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Clarke, A.M. and Clarke, A.D.B. (2000).  Early Experience and the Life Path.  London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
This very brief, 127 page book, with indexes, is required reading for all those interested in resilience.

This brief book is organized into seven chapters.

Chapter One which is a prologue with a brief history of the resilience thesis.

Chapter Two: Some Research Problems... and Solutions.  Here, the authors discuss research methods, their advantages and difficulties and how they throw light on resilience and other theses.

Chapter Three is a review of development under “natural” circumstances which highlights the fact that early characteristics are generally very poorly correlated with adult equivalents.

Chapter Four which reviews the literature on children rescued from very severe adversity which generally shows good outcomes for such children.

Chapter Five: Outcomes of Less Severe Adversity.

Chapter Six: Contrary Evidence, particularly as it relates to attachment theory and research as well as the special case of rescued Romanian orphans.

Chapter Seven: An Epilogue.

The authors also include a brief section on frequently asked questions.

Chapter One: Prologue
It would seem that it is common wisdom that childhood and particularly a relationship with our mother when we are very young determines how well we will do as adults.  Thinkers such as Plato, Quintilian, James Mill and, of course, Freud and Bowlby have all written extensively suggesting infant experiences determine life outcomes (infant determinism).  For instance, John Locke wrote “the little or almost insensible impressions on our tender infancies have very important and lasting consequences...” (p. 11).  A great psychologist of the early twentieth century suggested that the intellectual function was fully developed in children by about their ninth year or possibly earlier.  He is quoted as saying “from this moment, there normally occurs no further changes even into extreme old age” (p. 12).  Interestingly, we are told that Alfred Binet, the originator of the IQ test was quite against such determinism.  Writing in 1911, he states “we must protest and act against this brutal pessimism” (p. 12).

However, it is John Bowlby, writing for the World Health Organization (WHO) who has had the most lasting impact on professionals and on the popular culture.  Indeed, in his review of the data and of his own research, he writes “that the quality of the parental care which a child receives in his earliest years is of vital importance for his future mental health . . . that the prolonged deprivation of the young child of maternal care may have grave and far-reaching effects in his character and so on the whole of his future life” (p. 13).  He added at the end of his monograph which is now often quoted as common wisdom that “good mothering was almost useless if delayed beyond two and a half years” (p. 14).  However, at the same time, John Bowlby was developing his attachment theory, the Clarkes quite independently and with a number of other researchers in Britain came to almost opposite conclusions.  Indeed, using relatively large samples they found that “mildly retarded individuals in adolescence and early adulthood showed marked increments in IQ and social adjustment” (p. 15), when they were deinstitutionalized and thus placed in improved life conditions and life experiences.  Indeed, their research showed “that it was established that a record of earlier severe, prolonged social adversity predicted later improvement... Conversely, less severe adversity or its absence in the background was associated with a poorer prognosis for IQ increments, social adjustment and discharge from care” (p. 15).  

The authors also tell about early research by Hilda Lewis concerning children who had been legally removed from their parents who in follow-up found major improvements in the psychiatric status.  Indeed, the authors found evidence in a number of research papers on the physical catch-up of children and youth following illness or malnutrition which seemed to suggest not only psychological resilience but indeed physical resilience as well.  Interestingly, the authors tell of sharing their early results with John Bowlby who seemed to be quite encouraged by these results.  However, Bowlby didn’t change his position about attachment and developmental constancy until very much later in life.

Indeed, since Bowlby has written his very famous monograph, the popular culture and professional services have been dominated by notions of developmental constancy, critical periods of development, infant determinism, and other such concepts that suggest that early trauma and early adversity are definitive.  However, while these ideas were being formed in research in very small scale and limited studies, at the same time much larger and longer term studies were showing quite opposite results.  Indeed, the history chapter as well as the chapters on severe adversity and less severe adversity are quite impressive in their reviews of the literature since the 1940s up until more recently which show the remarkable resilience of the individual after life circumstances have changed.

The authors tell us why the developmental constancy theory seems to have been so influential.    Part of this is based on the work of ethologists and comparative psychologists and their work showing the long term effects of deprivation on animals.  However, as has been noted by a number of researchers including Jerome Kagan and the Clarkes, such research never went on to the next stage to show whether or not remediation and change of circumstance for animals led to resilience.  Interestingly, such research was conducted much later and showed that animals also can be quite resilient when they are rescued from adversity. 

Early researchers and theoreticians who were involved with the development of resilience include such heavy weights as Jerome Kagan, Urie Bronfenbrenner, Michael Rutter and Barbara Tizard.  Indeed, as early as 1976, the Clarkes published “Early Experience: Myth and Evidence” which developed the following thesis.

“Summarizing the main arguments, we indicated that there is no known adversity from which at least some children had not recovered if moved to something better and that the whole of the life path is important, including the early years.  These are, of course, foundational in nature, leading in most cases to confirmatory influences, as age increases.  Three additional points were also made.  First, increasing age probably imposes constraints on potential responsiveness to environmental influences.  This may be intrinsic to the aging process or may result from habit, forced or chosen life paths, and social pressures.  For want of a better analogy we called this a “wedge” model, with the thick end representing early potential responsiveness to change, tailing off to the thin end much later in life.

Second, one way in which early experience effects may be perpetuated, usually indirectly, is when one good or unfortunate thing leads to another and a chain of good or bad events then follows.  For example, a maladjusted child in care may not be considered for fostering or adoption and, therefore, will remain in a less than satisfactory institution.  The maladjustment may remain, and continue to manifest itself on further examination, with consequent failure to intervene strongly.

Third, it seemed possible that early adversity, overcome by improved circumstances, might nevertheless leave the individual potentially more vulnerable to later stress.  Experiences that affect the individual’s behaviour in more than a transitory way must involve learning, broadly defined.  Stress might reawaken earlier maladjusted behaviour in the same way that unused skills are more easily relearned after the passage of time” (p. 19).

Chapter Two : Some Research Problems . . . and Solutions
This is an interesting and brief chapter which only highlights the facts that very often the selection of research design almost dictates the kind of results one will find.  Retrospective studies would start for instance with criminals or people with certain problems, will not surprisingly find a certain number of commonalities and a certain homogeneity of experience.  However, prospective studies which start at the other end are more likely to find heterogeneous outcomes with the following caveat.: Perspective studies encounter the problem of attrition which is usually fairly selective where, very often, lost members of some research project are those who escape the conditions or experiences that one is attempting to follow longitudinally.  At the end of a prospective study, one may find a spurious homogeneity that is related to such selective attrition.

The authors also point out that one of the real problems is related to the study of ordinary circumstances and continuity and life path.  “Under ordinary circumstances children experience some continuities of care.  For example, ‘good’ care in early life tends to be followed by the same qualities later; so, too, with ‘bad’ care, ‘average’ care or ‘inconsistent’ care” (p. 27).

Chapter Three : Development under ‘Natural’ Circumstances
Here the authors review an impressive array of data starting in the early 1900s up until very recently.  What they find, generally, is that early life circumstances and experiences have little or no relation to adult circumstance or functioning.  The Clarkes conclude about studies from the early 1900s to 1940 that two generalizations emerged.  “First, early measures seldom correlated strongly with later.  Second, regardless of age, the longer the time interval, the lower the correlation between assessments” (p. 29).  The authors quote MacFarlane (1964) who states : Many of our most mature and competent adults had severely troubled and confusing childhoods and adolescences.  Many of our highly successful children and adolescents have failed to achieve their predicted potential” (p. 30).

The authors reviews extensively Jerome Kagan’s work on temperament and personality development.  Generally, Kagan has found very little constancy, though he has been able to show a certain amount of genetic predisposition, particularly for oversensitive children, but even for such children, parenting and change in circumstance are remarkably effective in diminishing the impact of such genetic predisposition.

The authors also go over the Terman study which is a 40 year follow-up of a large sample of very gifted children.  Early giftedness just simply didn’t predict the future for these children.  Indeed, some of course went on to become brilliant adults, most went on to lead very typical lives and a good number failed to achieve their potential.

The authors also review an important and relatively large longitudinal study of 365 children in Germany in 1980s and 1990s.  “For us, the most interesting finding was the fairly common switch from no disorders at age eight to disorders at age thirteen, and from disorders at age eight to no disorders at age thirteen.  Specifically, one half of the disordered eight-year-olds were similarly rated at thirteen, while half were not” (p. 37).  Quite interestingly and independently, a recent review of research from the NLSCY in Canada showed a similar 50% changeover of once “vulnerable” children.

The New York Longitudinal Study conducted by Chess and Thomas, studies in Sweden, and in Germany have found similar resilience results.  Interestingly, studies done by Quinton and Rutter on child protection services show intergenerational discontinuities in parenting which is quite contrary to child welfare lore.  “Nearly a third of the women, removed from their parents and reared in institutions, showed good parenting, and a further quarter displayed only moderate difficulties of a type also shown by 40 per cent of the comparison group” (p. 41).

The general point in most of this research is that “early adversity can set up a chain of consequences.  The effects of early adversity can produce new environmental effects; there also appears to be an increased personal vulnerability to later adversity.  Later events in adolescence or adulthood can be potent agents of amelioration or added difficulties” (p. 41).

A very large scale study in Great Britain, the National Child Development Study, is quoted as having come to the following conclusion.  “...one in sixteen, the disadvantaged group, suffered adversity after adversity, heaped upon them from before birth; their health was poorer, their school attainment lower and their physical environment worse in almost every way than that of ordinary children” (p. 42).  As the authors ask what did the future hold for such children.  The authors categorized three criteria of disadvantage.  One which was rearing in atypical family, the second poor housing, and the third low income.  One would suspect that multiple disadvantages would be the most damaging and interestingly of course this is what the research found.  Of additional interest however is that age was not a factor.  Not so surprisingly from a resilience perspective, children whose life circumstances changed went on to do better.  “The strongest predictors related to parental interest in the child’s education, and, of course, educational achievement is the key to a better adult” (p. 44).

The authors conclude this chapter with the following.  “If early development were predeterministic, then constancy should be very strong, especially when reinforced by relatively unchanging conditions.  Early characteristics are, however, poorly correlated with their adult equivalents.

Once again, one is struck by the failure of early measures to strongly predict outcome.  Magnusson (1991) supplies a useful corrective in stating that ‘most people from a particular environment do not become criminals or abusers of alcohol.  In fact, many of the people who make constructive, highly useful contributions to society are from the very environments believed to predestine social maladjustment’” (p. 46-47). 

Chapter Four : Children Rescued from Very Severe Adversity
This chapter is undoubtedly the strongest in the book and tells of a number of case studies of severely deprived, neglected, and indeed abused children where deprivation led not only to psychological intellectual delays but indeed put at risk physical growth and health.  

The authors relate once again the Koluchova studies of identical twins.  “Identical twin boys, born in 1960, lost their mother shortly after birth, were cared for by a social agency for a year and then fostered by a maternal aunt for a further six months.  Their development was normal.  Their father, who may have had intellectual limitations, remarried, but his new wife proved to be excessively cruel to the twins, banishing them to the cellar for the next five and a half years and beating them from time to time.  Neighbours were frightened of this woman, and were aware that all was not well.  On discovery at the age of seven, the twins were dwarfed in stature, lacking speech, suffering from rickets and failing to understand the meaning of pictures.  The doctors who examined them confidently predicted permanent physical and mental handicap.  Legally removed from their parents, they first underwent a programme of physical remediation, and initially entered a school for children with severe learning disabilities.  After some time they were legally adopted by exceptionally dedicated women.  Scholastically, from a state of profound disability they caught up with age peers and achieved emotional and intellectual normality.  After basic education they went on to technical school, training as typewriter mechanics, but later undertook further education, specializing in electronics.  Both were drafted for national service, and later married and had children.  They are said to be entirely stable, lacking abnormalities and enjoying warm relationships.  One is a computer technician and the other a technical training instructor” (p. 51-52).

“Freud and Dann (1951), reporting an observational study on the first six children rescued from the concentration camp at Tereszin and brought to Britain in 1945, ascribe much importance to peer relations.  All had been orphaned at 12 months or earlier and reared by a succession of concentration camp inmates until aged about three.  In a one-year follow-up it was clear that they were hypersensitive, restless, aggressive and difficult to handle, but they were neither deficient, delinquent nor psychotic.  They ... had mastered some of their anxieties, and developed social attitudes.  That they were able to acquire a new language in the midst of their upheavals, bears witness to a basically unharmed contact with their environment” (p. 52).

“Moskowitz (1985) followed a few of the Holocaust children into adult life.  While earlier there had been the view that such children would have been irreparably damaged, ‘What now became apparent ... was the wide range of adaptation when there was theoretically no reason to see anything positive ... Many made adaptations that are not only impressive but inspiring’” (p. 56).

The authors conclude with the following statement “this chapter includes accounts of the outcome for children rescued from severe privation following by strong intervention.  If there is an absence of congenital damage, prospects are excellent.  The devastating immediate effects of extremely malevolent early experiences are either greatly diminished, or so far as can be seen, entirely overcome” (p. 58).

Chapter Five : Outcomes of Less Severe Adversity
What the authors document is in effect that the greater the adversity, the greater the improvement.  This notion is reminiscent to Wolfensberger’s (1972) contention that the more a person is developmentally delayed (mentally retarded) the more dramatic the possible improvements.  Indeed, maybe it is the very dramatic nature of the improvement of life circumstance that leads to the dramatic improvement and outcome, particularly when one considers that Wolfensberger was proposing social integration and normative life conditions for persons who were institutionalised. Or, put another way, children who have been less severely deprived will not improve as well.  Here again, the results were fairly stable and show that though of course the improvements are not as remarkable as for children in severe adversity.  It is nonetheless quite remarkable that where the environment and life conditions change, there is also a consequent change in outcome.  

Here the authors extensively review Werner’s study of the 698 children born on the Island of Kauai in Hawaii.

An interesting section in this book reviews the literature on early childhood in prevention programs.  Generally, what this review shows is the extent to which professional intervention alone makes no difference in the lives of children.  Indeed, as long as intervention lasts, improvements can be observed.  However, if there are no changes in the children’ home life circumstances or community circumstances, these changes tend to wash out in a very brief time frame.   In reviewing the impact of American Head Start programs for instance, “Zigler and Valentine (1979) wrote that ‘in retrospect it is hard to believe that so much confidence could have been placed in one isolated year of intervention in one magic period of a child’s life . . . It is now my view that such tokenistic programs are worse than no programs at all.  The danger ... is not to much that they damage children as that they give the appearance that something useful is being done, and thus become the substitute for more meaningful efforts’” (p. 72).  The same type of results were found in the Milwaukee study where initial dramatic gains washed out over a period of four years after intervention.  “At the point of school entry the Project’s mean IQ was 120.7 with controls at 87.2.  Four years after intervention had ceased the former’s mean had declined to 104 and the latter’s remained unchanged at 86.  Educationally, too, the superiority of the Project children over controls was clear, but while this remained over the first four years of schooling, the performance of both groups fell below national norms, and as time progressed the Project children’s performance first declined to the lover level of the city and then to the still lower level of inner-city schools.  Moreover, the gap between the two group decreased" (pp. 75, 76).  The authors quote Guralnick who argues in support of early intervention programs but who also identifies three essential family interaction patterns that can either infirm treatment or make the treatment effects long lasting: “1) the quality of parent-child interaction; 2) the family’s provision of diverse and appropriate experiences; and 3) the way in which the family ensures the child’s health and safety” (p. 79).  Thus, professional treatment leads to an immediate effect that will not be sustained unless there are real changes to a child, adolescent, or even adult’s real life experiences and life circumstances.

The authors conclude this chapter with the following : “that the outcome of late adoption after early adversity is generally good; that many adults without special intervention escape their earlier apparent destiny; that, for good or ill, perinatal problems interact with the long-term caring environment; that high-quality early intervention programmes, especially if continued, and especially if they set in train ongoing positive cause-effect sequences, can benefit (within limits) disadvantaged children; and that certain personal and social factors either enhance or diminish children’s life chances.  All these underpin the notion that transactional influences are of considerable importance throughout the lifespan” (p. 82).

Chapter Six : Contrary Evidence?
Here the authors review some of the research that points in the opposite direction.  However, the authors find the research fuzzy and of limited value.

The main focus is the review of the research on attachment which has foremost undergirded the position of Bowlby and of professional social work generally.  In this chapter, the authors provide an extensive critique of attachment, one where attachment in and of itself is a poorly operationalized construct which taken singly cannot have the posited effect on a very multidimensional development.  Moreover, attachment research is often retrospective using for instance the adult attachment interview where adults speak of themselves and allow the adult to reminisce about their own childhood which is a far distance away.  The authors suggest that the one way causality that is proposed by attachment theorists just doesn’t hold water.  They provide the following reasons: “1)  most outcomes are influenced by multiple, interacting factors, not just by one; 2) the Adult Attachment Interview assesses memories of the whole of childhood, not merely the very early years; 3) temperamental differences are likely to be one of the many mediating factors between memories of early attachments and later parental behaviour as assessed intergenerationally via the Strange Situation; and 4) the direction of causality, if indeed casuality is involved, is unclear” (p. 87).

The one bit of extensive research that seems to temper the authors’ enthusiasm for resilience is found in a large scale research study conducted by Rutter on 111 Romanian orphans brought to the United Kingdom in the early 1990s.  Generally, all of these adopted children have done much better than before.  However, those adopted later on in life did not show as much improvement as those adopted earliest, thus supporting at least somewhat the proposal of critical developmental stages.

The authors conclude however that the research is still ongoing and we will have to wait to see if these initial findings are maintained over time.

In summary, the authors conclude “among the several research areas reviewed in this chapter, only studies of adopted Romanian children may suggest modification to our thesis.  Following conditions of severe global privation, those babies rescued before the age of six months made, on average, spectacular gains in development by age four, maintained at age six.  The children adopted after the age of six months also made massive average gains, though not as great, from an initially lower level, even though they included seven who were functioning as almost certainly permanently learning disabled.  But the difference between before and after six months must have reflected lengthier institutional privation, suggesting a sensitive (but not critical) period in their lives.  But this sensitive period was not universal; some children did well or very well cognitively, even though adopter after (and sometimes long after) six months, both at age four and six follow-up.  Genetic differences could be one of several possible factors explaining these outcomes” (pp. 97, 98).

Chapter Seven: Epilogue
There are of course personal differences between individuals in how they experience adversity and how they overcome it.  “Some children are crushed by what others experience as minimal stressors, others overcome what seem to be almost insuperable malevolent influences.  Differences in vulnerability and resilience are large” (p. 100).

However, the authors generally conclude based on all of the available research that “depending on the sample, the length of the follow-up, the measures used, the strength of subsequent influences and life occurrences after the early years, then loud and clear comes the message that early experience by itself does not predestine the life path, except in very rare instances where biological damage is so great as to disable the child permanently.  Such gross damage results in severe learning difficulties, but there could be more subtle influences when, for example, privation, with malnutrition, might possibly handicap brain development” (p. 100).

Indeed, the evidence is so overwhelming that even Bowlby recanted his original position.  In 1988, shortly before his death, he wrote “present knowledge requires that a theory of developmental pathways should replace theories that involve specific phases of development in which it is postulated that a person may become fixated and/or to which he may regress” (p. 102).  Surprisingly, however, the authors relate that the dominant position, at least in popular culture and certainly in therapeutic intervention, remains that early experience has long lasting impact and that it is changeable only in rare circumstances.  Moreover, I could add that there continues to be a strong preference for professional treatment and intervention over the fostering of changes in life circumstance and experience.

The authors also add an interesting conclusion about children placed in care suggesting that rapid placement in long-term fostering or adoption will usually have a positive impact on the life path and thus development of outcomes.

The authors conclude this chapter and the book with the following statements:

“1) theories ascribing overwhelming, disproportionate and predeterministic importance to the early years are clearly erroneous; 2) the widespread belief in the disproportionate effects of early experiences is likely to lead to underestimation of what can be done for deprived children, and hence, on the one hand, less than adequate interventions, or, on the other, total inaction; 3) there is no suggestion that what happens in the early years is unimportant.  For most children, however, the effects of such life path which may be straight or winding, incremental or decremental, depending on the two-way relationship between individuals and their contexts.  There is little indication that any one point of development is more critical than another; all are important.  And in the ongoing shaping or reshaping of the person’s life path, it is to continuing influences that significance must be ascribed” (p. 105).

Conclusion
The evidence seems overwhelming from the research that resilience is indeed an important possibility for children who have known severe or moderate deprivation.  It would seem that the individual is not as fragile as we might have been led to believe by the popular culture and by attachment theorists, which is wholly consistent with the fact that our species has survived prehistory, the classical age, the dark ages, medieval times, industrialization, and so on.  Being orphaned or seeing tragedy has not always been a rare occurrence and not surprisingly human beings have shown, over the ages, a fair amount of resilience in dealing with such life difficulties.

Professional intervention or treatment is simply not sufficient to create change in the individual or to provide the individual with the opportunity for positive development.  The most important part, indeed the essential ingredient to promote and foster resilience, is real change in life circumstance or condition and life experience.  A real change in the life path leads to improvement or deterioration.  There might not be developmental constancy but there does seem to be consistency in the life path suggesting that bad things follow bad things.  It does seem that this is possibly where the professional has a role in helping bringing about a shift and possibly even a dramatic change in the life path, thus leading to developmental improvement.

This does not mean however that improvement and resilience are obtained without effort.  Once again, professional intervention may support and sustain such effort but it does seem that it is day-to-day ordinary life and the humble tasks of parenting which are at issue with resilience rather than professional expertise and therapeutic technique.

Raymond Lemay
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