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Abstract

The foundations of an applied family social systems theory for explaining the
multiple determinants of child well-being, learning, and development, parenting
beliefs, behavior and practices, and family well-being are described. The theory is
derived from tenets of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and other social,
family, and contextualized theories. The applied theory was used to develop an activity
setting model of young children’s everyday learning opportunities and a family systems
intervention practices model for ensuring parents and other caregivers have the time
and psychological energy to provide young children with development-instigating and
development-enhancing learning opportunities in the contexts of everyday family and
community life. Results from three different lines of research are described which
provide support for the applied systems model and the two associated intervention
models. Results showed that different child characteristics, setting characteristics,
parenting behavior and practices, family and social systems variables, and practitioner
measures were empirically related to variations in child, parent, and family outcomes.
There were also discernable pathways of influence between family systems
intervention model practices, parenting practices, and child outcomes mediated by
parent self-efficacy beliefs and parent well-being. The contributions of the theory,
models, and research findings to child studies are described.

Keywords: social systems, family systems, family activities, community activities,
parenting practices, child learning, intervention
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Resumo

Neste artigo descrevem-se os fundamentos de uma teoria aplicada dos sistemas
sociais da familia para explicar as multiplas variaveis do bem-estar infantil, da
aprendizagem e do desenvolvimento, das crencas parentais, do comportamento e das
praticas e bem-estar familiar. A teoria deriva de principios dos sistemas ecoldgicos de
Bronfenbrenner e outras teorias sociais, familiares e contextualizadas. A teoria aplicada
foi usada para desenvolver um modelo de configuracao de atividades das
oportunidades de aprendizagem quotidianas de criancas pequenas e um modelo de
praticas de intervencao de sistemas familiares para garantir que os pais e outros
cuidadores tenham tempo e energia psicoloégica para fornecer as criancas
oportunidades de aprendizagem que estimulam e melhoram o seu desenvolvimento
nos contextos da vida quotidiana da familia e da comunidade. O artigo inclui resultados
de trés diferentes linhas de investigacao que sustentam o modelo de sistemas
aplicados e os dois modelos de intervengao associados. Os resultados mostram que as
diferentes caracteristicas da crianga, assim como as do meio, os comportamento e as
praticas parentais, as variaveis dos sistemas familiares e sociais e as agoes do
profissional estao empiricamente relacionados com as variagées nos resultados da
crianga, dos pais e da familia. Foram igualmente identificadas vias de influéncia entre
as praticas do modelo de intervencao dos sistemas familiares, as praticas parentais e
os resultados da crianca mediados pelas concecoes de autoeficacia dos pais e pelo seu
bem-estar. Descrevem-se as contribui¢oes da teoria, dos modelos e dos resultados da
investigacao para os Estudos da Crianca.

Palavras-chave: sistemas sociais, sistemas familiares, atividades familiares,
atividades comunitarias, praticas parentais, aprendizagem infantil, intervencao

Introduction

Child studies is a multidisciplinary field that focuses on the life events and
experiences that enhance child well-being, learning, and development Zwozdiak-
Myers (2007). The fields of study most interested in which life events and experiences
are related to optimal child functioning include, but are not limited to, psychology,
education, sociology, anthropology, and other behavioral and social sciences.
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One aspect of children’s studies that differentiates the field from other disciplines
is an emphasis on holistic child development (e.g., Taylor & Woods, 2005). The focus
of interest is the learning experiences and opportunities that promote children’s
physical, social, emotional, psychological, mental, and intellectual development. Whole
child learning and development is concerned with the broad-based acquisition of
knowledge, skills, and competencies in different domains needed for healthy child
well-being and optimal development (Cantor et al., 2021).

Investigations of the life events and experiences that are related to different
domains of child development within children’s studies place primary emphasis on
understanding and studying children’s development in context (Cantor et al., 2019;
Graue & Walsh, 1998). The meaning of context, however, differs according to which
discipline is investigating the factors related to variations in child learning and
development (compare e.g., Bragg & Kehily, 2013; Edwards et al., 2019). Contexts have
been described in terms of the social (Murry et al, 2015), physical (Evans, 2021),
societal (Gershoff et al., 2016), ecological (Osher et al.,, 2020), and cultural (Nugent,
2002) settings in which child learning and development occurs.

Development-in-context theories view child learning and development as related
to and influenced by different life events and experiences (e.g., Lerner, 1991;
Richardson, 2011; Wozniak & Fischer, 1993). Systems theories, for example, view
children as embedded within the contexts of family systems and families embedded
within the contexts of larger social systems where events in the different systems have
direct and indirect effects on child learning and development (Friedman & Allen, 2010;
Laszlo & Krippner, 1998). For example, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory
emphasizes how different social systems factors, both directly and indirectly, influence
child learning and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992).

This paper includes descriptions of key features of an applied family social
systems theory, a family systems intervention model derived from basic tenets of the
theory, and the research evidence for the hypothesized relationships between the
model practices and child, parent, and family outcomes. The theory and associated
model “borrows” key concepts from ecological system theories, family and social
systems theories, development-in-context theories, and other theories that were used
to develop the intervention model and set of operationalized practices. The practices
were developed for use by early childhood intervention (ECI) practitioners with parents
and other primary caregivers to improve the well-being, learning, and development of
young children and their families (see Dunst, 201743, for a description of these theories).

The foundations for the family systems intervention model were first described
in Dunst (1985) and subsequently updated in other sources (e.g., Dunst, 2000, 2017a;
Dunst, Trivette & Deal, 1988, 1994a). Available research at the time the model was
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developed was used as the evidence for the hypothesized relationships among the
operationalized practices in the model. Research conducted over the past three
decades by myself and my colleagues systematically evaluated how different
intervention practices are directly and indirectly related to variations in child, parent,
and family functioning. Results from these investigations are described in this paper to
illustrate how family social systems intervention practices are directly and indirectly
related to child learning and development. At the outset, it is noted that the variables
considered the key characteristics of the model are not the only variables known to be
related to variations in child learning and development (see e.g., Wachs, 2000). The
variables of interest are ones that were operationalized as intervention practices for
improving child, parent, and family functioning.

An Applied Family Social Systems Theory

Three elements of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory have proven
particularly useful as the foundation for the intervention model and associated
practices. The first is Bronfenbrenner’s description of the characteristics of everyday
experiences that are the context for child learning and development (Bronfenbrenner,
1993). The second is Bronfenbrenner’s description of the conditions necessary for
parents to be able to competently carry out parenting roles and responsibilities
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The third is Bronfenbrenner’s description of the role social
network members play in the provision of supports and resources that influence
parenting practices and provide parents the time to engage their children in different
learning experiences and opportunities (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Children’s Learning and Development

Bronfenbrenner (1993) contended that the experiences that promote and
enhance child learning and development are influenced by different child, caregiver,
and setting characteristics. According to Bronfenbrenner (1993),

The personal characteristics likely to be most potent in affecting
the course...of [child] development [include] those that set in
motion, sustain, and encourage processes of interaction between
the [developing] person and two aspects of the proximal
environment: first, the people present in the settings; and
second, the physical and symbolic features of the setting that
invite, permit, or inhibit engagement in sustained, progressively
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more complex interaction with an activity in the immediate
environment (p. 11).

Figure 1 shows how Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) description of everyday social and
nonsocial settings was operationalized for intervention purposes. Everyday activities
are considered major sources of child learning opportunities, children’s interests are
considered a personal characteristic that motivates children to engage in interactions
with the social and nonsocial environment, the interestingness (situational interests)
of everyday activities are considered activity setting features that encourage and invite
child participation in everyday activities, and responsive and supportive parenting
behavior and practices are considered factors that encourage and promote child
learning while engaged in everyday activities.

Everyday activities

Child interests Situational interests

Child learning
and
development

Parenting behavior and practices

Figure 1. Child, setting, and caregiver characteristics that are the key characteristics of an everyday
activity setting model of child learning and development.
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Sources of Child Learning Opportunities

Activity setting theory proposes that the everyday activities than make up a child’s
life are important contexts for learning functional and meaningful cultural behavior
(Farver, 1999). Young children with and without disabilities are routinely involved in
hundreds of different family and community activities (Dunst, 2001; 2020a; Dunst,
Bruder, et al,, 2001, 2002; Dunst, Hamby, et al., 2002). Family activities include such
things as mealtimes, bath times, bedtime routines, floor play, and dressing and
undressing. Community activities include such things as food shopping, neighborhood
walks, visiting friends or relatives, library storytimes, and visiting a nature center or
petting zoo.

Dunst, Hamby, et al. (2000), in a national study of everyday child learning, found
that young children, birth to 6 years of age, are routinely involved in 11 different kinds
of family activities (e.g., child routines, parenting routines, play activities) and 11
different kinds of community activities (e.g., family outings, outdoor activities, running
family errands). Results from several studies of parents’ strengths (self-reported
interests and abilities) found that parents’ strengths-based activities are also major
sources of everyday child learning opportunities (Dunst, 2008, 2020c). ALl of these
different types of activities are sources of many different child learning opportunities
and the foundations for learning different child behavior (see especially Dunst, 2020a).

Child and Situational Interests

Child and setting characteristics are both considered factors that engage children
in everyday activities as sources of child learning opportunities (Bronfenbrenner, 1993).
Two of the more potent characteristics associated with child participation in everyday
activities are children’s interests and the situationally interesting features of people
and materials in everyday activities (Dunst & Raab, 2012; Renninger et al., 1992).

Children’s interests include their preferences, the things they enjoy doing, and
the people and activities that get them excited (e.g., a child handing a favorite book to
a parent to initiate a shared reading activity). Situational interests include the
characteristics and features of everyday activities that evoke and encourage
engagement with the people and materials in everyday activities (e.g., a child
happening upon a puddle on a neighborhood walk which elicits jumping up and down
in the puddle). Both types of interests are related to children with and without
disabilities’ participation in family and community activities (Dunst & Raab, 2012;
Dunst, Bruder, et al., 2001).
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Parenting Behavior and Practices

Parents and other primary caregivers play important roles in engaging young
children in everyday activities and promoting child learning in the activities. The
National Academies of Sciences (2016), for example, as part of a narrative review of
parenting knowledge, attitudes, and practices, identified family routines (Spagnola &
Fiese, 2007) and caregiver responsiveness (Dunst et al., 1990) as two of the more
important parenting practices that are related to optimal child development.

Richter (2004), in her narrative review of the parent-child interaction literature,
concluded that “sensitivity and responsiveness [to child behavior] have been identified
as the key features of caregiving behavior related to later positive health and
developmental outcomes in young children” (p. 1). Other parenting behavior found
important for facilitating child learning in everyday activities include parent-guided
child participation (Rogoff et al., 1993), parent scaffolding of child behavior (Kermani
et al,, 2009), and children observing and active involvement (Rogoff et al., 2014) in
everyday parent and family activities.

All of the above parenting behavior and practices have been used to develop
different naturalistic teaching procedures that include everyday activities as the
sources of child learning opportunities, child and situational interests as means to
engage children in the activities, and parent sensitivity, responsiveness, turn-taking,
scaffolding, and other supports (e.g., guided participation) for promoting child learning
and development (Dunst, Raab & Trivette, 2012).

The findings from the different studies of young children’s everyday learning
opportunities provide converging evidence that the development-in-context activity
setting model (Figure 1) includes practice characteristics that engage children in family
and community activities. The results, taken together, indicate that person (child and
caregiver) and activity setting characteristics are related to child participation in
everyday activities.

Parenting and Family Supports

Parents are not able to engage their children in everyday learning activities if
they do not have the time and psychological energy to carry-out parenting roles and
responsibilities. Demands unrelated to parenting can and often do interfere with having
the time to spend with their children. Bronfenbrenner (1979) noted that “Whether
parents can perform effectively in their child-rearing roles within the family depends
on the role demands, stresses, and supports emanating from other settings” (p. 7).
Elsewhere, Bronfenbrenner (1975) stated that “Inadequate health care, poor housing,
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lack of education, low income, and the necessity for full-time work...rob parents of the
time and energy to spend time with their children” (p. 466, emphasis added).

Bronfenbrenner (1979) hypothesized that different social networks are the
sources of supports and resources for parents to have the time and psychological
energy to carry-out parenting responsibilities (see also, Cochran & Niego, 2002).
Findings from family social support studies indicate that parent and family social
networks are comprised of four to six different groups of informal and formal social
network members (e.g., Almasri et al., 2014; Dunst et al,, 1994b; Hanley et al., 1998;
Littlewood et al., 2012).

Figure 2 shows one way of depicting the different social networks that are
generally available to parents of young children. The particular social network
members available to families would be expected to vary according to different family,
neighborhood, cultural, and other factors. Members of the different social networks are
considered potential sources of supports and resources depending on the types of help
and assistance needed for parents to be able to engage their children in everyday
activities and promote learning and development.

The sources of supports and resources shown in Figure 2 show a developing child
embedded in his or her nuclear family and the family embedded in both kinship and
informal social networks. (The Figure 1 variables and practices are the core features of
the developing child component in Figure 2.) These informal social networks are
embedded in different formal social networks that are sources of support and resources
to young children and their families. These informal and formal social networks are
viewed as sources of supports and resources for parents of young children with and
without identified disabilities, chronic health conditions, or those at-risk for poor
outcomes to be able to carry out parenting roles and responsibilities (Dunst, 2017a).
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Figure 2. The informal and formal social networks that are sources of social support and resources for
caregivers of young children. (NOTE. ECI = Early childhood intervention)

Research Foundations for the Family Systems Intervention Model

The hypothesized relationships described above and elsewhere (Dunst, 2017a)
were used to develop a family social systems definition of ECl as the procurement or
mobilization of supports and resources by parents and other family members from
informal and formal family social network members in ways that directly and indirectly
improve child, parent, and family functioning and which have capacity-building
consequences (Dunst, 1985, 2000, 2017a). This is accomplished by ECI practitioners
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using relational and participatory family-centered practices for working with parents
and other family members (Dunst & Espe-Sherwindt, 2016).

The family systems intervention model that has been the focus of practice and
applied research is shown in Figure 3. The model components are derived from the
tenets described above as well as from lessons learned from more than three decades
of practice and research. The four sets of practices in the model are operationalized by
having parents, other family families, or other primary caregivers identify their needs
(concerns and priorities), the supports and resources for addressing concerns and
fulfilling needs, and using family and family member strengths to obtain needed
supports and resources (Dunst, 2017a). Family-centered help-giving practices provide
the foundation for building and strengthening a family’s capacity to obtain needed
family support and resources and to engage in desired child, parent, and family
activities (Dunst & Espe-Sherwindt, 2016). Markers for determining if parent and family
capacity has been strengthened are different self-efficacy beliefs and appraisals about
the ability to execute courses of action to achieve goals and aspirations (Bandura, 1997;
Skinner, 1995).

Family-centered
help-giving practices

Family concerns
and priorities

Family member
strengths

Social supports
and resources

Figure 3. Four components of a family systems intervention model.
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Research Evidence for the Intervention Model Practices

Three lines of applied research were conducted to test basic tenets of the family
systems intervention model and to identify the conditions under which operationalized
family systems intervention practices are related to child, parent, and family
functioning. One line of research focused on evaluating how everyday activities, child
and situational interests, and parenting behavior and practices are related to child
learning and development. The second line of research focused on ascertaining how
family concerns and priorities, supports and resources, family strengths, and family-
centered practices are related to different domains of child, parent, and family
functioning. The third line of research focused on identifying the pathways between (a)
family systems intervention practices, (b) parent self-efficacy beliefs, (c) parent and
family well-being, (d) parenting behavior and practices, and (d) child well-being,
behavioral functioning, and child development.

Child Learning Opportunities

A basic premise of the framework in Figure 1 is that everyday activities are sources
of development-enhancing child learning opportunities. An activity setting perspective
of ECI uses everyday activities as the sources of children’s learning opportunities and
not places where traditional ECI is implemented. Results from several studies found
that using everyday activities as sources of child learning and development resulted in
considerably more learning opportunities compared to implementing ECI in everyday
activities (Dunst, Bruder, et al., 2005; Raab & Dunst, 2004). Using everyday activities as
sources of learning opportunities is associated with more child-initiated participation
in the learning activities compared to implementing ECI in everyday activities (Dunst,
Bruder, et al., 2006; Raab & Dunst, 2004).

Comparative studies of the two types of ECI practices also showed that using
everyday activities as sources of child learning opportunities was associated with more
positive and less negative child, parent, and family functioning compared to
implementing ECI practices in everyday activities (Dunst, Bruder, et al.,, 2001, 2006;
Dunst, Trivette, et al.,, 2006). This included differences in child well-being, child
behavioral functioning, parent well-being, parenting competence, and family quality of
life.

Results from meta-analyses of child participation in everyday family and
community activities were related to young children’s early literacy and language
development (Dunst, Valentine, et al., 2013a, 2013b). Dunst, Valentine, et al. (2013b)
found that child participation in shared reading activities, family routines, family
outings, and other literacy activities was related to both expressive and receptive child
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language outcomes and phonological and print awareness. The more frequently the
children participated in family and community activities, the better the outcomes.

Meta-analyses of interest studies indicate that both child and situational interests
are related to different child outcomes (Dunst, Jones, et al., 2011; Dunst, Trivette &
Hamby, 2012a, 2012b; Raab & Dunst, 2007; Raab et al.,, 2013). The child outcomes
related to interest-based learning opportunities include sustained child engagement in
everyday activities and differences in child behavior functioning, child social-emotional
behavior, child interpersonal relationships, and child cognitive, language, and literacy
development.

Results from meta-analyses of caregiver behavior studies indicate that parent
sensitivity and responsiveness to child behavior were both related to different child
outcomes (Dunst & Kassow, 2008; Raab et al., 2013). Caregiver scaffolding and guided
participation are two parenting practices often used to provide support and assistance
to young children to enhance learning in everyday activities (see e.g., Vandermass-
Peeler et al., 2002). Findings from meta-analyses of parenting practices studies showed
that different verbal and nonverbal supports used while children were engaged in
everyday activities had development-enhancing effects (Dunst, Williams, et al., 2012;
Raab et al., 2013).

Studies that have included two or more of the activity setting characteristics
shown in Figure 1 indicate that different combinations of factors contribute to child
learning and development (Dunst, 2020b; Dunst, Bruder, et al., 2001; Dunst, Raab, &
Hamby, 2016). Dunst, Raab, and Hamby (2016), for example, found that parents’ use of
naturalistic teaching practices as part of intentional efforts to increase child
participation in interest-based everyday family activities was related to improved child
language outcomes. Results from this study as well as those from the other studies
described above provide empirical evidence for the development-instigating and
development-enhancing consequences of the activity setting model practices.

Family Systems Intervention Model

The contentions that parents’ abilities to carry-out parenting roles and
responsibilities depend on the supports and resources available from informal and
formal social network members and parents’ abilities to seek out and procure those
supports and resources requires evidence that the family systems intervention model
components (Figure 3) are related to parenting well-being, beliefs, behavior, and
practices as well as child and family behavior. The contention that the influences of
family social systems variables can be traced to parenting practices and child learning
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and development requires evidence for pathways of influence between the family
systems intervention practices and parent, parent-child, and child outcomes.

Meta-Analytic Evidence

A series of meta-analyses have been conducted to determine if measures of the
four different family systems intervention components are related to variations in
parent, family, and child functioning. This has included meta-analyses of family needs
studies (Dunst, 2022b), family resources studies (Dunst, 2021d, 2021e, 2022d), family
support studies (Dunst, 2022a, 2022c), family strengths studies (Dunst, 2021b; 2021c;
Dunst, Serrano, et al,, 2021), and family-centered help-giving practices studies (Dunst,
Trivette, & Hamby, 2007, 2008). The caregivers in the studies in the meta-analyses
were primarily mothers but also included fathers and grandmothers of children and
adolescents with and without identified disabilities or chronic health conditions. The
focus of analysis in all of the meta-analyses was the sizes of effect (correlations)
between the different family systems intervention practices measures and parent well-
being, family well-being, parenting self-efficacy beliefs, parenting stress, parenting
practices, child well-being, child behavioral functioning, and child development.

Table 1 (at end of the paper) shows the results for the relationships between the
different intervention model components and the parent, family, and child outcome
measures. The pattern of results was the same for all five sets of analyses. Fewer family
needs, more family resources, more family support, more family strengths, and
practitioner use of family-centered practices were related to less negative and more
positive parent, family, and child functioning. More specifically, higher scores on the
intervention-related measures were associated with less parenting stress and less
child-rearing burden, and more positive parenting beliefs, parent well-being, parenting
practices, family well-being, child well-being, and child behavior functioning. The
results, taken together, provide support for the hypothesis that the different family
systems intervention model practices would have positive effects on parents, families,
and children.

In the meta-analyses where the relationships between the intervention model
components and the study outcomes were examined for different subgroups of
children, the sizes of effects for children with and without identified disabilities or
chronic health conditions, the relationships between measures were all statistically
significant. The same was the case for children at-risk for poor outcomes. In those
meta-analyses including other moderator analyses, the difference in the sizes of effects
was related to sub-components of the intervention model practices rather than
caregiver, family, or child variables (Dunst, 2021a, 2021c, 2021f). For example, in a
meta-analysis of the relationships between three different types of family resources
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(basic resources, financial resources, and time availability) and caregiver psychological
health and well-being, the size of effect for time availability was almost twice as large
as the sizes of effect for the other two types of family resources (Dunst, 2021a).

Pathways

Several pathways models have been proposed to discern how different systems
variables are directly and indirectly related to parent and child behavior (see e.g.,
Armstrong et al., 2005; Newland, 2015; Richter et al., 2018). The contention that the
family systems intervention model practices are directly and indirectly related to
parenting and child behavior and functioning requires evidence that there are pathways
of influence between the family systems intervention model components and parent
and child outcomes.

The pathways model that has been investigated by myself and my colleagues is
shown in Figure 4. The arrows show the hypothesized direct effects between the six
variables in the model. There are also hypothesized indirect effects between the
different variables in the model. Family-centered practices are hypothesized to be
indirectly related to self-efficacy beliefs mediated by the family systems intervention
practices. The family systems intervention practices are hypothesized to be indirectly
related to parent and family well-being mediated by parent self-efficacy beliefs. Parent
self-efficacy beliefs are hypothesized to be indirectly related to parent-child
interactions mediated by parent well-being. And parent well-being is hypothesized to
be indirectly related to child behavior and development mediated by parent-child
interactions.
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Figure 4. Pathways of influence between the family systems intervention model practices and parent
self-efficacy beliefs, parent well-being, parent-child interactions, and child behavior and development.

One structural equation modeling study and three meta-analytic structural
modeling studies were conducted to test the hypothesized direct and indirect
relationships in the model (Dunst & Trivette, 2009; Dunst, Hamby & Brookfield, 2002;
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Dunst, Hamby & Raab, 2019; Trivette et al.,, 2010). The studies included either family-
centered practices measures or both family-centered practices and family systems
intervention practices measures. All of the studies included self-efficacy belief and or
both parent and family well-being measures. The parent-child interaction measures
assessed parent sensitivity and responsiveness to children’s behavior. The child
outcomes in the different studies included child social competence, child well-being,
and child development. The study participants were parents and other caregivers of
young children with identified disabilities and/or chronic health conditions. Some
studies included children at-risk for poor outcomes. Nearly all of the children were
receiving ECI.

All of the pathways in Figure 4 were statistically significant in the studies
including the variables in the model. Results showed that the family systems
intervention model measures were directly related to parenting self-efficacy beliefs
and well-being and indirectly related to well-being mediated by belief appraisals. In
the two studies including parenting practices measures, the family systems
intervention practices measures were indirectly related to positive parent-child
interactions mediated by parent self-efficacy beliefs and parent well-being. Parent
well-being was directly related to parenting practices and the child outcomes and
indirectly related to the child outcomes mediated by positive parent-child interactions.
The results showed that the pathways of influence between the family systems
intervention model practices could be traced to parenting practices mediated by parent
self-efficacy beliefs and parent well-being.

Discussion

The results described in this paper provide empirical support for the basic tenets
of the applied family social systems theory and both the activity setting and family
systems intervention model practices. The research reviewed for the activity setting
model showed that child learning and development were related to children’s interests,
the interestingness of people and materials in everyday activities, and parents’ behavior
and practices. The meta-analytic research reviewed for the family systems intervention
model practices showed that family needs (concerns and priorities), supports and
resources, family strengths, and family-centered practices were related to variations in
parent, family, and child behavior and functioning. The research reviewed for the
pathways model showed that the family systems intervention model practices could be
traced to variations in parenting practices and child behavior and development through
positive parent self-efficacy beliefs and positive parent well-being. These different set
of results contribute to what Canosa and Graham (2020) describe as theoretical
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contributions to child studies by showing how child learning and development is
related to sources of influence beyond a child’s family.

The three sets of results, taken together, indicate that parents and other primary
caregivers' abilities to engage young children in development-enhancing everyday
activities (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) depends on the supports and resources necessary for
parents and caregivers to have the time and psychological energy to promote child
learning and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). The results also indicate that other
family systems variables also covary with parents’ abilities to use positive parenting
behavior and practices. The different sets of meta-analysis results (Table 1) for the four
family systems intervention model components showed that the family needs
(concerns and priorities), family support and resources, and family strengths measures
were all associated with less parenting stress, less parenting burden, more positive
parent self-efficacy beliefs, and more positive parenting practices. Results from the
family-centered meta-analyses showed that the use of these types of help-giving
practices was also associated with less parenting stress and more positive parent self-
efficacy beliefs. The pattern of findings is consistent with Armstrong et al.’s (2005)
pathways model between social support, well-being, parenting, and child functioning
(see also Richter et al., 2018).

The applied family social systems theory described in this paper differs from other
applied theories in three important ways. First, one focus of analysis is understanding
child learning and development in the context of everyday child, parent, and family life
(Mehl & Conner, 2012). Second, the variables of interest are ones that can be
operationalized as intervention practices for improving children's, parents’, and
families’ lives (see Dunst, 2017b, for a description of procedures for developing
operationalized practices). Third, variables that cannot be altered (e.g., child condition)
or are beyond the scope of ECI are treated as moderators and the focus of analysis is
whether the relationships between intervention practices and outcomes of interest are
the same or different for the moderator variables (see e.g., Dunst, 2021e).

One contribution of the applied family social system theory to child studies in the
context of ECl is the findings that different family and systems variables and
intervention-related practices have direct and indirect effects on child well-being,
learning, and development. The practices that are related to parent, family, and child
outcomes include those considered best practices (e.g., family-centered practices) but
also practices that are still not a main focus of ECI (e.g., use of informal social supports
and broad-based family resources). This is unfortunate because these latter variables
(as well as family strengths) were found to be important in terms of explaining the
availability of child learning opportunities, positive parenting beliefs and practices, and
child well-being, learning, and development. Research is needed to better understand
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the processes and mechanisms to explain how and in what manner the family systems
intervention model practices provide the foundation for desired outcomes in ECI
programs for children with identified disabilities, chronic health conditions, and
developmental delays.
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Table 1
Average Weighted Effect Sizes for the Relationships Between the Different Family Systems
Intervention Model Components and Different Parent, Family, and Child Outcomes

Intervention Model Components k N r 95% Cl Z-test p-value

Family Needs Studies?

Parenting Stress 7 554 -46 -.57,-33 8.15 .000
Parenting Burden 7 1199 -42 -.56,-.26 5.97 .000
Parenting Beliefs 4 152 .30 .04, .52 3.63 .000
Family Well-Being 3 425 .30 11,.39 6.57 .000
Child Behavior Functioning 4 1100 .28 .17, .38 8.00 .000
Family Resources Studies
Parenting Stress 20 4170 -42 -47,-37 15.66 .000
Parenting Burden 8 1102  -.33 -42,-24 774 .000
Family Stress 10 2495 -35 -43,-.26 8.43 .000
Parenting Beliefs 11 1039 24 12, .35 4.35 .000
Parenting Practices 14 3294 .29 .23,.35 9.33 .000
Family Well-Being 5 190 .35 19, 48 5.94 .000
Child Engagement 11 1319 .27 .18, .36 6.28 .000
Child Behavior Functioning 6 566 .35 22, .46 6.89 .000
Family Support Studies
Parenting Stress 62 5687 -21 -.25,-.17 9.63 .000
Parenting Beliefs 13 1106 22 .16, .28 7.80 .000
Parenting Practices 13 1421 21 17, .23 12.86 .000
Parenting Burden 26 2936 -14 -.18, -.10 7.12 .000
Parent Well-Being 24 1962 17 .09, .23 4.80 .000
Family Strengths Studies
Parenting Stress 6 705 -.37 -.57,-12 3.80 .000
Parenting Burden 6 702 -27 -.50, -.02 2.74 .000
Parenting Practices 14 4808 43 .28, .56 5.69 .000
Parenting Beliefs 8 1324 35 .30, .40 15.53 .000
Parent Well-Being 7 520 .54 .30,.71 5.07 .000
Family Well-Being 10 2545 .54 43, .63 9.52 .000
Child Well-Being 11 1603 27 19, .35 7.19 .000
Family-Centered Practices
Studies
Parenting Stress 23 1543  -28 -32.-25 11.97 .000
Parenting Beliefs 20 945 A5 11,.18 5.07 .000
Parent Well-Being 7 554 19 .25,.32 8.07 .000
Family Well-Being 10 1543 .26 .23,.30 8.32 .000
Child Behavior Functioning 10 308 19 .09, .22 5.98 .000
Child Well-Being 14 401 .28 19, 41 5.76 .000

NOTE. k = Number of effect sizes, N = Number of study participants, r = Average weighted
correlation coefficient, and Cl = Confidence interval.

aThe family needs scales were scored so that higher scores indicated fewer needs (concerns and
priorities).
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