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Create a Space and Time for a Friend: A Minimal, but Magical,
Intervention in Human Ecology

Robert J. Gregory

INTRODUCTION

Human ecology has scientific and theoreti-
cal aspects, for it is superb framewark with which
to conceptualize, understand, predict, and design
human and environment relationships. In addi-
tion o theory, practical examples of mterven-
tions abound throughout our human commund-
tics and each con teach a great deal about hu-
man ecology and relationships, This article de-
scribes @ case in point to illostrate the valoe of
practical work i the broad field of human ecol-

oFy.
An Example

The unruly and unhappy child whimpered at
first, then cried sofily, then sobbed, and then
bawled, loudly, intensely, and without any res-
pite for those nearby, The accompanying and
responsible adult tred out vanous actics to hush
the child, then when unsuccessful, tried to im-
pede the loud sounds by diverting the childs
attention. Mext, he sought to divert the atiention
of bystanders, but had no success, Eventually
he tried 1o reduce the suddenly increasing gulf
of deeply felt emotions between his own self,
the audience, and the small boy, Finally he
sought any means available to halt the by now,
cursed MOISE,

Wothing worked. Reaching the Fimit of hu-
man endurance comes quickly when the “id™ of
an unfamiliar and unhappy small child impinges
on the daily complex reality of the “ego™ of an
average sduli, especially one who 15 mot typi=
cally involved in child care. In this specific case,
the affinity supposedly existing between. the
adult and child were being seversly tested by
this little example of life’s daly events.

And, the adult happened to be me! Moreo-
ver, | was not amused, for I did not know what
ta try pext and felt myself reaching the danger-
ous end of an emotionally thin repe,. Fortunagely,
in this drama thal probably takes place in every

human community daily, third parties can and
occasionally do, come to the proverbial rescue
and infervene.

The Intervention

During one of those dragging days in & week
of great tragedies, a friend saw the siluation with
the audience, child and myself, and then pulled
me aside. She voluntarily and even eagerly said,
“1 will eakee the little one for a couple of hours!"™
She then added, “Then come by and have some
sandwiches. Yoo won't have to make lunch.”

What 8 marvellous difference those few
words and the promised actions made to me, and
I arm sure, to the child. My heart and soul in-
stantly jumped from stressed outl and near
chronic panic to a peaceful vision of & quiet time
for me with an honest chanee (o relax for g cou-
ple of hours. It would be the first time in nearly
rwo weeks of child-caring that [ would have the
opportunity (o stop for a rest.

And, how wonderful a gift she promised, a
meal that | did not have 1o prepare for a by now
ungrateful and unhappy child who would prob-
ably not bother to eat anything | fixed. Always
talking about reducing stress, 1, a teacher of ath-
ers on fechniques to reduce their stress, had
bravely but perhaps foolishly agreed 10 waich
over & three year old child for a week or two
because the mother had 1o go o a hospital for
emergency and major surgery. “Why, oh why,
did I valunteer?” | asked mysell again and again,
ag the first week wore on. In the situation, there
was no way that [ could not have voluneered,
buit even 30, | questioned what [ was doing, and
why.

RESULTS

The two week long experience of being a
valuntary full-time parent during a crisis sifua-
tion made me realize what a magical moment is
possible when a good friend appears to inter-
vene, [ appreciaied the importance of the sirmple


user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: 2456-6608

user
Text Box
DOI: 10.31901/24566608.2000/11.05.24


A (M

opportunity o have personal space and quiet
time, When one loses contrel over what had been
secure space and time, goes with minimal sleep
for many days, and in effect, works two or three
jobs without respite, one can get very siressed
indeed. In tum, the child recognized my stress
anad fell insecure as well. The teo of us ended
up caught in an emotional tangle, In this event, [
found that even a couple of hours as a respite
could and did restore sanity, enabling & stressed
person to regain perspective, and thereby re-en-
gage more effectively with what needed 1o be
done. | became living proof, in addition o my
utier and complete wansformation in attimde
towards parents who can and do manage three
vear old children. Yes, | was helping another
person, but | appreciated the other friend who
iook two hours o relieve me when [ could no
lonzer cope,

After the rao weeks, the mother was fortu-
nately cured, Afier restoring the child io the now
recovered mother, | wanted o rush about offer-
ing two hour respites to all parenis in need. The
familiar scenes of children fighting parents at
grocery store check ouf lines, the exhaustion at
the end of a day of coping with small children
as felt by many parents, and the images and
sounds of howls of a distressed baby in attend-
ance a1 & meeting have altered forever, Once, |
thought, how sad that the parent cannot man-
age, but now, [ think, is there someone who might
help for even a few minutes and thereby enable,
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rather than disable?
CONCLUSION

Human ecolegy is the study of the fit or rela-
tionship between people and environments. In
additian to study, practical interveniion o sin-
ations is an applied scicnce. Why don't more of
us recognize the situations others endure? Why
don't we notice those people who are for what-
ever reason, stredsed beyvond their limit? Why
don't we intervene, perhaps by nothing mose
than saying, “1 will listen,”" or as in my situation,
by simply waiching over a child for a couple of
weeks, or hours. [ admire and respect the un-
sung heroes of our day and age, the parenis who
manage their children effectively. But even
maore, I appreciate the voluntesrs who "see™ the
human naeds throughout our communities, amd
who get involved (o help and assist others. Mini-
mal interventions, whether two weeks or two
howurs, can indecd be magical ineffect and resulkt!

KEY WORDS Imservention. Human Ecobogy. Space!
Teme, Caimirimmily,

ABSTRACT Small scale micreention in life situsiions
Of hurrans can make major differences in their well-haing
sl happiness. Using the dimensions of spece and time, &
practcal effort o offor nespile cane for @ strussed individual,
erbdend that person to cope lor beter in whal wes on wd-
verse situation. Mure such mgrventsons might make by
mun corenunities far more plessast for rany people. Hu-
man ecodogy &% & framewark for tkinking #bout the huran
comsd iLinne allers & Euldelme i such imerventions

Autteors Address: Robert J. Gregery, School of Psychology, Massey University, Palmersion Marth, Mew
Zealand. E-mail: R 1 Gregoryirmeassey ac e





