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EDITORIAL

Toward an integration of family systems and
developmental psychopathology approaches

PATRICK T. DAVIES anDp DANTE CICCHETTI
University of Rochester

Developmental psychopathology and family Differences in the substantive scope and
systems theory are distinct approaches thgbals between the two approaches are further
have flourished in relative isolation from eachinstantiated in the establishment of distinct
other. Contributing to their distinctivenessconceptual frameworks, assessment strat-
important differences exist between theegies, and data analytic models. At a concep-
approaches in the primary unit of analysistual level, developmental psychopathology
Whereas developmental psychopathology concontributes to an understanding of human
monly focuses onindividual development asthdevelopment across the life spé&@icchetti,
main unit of analysis, the whole family unit is 1993; Cicchetti & Toth, 1998; Rutter & Sroufe,
the central object of study in family systems2000; however, to date, empirical efforts to
approaches. Accordingly, the primary objecunderstand normal and abnormal develop-
tive of developmental psychopathology is tanent of individuals have focused predomi-
understand the nature, origins, and sequelaeméntly on the first several decades of life
individual patterns of adaptation and maladap-Cummings, Davies, & Campbell, 2000;
tation over time(Cicchetti, 1993; Sroufe & Wakefield, 1997. Conversely, because fam-
Rutter, 1984. In contrast, the principal goal in ily systems theorists conceptualize the mari-
the family systems approachistoachieve arictal subsystem as the cornerstone of family
characterization of the interplay among relafunctioning, a primary concern has been
tionships and individuals in the whole familyachieving an understanding of adult adapta-
unit, with a specific focus on identifying rela-tion and maladaptatiorfRossman, 1986
tionship structures, interpersonal boundarieg,urthermore, whereas a developmental psy-
power distributions, and communication patehopathology perspective requires consider-
terns(Cox & Paley, 1997; Minuchin, 1985  ation of broad developmental periods.g.,
months, years, or decadegamily systems
theorists are often more concerned with cur-
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ods for testing hypotheses derived frontal psychopathology suggests that the adap-
conceptual modelge.g., Byng—Hall, 1999; tive and maladaptive value of any single
Minuchin, 1985; Rothbaum et al., 2002ar- dimension of child functioning cannot be fully
simony achieved by limiting the sample sizainderstood without evaluating its meaning and
specifically allows for more thorough assessfunction in the larger context of children’s
ments of complex family dynamics. Howeverresponse processes and adjustment over time
this approach constrains the analysis of theCicchetti & Howes, 1991; Davies & Forman,
generalizability or specificity of findings 2002. Likewise, family systems theory empha-
across families. In contrast, developmentadizes that an overt manifestation of relation-
psychopathologists have commonly employeship functioning(e.g., warmth may have
quantitative methods with relatively large sammultiple meaningge.g., healthy relationship,
ples to explicate the interindividual differ- efforts to compensate for adversity in the fam-
ences in developmental pathwafRichters, ily system, or maladaptive coalition forma-
1997; Sullivan, 1998 However, in the pro- tion) depending on how it operates in the larger
cess, less attention has been devoted to cdpmily system(Byng—Hall, 2002; Davies,
turing the rich complexity of the family system,2002; Erel & Burman, 1995
a problem that is compounded by the limita- The multitude of dynamic organism—
tions of many analytic tools in the quantitativeenvironment transactions comprising open
paradigm(Richters, 199Y. systems is further conceptualized to resultin a
Although developmental psychopathologylurality of pathways of adaptation and
and family systems perspectives can be distimaladaptation for individuals and families.
guished from each other along theoretical, sutizonsequently, models of adaptation in devel-
stantive, and methodological dimensions, thepmental psychopathology and family sys-
two approaches share common philosophicé¢ms are not restricted to accepting the notion
and theoretical root&Cicchetti & Aber, 1998; that one cause can only have one outcome.
Combrinck—Graham, 1990; Minuchin, 1985;Rather, each approach embraces the concept
Sameroff, 1995 Guided by organic and con- of equifinality, which is reflected in the notion
textual metaphors, both approaches hawhat multiple causes and processes can result
specifically embraced systems princip(€3c- in one outcome, and the concept of multifinal-
chetti & Howes, 1991; Sroufe & Fleesoni,ity, which is reflected in the assumption that
1988. Units of analysis in developmental psy-multiple outcomes can originate from a single
chopathology(i.e., individual developmept factor or mechanisn{Cicchetti, 1990; Cic-
and family systeméi.e., the family uni per- chetti & Rogosch, 1996; Nichols, 1999; Sroufe,
spectives are regarded as operating within opd989. For example, equifinality in develop-
systems. In open systems, functioning is cormental psychopathology is reflected in the
ceptualized as an ongoing transactional inteessumption that organi@.g., specific neuro-
play between an active changing organism ipsychological impairmenjs family (e.qg.,
a dynamic changing conte€icchetti, 1993; enmeshed parent—child relationasnd contex-
Cicchetti & Tucker, 1994; Granic & Hollen- tual(e.g., atmosphere of school classrgdac-
stein, 2003; S. Minuchin & Fishman, 1981 tors assume different roles and functions across
Given the interdependency among compadndividuals in the emergence or maintenance
nents in an open system, holism is accepted a6 a common disturbancée.g., attention-
a basic principle in each approach. Thus, ratheleficit disorder; Sroufe, 1997Likewise, equi-
than attempting to understand the unit of analyfinality in family systems theory is evidenced
sis by dissecting the system into a series dfy clinical observations indicating that chil-
parts, holism dictates that any part of the wholdren can thrive in the context of many differ-
gains meaning and purpose from the other parésat patterns of family functioning, including
and, therefore, must be examined in the fabriiamily units experiencing significant psycho-
of the whole systeniSantostefano & Baker, pathology(Nichols, 1999.
1972; Werner & Kaplan, 1963For example, Change in organism—context transactions
the organizational perspective in developmeris also expected to assume an orderly form
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through successive hierarchical integratioiherefore, the principal objective of this Spe-
of systems. Thus, guided by the orthogeneticial Issue ofDevelopment and Psychopathol-
principle (Werner, 1948 developmental psy- ogy is to provide exemplars of the value,
chopathology has commonly characterizedotential, and challenges of integrating these
individual adaptation over time in terms of thetwo approaches.
continual hierarchical integration of psycho- To achieve this goal, we invited contri-
logical systems into new increasingly combutors of this Special Issue to formulate
plex and differentiated forms of functioningconceptual models, research questions, and
(Cicchetti & Schneider—Rosen, 1986For methodological designs that address issues and
example, the development of emotion regulgsroblems at the interface of developmental
tion has been conceptualized as a series of quakychopathology and family systems per-
itative and quantitative changes based on thepectives. Because theoretical progress has
differentiation, specialization, and integratiorcontinued to outpace methodological and ana-
of neuropsychological, cognitive, linguistic, lytic advances in family systems and develop-
and psychosocial processesg., Kopp, 1989; mental psychopathology, achieving fidelity
Thompson, Flood, & Lundquist, 19955imi- between the conceptual models inspired by the
larly, in family systems theory, the organizaintegration of these two perspectives and the
tion of the family system is characterized bymethodological and analytic tools used to
hierarchical transformations emerging fronaddress research questions is a particularly for-
transactional feedback loops involving the biomidable challenge. To directly address the gap
psychosocial characteristics of family membetween theoretical and empirical progress, we
bers, structural processes in the famig/g., solicited substantially more empirical papers
relationship boundaries; power distributionthan theoretical papers for this Special Issue.
role clarity), and perturbations operating in theSpecific contributions address a wide array of
open systen{Cox & Paley, 1997; Gilbert & issues. A prevailing theme of many of the
Christensen, 1988; Kerr, 2003 papers involves the identification of the bio-
The theoretical compatibility of develop-psychosocial antecedents, correlates, and
mental psychopathology and family systemsequelae of different configurations of rela-
perspectives raises several significant quesionship quality and boundaries in the family
tions. Can we integrate these two approachaystem across a broad portion of the life span
in mutually enriching ways? In expanding thge.g., infancy to adulthogd Another promi-
boundaries of the family systems perspectiveient focus of the contributions is on under-
is it possible to complement the aim of achievstanding the role that parental and child
ing a rich understanding of complex familypsychopathology play in the context of family
dynamics by examining its implications forsystem processes. Still another common goal
understanding patterns of adjustment and madf papersisto elucidate the multiplicity of path-
adjustment of individual family membersways between forms of family adversity, sys-
(Combrinck—Graham, 1990; Evans, 1978tem conceptualizations of family relationship
Rothbaum et al., 2002; Wachtel, 19871 ike- quality(e.qg., alliances; boundary disturbanges
wise, in challenging the conventional boundand child adaptation and maladaptation.
aries of developmental psychopathology, is it In an effort to close the gap between theo-
possible to examine individual patterns ofetical and methodological developments, the
adjustment and maladjustment in the contexdontributors regularly strive to develop, refine,
of richer, systems conceptualizations of famand employ creative methods for assessing
ily procesqCicchetti & Howes, 1991; Davies, family systems constructs. Thus, the Special
2002; Minuchin, 2002 With recent advances Issue contains innovative questionnaire, inter-
in systems theory, methodological tools, angliew, and observational methods for captur-
analytic models, we believe that the time isng a wide array of family systems concepts,
ripe for ceasing opportunities to merge familyincluding alliance and boundary formation
systems and developmental psychopathologcross family relationships, coparenting rela-
perspectives in innovative and exciting waystionship quality, whole family functioning,
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power and hierarchy dynamics in the familytion to potential advances in knowledge gained
and adult and child representations of familyeven in the initial stages of merging family
level processes. The contributions furtherillussystems and developmental psychopathology
trate the diversity of analytic tools available forapproaches. Given the early stage of these inte-
addressing family systems questions and issuegative efforts, we also hope this set of papers
including pattern-based approaclieg., clus- prompts discerning readers to identify addi-
ter analysiy multivariate variable-based ap-tional directions for future research in this area.
proachese.g., mediator and moderator modelstor example, to further increase the fidelity
complex blends of mediator and moderatobetween these investigations and principles
modelg, and contextually rich qualitative andof developmental psychopathology, recent
descriptive analyses. The cumulative result iadvances in growth curve analysis will be valu-
the expansion of methodological strategies arable tools for delineating the interplay between
analytic tools for the research armamentariurfamily systems processes and individual dif-
of developmental psychopathologists. ferences in developmental trajectories of

In closing, developmental psychopatholpsychological adjustmeii.g., Curran & Wil-
ogy has a unique tradition of remaining flexi-loughby, 2003; Shaw, Gilliom, Ingoldsby, &
ble, inclusive, integrative, and permeable imNagin, 2003. Likewise, new techniques for
its boundaries, especially in its relationshipntegrating qualitative and quantitative research
with other disciplines and approaché&Sic- hold considerable promise for overcoming dif-
chetti & Sroufe, 2000 In this context, it is ferences between developmental psychopathol-
surprising that little progress has been madegy and family systems approaches in the use
in expanding the boundaries of developef methodological paradigmé&.g., Korbin,
mental psychopathology to incorporate fam€oulton, Chard, Platt—Houston, & Su, 1998;
ily systems themes, especially in light of theSullivan, 1998. We invite you to use the foun-
theoretical compatibility of the two approacheslation provided in this Special Issue to further
(for exceptions, see Howes, Cicchetti, Toth, &he integration between developmental psy-
Rogosch, 2000; McHale & Rasmussen, 199&hopathology and family systems approaches.
O’Connor, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1998 he The resulting synergy holds great promise for
purpose of this Special Issue is to draw atterenhancing work in both areas.
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