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1 Social Change and Adolescent Development:
Issues and Challenges

Lisa J. Crockett and Rainer K. Silbereisen

Like other phases of the life span, adolescence is shaped by the sociocultural context
in which it occurs. The skills young people are expected to master, the kinds of
choices they must make, and the settings they negotiate during the adolescent years
are prescribed by social institutions (e.g., the educational system) and by shared
expectations concerning the requirements for success in adulthood (Crockett, 1997).
Social change, which entails large-scale alterations in ideological, technological,
and economic systems within societies, has significant implications for adolescent
development. For example, social change can affect the structure and dynamics of
social contexts that adolescents experience on a daily basis such as family, school,
and youth groups. It can also alter the social institutions and cultural belief systems
that organize the adolescent period.

Social change has diverse origins. In some cases, change is spurred by pivotal
historical events that can abruptly alter the opportunity matrix for young people’s
development. Examples include political revolutions such as the break-up of the
former Eastern bloc, ethnic conflicts as exemplified in the Balkans, immigration,
religious movements such as the fundamentalist upsurge in several Islamic coun-
tries, and technological breakthroughs that reorient large segments of the economy.
In other cases, changes in social organization occur more gradually as with the
post–World War II increase in women’s labor force participation, the recent rise in
divorce, and the growing proportion of elderly in many industrialized countries.

Determining the consequences of such societal-level changes for adolescent de-
velopment presents formidable challenges. Social change on one or more dimen-
sions must be documented, the complex processes through which social change
may affect adolescents must be identified, and the hypothesized causal processes
must be linked empirically to adolescent outcomes. In this chapter, we discuss
these challenges and the conceptual issues they raise. We begin with one example
of social change and use it as a springboard for discussing four questions:

1. What kinds of contextual changes are produced by social change?
2. How (through what mediating processes) do these changes affect adolescent devel-

opment and well-being?

1
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3. What individual and contextual factors appear to moderate these processes and their
outcomes?

4. What are the implications of social change for adolescent adjustment?

Finally, we outline the organization of the present volume as it relates to these
issues.

The Great Depression: An Example of Social Change

The myriad pathways through which social change affects adolescent development
are illustrated in Elder’s studies of the Great Depression (Elder, 1974). During the
1930s, the economic downturn created financial strains for many families in the
United States. To cope with hardships such as decreased earnings and loss of credit,
families had to reduce expenses and find ways to generate additional income. In
response to this need, adolescent boys initiated income-earning activities earlier than
usual by finding work outside the home. Adolescent girls contributed to the family
economy by helping their mothers produce goods for the family’s use. These two
kinds of work brought differential rewards. As a consequence of working for pay,
boys gained independence from parental supervision, exhibited more autonomous
behavior, and developed higher self-esteem. In contrast, the work of girls was
unpaid, and thus they had no personal earnings to buy goods (e.g., nice clothes)
that would have increased their status in the peer group. Moreover, rather than
increasing their independence, girls’ work tied them firmly to home. Thus, girls
did not experience the benefits of working that accrued to boys. Although boys and
girls both had to adapt to family hardship resulting from the economic downturn,
the roles available to boys and girls differed, fostering different experiences.

The long-term consequences of early economic disadvantage also differed for
adolescent boys and girls. Most of the boys served in World War II and profited from
postwar educational benefits (the GI Bill). As a result, many had career achieve-
ments comparable to peers whose families had not suffered economically during
the Depression. In contrast, economically disadvantaged girls tended to marry early
and devote themselves to raising children. Many girls entered the labor force during
World War II but were subsequently laid off to provide jobs for returning veterans.
Although their lives were in keeping with the prevailing social norms of the 1950s,
these women exhibited psychological disadvantage relative to peers as reflected in
poorer self-esteem and mental health (Elder, 1974). Thus, adult opportunity struc-
tures, which differed for males and females, interacted with adolescent experiences
to shape the lives and adjustment of Depression-era adolescents.

Apart from altering adolescents’ economic roles within the family, financial
pressures during the Depression often disrupted family relationships and parenting.
Strains related to job loss, bankruptcy, and depleted savings frequently led to marital
disputes. Marital clashes, in turn, resulted in a deterioration in family climate and
parental socialization efforts. Not surprisingly, such repercussions were associated
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with lower psychological well-being in the children. Notably, marital clashes and
disputes were exacerbated if the father showed explosive tendencies initially or had a
difficult temperament. The financial crisis accentuated these personality attributes,
increasing the hostility experienced by the children (Caspi & Bem, 1990; Elder
& Caspi, 1990). Thus, although family functioning mediated some of the effects
of economic pressures on adolescent adjustment, the personality of key players
(particularly the accentuation of negative dispositions) was an important moderator
of these effects.

This example shows that social change operates at multiple levels, from the imme-
diate social contexts adolescents experience to national alterations in opportunities
for employment, military service, and education. These effects, often moderated
by the behavior of parents, may alter adolescent development in myriad ways, for
example, by affecting family roles and relationships, by delaying or accelerating
entry into adult work and family roles, or by influencing psychological well-being.
In turn, adolescents’ experiences affect their subsequent development by interacting
with the array of opportunities and risks present in a given historical era to influence
adult attainments.

Elder’s work also underscored the point that social change can affect people
differentially on the basis of such individual characteristics as gender and age.
The differential impact of family economic hardship for adolescent girls and boys
has already been described. Additionally, age was found to interact with gender.
Whereas adolescent girls were more vulnerable than boys to negative outcomes
of family economic hardship, among younger children, boys were the more vul-
nerable gender (Elder, 1974; see also Werner & Smith, 1982). Other individual
characteristics also proved important for Depression-era adolescents; for example,
physically unattractive girls were especially likely to experience paternal rejection
under conditions of financial hardship (Elder, Nguyen, & Caspi, 1985).

In sum, the impact of social change is far from uniform. Economic or political
crises such as the Depression do not reach all members of a population equally: Some
people are more closely linked to the crisis and more likely to experience its effects.
Furthermore, the consequences of an event vary according to age, gender, and other
characteristics of the person and social context. Thus, some processes (e.g., family
financial pressure) may have differential effects for distinct subgroups of adoles-
cents. Indeed, different processes or mechanisms may be active for such subgroups.

Contextual Changes Produced by Social Change

Identifying the mechanisms linking social change to adolescent development at a
given time and place requires an understanding of the sociocultural context and how
it is changing. The ecological and life course perspectives provide insights into the
social environment and the elements that may change under conditions of social up-
heaval. The ecological perspective affords a differentiated view of the environment
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by dividing it into multiple levels that influence each other (Bronfenbrenner, 1979,
1989). The life course perspective identifies the constraints on development im-
posed by social norms and institutions and elucidates the ways in which individuals
negotiate their life course in the context of these social constraints (Elder, 1998;
Mayer, 1986). Both perspectives posit a dynamic interplay between individual and
social context that shapes the course of development.

From an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989), adolescent devel-
opment takes place within the immediate social contexts of everyday life: the family,
the peer group, the school, and, increasingly, the adolescent workplace. The roles
and relationships within these “microsystems” form the basis of daily interactions
between the adolescent and the social environment which, over time, shape individ-
ual development. Furthermore, these contexts are embedded in a multilevel envi-
ronmental structure in which “overarching cultural and social belief systems. . . cut
across and impinge on multiple microsystems” (Wachs, 1996, p. 796). This sug-
gests that changes in cultural and institutional patterns can influence adolescent
development in multiple ways.

First, such changes can alter the structure and dynamics of particular microsys-
tems, as when economic recessions modify family roles and dynamics (Elder, 1974),
or when prevailing attitudes about alcohol and other drug use influence norms within
the peer group (e.g., Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1994).

Second, changing institutional patterns may alter the relationships between micro-
systems involved in child socialization. For example, the collapse of the Socialist
political system in the former East Germany changed the relationship between
families and schools. Under the Socialist regime, schools were responsible for so-
cializing children to be good citizens and were required to instill values reflecting a
“socialist personality.” With unification, the task of fostering personality develop-
ment became the exclusive province of the family, and the role of schools was limited
to teaching cognitive skills. This change in the function of schools was accompanied
by a reduction in school-based extracurricular activities, which had been a primary
source of afterschool child care. The reduction left many families overwhelmed by
the need to organize child supervision and take over unfamiliar socialization ac-
tivities. Researchers have warned that this breakdown in the coordination between
microsystems could produce a “socialization vacuum” (Trommsdorff, Chakkarath,
& Heller, 1996).

Third, distal (i.e., macrosystem) forces such as the status of the job market may
also affect adolescents directly. The potential for proximal and distal effects of social
change is illustrated by the rise in divorce rates in the United States in the 1960s and
1970s and the related increase in single-parent families (e.g., Hernandez, 1997). On
one level, parental divorce alters the family microsystem because the removal of
a parent necessarily alters roles and relationships within the family (Hetherington
& Clingempeel, 1992). On another level, the increased number of single-parent
families can lead to macrosystem changes that affect adolescents. For example,
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new child support policies in the United States have been initiated to ensure that
nonresident parents contribute to the economic support of their children. In sum,
an ecological analysis suggests that social change may operate at multiple levels
of the adolescent’s social context and that alterations at one level may stimulate
changes at other levels. Changes at each level can have direct or indirect effects on
adolescent adjustment and development.

The life course perspective offers a complementary framework that emphasizes
the importance of social norms and institutions in shaping developmental paths. At a
very general level, societies provide “rough scripts and casts of characters whose in-
teractions tend to shape individual lives” (Clausen, 1991, p. 805). More concretely,
institutions such as the educational system provide fairly well-articulated paths for
individuals to follow; for example, the progression from elementary school through
secondary school to college. Furthermore, the contingencies operating between in-
stitutions support an implicit sequencing of role transitions (i.e., school completion,
job entry, marriage, and parenthood) during the transition to adulthood (Hogan &
Astone, 1986). If these contingencies change suddenly in the wake of political
or economic events, traditional pathways and timetables may be disrupted, leaving
young people to negotiate the transition to adulthood with few institutional supports.

The life course perspective also emphasizes the connection between distinct
periods of the life span. Adolescence is viewed as a staging ground for adulthood,
a period when young people make decisions (knowingly or unknowingly) that
have important implications for their subsequent development (Crockett & Crouter,
1995). The choices adolescents make (e.g., to attend college or not) affect the
opportunities and obstacles they encounter in their adult lives.

The utility of combining the ecological and life course perspectives is evident
in cases of radical alterations in political or economic systems. For example, the
reunification of Germany, an instance of macrosystem change, produced a marked
shift in institutional arrangements in the former Eastern bloc countries. Institutional
supports that had guaranteed employment, financial security, health care, and child
care collapsed, creating a situation in which traditional routines no longer brought
the expected results (Heinz, 1996). Thus, reunification affected the dynamics of
such microsystems as family and the workplace, and these effects had implications
for individual functioning.

Reunification also affected optimal strategies for managing the transition to adult-
hood. In the former East Germany, preparing for a profession was institutionalized
as an integrated sequence of training experiences, apprenticeships, and employ-
ment opportunities. Once young people chose a profession (with strong guidance
from parents and teachers), they could slip into an institutional mold and be carried
toward a career without the risk of unexpected changes along the way. Moreover,
a secure, full-time job was virtually guaranteed. In this context, early vocational
choice and commitment were instrumental and brought rewards. In contrast, peo-
ple in West Germany had more vocational options but without the guarantee of
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secure, full-time jobs; also, technological change was in progress. Under these cir-
cumstances, greater flexibility regarding vocational choice was beneficial; it was
better to remain open to new information and alert to emerging options than to ad-
here to firm vocational commitments (Kerpelman, Pittman, & Lamke, 1997). With
unification, adolescents in the former East Germany are now confronting this un-
familiar scenario and will need to adjust their strategies and timetables concerning
vocational identity.

In summary, the ecological and life course perspectives provide complementary
frameworks for analyzing the impact of social change. Social change can alter the
structure and dynamics of everyday contexts such as the family or the relations be-
tween these contexts. Moreover, social change can alter the institutions that support
particular choices and life paths. Presumably, these changes affect adolescents’
development by altering their goals, strategies, and choices.

Mediating Processes: Perceptions, Goals, and Plans

With age, children become increasingly able to select and shape their environments
in ways that influence their development (e.g., Lerner, 1982). Increased capacity in
this regard is a hallmark of adolescence; compared with children, adolescents have
greater cognitive and behavioral capabilities that enable them to influence their en-
vironments. Moreover, in Westernized nations, adolescents are granted increased
autonomy to make decisions with long-term consequences (e.g., dropping out of
high school, attending college, getting married). Thus, adolescents have consider-
able opportunity to set goals and plan their future, although there is tremendous vari-
ability in how much goal-setting and planning actually occurs. Individuals can use
several cognitive mechanisms to shape their development actively, including per-
sonal goals, identity, efficacy beliefs, and planful competence (e.g., Brandtst¨adter,
1997; Clausen, 1991). These processes may mediate the effects of social change on
adolescent development.

Personal Goals

Adolescents set goals that guide their actions and influence their subsequent devel-
opment. In recent psychological research, concepts such as personal tasks (Little,
1993), life tasks (Cantor, 1994), and personal goals (Nurmi, 1993) have been used
to characterize such efforts. These concepts have a problem-solving metaphor in
common: adolescents are thought to perceive social expectations and to define tasks
for themselves based on these expectations. For example, Nurmi (e.g., 1989) has
shown that adolescents’ (and adults’) personal goals reflect culturally based devel-
opmental tasks associated with their phase of life. How adolescents translate these
expectations into personal striving is a product of their individual interests, per-
ceptions of viable options, and capacity for strategic planning. Social change may
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alter young people’s goals (e.g., by changing the available options, the value placed
on particular goals, or the capabilities and credentials required for accomplishing
particular goals).

Identity

The development of personal goals is related to the broader process of identity
formation. By many accounts (Erikson, 1968; Havighurst, 1948/1972), forming
an identity is the overarching task of adolescence, subsuming more circumscribed
tasks such as pursuing one’s education, choosing a vocation, or establishing mature
relationships with peers. Following Erikson (1968) and more recent work by Marcia
(1980) and Waterman (1982), the development of a coherent, integrated sense of
self is linked to finding one’s niche in society and acquiring a sense of self as
existing through time. Young people who have formed an identity know who they
are, where they came from, and where they are headed. An identity provides a
framework linking personal goals and choices to the life course as a whole.

Some kinds of social change may interfere with the usual process of identity
formation. For example, the array of available occupations may change, delaying
the formation of a vocational identity. Additionally, some people may experience
a disjuncture in their personal biography if past achievements that are central to
their identity become irrelevant in the new social order. As an example, the trans-
formation to market economies in former European Socialist countries shifted the
nature of the personal and social skills needed for success. Characteristics such as
impression management, communication skills, and willingness to take risks and
show responsibility became more important than before for both blue and white
collar workers (Baethge, Andretta, Naevecke, Rossbach, & Trier, 1996; Koehler,
1996). Presumably, adolescents perceived these new requirements and reoriented
their goals accordingly. By inducing new personal goals, social change affected
identity formation and other aspects of development.

Self-Efficacy

Control or efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1995) represent a third important mechanism
of self-produced development. Without the belief that one is able to arrange things
in a way that facilitates achievement of one’s goals and enhances life satisfaction,
the motivation for goal-directed action would be lost (Silbereisen & Eyferth, 1986).
Adolescents who lack such beliefs might withdraw from the challenge of shaping
their futures or pursue their goals less energetically or in less cognitively sophis-
ticated ways. Most important, only those convinced of their efficacy will seek out
and explore new settings that further stimulate their developmental progress.

Recent experiences in former Eastern bloc countries suggest that social change
can influence adolescents’ efficacy-related beliefs. Grob et al. (1996) compared
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adolescents from seven Western and seven former Eastern bloc countries in terms
of perceived control. They found higher scores among Eastern bloc youth and
speculated that the rapid expansion of individual freedom had stimulated an increase
in perceptions of personal autonomy and efficacy.

Planful Competence

Individuals also shape their development through planning. Strategic planning en-
tails more than formulating and pursuing goals; it requires a clear mental represen-
tation of a course of action in terms of strategies, sequencing of activities, and so
forth. Clausen (1991) reported important differences among adolescents in “plan-
ful competence,” which is defined as a combination of dependability, intellectual
investment, and self-confidence.

Societal change can alter the extent to which planful competence plays a role in
young people’s future-oriented choices. In a recent study, Shanahan and his col-
leagues (Shanahan, Elder, & Miech, 1997) compared two cohorts of gifted men.
One cohort faced the poor job prospects of the Depression era; the other encoun-
tered the boom economy of the post–World War II period. The different economic
milieus were associated with differential effects of planful competence. Men of the
older cohort tended to stay in school regardless of their level of planful compe-
tence, apparently waiting for better times. In contrast, planfully competent men in
the later cohort received more education than their less planful peers. Evidently,
the limited employment opportunities of the Depression constrained behavioral
choices, reducing the role of planful competence in men’s educational decisions.

The foregoing suggests a general model of the processes mediating social change
effects. Social change entails alterations in cultural beliefs, social institutions, or
both. Changes at this more distal level affect operations within immediate social con-
texts (microsystems) as well as the beliefs espoused by parents, peers, and the media.
In turn, altered roles, relationships and practices within proximal social contexts, in
conjunction with perceptions of economic opportunities and vocational options, are
likely to influence adolescents’ personal goals, strategies for attaining their goals,
identity, self-efficacy beliefs, and planful competence. These perceptions are then
translated into actions and choices that shape subsequent development.

Moderators of Social Change Effects

As noted earlier, the effects of social change do not apply uniformly to an entire
population. Rather, effects vary as a function of the individual’s age or developmen-
tal status at the time of the social transformation. A contemporary example comes
from research on values in East and West Germany after unification. The differ-
ence in collectivist values was small in 1991, but even smaller by 1996, reflecting
the effects of unification (Reitzle & Silbereisen, 1997). However, the decrease in
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collectivist values among former East Germans was not uniform. Rather, those who
were adolescents at the time of unification (and had spent their adolescent “impres-
sionable” years under East German conditions) showed less change in attitudes
than those who were younger at the time of unification.1 More broadly, personal
characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, temperament, and other “developmentally
instigative” characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1989) condition how people respond
to an individual and how the individual engages the social world. These character-
istics moderate the effects of social change on development.

For example, psychological characteristics such as self-efficacy and locus of con-
trol alter the impact of social change. Among former East Germans, individuals who
exhibited higher internal control beliefs were generally more successful following
unification than their peers, particularly regarding employment (Diewald, Huinink,
& Heckhausen, 1996). Thus, an internal locus of control served a protective function
in the wake of social upheaval.

Implications for Adolescent Adjustment

Social change is expected to have implications for adolescent development and
adjustment. Although some degree of social change is characteristic of modern in-
dustrialized societies, changes that alter the organization of social life are presumed
to present major adaptive challenges that can overburden the coping capacities of
some young people. This should be especially true when young people are also
attempting to cope with the normative changes of adolescence or with nonnorma-
tive life events such as parental death (e.g., Petersen, 1987). Certainly, the degree
of challenge depends on the scale, rate, and pervasiveness of change: Large-scale
political reorganizations that permeate all levels of society may have greater effects
than more circumscribed changes that primarily affect a single microsystem. Where
change is more gradual and limited, most people can find a balance between what
worked in the past and what the new situation requires. Thus, the danger lies not in
change per se but in rapid, pervasive change.

Further, as is true for most crises, social change implies both risks and opportuni-
ties. The balance between these two sides of the coin is not the same across phases
of the life span or for individuals who held different social positions before the
change. We might expect a less orderly progression to adulthood for many youth
during periods of rapid social change and a greater chance of failure en route for
those unable to adapt to new demands and take advantage of new opportunities.
At the same time, for youth whose projected life course before the change would
have been rigidly prescribed and economically limited, the disruption in normative
patterns opens up new avenues for achievement and personal satisfaction. As noted
earlier, the impact of such societal changes will also depend in part on characteristics
of the individual (temperamental, social, cognitive) that affect the ways in which
adolescents negotiate the changing social, political, and economic landscape.
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In summary, social change can be studied as a natural experiment in which
the social parameters that sustain normative developmental patterns are in flux. By
examining these changes and assessing their impact on adolescent development, we
can learn which parameters comprise critical social supports. Furthermore, because
rapid, large-scale social change is presumably stressful (disrupting institutional
contingencies and creating uncertainty about optimal courses of action), the study
of social change enables a look at the impact of stress on adolescent functioning
and the identification of factors that may enhance resilience.

Organization of the Present Volume

The implications of social change for adolescent development and the processes
through which effects of social change occur are the subject of the present volume.
Currently, we know little about the diverse ways in which social change affects
adolescence, the mechanisms involved, and the impact of distinct kinds of social
change (e.g., limited or pervasive). Equally important, there is limited information
on the role of individual characteristics in determining adolescents’ responses to
social change, although some research has begun to address this issue with adults
(Bandura, 1995). Thus, we do not know which characteristics may be most beneficial
in helping young people cope successfully.

This volume is organized around several themes emerging from the preceding dis-
cussion: models of social change effects, implications of social change for the nature
and timing of adolescent transitions, impact of social change on immediate contexts
(family, peer group, and neighborhood), the relation of social change to adolescent
health and well-being, and implications for social intervention. In the first section,
Elder and Russell offer a multilevel model of the intersection of social change and in-
dividual lives; they provide a “road map” of the points at which social change affects
individual development. The chapter by Brooks-Gunn and colleagues examines so-
cial change through the lens of intergenerational differences in teenage childbearing.
The commentary chapter by Trommsdorff offers a complementary model of social
change effects that emphasizes the role of the individual’s subjective experience.

The second section addresses the implications of social change for the nature
and timing of adolescents’ developmental transitions. Schlegel focuses on adoles-
cents’ ability to borrow cultural forms (e.g., traditions) from other societies and
incorporate them into their own developmental transitions, thereby participating
in the production of social change. Bynner shows that the nature and timing of
adolescents’ developmental transitions are altered as a side effect of social change,
and that these alterations have differential consequences for adolescents who oc-
cupy distinct positions in the social structure. The chapter by Silbereisen compares
the timing of developmental transitions in former East and West Germany after
unification and shows that East–West differences in individual timetables reflect
the distinct institutional patterns that existed before unification. The commentary
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chapter by Shanahan and Hood focuses on human agency and its role in adolescents’
responses to social change.

The third section tackles the impact of social change on particular social contexts.
Noack examines the role of unification on adolescent peer groups and norms and
notes that similar cultural practices can yield different outcomes in different settings.
Bertram shows that the distribution of family types (singles, married couples, wid-
ows) has changed over the 20th century and that this has potential implications for
adolescent development. Sampson discusses the changing neighborhood patterns
affecting some U.S. cities and their implications for the control of adolescents and
neighborhood crime. The commentary chapter by Flanagan highlights the active
role of adolescents as agents of social change.

The fourth section addresses the issue of adolescent health. Conger and col-
leagues summarize their tests of a path model linking family economic pressure
to marital distress, parent–child interaction, and adolescent emotional well-being.
Schulenberg and colleagues examine adolescent well-being across multiple U.S.
cohorts and find that post–high school changes in psychological well-being and
substance use are largely similar for cohorts who graduated between the mid-1970s
and mid-1990s. In his commentary, Boehnke discusses the challenge of capturing
social change through the study of cohorts.

The fifth section applies our emerging knowledge of social change to the de-
sign and implementation of interventions aimed at fostering healthy adolescent
development. The dilemma is how to prepare youth for adulthood when ongoing
social change makes the future difficult to predict. Hamilton and Hamilton argue
for better coordination among the various institutions that adolescents must navi-
gate, especially the school-to-work-transition. Takanishi focuses on “basic survival
skills” needed to make a successful transition to adulthood and identifies general
strategies for social intervention. In her commentary chapter, Petersen identifies the
challenge of preparing youth for a future that cannot be fully divined and empha-
sizes the importance of family and community in supporting a successful transition
to adulthood in times of social change.
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