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The Childhoods of Erikson and Piaget
My argument is
that it is only with the

rubble of bad theories that
we shall be able to build

better ones, and that
without the theory of some

kind, somewhere,
psychological observation
and description would at

best be chaotic and
meaningless.

D.O. Hebb
Canadian psychologist, 20th Century

IMAGINE THAT YOU have developed a major theory of development. What would influ-

ence someone such as you to construct this theory? A person interested in developing

such a theory usually goes through a long university training program that culminates

in a doctoral degree. As part of the training, the future theorist is exposed to many

ideas about a particular area of life-span development, such as biological, cognitive, or

socio-emotional development. Another factor that could explain why someone devel-

ops a particular theory is that person’s life experiences. Two important developmental

theorists, whose views will be described later in the chapter, are Erik Erikson and Jean

Piaget. Let’s examine a portion of their lives as they were growing up to discover how

their experiences might have contributed to the theories they developed.

Erik Homberger Erikson (1902–1994) was born near Frankfurt, Germany, to

Danish parents. Before Erik was born, his parents separated, and his mother left

Denmark to live in Germany. At age three, Erik became ill, and his mother took him

to see a pediatrician named Homberger. Young Erik’s mother fell in love with the

pediatrician, married him, and named Erik after his new stepfather.

Erik attended primary school from the ages of 6 to 10 and then the gymnasium

(high school) from 11 to 18. He studied art and a number of languages rather than

science courses, such as biology and chemistry. Erik did not like the atmosphere of

formal schooling, and this was reflected in his grades. Rather than going to univer-

sity at age 18, the adolescent Erikson wandered around Europe, keeping a diary about

his experiences. After a year of travel through Europe, he returned to Germany and

enrolled in art school, became dissatisfied, and enrolled in another. Later he travelled

to Florence, Italy. Psychiatrist Robert Coles described Erikson at this time:

To the Italians he was . . . the young, tall, thin Nordic expatriate with long, blond hair. He
wore a corduroy suit and was seen by his family and friends as not odd or “sick” but as a
wandering artist who was trying to come to grips with himself, a not unnatural or unusual
struggle. (Coles, 1970, p. 15)



The second major theorist whose life we will examine is Jean Piaget. Piaget
(1896–1980) was born in Neuchâtel, Switzerland. Jean’s father was an intellectual who
taught young Jean to think systematically. Jean’s mother was also very bright. His
father had an air of detachment from his mother, whom Piaget described as prone
to frequent outbursts of neurotic behaviour.

In his autobiography, Piaget detailed why he chose to study cognitive develop-
ment rather than social or abnormal development:

I started to forego playing for serious work very early. Indeed, I have always detested any depar-
ture from reality, an attitude which I relate to . . . my mother’s poor health. It was this dis-
turbing factor which at the beginning of my studies in psychology made me keenly interested
in psychoanalytic and pathological psychology. Though this interest helped me to achieve inde-
pendence and widen my cultural background, I have never since felt any desire to involve
myself deeper in that particular direction, always much preferring the study of normalcy and
of the workings of the intellect to that of the tricks of the unconscious. (Piaget, 1952a, p. 238)

These excerpts from Erikson’s and Piaget’s lives illustrate how personal experience
might influence the direction in which a particular theorist goes. Erikson’s own wan-
derings and search for self contributed to his theory of identity development, and
Piaget’s intellectual experience with his parents and schooling contributed to his
emphasis on cognitive development.

Theories are part of the science of life-span development. Some individuals have
difficulty thinking of life-span development as a science in the same way that physics,
chemistry, and biology are sciences. Can a discipline that studies how parents nur-
ture children, whether watching TV long hours is linked to being overweight, and the
factors involved in life satisfaction among older adults be equated with disciplines
that study the molecular structure of a compound and how gravity works? Science
is not defined by what it investigates, but by how it investigates. Whether you’re study-
ing photosynthesis, butterflies, Saturn’s moons, or human development, it is the way
you study that makes the approach scientific or not. Let’s now explore the theories
and methods that are at the heart of the science of life-span development.

Theories of Development
As researchers formulate a problem to study, they often draw on theories and develop
hypotheses (Miller, 2001). A theory is an interrelated, coherent set of ideas that helps
to explain and to make predictions. Hypotheses are specific assumptions and predic-
tions that can be tested to determine their accuracy. For example, a theory on men-
toring might attempt to explain and predict why sustained support, guidance, and
concrete experience make a difference in the lives of children from impoverished
backgrounds. The theory might focus on children’s opportunities to model the behav-
iour and strategies of mentors, or it might focus on the effects of individual atten-
tion, which might be missing in the children’s lives.

We will briefly explore five major theoretical perspectives on development: psy-
choanalytic, cognitive, behavioural and social cognitive, ethological, and ecological.
You will read more about these theories at different points in the book.

The diversity of theories makes understanding life-span development a chal-
lenging undertaking. Just when you think one theory has the correct explanation,
another theory crops up and makes you rethink your earlier conclusion. To keep from
getting frustrated, remember that life-span development is a complex, multi-faceted
topic. No single theory has been able to account for all aspects of it. Each theory con-
tributes an important piece to the life-span development puzzle. Although the theo-
ries sometimes disagree about certain aspects of life-span development, much of their
information is complementary rather than contradictory. Together they let us see the
total landscape of life-span development in all its richness.

In chapter 1, we described the three major processes involved in children’s devel-
opment: biological, cognitive, and socio-emotional. The theoretical approaches that
we will describe reflect these processes. Biological processes are very important in Freud’s
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theory
An interrelated, coherent set of ideas that helps to
explain events and make predictions.

hypotheses
Specific assumptions and predictions that can be
tested to determine their accuracy.

psychoanalytic theory
Development is primarily unconscious and heavily
coloured by emotion. Behaviour is merely a
surface characteristic. It is important to analyze
the symbolic meanings of behaviour. Early
experience is important to development.



psychoanalytic and ethological theory, cognitive processes in
Piaget’s, Vygotsky’s, information-processing, and social cog-
nitive theories. Socio-emotional processes are important in
Freud’s and Erikson’s psychoanalytic theories, Vygotsky’s
socio-cultural cognitive theory, behavioural and social cogni-
tive theories, and ecological theory.

Psychoanalytic Theories
Psychoanalytic theory describes development as primarily
unconscious—that is, beyond awareness—and as heavily
coloured by emotion. Psychoanalytic theorists believe that
behaviour is merely a surface characteristic and that, to truly
understand development, we have to analyze the symbolic
meanings of behaviour and the deep inner workings of the
mind. Psychoanalytic theorists also stress that early experi-
ence with parents extensively shapes our development. These
characteristics are highlighted in the main psychoanalytic
theory, that of Sigmund Freud.

Freud’s Theory Freud (1856-1939), a medicial
doctor by training, believed that personality has three
structures: the id, the ego, and the superego. The id con-
sists of instincts, which are an individual’s reservoir of psy-
chic energy. In Freud’s view, the id is totally unconscious;
it has no contact with reality. As children experience the
demands and constraints of reality, a new structure of per-
sonality emerges—the ego, which deals with the demands
of reality. The ego uses reasoning to make decisions. The
id and the ego have no morality. They do not take into
account whether something is right or wrong. The super-
ego is the Freudian structure of personality that is the
moral branch of personality. The superego takes into
account whether something is right or wrong. Think of the
superego as what we often refer to as our “conscience.” You
probably are beginning to sense that both the id and the
superego make life rough for the ego. Your ego might say,
“I will have sex only occasionally and be sure to take the
proper precautions because I don’t want the intrusion of a
child in the development of my career.” However, your id
is saying, “I want to be satisfied; sex is pleasurable.” Your
superego is at work, too: “I feel guilty about having sex.”

As Freud listened to, probed, and analyzed his
patients, he became convinced that their problems were
the result of experiences early in life. Freud believed that
we go through five stages of psychosexual development,
and that at each stage of development we experience pleas-
ure in one part of the body more than in others. Erogenous
zones, according to Freud, are parts of the body that have
especially strong pleasure-giving qualities at particular
stages of development.

Freud thought that our adult personality is determined
by the way we resolve conflicts between these early sources
of pleasure—the mouth, the anus, and then the genitals—
and the demands of reality. When these conflicts are not
resolved, the individual may become fixated at a particular
stage of development. Fixation occurs when the individual

Born and raised in Hong Kong and educated in both Japan
and the United States, Dr. Teresa To has established an
impressive research career in children’s health in Canada.
Currently on staff at Toronto’s Hospital for Sick Children, the
University of Toronto, and the Institute for Clinical Evaluative
Sciences in Ontario, Dr. To has published over 70 scientific
articles, as well as 10 book chapters, and 50 conference pre-
sentations in the past 15 years. In addition, she has received
over $2 million in research grants in the past 10 years, includ-
ing a 5-year award from the Canadian Institute for Health
Research, which recognized her scientific achievements. The
award allows Dr. To to continue her work in childhood asthma,
one of her major research areas. Her interest in asthma came
from personal experience, since this respiratory condition
“affects so many of my fellow friends and relatives back
home.” Her current work involves the establishment of “a
pediatric asthma surveillance system for Ontario” and the
examination of asthma sufferers’ health in the long term. In
addition to asthma, Dr. To also studies young children’s devel-
opment. Her work in this regard is based on a belief that the
complex interaction of biological, social, and environmental
factors determines developmental outcomes. Her goal is to
design studies “identifying children at risk of poor develop-
ment … and establishing screening and prevention programs
for these children and families.”

(Source: Personal correspondence with Dr. Teresa To)

Dr. Teresa To

Teresa To, Researcher 
in Child Health
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remains locked in an earlier developmental stage because needs are under- or over-
gratified. For example, a parent might wean a child too early, be too strict in toi-
let training the child, punish the child for masturbation, or “smother” the child
with too much attention. Figure 2.1 illustrates the five
Freudian stages.

The oral stage is the first Freudian stage of develop-
ment, occurring during the first 18 months of life, in
which the infant’s pleasure centres around the mouth.
Chewing, sucking, and biting
are the chief sources of pleas-
ure. These actions reduce ten-
sion in the infant.

The anal stage occurs
between 11/2 and 3 years
of age, during which the
child’s greatest pleasure
involves the anus or the

eliminative functions associated with it. In Freud’s
view, the exercise of anal muscles reduces tension.

The phallic stage, the third Freudian stage of
development, occurs between the ages of three
and six; its name comes from the Latin word
phallus, which means “penis.” During the phallic

stage, pleasure focuses on the genitals as both boys and girls discover that
self-manipulation is enjoyable.

In Freud’s view, the phallic stage has a special importance in person-
ality development because it is during this period that the Oedipus com-
plex appears. This name comes from Greek mythology, in which Oedipus,
the son of the King of Thebes, unwittingly kills his father and marries his
mother. The Oedipus complex, according to Freudian theory, involves the
young child’s intense desire to replace the same-sex parent and enjoy the
affections of the opposite-sex parent.

How is the Oedipus complex resolved? At about five to six years of age, children
recognize that their same-sex parent might punish them for their incestuous wishes.
To reduce this conflict, the child identifies with the same-sex parent, striving to be
like him or her. If the conflict is not resolved, though, the individual may become
fixated at the phallic stage.

The latency stage is the fourth Freudian stage of development, which occurs
between approximately six years of age and puberty; the child represses all interest
in sexuality and develops social and intellectual skills. These activities channel much
of the child’s energy into emotionally safe areas and help the child forget the highly
stressful conflicts of the phallic stage.

The genital stage is the fifth and final Freudian stage of development, occurring
from puberty on. The genital stage is a time of sexual reawakening; the source of sex-
ual pleasure now becomes someone outside of the family. Freud believed that unre-
solved conflicts with parents re-emerge during adolescence. When resolved, the
individual is capable of developing a mature love relationship and functioning inde-
pendently as an adult.

Many contemporary psychoanalytic theorists place less emphasis on sexual
instincts and more emphasis on cultural experiences as determinant of an individ-
ual’s development. Unconscious thought remains a central theme, but most contem-
porary psychoanalysts believe that conscious thought makes up more of the mind
than Freud envisioned.
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Sigmund Freud, the pioneering architect of
psychoanalytic theory. How did Freud believe
each individual’s personality is organized?

A time of sexual
reawakening; source
of sexual pleasure
becomes someone
outside the family.

GENITAL
STAGE

Puberty Onward

Child represses
sexual interest and
develops social and
intellectual skills.

LATENCY
STAGE

6 Yrs. to Puberty

Pleasure focuses on
the genitals.

PHALLIC
STAGE

3 to 6 Yrs.

Child’s pleasure
focuses on the anus.

ANAL
STAGE

11/2 to 3 Yrs.

Infant’s pleasure
centres on the mouth.

ORAL
STAGE

Birth to 11/2 Yrs.

FIGURE 2.1
Freudian Stages

“So, Mr. Fenton . . . Let’s begin with
your mother.”



Erikson’s Theory Erik Erikson (1902–1994) recognized Freud’s contribu-
tions but believed that Freud misjudged some important dimensions of human devel-
opment. Erikson (1950, 1968) said we develop in psychosocial stages, in contrast to
Freud’s psychosexual stages. For Freud, the primary motivation for human behaviour
was sexual in nature; for Erikson, it was social and reflected a desire to affiliate with
other people. Erikson emphasized developmental change throughout the human life
span, whereas Freud argued that our basic personality is shaped in the first five years
of life. In Erikson’s theory, eight stages of development unfold as we go through the life
span (see figure 2.2). Each stage consists of a unique developmental task that con-
fronts individuals with a crisis that must be faced. According to Erikson, this
crisis is not a catastrophe but a turning point of increased vulnerability and
enhanced potential. The more successfully an individual resolves the crises, the
healthier development will be (Hopkins, 2000).

Trust versus mistrust is Erikson’s first psychosocial stage, experienced in
the first year of life. A sense of trust requires a feeling of physical comfort and
a minimal amount of fear and apprehension about the future.
Trust in infancy sets the stage for a lifelong expectation that the
world will be a good and pleasant place.

Autonomy versus shame and doubt is Erikson’s second stage
of development, occurring in late infancy and toddlerhood (one
to three years). After gaining trust in their caregivers, infants
begin to discover that their behaviour is their own.
They start to assert their sense of independence, or
autonomy. They realize their will. If infants are
restrained too much or punished too harshly, they
are likely to develop a sense of shame and doubt.

Initiative versus guilt is Erikson’s third stage of
development, occurring during the preschool years.
As preschool children encounter a
widening social world, they are chal-
lenged more than when they were
infants. Active, purposeful behaviour is
needed to cope with these challenges.
Children are asked to assume responsi-
bility for their bodies, their behaviour,
their toys, and their pets.
Developing a sense of
responsibility increases
initiative. Uncomfortable
guilt feelings may arise,
though, if the child is
irresponsible and is made
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Erikson’s
stages

Developmental
period

Infancy
(first year)

Trust versus
mistrust

Infancy
(ages 1–3)

Autonomy
versus shame
and doubt

Early
childhood
(preschool
years,
ages 3–5)

Initiative
versus
guilt

Middle and
late childhood
(elementary
school years,
6 years–
puberty)

Industry
versus
inferiority

Adolescence
(10 to 20 years)

Identity
versus
identity
confusion

Early
adulthood
(20s, 30s)

Intimacy
versus
isolation

Middle
adulthood
(40s, 50s)

Generativity
versus
stagnation

Late adulthood
(60s–     )

Integrity
versus
despair

FIGURE 2.2
Erikson’s Eight Life-Span Stages

Erikson’s Theory
Eight stages of psychosocial development
unfold throughout the human life span. Each
stage consists of a unique developmental
task that confronts individuals with a crisis
that must be faced.

Erik Erikson with his wife, Joan, an artist.
Erikson generated one of the most
important developmental theories of the
twentieth century. Which stage of Erikson’s
theory are you in? Does Erikson’s
description of this stage characterize you?



to feel too anxious. Erikson has a positive outlook on this stage. He believes that most
guilt is quickly compensated for by a sense of accomplishment.

Industry versus inferiority, Erikson’s fourth developmental stage, occurs approxi-
mately in the elementary school years. Children’s initiative brings them in contact
with a wealth of new experiences. As they move into middle and late childhood, they
direct their energy toward mastering knowledge and intellectual skills. At no other
time is the child more enthusiastic about learning than at the end of early childhood’s
period of expansive imagination. The danger in the elementary school years is the
development of a sense of inferiority—of feeling incompetent and unproductive.
Erikson believes that teachers have a special responsibility for children’s development
of industry. Teachers should “mildly but firmly coerce children into the adventure of
finding out that one can learn to accomplish things which one would never have
thought of by oneself” (Erikson, 1968, p. 127).

Identity versus identity confusion is Erikson’s fifth developmental stage, which
individuals experience during the adolescent years. At this time, individuals are faced
with finding out who they are, what they are all about, and where they are going in
life. Adolescents are confronted with many new roles and adult statuses—vocational
and romantic, for example. Parents need to allow adolescents to explore many dif-
ferent roles and different paths within a particular role. If the adolescent explores
such roles in a healthy manner and arrives at a positive path to follow in life, then a
positive identity will be achieved. If an identity is pushed on the adolescent by par-
ents, if the adolescent does not adequately explore many roles, and if a positive future
path is not defined, then identity confusion reigns.

Intimacy versus isolation is Erikson’s sixth developmental stage, which individu-
als experience during the early adulthood years. At this time, individuals face the
developmental task of forming intimate relationships with others. Erikson describes
intimacy as finding oneself, yet losing oneself in another. If the young adult forms
healthy friendships and an intimate relationship with another individual, intimacy
will be achieved; if not, isolation will result.

Generativity versus stagnation is Erikson’s seventh developmental stage, which indi-
viduals experience during middle adulthood. A chief concern is to assist the younger
generation in developing and leading useful lives—this is what Erikson means by gen-
erativity. The feeling of having done nothing to help the next generation is stagnation.

Integrity versus despair is Erikson’s eighth and final stage of development, which
individuals experience in late adulthood. This involves reflecting on the past and
either piecing together a positive review, or concluding that one’s life has not been
well spent. Through many different routes, the older person may have developed a
positive outlook in most or all of the previous stages of development. If so, the ret-
rospective glances will reveal a picture of a life well spent, and the person will feel a
sense of satisfaction—integrity will be achieved. If the older adult has resolved many
of the earlier stages negatively, the retrospective glances likely will yield doubt or
gloom—the despair Erikson talks about.

Erikson does not believe that the proper solution to a stage crisis is always com-
pletely positive. Some exposure or commitment to the negative end of the person’s
bipolar conflict is sometimes inevitable—you cannot trust all people under all cir-
cumstances and survive, for example. Nonetheless, in the healthy solution to a stage
crisis, the positive resolution dominates.

Evaluating the Psychoanalytic Theories The contributions of
psychoanalytic theories include their emphasis on these factors:

• Early experience plays an important part in development.
• Family relationships are a central aspect of development.
• Personality can be better understood if it is examined developmentally.
• The mind is not all conscious; unconscious aspects of the mind need to be

considered.
• Changes take place in adulthood as well as in the childhood years (Erikson).
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These are some criticisms of psychoanalytic theories:

• The main concepts of psychoanalytic theories have been difficult to test scientfically.
• Much of the data used to support psychoanalytic theories comes from individuals’

reconstruction of the past, often the distant past, and is of unknown accuracy.
• The sexual underpinnings of development are given too much importance (espe-

cially in Freud’s theory).
• The unconscious mind is given too much credit for influencing development.
• Psychoanalytic theories present an image of humans that is too negative (espe-

cially Freud).
• Psychoanalytic theories are culture- and gender-biased.

To read about such culture and gender bias, see the Socio-cultural Worlds of
Development box.

Cognitive Theories
Whereas psychoanalytic theories stress the importance of children’s unconscious
thoughts, cognitive theories emphasize their conscious thoughts. Three important
cognitive theories are Piaget’s cognitive development theory, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural
cognitive theory, and the information-processing approach.

Piaget’s theory will be covered in greater detail later in this book when we dis-
cuss cognitive development in infancy, early childhood, middle and late childhood,
and adolescence. Here we briefly present the main ideas of his theory.

Piaget’s Cognitive Developmental Theory The famous Swiss
psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) proposed an important theory of cognitive
development. Piaget’s theory states that children actively construct their understand-
ing of the world and go through four stages of cognitive development. Two processes
underlie this cognitive construction of the world: organization and adaptation. To
make sense of our world, we organize our experience. For example, we separate
important ideas from less important ideas. We connect one idea to another. But not
only do we organize our observations and experiences, we also adapt our thinking to
include new ideas because additional information furthers understanding. Piaget
(1954) believed that we adapt in two ways: assimilation and accommodation.

Assimilation occurs when individuals incorporate new information into their exist-
ing knowledge. Accommodation occurs when individuals adjust to new information.
Consider the circumstance in which a nine-year-old girl is given a hammer and nails
to hang a picture on the wall. She has never used a hammer, but from observation
she realizes that a hammer is an object to be held, that it is swung by the handle to
hit the nail, and that it is usually swung a number of times. Recognizing each of these
things, she fits her behaviour to the information she already has (assimilation).
However, the hammer is heavy, so she holds it near the top. She swings too hard and
the nail bends, so she adjusts the pressure of her strikes. These adjustments reveal
her ability to alter slightly her conception of the world (accommodation).

Piaget thought that assimilation and accommodation operate even in the very
young infant’s life. Newborns reflexively suck everything that touches their lips
(assimilation), but, after several months of experience, they construct their under-
standing of the world differently. Some objects, such as fingers and the mother’s
breast, can be sucked, but others, such as fuzzy blankets, should not be sucked
(accommodation).

Piaget also believed that we go through four stages in understanding the world
(see figure 2.3). Each of the stages is age-related and consists of distinct ways of
thinking. Remember, according to Piaget, it is the different way of understanding
the world that makes one stage more advanced than another; knowing more infor-
mation does not make the child’s thinking more advanced. This is what Piaget
meant when he said the child’s cognition is qualitatively different in one stage than
in another (Vidal, 2000).
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Piaget’s theory
Children actively construct their understanding of
the world and go through four stages of cognitive
development.

assimilation
In Piaget’s theory, an individual’s incorporation of
new information into her or his existing
knowledge.

accommodation
In Piaget’s theory, an individual’s adjustment to
new information.

Horney’s Theory

Piaget’s Theory



The sensorimotor stage, which lasts from birth to about two years of age, is the first
Piagetian stage. In this stage, infants construct an understanding of the world by coordi-
nating sensory experiences (such as seeing and hearing) with physical, motoric actions—
hence the term sensorimotor. At the beginning of this stage, newborns have little more
than reflexive patterns with which to work. At the end of the stage, two-year-olds have
complex sensorimotor patterns and are beginning to operate with primitive symbols.

The preoperational stage, which lasts from approximately two to seven years of
age, is the second Piagetian stage. In this stage, children begin to represent the world
with words, images, and drawings. However, although preschool children can sym-
bolically represent the world, according to Piaget, they still lack the ability to perform
operations, the Piagetian term for internalized mental actions that allow children to
do mentally what they previously did physically.

The concrete operational stage, which lasts from approximately 7 to 11 years of
age, is the third Piagetian stage. In this stage, children can perform operations, and
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SOCIO-CULTURAL WORLDS OF DEVELOPMENT

Karen Horney developed the first feminist-
based criticism of Freud’s theory. Horney’s
model emphasizes women’s positive qualities
and self-evaluation. In what respect did Horney
think Freud was off-base?

Cultural and Gender Bias in Freud’s Theory

THE OEDIPUS COMPLEX was one of Freud’s most influen-
tial concepts, involving early psychosexual relationships
for later personality development. Freud’s theory was
developed during the Victorian era of the late nineteenth
century, when the male was dominant and the female
was passive, and when sexual interests, especially the
female’s, were repressed.

Many psychologists believe Freud overemphasized
behaviour’s biological determinants and did not give ade-
quate attention to socio-cultural influences. In particular, his
view on the differences between males and females has a
strong biological flavour and focuses on anatomical differ-
ences. That is, Freud argued that because they have a
penis, boys develop a dominant, powerful personality, and
that girls, because they do not have a penis, develop a sub-
missive, weak personality. In basing his view of male/female
differences in personality development on anatomical dif-
ferences, Freud ignored the enormous impact of culture and
experience in determining the personalities of the male and
the female (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998).

Three-quarters of a century ago, English anthropolo-
gist Bronislaw Malinowski (1927) observed the behaviour
of the Trobriand islanders of the Western Pacific. He
found that the Oedipus complex is not universal, but
depends on cultural variations in families. The family pat-
tern of the Trobriand islanders is different than in many
cultures. In the Trobriand Islands, the biological father is
not the head of the household. This role is reserved for
the mother’s brother, who acts as a disciplinarian. Thus,
the Trobriand islanders tease apart the roles played by
the same person in Freud’s Vienna and in many other cul-
tures. In Freud’s view, this different family constellation
should make no difference. The Oedipus complex should
still emerge, in which the father is the young boy’s hated
rival for the mother’s love. However, Malinowski found no

indication of conflict between fathers and sons in the
Trobriand islanders. But he did observe some negative
feelings directed by the boy toward the maternal uncle.

The first feminist-based criticism of Freud’s theory was
proposed by psychoanalytic theorist Karen Horney
(1967). She developed a model of women with positive
feminine qualities and self-evaluation. Her critique of
Freud’s theory included reference to a male-dominant
society and culture. Rectification of the male bias in psy-
choanalytic theory continues today.



logical reasoning replaces intuitive thought as long as reasoning can be applied to
specific or concrete examples. For instance, concrete operational thinkers cannot
imagine the steps necessary to complete an algebraic equation, which is too abstract
for thinking at this stage of development.

The formal operational stage, which appears between the ages of 11 and 15, is
the fourth and final Piagetian stage. In this stage, individuals move beyond con-
crete experiences and think in abstract and more logical terms. As part of think-
ing more abstractly, adolescents develop images of ideal circumstances, and begin
to entertain possibilities for the future. In solving problems,
formal operational thinkers are more systematic, developing
hypotheses about why something is happening the way it is,
then testing these hypotheses.

Vygotsky’s Socio-cultural Cognitive Theory
Like Piaget, Russian Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) also believed that
children actively construct their knowledge. Vygotksy’s theory is
a socio-cultural cognitive theory that emphasizes developmental
analysis, the role of language,
and social relations. Vygotsky
was born in Russia in the
same year as Piaget, but died
much earlier.

Three claims capture the heart of Vygotsky’s
(1962) view (Tappan, 1998): (1) the child’s cognitive
skills can be understood only when they are devel-
opmentally analyzed and interpreted, (2) cognitive
skills are mediated by words, language, and forms of
discourse, which serve as psychological tools for
facilitating and transforming mental activity, and (3)
cognitive skills have their origins in social relations
and are embedded in a socio-cultural backdrop.

For Vygotsky, taking a developmental approach means that, in order to under-
stand any aspect of the child’s cognitive functioning, one must examine its origins
and transformations from earlier to later forms. Thus, a particular mental act, such
as using private speech (speech to self), cannot be viewed accurately in isolation, but
should be evaluated as a step in a gradual developmental process.

Vygotsky’s second claim, that to understand cognitive functioning it is necessary
to examine the tools that mediate and shape it, led him to believe that language is
the most important of these tools. Vygotsky argued that, in early childhood, language
begins to be used as a tool that helps the child plan activities and solve problems.

Vygotsky’s third claim was that cognitive skills originate in social relations and
culture. Vygotsky portrayed the child’s development as inseparable from social and
cultural activities. He believed that the development of memory, attention, and reason-
ing involves learning to use the inventions of society, such as language, mathematical
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The adolescent reasons in
more abstract, idealistic,
and logical ways.

FORMAL
OPERATIONAL

STAGE

11 years of age
through adulthood

The child can now reason 
logically about concrete
events and classify
objects into different sets.

CONCRETE
OPERATIONAL

STAGE

7–11 years of age
The child begins to 
represent the world with 
words and images. These 
words and images reflect
increased symbolic 
thinking and go beyond
the connection of sensory
information and physical
action.

PREOPERATIONAL
STAGE

2–7 years of age
The infant constructs an
understanding of the world
by coordinating sensory
experiences with physical
actions. An infant 
progresses from reflexive, 
instinctual action at birth to
the beginning of symbolic
thought toward the end
of the stage.

SENSORIMOTOR
STAGE

Birth to 2 years of age

FIGURE 2.3
Piaget’s Four Stages of
Cognitive Development

Jean Piaget, the famous Swiss developmental
psychologist, changed the way we think
about the development of children’s minds.
What are some key ideas in Piaget’s theory?

Vygotksky’s theory
A socio-cultural cognitive theory that emphasizes
developmental analysis, the role of language, and
social relations.



systems, and memory strategies. In one culture, this might consist of learning to
count with the help of a computer. In another, it might consist of counting on one’s
fingers or using beads.

Vygotsky’s theory has stimulated considerable interest in the view that knowl-
edge is situated and collaborative (Greeno, Collins, & Resnick, 1996; Kozulin, 2000;
Rogoff, 1998). That is, knowledge is distributed among people and environments,
which include objects, artifacts, tools, books, and the communities in which people
live. This suggests that knowing can best be advanced through interaction with oth-
ers in co-operative activities.

Within these basic claims, Vygotsky articulated unique and influential ideas about
the relation between learning and development. In chapter 8, “Physical and Cognitive
Development in Early Childhood,” we will further explore Vygotsky’s contributions
to our understanding of children’s development.

The Information-Processing Approach The information-processing
approach emphasizes that individuals manipulate information, monitor it, and strate-
gize about it. Central to this approach are the processes of memory and thinking.
According to the information-processing approach, individuals develop a gradually
increasing capacity for processing information, which allows them to acquire increas-
ingly complex knowledge and skills (Bjorklund & Rosenbaum, 2000; Chen & Siegler,
2000; Siegler, 2001). Unlike Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory, the information-
processing approach does not describe development as being stagelike.

Although a number of factors stimulated the growth of the information-processing
approach, none was more important than the computer, which demonstrated that a
machine could perform logical operations. Psychologists began to wonder if the log-
ical operations carried out by computers might tell us something about how the
human mind works. They drew analogies to computers to explain the relation between
cognition or thinking and the brain. The physical brain is said to be analogous to the
computer’s hardware, cognition to its software. Although computers and software are
not perfect analogies for brains and cognitive activities, the comparison contributed
to our thinking about the mind as an active information-processing system.

Robert Siegler (1998), a leading expert on children’s information processing,
believes that thinking is information processing. He says that when individuals per-
ceive, encode, represent, store, and retrieve information, they are thinking. Siegler
believes that an important aspect of development is learning good strategies for pro-
cessing information. For example, becoming a better reader might involve learning
to monitor the key themes of the material being read.

Evaluating the Cognitive Theories The contributions of cognitive
theories include the following:

• The cognitive theories present a positive view of development, emphasizing indi-
viduals’ conscious thinking.

• The cognitive theories (especially Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s) emphasize the indi-
vidual’s active construction of understanding.

• Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories underscore the importance of examining devel-
opmental changes in children’s thinking.

• The information-processing approach offers detailed descriptions of cognitive
processes.

These are some criticisms of cognitive theories:

• There is skepticism about the pureness of Piaget’s stages.
• The cognitive theories do not give adequate attention to individual variations in

cognitive development.
• The information-processing approach does not provide an adequate description

of developmental changes in cognition.
• Psychoanalytic theorists argue that the cognitive theories do not give enough

credit to unconscious thought.
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There is considerable interest today in Lev
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural cognitive theory of
child development. What were Vygotsky’s three
basic claims about children’s development?

Vygotsky’s Theory

information-processing approach
The approach that emphasizes that individuals
manipulate information, monitor it, and strategize
about it. Central to information processing are the
processes of memory and thinking.



To this point we have studied a number of ideas about psychoanalytic and cog-
nitive theories. A review of these ideas is presented in summary table 2.1.

Behavioural and Social Cognitive Theories
Behaviourists believe essentially that we can study scientifically only what can be
directly observed and measured. At about the same time as Freud was interpreting
patients’ unconscious minds through their early childhood experiences, Ivan Pavlov
and John B. Watson were conducting detailed observations of behaviour in controlled
laboratory settings. Out of the behavioural tradition grew the belief that development
is observable behaviour that can be learned through experience with the environment.

Pavlov’s Classical Conditioning In the early 1900s, Russian physiol-
ogist Ivan Pavlov (1927) knew that dogs innately salivate when they taste food. He
became curious when he observed that dogs salivate to various sights and sounds
before eating their food. For example, when an individual paired the ringing of a bell
with the food, the bell ringing subsequently developed the ability to elicit the saliva-
tion of the dogs when it was presented by itself. Pavlov discovered the principle of
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SUMMARY TABLE 2.1
Psychoanalytic and Cognitive Theories

Concept

Psychoanalytic
Theories

Cognitive Theories

Processes/
Related Ideas

Freud’s Theory

Erikson’s Theory

Evaluating the
Psychoanalytic
Theories

Piaget’s Cognitive
Developmental
Theory

Vygotsky’s Socio-
cultural Cognitive
Theory

The Information-
Processing
Approach

Evaluating the
Cognitive
Theories

Characteristics/Descriptions

• Personality is made up of three structures—id, ego, and supergo. The
conflicting demands of these structures produce anxiety.

• Most of children’s thoughts are unconscious.
• Freud was convinced that problems develop because of early experiences.
• Individuals go through five psychosexual stages—oral, anal, phallic, latency,

and genital.

• His theory emphasizes these eight psychosocial stages of development: trust
vs. mistrust, autonomy vs. shame and doubt, initiative vs. guilt, industry vs.
inferiority, identity vs. identity confusion, intimacy vs. isolation, generativity vs.
stagnation, and integrity vs. despair.

• Their contributions include an emphasis on a developmental framework.
• One criticism is that they lack scientific support.

• Piaget believed that children play an active role in their cognitive development.
• Children use the processes of organization and adaptation (assimilation and

accommodation) to understand their world.
• Children go through four cognitive stages: sensorimotor, preoperational,

concrete operational, and formal operational.

• His theory consists of three basic claims about development: (1) Cognitive skills
need to be interpreted developmentally, (2) cognitive skills are mediated by
language, and (3) cognitive skills have their origins in social relations and culture.

• This view emphasizes that individuals manipulate information, monitor it, and
strategize about it.

• The development of computers stimulated interest in this approach.

• Their contributions include an emphasis on the active construction of
understanding.

• One criticism is that they give too little attention to individual variation.



classical conditioning, in which a neutral stimulus (in our example, ringing a bell)
acquires the ability to produce a response originally produced by another stimulus
(in our example, food).

In the 1920s, John Watson wanted to show that Pavlov’s concept of classical con-
ditioning could be applied to human beings. A little boy named Albert was shown a
white rat to see if he was afraid of it. He was not. As Albert played with the rat, a
loud nose was sounded behind his head. As you might imagine, the noise caused lit-
tle Albert to cry. After only several pairings of the loud noise and the white rat, Albert
began to fear the rat even when the noise was not sounded (Watson & Raynor, 1920).

Similarly, many of our fears—fear of the dentist from a painful experience, fear
of driving from being in an automobile accident, fear of heights from falling off a
high chair when we were infants, or fear of dogs from being bitten—can be learned
through classical conditioning.

Although Watson’s study (Watson & Raynor, 1920) provided the scientific com-
munity with valuable information, the kind of experimental manipulation per-
formed on Little Albert would be considered unethical by today’s standards. Later
in the chapter we will discuss the ethical precautions that must be taken in study-
ing individuals.

Skinner’s Operant Conditioning In B. F. Skinner’s (1938) operant
conditioning, the consequences of a behaviour produce changes in the probability of
the behaviour’s future occurrence. If a behaviour is followed by a rewarding stimu-
lus, it is more likely to recur, but if a behaviour is followed by a punishing stimulus,
it is less likely to recur. For example, when a person smiles at a child after the child
has done something, the child is more likely to engage in the activity than if the per-
son gives the child a nasty look.

For Skinner, such rewards and punishments shape individuals’ development. For
example, Skinner’s approach argues that shy people learned to be shy because of the
environmental experiences they had while growing up. It follows that rearranging
environmental experiences can help a shy person become more socially oriented.

Social Cognitive Theory Some psychologists believe that the behav-
iourists basically are right when they say development is learned and is influenced
strongly by environmental experiences. However, Skinner went too far in declaring
that cognition is unimportant to understanding development. Social cognitive the-
ory is the view of psychologists who emphasize behaviour, environment, and cognition
as the key factors in development.

American psychologists Albert Bandura (1986, 1998, 2000) and Walter Mischel
(1973, 1995) are the main architects of social cognitive theory’s contemporary ver-
sion, which Mischel (1973) initially labelled cognitive social learning theory. Both
Bandura and Mischel believe that cognitive processes are important mediators of
environment-behaviour connections. Bandura’s early research focused heavily on
observational learning, learning that occurs through observing what others do.
Observational learning is also referred to as imitation or modelling. What is cog-
nitive about observational learning in Bandura’s view? Bandura (1925–) believes
that people cognitively represent the behaviour of others and then sometimes adopt
this behaviour themselves. For example, a young boy might observe his father’s
aggressive outbursts and hostile interchanges with people; when observed with his
peers, the young boy’s style of interaction is highly aggressive, showing the same
characteristics as his father’s behaviour. A girl might adopt the dominant and sar-
castic style of her teacher. When observed interacting with her younger brother, she
says, “You are so slow. How can you do this work so slowly?” Social cognitive the-
orists believe that people acquire a wide range of such behaviours, thoughts, and
feelings through observing others’ behaviour. These observations form an impor-
tant part of life-span development.

Bandura’s (1986, 1998, 2000) most recent model of learning and development
involves behaviour, the person, and the environment. As shown in figure 2.4, behav-
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B. F. Skinner was a tinkerer who liked to make
new gadgets. The younger of his two daughters,
Deborah, was raised in Skinner’s enclosed Air-
Crib, which he invented because he wanted to
completely control her environment. The Air-
Crib was soundproofed and temperature-
controlled. Debbie, shown here as a child with
her parents, is currently a successful artist, is
married, and lives in London. What do you
think about Skinner’s Air-Crib?

social cognitive theory
The theory that behaviour, environment, and
person/cognitive factors are important in
understanding development.

Albert Bandura

Albert Bandura has been one of the leading
architects of social cognitive theory. What is the
nature of his theory?



iour, personal (and cognitive), and environmental factors operate interactively.
Behaviour can influence personal factors and vice versa. The person’s cognitive activ-
ities can influence the environment, the environment can change the person’s cogni-
tion, and so on.

Let’s consider how Bandura’s model might work in the case of a college student’s
achievement behaviour. As the student diligently studies and gets good grades, her
behaviour produces positive thoughts about her abilities. As part of her effort to make
good grades, she plans and develops a number of strategies to make her studying more
efficient. In these ways, her behaviour has influenced her thought and her thought has
influenced her behaviour. At the beginning of the term, her college made a special effort
to involve students in a study skills program. She decided to join. Her success, along with
that of other students who attended the program, has led the college to expand the pro-
gram next semester. In these ways, environment influenced behaviour, and behaviour
changed the environment. The college administrators’ expectations that the study skills
program would work made it possible in the first place. The program’s success has
spurred expectations that this type of program could work in other colleges. In these
ways, cognition changed the environment, and the environment changed cognition.

Evaluating the Behavioural and Social Cognitive Theories
Contributions of behavioural and social cognitive theories include their emphasis on:

• The importance of scientific research
• The environmental determinants of behaviour
• The importance of observational learning (Bandura)
• Person and cognitive factors (social cognitive theory)

Criticisms of the behavioural and social cognitive theories include:

• Too little emphasis on cognition (Pavlov, Skinner)
• Too much emphasis on environmental determinants
• Too little attention to developmental changes
• Too mechanical and too little consideration of the spontaneity and creativity

of humans

Ethological Theory
Sensitivity to different kinds of experience varies over the life span. The presence or
absence of certain experiences at particular times in the life span influences individ-
uals well beyond the time they first occur. Ethologists believe that most psychologists
underestimate the importance of these special time frames in early development.
Ethologists also stress the powerful roles that evolution and biological foundations
play in development (Rosenzweig, 2000).

Ethology emerged as an important view because of the work of European zool-
ogists, especially Konrad Lorenz (1903–1989). Ethology stresses that behaviour is
strongly influenced by biology, is tied to evolution, and is characterized by critical or sen-
sitive periods.

Working mostly with greylag geese, Lorenz (1965) studied a behaviour pattern
that was considered to be programmed within the birds’ genes. A newly hatched
gosling seemed to be born with the instinct to follow its mother. Observations
showed that the gosling was capable of such behaviour as soon as it hatched. Lorenz
proved that it was incorrect to assume that such behaviour was programmed in the
animal. In a remarkable set of experiments, Lorenz separated the eggs laid by one
goose into two groups. One group he returned to the goose to be hatched by her.
The other group was hatched in an incubator. The goslings in the first group per-
formed as predicted. They followed their mother as soon as they hatched. However,
those in the second group, which saw Lorenz when they first hatched, followed
him everywhere, as though he were their mother. Lorenz marked the goslings and
then placed both groups under a box. Mother goose and “mother” Lorenz stood aside
as the box lifted. Each group of goslings went directly to its “mother” (see figure 2.5).
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FIGURE 2.4
Bandura’s Social Cognitive
Model
P(C) stands for personal and cognitive
factors, B for behaviour, and E for
environment. The arrows reflect how relations
among these factors are reciprocal rather than
unidirectional.

Exploring Ethology

ethology
An approach that stresses that behaviour is strongly
influenced by biology, is tied to evolution, and is
characterized by critical or sensitive periods.

When imprinting studies go awry



Lorenz called this process imprinting, the rapid, innate learning within a limited crit-
ical period of time that involves attachment to the first moving object seen.

The ethological view of Lorenz and the European zoologists forced American
developmental psychologists to recognize the importance of the biological basis of
behaviour. However, the research and theorizing of ethology still seemed to lack
ingredients that would elevate it to the ranks of the other theories discussed so far
in this chapter. In particular, there was little or nothing in the classical ethological
view about the nature of social relationships across the human life span, something
that any major theory of development must explain. Also, its concept of critical
period, a fixed time period very early in development during which certain behav-
iours optimally emerge, seemed to be overdrawn. Classical ethological theory was
weak in stimulating studies with humans. Recent expansion of the ethological view
has improved its status as a viable developmental perspective.

One of the most important applications of ethological theory to human devel-
opment involves John Bowlby’s (1969, 1989) theory of attachment. Bowlby argues
that attachment to a caregiver over the first year of life has important consequences
throughout the life span. In his view, if this attachment is positive and secure, the
individual likely will develop more positively in childhood and adulthood. If it is neg-
ative and insecure, life-span development likely will not be optimal. In chapter 7,
“Socio-emotional Development in Infancy,” we will explore the concept of infant
attachment in greater detail.

Evaluating Ethological Theory Some of the contributions of etho-
logical theory:

• Increased focus on the biological and evolutionary base of development
• Use of careful observations in naturalistic settings
• Emphasis on sensitive periods of development

Some criticisms of ethological theory:

• The concepts of critical and sensitive periods might be too rigid
• Too strong an emphasis on biological foundations
• Inadequate attention to cognition
• The theory has been better at generating research with animals than with humans

Ecological Theory
While ethological theory stresses biological factors, ecological theory emphasizes
environmental factors. One ecological theory that has important implications for
understanding life-span development was created by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917–).
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FIGURE 2.5
Konrad Lorenz, a pioneering student of animal behaviour, is followed through the water by three imprinted greylag geese. Describe Lorenz’s
experiment with the geese. Do you think his experiment would have the same results with human babies? Explain.

Urie Bronfenbrenner developed ecological
theory, a perspective that is receiving increased
attention. His theory emphasizes the importance
of both micro and macro dimensions of the
environment in which an individual lives.



Ecological theory is Bronfenbrenner’s environmental sys-
tem view of development. It consists of five environmental sys-
tems ranging from the fine-grained inputs of direct interactions
with social agents to the broad-based inputs of culture. The five
systems in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory are the microsys-
tem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1986, 1995, 2000; Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 1998) ecological model is shown in figure 2.6. The
microsystem in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory is the set-
ting in which the individual lives. These contexts include the
person’s family, peers, school, and neighbourhood p. 10.
It is within the microsystem that most direct interactions with
social agents take place. The individual is not viewed as a
passive recipient of experiences in these settings, but as some-
one who helps to construct the settings. Bronfenbrenner
points out that most research on socio-cultural influences has
focused on microsystems.

The mesosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory involves relations between
microsystems or connections between contexts. Examples are the relation of family expe-
riences to school experiences, school experiences to church experiences, and family expe-
riences to peer experiences. For example, children whose parents have rejected them may
have difficulty developing positive relations with teachers. Developmentalists increasingly
believe that it is important to observe behaviour in multiple settings in order to obtain
a more complete picture of the individual’s development (Booth & Dunn, 1996).

The exosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory is involved when experiences
in another social setting—in which the individual does not have an active role—influ-
ence what the individual experiences in an immediate context. For exam-
ple, work experiences can affect a woman’s relationship with her
husband and their child. The mother might receive a pro-
motion that requires more travel, which might increase
marital conflict and change patterns of parent-child
interaction. Another example of an exosystem is
the municipal government, which is responsible
for the quality of parks, recreation centres,
and library facilities. Yet another example is
the federal government through its role in
the provision of medical care.

The macrosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological theory involves the culture in
which individuals live. Recall from chapter
1 that culture refers to the behaviour pat-
terns, beliefs, and all other products of a
group of people that are passed on from
generation to generation p. 10.
Remember also that cross-cultural studies—
the comparison of one culture with one or
more other cultures—provide information
about the generality of development.

The chronosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological theory involves the patterning of
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FIGURE 2.6
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory 
of Development

IMAGINE WHAT IT would be like to live in an environment
different from the one to which you have been accus-

tomed. If you grew up in a big city, think about what
your development would have been like in a rural area. Many
of the conveniences you have taken for granted might be
more difficult to access. Would that affect your expectations
of the world? If you are from a rural area or small town, what
would your life be like if you lived in an apartment building
with thousands of other residents? Would your values or aspi-
rations be different?

Critical ThinkingCritical Thinking

Imagine Growing up
Somewhere Else

ecological theory
Bronfenbrenner’s environmental system view of
development, involving five environmental
systems—microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem.
These emphasize the role of social contexts in
development.



environmental events and transitions over the life course, as well as socio-historical cir-
cumstances. For example, in studying the effects of divorce on children, researchers have
found that the negative effects often peak in the first year after the divorce. The effects
also are more negative for sons than for daughters (Hetherington, 1995). By two years
after the divorce, family interaction is less chaotic and more stable. With regard to socio-
cultural circumstances, women today are much more likely to be encouraged to pursue
a career than they were 20 or 30 years ago. In ways such as these, the chronosystem has
a powerful impact on our development.

Bronfenbrenner (1995; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) recently added biological
influences to his theory and now describes it as a bioecological theory. Nonetheless, eco-
logical, environmental contexts still predominate in Bronfenbrenner’s theory (Ceci, 2000).

Evaluating Ecological Theory Some of the contributions of ecologi-
cal theory:

• A systematic examination of macro and micro dimensions of environmental systems
• Attention to connections among environmental settings (mesosystem)
• Consideration of socio-historical influences on development (chronosystem)

Some criticisms of ecological theory:

• Too little attention to biological foundations of development, even with the
added discussion of biological influences in recent years

• Inadequate attention to cognitive processes

An Eclectic Theoretical Orientation
An eclectic theoretical orientation does not follow any one theoretical approach but,
rather, selects and uses from each theory whatever is considered the best in it. No single
theory described in this chapter is indomitable or capable of explaining entirely the
rich complexity of life-span development. Each of the theories has made important
contributions to our understanding of development, but none provides a complete
description and explanation. Psychoanalytic theory best explains the unconscious
mind. Erikson’s theory best describes the changes that occur in adult development.
Piaget’s, Vygotsky’s, and the information-processing views provide the most complete
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eclectic theoretical orientation
An approach that does not follow any one
theoretical approach, but instead selects and uses
whatever is considered the best in many different
theories.
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Note: Piaget’s theory, although initially set forth in the 
1930s, was not introduced to North America until the 
late 1960s. Likewise, Vygotsky’s theory, also initially 
conceptualized in the 1930s, started to be recognized by 
North American developmentalists in the 1970s, but only 
in the last decade has been given extensive attention. 
Bandura’s initial theorizing took place in the early 1960s 
and focused on observational learning. In the late 1980s, 
Bandura expanded his earlier views by focusing more on 
person/cognitive factors and changed the name of his 
theory from social learning theory to social cognitive 
theory. In recent years, less attention has been given to 
Freud’s theory, and more attention to Erikson’s theory, 
Bandura’s theory, Vygotsky’s theory, information 
processing, and ecological theory.

FIGURE 2.7
Time Line for Major Developmental Theories



description of cognitive development. The behavioural and social cognitive and eco-
logical theories have been the most adept at examining the environmental determi-
nants of development. The ethological theories have made us aware of biology’s role
and the importance of sensitive periods in development. It is important to recognize
that, although theories are helpful guides, relying on a single theory to explain devel-
opment is probably a mistake.

Throughout the book, you can view the study of development as it actually
exists—with different theorists making different assumptions, stressing different
empirical problems, and using different strategies to discover information.
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the behavioural 
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biological-
environmental 
interaction

The primary 
determinant
of behaviour

Ethological Discontinuity but no 
stages; critical or 
sensitive periods 
emphasized; early 
experiences very 
important

Strong biological 
view

Not emphasized

FIGURE 2.8
A Comparison of
Theories and Issues in
Life-Span Development



The theories that we have discussed were developed at different points in the
twentieth century. Figure 2.7 shows when these theories were proposed.

These theoretical perspectives, along with research issues that were discussed in
chapter 1 and methods that will be described shortly, provide a sense of the scien-
tific nature of human development. Figure 2.8 compares the main theoretical per-
spectives in terms of how they view important developmental issues and the methods
they use to study life-span development.

In addition to the theories discussed in this chapter, which serve as general frame-
works for thinking about and interpreting many aspects of development, there are
many more “local” theories, or mini-models, that guide research in specific areas
(Kuhn, 1998, Parke & Buriel, 1998). For example, in chapter 5 you will read about
the recently developed dynamic systems theory (Thelen & Smith, 1998), which offers
an explanation of infant perceptual-motor development.

The “micro” theories focus on a specific aspect or time frame of development,
seeking precise explanations of that particular dimension. As you read the remaining
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SUMMARY TABLE 2.2
Behavioural and Social Cognitive Theories,

Ethological Theory, Ecological Theory,
and an Eclectic Theoretical Orientation

Concept

Behavioural and
Social Cognitive
Theories

Ethological Theory

Ecological Theory

Eclectic
Theoretical
Orientation

Processes/
Related Ideas

Pavlov’s Classical
Conditioning

Skinner’s Operant
Conditioning

Social Cognitive
Theory

Evaluating the
Behavioural and
Social Cognitive
Theories

Lorenz

Evaluating
Ethological
Theory

Bronfenbrenner

Evaluating
Ecological Theory

Complexity,
Specificity

Characteristics/Descriptions

• A neutral stimulus acquires the ability to produce a response originally
produced by another stimulus.

• The consequences of a behaviour produce changes in the probability of the
behaviour’s future occurrence.

• In Bandura’s view, observational learning is a key aspect of life-span
development.

• Bandura emphasizes reciprocal interactions among the person (cognition),
behaviour, and environment.

• Contributions include an emphasis on scientific research.
• One criticism is that they give inadequate attention to developmental changes.

• Imprinting and critical periods are key concepts.

• Contributions include a focus on the biological and evolutionary basis of
development.

• Criticisms include a belief that the critical and sensitive period concepts are
too rigid.

• In Bronfenbrenner’s theory, five environmental systems are important:
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem.

• Contributions include a systematic examination of macro and micro
dimensions of environmental systems.

• One criticism is that it gives inadequate attention to biological and cognitive
factors.

• No single theory can explain the rich, complex nature of human development.
Each of these theories has made a different contribution.

• Many “local” theories, or mini-models, also guide research in specific areas of
child development.



chapters of this book, you will come across many of these more-focused views.
Together, the theories and the micro approaches give us a more complete view of
how the fascinating journey of development unfolds.

Research Methods
In addition to theories, the scientific study of development also involves
research. We will begin our research inquiry with an overview of the
measures researchers use to obtain information about development.

When researchers want to find out, for example, if cocaine taken by
pregnant women will affect the fetus, if academic preschool programs
place too much stress on young children, if watching a lot of TV detracts
from adolescents’ learning in school, or if social support decreases
depression in older adults, they can choose from many methods. We will
discuss these methods separately, but recognize that often more than one
is used in a single study.

Observation
Sherlock Holmes chided his assistant, Watson, “You see but you do not observe.” We
look at things all the time; however, casually watching two children interacting is not
the same as the type of observation used in scientific studies. Scientific observation is
highly systematic. It requires knowing what you are looking for, conducting observa-
tions in an unbiased manner, accurately recording and categorizing what you see, and
effectively communicating your observations (Kerig & Lindahl, 2001; McBurney, 2001).

A common way to record observations is to write them down, often using short-
hand or symbols. In addition, tape recorders, video cameras, special coding sheets,
one-way mirrors, and computers increasingly are being used to make observations
more efficient (Kerig& Lindahl, 2000).

Observations can be made in either laboratories or naturalistic settings (Hartmann
& George, 1999). A laboratory is a controlled setting from which many of the complex fac-
tors of the real world have been removed. Some researchers conduct studies in laborato-
ries at the colleges or universities where they teach. Although laboratories often help
researchers gain more control over the behaviour of the participants, laboratory studies
have been criticized as being artificial. In naturalistic observation, behaviour is observed
outside of a laboratory, in the so-called real world. Researchers conduct naturalistic obser-
vations in classrooms, at home, at youth centres, at museums, in neighbourhoods, in
nursing homes, and in other settings.
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RESEARCH METHODS

Case
Studies

Observation

Interviews
and

Questionnaires

Correlational
Research

Time Span of
Research

Experimental
Research

Science refines everyday thinking.

Albert Einstein
German-born American Physicist, 20th Century

laboratory
A controlled setting from which many of the
complex factors of the real world have been
removed.

In this research study, mother-child interaction is being videotaped. Later, researchers will
code the interaction using precise categories. What methods other than observation might
researchers use to study mothers and children?

naturalistic observation
Observations that take place out in the real world
instead of in a laboratory.



Interviews and Questionnaires
Sometimes the quickest and best way to get information about people is to ask them
for it. Researchers use interviews and questionnaires (surveys) to find out about expe-
riences, beliefs, and feelings. Most interviews take place face to face, although they
can be done over the phone or via the Internet. Questionnaires are usually given to
individuals in printed form, and they are asked to fill them out. This can be done in
person, by mail, or via the Internet.

Good interviews and surveys involve concrete, specific, and unambiguous ques-
tions and a means of checking the authenticity of the respondents’ replies. However,
interviews and surveys are not without problems. One crucial limitation is that some
individuals respond in a way they think is most socially acceptable and desirable,
rather than how they truly think or feel. For example, when asked whether they cheat
on tests in school, some individuals may say that they don’t, even though they do,
because it is socially undesirable to cheat. Skilled interviewing techniques and ques-
tions that increase forthright responses are critical to obtaining accurate information.

Case Studies
A case study is an in-depth look at an individual. It often is used when unique aspects
of a person’s life cannot be duplicated, for either practical or ethical reasons. A case
study provides information about an individual’s fears, hopes, fantasies, traumatic
experiences, upbringing, family relationships, health, and anything else that helps a
psychologist understand that person’s development.

Although case studies provide dramatic, in-depth portrayals of people’s lives, we
need to exercise caution when generalizing from this information. The subject of a
case study is unique, with a genetic makeup and experiences no one else shares. In
addition, case studies involve judgments of unknown reliability, in that usually no
check is made to see if other psychologists agree with the observations.

Correlational Research
In correlational research, the goal is to describe the strength of the relation between two
or more events or characteristics. Correlational research is useful because, the more
strongly two events are correlated (related or associated), the more effectively we can
predict one from the other (McMillan, 2000). For example, if researchers find that low-
involved, permissive parenting is correlated with a child’s lack of self-control, it suggests
that low-involved, permissive parenting might be one source of the lack of self-control.

A caution is in order, however. Correlation does not equal causation. The correla-
tional finding just mentioned does not mean that permissive parenting necessarily causes
low self-control in children. It could mean that, but it also could mean that a child’s lack
of self-control causes the parents to simply throw up their arms in despair and give up
trying to control the child. It also could mean that other factors, such as heredity or
poverty, cause the correlation between permissive parenting and low self-control in chil-
dren. Figure 2.9 illustrates these possible interpretations of correlational data.

Experimental Research
Experimental research allows researchers to determine the causes of behaviour. They accom-
plish this task by performing an experiment, a carefully regulated procedure in which one or
more of the factors believed to influence the behaviour being studied are manipulated and
all other factors are held constant. If the behaviour under study changes when a factor is
manipulated, we say the manipulated factor causes the behaviour to change. “Cause” is the
event being manipulated. “Effect” is the behaviour that changes because of the manipu-
lation. Experimental research is the only truly reliable method of establishing cause and
effect. Because correlational research does not involve the manipulation of factors, it is
not a dependable way to isolate cause (Kantowitz, Roediger, & Elmes, 2001).
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questionnaire
A method similar to a highly structured interview
except that respondents read the questions and
mark their answers on paper rather than respond
verbally to the interviewer.

case study
An in-depth look at an individual.

Correlational Research

Experimental Research

correlational research
Research whose goal is to describe the strength
of the relation between two or more events or
characteristics.

experimental research
Research involving experiments that permit the
determination of cause. A carefully regulated
procedure in which one or more of the factors
believed to influence the behaviour being studied
are manipulated and all other factors are held
constant.



Experiments involve at least one independent
variable and one dependent variable. The inde-
pendent variable is the manipulated, influential,
experimental factor. The label “independent” indi-
cates that this variable can be changed independ-
ently of any other factors. For example, suppose we
want to design an experiment to study the effects of
peer tutoring on children’s achievement. In this
example, the amount and type of peer tutoring
could be independent variables. The dependent variable is the factor that is
measured in an experiment. It can change as the independent variable is
manipulated. The label dependent is used because this variable depends on
what happens to the participants in an experiment as the independent vari-
able is manipulated. In the peer tutoring study, achievement is the depend-
ent variable. This might be assessed in a number of ways. Let’s say in this
study it is measured by scores on a nationally standardized achievement test.

In experiments, the independent variable consists of differing experiences
that are given to one or more experimental groups and one or more control
groups. An experimental group is a group whose experience is manipulated. A control
group is a group that is treated the same in every way as the experimental group except for
the manipulated factor. The control group serves as the baseline against which the effects
of the manipulated condition can be compared. In the peer tutoring study, we need to
have one group of adolescents that gets peer tutoring (experimental group) and one that
doesn’t (control group).

Another important principle of experimental research is random assignment,
which involves assigning participants to experimental and control groups by chance. This
practice reduces the likelihood that the experiment’s results will be due to any pre-
existing differences between the groups. In our study of peer tutoring, random assign-
ment greatly reduces the probability that the two groups will differ on such factors as
age, family background, initial achievement, intelligence, personality, and health.

To summarize the study of peer tutoring and achievement, children are randomly
assigned to one of two groups: one (the experimental group) is given peer tutoring;
the other (control group) is not. The independent variables consist of the differing
experiences that the experimental and control groups receive. After the peer tutoring
is completed, the adolescents are given a nationally standardized achievement test
(dependent variable). Figure 2.10 illustrates the experimental research method
applied to a different problem: the effects of aerobic exercise by pregnant women on
their newborns’ breathing and sleeping patterns.

Time Span of Research
A special concern of developmentalists is the time span of a research investigation
(Miller, 1998). Studies that focus on the relation of age to some other variable are
common in life-span development. We have several options: We can study different
individuals of different ages and compare them; we can study the same individuals
as they age over time; or we can use some combination of these two approaches.

Cross-Sectional Approach The cross-sectional approach is a research
strategy in which individuals of different ages are compared at one time. For example,
in a study of children’s understanding of emotions, James Russell of the University
of British Columbia compared the responses of four-, five-, six-, and seven-year-olds
to questions regarding various emotions (Russell & Paris, 1994). Groups also can be
compared with respect to a variety of dependent variables: IQ, memory, peer rela-
tions, attachment to parents, hormonal changes, and so on. All of this can be accom-
plished in a short time. In some studies data are collected in a single day. Even in
large-scale cross-sectional studies with hundreds of subjects, data collection usually
does not take longer than several months to complete.
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FIGURE 2.9
Possible Explanations for
Correlational Data
An observed correlation between two events
cannot be used to conclude that one event
caused the other. Some possibilities are that
the second event caused the first event or that
a third, unknown event caused the correlation
between the first two events.

Permissive
parenting

causes

causes

cause

both

Permissive
parenting

Children’s lack
of self-control

Possible explanations for this correlation

Children’s lack
of self-control

Permissive
parenting

Children’s lack
of self-control

and

Other factors,
such as genetic
tendencies,
poverty, and
socio-historical
circumstances

As permissive
parenting
increases,
children’s
self-control
decreases.

Observed correlation

independent variable
The manipulated, influential, experimental factor in
an experiment.

dependent variable
The factor that is measured as the result of an
experiment.

experimental group
A group whose experience is manipulated in an
experiment.

control group
A comparison group in an experiment that is
treated the same in every way as the experimental
group except for the manipulated factor.

random assignment
In experimental research, the assignment of
participants to experimental and control groups by
chance.

cross-sectional approach
A research strategy in which individuals of
different ages are compared at one time.



The main advantage of the cross-sectional study is that the researcher
does not have to wait for the individuals to grow up or become older. Despite
its time efficiency, the cross-sectional approach has its drawbacks. It gives no
information about how individuals change or about the stability of their char-
acteristics. The increases and decreases of development—the hills and valleys
of growth and development—can become obscured in the cross-sectional
approach. For example, in a cross-sectional approach to perceptions of life
satisfaction, average increases and decreases might be revealed. But the study
would not show how the life satisfaction of individual adults waxed and
waned over the years. It also would not tell us whether adults who had pos-
itive or negative perceptions of life satisfaction as young adults maintained
their relative degree of life satisfaction as middle-aged or older adults.

Longitudinal Approach The longitudinal approach is a research
strategy in which the same individuals are studied over a period of time, usually
several years or more. For example, Carole Peterson of Memorial University of
Newfoundland, studied the development of children’s skills in recalling past
experiences by recording monthly the speech of ten children over one and
one-half years, starting when the children were two years old (Peterson &
McCabe, 1994).

Although longitudinal studies provide a wealth of information about such
important issues as stability and change in development and the importance of
early experience for later development, they are not without their problems
(Raudenbush, 2001). They are expensive and time-consuming. The longer the
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FIGURE 2.10
Principles of the Experimental
Strategy
The effects of aerobic exercise by pregnant women on
their newborns’ breathing and sleeping patterns.

Independent
variable

Dependent
variable

Newborn’s breathing
and sleeping patterns

Subjects randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups

Experimental
group
(aerobic
exercise)

Control
group
(no aerobic
exercise)

FIGURE 2.11
Cohort Effects
Cohort effects are due to a person’s time of birth or generation but not actually to age. Think for a moment about growing up in (a) the
Roaring Twenties, (b) the Great Depression, (c) the 1940s and World War II, (d) the 1960s, (e) the late 1980s, and (f) today. How might your
development be, depending on which of these time frames has dominated your life, your parents’ lives, your grandparents’ lives?

a b c

d e f
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Observation

Interview/
Survey

Case Study

Correlational
Research

Experimental
Research

Cross-Sectional/
Longitudinal/
Sequential Methods

• All theories emphasize some form of observation.
• Behavioural and social cognitive theories place the strongest 

emphasis on laboratory observation.
• Ethological theory places the strongest emphasis on naturalistic 

observation.

• Psychoanalytic and cognitive studies (Piaget, Vygotsky) often use 
interviews.

• Behavioural, social cognitive, and ethological theories are the 
least likely to use interview/survey.

• Psychoanalytic theories (Freud, Erikson) are the most likely to use 
this method.

• All of the theories use this research method, although 
psychoanalytic theories are the least likely to use it.

• The behavioural and social cognitive theories and the 
information- processing approach are the most likely to use 
the experimental method.

• Psychoanalytic theories are the least likely to use it.

• No theory described uses these methods more than any other.
• The sequential method is the least likely to be used by any theory. 

RESEARCH
METHOD THEORY

FIGURE 2.12
Connections of
Research Methods 
to Theories

study lasts, the more subjects drop out—they move, get sick, lose interest, and so forth.
This can bias the outcome of a study, because those who remain may be dissimilar to
those who drop out. Those individuals who remain in a longitudinal study over a num-
ber of years might be more compulsive and conformity-oriented, for example, or they
might have more stable lives.

Sequential Approach Sometimes developmentalists also combine the
cross-sectional and longitudinal approaches to learn about life-span development
(Schaie, 1993). The sequential approach is a combined cross-sectional, longitudinal
design. In most instances, this approach starts with a cross-sectional study that includes
individuals of different ages. A number of months or years after the initial assessment,
the same individuals are tested again—this is the longitudinal aspect of the design. At
this later time, a new group of subjects is assessed at each age level. The new groups
at each level are added at the later time to control for changes that might have
taken place in the original group—some might have dropped out of the study, or
retesting might have improved their performance, for example. The sequential
approach is complex, expensive, and time-consuming, but it does provide infor-
mation that is impossible to obtain from cross-sectional or longitudinal approaches
alone. The sequential approach has been especially helpful in examining cohort
effects in life-span development.

Cohort Effects A cohort is a group of individuals who have shared experiences
during the same time period. Cohort effects are due to a person’s time of birth or gener-
ation but not to actual age p. 8. For example, cohorts can differ in years of edu-
cation, child-rearing practices, health, attitudes toward sex, religious values, and economic
status (see figure 2.11). Cohort effects are important because they can powerfully affect
the dependent measures in a study ostensibly concerned with age. Researchers have shown
that cohort effects are especially important to investigate in the assessment of adult intel-
ligence (Schaie, 1996). For example, individuals born at different points in time—such as
1920, 1940, and 1960—have had varying opportunities for education.

Cross-sectional studies can show how different cohorts respond, but they can
confuse age changes and cohort effects. Longitudinal studies are effective in studying

longitudinal approach
A research strategy in which the same individuals
are studied over a period of time, usually several
years or more.

sequential approach
A combined cross-sectional, longitudinal design.

cohort
A group of individuals who have shared
experiences during the same time period

cohort effects
Effects that are due to a person’s time of birth or
generation but not to age.
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SUMMARY TABLE 2.3
Research Methods

Concept

Observation

Interviews and
Questionnaires

Case Studies

Correlational
Research

Experimental
Research

Time Span of
Research

Processes/
Related Ideas

Laboratory,
Naturalistic

Ask People for
Information

Focus on Individual

Relation, Not
Cause

To Determine
Cause

Cross-Sectional

Longitudinal

Sequential
Approach

Cohort Effects

Characteristics/Descriptions

• Observations need to be conducted systematically.
• Observations can be made in laboratories or in naturalistic settings.

• Most interviews take place face to face.
• Most questionnaires (surveys) are given to individuals in printed form to be

filled out.

• They represent an in-depth look at an individual.
• Generalizing from a case study to other people often is not warranted.

• The goal is to describe the relation between two or more events or characteristics.
• Correlation does not equal causation.

• This allows the determination of a behaviour’s causes.
• This involves examining the influence of at least one independent variable (the

manipulated, influential, experimental factor) on one or more dependent
variables (the measured factor).

• Participants are randomly assigned to one or more experimental and one or
more control groups.

• Study people all at one time.

• Study the same people over time.

• Combine cross-sectional, longitudinal design.

• Effects are due to time of birth or generation but not to chronological age.

age changes, but only within one cohort. With sequential studies, both age changes
in one cohort can be examined and compared with age changes in another cohort.

An important point is that the particular research method(s) that researchers use
is often associated with the researcher’s theoretical approach. Figure 2.12 illustrates
the connections between research methods and theories.

To this point we have studied a number of ideas about research methods. A
review of these ideas is presented in summary table 2.3.

Research Journals
Regardless of whether you pursue a career in life-span development, psychology,
or some related scientific field, you can benefit by learning about the journal
process. As a student you may be required to look up original research in jour-
nals as part of writing a term paper. As a parent, teacher, or nurse you might
want to consult journals to obtain information that will help you understand and
work more effectively with people. And, as an inquiring person, you might look
up information in journals after you have heard or read something that piqued
your curiosity.

A journal publishes scholarly and academic information, usually in a specific
domain—such as physics, math, sociology, or life-span development. Scholars in
these fields publish most of their research in journals, which are the source of core
information in virtually every academic discipline.

RESEARCH JOURNALS

The mark of the historic is the

nonchalance with which it picks up an

individual and deposits him in a trend,

like a house playfully moved in a tornado.

Mary McCarthy
American Author, 20th Century



Journal articles are usually written for other professionals in
the specialized field of the journal’s focus; therefore, they often
contain technical language and terms specific to the discipline that
are difficult for non-professionals to understand. Most of you have
already had one or more courses in psychology. You also will be
learning a great deal more in this course about the specialized field
of life-span development, which should improve your ability to
understand journal articles in this field.

An increasing number of journals publish information about life-
span development. Among them are: Developmental Psychology, Child
Development, Pediatric Nursing, Pediatrics, Journal of Gerontology, Infant
Behavior and Development, Journal of Research on Adolescence, Journal
of Adult Development, Journal of Gerontological Nursing, Psychology and
Aging, Human Development. In addition, a number of journals that do
not focus solely on development include articles on various aspects of
human development. These journals include: Canadian Journal of
Behavioural Science, Sex Roles, Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
Journal of Marriage and the Family, and Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology.

In psychology and the field of life-span development, most
journal articles are reports of original research. Many journals also
include review articles that present an overview of different studies
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Research journals are the core of information in virtually every
academic discipline. Those shown here are among the increasing
number of research journals that publish information about life-
span development. What are the main parts of a research article that
presents findings from original research?

IMPORTANT DECISIONS sometimes are made because of
seemingly unimportant events. Professor Doug Symons
of Acadia University in Nova Scotia can testify to that. At
a dinner one day, an acquaintance of his remarked that
women with babies “should be home taking care of the
children.” This comment triggered not only anger but also
action in Professor Symons. He decided to submit a grant
proposal on postpartum maternal employment and began
his impressive research on maternal work patterns, child-
hood attachment, and family processes.

Professor Symons joined Acadia University in 1989 after
receiving his Ph. D. in clinical psychology from the University
of Western Ontario. Like many clinical psychologists in aca-
demia, he teaches classes, conducts research, and provides
clinical training to students. The motivating factor behind—
and the link among—the various aspects of his career is his
curiosity about the origin of the human mind. “My goal as
a researcher is to address such questions. My goal as an
instructor is to ask such questions of students . . . [so they
might] ask and address their own questions using scientific
methodology.”

His goals are captured by an adage he encountered while
attending a conference in Sweden: Tanka frit ar start, New
tanka ratt ar storre (Freedom of thought is great; right thought
is greater). “A diversity of views and free exchange of ideas

are valued in science. But ultimately, views must be put to
scientific test and supported,” he commented—food for
thought from someone whose decision to venture into new
research areas began over dinner.

(Source: Personal correspondence with Doug Symons)

Dr. Douglas Symons

Douglas Symons, Child-Clinical Psychologist

CAREERS IN LIFE-SPAN DEVELOPMENT



on a particular topic—such as intergenerational relationships, infant attachment,
or adolescent depression.

Many journals are highly selective about what they publish. Every journal has
a board of experts who evaluate articles submitted for publication. Each submit-
ted paper is accepted or rejected on the basis of such factors as its contribution
to the field, theoretical relevance, methodological excellence, and clarity of writ-
ing (Leavitt, 2001). Some of the most prestigious journals reject as many as 80 to
90 percent of the articles that are submitted because they fail to meet the jour-
nal’s standards.

Where do you find journals such as those we have listed? Your college or university
library likely has one or more of them, and some public libraries also carry journals.

To help you understand the journals, let’s examine the format followed by many
of them. Their organization often takes this course: abstract, introduction, method,
results, discussion, and references.

The abstract is a brief summary that appears at the beginning of the article.
The abstract lets readers quickly determine whether the article is relevant to their
interests and whether they want to read the entire article. The introduction, as its
title suggests, introduces the problem or issue that is being studied. It includes a
concise review of research relevant to the topic, theoretical ties, and one or more
hypotheses to be tested. The method section consists of a clear description of the
subjects evaluated in the study, the measures used, and the procedures that were
followed. The method section should be sufficiently clear and detailed so that by
reading it another researcher could repeat or replicate the study. The results section
reports the analysis of the data collected. In most cases, the results section includes
statistical analyses that are difficult for non-professionals to understand. The dis-
cussion section describes the author’s conclusions, inferences, and interpretation of
what was found. Statements are usually made about whether the hypotheses pre-
sented in the introduction were supported, limitations of the study, and sugges-
tions for future research. The last part of the journal article, called references,
includes bibliographic information for each source cited in the article. The refer-
ences section is often a good source for finding other articles relevant to the topic
you are interested in.

Research Challenges
Research on development poses a number of challenges. Some of the challenges involve
the pursuit of knowledge itself. Others involve the effects of research on participants. Still
others relate to a better understanding of the information derived from research studies.

Ethics
The Canadian Psychological Association (CPA) publishes and periodically updates
ethical guidelines for both clinical and research psychologists in this country. Now in
its third edition, the Canadian Code of Ethics for Psychologists (CPA, 2000) states
that the primary professional goal for psychologists is “to respect the dignity of all
persons with whom they come in contact in their role as psychologists.”

For research, investigators must obtain informed consent from potential subjects
before a study begins. To secure consent, investigators should describe in clear terms the
purpose of the study, the procedure and materials used, the risks — both physical and
psychological — to the subjects, and the issue of confidentiality. Potential subjects then
can decide if they would like to participate in the study. Even after subjects have given
their informed consent, they have a right to refuse to participate in certain parts of the
study and to discontinue their participation completely during the course of the research.

Sometimes, in order to ensure that truthful responses from subjects can be
obtained, researchers have to conceal or distort certain information in their descrip-
tion of a study to potential subjects. On these occasions, the CPA (2000) suggests that
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researchers debrief subjects—i.e., describe the actual inten-
tions and answer subjects’ inquiries—after the procedure
has been completed.

Gender
Traditionally, science has been presented as unbiased and
value-free. However, many experts on gender believe that
psychological research often has entailed gender bias
(Anselmi, 1998; Doyle & Paludi, 1998) p. 11. They
argue that for too long the female experience was sub-
sumed under the male experience. For example, conclu-
sions have been drawn routinely about females based on
research conducted only with males. On the other hand,
many researchers have not included male subjects in
research on certain issues associated with female lifestyles
in Western societies, such as parental affection (Rohner,
1998).

Following are three broad questions that female schol-
ars have raised regarding gender bias in psychological
research (Tetreault, 1997):

• How might gender be a bias that influences the choice
of theory, questions, hypotheses, participants, and
research design?

• How might research on topics of primary interest to
females, such as relationships, feelings, and empathy,
challenge existing theory and research?

• How has research that exaggerated gender differences
between females and males influenced the way parents,
teachers, and others think about and interact with
female and male adolescents?

Ethnicity and Culture
More individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds need to
be included in research (Graham, 1992) p. 11.
Historically, ethnic minority individuals essentially have
been ignored in research or simply have been viewed as
variations from the norm or average. Their developmental
and educational problems have been viewed as “con-
founds,” or “noise,” in data. Some researchers have deliberately excluded these indi-
viduals from the samples they have selected to study (Ryan-Finn, Cauce, & Grove,
1995). Because ethnic minority individuals have been excluded from research for so
long, there likely is more variation in the real lives of people than research studies
have indicated (Stevenson, 1995, 1998, in press).

Researchers also have tended to practise what is called “ethnic gloss” when they
select and describe ethnic minority samples (Trimble, 1989). Ethnic gloss is using an
ethnic label in a superficial way that makes an ethnic group look more homogeneous
than it really is. Ethnic gloss can cause researchers to obtain samples of ethnic groups
that either are not representative or conceal the group’s diversity, which can lead to
overgeneralization and stereotyping.

To reduce the likelihood of ethnic gloss in research publications, the writing
manual of the American Psychological Association (2001), which is widely used in
social sciences in North America, suggests that researchers be aware of this issue. The
APA (2001) also recommends researchers “consult with their participants” (p. 52) with
regard to the ethnic designation the subjects prefer (APA, 2001). Another practice to

AS A RESEARCHER in developmental psychopathology, Dr. Lisa
Serbin is interested in the implications of research for practical
issues. Consistent with this interest, she urges researchers at
the Centre for Research in Human Development of Concordia
University in Montreal to contribute their expertise to help solve
real-world problems.

In a recent commentary to her colleagues, Dr. Serbin, the
Centre’s director, noted signs for optimism and opportunities in
developmental research in Canada at the dawn of the 21st cen-
tury. The improved economy and increased government fund-
ing are two of the positive trends that have benefitted
developmental research recently. In addition to this renewed
optimism, there are new opportunities. Dr. Serbin encouraged
researchers to begin attempts to work on problems facing
today’s society. For example, researchers can apply their knowl-
edge to the policy-making process in various areas, such as the
provision of quality public education, children’s pre-, peri-, and
post-natal health, childhood and family poverty, development of
prejudice, and the well-being of the aging population. This
would promote children’s developmental outcomes and the
overall welfare of society. “It is up to us, as social scientists, to
make our contribution in the areas of social, educational, and
health policy, as well as basic and applied research…[because
as we know] developmental scientists have important insights
and findings, as well as sophisticated methodologies for pre-
diction, prevention, and change, to offer society as a whole.”

(Source: Web sites of the Centre for Research in Human Development
and of Concordia University and personal correspondence with Dr. Lisa
Serbin).

Lisa Serbin, Researcher
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cope with ethnic gloss is to provide other background infor-
mation regarding the subjects so that readers can have a
clear picture of the sample. For example, in the study com-
paring Egyptian-Canadians’ and European-Canadians’ par-
enting mentioned in Chapter 1, Rudy and Grusec (2001)
described intra-group diversity in terms of immigration
history, education level, and age for both ethnic groups.

Also, historically, when researchers have studied ethnic
minority individuals, they mainly have focused on their prob-
lems. It is important to study the problems, such as poverty,
that ethnic minority individuals face, but it also is important
to examine their strengths as well, such as their pride, self-
esteem, problem-solving skills, and extended family support
systems. In the context of a more pluralistic view of our soci-
ety, researchers are increasingly studying the positive dimen-
sions of ethnic minority individuals (Swanson, 1997).

To this point we have discussed many ideas about
research journals and research challenges. A review of these
ideas is presented in summary table 2.4. In the next chap-
ter we will turn our attention to the biological beginnings
of human development.
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SUMMARY TABLE 2.4
Research Journals and Research Challenges

Concept

Research Journals

Research
Challenges

Processes/
Related Ideas

Scholarly and
Academic
Information

Ethics

Gender

Ethnicity and
Culture

Characteristics/Descriptions

• A journal publishes scholarly and academic information.
• Most journal articles are reports of original research.
• Most research journal articles follow this format: abstract, introduction,

methods, results, discussion, and references.

• Researchers recognize that a number of ethical requirements have to be met
when conducting studies.

• The best interests of the participants always have to be kept in mind.

• Every effort should be made to make research equitable for both females and
males.

• In the past, research often was biased against either sex, depending on 
the topic.

• A special concern is ethnic gloss.
• Researchers need to study both the strengths and the difficulties of people

from minority backgrounds.

EACH OF US has theories about human development,
and it is hard to imagine how we could get through

life without them. In this sense, we are all psychologists.
However, the theories of psychology that we carry around and
the way we obtain support for our theories are often quite dif-
ferent from the way psychologists go about theorizing and
collecting data about an issue or topic (Stanovich, 1998).

Think for a few moments about your views of human devel-
opment. How did you arrive at them? Might at least some of
them be biased? Now think about what you have read about
theories and methods in this chapter. How is our personal
psychology of life-span development different from the sci-
entific psychology of life-span development? Which one is
more likely to be accurate? Why? Although our personal psy-
chology and the scientific psychology of life-span develop-
ment are often different, in what ways might they be similar?

Critical ThinkingCritical Thinking

Isn’t Everyone 
a Psychologist?
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TO OBTAIN A DETAILED REVIEW OF THIS CHAPTER, STUDY THESE FIVE SUMMARY TABLES:

• Summary Table 2.1: Psychoanalytic and Cognitive Theories page 37

• Summary Table 2.2: Behavioural and Social Cognitive Theories, page 44
Ethological Theory, Ecological Theory,
and an Eclectic Theoretical Orientation

• Summary Table 2.3: Research Methods page 50

• Summary Table 2.4: Research Journals and Research Challenges page 54
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accommodation 33
assimilation 33
behavioural and social cognitive theory 38
case study 46
cohort 49
cohort effects 49
control group 47
correlational research 46
cross-sectional approach 47
dependent variable 47
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ecological theory 41
Erikson’s theory 31
ethology 39
experimental group 47
experimental research 46
hypotheses 28
independent variable 47
information-processing approach 36
laboratory 45

longitudinal approach 48
naturalistic observation 45
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The Net
Taking It to the Net

3. Clarice wants to be a research psychologist, but, being an animal
lover, is not sure that she could commit herself to research that
might subject animals—even laboratory mice—to harm.
According to the CPA code of ethics, what obligations do research
psychologists have to their research animals?

Connect to www.mcgrawhill.ca/college/santrock/lifespan to research
the answers and complete these exercises.

1. Like many students of life-span psychology,
Ymelda has a hard time with Freud’s theory,

insisting that it is “all about sex.” Is that the essence of Freud’s the-
oretical perspective?

2. Jacques’s life-span psychology teacher asked the class to read about
Albert Bandura’s famous “Bobo” doll experiment and determine if
there were any gender differences in the responses of boys and girls
who (1) saw aggressive behaviour rewarded and (2) who saw
aggressive behaviour punished. What should Juan’s conclusions be?
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First Canadian Edition, please log on to the text’s On-line Learning
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To further test your knowledge of this chapter or to explore our
extensive on-line resources that accompany Life-Span Development,


