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Today we are going to present the Erikson’s theory. I would like to start with the definitions 

of psychology, lifespan developmental psychology, developmental psychology and its goals. The 

American Psychological Association defines psychology as “the study of the mind and behavior” 

(APA, 2022). 

According to the British Psychological Association, ”psychology is the scientific study of the 

mind and how it dictates and influences our behavior, from communication and memory to thought 

and emotion” (BPA, 2022). 

APA (2022) also defines lifespan developmental psychology as “the study of psychological 

and behavioral change across and within individuals from birth through death.”  

According to McLeod (2017), “developmental psychology is a scientific approach which aims 

to explain growth, change and consistency through the lifespan”. 

The main goals of developmental psychology are “to describe development, to explain how 

change occurs throughout the lifespan and to optimize development through the application of 

theory to real life” (Nursing, 2022). 
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Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory is comprised of eight stages, ranging from birth 

through adulthood (Berk, 2014). Central to each stage is a crisis where individuals work 

toward a positive or negative resolution. Although a negative resolution of a stage does not 

guarantee negative resolutions for future stages, a negative resolution could influence the 

outcome of future stages. Erikson is considered a neo-Freudian and used Freud's theory of 

personality as a foundation for his own. However, Erikson's theory is termed a psychosocial 

theory because the focus is on individuals' relationships with others.  
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The first stage is basic trust versus basic mistrust (Erikson, 1963). Beginning at birth, 

infants develop either trust or mistrust about their surroundings. Infants with responsive 

caregivers will develop a sense of trust about their environment whereas those without 

responsive caregivers will develop a sense of mistrust.  

The second stage is autonomy versus shame and doubt (Erikson, 1963). From 1 to 3 

years old, children begin to make their own decisions. When caregivers offer choices, 

children will develop autonomy. However, when caregivers are too restrictive or punish 

children's decisions, children will develop shame and doubt about their decisions.  

The third stage is initiative versus guilt (Erikson, 1963). From 3 to 6 years old, 

children interact with other children, children develop a sense of purpose. Children with 

supportive caregivers will develop initiative. Children with parents who are too restrictive will 

develop guilt.  

The fourth stage is industry versus inferiority (Erikson, 1963). From 6 to 11 years old, 

children must learn about societal rules. Children who learn the rules of society develop 

industry whereas those who are do not learn the rules of society develop inferiority. Learning 

typically occurs in the context of school.  

The ages for the remaining four stages follow developmental periods rather than 

precise ages. During adolescence, individuals enter the identity versus role confusion stage 

(Erikson, 1963). Adolescents who develop an understanding of who they are will develop 

identity whereas those who do not will develop role confusion.  

During early adulthood, individuals enter the intimacy versus isolation stage (Erikson, 

1963). Individuals in early adulthood develop intimacy when they form close relationships 

with others, such as in marriage. Those not able to establish close relationships with others 

develop isolation.  

During middle adulthood, individuals enter the generativity versus stagnation stage 

(Erikson, 1963). Individuals in middle adulthood develop generativity when their focus shifts 

to the next generation. Those who focus on themselves instead of children or those younger 

then themselves develop stagnation.  

Finally, during late adulthood, individuals enter the ego integrity versus despair stage 

(Erikson, 1963). In the last stage, individuals are reviewing their lives. Those who do not 

have regrets develop ego integrity. Those with regrets develop despair.  
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Lifespan psychology can contribute to people’s everyday life. Knowledge of lifespan 

psychology can enhance our empathy towards family members and friends and thus 

maintain good relationships (Uzefovsky &  Knafo-Noam,  2017). For example, knowledge of 

Erikson’s stages and developmental crises can help us develop our empathy. We, as 

parents or adults can empathize with our children and adolescents when they experience 

problems related to learning social rules or their identity.  We can provide our 

children with the support they need to develop strong self-regulation skills. Considering the 

cognitive development of the children and adolescents (Piaget’s theory), we can use 

appropriate verbal and non-verbal language while communicating with them (Medical News 

Today, 2021). Lifespan psychology can also help parents understand their children’s 

development and behavior (Eysenck, 2000). For example, since some adolescents have 

identity confusion or negative identity, they have difficulty controlling  their own behavior and 

managing emotions or they get involved in anti-social behavior such as crime (Tatlilioglu, 

2018)). Thus, instead of provoking or blaming them, we can try to listen to them and treat 

them with respect and dignity. And if they are involved in anti-social behaviors, we can try to 

find out the reasons for these behaviors considering the moral (Kohlberg's theory) and 

psychosocial developmental stages (Erikson’s theory). Knowledge of lifespan psychology 

also can help parents grow as nurturing adults, who are warm, supportive, rational, willing to 

allow an interactive level of communication. 
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Understanding lifespan psychology is important in health and social care.  

Knowledge of lifespan theories such as Piaget’s, Kohlberg's, and Erikson’s can help 

healthcare professionals understand their patients who can be children, adolescents, young 

adults or elderly ones (Nursing, 2022). Considering their moral, cognitive, emotional and 

psychosocial development, healthcare staff can maintain effective communication with them 

using appropriate language so that they can understand and respond. Moreover, lifespan 

approach can help healthcare workers identify patients’ concerns. For example, there might 

be middle aged patients who are withdrawn, distant and reserved, unwilling to communicate 

or cooperate with the healthcare staff. In these situations, healthcare workers, considering 

the intimacy versus isolation crisis at this stage, can approach them with understanding and 

patience. In addition, knowledge and understating the lifespan approach can promote 

accurate mental health assessment (Nursing, 2022). This can help mental health workers 

plan and provide individually focused care to their patients. For example, those children at 

school age who cannot cope with new social and academic demands, can feel inferior and 

this may result in anxiety disorder (Erikson's industry versus inferiority).  Another example 

can be depression that is observed among adolescents who experience role confusion and 

fail to develop their personal identities (Erickson, 1963). Further, it is argued that “disruption 

in development can create vulnerability in an individual’s mental health” (Nursing, 2022). 

Understanding lifespan approach may raise healthcare professionals’ awareness about 

challenges that may contribute to vulnerability. For instance, inappropriate verbal and body 

language, dominant and provoking behaviours can lead to vulnerability in patients had 

problems related to their moral, emotional and psychosocial development. 
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Strengths. One of the strengths of Erickson’s Theory is that it is the basis for a 

review of human development throughout life.  This allows us to identify the important impact 

of social relations on our development most of Erickson's research focuses on his 

personality and his views on adolescence.  His Theory is based on the fact that the crisis of 

early adulthood can be successfully resolved if the crisis of adolescence has been resolved. 

Stages of development of Erikson even in modern life can be used by health professionals in 

the treatment of patients experiencing periods of adaptation or turning points in their lives 

theory besides it should be taught to everyone it will help people of all ages to understand 

the connection between life experience and human behaviour.(Darling-Fisher, 2019). 

Weaknesses. Erickson's theory shows that time in different cultures is compared 

differently.  An example is teaching a child to potty, in some cultures children are taught to 

potty up to 9 months.  In others, the process takes several years.  Another example is that 

people in some cultures marry before the age of 30 and have children.  Today in our culture 

we tend to postpone marriage until the age of 30 many theorists have pointed out that the 

theory is more focused on boys than girls.  This can be attributed to biological differences 

Erickson's theory tended to pay more attention to childhood, despite the so-called assertion 

that all its 8 stages are a lifelong theory. (Malone JC, Liu SR, Vaillant , 2016) 
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The application of Ericsson's theory helps in the analysis of traumatic past 

experiences of patient behaviour and the fight against current development challenges.  For 

the development of children in school, for example, there may be a library where the child 

can decide which book to choose to read.  This will allow for the development of 

independent decision making.  Help the patient identify his or her strengths to help maintain / 

recover and improve his or her health. (Cherry K. 2017). 
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