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INTRODUCTION

 
This is an academic essay comprising of 2000 words. The essay will discuss psychology and specifically developmental psychology with a focus on the infancy life stage and the emotions, behavioural patterns and human cognition connected to it.  
Eric Erickson’s psychosocial developmental theory and Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory, their views on the life stage of infancy will be covered on this essay. 


 
Definition of Psychology  

According to Clark and Miller (1970) psychology is “the scientific study of behaviour. Its subject matter includes behavioural processes that are observable, such as gesture, speech and physiological changes, and processes that can only be inferred such as thought and dreams”. There are various fields of psychology such as developmental psychology, clinical psychology, counselling psychology, forensic psychology, environmental psychology which all aim to gain understanding on a specific domain of human life. 


 
Definition of Developmental psychology.  

Developmental psychology is concerned with the study of individual development from conception into old age (Baltes & Goulet, 1970). 
While developmental psychology used to be concentrated on child psychology, presently it is an area of psychology that concerns itself with the study of human growth and changes that occur over the complete human life span, including social, emotional, cognitive, and physical developments (Dixton & Lerner, 1988). 
Developmental psychology could be used to ascertain if a child is developing accurately, or to assess whether a child has some developmental deficiency or disabilities. People with Developmental disabilities like autism could be assisted with learning skills, that could make them leave a happy life and gaining more independence.  
It could also be used to develop tools and strategies that assist elderly people who are experiencing cognitive or physical changes.  
  There are several opposing theories on how to explain human development, of which I will explain three in the following (Sigelman & Rider, 2012):  


CONTINUITY VS DISCONTNUITY 
Some psychologists argue that the changes that happen in infant to old age is a gradual and continuous process while discontinuity theorists believes that humans develop through a series of separate steps, which each grant us new abilities and functions.  
 
NATURE VS NURTURE 
Some psychologists argue that genetics or nature determine a child’s development, while other psychologist believe that nurture or environmental factors play a vital role in child development. 
 
STABILITY VS CHANGE  

Stability theorists argue that there are innate aspects of our personality that we are born with  
 that do not change over time, while opposing psychologists believe that life experiences, family interaction and other environmental factors can change our personality over time. 


 
The infancy life stage 

Infancy is the period between birth to about two years of age. Infants are full of vitality, they are highly active, and they have an infinite means of energy. The attributes of infancy are good sensory and reflexive capabilities as well as rapid growth. New-born infants inherit sets of capabilities from birth, like reflexes such as the sucking reflex used for taking in food or the swallow reflex used to prevent chocking. 
Infants also possess sensory capabilities for smelling hearing, vision, taste, and touch right from birth. These sensory capabilities are moderately developed. Infants have the capability to hear or recognise sounds and their location and they can distinguish their mothers voice from other voices. Young infants already have a sense of smell, for example they can differentiate between the smell of their mother’s breast from another mother’s breast. As for taste, a new-born infant can differentiate between sweet, bitter, and sour taste. Infants prefer a sweet taste to a sour taste to other tastes (Rosentein & Oster, 1988).  An infant’s vision develops gradually, as they begin to recognise their mothers face, shapes, patterns, and colours. Later, motor skills become developed, which are used for crawling, rolling and other muscle movements.   
The typical behaviours shown by infants are crying, fussing, sleeping, and imitation. Infants spends most of the day sleeping and their sleeping patterns can vary from short to longer sleeping patterns. 

 
 
Piaget’s Cognitive Developmental Theory in reference to Infancy 

Piaget has identified four stages of human cognitive development which are the following: The Sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), the Preoperational stage (2-6 years), the Concrete operational stage (7-11 years) and the Formal operational stage (12 years and up) (Piaget, 1952). 
According to the stages, infants find themselves in the Sensorimotor stage, which as the name suggests, is a stage in which the infants explore and learn about the world using their senses and motor actions. 
In the sensorimotor stage, infants continuously complete a certain pattern of action that involves the infant seeing an object, using their sensory capabilities to coordinate sensory input, and grasping the object using motor skills. They operate according to a trial-error principle, in the sense that they try out which actions help them obtain their goal (Piaget, 1952). 
Piaget introduced the principle of object permanence, which describes a basic knowledge or understanding that objects continue to exist even when they are out of sight. These objects are recognized as permanent. According to Piaget, infants or new-borns lack the cognitive skills needed to understand object permanence. 
Piaget also introduces the concept of stranger anxiety, which infants portray. Stranger anxiety describes that infants are distressed when they are left around unfamiliar people without their caregiver (Piaget, 1952). 


 
Eriksons’s Theory of Psychosocial Development  

Erikson proposed that all human beings experience eight stages of psychological and social developments in the human life span. After each stage, an essential ability or trait is acquired that is important to cope with life challenges.  
Individuals will be propelled to the next psychological stage by social demands and biological maturation, regardless of whether a psychological stage is resolved or not. Nevertheless, unsuccessful resolution of any stage will have an impact on the later developmental stages (Sigelman & Rider, 2012). 
For the benefit of this academic essay, I will be focussing on the first stage of the psychosocial developmental model, Trust versus Mistrust, as it describes infancy. 
 
TRUST VERSUS MISTRUST    (0 -18 months) 

To build a sense of trust, infants must be able to depend on their primary caregiver for their needs and survival, and to provide relieve of the infant’s discomforts. If the care giver neglects, denies, or is inconsistent in responding to the needs of the infant, the infant will develop a sense of mistrust and hopelessness. If the needs are met by caregivers a sense of trust and hope will develop, and infants will develop a solid foundation of trust in other people in general (Sigelman & Rider, 2012). 
Erikson’s theory has provided a useful description on human development. There is some criticism however, that the theory does not provide an adequate explanation of how the development comes about and that some aspects are difficult to test. 
 

[image: ] 
Human cognition- Infancy  

Cognition describes the mental method of obtaining knowledge and understanding via senses, experience and thought. Our human cognitive systems include attention, memory, language, thinking and planning (Guenther & Guenther, 1998).  
According to Dodge, Colker, and Heroman (2002) “cognitive development refers to the mind and how it works. It involves how children think, how they see their world and how they use what they learn”.   
As for infants, we know that they learn about our world using primarily their senses, as they do not yet have many experiences to rely on.  Piaget provided an explanation of how humans develop intelligence, and identified which cognitive processes are at work. (Piaget, 1971): According to Piaget, humans always want to obtain equilibration, which is a method of obtaining mental stability. When it is reached, our internal understanding of the world is consistent with the information we receive from the external world (Piaget, 1978). To reach Equilibration, the processes assimilation and accommodation are at work: When we receive new and conflicting knowledge of the world, we can either adapt our existing knowledge and schemes to fit the new information (accommodation) or we can interpret the new information in a way that fits into our existing schemes. 

 
 
Emotion- Infancy  

An emotion is an instant, reaction to an internal thought or environmental events. Infants have innate emotional capabilities from birth. Infants express their emotions through facial expressions, voice, crying or posture. Infants’ emotions help caregivers to adapt their behaviour to the infant’s emotional state.  
A good attachment to their caregivers gives the infant feelings of safety and security. According to John Bowlby (1982), an “attachment motivates infants and caregivers to stay in close contact”. He formulated the well-known Attachment theory, which identified types of attachments infants can have to their caregivers, that influence their social relationships and emotions in later life.  
Ideally infants develop a secure attachment style. It shows in the way the infant is confident enough to play in an unfamiliar environment if the care giver is present and can be easily comforted by the caregiver after being left alone. It seems that the infant perceives their caregiver as dependable and a secure base for exploring.   
Infants with a resistant attachment style have an especially strong separation anxiety, but (aggressively) resist being comforted by their caregivers. They alternate between approaching and avoiding.  
Avoidant infants seem to have shut down their emotions and appear very detached to changes in their environment and the comfort given by caregivers (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 



INFANCY BEHAVIOUR PATTERN

Infants sleeps a lot during infancy , they have different sleeping pattern, such as short sleep pattern, where they sleep for a shorter duration and stay awake during the day and night also. They also have a longer sleep pattern, where they sleep longer at night and stay awake  for along time during the day.  Within 3 months there sleep pattern becomes predictable and at 6 months they have a stable sleep pattern.
Infants develop motor skills such as learning how to sit up, roll over and how to crawl, holding objects like spoon.



RESEARCH 1


 Researchers conducted a study, in which they tested the effectiveness of two methods to improve pre-schooler’s social skills (Smogorzewska & Szumski, 2017). 
Their sample included 196 pre-school aged children, all low in social functioning and of which some had disabilities. The first method was “play time”: Here children had time to play with toys and interact with each other. It was hypothesized that the children learn social skills such as sharing, initiating interactions, organising games, or helping others. The second method was called “I can Problem solve”, which is a programme designed to improve children’s problem-solving skills by teaching them how to think independently. The results of the study showed that both methods are effective for improving all children’s social skills and should be considered in interventions for children. 

 
RESEARCH 2

Another international team of researchers conducted a study to investigate the effects of home confinement during the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health (Ammar et al., 2021). The sample consisted of 1047 people across most continents who answered online questionnaires. As hypothesized, people reported worse mental health, less life satisfaction, more need for social support and more unhealthy lifestyle choices since the start of the pandemic. 






RESEARCH 3
 Lastly, a group of researchers investigated the effects of mental health apps on the smartphone to help with people’s mental health (Bakker et al., 2018). The sample consisted of 226 participants who tested out 3 different mental health apps. As hypothesized, the participants reported an increase in their mental wellbeing, possibly because using the app gave them a feeling being able to cope with life stressors. These findings give evidence that smartphone apps can be used to increase people’s mental health. 







CONCLUSION



In conclusion, developmental psychology offers interesting and useful insight into the changes individuals go through during their lifetime. With the knowledge from developmental psychology, we are able to design interventions for children and adults who are facing physical or psychological issues and we know under what conditions people develop best. As explained in this essay specifically, the life stage of infancy cannot be overlooked when we investigate a human’s development. During infancy essential foundations for further maturing are built, and the experiences we make early in life as infants already have an impact on our later developments. This is why caregivers need to be attentive, nurturing and caring from the beginning. 
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