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As researchers have examined more subtle variation in early caregiving environments, new
attention has been directed toward the substantial variability in how children respond to their

environments. (1)Many children raised under adverse conditions, ranging from institutions to

neglectful or abusive parenting, have shown remarkable recovery in their later emotional and

cognitive functioning. Child characteristics that contribute to “resilience” have been investigated in a

wide range of human and animal studies (Sameroff, 2010). These “child effects” have been

conceptualized and measured at the genetic, physiological, and behavioral levels of analysis
(Obradovi¢ & Boyce, 2009) . Molecular analyses™ !’ have centered primarily on identifying genetic
polymorphisms™?) that increase or reduce the child’s vulnerability to adverse environments.
Physiological measures have focused on autonomic or neuroendocrine measures of reactivity to
stressful events, while behavioral measures have focused on individual differences in (2)temperament
conceived in terms of shy/inhibited or impulsive/aggressive dimensions (Suomi, 2006). Not
surprisingly, children with increased genetic vulnerabilities, or with more extreme aspects of

temperament are more vulnerable or less resilient in the face of early social adversity.

The ability to measure variability in both the caregiving environment and in children’s
susceptibility to environmental exposures has fostered new research on the mechanisms through
which early experience affects later adaptation (Meaney, 2010). This dynamic transaction between
the child and the caregiving environment is evident in studies of gene/environment interactions
associated with psychiatric disorders (Bakermans-Kranenburg & van IJzendoorn, 2015). Work in
rodents™?’ has identified how early experience can influence gene expression and produce stable
epigenetic modifications that alter individual phenotypes across the lifespan (Roth & Sweatt, 2011).
The effects of early experience on gene expression are also being investigated as a putative™*

mechanism of intergenerational effects on maternal behavior (Curley et al., 2008) . (3)Studies on the

effects of early psychosocial deprivation on children’s developing brain structure and function have

advanced understanding of how adversity is carried forward to future psychological and behavioral

impairments (Nelson, Zeanah, & Fox, 2019) . Specific exposure to deprivation in the form of neglect or
threat in the context of abuse has shown differential effects on children’s neural processing of threat

and reward stimuli (McLaughlin, Sheridan, & Lambert, 2014) .

Harlow’s paper on early social deprivation called attention to an aspect of early experience that



had been largely neglected by the experimental psychology of his day. The notion that early social
relationships could play a significant role in the survival and reproduction of a species was
remarkably controversial at the time. By experimentally testing this notion, Harlow opened up
decades of research on the effects of early social experience in both humans and animals that has
remained a major focus for subsequent developmental investigations. Recent research has begun to
advance our understanding of the mechanisms through which early social experience influences
subsequent adaptation. Putative mechanisms that operate at the genetic, neural, physiological, and
behavioral levels of analysis have been examined. Much remains to be learned and the questions that
Harlow addressed in his 1962 paper are likely to endure in the decades to come.
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