Lesson03: Psychosocial Theory

1. Psychosocial theory definition: A set of principles that relates social
environment to psychological development.
2. Stages of Psychosocial Development

Like Piaget, Erikson had no formal training in psychology, but as a young man
he was trained by Freud as a psychoanalyst. Erikson hypothesized that people pass
through eight psychosocial stages in their lifetimes. At each stage, there are crises or
critical issues to be resolved. Most people resolve each psychosocial crisis
satisfactorily and put it behind them to take on new challenges, but some people do
not completely resolve these crises and must continue to deal with them later in life
(Miller, 1993). The eight stages of life according to Erikson's theory are summed up
below:
Stage I: Trust versus Mistrust (Birth i 18 Months): The goal of infancy is to develop a
basic trust in the world. Erikson (1968, p. 96) defined basic trust as "an essential
trustfulness of others as well as a fundamental sense of one's own trustworthiness."
This crisis has a dud nature: Infants not only have their needs met, but they also help
in meeting the mother's needs. The mother or maternal figure is usually the first
important person in the child's world. She is the one who must satisfy the infant's need
for food and affection. If the mother is inconsistent or rejecting, she becomes a source
of frustration for the infant rather than a source of pleasure.
Stage I1: Autonomy versus Doubt (18 Months to 3 Years): By the age of 2, most
babies can walk and have learned enough about language to communicate with other
people. Children no longer want to depend totally on others. Instead, they strive
toward autonomy, the ability to do things for themselves. The child's desires for
power and independence often clash with the desires of the parent. Erikson believes
that children at this stage have the dual desire to hold on and to let go. Parents who
are flexible enough to permit their children to explore freely and do things for
themselves, while at the same time providing an ever-present guiding hand, encourage
the establishment of a sense of autonomy. Parents who are overly restrictive and harsh
give their children a sense of powerlessness and incompetence, which can lead to

shame and doubt in one's abilities.



Stage Ill: Initiative versus Guilt (3 to 6 Years): During this period, children's
continually maturing motor and language skills permit them to be increasingly
aggressive and vigorous in the exploration of both their social and their physical
environment. Three-year-olds have a growing sense of initiative, which can be
encouraged by parents, other family members, and other caregivers who permit
children to run, jump, play, slide, and throw. "Being firmly convinced that he is a
person on his own, the child must now find out what kind of person he may become”
(Erikson, 1968, p. 11 5). Parents who severely punish children's attempts at initiative
will make the children feel guilty about their natural urges both during this stage and
later in life.

Stage 1V: Industry versus Inferiority (6 to 12 Years) Entry into school brings with
it a huge expansion in the child's social world. Teachers and peers take on increasing
importance for the child, while the influence of parents decreases. Children now want
to make things. Success brings with it a sense of industry, a good feeling about
oneself and one's abilities. Failure creates a negative self-image, a sense of
inadequacy that may hinder future learning. And "failure™ need not be real; it may be
merely an inability to measure up to one's own standards or those of parents, teachers,
or brothers and sisters.

Stage V: ldentity versus Role Confusion (12 to 18 Years) The question "Who am
I?" becomes important during adolescence. To answer it, adolescents increasingly
turn, away from parents and toward peer groups. Erikson believed that during
adolescence the individual's rapidly changing physiology, coupled with pressures to
make decisions about future education and career, creates the need to question and
redefine the psychosocial identity established during the earlier stages. Adolescence is
a time of change. Teenagers various experiments as they try to find out who they are
and who they can be. This new sense of self, or "ego identity," is not simply the sum
of the prior identifications. Rather, it is a reassembly or "an alignment of the
indvidual' s basic drives (ego) with his or her endowment (resolutions of the previous
crises) and his or her opportunities (needs, skills, goals, during adolescence and
approaching adulthood)" (Erikson, 1980- p.94).

Stage VI: Intimacy versus Isolation (Young Adulthood): Once young people know
who they are and where they are going, the stage is set for the sharing of their life
with another. The young adult is now ready to form a new relationship of trust and

intimacy with another individual, a "partner in friendship, competition, and
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cooperation.” This relationship should enhance the identity of both partners without
stifling the growth of either. The young adult who does not seek out such partnership
or whose repeated tries fail may retreat into isolation.
Stage VII: Generativity versus Self-Absorption (Middle Adulthood): Generativity
is "the interest in establishing and guiding the next generation” (Erikson, 1980, p.
103). Typically, people attain generativity through raising their own children.
However, the crisis of this stage can also be successfully resolved through other forms
of productivity and creativity, such as teaching. During this stage, people should
continue to grow; if they don't, a sense of "stagnation and interpersonal
impoverishment™ develops, leading to self-absorption and neglecting (Erikson, 1980,
p. 103).
Stage VIII: Integrity versus Despair (Late Adulthood): In the final stage of
psychosocial development, people look back over their lifetime and resolve their final
identity crisis. Acceptance of accomplishments, failures, and ultimate limitations
brings with it a sense of integrity, or wholeness; a realization that one's life has been
one's own responsibility. The finality of death must also be faced and accepted.
Despair can occur in those who regret the way they have led their lives or how their
lives have turned out.
3. Implications and Criticisms of Erikson's Theory

The age ranges stated here may represent the best times for a crisis to be resolved,
but they are not the only possible times. For example, children who were born into
chaotic homes that failed to give them adequate security may develop trust after being
adopted or otherwise brought into a more stable environment. People whose negative
school experiences gave them a sense of inferiority may find as they enter the work
world that they can learn and that they do have valuable skills, a realization that may
help them finally to resolve the industry versus inferiority crisis that others resolved in
their elementary school years. Erikson's theory emphasizes the role of the
environment, both in causing the crises and in determining how they will be resolved.
The stages of personal and social development are played out in constant interactions
with others and with society as a whole. During the first three stages the interactions
are primarily with parents and other family members, but the school plays a central
role for most children in Stage IV (industry versus inferiority) and Stage V (identity

versus role confusion).



Erikson's theory describes the basic issues that people confront as they go through
life. However, his theory has been criticized because it does not explain how or why
individuals progress from one stage to another, and because it is difficult to confirm
through research.



