
CHAPTER 1:THE FOUNDATION – THE PEOPLE AND THE FIELD  

Introduction 

 Life span development is multidisciplinary and involves child development, gerontology and adult 

development  

o Life span development: the scientific field covering all of the human lifespan  

o Child development: the scientific study of development from birth through to adolescence  

o Gerontology: the scientific study of the aging process and older adults  

o Adult development: the scientific study of the adult part of life  

 

 Developmental scientists (developmentalists): researchers and practitioners whose professional 

interest lies in the study of human lifespan  

o Chart universal changes we undergo from birth to old age 

o Explore individual differences in development  

o Study impact of normative and non-normative life transitions  

 Normative: predictable life changes that occur during development (e.g. retirement…) 
 Non-normative: unpredictable or atypical life changes that occur during development (e.g. death 

of a child, divorce…)   
 

Cohort  

 Contexts of development: fundamental markers, including cohort, SES, culture, and gender that 

shape how we develop throughout the lifespan 

o Cohort: the age group with which we travel through life 

o Baby boom cohort: the huge age group born between 1946 and 1964  

Cohorts born prior to 1900s  Cohorts born post 1900s 

 Shorter, harsher childhood  

 High mortality rates, poverty  ‘abusive’ child 
rearing practices (nursing by other women, 

separated from parents, abandoned at birth, 

‘exposed’ [left on doorways])  
 

 

 Life became easier, education longer  

 Extended growing up phase (adolescence)  

o Adolescence: phase between adulthood 

and childhood years 

o Emerging adulthood: the phase in life 

that begins after high school, tapers off 

towards the late 20s and is devoted to 

constructing an adult life.  
 

 20th century life expectancy revolution: the dramatic increase in average life expectancy that 

occurred during the first half of the 20th century in the developed world    

o Advances in curing infectious disease, shift to chronic diseases  

o Today life expectancy is very close to maximum lifespan  

 Average life expectancy: a persons fifty-fifty change at birth of living to a given age  

 Maximum lifespan: the biological limit of human life (~105 years) 

o Developed world there are 2 groups of elderly  

 Young old: people in their 60s and 70s  

 Old-old: people aged 80 and older  

o 1960s life span changes  

 Sexual revolution, women’s movement, counterculture movement  
 Great recession of 2008: dramatic loss in jobs (and consumer spending) that began with the 

bursting of the U.S. housing bubble in late 2007. Leading to:  

 Income inequality: the gap between rich and poor within a nation. Specifically when 

income inequality is wide a nation has a few very affluent residents and a mass of 

disadvantages citizens.  

 

Socioeconomic status: a basic marker referring to status on the educational and especially income rungs.  

 Poverty = harsh, more stressful and shorter life  

 Significant disparity between developed and developing world in terms of health, wealth and 

technology  

o Developed world: the most affluent countries in the world  

o Developing world: the more impoverished countries of the world.  



Culture and ethnicity 

 Collectivist culture: societies that prise social harmony, obedience, and close family collectiveness, over 

individual achievement  

 Individual cultures: societies that prize independence, competition and personal success.  

 Ensure distinctions are made cautiously – residents of each nation have a mix of both cultures.  

 

Gender 

 Influences life views and journey  

 Women life ~4 years more than men in the developed world.  

 

Theories 

Theory: any perspective explaining why people act the way they do. Theories have allowed us to predict behaviour and 

also suggest how to intervene to improve behaviour  

 Theories vary in their position over NATURE vs. NURTURE debate  

Nature 

Human similarities  

Nature and Nurture 

Focus on nature, nurture and love 

Nurture 

Believe nurture is all-important 

Evolutionary psychology: theory 

highlighting the role that inborn 

species specific behaviours play in 

human development and life 

 Actions and traits are 

genetically programmed into 

evolution to promote survival  

 Behavioural genetics: field 

devoted to scientifically 

determining the role that 

hereditary factors play in 

determining individual 

differences in behaviour  

 Twin studies: behavioural 

genetic research strategy, 

designed to determine the 

genetic contribution of a 

given trait, that involves 

comparing identical wins 

with fraternal twins (or other 

people) 

 Adoption study: designed to 

determine the genetic 

contribution to a given trait 

that involves comparing 

adopted children with their 

biological and adoptive 

parents  

 Twin/adoption study: 

comparing similarities of 

identical twin pairs adopted 

into different families, to 

determine the genetic 

contribution to a given trait  

 

Attachment theory (John 

Bowlby’s): theory centred around the 

crucial importance to our species 

survival of being closely connected 

with a caregiver during early 

childhood and being attached to a 

significant other during all of life  

 Crucial for mental health 

 

Traditional behaviourism (B.F. 

Skinner): the original behavioural world 

view that focuses on charting and 

modifying only “objective” behaviours  
 Operant conditioning: the law 

of learning that determines any 

voluntary response. Specifically, 

we act the way we do because 

we are reinforced for acting that 

way  

 Reinforcement: behavioural 

term for reward 

 
Cognitive behaviourism (social 

learning theory): a behavioural 

worldview that emphasises that people 

learn by watching others and that our 

thoughts about our reinforcers determine 

our behaviour. Cognitive behaviourists 

focus on charting and modifying people’s 
thoughts  

 Modelling: learning by watching 

and imitating others  

 Self –efficacy: an internal belief 

in our competency that predicts 

whether we initiate activities or 

persist in the face of failures, and 

predicts the goals we set  

 



Nature (genetic tendencies) shapes our nurture (life experiences) 

Evocative factors Biodirectionality Active factors 

The nature-interacts-with-nurture 

principle that our genetic 

temperamental tendencies and 

predispositions evoke, or produce 

certain responses from other people 

The crucial principle that people affect 

one another, or that interpersonal 

influences flow in both directions  

 

The nature-interacts-with-nurture 

principle that our genetic 

temperamental tendencies and 

predispositions cause us to actively 

choose to put ourselves into specific 

environments  

E.g. happy child elicits smiles from 

everyone  

 

E.g. become grumpy with a grumpy 

person 

 

E.g. child talented towards reading will 

gravitate towards a reading book  

 

 

We need the right nurture (life experiences) to full express our nature (genetic talents) 

 Person-environment fit: the extent to which the environment is tailored to our biological tendencies and talents 

in developmental science, fostering this fit between our talents and the wider world is an important goal  

 Epigenetics: the study of chemical markers attached to our DNA that switch genes on and off in response to 

environmental factors.  

o Epigenetics offers how a biological explanation of how our life experiences (nurture) interact with nature 

(our basic genetics makeup) to explain who we are in real life  

 

Emphasis on new age theories  

 Freud human beings are motivated unconscious drives, adult mental health depends of parental 

treatment during early childhood  

 

Erik Erikson’s 8 psychosocial tasks: each challenge that must be faced throughout the whole of 

development  

Life stage Primary Task 

Infancy  Birth – 1 year  Basic trust vs mistrust  

Toddlerhood  1 – 2 years  Autonomy vs shame and doubt  

Early childhood  3 – 6 years  Initiative vs guilt 

Middle childhood  6 years – puberty  Industry vs inferiority  

Adolescence  Tens into twenties  Identity vs role confusion  

Young adulthood  Twenties to forties  Intimacy vs isolation  

Middle adulthood  Forties to sixties  Generativity vs stagnation  

Late adulthood  Late sixties and beyond  Integrity vs despair  

 

Jean Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory: principle that from infancy to adolescence children progress 

through 4 qualitatively different stages of intellectual growth. Learning occurs through  

 Assimilation: first step promoting mental health, involving fitting environmental input into our existing mental 

capacities  

 Accommodation: enlarging our mental capacities to fit input from the wider world  

Age Name of stage Description 

0-2 Sensorimotor  The baby manipulates object to pin down the basics of physical reality. This stages 

ending with the development of language  

2-7 Preoperations  Children’s perceptions are cauptured by their immediate appearances (“what they 
see is what is real”). They believe, among other things, that inanimate objects are 
really alive and that if the appearance if quaintly of liquid changes, the amount 

becomes different  

8-12 Concrete operations  Children have a realistic understanding of the wolrd. Their thinking is really on the 

same page as adults’. While they can reason conceptually about concrete objects 
however, they cannot think abstractly in a scientific way  

12+  Formal operations  Reasoning is at its pinnacle: hypothetical, scientific, flexible, and fully adult. Our full 

cognitive human potential has been reached.  



Most developmentalists believe in:   

 Developmental systems perceptive: all encompassing outlook on development that stresses the 

need to embrace a variety of theories, and the idea that all system and processes interrelate   

o Welcome input from every theory  

 

Research methods 

Two standard research strategies  

1. Correlational studies: A research strategy that involves relating 2+ variables  

E.g. poverty and relationships… 

 Studies require a representative sample  

o Representative sample: a group that reflects the characteristics of the overall population  

 

2. True Experiments: The only research that can determine that something causes something else.  

 Involves randomly assigning people to different treatment and then looking at the outcome 

 Manipulating variables  

 Often unethical and/or impractical 

 Require random representative sample   

 

Common strategies developmentalists use to measure specific variables 

Type Strategy Commonly used Ages + / - 

Naturalistic 

observation 

Observes behaviour directly. Codes 

actions, often by rating the behaviour 

as either present or absent (either in 

real life in a lab) 

Typically during childhood, 

but also used with impaired 

adults  

+: Offers a direct, unfiltered 

record of behaviour 

-: Very time intensive, 

people behave differently 

when watched 

Self-report  Questionaries in which people report 

on their feelings, interests, attitudes, 

and thoughts 

Adults and older children +: Easy to administer, 

quickly provides data  

-: Subject to bias if the 

person is reporting on 

undesirable activates and 

behaviours  

Ability tests  Test evaluating mental (or physical) 

skills 

Children and adults  +: Offers an objective record 

of performance  

-: May not accurately 

measure that ability in the 

“real world” 
Observer reports  Knowledgeable persons such as a 

parent, teacher or trained observer 

complete scales evaluating the 

person 

Typically during childhood; 

also used during adulthood 

if the person is mentally or 

physically impaired  

+: Offers structures look at 

the person’s behaviour  
-: observes have their own 

bias  

 

Major study designs  

Cross sectional studies Longitudinal studies 

A developmental research strategy that involves testing 

different age groups at the same time  

A developmental research strategy that involves testing an 

age group repeatedly over many years  

 Very easy to carry out  

 Confuse differences between groups with true 

changes that occur as people age  

 Cannot say anything about individual development  

 E.g. census  

 

 Can answer questions about how people develop  

 Follows people over years = difficult  

 Bases on how atypical, elite volunteers behave and 

change  

 
 



Research trends  

 Quantitative research: standard developmental science data collection strategy that involves testing groups of 

people and using numerical scales and statistics  

 Qualitative research: occasional developmental science data-collection strategy that involves inteveiwing 

people to obtain information that cannot be quantified on a numerical scale 

 

  


