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The purpose of this article is to illustrate how an ecodevelopmental perspective on risk and
protection can be applied to the study and prevention of unsafe sexual behavior in Hispanic
immigrant adolescents. Special attention is given to culturally based ecodevelopmental risk and
protective processes that may influence unsafe sexual behavior among Hispanic adolescents.
Principles for designing prevention programs to offset these risks are offered on the basis of an
ecodevelopmental HIV prevention program that has been developed and is currently being tested.

The purpose of this article is to describe how
ecodevelopmental theory (Szapocznik & Coatsworth,
1999) can be applied to the study and prevention of
unsafe sexual behavior in Hispanic immigrant ado-
lescents. Ecodevelopmental theory is a conceptual
model that describes the interconnections among var-
ious sources of risk and protection in adolescents’
life. Special attention is given to culturally based
ecodevelopmental risk and protective processes that
may influence unsafe sexual behavior among His-
panic adolescents. This article is organized into three
primary sections. First, we describe the epidemiology
of HIV in the U.S. population and among U.S. His-
panics in particular. Second, we introduce ecodevel-
opmental theory, a social–ecological framework for
organizing risk and protective factors in adolescents’
environments, with special emphasis on HIV risk in
Hispanic immigrant adolescents. Last, we discuss the
implications of ecodevelopmental theory for HIV
prevention interventions with Hispanic early adoles-
cents by presenting aspects of Familias Unidas, our
ecodevelopmentally based prevention program.

Epidemiology of HIV

The HIV epidemic has been, and will continue to
be, a major public health concern. As of 2001, HIV
had been implicated in more than 450,000 deaths in
the United States alone (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention [CDC-P], 2002a). Although HIV has
affected persons of all ages, 13- to 19-year-old youth
are the fastest growing group of new HIV cases
(CDC-P, 2002a). The HIV incidence for this popu-
lation increased threefold between 1990 and 2000
(CDC-P, 2000) and is expected to continue to in-
crease (Office of National AIDS Policy, 2000).

The prevalence of unprotected sexual intercourse
among adolescents is one of the factors responsible
for the high incidence of new HIV cases. In 1999, the
last year for which official statistics are available,
50% of high school seniors reported having had
sexual intercourse, and 20% reported four or more
lifetime sexual partners (CDC-P, 2002b). Moreover,
of those adolescents who reported having sex within
the 3 months prior to completing the survey, only
58% reported using a condom at last intercourse.
Clearly, youth represent a population at high, and
likely increasing, risk for HIV infection (Office of
National AIDS Policy, 2000).

Although these national statistics are alarming,
what may be even more disconcerting is that Hispan-
ics, the largest minority group in the United States,
appear to be at heightened risk for contracting HIV.
As of the 2000 census, 32.8 million Hispanics resided
legally in the United States (Therrien & Ramirez,
2000), along with several million undocumented His-
panic immigrants (Bean, Corona, Tuiran, Woodrow-
Lafield, & van Hook, 2001). This represents approx-
imately 13% of the total U.S. population (Guzmán,
2001). However, in 2000, the most recent year for
which official health statistics are available, Hispan-
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ics accounted for 19% of new HIV cases reported
(CDC-P, 2002c). That same year, the HIV contrac-
tion rate per 100,000 individuals was 22.5 among
Hispanics, more than three times the rate for non-
Hispanic Whites (i.e., 6.1; CDC-P, 2002c). Given (a)
the increasing HIV prevalence rates among adoles-
cents (CDC-P, 2000), (b) the youthful nature of the
U.S. Hispanic population (approximately one third of
all Hispanics are under the age of 18; Guzmán,
2001), and (c) the Hispanic population’s rate of ex-
pansion (Hispanics are projected to comprise 16% of
the U.S. population in 2020; Day, 1996), preventing
HIV in Hispanic youth is an important issue on which
to focus prevention efforts.

Because of the growing numbers of youth con-
tracting HIV, HIV prevention programs for adoles-
cents have begun to emerge (e.g., DiIorio et al., 2001;
Jemmott et al., 2000; Krauss et al., 2000). Many of
these prevention programs focus on targeting factors
in the social environment, particularly family-related
processes, that increase or reduce adolescents’ risks
for HIV exposure (Perrino, Gonzalez-Soldevilla,
Pantin, & Szapocznik, 2000).

Ecodevelopmental Theory

Research suggests that unsafe sexual activity in
adolescence is at least partly determined by a multi-
plicity of conditions in the youth’s social ecology
(e.g., Kotchick, Shaffer, & Forehand, 2001; K.
Miller, Forehand, & Kotchick, 2000). Risk factors for
unsafe sexual activity are situated at varying “dis-
tances” from the adolescent. Some, such as parent–
adolescent communication about sex (Whitaker &
Miller, 2000), are quite proximal to the youth,
whereas others, such as social support for parents
(Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997),
are somewhat more distal. Research has shown that
risk factors do not operate in isolation; rather, they
interact with one another and compound one anoth-
er’s effects (Small & Luster, 1994). For example,
whereas exposure to sexually active peers (Bachanas
et al., 2002) and lack of parental monitoring of ado-
lescent activities (Luster & Small, 1994) are both risk
factors for unsafe sexual behavior in adolescence,
when these risk factors are both present, the total risk
for engaging in unsafe sexual behavior may be com-
pounded (Ary, Duncan, Duncan, & Hops, 1999; K.
Miller et al., 2000).

Because of the presence of risks at multiple levels
of the social environment and the potential for these
risks to compound one another’s effects, there is a
need for multidimensional understandings of risk and
protection vis-à-vis adolescent unsafe sexual activity

(e.g., Kotchick et al., 2001). Such models must be
comprehensive enough to address the multiplicity of
risk and protective processes, at many important lev-
els of the social context (i.e., those operating within
the family as well as those operating at other levels of
the social ecology, e.g., in the peer network), that
predispose youth to unsafe sexual behaviors. Such a
comprehensive framework, guided by empirical re-
search, could then serve as the basis for the develop-
ment of preventive and treatment interventions that
target risks at various levels of the social ecology
(e.g., Mitrani, Szapocznik, & Robinson Batista,
2000; Pantin, Schwartz, et al., 2003). Similar ecosys-
temic perspectives have been proposed to map eco-
logical influences in other areas, such as children’s
transition to kindergarten (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta,
2000).

We have titled our framework ecodevelopmental
theory (Szapocznik & Coatsworth, 1999). In our
construction of ecodevelopmental theory, we have
incorporated three primary, integrated elements: (a)
social–ecological theory, (b) developmental theory,
and (c) an emphasis on social interactions. The first
element of ecodevelopmental theory is drawn from
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) work on the social
ecology of human development. Bronfenbrenner has
organized the multiple influences on adolescent de-
velopment according to important social contexts:
macrosystems (the broad social and philosophical
ideals that define a particular culture, e.g., cultural
and societal values), exosystems (contexts in which
the adolescent does not participate directly but that
impact important members of the adolescent’s life,
e.g., parents’ social support), mesosystems (interac-
tions between important members of the different
contexts in which the adolescent participates directly,
e.g., parental monitoring of peers), and microsystems
(contexts in which the adolescent participates di-
rectly, e.g., the family, school, and peers).

The second element of ecodevelopmental theory is
a developmental perspective that emphasizes the
changing nature of youth across time as a function
not only of the adolescent’s current social context but
also of changing conditions in the social context
throughout the child’s life. Hence, a developmental
perspective is applied to the youth and his or her
social context, in which both person and context are
viewed as evolving and changing across the life span.
For example, adolescent substance abuse, a predictor
of unsafe sexual behavior (Bailey, Pollock, Martin, &
Lynch, 1999), is influenced not only by the youth’s
current social context, as manifested in family cohe-
sion and parental monitoring (Bogenschneider, Wu,
Raffaelli, & Tsay, 1998) during adolescence, but also
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possibly by previous levels of family support (Bar-
nes, Farrell, & Banerjee, 1995) and of parent–child
conflict (Duncan, Duncan, Biglan, & Ary, 1998).

The third element of ecodevelopmental theory is
social interactions. We postulate that risk and protec-
tion are expressed in the patterns of relationships and
direct transactions between individuals within and
across the different contextual levels of the social
ecology (Garbarino & Abramowitz, 1992; Szapoc-
znik & Coatsworth, 1999). For example, the amount
of social support experienced by parents is directly
predictive of the harshness or supportiveness of their
parenting (Swick & Broadway, 1997), which in turn
may affect the likelihood of adolescent HIV risk
behaviors (K. Miller, Levin, Whitaker, & Xu, 1998;
Perkins, Luster, Villarruel, & Small, 1998).

Figure 1 illustrates the nested and concentric na-
ture of ecodevelopmental theory. The following sec-
tions explore each of the systemic levels in more
detail, with an emphasis on specific processes that
may operate uniquely in the life of Hispanic immi-
grant families.

Macrosystem

The macrosystem refers to the broad social and
philosophical ideals that define a particular culture or
subculture (Schwartz, Coatsworth, Pantin, & Szapoc-
znik, 2003). American culture places great emphasis
on individualism, competition, and entrepreneurship,
and these ideals are built into American social insti-
tutions. Individuals adhering to these macrosystemic

Figure 1. Ecodevelopmental risk/protective factors for unsafe sexual behaviors in
adolescence.
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cultural ideals are more likely to receive support at
the other systemic levels than are those whose life-
style, beliefs, or social status isolates them from the
dominant macrosystem (cf. Côté, 1993).

For Hispanic immigrant families, the primary mac-
rosystem-level difficulty involves incompatibilities
between Hispanic and American culture (Coats-
worth, Pantin, & Szapocznik, 2002). For example, in
Hispanic culture, obligations to family take prece-
dence over an individual’s own wants and desires
(Santisteban, Muir-Malcolm, Mitrani, & Szapoc-
znik, 2002). American culture, however, encour-
ages individualism over familism. From an ecode-
velopmental perspective, we argue that it is pre-
cisely this clash of cultures that trickles down into
the exosystemic, mesosystemic, and microsys-
temic levels and predisposes Hispanic adolescents
toward unsafe sexual behavior (Schwartz, Pantin,
& Szapocznik, 2003).

Ecodevelopmental theory suggests that macrosys-
temic phenomena produce a “trickle-down” effect by
contributing to exosystemic problems such as paren-
tal isolation, which in turn may cut parents off from
their adolescents’ peer networks and school life (i.e.,
mesosystemic problems; Pantin, Schwartz, Coat-
sworth, Sullivan, & Szapocznik, 2003). The clinical
literature suggests that when immigrant parents are
unfamiliar with the culture of their new homeland,
they may remain isolated and not reach out for social
support (Breton, 1999; Leon & Dziegielewski, 2000).
Lack of social support, in turn, may inhibit support-
ive and involved parenting (Simons, Lorenz, Wu, &
Conger, 1993). Lack of proactive parental involve-
ment in the adolescent’s school and peer worlds then
increases the likelihood of microsystemic problems,
such as academic difficulties (Horacek, Ramey,
Campbell, Hoffman, & Fletcher, 1987) and associa-
tion with deviant peers (Ary et al., 1999). Low pa-
rental monitoring of adolescents also increases the
likelihood of substance use (Pettit, Bates, Dodge, &
Meece, 1999). Academic difficulties, association
with deviant peers, and substance use are each then
predictive of adolescent unsafe sexual behavior
(Boyer, Tschann, & Schafer, 1999; Luster & Small,
1994; Smith, 1997).

These ecodevelopmental effects may be particu-
larly important in the life of Hispanic immigrant
adolescents and families, given that for Hispanics,
experiences related to immigration and acculturation
are predictive of problem behavior generally (Gil,
Wagner, & Vega, 2000) and of unsafe sexual behav-
ior in particular (Ford & Norris, 1993).

Exosystem

Exosystemic factors, such as stressful working en-
vironment and lack of social support, may prevent
parents from being actively involved in their chil-
dren’s life (Dumas & Wahler, 1983) and may there-
fore increase their adolescents’ risks for unsafe sex-
ual behavior (Luster & Small, 1994). In the case of
Hispanic immigrant families, lack of social support,
along with stressful working environments with long
hours and low wages, may be especially salient,
given the economic problems and social marginaliza-
tion with which Hispanic immigrants often are con-
fronted (cf. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).

First, financial difficulties represent a primary
stressor for many Hispanic immigrants. As of the
2000 census, 21.2% of Hispanic legal residents were
below the poverty level, compared with 7.5% of
non-Hispanic Whites (Dalaker, 2001). The exclusion
of undocumented immigrants, who often cannot hold
legitimate jobs, from these census statistics may re-
sult in a significant underestimation of the true pov-
erty rate among the U.S. Hispanic population. Many
Hispanic immigrants, particularly Central Ameri-
cans, have low levels of education and possess few
marketable job skills (Zea, Diehl, & Porterfield,
1996), which thereby increases their likelihood of
financial difficulties. Even those Hispanic immi-
grants with advanced degrees and appreciable job
skills often encounter downward economic mobility
on entering the United States (Suárez-Orozco &
Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Because Hispanic immi-
grants’ earning potential may be severely compro-
mised, parents may need to find second and third jobs
to provide for the family’s financial needs. Such
workplace stressors can trickle down into the meso-
system and microsystem levels, distracting parents
from childrearing efforts (Galambos, Sears, Almeida,
& Kolaric, 1995) and decreasing the degree to which
they are able to be involved with, bond with, monitor,
and communicate with their adolescent (Conger et
al., 1992; Simons et al., 1993).

Second, Hispanic immigrants may be marginalized
and isolated from sources of support in their new
homeland (Breton, 1999). In their native country,
Hispanics tend to rely on extended family and com-
munity for support, and they may be surprised to find
that this support is often not available in the United
States (Leon & Dziegielewski, 2000). Cultural mis-
matches and language barriers between Hispanic im-
migrants and their more acculturated neighbors may
be partially responsible for this marginalization. Lack
of social support may prevent parents from becoming
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adequately involved in their adolescents’ life
(Grolnick et al., 1997).

Mesosystem

The degree to which parents are connected to
adolescents’ school and peer contexts is directly pre-
dictive of the risks that adolescents face in those
contexts (Coatsworth, Pantin, McBride, et al., 2002).
For example, when parents monitor their adoles-
cents’ peer activities, the adolescents are less likely to
associate with deviant peers (Ary et al., 1999; Bar-
rera, Biglan, Ary, & Li, 2001) and to engage in risky
sexual behavior (Rodgers, 1999; Romer et al., 1994).
When parents are involved in their adolescents’
school, their children are more likely to be bonded to
school and to have higher academic achievement
(Bierman & Furman, 1984), both of which are pro-
tective against adolescent unsafe sexual behavior
(Kirby, 2002). Generally speaking, the stronger the
mesosystemic connections are between parents and
other important microsystems (e.g., school and
peers), the greater the protective effect is (Garbarino
& Abramowitz, 1992). Moreover, some mesosys-
temic processes, such as parental monitoring of ado-
lescent social activities, are directly protective
against adolescent unsafe sexual behavior (B. Miller,
McCoy, Olson, & Wallace, 1986).

Additional mesosystemic risks may operate in His-
panic immigrant families. Perhaps most important,
Hispanic immigrant parents are likely to lack knowl-
edge about the systems and workings of American
society (Leon & Dziegielewski, 2000). This lack of
familiarity and knowledge may inadvertently result
in parental disconnection from adolescents’ peer and
school microsystems (K. Miller et al., 2000). For
example, in the cultures from which these parents
have emigrated, supervisory activities such as mon-
itoring adolescents’ social life and contacting teach-
ers were generally unnecessary, because teachers and
peers’ parents were often neighbors who could be
found at the local grocery store, post office, or church
(Coatsworth, Pantin, & Szapocznik, 2002). In con-
trast, American culture requires individual parents to
supervise their adolescents; parents who are unaware
of this may not attempt to learn about and intervene
in the contexts in which their adolescents participate
(cf. Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993).

Microsystem

Within each microsystem (family, peers, and
school), the teen interacts with a network of people
who affect his or her development toward either

health or dysfunction (Szapocznik & Coatsworth,
1999). Each domain possesses potential risk and pro-
tective processes that have been shown to influence
the likelihood of adolescent unsafe sexual behavior.
In the family domain, family support for the adoles-
cent (Crosby et al., 2001; Rodgers, 1999), parent–
adolescent communication (O’Sullivan, Jaramillo,
Moreau, & Meyer-Bahlburg, 1999), parent–adoles-
cent communication about sex (Whitaker & Miller,
2000), and parent–adolescent connectedness (B.
Miller, 2002) are powerful protective factors against
unsafe sexual contact. In the peer domain, associa-
tion with sexually active peers (K. Miller et al., 2000)
and peers with sex-sponsoring attitudes (Marin,
Coyle, Gomez, Carvajal, & Kirby, 2000) is associ-
ated with unsafe sexual behavior. In the school do-
main, investment in academics and a high grade point
average may be protective against adolescent unsafe
sexual activity (Luster & Small, 1994).

For Hispanic adolescents from immigrant families,
additional microsystem-level risk factors may impact
adolescent unsafe sexual behavior as well. Tradi-
tional Hispanic values, such as the insistence that
adolescents respect and obey parents, are directly
opposed to the individualistic and self-directed ori-
entation offered and modeled by acculturated peers
(Santisteban et al., 2002). Through differential levels
of exposure to Hispanic and American culture, in-
compatibilities between American culture and the
family’s culture of origin come to impact relation-
ships within the family system. Whereas parents may
associate mainly with other Hispanic immigrants,
adolescents are quickly introduced to American cus-
toms in school and through their peers (Szapocznik &
Kurtines, 1993). Through contact with acculturated
peers, immigrant adolescents may begin to internal-
ize individualistic “American” behaviors, attitudes,
values, and habits soon after arriving in the United
States, whereas parents tend to hold on to their cul-
ture-of-origin beliefs (cf. De la Rosa, Vega, & Ra-
disch, 2000). This phenomenon is known as differ-
ential acculturation (Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1980).
Parental authority, which is generally considered to
be beyond question in Hispanic cultures, is under-
mined by the adolescent’s individualistic and self-
directed “Americanized” orientation (Santisteban et
al., 2002). Therefore, normative parent–adolescent
disagreements (e.g., about completing household
chores) are compounded by cultural incompatibilities
between parents and adolescents (e.g., why parents
should be the ultimate authority), such that parents
and teens argue about macrosystem-level societal and
cultural values along with typical topics in families of
adolescents. Furthermore, the more stressful the pro-
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cess of acculturation to the host culture is for parents
and adolescents, the more likely and frequently ac-
culturation-related conflicts are to occur between par-
ents and adolescents (Gil & Vega, 1996) and the less
family oriented the adolescents are likely to be (Gil et
al., 2000). For example, if parents experience greater
than average difficulty adjusting to American culture
and finding sources of social support in the United
States, then the likelihood of conflictual parent–ado-
lescent interactions (generally related to cultural dif-
ferences) may increase.

As a consequence of differential acculturation, tra-
ditionally oriented parents may perceive their adoles-
cent’s individualistic value system (which he or she
has adopted from acculturated peers) as indicative of
behavior problems and/or a rejection of the family,
whereas, in turn, the acculturated adolescent may
perceive his or her parents as overly demanding and
controlling. In many cases, Hispanic immigrant par-
ents may not know how to handle acculturated,
Americanized adolescents, and, following multiple
unsuccessful attempts to reestablish their authority,
these parents may become frustrated and reduce their
attempts to support, communicate with, and monitor
their teens (Kurtines & Szapocznik, 1996). Once
parents have withdrawn from their adolescents, the
effect of the Hispanic adolescent’s acculturation
(Ford & Norris, 1993) may render the adolescent
more susceptible to peer influences and unsafe sexual
behavior.

In the United States, adolescents are regularly ex-
posed to sexual situations and opportunities, and thus
they need to be educated about how to respond to
sexual encounters and risks. However, Hispanic im-
migrant adolescents may be less likely than adoles-
cents from other ethnic groups to receive such guid-
ance (O’Sullivan, Meyer-Bahlburg, & Watkins,
2001). In contrast to the typical American parent–
adolescent conversation about sex and sexuality, of-
ten referred to as the “birds and bees,” parents in
Hispanic countries do not commonly talk to their
adolescents about sex, sexually transmitted diseases,
or condoms because discussion of such topics (espe-
cially by mothers, who tend to be mostly responsible
for childrearing in Hispanic cultures; Gomez &
Marin, 1991) is regarded as disrespectful, distasteful,
or indicative of the parent’s own promiscuity
(Ramirez, Gossett, Ginsburg, Taylor, & Slap, 2000).
Together with the effects of parental isolation and
lack of knowledge, these cultural differences are
likely to leave adolescents lacking knowledge about
HIV risks and ways to protect against them. When
adolescents do not acquire important information
about sexuality from their parents, they are more

likely to seek it from their peers (Whitaker & Miller,
2000), who in turn may expose the adolescent to
unsafe sexual situations that he or she lacks the skills
to resist.

Implications for Intervention

It is well known that literature on risk and protec-
tive processes can serve as a useful tool for develop-
ing prevention and intervention programs (Hawkins,
Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Perrino et al., 2000). Sim-
ilarly, the literature on cultural risk processes (i.e.,
risk that occurs when cultural patterns are mis-
matched to environmental demands) in Hispanic im-
migrant families may have significant potential to
inform the development of culturally specific HIV
prevention programs for use with this population.
Specifically, prevention programs might benefit from
knowledge of the risk processes known to operate in
Hispanic immigrant families and in their ecosystems.
In this section, we discuss some of the implications of
the risk-process literatures for the development of
interventions to promote protective processes within
the family that, in turn, can help to prevent unsafe
sexual behavior and HIV exposure in Hispanic
adolescents.

It is important to recognize that risk and protective
processes evolve and develop over time (Kazdin,
Kraemer, Kessler, Kupfer, & Offer, 1997). There-
fore, the nature of risk and protective processes and
their effects changes as children develop. For exam-
ple, a Hispanic immigrant child may be fairly com-
pliant and defer to parental authority despite being
exposed to American cultural values through contact
with Americanized peers. However, when he or she
enters adolescence, the potential for Americanized
peers to steer him or her away from Hispanic values
and toward risks for unsafe sexual behavior (e.g.,
drug use, negative attitudes toward school) may in-
crease. Ecodevelopmental theory can inform the de-
sign of preventive interventions by anticipating the
changing effects of contextual risk factors over time.
For example, parents may need to be informed about
the influences of acculturated peers before these risks
begin to take effect, so that they can develop the
supervisory networks needed to effectively monitor
their youth. Through anticipation of the changing
conditions in the youth’s social context and develop-
ment of the parents’ skills before they are faced with
these challenges, the likelihood of unsafe sexual be-
havior can be minimized even as the child’s devel-
opmental context changes.

Although it is often not possible to modify the
macrosystemic conditions in which families live, it is
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possible to foster protective factors against the dele-
terious effects of incompatibilities between Hispanic
and American cultures, the ensuing parental social
isolation, parental marginalization from mainstream
social institutions, and differential acculturation be-
tween Hispanic parents and their adolescents. In par-
ticular, garnering support for parents can help to
reduce marginalization, and educating parents about
American culture can help to bring them closer to the
culture of their youth (Pantin, Schwartz, Coatsworth,
Briones, & Szapocznik, in press) and may help to
reduce differential acculturation (Szapocznik et al.,
1986). Developing parents’ skills to promote parent–
adolescent communication about sexuality, family
support, and parent–adolescent bonding can help to
offset the risks associated with adolescents’ associa-
tions with acculturated, sexually active peers (cf.
Basen-Engquist et al., 2001; B. Miller, 2002). The
presence of such protective factors in the adoles-
cent’s ecosystem helps to prevent macrosystemic
risks from trickling down into the exosystemic, me-
sosystemic, and microsystemic levels.

Not only is it important to intervene ecosystemi-
cally to offset macrosystemic risks for unsafe sexual
behavior in Hispanic adolescents, it is also important
to do so at a young age, before adolescents become
sexually active. The fact that minority adolescents
tend to initiate sexual activity at earlier ages than do
non-Hispanic White adolescents (Kann et al., 2000)
underscores the need for early intervention. If imple-
mented early enough, preventive intervention pro-
grams can help to delay the onset of sexual activity.
Later onset of sexual activity reduces risk for engag-
ing in unprotected sex and for intercourse with mul-
tiple partners (Smith, 1997). Accordingly, HIV pre-
vention programs may best be implemented in early
adolescence, a time when sexual interest is piqued
but before most youth have initiated sexual activity
(cf. Madison, McKay, Paikoff, & Bell, 2000) and a
time when risks may appear or escalate in the school
and peer microsystems—for instance, academic
problems, poor school bonding, association with sex-
ually active (and usually older) peers, and substance
use in the company of peers (Bernstein, 2002).

Implications of Ecodevelopmental Theory
for Designing HIV Prevention Programs

for Hispanic Adolescents

The multilevel nature of ecodevelopmental theory
suggests that prevention strategies could be designed
and implemented at the exosystemic, mesosystemic,
and microsystemic levels. The risks operating at each
level of the ecosystem indicate the targets for which

prevention strategies might be designed to maximize
protection and minimize risk. Below, we reintroduce
the risks operating at each level of the Hispanic
adolescent’s ecosystem (as enumerated above) and
some examples of prevention strategies that might be
used to address these problems. To provide concrete
illustrations of such strategies, we draw on Familias
Unidas (Pantin et al., in press), a family-based pre-
ventive intervention that we have designed to reduce
risks for unsafe sexual behaviors and drug use in
Hispanic adolescents and that we are currently test-
ing. A detailed summary of specific ecodevelopmen-
tal risks, and the prevention strategies developed to
address them, is provided in Table 1.

Macrosystem

Because the macrosystem characterizes the beliefs
and values of an entire culture or society, it is rarely
amenable to direct intervention. However, as men-
tioned above, protective factors at the exosystemic,
mesosystemic, and microsystemic levels have the
potential to prevent macrosystemic risks from trick-
ling down into these other levels.

Exosystem

As noted above, lack of social support for parents
influences the quality of parenting (Grolnick et al.,
1997), which in turn is a primary risk factor for
adolescent unsafe sexual behavior (Smith, 1997).
Providing social support for Hispanic immigrant par-
ents and educating them about adolescent risks in
American society (including how to manage them)
may help to mitigate the negative effects of parental
isolation and of cultural mismatches on Hispanic
adolescents from immigrant families (Mancilla,
Newman, Tejeda, Zarate, & Szapocznik, 2003). En-
hancing social support for parents may increase the
likelihood of supportive parenting and of positive
parental involvement in adolescents’ life (Grolnick et
al., 1997; Simons et al., 1993). Invested parents, in
turn, are more likely to protect their adolescents
against high-risk social situations (e.g., association
with sexually active and drug-sponsoring peers; Met-
zler, Noell, Biglan, & Ary, 1994; Oxford, Harachi,
Catalano, & Abbott, 2001). Therefore, to be effective
in reducing unsafe sexual behavior in Hispanic ado-
lescents, preventive interventions should work to cre-
ate a well-functioning support system for the parents.

In Familias Unidas, two specific steps are taken to
improve exosystemic functioning in Hispanic immi-
grant families. First, to ease feelings of isolation, we
conduct Familias Unidas in a parent-group format,
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where parents meet together once per week and are
encouraged to bond with one another and to help
address each other’s concerns. For example, parents
who have resided in the United States for longer
periods of time and “know the ropes” can assist other
parents in becoming accustomed to their new sur-
roundings and in learning how to negotiate their way
in American society. Each parent group becomes a
support network for participating parents, thereby
helping to reduce the social isolation that many His-
panic parents experience. Second, in Familias Uni-
das, the facilitator serves in the role of bridge builder
between the parents and members of outside systems,
such as peers and school personnel, so that the parent
receives support and the adolescent is not forced into
a developmentally inappropriate role.

Mesosystem

From an ecodevelopmental perspective, preventive
interventions might be designed to strengthen posi-
tive mesosystemic interactions between the family
and the adolescent’s school and peer microsystems
(Pantin et al., 2003). Educating Hispanic immigrant
parents about American culture helps to increase
their understanding of American social institutions
(e.g., schools), and developing the necessary skills to
interact with these social contexts may help to raise
the likelihood that these parents will involve them-
selves in their adolescents’ life outside the family
(Rodriguez-Brown & Meehan, 1998). By promoting
protective mesosystemic connections between par-
ents and the adolescent’s school and peer microsys-

Table 1
Risks and Prevention Strategies at Each Ecodevelopmental Level

Level Risk factor Prevention strategy

Macrosystem Incompatibilities between Hispanic cultural
patterns and American environmental
demands

None

Exosystem Lack of social support for parents Use a parent group format to enhance social
support for parents

Parents isolated from sources of support in the
United States

Group facilitators build bridges between parents
and members of outside systems (e.g., schools,
peer group, peers’ parents)

Mesosystem Parents’ lack of knowledge of American society Educate parents about risks for adolescents in
American society, including peer influences,
availability of drugs and alcohol, and situations
of sexual possibility, and teach parents skills to
protect adolescents from these risks

Family–School Parental disconnection from adolescent’s school Highlight importance of school in adolescents’ life
Role play interactions between parents and school

personnel to develop parents’ skills
Parents practice skills to collaborate with school

personnel during school counselor’s visit to
group

Family–peer Parental disconnection from adolescent’s peers,
lack of monitoring of adolescent and peers,
no supervisory network

Highlight importance of peers in adolescents’ life
Role play interactions between parents, their

adolescents, the adolescents’ peers, and peers’
parents to develop monitoring skills

Parents practice monitoring skills by implementing
a supervised activity where each parent invites
one of the adolescent’s peers and the peer’s
mother or father

Microsystem
Family

Differential acculturation, including low levels
of parent–adolescent support, communication,
and bonding

Role play in group, and enact with the family,
interactions that promote parent–adolescent
bonding and communication, as well as parent’s
support of adolescent

Cultural taboos regarding parent–adolescent
discussions about sexuality, and lack of
parent–adolescent communication about sex

Role play in group, and enact within the family,
parent–adolescent communication about
sexuality within the context of supportive
parent–adolescent relationships

School Poor school bonding and poor academic grades Risks in the school microsystem are addressed
within the parent–school mesosystem

Peers Association with sexually active peers and
peers with sex-sponsoring attitudes

Risks in the peer microsystem are addressed
within the parent–peer mesosystem
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tems, intervention strategies have the potential to
decrease adolescents’ risks for problem behavior
(Dishion & Kavanagh, 2000), including unsafe sex-
ual behavior (Stanton et al., 2000). We provide spe-
cific examples of risks and interventions to target
those risks within the family–school and family–peer
mesosystems.

Family–school mesosystem. Hispanic immigrant
parents generally come from villages and small
towns where schools are part of the community and
teachers are friends or neighbors (Coatsworth, Pan-
tin, & Szapocznik, 2002). Therefore, these parents
generally lack knowledge about many aspects of the
large, impersonal American school system, from how
to monitor homework and read report cards to the
need to communicate with teachers and school coun-
selors (cf. Rodriguez-Brown & Meehan, 1998). This
may, to some extent, explain why Hispanic adoles-
cents in the United States are at an elevated risk for
poor academic grades, low school bonding, and
school dropout (Kaufman, Alt, & Chapman, 2001),
which have been empirically identified as risk factors
for unsafe sexual behavior (Manlove, 1998; O’Hara,
Parris, Fichtner, & Oster, 1998).

In the parent–school mesosystem, ecodevelopmen-
tal theory suggests that preventive interventions for
Hispanic adolescents focus on informing parents
about the American school system and on helping
them to develop skills for establishing working rela-
tionships with teachers and other school personnel
(Rodriguez-Brown & Meehan, 1998). In our inter-
vention, work in the parent–school mesosystem is
accomplished in three steps. First, the facilitator
gives a didactic presentation on the importance of
school and parental supervision of homework in ad-
olescents’ life, and the parents discuss this topic
among themselves in the group format. Second, par-
ents role play an interaction with their adolescent’s
school counselor, with the facilitator and other group
parents offering constructive comments on the role
play. Finally, a school counselor visits the parent
group and answers questions from parents. In this
session, the facilitator both serves as a translator and
encourages parents to ask questions reflecting their
specific concerns about their adolescents. At the end
of this session, the school counselor invites parents to
schedule parent–teacher conferences to further dis-
cuss issues related to their adolescents’ performance.
The counselor arranges these conferences and obtains
translators for the parents as needed. The purpose of
these parent–counselor interactions is to form collab-
orative relationships between the parent and the
school around the adolescent’s academic achieve-
ment and school bonding.

Family–peer mesosystem. Parental uninvolve-
ment and lack of parental monitoring of adolescents’
social activities are primary risk factors for associa-
tions with sexually active peers and for substance use
in the company of peers (Dishion, Capaldi, Spracklin,
& Li, 1995; K. Miller et al., 2000). On the other hand,
active parental supervision of and involvement in the
adolescent’s peer network reduces the likelihood of
adolescent drug use or unsafe sexual behavior (B.
Miller, 2002; Mounts, 2001). Hispanic immigrant
parents often lack the knowledge and skills required
to supervise their adolescents within American soci-
ety (cf. Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993). As a result,
they often do not involve themselves in their teens’
social life, thus increasing the adolescent’s risk for
unsafe sexual behavior.

To protect adolescents against risks in the peer
domain, then, preventive interventions for Hispanic
adolescents might educate parents about the role of
peers in the development of adolescent problem be-
haviors and help parents to develop the skills needed
to involve themselves in monitoring the adolescents’
peer activities. Empirical research on protective pa-
rental involvement with adolescents’ peers suggests
that parents should not only monitor their teens’
whereabouts and activities but should also work with
the parents of their teens’ peers to construct supervi-
sory networks (cf. Mounts, 2001). Through these
networks, parents can be better informed about the
activities in which their adolescents are involved.
Parents of the adolescents belonging to a peer net-
work can collaboratively intervene if their adoles-
cents become involved in sexual-risk activities or
with sexually active peers.

Familias Unidas builds on these recommendations
in intervening within the family–peer mesosystem.
Similar to the family–school mesosystem, our work
within the family–peer mesosystem is composed of
three steps. First, facilitators give didactic presenta-
tions on the importance of peers and on the role that
peers play in the United States in steering adolescents
toward healthy or unsafe lifestyles. Second, parents
role play interactions with their adolescent, the ado-
lescent’s peers, and the peers’ parents within the
context of the parent group (with other group parents
assuming the role of “peer” or “other parent”). Fi-
nally, each parent invites his or her adolescent, one of
the adolescent’s peers, and the peer’s mother or fa-
ther to participate in a supervised leisure activity
(e.g., picnic, day at the beach). This activity includes
all of the parents in each group and their guests.
Moreover, group parents are encouraged to arrange
additional supervised activities outside of the group
setting, to help solidify the collaborative relation-
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ships between parents and the parents of their ado-
lescent’s peers.

Microsystem

As mentioned above, microsystems refer to the
social–ecological systems that include the adoles-
cent. The relationships within the family, school, and
peer microsystems influence adolescent development
in either positive or negative ways (cf. Steinberg,
Fletcher, & Darling, 1994). As a consequence, eco-
developmental theory suggests that preventive inter-
ventions should facilitate adaptive and health-pro-
ducing processes in each of the adolescent’s primary
microsystems (e.g., Pantin et al., in press). In Fa-
milias Unidas, intervention activities are targeted
specifically toward the family microsystem, whereas
risks within the school and peer microsystems are
targeted through the family–school and family–peer
mesosystems, respectively.

Family microsystem. The family microsystem is
a strong determinant of unsafe sexual behavior in
adolescence (e.g., K. Miller et al., 1998; Perkins et
al., 1998). The “side effects” of immigration (e.g.,
parental isolation and differential acculturation) may
predispose Hispanic immigrant families toward lack
of connectedness (Tseng & Fuligni, 2000; Gil &
Vega, 1996), which in turn poses risks for adolescent
unsafe sex (Smith, 1997). Moreover, parent–adoles-
cent communication about sexuality, a powerful pro-
tective mechanism against adolescent unsafe sexual
behavior (Whitaker & Miller, 2000), may be less
likely to occur in Hispanic families than in families
from other ethnic backgrounds (O’Sullivan et al.,
2001).

Improvements in parent–adolescent communica-
tion and in parental involvement may protect adoles-
cents against unsafe sexual behavior (Kotchick,
Dorsey, Miller, & Forehand, 1999; O’Sullivan et al.,
1999). Moreover, research has shown that the effec-
tiveness of parent–adolescent sexuality discussions is
maximized if family cohesion, support, and commu-
nication have already been established (Rodgers,
1999). Therefore, to help Hispanic immigrant parents
to overcome their cultural discomfort with discussing
sexuality, Familias Unidas embeds strategies to en-
courage parent–adolescent communication about un-
safe sexual activity within the context of a more
generalized effort to promote fundamental aspects of
the parent–adolescent relationship, such as commu-
nication and support (cf. Krauss et al., 2000). These
protective mechanisms within the family microsys-
tem are established before parents are prompted to

discuss sexuality with their adolescents (cf. Kotchick
et al., 2001).

To promote protective factors within the family
microsystem and to set the stage for parent–adoles-
cent discussions about sexuality, Familias Unidas
focuses on fostering parenting skills to increase fam-
ily communication, support, and bonding. Each par-
enting skill is discussed and role played in parent
group sessions and is then enacted with the adoles-
cent in a home visit. During the group sessions
and home visits, the facilitator offers support for
parents and gently corrects maladaptive interactions
between parents and adolescents (during the group
session role plays, the role of adolescent is played by
another parent). These activities are designed to
strengthen the family microsystem and to provide
protection against risks at other levels of the social
ecology. By bringing parents and adolescents closer
together, these activities may have the effect of lim-
iting the intrafamilial consequences of differential
acculturation.

To promote parent–adolescent discussion about
sexuality, group sessions are devoted specifically to
fostering such discussions. These sessions occur to-
ward the end of the intervention, after the family
support, communication, and bonding activities and
after the interventions into the peer and school me-
sosystems have been conducted. Information regard-
ing Hispanic adolescents’ risk for HIV in the United
States is presented in ways that are culturally syn-
tonic (e.g., respecting Hispanic family hierarchy by
placing parents in the role of authority and HIV risk
educator) and that maximize the chances of engaging
parents as collaborators in protecting their youth
from these risks. Along with didactic presentations,
these group sessions feature role plays of parent–
adolescent discussions, with group parents adopting
the role of adolescent. During individual parent–
adolescent meetings, facilitators encourage parents to
carry out discussions about unsafe sexual behavior in
an empathetic and nonjudgmental way.

Conclusion

Our ecodevelopmentally based prevention pro-
gram, Familias Unidas, provides an example of a
prevention program designed to target the unique
cultural and ecodevelopmental risk factors predispos-
ing Hispanic adolescents to unsafe sexual behaviors
and to HIV exposure. Given that Hispanics represent
more than half of all current immigrants to the United
States, are now the largest minority group in the
country, and are disproportionately affected by the
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HIV epidemic, addressing these risks is of signifi-
cant, and increasing, public health importance.

Increasing social support for parents and restoring
family protective processes, such as parent–adoles-
cent connectedness, communication, and support, to
offset the potentially deleterious side effects of im-
migration appear to be crucial steps in preventing
unsafe sexual behavior in Hispanic adolescents. Once
these family strengths have been reestablished, inter-
vention strategies can be delivered to connect the
family with the adolescent’s peer and school micro-
systems, potentially further reducing the adolescent’s
risk for HIV. The family strengths can also be used to
support parent–adolescent discussions about sexual-
ity. For all of these reasons, a family-based, ecode-
velopmental approach may have significant potential
for designing effective HIV prevention programs for
Hispanic adolescents. These programs may help to
address the elevated HIV contraction rates in His-
panic adolescents and therefore to reduce what has
become a major public health concern.
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