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Chapter 4
Bronfenbrenner: Ecology of Human 
Development in Ecology of Collaboration

Alicja R. Sadownik 

Abstract  This chapter begins with a short presentation of the historical and bio-
graphical context of Bronfenbrenner’s research, which is followed by a description 
of his theory of an ecology of human development. This idea is presented both as a 
theory of child development and a theory of collaboration, as it is often the latter 
form that is applied in research on cooperation between early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) and parents/caregivers. The discussion addresses the ways in 
which Bronfenbrenner’s theory is currently applied in research on ECEC-family 
cooperation. In concluding remarks, the applications of the theory in relation to the 
understanding of more-than-parental involvement are presented in Chap. 1.

Keywords  Bronfenbrenner · Child · Development  · Ecology  · Involvement  · 
Mesosystem

�Short Context of the Theory

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917–2005), as a Jewish, Russian-born psychologist whose 
family escaped to the United States in his early years, acquired lived experience of 
how one’s societal surroundings can change the social trajectory of a family and the 
individuals that create it. After graduating from the developmental psychology 
department at Harvard, he started a PhD project at the University of Michigan, 
where his focus was on children’s development in the context of their peer groups. 
This relational and contextual focus on human development became the core thread 
of his further academic work and political activism. Bronfenbrenner was invited to 
the US Congress and a diverse array of governmental expert groups, where he man-
aged to challenge the established view of biological/genetical determinism and 
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provide American society with a wider, more contextual explanation of why the 
American Dream is not achieved by every individual, and how there are ecological 
reasons for why some children end up poor, homeless, or at risk of other adverse 
experiences. Reflection on the diverse developmental paths that arise as conse-
quences of events happening in different settings directly impacting the child, as 
well as the interactions and relations between those settings within a broader con-
text of socio-economy and cultural norms, brought Bronfenbrenner to develop the 
ecological model of environment “as a set of nested structures, each inside the next, 
like a set of Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.  3). Among these “nested 
structures,” he underlined the roles of both the actors and settings that directly inter-
act with the child (e.g., the family, pre-school, and peers), as well as the types of 
relationships that exist among these actors and settings.

�Ecology of Nested Structures as a Theory 
of Human Development

Analogical to the cultural-historical wholeness approach presented in the first chap-
ter, ecological systems theory highlights the social context and complexity of the 
relationships that contextualise and constitute a child’s life and development. The 
“set of nested structures, each inside the next” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3) draws a 
model of bigger and bigger circles of influence surrounding the child. None of the 
systems (micro-, meso-, exo, etc.) operates in a vacuum, but is instead intercon-
nected with all the others. In such an ecology (of nested structures), a human being 
becomes. The process of becoming entwines the individual and the social surround-
ings in a dialectics of accommodation. As Bronfenbrenner (1979) put it,

The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the progressive, mutual 
accommodation 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 within which the settings are 
embedded. (p. 21)

Bronfenbrenner also underlines how the larger contexts change over time, which 
again are interrelated with the child, her development, and the conditions that allow 
for it, as well as the (developmental) changes that happen over time in the child 
herself. All of these factors have their own impacts on the surroundings. It is thus 
possible to say that Bronfenbrenner (1975) focused on “how environments change, 
and the implications of this change for the human beings who live and grow in these 
environments” (p. 439).

The different ecological environments, “each inside the next,” are systematised 
by Bronfenbrenner in the following way:

•	 The microsystem(s) includes the people and elements of the environment that 
have direct contact with the child (e.g., parents, siblings, teachers, ECE, school, 
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and peers), who influence the child’s life, and whose lives may be changed/influ-
enced through interacting with the child.

•	 The mesosystem, also called the system of microsystems, is the system that 
encompasses the interactions between a child’s microsystems, referring directly 
to the collaboration between ECE and parents as the main microsystems of a 
young child’s life.

•	 The exosystem relates to the larger formal and informal social structures that the 
child does not participate in directly, but that still have an impact on the child’s 
life, well-being, and development. This layer includes the parents’ workplaces 
and their schedules, networks, friendships, and so on.

•	 The macrosystem is the general socio-cultural context that includes the legal 
framework, cultural values, customs, and principles. This layer also includes the 
infrastructure of ECE, as well as the diverse types of economic and social sup-
port for parents in different life situations.

•	 The chronosystem includes both the timing and ageing of the life of the child and 
family, as well as historical changes in the socio-cultural environment.

The idea of looking at the child through her closest social surroundings and rela-
tionships (microsystems) was present in psychological research before 
Bronfenbrenner. However, his reach beyond the micro and mesosystem indicates 
his intent to seek less transparent connections and influences on the child’s life, 
“such as decisions made by the manager of a setting, the quality of the parents’ 
workplace, social media and informal social networks” (Halpenny et  al., 2017, 
p. 16). These are included in the exosystem, which, in more indirect ways, shapes 
the everyday lives of a child and a parent. The length of parental leaves, the avail-
ability of ECEC services, and the existence of family networks, as well as parental 
working hours and the presence of neighbours and the local community, are the 
significant elements of the exosystem, which are again connected to the macrosys-
tem with the power of its legal apparatus and redistribution of economic resources 
that enable or limit diverse solutions and interconnections in the life of a family and 
an ECEC setting.

What is important to highlight is that both the macrosystem and exosystem, as 
well as the mesosystem, microsystem, and the individuals participating in them, 
change over time. The time aspect is included in the chronosystem and shows how 
the appearance of a child’s daily life may have changed over time, and that the 
childhood of our grandparents was completely different than hours, both in terms of 
access to ECEC, toys, and technologies, but also in terms of the people we spent 
time with during the first years of our lives.

As this is a theory of human development, Bronfenbrenner places the child at the 
centre. This positioning is supposed to demonstrate that the child, to a great degree, 
is influenced by her context; however, it also highlights the child’s agency and 
potential influence. Such a model makes the child a subject and agent and not a pas-
sive “product” of her own surroundings, thus providing conditions for intellectual, 
emotional, social, and moral development:
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A child requires participation in progressively more complex reciprocal activity on a regu-
lar basis over an extended period in the child’s life, with one or more persons with whom 
the child develops a strong, mutual, irrational, emotional attachment and who is committed 
to the child’s well-being and development, preferably for life. (Bronfenbrenner, 1991, p. 2)

This quote becomes the basis for the following famous phrase in Bronfenbrenner’s 
speeches: Every child needs at least one adult who is irrationally crazy about him 
or her. This irrationally crazy engagement shall also, however, characterise inter-
connections at the level of the mesosystem. This focus on the interconnections 
makes the ecological systems theory, a theory of collaboration that enables us to see 
and operationalise the “crazy engagement” of diverse institutions involved in the 
child’s life and in different socio-cultural settings, but which also enables us to spot 
the insufficient level of influence, leading to disadvantaged biographical paths.

�Ecology of Child Development as a Theory of Collaboration: 
A Focus on Linkages

The “crazy engagement” of diverse institutional partners in the child’s well-being 
and well-becoming relates to the concept of linkages. Bronfenbrenner describes 
linkages as interactions between at least two actors from different microsystems, 
such as the family and the ECEC setting, or the ECEC setting and the future school 
of the child. The interactions are constitutive for the second level of influence at the 
mesosystem; however, their quality can differ, and not each of them can be charac-
terised as a form of “crazy engagement.” Nevertheless, each will be interlocking and 
intermeshing the interacting partners. This means that the interactions in the meso-
system have a mutual influence on the practices in each of the interacting microsys-
tems, which effectively makes the child’s transitions between the microsystems 
smoother.

The theory itself allows to capture all kinds of linkages and reflect on how the 
diverse actors and institutions involved in the child’s development can either 
strengthen or counteract each other’s influence, as well as how they can either 
strengthen or resist the effect of exo- and macrosystems on the child’s (well-)being 
and (well-)becoming. A mesosystem consisting of efficient inter-locked microsys-
tems has indeed the potential to neutralise inequalities generated at the exo- and 
macrosystem in different ways.

Parental involvement is unmasked as a practice that strengthens the asymmetries 
and inequalities generated at the level of exo- and macro-systems in research show-
ing the white middle-class premisses underlying the established expectations of par-
ents in this context (Eliyahu-Levi, 2022; Sengonul, 2022; Uysal Bayrak et  al., 
2021). However, there are also examples of programmes that help families develop 
the competences and resources expected by educational institutions (Gedal Douglass 
et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2021) and create diverse arenas of involvement that are 
accessible to all parents. Another way of mitigating inequalities consists of opening 
up educational institutions to incorporate the families’ lingual, cultural, spiritual, 
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and intergenerational resources and transforming institutional practices into ones 
more responsive to families’ cultures and needs (McKee et  al., 2022; Warren & 
Locklear, 2021). This, in turn, allows the children/families to become resourceful 
participants who have a lot to share and can thus flourish (Ejuu & Opiyo, 2022). 
Nevertheless, just participation may require “equipping for inclusion” and “enabling 
access” before engagement and the negotiation of the terms of participation are even 
possible (Fenech & Skattebol, 2021).

�Discussing Applications of Bronfenbrenner’s Theory – 
A Scoping Literature Review

Even though the theory of ecological systems can be related to the diverse linkages 
and collaborations between micro-, meso-, macro-, and exosystems, it is not guar-
anteed to be employed in this way. To identify the various applications of the theory, 
I conducted a scoping literature review of research on parental involvement in (early 
childhood) education that includes works on ecological systems theory published in 
the form of academic journal articles within the last 20 years (i.e., since 2002).

The review was initiated on the EBSCOhost Research Databases interface, 
through which the following databases were accessed: ERIC, Teacher Reference 
Centre, and Academic Search Elite. The key words:

+ Bronfenbrenner or ecological system*.
+ parent* or family* or mother* or father*.
+ involvement or engagement.

As presented in Fig. 4.1, the total number of hits was 26, three of which were 
duplicates and were removed from the search. Three of the papers turned to use 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory in children’s medicine and were excluded by me. All of the 
20 included articles were retrieved and screened. During the first screening, it turned 
out that only 3 of the articles were related to ECEC. The other however were rele-
vant for discussion on how the theory is applied. The 20 articles were then divided 
into 3 overlapping groups. The first applied the theory as a theory of child develop-
ment (n = 11), the other as a theory of collaboration (n = 8), and the third comprised 
articles directly related to ECEC (n = 3).

�Applying Bronfenbrenner’s Theory of Child Development

In 11 of the articles, ecological systems theory was applied as a theory of child 
development, with the intention of verifying more nuanced connections, linkages, 
and causalities that collaborations at the mesosystem can have on one or another 
aspect of a child’s development. The aim of finding more nuanced causalities led the 
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Fig. 4.1  Prisma flow diagram on the search in EBSCOhost Research Databases interface 
(December 2022)

authors to narrow the child’s development and operationalise it, for example, as 
academic outcomes (Day & Dotterer, 2018), academic achievement (Hampden-
Thompson & Galindo, 2017), early language and literacy skills (Kim & Riley, 
2021), risk/protective factors for bullying (Espelage, 2014; Hong & Espelage, 
2012), bullying involvement (Hong et al., 2021), intrapersonal intelligence of girls 
(Sheoran et al., 2019a), musical intelligence (Sheoran et al., 2019b), mental health 
(Ziaei & Hammarström, 2021), mental health in war (Diab et  al., 2018), and 
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children’s music lives (Ilari et al., 2019). These diverse aspects of child develop-
ment were presented as the focus of the research, with a connection being made to 
both the research gap in a particular academic field and Bronfenbrenner’s theory.

However, with the use of ecological systems theory, the way in which diverse 
studies conducted in different cultures and countries narrowed/operationalised child 
development is worthy of attention. The meanings, values, and rules of the exo- and 
macrosystems make different aspects of child development important, and worthy 
of academic focus, so that correlation between particular conditions for develop-
ment and development of a particular ability/skills could be proven. These studies, 
however, did not use Bronfenbrenner’s theory to justify their own focus on a par-
ticular aspect of development, but to generally justify their search for the connection 
between a specific aspect of child development and a characteristic of a microsys-
tem (Diab et al., 2018; Sheoran et al., 2019a, b), mesosystem (An & Hodge, 2013; 
Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Holt et al., 2008; Iruka et al., 2020; Keyes, 
2002; McBrien, 2011), or macrosystem (Ziaei & Hammarström, 2021).

The potential blind spots in such applications of the theory lie in the narrow 
focus of these studies. These blind spots are not only in the operationalisations of 
the child’s development, but also in the choices of staying at the microsystem level. 
One can ask how ecological it is to relate one aspect of the development, such as 
interpersonal intelligence, musical intelligence of girls, and mental health in war, to 
parenting styles (Sheoran et al., 2019a, b), parents’ depressive symptoms, peer rela-
tions, or particular teacher practices (Diab et al., 2018) without realising the meso-
system in which all of the actors communicate, negotiate, and (dis)harmonise their 
influence on the children. An intriguing application of the Bronfenbrenner’s theory 
to challenge  the established methodologies of measuring human development is 
presented by Koller et al. (2020).  The authors create ecological engagement meth-
odology that emphasizes the individual’s interactions with people, objects and sym-
bols as crucial and measurable aspects of development. 

�Applying Ecological Systems as a Theory of Collaboration

When classifying the various implementations of Bronfenbrenner’s theory as a the-
ory of collaboration, I used the criterion of active involvement based on the meso-
system perspective in the research. As the mesosystem is about relationships and 
partnerships between institutions constituting the child’s different microsystems, I 
chose research that embraced the relationship between two such institutions/organ-
isations, which reduced the number of analysed articles to eight. This will say that 
articles such as the one of Kulik and Sadeh (2015) on fathers’ involvement in child-
care as a phenomenon depending on the occupation and working hours of the moth-
ers, rural/urban context of the family living,  fathers’ experiences from own 
childhood and the child’s temperament were not included, as they focus on sharing 
the care task in the parental team (and not on partnerships between diverse institu-
tions constituting the mesosystem).  The included articles encompassed both 
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home and an institutional settings of education/care involved in the child’s daily 
life. Even though the collaboration between the institutions was connected to the 
child, the analysed articles varied in ways they included the child perspective. 

One article (Yngvesson & Garvis, 2021) included the child as a central subject 
and actor in the collaboration between home and pre-school. Other articles focused 
on particular activities undertaken by the mesosystem’s actors (Kim & Riley, 2021) 
or on the characteristics of the relationships between them (An & Hodge, 2013; 
Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Holt et al., 2008; Iruka et al., 2020; Keyes, 
2002; McBrien, 2011), and the eventual influence of these relationships on the 
child’s development (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; McBrien, 2011).

In trying to find more linkages mediating the (far too) simple causality between 
parental involvement and children’s academic outcomes, the researchers engaged 
with different nests of Bronfenbrenner’s model. Some invented and verified more 
variables at the mesosystem, such as parental satisfaction with the school, which 
turned out to mediate their involvement in it (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 
2017). Others (McBrien, 2011) searched for explanations at the exo- and mesosys-
tem levels when observing that the same parental strategies of getting involved with 
the school (e.g., school-based or home-based involvement) undertaken by parents 
representing diverse minorities led to different/opposite effects in children’s aca-
demic socialisation and thus academic outcomes.

In a study on very young children (Kim & Riley, 2021), the academic outcomes 
were adjusted to the developmental level of the child and interpreted as a base for 
future academic outcomes. Even though the focus on school performance is 
anchored in the culture and traditions of ECEC (Bennett, 2010), the study did not 
relate to the macrosystem at all. Nevertheless, it explored the effect of a particular 
form of home-based involvement on early language and literacy skills. A particular 
method (i.e., dialogical reading) was introduced to the early years’ teachers, who 
again communicated it to the parents and gave them an assignment, which consisted 
of reading for the children at least three times per week. The measurements taken in 
the intervention and control groups revealed that dialogical reading significantly 
affected the four components of language and literacy skills, regardless of the fam-
ily’s characteristics. Even though the researchers concluded by proving 
Bronfenbrenner’s hypothesis on the benefits of parental involvement, it is also 
important to mention that inducting such a one-sided knowledge transfer (from aca-
demics to teachers, or from teachers to parents) and introducing particular activities 
at the children’s homes is also a way of overlooking diverse homes’ cultures and 
assuming that they are not stimulating enough. The very narrow focus of this study, 
both in terms of the child’s development in language and literacy and parental 
involvement narrowed to a particular home-based activity, allows to identify a new 
causality (that Bronfenbrenner encouraged us to find), but it also ignores the differ-
ent values of early childhood education, as well as different understandings of early 
childhood and the character of the relationships between parents and ECEC settings.

The relatively narrow focus of this study contrasts other kinds of studies, which 
assumed the mesosystem’s effect on the child (based on ecological systems theory) 
and focused on gaining deeper insight into what is happening in the mesosystem 
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and how the different actors involved perceive it. An and Hodge (2013) used phe-
nomenological inquiry to explore parental involvement in physical education for 
children with developmental disabilities and drew a complex picture of themes 
important for the parents when advocating for their own child in communication at 
school, becoming a team with other parents of children with disabilities, and col-
laborating with diverse organisations for children/families with disabilities. Studies 
like this one do not discover or prove new, more nuanced casualties between or 
among the systems, but allow us to understand the complexity and richness of this 
level in different local contexts, with the intent of having an impact on policies 
facilitating learning opportunities for all children.

A focus on children’s early learning opportunities is also presented in a study of 
rural contexts and the characteristics of the nested systems within them (Iruka et al., 
2020). By using Bronfenbrenner’s model as a matrix, the researchers studied 10 
rural school districts and re-constructed the diverse resources (and lacks), as well as 
networks and collaborations (that should be enabled, maintained, or strengthened), 
to provide the children with the best developmental opportunities.

A very interesting way of understanding the home-pre-school collaboration is 
provided in the article by Yngvesson and Garvis (2021), where the child is not only 
included in terms of developmental indicators, but as a perspective that is equally 
important as the ones collaborating at the mesosystem level. As this paper is one of 
the three related to early childhood education, it will be described in more detail in 
the next section.

�Ecological Systems Theory in the Field of Early 
Childhood Education

The three articles using ecological systems theory in their research on parental 
involvement in ECE represented different aims and research designs. The first one 
(Liu et al., 2020) applied Bronfenbrenner’s theory as a matrix for a literature review, 
thus justifying the search for studies on parental involvement/engagement in educa-
tional settings for infants and allowing generalisations to be made with the use of 
other theoretical models. The second report (Kim & Riley, 2021) on an experimen-
tal study picked a very specific aspect of child development (early language and 
literacy) and tested how a particular form of home-based involvement on the part of 
the parents (dialogical reading) influences this aspect of development. The third one 
(Yngvesson & Garvis, 2021) assumed the child to be an important actor in the col-
laboration taking place at the mesosystem level and aimed to explore the three pri-
mary perspectives involved in the home-(pre)school collaboration (i.e., child, 
teachers, and parents), but also articulated the ambition of making the child’s voice 
“visible in the world of adult noise” (p. 1735). By drawing the story constellations 
and showing the harmonies and disharmonies between the three involved perspec-
tives, the authors show what home-(pre)school collaboration means for the child, 
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but also give the child – the centre of the theoretical model – a voice. A voice and 
not a variable identifying a particular developmental change.

The” developing person” is thus not included in terms of particular developmen-
tal indicators, but in terms of their own opinions, views, and stories on the home-
(pre)school collaboration. The child’s stories, being seen in constellations with the 
parents’ and teachers’ stories, unmask a huge, rich landscape of adult stories that 
disharmonise with the child’s perspective, which can inform both the practices and 
policies of the mesosystem. Yngvesson and Garvis’s (2021) application of 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory reflectively extends the relationships at the mesosystem by 
showing that collaborating “about” the child does not need to exclude the child as 
an important actor.

�Conclusion

As shown above, ecological system theory is applied in very different kinds of stud-
ies and in a variety of different ways. On the one hand, the theory allows researchers 
to assume a set of influences (like the home-(pre)school relationships influencing 
the child), which allows for deeper insight to be obtained into the diverse actors’ 
perspectives (An & Hodge, 2013; Iruka et al., 2020; McBrien, 2011; Yngvesson & 
Garvis, 2021), or to test and verify new causalities and influences within the theory-
defined systems (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Kim & Riley, 2021).

Building on a general framework that defines influences and linkages, such stud-
ies adapt Bronfenbrenner’s ideas to various local contexts. The adaptation can 
expand the model (i.e., when considering several macro- and exosystems, as in the 
study on minority parents by McBrien, 2011), but it can also narrow it (i.e., when 
operationalising the child’s development and parental involvement into very spe-
cific skills and activities).

In other words, this theoretical model opens a pathway for other discourses (e.g., 
cultural, political, or historical) to decide which actors and the collaborations 
between them will be valued as worthy of inquiry. This means that the theory cre-
ates space for research on both the efficiency of established forms of parental 
involvement and the search for new linkages. While Yngvesson and Garvis (2021) 
point out the importance of the child as a figure extending the ECEC-parent collabo-
ration into the more-than-parental, Oropilla et  al. (2022; Oropilla & Ødegaard, 
2021) argues for collaborations with institutions that would establish intergenera-
tional relationships between small children and elderly adults. The model itself does 
not assign any additional value to any of the potential actors involved in the good 
life of the child; however, it also does not limit any new linkages that could be 
created.

Regardless of the fact that collaborations in mesosystems are undefined and 
open, it is clear that actors from the microsystems shall be involved in them. The 
family – as it is with its siblings, grandparents, the whole kindship, or just a single 
parent – shall be fully acknowledged as a first teacher and participant in creating 
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environments that facilitate children’s well-being and well-becoming. This implies 
that ecological system theory supports the involvement of more-than-parents, 
depending on the shape of the microcosmos.

By including time (chronosystem) in the model, Bronfenbrenner (1979) made 
the model changeable over time. In my view, these changes could embrace tensions 
to a greater degree rather than interpret them as layers of influence. In a world of 
increasing complexity, diversity, and speed, embracing spaces that allow for contra-
dicting forces, agonism, and the sharing of diverse voices seems to be of great 
importance.
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