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conceptualizing the pctential for growth within the family. Erikson's
(1930) eiaht stage theory of psychosocial develcpment and
Havighurst's (1959) concept of developmental tasks are used tc take
account of the stages of developmert cf both parents and children in
looking at the reciprocal influence of parents and children on one -
ancther. At each stage of development, the emerging competencies and
the normative crisis of the period are seen to influence the skills
and the preoccupations that family members bring to their
interactions. Erikeson's concept of psychosocial crisis is used to
examine phases of development when there is the potential for support
and encouragement, cr for heightened tension amcng family members.
The theory postulates that a+ each stage of development society nakes
certain psychic demands upon the individual. The process of ’
adjustment to these demands produces a state of tension or crisis
within *he individual that forces the person +o utilize developmental
‘skills that. have only recently been mastered. Processes and skills of
crisie resolution that are unique tc each of the stages of the life
cvcle are cutlined. The concept of coping, which is similar tc
White's (1960) concep* cf active mastery, is related to the process
cf crisis resclution. Coping involves a new approach that will bring
the person beycnd the problem and intc a new relationship with the
envircnment. (Auther/SS)
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF PSYCHOSOCIAL THEORY
FOR PERSOMAL GROWTH IN THE FAMILY
i

Barbara M. Newman, 7 and Philip R. Newman
Chio State University

In this paper, we offer axpsy;hasacial analysis of the reciprocal
influences of parents and children in the family group. We are impresse
by psychosocial theory as a framework within which to approach lssues of
human growth and potential in the family bézaugg-éf its life span
perspective, its emphasis on the interplay between historical and con-
temporary determinants of behavior, and its appreciation for the %ﬁ%ive,
creative role of the person in directing psyﬁhﬂlcgiﬁal growth. Five
concepts gf psychosocial theory provide the focus for the following

. They are: stages of development, dEVélépméﬁtéi tasks, psycho-

4]

analysi

social crisis, the central process for the re "2~ 3f the crisis, and

coping. Each concept will be considered for the way in wil.... it increases

our zppreciation of the dynamic interaction that takes place within the
family groups

Stages of Development

Erikson (1950) proposes eight sequential stages of psychosocial
development through the life cycle. We (1975) have suggested that the
number of stajes be expanded to nine in order to include two stages of
adolescence father!than one. The psychosoclal stages and thelr approx-
imate age ranges are: 1) infancy (birth to two years); 2) toddlerhocd
{2-4 years); 3) early school age (5-7 years); 4) middle - school age
{8-12 years); 5) early adolescence (13-17 years); 6) later adolescence

(18-22 years); 7) eacly adulthood (23-30 years); 8) middle adulthood



(31=50 y=ars); and 9) later adulthoed (51~ ); The age range -

stage are only approximations. In a conception of nsychological sc-

of development one moves from one staga to another when certain psych..
events have occurred, regardlezs of one's chronologlcal age. Two assump-
tiens of this as well as other stage theories are that each stage is
qualitatively different from the others, and that the quality of
psychological development that takes place at each stage will have a
sigqnificant impact on subéequent stages.

The role of parent may begin as early as early adolescence and once
begun continues throughout adulthood. The role »f child begins,
obvicusly, in infancy, and continues throughout life. To inquire.
then, about the reciprocal influence of parents and children one must
begin with an appreciation of the stage of devei@pment of both parents
and zbildren; ‘At each stage of development, ths emerging competences and
the normative crisis of the perlod will influence the skills and the
preoccupations that family members bring to thelr iﬂtérgztiansg The
kind Gf pare~ting that would be expected of adults caring for a young
infant would cerainly not be normative for adults caring for an early
adolescent child. Similarly, the kinds of interactions children might
come to expect with parents who are 28 or 29 years ld would probably not
be continued when the parents are 68 or Sé;

The impii:atiané of the concept of developmental stages for the
family are these: First, while the role of child is 1lifelong, the
role persists through changing stages of development thus requiring
parental adaptation to changing needs. Second, parenving may begin as

early as early adolescence or as late as middle adulthood. Depending

)
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on the stage of development, the pafEﬁtS‘EQmeténQES, concerns, and perspecs-
tive on the parent role as it fi€5 into a total self theory will differ.
Third, parents are also mov.ng through stages of their own development

— as they enact the parent EaleiA Changes in the parentfs competences
and concerns can result in a waxing or waning of involvement in
parenting as a life actlvity.

Developmental Tas]

‘ 7]

The concept of developmental tasks as i is discussed by Robert
Havighurst (1959) refers to a sét of skills and competences that are
acquired by the individual at each stage of deveiapmentrthat permit
increased mastery over the environment., The tasks may reflect gains
in motor, intellectual, social, and emotional skilils. Mastery of the
tasks of later stages of development often depends on the successful
acquisition of earlier and simpler skills.

The concept of developmental tasks implies that development is

- hard work. Growth reqﬁi:es indi%i&ual commitment to engage the environ-
ment and o exert energy. The reward for this effort is most cieazly
uﬂdEEgt@ad in Robert White's notion of competence or effectance
motivation. The infant gives up the stability of crawling for the

_precariousness of walking; the adolescent drifts from the comfort of
the family to the challenge of thé.peer gﬁaug; the adult seeks to move
from & p@siti@ﬁ of less authority to a position of greater authority.
Each of these changes brings an added sense of autonomy and competence.
The notion of developmental tasks reminds us never to ignore the power

of the competence motive in our interpretation of family interactions.
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Work on developmental tasks has the pgténtiaiﬂfér bringing conflict
to family inteructions. Several examples illustrate this potential.
First, think of the mother who is trying to develop parenting skills. ‘As
part of this new role, she may view the toddler's obedience as evidence

f her compatence. The toddler, from his or her own perspective, views

o

doing things autonomously as eviderce of cgmpééence“ From the dis-
crepancy between these perspectiveés the "Do 1t my way" = "No, I like
it my way" conflict emerges. Second, adult efforts to develop com-
petences in other afeas may conflict with the parenting role. We think
especilally of the demands on the young adult ta'sh@w commitment to the
work setting. Leong hours, frequent: travel, evening meetings,

and weekend work assignments cannot help but take time and energy from
interactions wilth children. Think of the likely response when a young
father tells his boss that his son is sick and he wants to be home

;Q help care for him, or the conflict in roles when & child is to
participate in a school play but both pareﬁts are expected to ke at
worka.

Work on developmental tasks also has the pctential for enhancing
family interactions. This view has had little attention in the litera-
ture, and yet we would argue that it 1s one Qf the major satisfactions
of the parent role. Dally interaction with one's chlldren changeé ona's

» psychology. Observations of the child at play reawaken memories of one's

(ol

own play experiences. 3zeing children make a mess, we are often caught
up in resembering our own past training. As the child approaches each
new experience, adults can see those experiences freshly through the
:hiid's eves. The delight in finding renewed interest in a raindrop,

a squirrel, or an electric outlet brings a n&Q energy into thé adult's
experience. As a part af>parenting, one bégiﬁs to intf@duce children

'to the experiences of one's own childhood. ' In the puocess, many




 activitles that may have been lost during adolescence and young adulthood

are rediscovered. Sliding down a snowbank, running under the sprinkler

in underpants, cutting holes in paver bags for masks and scaring

E

F

each other, drawing chalk hépécctch patterns on the cement--thousands of

wy

ensorimotor and representational experlences that lay dust covered in

r+

he mind's attic are rediscovered in parenting.

Of course, the child also blazes new paths that tempt parents to
follow. A child's talent at astronomy or ice skating or draﬁiﬁg may
jure adults to try their hand at these new activities. 'The school-age
child brings home information, social and p@litigal attitudes, and
bathroom jargon that broadens the parent's perspective. With each
contradiction between the parents' values and the child's éduaation; parents
are challenged to redefine thelr stance and to cocmmunicate it to their
children. Not infrequently, the child can perceive changes in his or
her parents' views that are the result of the child's own exposure to
new ldeas.

The child's accomplishments are experienced vicariously by parents
and may serve as sources @f_selfaésteem for the adu;ti Since children
are changing rapidly in the first 10 years of life, the opk ~tunity to
abse:ve:ane's child conquer some new challenge comes frequently. With
each chiid, there 1s a renewed process of zhailenge and conquest as the
child learns to sit alone, to walk, to ride a bicycle, to read, to build
-~ model plane, of to write a poem. Parents are tau:hedAby every SUCCess,
and each conquest increases their own sense of effectiveness to some -
‘degree. One cannot fully appzeéiaté the famlly group without considering
" the ways in which parents are ciiunged by their children. We do not view

tbeée changes merely in terms of alterations iﬁ-ﬁafggiviﬁg but as funda-



rental personal growth that may inspire the adult in spheres of activity
outside the home as well as in a reconceptualization of the self-concept.
Of course, a parent's success in developmental tasks has the po-
tential for enhancing the chil@‘s growth. Success in household management,
planning for the future, carerr development, or community involvement
bring new resources to the famlily group. The parent's sense of his or
her own competence provides a background of self assurance and self
acceptance that is important to the child's williingness to take the
risks necessary for further gréwth;
Fallure in the developmental tasks by one family member may have
implications for the development of other family members. If a child
does not learn to read, parents may gquestion their competence as models of
intellectual achievement. If an adult loses his or her job, children
may doubt: thelr own potential for success 1n work related activities.
If an adult child divowces, older parents may question their own
-EffEEﬁiVEnéss in helping their children to experience intimacy. Because.
-we use our parents and our children as guages of our own development,
their successes and failures become important indices of our own
growth p;tentiaii

The Psychosocial Crisis

[4]

The pgyﬁhgsgcializrisis (Erikson, 1950) refers to the person'
psyzhéiagiaal efforts to adjust to the demands of the social environ-
ment at each stage of development. The wﬁ:d=crisisi in this context,
refers to a normal set of stresses and strains rather than to an extra-
ordinary set of events. iThg theory postulates that at each stage Df
development, the seciéty makes certain psychic demands upon the in-

dividual. These demands differ from stage to stage and from culture




to culture. The demands are experienced by the individual as persistent
guidelines and expectations for behavior. As one ncars the end of a
particular stage of development, one is forced to make some type of
resolution- adjusting oneself to the demands of the society while
simultaneously translating societal demands into personally gratifying
terms.

This process produces a stéte of tension within the individﬁal
which must be reduced in order for the person to proceed to the next stage
of development. Each psychosocial crisis is accompanied by a state of
tension that may be thought of as devéla;mental anxiety. The p. «chosocial
crisis of a stage forces the person to utilize developmental skills that
have only recently been mastered. There is, therefore, an inter-
relationship between work on the developmental tasks of the stage and
the resolution of the psychosocial crisis of that stage. In addition,
it is hypothesized that resolutions of §}Evious crises will influence
resolutions of current and future crises. -

Perhaps the most important Eéntribut;an of this concept is that
growth involves psychological tension. The dynaémic interplay between
cultural demands and individuai capacities necessarily suggests that
as one makes the transition from stage to stage there will be periods
of increased uncertainty about one's éaﬁaéity to meet ccming demands and,
Ferhapé, some :eéistanﬂe to 1eavin§ the stability of an earlier stagei
This combination of uncertainty and resistance generates anxiétyi In
fact, the theory would suggest thét developmental anxiety, that is
anxiety abou léne‘s ability to succeed at develapmenﬁal tasks of the
stage, may be ‘a continuous §a§t of life. wa:ing.and waning during one's

movement through each developmental stage. If one can learn to read t):is

9
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anxiety as a signal of growth, movement, and t:ansitiéﬁ, one can begin
to focus attention on those aspects of life experience that appear

to be changing. We often tend to read andety as a negative sign,

a slgn of danger or threat. One implication of the notion of normal
crisis is that anxiety can ser%e as a signal and even as a motivatlional
foree for work which 1s necessary in order for growth to continue.
crisis alerts us to the pntential for support and encouragement among
family members. In general, we expect this support to come from
parents whose perlods of change are slower and Qh@ have ﬁlready experienced
many of the same crises 1n earlier phases of thelr own éev&lapment.
éupp@ft can also come from older siblings or from grandparents who

may feel more willing to encourage experimentation and less responsible
for a negative outcome. On the other hand, the concept of psychosocial
crisis warns that there may be periods when both pa:ents and children
are Expé:iencing heightened tension. During these phaseglthe family

may be pa:ti:ularly vulnerable tc disruption or dissaluﬁian. We think of

L

the parent's unresolved work on intimacy or the middle adult's efforts to
establish a sense af»generaﬁivity and the older adolescent's pe:sistént
questianiné in the process of identity formation. In these examples,

the child's preoccupation with the psychosocial sfisig_gf‘his or her own
stage may méke the person's behavior especlally disruptive for the parent's

growth and vice versa.
Among the nine psychosocial crises, five depend heavily on the family

=0 ntexéﬂférytheif resolution. These include trust vs. mistrust; autonomy

vs;,shame and doubt, initiative ve. guillt; intima;y vs. isolation; and

,<,'.,

_QEHEEat;vity ve. Btagnatilon.

While we are accusStomed to thinking of the.

10
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child's development as depeﬂééii'én the support and responsivencss of
parents, psychosocial theory emphasizes that the adult's continued growth
is also dependent on th2 quality of interactions with children. The
clearest example of this influence is in the achievement of a sense
of generativity.

parenting requires continuous adaptation to the child's changing
capacities. As one reacts to new needs for stimulation, new modes for
expressing emotions, or new competences in the child, one 1is almost
automatically propelled toward a view of the future. Vhat will she be
like three weeks, three months, or thfee years from now? What must I
do to prepare for her future? What.will I be like then? What will our
relationship be then? All of these thoughts stimulate a more active
planning orientation. As one faces the future of one's children, one
becomes increasingly committed to trying to insure that its content will
be favorable. Generativity, in that sense, can be born out of child
fearing!' One sees QnESElf as an active agent, resgqnsible for pro=
tecting the future of one's children. This may be possible in many
small ways or in dramatically obvious contributions that effect the
entire social community. Generativity can be achieved by communicating
a philosophy of life to one's children that will serve them well in;the
future as well as by altering the environment in some way so that the
quality of life is improved. |

As one thinks ab@ét personal growth, the crux of psychosocial

development seems to focus on later adolescence and the resolution of

.identity_ During this period, the person evolves a creative integrétian

of past identifications, personal cempetences; and future aspirations
that guide a whole range of future life choices. However, when one

L3
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thinks about the culture as a whole, the critical life stage appears

to bz middle adulthood. The concept of generativity is a key mechanism

in the ecolegical process of succession. During middle adulthood,

adults have the skills and resources to make significant contributions

to their Seciety_- If they succeed in expressing a generative orilentation,

their children and all chlldren will look with enthusiasm toward their own

participation in the #dult roles of the culture. Children, watching their

adult parents, observe their relatieonship to the elderly, to young=z

adults, to adolescents, and to their own peers. They come to anticipate

a cultural pattern of acceptance or rejection of each 1life stage that

colors their own desire for future growth. More specifically, they

learn about the attitudes of their parents toward parenting itself.

The presence or absence of generativity in the middle adult generation

has far reaching implicatisns for the orientation of younger generations

toward the parent role, and for the resources and preparation that the
e

scciety provides for the care and -educatlon of young children.

The Central Process for the Resolution of Crisis

Every psychosocial crisis reflects some dissrgpéncy between the
developmental competences of the peésan at the beginning of the stage
and the societal pressures for more effécfive, intggfated:functioningg
The notion of a central process for conflict resolution refers to the
dominant context within which the conflict is resolved. At every life
stage, thé relevant players and the relevant zampetenées change.
We have emphasized certain kinds of psychological work anc certain kinds
of socilal interactions that‘appea: to be necessary in order for a person
to continue to grow at each life stage. During toddlerhood (2-4), for
example, we have identified imitation as the céntral mechanism for psycho-

social growth. During this period of 1life, children have the opportunity

12



to expand the range of their skills by imitating adults, siblings,

tal ' 7
television models, playmates, and even-animals. Imltation appears to

may Yo trightening or confusing by imitating elements of trooe evenin
in their play. The moverent toward a sense of autonomy i+ fazilitated

Yookhn eRdddt s randinens to Imitate and by fhe varlety of medels

chilldren encae . Uhrough peraiste £ o imitative
pequize smn expansien ~f dheoip senne of self-initiated behavico o oand of e oo

semnase o7 control over thelr actions.
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resolving the crisis of trust vezsus-mist:ust. In order for the infant to
. I3 _ . ) ’
develop an optimistic orientation toward sccial relationships, the care-
giver must be responsive. Imitation, the central process of toddlerhood,

Santeen

arr ]
mmmssine nnd being permitted to imitate the wide range of

LR S

T e e

.1 hehqviors assoclated with adaptive functioning. In early school

el sontification once agaln ties parents and children in a praéess
sectr . As oblects of identificatdon, parents' values, beliefs,
¢ nr rations ecome the focus of thels children's attention. In
i ip e ta b Jikn thelr parents, children probé these areas with

~=r and nssertions thet may be at once provocative and provoking.

s

S nust Le obvicus that as they provide the interactions necessary
#men procenses bt emerge, parents as well as children are profoundly
. +re struqgle to resolve each crisis. Using the example of

i 4sot-nr amee nonin, one need only imagine what it is 1like to recognize
actlon 1s a potential target for imitation. From your

oueny

"
S

solce to vour nonverbal gestures, from your most competent

toddler age children obser~re with

o~

2 ost tumbling efforts,

to ol
intarast and imitate those actions or expressions that lmpress

intense
op amge them. Tt is sobering if not outright humiliating to be an
eiamt A7 sach scoutiny. In watching their child proudly expand his
er ver competences through imitation,parents are giveﬁ a boost to thelr

They cannot help but recognize all those activities

at their toddlers cchieve only after

cwn AT OnonY.
whlen they perform with ease th
parents are also frequently

18 same mechanism of imitation.

reminded of the

. atruggla.

consideral la

of éhame and doubt through t

AUPE T LENCeE
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"Did I say that?" "Is that the way I looked?" Parents see themselves in
the mirror of their child's actions and may occasionally find the
reflection embarrassing. Thus, the central processes of mutuality

?7ﬂﬁ T = — - : L e W

with the caregiver, imitation, and identification each provide

opportunities for adult growth and personal reevalua}:icn even as they
contribute to the positive growth of the child.
Coping

The final concept to be considered in this analysis is the notion of
coping. Coping refers to active efforts to resolve stress and to create
new solut;ons to the challenges of each developmental stage. This
idea 1s similar to wWhite's (1960) concept of active mastery. The focus
of psychosocial theory 1s on the process of growth and coping rather
than on deterioration and defense. The confrontation between an
individual and the environment is an essential component of psychological
coping.

. White {1974) refers toc three components of the coping pEGCESSS

1) the ability to gain and process new information, 2) the ability ﬁ@
maintain control over one's emotional state, and 3) the ability to move
freely within one's environment. Coping can be understood as behaviors
+hat ‘allow for the development and growth of the individual, not merely
the maintenance of equilibrium in the face of threat. Coping involves
a new solution, a reorganization of information, a new approach that will
bring the person beyond the problem and into a new relationship with the
environment. One's capacity for coping éepends on the stage of
development, the achievement of the developmental tasks, and the

balance of polarities involved in earlier psychosocial crisis.

15




tunities for developing coping skills, (perhaps even more opportunities

than we might have hoped for). At every phase, the child's growth poses

PeonTlicts f8r parents a8 the parents fry to meet BHE CHLLJTs )

the parents try to meet their own nazds. In fact, the Feldmans (1976)
have clearly documented that haviﬁg children is associated with greater
marital dissatisfaction than childlessness six months after dellvery,
after 15 years of marriage, and even after 31 years of marriage.
Parenting is obviouzly no easy road to pe;sonalvenhancement. It may
ﬁglEXESfcantraindicated as a vay of achieéing emotional calm. On the
/ other hand, the concept of coping-alerts us to the fact that growth
does not alwavs meanlﬁurninq away or minimizing tension. Frequently,
it means cﬁcosing the path that is uncertain or intriguingly complex
in hopes of growing through adaptation to that challenge. Clearly
pérénting provides that kind of challenge. By participating in a
meaningful, responsive relationship with thelr own children, parents
have the opportunity to articulate their own value system and to
see the consequences of their efforts reflected in the continuous

emergence of their children.

16
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