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 Introduction

Human development unfolds in a physical envi-
ronment. If this environment does not meet the 
necessary conditions, normal development is 
impeded. Children grow and spend the majority 
of their time in their house, and their social rela-
tions take place in a specific neighborhood and 
community. Although context influences devel-
opment, effects are bidirectional and children 
also form and shape their context.

Bronfenbrenner (1979a) epitomizes the use of 
contextual frameworks to the study of child 
development and family processes. In his 
Ecological Systems Theory, he proposes that in 
order to understand human development, one 
must consider the entire ecological system in 
which growth occurs. Prior to Bronfenbrenner’s 
theory, developmental psychologists restricted 
the understanding of behavior to biological and 
psychological processes only within the individ-
ual. In Bronfenbrenner’s words, child psychology 
was a science of development-out-of-context 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979b, p. 844), and researchers 
were studying variables that influence behavior in 
a decontextualized manner. For example, Belsky 

(1984) proposed one of the most often used mod-
els of parenting that considered the characteristics 
of the child (e.g., temperament), characteristics of 
the parent (e.g., psychological well-being), and 
characteristics of the family environment (e.g., 
stress and support) in the development of parent-
ing practices. While this is considered a popular 
model among parenting researchers, it stopped 
short of including the broader social environment 
in which parents and children operate. Current 
models of parenting have extended their focus 
beyond factors in the family environment in order 
to consider how neighborhood or community 
impact the parent–child relationship. Researchers 
nowadays consider ecological factors, such as 
community context, socioeconomic status, neigh-
borhood characteristics, and social support net-
works. Ten years after Belsky’s theoretical 
proposal, Luster and Okagaki (1993) provided a 
widely used model to conceptualize the ecology 
of parenting (Fig. 1).

Wilson (1991) is one of the main authors 
emphasizing the critical importance of communi-
ties and systems external to the family in shaping 
parenting practices and child development. He 
specifically introduced neighborhoods as a topic 
for investigation, and his studies led to the devel-
opment of the Chicago School of Sociologists. 
Wilson was one of the first to argue that families 
living in impoverished neighborhoods often 
struggle to protect their children and to promote 
positive development. Importantly, he proposed 
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that poor neighborhoods stimulate family disor-
ganization that leads to problematic child 
behavior.

The implications of considering the context in 
parenting and human development are profound. 
It involves shifting the focus from interventions 
directed specifically at the child, to broader pro-
grams considering various systems and their 
interaction. In particular, it has prompted a body 
of research examining the impact of housing 
quality, neighborhood characteristics and com-
munity systems on children’s behavioral and 
socio-emotional development. Although in the 
present chapter I specifically focus on environ-
mental factors that affect child development and 
family processes, it is key to keep in mind that 
these environmental factors complement and 
interact with individual characteristics through-
out the lifespan.

In this chapter, the main theoretical frame-
works recognizing the influence of the environ-
ment on child and family processes are discussed, 
including Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 
Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979a). I then summa-
rize research exploring the impact of housing, 

neighborhood quality and communities on child 
development and parenting practices. In terms of 
housing, I discuss studies exploring the impact of 
crowding, residential mobility and toxins/haz-
ards on children’s academic, social, and emo-
tional problems. Research on neighborhoods 
examines structural factors (such as poverty, resi-
dential instability, and ethnic heterogeneity), and 
their ability to promote neighborhood organiza-
tion and maintain public order. Research on com-
munity factors, although related to neighborhood 
characteristics, focuses mainly on social support 
networks available to children and their families. 
In the final sections, the strengths and limitations 
of this research are discussed and the implica-
tions for policy and intervention are reviewed.

 Theoretical Background

In developmental psychology, ecological models 
view the child and their family in the context of 
environments or ecological systems in which they 
reside—extended family, peer group, neighbor-
hood, community, and institutions (such as the 
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school or the workplace). The most widespread 
ecological model is that proposed by 
Bronfenbrenner (1979a), and known as the 
Ecological Systems Theory. According to this 
theory, human behavior takes place within a social 
context and mutual accommodation between 
organism and environment constantly occurs due 
to interactions between systems. The theory 
incorporates proximal settings in which the child 
directly interacts and more distal contexts that 
indirectly influence development, as well as the 
interactions between all the different systems.

The Ecological Systems Theory can be visual-
ized as a set of various nested structures, each 
laid inside the other (see Fig. 2). The first struc-
ture known as the microsystem can be defined as 
the direct interpersonal relationships experienced 
by the person in a daily face-to-face setting. In 
other words, it is the direct environment in one 
person’s life. Most research on developmental 
psychology has focused on microsystems, such 
as the family and the school, and how these affect 
child behavior. The second system is the meso-
system defined as the relationships between the 
microsystems, such as the relations between 
home and school. A mesosystem is a system of 
microsystems. The third system is the exosystem, 

which includes links between two or more con-
texts, one that does not include the individual, but 
in which events occur that indirectly influence 
processes within the individual’s immediate set-
ting. An example of an exosystem affecting child 
development is the parents’ workplace. Work-
related stress has been associated with more hos-
tile parenting practices (Repetti & Wood, 1997) 
and conflictive family relationships (Byron, 
2005), both directly impacting the developing 
child. The macrosystem is the culture encompass-
ing belief systems, bodies of knowledge, cus-
toms, heritage, lifestyles, and opportunity 
structures, all of which are embedded in each of 
the other systems. One aspect of the macrosys-
tem commonly studied is socioeconomic status 
and how poverty impacts the developing child 
and family processes. Finally, the chronosystem 
refers to the passage of time and transitions over 
the life course, as well as sociohistorical changes. 
For example, changes in family structure, 
employment, and residence are all aspects of the 
chronosystem. Later in this chapter, I review 
empirical evidence suggesting that residential 
instability, an important factor that is part of the 
chronosystem, negatively affects child develop-
ment and parenting.
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory led to the develop-
ment of other models that recognize the impor-
tance of the environment in shaping human 
development. For example, there are several the-
oretical frameworks intending to explain the 
impact of neighborhoods on child development, 
most of which come from the Chicago School of 
Sociologists. One of these is contagion theory, 
which focuses on the power of peer influences to 
spread problem behavior. Evidence suggests that 
children’s interactions with neighborhood peers 
are linked to increases in problem behavior, such 
as drug use, delinquency and violence (Brody 
et al., 2001). The rationale is that individuals in a 
confined geographical space are more likely to 
share common beliefs, attitudes and behaviors 
(Jencks & Mayer, 1989). Contagion theory pro-
poses that peers transmit norms and ways of liv-
ing. This influence process often occurs outside 
of awareness, or in other words, neighbors may 
not intend to influence others in their community 
but they engage in relationship behaviors that sat-
isfy immediate needs for an audience or compan-
ionship, and these behaviors inadvertently 
influence others.

Another framework is the collective socializa-
tion model that focuses on the role of community 
adults and role models, beyond the family, in pro-
moting negative and positive behaviors in chil-
dren. According to this model, all of these forms 
of monitoring systems in neighborhoods impact 
child socialization. On the other hand, when 
thinking about the development of maladaptive 
behavior, social disorganization theory recog-
nizes the importance of neighborhood structure 
in managing social problems (Shaw & McKay, 
1942). Community social disorganization is con-
ceptualized as the inability of a community struc-
ture to create common values among its residents 
and maintain effective social control. Social con-
trol is understood as the capacity of a social unit, 
in this case the neighborhood, to regulate itself 
according to desired principles and to attain col-
lective goals (Janowitz, 1975). The main premise 
of social disorganization theory is that structural 
neighborhood factors (such as poverty, residen-
tial instability, and ethnic heterogeneity) could 
compromise local social ties and impede the con-
trol of crime and other problem behaviors within 

a neighborhood. This theory has been mainly 
used to explain crime and violence rates within 
neighborhoods.

Another important theoretical framework is 
the eco-bio-developmental model (Shonkoff, 
2010), which proposes that human development 
is an interaction between biology and ecology, 
this last defined as the social and physical envi-
ronment in which growth takes place. It incorpo-
rates a lifelong perspective paying particular 
attention to the first years of life and the exposure 
to toxic stress. At the biological level, it recog-
nizes the interactions between genes and environ-
ment during sensitive periods and the 
physiological adaptations that take place over 
time. At the ecological level, it identifies the 
importance of policies, community programs and 
the need for stable and responsive relationships 
for healthy development.

A common theme across all of these theories 
is their recognition of contextual factors as cru-
cial for shaping individual behaviors, including 
parenting practices. These frameworks allow us 
to understand parenting in the context of a neigh-
borhood, a community, and a culture. They have 
led to the systematic study of environmental fac-
tors and its impact on family processes, which 
will be reviewed in the following section.

 Evidence for Determinants 
of Parenting

In this section, a body of empirical evidence 
addressing various environmental factors and 
their impact on child development and parenting 
practices is discussed. I will start by reviewing 
housing characteristics, including structural fac-
tors (such as crowding and noise) and processes 
(such as residential mobility and homeowner-
ship). I will then review the evidence linking 
neighborhood and community characteristics 
with family processes.

 Housing Characteristics

There is a body of literature examining the asso-
ciation between housing quality (i.e., physical 
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adequacy and safety of the unit) and child devel-
opment. Firstly, contamination due to mold and 
lead paint has been linked to poor respiratory 
health and neurological damage in young children 
(Leighton, Klitzman, Sedlar, Matte, & Cohen, 
2003), and to greater school absenteeism (Shaw, 
2004). Older housing has been associated with 
more accidents in children (Shenassa, 
Stubbendick, & Brown, 2004), and limitations on 
activity (Sharfstein, Sandel, Kahn, & Bauchner, 
2001). Children that grow up in high-rise dwell-
ings also show more behavioral problems and 
restricted play opportunities. They also tend to 
have less socially supportive relationships with 
neighbors (Evans, 2003). The relationship 
between housing quality and child development is 
mediated by family and parenting practices. Poor 
housing limits opportunities for stimulation and 
creates stress and conflict among family mem-
bers. In addition, studies have found that parents 
are less responsive and harsher in poor housing 
conditions (Evans, Maxwell, & Hart, 1999).

Crowding, defined as the number of people 
per room, is another aspect of housing that has 
been widely studied. Early studies intending to 
explore its effects on human development ran-
domly exposed children to different levels of 
density (e.g., Liddell & Kruger, 1987). They 
found that children under crowded conditions 
show higher levels of social withdrawal (Evans, 
Rhee, Forbes, Allen, & Lepore, 2000), and more 
behavioral problems (Drazen, 2015; Maxwell, 
2003). Social withdrawal has been explained as a 
mechanism for coping with too much unwanted 
social interaction. Children in overcrowded 
homes show physiological markers of stress, 
such as elevated skin conductance (Evans, 
Lepore, Shejwal, & Palsane, 1998). They also 
show cognitive delays on standardized cognitive 
assessments and tend to fall behind in reading 
acquisition in comparison with their low-density 
counterparts (Goux & Maurin, 2005). Most 
explanatory processes linking crowding with 
developmental outcomes focus on parent–child 
relationships. Family interactions are more nega-
tive in high-density homes (Bartlett, 1998) and 
there are more reports of child maltreatment 
(Zuravin, 1986). Research suggests that parents 

are less responsive to young children in more 
crowded homes (Evans & Ricciuti, 2010), and 
show reduced parental monitoring (Supplee, 
Unikel, & Shaw, 2007). Importantly, there is evi-
dence of elevated conflict and hostility among 
parents and children in crowded homes. Parents 
report greater irritability and more corporal pun-
ishment (Youssef, Attia, & Kamel, 1998). In 
addition, weaker social ties among family mem-
bers have been found (Lepore, Evans, & 
Schneider, 1991).

Studies suggest that noise exposure also has 
detrimental effects on children’s cognitive devel-
opment. For example, children exposed to airport 
noise in their house show delays in reading 
(Klatte, Bergström, & Lachmann, 2013). Chronic 
noise exposure also seems to affect long term 
memory and attention (Haines, Stansfeld, Job, 
Berglund, & Head, 2001; Matsui, Stansfeld, 
Haines, & Head, 2004). Importantly, noise might 
affect adults around children, who as a conse-
quence provide less supportive and affectionate 
caregiving. For example, teachers in noisy 
schools report greater fatigue and less patience 
than their counterparts in quiet schools 
(Kristiansen et al., 2014), while parents in noisier 
and more chaotic homes are less responsive to 
their children (Corapci & Wachs, 2002).

Chaos is another housing variable that has 
been widely studied. It is defined as unpredict-
ability and confusion in the home (Coldwell, 
Pike, & Dunn, 2006). Research has found that 
chaotic homes are associated with psychological 
distress in children (Evans, Gonnella, 
Marcynyszyn, Gentile, & Salpekar, 2005), worse 
academic outcomes (Petrill, Pike, Price, & 
Plomin, 2004), and more behavioral adjustment 
problems (Fisher & Shirley, 1998). As with other 
housing characteristics, chaos affects child devel-
opment through family and self-regulatory path-
ways. Families in chaotic homes are less cohesive 
and have more conflict, while parents are less 
responsive (Valiente, Lemery-Chalfant, & Reiser, 
2007). Research also suggests that children have 
more difficulty self-regulating (Hardaway, 
Wilson, Shaw, & Dishion, 2012), which might be 
a process leading to behavioral problems and 
distress.

Communities, Neighborhoods, and Housing



540

Another well-studied aspect associated with 
housing is residential mobility. Research sug-
gests that residential mobility has a negative 
impact on school achievement (Pribesh & 
Downey, 1999), especially in children from 
single- parent families. Moving also has a detri-
mental impact on behavioral and emotional 
adjustment of children (Adam & Chase-Lansdale, 
2002; Anderson & Leventhal, 2016; Gasper, 
DeLuca, & Estacion, 2010), with one study find-
ing that children who moved often tend to start 
sexual behavior earlier in life (Stack, 1994). The 
adverse effects of residential mobility on child 
development seem to be cumulative, with addi-
tional moves being increasingly more negative 
than one or two moves. Parenting quality is a 
strong moderator of this relationship, with more 
supportive parenting diminishing the impact of 
residential mobility on children’s adjustment 
(Hagan, MacMillan, & Wheaton, 1996).

Related to residential mobility is home owner-
ship. Children that grow up in an owned rather 
than in a rented home tend to do better on a vari-
ety of outcomes. For instance, they show better 
health (Ortiz & Zimmerman, 2013), fewer behav-
ioral problems (Boyle, 2002; Haurin, Parcel, & 
Haurin, 2000), higher achievement in school (Li, 
2016), and lower school dropout rates (Aaronson, 
1999). Haurin, Parcel, and Haurin (2002) found 
that owning a home rather than renting leads to a 
13% to 23% better quality home environment 
and greater cognitive abilities in children, with 
reading achievement being up to 7% higher 
(Haurin et al., 2002). There are several explana-
tions for why children of homeowners have better 
developmental outcomes. Firstly, homeowners 
are less mobile than those who rent, thus being 
able to establish support networks in a particular 
neighborhood and having greater stability (Dietz 
& Haurin, 2003). Second, it is possible they are 
better at maintaining their dwelling and thus the 
structural quality of their housing might be better. 
However, not all studies have found an associa-
tion between home ownership and positive child 
outcomes, with some suggesting that the effects 
vanish after controlling for variables that affect 
both home ownership and family stability, such 
as residential stability (Barker & Miller, 2009; 

Galster, Marcotte, Mandell, Wolman, & 
Augustine, 2007).

Parenting practices seem to be an important 
mediating factor for most features of housing 
linked to child outcomes. Poor housing quality, 
overcrowding, noise, chaos, renting, and residen-
tial instability seem to affect the parent–child 
relationship and increase family conflict, leading 
to poorer child outcomes. Interventions to sup-
port parents might be particularly necessary for 
those struggling with decent housing conditions.

 Neighborhood Characteristics

Families interact with neighbors and neighbor-
hood services, and this is the unit where children 
receive social, health, and educational services. 
Children also develop a sense of belonging and 
safety in neighborhoods. There are several ways 
to define neighborhoods. Some studies use local 
knowledge of boundaries in cities, while others 
use health districts, police districts, school dis-
tricts, or census information.

Theories describing the impact of neighbor-
hood on child development often differentiate 
between those characteristics that are structural 
and those that have to do with their social organi-
zation. Structural characteristics most often stud-
ied are (1) income or neighborhood poverty 
levels; (2) racial/ethnic diversity; and (3) residen-
tial instability. Social organizational aspects 
include (1) social control; (2) social cohesion; 
and (3) collective efficacy.

Poverty levels or neighborhood income level 
could affect children and families in several 
ways. Firstly, they are strongly linked to the qual-
ity of public and private services, including 
schools, police protection and recreational areas. 
In accordance with the collective socialization 
model described in the previous section, neigh-
borhood poverty levels also determine the type of 
available role models and monitoring systems for 
child behavior. For example, it has been sug-
gested that deprived neighborhoods have a higher 
concentration of male joblessness and female- 
headed households, which might lead to social 
isolation and a shift in cultural norms and beliefs 
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(Wilson, 1991). Some of these family cultural 
norms include a focus on the present rather than 
the future, poor planning and organization, little 
sense of personal control over events, and a lack 
of emphasis on school or job-related skills, all 
of  which affect the parent–child relationship. 
Research shows that children that grow up in 
poorer neighborhoods have more internalizing 
and externalizing problems (Leventhal & Brooks- 
Gunn, 2000). This influence is more powerful 
during late childhood and early adolescence. 
Neighborhood deprivation also impacts chil-
dren’s cognitive ability (McCulloch & Joshi, 
2001), and is associated with higher rates of drop 
out from high school and teenage parenthood 
(Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 1997). These 
outcomes seem to be mediated by the physical 
environment at home and by parental responsive-
ness. There is also some evidence that living in a 
poorer neighborhood is associated with less 
maternal warmth toward the children and poorer 
quality of the home environment (Klebanov, 
Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). In addition, 
families living in poor neighborhoods have to 
deal with a greater number of daily stressors 
which could weaken their psychological func-
tioning and lead to impaired parenting behavior. 
Finally, living in impoverished neighborhoods 
has also been associated with more restrictive 
parenting practices and more control (Cleland 
et al., 2010). Although overprotection and control 
are often not considered effective parenting prac-
tices, they might be considered evolutionarily 
advantageous in neighborhoods with high levels 
of poverty and crime. It seems logical that par-
ents prefer to closely manage where their chil-
dren spend unsupervised time to minimize the 
risk of them being involved in crime or illegal 
activities (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).

Racial/ethnic diversity is often measured as 
the proportion of immigrant residents in the 
neighborhood. Researchers propose that racial/
ethnic diversity reduces contact and prevents 
interaction among groups of people coming from 
different ethnic backgrounds, and that this dimin-
ishes the capacity to build trust and implement 
strategies to keep the neighborhood safe and 
healthy (Browning & Cagney, 2002). Thus, 

racial/ethnic diversity is strongly related to a 
neighborhood’s social cohesion and prejudice. 
Sociologists propose that diverse social environ-
ments might induce a feeling of threat and anxi-
ety between majority and minority groups, 
particularly arising out of real or perceived com-
petition over scarce resources and relative posi-
tions in power (Pennant, 2005). For example, 
Alesina and Ferrara (2002) refer to a pattern they 
call natural aversion to heterogeneity, proposing 
that individuals prefer to interact with others who 
are similar to themselves in terms of income, 
race, or ethnicity. This pattern has to do with the 
dominant group fearing to lose economic and 
social privileges. Importantly, research suggests 
that those living in areas where there is lower 
concentration of ethnic/racial diversity are better 
off than those living in areas with a higher con-
centration (Lleras, 2017; Williams & Collins, 
2001). Thus, poverty is another characteristic of 
highly diverse neighborhoods. Concentration of 
ethnic minorities in a neighborhood is often asso-
ciated with health disadvantage for children and 
youth; specifically, they tend to show higher rates 
of depression. Some argue that worse psychoso-
cial outcomes might be related to the stress of 
social stigma and a lack of social affiliations 
within the majority community (Pickett & 
Wilkinson, 2008). Moreover, racial/ethnic diver-
sity is linked to governmental underinvestment, 
limiting the development of health, educational 
and recreational services in the neighborhood 
(Montalvo & Reynol-Querol, 2005; Williams & 
Collins, 2001).

Another neighborhood characteristic often 
studied is residential instability, which has to do 
with the proportion of residents who have moved 
within a certain number of years, the proportion 
of households who have lived in the same home 
for less than 10 years, or the proportion of home-
owners. Higher levels of residential instability 
within a neighborhood have been linked to child 
maltreatment (Coulton, Korbin, Su, & Chow, 
1995), alcohol and drug use in children (Ennett, 
Flewelling, Lindrooth, & Norton, 1997), and 
mental health difficulties in adolescents 
(Aneshensel & Sucoff, 1996). A potential path-
way through which residential instability leads to 
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poorer psychosocial outcomes has to do with 
social organization of neighborhoods. High rates 
of residential mobility might result in fewer 
social ties in a particular environment and less 
investment on collective projects to improve ser-
vices. However, some studies have found the 
opposite and reported that residential instability 
might have positive health effects (Ross, 
Reynolds, & Geis, 2000). In a study by Drukker, 
Kaplan, and Os (2005), residential instability 
appeared to protect against the negative effects of 
neighborhood poverty and was beneficial to resi-
dents’ quality of life. In other words, families in 
poor neighborhoods could perceive residential 
stability as being trapped and powerless in a dan-
gerous and frightening place.

In terms of organizational aspects of neigh-
borhoods, social cohesion and social control 
have been widely studied, especially by the 
Chicago School of Sociologists. Social cohesion 
has been defined as the absence of social conflict 
and the presence of strong social bonds and 
mutual trust between neighbors (Putnam, 1993). 
Studies have reported the beneficial effects of 
social cohesion on parenting practices. For exam-
ple, it has been suggested that perceptions of 
neighborhood cohesion are associated with less 
hostile parenting practices and fewer externaliz-
ing problems in children (Byrnes & Miller, 2012; 
Silk, Sessa, Morris, Steinberg, & Avenevoli, 
2004). Interestingly, the relationship between 
social cohesion and child maltreatment has also 
been explored. It has been found that neighbor-
hood social cohesion has a protective role in 
some acts of neglect such as in parents’ ability to 
meet the child’s basic needs (Maguire-Jack & 
Showalter, 2016). Increased access to social sup-
port might be why parenting practices are more 
effective in neighborhoods with high social cohe-
sion. Neighborhoods with low social cohesion 
tend to have neighbors who are less likely to 
assist with childcare or engage in exchanges. 
Social disorganization theory, on the other hand, 
suggests that distressed neighborhoods with low 
cohesion might put parents at additional risk for 
maltreatment and ineffective parenting because 
of the multiple stressors surrounding them and 
the lack of social norms that encourage a support-

ive environment for positive parenting (Groves & 
Sampson, 1989).

Social control is another neighborhood char-
acteristic often related to parenting practices. It 
refers to the norms of a community and the will-
ingness to intervene when such norms are being 
violated. Parents might be more likely to avoid 
maltreating behaviors in neighborhoods with 
high levels of social control for fear of being 
accused and reprimanded. Garbarino and Crouter 
(1978) have extensively reviewed the ecology of 
child maltreatment, and have described how 
high-risk neighborhoods defined as those with 
more stressors, less support, and less control, can 
lead to social impoverishment and higher rates of 
maltreatment.

Collective efficacy is another organizational 
aspect of neighborhoods widely studied. The 
concept of collective efficacy links both social 
cohesion and social control. It is defined as social 
cohesion among neighbors, combined with 
shared values, mutual trust, and their willingness 
to intervene on behalf of the public good 
(Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). 
Collective efficacy is measured by summing 
scales that assess social cohesion and social con-
trol. Research suggests that higher collective effi-
cacy in a neighborhood is associated with more 
authoritative parenting (Simons, Simons, Burt, 
Brody, & Cutrona, 2005). This makes sense, 
given that both collective efficacy and authorita-
tive parenting incorporate elements of support 
with control or monitoring. Research also sug-
gests that neighborhoods with higher collective 
efficacy have lower rates of externalizing diffi-
culties in children and youth, such as criminal 
and antisocial behavior (Odgers et  al., 2009). 
This can be partially explained by authoritative 
parenting which tends to be associated with bet-
ter adjustment in children.

Collective efficacy has also been associated 
with psychological adjustment in children and 
lower rates of suicide (Maimon, Browning, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2010). The reduced probability 
that youth will attempt suicide seems to be 
explained by the existence of social ties between 
parents and youth, and expectations for intergen-
erational support and supervision in neighbor-
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hoods with higher collective efficacy. 
Neighborhoods with high collective efficacy tend 
to reinforce family expectations and norms, 
which protect children and youth from mental 
health difficulties.

Research reviewed in this section focused on 
the interactive relationship between neighbor-
hood characteristics and family processes, and 
how it impacts child development. Children are 
nested within families, and families are nested 
within neighborhoods that have organizational 
and structural aspects influencing micro-level 
processes. Any behavior should be seen from a 
multilevel lens considering the interactions 
between multiple systems. In the next section, 
research on communities, or in other words, 
social networks, and how they impact family pro-
cesses and child development is reviewed.

 Community Characteristics

There is a common premise in sociology that 
social units are more than the sum of their mem-
bers. Social units involve a set of complex inter-
actions that lead to the development of 
communities. While neighborhoods are defined 
by physical boundaries and tend to refer to struc-
tural environmental aspects, communities do not. 
They are often defined as a group of people who 
are related to each other in some way and have 
established support mechanisms. In other words, 
communities are networks of relationships. These 
networks often share culture, social norms and 
traditions. Cohesive and well-functioning local 
communities are the backbone of civil society. 
They exist at work, at school, in neighborhoods 
and among people with shared interests, and they 
can be understood along a number of different 
dimensions, such as size, proximity, stability, fre-
quency of contact between members and 
density.

Communities that provide social support have 
consistently been found to be associated with 
positive outcomes in children and families. For 
example, mothers who have a close adult who 
supports them in raising young children report 
greater well-being and more effective parenting 

practices (Armstrong, Birnie-Lefcovitch, & 
Ungar, 2005). On the other hand, social isolation 
has been found to be a key feature of families in 
which child maltreatment occurs (Gracia & 
Musitu, 2003). Research suggests that neglectful 
parents tend to perceive their community as a 
non-supportive environment and isolate them-
selves from any type of social contact (Polansky, 
Gaudin, Ammons, & Davis, 1985). This social 
deprivation increases the risk of a deteriorated 
family environment, given that social networks 
and support provide an important protection from 
child maltreatment (Korbin, 1995). Individual or 
personality factors might explain social isolation 
in neglectful parents. For example, neglectful or 
abusive parents might avoid others given their 
troubled developmental history that taught them 
not to get too close to others for fear of being 
emotionally hurt. Also, they might have had few 
opportunities to develop social skills needed to 
be effective neighbors.

Parents living in poverty are likely to have 
fewer social, emotional and tangible sources of 
support. As stated by Wilson (1991), parents liv-
ing in poor neighborhoods experience social iso-
lation due to their lack of employment and the 
experience of community violence that have a 
detrimental impact on building social relation-
ships. Thus, support networks may work differ-
ently for disadvantaged families. Some authors 
report that social support might be less effective 
for poor parents because of the number of stress-
ors they face and the tendencies for other mem-
bers in their networks to be experiencing similar 
stressful events (Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002). In 
other words, poor families might have social net-
works with fewer resources and without the nec-
essary capacity to provide appropriate and 
effective support. Other authors suggest the 
opposite: that social support is even more impor-
tant for families living in poverty (Taylor, Casten, 
& Flickinger, 1993). Kotchick, Dorsey, and 
Heller (2005) reported that social support buff-
ered the impact of neighborhood stressors and 
psychological distress on parenting practices of 
African American single mothers living in poor 
neighborhoods. Izzo, Weiss, Shanahan, and 
Rodriguez-Brown (2000) reported similar find-
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ings in their study with Mexican immigrant par-
ents in the US.  Social support had a positive 
influence on parenting practices, and these effects 
were stronger for more stressed families.

In sum, having a supportive community seems 
to positively impact parenting. However, highly 
stressed and at-risk populations might benefit dif-
ferently from social support. Chronic stress and 
lack of resources in their social networks might 
weaken the impact that support could have on 
parenting behavior. Conversely, in other families, 
ongoing stress may activate the need for social 
support, and this will have a positive impact on 
parenting practices. Regardless of the impact that 
support networks have on impoverished families, 
most studies are consistent in finding that social-
ization with neighbors is relatively uncommon in 
dangerous neighborhoods. In these neighbor-
hoods, families tend to keep to themselves and 
monitor their children more closely.

 Strengths and Limitations 
of the Evidence Base

Although there has been an increasing interest in 
understanding environmental factors that shape 
parenting behaviors and child development, this 
body of work is still scarce. As pointed out by 
Kotchick and Forehand (2002), there is evidence 
that contextual factors shape parenting, but more 
work needs to be done to identify how these vari-
ables interact together. In other words, it is diffi-
cult to disaggregate the effects of different 
community and neighborhood variables on fam-
ily outcomes in order to establish what matters 
most. Importantly, a comprehensive model of 
parenting that includes the context (i.e., housing, 
communities and neighborhoods) is still needed 
in order to design interventions that target a 
broader range of influences.

There is little doubt that housing, neighbor-
hoods and communities have a strong effect on 
parenting, family processes and child develop-
ment, but more research is needed to understand 
the causal mechanisms that produce them, under 
which circumstances and where these effects are 
important. Simply put, one of the main chal-

lenges in this field of research is the identification 
of true causal effects. Most studies just show cor-
relations between individual outcomes (i.e., par-
enting practices, family processes) and 
neighborhood characteristics.

Methodologically, most studies in this field 
are cross-sectional, thus it is difficult to establish 
how these variables relate across time, and 
whether one is a consequence of the other. The 
evidence in this field comes largely from non- 
experimental studies of non-representative sam-
ples of low-income families. Much of the research 
is descriptive and its generalizability is therefore 
unknown. In addition, many studies underesti-
mate variation across and within neighborhoods, 
making wide assumptions in very complex pre-
sentations. That is to say, it is often assumed that 
poverty is homogeneously distributed across a 
neighborhood, when in reality neighborhoods are 
characterized by heterogeneous presentations 
and diverse levels of risk.

Although most studies exploring the impact of 
housing, neighborhoods and communities pro-
vide useful information, relatively little attention 
has been paid to the time frame necessary for 
these conditions to affect parenting and child 
development. To put it differently, exposure to 
adverse environmental conditions may need to 
accumulate over time to affect development, or 
might only affect development after a lag period. 
The relevant timeframe may differ for different 
outcomes. However, current studies are unable to 
explore these timeframes of exposure as they 
often explore effects cross-sectionally.

Another limitation widely recognized among 
scholars in the field is the selection bias, also 
known as the omitted variable bias. This refers to 
the fact that unmeasured characteristics associ-
ated with neighborhood residence might really 
account for observed neighborhood effects. For 
example, families that move into poor 
 neighborhoods might differ in a variety of ways 
from those who, even though equally poor, make 
different choices. These differences could actu-
ally account for reported neighborhood effects, 
leading to an overestimation of these effects.

A final limitation in the field is that it is diffi-
cult to measure the impact of interventions 
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directed at improving wider contexts such as 
neighborhoods and communities. Building strong 
communities takes considerable time and impacts 
might be visible after a whole generation. As 
some authors have suggested, it is easier to show 
that disorganized communities are not good for 
children than to demonstrate the opposite through 
evaluation of interventions (Samson, 2008). 
Intervention studies in communities and neigh-
borhoods become more complicated when con-
sidering that families tend to move, making 
interactions and structural characteristics 
dynamic and changeable across time. 
Nevertheless, there are some experiments, such 
as the Moving to Opportunity Experiment in the 
US (Chetty, Hendren, & Katz, 2016; Raver, Blair, 
& Garrett-Peters, 2015) that allowed systematic 
observation of different environments on family 
processes. Results from the Moving to 
Opportunity Experiment consistently suggest 
that parenting practices are sensitive to the outer 
world, and that by improving this outer world it is 
possible to achieve better family and child out-
comes (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).

 Future Directions for Research

There are important questions in the field that 
remain unanswered. Firstly, it is key to explore 
the specific processes through which housing and 
neighborhood characteristics affect family pro-
cesses. Most research has found associations 
between poor environmental conditions, inade-
quate parenting practices and suboptimal child 
development. However, the mechanisms or path-
ways through which poor housing and neighbor-
hood conditions lead to these negative outcomes 
are unclear. Conceptual models of the specific 
processes are needed, as these models are crucial 
to developing operational hypotheses to be tested.

Future research should also aim to answer 
whether intentional changes in environmental 
conditions, such as housing and neighborhood, 
produce an effect on health and family processes. 
The ideal approach for answering this question is 
to conduct randomized controlled trials (RCTs). 
RCTs in this field are virtually nonexistent, 

except for one frequently cited example—
Moving to Opportunities in the US (Chetty et al., 
2016; Ludwig et al., 2013). However, in this RCT 
families were randomized to moving or not mov-
ing to non-poor areas and a neighborhood-level 
intervention was not directly examined. The main 
challenge for conducting RCTs in this field is the 
lack of a clear understanding of what the inter-
vention should be. Designing housing and neigh-
borhood interventions requires further elucidation 
into the processes and mechanisms through 
which these environmental factors affect the 
child and the family. Some authors have sug-
gested that emotional dysregulation and negative 
emotions (such as frustration and irritability due 
to the myriad of hassles associated with substan-
dard living conditions) are a potential mechanism 
that can be targeted through psychological inter-
ventions (Kim et  al., 2013; Raver et  al., 2015). 
Another underlying mechanism that could be tar-
geted is stimulus overload and chaos through 
neighborhood redesign and reshaping initiatives. 
In sum, better theory is needed in order to design 
interventions and build a stronger research base.

In terms of measurement, there is a need to 
develop housing and neighborhood measures that 
are relevant to child development. Measurement 
of key dimensions varies widely across studies 
and some suggest the need to reach a consensus 
on the physical, financial, and psychological 
aspects of the home that should be included. 
Finally, it is important that longitudinal and 
cohort studies of children include reliable and 
valid measures of housing and neighborhood 
characteristics. Environmental and physical fac-
tors surrounding children and families should be 
measured more often and incorporated into future 
studies.

 Implications for Policy and Practice

While some parenting programs consider the 
broader context by incorporating a population 
health framework, other programs operate as if 
families live in a vacuum, or in other words, as if 
they exist without social relationships beyond 
their immediate circle. Research suggests that 
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macro-level systems, such as the neighborhood 
and the community, have a powerful impact on 
parenting practices and the way families relate. 
Thus, it is important to consider the broader con-
text in which parenting occurs when designing 
and implementing parenting interventions.

It is clear from the research reviewed so far 
that housing, neighborhoods and communities 
contribute to the decisions parents make about 
how to raise their children. Interventions need to 
be developed taking into account this evidence. 
In terms of housing, public policies should focus 
on offering parents of young children the neces-
sary stability to reduce psychological distress and 
coercive practices that put child development at 
risk. Importantly, research suggests that parents 
in poor neighborhoods tend to isolate from others 
and engage in more restrictive parenting prac-
tices. Interventions should focus on building 
community networks and reducing this sense of 
isolation, thus also contributing to increasing col-
lective efficacy, social cohesion, and social con-
trol within a particular setting.

Governments should make consistent efforts 
to strengthen communities. This starts by invest-
ing in those local institutions that affect children 
the most: child care and school services, as well 
as after school programs. Importantly, commu-
nity systems should identify those parents that 
are positive, capable role models and connect 
them with other parents who might be able to 
learn from their experience. Families should also 
be empowered to search for support and agitate 
for better services. If interventions to increase 
parental agency are targeted to leaders within a 
community it is possible to increase community 
agency through a snowballing effect. Housing 
design can facilitate or inhibit the formation and 
maintenance of support networks. Therefore, 
housing should include spaces to support infor-
mal contact with neighbors and adequate safe 
play spaces for children.

In sum, public policies so far have mainly 
focused on the design and implementation of 
micro-level interventions to support parents and 
provide them with the necessary skills for relat-
ing with their children. However, this relation-
ship does not occur in isolation. The parent–child 

relationship is shaped by the context in which it 
occurs. For positive human development, it is key 
to implement interventions that prompt the devel-
opment of support and community networks, and 
assist families in having adequate housing and 
living conditions.

 Conclusions

Purely individual-based explanations for parent-
ing and family processes are insufficient and fail 
to capture important contextual and social deter-
minants. A body of research suggests that hous-
ing, neighborhoods and communities have an 
important effect on parenting practices and child 
development. Specifically, poor quality and 
unstable housing is associated with harsh and 
ineffective parenting practices which contribute 
to poorer cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 
outcomes for children. Neighborhood structural 
characteristics (such as high levels of poverty 
and ethnic diversity) lead to family isolation and 
fewer opportunities for social support, which in 
turns affects parents and children. Poor neigh-
borhoods are also characterized by lower social 
control and less social cohesion. These organiza-
tional aspects of neighborhoods impact the 
development of community networks, which are 
important to prevent child maltreatment. Parents 
who have community support report less psy-
chological stress and more effective parenting 
practices.

Research in this field is growing. Nevertheless, 
scholars still need to disentangle causal pathways 
through which these environmental factors 
impact family processes, and develop conceptual 
models that will allow the design of interven-
tions. RCTs testing the effectiveness of macro- 
level interventions, such as the Moving to 
Opportunities Experiment in the US, are few. 
Although changing communities might take sev-
eral generations, impact evaluations are needed 
in order to improve the lives of those living in 
suboptimal environmental conditions.
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