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Family Psychology and Cultural Diversity

Opportunities for Theory, Research. and Application

Jose Szapocznik and William M. Kurtines

S R S A S

This article builds on the authors’ work with troubled
Hispanic yvowh and their famiites 1o extend the concepr
of contextualism. First, it discusses family and culture as
literatures thar have emerged from a contextualist per-
spective but are separate from each other. Second. ir in-
legrates these (leraiures by imtroducing the concept of the
empeddedness of the individual within the context of the
Afarmuiy within the context of culture. Finally. this concepr
of the embeddedness of contexs is extended 10 encompass
a view of families embedded within culturally diverse
CONIEexIs.

There is a growing recognition that contemporary psy-
choiggy s underzeing a paradigm shift. Many challenges
are 2emng raised 1o a psychoiogy concsraed prnimariiy with
the individual as a focus of study. One important challenge
has come from the contextualist view, which has had a
broad 1mpact on the field (cf. Liddle. 1987). Contex-
tualism generally refers to the view that behavior cannot
be undersiood ourside of the context in which it occurs.
Coniextualism 1s concerned with the interaction between
the organism and its environment—expiaining and un-
derstanding the changing individual in a changing worid,
This article contributes 10 the debate bv extending con-
texiualism in a number of directions. )

Qur interest in extending the concept of contex-
tsalism grew out of our experience working with troubled
Hispanic vouths. Over the past two decades we have
struggled to develop theory. conduct research. and design
interventions with this population (Szapocznik & Kur-
unes. {989: Szapocznik. Kurtines. Foote. & Perez-Vidal.
1983. 1986: Szapocznik. Kurtines, Santisteban. & Rio.
1950 Szapocznik et al. 1988: Szapocznik. Rio. & Kur-
tines. 1991). We became increasingly aware of broader
movements within the field that have had substaniial im-
plicauons for our work. In the past decade there has been
a considerabie effort 10 define contextual issues in terms
of the individual i the context of the both family (e.g..
Kaslow. 1987; Liddle. 1987) and culture (e.g.. Sampson.
1988: Sue & Zane, 1987). These efforts have produced
an extensive bodv of psychological literature that ad-
dresses the individual in the contex: of the family and in
the context of culture; however. each literature has
emerged as a relatively distinct and separate area of study,
as illustrated in Figure 1.

As we tearned more about developments in these
areas and artempied to apply them 1o our work. we rec-
ogmzed ceriain limitauons inherent in studying the in-

dividual in each context separately. We began 10 formulate
a model that exiended the concept of contextualism 1
two Important ways. First. 1o help bridge the gap between
the literatures on family and culture. we gave grealer em-
phasis 1o the embeddedness of contexts themselves. That
1s. we extended the concept of contextualism to meclude
the notion that the mdividual needs 10 be understood in

. the context of the family. and that the family 1n tumn

needs 1o be understood in the context of the culture. To
help us understand the reatity of cultural diversitv in our
work with troubled Hispanic adolescents. we also ex-
tended the concept of contextualism 10 include the noucn
of the individual embedded within a family that is itself
embedded in a culturally diverse context. Qur experience
with these vouth taught us that if we wers interested in
studyving cultural context. we had to study it as it realfy
occurs. rather than as some tdealized historical concept
of indigenous culture. That is. the idealized historical and
homogenous concept of culture often found in the liter-
ature needs to be expanded. because in modern society
most families (including ethnic minorities) are actually
exposed 10 a context that is culturaily diverse and het-
erogeneous,

In this article we propose 1o view the individual.
family. and culture in a more complete contextuaiist par-
adigm that includes the more complex notion of individ-
ual within a family within a culturally diverse context:
the embeddedness of contexts within a diverse and com-
plex cuftural mifien. [n the first two parts of the article.
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Figure 1
The indrnidual in tne Contexr of the Fomiy onc Culture

we briefly describe some of the emerging literature that
. addresses the individual in the context of the familv and
the ndividual 1n the context of the culture. In the third
part. we introduce the idea of the embeddedness of con-
texts. In the fourth and final part. we cutiine the model
that has evoived from our work with Hispanic adoiescents
that incorporates the notion of the individual wathin a

farmily within a context in which the cultural miiieu 15 -

defined by tncreasing diversity and compiexity.

The Individual in the Context of the
Family

A recognition of the importance of understanding the
individual in the context of the family 1s as old as the
field of psvchiatry itself. beginning with Sigmund Freud's
profound preoccupation with the influence of the family
on early childnood developmment and the development of
psvchopathology (Freud. 1953, 1965). More recently. the
recogniuon of the importance of understanding the in-
dividual in the context of the family is reflected in the
famiiv psvchology movement. This movement has had a
broad impact on the field as well as important impiica-
tions for our own area of concern: conduct and benhavioral
disorders in children and adolescents.

Considerabie research lterature linking conduct
disorders and behavior problems to family relauional pat-
terns has now evolved. Family interacuonal charactensiics
have besn identified that place vouth at nisk for conduct
disorders ¢Alexander. 1973; Farrington. 1978: Hanson.
Henggeler. Haefele, & Rodick. 1984 Hetheringion &
Martin. 1979: Kazdin. 1987: Loeber & Dishion. 1984:
McCord. McCord. & Zola. 1959: Patterson. 1982, 1986:
Panerson & Dishion. 1985: Rutter & Guiller. 1983). Qur
work with Hispanic vouths has also contributed 1o iden-
tifving dvsfunctional family interacuonal patiems that
impact on conduct disorders in vouth (Szapocznik &
Kurtines. 1989 Szapocznik et al.. 1990}

There is a small but growing literature that suggests
that certain family behaviors may protect individuals from
developing these disorders. even children who are oth-

erwise 10 coniexts that mav place th2m 2t nen ris- (Be-
cerra. 1988; Jaco. 1959 Laosa. 1990: Logrer & Dhismiorn
1984: Madsen. 1964: Sanchez-Avendez. 193:: Sanuste-
ban. Szapocznik. Kurunes. & Rio. 1n press) We aiso nave
proposed a number of protecuve famby characteristics
that enhance the famiiv's ability 1o respond to stressors
{Szapocznik & Kurunes. 1989).

As illustrated in Figure 1. most of this literature to-
cuses on the link between the individual and the famih
and gives relatively iittle attention 10 the roie of culture.

The individual in the Context of Culture

Culture. like family. has long been recognized as an im-
portant context for understanding the mndividual. and a
large literature has emerged addressing CONCErns in Cross-
cultural psvehoiogy (e.g.. Tnandis & Brisin, 1984,
Triandss et al. 1980-1981). in the mental health neid
there has been concern about the relanonshup of culturs
and individual psvchopathology (e.g.. Draguns. !93(:
Marsellz. 1979, 1980; Sanua. 19801 which has resulied
10 a significant movement to incorporale cultural concepts
into mentai health care 1e.g.. E. E. Jones & horchun. 1982:
R. L. Jones. 1980: Lefley & Pedersen. 1986: Marsella &
Pedersen. 1981: Padilia. Ruiz. & Alvarez. 1973, Rogler.
Malgady. Costatino. & Blumenthal. 1987: Rogler. Mal-
gady. & Rodriguez. 1989 Sue & Zane. 1987). Most of
this work has emphasized the relationship of culture and
the individual. Thus. interest in cuiture has often reflected
a profound concern with the impact of context on indi-
vidual behavior. psvchopathology. and mental health care.
as illustrated in Figure . :

The contextualist metaphor. however. has a more
profound implication: the embeddedness of coniexts
themseives. Hence. the concern with the tndividual in a
cultural macrocontext does not fuliy recognize the mi-
crocontext (e.g.. the family) that links the individual 10
her or his culture. We have found it useful to extend our
concern for culture to inciude the concept of the nesting
of the individual within the family and the family withan
the culture.

The Embeddedness of Contexts

In contrast to these large bodies of work on culture and
on the individual. there is an emerging interest it a new
contextualist paradigm that emphasizes the notion of
embeddedness: the studv of the individual within the
context of a familv. which is in turn embedded 1n a cul-
tural context. as illustrated in Figure 2. Pzrhaps the maost
imporiant pioneer of this more compiete view of coniex-
tualism was Urie Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979, 1986).
Bronfenbrenner’s work strongiy influenced our thinking.
paruicuiarly in the early stages of our research. As Bron-
fenbrenner { 1979) cleariy stated “Seidom is anenuon pard
to the person’s behavior in more than one setting or o
the wav in which relations between settings can affect
what happens within them™ (p. 18). He postuiated that
an individual's ecological environment is compoesed of a
compiex set of nested structures that range from micro-
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Figure 2

A New Contextuaiist Parodigm: The Fmbedcedness of
Conrexts

OLD CONTEXTUALIST PARADIGM

10 meso- io exosystems. A fledgling literature has buiit
on the concept of the embeddedness of contexts and its
applicauon to work with families within larger social
contexts. This includes the work of Auerswald (1971).
Aponte (1974). Beisky (1980). Gable. Beiskv. & Crnic
(1992}, Bovd-Franklin (1989). and McGoidrick. Pearce.
and Giordano (1982). Empirical evidence of the impact
of contextual variables in early childhood development
has been reviewed by Zigler. Taussig, and Black (1992).
They document the fact that interventions that warget the
soctal context in which families are embedded during the
eariy childhood vears have an impact on delinquent be-
havior 10-13 vears later.

A Model for a Culturally Pluralistic
Milieu
Origins

Although the contexiualist tradition is concerned with a
broad range of contexts. for the purposes of deveioping a
rigorous program of systematic research, we focused on
wo major aspects of context: family and culture. Because
our work was with Hispanic adolescents and their famiiies.
we will begin with a brief description of the origins of
our research: however. as will become clear. the impl:-
cauons of our work extend heyond this rejauvely spe.
cialized popuiauon, The implications extend to all fam-
ilies who are confronted by a compiex and pluraiistc
cultural milieu. In the United Stares. this popuiation has
increasingly included virtually all famiiies. regardiess of
their cultural or ethnic origin.

Our work emerged from the clinicai observations of
the impact of the acculturation process on Cuban refugee
families during the early 1970s (Szapocznik. Scopena. &
King. [978: Szapocznik. Scopetta. Kurtines. & Armnaide.
1978). voungsters in these families were presentng with
high rates of conduct problems {Szapocznik & Kurtnes,

<80: lnterestingdy. in the =ariv 1970s wnen the thers.
peuuc zetgeist for management of adoiescen: problems
was strongly individuaiistic. we—comung from an His-
panic perspective—recognized the importance of studving
these problems in the context of famiiv and culture.,

As we began our clinicai work. 1t became apparent
that cultural forces were impacung the way 1n which
family interacted 1n very specific wavs and that these
changes 1n family dvnamucs appearsd to underlie the
conduct problems in these immigrant vouth. The firs:
step tn working with these families was 10 understand the
impact of these cultural forces on the family. It was crucial
that we recognized that we could not fully explain the
nature of the family changes that were 1aking piace bv
viewing famiites strictly within the contex: of their culrure
of origin. Rather. the families that we were working with
were living in 3 mulucultural context. For this reason. we
had to adjust our thinking 10 understanding families—
no longer only within the framework of their cuiturs. bur
within the framework of a culturally pluralisuc environ.
ment. as depicted in Figure 3.

The problem that we faced then was to modifv our
understanding of the concept of embeddedness 1o inciude
the influsnce of a culturally piuralistic environment on
the family (Szapocznik, & Kurtines, 1980: Szapocznik,
Kurunes. & Fernandez. 980). Our earliest understanding
of the problem was that our Cuban families were embed-
ded in a culturaliv diverse context. in which parents and
children were exposed 1o both Hispanic and mainstream
values and customs. Following tradirional learning curves.
voung people acculturated far more quickly to the main-
sireamn. whereas parents tended to remain far more ai-
tached to their tradinons (Szapocznik. Scoperta. Kurtines.
& Amalde, 1978). As can be seen in Figure 4. this frame-
work that considered the effect of a culturally diverse en-
vironment not only expiained the dyvnamics that were
occurnng across the generanons but was also differenuially
predictive of impact by gender. :

Thus. our willingness 1o view the individual within
the context of a family exposed 10 a culturatly pluraiistic

R

Figure 3
A Moagel for the Embeddedness of Conrexts Within @
Culturally Pluraiishc Milreu

FAMILIES IN CULTURALLY PLURALISTIC CONTEXTS
YOUTH——in context of ———e-FAMILY

in context of

CULTURALLY
PLURALISTIC
ENVIRONMENT

Cultural diversity

L _________________________________________" "
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Figure 4
Accuituranon as o Function of Time, Age, and Gencer in
Cuban-Amencan immigranis
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milieu provided the framework for explaimng how family
dvnamics evolved within a culturally diverse environment
and how such changes were linked to the emergence of
conduct problemns 1n voungsters {Szapocznik. Santisteban.
Rio. Perez-Vidal. & Kurtines. 1986). Families exposed
1o a culturally diverse environment developed a classic
Ericksoruan challenge: a family si-uggie in which some
family members (the youlh) siruggiec for autonomy and

W

others (the ¢lders) for xarml). connecteaness. As Figurs ¢
iliusirates. this struggle usualis desvetops 1n tamiites
around the ume of adolescence. but 1n this case the mag-
nttude of the siruggle was considerably exacerpated o
acculturauonal differences across generations. As a result
of this struggie. children lost emouonal and social suppan
from their famiites. and parents iost their positions of
ieagership.

The i jverse snvironment on
these famiies resuited n tf emergence of conflici-laden
intergenerational acculiuranonal differences 1n which
parents and youths deveioped difierent cultural alhances
(Hispanic and American. respecuvely). 1hese intergen-
crationaliv reiated cultural differences were added to the
usua} intergenerationa: conflicts that occur n famibes
with adoiescents 1o produce a much compounded and
exacerbated intergenerational and intercuitural conflicy.

-As a consequence. parents became unabie 10 properh

manage voungsters who made strong claims for autonom:
and whe no longer accepted their parents’ traditional Cu-
ban ways. giving rise 10 the emergencs of conduct proo-
lems in adolescents.

From our earliest work then. we have been concerned
about the embeddedness of contexis—the vouth within
the familv within a2 cultural context. Qur concern has
been that the kind of cultural centext in which our His-
panic families find themseives 1s not the kind of conex:
that is usually studied. that is. an Hispamic context

Figure 5

The Additve Effects of intergenerononai ond Acculturcriongl Differences in Cubon-Amernicon

immigrant Famiies

PARENTS ADOLESCENT
Gansrxtional Eamum value Genarational Cultural
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intagrity : :
intargenarational
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Rather. our famihes are empedded 1n a cuitarally diverse
coniexi.

Moreover. we found 1t necessary to extend the con-
ventional approach 1o the studv of Hispanic famiiies 10
permut us to study the family in a way that more truiyv
represents the cultural reality in which it is embedded.
namely. in a2 multicuhturaf context. Our work thus posed
a challenge not only for us but for the tradiuon in the
research on culture that has tended to focus largely on
histonical or ideatized aspects of culture. This challenge
was 10 seek an understanding of the importance of culture
as it occurs. which 1s in an increasingiy multiculrural and
pluralistic context.

This subtie distinction between the study of culture
as it occuTs versus as it occurred is significant to 2 con-
textualist perspecuve. From a contextualist perspective,
culture 1s imporiant because it represents a conrext that
helps 10 understand and expiain human behavior. To that
extent. 1t 1s the full range of cultural context—its history,
complexity. and diversity—that is of concern within the
contextualist paradigm.

Bicultural Effectiveness Training: An
intervention for Families in Culturally Pluralistic
Milieus

As a rasult of the enhanced theerswical undersianding that
our model of the individual embedded within a family
within a context of cultural diversity provided. we were
able to make an important contribution to the develop-
ment of the kinds of interventions that might address the
problems that arise in multicultural contexts by formu-
laung and successfully implemenung a family-oriented
Intervention 1o enhance bicultural skills in all family
members (Szapocznik. Santisteban. Kurtines. Perez-Vi-
dal. & Hervis. 1984 Szapocznik. Santisteban. Rio. Perez-
Vidal. Kurtines. & Hervis. 1986: Szapocznik. Santisteban.
Rio. Perez-Vidal. Santisteban. & Kurtines, 1989). Ou

wark focused on enhancing the bicuitural skills that par-
ents and voungsters need to develop: greater competence
In managing therr cultural differences within the family
and successfully functioning in a cufturallv pluraiistic
miiieu.

For this purpose we integrated our structural systems
approach to family therapy (Szapocznik & Kurunes.
1989) with our cultural understanding of the contlicts
presenicd by these families. We took advantage of thy
genenc structurdl systems approach to changme fzmiin
process whire using conient as a vehicie to achieve desired
changes in family interacuons. Because tor these tamilies
the content of conflicts seemed to remain remarkably
consistent with regard to differences along culturzal lines
or alliances. a set of psychoeducational interventions was
designed restrucruring the family to reduce intergenera-
tionai conflict while using culture as a standard content.

The bicuitural effectiveness training (BET) approach
was developed 10 be conducted in {2 conjoint sessions.
The process that BET uses 10 bring about structural fam-
ily change involves two change strategies developed spe-
cifically for the BET modality and derived from structurai

family therapv concepts {Szapocznik. Sanusiedarn. Kur-
unes. et al.. 1984: Szapoczmik. Sanusiepan. Rig, er ai.
1986).

As can be seen in Figure 6. the iniuai Change strategy
is to 1emporarily detour* family conflict by placing the
focus of both the intergeneranonal and the interculiura)
differences on the culural conflict. Detouning is done by
piacing the cultural conflict in the identified pauent role -
Placing the cultural conflict in an identified panuent role
is brought about by reframing the family's percepuon of
the conflict. Reframing? in turn is accomphished by pro-
viding the familv with a transcultural perspecuve that
emphasizes the communaiitv between parents and their
children and by deemphasizing the intergenerational dif-
ferences (e.g.. by teaching that each member has a value
position or point of view that is culturally determined!.
The purposes of this technique are to estabiish
boundaries’ around the familyv and 10 foster a new inter-
actional pattern between parents and adolescents. From
a process perspective, detouring is a useful means of loos-
ening the existing rigid generational-culturaj alliances
(parent-Hispanic and adolescent-acculturated Ameri-
canized). The purpose of BET is to bring about more
permanent siructural changes in family interaction pat-
terns. which is accomplished through the second strategy.

As can be seen from Figure 6. the second BET change
strategy. establishing crossed alliances. provides a means
of creating new cross alliances between famiiv members
and cuttures. This is done through exercises designed 1o
make both parents and vouths more comfortable with
both cultures. Through these exercises. parents are en-
couraged 10 accept and understand the value of certain
aspects of the American culture represented by their child.
and the adolescents are encouraged 1o accept and under-
stand the value of certain aspects of the Hispanic culture
represented by their parents. From a structural perspec-
tive, at a process fevel. enhancing biculturalism in family
members 1s accomplished by creating cross alliances be-
tween generations and cultures. The expected outcome
after the second change strategy is a reduction in inter-
generational conflict and firmer boundaries around the
famiiy. Corresponding to the intrafamily change is a new
set of family generational-cultural relationships with
flexible alhiances between parents and both cultures as
well as between vouths and both cultures.

fie e I iamii svstemMa, 3 QeteUr 1S 4 COMMUmIzliioe or counthct
Derween two parues thal. rather than traveimng drrectly from one party
10 the next. 1s channeled through an indirect route or a third pany.

! Idennfied paniens role: In structural family sysiems theory, the
idenufied pauent is the repository of blame for the famly’s aiiment. A
defense mechanism typicaly used by 2 system in conflict is 1o create an
wlentifred patent. The bicultural effectiveness training (BETY strategy
of placing culture as the repository for the family's ailment draws on a
nawral procivity of svstems in conflict to create identified patients.

? Refrarming refers 10 an tntervention that creales a new under-
siangding or perspective for an oid situauon.

* Boundaries scrve to establish or denote the separation berwesn
organisms or enunes. They indicate or claniy where one organism ends
ang ancther begins.
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Figure &

BET: Two Basic Change Straregies
initial Confiict
| HISPANIC VALUES/PARENTS |e e YOUTH/ACCULTURATED VALUES |

1] Derouring

Creating an 1P: vaiue contiict placed in IP role, biamed for the tamily s ailment,

ta)
The integenerational coaflict is reframed by attributing 3l negative conse-
quences 1o the cultural eonfiict.
| PARENTS eeeee YOUTH |
o.. .'-
«® ™
| HISPANIC VALUES eeess ACCULTURATED VALUES |
(b) Reframing: intergenerational relationship is attributed positive consequences

(enrichment available from ditferences), and the family is encouraged to per-
ceive culture confiict as 2 common foe. intergenerational cultural contiiet
between generations are detoured through culture confliict.

IPARENTS coesme YoumJ

A
CULTURE CONFLICT

2} Establishing crossed alliances

(a)

Family boundaries are made moce permesbie st this time to fomert crossad
alliances and encourage Parent/Accuiturated Value and Youth/Hispanic Value
relationships. Crossed allisnces are expected to further weaken existing ganer-
ational-cultural afliances.

! PARENTS seete YOUTH_J '
L o = —— i
T -’
—_" --__.__

e —

HISPANIC VALUES ACCULTURATED VALUES

(b] B8y viewing culture conflict as a common foe and by weakening existing gener-
ationsi-cuttural alliances new trossed alliances are fostered, the oversll level of
bicufturalism in families is enhanced, and parents and youth strengthen their
reiationship vis a vis cultura! aliiances.

| PARENTS YOUTH |
AR, - - N
Ve - ~w ~
HISPANIC VALUES ACCULTURATED VALUES
« s e CONFLICT —a= DHRECTION OF ] FIRM SOUNDARIES ARODUND

COMMUNICATION ALLIANCES OR RELATIONSHIPS

— COMMUNICATION — PFEAMEADLE

Nore. BET = iguitueoy efiechveness mawing. From “Bicuturol 3
Fomaas” ov 1. Szepoczni, D Sennstapon, W M. Kurnnes A Perpz-vigel. & O hervis. 1984, Fispoare Journai o

BOUNDARIES

acheonass Tromng: A Trecmmen imervemmion for E

e Fispamc journg: of Benovoral Soences. Reprnted Dy permalan

ahanang Intercultural Admusmment m Cupon Americon
i Benoviore! Scrences, &. p. 331. Copynont 1984 oy
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Conclusion

We have outlined the mode] of the individual embedded
within a family within a context of cultural diversity that
we have been using in our work and have illustrated the
opportuniuies it provides for psychological theory. re-
search. and appiicaton. As noted. however. the imphi-
cauons of the mode!l extend bevond the particular pop-
ulation that has been the focus of our work. The concept
of embeddedness takes on an even greater Urgency in
view of the broader social. politicai. and historical trends
1aking piace. This is especially the case as we in America
become an increasingly culturally diverss soctety. If trends
contnue. the culturally diverse world of the 215t century
will be dramarically differsnt from prior eras in American
history when our people were equally culturally diverse.
In past eras. cultural diversity was rejected by our social,
cultural. and political norms: there was pressure for cul-
turally diverse people to biend into an idealized homo-
geneous stream that was called America. However, in 2 15i-
century Amerca. if current trends continue, culturally
diversity will be respected and. perhaps. even cherished
and nurtured. To the extent that we nurture cultural di-
versity. while promoting intersthnic relations. we creare
a world in which families will be living increasingly at
the interface between cultures and customs.

AS 152 CoONleXT SRangss. SO muat ouT sgiemes, Our
science will be stretched and will have new opportunities
for growth as it incorporates concepts such as the embed-
dedness of coniexts, in which one of these contexts is
defined as a culturally diverse society. Ultimately, not only
science will benefit from the breakthroughs achieved bv
using a broader lens. but the vast majority of our people—
who are increasingly culturally diverse—wil] benefit from
our findings.
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