Anna Cianci
Assignment 1.1: Bronfenbrenner’s Nested Systems
Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory, the experience of “Beth”, a 21-year-old client who is coming out as a lesbian, will be discussed as to how her coming out process is influenced by different systems.  Beth is a second semester college student studying business, lives at home, and was raised a Catholic in a somewhat conservative Catholic family.  Bronfenbrenner’s theory provides a framework to examine and understand the environmental and personal influences on Beth’s well-being during her coming out process.  
At the self or individual level, Beth’s attributes are likely to affect, and be affected by, her interactions at other levels with family, friends, community, and socio-cultural environment.  Beth is a very family-oriented person, especially close to her mother and much less so to her father, and close to her brother and sister, age 18 and 17, respectively.  Beth describes herself as “straight-laced” and “clean-cut” and has never been interested in drugs or wild behavior including sexual relations beyond kissing.  Beth is a good student and athlete, has a few close friends who are similar to her, and is very goal oriented, seeking to be a marketing consultant when she graduates from college.  Beth indicates that she has known she is a lesbian since high school and has had several serious “crushes” on women.
The first level, the microsystem, is an interpersonal level consisting of the relationship between Beth and her immediate environment including her family and friends.  At the microsystem level, Beth expresses the struggle she is having between her sexual identity as a lesbian and her family’s and her own religious beliefs (i.e., Catholicism). Beth is having particularly difficult conflict with her mother who is a devout Catholic and Beth hesitates to bring her new lesbian friends to her family home.  While Beth’s family continue to love and support her, they don’t know how to reconcile their religious beliefs and Beth’s lesbianism.  Beth’s brother and sister are accepting and supportive of Beth.  While both siblings identify as Catholic, they are fairly comfortable with Beth being a lesbian and generally ignore the specific teaching of the Catholic Church about homosexuality.  Beth’s father is generally accepting and uninvolved as he tends to be aloof and “on the sidelines” of parenting, leaving intimate parent-child interactions to Beth’s mother.  Beth’s few close friends (with perhaps the exception of one close friend from elementary school who comes from a conservative, Catholic family) are also accepting of Beth’s sexual identity as they, like Beth’s siblings, are aligned with the more progressive societal views accepting homosexuality as simply another life choice. However, the microsystem will change with the exclusion of old relationships (for instance, if Beth’s one very conservative, long-time friend distances herself from Beth in response to Beth’s coming out) that may end or become less important and the inclusion of new important others. These changes in the microsystem are likely to affect the mesosystem in that it may be the new important others who are gay, for instance, may not interact with old friends and family, thereby making the social network more fractured and not as integrated. 
The second level is the mesosystem and “include[es] interactions between individuals from the microsystem with others in the proximal environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, 2005)” (cited by Luke & Goodrich, 2015, p.67). This organizational level includes school, workplace, church, and community organizations (such as gay community centers).  In the mesosystem, in deciding when and whether to come out, Beth weighed her greatest fear of being “cut-off” by her family – both emotionally, financially, and physically – in response to her coming out.  While Beth did not necessarily think this was likely to happen, her imagination and stress about coming out made this possibility, however remote, stir up tremendous anxiety and actually caused Beth to suppress her lesbianism from herself and others for years.  Prior to coming out, Beth was concerned about being rejected by her faith community and perhaps by her family on religious grounds.  As a 21-year old, second semester college student, however, Beth felt that this was the time to come out as she was likely to be independent and on her own anyway in a year or so.  In addition, Beth expressed her decision at this point to continue her “taking some time off” from her practice of the Catholic faith (e.g., attending mass regularly, going to confession, receiving the Eucharist), allowing herself time to become more comfortable with her sexual identity, deal with and allow the dust to settle on her family relationships and old friendships as everyone adjusts to the new information of Beth’s lesbianism. 
In coming out, Beth considered her immediate social network and the threats to it – e.g., discrimination, rejection and alienation from family and friends – posed by coming out. Other considerations relate to the broader social community which includes workplace (Beth works part-time at the college library), church community, and the neighborhood. While Beth decided to come out, she says she is not “totally out” in that she has decided to keep her sexual identity private from neighbors and church members and on an “as need to know basis” for her college library peers and other peripheral college acquaintances .  When coming out, the new lesbian is likely to confront discrimination (Subhrajit, 2014).  For the religious lesbian, coming out can be further complicated due to the fear of rejection from their religious community or maybe even from God depending on the religion (Bayne, 2016; Rosenkrantz, Rostosky, Riggle & Cook, 2016).  For instance, the Catholic Church’s teaching on homosexuality is that the homosexual act is a sin but the homosexual person is loved by God (Catholic Church, 2000).  Thus, for Beth, coming out is more difficult because of her own religious connection to the Catholic Church and the fear and stress over the possibility that her Catholic family and friends may not accept her as a lesbian.  As a result, Beth may have taken longer to come out – and may not come out “totally” – and may have repressed her sexual identity.  This is consistent with prior research that suggests that some in LGBTQ persons may deny their sexual identity because of their religious beliefs and concern over family reactions to their coming out (Bayne, 2016).
Prior research has provided evidence of the stereotypes and stress of LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and nonbinary, queer, intersex, and asexual) persons from Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem and exosystem levels (Hatzenbuehler, 2017; Pachankis & Bränström, 2018) to the miscrosystem and mesosystem levels (Reczek, 2016; Umberson & Kroeger, 2016).  In addition, research provides evidence that LGBTQ (compared to heterosexual) persons encounter more obstacles from society and when their sexual identity is in conflict with their religious identity (Bayne, 2016). Such difficulties for LGBTQ persons leads to increased mental health issues such as depression and anxiety (Wolff, et al., 2016).
With this in mind, as Beth’s counselor, I will be sensitive to the conflicting influences of her religious beliefs, sexual identity, and her family’s beliefs and values as she comes out as a lesbian. Fears of rejection and criticism and stress from the many changes that occur as a result of coming out will be managed and discussed within a safe, empathetic, and affirming therapeutic relationship. A primary focus of counseling for Beth will be to facilitate and support self-acceptance as she navigates the coming out process.  My counseling efforts will include educational programs designed to instruct on coping techniques, self-care strategies to deal with strained and broken relationships and the stress of coming out, and strategies for cultivating new relationships. In addition, I will seek to help find social support for Beth as she navigates the transitions in her lifestyle, relationships, networks, and identity.  
The third level is the exosystem and consists of the external environment including laws, mass media, economic influences. This community level is made up of interactions between the individual and “social structures, both formal and informal, that do not themselves contain the developing person but impinge upon or encompass the immediate settings in which that person is found” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 515). These structures include the media, social services, the community or neighborhood and its politics, and LGBTQ+ community.  
From an exosystem level, Beth’s neighborhood consists of many Catholics and many Italian and Irish immigrants (who are primarily Catholic).  Beth mentioned that she felt judged for being a lesbian when she did attend mass and receive the Eucharist.  She yearns to be part of her faith community as she has been throughout her life but for a while, she feels that she must take a step back as she is overwhelmed with adjusting to the other new experiences during the coming out process. For instance, again within the exosystem, Beth has found some comfort in taking part in supportive and pro-gay meetings and activities such as DignityUSA (which is an organization that focuses on gay rights and the Catholic Church), lesbian support groups, and gay dances and clubs. Beth has found help and camaraderie from other lesbians she has met from these various meetings and activities, as she has said “she doesn’t feel as alone with all of this.”
The fourth level is the macrosystem and consists of “the overarching institutional patterns of the culture or subculture… of which micro-, meso-, and exo- systems are the concrete manifestations” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 515). In the macrosystem, broad societal factors (such as laws, social norms and culture, and the economic system) come into play and the interactions among them.  The values and community norms that exist in the exosystem will influence the legal system which is part of the macrosystem and vice versa in that laws can help facilitate changes in a community’s values and norms. As educational efforts aimed at increasing awareness, fairness issues, and compassion towards lesbians can help the community to become more accepting and welcoming of lesbians in their community and more fair-minded toward gay persons in general. This change in community perspective towards homosexuals would then lead to political activism seeking to initiate laws for equitable treatment of homosexuals (e.g., in the tax code, marriage equality, health care).  For instance, research aimed at providing evidence that supports lesbians as community members, as mothers, as partners, and as business leaders would help foster a more accepting perspective on lesbians.  As Beth’s counselor, such social justice and activism initiatives are important to engage in to support Beth and other LGBTQ+ clients.
As for the chronosystem level, this level involves time and the dynamic nature of environment. For Beth as a lesbian who is coming out, this level matters a lot as coming out as a lesbian now is very different than coming out as a lesbian 20 years ago.  Also, consideration of the time level or the historical perspective of persons at other levels of the model is important as, for instance, Beth’s mother is from a very different era than Beth and the impact of that era on her mother’s ability to response in an accepting and affirming way to Beth’s coming out should soften one’s view of her mother’s less than fully accepting response.  Attitudes toward the LGBTQ+ community has shifted greatly toward a more accepting, affirming posture toward this community along with laws now in place to provide some protection from discrimination and recognition of equality (e.g., marriage equality). 
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