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Families across the world have been increasingly exposed to socioeconomic crises (Burgard &
Kalousova 2015; Schulz et al. 2023). Recent events of global reach and significance, such as the Great
Recession and COVID-19 pandemic, have had direct effects on families’ well-being, resulting in reduced
labour demand, reduced employment opportunities and social restrictions that affected social ties
among family members. Although the immediate consequences of these crises may at first be
observed in the working-age population, they directly affect the well-being of children and youth

(Baranowska-Rataj et al. 2023; Gassman-Pines et al. 2015; Hogberg & Baranowska-Rataj 2024).

While it is difficult to prevent crises that threaten the well-being of children and youth, families can
build resilience to these calamities. Resilience was originally defined as persistability of a system
despite disturbances in its environment (Holling 1973). In early studies, resilience was viewed as the
ability of a system to absorb a shock, while retaining functionality as well as the capacity of adaptation,
i.e. changing behaviours in a way which prevents declines in well-being (Folke 2006). Most recently,
research on social resilience has moved away from the earlier ideas of persistability or adaptability by
putting increased emphasis on transformative changes in response to threats (Keck & Sakdapolrak
2013; Pereirinha & Pereira 2021), thus stressing the dynamic aspects of resilience (Bartova et al. 2023).
Compared to adaptation, the idea of a transformative change focuses on radical shifts that lead to

enhancement of present and future well-being.

In research on families, examples of transformative changes can be found in the seminal study
“Children of the Great Depression” by Glen Elder (1974). This study showed that for some children a
crisis was a trigger leading to obtaining a new status or role. In response to the crisis, many families re-
organised the division of domestic and economic responsibilities, altering the balance of power in
parent-child relationships, and leading young people to obtain new skills in self-direction, greater self-
reliance, increased social independence, money-management skills and social responsibility. Thus,

while the Great Depression did have detrimental consequences for many children, this crisis also led
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families to adopt transformative changes that promote children’s well-being. Yet, resilience
understood as transformative changes in families remains underinvestigated. This is the knowledge

gap that we aim to fill in this special issue.

The contributions to this special issue will allow us to answer the following key questions:

(1) How do families respond to crises?

(2) What changes in parenting behaviour, inner-family organization or investments in skills are made?
(3) What types of resources or types of support are mobilised or re-allocated by families to enhance
the present and future well-being of children and youth?

(4) What challenges and trade-offs need to be tackled in this process so that families can maximise

their children’s well-being?

The ambition of this special issue is to provide new understanding of transformative changes in families
beyond adaptive responses to socioeconomic crises. We conceptualise a transformative change as a
mechanism which alters power relations in intergenerational relations and provides youngest family
members with more resources and skills, autonomy, authority, as well as socioeconomic power linked
to enhancing their current well-being and securing a better future. Examples include changes to
parenting behaviour, changes to the inner-family organization of care, as well as increased investments
in educational or extra-curricular activities. We define well-being as a state that allows children and
adolescents to achieve their full potential, using an approach that draws on previous multidimensional
definitions of young people’s well-being (Ross et al. 2020). Using this definition, studies collected in
this issue may include analyses focusing on children’s and/or adolescent emotional, cognitive, physical

and sociocultural well-being or a combination of these.

We welcome empirical analyses that employ longitudinal data and methods. Research designs where
families are observed over extended time, before and after the onset of a crisis, provide excellent
opportunities for causal inference to contribute to this special issue. Analyses employing techniques
such as mediation analysis (VanderWeele 2016) or structural equation modelling approaches (Bollen
et al. 2022) are particularly welcome to study the mechanisms of transformative change. Large-scale
field experiments leveraging data on interventions that support families in the wake of socioeconomic
crises may also illuminate institutional conditions that empower families to overcome adversities
(Masten 2018). Additionally, longitudinal qualitative studies (Bernardi & Sanchez-Mira 2021) that

follow families as they re-organise in response to a crisis are of interest.

Overall, this special issue should help to better understand: (1) how an exposure to crises triggers
families to relocate resources, re-organise, transform power relations and shift authority, and (2) how

these changes subsequently enhance well-being among children and youth, while (3) distinguishing



these indirect effects of crises, channelled via transformative responses, from direct consequences of
economic and social deprivation that crises typically involve. Studies that innovate theoretically and
empirically in the fields of child and youth well-being, and which refer to the central themes outlined

above, are particularly welcome as contributions to the special issue.
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