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Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory examines five environments that directly or indirectly affect the development of children.  Urie Bronfenbrenner’s five systems are classified as the Microsystem, the Mesosystem, the Extosystem, the Macrosystem, and the Chronosystem.  “Ecological theory suggests that process models of development have no universality; rather, they must be framed within the limits of a cultural and historical context” (psychiatry.healthse.com 2005).  In these different systems Bronfenbrenner uses personal exchanges and the different environments that people live, work, and play to describe the effect on children.

The first system is the Microsystem.  The Microsystem involves the environment and people that have a direct influence on the child.  This environment is usually the child’s caretakers (parents), friends, daycare, preschool, and neighborhood.  The Microsystem is the environment that has the most influence on the developing child.  Bronfenbrenner states “It is within the immediate environment of the microsystem that proximal processes operate to produce and sustain development…” (Bronfenbrenner 1994, p. 39).
The second system in the ecological system is the Mesosystem.  The Mesosystem is the link between the Microsystem and outside relationships.  The relationships consist between the child and the childcare providers, between the child and schools, the relationship of the parents and the teachers in the child’s life.  This is where two or more Microsystems merge together.  “The mesosystem represents the fact that what happens in one microsystem is likely to influence others”  (Kail 1995, p. 429).
The Exosystem is the third system.  This system does not directly affect the child.  This system indirectly affects the child.   For example, when parents work schedules allow less time with the child.  Or, it indirectly affects the child if the parent is having a bad day at work and their frustrations overflow into the home.
The Macrosystem is the culture the child is a part of.  The religious beliefs, customs, and different lifestyles are all part of the Macrosystem.  A child who grows up in a household with two mothers has a very different Macrosystem than that of a child who grows up with a father and a mother in the same household.

The final system Bronfenbrenner describes is the Chronosystem.  The Chronosystem “encompasses change or consistency over time not only in the characteristics of the person but also of the environment in which that person lives” (Brofenbrenner 1994, p.40).  A child who grew up during the depression has a much different life story than that of a child growing up today.  Different events during time will affect the Chronosystem of different generations.  This system takes into consideration the effect of time.

I have grown up in a very loving family.  They have always been supportive people.  I have never had to struggle for money and I have always had all the necessities of life plus some.  My parents have always encouraged me to continue with school and have always encouraged me to find the things that make me happy.  I have always had an extensive social life and many positive people around me.  
My mother on the other hand, grew up in a family that was always struggling financially.  My mother’s family was very blue collar.  My mother started working at age 13.  My mother worked hard to be a child of the fifties (contained) while her younger sister Liz was rebelling as a child of the sixties.  My mother felt very responsible for Liz. When Liz became sexually active and experimented with drugs at age 11, my mother felt that she had failed to protect her.  Her parents loved her, but they never understood her desire for school and a college education.  My mother’s family struggled for money most of their life.  My grandmother believed that the only appropriate social life was with extended family.  My mother lived a very controlled narrow life in her family of origin.
In my mother’s Microsystem there was her mother, her father and her sister Liz, and an aunt my grandmother was raising as an older sister, school, and work.  My life was completely different.  In my Microsystem there was my immediate family:  dad, mom, and brother.  Since I was nine months old, I was in an in-home daycare facility that I loved.  On top of that, I had play dates, my grandparents, neighborhood kids, and gymnastic teammates, school, and work.  All of these different Microsystems helped to form who I am today.  I have become a confident, social, and well balanced individual because of the Microsystems that were in place throughout my life.

Because my mother’s Microsystem was much more controlled she has struggled throughout life to find happiness and confidence in herself.  I have always known that I wanted to become a teacher of some sort.  My mother did go to school and earn a degree early on in life, but it took her some time to be satisfied with her education..  My mother did not get the encouragement I received in my Microsystem.  It wasn’t until I was in grade school, my brother starting middle school, and her 14 -year anniversary to my dad that my mother finally felt confident in herself.  Once confident in herself, she found her calling and returned back to school to earn her degree in social work.
In my Mesosystem, parent involvement was always positive.  My parents would make time for any extra curricular activities that I was involved in and encouraged friendships.  When I was ready to work my parents encouraged a good work ethic and always watched out for my well being.  In my mother’s Mesosystem she was not given opportunities for extra curricular activities.  My mother went to work at age 13 in the family store.  There was not a balance between school and work.  We are similar in our Mesosystem because of the work ethic that we both learned from our parents.  My mother’s Mesosystem was greatly disturbed when her sister Liz got pregnant at age 14.  The gossip surrounding her pregnancy directly impacted my mother, and it wasn’t positive.  She withdrew and became more detached as she approached the end of her high school years.
The Exosystem I was raised in was influenced by my dad having a job that required him to be out of town three or four nights a week.  With him being gone, we lacked time together.  My mother returning to school took much of her time.  Additionally, my mother changed jobs that required a more demanding schedule.  This indirectly affected me by not allowing time together.  But, she included us in her community activities which imparted social commitment and giving back.  My mother’s Exosystem was disrupted when her father stopped smoking when she was age six.  Once he quit smoking he became verbally abusive towards my grandmother.  There was constant yelling and derogatory comments in my mother’s environment.  Her father’s mood and patience had changed dramatically, thus indirectly affecting my mother.
My mother and I have had very different experiences.  Yet, we both have become very confident, well balanced individuals.  When looking at Bronfenbrenners five system theory and then reflecting it back on my life and that of my mother’s I feel that I have learned so much more about myself and my mother.  Ecological Theory is an objective investigative tool that brings great insight into how individuals evolve.
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