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From Bioecology to Social Ecology 
•  Bio Ecology--study of the relations 

between organisms and their 
environments; field studies of plant and 
animal biomes over extended periods 

•  Human Ecology--study of the relations 
between people and their urban 
ecosystems with an emphasis on 
biological and economic processes of 
adaptation, and the spatial distribution 
of health and behavioral problems 

•  Social Ecology--study of the relations 
between people and their environments 
from a broad, interdisciplinary 
perspective that gives greater attention 
to the social, psychological, 
institutional, and cultural contexts of 
people-environment relations than did 
earlier human ecology research 



http://rs.resalliance.org/2010/04/16/expansion-of-
social-ecological-systems-science/ 
 
 



Paradigms for Understanding 
Health and Illness	



• Biomedical Model	



• Biopsychosocial Model	



•  Social Ecological Model	





  
  

 

  

Pathogen 

Germ Theory of Infectious Disease 

Host Illness Symptoms 

(1878)	





  
  

 

  

Cold Virus 

 Biopsychosocial Model of Susceptibility to Colds 

Host 
Severe Cold 
Symptoms 

Cold Virus 
Mild or No Cold 

Symptoms 

High Psychological Stress	



Low Psychological Stress	



(Cohen, Tyrell, & Smith, 1991)	



Host 



The Social Contagion of Obesity 

(Christakis & Fowler, 2007) 



The Ecology of Obesity	





Rapid Adoption of Westernized Fast Food in China 



Communities Characterized by Urban Sprawl 
Have Higher Rates of Obesity in the Population 

(Frumkin, Frank, & Jackson, 2004) 



Physical Environment and Cultural Influences on 
Health – Bike and Rail Oriented Cities in Europe	





Core Principles of Social Ecology 

1.  Multidimensional structure of human environments—physical & 
social, natural & built features; objective-material as well as 
perceived-symbolic (or semiotic) qualities 

2.  Cross-disciplinary, multi-level, contextual analyses of people-
environment relationships spanning proximal and distal scales 
(from narrow to broad spatial, sociocultural, and temporal scope) 

3.  Systems principles--especially feedback loops, interdependence of 
system elements, anticipating unintended side effects of public 
policies and environmental interventions 

4.  Action research perspective--Translation of theory and research 
findings into community interventions and public policies 



The Ecology of Health and Health Behavior 
Understanding Mutual Influences Among Psychological, 

Organizational, Societal, and Global Environmental Processes 
 



The PMEM Model - Parental and Micro-Environmental Model 

(Brown, 2012) 



  Components 1 & 2 of the PMEM model outlining examples of factors sitting 
within the micro-environment of the family home (Brown, 2012) 



Cross-Disciplinary Research 

   ...a process through which the 
perspectives of two or more 
scientific or professional fields 
are combined to achieve a more 
complete understanding of a 
particular phenomenon 
      





Translational Research and Practice 

A sub-type of transdisciplinarity in which at 
least one academic discipline and one non-
academic epistemology are integrated for 
purposes of creating novel approaches to 
analyzing and resolving complex community 
and societal problems; sometimes referred to 
as ‘transdisciplinary action research’ 



  
  

 
 

  

  

Academic and Non-Academic Perspectives	



Scientists/Academicians– discipline-centric and cross-disciplinary knowledge 
derived from theoretical analyses and empirical research 

 

Lay Citizens and Community Stakeholder Groups– based on personal 
lifestyles, shared interests, subjective experiences, families, and other 
community groups 

 

Business Leaders and Other Professional Groups– rooted in the experiences 
of businesses and financial institutions, and professional training in practice-
oriented fields (e.g., accounting, finance, corporate law) 

 

Government Decision-Makers– rooted in institutional governance, political 
realities, market dynamics, policy and planning strategies 

 



Cervical Cancer Prevention���
The Importance of Integrating Biomedical 

Research With Behavioral and Social Science 	





Scientific and Social Validity 

         Scientific 
 

 Methodological 
rigor and 
theoretical 
adequacy of the 
research or 
intervention 

          Social 
 
!Societal value 
and practical 
significance of 
the research or 
intervention 

(Geller, 1991) 


