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Person-centred care is an essential part of effective health and social care practice, as it aims to improve care quality, support better health outcomes and ensure that individuals are involved in decisions about their care. This approach requires professionals to meet clinical needs while also recognising each person’s unique needs, preferences and values (NICE, 2021). It also involves understanding the individual’s personal circumstances, relationships and environment. This reflects a growing understanding that health and wellbeing are influenced not only by physical conditions but also by wider social and environmental factors.

In this context, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory supports understanding of how individuals are influenced by different aspects of their environment. Bronfenbrenner (1977) suggests that human development should not be viewed in isolation but through the ways individuals interact with their surrounding systems. This idea was further developed in his later work, where the environment was described through interconnected systems, including the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1996).

This focus on context and interaction aligns with the principles of person-centred care, which require professionals to consider the individual beyond their clinical condition. As a result, Bronfenbrenner’s theory is highly relevant to person-centred care because it highlights how individuals’ needs and outcomes are influenced by relationships, social and environmental factors. Recognising these influences can help professionals provide more responsive and individualised care rather than focusing only on medical needs. However, Tudge et al. (2009) note that the theory is often oversimplified in practice, which may reduce its effectiveness in guiding analysis and practical application.

This essay critically examines Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and explores its relevance to health and social care, particularly in supporting person-centred care. It will analyse both the strengths and limitations of the theory and consider how it can be applied in health and social care policy and professional practice.

[bookmark: _Toc228303522]Development of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
Ecological Systems Theory was developed by developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner in the 1970s as a response to limitations in earlier psychological approaches that focused mainly on individual behaviour in laboratory settings. Bronfenbrenner argued that such approaches did not fully reflect the complexity of real-life development, as they often overlooked the influence of social, cultural and wider environmental factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Instead, he proposed an ecological framework in which individuals are understood within different interacting environments, moving the focus of developmental research from laboratory settings to real-world contexts. This change was significant as it provided a deeper understanding of the ways individuals are influenced through ongoing interactions with their environments.
The theory describes the environment through interconnected systems, including the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1996). The microsystem refers to direct environments such as family, peers and daily interactions, while the mesosystem focuses on the connections between these environments. The exosystem includes indirect influences, such as wider social systems, and the macrosystem reflects broader cultural and social values. However, later developments of the theory emphasised that these systems should not be understood as fixed structures but as part of a dynamic and ongoing process. 
This development led to the bioecological model, which introduced the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) framework. This model expanded the theory by placing greater emphasis on ongoing interactions, individual characteristics and the role of time within and between interconnected systems (Rosa and Tudge, 2013). This was an important theoretical development because it recognised that individuals are not shaped only by environmental influences. Instead, they were seen as actively involved in their developmental processes. This perspective also expanded the understanding of culture by acknowledging that it exists across different levels of the ecological system rather than only within the macrosystem. This provided a more comprehensive understanding of how cultural influences shape individual development (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017).
Despite its significant contributions, Bronfenbrenner’s theory has also faced several criticisms. From a theoretical perspective, earlier interpretations of the model did not fully consider the role of culture across different systems, which created limitations in its relevance across different contexts (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017). A further limitation relates to how the theory is applied in research and practice. Tudge et al. (2009) argue that the model is frequently applied incorrectly, as many studies focus on identifying environmental systems rather than examining the developmental processes that influence human development. This can result in a simplified interpretation of the theory that does not fully reflect its complexity. These limitations are also reflected in contemporary research and practice. While Bronfenbrenner’s theory offers a comprehensive framework for understanding human development, its practical application can still present challenges. Contemporary applications of the theory may still struggle to fully integrate its complexity, particularly when it is used primarily as a descriptive tool rather than a deeper analytical framework (Navarro and Tudge, 2023).
These critiques highlight a key challenge within the theory. While it provides a comprehensive understanding of human development, its complexity can limit its practical application in research and professional practice. This is particularly relevant in health and social care, where practitioners are required to understand individuals within their environmental contexts. They must also apply this understanding in ways that support effective person-centred interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc228303523]Application of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory in Health and Social Practice
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory has significant practical importance within health and social care because it encourages practitioners to view individuals within the wider environmental systems that influence their wellbeing. Ecological approaches move beyond a primary focus on personal or clinical factors. They help practitioners develop a more comprehensive understanding of the environmental influences on wellbeing. This includes recognising how family relationships, education, community resources, social policies and cultural norms interact to influence individual outcomes (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017). This broader perspective can strengthen professional practice by supporting more effective assessments of need. It also allows interventions to respond not only to individual circumstances but also to wider factors that may contribute to vulnerability or resilience.
In professional practice, Bronfenbrenner’s framework supports more effective intervention planning by helping practitioners understand how different environmental systems interact to influence individual experiences and outcomes. This is particularly valuable in interprofessional health and social care settings, where effective support often requires coordination between families, healthcare providers, educational settings and wider community services. Recent research further demonstrates this practical relevance. Hu et al. (2025) show that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework can strengthen understanding of family experiences and mental health challenges by placing individual wellbeing within wider relational and social systems. By recognising these interconnected influences, practitioners can develop interventions that respond to immediate personal needs as well as wider structural barriers affecting wellbeing. Effective professional practice requires care planning that is responsive to the wider context of individuals’ lives (McCormack and McCance, 2016). Bronfenbrenner’s framework supports this by offering a structured way to understand the broader factors influencing wellbeing. As a result, the theory can strengthen service coordination, support preventative interventions and encourage more comprehensive decision-making across health and social care systems.
Bronfenbrenner’s theory has also demonstrated wider relevance in policy development and professional education. In public mental health policy, it encourages policymakers and professionals to consider the interconnected systems that influence mental health outcomes, rather than relying primarily on individual-focused interventions (Eriksson et al., 2018). This broader perspective can contribute to more informed and effective policy development. Similarly, the application of the bioecological model in health professions education can strengthen practitioners’ understanding of how environmental and structural factors influence health outcomes (Hamwey et al., 2019). This can enhance their ability to deliver more effective and responsive care. Furthermore, combining Bronfenbrenner’s framework with other practical models can strengthen child and family services. This broader approach can support a more comprehensive response to complex social needs (Woodland et al., 2024).
However, despite these strengths, practical challenges remain. The complexity of the ecological model can make its practical application difficult within health and social care practice. While ecological frameworks can strengthen understanding of complex social and organisational influences, applying this complexity in professional settings can be challenging (Nolan and Owen, 2024). Additionally, the theory’s practical use can vary across different social groups, emphasising the need for practitioners to adjust ecological approaches carefully in response to cultural and social differences (Hong et al., 2021). Therefore, while Bronfenbrenner’s theory offers a useful framework, its practical implementation may require flexibility to ensure effective and responsive practice.
Overall, Bronfenbrenner’s theory remains highly relevant to contemporary health and social care practice because it strengthens person-centred interventions by encouraging practitioners to consider social, environmental and cultural systems affecting individuals’ lives. Its holistic framework provides a more comprehensive understanding of need, which can strengthen professional decision-making and care planning. As a result, the theory continues to provide useful guidance for practitioners seeking to deliver more effective, responsive and person-centred care.
[bookmark: _Toc228303524]Recommendations for Policy and Practice
To improve the effectiveness of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory in health and social care, greater emphasis should be placed on professional training. This can strengthen practitioners’ ability to apply ecological frameworks more effectively. As previous critiques have shown, the theory is often oversimplified or applied incorrectly (Tudge et al., 2009). Therefore, health and social care education should provide more structured training on assessment of environmental influences, collaborative intervention planning and the practical application of the PPCT model. This would help practitioners move beyond narrow clinical perspectives and develop more holistic, person-centred approaches that consider the wider environmental systems influencing individual wellbeing.
In policy development, greater emphasis should be placed on ecological approaches that address the wider social and structural factors influencing health and wellbeing. Policymakers should promote more integrated strategies that strengthen coordination between healthcare, education, family support services and community organisations. Eriksson et al. (2018) highlight that ecological frameworks can strengthen public mental health policy by supporting more comprehensive responses to interconnected social influences. Applying these principles within policy development can also support earlier intervention and more responsive health and social care systems.
Furthermore, health and social care systems should ensure that ecological approaches are applied carefully across different social and cultural groups. Hong et al. (2021) demonstrate that the relevance of ecological models may vary across different racial and social contexts, suggesting that policy and practice should avoid generalised approaches. Services should therefore focus on care planning that responds to cultural differences and reflects the varied experiences of individuals. Combining Bronfenbrenner’s framework with other practical models can strengthen flexibility and responsiveness within complex care systems (Woodland et al., 2024). In addition, DeCostanza Eagle et al. (2026) highlight the importance of using Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT framework to strengthen self-advocacy and personalised support for individuals with intellectual disabilities. This emphasises the need for more responsive and flexible support approaches for individuals with complex needs.
Overall, improving health and social care practice requires stronger application of ecological approaches through practitioner education, policy development and service delivery. To improve the effective use of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, greater emphasis should be placed on strengthening professional understanding, promoting wider collaboration between services and supporting person-centred interventions that respond to cultural differences. This can improve both policy development and individual wellbeing.
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory offers a valuable framework for understanding human development by recognising the wider environmental systems that affect individual experiences and outcomes. Throughout this essay, the theory has been shown to support person-centred health and social care practice. It helps professionals move beyond narrow medical perspectives and recognise the broader social, cultural and structural influences on wellbeing. Its practical relevance is particularly strong in intervention planning, policy development, early intervention and the promotion of more collaborative, responsive and person-centred service delivery. However, the theory has limitations, as its complexity and common oversimplification can create challenges for practical application in research, policy and professional practice. Despite these limitations, the ecological model remains highly relevant because of its holistic and flexible framework. Bronfenbrenner’s theory can strengthen policy development and individual wellbeing when applied effectively through stronger practitioner education, integrated policy development and culturally responsive interventions. Overall, the theory continues to provide an important framework for improving health and social care practice by supporting more responsive and person-centred approaches that better address diverse and changing individual needs.
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