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Developmental Psychology

Developmental Psychology:
Developmental psychology is a branch of psychology that focuses on how individuals grow, change, and
develop throughout their lifespan. It examines the physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes that
occur from infancy to old age. Developmental psychologists study various aspects of development,
including motor skills, language acquisition, memory, problem-solving abilities, emotional regulation, and
social relationships.

Developmental psychology is concerned with understanding the processes and mechanisms that drive
development, as well as the factors that influence development, such as genetics, environment, culture, and
individual experiences. By studying development, psychologists can gain insights into how individuals
change over time and how they become who they are.

Development:
Development refers to the systematic changes and continuities that occur in an individual over time. It
involves growth, maturation, learning, and adaptation in all areas of a person's life, including physical,
cognitive, emotional, and social domains. Development is a lifelong process that begins at conception and
continues until death.

Development can be divided into different domains, such as physical development (changes in the body
and brain), cognitive development (changes in thinking, reasoning, and problem-solving abilities),
emotional development (changes in emotional expression and regulation), and social development
(changes in relationships and interactions with others). These domains are interconnected and influence
each other throughout the lifespan.

Maturation:
Maturation refers to the biological processes that drive development and growth in an individual. It involves
the unfolding of genetic instructions that guide the physical, cognitive, and emotional changes that occur
over time. Maturation is largely predetermined and follows a predictable sequence, although the pace of
maturation can vary from person to person.

An example of maturation is the development of motor skills in infants. Infants go through a series of stages
in learning to control their bodies and move in coordinated ways, such as lifting their heads, rolling over,
sitting up, crawling, and eventually walking. These milestones are largely driven by maturation and occur in
a predictable order.

Learning:
Learning is a process that involves acquiring new knowledge, skills, behaviors, or attitudes through
experience, practice, study, or instruction. It is a fundamental aspect of development and plays a critical role
in shaping who we are and how we function in the world. Learning can occur in a variety of contexts, such
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as formal education, social interactions, and personal exploration.

There are different types of learning, including classical conditioning (associating two stimuli to produce a
learned response), operant conditioning (reinforcing or punishing behaviors to increase or decrease their
frequency), observational learning (learning by watching others), and cognitive learning (acquiring
knowledge and understanding through mental processes). Learning is influenced by various factors, such as
motivation, attention, memory, and reinforcement.

Assimilation:
Assimilation is a cognitive process in which new information is incorporated into existing mental structures
or schemas. It involves interpreting new experiences in terms of existing knowledge and understanding.
Assimilation allows individuals to make sense of the world by fitting new information into familiar concepts
and categories.

For example, a child who has a schema for birds may initially classify all flying animals as birds. When the
child encounters a bat for the first time, they may assimilate the bat into their existing schema of birds
because it flies, even though a bat is not a bird. Over time, the child may accommodate the new information
by creating a new schema for bats as a separate category.

Accommodation:
Accommodation is a cognitive process in which existing mental structures or schemas are modified or
reorganized to incorporate new information that cannot be assimilated. It involves adjusting one's
understanding of the world to accommodate new experiences that do not fit existing knowledge.
Accommodation allows individuals to adapt and grow in their understanding of the world.

Continuing with the previous example, after encountering a bat that does not fit into the child's schema of
birds, the child may accommodate the new information by creating a new schema for bats as mammals.
This process of accommodation involves adjusting the child's mental representation of the world to
incorporate new knowledge and experiences.

Sensorimotor Stage:
The sensorimotor stage is the first stage of cognitive development proposed by Jean Piaget, a pioneering
developmental psychologist. This stage spans from birth to around two years of age and is characterized by
infants' learning through their senses and motor actions. Infants in the sensorimotor stage explore the
world through looking, touching, tasting, hearing, and moving their bodies.

During the sensorimotor stage, infants gradually develop object permanence, the understanding that
objects continue to exist even when they are no longer visible. At the beginning of the stage, infants believe
that objects disappear when they are out of sight. As they develop object permanence, they realize that
objects have an independent existence and can reappear later.

Preoperational Stage:
The preoperational stage is the second stage of cognitive development in Piaget's theory, occurring roughly
between the ages of two and seven. This stage is characterized by the development of symbolic thought,
language, and egocentrism. Children in the preoperational stage engage in symbolic play, use language to
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represent objects and events, and have difficulty understanding others' perspectives.

One of the key limitations of the preoperational stage is conservation, the understanding that certain
properties of objects remain the same even when their appearance changes. For example, a child in the
preoperational stage may believe that a taller, narrower cup contains more liquid than a shorter, wider cup,
even when the amount of liquid is the same.

Concrete Operational Stage:
The concrete operational stage is the third stage of cognitive development in Piaget's theory, occurring
between the ages of seven and eleven. This stage is characterized by the development of logical thinking,
conservation abilities, and the ability to perform mental operations on concrete objects and events. Children
in the concrete operational stage can understand conservation tasks and engage in logical reasoning.

During the concrete operational stage, children can solve problems involving classification, seriation, and
conservation. They can also understand reversibility, the ability to mentally reverse actions and
transformations. For example, a child in the concrete operational stage can recognize that pouring liquid
from one container to another does not change the total amount of liquid.

Formal Operational Stage:
The formal operational stage is the fourth and final stage of cognitive development in Piaget's theory,
typically beginning around age eleven and continuing into adulthood. This stage is characterized by the
development of abstract thinking, hypothetical reasoning, and logical problem-solving abilities. Individuals
in the formal operational stage can think about possibilities, hypothetical situations, and abstract concepts.

In the formal operational stage, individuals can engage in deductive reasoning, generate and test
hypotheses, and think about multiple perspectives on a problem. They can also understand complex
relationships, solve abstract problems, and engage in scientific reasoning. The formal operational stage
represents the highest level of cognitive development according to Piaget.

Attachment:
Attachment refers to the emotional bond that forms between infants and their caregivers, typically their
parents or primary caregivers. Attachment is a fundamental aspect of social development and plays a crucial
role in shaping a child's emotional well-being, social relationships, and sense of security. The quality of
attachment established in infancy can have long-lasting effects on a person's relationships and mental
health.

According to John Bowlby's attachment theory, infants are biologically predisposed to seek proximity to
their caregivers for protection, comfort, and support. The quality of attachment is influenced by the
caregiver's responsiveness, availability, and sensitivity to the infant's needs. Secure attachment is
characterized by a child feeling safe, loved, and supported by their caregiver, while insecure attachment can
lead to feelings of anxiety, mistrust, and insecurity.

Strange Situation:
The Strange Situation is a research procedure developed by Mary Ainsworth to assess attachment patterns
in infants. In the Strange Situation, a child is observed in a series of brief separations and reunions with their

Read online: https://certificates.uksm.org.uk/glossaries/3221536/
developmental-psychology

London School of Planning and Management · 29 Jun 2026



G LO S S A RY

caregiver in a controlled laboratory setting. The child's reactions to the caregiver's departure, absence, and
return provide insights into the child's attachment style.

Based on the Strange Situation, Ainsworth identified three main attachment patterns: secure attachment,
insecure-avoidant attachment, and insecure-resistant (or ambivalent) attachment. A fourth attachment
pattern, disorganized attachment, was later added by researchers. The Strange Situation has been widely
used to study attachment relationships and their impact on children's development.

Secure Attachment:
Secure attachment is a healthy and adaptive attachment style characterized by a child feeling safe, loved,
and supported by their caregiver. Children with secure attachment have caregivers who are responsive,
available, and sensitive to their needs, providing a secure base from which the child can explore the world
and seek comfort when needed. Securely attached children are more likely to develop positive social
relationships, emotional regulation skills, and a sense of security.

In the Strange Situation, children with secure attachment show distress when their caregiver leaves, seek
comfort upon reunion, and are easily soothed by the caregiver's presence. They are confident in their
caregiver's availability and responsiveness, allowing them to explore their environment, interact with others,
and regulate their emotions effectively. Secure attachment is associated with positive outcomes in social,
emotional, and cognitive development.

Insecure Attachment:
Insecure attachment refers to attachment styles that are characterized by feelings of anxiety, mistrust, and
insecurity in the child-caregiver relationship. Insecure attachment can take different forms, such as insecure-
avoidant attachment, insecure-resistant (or ambivalent) attachment, and disorganized attachment. These
attachment patterns are associated with inconsistent or inadequate caregiving, leading to difficulties in
forming secure and trusting relationships.

Children with insecure-avoidant attachment may avoid or ignore their caregiver, show little distress upon
separation, and resist contact upon reunion. They may have learned to suppress their attachment needs due
to repeated experiences of unresponsiveness or rejection. Insecure-resistant children may be clingy,
demanding, and difficult to soothe, displaying ambivalent behaviors toward the caregiver. Disorganized
children may exhibit contradictory or disoriented behaviors, reflecting a lack of coherent attachment
strategies.

Emotional Regulation:
Emotional regulation refers to the ability to monitor, evaluate, and modulate one's emotional responses in a
flexible and adaptive manner. It involves recognizing, understanding, and managing emotions to achieve
desired outcomes and maintain well-being. Emotional regulation is essential for coping with stress,
navigating social interactions, and achieving emotional stability.

Effective emotional regulation allows individuals to respond appropriately to different situations, regulate
their arousal levels, and cope with challenging emotions. Strategies for emotional regulation include
cognitive reappraisal (changing how one thinks about a situation), expressive suppression (inhibiting
emotional expression), distraction (shifting attention away from emotional triggers), and seeking social
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support. Difficulties in emotional regulation can lead to emotional dysregulation, mood disorders, and
interpersonal problems.

Socialization:
Socialization refers to the process by which individuals learn and internalize the norms, values, beliefs,
behaviors, and social skills of their culture or society. It involves acquiring the knowledge and skills
necessary to function as a member of a social group, interact with others, and adapt to social expectations.
Socialization begins in early childhood and continues throughout the lifespan.

Socialization occurs through various agents, such as family, peers, schools, media, and religious institutions,
that transmit cultural values and norms to individuals. Through socialization, individuals learn how to
communicate, cooperate, resolve conflicts, and navigate social hierarchies. Socialization plays a crucial role
in shaping identity, personality, and social behavior, influencing how individuals perceive themselves and
others.

Identity Formation:
Identity formation refers to the process by which individuals develop a sense of self, establish a coherent
identity, and define who they are in relation to others and the world. It involves exploring personal values,
beliefs, goals, roles, and relationships to create a stable and consistent sense of identity. Identity formation
is a complex and dynamic process that unfolds over time and involves multiple influences.

Identity formation is influenced by various factors, such as biological predispositions, family dynamics,
cultural norms, peer relationships, and life experiences. Adolescence is a critical period for identity
formation, as individuals navigate the challenges of self-discovery, autonomy, and social roles. Erik Erikson's
theory of psychosocial development highlights the importance of identity formation in adolescence and its
impact on later stages of development.

Self-Concept:
Self-concept refers to the beliefs, perceptions, and evaluations that individuals have about themselves,
including their characteristics, abilities, values, and roles. It represents the cognitive aspect of the self,
reflecting how individuals think about and define themselves. Self-concept is shaped by experiences,
feedback from others, and comparisons with peers.

Self-concept can be divided into different domains, such as academic self-concept (beliefs about one's
academic abilities), social self-concept (beliefs about one's social skills and relationships), and physical self-
concept (beliefs about one's physical appearance and abilities). Positive self-concept is associated with self-
esteem, confidence, and resilience, while negative self-concept can lead to low self-esteem, self-doubt, and
psychological distress.

Self-Esteem:
Self-esteem refers to the subjective evaluation of one's worth, value, and adequacy as a person. It reflects
how individuals feel about themselves, their abilities, and their place in the world. Self-esteem can be
influenced by internal factors, such as personal achievements, skills, and traits, as well as external factors,
such as social comparisons, feedback from others, and cultural standards.
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High self-esteem is characterized by feelings of self-worth, self-respect, and self-acceptance, leading to
positive emotions, resilience, and motivation. Low self-esteem, on the other hand, is associated with self-
doubt, self-criticism, and negative emotions, contributing to feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and
depression. Self-esteem plays a crucial role in mental health, social relationships, and overall well-being.

Identity Crisis:
Identity crisis refers to a period of intense self-examination, exploration, and uncertainty about one's values,
beliefs, goals, and roles. It is a common experience during adolescence and young adulthood when
individuals grapple with questions of identity, purpose, and direction in life. Identity crisis involves
questioning existing beliefs, experimenting with new roles, and seeking a coherent sense of self.

According to Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory, identity crisis is a key developmental task in adolescence, as
individuals strive to achieve a stable and integrated sense of identity. Failure to resolve identity crisis can
lead to identity diffusion, a state of confusion, indecision, and lack of commitment to personal goals.
Successfully navigating identity crisis can result in identity achievement, a clear and consistent sense of self.

Midlife Crisis:
Midlife crisis refers to a period of psychological turmoil, self-reflection, and reevaluation that occurs in
middle adulthood, typically between the ages of 35 and 55. It is characterized by feelings of discontent,
regret, and anxiety about one's accomplishments, relationships, and future prospects. Midlife crisis is often
triggered by life transitions, such as career changes, relationship challenges, or health concerns.

During midlife crisis, individuals may question their life choices, goals, values, and priorities, leading to a
period of introspection and reassessment. Some people may seek to make significant changes in their lives,
such as pursuing new careers, ending relationships, or engaging in adventurous activities. Midlife crisis can
be a time of growth, renewal, and transformation, as individuals confront existential questions and seek
meaning and fulfillment.

Stages of Psychosocial Development:
The stages of psychosocial development are a series of eight stages proposed by Erik Erikson that span the
entire lifespan, from infancy to old age. Each stage represents a developmental task or crisis that individuals
must navigate to achieve a sense of personal identity and integrity. The stages of psychosocial development
are characterized by conflicts between opposing forces, such as trust vs. mistrust, autonomy vs. shame, and
integrity vs. despair.

The stages of psychosocial development include: Trust vs. Mistrust (infancy), Autonomy vs. Shame and
Doubt (toddlerhood), Initiative vs. Guilt (preschool), Industry vs. Inferiority (school age), Identity vs. Role
Confusion (adolescence), Intimacy vs. Isolation (young adulthood), Generativity vs. Stagnation (middle
adulthood), and Integrity vs. Despair (late adulthood). Each stage presents unique challenges and
opportunities for growth and self-discovery.

Trust vs. Mistrust:
Trust vs. mistrust is the first stage of psychosocial development in Erik Erikson's theory, occurring in infancy
(birth to 18 months). This stage is characterized by the development of trust in oneself, others, and the
world. Infants learn to trust their caregivers to meet their basic needs, provide comfort and security, and
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create a safe environment. Trust is essential for building healthy relationships and developing a sense of
security.

During the trust vs. mistrust stage, infants rely on consistent and responsive caregiving to develop a sense
of trust in their environment. If caregivers are nurturing, attentive, and reliable, infants learn to trust that
their needs will be met and that the world is a safe place. If caregivers are inconsistent, neglectful, or
unresponsive, infants may develop mistrust, leading to feelings of insecurity and anxiety.

Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt:
Autonomy vs. shame and doubt is the second stage of psychosocial development in Erik Erikson's theory,
occurring in toddlerhood (18 months to 3 years). This stage is characterized by the development of
independence, self-control, and a sense of autonomy. Toddlers learn to assert their will, make choices, and
perform tasks on their own, gaining a sense of mastery and self-confidence.

During the autonomy vs. shame and doubt stage, toddlers seek to explore their environment, test their
limits, and assert their independence. Caregivers play a crucial role in supporting toddlers' autonomy by
providing opportunities for exploration, encouraging self-help skills, and allowing for safe risks. If caregivers
are overly controlling, critical, or restrictive, toddlers may develop feelings of shame, doubt, and inadequacy.

Initiative vs. Guilt:
Initiative vs. guilt is the third stage of psychosocial development in Erik Erikson's theory, occurring in
preschool age (3 to 6 years). This stage is characterized by the development of initiative, creativity, and a
sense of purpose. Children in the initiative vs. guilt stage learn to plan, initiate activities, and pursue goals,
fostering a sense of curiosity, exploration, and accomplishment.

During the initiative vs. guilt stage, children engage in imaginative play, social interactions, and goal-
directed behaviors to assert their agency and independence. Caregivers and educators play a role in
supporting children's initiative by providing opportunities for creativity, problem-solving, and self-
expression. If children face criticism, punishment, or discouragement, they may develop feelings of guilt,
self-doubt, and fear of failure.

Industry vs. Inferiority:
Industry vs. inferiority is the fourth stage of psychosocial development
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