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THE ECO-MAP


Hartman (1978) defines the ecologic map or eco-map as a tool that pictures the family or the individual in the life space. It maps the eco​logic system, the boundaries of which encom​pass the person or family. 


The major systems that are part of the family’s life and the nature of the family’s interaction with the various sys​tems are included. The eco-map portrays or provides an overview of the family in their situa​tion. picturing both the important nurturant and stress-producing connections between the family and its world. Such a diagram can dem​onstrate flow of resources or their lack (Hart​man. 1978, pp. 466-467). 


Mercer (cited In Gilliss et al, 1989) describes the ecologic frame​work as a blend of developmental systems and situational perspectives and sees this blend as especially helpful for the discipline of nursing. Taber’s Medtcal Dictionary (1985, p. 513) de​fines ecology as the “science of relations and in​teractions of the totality of organisms to their environment, including the relations and inter​actions of organisms to each other in that envi​ronment.” 


Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictio​nary (1988, p. 395) defines the word ecology as “a branch of science concerned with the interre​lationship of organisms and their environ​ments.” Viewing this concept of ecology in con​cert with the following discussion of the "Dlstlnguishing Characteristics of Nursing” as described by the American Nurses’ Association (ANA) in Nursing: A Social Policy Statement fur​ther underscores its usefulness for nursing. The ANA (1980, p. 18) states:

One of the most distinguishing characteristics of nursing is that it involves practices that are nurtur​ant, generative, or protective in nature. They are developed to meet the health care needs of individ​uols as integrated persons rather than as biologi​cal systems. The nurturant or nurturing behaviors provide comfort and therapy in the presence of ill​ness or disease and foster personal development. The generative behaviors are oriented to develop​ment of new behaviors and modificaion of environ​ments or systems to promote health-conducive adaptive responses... to health care crises or prob​lems.
Mercer (cited in Gilliss et al, 1989) dis​cusses the ecology of human development as an interactive process of progressive accom​modation between the human and the chang​ing environment.” Human beings grow and de​velop within multiperson environmental sys​tems, and the actions and responses must be understood in this light. 

The ecological frame​work views the family as a microsystem con​tained in or nested in a larger system. The family microsystem exists in a culture in an immediate environment within which each of its members fulfills his or her roles, and that family system is nested in an even larger sys​tem such as the neighborhood. As one contin​ues to expand the concept, the size of the sys​tem becomes larger, that is, local, county, state, or province and national institutions, agencies, policies or laws that restrict or other​wise affect individuals and families. The eco​logic framework views the family as an open system influencing and being influenced by each of the larger systems (Gilliss et al, 1989). The eco-map is an effort to provide a visual presentation of the family within the context of the larger system that is influencing it.

Instructions for Drawing an Eco-Map


First the nuclear family system of the house​hold, which is the focus of care, is drawn in a large circle in the map’s center. As in the con​struction of genograms, squares are used to de​pict males and circles to depict females. Rela​tionships are indicated in the same manner as the family tree or genogram. The person’s age is placed in the center of the circle or square. A family where an elderly cou​ple dealing with the long-term effects of the husband’s illness, might be depicted as in Fig​ure 7.9.

The connections among the household members, the family, and the different parts of the environment are then added. A pre​viously prepared blank form (see Figure 7.10) with some of the most common sys​tems in the lives of most families previously labeled may be used. Such known systems as work, extended family, recreation, health care agency, school, church or synagogue, friends. and so on are used. Other circles are left blank so that the map may be individualized to the specific needs of the family.

After the various systems with which the family interacts have been identified, connec​tions between the family and the specified sys​tems are indicated by drawing lines between the family and each system (see Figure 7.11). The nature of the connection is indi​cated by the type of line drawn. A solid or thick line is drawn to represent an important or strong connection, a dotted line to indicate a less strong or tenuous connection. Jagged marks are drawn across the line to show a stressful relationship or one in which conflict is involved. The direction of energy flow is indi​cated by drawing arrows along the connected lines, as can be seen in the sample eco-map in Figure 7.11.

When using the eco-map as an interviewing tool rather than as an analytic tool, it might be preferable simply to ask the family members to describe the nature of relationships and write their comments on the line. Connections and dynamics of relationships can be drawn be​tween the family as a whole and specific sys​tems or between individuals and an outside system. It is not unusual to have only one per​son involved in a particular system or several family members involved in a particular system but in different ways. This mapping process highlights and contrasts the way the family and its members are connected to the world and can graphically show support systems or the lack thereof, sources of stress and tension, and sources of caring (Hartman, 1978).

Use of the Eco-Map

The primary value of the eco-map, according to Hartman (1978) is its visual impact. The eco-​map organizes and presents concurrently a great deal of factual information and the rela​tionships between many variables in the given situation. The visual examination of the connec​tions and the described quality of the relation​ships may be so striking as to force a more ho​listic and integrated perception of the situation. Hartman (1978) describes one 12-year-old’s response at seeing his eco-map as “Gee, I never saw myself like that before?”

The primary purpose of the eco-map ini​tially was as a thinking tool for the caregiver. It provided a helpful mechanism for organizing information and making assessments. It also demonstrated areas of the family’s life space that had not been assessed and suggested pos​sible approaches to areas in which assistance was needed. As the tool has become recognized as a useful interviewing tool and used more widely for that purpose, the client has been more and more involved in picturing the signif​icant systems and describing the relationships in their life situations. 

With more active partici​pation and growing collaboration, sharing the eco-mapping process leads to increased under​standing and acceptance of self on the part of the client. Hartman (1978) describes clients as being able to objectify and share loneliness and isolation on viewing an almost empty eco-map. She cites a father as saying “No wonder I feel drained; everything is going out and nothing Is coming in?” after seeing an eco-map full of stressful relationships and all of the arrows pointing away from the family. 

The use of the eco-map was very helpful to a group of foster-care workers in dealing with mothers of chil​dren in temporary foster care. The workers re​ported a dramatic decrease in defensiveness as the use of the tool demonstrated to the moth​ers that the worker was not trying to search out their inner defects but was trying to under​stand better what it was like to deal with their multiple problems. The emotional importance of the map to some clients was described as surprising, although it was expected that being able to step back and look at themselves in an objective way might give a new, more useful perception. One mother reportedly put the eco-​map she developed with her social worker on her kitchen wall. After two months of consider​able activity on both their parts, she called and asked to come into the office so she and the social worker could plot a new map and review the changes together.

Eco-maps have been used to portray the past and future. In a rehabilitation program in a acute care setting eco-maps were used with clients to picture their world before an illlness or acci​dent. This helped the clients objectify what changes would be made in their lives after hos​pitalization. It helped them to mourn interests and activities that could no longer be pursued and to recognize sources of support and gratifi​cation that remained. It encouraged planning and preparation for a likely change in relationships and social connections, thereby enabling the clients to manage the stress and better adapt.

