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Erikson (1963) proposed that “ego qualities 
. . . emerge from critical periods of development –  
criteria by which the individual demonstrates 
that his [sic] ego is strong enough to integrate the 
timetable of the organism with the structure of 
social institutions” (p. 246). In other words, the 
individual (ego) engages with the social world 
and either resolves a critical task or crisis and then 
moves on to the next stage, or becomes stuck in 
that developmental stage until “strong” enough to 

family, community, and social factors (Baltes, 1997). 
Although specific developmental theories vary 
importantly in emphasis and mechanism, these 
essential principles contribute to the selection, opti-
mization, and compensation meta-theory of human 
development (Baltes, 1997). Throughout this chap-
ter and the remaining chapters in this book, these 
principles of development serve as a background 
for identifying mental health and mental illness at 
various stages of the lifespan and offer guidance in 
considering the appropriateness and effectiveness of 
preventive and treatment interventions.

Although the array of developmental theories 
is far too significant to capture in a single book 
chapter, it is useful to consider both stage and eco-
logical theories of development more closely to better 
examine the lifespan and environmental/contextual 
principles. For the purposes of this chapter, the 
psychosocial development stage model proposed by 
Erik Erikson (1959, 1963) and the ecological model 
of development proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1977) 
are used to illustrate the unique and complementary 
aspects of development from these broad perspec-
tives. This is followed by a brief introduction to 
developmental contextualism (Lerner, 1991, 2006), a 
contemporary developmental theory that focuses on 
the interaction between individual and environment.

Erikson’s Stages of  
Psychosocial Development
Erikson’s psychosocial stages (1959, 1963) sup-
port a foundational theory of development that 
has been the subject of substantial empirical test-
ing, particularly in terms of its description of indi-
vidual identity status (Marcia & Josselson, 2013). 
Originally referred to as the “eight ages of man” 
(Erikson, 1963), these stages are often depicted as 
a series of steps that are sequential and linked to 
specific ages (see Figure 1.1). Although Erikson’s 
theory is often described as universal and oriented 
toward the individual, there is substantial evidence 
in Erikson’s own words and writings that culture 
and context are essential to understanding human 
development (Hoare, 2013).

Chronological 
Stage

Psychosocial 
Stage Virtue

Maturity Integrity
versus
Despair

Wisdom

Adulthood Generativity
versus
Stagnation

Care

Young
Adulthood

Intimacy
versus
Isolation

Love

Puberty/
Adolescence
(middle-high 
school)

Identity
versus
Confusion

Fidelity

Latency
(elementary 
school)

Industry
versus
Inferiority

Competence

Locomotor-Genital
(pre-school)

Initiative
versus
Guilt

Purpose

Muscular-Anal
(toddler)

Autonomy
versus
Shame

Willpower

Oral
Sensory
(infancy)

Trust
versus
Mistrust

Hope

Figure 1.1 � Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial 
Development
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