The advent of shield technology has its foundations in the experimental defense systems developed in the final years of the last great continental war. After MIT scientists created a sustainable field of energy with electrostatic repulsive properties, negating energy kinetic or otherwise, the long hope of shield protection seemed realized. Unfortunately the field only worked in vacuum and was completely unusable in any atmospheric environment.  With the end of the war and the lack of funds, the project was set on the back burner in the realms of theoretical physics. 
With the reconciliation of the major world powers and eventual hegemony of a loose central world government, available funds once reopened to the scientific community and long forgotten dreams of extra terran colonization reappeared.  While planning the first major scientific manned exploration of Mars at the end of the 21st century, the new United Space Coalition discovered the previous wartime MIT program.
While traversing the 3 month passage from their home to the Red Planet, the astronauts would be bombarded by a myriad of cosmic radiation and micrometeorites, a worry negated by the force field technology.  By projecting a micron thin, magnetically supported, bubble of plasma around the spacecraft, the majority of radiation and projectile damage was reflected off the shield. Further iterations of the design on future craft decreased the size of the machinery needed and increased the power output of the shields.  A breakthrough at the beginning of the 22nd century also discovered a technique to modulate the frequencies of the shield to allow for more than one shell layered on top of each other.

With the increasing normalcy of space flight and the private resources being used to fund amazing breakthroughs in technology; multiple agencies cropped up as financial giants in various space related industries.  And as humanity is oft to do, tensions arose and fighting broke out. Free of their atmospheric restrictions, shields became an instant commodity to any State or Private army.
Modern layered shields consist of a few hundred, to thousands, of micron thin layers of plasma, onion-skinned around ships, depending on the strength, size and number of shield generators.  Each layer, when subjected to a high energy (laser) or high impact (ballistic/missile) contact, collapses upon that point of impact in an instant and projects that entire mass of energy kinetically away from the ship, mitigating almost all of the force of the attack. The remaining layers then soak up the subsequent damage until the shields are depleted and armor is struck. Of course as each layer is lost, the generator is projecting another back up to replace it; a generator sufficiently supplied with power and large enough will protect against any amount of continuous damage without fail. This is obviously only possible planet-side or on extremely large and rare orbital stations.  Larger ships help combat this problem by layering multiple shields systems on top of each other and modulating  them so that they can provide more lasting coverage. 

