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The ecological system theory is a theory that explores development in children and young people, focusing on their environment and what factors and key challenges can have an impact on it. This theory has processes and structures that all relate to four environmental systems. These four systems include the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem. There is also a fifth system, which was not in the original version, however has been used since, this is the chronosystem. 
“Opportunities such as the ability to buy houses in the catchment areas of the best schools, or to afford private education, with advantages for children that continue through and beyond education. At the other end of life, wealth levels are associated with stark differences in life expectancy after 50.” (Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion, 2010). 
Research carried out by the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion shows society that there are factors, which do impact on an individuals well-being during their adult life. Depending on how a child or young person is brought up throughout childhood, would largely shape how a life changes throughout different life stages, which will literally be a cause of impact “from the cradle to the grave.” (Knowles and Lander, 2012, p 75) 
In 1989, Bronfenbrenner proposed an ecological system theory, which he stated that children are influenced by their environment directly and indirectly. This is due to wider problems and events that happen around them, thereby affecting them whether they are changes that complement their growth or are in conflict with their development, due to there being many layers, which are many factors such as, family, community, societal changes including policies, education, housing etc. When one layer is disturbed it can cause a disturbance throughout all the other layers that a child or young person develops in order to become an adult. 
These five systems relate to different layers that have developmental influence upon a child or young person. The first one is the microsystem; this layer is the one that is the nearest to the child and within this layer are all the structures with which the child or young person has direct contact. It encompasses all the interactions that a child has within the child’s existing surroundings. This will include all relationships such as family, friends and teachers within school, all the child’s neighbours within their community and is the child attends any childcare facility, this will also be included within this layer. The impact at this layer goes basically in two directions, which are “both away from the child and toward the child.” (Paquette and Ryan, 2001) An example of this is when the parents of the child can affect the child’s behaviour or beliefs and yet it can work in the other direction, of how the child is able to have an affect on the behaviour or beliefs of their parents. This is known as bi-directional influences. There are also other people who can influence the child’s microsystem. An example of this would be if the parent of the child were supportive of one another then their interaction is greater. However, it can also go the opposite way, if the parents were not supportive of one another, such as their discipline towards the child was not consistent and they become aggressive, then the child would stereotypically become aggressive, this would then mean that both the child and the parents would not benefit from the changes. 
The mesosystem, which is the second layer is a bridge that comes between the home and the environments in which the growing of the child will become a part of such as school and friends. The reason the microsystem and mesosystem are linked here is because depending upon the parental involvement within the child’s school life and to which extent they involve themselves in the child’s learning when the child is in the home environment. The rational behind this thinking comes into fruition, when as adult’s people are able to function both as a spouse and parent at home can be dependent on how they are affected in the workplace with regards to relationships and vice versa. 
The third layer of Bronfenbrenner’s theory is the exosystem. The exosystem does not actually come into contact with the child. However, due to the way it has an affect on parents, it can indirectly affect a child or young persons outcomes in life. This layer involves community, health, the welfare service and the workplace. Within the workplace, it would be situations such as maternity or paternity pay, flexible hours, sick leave and holiday pay. When a person is excluded from the work environment via unemployment it puts the family into the ecological framework as being disadvantaged and therefore, the family will experience social exclusion, which will have an impact upon their behaviour and how they perceive themselves financially. Emery and Laumann-Billings (1998) stated that any negative impact where a family are socially excluded, especially if they have very poor ties to the community or no extended family living near to them, increased their rates of conflict and child abuse. However, Waldfogel (2000) argued that distress put upon low income families can lead some parents to use harsh treatment against their children. The research also stated that low income families were more likely to be reported for neglect and mal-treatment than other social backgrounds and yet they are no more likely to mistreat children than any other social background. Thirdly low-income families are often reported in regards to neglecting their children because they are deemed as not being able to adequately provide for their children. Lastly, poverty and neglect are related to with abuse, however society should remember that there are other primary factors that are responsible for abuse. 
Chate and Hazel (2002) found that families that were disadvantaged the most had higher occurrences of issues surrounding behaviour such as anti-social behaviours, hyper kinetic disorders (ADHD) than families from the highest earners. 
Bronfenbrenner’s fourth layer to his theory is known as the Macrosystem. This layer largely embraces the wider society, which is made up of the cultural, economic, legal, political and religious institutions. This wider society will include the social attitudes and values that are expected norms for everyone to declare in their daily lives, which have a tremendous impact on people as individuals. This is how society perceives our images and opinions on crime and punishment, gender equality, elderly people and disease. Think of the concept of ‘Children in Need’, which implies that society should help children who need possibly extra financial help to achieve their goals in life. It also is the fundamental basis within society on how society works with families since the Children Act of 1989 became law. Children who are socially excluded due to material poverty, housing, disability or their relationships outside the home are protected under this act and society uses different organisations within this social sector to provide. 
Bronfenbrenner also stated that there are ‘ecological transitions’ throughout someone’s life. According to Bronfenbrenner, the environment in which people live is not fixed in an invariable way. However, he belied that someone’s environment is forever changing and adapting. Bronfenbrenner believed that if someone were to let go of something such as a role, a place, a situation etc. in their life, then the microsystem layer that revolves around that person would change. These changes in one’s environment would then cause an ‘ecological transition’, which Bronfenbrenner believed that these changes were critical moments in that person’s development. Examples of these ‘ecological transitions’ would be examples such as; reaching a milestone, to begin school, have a first job, getting into a relationship, having children, losing someone or a job etc. 
The final layer to Bronfenbrenner’s theory is the chronosystem. This layer is about as the child becomes older, they may react differently to their environment in which they are in and may be able to determine and become more aware on how that change will be able to influence them. Take for example safeguarding, a young person may feel that they are able to tell a safeguarding officer that something in their life is not quite right and that they want help from an outside agency to improve their own environment. They are aware that it could mean that they will no longer live within the family environment due to their disclosure, however they know that they will be safe. 
Robb (2001) agreed with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory by stating that in Britain we have a stereotypical view of the modern child. This view is of children and young people being “spoilt and over-materialistic.” (Knowles and Lander, 2012) However, Robb (2001) makes a very valid point that childhood is actually dominated by adults, who control what a child eats, what they wear, what they watch on television, who their peer group should be and what school they attend. The adults then tend to blame the children for being ungrateful, and yet the children have really learnt their behaviour from the adults who are around them, because the adults themselves are using the material objects as a way of defining themselves through status and identity. Robb (2001) adds to the argument by saying that within society, there is considerable money to be made because there are a number of industries who depend on children and their influence over their parents. These industries such as the toy industry and the media through advertising, fashion, entertainment, films add to the complexities of drawing the child or young person into wanting magazines, trendy clothing, new movies, fast food chains and gaming consoles. Strangely enough, it is adults who believe that children remain unaffected by any outside influences within the wider world. 
To Conclude, there are many key challenges that an individual might face during their life, particularly during their childhood and adolescence there are the five ecological systems according the Bronfenbrenner’s theory. The ecological system theory brings with it many complex and contextual influences, that Bronfenbrenner envisioned as a series on a cluster of structures that included the home and what extended beyond it. Bronfenbrenner is responsible for the way in which society now views human development, due to it not only being based on the biology of a child, but also the way in which relationships on many different levels affect the child or young person, even down to how the environment at it’s most complex, involving politics and policies affect how that child or young person may eventually turn out. The most influences that has an affect everyone is down to our beliefs in what a child listens to, can achieve and what affects them, can even come down to what adverts they watch in the media. This shows that society has many, many layers and is extremely complex, which affects the development of the child. 
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