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Abstract Substantial evidence in the behavioral and social
sciences has accrued in support of numerous intervention
programs and policies bearing on improving the lives of
children and families. To this end, Clinical Child and
Family Psychology Review features a special journal issue
on “Evolving Toward a More Nurturing Society.” The
field has achieved numerous advances regarding how to
create and promote nurturing environments that foster
successful development and prevent psychological and
behavioral problems in children and youth. Such advances
cut across multiple strategies (e.g., programs and inter-
ventions, practices, and public policies), settings (e.g.,
family, school including preschool and K-12, service sec-
tors, community), domains (e.g., behavioral health, par-
enting, cognitive and academic functioning, nutrition,
physical activity, obesity, safety, and many other domains),
and developmental periods of childhood. The special
journal issue showcases a sampling of strategies and
domains relevant to producing optimal conditions of nur-
turance for children and families.
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This article introduces a special journal issue in Clinical
Child and Family Psychology Review on “Evolving Toward
a More Nurturing Society.” The premise underlying this
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special issue is that substantial evidence in the behavioral
and social sciences has accrued in support of numerous
intervention programs and policies bearing on improving the
lives of children and families.

It is easy to overlook how much progress the behavioral
sciences have made. Most scientists specialize in fairly
narrow areas of study because that division of labor is most
productive. As a result even many behavioral scientists
might not realize how much progress has been made. And
those outside the behavioral and social sciences are even
less likely to be aware of our progress. But over the last
50 years it is fair to say that the behavioral and social
sciences have made more progress in understanding human
behavior than occurred in the previous 1000 years. We
have identified the major influences on psychological and
behavioral problems and have made significant progress in
understanding how social determinants influence these
problems as well as physical health. More importantly,
behavioral scientists have identified a wide range of family,
school, and community interventions, as well as policies,
that have proven beneficial in increasing the proportion of
the population experiencing healthy, productive, and caring
lives.

Undoubtedly, the concept of a nurturing environment
though simple in words is multidimensional and intricate in
nature and application. A useful framework put forth by
Biglan et al. (2012) defines a nurturing environment for
children and youth as one that fosters successful develop-
ment and prevents psychological and behavioral problems.
This framework postulates that nurturing environments
reflect four operating principles: (1) minimization of bio-
logically and psychologically toxic events and conditions;
(2) teaching, promotion, and frequent reinforcement of pro-
social behavior (including the many skills and self-regu-
latory behaviors needed to become productive adults); (3)
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monitoring and limiting the influences and opportunities
for problem behavior; and, (4) promotion of flexibility and
pragmatic thinking that permits the embracing of pro-so-
ciality (Biglan 2015; Biglan et al. 2012).

The impetus for this special issue is that there have been
numerous and significant advances regarding the contribu-
tions of the behavioral and social sciences to nurturing
environments. Such advances cut across multiple strategies
(e.g., programs and interventions, practices, and public
policies), settings (e.g., family, school including preschool
and K-12, service sectors, community), domains (e.g.,
behavioral health, parenting, cognitive and academic func-
tioning, nutrition, physical activity, obesity, safety, and
many other domains), and developmental periods of child-
hood. The topics covered in the articles for this special issue
represent only a sampling of strategies and domains relevant
to producing optimal conditions of nurturance for children
and families. The articles address: (1) public health inter-
vention to strengthen the acquisition of language and emer-
gent literacy in young children; (2) broad implementation of
effective practices to increase pro-sociality in schools; (3)
dissemination of evidence-based parenting support as a
population health strategy; (4) prevention of obesity in
children and adolescents; (5) policies pertaining to family
economic security that can and do contribute to child and
family health; and, (6) application of cogent policies and
procedures in child welfare systems to bring about better
outcomes for children caught up in those systems.

The ultimate benefit of our work can be measured by the
proportion of the population that is living long and pro-
ductive lives. A number of the articles showcase how
advances of the past four decades are being translated into
improvements in the well-being of entire populations. The
nature of this approach to prevention provides an important
opportunity to develop much needed models for economic
modeling and analysis to understand the potential benefits
relative to the investment costs in the context of popula-
tion-wide promotion of child well-being.

Beyond the examples found in this special issue, there
are many other areas of progress and need relative to the
promotion of nurturing environments positively impacting
child well-being (Mick et al. 2012). Pertinent research and
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strategies are emerging in areas such as the reduction of
bullying (Bradshaw 2015), the prevention of child abuse
(Prinz 2016), the strengthening of emotional and behav-
ioral self-regulation (Greenberg and Lippold 2013; Sanders
and Mazzucchelli 2013), and the promotion of kindness
and compassion in children and adults (Ponischil 2014).
We hope that the kinds of applications exemplified in this
special issue will further advance the efforts of scientists
from many disciplines to translate what we have been
learning into increases in the well-being of entire popula-
tions. Science has changed the world massively over the
past 200 years—often for the better and sometimes for the
worse. But its most important contribution might yet be the
development of societies that nurture the well-being of
every person.
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