


THE BRONFENBRENNER PRIMER

This is the first ever introduction to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 
Framework written specifically for undergraduate students. The author provides 
a carefully structured, guided introduction to Bronfenbrenner’s concepts, their 
interpretation, and their potential applications. Bronfenbrenner’s scientific ana-
lysis of the role the environment plays in human development earned him a 
premier place alongside Jean Piaget, Sigmund Freud, and Erik Erikson as a con-
tributor to our understanding of developmental processes. His ideas are essential 
for analyzing how development happens, how it goes astray, how to right it 
when it does, and how to create environments that will promote healthy 
development.
	 The Bronfenbrenner Primer walks students through each component of the 
framework in a logical order, helping students build a solid, systematic under-
standing. It describes the background and context that led Bronfenbrenner to 
develop his framework, illustrates a wide array of potential applications, and 
provides activities students can do to practice applying the framework to their 
own experience. Honed over 25 years of teaching Bronfenbrenner’s ideas, this 
text will be essential reading for students across the behavioral and social 
sciences.

Lawrence G. Shelton is a Developmental Psychologist who has taught in the 
Human Development and Family Studies Program at the University of Vermont 
since 1971. He has taught and applied Bronfenbrenner’s ideas in novel ways for 
the past 25 years in a wide-ranging teaching and consulting career. Shelton has 
elaborated on and expanded Bronfenbrenner’s ideas to emphasize the necessity 
of integrating ecological and developmental perspectives, an approach he refers 
to as Develecology.
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Preface

A primer is a book presenting the basic elements of a subject, intended for 
beginning students. The Bronfenbrenner Primer is intended to help you understand 
one of the core topics in the study of human development—the framework of 
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model of Development. I wrote this 
guide for my students at the University of Vermont. Now I am pleased to 
provide it to a wider audience. It is particularly gratifying for me to have it 
appear in 2018, the 101st anniversary of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s birth.
	 This book is not an attempt to present and explain Bronfenbrenner’s exten-
sive body of work, or the development of his thinking across his career. It is 
neither a critique of his model nor a comparison of his thinking to other the-
ories of development. I will not assess the current state of research using his 
framework. I intend only to provide an introductory guide to understanding the 
ecological framework for development proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner, as 
published in his 1979 book, The Ecology of Human Development. In his book, 
Bronfenbrenner presented a scientific analysis of the role the environment plays 
in human development. That book and his subsequent writing on the topic 
earned Bronfenbrenner a premier place as a contributor to our understanding of 
human development. His work is cited in every developmental textbook, along 
with the views of Sigmund Freud, Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget, and others who 
shape our conceptions of development.
	 I teach to help students construct an understanding of how people develop. 
Why does development occur, and how? What influences the course of devel-
opment? If you want to facilitate development, how can you do that? Over the 
course of my career, I have studied the works of Freud, Erikson, Sullivan, 
Piaget, and many other researchers and theorists who consider the processes of 
development. Each is useful to some degree for understanding some aspects of 
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development. While all of these and many other approaches assume that the 
environment is a significant determinant of the course or content of develop-
ment, it is a challenge to find serious consideration of how context shapes devel-
opment. What are the processes involved? What characteristics of the 
environment are important in development? How do we compare environ-
ments to understand how they lead to differences in development?
	 As a practitioner, an applied developmental psychologist, who tries to address bar-
riers to development and to promote development, I need to understand not 
only how people develop, but how the environment shapes development. I 
need to know what changes in the environment will support development. I 
have to try to use both a developmental perspective and an ecological perspective to 
grasp how development has been shaped by the environment and what changes 
in the environment might shape development in desirable directions.
	 Bronfenbrenner provides a conceptual framework for understanding the 
environment half of the processes of development. His framework has been 
essential to my understanding and my work for many years. The classic and 
current theorists and researchers of development form one strong core of our 
understanding, but it was incomplete until Bronfenbrenner’s work provided a 
way to conceptualize the environments in which development must occur. This 
second core is necessary to provide the dual perspective needed to analyze how 
development happens, how it goes astray, how to right it, and how to create 
environments that will promote healthy development. Fundamentally, develop-
ment is the process of transacting with and adapting to the environment we 
experience as we change biologically.
	 Over the years, as I taught and practiced, the dual perspectives of develop-
ment and ecology became so integrated in my thinking, that I eventually coined 
the term develecology to refer to the study of the relationship between develop-
ment and the ecosystem in which it occurs. Thus, this book also serves as an 
introduction to the study of develecology.
	 While Bronfenbrenner’s framework became essential to my thinking, and 
central to our curriculum in Human Development and Family Studies at the 
University of Vermont, I became convinced of its power as a tool for organ-
izing our thinking about development and the contexts in which it occurs. I 
also grew more aware that the framework is not well explained in the develop-
mental texts I used and reviewed, and that it is not as widely or deeply incorp-
orated in training or in practice as I believe it should be.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s framework is a challenge for beginning students, but they 
can grasp it and learn to apply it. They often find it so useful in later graduate 
study and in professional work that they are surprised so few people know it or 
use it. Learning Bronfenbrenner’s scheme helps students cross the bridge from a 
focus on subjective experience to becoming critical thinkers who can learn and 
use formal theories of development. It allows them to think systemically about 
complex aspects of development, relationships, families, social institutions, and 
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policy. Those who understand it are able to conceptualize influences on devel-
opment as well as approaches to changing ecosystems that hinder development 
so as to reduce problems (Shelton, 2012).
	 I developed this book through two decades of teaching Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework to first- and second-year students at the University of Vermont. 
Those hundreds of students helped me understand Bronfenbrenner’s scheme 
and learn to explain and apply it. My interpretations of Bronfenbrenner’s 
scheme in this book are firmly rooted in Bronfenbrenner’s own explanations of 
his thinking. The examples, explanations, and illustrations here evolved through 
my attempts to help students understand and apply the concepts consistently, 
and are mine. Any departures from Bronfenbrenner’s meaning and intent are 
my responsibility. I hope I have explicated his ideas, and not misrepresented 
them. My students have found the explanations helpful, as I hope you will. I 
hope you also find the book, Bronfenbrenner’s perspective, and develecology 
useful.
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1
Introduction to Urie 
Bronfenbrenner

Who Was Urie Bronfenbrenner?

Urie Bronfenbrenner was a developmental psychologist. He earned a doctorate 
at the University of Michigan, and then taught for many years in the Depart-
ment of Human Development at Cornell University. Bronfenbrenner wanted 
research on child development to be understood and to be useful. He especially 
wanted public policy to focus on supporting the development of children and 
families so that all children would have opportunity to grow up healthy and 
competent. He strongly advocated for Lyndon Johnson’s “war” against poverty, 
and helped to design and implement the Head Start program for children from 
low-income families.
	 As Bronfenbrenner’s career progressed, he became increasingly frustrated by 
the lack of child development research that could be used directly to understand 
how development was influenced by the neighborhood and community chil-
dren lived in and how social policy affected the environments that shaped chil-
dren’s development. As he argued vigorously for research that considered the 
environment as well as the development that happened within it, he came to 
understand that one reason researchers didn’t pay specific attention to the 
environment was that the developmental sciences didn’t actually have a way of 
conceptualizing the environment. Although professionals in the field talked about 
the importance of the environment, and referred to the ecology of children and 
families, there was no common language or conceptual framework for identify-
ing the elements of the ecosystem or how it affected development or 
relationships.
	 Researchers often measured or gathered data on characteristics of people, 
such as social class, family income, education, race, or ethnicity, measures we refer 
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to as demographic data. But these data don’t really reflect the environments 
people live in, what people do, where they spend their time, or who the 
important people in their lives are. Demographic measures don’t tell us how the 
environment treats people. Bronfenbrenner began to refer to the typical demo-
graphic variables as people’s “social addresses,” measures that tell us where 
people live in the social system. He wanted to see research that actually assessed 
what people experienced in the social system, what the characteristics of their 
specific environments were. From these, he hoped, we could learn how the 
environment acts in shaping development.
	 Bronfenbrenner came to ecology early. His understanding of the world was 
deeply affected in childhood, when, as he described in the Preface to his 1979 
book, he had the good fortune to grow up on the grounds of a state institution 
for people with intellectual and psychiatric disabilities. There he roamed the 
fields and the woods with his father, a neuropathologist, trained in medicine. 
His father also had a Ph.D. in zoology, and Bronfenbrenner described him as a 
“field naturalist at heart” (1979, p.  xi). He wrote: “Wherever we were he 
would alert my unobservant eyes to the workings of nature by pointing to the 
functional interdependence between living organisms and their surroundings” 
(1979, p. xii).

What Did Urie Bronfenbrenner Do?

Bronfenbrenner realized psychology did not have ecological concepts adequate 
for answering the kinds of questions he asked, questions that were necessary for 
understanding how society hindered development and how we might change it 
to support development. So he set out to create a way to conceptualize the 
human ecosystems in which development occurs. He set forth the framework 
in his 1979 book, The Ecology of Human Development. In the book, he outlined 
the concepts he distilled from decades of research and theory about what influ-
ences human development. He specified the concepts that were to be included 
(Definitions), offered a few assumptions that were important to make (Proposi-
tions), and presented a set of testable Hypotheses about how the ecosystem 
functions in shaping development. He created a scientific conceptualization, 
with as much specificity, objectivity, and clarity as possible. He encouraged 
researchers to test it, revise it, and expand on it, as these are the basic principles 
of any science. Bronfenbrenner continued to revise, test, and expand his under-
standing of development throughout his long career.
	 For his framework, Bronfenbrenner assumed a constructivist model of devel-
opment, with the person an active participant in experience, and attempting to 
make sense of it. In the process of exploring and trying to adapt to the environ-
ment, the person constructs an understanding of the environment, and acquires 
skills to deal with it. Bronfenbrenner drew many ideas from Jean Piaget, par-
ticularly Piaget’s book The Construction of Reality in the Child (1954).
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	 In trying to capture the essence of the ecosystem, Bronfenbrenner began 
with the work of Kurt Lewin, who had tackled the task decades earlier. 
Acknowledging his debt to Lewin, Bronfenbrenner wrote:

the conception of the environment as a set of regions each contained 
within the next draws heavily on the theories of Kurt Lewin (1931, 1935, 
1938). Indeed, this work may be viewed as an attempt to provide psycho-
logical and sociological substance to Lewin’s brilliantly conceived topolo-
gical territories.

(1979, p. 9; for more detail about Bronfenbrenner’s understanding of Lewin, see 
Bronfenbrenner’s 1977 article)

To these beginnings, Bronfenbrenner added concepts and connections drawn 
from a wide array of social science research to formulate his framework for 
putting development in context.

Why Is Bronfenbrenner’s Work Important to Me?

As an undergraduate at Harvard, I majored in a field called “Social Relations.” 
The title referred not to college party life, but to understanding human devel-
opment and relationships within their social contexts. Social Relations was an 
interdisciplinary department incorporating developmental, social, and clinical 
psychologists, cultural anthropologists, sociologists, and psychiatrists. I studied 
Freud, Erikson, Piaget, Sullivan, Lewin, and Skinner, and was exposed to psy-
chophysiology, psychopathology, psycholinguistics, anthropology, sociology, 
and more. My subsequent career and teaching have evolved from the integ-
rative, multidisciplinary, and applied foundation that was laid down during 
those undergraduate years. I went on to study Child Psychology at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota. Studying child psychology research, I was often frustrated by 
two shortcomings in the professional literature. First, much of the research was 
not really developmental, because it studied age differences, not change over 
time. Cross-sectional studies can’t really identify the processes or course of 
development in the way that longitudinal studies can. Second, research often 
ignored the context of the subjects in the studies, the environments that chil-
dren were in. I was greatly pleased to hear Bronfenbrenner express his own 
similar dissatisfactions with the field.
	 When I began to study and then to teach Bronfenbrenner’s framework, I 
found that it fit neatly onto the multidisciplinary foundation I began to develop 
in my major in Social Relations. His concepts provided me a language for 
describing professional as well as personal experiences I had had in a variety of 
programs and institutional settings. As a developmental psychologist myself, and 
a professor of Human Development and Family Studies, I was familiar with the 
problems in our fields he was responding to. Most importantly, his framework 
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filled a gap in my understanding of development, the gap he had identified as 
the lack of a conceptual language to describe how people and our environments 
interact in the processes of development.
	 As I worked to help students understand this conceptual language, I gradu-
ally discovered how powerful and essential Bronfenbrenner’s concepts really are. 
Learning and being able to apply the framework can make a person’s under-
standing of the ecosystem and of development significantly more valid, differen-
tiated, and useful. Bronfenbrenner provides a general, and generalizable, 
framework that can guide both individual attempts to facilitate development and 
analysis of policy and proposed social interventions. Bronfenbrenner’s approach 
applies to all development, optimal and less than optimal. It applies equally to chil-
dren developing competence and adolescents becoming delinquents or addicts. 
Increasingly, I have found Bronfenbrenner’s work consistent with the central 
features of the theories that have survived best.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s views have become a major organizing scheme in my 
understanding of development and relationships. As I have evolved into an 
applied develecologist, his ideas have become essential in my teaching. As his 
ideas have become so important to my understanding of development, I have 
been increasingly puzzled by the relative inattention to Bronfenbrenner’s per-
spective in the texts available for use in courses in human development. His 
ideas are usually mentioned, sometimes accurately, but they rarely are used to 
organize the material in texts.
	 I think one reason scant attention has been paid to Bronfenbrenner’s work 
outside the research community is that his primary presentation of the frame-
work, in his 1979 book The Ecology of Human Development, appeared now nearly 
four decades ago and was addressed to graduate students and researchers. The 
presentation of the perspective appearing there is tied to analyses of research 
studies that are now dated. As well, the terminology Bronfenbrenner uses is rich 
and precise, able to be understood and appreciated only with considerable study. 
So, while his views are recognized as important and provocative, and are men-
tioned in nearly every human development text, they are given cursory treat-
ment, usually only in outline form. Typically, his views are presented as one of 
several viewpoints or approaches to understanding development, and then are 
not integrated with the material on development that follows. This treatment 
gives students the impression that Bronfenbrenner is as important and irrelevant 
as Freud and other outdated theorists mentioned in the introductory chapters, 
and thus worthy of being forever after ignored. This impression is misleading, 
of course, since the classic theories provide concepts that have gained wide 
acceptance in modern culture. The classic notions of old theories of develop-
ment, behavior, and relationships form the historic underpinnings of the social 
sciences.
	 We cannot understand our current thinking if we can’t place it in its intel-
lectual context. In my view, Bronfenbrenner’s ideas deserve close study and 
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understanding because they incorporate concepts essential to our useful inter-
pretation of human development. There has been no introduction to his views, 
nothing published that makes his perspective accessible to students. This primer 
is my attempt to fill that gap, to present the human developmental ecological 
approach of Bronfenbrenner in an accessible manner, to put this powerful tool 
in the hands of students and others who would understand development.
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2
From Ecology of Human 
Development to Develecology

What we call a field of study is important. The label helps us identify what is to 
be studied and how. It also may set boundaries, limiting the topic or the 
methods.
	 In his writing, Bronfenbrenner used the phrase “the ecology of human 
development” to refer to his work. The focus was to be human development, 
and he wanted to examine the environment, or context, in which development 
occurs. He defined the field this way:

The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of 
the progressive, mutual accommodation throughout the life course, 
between an active, growing human being and the changing properties of 
the immediate settings in which the developing person lives, as this 
process is affected by relations between these settings, and by the larger 
contexts in which the settings are embedded.

(DEFINITION 1, Bronfenbrenner, 1989, p. 188)

This definition draws attention to crucial aspects of Bronfenbrenner’s views, 
assumptions, and intentions. First, he intends to forward a scientific, research-
based framework in which the assumptions about reality, the principles, and the 
definitions of concepts are as clear and concise as possible. In a scientific frame-
work, testable hypotheses can be derived, and appropriate research strategies 
described. Second, he views humans as active participants in the process of 
development, engaged in continuing adaptation to an environment, an 
environment that includes relationships with other persons. Third, the environ-
ment is assumed to be changing, rather than static, and to be adapting to the 
developing person, so the accommodations made by the person and the 
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environment are mutual and reciprocal. Fourth, he conceives the environ-
ment as consisting of different settings, some of which the person participates 
in. Next, the process of mutual accommodation is affected by the relationships 
between settings, or parts of the environment. Finally, the process of mutual 
accommodation between person and settings is influenced by the larger con-
text—community, society, and culture.
	 As Bronfenbrenner continued his work, his focus changed and his intent 
broadened. In his 1979 book, he hoped to convince researchers to put the 
environment into the study of human development, to pay attention to the 
context, and offered his framework to help them conceptualize the ecosystems 
in which development occurs. As his thinking progressed, he took on the 
broader task of explaining the complex role of the ecosystem in development, 
and began to describe his work as an “Ecological Systems Theory of Develop-
ment.” As he moved more deeply into the processes of development, his atten-
tion turned to examining the role in development of biological change, and the 
difficult task of understanding the transactions of genetically driven changes 
with changes in the ecosystem. At this turn, he referred to his task as creating a 
“Bioecological Theory of Development,” which would recognize the equal 
partnership of nature and nurture, heredity and environment. As he expanded 
his work further to incorporate the importance of attending to the psychological 
and social processes involved in the development of the biologically changing 
person in a dynamic ecosystem, others were moved to use the “biopsychosocial
ecological model of development.” Bronfenbrenner headed off that prolifera-
tion of prefixes in his own work by referring to his understanding of 
development as a “Person-Process-Context Model.” This has the advantage of 
being easy to remember and encouraging attention to all three components. He 
later added “time” to his label to make it a “PPCT” model of development.
	 In this sequence of labels, we see Bronfenbrenner engaged in two tasks: 
defining a field—the ecology of human development—and naming the model 
of development he was constructing, as it went through a number of elabora-
tions. At the heart of his work is the desire to meld ecology and development. 
In my view, he never quite succeeded in finding the right label for what he was 
trying to do. For his model, the term “bioecological” places biological aspects 
of development in a privileged position compared to psychological and inter-
personal aspects, and thus fails to express the more encompassing integrative 
nature of our expanding understanding of human development. Are we to look 
only at biology and the ecosystem? The PPCT label for the model works well 
enough. For the field of study, “Ecology of Human Development” is useful, 
but suggests that human development might be studied without considering 
ecology. That is clearly not what Bronfenbrenner believed, and is not the reason 
he defined all the concepts within his framework in terms of the developing 
person’s engagement with the environment. The real power of his framework is 
that it combines a developmental viewpoint with an ecological viewpoint. Bronfenbrenner 



8    Develecology

argues for the necessity of applying both perspectives at once, simultaneously, 
and integrating them into a systemic, comprehensive understanding. But the 
developmental and ecological viewpoints are usable separately. Development 
can be and often is considered out of context, or in a very limited context. In 
fact, that is precisely why Bronfenbrenner developed his conceptualization: to 
encourage us to think about development in a context that is an ecosystem. The 
concept of ecology incorporates notions of systemic relationships, in which the 
important elements are related to each other in ways that make changes in one 
element both productive of and responsive to changes in other elements. Just as 
development can be considered out of context, however, ecosystems can be 
analyzed non-developmentally. Ecosystems can be described statically, as if they 
don’t change. How can we describe an approach that is both ecological and 
developmental, equally, at the same time?

Develecology

The power of Bronfenbrenner’s framework lies in truly merging developmental 
and ecological views. The integration of the two perspectives results in a com-
bined analytic power that far exceeds that of even the sum of the two. In my 
teaching, I began to use the phrases “ecological developmental framework” and 
“developmental ecology.” Over time, the two sets of principles became so 
necessary to each other in my thinking that I coined the term develecology to 
refer to the integration of the two sets of principles.
	 “Develecology” refers to the study of the processes of development within 
an ecological framework, or the study of development in context. It brings into 
the general realm of scientific ecology a specialization devoted to the ecology of 
developmental processes. I believe it is a term usable in other fields as well. My 
focus, like Bronfenbrenner’s, is on human develecology, but I can easily imagine 
someone else focusing on canine develecology or the develecology of Arctic 
mammals, for example. Because my interest is in how the study of develecology 
can be used to improve human conditions, I have come to call myself an 
“applied human develecologist.”
	 Coined terms require definition, so, to define the term more precisely:

Develecology is the study of the processes of development of organisms 
and their changing relations with their environments, employing a com-
bination of systemic and longitudinal perspectives that include the mutual 
and reciprocal transactions of organism and context. The focus of deve-
lecological analysis is transactional change in both the context and the 
organism over time.

Develecology fits within a broader framework of the familiar notions of system, 
ecology, and ecosystem. A system is any set of parts or components that work 



Develecology    9

together to make up a functioning whole. Ecology is the study of the relation-
ships of living things with their environment and with each other. Ecosystem is a 
contraction of the phrase “ecological system,” meaning a system made up of a 
set of living organisms and their physical environment and the relations among 
them. From these notions branch concepts such as bioecology, human ecology, 
and, now, develecology.
	 Recent developments in conceptual formulations of development are con-
sistent with Bronfenbrenner’s framework, and with the notion of develecology. 
Among these is the work of the late Esther Thelen, which she referred to as a 
“dynamic systems approach.” Thelen’s work on early motor development 
captures the essential integration of transactional effects of biological changes 
and actions within a dynamic ecosystem (Thelen & Smith, 1994).
	 The concept of “transaction” in systems thinking attempts to capture the 
principle that any action by one element of a system affects the other parts, and 
in turn, reciprocally, actions by any of the other parts will affect the original 
actor. In this case, when a person acts, or changes, effects will be experienced in 
other parts of the ecosystem, which will change the ecosystem, in turn affecting 
the person. A critical aspect of a transaction between any two elements of a 
system is that both are changed in the course of the transaction. Transactions are 
what happens between two components in a living system and are always 
bidirectional.
	 The central concerns of develecology are to explore what changes in a 
person and in the environment are important in shaping development. Deve-
lecologists hope to learn how the processes of adaptation and accommodation 
change as a person develops. As we proceed to explore Bronfenbrenner’s frame-
work, I encourage you to practice keeping both perspectives, developmental 
and ecological, in mind at each step.
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The Framework

Person and Context: The Challenge of Complexity

Bronfenbrenner’s scheme is a system of concepts: the person exists in a system of 
relationships, roles, activities, and settings, all interconnected. Individual develop-
ment takes place as the developing person ages, constructs an understanding of 
his or her experience, and learns to act effectively within the system in which 
she or he is participating. Simultaneously, the development of the person changes 
the system. The system changes because as a person develops, his or her actions 
change, and other people in the system therefore respond differently to the 
developing person. At the same time, the settings the person participates in are 
interrelated with each other and with other settings. As well, the settings are 
part of the culture in which the whole system of settings and the roles, relation-
ships, and activities within them are embedded. We will examine one by one 
the parts of the system, their interrelationships, and their impacts on develop-
ment as we work to understand the processes of the whole.
	 The task we are undertaking is not a simple or easy one. It is a great chal-
lenge to understand the interrelatedness of a complex living system such as the 
social system we live in. It requires prodigious expansion of our mental struc-
tures to conceptualize relationships that constantly shift, and that act reciprocally 
on each other. The challenge is doubled because some aspects of relationships 
are part of the immediate experience of the person, while other aspects are more 
abstract, removed from the direct experience of the person. To then place the 
constantly changing, developing person within that dynamic system further 
enlarges the challenge.
	 Bronfenbrenner attempted to help us conceptualize the human ecosystem 
with an analogy to a set of nested Russian dolls, with the person in the middle 
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encased in a series of hollow dolls, representing levels of the system, each larger 
than the next (1979, p. 3). Another analogy sometimes offered is an onion, with 
a series of layers that can be peeled away. Both analogies are misleading.
	 In the set of dolls, each level is independent, though parallel—simply larger 
or smaller in scale. In develecology, the layers or levels are not simply bigger or 
smaller. Each is of a different kind. The microsystem is one level, but the next 
level, the mesosystem, is not merely a larger microsystem; it is the relationship 
among the settings of the smaller “nearer” level, or microsystems. The two 
levels are not just different in size, but otherwise identical. They are in fact 
different, the larger consisting of the relationships among the smaller, and thus 
incorporating the smaller, not existing independently of it, as the nesting dolls do. 
We will continue to elaborate our understanding of this complexity, but it will 
be necessary to overcome the implications of Bronfenbrenner’s own insufficient 
nesting doll and onion analogies. We will use Figure 3.1 to organize the frame-
work, building it part by part as we proceed.
	 Bronfenbrenner presents his framework in the terms of science, stating his 
definitions, explaining his assumptions or propositions, and constructing formal, test-
able hypotheses about the way things work or are related in development in the 
environment. I’m going to present Bronfenbrenner’s hypotheses as if they are 
true, but remind you here and elsewhere that Bronfenbrenner was trying to 
encourage research, and to create a scientific approach to the study of develop-
ment in context. A future challenge for you is to see what evidence you can 
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Figure 3.1    The structure of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model
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find for the validity of his hypotheses. Are they supported by research? Are they 
evident in your own experience? Are they consistent with the conclusions of 
others who think about development? Bronfenbrenner hoped that we would 
test the validity of his hypotheses, refine them, and add to them as we construct 
a more sophisticated understanding of development in context.
	 The primary purpose of Bronfenbrenner’s scheme is to lead us to understand 
the development of the person in the ecosystem in which the person particip-
ates. Bronfenbrenner couches his framework in scientific terms, and emphasizes 
the importance of designing ecologically sound research. Nevertheless, his life-
long purpose was to design, promote, and evaluate policies and programs that 
would improve society and support development of children and families. 
Because many students of human development come to the topic motivated to 
help people, to teach, and/or in other ways to make the world a better place, I 
focus in this book on applying Bronfenbrenner’s framework, and develecology 
more generally, to the task of facilitating development.
	 We attempt to facilitate development in many ways. We teach, we raise chil-
dren, we counsel, we create social services, we give money to worthy causes, 
we pass laws and write policies, among others. The essence of facilitating devel-
opment is to create environments, relationships, or activities that support and 
enhance the person’s understanding of the world and ability to function in it. 
How do we know our efforts promote development and wellbeing of the 
people who are the targets of our efforts? Bronfenbrenner argues that to design 
effective strategies and to assess their effectiveness, we must understand the pro-
cesses of development in context. In the following exposition, we will 
examine the context of development, and how variations in the person’s experi-
ence in it shape development so that we might answer the question: How do 
we facilitate a person’s development?
	 We will turn now to look at the person.
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The Person and Development

Bronfenbrenner sees human beings as active participants in the world. In his 
view, we are always interacting with our environment, and these interactions 
are reciprocal: the world interacts with us. Analysis of the nature of the inter-
actions or transactions we have with the systems in which we participate is key 
to explaining development. Understanding how we develop within the eco-
system is the central issue in Bronfenbrenner’s work.
	 We are always learning about the world through active experience in it. The 
human mind is designed to make sense of experience. Intelligence is a characteristic 
of humans that enables us to construct understanding of our world, our experi-
ences, and ourselves. As we develop we gain understanding, which we apply to 
our ongoing experience, gradually building up knowledge and understanding, and 
gradually refining our abilities to function effectively in our world. People are 
always engaged in the fundamental process of adapting to the ecosystem we are in. 
Intelligence can be considered the abilities to understand the experience we have 
and to use that understanding to adapt more effectively to the environment. The 
processes of development include biological changes in our ability to act in the 
world, cognitive changes in our ability to understand the world, and psychological 
changes in our ability to behave effectively in ways that are appropriate to the situ-
ations we encounter and the relationships we share with others.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s view is fundamentally constructivist, similar to the 
approaches of Piaget, Montessori, Erikson, Vygotsky, and other theorists of 
human development. In all these theories, it is the person who is actively con-
structing an individual mind, based on the biological potentials humans have 
evolved over time. In constructivist theories, then, to understand a person’s 
development is to explore the gradual change in understanding constructed by the 
person through experience in a world.
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	 To Bronfenbrenner, it is important to keep in mind that the individual is 
constructing a unique and personal understanding, a conception that may be 
shared with many others, but which fundamentally is the individual’s own. 
The person’s view is based primarily on the specific and unique experiences 
the person has had over time in a specific and unique environment or eco-
system. If we want to understand the person and the person’s unique develop-
ment, we have to try to understand the particular ecosystem the person has 
experienced, over time. And that ecosystem must be examined from the per-
son’s own viewpoint, or perspective. Bronfenbrenner regularly returns to the 
notion that there is not an external objectively true or “real” environment in 
which the person is participating: there is only the environment the person 
perceives and interprets. What is developmentally important is the ecosystem 
as the person perceives and experiences it. So, to understand development we 
must attempt to see the ecosystem from the perspective of the developing person in 
whom we are interested.1

	 What we are trying to explain, in Bronfenbrenner’s view, is the essence of 
development, the understanding of the world the person is constructing, along 
with the skills the person is acquiring, skills that will enable the person to act 
effectively within the world. Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on understanding and 
skills developed in transaction with a specific environment is incorporated in his 
definition of development:

Human development is the process through which the growing person 
acquires a more extended, differentiated, and valid conception of the 
ecological environment, and becomes motivated and able to engage in 
activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that 
environment at levels of similar or greater complexity in form and 
content.

(DEFINITION 7, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 27)

Let’s break up this definition into its component parts. Figure 4.1 represents the 
developing person.

The Growing Person

The developing person changes over time. Changes are inherent in human 
growth. The person changes biologically, and the biological changes themselves 
are in part shaped by the nature of the person’s participation in the ecosystem. 
Examples of transactions in which the ecosystem alters biological change would 
include these, among many others:

1	 If the ecosystem does not afford food adequate for good nutrition, the per-
son’s biological growth reflects the inadequate nutrition.
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2	 If the ecosystem encourages practice of particular motor skills, the person 
will develop better motor skills than would be the case if the person parti-
cipated in an environment without such opportunities.

	 Similarly, the biological changes taking place change the nature of the per-
son’s participation in the ecosystem. Examples of transactions in this direction of 
the transaction include:

1	 Learning to walk makes it possible for the child to explore the ecosystem 
more broadly and to reach places that were unavailable to the infant.

2	 Puberty typically makes the person a potential sexual partner in the eyes of 
other members of the ecosystem. So, the transactions the person has with 
those other people will change because their view or understanding of the 
developing person changes, and the other people will behave differently. 
They will gradually assign a new role to the developing person, not neces-
sarily on the basis of the developing person’s new behavior, but because of 
their perception of the person’s biological changes.

3	 Pregnancy changes one’s role in the ecosystem but also may change one’s 
ability to move quickly or to carry out tasks as one has previously.

4	 Slowing of reflexes or perceptual changes in the later years may alter how 
one can participate in the ecosystem.

Thus, the biological characteristics of the person, characteristics that change 
regularly through the life span, help determine the person’s participation in the 
ecosystem, and in turn, those biological changes are influenced by the nature of 
the ecosystem and of a person’s participation in it.
	 Biological characteristics are significant in the experience of the person in the 
ecosystem in other ways as well. People differ biologically. That is one of the 

Figure 4.1    The developing person
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wonderful features of humanity. We differ by sex, skin color, facial characteris-
tics, body type, distribution of hair and its characteristics, shape of our faces, 
feet, hands, and so on and so on. Our brains also differ. We have genetically 
based differences in our propensity to develop a variety of skills. We have 
different temperaments, different physiological responses to a variety of stimuli, 
and different characteristic emotional tones and reactions to experience and 
events.
	 Each of us is a unique variation on the human paradigm. Our experience of 
the environment reflects the influence of many of these characteristics. Some of 
us may be attracted to a setting that exposes us to music and provides opportun-
ities for musical exploration, while others of us might find such a setting less 
interesting. Some may enjoy physical challenge, and seek out opportunities to 
run, climb, ride, or jump.
	 At the same time, the subtle and not-so-subtle differences among us often have 
meaning to others in the ecosystem. Differences from others in the setting may have 
meaning in a setting, and thus shape the transactions we have in it and the nature 
of our participation and experience in the system. For example, if a person’s sex is 
a basis for exclusion from some activities in a setting, then being male or female 
will determine one’s participation and experience in the setting, as it does in all 
cultures. In a setting in which some skin colors are valued above others or where 
dark skin makes one subject to exclusion or differential treatment, then the 
biology of skin color will shape experience. Less dramatically, perhaps, in a family 
of quiet, reflective people, a child with a high energy level and desire for physical 
activity may have different experience and develop a different view of self and of 
others than the same child would in a family of high-energy active athletes.
	 Thus, biologically based variations affect our participation in our ecosystems 
in several ways. Our biology may lead different people to engage in different 
activities, different roles, or different sorts of relations in a particular setting. In 
the longer view, development is shaped by the accumulated effects of those 
variations in experience and variations in the ecosystem itself, as some settings 
may be open or closed to our participation.
	 The variety of transactions between biology and experience/environment are 
summarized in Figure 4.2.

Conception of the Ecological Environment (View of the World)

Knowledge and understanding are the result of the perceptual, cognitive, and 
psychological processes humans employ. Psychological processes underlie parti-
cipation in the world. People perceive, remember, process information, distort, 
think, practice skills, seek experience, explore, try things out, etc. In most 
developmental theories, these psychological processes of engagement in the 
world are essential mechanisms of change and development. We call these pro-
cesses “proximal,” because they are directly in the experience of the person.
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	 Bronfenbrenner assumes all these psychological processes are ongoing, thus 
change along with biological development, and that they are affected by experi-
ence in the ecosystem, by participation in the ecosystem. Describing or explaining 
developmental changes in essential psychological processes is not a focus in his 
framework, but understanding them is necessary for analyzing changes in participa-
tion in the world. So, students of development must still study and comprehend 
the many theories and domains of development that focus on those processes.
	 As the biologically changing person experiences the ecosystem in increas-
ingly sophisticated ways, there are more experiences, and more to understand. 
The understanding constructed covers more of the ecosystem, becoming more 
extended, and has more details, becoming increasingly differentiated, or having 
more parts.
	 To Bronfenbrenner, what is important about the knowledge and under-
standing constructed by the person is whether they are complex and valid—valid 
in the context of the specific experiences the person has had. Does the know-
ledge we construct help us understand the experience we have? Are we seeing 
our surroundings clearly, and understanding how our world functions? Are we 
able to anticipate or predict what will happen? Can we adapt or cope with 
changes more effectively? As we develop more valid understanding, we also may 
become more able, or skilled, at exploring and changing the world, able to parti-
cipate in our environment more effectively, safely, and comfortably. In Bronfen-
brenner’s view and in his definition of development, it is the practical 
understanding and skills we develop that are most important. The development 
he describes is always in part an adaptation to the ecosystem the person is in.
	 When Bronfenbrenner refers to an ecosystem, or some component of an 
ecosystem, as “facilitating development” or “enhancing development,” he is 
referring to promoting human development as defined in his Definition 7. 
Development is facilitated either when the person’s view of the world becomes 
more valid, extended, and/or differentiated, or when the person becomes more 
motivated and able to act in ways that are more effective in managing or living 
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Different positions in ecosystemsBiological differences between people

Differences in ecosystemsDifferences in biological development

Figure 4.2    Transactions between biology and environment
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in the environment. It is important to keep his definition of development con-
stantly in mind as we learn to use the develecological framework.
	 We are used to saying that people learn from experience. Experience comes from or 
is the result of transactions we have with people and with settings—the ecosystem. 
People employ their mental processes to make sense out of their transactions and 
the ecosystem in which they occur. Making sense of our experience produces a 
view or conceptual understanding of the experience, the ecosystem, and ourselves. 
As we develop, our view of the ecosystem becomes more extended—it covers or 
includes more experiences and more of the ecosystem. Our view becomes more dif-
ferentiated—we see the ecosystem in more detail, with more parts, and more differ-
ences among the parts. Our understanding also becomes more valid—our 
understanding becomes more consistent with the ecosystem we exist in, and there-
fore more useful to us in the process of adapting to the ecosystem we experience.
	 Development also consists, in Bronfenbrenner’s definition, of becoming more 
motivated and more able to investigate, explore, manipulate, take care of, and 
change the ecosystem we experience. His definition of development thus takes 
into account that people are curious and that our skills and potentials change as 
we grow. Our brains and our mental processes mature and respond to the 
experience we have, making it possible for our understanding to become more 
complex. Our bodies change to permit greater mobility, more dexterity, and 
more strength to use in exploring and maintaining the environment we are in. 
So we become more skilled, more able. And why would we become more motiv-
ated to engage in activities like those he includes in his definition? Curiosity is a 
type of motivation. Perhaps humans want to understand and be comfortable in 
their environments, so the activities that fit the definition represent our ways of 
adapting to the ecosystem and adapting it so we understand and fit in it better. 
Perhaps we want to be competent, and being able to do something motivates us 
to do more, and thus become more competent.
	 Notice, too, what Bronfenbrenner’s definition of development does not 
include. It is not about IQ, test scores, grades, or vocabulary, or speed of process-
ing, or memory capacity. It is specifically about our understanding of our eco-
system and our competence in transacting with the environment. Thus, 
Bronfenbrenner’s definition of development is about our adaptation to the eco-
system that is shaping our development in it. Defining development in this way, 
Bronfenbrenner works to make his framework as internally consistent as pos-
sible. An ecological view of development is about developing in, understanding, 
adapting to, and functioning within the ecosystem.
	 Finally, in Bronfenbrenner’s scheme, the developing person can be any 
person at any point in the life span. As long as the person is adapting to the eco-
system, working to develop a more valid understanding and improved skills, the 
person is developing. In many of the definitions and hypotheses that follow, 
Bronfenbrenner uses the phrase “developing person” to refer to the person 
whose development we are focusing on, the object of our attention.
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	 Remember: In Bronfenbrenner’s view of development: Development happens 
within a person who is assumed to be growing and changing biologically. 
Development is the result of transactions with the ecosystem. Development is 
changing the person’s transactions with the ecosystem, and the ecosystem is also 
changing. Development consists of three elements:

1	 The person’s understanding of the ecosystem becomes increasingly differ-
entiated, extended, and valid. 

2	 The person becomes more skilled and thus able to explore, maintain, and 
transform the ecosystem. 

3	 The person becomes more motivated to explore, maintain, and transform the 
ecosystem. As the person develops, his or her ability to adapt to and func-
tion in the ecosystem improves.

Figure 4.3 summarizes Bronfenbrenner’s concept of development as adaptation 
to an ecosystem.
	 Now let’s move on to consider what people do in the ecosystem.

Note

1 For discussion of this phenomenological view and its importance in Bronfenbrenner’s 
Definitions, see Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 22–34.
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People act. Action is inherent in being alive, as a human being. Activity is 
intrinsic to our encounters with the world we live in, our environment. Our 
activities, like our understanding, tend to become more complex as we develop. 
In a constructivist view, complex activities evolve or are constructed from the 
exercise and coordination of less complex ones. In Bronfenbrenner’s words 
“activity is at once the source, the process, and the outcome of development” 
(1979, p. 289).
	 How is activity related to development? In the previous section, we examined 
Bronfenbrenner’s definition of human development. If development is the process 
of acquiring a more extended, differentiated, and valid understanding of the eco-
system, what does that process involve? How do we acquire that understanding? 
We come to understand the environment because we experience it, because we 
observe it, because we act on it, and interact with it. Our activities in the environ-
ment lead to understanding that environment. Beyond that, as we develop, the 
activities we engage in to explore the environment, to maintain it, and to change 
it become more complex skills. And as we repeat and practice those activities, we 
become more skilled in understanding, exploring, and transacting with the 
environment. Engaging in activity in the environment (where else could one 
engage in activity?) is a central component of the process of developing.
	 What kinds of activity are important in development? Connecting to the 
definition of development, we might propose that any activity would be of 
interest if it contributes to the process of one of the components of develop-
ment as Bronfenbrenner defines it. We should distinguish simple actions from 
activities. An action might be anything one does, such as breathe, twiddle one’s 
thumbs, cough, or throw a stone into a pond. Dictionary definitions of action 
focus on single movements, acts, or deeds. An activity refers to something larger, 
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or more important, a specified pursuit, in dictionary terms. An activity might be 
an action or a set of actions that one is learning to do, or that represents a new 
skill or way of transacting with the world, or that has the potential to change 
the person or the environment or both. Bronfenbrenner proposes to distinguish 
between molecular, or simple, actions and molar, or larger, meaningful activities. 
In physics, molar refers to a body of matter as a whole, rather than its atomic or 
molecular properties or subparts. Bronfenbrenner uses molar to indicate we are 
interested not in the minutiae of actions, but on larger activities or behaviors 
the person focuses on or pays attention to and that are important to the person, 
and potentially to the process of development.

A molar activity is an ongoing behavior possessing a momentum of its 
own and perceived as having meaning or intent by the participants in the 
setting.

(DEFINITION 12, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 45)

	 This definition suggests that a molar activity has three main characteristics: it 
is ongoing, has momentum of its own, and is perceived to have meaning or intent. 
Ongoing means that the activity occurs over a period of time. If an activity 
occurs over time, or periodically, it is likely to be related to development, and 
perhaps also has potential to change. Momentum is the tendency of something to 
continue or proceed. People tend to continue an important activity to its con-
clusion. If a molar activity is interrupted, the person may feel frustrated, and 
may be motivated to return to the activity so it can be completed. Meaning or 
intent refers to the reason the person is engaging in the activity. Why is the 
person doing the activity, why is it important enough to expend energy on? 
Our activities usually have a purpose or goal, especially if they are activities that 
have “intent—the desire to do what one is doing either for its own sake or as a 
means to an end” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.  46). From a developmental per-
spective, the activities of interest would be those that have the potential to 
become incorporated with other activities into more complex activities. From a 
person perspective, we might focus on the activities that are important to the 
person, the ones the individual attends to and doesn’t want interrupted, will 
return to if interrupted, frets about, or expends significant effort on. From an 
ecological perspective, important activities would be the ones most likely to reveal 
the properties of the environment, or sustain or modify it. Is it helpful to focus 
on the activities that combine all three of these characteristics?
	 What counts as molar? While it might be satisfying to make a list of which 
activities are molar and which are not, it is not easy to do that. Whether an 
activity is molar or not depends on the person, the person’s intent, and the per-
son’s development so far. Activities change over time, as they become coord-
inated and integrated into larger activities. For an infant, learning to stand 
without holding on might be the most complex activity in the repertoire, the 
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one with most meaning and momentum. Infants expend great amounts of energy 
and time, intensely focused as they work hard to learn to stand. Certainly, learn-
ing to stand is a molar activity at that time. As the infant masters that activity, 
the activity may become less molar, as it is incorporated into the more complex 
activity of walking. As walking becomes the focus and standing is mastered, and 
no longer requires concentration and effort, standing ceases to be molar. 
Walking becomes the new molar activity, and standing simply a subordinate 
part of the new activity. The developing person moves on to focus on incorp-
orating walking into running, and running into soccer dribbling, and soccer 
dribbling into playing soccer, and playing soccer into winning a state champion-
ship, and so on (and on), perhaps to becoming a revered soccer coach. Each of 
these becomes in turn a molar activity incorporating all the previous molar, now 
molecular, components. As the person moves from lesser to greater complexity, 
the activities that were once molar become just actions, no longer molar. The 
new, more complex behavior becomes the molar activity that has meaning and 
intent, and which the person is motivated to continue.
	 Sometimes the developing person’s intent also determines whether an action 
becomes an activity. Breathing, for example, is an action that is reflexive 
throughout our lives, and not molar, even though it is ongoing and has momen-
tum and we intend to keep on doing it. But it is automatic, and we spend 
almost no time thinking about it. Breathing can, however, become a molar 
activity if we change our intent and the meaning we assign to it. Examples of 
this might occur when we decide to learn the specific pattern of breathing asso-
ciated with yoga or meditation, or if we decide to learn the pattern of circular 
breathing musicians use to maintain a note without interruption, or if we want 
to learn to breathe effectively while we swim using the crawl or freestyle stroke. 
Each of these ways of breathing requires attention, effort, and practice, making 
them new molar activities, no longer simply reflex action. Even so, the new 
intent depends on the use of the new skill in the more complex molar activity 
of yoga, playing an instrument, or swimming.
	 The point that a particular activity that is molar at one time but not later, or 
when our intent changes, is important to keep in mind. It means that what 
counts as molar is not fixed, but changes with time and circumstance, with 
development, with intent, and perhaps environment. Molarity is relative to 
coordination of the activity with other activities. This is the reason we can’t 
create definitive lists of molar and non-molar activities. We will see that other 
elements in the ecosystem also change over time, as their relationships to devel-
opment and to the other elements change. We change, and our ecosystems 
change, and both are central to explaining development.
	 The process of constructing more and more complex and integrated activ-
ities is a fundamentally important way to look at development. It is an example 
of what Piaget calls the progressive process of coordinating knowledge. Bron-
fenbrenner directs us to look at how the ecosystem we participate in encourages 
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the development of specific molar activities and how those activities become 
more complex. Does the ecosystem support the developing person’s construc-
tion of more complex activities, and more differentiated and valid understanding 
of the ecosystem?

Degree of Development

That activities change and may become incorporated into increasingly complex 
activities leads to a related idea. Bronfenbrenner suggests that we might use the 
activities a person engages in as a measure of maturity, or developmental status. 
Specifically, he proposes:

The developmental status of the individual is reflected in the 
substantive variety and structural complexity of the molar activities which 
she initiates and maintains in the absence of instigation or direction by 
others.

(PROPOSITION B, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 55)

How many different things can you do, and how complex are they? What 
activities do you actually engage in when you get to do what you want to do, 
on your own? This approach to assessing developmental status is quite different 
from the more traditional indices. This is not about chronological age, or bio-
logical maturity. It is not about IQ or any paper-and-pencil or other kind of 
test. Importantly, it is not about what a person can do, but rather about what a 
person does do, when the person is in charge of his or her own behavior. In this, 
Bronfenbrenner is being consistent with his definition of human development. 
Developmental status is relative to the environment one is in, and has to be 
assessed within the person’s ecosystem. It is a measure of how well the person 
has adapted to the environment, learned what is possible to do in it, and is able 
and motivated to engage in those activities. Of course, actually creating a 
measure that would allow us to rank people on the basis of this index of matu-
rity would be a difficult task. Nevertheless, the proposition encourages us to 
think about what other measures we use actually do reflect. His point is that 
assessing relative maturity in an ecological framework requires we focus on how 
a person engages in the ecosystem.
	 Note that Proposition B states only that developmental status is reflected in the 
variety and complexity of molar activities a person engages in. It does not say 
that this is the only measure of developmental status or maturity. The definition 
of human development implies other ways to measure development. We could 
propose that maturity is reflected in the extent, differentiated-ness, and validity 
of the person’s understanding of the ecosystem. Another part of the definition 
suggests maturity might be reflected in the person’s ability and motivation to 
engage in activities that reveal, maintain, or rearrange the ecosystem. Or these 
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could be combined. The immediate challenge here would be constructing an 
assessment of these characteristics of the person, a challenge shared with Pro-
position B. But all three possibilities are significantly different than other meas-
ures of maturity because they are directly connected to the person’s adaptation 
to the ecosystem.
	 Bronfenbrenner provides an example of how we might think about the chal-
lenge to assess degrees of development, or changes in development, in his hypo-
thesis about research on the impact of early childhood education on 
development. He proposes that if we really want to measure the developmental 
effects of programs like Head Start, we should not look for changes in IQ or 
achievement tests, but should look for changes in molar activities and relations 
with others (Hypothesis 20, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 201).
	 Let us examine a couple of examples of how differences in the complexity of 
activities might reflect different levels of development. Consider the toddler 
learning to walk. At that time in life, walking is a molar activity, one to which 
the child devotes great energy, and the practice of which keeps the toddler (and 
parents) awake in the middle of the night. Much later, having mastered walking, 
the person might learn about exercise, nutrition, and other good health prac-
tices. As an adult, the person may incorporate walking into the much larger and 
complex molar activity of maintaining a healthy lifestyle.
	 As another example, consider two 20-year-olds in college, roommates. What 
do they do when they have free time? One surfs the channels on television, 
watching whatever comes up. When asked later what she did through the after-
noon, she reports she watched TV. What did she watch? Shows, nothing 
important. The other, given free time, goes to the gym, writes e-mail home, 
organizes his closet, reads a book. If he watches TV, he seeks out programs 
from which he can learn about the news of the day, and incorporates that into 
his political science essay, interpreting the news, etc. In other words, for one, 
the couch potato, television fills the available time. For the other, the one Bron-
fenbrenner would describe as more highly developed, television is one of a 
number of important activities, but important for its connectibility to other 
activities and responsibilities.

Activities and Other People

Because activities are so important to us, and we are social animals, the activities 
that others engage in are of interest to us. Because we are attracted to the activ-
ities of other people, their activities are important to our development. The 
more varied and complex the activities we observe people around us do and 
that they engage in with us, the more developed we will become (Hypothesis 
1, Bronfenbrenner 1979, p. 55).
	 The important activities as we develop are going to be the ones that we 
engage in with other people, in joint activity. And we are going to learn more, 
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and practice those activities more, in relationships that we enjoy. As we engage 
in activities over time, in relationships we enjoy, the activities are likely to 
become more complex, and thus we become more developed. This emphasis 
implies that if our environment does not include people who engage in complex 
and varied activities, or if those people do not engage us in their activities, we 
will not develop as well as we otherwise might.
	 Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998, pp. 996ff.) apply these principles in the 
following way to describe the role of “proximal” or immediate experiences in 
development:

1	 For development to occur, the person must engage in an activity.
2	 To be effective, the activity must take place “on a fairly regular basis, over 

an extended period of time.” For example, this means that in the case of 
young children, a weekend of doing things with Mom or Dad does not do 
the job, nor do activities that are often interrupted.

3	 Why not? One reason is that, to be developmentally effective, activities 
must continue long enough to become “increasingly more complex.” Mere 
repetition does not work.

4	 Developmentally effective proximal processes are not unidirectional; there 
must be influence in both directions. In the case of interpersonal inter-
action, this means that initiatives do not come from one side only; there 
must be some degree of reciprocity in the exchange.

5	 Proximal processes are not limited to interactions with people; they also 
can involve interaction with objects and symbols. In the latter circum-
stance, for reciprocal interaction to occur, the objects and symbols in the 
immediate environment must be of a kind that invites attention, explora-
tion, manipulation, elaboration, and imagination.

	 Why focus on activities? Because activities are what we develop. It is our activ-
ities that are our successes and our accomplishments. And it is our activities that 
represent deficient development. Success in school is the result of appropriate 
molar activities. Failure in school is the result of activities that are not congruent 
with the expectations of the school setting. Parenting is a molar activity. How we 
parent is crucial for the development of the next generation. For most of us 
earning a living is a molar activity. Income may be proportional to the complexity 
of the activities we engage in, and perhaps to their scarcity in the ecosystem. 
Maintaining a drug addiction is a complex molar activity. Leadership in one’s 
community is a molar activity. In other words, explaining how we develop 
complex activities that are important to us and to those around us is essential to 
understanding our development in our ecological context. Remember that Bron-
fenbrenner’s definition of development includes becoming “motivated and able to 
engage in activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that environ-
ment at levels of similar or greater complexity in form and content.”
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	 Often, when we are responsible for the development of other people, we 
choose or direct the activities they engage in. Develecologically, it is important 
that we consider whether those activities have the potential to become more 
complex over time, and whether they will be sustained over time. Can and will 
the activities be continued in the absence of our direction? Do the activities 
contribute to the person’s development—to understanding of the world and 
ability to function in it?
	 A developmentally facilitating environment will include many opportunities for 
people to engage in molar activities. It will allow those activities to become 
more varied and more complex. It will include opportunities to be in the pres-
ence of people who engage in a variety of complex activities, to observe, parti-
cipate in, and learn those activities, and eventually to carry them out on one’s 
own, and to choose to engage in them.
	 Remember: Molar activities have three important characteristics: they are 
ongoing, they have momentum, and they have meaning to us (see Figure 5.1). 
Activities are important in development because they are the means by which 
we learn about our environment and develop skills. As we develop, our activ-
ities become more complex and make us more competent in our ecosystem. 
Our development is facilitated by having other people around us who engage in 
complex activities and who engage us in those activities.
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Dyads and Relations

Developing people engage in activities. We may engage in activities alone, and 
activities done alone may be important, especially as an index of our level of 
development. In the preceding section, Bronfenbrenner highlights the import-
ance to development of activities we engage in with others. Activities in the context 
of significant relationships are the ones we are likely to focus on and elaborate. 
Relationships with others are central in most explanations of development. The 
people in our lives and our relations with them are crucial components of our 
ecosystems. We are social animals, and transactions with other people are central 
to our experience from birth on. In many ways, our development is manifested 
in changes in our relations with other people. Dyads and relations are the inter-
personal structures created by our awareness of other people in our 
environment.
	 Relations are the transactions that occur by the participation of two or more 
people with each other.

A relation obtains1 whenever one person in a setting pays attention to or 
participates in the activities of another.

(DEFINITION 13, Bronfenbrenner 1979, p. 56)

The smallest number of people who can relate to each other is two, so Bron-
fenbrenner focuses on the dyad.

A dyad is formed whenever two persons pay attention to or participate in 
one another’s activities.

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 56)
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Dyad refers to the two people as depicted in Figure 6.1. The relation is what 
happens between them.
	 A person may participate in several dyads. If there are two people in a setting, 
there is one dyad. If there are three people, there would be three dyads. Four 
people can create six dyads, five people ten dyads, and so forth. How many 
dyads are possible when your family convenes? Or your class? How many could 
there be in your workplace?
	 Of course, we could talk about larger, more complex groups. If there are 
three people in a setting, there are three dyads, but there is also one triad. Four 
people can make up six dyads, and they can also form four unique triads and a 
tetrad. We focus on dyads for a couple of reasons. First, the dyad is the simplest 
relation, so understanding the transactions that go on in a dyad would be the 
foundation for attempting to understand more complex relations. Second, it is 
likely that a majority of significant transactions among people occur in dyads. 
Do we attend to more than one person at a time? How often? How important 
to our development are simultaneous transactions with two or more others? 
Third, as a practical matter, it is difficult enough to comprehend and describe 
the transactions that occur in dyads. As each additional person is added, the 
transactions become exponentially more difficult to describe. These reasons do 
not lead to the suggestion that analysis of relations larger than dyads is not 
important. Indeed, such analysis may be crucial in understanding family systems, 
group functioning, and social psychology, among other endeavors. But we will 
focus on dyads as the basic unit.
	 Just as every person is unique, every dyad is unique. As well, the relation in 
the dyad may be seen or understood differently by each person. Each has a per-
spective from which to view the relation, and their perceptions of it may be 
very different. They may be similar, but it is not necessary that they will see the 
relation the same way, or agree on how to describe it. Going beyond or outside 
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Bronfenbrenner’s work for a moment, a relation is also abstract, like a system. 
In fact, we can refer to a two-person system, meaning the relation. The rela-
tion is what happens between the two people. The relation is different from the 
two people. The relation is not the sum of the two people. A relation is seen in 
the transactions that occur that involve two individuals, so the relation is a 
process, or a set of processes. The relation is constructed by the actions of the 
two parties. Neither party alone can create a relation, though either may 
instigate it. Additionally, the relation can be altered by either person. Whenever 
one person changes his or her behavior in a relation, the relation is changed, 
and it is likely the other person will modify his or her behavior to continue the 
relation. The transactional nature of dyads is assumed by Bronfenbrenner when 
he proposes:

If one member of a dyad undergoes developmental change, the other is 
also likely to do so.

(PROPOSITION C, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 65)

	 In this proposition, Bronfenbrenner assumes that the ongoing transactions 
with another person are an important part of the experience of the developing 
person. Any developmental change—a change in the person’s view of the world 
or skills and motivation for dealing with the environment—will alter the per-
son’s actions in the dyad. That alteration will affect the transaction. The other 
person will experience the changed transaction and attempt to adapt to it. The 
process of adapting to the changed transaction will lead to developmental 
change on the part of the other. Why? Because human relationships are transac-
tional. Both parties are trying to make the relation comfortable and productive. 
They constantly re-calibrate the relationship, or adjust their behavior to accom-
modate any new action or emotion of the other. The relation adapts to changes 
in either party. Bronfenbrenner’s Proposition C refers to a kind of ongoing cali-
bration and re-calibration of the relationship in the dyad. As two people try to 
maintain an interesting, predictable and comfortable relationship, each will 
respond to any change by trying to adapt, and to create a new homeostasis, or 
comfortable, predictable, and stable state. If one of them develops, in any of the 
ways Bronfenbrenner defines development, the second person may attempt to 
maintain a stable relationship, at first by resisting change. If that disrupts the 
harmony of the relation, the second may then adapt by changing, and the re-
calibrating attempt may invoke change in the second person—a change in view, 
or skill, or motivation that is compatible with the change in the first person.
	 Thus, in develecology, development of any member may change the trans-
actions in the relations others have with that person, and as each other person 
responds to the changes in those transactions, their development may be stimu-
lated, and the entire system may be changed in some way. This principle is 
fundamental to family systems theory and other systems frameworks. Change in 
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any one element may provoke change in other elements and in the functioning 
of the whole system.

Types of Dyads

Bronfenbrenner describes several types of dyad (1979, pp.  56–59). Dyads take 
three basic forms, different in function:

An OBSERVATIONAL DYAD occurs when one member is paying 
close and sustained attention to the activity of the other, who, in turn, at 
least acknowledges the interest being shown.

A JOINT ACTIVITY DYAD is one in which the two participants 
perceive themselves as doing something together.

A PRIMARY DYAD is one that continues to exist phenomenologically 
for both participants even when they are not together.

An observational dyad is created whenever one person pays attention to the actions 
of another, and the other is aware of being observed. A joint activity dyad is formed 
when two people engage in a common activity. A primary dyad forms when two 
people see themselves as relating to each other, and think about each other even 
when they are not together. Note that the definition of a primary dyad does not 
require that the two people be apart for the dyad to be a primary one. It is a 
primary dyad even when, and perhaps particularly when, the two people are 
together, engaged in joint activities. But, unlike the other two forms of dyads, the 
people in the dyad are likely to think about each other when they are not 
together. Participation in the primary dyad is likely to influence a person’s behav-
ior even when the other person in the primary dyad is not present. This is what 
Bronfenbrenner means by “phenomenologically.” The other person continues to 
be part of one’s experience and one’s ecosystem, even when not physically 
present. In a primary dyad, both people continue to think about each other, and to 
be influenced by those thoughts, even when they are not together. The dyad does 
not become primary only when the two people are not together.
	 All your family dyads and your dyads with good friends are likely to be 
primary dyads. They’re primary because they are important. They’re so 
important that you continue to think about each other even if you’re not together. 
They’re primary dyads when you’re together, and they continue to be primary 
dyads even when you’re apart.
	 They don’t become primary dyads when you part; they already were primary 
dyads.
	 In his Hypotheses 2 and 3 (1979, p. 59), Bronfenbrenner suggests that obser-
vational dyads tend to turn into joint activity dyads, and joint activity dyads 
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tend to become primary dyads. Why? Because people tend to be attracted 
to activities and to people who engage in them. Then, if people engage in joint 
activities over time, they may begin to think about the other person and the 
activities. If the activities are enjoyable, they may want to engage in them again, 
and thus may seek to initiate contact and activity.
	 The types of dyads described refer to important characteristics of the relation 
between the two members of the dyad. The types are not mutually exclusive, 
however. Members of a primary dyad are likely to engage in joint activities 
with each other, turning some primary dyads into dyads that are both joint 
activity and primary. We refer to a particular dyad by using the label that desig-
nates the most complex function or “highest” level of the relation (1979, p. 58).
	 Also important in our later analyses will be the transcontextual dyad, one that 
exists across two or more settings. Transcontextual dyads are those that occur 
across settings, regardless of whether the relation is observational, joint activity 
or primary. Thus a particular dyad may be a transcontextual joint activity dyad. 
If you participate in a dyad with the same person at home and in another setting 
as well, it is a transcontextual dyad. Bronfenbrenner also defines a developmental 
dyad, which we will discuss later (Section 7).
	 Hypotheses 2 and 3 emphasize the potential for dyads to change, or develop. 
Changes in dyads over time represent one way ecosystems change as people 
grow. The nature of the relations we participate in and the activities we engage 
in with other people are essential elements of the social system in which we 
develop.

Transaction

Let me elaborate on the notion of transaction in relationships. People act, pro-
ducing actions. Others may respond, producing a reaction. When we consider the 
combination of the action with the reaction, we are studying an interaction, or 
what goes on between the two people. The prefix inter- means between, within, 
mutual, or reciprocal. Many actions evoke specific and/or predictable reactions 
from the other person, and the nature of the reaction may determine the further 
response or reaction of the original actor. Thus we may see the process going 
on between the two people, the interaction, as a unit, a set of coupled or con-
joined actions and reactions. Bronfenbrenner often refers to the “ping-pong 
game” that goes on between parent and child, referring to the reciprocal behav-
iors, or interactions, so important in development.
	 In what way is a transaction different? One meaning of the prefix trans- refers 
to change or transfer. A transaction is a particular type of interaction, one in 
which the two parties engage in actions and reactions, but the result of the inter-
action is a more or less permanent change in one or both parties. As an analogy, 
think about what happens when you enter a store and ask about a particular 
item. That’s an action. The salesperson’s response is a reaction, so you are 
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engaged in an interaction. If the establishment doesn’t have what you want, or 
you can’t afford it, the interaction remains an interaction, and you leave 
unchanged, aside from knowing something more about the store and its offerings. 
The salesperson is also unchanged. If in the next establishment, however, you find 
what you want and buy it, you engage in a transaction. You leave with the item, 
and the salesperson retains your money, so there has been an exchange and both of 
you are changed. If an interaction, either immediately or over time, results in a 
lasting change in either or both parties, then it can be called a transaction.
	 In develecology, it is change, or development, that is of greatest interest, and 
so it is most important to examine the transactions, the activities and interactions 
occurring in relationships that lead to change. We have to be able to describe the 
dyads and relations a person participates in, the activities the dyad engages in, 
and how those dyads change over time, to begin to understand the person’s 
development.
	 A developmentally facilitating ecosystem will include the opportunity to form 
multiple dyads with different people. It will allow the person to engage in joint 
activity dyads, and to participate in primary dyads. Thinking back to the 
previous section on activities, we can combine the concepts to suggest that an 
ecosystem that promotes development will provide dyads that engage in and 
teach increasingly complex activities. As we proceed through discussion of each 
element in Bronfenbrenner’s framework, we will pause and reach back to bring 
the previous sections forward, constructing bit by bit a more complex and 
layered system that integrates all the previous concepts with the current one.
	 Remember: A dyad is two people who are aware of each other. Bronfenbren-
ner describes three types of dyads, that differ according to what the people in 
them are doing: Observational, Joint Activity, and Primary. Later we will learn 
about a fourth type of dyad, a Developmental dyad. A relation is what is going 
on between the two people in a dyad (see Figure 6.2). Relations are of many 
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Figure 6.2    Dyad and relation
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different kinds, depending on the specifics of the three major characteristics of 
relations: Affect, Power, and Reciprocity. We turn next to examine those 
characteristics.

Note

1 Here, Bronfenbrenner uses “obtains” to mean exists.
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Important Characteristics 
of Relations

Now, what characteristics of relations are important? Bronfenbrenner proposes 
that of all the potential characteristics of dyadic relations, three properties are 
likely to be most helpful in understanding the role of relations in development: 
affect, power, and reciprocity.
	 Affect refers to the feelings people experience. How two people feel about 
and act toward each other creates the emotional tone of a relationship. Is it 
generally positive, warm, loving, and affectionate, or at the other end of the 
spectrum, is it hateful, negative, cold, unloving, or disrespectful? The affect of 
the relationship may be neutral, or it may be ambivalent, if people aren’t sure 
how they feel. Affect in a relationship may be inconsistent, or might be asym-
metrical, if two people feel differently about each other. It may be obvious that 
relations that are on the positive end of the affect continuum are more attractive 
and appealing to us, while those at the negative end we attempt to avoid, end, 
or change.
	 Relationships differ in affect, with some being more positive than others, and 
the affect in some being stronger than in others. The affect in a relationship may 
change over time, becoming more negative or more positive. We are likely to 
prefer to spend time in dyads that have positive affect and disengage from dyads 
with more negative affect. Similarly, as the affect in a dyad changes, our interest 
in participating in the dyad is likely to change accordingly.
	 Power refers to both the relative strength of each person in the relationship, 
and to their influence on each other. To what degree can each change the 
activities the dyad engages in? How much ability does each person have to 
control or direct the dyad and its activities? Here, too, there is a dimension, or 
continuum, from relationships in which one person has all or most of the 
power, and the other has none, to relations where the two participants are 
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equals, where there is a balance of power. Bronfenbrenner assumes that adults have 
more power than children, that teachers have more power than their students, 
for example. And the balance of power can change. As we develop, and gain 
more skill, we may acquire more ability to control an interaction or a situation, 
and we may be granted more permission to exercise control. Over time, a par-
ticular relationship may evolve from being very unbalanced to being balanced, 
with equal power residing in each party. As my colleague Armin Grams was 
fond of saying, “As parents, our goal is to raise our children so that when they 
are adults they can stand beside us, as equals.”
	 Reciprocity refers to the mutual sharing or transactional character of the 
activities and interactions that take place in the relation. Do the two parties take 
turns initiating activities? Do they each respond to the other? Do they alternate 
responsibilities? Do the people modify their actions to accommodate each other, 
so their activities become more mutually coordinated? At one end of the con-
tinuum of possible relationships, there is complete reciprocity, mutuality, and 
sharing, and at the other end, no reciprocity, a relation in which one party initi-
ates actions, but does not respond to the initiatives of the other, or a relation in 
which neither shares anything with the other. Are people more likely to prefer 
dyads with a high degree of reciprocity, or low?
	 Reciprocity may be seen when people take turns in conversation, share 
information with each other, or alternate roles. In good relationships, for 
example, people may do favors for each other or help each other. They may be 
equally interested in how the other feels, or what the other thinks, and move 
toward understanding each other well. Reciprocity may mean they each listen 
to the other as much as they talk about their own views, or that they take care 
of each other when one is ill.
	 These three properties of relationships are relatively independent of each 
other. What possible combinations of the three might exist? How would various 
combinations be experienced? What other characteristics could one look at? 
How else can relations be described, and how do they differ? If you could write 
scripts for different kinds of relations, how might they read, for example, for a 
relationship that had no reciprocity? What would the dialog be in a relationship 
with very unbalanced power, where one member had far more power than the 
other? It may be easy and more familiar to imagine a conversation between two 
people in a relationship with very strong negative affect, or very positive affect.
	 In Bronfenbrenner’s view, all relationships can be described using these three 
dimensions (see Figure 7.1). He distilled these three from the extensive liter-
ature on relationships, attempting to capture the few characteristics that would 
apply to all relationships and that would be most clearly related to differences in 
the activities engaged in by different dyads and most clearly related to the roles 
of the dyad in development. Differences in where particular relations fall on 
these dimensions are helpful to understanding why people develop differently 
depending on what kinds of relationships they engage in.
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Dyads, Relations, Activities, and Development

Now that we have looked at the types of dyads and the characteristics of relations, 
we can ask how dyads and relations affect development in the ecosystem. Does it 
matter what different types of dyads we have or what the characteristics of our 
relationships are? Bronfenbrenner offers Hypothesis 4 to suggest that it does.

The developmental impact of a dyad increases as a direct function of the 
level of reciprocity, mutuality of positive feeling, and a gradual shift of 
balance of power in favor of the developing person.

(HYPOTHESIS 4, 1979, p. 59)

	 In this hypothesis, Bronfenbrenner asserts that relationships in which the affect 
is positive, the reciprocity high, and the power becoming more equally balanced are 
the relationships that have the most positive influence on us. “Direct function” 
here means that developmental impact rises and falls in concert with the levels 
of the three characteristics that follow in the hypothesis. Developmental impact 
rises as the level of reciprocity in the relation increases. Developmental impact 
falls if the mutuality of positive feeling declines. And developmental impact is 
better if the power gradually shifts toward the developing person, and is worse 
if the power shifts away from the developing person. It might be worth adding 
that dyads that are consistent with Hypothesis 4 might be the most enjoyable.
	 In this and many other hypotheses, Bronfenbrenner specifies a “developing 
person.” Of course, all of the people in an ecosystem are likely to be developing. 
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Figure 7.1    Relation and its characteristics
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When we refer to the “developing person,” we mean the person whose devel-
opment we are trying to explain. As we will see later, it is necessary to choose a 
person to focus on, because the ecosystem is defined and labeled from that per-
son’s perspective.
	 Hypothesis 4 specifies the characteristics of the relation in a dyad that will 
impact development. Does it matter what the dyad is doing? Remember that 
activities are fundamental to development. Bronfenbrenner provides hypotheses 
that focus on this question. Observational learning is a source of experience and 
information that occurs sometimes in the context of an observational dyad. In 
Hypothesis 5 (1979, pp. 59–60), he suggests that learning by observing might be 
more likely and more effective if the people in a dyad are engaged in a joint 
activity. Observational learning is the focus of Hypothesis 5, though the hypo-
thesis may also apply to directed or intentional learning. Observational learning 
is important because often we assume that children and other developing people 
are influenced by their environment “by osmosis,” by absorbing or picking up 
cues, understanding, attitudes, and knowledge simply by being exposed to the 
environment, without direct tuition, or teaching.
	 Hypothesis 5 also illustrates a point made in the discussion of dyads earlier—
that a dyad may be of more than one type. Hypothesis 5 suggests that a dyad 
might be an observational dyad and a joint activity dyad at the same time. 
Could such a dyad also be a primary dyad? Perhaps, but it might be unwieldy 
and unnecessary in most cases to use all three labels together. If it is primary, it 
may typically involve observation and joint activity—though there may be cir-
cumstances when that is not true. In Hypothesis 6 (1979, p. 60), Bronfenbren-
ner switches from talking about observational and joint activity dyads to 
considering the activities going on in the situation. The hypothesis asserts that 
learning by observation and engaging in joint activities will both be greater if 
they take place in a primary dyad characterized by positive affect.
	 Let me return to the point just made about primary dyads. While it is possible 
for a dyad to involve two or even all three types—observational, joint activity, 
and primary—it is not necessary that a primary dyad include either observation 
or joint activity. A parent and child would be expected to form a primary dyad. 
Yet even though each may think of the other often when they are not together, 
it might be that during a prolonged separation, the dyad might engage in no 
observation of each other and no joint activities. Hypothesis 6 also suggests that 
a primary dyad does not necessarily involve positive affect. Indeed, it may be 
that people who dislike each other, or fear each other, might think of each 
other often, and in so doing influence each other’s development.
	 In another hypothesis about learning and development in dyads, Bronfen-
brenner considers the ideal combination of a dyad, characteristics of the relation, 
and nature of the activities that might have the greatest developmental potential. 
He hypothesizes that development will be facilitated by participating in joint or 
reciprocal activity that becomes gradually more complex, in a primary dyad, 
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with positive affect, and when the balance of power shifts toward the develop-
ing person (Hypothesis 7, 1979, p. 60).
	 This last hypothesis presents the ideal characteristics of a relationship Bron-
fenbrenner defines as a fourth type of dyad, a developmental dyad. This is an 
important addition because in analyzing the relationships that are important to 
the developing person, we will be seeking the dyads that have the capacity to 
foster development, and trying to understand why some relationships do not 
foster development. A Developmental Dyad is one in which there is recipro-
city and mutual positive affect, the joint activities become progressively more 
complex, and the balance of power gradually shifts in favor of the developing 
person (1979, p. 60). The concept of Developmental Dyad is different from the 
other basic types of dyad because it refers to changes in the dyadic relationship 
over time.

Multiple Dyads

It may be obvious, but it is still important to say that people in dyads affect each 
other. We refer to the effects people have on each other as first order effects. 
First order effects are the direct impact people in dyads have on each other 
because they are interacting, and trying to maintain a relationship. Environ-
ments may contain more than one dyad, and the dyads are not independent of 
each other. A person may be participating in several overlapping dyads, and the 
relation a person experiences in one dyad is likely to affect the relation a person 
has in another dyad. Thus one dyad may affect other dyads each person may be 
participating in with other people. These indirect effects of participation in one 
dyad on participation in another dyad are recognized by Bronfenbrenner in his 
Proposition E (1979, p.  68). These indirect effects are referred to as second 
order effects. Second order effects are the ways dyads affect each other, while 
first order effects are the ways people affect each other. As we attempt to under-
stand the effects of environments on development, we will have to try to 
account for both the first order effects and the second order effects, if the 
environment includes more than two people.
	 To illustrate the effects of dyads on each other, it might be useful to think 
about someone who has a primary dyad with a good friend, perhaps a room-
mate. If the person then establishes another primary dyad, perhaps with a new 
friend or a romantic partner, several second order effects are possible. One is 
that the person will have less time to spend with the original friend, and the 
characteristics of their relation may change. A second possibility is that the ori-
ginal friend and the new person may not like each other, causing stress for the 
person in both dyads. Analyzing second order effects is essential in under-
standing any relation, such as a couple, or system of relations, such as a family.
	 Bronfenbrenner considers the important impact of dyads on each other as 
they affect their ability to serve as developmental dyads (Hypothesis 8, 1979, 
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p.  77). He suggests the ability of a dyad to support development is greater if 
other dyads the parties are in share positive affect with the original dyad and are 
supportive of the activities the potentially developmental dyad engage in.
	 An instructive example to illustrate this hypothesis is the Mother–Father–
Child triad. The triad includes three dyads: Mother–Father, Father–Child, and 
Mother–Child. Hypothesis 8 suggests that each of the dyads affects the other 
two, and thus, that each person has an effect on the dyadic relationship of the 
other two. The mother–child dyad impacts the parental dyad, and may interfere 
with or support the development of the father–child dyad. Similarly, the father–
child dyad affects the parental dyad, and may shape the mother–child dyad. Spe-
cific possibilities are many, but include the possibility that the reciprocity and 
positive affect of the mother–child dyad might cause jealousy and tension (neg-
ative affect) in the parental dyad, and that conflict or hostility in the father–child 
dyad might encourage greater positive affect and granting of more power to the 
child in the mother–child dyad. This sort of mutual influence among dyads is 
fundamental to the study of family systems and the emotional dynamics 
within them.
	 It may be helpful to create a summary of the important characteristics of rela-
tions, and how they are related to development. Remember that it is necessary 
to specify whether affect is positive or negative or neutral. Just saying the affect 
in a relation is “strong” leaves the reader wondering whether the people love or 
hate each other. Similarly, a description of a relation must indicate whether 
reciprocity is high, medium, or low, and whether the power is equal, or 
balanced, or very unbalanced, and if so, in whose favor.
	 It may be helpful to distinguish between the power a person has, or that is attrib-
uted to the person, and the power the person actually exercises in the relation. The 
latter, the power a person actually employs in transactions, is what shapes the 
relation in the dyad. For example, we may understand that a parent possesses 
considerably more power than a child. The parent, however, may actually exert 
very little power in transactions with the child or may exert a moderate amount 
of power. The power actually used is what the child perceives, and is what the child 
responds to.
	 When relationships change, one or more of these characteristics is likely to 
change. This means that when we describe a relationship that is changing, it is 
necessary to describe the change in each of its characteristics. Is the affect more 
negative or more positive? Is there more or less reciprocity between the two 
people? Has the balance of power shifted toward one person, or become more 
balanced? Describing these changes then provides the basis for assessing whether 
the changes make the relation more or less likely to support the development of 
the developing person.
	 In addition to describing the three characteristics of a relation, we can use 
the other hypotheses we have studied to suggest analyzing the activities the 
people in the relation share. Changes in the number and complexity of the joint 
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activities the people engage in and changes in the settings they occupy are 
important indicators of how the relation may be affecting the development of 
the people in it. As we continue, we will also see many other hypotheses that 
will address other elements of the ecosystem that may shape the characteristics 
of the relations a person participates in.
	 A developmentally facilitating ecosystem will provide opportunities to form rela-
tions with mutual positive affect and a high degree of reciprocity, and in which 
the balance of power is moving toward a state of balance. It will also include 
multiple relations in which each person is supportive of the developing person’s 
participation in the other dyads, so the dyads are mutually supportive. Environ-
ments that allow the dyad to engage in more complex joint activities will facil-
itate development. Events or alterations in the ecosystem that result in any of 
these changes will support development. Conversely, when relations have neg-
ative or neutral affect, a low degree of reciprocity, and the developing person 
continues to have less power than others, development will be hindered.
	 Remember: The relation in every dyad can be described using the three essen-
tial characteristics. Affect can range from very highly positive to very highly neg-
ative, with neutral in between. You cannot describe the affect as “very high” 
without specifying whether it is highly positive or highly negative. Power can 
range from greatly unbalanced in favor of one person to greatly unbalanced in favor 
of the other, with balanced equally in the middle. Reciprocity can range from very 
high to very low, with moderate in the middle.
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Roles

To this point, we’ve seen that the environment includes people engaging in 
activities and participating in dyadic relations. Another feature of environments 
is that the people in social systems have different functions or play different 
roles. What is a role?

A role is a set of activities and relations expected of a person occupying a 
particular position in society, and of others in relation to that person.

(DEFINITION 14, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 85)

	 Roles are a major component of culture. Each culture contains typical roles 
and the expectations for how to carry them out. Infant, child, teenager, young 
adult, student, parent, husband, wife, teacher, doctor—the list of roles is endless. 
Roles incorporate both activities and relations, the two elements considered in the 
preceding sections. A role comprises expected activities: parents are expected to 
guide their children, husbands nurture and partner their wives, teachers provide 
a curriculum, doctors doctor, etc. Roles also are defined by activities that are 
not permitted, or not appropriate for the role. Teachers do not take bribes to 
grant A grades to students. Students do not threaten teachers; parents don’t 
ignore their children—at least not good parents, parents who are carrying out 
the role appropriately. Psychotherapists don’t have sexual relations with their 
patients, or talk about their clients’ problems at parties. These expectations for 
activities also then shape the expected relationships the person in a role engages 
in with other people. Reciprocally, the expectations embodied in a role also 
shape how other people behave in relationship to the person in the role.
	 As participants in a society, we learn the roles we encounter, along with the 
expected behaviors and activities appropriate to each. We see the roles that are 



42    Roles

common to our experience in books, stories, media, theater, entertainment of 
all sorts. Children rehearse important roles in their dramatic play, exploring how 
roles relate to each other, and what the expectations for each role are and how 
to play them, and how roles relate to each other. We learn to recognize when 
the role is being played appropriately, and when someone is violating the 
expectations for the role. Thus, when we are put in a role, or in the position of 
relating to someone in a particular role, we know what to do. In Hypothesis 9 
(1979, p.  92), Bronfenbrenner predicts that when we are put into a familiar 
role, we are likely to try to fulfill its expectations, and other people are likely to 
try to behave appropriately toward us.
	 Roles are more or less clearly defined or delineated in a culture, and may 
differ in how flexible they are and how much variation there is in how different 
people play them.
	 Bronfenbrenner proposes in Hypothesis 10 (1979, p. 92) that when roles are 
clearly defined and the defined expectations are broadly agreed upon in a 
culture, people will be more likely to both play the role in the expected way, 
and relate to the person in the role appropriately. His Hypothesis 11 (1979, 
p.  92) suggests that the tendency to play roles in the expected ways is even 
greater if the role is one that is defined to have power in a social system, and 
other people are not likely to resist if the occupier of the role exercises that 
power. When great power is accorded (part of ) a role, people are likely to 
submit to it, and become passive (HYPOTHESIS 11, 1979, p. 92).
	 Roles are often paired, or complementary to each other, and the relations in 
the dyads defined jointly for each role. Examples of paired roles are parent and 
child, teacher and student, wife and husband. Roles also exist in larger sets. 
Such a set would be student, teacher, principal, aide, parent, and coach, in a 
school setting. Another set would include patient, nurse, LPN, doctor, resident, 
and intern, in a medical establishment. If everyone in a set is filling his or her 
role as expected, then others are more likely to fill theirs as expected as well 
(Hypothesis 12, 1979, p. 94).
	 Expectations for specific roles may vary, so how they are defined, and how 
others play their complementary roles, will lead to different performances of the 
role. For one example, Bronfenbrenner draws on research that manipulates 
game and play expectations in group situations. When a social setting, such as a 
summer camp, emphasizes competition and games where people win or lose, 
campers are likely to become more competitive in other activities as well. 
Conversely, if the camp emphasizes collaboration and team-building, campers 
become more cooperative with each other in general (Sherif et al., 1961). These 
findings support his Hypothesis 13 (1979, p. 101), that people tend to meet the 
expectations that are defined for a particular situation
	 The general principle underlying this hypothesis is that people tend to adapt 
to and follow the expectations for a role that are expressed by the group of 
which they are a part. What other examples of this principle can you think of? 
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How might this hypothesis apply to children’s behavior in classrooms with 
different expectations, or our behavior in families where people are expected to 
be helpful and supportive, in one case, or sarcastic and punitive in another?
	 Social ecosystems include a variety of roles, which are part of the structure 
and function of the system. Ecosystems differ in which roles are present, and in 
how those roles are defined and performed. As we experience an ecosystem and 
adapt to it and learn the roles, our understanding of the social environment and 
our ability to function in it are constructed. Bronfenbrenner predicts that 
development is promoted by experiences of playing a variety of roles as well as 
by engaging in activities with people who themselves play a number of different 
roles (Hypothesis 14, 1979, p. 104). Why would this be? Perhaps because roles 
are important structures in the social ecosystem. The more experience a person 
has playing and interacting with different roles, the better one will understand 
the environment and be able to participate in it. These, of course, are 
components of his definition of development.
	 Roles are defined by the activities engaged in by a person in the role, but are 
also defined by the kinds of relationships that are expected or appropriate, as 
depicted in Figure 8.1. Children respect and follow the guidance of their 
parents, parents nurture their children, police officers protect citizens, teachers 
guide students. If it seems that roles and activities and relationships are all con-
nected to each other, and confounded with each other, that’s right. Roles have 
prescriptive properties: If you are put into or assume a role, your behavior and 
your relationships are prescribed. When children engage in dramatic play, they 
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Figure 8.1    Roles incorporate expectations for activities and relations
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are rehearsing and sorting out their understanding of these prescriptions. If 
you’re playing the “daddy,” you have to do certain things, and relate to others 
in particular ways.

The Importance of Roles

Our understanding of the roles we fill guides our behavior. Our understanding 
of how others should fill their roles guides our expectations of them and our 
reactions to and behaviors toward them. We praise others who carry out their 
roles appropriately or well—who fit our expectations. We say they serve as 
exemplars or models for how the role is to be played. When someone’s behav-
ior violates our expectations for a role, we call them bad mothers or incorrigible 
or unmanageable children, poor students, abusive teachers, or corrupt officials. 
Some roles are prescribed in law. Failure to carry out the role results in sanc-
tions for what we call “misconduct.” We encourage people to be “good role 
models” for others, and blame undesirable behavior on exposure to “poor role 
models.”
	 The conflicts we have with others are often conflicts over the definitions or 
understanding of our roles: “husbands shouldn’t treat wives that way.” “You should 
be more thoughtful of my feelings. You forgot my birthday!” Roles are 
important shapers of what happens in relationships and settings. Differences in 
role expectations create conflicts in relationships and may make it more difficult 
to understand and adapt to a role or to a setting.
	 Roles are intimately connected to relations, and defined by them in a second 
way. Very few roles are independent of other roles. Many roles are defined trans-
actionally, that is, by their counterpart roles. One cannot be a parent unless there 
is or has been a child. In most cultures, one cannot be a wife without a husband, 
and vice versa. A teacher can’t teach without students, and one cannot be a 
student without a teacher. One can’t be an abuser without a victim, a judge 
without criminals or plaintiffs, a physician without patients. Our most signi-
ficant roles often come in pairs, defined by the activities prescribed for both 
sides, and defining appropriate and inappropriate relations between the occu-
pants of the roles.
	 Roles are learned in transaction with the corresponding roles. Roles are played 
in transaction with corresponding roles. How a particular pair of people, or 
dyad, carry out their roles defines the transactional relationship between them. 
If one person alters the way she or he carries out the role, the other can be 
expected to resist the change. Changes may cause anxiety or distress in the other 
member of the dyad, and may motivate re-calibration of the affect, power, and 
reciprocity in the relation.
	 One of our basic human efforts is to maintain relationships that are comfort-
able and familiar. Thus, if one person changes how he/she plays a role, the 
other is likely to change how she/he plays the corresponding role to make the 
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relationship comfortable, and to make it effective or adaptive in the social 
system in which they are playing out the roles. This process underlies and is a 
major tenet of transactional conceptions of relationships. One cannot change the other 
person; one can change one’s own behavior. Changing one’s own behavior in 
turn will alter the relation one has with the other person, and the other may 
alter his/her behavior in response. Thus, AlAnon urges people who live with 
alcoholics to consider how their own behavior supports the alcoholic’s drinking, 
to stop trying to change the alcoholic, and to alter their own behavior so as to 
reduce the impact on them of the alcoholic’s addiction. Similarly, marriage 
therapists encourage clients to stop blaming the partner and to alter their own 
behavior to change the relationship in ways they want. In other words, if you 
are in a transactional role that is dissatisfying, it is more effective to try first to 
change the way you play your role than to try to get the other person to change 
how he or she plays his or her role.
	 Roles are one type of conceptual building block for social systems. Exam-
ining what the roles are and how roles are organized is part of conceptualizing 
social systems. Social institutions define and incorporate particular roles and 
their definitions. A nuclear family has parents and children. An extended family 
has uncles, aunts, and grandparents as well. Many important roles are kinship 
relationships, that is, defined by biological or legal connection. Other roles are 
functional roles: A large business has a president or chief executive officer, treas-
urer, vice president, managers, workers, accountants, advertising executives, and 
so on, endlessly. A religion has, for example, a pope, cardinals, bishops, priests, 
acolytes, parishioners, etc. Roles in social organizations often are arranged hier-
archically. This implies that the roles exist in their own system of roles.
	 Roles may change or evolve over time. The particular roles included and 
how they are defined and prescribed is a component of culture or subculture. 
“European cultures” define roles in families differently than do “Asian cultures.” 
Anthropologists study the variations in roles across cultures. They and sociolo-
gists study the variations in roles and the changes in roles across societies and 
across time. What influences those role changes and variations? Social psycholo-
gists study (among other things) how roles are defined and how they influence 
behavior. They study how changes in the way a role is played affect the percep-
tions and behavior of those who relate to the role. When cultures evolve, roles 
may change, or the way they are played may change, or both. For example, the 
roles referred to by “gay” or “woman” have undergone considerable change in 
our culture in recent years.
	 A person may occupy several roles. How congruent are the roles? Do different 
roles carry different expectations? How do we cope with differences among the 
roles we play? A person may be a wife and mother at the same time. How com-
patible are the roles? Are they in conflict? We speak of role conflict, role overload, 
or competing role demands. How do we understand and cope with those? When 
we come to focus on the mesosystem, we will see that people are likely to play 
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different roles in different settings. A person is likely to be both a teacher in school 
and a parent at home, and may be an adult child in her own parent’s home.

Summary

So, in Bronfenbrenner’s framework, activities and relationships are embedded in 
roles. A role is defined by the activities expected of the person in the role and 
the way the person is expected to relate to others. Roles relate to each other. 
People play roles and how they play those roles contributes to how other roles 
are played. Changes in how one person carries out a role may produce changes 
in how others carry out their roles. Within a culture, specific roles are defined 
similarly. Differences in how roles are defined are one of the manifestations or 
components of differences between cultures. In the process of developing, we 
learn to play roles we are put into and we learn to relate appropriately to the 
roles others fill. How well we learn the activities prescribed for our roles is a 
determinant of our success in carrying out the roles. Our understanding of the 
roles is part of our view of the ecosystem. Our ability to fill a variety of roles is 
part of our skill in functioning in our ecosystem. The roles available to us con-
tribute to defining our place or status in the ecosystem.
	 An ecosystem is more developmentally facilitating if it contains a variety of roles 
that children and others can practice filling, and a variety of roles they can 
interact with. It is not essential that roles be clearly defined or strongly agreed 
on; those are differences among ecosystems, but they don’t limit the variety of 
roles available to developing people. It may or may not be important that the 
roles a person fills be congruent or compatible with each other. Conflict 
between roles one occupies may be stressful, and that might hinder develop-
ment. On the other hand, learning to resolve or accommodate such conflicts 
might represent enhanced development, as the person adapts to the ecosystem 
and acquires more skill in managing it.
	 Remember: A role includes:

1	 specific activities and how these should be carried out;
2	 the way the person in the role relates to other people; and
3	 how other people are expected to relate to the person in the role.
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Settings

So far, we have introduced Bronfenbrenner and his ideas about the person, 
development, and the activities, relations, and roles the person engages in. Now 
let’s turn to Bronfenbrenner’s ideas about understanding the environment. 
Where do activities, relations, and roles occur? What locations are important in 
the large world where we reside and behave? How are we to make sense of the 
incredibly complex diverse world that surrounds us? Bronfenbrenner proposes 
that the feature of the environment that is most useful to distinguish is the 
setting. A setting is a place with definable physical features. In a setting, people can 
have face-to-face interactions (1979, p. 22). As we will see later, the essential 
feature of a setting is that it can contain a system that involves people and their 
activities. A setting that doesn’t contain people is probably not developmentally 
important.

Different kinds of settings give rise to distinctive patterns of role, activity, 
and relation for persons who become participants in these settings.

(PROPOSITION F )

	 How big can a setting be? Is a corner of a room where a conversation is 
going on a setting? Is a classroom? A university? A neighborhood? South Africa? 
There is no hard and fast rule about how big a setting can be. But since the 
importance of settings lies in the system of roles, relationships, and activities that 
occur in them, a practical limit is whether we can describe the system that is 
contained in the setting. Thus, to describe all the activities, roles, and relations 
that occur in a university would be a much bigger, and perhaps impossible, task 
than defining the system in which a person can engage within a specific class-
room or in a room in a residence hall.
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	 Since the purpose of develecological analysis is to understand the processes of 
development, the focus of describing a setting would be the participation of the 
developing person. It may also depend on the level of abstraction at which we 
are working. Later, when we begin to look at the relationships among different 
settings, how the settings are related to each other—the mesosystem and exo-
system—we will return to this discussion. When we do, we may propose, for 
example, that the university might be a setting because we are looking at how it 
relates to a person’s other settings, such as home and work, or previous settings, 
such as high school. For that purpose, it may be useful to consider the univer-
sity as a single setting. If, however, our task is to understand the person’s parti-
cipation within the university as it affects development, then it may be useful to 
consider the university as containing a variety of settings, or sub-settings, and to 
look at how they relate to each other: the connections between classroom and 
residence hall or athletic field, for example. In practice, the determination of 
what is a setting depends upon our purposes and whether we can define and 
describe the system of relations and activities that occur in it.
	 Each particular setting has characteristics that determine what can take place 
within it. Many settings are designed specifically to shape and support activities 
in particular ways. Baseball and polo and swimming, for example, require 
different settings. A house may be divided into rooms, each equipped differ-
ently, designed for different functions. Sleeping may be uncomfortable in a 
kitchen, taking a shower difficult in a living room. The design of spaces to shape 
behavior in specific ways is fundamental to architecture and interior design. By 
the selection and arrangement of furniture, equipment, and other materials, set-
tings are made conducive to relaxation, work, exercise, preparing meals, learn-
ing, studying, watching a movie, performing music, and so forth.
	 The world we live in is made up of many settings. In develecology, aware-
ness of the settings the person passes through and participates in, over time, is 
essential to explaining development. Additionally, the impact of the person on the 
setting is important in understanding the ecosystem. Again, consider that Bron-
fenbrenner’s definition of development includes engaging in activities that 
reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure the environment. We explore 
settings, we maintain them, and we alter settings to make them fit our desires.

The developmental potential of a setting is enhanced to the extent that 
the physical and social environment found in the setting enables and 
motivates the developing person to engage in progressively more complex 
molar activities, patterns of reciprocal interaction, and primary dyadic 
relationships with others in that setting.

(HYPOTHESIS 19)

	 The setting is not, by itself, especially important in understanding 
development. Specific features of a setting shape or limit the activities that can 
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go on in the setting, but development is the result of the engagement in the 
activities, the dyads and relationships, and the roles that occur within the setting. 
Bronfenbrenner formalizes this point in Hypothesis 19 (1979, p.  163) by 
predicting that a setting will better support development if people in it can engage 
in activities that become more complex, relations that are high in reciprocity, and 
primary dyads. This becomes important in develecological analysis because we are 
likely to have higher expectations for some kinds of settings than for others, 
reflecting their size, beauty, reputation, or expense. For example, people are likely 
to assume a small, rundown cabin in need of repair is a less favorable place to 
grow up than an expensive modern home in an attractive suburb. But 
Bronfenbrenner is clear that it is not the appearance of the home, or its size, or its 
cost that determine development in it, but the activities, roles, and relationships 
that occur within it (Proposition H, 1979, p. 183). If people in two settings have 
different outcomes developmentally, the differences will reflect differences in the 
roles, relations, and activities people participate in within those settings. We’ll 
explore such differences in more detail.
	 As we proceed in exploring Bronfenbrenner’s work, we will examine the 
important features or elements within settings, how they affect the developing 
person, and ways to change settings so they have more positive effects. A setting 
that facilitates development allows and encourages molar activities that can become 
more complex, provides roles the developing person can fill and interact with, and 
affords relationships that can become primary or developmental dyads. Ecosystems 
that facilitate development contain a variety of settings that are conducive to activ-
ities, roles, and relations that support development in the ways just described.
	 One central reason settings are important elements of the ecosystem is that 
we tend to focus on settings when we think about adaptation. When a person 
first participates in a setting, she or he is trying to understand the setting and 
what goes on in it, and is trying to learn what activities, relations, and roles are 
available and expected. If the person continues to participate in the setting, she 
or he normally will try to fit in it, to become comfortable in it. The process of 
understanding a new setting and learning what is going on in it takes effort, and 
may be stressful. It may make a person anxious at first. As the person develops a 
clearer understanding of the setting and becomes more skilled in it, it becomes 
less stressful and perhaps even pleasant. As this happens, the person is more able 
to engage in the activities, relations, and roles available in the setting. The 
person is likely to become more productive, learn, and otherwise benefit from 
participating in the setting. If a person cannot understand or adapt to the setting, 
it remains stressful, and the person’s behavior may be inappropriate. The person 
may “adapt” to the setting by escaping it, or avoiding it, if possible.
	 An ecosystem is developmentally facilitating when it provides settings that allow 
people to engage in increasingly complex activities, relations that support devel-
opment, and roles that help them learn more about their ecosystem and develop 
skills to operate effectively within it.
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	 Remember: Settings are places with physical features. Settings are not people, or 
friends, or family life, high school football, or other activities. People and activ-
ities may be in settings, but they are not the settings. We must be sure to specify 
the physical place when referring to a setting.
	 In the graphic model we are constructing, we will begin with settings, as in 
Figure 9.1, and then place people and their roles, relations, and activities in the 
settings.
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Ecological Transitions

In develecology, change is assumed, and Bronfenbrenner focuses on several 
types of change or transition a developing person may undergo.

An ecological transition occurs whenever a person’s position in the 
ecological environment is altered as the result of a change in role, setting, 
or both.

(DEFINITION 6, 1979, p. 26)

Transitions are a major focus in Bronfenbrenner’s framework, as in any expla-
nation of development. We go through many transitions of many different 
sorts as we develop. Every ecological transition involves a change in role or a 
change in setting, or both. Changes in role may come about because a person 
has grown. Becoming a toddler, for example, is a change in role within the 
family or child care program. Reaching the age of entering school adds the 
role of student to a child. Some changes in roles happen because other people 
change their expectations of a person or their relationship with the person. A 
teenager hired to watch other children takes on the role of babysitter. When 
chosen, a person may become a boyfriend, a new role. Changes in roles may 
also mean losses of roles. Losing a job or retiring take a person out of the role 
of employee.
	 Changes in setting also take different forms. A person may enter a new 
setting, as when entering college. One may lose a setting, or stop participating 
in it. As we saw in the preceding section, settings provide distinct patterns of 
roles, activities, and relationships. So, gaining or losing a setting in one’s life 
may mean a change in the roles one fills, the activities one can engage in, and/
or one’s relationships. And the changes in activities and relationships that are 
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involved in gaining or losing roles or settings may have implications for a per-
son’s development.
	 Not all transitions are ecological transitions. To be of particular interest in 
develecology, a transition must reflect change in role or setting. A forty-third 
birthday may be a transition, but it most likely does not mean a change in role 
or setting. One’s eighteenth birthday, however, may mean a change in role. 
Can you think of other transitions that would not include changes in role or 
setting?
	 Ecological transitions are important in develecology for several reasons. 
Bronfenbrenner proposes that “every ecological transition is both a consequence 
and an instigator of developmental processes” (1979, p. 27). So when we con-
sider an ecological transition, either a change in role or a change in setting, or 
both, we have to think about what happened that led to the transition, as well as 
what happened because of the transition. Is Bronfenbrenner right that ecological 
transitions happen because some developmental process has occurred? And does 
each ecological transition instigate or lead to some developmental process?
	 Ecological transitions are also important in development because change often 
causes stress, even when the change is considered good or desirable. Ecological 
transitions require learning and adaptation to the new role or setting. Ecological 
transitions may provide a test of the development that has taken place in 
previous settings or roles. How could a transition test development? By provid-
ing a challenge or an opportunity to apply understanding or skills that have been 
constructed prior to the transition. (We’ll examine this idea later in relation to 
Hypothesis 48 in Section 16.)

Developmental Changes as Ecological Transitions

In human development we often think in terms of stages. Stages represent 
periods of time during which the person exhibits some particular stable charac-
teristics—and the characteristic of a stage may be change, as when puberty is 
occurring. But stages have to be different from each other, and the transitions 
between stages are when interesting things happen. Each stage of human devel-
opment is introduced by changes in the person that may alter the individual’s 
role in the ecosystem. Two examples may illustrate this:

1	 Between infancy and toddlerhood, mobility and language change drasti-
cally. Both developments change the child’s role in the family, and the 
activities the child can engage in, as well as how the child relates to others, 
and reciprocally, how those others relate to the child. 

2	 Puberty introduces adolescence and renders the individual capable of repro-
duction. One’s role in the social system changes, others react to the change, 
transactions with others are different because the person and others view 
the person differently and respond differently; expectations change. 
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Many of the individual transitions a person experiences are ecological trans-
itions. The names we use for stages, in fact, imply different roles.
	 Social transitions often involve ecological transitions: entering school is a 
change in setting as well as the addition of the role of student. Retirement is a 
change of role from worker to retired person, and typically a change in setting, 
in that the retiree leaves the workplace. Leaving home for college, or leaving 
college for work are ecological transitions, as both roles and settings change. 
Marriage is an ecological transition because the person assumes the role of 
spouse and typically changes setting to establish the marital household.
	 Transitions and their characteristics are important in understanding develop-
ment because ecological transitions affect the ecosystem and one’s place in it. 
Analyses of the characteristics of changes and the subsequent changes in the per-
son’s transactions are central to develecology. What ecological transitions are 
made? Can the transitions be made? Does the new role or setting mean the eco-
system is richer and more varied? Hypothesis 14 (Section 8) suggests that if few 
roles are available to a person, development will be limited. Is the same true of 
settings? Bronfenbrenner suggests so, as we will see in several hypotheses and 
propositions as we continue.
	 Ecological transitions provide the person opportunities or challenges to adapt 
to the new setting or role. As the person gains experience in more roles and 
more settings, does the person’s view of the ecosystem become more valid, 
more differentiated, and more extended? Does the person become more skilled 
at making such adaptations? If so, then making ecological transitions will facil-
itate development, and an ecosystem that affords opportunities for ecological 
transitions will foster development.
	 The way a person manages ecological transitions might also provide an assess-
ment of the person’s developmental status, or maturity. In Section 5, on Activ-
ities, we considered Proposition B, that a person’s developmental status might 
be indexed by the nature of the molar activities the person engages in without 
direction. With this proposition in mind, we might ask how the person prepared 
for an anticipated transition, such as moving from home to college. How accurate 
was the person’s understanding of what college would be like? Did the person 
seek out information about the setting and the roles, relations, and activities that 
would be expected there? Did the person talk to other informed people about 
adapting to the transition? Once in the new setting, did the person have the 
skills to manage his or her participation in the pattern of the microsystem, 
engage in the activities there and form appropriate relationships? As we proceed 
we will encounter other aspects of experience in the ecosystem that may con-
tribute to a person’s developing ability to make ecological transitions and adapt 
to them well.
	 Is there a possibility that too many ecological transitions might not be good 
for development? Can change be too rapid? This might be the case if a trans-
ition came before the person could adapt to the preceding one, so the person 
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could not become comfortable and skilled in the original role or setting before 
the next adaptation was required. Such adaptation overload due to an excess of 
transitions might hinder construction of understanding of the ecosystem and/or 
the skills required in it. The accumulation of the stresses of change might have 
undesirable effects on the person both physiologically and by depressing the 
person’s motivation to explore and maintain the ecosystem or to engage in rela-
tionships in the new settings.
	 Develecology also involves tracing the sequence of ecological transitions a person 
makes. How does participation in one setting lead to or affect participation in 
the next setting? How are past settings and current and future settings related to 
each other, or similar, or different? How are the roles in a series of settings 
similar or different? Do we expect a person to move from one setting to 
another—elementary to middle to high school, for example? What settings are 
available in a person’s ecosystem for the person to transition into? We will focus 
on these questions in Section 16 as we examine Developmental Trajectories.
	 As we proceed, we will also consider other ways ecological transitions occur. 
Are they chosen or forced upon the person? Is the person prepared for them? 
Are they made alone or with others? What features in new settings help or 
hinder the person’s adaptation to them? When the ecological transition involves 
a new role, what preparation or training does the person have, and how is 
playing the new role supported by others in the setting?
	 In general, ecosystems are facilitating when the ecological transitions that 
happen in them offer the developing person new roles and new settings that 
involve activities and relationships that will contribute to development. The 
new roles and activities and relationships will be supported by others in both the 
old and the new settings. The developing person will be engaging in increas-
ingly complex activities, a greater variety of roles, and relations that have 
positive affect, high levels of reciprocity, and increasing power for the develop-
ing person. You will recognize these concepts from previous sections, illustrat-
ing that we are constructing a system of interrelated concepts that all help to 
describe how the ecosystem shapes a person’s development. In the next section, 
we will review the important characteristics of systems, so we can be sure we 
are thinking appropriately about them.
	 Remember: Ecological transitions always involve change in a role or a setting, 
or both, and you should be able to specify the changes involved.
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Essentials of Systems 
Theory

Every human setting contains a system. A system is defined as “components that 
function or operate together.” The components of a system are connected in 
some functional way so that if one is operating, others will tend to operate too. 
Changes in the way one component operates will change the way the other 
components operate. In a system, the action or operation of any element affects 
the others—not always, but at least potentially. If an element is never affected 
by the operation or action of any other part, and if it does not affect the others, 
then the element arguably is not part of the system, or at least not a functional 
part of the system.
	 As a simple example, an automobile is a mechanical system, with a human 
component, the driver. If you press on the accelerator in a car, the fuel pump 
sends more fuel into the cylinders, which fire more quickly, turning the crank-
shaft faster, etc., and making the car go faster. If you step on the brake at the 
same time, the cylinders fire more quickly, but there is more resistance to over-
come because you’re pushing the brake pedal, so the engine turns faster, but the 
car doesn’t move more quickly. The actions of the driver, the functions of the 
accelerator and fuel system, and the operation of the braking system all affect 
the speed of the engine and the forward movement of the car. The nature of 
the roadway under the car will also affect the forward movement of the car, 
depending on whether it is uphill or down, deep mud, or icy.
	 Human social systems also are made up of components—people—who 
behave in particular ways, or engage in activities related to their roles. When 
one person speaks to another, the other tends to listen and respond. If they 
occupy the roles of parent and child, when the child says, “I’m hungry,” the 
parent may respond by preparing food. In most social systems, a pattern of 
activities and relationships and roles is fairly quickly established. The longer the 
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people in the system live or work or play together, the more stable the system is 
likely to become. The more stable and enduring the system, the more it resists 
change. People tend to fall into the familiar comfortable routines and habits of 
relating to each other.
	 When a person who is normally present is absent from the system, the system 
functions differently. The system also changes when a new person enters it. 
When any person in a system changes significantly, the system changes, though 
the others in the system are likely to resist change initially. Family systems the-
ories focus and elaborate on the complexities and implications of these intrinsic 
characteristics of human systems.
	 Mechanical systems are static, or fixed. Changes in them often signal prob-
lems. Human social systems are not mechanical. Rather they are living systems, 
or dynamic, organic, or learning systems. Such systems change. They change 
because the components change. People develop, and their functions change as 
they adapt to their own changes. As people change, the system seeks stability or 
homeostasis. Living systems also change because events happen in the larger 
systems they are embedded in. As the surrounding system changes with the 
passage of time, a living system adapts to those changes as well.
	 In ecological theories, the environment is also an important part of the system. 
While some living systems may tend to operate in their typical fashion wherever 
they are, others are dependent on the environment in which they occur. The 
ecosystem includes and is specific to a particular location and its physical features. 
Why is this so? Because the physical features of a setting define what activities can 
take place in it (Proposition F ). In biology, a pond ecosystem exists in and around 
a pond, and is different from a desert ecosystem. The pond and the desert are 
different physical environments and support different organisms and relationships 
among them. So, too, with the human ecosystem. Human ecosystems exist in 
different settings and include different people. Many of the settings most important 
in human development come with their own sets of roles and activities and rela-
tions, their own meanings. Consider home, school, your workplace, a hospital, a 
summer camp, a place of worship. Each of these settings is loaded with literal and 
symbolic meanings, expectations, limits, possibilities, etc. And each is distinctly 
different in the way it is built, the activities that are possible and impossible in it, 
the roles we expect it to contain, and the ways participants behave in the setting. 
Each contains a unique or distinct microsystem.
	 At the same time, a person’s ecosystem usually extends well beyond any par-
ticular setting, to include a large number of settings, each containing a different 
microsystem, and among all of them, a wide variety of microsystems. The set-
tings are not isolated from each other, however, but are connected to each 
other in several ways. Thus, a person’s ecosystem includes a number of settings 
integrated into a system of relationships among the settings.
	 In the following sections, we will examine Bronfenbrenner’s analysis of the 
ecosystem. The ecosystem is the whole—all the elements that are related to or 
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experienced by the developing person. Bronfenbrenner differentiates the eco-
system into several subsystems—microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. 
Each subsystem has specific elements and characteristics. Each is a system of 
components and processes. Each has specific relationships to the others. Change 
in any one is likely to be associated with change in one or more of the others. 
Combined, the subsystems make up the entire ecosystem for a person.
	 Throughout the following sections, you will encounter similarities and paral-
lels between the systems, but there will also be differences. The parallels are a 
very important feature of Bronfenbrenner’s framework, in which the various 
subsystems follow similar principles. Be careful to keep in mind the crucial differ-
ences among the subsystems. As I wrote in Section 3, the microsystem, mesosys-
tem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem are not like a set of nesting 
Russian dolls. They are not identical but different in size. They are not simply 
encased in each other. Each subsystem is different, each is related differently to 
each of the others, and each is a separate, unique, and indispensable component 
of the ecosystem.
	 Remember: When we refer to a system, we should be able to specify the com-
ponent parts that compose it and how they relate to each other. When we 
describe a system, we should try to understand how the system functions, gener-
ally, as well as under different conditions. We should attempt also to specify the 
places or locations where the system is found, as the setting is a part of the 
system. Whenever change happens in any part of a living system, the entire 
system must adapt to the change in some way. Remember too, that whenever 
we are in an ecosystem, we are part of the ecosystem, one of its elements.
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Microsystem

In develecology, every setting contains a system, the smallest system in which 
the person participates, and thus, a MICRO system. Each microsystem is made 
up of people, their activities, their relations with each other, and the roles they 
play. Specifically, in Bronfenbrenner’s view, the microsystem is defined 
this way:

A microsystem is a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations 
experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular 
physical and material characteristics.

(DEFINITION 2, Bronfenbrenner, 1989, p. 227)

Note three key features of this definition. First, the microsystem is the pattern of 
the components. A system, as described above, is more than its parts. A system 
is a group of interacting, interrelated, or interdependent elements forming a 
complex whole. The elements of the microsystem are people, their activities, 
their roles, and their relationships. The microsystem is the pattern they create, 
how they are organized within the setting. The notion of system refers to how 
things are connected and relate and transact with each other. System refers to 
the process of the organized whole, not just to the individual parts. System is 
abstract, dynamic. To understand a system, particularly a human or social 
system, we have to see it in operation.
	 The second key feature of the definition is that what is important about the 
microsystem are those aspects of it as experienced by the developing person. The 
microsystem is the pattern as experienced by the person whose development we 
are interested in. There may be some parts of the pattern we, as objective obser-
vers, might think important, but for Bronfenbrenner, if they are not part of the 
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focus person’s experience, they are not part of the person’s microsystem. They 
are not likely to impact development directly. For example, does this mean that 
parents’ sexual activities that take place when a child is asleep are not part of the 
child’s microsystem? Perhaps. But as they are likely to affect the parents’ inter-
actions with the child, they may be still part of the child’s ECOsystem.
	 The third key feature of the definition is that the microsystem exists in a setting 
with definable physical and material characteristics. These characteristics of the 
setting help to determine what activities can take place in the setting, and what 
the pattern can be. This is Proposition F, discussed earlier in Section 9, on 
settings.
	 Return for a moment to the second key feature, and think about its implica-
tions. If the microsystem is the pattern experienced by the developing person, 
what happens if there are several people in the system? Does each of them 
experience a different microsystem? Yes, in Bronfenbrenner’s view. And that is 
an essential point in understanding the ecosystem. In fact, each person has a 
unique ecosystem, in which he or she is the center, the starting point for defin-
ing the personal ecosystem. Each person’s ecosystem is defined relative to the indi-
vidual, the person Bronfenbrenner refers to as the “developing person.” While 
other approaches to the human environment refer to the ecosystem as if there is 
one we all participate in, Bronfenbrenner’s scheme focuses on the individual’s 
ecosystem. The individual ecosystem is the one we must understand to explain 
a particular person’s development. In that ecosystem, the person is adapting to 
or learning to understand the microsystems that are experienced. We each have 
a unique ecosystem that overlaps with the ecosystems of other people, but is not 
identical to anyone else’s. I may play a role in your ecosystem, but our eco-
systems are different.
	 As an example of unique microsystems within a setting, consider a household 
with two parents and two children. Using Bronfenbrenner’s definition, each of 
the four would experience a different system. Why? Well, if we assume the 
parents were a married heterosexual couple, one parent would have a husband, 
while the other would have a wife. Both would have two children. The two 
children both would have two parents, but unless they were twins, one of them 
would have an older sibling, while the other would have a younger sibling. So, 
the pattern of relationships each person experiences would be different, and the 
pattern of relationships is part of the larger pattern of the microsystem.
	 To recapitulate: The microsystem is the pattern of activities (what you do), roles 
(who does what, e.g., mother, child, teacher, student), and interpersonal relations 
(how each relates to and feels about the others) in a setting. A setting is a place 
that can be defined and described, whose characteristics determine what is likely 
to happen there. And the perspective is the individual person’s. Figure 12.1 
illustrates a microsystem and its components in a setting.
	 Microsystems can be compared and differentiated. How do two microsys-
tems you participate in differ from each other? Do you participate in two similar 
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microsystems? We will need to come back later to consider the ways the 
microsystems of each sort are similar within a particular culture. Those similar-
ities or consistencies across settings of a particular type are features of the mac-
rosystem, the most abstract level in Bronfenbrenner’s scheme. (Most abstract, 
but not the largest. The largest level is the entire ecosystem.)
	 When we look for a pattern, what do we mean? Bronfenbrenner is not spe-
cific about what he means by pattern. The word has many meanings, and there 
are many possible kinds of patterns, or arrangements, of the components of the 
microsystem. The essence of all microsystem patterns is that the components—
the roles, relationships, and activities—are related to each other. How are they 
related in this particular microsystem, in this particular setting? What roles are 
connected to which activities, and what relations engage in which activities? 
How does change in one affect the others? How do they change across time, 
for example, through a day, or a week, or the seasons? Is the pattern stable 
across time, or does it change? How does a change in a role, or relation, or 
activity, or who is present, change the pattern? There is no specific kind of 
pattern that is always present or that has to be analyzed in each case. In every 
microsystem, however, the developing person is experiencing some kind of 
pattern of the three elements. The pattern depends on who is present and on 
the specific physical characteristics of the setting.

The Microsystem and Development

Now we need to connect the microsystem to development. How is the pattern 
of roles, relationships, and activities experienced by the developing person 
important in the process of developing? Let’s remind ourselves of what develop-
ment means to Bronfenbrenner:

Development is the process through which the growing person acquires a 
more extended, differentiated, and valid conception of the ecological 
environment, and becomes motivated and able to engage in activities that 
reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that environment at levels 
of similar or greater complexity in form and content.

The developing person in the microsystem is participating in a web of roles, 
relations, and activities. The person is actively engaged in activities, actively 
relating to others in the system, actively filling a role and experiencing the roles 
filled by the other people. The person is in the process of constructing an 
understanding of the world of that microsystem, and perhaps adapting to it, or 
over time, functioning effectively in it. Additionally, the person may be con-
structing an understanding of the world of other microsystems she experiences, if 
the one she is in includes information about or interpretations of the world 
outside the current setting.
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	 The roles and relations and activities in the microsystem are the stuff or 
ingredients of the experience from which the person is constructing knowledge 
and skills. The pattern of roles, relationships, and activities has characteristics 
that promote development of particular knowledge and/or skills. The setting is 
where development takes place. The microsystem is where the processes of 
development happen, as the developing person attempts to make sense of and 
become competent in the specifics of her/his environment.
	 Bronfenbrenner notes that as we try to understand a microsystem, we must 
take into account everybody present in the setting, including the observer, whose 
presence will change the microsystem from its typical pattern when the observer 
is not present (Proposition D, 1979, p. 66).
	 Whether a microsystem will facilitate development depends on how each of 
its components—activities, roles, and relations—facilitates development 
separately, as well as on how the pattern operates to promote development. Do 
the relations support engaging in molar activities, do the relations support each 
other, do the relations support engaging in and with the various roles contained 
in the microsystem? Are the various roles compatible or complementary, as 
opposed to conflicting or hindering? Does the pattern permit time for joint 
molar activities, for exploring roles, and for positive affect in the relations? Do 
the activities in the microsystem become more complex over time? Do the 
relations involve increasing power for the developing person?
	 If the answer to many of the questions in the preceding paragraph is “no,” 
then we have evidence that a particular microsystem is not good for 
development. Here it is important to point out that people participating in such 
an environment may still adapt to it, learn what is expected, and become 
comfortable in it. In this way, adapting to a setting and its microsystem may be 
detrimental to one’s development. A person may be very comfortable and very 
well accepted in a microsystem, but that is quite different from developing in 
that microsystem. While the concept of microsystem might seem relatively 
simple, the variety of potential patterns is very great. When viewed as they 
change across time, describing microsystems and their relation to development 
may become very complex.
	 A developmentally facilitating microsystem: Review the concepts of activity, 
relation, and role we have discussed so far, and list the features of each 
component that might facilitate development. How might different patterns of 
those features vary in how well they facilitate development?
	 Remember: to describe a microsystem we have to specify the setting it is in, 
the roles, relationships, and activities that are contained in it, and the pattern of 
those elements that occurs across some period of time. And we need to consider 
the pattern as experienced by each person involved, or by the person whose 
development we are seeking to understand.
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Proximal Processes

Enduring forms of interaction in the immediate environment are referred 
to as proximal processes. Examples of enduring patterns of proximal process 
are found in parent-child and child-child activities, group or solitary play, 
reading, learning new skills, studying, athletic activities, and performing 
complex tasks.

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 1644)

Proximal means close, or near. Proximal processes include the activities a person 
actually engages in. Bronfenbrenner distinguishes proximal processes from distal 
processes in the ecosystem. Distal means distant or far away. Distal processes 
are activities and happenings the person is not engaged in directly, those that 
happen in other relationships or settings away from the person. Play and study 
and exploration are proximal processes, if a person is doing them. Nurturing a 
relationship with one’s parent would be a proximal process, as would learning 
to read. Taking something apart, painting, experimenting, reading and 
writing, conversing, arguing, finding problems, creating problems, and solving 
problems are all proximal processes. Responding to praise or punishment, 
cuddling on a lap listening to a story, eating or not eating your dinner, riding 
in a car, driving a car, repairing a car, memorizing a poem or a joke, all these 
are proximal processes. Proximal processes include the basic processes people 
engage in, such as learning, perceiving, remembering, coping with stress, and 
feeling emotions.
	 How do people develop? When do they develop? What do active organisms 
do that leads them to “acquire a more extended, differentiated, and valid 
conception of the ecological environment, and become motivated and able to 
engage in activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that 
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environment?” ����������������������������������������������������������  Why are proximal processes important in development? Bron-
fenbrenner answered this question about his own model, explaining

the proposed “bioecological” model posits proximal processes as the 
empirically assessable mechanisms through which genotypes are trans-
formed into phenotypes.

(1994, p. 1646)

Bronfenbrenner implies that it is engagement in activity itself, engagement with 
the environment, that changes the organism, leading to understanding and skill. 
A genotype is a person’s biological potentials, what is possible for the biological 
development of this organism. What the person actually turns into, what phys-
ical characteristics, understanding, skills, and motivation the person has, are the 
person’s phenotype. Proximal processes are the activities through which the 
person constructs the reality from the combination of biological potentials and 
experiences in the environment.

Proximal Processes and the Ecosystem

A parent’s relationships with co-workers in a place of employment would be a 
distal process for the child. They won’t affect the child directly. The child won’t 
engage in them directly or learn from them, but they may affect the father’s 
interaction with the child, and so have an impact on the child. The actions of 
the legislature in authorizing funding for the child’s school would be another 
distal process. Both distal and proximal processes are important in the ecosystem 
and may affect the person’s development, but in different ways.
	 In a microsystem, the person may be conducting activities on her own—
doing her own thing. An infant may be exploring, a toddler might be learning 
to climb, a preschooler looking through a picture book, an older child drawing, 
an adolescent playing music, a parent washing clothes, all these in a home 
setting. A grandparent may be building birdhouses, and so forth. In another 
kind of setting, there might be no children, but an adult might be reading a 
book, a librarian cataloging books, an administrative assistant reconciling finan-
cial accounts and sending bills for overdue books. Each setting has its own activ-
ities, roles, and relations. In addition, a person might be observing the activities 
other people engage in and possibly engaging in activities with the other people 
in the setting.
	 Development consists in part in constructing more activities and more 
complex and varied activities. Development also includes constructing more 
complex understanding of the activities we engage in and of the world we live 
in. The proximal processes of development depend on practice, engaging in the 
activities, and thinking about them. We extend and elaborate and connect our 
activities and knowledge, applying actions and knowledge in new situations and 
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to new materials, gradually interrelating and integrating knowledge and actions. 
An implication of this is that activities will become more complex through the 
active engagement of the person with materials and people in the setting. 
The physical characteristics, the things—objects, ideas, possibilities—included in 
the setting make it more or less conducive to constructing more complex activ-
ities. Rich environments support more complex activities. A home without 
books makes literacy more difficult to construct. A nursery without manipulable 
materials doesn’t promote fine motor skills. A setting with a flat surface and balls 
to kick promotes soccer skills, a classroom with materials and lab equipment is 
conducive to learning about science, and so on. This fact is perhaps obvious, 
but important to our thinking about the impact of the setting on development. 
The developmental potential of a setting depends on what activities one can 
engage in there, what one can do, both by oneself and with others.
	 Differences between settings mean differences between microsystems. Differ-
ences between people are a function of differences between settings and the 
microsystems in them. Urban apartments are different from rural farm house-
holds. Upper class homes and poverty class homes have important differences. 
To understand the processes of development, it is not sufficient to say that 
upper class homes produce different kinds of children than poverty class homes. 
Researchers often differentiate people using characteristics such as “class” or 
“subculture” or “level of education,” which Bronfenbrenner refers to as social 
address labels. These labels tell you where the person “lives,” so to speak, but not 
what happens there. Development is not the result of social class or level of 
parents’ education or their occupation. Development results from the active 
participation, the transactions of the individual in roles, activities, and relations in a 
setting. Social address doesn’t tell you about that participation. Social address 
doesn’t explain how some people who grow up in poverty turn out to be very 
different from others who grow up in poverty.
	 Social address provides no guidance for how to change settings to affect 
development. If poverty class homes don’t produce the kind of academic skills 
that upper class homes more commonly do, would giving poor people large 
amounts of money result in academic skills? Perhaps, but for those who want to 
understand development, carrying out such an effort would not help us under-
stand the process. (Though it would be an interesting experiment—what Bron-
fenbrenner calls a “transforming experiment.” How would the infusion of large 
amounts of money change the setting and the microsystem within it, and with 
what effects on the development of the participants in the setting?) To under-
stand how and why development differs in different settings, we need to study 
the proximal processes occurring in the microsystem.
	 Changes in people change microsystems and changes in microsystems change 
people. It is at the heart of systems theory that if you change one person in the 
system, the others are going to change as well. As each person in a system 
undergoes developmental change, there are small or large effects on everyone 
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else, and simultaneous effects on the activities, the relations, the roles, and ulti-
mately the pattern of those elements that constitute the microsystem. Those 
changes become changes in the ecosystem that the person is adapting to and 
trying to understand and to maintain, so the microsystem changes are one of the 
engines of development. If one lived in or could live in a system in which 
nothing ever changed, would one develop?
	 People don’t spend their lives in a single setting. What happens when we add 
a new setting to our ecosystem? How do settings compare and contrast? How 
do they relate to each other? What happens when a person moves from one 
setting to another, as may happen several times a day? Remember Bronfenbren-
ner’s definition of an ecological transition—a change in setting or change in 
role, and often both.
	 As a person goes from setting to setting, or enters a new setting, he or she 
encounters a new microsystem. How does the person enter it, understand it, 
adapt to it? These are important questions for a developmental perspective 
because we often are concerned about “readiness” for a particular setting, or 
difficulty adapting and performing in it, or distress that accompanies a change. 
How well does a person cope with entrance into child care, elementary school, 
boarding school, or college? What happens when a person starts to participate in 
a youth group, a sport, a new job, goes into a nursing home, sets up housekeep-
ing in a new apartment, retires, or is admitted to a hospital? These are all ecolo-
gical transitions, and all of them involve changes in roles or settings. Each puts 
the person into a new microsystem.
	 Parenting involves preparing children for new settings and helping them 
adjust. Teachers deal with new children each year. A department of residential 
life welcomes first-year students in a university. And for each of us personally, 
entrance into a new setting may be a major change, a developmental milestone. 
Are we ready for it, and what does it mean to be ready for the transition? Can 
maturity be defined as the ability to enter a new setting without major distress?
	 It is an assumption in constructive (and perhaps other) approaches to devel-
opment that a person applies the knowledge and understanding constructed 
from previous experiences to interpret new ones. Piaget and others believe that 
knowledge guides behavior. Might we think of current knowledge as the basis 
for a set of hypotheses about the new setting? If one has been nurtured and sup-
ported in one setting, does one expect to be nurtured and supported in a new 
one, and thus enter the new setting with an open and friendly attitude toward 
the people there? If one has been abused, then one might enter a new setting 
expecting to be abused, and thus be wary and tense in transactions there. 
Previous experience alters the way we enter a new setting. We create expecta-
tions as a way of adapting to experience and constructing its meaning. If a new 
setting fits our expectations, then we can adapt more easily and be comfortable. 
If our expectations don’t fit a new setting, then we have to find a new way of 
understanding the new setting. When expectations don’t fit, we experience 
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disequilibrium. Mild disequilibrium results in efforts to learn, or to redefine the 
situation. Large disequilibrium causes stress, panic, anxiety, fear, or withdrawal. 
The difference between large and small disequilibrium is perhaps relative to 
individual temperament, intellectual skill, or flexibility. Differences in degree of 
disequilibrium may also reflect a person’s developmental status, as suggested 
farther on, in Hypothesis 37 (in Section 15).
	 What is important in ecological transitions from familiar to new settings? 
Proximal processes are employed as we adapt. We observe, we study the pattern 
of the microsystem in the new setting, we engage in its activities, we relate to 
its other occupants, we may ask questions, and so forth. Further, as we enter a 
new setting, we may be stepping into an existing system, the microsystem in 
that setting. As we do so, we may be simultaneously altering that system, chang-
ing its pattern of roles, relations, and activities.
	 In develecology, proximal processes represent “where the rubber hits the 
road”—where development happens. Proximal processes create the connection 
between the person and experience, the central facts of learning, activity, explora-
tion, relationships, and adaptation. As we try to understand a person’s develop-
ment, we will need to be mindful of the actual experiences of the person. What 
could have happened in the setting or what should have happened, or what we 
assume happened, could be quite different than what the person really experi-
enced, and it is what the person experiences that shapes development.
	 An ecosystem facilitates development when it encourages proximal processes that 
lead a person to learn important skills or construct better understanding. Thus, a 
facilitating ecosystem provides opportunities for the person to engage in activities, 
such as to explore, experiment, study, compare, practice, relate, extend, think, 
and reflect. Proximal processes may also be involved in relations with others. 
These might include discussing, sharing ideas, trying to explain something, asking 
questions, etc. Roles might also encourage proximal processes that support devel-
opment, or be defined in ways that allow those processes to happen.
	 Remember: a developing person is participating in an ecosystem, engaging in 
proximal processes, actively experiencing the ecosystem, and working to con-
struct a more valid and differentiated understanding of the experience. The 
developing person is always trying to adapt to the experience and to the changes 
in the ecosystem, and in the process become more skilled in engaging with the 
environment.
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14
Links and Relations between 
Settings

Each setting contains a microsystem. Microsystems are contained in settings. 
The other three “levels” or subsystems of the ecosystem involve relations or links 
between settings. How might settings be linked to each other? How can they 
relate to each other?
	 Links between settings can be either direct or indirect.
	 Direct links are always people. When a person goes from one setting to 
another, those settings are linked by the person. If the person is the “developing 
person” we are focusing on, then that person is a primary link between the 
two settings. If another person also enters both the settings, the second person is 
a supplementary link between the two settings. If the developing person and 
the other person participate in a dyad in both settings, then the supplemental 
link and the primary link also are a transcontextual or linking dyad. A 
primary link creates a mesosystem, which we will study in Section 15.
	 Bronfenbrenner identifies three categories of indirect links: people, commu-
nication, and knowledge. If the developing person participates in one setting, 
while another person participates in both that setting and another setting that 
the developing person does not go into, then the second person is an inter-
mediate link between the two settings for the developing person. So inter-
mediate links connect settings the developing person goes into indirectly to 
settings the developing person does not go into. Farther on, we will see that 
these intermediate links create another level of the ecosystem that is referred to 
as the exosystem.
	 Another kind of indirect linkage between settings is communication of any 
sort between two settings, or intersetting communication. Intersetting com-
munications are “messages transmitted from one setting to the other with the 
express intent of providing specific information to persons in the other setting.” 
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Typical forms of intersetting communication are telephone conversations, 
e-mail, snail mail, announcements, and messages carried back and forth by 
people. Communication of some sort, or prior experiences of people involved 
in both settings may create another kind of indirect link, intersetting know-
ledge. Intersetting knowledge “refers to information or experience that exists 
in one setting about the other. Such knowledge may be obtained through inter-
setting communication or from sources external to the particular settings 
involved, for example, from library books” (1979, p. 210).
	 Bronfenbrenner does not specify whether intersetting knowledge must exist 
in both settings, or only in one. It may be useful to think about the different 
types of knowledge that could form indirect links between settings. For example, 
settings might be linked by:

•	 mutual awareness of the people in each setting;
•	 knowledge about one setting held by occupants of a second, with or 

without complementary knowledge of the second setting existing in the 
first;

•	 knowledge in both settings created by communication and by travel 
between the two settings by direct links between the settings.

Figure 14.1 summarizes the types of links and the kinds of settings they connect.
	 In an ecosystem, settings may be isolated from each other, with no links, or 
they may be more or less well linked with each other. There may be one, a 
few, several, or many people who serve as direct links between them. There 
may be much communication between them. We refer to settings in an eco-
system as being sparsely or weakly linked, strongly or richly linked, or some-
where in between.
	 In addition to being directly or indirectly linked, settings can be said to be 
related to each other. Relations between settings are more conceptual, referring 
to comparison or analysis of the settings. Settings may be similar to each other, 
or different. They may be congruent with each other. They can be in conflict 
with each other. The people involved in the settings may have attitudes about 
each other, based on intersetting knowledge. They may be supportive of the 
other setting and what happens in it, or they may be hostile to it. Keep in mind 
that these relations between settings or attitudes about other settings are not links 
between settings but links between settings may result in relations between or 
attitudes about settings.
	 In creating relations between settings, the kind and content of intersetting 
communication and intersetting knowledge are important, as are the relations 
among the people who are involved in the two settings. Whether the commu-
nication is one-way or two-way is a characteristic of the indirect linkage 
between the two settings. The content of the messages and their style influence 
the intersetting knowledge and the attitudes between the two settings. The 
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validity of the information and the knowledge may shape the relations between 
the settings.
	 As we proceed to examine the remaining subsystems of the ecosystem, we 
will focus on the links and relations between settings. We will consider how 
(a)  the kinds and numbers of links between settings and (b) the relations 
between settings affect development of the people in those settings. We will see 
that ecosystems are more likely to facilitate development when settings are connected 
by more links, and when those links are supportive of the developing person 
who is entering the settings, participating in the settings, or making transitions 
between them. In general, the more intersetting knowledge and communica-
tion there are, the more likely the ecosystem is to support a person’s 
development.
	 Remember: In describing links between settings, Bronfenbrenner does not refer 
to the physical ways we may typically think of connecting settings��������� —�������� by side-
walks, phone lines, or vehicles. Again, he is focused on the social ecosystem—
the people, their activities, and their relationships.
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Summary of Links Between Settings 

Direct Links:

Primary Link The Developing Person Links two settings by participating in
them

Supplemental Link Another Person Links the same two settings by
participating in them 

Together, may create a transcontextual dyad
May be supportive or non-supportive 

Indirect Links:
Intermediate Link Another Person Links a setting the developing person

participates in to a setting the DP does
not participate in 

Intersetting Communication

Intersetting Knowledge

Figure 14.1    Summary of links between settings
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Mesosystem

We have considered how the pattern of activities, roles, and relations in 
microsystems in settings are important in shaping development. How do links 
and relations between settings add to shaping development?
	 The settings a person participates in and how they are linked and relate to 
each other constitute the mesosystem. “Meso” means middle, so the mesosystem 
is not the smallest subsystem, nor is it the largest.

The mesosystem comprises the linkages and processes taking place 
between two or more settings containing the developing person (e.g., the 
relations between home and school, school and workplace, etc.). In other 
words, a mesosystem is a system of microsystems.

(DEFINITION 3a, 1994, p. 1645)

The mesosystem incorporates all the settings, and the microsystems they 
contain, in which the person actively participates. The mesosystem, however, is not 
just the collection of those settings; rather, the mesosystem is the links and rela-
tionships among those microsystems. Each person has any number of microsys-
tems, but only one mesosystem, the mesosystem being the relationships 
among all the settings in which the person participates. The notion of the meso-
system attempts to account for how a person’s microsystems relate to and affect 
each other.
	 In what sense is the mesosystem a system? What are its components and 
functions? The elements in the mesosystem are the settings the person particip-
ates in, the links between them, and the relationships of the settings to each other. 
How does change in one part of the system affect other parts and how the 
system functions?
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	 In the preceding section, we examined what Bronfenbrenner means by rela-
tionships and connections between settings. How can microsystems that exist in 
different settings be connected to each other? The most important way settings 
in a mesosystem are connected to each other is the defining way, the way that 
defines what settings are in the mesosystem: the developing person participates 
in each of them. Therefore, the person connects the settings by going into and 
out of each of them, and is thus the defining and primary link among them (1979, 
p. 209).
	 There can be more than one primary link between two settings. This 
happens when two particular settings are in the mesosystems of two different 
people. Since both people pass between the same two settings, there are two 
primary links between the settings. These multiple primary linkages mean that 
the same two people participate in both settings, with each other. If they are 
aware of each other, they are then a “transcontextual dyad,” because the dyad 
exists in or crosses more than one setting or context. Such transcontextual dyads 
create a network of settings and people who share them—a “first-order” 
network. For each individual, the other person is also a “supplemental link” 
between the two settings. There may be additional supplemental links between 
settings—other persons who participate in both settings.
	 Settings in a mesosystem also may be linked by intersetting communica-
tion and intersetting knowledge, as described in the previous section. The 
types of linkages between settings are not mutually exclusive; two settings may 
be linked by multiple transcontextual dyads and by one or all of the other kinds 
of links. The more linkages there are, the more richly or complexly the settings 
in the mesosystem are connected. Figure 15.1 adds links between settings to 
form a mesosystem in the graphic model.
	 A caution about usage helps in talking about one’s ecosystem. A person has a 
single mesosystem, comprising the relations among the several microsystems he 
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Figure 15.1    Mesosystem
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or she participates in. So, in my one and only mesosystem, I may have several 
settings, each with a unique microsystem in it. When I refer to my mesosystem, 
I am not merely describing the settings or the microsystems in them, I am 
describing the relations among the settings, how they are linked, how they 
communicate with each other, how they are similar and different from each 
other.
	 How is the mesosystem related to a person’s development? A mesosystem 
supports development when the settings are supportive of each other, and when 
the developing person has valid information about the settings, and vice versa. 
A mesosystem supports development when we move from setting to setting 
with people with whom we are in primary and/or developmental dyads. What 
settings are open or closed to a person? Which ones can a person be introduced 
to as a child? Which ones is a person shut out of because of race, sex, religion, 
or disability? What is the pattern of settings one participates in over time, and 
how are those settings connected? Is there a developmental sequence to the set-
tings and activities, roles and relations the person participates in? From the pre-
ceding discussion of transitions, we can infer that a series of favorable transitions 
with continuing support would be helpful to development.
	 A person’s mesosystem may change in two different ways. First, settings can be 
added to or deleted from the mesosystem. Second, the relationships between set-
tings can change. And, of course, either adding or deleting settings in the meso-
system may change the relationships among the other settings in the mesosystem.

Transition into New Settings

Bronfenbrenner formulated a series of hypotheses about the features of parti-
cipation in the mesosystem that shape development. Work through these, and 
see if you can abstract a set of mesosystem conditions that would enhance devel-
opment for a person.

The developmental potential of a setting in a mesosystem is enhanced if 
the person’s initial transition into that setting is not made alone, that is, if 
he enters the new setting in the company of one or more persons with 
whom he has participated in prior settings.

(HYPOTHESIS 27, 1979, p. 211)

This hypothesis refers to the situation when a person adds a new setting to the 
mesosystem by entering that setting for the first time. Hypothesis 27 emphasizes 
the importance of supplemental links. Why would supplemental links be 
helpful? What is likely to happen if people have experience in the same settings, 
and know the same people?
	 When the person starts to participate in and adapt to the new setting, the 
microsystem in it may support development, or not. (Remember that the 



74    Mesosystem

microsystem is the pattern of roles, relationships, and activities in the setting.) 
Within the new setting, all the hypotheses about how roles, relations, and dyads 
facilitate development are pertinent. But now that this new setting and its 
microsystem are in the person’s mesosystem, we need a new set of hypotheses 
to direct our thinking about the differences and similarities between the old 
setting(s) and the new setting. Did previous settings the person has participated 
in prepare her for the new setting? How does the microsystem in a previous 
setting compare to the microsystem in the new one? How do the two 
microsystems relate to the person, and how do they relate to each other, that is, 
how do the people in the two settings regard each other?

Similarities and Differences Among Settings

To capture such questions, Bronfenbrenner focuses on varieties of similarities 
and differences between settings, and between the microsystems in the settings. 
He also raises the importance of intersetting knowledge, and perhaps 
“intersetting attitude.” In Hypothesis 28 (1979, p. 212), he says the settings will 
promote development if:

•	 the microsystem in each has similar or compatible expectations, or “role 
demands” for the developing person;

•	 the microsystems in the settings encourage the people in each setting to 
trust and regard the other settings positively; and

•	 the people in the two settings agree about developmental goals for the 
person (goal consensus); and

•	 encourage progress toward balance of power that favors the developing 
person.

	 Like many of the hypotheses, Hypothesis 28 incorporates several different 
concepts or components. Sorting out the implications of the hypothesis requires 
breaking it down it into its components to understand the whole complex set of 
circumstances referred to. In this hypothesis, Bronfenbrenner specifies at least 
three conditions that will help a child’s development:

1	 The first condition is that the role demands among the settings are 
compatible.
	 What are role demands? Role demands would include most centrally, 
the behaviors expected of the person in the role. Compatible means that 
the roles expected of the person in the two microsystems don’t interfere or 
conflict with each other. Compatible may also mean that practicing a role 
in one of the settings won’t lead the person to be unable to perform a 
different role well in the other setting. For example, if a child is expected 
to be loud and boisterous at home and avoid quiet pursuits, such as reading, 
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while teachers at school expect the child to be polite and self-controlled, 
and to sit and read for long periods of time, we could say the demands for 
the role of child were not compatible between the two settings. (Keep in 
mind that being similar is not the same as being compatible.)

2	 The second condition is that the roles, activities, and dyads the person engages 
in (the elements of the microsystem) in each setting, encourage three 
attitudes: developing mutual trust, positive orientation, and goal consensus 
between the settings. Trust is based on intersetting knowledge, positive 
orientation is an attitude or affect, and goal consensus might refer to the views 
of the ecosystem held by the various participants in each setting, and what 
they see as desirable for the development of the person being considered.

3	 The third condition is that the microsystem in each setting encourages the 
balance of power between the person and others in the settings to gradually 
favor the developing person. The evolving balance of power is familiar from 
the discussion of the ways dyads contribute to development.

These conditions are repeated in several of the hypotheses, each time being 
attached to a different aspect of the mesosystem. It will be important always to 
be sure to incorporate what happens in both, or all, the settings in the portion of the 
mesosystem under consideration.
	 Keep in mind that Hypothesis 28 is about the mesosystem, the relations 
between two settings. The developing person participates in the microsystem in 
each of the settings. So, the important considerations are whether the 
microsystem in each setting encourages attitudes of trust toward the other setting, 
positive orientation toward the other setting, goal consensus between the settings, 
and an evolving balance of power in favor of the developing person in the other 
setting. Whether the microsystem in each setting supports the development of the 
person is a separate, but different, matter. Hypothesis 28 is about how each 
microsystem supports the relationship between the settings.
	 Note as well that Hypothesis 28 echoes Hypothesis 4. Each suggests that 
gradual shift in the balance of power toward the developing person is good for 
the person’s development. Hypothesis 4 refers to the balance of power in any 
dyad, while Hypothesis 28 suggests that the microsystem in a setting can 
encourage that shift in balance of power to happen in the dyads in another 
setting. That different hypotheses about different elements of the ecosystem 
parallel each other using similar language may seem repetitive and redundant. 
True, they are repetitive, but they are not truly redundant, since each refers to a 
different element of the system. Generating different hypotheses is 
Bronfenbrenner’s way of isolating and focusing on specific features of the 
ecosystem that may be important. What the similarity across the concepts and 
the hypotheses means is that the system Bronfenbrenner constructed is internally 
consistent, with the same principles applying across all levels. That consistency 
contributes to the great power of his formulation.
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Number and Variety of Settings

Another example of the parallel principles is represented in other propositions 
and hypotheses about the mesosystem. Remember that earlier, Proposition 1 
and Hypotheses 1, 14, and 19 referred to the importance to development of the 
number and variety of activities, roles, and relations the developing person 
participates in. In Hypothesis 29 (1979, p.  212) Bronfenbrenner applies the 
same principle to the number and variety of settings the person participates in. 
He suggests that engaging in more different settings is good for development, 
especially if the settings make developmental dyads likely. In Hypothesis 30 
(1979, p. 213) he suggests that diversity among the settings a person participates 
is good, and identifies diversity among participants in the settings, such as ethnic 
background, socio-economic status, religion, age, and other demographic 
features.
	 Thinking back to the earlier hypotheses we can see why these hypotheses 
about the mesosystem might be valid. If development is enhanced by engaging 
in and with a variety of roles, and by participating in a variety of complex molar 
activities, these are more likely to happen if one is active in a variety of settings 
representing a variety of different types of people. In another parallel connection 
to Bronfenbrenner’s definition of development, engaging in the variety of types 
of settings mentioned will likely lead the person to develop a more differentiated 
and valid understanding of the surrounding world.

Shared Settings

Sharing settings with people—supplemental linkage—is also important in 
development, as reflected in several hypotheses. These hypotheses all refer to 
transcontextual dyads, that is, to the relations a person participates in that occur 
in more than one setting. When two people are involved with each other in 
more than one setting, they represent a direct link and a supplemental link 
between the settings. Bronfenbrenner appears to assume that sharing settings 
with other people has advantages for the developing person over time. He 
hypothesizes that the more experience a person has as part of transcontextual 
dyads, the better able the person will be to benefit from a new developmental 
experience (Hypothesis 31, 1979, p. 214). He elaborates on this by suggesting 
that if one’s culture (or perhaps one’s family) encourages transcontextual dyads, 
one will be more able to benefit from new experiences (Hypothesis 32, 1979, 
p.  214). And in Hypothesis 33 (1979, p.  214) he adds that children’s 
development will be facilitated by encouraging them to maintain transcontextual 
dyads across multiple different settings.
	 Why would transcontextual dyads facilitate development? These hypotheses 
rely on the connection between experience and development: engaging in new 
experiences provides opportunities to construct a more differentiated view of 
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the world. The more experiences one has, the better one will understand the 
world, and thus the more likely one will be to understand and profit 
developmentally from the next experience. Bronfenbrenner assumes that 
transcontextual dyads are likely to engage in some proximal processes that 
contribute to development. What would those processes be? People who share 
settings and experiences are more likely to discuss, analyze, and elaborate on 
those experiences with each other. They “carry” their shared experiences across 
settings with them and discuss or use them in other settings. And that discussion 
may encourage comparison and differentiation of experiences, leading to better, 
more valid, understanding of one’s world.
	 The value of the supplemental link—the other person in the transcontextual 
dyad—depends on the link’s specific relationship to the developing person and 
what that person does in the settings they share. Remember Hypothesis 28 and 
the conditions that determine whether settings in a mesosystem support 
development (see pp.  74–75). If the participation of the supplemental link 
encourages the settings to meet those conditions, that will be good for the 
development of the developing person. We call supplemental linking persons 
who do that, supportive links. Supportive links improve the mesosystem’s 
capacity to facilitate development (Hypothesis 34, 1979, p. 214).
	 Hypothesis 34 parallels Hypothesis 28. Hypothesis 28 refers to the 
microsystems as the developing person engages in them, while Hypothesis 34 
refers to the ways the supportively linking person engages in them.
	 The number of supportive links there are between settings also influences the 
potential of a mesosystem. The more there are, the higher the potential, and the 
fewer there are, the lower the potential (Hypothesis 35, 1979, p. 215).
	 I said above that the relationship in the transcontextual dyad is also 
important. People with whom the developing persons have primary dyads have 
more supportive influence on development than others, and their influence is 
even greater if they engage in joint activities and primary dyads with other 
people in the settings, in addition to the developing person (Hypothesis 36, 
1979, p. 215).
	 These preceding hypotheses assume that when the other people involved in 
the settings have enduring, more extensive, reciprocal, and more complex 
relations, they are more likely to care about and promote the development of 
the person who is the primary link in the mesosystem.
	 This discussion suggests more broadly that there are aspects of the ecosystem 
that encourage supportive links and developmental potential. An ecosystem 
could also discourage supplemental links and supportive links. There might then 
be few supplemental links, or the ones that exist might be non-supportive and 
detrimental links.
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Supplemental Links May Be Less Important as the Person 
Develops

The hypotheses referred to above imply that developing people benefit from 
supplemental and supportive links as they experience their mesosystem settings. 
If development consists of better understanding and increasing competence in 
the ecosystem, what might be the effect of continuing development on the 
importance of supplemental links in a mesosystem? Might it be that a person 
could reach a point where it is important to test her competence and 
understanding by undertaking a new experience on her own? Bronfenbrenner 
considers that in a hypothesis in which he suggests that the positive effects of 
supplemental links might be greatest for people with less competence (e.g., 
young children, newcomers, people who are ill) and decrease as the person 
develops more competence. As the person becomes more competent in her 
own ecosystem, development might be more greatly facilitated by experiences 
of entering new settings with no supplemental links (Hypothesis 37, 1979, 
p. 215).
	 Bronfenbrenner here suggests that if a person has developed sufficiently, the 
support provided by transcontextual dyads and supportive links might not be 
necessary, or even particularly helpful. This might happen if the person’s 
experiences across settings in the mesosystem have led to a valid, differentiated, 
and extended understanding of the world, as well as sufficient practice in 
adapting to new situations that the person is skilled in figuring out and adapting 
to the microsystem in any new setting. This hypothesis is consistent with his 
Proposition B, that a measure of a person’s developmental status, or maturity, 
might be the variety and complexity of the molar activities the person engages 
in on her own.
	 In this discussion, keep in mind that supplemental links are direct links—
people—so “supportive link” here refers to a person. Indirect links, whether 
intersetting communication or intersetting knowledge, also can be supportive of 
development, but they are not supplemental links.

Indirect Links

Now we’ll consider the indirect links among settings in a mesosystem. Indirect 
links are not people; they include intersetting communication and intersetting 
knowledge. Again, we’ll start with a parallel to previous hypotheses. This time, 
in Hypothesis 38 (1979, p. 216), where Bronfenbrenner proposes that indirect 
links will support development if they encourage the conditions of the 
mesosystem that support development—trust, positive orientation, and 
agreement between settings about goals, and shifts in power toward the 
developing person. Remember that mutual trust, positive orientation, goal 
consensus, and a balance of power are not links between settings; they are 
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relations between settings, ways settings are compatible or congruent with each 
other, or attitudes people in one setting have about the other setting.
	 Communication between settings happens in a variety of ways. 
Communication between settings is more likely to promote development if it is 
easy to do, extensive, and two-way, going in both directions between settings. 
For children, it should include communication from and to the family (Hypothesis 
39, 1979, p. 217). Direct communication between settings is more likely to be 
two-way, and is more likely to support development. Communication that is 
more personal is more likely to be clearer, and will support development better. 
Face-to-face communication allows each participant to see and hear the non-
verbal components of the communication, as well as making it easier for each to 
ask for more information. Bronfenbrenner lists possible forms of communication 
in order from more to less personal: face-to-face, personal letter or note, phone, 
business letter, announcement (Hypothesis 40, 1979, p. 217).

Box 15.1

Bronfenbrenner constructed Hypothesis 40 well before the emergence of 
modern technological media. Where in his ordered list of modes of 
communication would you place newer modes, such as texting, video chat, 
tweets, and posting on other social media?

	 Effective communication between settings creates intersetting knowledge. 
Direct links, people participating in two or more settings, construct their own 
knowledge about settings from their experience, and carry it with them as they 
pass from one setting to another. They may share it with other people, 
communicating their knowledge, leading people in the second setting to 
construct their own knowledge about the first setting. In these ways, intersetting 
knowledge is created. Communication between settings is another way 
intersetting knowledge is created. How do intersetting communication and 
knowledge facilitate development? Hypothesis 41 addresses the conditions 
under which people enter a new setting:

Development is enhanced to the extent that, prior to each entry into a 
new setting the person and members of both settings involved are 
provided with information, advice, and experience relevant to the 
impending transition.

(HYPOTHESIS 41, 1979, p. 217)

	 Bronfenbrenner supposes that with better advance knowledge and 
understanding, people are more likely to act appropriately in a new setting, 
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respond more appropriately to each other, and thus experience more positive 
affect and greater reciprocity in the microsystem of the new setting. Advance 
knowledge and previous experience suggest the person enters the new setting 
with a more valid and differentiated view of what will be expected in the new 
setting, and with better skills to adapt to those expectations.
	 Hypothesis 41 refers to information provided before an ecological 
transition occurs. Hypothesis 42 (1979, p.  217) focuses on what happens 
after the initial entry into a setting. It proposes development in the new 
setting will depend on the accuracy or validity of the communication and 
how often it is updated. That communication will determine the intersetting 
knowledge that is available after the person enters the new setting. Presumably, 
that knowledge will affect the level of trust, positive attitude, and mutual 
support between the two settings. Can you think of examples that would 
support this hypothesis?

Shared Activity Networks

Elaborating on the importance of supportive links, joint activities, and multiple 
settings, Bronfenbrenner considers a special kind of mesosystem with 
significance in development. In Hypothesis 43 (1979, p. 223), he regards more 
deeply the importance of experiences shared with other people. Coming to understand 
experiences and learn from them is facilitated by discussing them with each 
other. Discussing experience is a proximal process important in development. 
Since each person may have a somewhat different perspective on the experience, 
comparing and reflecting together increases the validity and differentiation of 
each person’s understanding. Additionally, sharing experiences over time, in 
more than one setting, allows people to compare and contrast settings and 
experiences in them. Sharing experience across time makes it possible to note 
and discuss change in the ecosystem and in each other. Bronfenbrenner 
identifies a particular mesosystem, or portion of overlapping mesosystems, in 
which a group of people all participate in joint activities with each other in 
multiple settings. In this network of settings, developmental potential is great, if 
the developing person gradually experiences an increase in power relative to the 
other members, toward balance.
	 Bronfenbrenner labeled this segment of overlapping mesosystems a “closed 
activity network” (1979, p.  223). “Closed” sounds negative to our ears, but 
here it doesn’t mean bad; it’s just descriptive. Students sometimes misunderstand 
this to mean the people involved have no other settings in their mesosystems, 
which also is not his meaning. To help avoid confusion I substitute the phrase 
“shared activity network.” The people in a shared (“closed”) activity network also 
participate in incomplete or open social networks.
	 Why would sharing the same parts of a mesosystem, or creating a “shared 
activity network” be helpful to a person’s development? Perhaps if all the 
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activities and relations a person engaged in were within a shared activity 
network, that might be bad. But if it means that the person engages in some 
joint activities in the same primary dyads across settings (transcontextual primary 
dyads), then there will be more opportunity for discussion of the activities and 
extension of them, and for constructing shared understanding of the ecosystem. 
The people who share the activities can engage in proximal processes based on 
the shared experience. They can “process” the experience, as we say. They can 
compare and contrast settings and roles, ask and answer questions, and enhance 
understanding for each other. By engaging in these proximal processes, the 
participants in the “shared activity network” are constructing more valid and 
differentiated understanding of their experience and their ecosystem, which is 
development, as Bronfenbrenner defines it.
	 Bronfenbrenner is not suggesting one’s entire mesosystem should be a 
shared activity network. The part of it that is, however, may be particularly 
conducive to development. Healthy shared activity networks are significant in 
the creation of family ties and other group bonds. A family group that shares 
activities in a home, goes to religious activities together, engages in 
recreational activities, and takes vacations together would represent such a 
potentially beneficial system. On the other hand, Bronfenbrenner hypothesizes 
that the mesosystem also should be “open” to additional settings and activities. 
We might consider whether early in life an infant might participate in a small 
shared activity network, and very few other settings. As the child’s mesosystem 
expands, there might be more unshared settings, and perhaps several small 
shared activity networks, one with family members, another with peers, and 
so forth.
	 In his discussion of mesosystems, Bronfenbrenner also offers one last 
hypothesis that considers the importance of settings where developing people 
may not be in the company of family members. In Hypothesis 46, he suggests 
that it will foster development to have increasing access to settings where the 
child can be engaged in responsible joint activities with more developed people 
who are not her parents (1979, p. 282). Such activities increase the probability 
the child will participate in developmental dyads, and the hypothesis connects 
to earlier hypotheses regarding the importance of multiple complex activities, 
relations, and role repertoires.

Box 15.2

Try describing your current mesosystem. What are the settings you parti-
cipate in? How are the settings linked? Are the linkages weak or strong, 
sparse or rich? Do your various microsystems support each other, or conflict 
with each other? Can you draw your mesosystem?
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	 Think back to the earlier discussion of complex settings, such as universities. 
We suggested that such institutions might be considered settings, or settings 
with sub-settings. If we consider a university to be the latter, then we can think 
about it as containing a mesosystem of relationships among those sub-settings. 
As implied before in the discussion of settings, whether we choose to describe 
them as settings or mesosystems of settings depends on the level of our analysis 
and our purpose. One of the strengths of Bronfenbrenner’s concepts and prin-
ciples is that they are flexible, making them more practically useful.
	 In develecology, a mesosystem will support development to the extent: 

1	 there are linkages and they are supportive; 
2	 the microsystem in each of the settings supports the others and supports the 

developing person’s activities, roles, and relations; 
3	 the settings are varied; and 
4	 the transcontextual dyads provide opportunity to discuss, share, question, 

extend, and validate the person’s understanding of all the experiences he or 
she engages in. 

A developmentally facilitating mesosystem will be richly linked, in multiple 
ways, shared by people who support a person’s development, and offering 
diverse settings and experiences.
	 Many of the hypotheses about the mesosystem have an important implication 
for develecologists. For example, in the wording of Hypothesis 33, 
Bronfenbrenner refers to “providing experiences” to promote development. 
This raises an important possibility in Bronfenbrenner’s view, the possibility that 
development might be altered by changing specific aspects of the person’s ecosystem. 
Bronfenbrenner is not content simply to describe and specify the particular 
features of an ecosystem. His broader purpose is to guide us in our thinking 
about how to promote development by changing the ecosystem, a purpose 
directly addressing the programs and policies we create to support children and 
families.

Box 15.3

You might try listing all the specific components Bronfenbrenner has identi-
fied in these hypotheses and describe how they are related to the structure 
and functions of the mesosystem, and how each would shape the develop-
ing person’s development.

	 Remember: Each person has only one mesosystem. In describing a mesosystem, or 
part of it, it is important to specify the settings of interest, but to keep in mind 
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that the mesosystem itself is the ways the settings are linked and relate to each 
other. The direct links, supplemental links and the indirect links should be iden-
tified. The attitudes and relations of settings to each other should be described. 
We are interested in how those links and relations between settings affect the 
development of the person whose mesosystem it is.
	 A common problem in working with the hypotheses related to the mesosystem 
is thinking of people or activities as settings, as Bronfenbrenner himself did in 
his original definition of the mesosystem (see Definition 3, 1979, p. 25). Friends, 
family, hockey, cooking, playing music, etc. are not settings. Settings in the 
mesosystem are definable places. Links and mesosystem relations are between 
the settings. Family or friends may participate in the microsystems in the settings, 
but family or friends are not the settings. Playing music or hockey may be activ-
ities in the microsystems in the settings, but they are not the settings. Always 
specify the physical settings when testing the hypotheses about the mesosystem.
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16
Developmental Trajectory

The discussion of the mesosystem in the previous section introduced the poten-
tial for looking at a person’s participation in different settings across time. The 
characteristics of the various settings and their microsystems that a developing 
person engages in are related to each other in important ways. We have referred 
to “congruence” and “goal consensus” between settings and “increasing com-
plexity” of activities. Let’s step back and take a broader view of the mesosystem 
experienced as the person develops. Bronfenbrenner introduces the phrase 
“developmental trajectory” to refer to the result of experiences connected over 
time, but typically occurring in different settings.

The developmental potential of a setting is a function of the extent to 
which the roles, activities, and relations occurring in that setting serve, 
over a period of time, to set in motion and sustain patterns of motivation 
and activity in the developing person that then acquire a momentum of 
their own. As a result, when the person enters a new setting, the pattern 
is carried over and, in the absence of counterforces, becomes magnified in 
scope and intensity. Microsystems that exhibit these properties and effects 
are referred to as primary settings, and the persisting patterns of motivation 
and activity that they induce in the individual are called developmental 
trajectories.

(HYPOTHESIS 47, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 284–285)

	 While a person may pass through a variety of settings over the course of 
time, the focus of develecology is on the settings, and their microsystems, that 
promote development. Think back to Bronfenbrenner’s definition of development. 
What experiences and transactions and activities will encourage the construction 
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of a more complex repertoire of activities or skills? The activity might become 
more extended and complex in a single microsystem over a long period of time. 
The activity also might take place in more than one setting as the person 
develops. When a pattern of activity persists over a long period of time, and 
becomes more complex, we should be able to reconstruct its developmental 
history. If an interest in poetry, for example, develops and gradually becomes 
more and more complex, it can be referred to as a developmental trajectory. 
Other typical examples include competitive riding and showing of horses, figure 
skating, and playing varsity hockey. Each of these activities began somewhere in 
some simple form: horseback-riding lessons, learning to skate at age three, 
enjoying nursery rhymes, and so forth. Then each was practiced, and gradually 
integrated into more and more complex activities. This is the fate of some molar 
activities. If the activity persists and becomes more complex, perhaps occupying 
increasing amounts of the developing person’s time and energy, and if it influ-
ences or directs the choices the person makes about how and where and with 
whom to spend time, in other words if it provides an element of structure and 
direction to the person’s life, then it is referred to as a developmental trajectory.
	 The concept of a developmental trajectory integrates several elements of the 
ecosystem. First, a developmental trajectory refers to a molar activity. Second, a 
developmental trajectory incorporates the settings and microsystems where the 
activity occurs. Third, a developmental trajectory includes the ecological trans-
itions the person has experienced over time. To understand the construction of a 
developmental trajectory, we need to specify the activity, look at the settings in 
which the activity has been practiced and elaborated, and examine the trans-
itions from one setting to the next. What is the sequence of the settings that 
have influenced the trajectory? How did the microsystem in each setting 
support and shape the activity? Why did the transitions occur?

Box 16.1

Consider any activity that is important to you. Where and when did it start? 
Who was involved in the beginning? See if you can describe the sequence 
of settings in which the activity occurred and how each shaped the activity. 
Did the activity become more complex, indicating that you were develop-
ing? Did you engage in the activity with a wider assortment of people? Did 
the activity lead you into new settings? Did you choose settings to enter 
because they supported the activity? Did you decide to stay out of some 
settings because they didn’t support the activity?

	 If we wanted to encourage the development of a particular persisting pattern of 
an activity, such as academic interest or writing or music or horseback riding, 
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how would we do that? Clearly, we must make it possible for the developing 
person to begin the activity, to engage in it over time, and for it to become 
more elaborated. And we must assure the developing person enters settings 
where the activity can be practiced, and encourage other experienced people to 
engage in it with the developing person.
	 Does the concept of developmental trajectory apply to all activities? Are 
there activities one could develop and persist in without entering new settings? 
Are there activities one could develop without engaging in the activity with 
other people? Perhaps, but it is a challenge to find them in real life. Once 
developed, an activity might persist in such a manner, without new settings, and 
without co-participants. As a practical matter, the behaviors and activities of 
interest to us developmentally probably almost universally can be analyzed using 
the notion of developmental trajectory.
	 The value of analyzing the construction of a persisting pattern of behavior 
and the settings in which microsystems initiate and support that pattern of 
behavior is that such persistent patterns of behavior include every behavior and 
skill we hope to encourage in development, as well as every activity we wish 
developing people would not pursue.
	 If a person becomes an Olympic athlete, we can understand that as the result 
of the creation of a developmental trajectory. If another person started in the 
same sport at the same time and did not become an Olympic athlete, we can 
examine the physical and psychological characteristics that interfered with or 
were incompatible with becoming an Olympic athlete. But the analysis is 
incomplete unless we also look at the settings that were and were not open to 
the person. What other activities were incompatible with the developmental 
trajectory? A person may be engaging in several developmental trajectories at 
the same time. Are they supportive of, or interfering with, each other? Asking 
these questions, we are examining the structure of a person’s life over a par-
ticular period. A develecological view encourages us to look at the individual 
characteristics of the person that are conducive (or not) to development on a 
particular trajectory, as well as looking at the microsystem features—roles, rela-
tions, and activities—that support it (or not), as well as the settings that contain 
those microsystems. For most developmental trajectories, the meso- and exo-
systems are likely to be involved as well. If one is to become an Olympic 
athlete, home, school, and athletic settings must be supportive of the developing 
trajectory.
	 Examining the history of settings, or the sequence of settings, a person has 
participated in over time gives us information about the activities, roles, and 
relationships a person has been exposed to. These past experiences of settings 
can help us understand the adaptations a person has made. Those adaptations 
may underlie behaviors we see later, and knowing the history may help us relate 
more effectively with the person, especially if the behaviors are causing 
problems for the person. Knowing the history also suggests the parts of the 
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ecosystem the person has had opportunity to experience, and that may provide 
us better understanding of how the person views the ecosystem as well as the 
skills and motivations the person brings into a new setting.
	 The concept of developmental trajectory is particularly useful because it 
applies to undesirable behaviors as well as to desirable ones. As stated before, 
Bronfenbrenner’s framework encompasses all development, all aspects of devel-
opment, all developmental outcomes, without judgment of their desirability or 
social usefulness—those are macrosystem questions. For example, a life of crime 
represents a developmental trajectory just as much as does a life of athletic 
success. Becoming a heroin addict is a complex molar activity; the trajectory of 
addiction for any individual can be described. The child abuser has a develop-
mental history. Becoming a doctor has a developmental trajectory, as do becom-
ing president, an auto mechanic, a hermit, or a bank robber. Each major life 
activity that can be described or labeled has a developmental trajectory that can 
be traced through its history of settings. (While Bronfenbrenner’s framework 
applies to all developmental trajectories, and does not require separate theories 
to explain undesirable outcomes, in Section 22 we will consider ways we might 
appropriately evaluate developmental outcomes within Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework.)

Box 16.2

Try the following exercise: Describe the sequence of settings in which you 
have participated over any period of your life. What new settings have you 
entered? Which have you left behind or stopped participating in? Can you 
describe differences among those settings over time? What would you need 
to focus on to describe differences? What were the roles, relationships, and 
activities in each, and if they were close to the same, then how might the 
pattern or microsystem have differed? What activities carried over from one 
setting to another, and how did the activities become more complex? 
Which activities have you continued over a long time?

Three Hypotheses about Developmental Trajectories

Three complex hypotheses explore aspects of the relationship between a mesosys-
tem and developmental trajectories it might support. The first suggests moving from 
one setting to another might be important in the process of making apparent a per-
son’s more highly developed activities and/or understanding. If a setting has an 
effect on a person’s development, we may not see that change in understanding, 
motivation, or skills right away. It may not appear until the person enters a 
different setting requiring some new adaptation (Hypothesis 48, 1979, p. 286).
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	 Why would that be? Consider that the original setting might not permit new 
activities or roles. There might not be an opportunity to engage in the behavior 
or the role one is observing, while a new setting might encourage or permit the 
new activity or role to be practiced. How often, for example, do people change 
jobs because their current one doesn’t offer the opportunity to use skills they 
have been developing? It may also be that the pattern of relations and roles in a 
new setting encourages a person to perform at a higher or more complex level 
than did the roles and relations in the prior setting.
	 Hypothesis 48 contains one of the most fundamental implications of a 
develecological perspective. It challenges an assertion often made about 
behavior: “The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior.” Following 
Hypothesis 48, we must add to that assertion the qualifier: “if we assume there 
are no changes in the ecosystem of the person.” We might also consider adding 
a second qualifier: “and if we assume the person does not develop.” Hypothesis 
48 proposes that behavior may be quite different as the person adapts to changes 
in the ecosystem.
	 The next hypothesis captures a fundamental principle in understanding 
differences among people and the developmental effects of social class, racism, 
sexism, educational inequality, ethnicity, parental support, and geography, 
among other factors.

The direction and degree of psychological growth are governed by the 
extent to which opportunities to enter settings conducive to development 
in various domains are open or closed to the developing person.

(HYPOTHESIS 49, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 288)

This hypothesis brings us back to Proposition F and Proposition H, both of 
which are about the relation of settings to development. Why would particular 
settings be open or closed, or absent, in a particular child’s ecosystem? How 
might particular “social addresses” be reflected in what settings are available?
	 The final hypothesis in this section raises the possibility that not all transitions 
from one primary setting to the next are equal in potential. Hypothesis 50 
(1979, p.  288) suggests trying to tie together many of the previous concepts, 
particularly the notions of developmental trajectory, mesosystem, and the 
remaining subsystem, exosystem, to describe the development of a person’s 
ability to enter and to make use of new settings across a life span. In this very 
complex hypothesis, Bronfenbrenner gives the characteristics of the two settings, 
current and new, that might be important in determining how the transition 
goes. This hypothesis might be applied to examining major ecological transitions 
such as adoption, changing employment, entering a new school, leaving home, 
and the like. The hypothesis proposes that in the transition from one setting to 
a new one, we can see challenge to the person to adapt and change, as well as 
support. The challenge comes in the new setting, and support may also be 
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present there, as well as in the ways the new setting is connected to the old 
setting. If there is enough support from both, the person is likely to meet the 
challenge of adapting and developing. If there is too little support, the person 
may not be able to adapt effectively, and the developmental opportunity will be 
lost or reduced. If there is too much support, the person may not have to adapt, 
and thus the developmental opportunity will also be reduced. How much 
support is too much or too little? That depends on the person’s developmental 
status and health, as well as on how well adapted and integrated the person is in 
the ecosystem. To assess the potential of such transitions, it is helpful to look at 
how developmentally facilitating previous elements of the ecosystem have 
been—the microsystems, mesosystem, and exosystem.
	 This is a challenging hypothesis, for sure. Bronfenbrenner directs us to 
examine the developmental trajectory the person is on and how it projects into 
the next setting. What kind of challenges and support have been offered in 
previous settings? Then we are to define the challenge represented by the next 
setting and the support it offers to the ongoing activity of the trajectory. Both 
support and challenge to adapt and to learn are needed. Is there enough support 
to keep the trajectory in motion? Is there enough challenge to stimulate the 
trajectory, to strengthen it? The balance between challenge and support 
determines whether development will be thwarted or facilitated. If there is not 
enough support or too much challenge, the activity can’t be sustained, or 
motivation will be lost. If there is a high level of support, but not much 
challenge, the activity may not become more complex. Both the support 
needed and the degree of challenge effective will depend on the developmental 
status and personal characteristics of the developing person. Support and 
challenge may be offered by the new setting. They may also be offered by links 
and connections to previous settings, or settings entered previously, but still 
active. For example, family or friends may be supportive, even though they 
don’t participate in the new setting.
	 As we consider these hypotheses and think of examples to illustrate them, 
remember that ecological transitions are potentially stressful, and require 
adaptation. How well prepared is the person for the challenge of adapting to the 
demands of a new microsystem?
	 An ecosystem that supports development will include settings and activities that 
support trajectories that continue across enough settings to become complex, 
challenging, and satisfying. The trajectories will become motivating, allow a 
sense of accomplishment, and perhaps a contribution to one’s community. 
The  trajectories may lead to earning a living, or to enjoyment, or both. 
An  ecosystem supports development if developmental trajectories lead to 
opportunities to enter other settings, to create developmental dyads, and to share 
activities, understanding, and skills with other people. If an ecosystem is to 
support development, settings that would continue and extend a developmental 
trajectory should not be closed to the person, and potentially complex activities 
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should not be cut off or ended (unless they are detrimental, of course). An 
ecosystem that supports development provides settings, activities, and 
relationships that allow alternative trajectories when a person is following an 
undesirable path. In this way, developmental trajectories can be bent toward more 
positive directions.
	 Remember: To describe a developmental trajectory, include (a) the settings in 
which the activity and motivation were encouraged, (b) the sequence of those 
settings, (c) the activity and its increasing complexity, and (d) the pattern of the 
person’s increasing motivation to engage in the activity. To understand the 
developmental impact of transitions from one setting to another in the 
trajectory, try to describe the balance of support and challenge between the two 
settings.
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Exosystem

As we saw previously, the mesosystem is the relationships among the settings a 
person actively participates in, but there are other settings that are also important 
in life and in development. Bronfenbrenner incorporates those important settings 
in the concept of the exosystem, “exo” denoting external or outside. The set-
tings in the exosystem are ones the developing person does not actively participate 
in. Settings in the exosystem are in the person’s ecosystem because they are linked 
to mesosystem settings, and they affect, or are affected by, what happens in the 
person’s mesosystem (Definition 4, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25).
	 In 1994, Bronfenbrenner provided the following elaboration of this definition:

The exosystem comprises the linkages and processes taking place between 
two or more settings, at least one of which does not contain the 
developing person, but in which events occur that indirectly influence 
processes within the immediate setting in which the developing person 
lives (e.g., for a child, the relation between the home and the parent’s 
workplace; for a parent, the relation between the school and the 
neighborhood peer group).

(1994, p. 1645)

Thus, the exosystem refers to (a) settings a person does not participate in, but that 
are consequential in development, and (b) the relationships of those settings to 
each other and to the settings in the person’s mesosystem. The settings in an 
exosystem have one or both of two possible connections to the person: the exo-
system settings either influence what happens in the settings in which a person 
does participate (mesosystem settings), or what the person does influences what 
happens in the exosystem settings.
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Box 17.1

Can you think of examples of settings that affect you, but that you don’t 
participate in? Can you think of settings you affect, but that you don’t parti-
cipate in? And are there settings you don’t participate in that both affect 
you and are affected by you?

	 The components of the exosystem are particular settings and their links and 
relationships to each other and to mesosystem settings. The settings included in 
the exosystem are not in the person’s mesosystem, but the relationships or links 
are between exosystem settings as well as between exosystem settings and meso-
system settings. The settings in an exosystem may be linked directly and indi-
rectly to each other and to settings in a person’s mesosystem. The relationships 
between settings include interconnections and influence, in both directions. 
Figure 17.1 adds an exosystem setting to the graphic model.
	 An important form of indirect linkage between settings connects the exosystem 
to a person’s mesosystem. Recall that an intermediate link is created when the 
developing person and a second person participate in the same setting, and the 
second person participates in another setting that is not part of the developing per-
son’s mesosystem. The latter setting is linked to the setting in the developing per-
son’s mesosystem indirectly, by the participation of the other person in both. If 
the setting outside the developing person’s mesosystem involves a third person, a 
person with whom the intermediate linking person interacts, this condition creates 
a second-order network of people who don’t interact face-to-face, but who 
may know of and about each other, and who are linked by the person who does 
participate in both settings. While this situation of intermediate linkages may seem 
complex, it is the basis for our familiar conversations with new people we meet, 
when we try to find out if they know people we know who live or work or 
study in the same place the new person participates in—the “small world game.”

Mesosystem Exosystem

MicrosystemMicrosystem Microsystem

Figure 17.1    Exosystem and mesosystem settings
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	 Through intermediate links, settings in a person’s mesosystem and exosystem 
are connected by being in someone else’s mesosystem. Through intermediate 
links, a setting in the exosystem is a setting in the mesosystem of a person the 
developing person has a relation with, and vice versa.
	 Each individual has a unique ecosystem. Each person has a unique mesosystem, 
comprising the settings the person enters and participates in. The notion of trans-
contextual dyads implies that mesosystems overlap. In fact, a person’s mesosystem 
overlaps to some degree with the mesosystems of every person she has a relation-
ship with, or with whom she shares activities or settings. But a person may not 
participate in all the settings in another person’s mesosystem, even a very close 
person. A child may not go into a parent’s workplace, but what happens there 
affects the child. Parents may not be part of the setting where an adolescent child 
becomes pregnant, but the adolescent’s activities there affect the parent. Those 
settings and their impact on the developing person make up the exosystem of the 
developing person. The exosystem is important in understanding development 
because often we are influenced by events outside our own mesosystem. A parent 
loses a job, a spouse has an affair, a child is injured or becomes pregnant. A school 
board establishes a policy that discriminates against a child, funding for health care 
is reduced and the clinic a child goes to is closed. A legislature creates a program 
for gifted children that opens new settings and opportunities to a teenager.

Power Settings

Some settings, such as legislatures and courts, may wield considerable power to 
influence lives, by allocating resources and making decisions about what 
happens in other settings. Bronfenbrenner refers to such settings as “power set-
tings” (1979, p. 255). What participants in power settings do affects people indi-
rectly by defining the laws or policies that govern an organization, community, 
or society, by determining what resources and how many resources are available 
in settings people participate in, by influencing what settings exist or which set-
tings a person has access to, and in many other possible ways. Power settings in 
the exosystem are important in part because they are in the exosystem—people 
who are affected by them do not participate in them.
	 Settings in the exosystem are linked to a person’s mesosystem in the same 
way settings in the mesosystem are, with the exception that the developing 
person is not a direct link to them. Mesosystem settings are connected to exo-
system settings by indirect links: intermediate links (other people) and by interset-
ting communication and knowledge. How power settings link to mesosystem 
settings affects the developmental potential of the mesosystem settings. Hypo-
thesis 44 addresses the connections:

The developmental potential of a setting is enhanced to the extent that 
there exist direct and indirect links to power settings through which 
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participants in the original setting can influence allocation of resources 
and the making of decisions that are responsive to the needs of the 
developing person and the efforts of those who act in his behalf.

(HYPOTHESIS 44, Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 256)

	 In Hypothesis 45 (1979, p. 256) Bronfenbrenner suggests the closeness of 
the connections between a mesosystem setting and a power setting affects the 
potential developmental influences of a power setting. If a person can speak 
directly to a person who is active in a power setting, then there is only one 
step between the two, and thus the power setting is more likely to be affected 
by the person’s words and feelings. If, on the other hand, communication 
must go through several different people (intermediate links), one after the 
other, before it reaches the power setting, the communication is likely to be 
less effective in influencing what happens in the power setting. Think about 
the popular game, “Telephone,” in which players whisper a message to the 
next person in a circle, until it returns to the originator in often considerably 
altered form and meaning.
	 The wording Bronfenbrenner proposed for Hypothesis 45 often confuses 
students. It might be helpful to think of Hypothesis 45 rewritten as:

The developmental potential of a setting is greater when there are fewer 
intervening steps in the line of communication between that setting and set-
tings of power, or separating it from settings of power.

(HYPOTHESIS 45, revised by Shelton)

The degree to which power settings influence development is a function of 
several factors. Do the people in the power setting have a valid view of the 
impact of their actions? Are they thinking about the person who will be affected 
by their actions? Are the interests of the developing person represented in their 
activities and deliberations? As we think about exosystem settings, we can 
anticipate that the same conditions included in Hypothesis 38, about 
mesosystems, may also be found to enhance developmental potential of a 
person’s exosystem, if the intermediately linking person has similar effect there.

Develecological Advocacy

The fact that many decisions affecting our lives are made without our direct 
participation is the foundation for the importance of develecology in under-
standing social policy. Social policy is often established in power settings, and 
they are often in a person’s exosystem. Advocacy is the activity of changing 
policymakers’ and decision-makers’ understanding of the world so that it 
includes the interests or wellbeing of the person or group advocated for. “Advo-
cate” means to speak for, or on behalf of, another person.
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	 A highly developed person would apply a develecological approach and manifest 
a highly differentiated and valid view of the ecosystem, so his or her action and 
decisions would benefit developing people. That would be a social or political goal 
of human develecology. Bronfenbrenner hypothesizes that the fewer intervening 
steps there are, or the more closely one is connected to power settings, the more 
likely people in power are to act in ways to benefit one’s welfare. This is the 
assumption behind advocacy—to represent the developing person’s interests 
directly. Ideally, in Bronfenbrenner’s view, the developing person would participate 
in the decisions. In his words, “where exo- is, there shall meso- be” (1979, p. 289).
	 Corporations and organizations employ lobbyists to represent their interests 
with lawmakers. Individuals and groups make political contributions and attend 
fund-raising dinners so they can communicate directly with lawmakers. Cam-
paign finance reform is intended to make it harder for the wealthy to have dis-
proportionate influence on policy. Ethics standards for board members, 
lawmakers, judges, etc. are designed to minimize unfair influence. Sometimes, 
separation from power settings is expected. Defendants and their representatives, 
for example, are forbidden to communicate with and attempt to influence wit-
nesses, judges, and juries in court proceedings. Public administrators and others 
are expected to reveal when they have conflicts of interest. For example, when 
a publicly elected lawmaker opposes or supports a law or policy that would 
affect directly a business in which she has an interest, the lawmaker is obligated 
to reveal that interest and recuse herself from the decision process.
	 If development is the process of constructing a more highly differentiated and 
valid view of one’s ecosystem, then a developmental goal might be to learn where 
and how decisions are made that affect one’s life. To construct that understanding, 
it would be helpful to enter those settings. It would be helpful to work to develop 
the skills to represent one’s own interests and to influence the understanding of 
those who make the decisions. Examples of activities and ecosystem features that 
illustrate engagement in and support for development include: Student representa-
tion on school boards and university boards of trustees; shareholder attendance at 
corporate meetings; participation in political organizations; attendance and parti-
cipation at civic and governmental hearings; informed voting; reading about 
administrative and legislative issues; advocating for oneself or one’s child.
	 Special education laws were designed to allow/require hearings at which parents 
will be represented when decisions are made about a child with special needs. 
Special education regulations encourage reciprocal or two-way communication, 
attempting to assure that school and other officials meet and listen to parents and 
help parents better understand the setting of the school. This is an example of 
public policy attempting to encourage enhancement of intersetting knowledge and 
goal consensus to increase the developmental potential of a child’s mesosystem.
	 Bronfenbrenner devoted much of his professional life to advocating for 
public policies and programs that take into account the developmental needs of 
children and their families, and that are consistent with ecological realities.
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Exosystem in the Ecosystem

All the hypotheses about the mesosystem are relevant to settings in the exosys-
tem. If a person is entering a setting in the exosystem, the person is converting 
that setting to a mesosystem setting, and all the hypotheses about the import-
ance of prior knowledge, shared knowledge, transcontextual dyads, and so on, 
apply. In this case, the person is in the process of enlarging the mesosystem.
	 In develecological analysis, it is necessary to identify both the exosystem set-
tings the person influences and the settings that influence the person’s develop-
ment. What happens in those settings often constitutes important distal processes 
for the developing person. The relation of what goes on in an exosystem setting 
to what happens developmentally in the mesosystem is often a transactional rela-
tion, with each setting influencing the other. The links and relations among 
exosystem settings and between exosystem settings and mesosystem settings are 
the same as between mesosystem settings, with the exception that the exosystem 
does not have the primary link created by the developing person, since the 
person does not enter those settings.
	 A developmentally supportive ecosystem is one in which exosystem settings are 
knowledgeable about and favorably regard the developing person and the 
people who are important in the person’s life. They are supportive of the activ-
ities, relations, and settings the person participates in and may make additional 
settings, activities, relations, or resources available to the person. In an exosys-
tem favorable for development, the developing person has multiple intermediate 
links and few intervening steps to the power settings that are influential in the exo-
system. Participants in those power settings have valid and differentiated views 
of the ecosystem they occupy and are motivated to use their skills to improve 
the ecosystem in ways that support the development of other persons. They 
support connections among settings as well as work to create access to closed 
settings for those who desire to participate.
	 Remember: In defining a person’s ecosystem, specify whether a setting is in a 
person’s mesosystem or exosystem. A setting is not an exosystem; it is a setting 
in the exosystem. The exosystem is the settings and their relationship to and 
effects on the person or on settings in the person’s mesosystem.
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MACROSYSTEM

We come now to the most “distant” level of the ecosystem. It is also the most 
abstract of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological concepts, and provides the greatest chal-
lenge to comprehension. Bronfenbrenner’s challenge was to formulate a con-
ception of the largest structure of the environment—culture—in a way that is 
consistent with, and an extension of, the smaller or “lower” levels of the 
environment. Those “lower” or nearer elements are the microsystem, mesosys-
tem, and exosystem. Defining culture is always difficult, and defining it in eco-
logical terms presents a problem. His solution to this problem is elegant: 
Culture, or the macrosystem, consists of the regularities or patterns within the 
microsystems and mesosystems typical of a particular group of people or region. 
In his original definition he describes it as “consistencies, in the form and 
content of lower-order systems” as well as the beliefs that go along with those 
consistencies (Definition 5, 1979, p. 26). In other words, if a group of people 
creates settings and relationships in particular ways, does things and plays roles 
in typical ways, and their ways of living differ from those of other groups of 
people, then these people participate in a culture or macrosystem. Such a group 
will also have preferred ways of explaining why they do things the way they do, 
and their beliefs about these will guide their behavior. The patterns of their 
ecosystem and their beliefs will distinguish their macrosystem from other 
macrosystems.
	 Later, Bronfenbrenner expanded his original definition to refer more 
specifically to the features of a macrosystem that might be more directly 
involved in creating differences in development in different macrosystems.

The macrosystem consists of the overarching pattern of micro-, meso-, 
and exosystems characteristic of a given culture or subculture, with 
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particular reference to the belief systems, bodies of knowledge, material 
resources, customs, life-styles, opportunity structures, hazards, and life 
course options that are embedded in each of these broader systems. The 
macrosystem may be thought of as a societal blueprint for a particular 
culture or subculture.

(1994, pp. 1645ff.)

The “macro,” or large, subsystem of the ecosystem in which the person parti-
cipates is the system that consists of the similarities across settings within a larger 
environment. We often refer to the larger environment as a society or culture. In 
develecological terms, if culture exists, it must be definable in terms of the eco-
system. It must have a meaning within the settings and microsystems we parti-
cipate in. To Bronfenbrenner, culture exists as the consistency across settings, 
the ways that settings and microsystems are similar within a society or a com-
munity. Similarities across settings and microsystems, similarities in the way 
mesosystems are connected, and similarities in the nature of exosystems are 
often explained by or based on similarities across people in how they view the 
world. How we view the world, what we think is right, good, natural, neces-
sary, etc., is a system of beliefs. The components of the macrosystem are the consist-
encies or similarities across settings and systems and the beliefs that are attached 
to those similarities. Beliefs and regularities are often manifested by the laws and 
public policies that determine the specific properties of exo-, meso-, and 
microsystems of everyday life and “steer the course of behavior and develop-
ment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 9). In Figure 18.1, the macrosystem is added 
to the graphic model.

Shared beliefs, values, laws
Common Features

Macrosystem

Mesosystem Exosystem

Microsystem Microsystem Microsystem

Figure 18.1    Macrosystem added to model
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	 While many representations of Bronfenbrenner’s framework suggest that the 
macrosystem is far removed from the developing person, this is misleading. In 
fact, the developing person is constantly immersed in the macrosystem. The settings, 
activities, roles, and relations the person participates in are part of the macrosys-
tem. The macrosystem is the ways those settings, activities, roles, and relations 
are similar to, or consistent with, other settings, activities, roles, and relations. 
The macrosystem also includes the reasons for those similarities, the beliefs and 
ways of understanding the world that guide us in creating settings, activities, 
roles, and relations.
	 One way the macrosystem functions is by making it likely we will create 
new microsystems that are similar to our previous, familiar microsystems. We 
explain to ourselves our tendency to replicate our experience and institutions by 
saying “this is the way things ought to be,” or “the way that works best.” But it is 
possible that we are just recreating what is familiar. It is possible that in fact we 
have never experienced or thought of any other way to do things. Cultures 
differ if and because people do things differently and have different beliefs about 
how they should be done. Cultures differ when they include different versions of 
the components of the ecosystem. Different macrosystems may have different 
roles, relationships, activities, settings, mesosystems, exosystems, and power set-
tings, as well as different chronosystems.
	 What do we mean by consistencies across settings? As a familiar example, 
think about schools. Most westerners follow a trajectory of school settings, and 
most of those settings have similar microsystems: a teacher, students, perhaps a 
principal or headmaster, a curriculum, a school calendar, tests, grades, co-
curricular activities, etc. We can move from community to community and 
expect to find schools, and expect that they will be familiar. Those similarities 
(along with the rationales for them) are the macrosystem. When we find a community 
that has a very different kind of education system, we experience it as foreign—
representing a different macrosystem.
	 As another example, think about how groups of people make decisions in 
Western societies. We have a fundamental belief in representative democracy, 
including one vote for each person, and the majority rules. Such ideologies are 
incorporated in our constitutions and legal systems. We vote on a wide assort-
ment of matters, beginning in preschool and continuing all our lives. We reject 
dictatorships. The fact that we enter most public situations expecting to vote on 
decisions represents our macrosystem. It is not a universal expectation; there are 
other, different, macrosystems.
	 The beliefs and assumptions of the macrosystem shape how we behave, how 
our microsystems operate, and what we experience as we grow up. The mac-
rosystem, therefore, shapes the very nature of our view of the world we parti-
cipate in and how we participate in it.
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Multiple Macrosystems

Differences between cultures or subcultures exist, develecologically, as differ-
ences between typical microsystems and mesosystems. The differences are often 
connected to differences in beliefs or ideologies. One reason the notion of mac-
rosystem is difficult to grasp is that it requires us to become aware of our beliefs 
and to see how they are connected to the patterns of our settings, microsystems, 
and mesosystems. We often are unaware of the fundamental beliefs we hold 
because we assume they represent the only way the world can be. Wars are 
fought because people do not understand that their particular macrosystem is 
one among many, not the only way to view the world. In Hypothesis 30 (1979, 
p.  213), Bronfenbrenner suggests that development is enhanced, that is, our 
view of the world is more valid, if we have the opportunity to experience 
different macrosystems, so we can see that there are differences, and that they are 
legitimate.
	 Macrosystems do not have neat borders; they overlap. A particular household 
may reflect two or more ethnic or religious traditions. It may have some con-
sistencies with one culture, and other consistencies with a different culture. A 
community may encompass elements of several systems of belief. It then may be 
useful to think of the macrosystem of that household or that community as 
being mixed, or blended. In other cases, a household setting may be intensely 
congruent with other settings from the same cultural tradition. A community 
may comprise only households in which everyone shares the same set of beliefs 
and traditions. Conflict arises, potentially, when people whose macrosystems are 
different engage in transactions with each other. Conflict may arise between 
people when their macrosystem is in the process of change.
	 A consistent macrosystem may make development relatively easy, as roles, 
and activities and relationships are predictable and congruent across settings and 
across time. A blended or changing macrosystem may demand more complex 
skills and understanding if one is to develop competence. Hypothesis 30 reflects 
Bronfenbrenner’s assumption that the modern multicultural world requires 
transactions with people whose traditions and beliefs and experiences will be 
quite different from one’s own. Competence in a multicultural ecosystem is 
developed by engagement in settings, activities, and relationships that represent 
that diversity.

Macrosystem and Development

We are used to saying when something happens, or when a person develops in 
a particular way, that it happened, or the person is that way, because of culture, 
or societal influences. In develecology, it is necessary to explain culture or soci-
etal influence in a way that is integrated with the rest of the concepts of the 
ecological perspective. Thus, it must be represented in terms of activities, roles, 



Macrosystem    101

relations, settings, microsystems, mesosystems, and the rest. Culture does not 
exist as a separate concept, apart from the details of the ecosystem. By referring 
to culture as the macrosystem and defining it as he does, Bronfenbrenner brings 
the ideas behind the notion of culture into the ecological framework he con-
structs. The idea that culture exists at the level of the ecosystem as similarities 
across roles, or activities, or relations, or settings, and so forth—elements of the 
ecosystem that may differ quite widely in different places—helps us understand 
how cultures, or macrosystems, influence development.
	 The macrosystem is not causing the development. Rather, the macrosystem is 
a feature of the context in which the development is happening. Development 
happens because a person engages in proximal processes in the relationships, set-
tings, and systems available in the ecosystem. The person understands and 
becomes competent in the ecosystem in which experience occurs; the eco-
system shapes the development, but does not cause it. If ecosystems are similar, 
that is, they represent the same macrosystem, then it is likely the people who 
experience those ecosystems will develop similar views of the world, and skills 
and motivations. The people will thus be similar, and tend to perpetuate the 
macrosystem they are adapted to.
	 There is a potential misunderstanding when Bronfenbrenner writes that the 
macrosystem is the largest level of the ecosystem. Be clear that the macrosystem 
does not include everything in the ecosystem. Macrosystem refers to the patterns or 
consistencies across the other elements of the ecosystem. Be clear as well, that 
the macrosystem is a subsystem within the ecosystem. The ecosystem is the 
largest, the whole, system we engage in and are part of. The other systems—
micro, meso, exo, and macro—are all subsystems of the ecosystem.
	 A macrosystem facilitates development when it encourages development for all 
participants, when a person, the person’s family, and their culture are valued. A 
macrosystem that supports development expresses beliefs and customs that 
encourage human development. If multiple macrosystems are present in an eco-
system, development is facilitated when the person has opportunities to experi-
ence and become familiar with all of them, not constrained to just one or hostile 
to the others. In other words, a macrosystem supports development when it 
encourages the construction of the most valid and differentiated understanding 
of the multiple cultures represented and the practice of skills that enable the 
person to relate effectively with all of them.
	 Remember: The macrosystem is not the community or where a person lives. 
It is the similarities or consistencies we see in how things are built, or how they 
are done, or how people relate to each other and what roles there are and how 
they are defined. The macrosystem includes the beliefs and values that people 
use to explain why they do things the way they do, or relate the way they do.
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Chronosystem

Any attempt to explain development requires that we attend to the passage of 
time. Change can be defined only with reference to time. Many of Bronfen-
brenner’s definitions, propositions, and hypotheses refer to change. Yet his 
initial framework did not incorporate time as a specific element. Later, he added 
a specific reference to time in the notion of a “chronosystem.”

A 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 (e.g., changes over the life course in family structure, 
socioeconomic status, employment, place of residence, or the degree of 
hecticness and ability in everyday life).

(1994, p. 1646)

	 In general, the chronosystem represents the passage of time, as time affects 
the person, relationships, settings, mesosystems, the macrosystem, and all the 
other aspects of both the person and the ecosystem. All are moving through 
time. Ecosystems and their elements change for many reasons: time passes, 
history happens, the world changes. Change may occur quickly or slowly. Over 
time, the person adapts to changes that occur in herself, her settings, and all 
other components of the ecosystem. How rapidly changes happen may 
determine how easily the person adapts. In Figure 19.1, the chronosystem is 
added to complete the graphic model.
	 The chronosystem reflects technological and other changes in society that 
demand we develop new and different ways of understanding the environment 
and acting in it. A pertinent example can be found in Bronfenbrenner’s discus-
sion and hypotheses about intersetting communication in the section about links 
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between settings. He was writing before the appearance of the multiple forms of 
digital communication and information that characterize life in the twenty-first 
century. So his hypotheses about communication didn’t consider the possibil-
ities of instant messaging, Skype, and the many forms of social media people use 
to communicate between settings now. Consider what the internet has done to 
the possibilities for creating intersetting knowledge. How much more quickly 
and easily do we access information about exosystem settings and incorporate 
information to create a more valid and differentiated view of our world?
	 Given the potentials of modern digital technology, we might even have to 
consider rethinking what constitutes participation in a setting. If we appear on 
Skype or video in a setting, and engage in two-way conversation electronically 
with others in the setting, are we participating in it, or do we have to physically 
be in it to participate? If the setting is a power setting, it may still be in our exo-
system, but the chain of links may be very short if we can express our needs 
directly to the significant actors in the power setting by way of electronic media. 
We might argue that the digital revolution has increased the potential of every 
person to develop a more valid and differentiated view of the ecosystem. Does 
it also increase skills and motivation? Or change motivation and skills?
	 Rapid change in an ecosystem may strain our abilities to learn new ways of 
thinking, new ways of acting, of communicating. Failure to keep up with the 
changes in one’s ecosystem may have a variety of consequences for the person. 
For instance, a person may adopt conservative rigidity, attempting to hang on to 
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Figure 19.1    Chronosystem added to model



Chronosystem    105

old ways and rejecting new. That strategy may be a source of conflict with 
other people in the system who embrace or perhaps embody the new. Examples 
may be found in intergenerational conflict in immigrant families or conflict 
among immigrants who embrace their new culture and blend in and those who 
do not.
	 Another possibility is that a person may experience anxiety and stress result-
ing from lack of understanding of events. Stress and incomprehension make a 
person vulnerable to physical stress disorders or emotional or mental illness. On 
the other hand, a person may come to love change and embrace whatever is 
new, without managing to understand the consequences of the changes or to 
appreciate the validity or value of previous states or systems.
	 The notion of chronosystem also applies to developmental research. In 
reading research, it is necessary to be aware of differences across historic time. 
For example, changes in the technology of the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit 
over the last 30 years have had major impact on the outcomes of premature 
birth. Studies of the development of babies who weighed 1,000 grams at birth 
in the 1970s don’t compare to studies of 1,000-gram babies in the twenty-first 
century. The differences found between studies are not because premature 
babies have changed, but because their contexts are different. In studying 
developmental research, it may be very helpful to organize results according to 
the years when studies were conducted to begin to explain differences among 
them in results.
	 Another way the chronosystem may be involved in develecology is that 
people are aware of the passage of time, and may premise their behavior on 
assumptions about the future. An example of this was provided by a student 
who experienced interpersonal difficulty with a staff person in an internship 
setting. Analyzing the situation, the student determined how she could address 
the situation, and understood that if she were a co-worker, it would be neces-
sary for her to take action. Since her internship was due to end in two weeks, 
however, she decided to put up with the other person’s behavior. Developing a 
valid view of one’s ecosystem and skills to manage in it may include under-
standing the implications of the passage of time.
	 In what sense is the chronosystem a system? What are its components and 
how are they related? How does change in one part of the chronosystem affect 
other parts?
	 Consider as one possibility that time passes differently in different settings. 
For example, technological change may have little impact on the roles and 
activities or on the mesosystem connections in an isolated small rural village. 
During the same period, roles, activities, and connections in an urban area may 
change drastically as technology becomes widely available. As differences 
between the two settings increase, they may represent progressively different 
macrosystems. Over the long term, the differences may affect the developmental 
trajectories likely for children growing up in each setting.
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	 How might the chronosystem support a person’s development in an eco-
system? If we think about changes in a macrosystem over time as examples of 
the chronosystem, we might find both general and specific illustrations. For a 
general illustration, it might be possible for a culture or subculture (macrosys-
tem) to evolve or change over time so that it incorporates a more valid and dif-
ferentiated view of people and their potential. It might provide more 
opportunities, roles, and activities for its members. The culture might reduce 
the barriers and hostility between settings, create better communication between 
settings, and offer more opportunities to participate in other cultures. Such 
changes across time might enhance development for everyone in the culture.
	 Chronosystem changes might also lead to better development for specific 
members or groups within the culture. Consider the changes in American 
culture involving extensions of Civil Rights. How have changes such as anti-
discrimination laws, voting rights, affirmative action requirements, and desegre-
gation changed the potential for development for African American children 
and adolescents over the last half-century? What settings have become open to 
children of color? What activities, relations, and roles are available that were not 
available 50 years ago? As another example, how has the development of people 
with disabilities been affected by passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act 
and the changing views of Americans toward people with disabilities?
	 In his work, Bronfenbrenner constantly examined how American society did 
and did not support the development of children and families. In his later years, 
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Figure 19.2    The completed structure of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model
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he became increasingly concerned that we were not supporting families and 
children. What changes in American society over the past 50 years might have 
caused him to become more concerned?
	 In a developmentally facilitating ecosystem, changes occur slowly enough that 
people can adapt to them with relative ease. The changes in the ecosystem 
improve opportunities and ability of each component to more effectively 
support development for more people.
	 Remember: The entire ecosystem is experiencing the chronosystem, or passing 
through time. All the components of the ecosystem change with the passage of 
time, including the Developing Person.
	 We have now completed the structure of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
Systems model. We will move on to examples Bronfenbrenner included in his 
1979 book, and to possible ways we might explore using it.
	 Remember: The ecosystem contains all the subsystems we have discussed (see 
Figure 19.2).
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Research Design

Bronfenbrenner was a developmental psychologist and researcher. Surveying the 
practice and products of research in the field, he grew deeply concerned that 
most developmental research does not address the ecosystem the subjects live in. 
Further, he saw that most studies of human development don’t actually look at 
development—they don’t measure changes in the subjects over time. He wrote:

I have taken the position that development implies enduring changes that 
carry over to other places at other times. In the absence of evidence for 
such carry-over, the observed alteration in behavior may reflect only a 
short-lived adaptation to the immediate situation. For many of the ideas 
presented in this volume, it has been impossible to find an example in the 
research literature that met this important criterion. The great majority of 
studies in the field of human development do not in fact investigate 
changes in a person over any considerable time.

(1979, p. 14)

	 Bronfenbrenner advocated for researchers to correct both shortcomings by 
conducting research that was both longitudinal and ecological. He provides a 
series of propositions to guide researchers to do studies that will help us under-
stand the processes of development. In his book, The Ecology of Human Develop-
ment (1979), he applied his ecological perspective to analyze and critique specific 
bodies of the research literature. He suggested specific ways the research was 
inadequate to answer the questions it addressed because it did not take an eco-
logical perspective. He also identified research studies that much more effect-
ively addressed the questions intended because they did use an ecological 
perspective. At the same time, he used his critiques and his examples to frame 
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many of the hypotheses and propositions incorporated in his book and 
reiterated here.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s very instructive examples in his book included a whole 
chapter devoted to the research laboratory as a setting for studying develop-
ment. From that critique, he constructed definitions and propositions concern-
ing research on development from an ecological perspective.
	 He begins by asserting that the world must be conceptualized in systems 
terms. Ecological research is complex and the way we go about it must reflect 
the complexity of the systems that shape development.

In ecological research, the properties of the person and of the 
environment, the structure of environmental settings, and the processes 
taking place within and between them must be viewed as interdependent 
and analyzed in systems terms.

(PROPOSITION A, 1979, p. 41)

He viewed the research setting itself as an ecological setting in the ecosystem, in 
which the researcher is a person, occupying a role and engaging in activities and 
relationships that will affect the subjects’ behavior. In Proposition E (1979, 
p. 68) he identified the indirect effect on people by the presence of other people 
in the setting as a second-order effect, and insisted those effects must be 
studied as part of the analysis of research.

Ecological Validity

It may be helpful to remember that the subject in any research study is a 
developing person who occupies a unique ecosystem, has a particular 
understanding of the ecosystem, and individual skills and motivation for 
engaging with any setting. The subject has a developmental history that has led 
to the particular understanding, skills, and motivation. It is important for the 
researcher to attempt to be clear about any assumptions he or she is making 
about the subject, and to try to find out from the subject what the subject’s 
understanding of the research and its setting might be.
	 Researchers always hope to demonstrate the validity of their research. If it 
isn’t valid, why do it? Bronfenbrenner proposes that the several forms of validity 
researchers already consider (e.g., construct validity, content validity, face 
validity) should also include ecological validity, meaning that the researcher 
correctly understands how the subjects understand the research setting. To 
establish that the researcher’s understanding is correct, the researcher has to 
attempt to study how the subject understands what’s going on in the study. He 
defines ecological validity, and then offers two propositions about how to 
determine that a setting can produce ecologically valid research. He does not 
reject the idea that laboratories can produce ecologically valid research, but 
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proposes conditions that must be met for ecologically valid research to be 
conducted in any setting.

Ecological validity (in research) refers to the extent to which the 
environment experienced by the subjects in a scientific investigation has 
the properties it is supposed or assumed to have by the investigator.

(DEFINITION 8, 1979, p. 29)

For research to be considered ecologically valid, two factors need to be studied. 
First, the researcher has to investigate and understand what the research 
experience means to the subject. Second, how the subject understands the 
experience has to correspond to the situation the researcher wants to generalize 
the findings to. Bronfenbrenner outlines these conditions as they apply to 
laboratory settings in Proposition G (1979, p.  121). Recognizing that much 
research is done outside the laboratory, and aware that some readers might 
consider any research done in a “natural” setting to be “ecologically valid,” 
Bronfenbrenner crafted a more general form of Proposition G that applies to 
research in any setting, such as homes or schools or communities (Proposition 
G’, 1979, p. 125).

Developmental Validity

Addressing his observation that much developmental research isn’t really 
developmental, Bronfenbrenner suggests that before a researcher concludes 
development has happened, or that it has been influenced in some particular 
way, it is necessary to assess changes over both time and place. Only when such 
assessment has been made can the research be accepted as developmentally valid. 
Research that does not demonstrate that development has occurred may be 
quite useful, but only longitudinal research can tell us that development has 
happened. Cross-sectional research is about age differences, not about 
development.

To demonstrate that human development has occurred, it is necessary to 
establish that a change produced in the person’s conceptions and/or 
activities carries over to other settings and other times. Such 
demonstration is referred to as developmental validity.

(DEFINITION 9, 1979, p. 35)

	 Bronfenbrenner then proceeds to define two specific types of experiments 
that are particularly important to the effort to understand develecology. If we 
are trying to understand the way development is influenced by an environment 
we view as a system, we can best acquire knowledge by comparing the 
influence of environments that differ in only one way. That allows us to learn 
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about that one part of the system. Multiple versions of such an experiment 
focusing on different components of the ecosystem can lead toward 
understanding how the system functions as a whole. He defines an ecological 
experiment as an attempt to focus on the accommodation between the 
developing person and the ecosystem by altering a specific aspect of the 
ecosystem and assessing resulting differences in development (Definition 10, 
1979, p.  36). Ecological experiments are designed to investigate specific 
connections between defined components of the ecosystem and defined aspects 
of development. As in other experiments, analyses include comparison of 
development before and after the alteration of the ecosystem or comparisons to 
development of subjects who did not experience the alteration.
	 Not all research involves carefully controlled ecological experimental 
manipulation. Bronfenbrenner considers the kind of experiment that happens 
when we tackle large issues, especially human or social problems, by changing a 
policy, or introducing a program, or attempting to promote social change. In 
these instances, he urges us to understand that we are engaging in research, that 
we should assess the ecosystem before we begin and continue assessing it through 
and after the activity, and that we should simultaneously assess the development of 
persons potentially affected by the changes we are making. In this way, we can 
learn how changes in one part of the ecosystem affect the other parts, and better 
understand which aspects of the alterations in which parts of the ecosystem are 
most important in promoting, and in hindering, development. He calls this sort 
of research a transforming experiment, because it involves changing the 
ecosystem in more or less permanent ways that may affect multiple aspects of 
the ecosystem (Definition 11, 1979, p. 41).
	���������������������������������������������������������������������������� The sorts of experiments Bronfenbrenner refers to here include the introduc-
tion of Head Start, the creation of which he was involved in, or school reform, 
a constant current issue in the United States. Changes in welfare system benefits 
and requirements are another example. Introduction of new laws or public pol-
icies are also common. Such large changes often are introduced without prior 
assessment of the ecosystem in which they occur. Evaluations of them often 
focus on differences in specific limited measures of interest. Evaluations rarely 
include assessment of changes in the ecosystem or demonstration of develop-
mental changes, and thus have neither ecological nor developmental validity.
	 Bronfenbrenner encourages us to study how social systems inhibit and promote 
development, especially of children and families, and to employ a develecologi-
cal perspective to explain them. With this perspective, we can then design 
changes—transforming experiments—that are more likely to make them more 
effective in facilitating development. His approach also encourages us to do the 
complex research that makes it possible to conclude that our experiment does 
or does not work, and explain why, so we can design improvements. All of this 
may seem obvious to the intelligent person, but the reality is that social policy is 
often designed and implemented with little regard for understanding the human 
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ecosystem and how it shapes development. Further, social policy changes often 
are implemented without provision for appropriate research to assess their effec-
tiveness or to help define potential incremental improvements. While his 
examples are large-scale transformations, it is also possible to do small-scale 
transforming experiments, such as changing a policy within a school, or altering 
a family’s microsystem by changing the approach to discipline. Regardless of 
scale, it is important to assess behavior or development prior to and after the 
transformation as well as to study how other aspects of the ecosystem respond to 
the changes.
	 In order to do research as Bronfenbrenner urges, we must first learn to see 
the world as made up of settings. We must learn to observe the activities people 
engage in, their complexity and diversity, observe the transactions people 
engage in, see the potentials, the risks and opportunities in settings, the relations 
among settings, the mesosystem and exosystem. When we have practiced and 
incorporated into our thinking a truly develecological view, then we can design, 
conduct, and interpret research as Bronfenbrenner urges those in the field to do. 
Beyond that, we will have a more differentiated and valid view of the world 
and the beginnings of skills to explore, maintain, and modify the ecosystem of 
which we are a part.
	 Before putting this chapter and topic aside, perhaps on the grounds that 
research is not of interest or use to you, let me point out that the concepts in 
this chapter may be pertinent to activities you might be involved in. Evaluation 
and assessment of programs and of proposals are a kind of research. You may be 
involved in trying to evaluate the effectiveness of a program. The concepts pre-
sented here may be applied to both the processes of evaluation and to programs 
themselves, especially in the areas of social services and education. It is important 
that as professionals providing services or education we view our work in 
systems terms, as indicated in Propositions A and E. It is important that we 
understand our programs as attempting to promote development and that we 
have a thorough understanding of the ecosystem in which we and our clients or 
students work and live, as suggested by Propositions G and G’. The concept of 
Ecological Validity applies not only to research, but also to programs. It seems 
clear that if a program is to be effective, the people conducting the program 
should have a valid understanding of the ecosystem and of the other people par-
ticipating in the program. Thinking of evaluation of our efforts, when we claim 
that a program is successful, it would be useful for us to think of the Develop-
mental Validity of our claims.
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Bronfenbrenner’s Examples

In The Ecology of Human Development, Bronfenbrenner provides two examples of 
how to apply his framework, by interpreting two sets of research studies and 
offering hypotheses based on each. These provide models for how we might 
apply the framework to other topics of interest.

Orphanages and Hospitals

Bronfenbrenner’s first example in his book is presented in Chapter 7, “Children’s 
Institutions as Contexts of Human Development.” He discusses the work of Rene 
Spitz (1945, 1946a, 1946b) which he writes, “represents an early prototype of an 
ecological model” (1979, p. 133). He concludes from Spitz’s research that when 
young children are placed in institutional settings, their development is likely to 
be hindered. The ecological question is why does this happen, and under what 
circumstances. Such impairment has been attributed by some to maternal depriva-
tion and by others to general impoverishment of environmental stimulation. From 
an extended analysis of the phenomenon and related research, Bronfenbrenner 
offers four hypotheses to guide research to help resolve the differences in interpre-
tations, to determine the roles of experience in the ecosystem in producing the 
deleterious effects, and to test possible ecological interventions to avert the impair-
ment. Among his hypotheses we find, in brief:

•	 Two ecological characteristics are likely to impede development, either 
separately or together. The first is if caregivers are unable to engage in a 
variety of joint activities with the child. The second is if the child’s move-
ment is restricted and there are few objects to play with (Hypothesis 15, 
1979, p. 143).
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•	 Impairment of development is most likely if the child is separated from its 
primary caregiver between six and 12 months, because that is when attach-
ment is most intense (Hypothesis 16, 1979, p. 143).

•	 Impairment of development in institutions can be prevented or reversed if 
the setting provides opportunity for locomotion, caregivers engage in a 
variety of joint activities with the child, and a primary caregiver is available 
to foster attachment with the child (Hypothesis 17, 1979, p. 144).

	 His final hypothesis in this section addresses the importance of the age of the 
child in the transaction between the developing child and the potentially 
harmful institutional setting:

The long-range deleterious effects of a physically and socially 
impoverished institutional environment decrease with the age of the child 
upon entry. The later the child is admitted to the institution, the greater 
the probability of recovery from any developmental disturbance after 
release. The more severe and enduring effects are most likely to occur 
among infants institutionalized during the first six months of life, before 
the child is capable of developing a strong emotional attachment to a 
parent or other caregiver.

(HYPOTHESIS 18, 1979, p. 150)

Day Care and Preschool

Bronfenbrenner’s second example focuses on another setting for children 
outside the home. His Chapter 8, “Day Care and Preschool as Contexts of 
Human Development,” is devoted to a review and critique of research on the 
developmental effects of early childhood programs. This research was 
particularly important to Bronfenbrenner because of his role in creating the 
national Head Start program.
	 In his critique of the literature, Bronfenbrenner cites the shortcomings of 
traditional research paradigms, which include failure to gather data on settings, 
outcome measures that are not ecologically valid, and focusing only on the child, 
rather than others who might be impacted by the program, such as parents. To 
encourage ecologically informed research, he provides six hypotheses employing 
elements of his framework. Again, briefly stated, he proposes:

•	 Child care will facilitate cognitive development if adults engage the child in 
task-oriented activities by questioning, responding, encouraging, etc., and 
the more often caregivers engage in such activities the greater will be the 
child’s development (Hypothesis 21, 1979, p. 202).

•	 Microsystem features determine whether caregivers can facilitate a child’s 
development. One key feature is the ratio of adults to children, which 
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affects how often the adults can engage each child in joint activities. The 
desirable ratio depends on the age of the children in the group (Hypothesis 
22, 1979, p. 202).

•	 The tendency for long-term care to lead to egocentric, aggressive, and 
antisocial behavior, especially among boys, is greater in macrosystems that 
value individualism and aggression for boys (Hypothesis 23, 1979, p. 203).

•	 The molar activities a child participates in in early childhood settings 
influence which molar activities are initiated by the child at home, thus 
affecting development (Hypothesis 24, 1979, p. 203).

•	 The types of roles and relations a child participates in in an early childhood 
setting influences how the child engages in relations and roles at home and 
in other settings (Hypothesis 25, 1979, p. 204).

Keep in mind that I have abbreviated these hypotheses. They have specific 
details that deserve consideration if you want to understand them better or apply 
them to specific situations or design research based on them.
	 The last hypothesis in this set focuses on the elements of the microsystem 
offered in an early childhood setting as they affect the potential to support 
development:

The developmental potential of a day care or preschool setting depends 
on the extent to which supervising adults create and maintain 
opportunities for the involvement of children in a variety of progressively 
more complex molar activities and interpersonal structures that are 
commensurate with the child’s evolving capacities and allow her sufficient 
balance of power to introduce innovations of her own.

(HYPOTHESIS 26, 1979, p. 204)

	 Bronfenbrenner concludes his presentation of these hypotheses by pointing 
out that the hypotheses are generalizable to other settings where children parti-
cipate, such as classrooms, playgrounds, and camps. This reminds us that he 
considered his framework a beginning point, not an end state. As a scientist, he 
expected that his concepts would be critiqued, refined, and clarified, and that as 
the framework was used in research, it would be expanded. He assumed ensuing 
generations of students, researchers, and teachers would apply the principles of 
his approach to new topics, and to generate sophisticated hypotheses specific to 
other issues. I share his hope that you will find his framework helpful and build 
on it to construct more sophisticated understanding and exploration of develop-
ment in any and every context you engage in.
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Box 21.1

In the decades since Bronfenbrenner proposed these hypotheses, hundreds 
of studies have been published on the developmental effects of early child-
hood programs. How many of the studies have tried to test these hypo-
theses? How many studies could be interpreted as relevant to each of these 
hypotheses? How do they hold up in light of the available research?

Box 21.2

Choose a topic in development or a problem you are interested in, review 
the relevant research, and analyze it using the develecological framework. 
Then formulate testable hypotheses about the ecological elements that con-
tribute to the development or problem. See if you can formulate hypo-
theses about changes in elements of the ecosystem that might reduce the 
likelihood of the problem developing.
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Using Bronfenbrenner’s 
Framework

Now that we have examined each of the major subsystems in Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework, it is time to put them together, to integrate them into a complex, 
articulate language to describe the ecosystem and its parts and their relationship 
to human development. The systemic interconnections incorporated into the 
framework help keep us from focusing too narrowly on just one or some few of 
the elements in a person’s life. Too often, we try to explain development or 
behavior as a function of some one relationship or event, when in reality, devel-
opment is much more complex than that. Too often, we seize on a single action 
to try to change a complex situation, and are disappointed when simple solu-
tions don’t solve complex problems. Bronfenbrenner’s framework reminds us of 
the complexity of life while at the same time it is a tool for conceptualizing the 
complexity. The framework can be applied to any person, any relationship, any 
setting, any community or society. It can guide us in analyzing any develop-
ment, desirable or undesirable. We can use it to understand whether and how a 
particular ecosystem or subsystem supports development, or not. And we can 
apply it to guide us in making changes in relationships, activities, roles, settings, 
or communities to make them facilitate development more effectively. Bron-
fenbrenner’s scheme provides a structure for develecological analysis. (Section 24 
provides outlines for conducting such analysis.)

Develecological Analysis

To use Bronfenbrenner’s scheme helpfully, we must learn to describe the eco-
system and all its elements clearly and precisely. The relationships among 
the  elements must be characterized in consistent terms. The propositions and 
hypotheses then can be applied to the ecosystem as we have described it to 
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determine how the elements and their relationships are helpful to development, 
and to what development. Finally, the implications of the hypotheses can be 
considered to create potential changes in the ecosystem that would alter its 
effects on development.
	 It is often helpful to sketch or outline the elements of the ecosystem and 
their relationships, beginning with the particular person whose development we 
wish to understand. What are the molar activities, roles, and relationships the 
person engages in? What settings does the person participate in regularly, and 
what are the characteristics of the microsystems in each of those settings? How 
are the settings linked? How supportive of each other are the microsystems in 
each setting? What exosystem settings affect or are affected by the person? How 
might each dyadic relationship or setting or microsystem or mesosystem rela-
tionship be altered to be more conducive to development? What activities 
might be added or changed to promote greater complexity and variety, and thus 
development?
	 Develecological analysis can begin with any part of the ecosystem. It can be 
applied to any behavior of interest, to any setting or its elements. It is particu-
larly useful in understanding and designing ecological transitions between set-
tings. For example, a develecological analysis helps us understand why some 
children have difficulty when they enter kindergarten, while others breeze 
through the change and thrive in school. The approach of analyzing and com-
paring past and new settings can help us anticipate the difficulties encountered 
by a couple who decide to live together, or the adjustments required by enter-
ing college and moving into a residence hall, or graduating from college and 
entering the working world.
	 Family transitions are particularly amenable to develecological analysis. Each 
transition in the family life cycle precipitates multiple changes in the ecosystem 
and has the potential to affect each family member’s development. Marriage, 
moving into a new home, birth of a child, sending a child off to elementary 
school, the onset of puberty, divorce, remarriage, and all the other many 
changes that take place across life all affect the ecosystem. Most importantly, the 
particular ecosystem a person experiences can support, or not support, the 
development of the person as those changes occur.
	 For each level of the ecosystem, develecological analysis employing the prop-
ositions and hypotheses guides our inquiry. What are the characteristics of a 
healthy relationship? How do the activities of the relationship and the roles each 
person plays affect each person’s development? What implications do changes in 
the relationship have for each person’s development? How might specific 
changes in the dyadic relationship impact the two parties? How might third 
parties affect the dyad? Reciprocally, some family transitions are precipitated by 
change in the ecosystem.
	 How does the microsystem in a particular setting, such as a school, facilitate 
the development of the people who participate in it? How might the mesosystem 
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of home, school, and parents’ work settings more effectively foster children’s 
development? How do extracurricular activities affect development? The range 
of situations and issues to which develecological analysis can be applied is as 
extensive as the ecosystem itself.

Box 22.1

As you review Bronfenbrenner’s hypotheses for each subsystem, see if you 
can create lists of conditions that support development, and that 
might not.

	 What experiences in what settings and ecosystems helped shape the person’s 
particular understanding of the ecosystem, the world, and life? What experi-
ences in those settings led to the skills and motives the person uses to explore, 
maintain, and modify the ecosystem?
	 The section of Exercises and Applications (Section 23) provides several types 
of examples I have used in classes to help students learn to use Bronfenbrenner’s 
scheme. As with other aspects of development, a valid view of Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework, and skill in applying it, come from the proximal processes of 
studying and practicing using it.

Understanding Development

Those of us who study development search for ways of thinking that put the 
myriad aspects of development into an organized framework. That is what 
Bronfenbrenner has done. He has distilled the essence of several different 
approaches into a single framework. His approach does not, and is not intended 
to, include every detail of development. It is, as he intended, a practical frame-
work that puts the major features of development in context and defines their 
relationships. He has done this in a way that permits both analysis of individual 
development in context, and analysis of contexts according to their potentials 
for development.
	 Why use Bronfenbrenner? There are few, if any, alternative perspectives that 
focus on process and facilitation in a practical way.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s scheme is comprehensive. It puts all people into the same 
framework. All development fits. One does not have to have a separate theory 
about development in poverty or theories of delinquency or drug abuse or other 
social problems. Bronfenbrenner assumes all people are following the same 
general principles of development, and all people are growing, learning, and 
experiencing in some context. Differences among individuals and differences 
among contexts can then be identified to explain differences that arise during 
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the course of development. The framework directs our attention to elements of 
the environment that may be most helpful in explaining differences in the 
course of development experienced by or manifested by different people.
	 The honors student, the successful politician, the drug addict, and chronic 
thief are all following the same developmental principles. There are person-
specific differences that may help in understanding their different experiences, 
motivations, and behaviors. And there are differences in settings, microsystems, 
ecosystem, risks, and opportunities to be analyzed to understand the develop-
ment of their specific views of the world and their skills.
	 The framework is general enough to be powerful, open enough to permit 
incorporation of new discoveries. It respects individual differences and not only 
applies across situations and cultures, but incorporates situations and cultures into its 
analysis of the course of development. With the incorporation of the passage of 
time (the chronosystem), it accounts for differences that have historical origin.
	 It is a robust system with few assumptions. Physicists search for a “unifying 
theory” to tie together our understanding of the nature of the several forces in 
the universe and how they operate jointly. Bronfenbrenner provides such a uni-
fying perspective for the study of human development.
	 And it is fundamentally useful. Applying a Bronfenbrennerian perspective 
provides a basis for predicting the effects of changes in settings or relations. The 
perspective permits and encourages hypotheses about ways to change environ-
ments to promote developments of specific sorts. It focuses us on particular key 
elements to understand the effects of changes. It suggests what to look for when 
we observe changes in behavior or differences between development in different 
situations.

Facilitating Development

All the activities and problems of human behavior involve change. Both 
developmental and ecological perspectives are necessary for comprehending 
problems, and for addressing improvements. Whether we are talking about 
adjustment, adaptation, learning, education, or rehabilitation, we are talking 
about development. When we consider social services, crime, poverty, intimate 
partner violence, child abuse, nurturing babies at risk, or nurturing gifted and 
talented children, we are talking about development. We need to be able to 
conceptualize the transactions between the person and the environment if we 
hope to change the environment so as to support development and reduce the 
incidence of the problems. We need to keep in mind that people are always 
adapting to and trying to understand the relations, roles, and activities of the 
ecosystems they inhabit.
	 Develecology provides a framework for analyzing any person’s development, 
any setting, any activity or enterprise, any problem or situation, any policy. 
Develecology provides a framework for consideration of changes in the 
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ecosystem to facilitate development more effectively. How might a classroom 
and the ecosystem in which it exists be changed to make it more supportive of a 
particular child? Or to make it better promote collaborative work?
	 Conversely, develecology provides a framework for consideration of changes 
that would make a setting less helpful to an individual’s development. It is 
important to be able to describe how an ecosystem functions and why it func-
tions less well than intended. If we can describe how to make an ecosystem less 
supportive of development, we may be able to understand why some efforts to 
combat problems actually make them worse. Some developments are undesir-
able. If the complex molar activity being supported in an ecosystem is drug 
abuse, then it is reasonable to try to change the system so it is less supportive of 
that form of development. Of course, at the same time one might want to con-
sider changes that would support alternative, more desirable trajectories.

Develecological Values

Earlier, in Section 16, I suggested that developmental outcomes could be 
explained without judgment. Does that mean that develecology leaves us without 
a means to determine right from wrong or what is good or bad development? I 
said there that judgment was a macrosystem issue, and that implies that belief or 
cultural standards of morality would guide such considerations. Let me suggest 
here, that it might be possible to apply Bronfenbrenner’s principles to determine 
whether a particular developmental trajectory or outcome is good or bad, making 
such considerations consistent with the rest of his ecological approach.
	 My first thought is that specific developmental paths might be evaluated on 
the basis of whether and how they affect the person’s future development and 
participation in the ecosystem. Does engaging in a particular molar activity limit 
the potential to engage in other activities or to increase the complexity and 
variety of activities the person can engage in? Does the activity prevent the for-
mation of developmental dyads? Does it restrict opportunities to enter other set-
tings that might promote development, or prevent the formation of 
developmental trajectories? Do the view of the world or the abilities of the 
person hinder development by interfering with successful adaptation to new set-
tings? Do the effects of the activity or the microsystems in which it occurs 
endanger biological development, health, or access to supportive resources? 
Might these develecological effects of the prior development serve as the basis 
for deeming it ecologically undesirable?
	 A second approach to evaluating the desirability of a person’s development 
might be to consider the impact of the person’s behavior on the ability of other 
people in the ecosystem to develop. If the behavior impinges on the potential 
development of other persons, then we might consider it undesirable. I 
welcome further reflection on the issue of assessing the relative value of any 
development, within the framework of develecology.
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	 Develecology is useful in any area of human endeavor because it is helpful to 
understand the proximal processes in which all humans engage and the distal 
processes that might affect them. No development, no change in the person or 
the environment can be assumed to have no impact; we all live in complex 
systems. Our very development and our progress as individuals and societies and 
as a species depend upon constructing a more differentiated and valid view of 
the systems we participate in.
	 Human issues and social problems are not simple. Issues, problems, conflicts, 
and successes all have developmental histories, like people. Social and interper-
sonal problems rarely have simple causes, and even more rarely do they have 
simple solutions.

Broader Uses and Extensions

In this introduction to Bronfenbrenner’s framework, we have focused on devel
ecological analysis applied to individuals. We have emphasized learning to under-
stand the ecosystem from the perspective of a single developing individual. In this 
approach, the developing person has one mesosystem, and that mesosystem has 
one primary link among all its settings. That link is the developing person. After 
one has learned to apply the develecological approach consistently to a single per-
son’s ecosystem, the next step is to use the framework to consider the shared and 
overlapping ecosystems of a couple, and more complexly, of an entire family.
	 Keeping in mind that each person has a uniquely defined ecosystem, we can 
then combine them to characterize where they overlap. A couple, for example 
may share many settings, but also occupy some settings individually. We may 
refer to the shared settings as the “couple mesosystem.” Similarly, a couple may 
share a macrosystem, having come from the same or very similar macrosystem. 
Their couple relationship may be quite different from the relationship of a 
second couple who come from very different macrosystems. As experience in 
two different macrosystems may be expected to lead to different conceptions of 
the ecosystem, the second couple may have more differences in their views of 
the world, with potential implications for couple conflict. What skills might it 
take for them to maintain reciprocity and a balance of power? Could we expect 
the people in the second couple to have more extended, differentiated and valid 
views of the ecosystem, as a result of their experiences with each other?
	 The analysis of the ecosystem occupied by a family—a larger group of devel-
oping individuals—requires even greater complexity. Family systems theory, 
research, and therapy typically emphasize the system of relationships, roles, and 
activities within the family, but the family also participates in a larger ecosystem 
including the community. A develecological analysis that includes the combined 
mesosystems and exosystems of the family members, as well as their macrosys-
tem and chronosystem, provides a rich and potentially very useful understanding 
of their strengths and their problems or challenges.



Using Bronfenbrenner’s Framework    123

	 Beyond the family, develecological analysis can be applied to a generalized 
ecosystem, such as a community. This next level of analysis combines the over-
lapping individual ecosystems of the members of the larger group to conceptu-
alize the larger ecosystem and how it supports development of the people who 
participate in it. This more abstract use of the framework can be applied to any 
social group—a neighborhood, a community, employees of an organization, such 
as a corporation, staff, and clients of a social service agency, a baseball team, or 
any other imaginable group. Such an analysis can be applied to understand why 
some members of a group do not develop well, compared to others. The hypo-
theses Bronfenbrenner offered then can be used to design changes to the eco-
system under study to improve its potential for fostering development.
	 Develecological analysis can form the basis for evaluation of the effectiveness 
of an agency or program whose mission includes supporting the development of 
participants. While most social service programs don’t say specifically they are 
trying to promote development, in reality that is precisely what they are trying 
to do. An assessment that looks at the ecosystem of the program and its particip-
ants offers a valuable perspective and may identify potential changes to the 
program that would make its role and activities in the ecosystem of the client 
participants more likely to promote their development. I have been assigning 
my students to conduct such analyses of families, groups, agencies, and programs 
for many years, and have been constantly impressed by the depth and power 
develecology brings to understanding how each functions. Develecological ana-
lysis is a powerful tool for understanding how people, families, and organiza-
tions work, why they sometimes don’t, and how they might be improved.
	 Employing the framework to construct a develecological perspective of a 
group of the sort suggested requires examining the settings specific to the group, 
as well as how the ecosystems of individual members overlap with and relate to 
the group settings. The develecologist then asks questions about the ways the 
group ecosystem supports the development of members, both individuals and 
subgroups. What activities, roles, and relationships are open to which particip-
ants? Where are the power settings, and who do they favor? Which policies or 
practices support whose development? How do the individual private settings of 
members and the group settings relate to and support each other and their con-
stituent microsystems, reciprocally? What developmental trajectories are encour-
aged in the group ecosystem? Such applications of the framework were very 
important to Bronfenbrenner as he developed his perspective. In his research 
and in his public life, he advocated strongly for the necessity and the potential 
benefits of applying the principles of development and of ecology to understand 
and address human and social problems.
	 Bronfenbrenner advocated strongly for a related use of his perspective when 
he urged us to apply it to identify the impact proposed social policies or pro-
grams might have on children and families. He suggested that whenever a legis-
lative body such as Congress considered a change to laws governing social 
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programs, they should prepare a family impact assessment of the proposed 
changes. He wanted social policy to be guided by the goal of increasing the 
potential for development for all citizens, and to focus on removing barriers to 
development that are created in some ecosystems. This approach has not been 
widely adopted in our social systems, but could be, if more people understood 
the principles of develecology and recognized the central role of human devel-
opment in the quality of life in society.

Cautions and Next Steps

For a balanced (and more valid) view, we must also consider what Bronfen-
brenner’s approach is not useful for. I have said that develecology helps explain 
development in context. It is more precise to say it provides a framework for 
explaining development in context. It is a framework into which we must place 
sophisticated understanding of biological processes, gene expression, individual 
differences, cognitive processes, interpersonal relations, group processes, and so 
forth. It organizes those, but cannot substitute for them. The student of devel-
opment is obligated to continue to learn concepts, theories, and empirical rela-
tionships, or the framework has nothing to organize. Understanding 
development well requires us to become develecologists, able to integrate the 
developmental and the ecological perspectives and processes. We must learn to 
conceptualize changes in both the person and the environment and how they 
transact over time.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework is not by itself a theory of human development. 
He provided a definition of human development that is consistent with an eco-
logical perspective. He drew our attention to the reality that most theory and 
research did not adequately address the role of the environment or the person’s 
transactions with the environment. He laid out a systematic framework for 
understanding how the environment shapes development and encouraged us to 
observe and describe the proximal processes and the transactions of the person 
in and with the environment. He provided us a very powerful tool for develop-
ing our own more extended, differentiated, and valid view of our ecosystems 
and of our work. His framework provides a challenge to any theory of develop-
ment, and guides us in assessing the validity of theory and research in the field. 
Theories and research are still necessary.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s approach assumes a generally constructivist theory of 
development, an active human organism, and the importance of relationships, 
but in his ecology of human development, he is not much more specific about 
the processes involved. For those, we must dig deeper into developmental 
theory and research, including Bronfenbrenner’s later work.
	 Bronfenbrenner’s exploration of develecology led him to focus on the rela-
tion between the person and environment, and more specifically on the role of 
biological processes in that relation. This is what is commonly referred to as the 
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relationship between “Nature and Nurture.” Working with his colleague 
Stephen Ceci, they elaborated on the role of the person’s experience in the 
process of gene expression. As they published critiques of gene/environment 
analyses characteristic of research in the 1980s and 1990s, their work (Bronfen-
brenner & Ceci, 1993, 1994a, 1994b) influenced the development of more 
sophisticated views of what we mean by “nurture” in understanding the trans-
actional roles of biology and experience in development. In this work, he 
explored and refined his conceptualization of his “bioecological” perspective on 
development.
	 Now that you understand the basics of the ecosystem, you are prepared to 
pursue the elaborations Bronfenbrenner made toward a fuller representation of 
the complex nature of human development in context. Reading his major elab-
orations in chronological order will support an appreciation for the evolution of 
his thinking and his contribution to our field. I suggest these as core reading, in 
this order: Bronfenbrenner (1992, 1995a, 1995b) and Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris (2000). A wider representation of his work is collected in Making Human 
Beings Human (2005), writings selected and edited by Bronfenbrenner.
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Exercises and Applications

These are some activities that may help you study and understand develecological 
principles.

Understanding Bronfenbrenner’s Definition of Human 
Development

1	 Briefly describe an example of a period in your life when you developed. 
What was your experience? Explain how you know you developed.

2	 Describe your conception, or understanding, of the ecological environment 
at the beginning and then after your developmental experience. The differ-
ence that emerged will be the focus of the remaining entries.

3	 Describe the ways your conception of the environment became more 
extended, more differentiated, and more valid as you went through this 
developmental experience.

4	 Identify in what ways you became more motivated and more able to 
engage in activities that revealed the properties of the environment.

5	 Identify in what ways you became more motivated and more able to 
engage in activities that sustained the environment or restructured it at 
levels of similar or greater complexity in form and content.

Basic Concepts

1	 Describe two very important molar activities you engage in. Explain how 
these two activities satisfy the criteria in Bronfenbrenner’s definition of 
molar activity.

2	 Describe two important dyads you participate in with different people. 
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Then explain for each the properties of affect, power, and reciprocity the 
relations exhibit.

3	 Describe one important setting in your ecosystem. Then describe the 
microsystem that exists in it.

4	 Pick three important settings in your mesosystem. Describe the links 
between each pair of settings. How do the relationships in Hypotheses 28, 
34, 35, 36, 38, and 40 apply to these settings in your mesosystem?

5	 a	 Describe an important event or series of related events in your life.
b	 What influence did the experiences described have on your life/

development?
c	 Translate your description into Bronfenbrennerian terms. See if you 

can find within your description illustrations of each of these:

•	 an ecological transition
•	 a molar activity
•	 a change in developmental status
•	 a change in a dyad
•	 a change in a relation
•	 a change in a role
•	 support for propositions C or F
•	 a change in a mesosystem
•	 support for five of the hypotheses.

	 Elaborate on the illustrations you find, to explain them. If you don’t 
find illustrations, try choosing a different event to analyze.

Develecological Principles

Sort out from Bronfenbrenner’s framework a clear statement of your under-
standing of what conditions of the ecosystem are most supportive of human 
development. What are the features of an ecosystem that will facilitate develop-
ment? This will require that you study the hypotheses pertinent to each element 
of the system and try to abstract the important features and then synthesize them 
into a set of principles that express how an ideal ecosystem would operate.

Develecological Parenting

From a develecological perspective, parents have the responsibility to manage a 
child’s participation in the ecosystem, to manage the ecosystem the child parti-
cipates in, and to help the child develop a valid and differentiated view of the 
ecosystem and the skills to operate effectively within it.
	 If you accepted and conscientiously applied Bronfenbrenner’s propositions 
and hypotheses, how would you raise children? What would you do? How 
would you relate? What actions would you take to create and maintain a 
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developmentally facilitating microsystem for the children you were raising? 
What would you do to make their mesosystem as supportive of their develop-
ment as possible? How would you make sure that exosystem settings did as 
much as possible to support your child’s development? What would you do to 
help the child understand and function well in the macrosystem you participate 
in? What could you do to help prepare the child to adapt easily to new eco-
systems it might encounter in the future?

Develecological Rules for Raising Children

Drawing on your understanding of the role of the family setting and its context 
in children’s development, write a set of rules for raising children. Explain the 
significance of each rule and support each rule with your understanding of 
Bronfenbrenner’s scheme. Be specific and clear and support your rules. It may 
help to give an example of what one would do in following each rule.

Eco-Autobiography, Version 1

Create a personal eco-autobiography—an interpretation of your own develop-
ment and life in ecological terms. The goal is to create a narrative that explains 
how your participation in the ecosystem has shaped your development—your 
understanding of the world, your skills and motivation, your values, your rela-
tionships, and your goals. The following steps may be useful.

1	 Make a list of the important concepts, definitions, propositions, and hypo-
theses in Bronfenbrenner’s scheme. As you read about his framework, free 
associate to possible examples in your own life. If you do this as an ongoing 
journal (perhaps on your word processor), you may find your under-
standing growing, and your eco-autobiography evolving.

2	 Pick a significant episode in your life—summer camp, coming to college, 
your parents’ divorce or remarriage, your first real job, etc.—and write a 
narrative account of it. Try to explain what effect this episode had on your 
development, and why. Then go back and connect Bronfenbrenner’s con-
cepts to your story. Find an example of an ecological transition, for 
example. Figure out which of his hypotheses apply to your experience. 
You will be translating your experience into his concepts, and that may 
serve as the foundation for your eco-autobiography.

3	 Pick a place where you regularly spend time. Describe its physical charac-
teristics. What activities are possible in that place? What activities are likely 
to happen? What activities cannot happen there? What relationships exist in 
that place? How are they shaped by the physical space and the activities that 
happen in it? What roles can people take on in that space? How do those 
roles relate to the types of relationships people experience in the space? Can 
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you describe the pattern of all three elements—activities, relationships, and 
roles—that happen in that space in a typical day when you are present?

4	 Make a list of the most important activities you engage in. Then, for a 
couple of them, try to describe how they developed. When did you start 
doing them, how have they changed over time? Why have they changed? 
What settings were important to doing them? Do they illustrate a develop-
mental trajectory?

5	 Draw a representation of your current mesosystem, including the ways 
different settings are linked to each other.

6	 Describe the development of a relationship that is or has been significant to 
you. How did it begin? What did you do together? How did the relation-
ship change over time, and why? How would you characterize the affect, 
power, and reciprocity in the relationship? How did each component 
change over time? How did changes affect your satisfaction with the 
relationship?

7	 Write a brief statement including five beliefs that are very important to 
you. How did those beliefs come to be part of your view of the world? 
Who else shares those beliefs? Who does not share those beliefs with you?

Eco-Autobiography, Version 2

Create an eco-autobiography that focuses on your current development and the 
social ecosystem that has shaped your development.

1	 What is your current view of the ecosystem you live in? What skills and 
motivation do you have for exploring, maintaining, and extending your 
ecosystem? What experiences have shaped your view, your skills, and your 
motivation? What is your current Developmental Status, according to the 
complexity and variety of the molar activities you engage in when you are 
on your own?

2	 What developmental trajectories are you on currently? What do they 
suggest about your future development?

3	 What settings, relationships, activities, and roles are prominent in your life? 
How do they contribute to your development? What changes could you 
make in each that might facilitate your development more?

4	 Thinking of the important settings in your past and current ecosystems, 
what settings were unique to you, and how did they affect your develop-
ment? What settings were absent from your ecosystem that might have 
contributed to your development had they been present?
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Eco-Analysis

Eco-analysis is the application of develecological concepts to interpret a person’s 
development, a situation, a setting, an activity, a family, a social agency, an insti-
tution, a policy, or a problem. The point is to interpret the topic of the analysis 
in ecological and developmental terms. The analysis should lead to a more dif-
ferentiated, extended, and valid view of the object of your analysis. Once you 
have an eco-analysis of the current situation, you may be able to apply Bronfen-
brenner’s hypotheses to suggest ways to change the ecosystem so that it might 
better support development.

Beginning Eco-Analysis

The purpose of eco-analysis is to translate the object of the analysis into ecolo-
gical terms, to develop a view of the ecosystem in which the topic exists. List 
the elements of the ecosystem as we have spelled them out in this book, and 
then identify how they are represented in the ecosystem you are analyzing. The 
list would include:

The people involved, and especially the developing people
The settings (activities, roles, and relations possible and appropriate in it)
Roles (variety, applicable to other settings)
Activities (molar, complex, assigned or chosen)
Relations (affect, power, reciprocity)
The microsystems in important settings (patterns)
Links and relations between settings
The mesosystems of the people involved
Important exosystem settings
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The macrosystem consistencies relevant to the topic
Developmental trajectories of the people involved
Ecological transitions experienced by the people
Chronosystem changes affecting the topic

	 Once you have constructed a clear understanding of the ecosystem involved, 
you can begin to consider the hypotheses that suggest what features of an eco-
system are helpful to development. Where in the ecosystem do you detect con-
ditions that support development? What development is being supported? 
Where do see that the conditions of the ecosystem might be altered to better 
support development?

Advanced Develecological Analysis

A more complex develecological analysis or investigation adds to the ecological ana-
lysis more deliberate and sophisticated attention to the current and potential 
development of the parties involved. Remember that Bronfenbrenner defines 
development as the process of acquiring a more extended, differentiated, and valid 
view of the ecosystem and the skills and motivation to transact with the ecosystem 
in ways that maintain or improve it. Develecological analysis starts with describing 
the elements of the ecosystem as outlined in the preceding section, and then 
attempts to investigate how the people of interest view the ecosystem and what 
skills and motivation they have for dealing with it. In develecological analysis, we 
are trying to understand the ecosystem features that have shaped the person’s 
understanding and skills, and how the understanding and skills are being used by 
the person to adapt to and be competent in the current ecosystem. We hope to 
understand the transactions the person is having with the ecosystem.
	 When we acquire our own differentiated and valid view of the transactions 
our subject has with the ecosystem, then we can begin to hypothesize about 
specific changes in the ecosystem that might support further development for 
the person. Again, we use our list of ecosystem elements, along with our under-
standing of the conditions of the ecosystem that support development, to define 
potential changes that might alter the transactions the person engages in. Possib-
ilities might include, for example:

Could we explain to the person in more detail how the microsystem in a 
setting functions, and what the person might do to adapt more 
effectively?

Could a specific relation the person participates in be changed to be more 
like a developmental dyad?

Could activities be made more complex?
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Could the person be engaged in practice of skills that will be helpful to 
more effective adaptation in the setting?

Could the affect in relations become more positive?

Could the person be granted more power in relations?

Could the other person in a relation encourage more reciprocity?

Could the roles expected and available to the person be changed, 
expanded, or new ones added?

Could the microsystem pattern be made more comfortable for the person?

Could the mesosystem be expanded to provide for participation in more 
diverse settings, thus perhaps differentiating and extending the person’s 
view of the ecosystem?

Could the links and relations between settings in the mesosystem become 
more favorable to the person’s development?

Could people in settings in the exosystem be helped to acquire a more 
valid view of the person and the person’s ecosystem and how it might be 
supported?

Could current or potential developmental trajectories be strengthened, or, 
if a current developmental trajectory is considered to be undesirable, 
could the activities and settings involved in the trajectory be bent toward 
a more positive direction?

	 These are only some of the possible modifications that could be made using 
Bronfenbrenner’s hypotheses. Bronfenbrenner’s framework and hypotheses offer 
a wide array of ways an ecosystem could be improved to support development. 
As well, they can help us identify corresponding barriers to development and 
adaptation. There are no limits to the potential uses of a develecological ana-
lysis. We are limited only by our imaginations.

Example: Develecological Analysis of a Problem

Understanding a problem in develecological terms is a challenge, but can lead to 
a more sophisticated and valid view of the situation. The resulting develecologi-
cal view may suggest approaches to dealing with the problem that are likely to 
be more ecologically sound and ultimately effective.
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	 For the first step, focus on the problem as you understand it. Don’t attempt 
to incorporate proposed solutions to the problem. Solutions should be proposed 
only after you have a thorough ecological understanding of the problem. As 
you later develop potential solutions, your ecological understanding may 
change, to become more valid, but for now, focus only on your understanding 
of the problem.
	 Use Bronfenbrennerian concepts to frame your topic and place the issue or 
problem in the ecosystem by answering the following questions. Not all of them 
will have definitive answers, but you should be able to explain why they don’t.

  1	 What is the problem?
  2	 What people are involved
  3	 What settings are involved?
  4	 How are those settings connected? What connections are not present?
  5	 What is the microsystem in each setting?
  6	 How does the problem relate to the microsystem patterns?
  7	 What molar activities are involved in the creation and maintenance of the 

problem? How complex are they? Are they inconsistent?
  8	 What roles contribute to the creation and maintenance of the problem?
  9	 What relationships are part of the problem or affected by it?
10	 Whose development is affected by the problem? Use Bronfenbrenner’s defi-

nition of development. Specify the view of the world and the skills that are 
affected.

11	 Whose development or incomplete development contributes to the problem? 
(If you later create a proposal to address the problem, it will need to detail 
how you will facilitate their development in desired directions.)

12	 How does the mesosystem support the creation or maintenance of the 
problem? Is a developmental trajectory involved? Specify the settings and 
activities that compose the trajectory.

13	 What exosystem settings are involved in the problem, and how do they 
support the creation or maintenance of the problem?

14	 How does the macrosystem support the creation or maintenance of the 
problem? Specify the consistencies across settings and the beliefs that 
underlie them.

It may be useful to try to draw the ecosystem in which the problem exists.
	 When you are finished, try to describe the ideal world: What would the 
ecosystem be like without the problem?
	 If you develop a proposal or solution to the problem, specify what new set-
tings, roles, activities, mesosystem, connections, etc. will result from the activ-
ities you propose.
	 Develop two or three proposals and compare their develecological potentials.
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Develecological Analysis of a Policy or Program

As a variation, try a develecological analysis of a proposed or current social 
policy or program to understand how it will or does affect the ecosystems of the 
people it proposes to help. How will the ecosystem operate to resist the 
program? How could the ecosystem be engaged more productively? How could 
the program be improved, using develecological principles?
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Develecology 001

Bronfenbrenner Made Plain

This is my attempt to provide a simple translation of Bronfenbrenner’s frame-
work, in plain English. It is a rough approximation, and not intended to substi-
tute for the original, or for my interpretation in the body of this book. It may 
be useful as a reminder, and as a way of constructing a more familiar under-
standing of the central assumptions of Bronfenbrenner’s approach.
	 People develop and adapt to their environment.
	 Development happens in and is shaped by the specific features of the eco-
system we participate in.
	 Development means acquiring a more valid and differentiated view of the 
world we live in and the skills and motivation to maintain it, adapt to it, and 
restructure it to make it better meet our needs.
	 People participate in activities, relations (or dyads), and roles.
	 Activities vary in complexity.
	 In development, activities become more complex, more important, and 
more intrinsically motivating.
	 Activities that promote development have the potential to become more 
complex.
	 Roles are defined by particular activities and relations and are a way we 
organize experience and expectations.
	 People in specific roles engage in specific activities and relate to others in 
typical ways. Activities and relationships in some roles are specifically prescribed, 
while others are more flexible and varied.
	 Roles are typically transactional, that is, they involve two or more com-
plementary roles, with defined transactions between them. Such pairs of roles 
include parent and child, husband and wife, student and teacher, for 
example.
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	 Being around people who occupy a variety of roles is good for development, 
because it facilitates our understanding of the world.
	 Having the opportunity to occupy a variety of roles is good for develop-
ment, because it improves understanding of the roles and their activities and 
relations, and allows us to practice skills involved in those roles.
	 Relations, or what happens between the people in dyads can be described 
according to their characteristics, including:

•	 affect—the feelings involved;
•	 reciprocity—the give and take of the transaction; and
•	 power—who influences whom and directs the activities of the dyad.

Relations are most attractive or engaging when they involve positive affect, 
high reciprocity, and relatively equal power.
	 Dyads are of several types, depending on their functions:

•	 Observational—one person watches the other.
•	 Joint Activity—two people engage in an activity together.
•	 Primary—both people think about each other, even when apart.
•	 Developmental—one person is more developed than the other, they engage 

in activities together, reciprocity gradually increases, power becomes more 
balanced, and both share positive affect.

These types are not mutually exclusive: a particular dyad can be both primary 
and developmental, for example.
	 Relations are transactional. What happens between two people is a trans-
action. Both people are changed by participating in their relationship.
	 Participation in a variety of activities in dyads with a variety of people pro-
motes development.
	 Observational dyads tend to become joint activity dyads, which tend over 
time to become primary dyads.
	 As people participate in several different dyads, the degrees to which these 
dyads support each other, are compatible with each other, or are in conflict 
with each other, become important.
	 In development, engaging in activities and transactions with others are “prox-
imal processes” and are experiences from which people construct understanding 
and skill. This is a constructivist viewpoint of development.
	 A setting is a physical place where people can engage in face-to-face contact 
with each other.
	 Each setting has a unique pattern of roles, relations, and activities, or microsys-
tem within it. The physical characteristics determine what that pattern can be.
	 People adapt to the pattern in each setting. Adaptation is an active, but 
not  necessarily conscious, process of understanding the setting and how its 
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microsystem operates. The participants in the microsystem do the activities, 
engage in the relations, and carry out the roles, and these are likely to become 
part of the person’s understanding and expectations for that part of the 
ecosystem.
	 Microsystem patterns can be characterized as rigid, chaotic, organized, flex-
ible, stable, changing, etc.
	 Change in any aspect of a microsystem requires adaptation, and potentially 
evolution of a new pattern.
	 Change in a role or setting is called an “ecological transition” for the person.
	 In the course of development people become able to make transitions more 
easily, learning to move through our regular settings smoothly, and in and out 
of roles.
	 Maturity, or developmental status, is indicated in several ways:

•	 How well we understand the ecosystem and how skilled we are at func-
tioning in it, maintaining it, and modifying it to better promote our devel-
opment.

•	 The variety and complexity of the activities we engage in when we’re 
choosing them on our own.

•	 The variety and complexity of the roles we occupy.
•	 The number and variety of relationships we engage in with positive affect, 

high reciprocity, and equal power.
•	 Our skill at engaging in developmental dyads as the more developed 

person.
•	 Our ability to adapt to ecological transitions.

People participate in more than one setting. Settings are different from each 
other, each having a unique microsystem determined by the physical character-
istics of the settings, the particular roles incorporated in it, the activities engaged 
in by the people in it, and the relations among those participants. The number 
and variety of the settings we engage in typically increase as we develop.
	 Each person has one unique ecosystem, defined from the perspective of that 
particular person.
	 Each person participates in a number of microsystems, one in each setting.
	 The settings a person engages in are related to each other. The relations 
among those settings make up the one mesosystem each person has.
	 That mesosystem of settings also relates to other settings the person doesn’t 
enter. Those settings and their relations to the mesosystem are referred to as the 
exosystem.
	 To the extent that roles, activities, settings, microsystems, and mesosystems 
are similar to each other across a group of people, there is a macrosystem. The 
macrosystem, or the consistencies across settings, roles, etc. is what we call 
culture.
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	 The mesosystem is characterized by how the settings in it relate to each 
other. This includes how they are linked.
	 The primary link among settings is the person who moves in and out of them, 
connecting them and thus defining which settings are in his/her mesosystem.
	 Settings can also be connected by supplemental links, or people who also enter 
and participate in the same settings.
	 When two settings are connected by the participation of two people who 
have a dyadic relation, the people are said to be a transcontextual dyad.
	 Entering new settings with a person one already knows typically makes the 
transition easier, unless the companion doesn’t help, or has difficulty entering 
the new setting.
	 Supplemental links between settings can be supportive or non-supportive of 
the participation and development of the person who is the primary link.
	 Settings can also be connected by:

•	 communication between them; and by
•	 the knowledge people in one setting have about the other.

A mesosystem can also be characterized by a variety of relations among the settings:

•	 How similar are the microsystems in each setting? Are the roles, relations, 
and activities familiar to the person entering the setting, or are they new? 
Are the patterns familiar?

•	 How compatible are the settings? They may be different from each other, yet 
still harmonious. Do the roles in one interfere with a person performing a 
role expected in the other setting?

•	 How supportive are the settings of each other? Do the participants in each 
like the participants in the other? Is there conflict, encouragement of parti-
cipation in the other, or disparagement?

•	 What are the attitudes of one setting about the other? The affect? Do people 
in one setting engage in relations and activities with people in a second 
setting, in third settings? Is there reinforcement or rehearsal of activities 
engaged in by the person in the other setting? Do people in one help 
explain the experience a person has in the other? Is there common 
language?

Communication includes communication between the settings as well as com-
munication about one setting within the other.
	 Knowledge about settings is created by participating in them, communicat-
ing with people in them, talking with people about them, reading about them, 
and more.
	 Over time, the settings and activities we engage in tend to be related to each 
other. When several settings, over time, encourage the development of a 
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particular complex activity that we are motivated to continue, a “developmental 
trajectory” is established. A developmental trajectory of settings and related activ-
ities tends to underlie each important activity in a life. Developmental traject-
ories influence which settings we enter, and which ones we don’t, as we choose 
those that are made available through our developing interests and skills or seek 
out those that will enhance those interests and skills.
	 Settings a person does not participate in may still influence development, and 
may be influenced by what happens in the person’s mesosystem settings. Such 
settings and their bidirectional influences make up the person’s exosystem.
	 Culture, or the macrosystem, is represented at the ecosystem level by the 
existence of consistencies across settings, microsystems, roles, relations, activities, 
and relations between settings.
	 As time passes, everything changes—people, places, settings, microsystems, 
mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems, and ecosystems. The patterns of those 
changes and their effects on development make up the chronosystem.
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Item Page Topic

DEFINITION 1 p. 21 ecology of human development
Revised in Bronfenbrenner (1989), p. 188

DEFINITION 2 p. 22 Microsystem 
Revised in Bronfenbrenner (1989), p. 227

DEFINITION 3 p. 25 Mesosystem
Revised in Bronfenbrenner (1989), p. 227

DEFINITION 4 p. 25 Exosystem 
Revised in Bronfenbrenner (1994), 
p. 1645

DEFINITION 5 p. 26 Macrosystem 
Revised in Bronfenbrenner (1989), p. 228

DEFINITION 6 p. 26 ecological transition
DEFINITION 7 p. 27 human development
DEFINITION 8 p. 29 ecological validity in research
DEFINITION 9 p. 35 developmental validity.
DEFINITION 10 p. 36 ecological experiment
DEFINITION 11 p. 41 transforming experiment
DEFINITION 12 p. 45 molar activity
DEFINITION 13 p. 56 relation

p. 56 dyad
p. 56 observational dyad
pp. 56–57 joint activity dyad
p. 58 primary dyad
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Item Page Topic

DEFINITION 14 p. 85 role
chronosystem added in Bronfenbrenner 
(1994), p. 1646

PROPOSITION A p. 41 ecological research, in systems terms
PROPOSITION B p. 55 developmental status 
PROPOSITION C p. 65 change in dyad
PROPOSITION D p. 66 full interpersonal system
PROPOSITION E p. 68 second-order effect
PROPOSITION F p. 109 different kinds of settings 
PROPOSITION G p. 121 ecologically valid setting for research
PROPOSITION G’ p. 125 ecologically valid setting and subject’s 

experience 
PROPOSITION H p. 183 different settings, different developmental 

effects, reflect ecological differences 
HYPOTHESIS 1 p. 55 molar activities in development
HYPOTHESIS 2 p. 59 observational dyads transformed into joint 

activity dyads
HYPOTHESIS 3 p. 59 joint activity dyads transformed into 

primary dyads
HYPOTHESIS 4 p. 59 developmental impact of dyad greater if 

reciprocity, mutuality of positive feeling, 
and shift of power toward developing 
person

HYPOTHESIS 5 pp. 59–60 learning facilitated in context of joint 
activity dyad

HYPOTHESIS 6 p. 60 learning enhanced in context of primary 
dyad characterized by mutuality of positive 
feeling

HYPOTHESIS 7 60 developmental dyad
HYPOTHESIS 8 p. 77 dyad affected by other dyadic relationships 

with third parties
HYPOTHESIS 9 p. 92 placement of person in a role evokes 

consistent expectations associated with that 
role 

HYPOTHESIS 10 p. 92 role well established in the society with 
broad consensus about expectations

HYPOTHESIS 11 p. 92 degree of power for a given role
HYPOTHESIS 12 p. 94 behavior in accord with a given role and 

existence of other roles associated with the 
role

HYPOTHESIS 13 p. 101 social roles compatible with the given 
expectations

HYPOTHESIS 14 p. 104 development facilitated through 
interaction with variety of roles and 
participation in broad role repertoire
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Item Page Topic

HYPOTHESIS 15 p. 143 environment damaging when few 
possibilities for child–caretaker interaction 
in a variety of activities, and restricted 
locomotion and few objects for activity

HYPOTHESIS 16 p. 143 disruptive impact of impoverished 
environment greatest for children separated 
from parent in second half year

HYPOTHESIS 17 p. 144 conditions to avert or reverse effects of 
institutionalization 

HYPOTHESIS 18 p. 150 deleterious effects of impoverished 
environment decrease with age of child 
upon entry

HYPOTHESIS 19 p. 163 developmental potential of setting 
enhanced if enables and motivates complex 
molar activities, reciprocal interaction, and 
primary dyadic relationships 

HYPOTHESIS 20 p. 201 effects of exposure to group settings in 
early childhood reflected in molar activities 
engaged in by the child and behavior and 
relations toward adults and peers.

HYPOTHESIS 21 p. 202 group settings for young children 
HYPOTHESIS 22 p. 202 caregivers or preschool teachers
HYPOTHESIS 23 p. 203 effects of early all day group care include 

egocentric, aggressive, antisocial behavior 
through childhood into adolescence, 
particularly for boys, especially if society 
encourages individualism, aggression and 
independence in children’s groups, 
especially by boys

HYPOTHESIS 24 p. 203 variety and complexity of molar activities
HYPOTHESIS 25 p. 204 relations and roles engaged in by child in 

daycare or preschool setting affect nature 
and complexity of roles and relations 
initiated or entered into in other settings

HYPOTHESIS 26 p. 204 developmental potential of a daycare or 
preschool setting

p. 209 multisetting participation
p. 210 intersetting communications
p. 210 intersetting knowledge

HYPOTHESIS 27 p. 211 developmental potential of setting in 
mesosystem enhanced if initial transition 
into setting not made alone

HYPOTHESIS 28 p. 212 the developmental potential of settings in a 
mesosystem is enhanced if the role 
demands in the different settings are 
compatible and if the roles, activities, and

continued
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Item Page Topic

HYPOTHESIS 29 p. 212 number of structurally different settings in 
which the developing person participates

HYPOTHESIS 30 p. 213 benefit of multiple settings greater if 
settings occur in cultural contexts that are 
different from each other

HYPOTHESIS 31 p. 214 person profits from developmental 
experience more if has had more 
transcontextual dyads, across more settings, 
prior to the experience

HYPOTHESIS 32 p. 214 if cultural background encourages 
transcontextual dyads, child more likely to 
profit from new developmental 
experiences

HYPOTHESIS 33 p. 214 development enhanced by providing 
experiences that allow for formation and 
maintenance of transcontextual dyads 
across variety of settings

HYPOTHESIS 34 p. 214 conditions for supplementary link to be 
supportive link

HYPOTHESIS 35 p. 215 developmental potential of settings greater 
if supportive links between settings 

HYPOTHESIS 36 p. 215 developmental potential of setting 
enhanced if supportive links in primary 
dyad and engage in joint activity and 
primary dyads with members of the new 
setting 

HYPOTHESIS 37 p. 215 relationships in hypotheses 34 through 36 
vary inversely with the developing person’s 
prior experience and competence in the 
settings

HYPOTHESIS 38 p. 216 Conditions for developmental potential of 
mesosystem 

HYPOTHESIS 39 pp. 216–217 developmental potential of participation in 
multiple settings varies with two-way 
communication and inclusion of the family 
in the communications 

HYPOTHESIS 40 p. 217 mode of communication between settings 
HYPOTHESIS 41 p. 217 prior to entry into a new setting, 

information, advice, and experience 
relevant to transition

HYPOTHESIS 42 p. 217 valid information, advice, and experience 
relevant to one setting available to the 
other

HYPOTHESIS 43 p. 223 closed activity network
HYPOTHESIS 44 p. 256 links to power settings 
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Item Page Topic

HYPOTHESIS 45 p. 256 number of links connecting to settings of 
power. 
Revised by Shelton, this volume

HYPOTHESIS 46 p. 282 responsible, task-oriented activities with 
adults other than parents

HYPOTHESIS 47 pp. 284–285 developmental trajectories
HYPOTHESIS 48 p. 286 primary transition and sleeper effects 
HYPOTHESIS 49 p. 288 psychological growth and opportunities to 

enter settings 
HYPOTHESIS 50 p. 288 transition from primary setting
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accommodation 6
action 20
activity 20, 26; and development 20–26; 

joint 80–81
activity, molar: defined 21
activity network: closed 80; shared 80
adaptation 6, 18–19, 19, 49, 53, 107; 

overload 54
advocacy 94–95
affect 34–40

balance of power 35–40, 74–75
bioecological theory of development 7, 64
biological change 13–19
biopsychosocialecological model of 

development 7
Bronfenbrenner, Urie xii, 1–3

chronosystem 103–107, 104; defined 103
constructivist model 2, 66
culture 97–101

day care 114
develecological analysis 48, 117–119, 

131–134
develecological principles 127
develecology x, 8–9; defined 8
development 19
development: degree of 23
developmental change 52

developmental dyad 31, 38; defined 38
developmental ecology 8
developmental perspective 21
developmental status 23, 67
developmental trajectory 54, 84–90; 

defined 84
developmental validity 110–112; defined 

110
disequilibrium 67
distal process 63, 96
dyad 27, 28
dynamic system 9

eco-analysis 129
eco-autobiography 128–129
ecological perspective 21
ecological systems theory of development 

7
ecological theory 56
ecological transition 51, 66; defined 51
ecological validity 109–110, 112; defined 

110
ecology 8–9
ecology of human development 6–7; 

defined 6
ecosystem 8–9, 10, 11, 13–19, 59, 106
environment: developmentally facilitating 

26, 32, 40, 46, 49, 54, 61, 67, 74–75, 
82, 89, 96, 101, 107

exosystem 91–96, 92; defined 91
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experiment, ecological 111
experiment, transforming 65, 111

first order effect 38

gene-environment analysis 125
genotype 64
goal consensus 74–75

hospital 113–114
human development: defined 14
Hypothesis 1 24, 76
Hypothesis 2 30
Hypothesis 3 30
Hypothesis 4 36–37, 75
Hypothesis 5 37
Hypothesis 6 37
Hypothesis 7 37–38
Hypothesis 8 38–39
Hypothesis 9 42
Hypothesis 10 42
Hypothesis 11 42
Hypothesis 12 42
Hypothesis 13 42
Hypothesis 14 43, 53, 76
Hypothesis 15 113
Hypothesis 16 114
Hypothesis 17 114
Hypothesis 18 114
Hypothesis 19 48–49, 76
Hypothesis 20 24
Hypothesis 21 114
Hypothesis 22 114–115
Hypothesis 23 115
Hypothesis 24 115
Hypothesis 25 115
Hypothesis 26 115
Hypothesis 27 73
Hypothesis 28 74
Hypothesis 29 76
Hypothesis 30, 76, 100
Hypothesis 31 76
Hypothesis 32 76
Hypothesis 33 76, 82
Hypothesis 34 77
Hypothesis 35 77
Hypothesis 36 77
Hypothesis 37 67, 78
Hypothesis 38 78–79, 94
Hypothesis 39 79
Hypothesis 40 79
Hypothesis 41 79–80
Hypothesis 42 80

Hypothesis 43 80
Hypothesis 44 93–94
Hypothesis 45 94
Hypothesis 46 81
Hypothesis 47 84
Hypothesis 48 52
Hypothesis 48 87
Hypothesis 49 88
Hypothesis 50 88

intelligence 13
intent: of activity 21–22
intersetting communication 68, 72, 78–80
intersetting knowledge 69, 72
intervening steps 94, 96

joint activity dyad 30

Lewin, Kurt 3
link 68–70: direct 68; indirect 68, 78–80, 

92; intermediate 68, 92–93, 96; primary 
68; supplemental 68, 77–78; supportive 
77

macrosystem 97–101, 98; components of 
98; defined 97–98

meaning, of activity 21–22
mesosystem 11, 71–83, 72; changes in 73; 

defined 71
microsystem 11, 56, 58–61, 62; defined 58
momentum, of activity 21–22

observational dyad 30
observational learning 37
orphanage 113–114

parenting 127–128
person 13–19, 15
person perspective 21
Person-Process-Context model of 

development 7
phenotype 64
Piaget, Jean 2
power 34–40
power setting 93–95
PPCT model of development 7
preschool 114
primary dyad 30
Proposition A 109, 112
Proposition B 23, 53, 76
Proposition C 29
Proposition D 61
Proposition E 38, 109, 112



150    Index

Proposition F 47, 56, 59, 88
Proposition G 110, 112
Proposition G’ 110, 112
Proposition H 49, 88
proximal process 16, 25, 63–67; defined 

63

reciprocity 35–40
relation 27–32, 32, 36; defined 27
research design 108–112
role 41–46, 43; change in 51; conflict 45; 

defined 41; demand 45, 74–75
Russian dolls 10–11, 57

second order effect 38, 109
second-order network 92
setting 6, 47–50, 50, 68–70; change in 51; 

defined 47; links between 68–70, 70; 
primary 84; relations between 68–70

social address 2, 65
Spitz, Rene 113
stress 52, 67
subsystem 101
system 8, 55–57, 58; defined 55; living 56; 

mechanical 55; social 55
systems theory 55–57

Thelen, Esther 9
transaction 9, 16, 17, 29, 31–32, 45, 65; 

defined 31
transcontextual dyad 31, 72, 76–77
two-person system 29

values, develecological 121–124


	Cover
	Half title
	Title page
	Copyright page
	Table of contents
	Preface
	Acknowledgments
	1 Introduction to Urie Bronfenbrenner
	2 From Ecology of Human Development to Develecology
	3 The Framework
	4 The Person and Development
	5 Activities
	6 Dyads and Relations
	7 Important Characteristics of Relations
	8 Roles
	9 Settings
	10 Ecological Transitions
	11 Essentials of Systems Theory
	12 Microsystem
	13 Proximal Processes
	14 Links and Relations between Settings
	15 Mesosystem
	16 Developmental Trajectory
	17 Exosystem
	18 Macrosystem
	19 Chronosystem
	20 Research Design
	21 Bronfenbrenner’s Examples
	22 Using Bronfenbrenner’s Framework
	23 Exercises and Applications
	24 Eco-Analysis
	25 Develecology 001: Bronfenbrenner Made Plain
	Appendix I: Selected Works of Urie Bronfenbrenner Pertinent to Develecology
	Appendix II: Directory of Definitions, Propositions, and Hypotheses in Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979)
	Index

