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Developmental psychology is a branch of modern psychology that studies the
ontogenetic development of individual human beings, which includes all stages of
development from the prenatal until old age and death. There have been two major
discussions in the theoretical issues of human development: 1) the interplay between
biological inheritance and social environment, and 2) whether psychological
development is continuous (quantitative) or discontinuous (qualitative). The
longitudinal and cross-sectional methods are two preferred designs in the study of
human development, but, combining the advantages of both, a cross-design paradigm
has been proposed.
The study of human development started with John Locke in England and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in France. Other influential contributors to the field were Charles Darwin,
Wilhelm Preyer, G. Stanley Hall, Louis W. Stern, Karl and Charlotte Buhler, Alfred
Binet, Lewis Terman, Sigmund Freud, John B. Watson, B.F. Skinner, Albert Bandura,
Arnold Gesell, Jean Piaget, Eric Erikson, and Lev Vygotsky. The major theories that
have shaped developmental psychology are psychoanalysis (Freud), behaviorism
(Watson), genetic epistemology (Piaget), and the theory of the historical-cultural
developmental process of the mind (Vygotsky).
The current areas of research in developmental psychology are 1) life-span
development, 2) developmental system theory and theory of developmental biology, 3)
developmental behavioral genetics and research into cognitive neuroscience, and 4)
applied developmental psychology. In the future, along with more cooperation with

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

PSYCHOLOGY – Vol. I - Developmental Psychology - Houcan Zhang, Xiaochun Miao

relevant disciplines, especially developmental biology, the new issues pertinent to
applied developmental psychology will emerge and certainly stimulate thinking about
human development.
1. Introduction
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By definition, living involves being in constant development. Developmental
psychology is interested in the scientific study of ontogenetic development, that is, all
stages of development from the prenatal until old age and death. It probes the
fundamental theories of growth and development as well as the psychological functions
involved in the process of development. In the past, researchers were primarily
interested in the developmental stages of childhood and adolescence. This particular
field of developmental psychology has typically been termed “child psychology.” In
essence, developmental psychology as we know it today emerged from child
psychology. Today, child psychology is considered only one of many aspects of
developmental psychology (see Developmental Psychology: Main Problems and
Modern Tendencies).
Two major discussions have always been of concern to theories of human development.
The first is the interplay between biological inheritance and social environment: in other
words, the nature versus nurture controversy (see Psycho-Genetics and Genetic
Influences on Behavior). In the past, theorists typically held oppositional views,
arguing that development is determined either solely by innate factors such as genetic
inheritance and physiological maturation or by environmental factors such as nurturing
and learning. Today, few are extreme believers in either genetic inheritance or
environment. In fact, theorists agree that both factors are important and that they
function interactively to determine individual psychological development.
Contemporary discussions now focus on the functions as well as on the relative
contributions that genetic predisposition and social environment may exert on
psychological development. The second discussion is whether psychological
development is continuous or discontinuous. The issues are whether psychological
development reflects quantitative or qualitative changes, whether all individuals move
through common stages of psychological development, and whether children’s mental
functions are qualitatively different from that of adults. In essence, the proponents of
both major theoretical areas in developmental psychology have generated their own
views.
Developmental psychology is interested in the scientific study of sensory and motor
development as well as in cognitive, linguistic, emotional, and social development.
Cognitive development and social development have been at the forefront of theory and
research. Jean Piaget’s genetic epistemology and information processing theories have
inspired many studies on children’s perception of the outside world as well as children’s
cognitive and socialization processes. Socialization involves individual learning of
socially acceptable behaviors and moral standards, acquisition of social experience, the
formation of values and beliefs, as well as the development of personality and identity
of individuals as independent members of society. Frequently studied topics in social
development and socialization include pro-social behaviors, anti-social behaviors,
sexual roles, self-consciousness, identity, moral development, family influences, peer
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pressures, and the effects of mass media on child and adolescent psychological
development. Development is typically divided into stages: infancy, childhood,
adolescence, adulthood, and late adulthood. Research on infant and childhood
psychological development has always received much attention. Only in the last quarter
of the twentieth century has the process of aging started to receive special attention,
sparking much research on the psychological development inherent to late adulthood. In
comparison, late young adulthood and adulthood have received little attention.

-

-
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There are two preferred controlled observations designs used in developmental
psychology: longitudinal and cross-sectional studies. In longitudinal studies, the same
individuals are observed on several occasions over time. The major advantage of this
approach is that it observes how specific individuals are developing over time. The
changing relationship between earlier and later stages can thus be rather precisely
defined. Nevertheless, longitudinal studies have disadvantages: they take decades to
complete and data can be subject to error and contamination as individual participants
are susceptible to the effects of learning and repeated exposure to the experimental
methodology. Cross-sectional studies observe individuals of different age groups
simultaneously at a particular time. This method can thus gather developmental data
from different age groups in a relatively short period of time. An important drawback is
that the developmental data do not come from the same individuals. Hence, conclusions
may not adequately reflect the true processes involved in individuals’ psychological
development over time. In essence, both methods have their advantages and limitations.
A limitation of both methods is generational differences caused by the simple effect of
time: developmental changes that are attributable to different historical backgrounds are
confounded with those attributable to normal aging, thus rendering generational
differences vulnerable to being mistakenly interpreted as individual developmental
changes.
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