent interest in families (Boyden, 1993; United Nations, 1992c). Some of this interest derives from publications produced by the academic community (e.g., Burggraf, 1997; Halpern, 1998), including research on the role of families in preventing social problems and filling individual needs (e.g., Kamerman & Kahn, 1978; Kumpfer, 1998).

A second source of interest stems from political mobilizations regarding families, family rights, and gender rights (e.g., Berheide & Chow, 1994). In some cases, historically marginalized, oppressed, and disfranchised groups are helping to foster these movements (e.g., Mah, 1997; Mohanty, Russo, & Torres, 1991).

A third group comprises helping professionals and their professional associations focusing increasingly on families (e.g., Wilcox, Smith, et al., 1991; Family Resource Coalition, 1996; National Association of Social Workers, 1993; National Council on Family Relations, 1993; Schorr, 1997). Policy makers, both national and international, make up a fourth group (e.g., Premier’s Council in Support of Alberta Families, 1994; United Nations Council of State Policy and Planning Agencies, 1989; United Nations, 1992c).

The United Nations 1994 International Year of the Family (IYF) was a pivotal event in promoting interest in, and concern for, families (e.g., United Nations, 1991a, 1995a, 1995e). This celebratory year advanced critical perspectives about families, especially their strengths, needs, challenges, and resilience. Local, national, and regional meetings, conducted in conjunction with IYF, convened policy makers, helping professionals, representatives from nongovernmental organizations, and family advocates. Proclamations were offered about the importance of families and new commitments to them. Ultimately, some 140 member nations joined in the work to celebrate and advocate for families.

This resurgent interest is timely, and already its benefits are evident. New frames of reference, policy agendas, and action systems are evolving. Sometimes these new frames of reference produce conflicts because their differences are not reconciled. For example, some advocates speak about reclaiming “traditional values,” oftentimes calling them “family values.” Others speak about the need to support women and children. Still other persons speak about families as self-appointed groups of interdependent adults who provide unconditional emotional and social support to one another. Some are critical of dominant family-related discourses. They criticize patriarchy and violence within the families and take issue with gender roles and expectations that dominant discourses convey.

Fortunately, the new frames, agendas, and action systems are more inclusive. They promote more consensus and coherence. For example, these new frames and action systems avoid dichotomies, such as nuclear families versus family systems; individuals versus families; and individual rights versus family rights. Proponents of these new frames recognize that dichotomies like these, along with the binary logic that supports them, have impaired understanding of families, hampered policy development, and limited family-supportive action strategies.

This book is intended to serve as an example of such an inclusive approach to families. It offers new frames, agendas, and action systems. It emphasizes policies, practices, and advocacy in support of families. It promotes family-centered policies and practices.

INTRODUCING FAMILY-CENTERED APPROACHES AS A CHANGE STRATEGY

In this book we introduce a very basic idea. When families and their well-being provide the focus for governmental policies and helping professionals’ practices, citizens, advocates, helping professionals, policy makers, families and their members, and others will all be better off. We base our pro-family arguments on a growing body of the research literature, which spans many disciplines, about the importance of families. This literature also demonstrates the folly and dangers of ignoring and neglecting families. So many priorities, so many social institutions, and every helping profession share one important feature: they all depend on families.

Family-centered thinking, policies, and practices promote more integrative conceptualizations and approaches to human needs and rights. Families are integrative units, which provide individual and group identities and promote social cohesion. They defy mechanistic models and industrial-age machine metaphors that have often dominated modern-day thinking and analysis. Above all, families transcend categorical approaches to human needs such as health, housing, employment, and the fragmented professions and policies that have emerged from these categorical frames of reference.

In other words, families do not do only health care; or counseling; or education. Families have to address them all, often at the same time. Families are comprehensive social welfare institutions. They are like miniature social welfare states (Waring, 1988).

Because families are comprehensive, integrated entities, which defy the categorical, specialized perspectives inherited by the professional disciplines and governmental service sectors, they compel new models of analysis and new kinds of collaborative practices. The long-standing dichotomy between individuals and families simply doesn’t stand up under inspection.

Families also call into question the false dichotomy of policy work versus practice. It questions other dichotomies, especially the one between expert (professional) knowledge and “client” (individual and family) ignorance.

A key premise for this book is that families and people from all walks of life have expertise. They know, to some extent at least, what helps and hurts. Families need to become partners with policy makers, helping professionals, and advocates. When families are viewed as experts and treated as partners, policies and practices are more family centered. And when they are family centered, the dichotomy between policy and practice is no longer useful. In fact, this dichotomy may cause problems, not the least of which is catching helping professionals and families in “double binds” involving what policies require and permit and what families and the professionals who serve them really need.

This book thus promotes an integrative approach to policies and practices. Mindful of tensions between them, it sees benefits in these tensions. Family-centered policies can stimulate like kinds of practices. Or, family-centered practices can promote like kinds of policies. It is not a question of family-centered policies or practices; it is both. This integrative approach to policy practice includes multimodal service, support, and resource strategies, and multilevel systems and cross-systems changes in support of them. Segregated, categorical policies and practices will appear to be homeless in this family-centered, integrative, and comprehensive perspective.

PROMOTING FAMILIES AND THE IMPORTANCE OF THEIR WELL-BEING

Families vary across nations and cultures, and they have evolved over time. Despite their apparent universality today, families are not inevitable in structure or function (Collier, Rosaldo, & Yanagisako, 1992). There is no evidence in support of claims that one variety of family arrangement is superior to others. There is evidence in support of claims that families and family arrangements vary through time and in different places and cultures.

Sometimes families have represented choices people continue to make about how they wish to live; about how they garner and give support; and about the social, political, cultural, and economic arrangements they find most suitable. Sometimes these decisions have been made by governments and powerful authorities. Here, coercion has outweighed free choice. Even under coercion, families have demonstrated their capacities to resist and subvert decisions that are not in their best interests. Individuals and families are usually active agents in co-determining their own lives.

Despite diversity in their composition and organization, families across cultures typically share similar duties and challenges. For example, families provide economic resources; create and consume products and services; address the health and emotional needs of their members; provide shelter, food, and other essentials for survival; enforce moral codes and norms of behavior; and promote local, regional, national, and international economic growth and social development.

Families constitute the largest social welfare institution in the world. This is not to suggest that all groups considered as families serve as optimal units of a social welfare system. Nor does it imply that families want and need to perform all these social welfare–related functions. When all of the facets of social welfare are weighed—e.g., health, education, social supports, etc.—and when families are viewed as the largest social welfare institution in the world—their centrality and multidimensionality become apparent. Families gain new meaning and significance within and across nation-states. Nonetheless, families are not inevitable. Nor are they indestructible.

Preserving and strengthening families requires consistent attention to their needs and aspirations. It requires close monitoring of their well-being. This monitoring involves governments, both individually and collectively, as well as families, policy makers, professionals, and advocates.

Families are points of convergence for grand issues involving politics, economics, and social-moral philosophy. Using families as a lens, evaluative questions can be addressed about power and its distribution (politics); about the allocation of resources and rewards (economics); about the contributions of government to the good, just society and to individual and family well-being (social-moral philosophy); and especially about the relations among families, governments, economics, morals, and ethics.

We will raise some of these questions in this book. The questions we ask may be as important as the answers and implications we provide. Our work is grounded in shared concern about the present and future well-being of the world’s families.

FROM DANGERS AND CRISES TO OPPORTUNITIES

Most of the nations in the world have economic development agendas, social development agendas, or some combination of them. Development has tended to be uneven because nations have not been equal players or beneficiaries. Development also has been competitive. Some nations and their families are like winners, while others are losers. When an economic calculus reigns, the human costs and some stark realities may be lost from the public eye.

We authors take as our point of departure four basic assumptions:

1.  Many of the world’s families are experiencing crises, and others are in danger.

2.  Crises and endangerment erode individual and family well-being.

3.  It is possible and desirable to prevent these crises, dangers, and declining well-being.

4.  Crises, dangers, and declining well-being are opportunities to act strategically, especially to invent innovative, more effective, family-centered policies and practices.

RECURRENT THEMES

These four assumptions have framed our examination of the world’s families. Despite international diversity, recurrent, pervasive themes are evident. For example, families are experiencing transformation.

Transformation

The twentieth century has witnessed the transformation of over 95 percent of the world’s families (Henderson, 1996). For some families, such as those in high-income nations, this transformation has been occurring over a century or more. For others, such as those in low-income nations, this transformation is accelerating. For example, long-settled families and extended family systems have been fragmented.

Once sustainable agriculture has been eroded along with the arable land. Rural families, faced with survival challenges, have had more children to survive, and many have moved to cities to find minimum and low-wage employment in the informal sector of the economy. Rural to urban flows challenge nations, as they transform families.

Families and Work

Waged jobs are in decline in many parts of the world, owing in part to technology development and in part to the deindustrialization caused by the mobility of transnational corporations. Once vibrant indigenous agriculture, crafts, and microenterprises have been undercut by requirements associated with structural adjustment and economic development policies. As discussed earlier, inequalities are growing, both within and among nations (e.g., Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996).

There are now more than 800 million workers out of work or under-employed worldwide. This pervasive unemployment involves many more workers than were affected by the world depression of the 1930s (Rifkin, 1995). As millions of workers and families fall victim to the predictable human costs of joblessness and the fracturing of their families, irreversible family scarring takes place. Cycles of addictions, abuse, depression and mental illness, and related health problems rise. Even genetic changes may occur as a result of the pollutants and industrial hazards or deteriorating health habits in the home and community.

Despite aggressive policies to shore up “human capital” in support of competitive advantages in the luring of transnational corporations (TNCs), the fact of the matter is that formal sector jobs, which provide good wages and benefit programs, are in short supply in many nations (International Labour Office, 1998). Although official unemployment figures may be low, they are low because a growing number of people are employed in informal sector jobs, ones that do not provide employment security, appropriate wages, and benefit programs.

Children’s Aspirations and Schooling

Awareness is growing among children and youth that staying in school and completing a degree will not automatically translate into a good job, let alone a permanent one. This loss of hope and aspiration is itself a cause of declining well-being, especially for vulnerable and marginalized families, especially in the high-income nations (e.g., Wilson, 1997; Fine & Weis, 1998).

Poverty, Inequality, and Families

World poverty is rising in some nations, despite some impressive gains in a small group of nations (Ghai, 1997; Woodward, 1996). Poverty is a cause of migration. It is not just poor families who have been hard hit. The 1980s ushered in a world phenomenon of decline in developed economies such that many families have seen their incomes plummet as income redistribution and inequity have grown (Reich, 1993).

Patriarchy is a persistent problem in families. It looms beneath the surface, often concealing gender violence as well as child abuse and neglect. It plagues social and economic development. And, it denies to girls and women their rights and fundamental freedoms.

National Debt and Corporate Profits

At this time, every nation except one is in debt. Only Norway reports a surplus, and its unemployment rate is growing (Jordan, 1998). These debts are one small measure of the level of decline that many nations experience. In the midst of such declines, super profits are being realized by an identifiable minority of people and corporations. New forms of investments involve paper profits, with few if any new jobs being created (International Labour Office, 1998; Thurow, 1996). Many TNCs are wealthier than entire nations (Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996).

Rising Perils

As the perils for many of the world’s families grow, challenges to sustainable living and health-enhancing environments grow. The governmental planning and decision-making infrastructures and action mechanisms families require are not in place. The nation-state is too small for some matters, too big for others (Giddens, 1990). The United Nations lacks the supports and mandates to do all that it might.

Welfare states are certainly a key part of the solution. However, they need to be reinvented to keep up with the new challenges. Otherwise, they, like many families, may experience more crises and dangers. Above all, governmental leadership is needed, the kind of collaborative, strategic, imaginative, democratic leadership that serves families locally while keeping a firm international perspective. Serving families means assessing their strengths, meeting their needs, and seeing families as worthy social investments.

NEEDS FOR AN INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL MOVEMENT FOR FAMILIES

The International Year of the Family (IYF) demonstrated that worldwide advocacy on behalf of families is feasible and potentially powerful. It is just one example of how leaders of nations, individually and collectively, can make families important focal points for investments and how they can advance policies and practices that honor, promote, and support families. The International Year of the Family marked a beginning of work that must continue.

The International Year of the Family illustrated the ways that supports and policies for families have the potential to transcend the cultural and national diversity of the world community. Against wide diversity, there are important points of convergence and agreements. Above all, IYF called attention to the meaning and significance of families. And, once the significance of families is understood, one hopes that they will no longer be taken for granted, ignored, and neglected.

There are many signs of need. Each day individuals and their families come into harm’s way. Chapter 1 provides a compelling list of challenges to their well-being.

To reiterate, many of these needs can be met. Many of these harms can be prevented. When families experience harm and need, there are ways to respond to, and help them. Knowledge, skills, and intervention-improvement strategies are not the primary problem. The real problem involves the political will of governmental leaders, especially their commitments to individual and family well-being. Rhetoric in support of families is nice, but it is not enough.

In both national and international contexts, policy leaders, helping professionals, and family advocates face identical challenges:

1.  Reaffirming the importance of families

2.  Finding common grounds amid political, economic, and sociocultural diversity

3.  Designing, implementing, and evaluating pro-family policies and practices

4.  Integrating concerns for families with agendas for sustainable living and economic development.

This book attempts to respond to these related challenges. It is but one contribution to an emergent international movement in support of the world’s families.

FAMILY-CENTERED VISIONS

The imagined tomorrow is today’s idea (Polak, 1973). In this time of postmodern criticism of utopian schemes and themes (e.g., Lyotard, 1984), visions of the possible are more important than ever before. These family-centered visions need not become locked up in the grand ideological and political struggles of the past, ones that pitted capitalism against socialism, and both against communism. Family-centered visions help chart the course into a more desirable future. “Better than before” is an apt slogan for citizens in a democracy (e.g., Rorty, 1998). It signals that some improvements may occur at glacial speed, but also that there are no predetermined destinations beyond improving individual and family well-being.

This book is not an agenda for cultural imperialism and colonialism. Its title signals its orientations. It calls for policies and practices, indicating plural needs for a diverse and complex world. It emphasizes implications, not “one size fits all” prescriptions and broad-sweeping generalizations. This book is structured to encourage family-centered visions.

What visions do you have for families? In other words, what do you want families to be, experience, and do (after Collier, Rosaldo, & Yanagisako, 1992, p. 46)? Ask yourself these two questions, just as the authors did. Then ask this one: How can family-centered policies and practices help make these visions materialize? This book presents our collective exploration of these questions.

Imagine a world united in its commitments to and investments in families. Imagine a family well-being index that shows steady worldwide gains, nation by nation, year after year. Imagine semiannual local, regional, and international meetings that are devoted to monitoring progress and sharing lessons learned about family-centered policies and practices. Imagine integrated social and economic development policies and practices in which families are viewed as cornerstones, and in which they are provided tailored services, social supports, and economic-occupational resources. Imagine, in short, an international social movement that makes every year “an international year of families.”

Olympism as an Exemplar

Despite their limitations, the Olympic Games are an example of the ways in which the world community can rally around shared visions. Most world leaders have demonstrated their abilities to put aside their other differences and agree upon shared norms and values that make up Olympism. Nation-specific policies and practices in support of it have followed. If the world community can initiate and sustain a social movement in support of competitive play, then why can’t it mobilize a world movement for families?

As in the Olympic Games, some competition is involved. All pro-family advocates are joined in a race against time because individuals and families are dying for attention. Informed advocacy and policy on behalf of families can help unite the world community. Local communities, states, provinces, and nations can reap benefits. Investments in families bring dividends.

Like athletes competing in a relay race, the authors of this book have benefited from other pro-family advocates. We accept their torch of knowledge and understanding about families, together with examples of important policies and practices. The race on behalf of families will continue after we finish our leg. In other words, this book represents another torch that can be accepted and improved upon by others.

We authors have not always agreed. Some differences have been reconciled, while others remain. We “see” the world differently, and our gazes may reflect our disciplinary orientations. We represent health, education, family studies, and social work, and each of us is attracted to interdisciplinary perspectives. In the end, we decided to identify the authors for each chapter. This was one way to reconcile our differences and honor academic ethical imperatives.

On the other hand, the book has conceptual integrity and overall value coherence. It is not merely an edited book with separate chapters in search of common themes and shared assumptions. Our differences notwithstanding, we authors are united with others in the global village by a firm advocacy for families and deep commitments to improving their well-being.

Value Orientations

One of the most important challenges for policy and practice leaders is to gain more understanding of why some families are not able to meet their own expectations, achieve their own goals, and discharge all of their duties—despite their desires to do so. New, pro-family investment strategies require family-centered and responsive frames of reference. It is time to discard language and practices that are deficit and problem oriented, ones that label and stigmatize families in need as “dysfunctional” and “pathological.” The authors promote in this book an orientation that emphasizes family aspirations, strengths, and resilience. This orientation can be approached by asking and addressing several key questions.

For example, if families are asked what they want and need, are their answers dramatically different from what policy leaders expect? Similarly, do families receive the services, supports, and resources they need to meet their own expectations and achieve their own goals? Are families, in essence, blamed for their needs and challenges, or are their problems and stress viewed as the absence of sufficient investments in them? Are individual nations and their leaders being blamed and held responsible for declining individual and family well-being indices when some of the root causes are, in fact, outside of their control?

Are helping professionals doing for families what families could be doing for themselves if they had the requisite services, supports, and resources? Do families develop a strong sense of collective efficacy, or do professionals foster in them patterns of learned helplessness and dependency? Are families seen as having expertise? Since they are the persons closest to the problem or goal, have they been recruited to be part of the solution? Are “natural helping systems” promoted, whereby individuals and families are supported and strengthened to help themselves and each other?

Exploring Dimensions of Family-Centered Policies and Practices

The authors are committed to policies and strategies that facilitate responsiveness to what families say they want and need. This means working with, and for, families. It entails giving voice to all of their members, especially to girls and women. It means granting them effective jurisdiction over their own lives and honoring their expertise, especially with regard to what helps and harms them. It also means shifting away from top-down, one-size-fits-all policy edicts. Good intentions notwithstanding, family-centered policies and practices must be co-designed, implemented, and evaluated with the families they are intended to help. Only then will these policies and practices become appropriately tailored; only then will they respond to family, contextual, and cultural uniqueness. It is time to build upon good intentions and seek pathways to family-centered and family-supportive policies and practices.

This book explores these and related dimensions of family-centered policies and practices. The intent is to help policy makers and family advocates develop new understanding, allowing them to work more strategically. Ideally, they will gain knowledge, values, skills, and abilities needed to help develop better policies and improved practices because the choices they make are more strategic.

For example, categorical (also called “sectoral”), single-system, and single-profession approaches make it likely that both policy leaders and professionals will focus on just one area of human need and family well-being. Binary logic resides underneath categorical policies, and oppositional thinking dominates. Hence, health priorities are pitted against education; education and health against criminal justice; and so on. By contrast, when families and family well-being are the focus, and when families are involved in policy designs, single-sector, categorical thinking, planning, and programming are problematic. Individual and family well-being help integrate policies in a more coherent and cohesive fashion. Counterproductive policy and practice competitions are prevented.

Theoretical Orientations

No single theoretical frame dominates this analysis. The subject of families and family-centered policies in the international community is simply too broad, complex, and innovative. Our subject outstrips the descriptive, explanatory, and predictive powers of any one theory, or theoretical frame. World systems theory (Wallerstein, 1974), while compelling, does not meet our needs.

Just as these policy leaders, helping professionals, and advocates must reach compromises—sometimes uneasy ones at that—so, too, have the authors worked to develop compromises. The result is a theoretical hybrid, together with all the benefits and limitations associated with it.

The authors have tried to blend and integrate relevant aspects of systems theory; social ecological theory; critical theory; postmodern theory; economic resource dependency theory; democratic political theory; globalization theory; and emergent kinds of “family theory.” The language, constructs, and concepts the authors employ reflect this hybrid theoretical framework. Theoretical purists may find fault with this. The authors understand and accept whatever criticism follows from this decision to mix theoretical perspectives.

THE UNDERLYING LOGIC FOR THE CHAPTER PROGRESSION

Several key questions have been asked of the authors; and, in turn, the authors have asked them of others. The International Year of the Family also raised and addressed some of these same questions—for example:

•   What exactly is a family? Is there a definition that encompasses diversity worldwide?

•   How and why should society’s leaders invest in families? What are the benefits? What are the consequences of ignoring, neglecting, harming, eroding, and destroying families?

•   What indices exist for family well-being and for the development of pro-family policy practices?

•   How do investments in families double as investments in democracy and, at the same time, in integrated, equitable, sustainable, and culturally responsive social and economic development?

•   What unmet needs do families experience, and how much say should families have in determining how these needs are met?

•   Can family-support agendas also enhance the well-being of individuals and groups such as children, elders, women, and men?

•   How best can family-centered policies and practices be designed, implemented, and evaluated?

•   How much gender balance is necessary to truly “hear” what families and all their members need?

•   To what extent can the concept of “family” help integrate now-separate policies and practices for individuals, such as those for children, women, and persons with disabilities?

•   To what extent can families become enfranchised as partners and joint authors of these policy practices?

•   What future directions and challenges for families should leaders and advocates consider and promote?

These and other practical, important questions have helped the authors plan the chapter progression.

CHAPTER PROGRESSION

Chapter 1 introduces the meanings and significance of families in the world community. The authors address the challenges of defining “family.” They also emphasize the importance of family systems—their functions, duties, and significance. The concept of family well-being is introduced, along with indices to assess it.

Value-laden issues surrounding the definition of families are addressed. Here, the authors, like this book’s readers, face important ethical-moral issues. The authors decided that they could not impose personal definitions of families upon readers. This decision stemmed from collective commitments to honor and respect cultural and national diversity in policies and practices on behalf of families.

On the other hand, the authors are not committed to the dictum that “anything goes.” Respect for cultural and national diversity must be weighed against nonnegotiable human rights and protections, which transcend any one cultural system or nation-state. These human rights, promulgated by the United Nations and adopted by many nations, are inseparable from a concern for families. Practices that honor these rights must be enacted in families, and national as well as international indices of family well-being must incorporate them. These individual and family rights include equitable and just treatment, regardless of gender, age, and developmental status; freedom from violence, abuse, and involuntary exploitation; freedom from oppressive, discriminatory, and repressive practices; religious, political, and economic freedoms; and protections from individual and family harms. The problems that patriarchy brings are of paramount concern.

Why invest in families? Chapter 2 begins a book-long response to this question. This chapter sets the stage by identifying and defining key ideas and concepts. Here, and elsewhere in this book, families are identified as comprehensive social welfare institutions. They are also the “engines” for economic development. Family work, especially women’s work, goes unrecognized and unremunerated. This chapter focuses on the work that families do and the need for social accounting and resources, supports, and services to aid them in their critical roles. Unfortunately, a key point is often forgotten, if it is understood at all. Most large companies and businesses once started out as small family businesses (Burggraf, 1997; Fukuyama, 1995). Advocacy for families, especially in the political arena, must attend to these realities. Effective advocacy also means addressing implicit images that politicians and other leaders may have, images that act as obstacles to family-centered policies and practices.

Families are presented as part of a social investment strategy, rather than a narrow, categorical, economic development strategy. For, at the same time that families enhance economic development, they promote democratic government and civic participation. National health, education, and crime-related agendas all benefit when families are supported and strengthened.

In chapter 3, the idea of gender-equitable, meaningful employment is emphasized. Related economic concepts are introduced, including unemployment and underemployment. Three different economic sectors for family work are identified. The argument is that conventional social and health services have not addressed employment needs and economic development. And, because they have not, families have not been served effectively. The various people- and family-serving helping professions have key roles to play in this work, especially if they build capacity in families by creating mutual aid societies and neighborhood or village support networks. This entails building from families’ needs and wants tailored services and resources that are supportive of them, rather than having professionals dictate to families without asking them. Barter systems and support networks also are important.

If families are to continue their key roles in economic systems, especially their roles as economic incubators, they need to receive their fair share of economic investment dollars. In addition, they must receive tailored, appropriate services, supports, and resources. Nowhere are these needs more apparent than with families’ caregiving, social support, and mutual assistance functions. As leaders at the 1995 World Summit in Copenhagen concluded (UNDP for Sustainable Human Development, 1998) this means working to eliminate poverty, providing full employment, and increasing income equity for women, especially in relation to their caregiving roles.

It also means understanding the economic costs and social consequences associated with poverty, unemployment, and “runaway economic development policies” that are structured without reference to individual and family well-being. Based upon due recognition of the harms and costs associated with poverty, this agenda signals needs for the fair distribution, and redistribution, of the investment dollars associated with economic development.

Chapter 4 introduces questions and issues about governmental responsibilities for families and their well-being. Are families and their well-being key foci in the agendas that leaders establish? How are family needs and issues framed and named? Drawing on responses to these questions, a family-centered policy continuum is identified and described. In addition, a frame of reference is provided in which the rights and entitlements of individuals are no longer viewed as competing with pro-family agendas. To the contrary, the needs of individuals and the needs of families can and should be aligned with each other. The chapter also calls attention to needed congruence and cohesiveness across often-separate policy domains (e.g., education, health, environment, economic development). Pivotal questions are raised about the democratization of policy making—the extent to which families are enfranchised and empowered as partners in design, implementation, delivery, and evaluation of policies and practices aimed at them.

The authors try to walk the fine line between sensitizing readers to the issues and possible solutions, and offering prescriptions that are insensitive to national and cultural diversity. Mindful that national context and cultures always must be taken into account, the authors explore some of the predictable factors that most powerfully affect policy making on the behalf of individuals and families. We authors are action oriented. Like Putnam (1993), “We want government to do things, not just decide things” (p. 8). Examples of policy proclamations from IYF are provided to indicate how some governments decided to frame and name family needs, issues, and concerns, and perhaps to do things.

Readers are reminded in chapter 4 that familiar frames of reference bring yesterday’s language; and that tomorrow’s new practices may require a new language to help structure new frames for thought and action. Moreover, it emphasizes agenda setting, reminding readers that policies and practices are effective to the extent that they are based upon accurate and ecologically valid assessments of what’s right that needs strengthening and what’s wrong that needs fixing.

Chapter 5 picks up where chapter 4 leaves off. It emphasizes the importance of strategic decision-making and actions amid political inertia and multiple choices. The important roles of research and intervention logic in policy development and practice improvement are emphasized. Approaches to policy borrowing are described, together with some cautions and recommendations. Innovations involving service integration and interprofessional collaboration are sketched. A family impact assessment inventory is introduced to facilitate policy analysis, implementation, evaluation, and learning systems that accompany them.

Chapter 6 promotes family-centered collaboration and, in turn, broad-based collaboration among all stakeholders in the community. Key features of family-centered collaboration, policy, and practice are identified. For example, families are viewed as experts, treated as partners, and no one, especially helping professionals, depersonalizes them by calling them “clients.” A family-centered policy and practice planning framework is identified, including its key phases (e.g., forming a vision, establishing missions, determining accountabilities, framing action plans). Examples derived from family-centered work in Florida provide concrete examples of the products this framework may yield.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 are skills-based contributions. Chapter 7 focuses on how to structure a policy dialogue. Using four key examples, it illustrates how a family-centered perspective can be fostered by means of dialogue. chapters 8 and 9 combine policies and practices. They describe policy-practice skills and abilities for developing family-centered agendas, developing working alliances, promoting widespread support, and engendering advocacy.

Chapters 10 and 11 take the analysis to an international scale. The focus is globalization and its companion processes, correlates, and consequences. These two chapters are, in fact, several chapters condensed into two. Chapter 11 introduces globalization and focuses on economic globalization. It explores challenges, changes, and opportunities associated with economic globalization. The effects on the welfare state are emphasized, especially the unfortunate tendency of the economy and its free markets to gain supremacy over government (the polity) and the needs of the people.

Chapter 11 picks up where chapter 10 leaves off. It addresses some of the psychological, social, cultural, and social-geographic correlates and consequences of globalization. It describes and explains the significance of people migrations and cultural flows. These twin flows produce a new polyculturalism and are responsible for the growing number of divided family systems and their long-distance neighborhood communities. Intercultural contact zones, called “scapes,” are introduced, along with their new possibilities for grassroots social action. The chapter concludes with two frameworks for policy in the global world and key development principles that derive from chapters 10 and 11.

Finally, chapter 12 presents a summary call to action. It presents key propositions, or change theories, for family-centered policies and practices. Together these propositions signal future possibilities for a family-centered theory of action. Such a theory of action requires a new world ethic. Key transitions that will make up this ethic are identified briefly. This chapter and the book conclude with the call for a worldwide Family-watch, along with attendant commitments to action.

A FINAL NOTE: THE CHALLENGES OF GLOBAL DIVERSITY

Human cultures are inventive, resilient, and adaptable. It is possible in theory to conceive of surrogate social institutions other than the family. Such a theoretical possibility does not, however, square with the present-day priorities in the majority of nations and cultures. Nearly without exception, the family as an institution is assigned the same, exalted levels of importance. Certainly families’ duties and responsibilities vary, just as their memberships do, but perceptions about their social, economic, and political significance are shared among nations.

The title for this book indicates the authors’ intent to respond to international diversity, while building from successful exemplars and lessons learned. Our narrative is sometimes strong and forceful because the authors also are family advocates with clear, firm, pro-family value commitments.

On the other hand, the authors’ suggestions and recommendations should not be interpreted as rigid prescriptions. For cultural diversity and culturally responsive practices are consistent themes in the narrative, and these twin themes signal needs to tailor and accommodate key ideas to local cultures and contexts.

Similarly, the authors’ approach to family-centered policies and practices is process oriented. In fact, the chief contribution of this book may lie in its sensitizing perspectives (i.e., analytical frameworks). This is especially likely if these sensitizing perspectives and analytical frameworks facilitate critical assessments of past/present policies and practices; and if they help leaders and advocates to think, talk, act, and interact more effectively and appropriately.

In today’s turbulent and rapidly changing world, basic values are being called into question. Are families important? Do they need to be supported and strengthened? Will they have food, decent housing, jobs, and related supports for their well-being? Will they be safe from the harms of patriarchy in their family and society? The answers seem so obvious, the need so important, that it seems redundant to raise these questions.

We authors, like you, want to live in a world in which these kinds of questions no longer need to be raised. The authors hope that this book reinforces new-century dialogue, action planning, and successful policy and practice innovations that prioritize and address family needs and wants. We aim to make a contribution to an international social movement, one that will result in a family-centered and family-supportive world community.

Katharine Briar-Lawson
Hal A. Lawson
Charles B. Hennon
Alan R. Jones
February 6, 2000


CHAPTER 1
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The Meaning and Significance of Families and Threats to Their Well-Being

Katharine Briar-Lawson, Hal A. Lawson, and Charles B. Hennon, with Alan R. Jones

As a new century begins, the world community faces unprecedented challenges and changes (e.g., Bruce, Lloyd, & Leonard, 1995; Leidenfrost, 1992; Mason, Skolnick, & Sugeraman, 1998; Stoez & Saunders, 1999; United Nations, 1995e). For example, individuals and families are migrating and fleeing at unprecedented rates (Cohen & Deng, 1998), and families are affected as people move (Henderson, 1996; UNDP, 1999). Some families are becoming fragmented, and others are becoming destabilized (e.g., Booth, Crouter, & Lanvale, 1997). This unprecedented number of migrants, immigrants, and refugees challenges nations, especially ones that were once more culturally homogeneous. These nations now face the challenges of growing ethnic and cultural diversity. Families are affected as their nations address these new cultural and social geographic challenges, along with other new social, economic, political, and cultural realities. Social, cultural, and economic inequalities impose special difficulties and cause stress.

Life is certainly better for some families, especially some nations in the northern half of the globe (e.g., McMichael, 1996). Questions remain, however, about the sustainability of these families’ lifestyles. Moreover, there are increasing insecurities about employment and growing inequities among individuals and families (Blau, 1999).

Three-quarters of the world’s families are struggling to survive, especially families in the southern half of the globe (McMichael, 1996). As their well-being is threatened, families experience stress. Others experience violence, terror, and death. For example, new parents may wonder whether their baby will survive. Other family members may worry about the burdens of caregiving for their frail elders and children. Parents may worry about whether there will be enough jobs that provide sufficient income and important health benefits. Women may agonize over domestic violence and child abuse in their homes (Van Soest, 1997).

Vulnerable families may wonder whether concerned citizens, helping professionals, and policy makers are aware of their needs and will help address them. Their question is: Does anyone care about my plight? Stressed families often despair, because they assume that nobody cares. As families experience stress, there are ripple effects. A plethora of related challenges and problems arise, and they affect family members, other families, communities, states, provinces, entire nations, and regional alliances among nations.

What exactly is a family? Why are families so important? What is family well-being? How is family well-being threatened? Why are family rights important? These basic questions frame the following discussion. The purposes of this chapter are to enhance readers’ understanding of families and family systems; to alert them to threats to families’ well-being; to foster their understanding of the need for family-centered policies and practices; and to explore beginning parameters for pro-family policy and practice agendas.

The chapter begins with a sketch of some of the threats to family well-being. Then several definitions of families and family systems are presented. After individual and family rights are identified, the discussion turns to the special needs of girls and women under a system of hierarchical power relations called patriarchy. The chapter concludes with indices of individual and family well-being. These indices serve as goals for family advocates, helping professionals, and policy makers.

INDICES OF THREATS AND HARMS TO THE WORLD’S FAMILIES

Family well-being is threatened in many communities of the world. Many families are in crisis (United Nations, 1995e). To facilitate understanding of threats and harm, selective categories and indices are provided below. These indices also reflect how integral families are to many other societal institutions and service sectors. For example, health planning is also family-related planning.

Indices Related to Health, Well-Being, and Life Expectancy

•   Conflicts in fifty-six countries where UNICEF works make it impossible for workers to deliver vaccines and provide immunizations to children in need (UNICEF, 1999).

•   Every day, 35,000 children die from hunger and preventable-treatable diseases (Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996, p. 15).

•   Every day, 11,000 children die, one every eight seconds from hunger and malnutrition (New York Times, November 13, 1996).

•   In parts of sub-Saharan Africa, one woman dies for every fifty live births (versus Scandinavia where the death rate is one per 20,000 births).

•   Of the 100 million children between the ages of seven and twelve who are not in school, two-thirds are girls (United Nations, 1993b). This inequitable access harms individuals and families because the schooling, education, and support of girls and women is one of the best ways to combat excessive poverty, population growth, and environmental destruction (Dasgupta, 1995).

•   One-seventh of the world (840 million people) does not get enough to eat (Bender & Smith, 1997).

•   11 million young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four are suffering from AIDS (UNICEF, 1999).

•   Each day some 6,000 persons die from AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa, resulting in an estimated 10.4 million orphans (Masland & Norland, 2000).

•   Approximately 540 million children—one in every four—live in dangerous situations (UNICEF, 1999).

Poverty Indices

•   Profound poverty affects at least 1 billion people; many earn less than a dollar a day (Kung, 1991).

•   35,000 children die each day because of poverty and the lack of access to life-saving technologies (United Nations, 1993j).

•   The poorest three-quarters of humankind face growing malnutrition, starvation, resource depletion, unrest, enforced migration, and armed conflict (Hoogvelt, 1997; McMichael, 1996).

•   The stresses of poverty and the associated demands of survival are responsible for rapid and uneven population expansions in areas already impacted by too many people and high poverty. Adults may have more children than usual to expand their labor pool; and as food-producing lands decline, more and more families migrate to cities already impacted by poverty (Bender & Smith, 1997; Dasgupta, 1995; Ray, 1998).

•   Nations with the highest levels of social, political, and economic inequalities—many associated with poverty rates—tend to have the lowest average life expectancies (Sen, 1999; Wilkinson, 1996).

Environmental Degradation Indices Associated with Family Poverty

•   Population pressure in many developing countries is depleting local agricultural resources, while more farm output is needed for feeding growing numbers of people (Dasgupta, 1995; Kennedy, 1993, pp. 12–13). Examples include the overgrazing of the African savannas, the erosion of the Amazon rain forests, and the salinization of land from India to Kazakhstan.

•   Every year, huge sections of tropical forest are destroyed, some lost forever (Kung, 1991); in turn, deforestation causes the erosion of precious soils necessary for plant growth. Food and oxygen production are reduced.

•   If present global warming trends continue, the temperature of the earth’s atmosphere could rise dramatically each succeeding decade—between 1.5 and 4.5 degrees Celsius—with a resultant rise in sea levels. Global warming presents disastrous consequences, particularly for the coastal areas of all the earth’s landmasses (Kung, 1991, p.2).

Economic and Technological Indices of Need and Misplaced Priorities

•   In 1992, world military spending totaled $815 billion, equaling the combined income of 49 percent of the world’s people. Developing countries spent $125 billion. By allocating 25 percent of this $125 billion, the developing nations could have met many of their needs for health, education, and family planning. Twelve percent of this amount would have provided basic health care, immunization, and safer drinking water; and it would have reduced malnutrition. Four percent would have halved adult illiteracy, provided universal public education, and addressed educational inequities between girls and boys. Eight percent would have provided all men and women with a family planning pack, contributing to the stabilization of the world’s population (Goldthorpe, 1996, p. 82).

•   Every month, the world’s economic system adds more burdens to the catastrophic debt that debilitates people of the developing nations. As debts increase, social and health services are reduced, currencies are devalued, and the purchasing power of individuals and families declines. So does their well-being. (Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996; Goldthorpe, 1996; McMichael, 1996).

•   The technology revolution involving computers is taking place overwhelmingly in economically advanced nations. These nations have slow-growing or declining populations. At the same time, developing nations with burgeoning populations lack resources, trained personnel, needed funding, and appropriate investment strategies. In some cases, nations most in need have governing elites and ideological prejudices oriented against technological change (Kennedy, 1993). The result is a growing gap between the “have” nations and the “have-not” nations (Athanasiou, 1996; Reich, 1993). Individuals and families in have-not nations—many in the global south—are disadvantaged, and as technology growth and development continue, their disadvantaged position is exacerbated.

•   The gaps between “have” and “have-not” nations are growing—and so are the gaps between “have” and “have-not” families within some of these nations (e.g., Hoogvelt, 1997; Jordan, 1998; Reich, 1993; UNDP, 1999). As these gaps grow, the well-being of millions of the world’s families will continue to deteriorate, absent appropriate policy changes (Kennedy, 1993).

•   Technologies employed by multinational corporations based in economically advanced nations may exacerbate harm to poorer countries and their families. Although these technologies may promote industrialization and employment initiatives, they also promote monetarized economies in substitution for indigenous, cooperative exchange networks (Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996; Goldthorpe, 1996; Kennedy, 1993; McMichael, 1996).

•   As companies become “exporters” in a global economy, and as production technologies eliminate needs for semiskilled workers, middle-income workers (often men) lose their jobs and an informal employment sector grows, usually employing women and children. Families often lack living wages and health benefits.

•   Rapid population growth, diminishing resources, insufficient food and inadequate food supplies, unemployment, poverty, and lack of education are responsible for significant migrations to cities (Dasgupta, 1995; McMichael, 1996; Ray, 1998). Forced migration may detract from well-being. It fragments families, and it contributes to environmental deterioration and destruction.

•   In turn, these problems may trigger conflict and war over boundaries, water, and grazing rights. In fact, more armed conflicts among nations may be expected, including the prospect of another world war (Kennedy, 1993).

•   Sufficient amounts of food are being produced, and there is potential to produce more. All of the world’s people, especially its children, can be fed. The problem lies in the distribution and use of food, not in its availability (Bender & Smith, 1997).

•   Four-fifths of the world’s 5 billion people produce food and consumer goods for the well-to-do one-fifth, but the majority lack the income and resources to enjoy the food and goods they produce (McMichael, 1996).

Indices of Family Stress, Safety, and Security

•   At least 26 million refugees experience stress, destabilization, and related health and mental health problems (Henderson, 1996).

•   In addition to individuals, many refugees are families; 80 percent of refugees are women and children (United Nations, 1995d).

•   The social and economic development agendas of developed nations often compete with the cultural and religious factions of developing nations. Resistance follows, including rising terrorism (Barber, 1996).

•   In world conflicts, families—especially women and children—are the targets and victims of violence. Since World War II, 20 million people have died and 60 million have been wounded. Eighty percent have been civilians, most of them women and children. Children have been conscripted into military and paramilitary forces. Sometimes they have been required to kill members of their own families. Land mines have been disguised as toys and placed on playgrounds and schools.

•   1.5 million children have been killed by wars, and 4 million others have been disabled (United Nations World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory Committee, 1993).

•   Caregiving responsibilities are increasing worldwide as the “graying of wealthy nations” increases—that is, as the number of elders grows (United Nations, 1993f). Caregivers, usually women, may have responsibilities for as many as four or five generations of family members. In brief, aging issues also are family concerns and women’s issues. Stress increases because women caregivers also are required to work outside their home full-time.

Indices of Governmental Capacities and Willingness to Invest in Families

•   The number of industrialized nations dismantling their social welfare programs is growing (Geyer, Ingebritsen, & Moses, 2000; Goldthorpe, 1996; Jordan, 1998; Pierson, 1996). In their joint quests to attract and maintain multinational corporations and promote economic development, industrialized nations are revoking the policies that once supported poor and vulnerable individuals and families.

•   Global economic development and exchange networks, in combination with loans through international monetary bodies, create long-term dependency patterns in developing nations. Faced with inflationary spirals, developing nations are often required to borrow more; and as they do, their currencies are devalued. For families, this pattern translates into decreased purchasing power and discretionary economic resources; their well-being is eroded (Bradshaw & Wallace, 1996; Goldthorpe, 1996; McMichael, 1996; Midgley, 1997).

•   Deregulation of environmental and labor standards, in combination with subcontracting, encourages a significant increase in labor and production in the informal sector of national economies, especially in the developing nations. Concentrated in cities, the informal sector is built on domestic, low-wage labor performed disproportionately by women and children—who frequently do not receive social and health benefits for their work (Dangler, 1994; Nuralamin, 1996; Parker, 1994; Sanyal, 1996).

•   Even when families do not move, and jobs are maintained, real wages and associated benefits for many workers in the well-to-do nations actually decline against the rate of inflation (Reich, 1993; Thurow, 1996). The trickle-down effects of economic growth do not automatically mean improvements in individual and family well-being.

•   Indigenous economies, especially culturally proscribed microenterprises and cooperative exchange networks, increasingly are replaced by transnational corporations and trade agreements that deregulate standards for clean air, water, working conditions, and safe and healthy consumer goods. Environmental deterioration, pollution, and deteriorating workplaces follow (Henderson, 1996).

Family Threats and Crises Signal Public Policy and Practice Needs

Individually and collectively, these indicators serve as reminders of unmet needs and as warnings about the future well-being of the world’s families. Although it is tempting to assume that these problems are restricted to the developing nations of the world, the evidence suggests otherwise (Sen, 1999).

Dramatic changes—locally, regionally, nationally, and globally—provide important opportunities, policy, and practice for learning and development. To benefit from these opportunities, governmental leaders, policy makers, helping professionals, family advocates, and citizens at large need to be better prepared for the important challenges at hand (United Nations, 1995a, 1995e).

Strategic and effective action depends in part on understanding family-centered policies and practices (e.g., Baker, 1995; Cass & Cappo, 1995; Hartman & Laird, 1983; Hooper-Briar & Lawson, 1995; United Nations, 1995c, 1995e). Strategic and effective action on behalf of families also requires firm commitments to evaluate policies and practices. Evaluation designs are needed that facilitate learning and continuous improvements (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Schön & Rein, 1994).

A basic question must be addressed first. Why invest in families?

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF FAMILIES

Families are important social institutions. Social institutions are culturally prescribed and inscribed, meaning that most institutions—especially families—bear the “signature” of their surrounding culture(s) (United Nations, 1993b). Different in some ways because of their cultural context(s), social institutions such as the families also may share common features.

Family as a Social Construction

A social institution results when a way of doing things becomes the way (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). The “family” is thus one way to organize individuals. It is not the only way. In other words, families are socially constructed and constituted entities. They are not inevitable.

Families as social institutions are powerful agents of socialization (e.g., Kamerman & Kahn, 1978; National Commission on Families and Public Policies, 1978; United Nations, 1992c, 1993b). Social institutions, and especially the family, tend to typecast people, social relationships, and practices. They imply history and social control. Through socialization and social control strategies, institutions structure and reward standardized cultural practices. These practices are taken for granted and viewed as “natural” cultural traditions (Berger & Luckmann, 1967).

On the other hand, nations and their societal cultures differ. So do their social institutions. And so do their families.

For example, in some societal cultures the practices associated with marriage are viewed as structuring “a family.” In other places, this idea of the traditional nuclear family is not evident. If it is evident, it may be accompanied by other ways to structure a family, such as developing a committed relationship. For example, in nations such as Sweden and Belize, partners engaged in committed relationships make up half, or more, of families. In still other societal cultures, the family is associated with nature, including corn and other plants (Trzcinski, 1995). In other words, families are viewed as parts of the natural environment and as enabling and sustaining life. In short, just as culture is selective, so are families as social institutions.

Analyzing Families as Social Institutions

Social institutions can be analyzed by means of three categories of questions. Policy makers, practitioners, and advocates can inquire into family forms, contents, and relations (United Nations, 1992c).

Questions about the forms of families address the ways in which they are defined, especially the criteria for inclusion and exclusion into the category “family.” For example, who or what is a family? As a newcomer to a societal culture, how would you identify a family? (One approach to these questions is presented later in this chapter.)

Questions about the contents of families as social institutions address the meanings and knowledge conveyed through families as socializing agents (United Nations, 1992c). What is learned and conveyed via family membership? What roles, duties, and assignments are involved, and who must learn and perform them? Where duties are concerned, who does what, when, where, and why? What are the behavioral rules in families? Who has the ultimate authority, and how does religion influence this cultural power? What are the rules for family membership?

There are two sets of questions about relations. One set addresses the ways in which power, authority, rewards, and other resources are distributed in families. Who has access to power and other resources? Who benefits most and least from family life? Who sets the rules in families? These are questions of family politics (United Nations, 1993g).

In addition to micropolitics in the family, families are subjects for macropolitical questions. Macropolitical questions address the relationship between families and other cultural, political, and economic institutions. How do families affect the economy, the political system, and the educational system? In turn, how do these and other societal institutions impact the family?

In short, these three kinds of questions (about form, contents, and relations) create a framework for understanding and analyzing institutionalized family systems. Place and context matter. In other words, the questions may be the same, but the answers will vary as a function of unique community, societal, national, and regional world contexts. In turn, local differences and uniqueness help to promote an understanding of cultural, national, and regional history and diversity. Indeed, the growing diversity of families and family systems is a cornerstone for family policies and practices (Hennon, 2000).

DEFINING THE FAMILY

So, what exactly is a family? How would you know one if you saw one? As with so many questions, the answers depend upon whom you ask, where you ask, when, under what circumstances, and why.

Diverse Families

Families around the world exhibit various kinds of forms and living arrangements (United Nations, 1993c). These daily living arrangements are expressed primarily in simple daily tasks and negotiations, which family members perform. In many cases, family members co-determine these arrangements and functions (United Nations, 1993c). They know who does what, where, when, why, and how. Family members gain meanings and identities through these arrangements and duties (after Knowles, 1996, p. 13).

Families and their individual members develop unique ways of communicating, perceiving, behaving, and making meaning of their experiences. Sometimes these family meaning systems and knowledge structures are implicit, not explicit. In other words, families’ beliefs, knowledge, and action systems may even be specially “coded.” In some cases only the family itself may understand these codes. These coded meaning systems and knowledge structures help constitute profound differences among families, both within and across cultures and nations.

To put it another way, families are not once-and-for-all, static or rigid entities, nor are families islands unto themselves. For example, there are multiple dynamics within family systems. There are dynamics involving each family’s internal and external environments; dynamics involving other families; dynamics involving other social institutions and organizations; and dynamics involving the larger society and even the global community (Milardo, 1988).

For many families, these tasks and arrangements are private matters, not public concerns. Therefore, one way to define, and inquire into, a family is to use the definition, identities, and meanings of its members. In many cases, family members know best their boundaries and meaning systems. These boundaries and meaning systems are self-defined and also help define them. Their stories of experience, or narratives, are rich sources of knowledge and understanding (e.g., Becker, 1997; Knowles, 1996).

Lived Experiences as Framing Definitions

Family members’ answers to questions about what a family is, and does, reveal family forms that include nuclear families, but also transcend them (United Nations, 1992c). When members are asked what they mean by a family, their responses often differ. Moreover, families’ responses may diverge from predetermined meanings and categories that survey researchers and demographers impose upon them. For example, single adults engage in familial relationships beyond their own birth families (Eichler, 1997).

Although individual and family responses are diverse, there tend to be four common elements in these responses, i.e., in members’ accounts and life stories. Individuals are connected with their families because

1.  they have a shared sense of history;

2.  they experience some degree of emotional bonding;

3.  they have constructed their individual identities in relation to one another, meaning that their personal identities are inseparable in some ways from their family identity; and

4.  individually and together they devise strategies for meeting the needs, wants, and aspirations of individual family members, the group as a whole, or both.

Any working definition of families incorporates these four elements. At the same time, however, those definitions must be flexible and adaptable to diverse societal cultures. They must accommodate the lived experiences of diverse people around the world. In other words, these four elements may be universal, but other elements are particularistic. Diverse families in diverse parts of the world must be understood in their surrounding contexts. So rather than forcing outsiders’ definitions on families, analysts need to ask family members, and to expect diversity.

For example, box 1.1 offers examples of families rendered through the eyes of children and one elder. These examples show how families, as defined by their members, may differ from definitions derived from legal codes, textbook definitions, or sociological jargon.

In brief, “family” is not a simple social institution, especially in an international context. Amid so much diversity, it is necessary to proceed beyond the singular, traditional idea of “family.” It is helpful to focus on the broader concept of “family system.”

The Idea of Family Systems

Clearly, some reserve the concept of “family” to mean the nuclear family. Once a global perspective is adopted, however, the need arises for a more comprehensive and inclusive conception of families (United Nations, 1992c). This conception must encompass the nuclear family and, at the same time, transcend it. The cultural selectivity and limits of the nuclear family must be avoided. Ethnocentrism—viewing and evaluating diverse cultural practices and people through the lens provided by personal and local practices—is an ever-present danger.

BOX 1.1


FAMILIES IN THE EYES OF CHILDREN

Juputu, like countless other nine year olds, considers himself part of a family; however, his family consists of three other children and four adults. Three of the children are those born of his parents; his other sister was brought into the family when her parents (his aunt and uncle) and other siblings died in war. The two other adults are good friends of his parents. Their children also died in war. These eight people reside together, and all the adults take turns in caring for the children and their socialization. Because each adult is a caregiver, Juputa thinks of all four as his parents. He sees all the members of his household as being part of his family system. He treats them like family and they treat him likewise.

Saia, sixteen years old, lives in a commune. She has fourteen other children around her. There are several adults who help support and supervise these fifteen children; the children also beg and do odd jobs to bring in money. Everyone does housekeeping chores. On some weekends Saia goes home to be with her biological parents. The time she spends with the commune results in her having a sense of two families, because both her own parents and the other adults and children in the commune perform similar functions. Both, in similar ways, provide food, shelter, clothing; set and enforce rules and a moral code; provide care for the sick; and give love, support, and security to Saia and the other members. Saia’s family system, then, includes two groups equally important—her parents and the commune.

Jason is also sixteen. His parents divorced soon after his birth. While Jason lived primarily with his mother over the years, he and his father remained close. Jason has always considered his dad as part of his family, and resided in his household on weekends and school vacations. His father remarried twice and additional children were born. Jason lived with his “half-sibs” and stepmothers, and grew to accept and love them. These people gave him support and provided care when he needed it. Even with the divorce of his father from his second wife, Jason still considers these siblings to be family and has fond memories of them and his stepmothers. Jason’s definition of family includes his father’s two subsequent wives, his half-sibs, and his biological mother.

Sarah lives in a home in which she, at age nine, is the oldest of two children born to her mother, whom she now calls Mommy One. Mommy One is living in an intimate relationship with Mommy Two. The Mommies became partners after the death of Sarah’s father. The household contains two foster-care children both Mommies are seeking to adopt. Sarah sees both Mommies, her sister, as well as the two foster children, as her family. She also thinks of Sandy, the neighbor who is with them daily, as part of her family system. Sandy takes Sarah to school each day and on weekend adventures once in a while. Sandy also helps with the other children, who go to her house after school while both Mommies are working. Sarah knows she can count on Sandy. Sometimes Sandy gives money to Sarah’s Mommies when there is not enough to make ends meet.

Mona is seventy-six. She has been single all her life. She considers her family to be her three neighbors who look after her daily as she recovers from hip surgery. She lost most of her kin in war and was able to migrate to a western European community where health supplies were available to treat her diabetes. While her household consists of her and her cat, she defines her three neighbors as her family.



The concept of a family system defined by members themselves helps prevent ethnocentric thinking, and it accommodates international diversity in family forms, contents, and relations. This international perspective on family systems offers an important benefit. Policy leaders, helping professionals, and family advocates may be able to avoid endless and conflict-producing debates about the criteria involved in determining what “real families” are, or must become (Hennon, 1981; Trost, 1996).

Family system is, of course, a metaphor.1 It involves seeing individuals and families selectively—in systems terms (e.g., Anderson & Sabatelli, 1995). Family system is a global concept that helps to foster an understanding of the diversity found in families as well as some of the universal functions that families perform. In other words, despite international diversity in their composition and organization, families are alike in fundamental ways. They often have the same basic needs, share many of the same duties, and confront similar challenges (e.g., National Commission on Families and Public Policies, 1978; United Nations, 1992c).

As the process of globalization acts to shrink the world community, families also may become aware of their similarities, commonalties, and differences. Increasingly families may begin to define themselves as others around the globe have defined themselves.

Family systems, on the other hand, are not simple structures, but open and ever evolving. They are socially constructed by their members and socially constituted by other people and institutions (after Hennon & Radina, in press).2

Nor are families easily isolated for analysis and intervention apart from their environments or ecologies. Families shape, and are shaped by, their ecologies or near environments (United Nations, 1993b). Families also are adaptable. They may reconfigure themselves over their life courses as they strive to accommodate to internal changes and the pressures of the external environments (Bruce, Lloyd, & Leonard, 1995).

Thus, the family systems concept emphasizes family structure (i.e., the composition and organization of families) as well as the duties families perform (Anderson & Sabatelli, 1995). It calls attention to family members’ interactions, internal relationships, external relationships, and surrounding environments and cultural contexts. Moreover, family members define their family systems, and, in turn, these systems help define their members.

Another Analytical Frame: Social and Ecological (Relational) Analysis

Socioecological analysis (e.g., Lawson, 1992; Trzcinski, 1995) is a close companion of systems thinking. Both kinds of thinking and analysis focus on relationships, especially on patterns of dependence and interdependence. Each frame is selective. Each emphasizes some features of families and family systems at the expense of others. For example, systems frames derive from the machine metaphor, and this metaphor influences perceptions and language (e.g., Schön & Rein, 1994). Socioecological frames derive from the metaphor of harmonious, symbiotic relationships among bio-natural, social, and cultural ecosystems.

Socioecological analyses attend to interactions among people and their social institutions and their natural environments. Place and context do matter, and they are weighed in to every analysis. That is, socioecological analyses of families take into account their social geographies (e.g., Curtis & Jones, 1998).

For example, the social ecologies of families can be both external and internal. Internal social ecologies refer to relationships among members. External social ecologies refer to families’ physical and social environments, especially families’ interdependence with other social institutions (United Nations, 1993c).

For example, it is possible to trace ripple effects associated with a plant closing. These ripple effects begin with the layoff of a worker (parent). They continue when the parent is considered unemployed—and begins to define herself in this way. Family stress follows, and so do personal-social problems. In turn, family stress often is associated with children’s school problems, child abuse and neglect, and possibly substance abuse (Benoît-Guilbot, 1994; Briar, 1988; International Network on Unemployment and Social Work, 1987; Vosler, 1996).

The social aspect of socioecological analysis emphasizes power and authority issues and relationships. Sometimes socioecological analysis is given a shorthand definition—relational analysis—because it emphasizes power and authority relationships.

Regardless of the label, the analytical lens is the same. This lens focuses on intra- and interfamilial negotiations and contests for control related to cultural authority, social power (power in social, political, and economic structure; power over resources; power to act or agency), and economic power and privilege. There are pivotal questions to be asked.

Whose knowledge, rules, values, meaning systems, and cultural practices have the highest priority? How will they result in ideals regarding just societies, especially improved individual and family well-being? How do practices and policies, families, and other social institutions relate to one another? Do they support one another or do they work at cross-purposes? What power and authority do families enjoy in the policy-making process? In practices and policies that affect them?

Relational analysis usually involves power and authority differentials within and among families. For example, it involves power differentials between men and women, a problem that is explored later in this chapter.

Relational analysis also paves the way for empowerment-oriented helping strategies. As the idea of empowerment implies, relational analysis involves needs for power sharing with families (United Nations,

1993g). Similarly, families are active agents who also exercise their power (United Nations, 1995c). That is, individuals and families are not powerless; they can make changes. Relational analysis makes it possible to understand why some individuals, groups, and families conform to policies and practices; or, make mutual accommodations; or, temporarily comply (postponing firm decisions and commitments); or, resist passively; or, actively sabotage. Systems analytical frames tend not to emphasize these important power dynamics.

On the other hand, dichotomies are not helpful. It is beneficial to integrate relational, socioecological frames and systems frames. A hybrid theoretical frame results. This hybrid frame enhances understanding and analysis because of the relationships it emphasizes and the patterns of interdependence it illuminates. It helps to foster an appreciation of how families may change and improve. It may encourage a view of families as active agents, able to exercise control over their lives and able to help others and themselves (United Nations, 1995c). It also prevents an inappropriate dichotomy, one that pits individuals against families.

Beyond the Individual-Family Dichotomy

Planning, policies, and practices in many nations are predicated on a problematic dichotomy. Policy makers and helping professionals often tend to focus on individuals (e.g., children, or women, or elders) or families.

A hybrid analytical frame emphasizes relationships between individuals and families. It prioritizes policies and practices that attend simultaneously to individual and family systems needs, wants, and aspirations.

For example, all individuals need social support networks, and families may be the most important of these social support networks (Eichler, 1997; Milardo, 1988). As they act as social support networks, families reflect and shape individuals. Children are obvious beneficiaries, especially when their families promote healthy growth and development. Families also give children a strong identity. Through families, children, elders, and other individuals gain a sense of “self,” a reflective, connected identity, of who they are relative to their physical and social environments. Furthermore, families play an important role in how adults come to know themselves and, in turn, how they define themselves.

Families are rich sources of language, other important symbols, traditions, rituals, and stories. All give meaning to the past/present experiences, identities, and orientations of the individual and the family. For example, individuals learn about their histories, their cultures, and heritage in family systems. Through family interactions, individuals learn to make sense of the world around them. The learning and interaction of the family are continuous, and they often change over time and in different contexts.

Together, this interaction and learning make up the process of socialization. The family is an important agent of socialization in most societies today. Family socialization is not, however, limited to children (United Nations, 1993c). In fact, children socialize their parents and other family members. Similarly, adult parents may socialize their parents (i.e., their children’s grandparents). In short, families are strong socializing agents, with all family members being influenced by the interaction and learning that occurs among them (United Nations Economic Commission, 1993; United Nations, 1994f). Who one is or wishes to become; how one thinks, communicates, and behaves; the values, norms, and beliefs one endorses; conceptions of knowledge and how it is obtained—all these and countless other characteristics of each person frequently originate in families.

One’s sense of human rights also may originate in families. Indeed, the rights of individuals need to be expanded to encompass family rights. Family rights may safeguard both individual and family well-being.

FROM INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS TO INDIVIDUAL AND FAMILY RIGHTS

Individual and family rights are relevant building blocks for improved policies and practices. Family rights are cited in United Nations documents (e.g., Center for the Study of Human Rights, 1994, 1996; United Nations, 1988a, 1988b, 1991b, 1992d, 1992e, 1992f, 1993i, 1995a; United Nations Commission on Human Rights, 1989). Individual and family economic, social, cultural, civil, and political rights need to be viewed as connected and interdependent (United Nations, 1995a).

Once these rights (and documents that proclaim them) gain legitimacy, legal action may be taken when they are violated. Litigation is important. It often provides the equivalent of a back door to changes in policy and, in turn, improvements in practice. For example, rights can be translated into governmental entitlements for individuals, groups, and families (e.g., United Nations, 1993j). Similarly, families may help safeguard their members’ basic human rights. In some nations, family rights and human rights may become indivisible.

For example, the democratic rights of citizenship, including freedom of speech and freedom of belief, are inseparable from each individual’s and each family’s rights to well-being. Especially in democracies, well-being, evidenced in freedom from want, basic necessity, and moral exclusion, is a prerequisite for freedom to act as a citizen (Sen, 1999). Many governmental reforms aimed at promoting individual and family self-sufficiency—reforms that may relieve governments of social welfare responsibilities—miss this important relationship between well-being and effective citizenship. Individuals and families who are not free because they lack the basic necessities of life and the employment opportunities that provide them dignity and equality cannot be expected to act as independent, strong citizens who promote civil society, strengthen democracy, and enjoy self-sufficiency (Bauman, 1998; Sen, 1999). Said another way, vulnerable individuals and families cannot be expected to “pull themselves up by their own bootstraps” if their basic needs for well-being are not met, and when they do not enjoy freedom from oppression, repression, and moral exclusion (e.g., Jordan, 1998; Sen, 1999).

This view of rights is relational, and it is as important in so-called industrialized or high-income nations as it is in developing nations. Leaders in developed nations may decry the lack of political rights for families in developing nations, while remaining silent on the rights of individuals and families inside their own borders. At the same time they offer social development and aid programs for other nations, they may ignore social and economic development needs of their own. In the United States, for example, the social development challenges confronting vulnerable children and families in urban segregated areas may be as formidable as some of the development challenges in developing nations (e.g., Jordan, 1998; Sen, 1999).

Comprehensive individual and family rights agendas may be viewed as universal (United Nations, 1993j). They need to guide policy and practice. For example, the following are some operational categories of individual and family rights set forth in United Nations documents. They provide concrete foci for the implementation of individual and family rights agendas.

Family Formation and Marital Dissolution

•   The rights of men and women of full age, regardless of race, nationality, or religion, to marry and form a family

•   The right to determine how many children a family wants to bear

•   Full equal rights of men and women to marry and to divorce

Family Well-Being

•   The right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of the self and the family—including food, clothing, housing, and medical care and necessary social services

•   The right to social security when a decent standard of living cannot be assured because of, for example, unemployment, lack of livelihood, sickness, disability, widowhood, and old age

•   The right of children to enjoy healthy, harmonious development in a family environment of happiness, love, and understanding; the right to be protected by family, society, and state; and to be separated from families only as a last resort

•   The rights of families to be protected and assisted in the care and education of children; and, for parents, to keep their children unless their safety and security is compromised

Family Equality

•   The family as a fundamental human right; the family as a basic instrument for existing individual human rights

•   The rights of girls and women to expect and secure equality in families and in society

•   The equal rights of all family members

Clearly, these rights are intended to be international and national in scope. For example the right to stay together as a family, including the right to move to another nation when the corporate employer moves (Jordan, 1998), is both national and international. Some depend upon other requisite rights.

Similarly, freedom from poverty is a requisite right (e.g., Bauman, 1998; Jordan, 1998; Ray, 1998; Sen, 1999). Individual and family well-being, as well as social and economic development, depend fundamentally on alleviating poverty and its correlates. Full equality requires role changes among men and women and their sharing of responsibilities—for example, for children’s upbringing and caregiving of frail elders.

Moreover, a focus upon individual and family rights involves more than a discussion of human entitlements, which are mandated, or provided outside of family systems. Families and family systems also are mechanisms for the expression, implementation, and evaluation of these rights (United Nations, 1995a). In other words, both the internal and external ecologies of families—their micropolitics, social norms, and rules—should be structured in relation to individual and family rights.

For example, it is counterproductive and harmful when women elders enjoy rights in society writ large, but are denied them in their families. Children may enjoy rights and entitlements outside the family, but be denied them in family systems. Thus, families are not merely beneficiaries of rights and entitlements. They also are developers and enforcers of rights and entitlements (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1991). Where rights are concerned, ethnocentrism is a key problematic. The world community continues to struggle with cultural diversity and difference.

In this perspective universal individual and family rights are important. They provide a global standard, a criterion measure, against which to assess efforts to enhance individual and family well-being. When individual and family rights are weighed, it is not an “anything goes” situation. If children are neglected, if women are exploited and abused, if elders are not supported or cared for, then appropriate corrective actions must be taken. These universal standards do not allow individual and family harms to be excused and justified as culturally appropriate and congruent. Once individual and family rights are deemed universal, and then violated, intervention strategies are warranted.

Gender equality and equity issues are especially important to this individual and family rights agenda. Many women’s issues double as individual and family policy, rights, and practice issues (e.g., Dornbush & Strober, 1988).

WOMEN’S NEEDS AS FAMILY SYSTEMS ISSUES: THE CHALLENGE OF PATRIARCHY AND GENDER VIOLENCE

Patriarchy is a system of power relations that privileges men. Patriarchy involves the negotiation of gender roles and relations, including the allocation of power, authority, and privilege. It is pervasive in families, communities, and nations around the world (Riley, 1997). It invites controversy and is interpreted in different ways.

For example, some analysts view patriarchy as a foundation of civilization (Fuchs, 1972). For others, it is a destructive force (Moghadam, 1996). Some analysts link patriarchy with the growth of poverty (Braidotti, Charkiewicz, & Wireinga, 1994). Still others associate patriarchy with the rise of the work ethic, the industrial revolution, and the industrial welfare state (Bauman, 1998; Giddens, 1994).

Despite these differences in analysis and interpretation, common elements can be identified. To begin with, when patriarchy reigns, women and girls are second-class citizens (e.g., Lerner, 1986). Patriarchy also serves to deny to girls and women their universal individual and family rights. They may be viewed as property, as objects owned and controlled by men. Even worse, women may be viewed as commodities. Furthermore, patriarchy is a root cause of violence, especially violence against women. It is also a leading correlate of poverty and declining well-being in family systems (Riley, 1997).

Patriarchy lurks beneath the surface of observable, daily interactions and routines. It is embedded in the private spheres of the family. Men exert pressures and apply sanctions to keep these power relations intact. They work to control women and girls, requiring them to remain quiet, obedient, and compliant.

Thus, women and girls are forced, or persuaded, to view intrafamilial issues as private matters. All issues, especially gender equity and equality issues, are to “remain in the family” because they are personal and interpersonal issues. They are not to be shared with outsiders. Domestic violence, child and elder abuse and neglect, inequitable access to food, resources, schooling, and other important issues—all must be concealed, kept within the private domain of the family. Women and girls are often required to “normalize” harmful and unjust practices controlled by men and in service of their power.

For example, the distribution of food at home is both a patriarchal and family policy issue. In spite of many feeding policies and programs to address starvation, anemia, and malnutrition, women and girls are profoundly more at risk than boys and men. Preferential feeding patterns in families put the food needs of men and boys ahead of the needs of women and girls (Ray, 1998; Riley, 1997). These practices often are deeply embedded in other cultural traditions. Policy problems also may contribute to them.

Women do 90 percent of the world’s food gathering. Yet, they and their daughters have inequitable access to food (e.g., Ray, 1998; Riley, 1997; Wetzel & Campling, 1993). Malnourished, lactating mothers along with their babies may suffer irreversible and permanent consequences. Disabilities, retarded growth, and the death of infants are all correlates of poor nutrition among mothers. Young girls denied access to food and nourishment are less likely to bear wellborn children. Their children may become permanent dependents as impairment takes a toll on health and independent functioning. Dependency often tracks into poverty. The poorest of the poor around the world tend to be women and girls.

Advocates need to be alert to other signs of patriarchy. One such sign is the objectification and depersonalization of women. For example, a husband refers to a woman, even in her presence, as “the wife.” Another sign is treating women and girls as a commodity—as a sexualized product to be exchanged and used in markets. A third sign is the treatment of women as property, including the process of selling their labor.

Gender violence is a fourth sign of patriarchy. Domestic violence (stripped of some of its patriarchal connections in the labeling process) is a worldwide phenomenon, affecting up to half the women in the world (Van Soest, 1997). Gender violence refers to the harms done to women because they are women. Examples include rape, female genital mutilation, female infanticide, burning new brides, and sex-related crimes (Schuler, 1992, p. 10). Other harms involve physical and psychological abuse, deprivation of resources (nutrition, education, livelihood supports), and feelings of inferiority caused by hierarchical relations. In addition, when women’s labor in the home is seen as separate from economic productivity, this exploitation is a form of gender violence (Schuler, 1992).

In some nations and cultures, the community and the state legitimate and provide the mechanisms by which men acquire proprietary rights over women. In short, some social policy actually structures the conditions for gender violence (Van Soest, 1997). To reiterate, patriarchy is constructed by men. When it is maintained and supported by men and by the compliance and consent of women, it serves men’s interests.

Relational analysis signals solutions: power and authority must be redistributed (United Nations, 1993g). Redistribution involves micropolitics in the family and macropolitics in each nation and in the international arena (United Nations, 1991a, 1993i). Both local, bottom-up strategies and national-international, top-down strategies are needed.

Indeed, the slogan for the United Nation’s International Year of the Family (1991a; 1993f) heralded the family as the “smallest democracy” at the heart of society. This slogan implied that the relationships among family members should be democratized—all members, especially women, should have equal voices and power. It follows that democratized family policy and practices should address patriarchy and its correlates. In other words, patriarchy is not inevitable, nor is it “the natural order of things.”

For example, Levinson’s studies in central Thailand (1989, cited in Schuler, 1992, p. 17) yielded an important finding—namely, that such hierarchical and violent relations did not exist. Sexual division of labor did not occur. On the other hand, in seventy-five out of ninety societies in which female battering occurred, patriarchy was implicated (Levinson, 1989). The predictors of battering were sexual economic inequality; the routine use of physical violence to solve problems; male authority in family decision-making; and divorce restrictions for women. The United Nations has played a pivotal role in attempting to eliminate gender violence and patriarchy. Beginning in 1945, a United Nations charter stated that men and women have equal rights (Pietilä & Vickers, 1996).

Considerable challenges remain for policy makers, helping professionals, and family advocates. The basic idea that women’s challenges double as family challenges and needs is new to some people. Although the manifestations and implications of patriarchy are not new, it will not be easy to convince men in diverse cultures around the world to change—especially when patriarchy is viewed as inseparable from religious beliefs and traditions (Fuchs, 1972).

A new-century agenda for individuals and families must center on issues of inequality in the family and society and globe (e.g., Baber & Allen, 1992; Berheide & Chow, 1994; Burggraf, 1997). Foreshadowing the specific recommendations and alternatives that follow, in subsequent chapters, this one concludes by identifying key indices of individual and family well-being.

EXPLORING THE PARAMETERS OF INDIVIDUAL AND FAMILY WELL-BEING

Earlier in this chapter, indices of threats to individual and family well-being were presented. Here, indices of individual and family well-being are identified. These indices may be viewed as standards for effective policies and as targets for effective practices. These indices also may facilitate the implementation of individual and family rights, both national and international.

The categories and indices for individual and family well-being offered below are derived from several sources (e.g., Arendt, 1958; Brandon, 1996; Radin, 1996). Like all categories and indices, they are unavoidably selective and incomplete. In other words, those indices are merely examples. Policy makers, helping professionals, and advocates are invited to amend and expand this list.

Nurturance

•   Satisfactory emotional, cognitive, and social supports, such as nurturing relationships; being well treated by others; having access to networks for help and support

•   Positive kin and nonkin affiliations and attachments that nurture development throughout the life cycle, creating trust, social supports, problem-solving resources

The Conditions for Optimal Development

•   Satisfactory physical supports such as food, shelter, safety

•   Freedom from oppression, repression, discrimination, patriarchy, and moral exclusion

•   Freedom to act as an agent on the behalf of the self and one’s family and community

•   Access to developmental supports, including being well born, with adequate prenatal care, freedom from toxins, inequities, or harms such as unequal feeding patterns in the home, unequal access to jobs, wages, and education

•   Ability to access requisite resources, services, and supports to prevent unnecessary stress and harm

•   Equal access to food, social supports, educational, economic, recreational, and political opportunities

•   Protections from violence and crime

•   Meaningful employment, broadly defined, that provides a satisfactory standard of living

•   Health-enhancing social and natural environments, including clean air, good water, and suitable food

•   Prenatal care and supports for mothers and children

•   Low or minimal placement of children in foster care or institutional settings

•   Successful aging and its related societal and family supports

Efficacy and Self-Worth

•   Satisfactory expression of one’s talents and gifts in family, school, community, and work life

•   Ability to contribute to the betterment of self and others

•   Ability to feel effective in what one does

•   Ability to develop oneself in one’s work and play

•   Ability to have meaningful and valued work roles both in and out of the home

•   Low levels of suicide and suicidal preoccupation among youth and adults

Caring Communities

•   A community of residence able to nurture the ability of families and individuals to obtain the above goals

•   A general public that is knowledgeable about well-being and adopts its improvement and maintenance as a societal goal

•   Caring communities that strive to help every family and its members achieve their collective potential rather than being satisfied with basic necessities and minimalist goals

•   Vibrant community associations and family-to-family support networks that reflect and promote civic voluntarism

•   Ability to sustain these attributes of well-being over time, resisting pressures that threaten it and mobilizing assistance, resources, and supports when any measure of well-being becomes unsatisfactory

Reduced and Eliminated Inequalities

•   Sustained gains among historically disadvantaged and marginalized populations, closing the gaps between them and the most advantaged groups in society

•   Sustained gains for girls and women, ending patriarchal structures, their correlates, and consequences

•   Supports for caregivers and domestic laborers, especially girls and women

•   Improved life expectancies related to successful aging, and a corresponding decline in life-threatening preventable diseases, especially among historically marginalized and disfranchised groups

•   Minimal levels of unemployment and underemployment

Both systems thinking and socioecological thinking are implicit in this conception of well-being. It focuses on reducing and preventing social and economic inequality, especially its individual and family costs.

An anti-poverty agenda also is implicit in this list. Family-centered policy and practice must address poverty and its close companions. Absent this agenda, it may be impossible to achieve ideals for individual and family well-being and to achieve individual and family rights.

Well-Being, Equity, and Equality as Issues for Family-Centered Policies and Practices

Social inequality is a special concern. The case of personal health illustrates the importance of social inequality and its ripple effects. To begin with, each individual’s health status is inseparable from her or his learning and development and well-being. Health status is also nested in the family system. For example, health risk factors (e.g., obesity, substance abuse, violent behavioral tendencies) associated with children’s and adults’ health problems are also likely to be found in their families, and one family may transmit health problems to the next generation (e.g., Farmer, 1996).

Furthermore, in any given society, not only does social class predict health status, but health status determines social class. The lower the social class standing, the higher the rate of health risks and problems (e.g., Farmer, 1996). As Wilkinson (1996) observes: “The higher the social class standing, the healthier are the individuals and families. For example, poorer people in developed countries may have annual death rates that are two to four times higher than for richer people in the same society” (p. 3). In brief, social inequalities within nations reflect and may determine the health status of both the individual and family.

Class inequalities also impact individual and family well-being. Research on cross-national differences expands this line of analysis. For example, Wilkinson’s (1996) research in high-income nations tracks relationships among inequalities, social class determinations, and health status. Wilkinson suggests that it is possible to measure indices of healthy and unhealthy societies. He indicates that the crucial questions are (1) how much of a gap is there between “haves” and “have-nots” in a given nation? and (2) what proportion of the population falls into the “have-not” category?

The relative distribution of income, goods, services, and supports has major impacts upon individual health and well-being (and, by extension, family health and well-being). Moreover, health is affected by social position and by the scale of social and economic differences among the population. Wilkinson concludes that the high-income nations with the best health profiles are not the richest ones. They are the most egalitarian ones.

This integrated conception of well-being, especially its relationship with poverty and social inequality, has important policy and practice implications. For example, with this expanded definition, it is possible to begin talking about, and planning for, social accountability, in addition to personal accountability (Brandon, 1996). Social accountability for family well-being entails the responsibilities of policy makers, especially their responsiveness to individual and family needs and well-being.

Thus, social inequality and poverty compel the redistribution of power, authority, and resources. Both legal issues and moral obligations are involved. For example, the well-being of individuals and families depends upon two systems of distributive justice (see also Jordan, 1998).

The first system involves the economy and the polity. The political economy must provide equal access to jobs, education, and developmental supports. Men, women, children, and families depend on effective and responsive government. When governments are family responsive and effective, well-being is promoted.

The second system depends on distributive justice inside the family. This system includes efforts to eliminate patriarchy. It involves power sharing, equal rights, and equal access to supports and resources, including access to food, education, and health services (Dasgupta, 1995; Ray, 1998; Riley, 1997). It encompasses caregiving and other family roles, ensuring that these burdens do not fall disproportionately on women (Moghadam, 1992).

Subsequent chapters build on this platform. They provide specific alternatives and recommendations. They reinforce the claims about the importance of families in every societal culture. And, they demonstrate that many policies and practices must take into account the well-being of individuals and families. In short, policies and practices need to become family centered.

NOTES

1.  The family systems metaphor, like all metaphors, is unavoidably selective and somewhat limited. It emphasizes relationships and interdependence—an advantage. But it pays less attention to other important influences upon family well-being—for example, differences in cultural power and authority.

2.  This systems perspective is not intended to be closed and deterministic. When open family systems become the unit of analysis, the focus is upon their commonalties and similarities in organization and function.


CHAPTER 2
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Families as Comprehensive Social Welfare Institutions and Preventive Systems

Katharine Briar-Lawson, Hal A. Lawson, and Charles B. Hennon, with Alan R. Jones

Family structures, systems, and dynamics vary. Despite their diversity, the world’s families share similar responsibilities and challenges (United Nations, 1993c). For example, families are involved in educating, counseling, nurturing, socializing, healing, feeding, and sheltering. In fact, in comparison to any social and health service system, families have more duties and responsibilities. Unlike these service systems, families usually perform these duties without appropriate recognition and rewards.

In the same vein, families are often expected to function without supports, services, and resources from their communities and nations. And sometimes families are viewed as “deficient and dysfunctional” and blamed for problems outside their control. For example, families may “get named” as the problem and then may be blamed for it. Crime, drug use, teen pregnancy, school failure, child abuse and neglect, and other social ills all may be blamed on families (e.g., Sklar, 1995; United Nations, 1992b). Families are challenged in circumstances like these.

Given these difficulties faced by families, how should policy makers, practitioners, and citizens think about, talk about, and plan for families? How and why should policy leaders invest in families? What are the benefits and drawbacks? What are the challenges and opportunities associated with political arenas in which politicians and advocates may have competing agendas? What does family advocacy entail? These questions are addressed in this chapter. It explores some of the needs of policy makers, helping professionals, and advocates.

The chapter is structured with another need in mind. People may have selective and limited images of families (Coontz, 1988; United Nations, 1993c). Some of these images stem from their direct experiences as family members. For example, many people tend to view families through the lens of their childhood memories. Others acquire images through the mass media. Still others acquire their images from professional training about families (Zlotnik, 1998). Images of families are transmitted through cultural norms and values, some of which are expressed in stories and myths. Politicians and religious leaders frequently offer normative expectations about families, including implicit definitions, duties, gender roles and responsibilities, and family structure. Their images and expectations may influence others. In brief, there is a continuing need to understand and effectively address these images, including how they are played out in political arenas.

Family-centered policy makers, helping professionals, and citizen advocates must be able to address these diverse images (Family Resource Coalition, 1995; United Nations, 1994g). They must be able to help others transform implicit images of families, which may be selective and inappropriate, into more inclusive views of families and family systems.

This chapter has been structured with all of the above needs and priorities in mind. It emphasizes families’ duties, responsibilities, resources, and needs. Families are portrayed as comprehensive social welfare institutions. In other words, families are comprehensive service, resource, and support systems. Viewed in this light, families are public goods. They are associated with multiple benefits. They are, therefore, worthy public investments (Midgley, 1997, 1999). Families are indispensable for the common good (e.g., Moroney, 1986).

In fact, when families are supported they can prevent individual, family, community, and national problems (e.g., National Commission on Families and Public Policies, 1978; United Nations, 1992b, 1995c). Their invaluable, indispensable contributions become evident when a hypothetical possibility is introduced: Imagine what would happen if families, especially parents and adult caregivers, went on strike! It takes little imagination to conclude that families are key preventive systems.

PREVENTIVE SERVICES, RESOURCES, AND SUPPORTS PROVIDED BY FAMILIES

To reiterate, families are comprehensive service, resource, and support systems. They continuously care for, and work on the behalf of, their members. Families cannot say: “We only do health care.” Nor can they say: “We’re done now.”

In most communities families perform, for example, most of the child care, elder care, health care, teaching, counseling, norm enforcement, and justice work (National Commission on Families and Public Policies, 1978; United Nations, 1993c). They do not have the luxury of vacations away from their duties and obligations. When families are supported, healthy, and strong, many individual needs and social problems are prevented (United Nations, 1993d).

Women perform a disproportionately heavy share of domestic labor and family work (e.g., Mies, Bennholdt-Thomsen, & von Werlhof, 1991; O’Connell, 1994; Pietilä & Vickers, 1996; Wetzel & Campling, 1993). Women’s work is, for the most part, unpaid domestic labor (e.g., Fox, 1980; Minton & Block, 1993; Oakley, 1974; Waring, 1988; Warness, 1983; Strasser, 1982). New views on women’s work and their accompanying power and authority in families are required (e.g., Dangler, 1994; D’Aluisio & Menzel, 1996). To return to the previous chapter, patriarchy must be addressed because it affects individual and family well-being. These new views and policies and practices in support of them are among the most important challenges for the twenty-first century (e.g., Bauman, 1998; Giddens, 1994, 1995). The discussion that follows lays some of the foundation for these new policies and practices.

Indices of Families’ Strengths and Contributions

Policy makers typically report on the number of services they provide and some of the beneficiaries. For example, how many children were educated in schools the past year? How many children were immunized? How many elders had hot meals delivered to them in their homes? Unfortunately, most policy makers and governments are silent on families. What would it be like if these same social welfare indices were simultaneously gathered for, and from, families? For example: The popular “kids count” data surveys currently underway in each state in the United States chart progress in helping children.1 Without family well-being indices, it is difficult to determine the extent to which any one family is a resource or a problem. Moreover, when the data are child centered, they tend to generate child-focused policies and practices. Families count, too; data surveys need to attend to the well-being of both children and families (Smith, 1995). Family data may generate more family-centered policies and practices.

For example: The services, resources, and supports provided by families in a small town can be charted (see table 2.1). Governmental or nongovernmental programs sponsored 1,000 hot meals for elders in a community. This chart also reveals that families provided an additional 9,990 meals to others in need. While the government-sponsored hot meals at lunchtime were primarily delivered to elders living alone, additional data show the level of prevention and support that families give to their members all day long. Governmental provision of twenty-four-hour health care, a labor intensive and expensive item for both governmental and nongovernmental institutions, is rather meager compared to that provided by families. The same pattern is evident when the reading and writing services provided to children by their families are contrasted with those provided in schools.

TABLE 2.1. Services, Supports, and Resources for One Month
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Because family work is often overlooked or hidden, it is usually not captured as part of asset-based ledgers for social welfare accounting (e.g., Burggraf, 1997). Nor is family work included in national economic indicators such as the gross national product, or domestic national product (e.g., Henderson, 1996). The example provided in table 2.1 depicts the value of recording the socially and economically relevant work that families do. It helps to build recognition of families as agents as well as beneficiaries of social and economic investments and development (United Nations, 1995c).

When families are provided the services, supports, and resources they require, they are more likely to perform their duties and meet their responsibilities as comprehensive social welfare institutions and prevention systems (e.g., Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996; National Commission on Families and Public Policies, 1978). By contrast, when they lack the necessary requisites, and when they are harmed by problems such as poverty, war and violence, and health and mental health challenges, their capacities to meet their own expectations, to achieve their own goals, and to satisfy others will diminish (Family Resource Coalition, 1995). The story of Paolo and his family, in box 2.1, illustrates family stress.

Paolo’s family, like many others, may not have enough money, time, and energy to come close to meeting each individual’s needs. Like Paolo and his intergenerational family, the Roso family also depends on intergenerational family supports and services. The Rosos live in the same community. Their similar tenuous situation, described in box 2.2, can be assessed from another perspective.

BOX 2.1


PAOLO AND HIS FAMILY

Paolo is three years old. He has dysentery. He is hungry a good deal of the time. His parents, Jaime and Maria, are both in their late twenties. Recently both were maimed in a mine accident. Jaime was working in the mine and Maria was delivering meals that she sold to the workers, when the tragic explosion occurred. Sonya, Jaime’s mother, is ill and frail with heart problems.

Significant costs and expenses would have to be undertaken to care for their needs one person at a time. Governmental or nongovernmental organizations would have to identify and address each person’s needs independent of the others’ and perhaps without regard to the environment and conditions in which they live. In some countries, Paolo might be able get the help of health or social services, or get this help in an orphanage if he was separated from his parents. Jaime and Maria might get help through disability insurance and income supports. Sonya might be aided by being in an institution for frail elders. All this would be costly, and in some nations such services might not exist for persons like Paolo, Jaime, Maria, and Sonya. In some more “developed” nations, if these people have recently immigrated or are not citizens, they might not qualify for services or resources. Many people around the world face these same challenges and experience the same kinds of stress.



Collectively, all the members of the household make up the Roso family system. The efforts of the older child and the uncles may be one key to this family’s survival. Viewing these people as a family rather than as individuals emphasizes their relationships and interdependence. It calls attention to this family system as a natural support system, to relations among members, and to the family’s relations to others.

Like Paolo’s family, the Rosos are in crisis. Without aid from the outside, the survival of the impaired and dependent family members, as well as the family unit itself, may not be possible. Individual members will suffer and may even die. In addition, the family system of care may be destroyed.

The Roso family illustration shows how a mine explosion impaired the parents so that they cannot work and thus cannot perform the role of economic providers for their family. The relocation of the factory that might take away the uncles is likely the final devastation for the Roso family, unless they all move. Where are the workplace policies that might protect persons who are so vital to the sustainability of their families and their members? Where are the policies and practices to support and enhance this family? Beyond the Roso family, how many more of the victims of the mine explosion, and how many of the relocated workers, play pivotal roles in their families’ future well-being and even survival? What alternatives in policy and practice might have been in place to mitigate the harms to this family and to others?

EXPLORING DEFINITIONS OF SERVICE, RESOURCE, AND SUPPORT

What services, resources, and supports help families? What is the relationship among services, resources, and supports? Once again, diversity and variability are evident. A service for one family may be a resource for another. As in the case of what it means to be “a family,” definitions of services, resources, and supports must correspond to the lived experiences and meaning systems of families—in the cultural and national contexts (e.g., Boyden, 1993; Pinderhughes, 1995). So the following definitions are offered as points of departure. They are not rigid categories.

BOX 2.2


THE ROSO FAMILY HOUSEHOLD

The Roso family consists of four children, two parents, and two uncles. For a few years this household has been pooling its resources. Together, they managed to fashion the resources needed to survive. Although they did not have much money for extras, they had basic necessities and social supports. Recently both Roso parents were injured in the same mining accident that affected Paolo’s father and mother (see box 2.1). Yet because both uncles had relatively good jobs working in a factory that builds and repairs mining equipment, they were able to help tide the family over.

However, the Roso family circumstances have begun to worsen. Shortly after the mining accident, the uncles learned that their local factory is relocating to another site, some 900 kilometers away. The owner offered employees who wanted to transfer equivalent jobs in the new location. The two uncles are unsure about this move because it is the second time they have had to move due to a plant closure or relocation.

The oldest Roso daughter (age thirteen) tries to work sporadically at whatever jobs she can find while also trying to attend school. However, unless there is some other source of income she will be unable to continue her schooling.

This fragile family caregiving system may be all that keeps the dependent members supported. The relocation of the uncles may signal the final unraveling of available supports and services. It may present the final crisis for all of them. If the uncles move, they will take most of the resources with them. If they stay, they will not be able to find work. The family system cannot afford to support two households in two separate locations.

What should the Rosos do? Should they all move to a new location where the factory is being relocated? Should the family system be divided? What are the consequences of each choice? What kind of resources, services, and supports should have been available to them from the mine, the factory, the welfare state?



Services are assistance strategies involving counseling, health, education, law enforcement, and other activities to improve overall individual, family, and social welfare. Services are the activities and practices provided by some people, especially helping professionals, to help others. They are regarded as “services rendered” to preserve, assist, and strengthen families and their individual members. In high-income nations, services are usually planned, organized, and delivered by state-recognized and -supported agencies who employ an array of helping professionals (e.g., Kahn & Kamerman, 1975, 1982).

Services also originate in local, community-based organizations and neighborhood associations (e.g., Family Resource Coalition, 1995). Family-centered, community-based services may be offered by schools, social services, health care providers, employers, and law enforcement agencies. These services may include education of children and adults, emergency health care after an accident, alcoholism awareness and treatment, and prosecution of people arrested for committing crimes.

Families also deliver services such as child care and counseling. One family may help another. Or, larger networks may be structured for self-help, mutual aid, and assistance. Family members may give services to others as part of their occupational development. For example, they may perform paraprofessional roles and receive formal training (e.g., Alameda, 1996; Apple, Berstein, et al., 1997; Foree, 1996;Lipscomb, 1996). These examples are drawn from the United States, and they do not exhaust the possibilities.

Every nation has the opportunity to plan for innovative approaches for families to help other families and, at the same time, to help themselves. Two kinds of service systems are warranted: professionally delivered and family delivered. Complementary and symbiotic relationships between these two systems are essential (e.g., Briar-Lawson, 1998; Mcknight, 1997).

Resources are tangible and intangible assets found in, and available to, families. Resources provide for the most basic of human needs such as shelter, food, and clothing, as well as transportation, employment, communication, and medicines. Resources also include economic provisions aimed at enabling greater self-sufficiency in families. Examples of economic provisions include loans for small businesses, income subsidies, and discretionary funds that families may use in pursuit of goals, aspirations, and needs.

Technological resources are also important. These resources include telephones, computers, typewriters, vehicles for transportation, and vacuum cleaners, as well as resources for personal functioning such as hearing aids and eyeglasses. These resources preserve and protect families, while enabling greater self-sufficiency. Families challenged by poverty may evidence special needs for these resources.

Unfortunately, helping professionals often ignore or neglect resource needs. In the United States, for example, few helping professionals have had income, jobs, or housing-related resources available for individuals and families in poverty (e.g., Halpern, 1998). Such resources are not in their helping repertoires. For the most part, these helping professionals view and perform their work in accordance with their training and the resources prescribed by social policy. Poverty is reinforced because economic structures and politics promote the provision of in-kind services rather than income supports, jobs, and housing. Helping professionals thus often struggle to become more effective. They need to learn why and how to assess families’ resource needs and, in turn, to support resource development (e.g., Vosler, 1996; United Nations, 1995c).

Psychological resources also are important. For example, love, commitment, and cognitive abilities are psychological resources. Love and nurturing behavior are affective resources. Like money, they are sometimes scarce. They also may be viewed as intangible. However, an intangible resource can be as important as a more tangible one. For example, in a child’s mind, a sense of security and of feeling wanted may be more important than money for another toy (e.g., UNDP, 1994).

Cognitive abilities are another resource that families can tap. Informed people can make informed decisions. Know-how that is shared or used can help families to function better and be supportive of their members’ needs and aspirations. Resources, then, are opportunities one can use. Families can use these resources to solve problems and care for people.

Supports are social, cultural, and political provisions (i.e., services and resources) that buttress family well-being. Obvious examples include meaningful employment, environmental quality, and home- and neighborhood-based mutual aid networks. Other examples are new values, ideologies, and institutional planning frames that are mindful of, and responsive to, family duties and needs.

Supports exist when families feel a sense of caring and concern (e.g., Family Resource Coalition, 1995). Supports can build upon families’ capacities; supports may be experienced when there are tangible, emotional, and informational strategies for families in which nations create a pervasive sense of caring and concern for their well-being. Successful aging, for example, may be enhanced by access to social supports (United Nations, 1992c, 1994f). Both aging and elder issues double as family issues. In the same vein, discourse about universal human rights often doubles as discourse about family supports (e.g., United Nations, 1995e).

For example, a child’s right to vaccines doubles as a family health issue. As in the case of services and resources, governments share responsibilities for supports, sometimes involving large-scale bureaucracies and specialized helping professions. Supports also can be conceptualized as a caring community, village, and neighborhood, with families or other groups working to enhance the well-being of others (e.g., Kagan, 1996; Kagan & Weissbord, 1994).

There are many types of supports. Some are tangible, while others (e.g., emotional and informational supports) are less visible. The richness and quality of support is an important aspect of both individual and family well-being (e.g., Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996; Vosler, 1996).

To summarize: Social support can be symbolic, substantive, or emotional, giving a feeling of being accepted, defended, sustained, valued, and part of a group. Such support is essential in helping individuals and families be resilient to stress. Families can supply all types of social support to their members, and families function better knowing that they can call upon others for the support they need and want (Vosler, 1996).

Combinations of Services, Resources, and Supports

From a dependent family member’s viewpoint, the provision of love or food is a service rendered. Both love and food are resources, but their provision is a service. Simply stated: When there are no resources, no services are rendered. But one can have resources and still not use them to meet needs (of the self or others).

Sometimes there are resources but no services because of lack of caring about someone or self-interest, or because there is no way to tap into the resources to use them. Having parental leave available in one’s workplace is a resource. Getting help from the personnel office to be able to use that leave is taking advantage of a service. Leave time (a resource) becomes a service when the parent cares for and nurtures a child. The result is that the child feels supported (because of the parental care) and the parent feels supported (because of the resource available from the employer or government, as well as because the human resources personnel helped the parent to tap this resource). In this sense, support is both tangible and intangible; it involves physical care and the feeling of well-being one gets from the appropriate access to and use of resources and services.

Sometimes needs, stresses, and consequential social ills result more from a lack of, or selective distribution of, intangible resources than from a lack of tangible ones. Alcoholism and drug addiction, domestic violence, and child abuse may be related to not feeling wanted, needed, or valued as much as to a lack of money and housing insecurity (e.g., International Council on Social Welfare, 1986). This view does not imply that tangible resources are not needed. They are. For example, when families lack resources such as adequate income and housing, there can be intolerable and wrenching violations of human rights and needs, many involving vulnerable children and elders (Jordan, 1998).

Another example has been provided by members of the United Nations International Year of the Family Secretariat (H. Sokalski & E. Rolfe, personal communication, Vienna, August 1994). In Uzbekistan, thousands of children have been living in holes in the ground for which they have fashioned temporary covers. When it rains, these children must survive under miserable conditions. They and their families may live in mud up to their knees.

Elsewhere in the world countless thousands of children and elders are without adequate family care, or they have lost their families entirely. These children and elders often survive in the streets, or alongside dirt roads (e.g., Lusk & Mason, 1995). They and their families lack services and resources. Even in wealthy nations like the United States, there are many homeless families who live in their automobiles. Others live in makeshift tents in public parks, in cardboard boxes in alleys, or in temporary shelters for the homeless. In these and similar instances, children are unable to regularly attend school, and their health and emotional needs are not met. Elders in the family system may not receive support or, if needed, family caregiving.

Sometimes when family members lack services, resources, and supports and feel they are failing as providers, the stress may become too great. Problematic coping responses may also aggravate their stress (e.g., Van Hook, 1987; Vosler, 1996). Helping professionals such as social workers and family advocates may attempt to offer families whatever services and resources are available. But there may be a mismatch between what families need and what help is available (Ray, 1998; United Nations, 1995e).

In actual practice, then, services, resources, and supports are interrelated. Already policy makers, practitioners, and advocates from nations around the world have learned that services alone will not automatically solve social problems and improve the well-being of families (United Nations, 1995a). They have also learned that more is not necessarily better. If the service strategy is flawed, there is little to be gained by intensifying, expanding, and allocating more funds in support of it. Policy makers, practitioners, and advocates are also beginning to learn that the best strategies for nurturing and promoting the well-being of families are ones in which family members are joint designers, implementers, and evaluators (United Nations, 1995c).

EXAMPLES OF SENSITIZING PRINCIPLES

A family-centered approach to policy and practice is founded upon firm value commitments. These value commitments may be expressed as family-centered principles, and include the following:

•   Respecting family pluralism, diversity, and different conceptualizations of family; while seeing families as systems embedded within multiple contexts and confronting issues internally and externally involving unequal power and authority

•   Allowing that policy cannot “force” families to act in certain ways, nor can it “fix” them—families are active agents who choose to take what they perceive as rational courses of actions that appear to further what they define as important goals

•   Intervening when family rights are violated, risks to family members are identified, and harms are documented

•   Addressing needs and wants and formulating solutions as close as possible to families

•   Building upon family strengths, aspirations, goals, and competencies, while seeking ways to build better family functioning

•   Empowering families by their inclusion and enfranchisement in the process of negotiated change (especially, allowing families to name and frame their needs and preferred solutions; empowerment means making them “inside” experts or persons with “expertise” in policy making and implementation, giving them a sense of personal agency and importance, allowing them to design their own futures, and giving them a sense of autonomy rather than feeling dependent on government alone)

•   Encouraging and rewarding collaboration between families and “outside” experts such as helping professionals and governmental leaders

•   Linking plans for integrated, equitable, sustainable, and culturally responsive economic and social development to plans for promoting individual and family well-being

•   Seeing families as guides and agents for, and beneficiaries of, sustainable social and economic development

•   Integrating service, support, and resource strategies in response to family needs and goals and ensuring collaboration among helping professionals

TOWARD INVESTMENTS IN FAMILY-CENTERED POLICY AND PRACTICE

Families and family issues are viewed as private domains in many nations (United Nations, 1995c, 1995e). It is assumed that families must either remain protected from state-initiated interventions, or that families survive on their own. There is a tension between the responsibilities of individuals and families to advance their own well-being and the duty of governments to safeguard the well-being of all individuals and families (Moroney, 1986). Debates over this dualism in thinking and acting often become deadlocked. When nothing is done to help families, they often suffer.

Traps, Tensions, and Unintended Consequences

An additional reason for harms is that, in some nations, policies are not implemented with fidelity. In still others, well-determined policies may have unanticipated consequences. In yet other nations, policy makers may frame policies for a sector (such as education or housing) without considering families and understanding the burdens these policies impose. In other words, policies addressing, say, more effective schooling for children may simultaneously erode the influence of parents and families. For example, educators may blame parents for the learning and developmental problems of their children, and parents may blame the educators. Also, what is learned in school may contradict and erode family-based knowledge and understanding, both of which may have their own value.

Similarly, families may get caught in “policy traps or dilemmas.” One sign of this problem is, for example, when well-meaning policies for health contradict those for education, housing, or employment. By conforming to the requirements of one sector, the family loses out, or is harmed, in the other. For example, families may lose their housing subsidies when they get a job, but insufficient wages may make them homeless. They must choose between a job or housing (Ooms & Binder, 1993).

Families as Public Goods and Building Blocks for Strong Democracies

Families are the most important building blocks of democracy: strong families, strong democracy (e.g., Putnam, 1993). Families in all of their forms provide the foundation for civil society (Popenoe, 1994). As indicated earlier, leaders for the United Nations International Year of the Family promoted an important image about families: “Building the smallest democracy at the heart of society” (United Nations, 1991a). This promotional slogan has symbolic value. It conveys important information about the meaning and significance of families. It also conveys values supporting democratic, equitable and just, and nonpatriarchal families and societies.

The Promise of Family-Centered Policy and Practice

What would happen if families could plead their respective cases for what each needed and wanted? What would policies, programs, and practices look like if societies wanted to respond to each family? Imagine some of the possibilities for tomorrow’s world as opposed to today’s.

Instead of families being eroded and children being raised in foster care and orphanages, imagine a world without surrogate child-rearing institutions, or at least with fewer of them. Instead of children dying before the age of five, or mothers dying in childbirth, imagine a world in which the longevity and well-being of children and adults are enhanced. Instead of depression, substance abuse, interpersonal conflict, domestic and neighborhood violence and crime—some of the by-products and corollaries of rising poverty and unemployment—imagine full employment agendas that may help prevent personal and social problems and nurture families’ roles in social and economic development. With these imagined possibilities in mind, policy makers, helping professionals, and advocates face critical challenges in setting agendas.

FIRST CALL FOR FAMILIES AND THEIR MEMBERS

Families, especially the most vulnerable ones, merit significant social investments (e.g., Midgley, 1997, 1999). Both current families and future generations of families merit “first call” on available services, supports, and resources. As families are given this top priority, policies and practices become more family centered. Family well-being is promoted and crises involving them are prevented.

There is need for a family investment inventory. This inventory may guide policy development and practice. Table 2.2 provides an example of a family investment inventory. It provides a point of departure for policy makers, helping professionals, and advocates. Clearly, each community, nation, and region might add or substitute items to this list.

 

TABLE 2.2. Toward a Family Investment Inventory



•  Are family needs for services, supports, and resources featured prominently in all governmental and community missions?

•  Are families treated like valued members of society and in their communities as they interact with schools, law enforcement, social services, health systems, recreation systems, housing authorities, and transportation systems?

•  Do governmental budgets reflect and support investments in families?

•  Are families and their needs a top priority in the governmental budgetary process?

•  Are lobbyists for big business and military concerns relegated to secondary status while families and their advocates are given voice and preeminence in the policy-making process?

•  Are communities and nations measured on how well they fare in their family investments and well-being indices?

•  Are these family investments and well-being indices routinely published worldwide?

•  Are the poor, women, and minorities treated well as special investments for the nation and communities?

•  Are prevention and early intervention emphasized in addition to crisis-oriented, remedial services?

•  Is every policy decision scrutinized for its investment messages about families; for example, is every dollar invested in prisons, home, and community safety systems (such as alarms, walled communities) treated as a dollar that could have been better spent on prevention and early intervention?

•  Are social workers, teachers, child care providers, health care providers, family life educators, and other helpers relegated to a high status in society as key family builders and supporters of social and economic development?

•  Are economic growth, environmental protection, and community development treated as separate policy categories apart from families? Or, are they integrated in relation to their separate and combined effects on family well-being?

•  Are families’ capacities to bear children aligned with their communities’ and the earth’s capacity to support them?

•  Is population policy family friendly and gender equitable?

•  Are sustainable development strategies arrived at jointly with families, or are they imposed on them?

•  Are indigenous family lifestyles and cultural traditions supported?

•  When indigenous lifestyles and cultural traditions threaten, or impede, gender equity and family well-being, do individuals, families, and communities receive educational and developmental supports for change?

•  Are these educational and developmental supports also provided when the environment is being destroyed?

•  Are local and national efforts to eliminate poverty informed by international efforts? Is the aim of eliminating family poverty an enduring commitment?



FAMILY ADVOCACY AND CONTESTS FOR CONTROL IN THE POLITICAL AREA: COMPETING IMAGES OF FAMILIES AND FAMILY SYSTEMS

Clearly, even the most persuasive and effective advocate for women, girls, elders, and other family members, and for democratized family systems, cannot solve alone the problems presented by patriarchy and gender violence. Political supports and mobilization are required, and practitioners and advocates must enter the political arena. This arena reflects diverse interests, and the interests of men dominate (United Nations, 1993g).

The multiple social realities for families, policy makers, helping professionals, and family advocates pose other challenges. For example, competing images of “family” may be passionately defended and hotly contested. The lives, lifestyles, reputations, values, and religious beliefs of practitioners, advocates, and politicians are embedded in these competing images. Because men are disproportionately represented in policy-making bodies, and many may be predisposed to patriarchy, it is likely that patriarchal views will be represented (United Nations, 1995e).

Patriarchy looms beneath many images of “the family.” All such images reflect the values, vested interests, preferences, and commitments of the persons who framed them. These persons are competing to become “reality definers.” They want their views of what families ought to be like and do to become the dominant vision. These views often are implicit, not explicit. They need to be unpacked from what policy makers say and do not say and how they say it.

Images of Families as Mental Models

Culturally constructed and contested images are embedded with conventions, stories, and even myths. For example, Anderson and Sabatelli (1995) suggest that views of “the family” are accomplished through a synthesis of interrelated myths. These myths are often tied to nostalgic memories, selective perceptions, and attention to biased information. Myths are carriers of personal beliefs and cultural values about what is “correct, normal, and true” about families. Ethnocentrism is ever present. The term family often conjures up warm thoughts of nurturance, caring, and love—“families” means child-bearing and child-rearing institutions. Or, families are households where groups of people spanning more than one generation reside and interact. Or, family is a code word for women and children. Or, family serves only the power and vested interests of men. These examples do not exhaust the views and competing interests regarding families.

When images and perceptions of families are firmly entrenched, the key is to create conditions under which implicit images can be made public and interrogated. In other words, it is essential to provide public forums in which mutually beneficial dialogue can facilitate co-teaching and learning. To put it yet another way, the challenge is to create settings in which it is difficult for people to remain satisfied with limited images (e.g., Argyris & Schön, 1996; Bruce, Lloyd, & Leonard, 1995). This dialogue is an important part of democratic politics. It promotes dialogical understanding—i.e., understanding that derives from listening to divergent views on the same issue and weighing the needs and interests of other individuals, groups, families, and organizations (Hoogvelt, 1997).

In a most fundamental way, family-centered policy and practice involves gaining privileges in defining “families and family systems.” Important questions can be raised about all “reality definers,” and their contests for control. Whose rules, interests, values, and perspectives matter most and why? Whose images, views, and voices are not heard? (United Nations, 1991a, 1993f) By skillfully using the political process, pro-family practitioners and advocates can position new, more inclusive and appropriate definitions of family systems and pro-family policy and practice.

The intent is to build family capacity in political, social, economic, and cultural systems (Sen, 1999). Capacity-building efforts should aim for sustainability. In other words, pro-family commitments, agendas, images, and definitions should have “sticking power” and “staying power.” Sustainability of this kind requires gaining and keeping the attention and support of the majority and competing successfully with the opposing views of other groups.

Thanks to the growing popularity of the ideas of organizational learning, development, and continuous quality improvement (e.g., Argyris & Schön, 1996; Schön & Rein, 1994), awareness also has grown about the importance of so-called “paradigms,” also called “mental models” (Senge, Kleiner, et al., 1994). These mental models provide perceptual and conceptual boxes. They are selective and limited. They are like images because people may not be aware of them. The key idea is this: If you wish to get people to think, act, and interact differently, in turn promoting learning, development, and continuous quality improvement, then you must get them to change their mental models, i.e., their paradigms. In other words, people need help in seeing the limitations in their mental models. They need to get outside—and think and act outside—their boxes.

Three categories of images, or mental models, operate in the political arena. These are dominant, emergent, and residual mental models (Williams, 1977). There can be more variations in each model or image, and they may be categorized differently in diverse societal cultures.

Dominant mental models are the ones preferred by the majority, often those with political and economic power, at any given time and place. Dominant conceptions and definitions of families, especially of “normal families,” are more implicit than explicit in most societal cultures. These definitions (mental models) are culturally prescribed and inscribed. They carry lots of ideological baggage from other social institutions—the economy, the polity, religion, and education.

For example, in many societal cultures, conceptions and definitions of “normal” childhood are inseparable from definitions of families (Knowles, 1996, p. 15). Similarly, gender roles and responsibilities are often connected to childhood and families. Men’s roles and responsibilities, especially “fatherhood,” are bound up in images of families.

Emergent mental models are new. They are advanced by interest groups seeking to challenge the status quo. For example, they challenge dominant assumptions about the role of men and women in families. They address issues such as patriarchy and gender violence. They may take issue with images of families as restricted to persons with the same bloodlines. They may claim that cohabitation constitutes a family system.

Residual mental models linger from the past. They are associated with cultural traditions and the interest groups that continue to advocate for them. For example, the nuclear family (often thought of as a legally married man and woman with a child or children) in some societal cultures is offered as the only family, despite social and policy changes to the contrary. “Family values” mean the values of advocates for these nuclear families. In these contexts, the nuclear family is part of a residual mental model, and it may be influenced by religious beliefs. Or, the residual mental model involves indigenous people and their family forms and relationships (Boyden, 1993). Every residual model will continue as long as it has advocates and supporters and continues to recruit and socialize new candidates.

Once these mental models are recognized as limited and selective—that is, as normative, moral, evaluative, and political boxes, or categories that are often ethnocentric—they may be contested and changed. Moral judgments often are involved. Nowhere is this more apparent than in instances where policy makers, family advocates, helping professionals, and concerned citizens make claims about “normal, dysfunctional, and dangerous families.”

Normal and “Abnormal” Families

Families are institutions for public surveillance, judgment, and intervention. As Knowles (1996) observes:

The family is a focus for analysis, intervention, and commentary. Many different kinds of narratives—psychological, social policy, legal, medical, moral, and popular—converge upon it and shape it into its present form. Each of these narratives has its own social, political and professional agendas, but the overarching result is to make the family one of the most highly pressured arrangements in contemporary society. (pp. 18–19)

In this sense, the very idea of family is part of the public, governmental forum in many societal cultures (e.g., United Nations, 1987). The mere fact that some families, especially poor and vulnerable ones, are center stage in political arenas guarantees that families and family boundaries will be contested (e.g., Abramowitz, 1996; Coontz, 1988). Moreover, when some families become “public problems,” their privacy and freedom may be jeopardized (United Nations, 1992c).

Private family matters become public issues when things appear to go wrong. For example, expectations are not met. Norms and standards are violated. Taken-for-granted assumptions and implicit beliefs about families are threatened and contested. Rights are denied. People, especially vulnerable ones, are harmed (e.g., women are abused; children are neglected). During these times, ideas about “normal” families surface, not so much in the form of concrete definitions, but in the form of “not-this” and “not that” frames of reference (after Knowles, 1996).

In other words, so-called normal families are often defined by the absence of needs, problems, and challenges. The phrase “no news is good news” signals that all is well and that the family is “normal.” By contrast, key disruptions, disturbances, and violations are viewed as cause for alarm. Then the labeling process begins (United Nations, 1992c).

Families perceived to threaten and violate ideals for “normal families” fall under increasing public scrutiny because they and their practices are viewed as “at risk or dysfunctional.” Subsequently, surveillance, inspection, and regulative activities are commenced by helping professionals and by the police to enforce the boundaries of “normalcy” (Foucault, 1977;Knowles, 1996;Ransom, 1997). Contests for control follow, including families’ efforts to regain or maintain their privacy.

In many societal cultures, there are never-ending tensions between families’ privacy rights and public expectations, norms, surveillance, and enforcement practices. Significant constitutional and legal issues are embedded in these tensions. For example, the rights of women and children are often weighed against the rights of families to privacy and freedom (United Nations, 1992c). To reiterate, there are nonnegotiable standards regarding the rights of children, women, and elders, which have been adopted by the United Nations and observed by many countries around the world. These standards involve rights of individuals within their families and the rights of families (United Nations, 1995a, 1993i).

Policy advocacy and family helpgiving will be appropriate to the extent that policy makers understand and appreciate family diversity, aspirations, strengths, and needs. The various helping professions (education, health, social welfare, law, and medicine) and their social organizations are, in many societal cultures, deeply enmeshed in addressing such rights and some of their inherent tensions. They are among the “reality definers” and “rights balancers” of families (United Nations, 1992c).

The knowledge these helping professionals claim and use in their work is not value neutral or value free. Oftentimes, this knowledge is self-serving. It helps guide researchers and practitioners alike, simultaneously justifying their special status as helping professionals. Professional education programs and practice standards are carriers of norms and values regarding “normal” and “at risk or dysfunctional” individuals and families, together with recommended strategies for how to identify and work with them (e.g., Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996; Hooper-Briar & Lawson, 1994; Lawson & Briar-Lawson, 1997). For example, many of these helping professionals are prepared to focus on child maltreatment, neglect, and abuse. Others address domestic violence, education, and mental health. When specialized helping professionals perceive these needs, they may view families as “at risk” or perhaps as “dysfunctional,” and therefore as needing expert professional assistance (Mcknight, 1995).

Family well-being is, in this sense, inseparable from the vested interests of helping professionals. Their “gazes” into family life, and their organizations’ missions, responsibilities, and accountabilities are very important. Their mental models structure their gazes (e.g., Lawson, 1999b). Therefore, the challenge of strengthening and protecting families is simultaneously one of preparing helping professionals to “see” families in a variety of ways (Briar-Lawson, Alameda, & Lawson, 1997; Pinderhughes, 1995), to work with expanded, multiple mental models. For example, helping professionals must ensure that family members are not harmed, while safeguarding them against unnecessary and unwarranted intrusions into their private lives. A balancing act is involved, and striking a reasonable and appropriate balance is often tricky (United Nations, 1992c).

In contrast, these same characteristics and behavior can be viewed paradoxically as strengths—as signs of special expertise—and as starting points for supports and assistance (Briar-Lawson, Alameda, & Lawson, 1997). For helping professionals to view difference and needs as strengths, they must rid themselves of their ethnocentric gaze. Once families are viewed as having expertise, and helping professionals are able to view needs and even problems as strengths and points of departure for helping, the stage is set for “paradoxical practices.” Individuals and families presenting needs and challenges are used as opportunities to build on strengths and to build capacity (Briar-Lawson, Alameda, & Lawson, 1997). For example, families whose children have the most head lice are viewed as experts, and they are mobilized, as partners for helping professionals, to address the head lice problem. Solving this problem together paves the way for future, collaborative problem solving (Alameda, 1996; Briar-Lawson, 1998).

Families as Victims

When helping professionals do not have this kind of understanding, and when they have limited mental models, they may act insensitively. In turn, families may blame themselves. The case of child abuse is instructive (e.g., Knowles, 1996). The mother is sometimes unable to protect the child because she is also a victim of abuse. Upon closer inspection, there may be co-occurring causes—gender inequality in the family, the father’s stress over unemployment, and the mother’s low wages (e.g., Gil, 1970). Because children learn through what they experience, an abused child may become an adult abuser (e.g., Kessler, Mickelson, & Zhao, 1997).

Moreover, research reveals that where there is domestic violence there likely is also sexual and physical child abuse (O’Keefe, 1995). The point is, relational, socioecological, and systemic analyses help pinpoint some of the sources of stress and causal connections that result in coping dynamics within the family as well as the triggers that may be reinforcers or shapers from the outside (e.g., Vosler, 1996).

Every family has the potential to become one in need. Families will become stressed if they lack appropriate resources, and if they are isolated without supports. Severely stressed families cannot meet their expectations, achieve their goals, or perform all of their duties (e.g., United Nations, 1995c). When families experience crises, individual members may be harmed; and as individuals are harmed, their families are affected.

Families as Natural Support Systems

Informed and responsive family-centered policy and practice builds from organic, natural views of families and family systems. Families across the world are the foremost system for the production of goods and services as well as for the care and support of their members. In this sense, families are like small communities within much larger societal circles. Families are also the generators of most small businesses (Burggraf, 1997; United Nations, 1995c). Moreover, families have impacts on their political, economic, social, and cultural environments, and, reciprocally, these environments affect families (United Nations, 1993b).

Families as Active Agents: Rights, Resistance, and Mobilization for Change

When family members—individuals and groups—have clear needs, issues are raised about their responsibilities and accountabilities. On the other hand, excessive surveillance, unwarranted intrusions, and excessive governmental controls raise issues about families’ rights. Other persons’ images of family and “normality” can mobilize resistance. Families who feel excluded, and who perceive potential harms, will ignore these images, labels, and definitions (passive resistance). Or, they actively resist by means of political and social action strategies. For example, in some places, gay and lesbian families have successfully resisted definitions of the nuclear family, and they have gained benefits and entitlements once denied them (United Nations, 1995a). In other places, women have resisted definitions that automatically make them caregivers in family systems dominated by men (United Nations, 1993g).

TOWARD EFFECTIVE FAMILY ADVOCACY

This chapter has introduced key concepts and issues. These concepts and issues are like building blocks. Once they are cemented, they help form the foundation for new mental models. These new mental models may facilitate innovations related to individuals, families, and communities. They may also foster more effective advocacy in political arenas and in everyday affairs.

Advocacy is the relentless pursuit of improvements in the well-being of individuals and families. Advocacy is a democratic concept, with both local and global reaches. It begins at home, but it does not stop there. Grounded in understanding of global interdependence, this concern for individual and family rights and well-being spans, and connects, the world community. Informed, dedicated practitioners and advocates are able to promote more helpful policies and practice, all in support of the world’s families.

These agendas will be tailored to the needs and characteristics of each culture. At the same time, they will address cultural prescriptions that inadvertently result in harm to individuals (especially women and children) and families. As universal rights for individuals and families are accepted as the standards, patriarchy, gender violence, and the exploitation of children, elders, and women cannot be justified as “culturally appropriate and congruent.” These violations and others of basic human freedom limit every social development agenda (e.g., Sen, 1999).

Policy and Practice Tools for Effective Advocacy: Learning to Think, Talk, Act, and Interact Differently

Mental models for family-centered policies and practices are determined in large part by language, cultural values, and policy traditions. Over time, policy makers develop patterned ways to think, talk, act, and interact in relation to families. They develop language preferences, which are sometimes difficult to change. When families are in need and crisis, it is often timely to introduce different language or discourse, which helps change mental models (Kinney, Strand, et al., 1994). Practitioners and advocates can take the lead in introducing new discourse and frames of reference. They can address past/present ethnocentrism and silences, asking penetrating questions and employing language differently (Family Resource Coalition, 1995).

It is, therefore, necessary that practitioners and advocates help policy makers examine their mental models, discourses, definitions, and assumptions about families. For example, practitioners and advocates can help leaders examine the evidence—the facts—against their espoused beliefs. Advocacy also entails mobilizing families and working with their mental models. With the idea of family-centered policies and practices, it is imperative that families’ voices be heard, especially the voices of its most vulnerable and often-oppressed members (e.g., children, women, and elders).

Looking Ahead: Vicious and Virtuous Family Cycles as Choices

Families and family systems can be at the center of virtuous, self-reinforcing cycles. Or, when families are neglected, ignored, and insufficiently supported, vicious cycles develop. In short, crucial choices are involved.

First, the virtuous cycles. Families help make democracy and peacekeeping work (e.g., United Nations, 1991a). An otherwise strong economy is not likely to be sustained when a growing number of families do not enjoy well-being (United Nations, 1993e, 1993g). When families are supported and strong, their children have a greater chance to thrive. Elders may be more likely to enjoy successful aging, and family members with severe disabilities receive in-home care, reducing the burdens on governments (United Nations, 1994b). In turn, strong, peaceful democracies, economies, and civil societies foster and reinforce strong, healthy families and ensure well-being.

By contrast, when families are ignored or neglected, unintended consequences and harms result. Vicious cycles develop. Women, children (especially girls), members with disabilities, and elders are harmed the most. The economy is weakened because of intergenerational crises and unmet needs. Democracy is eroded because disfranchised people do not join in community associations; nor are they as able to make contributions to schools. As schools are weakened, children are not served, reducing their chances for productive citizenship and risking the possibility that their children—the next generation—also will be harmed.

These vicious and virtuous cycles tend to be self-renewing and self-reinforcing. They can be passed on from generation to generation (e.g., Felitti, Anda, et al., 1998). They ensure continuing benefits and well-being, or they wreak havoc, affecting the well-being of people and the vitality of entire nations and regions.

NOTE

1.  These reports are available from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Baltimore, Maryland.
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