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How this book is organised
What ‘lifespan’ means
Adolescence as the link from childhood to adulthood
Concept of adulthood
Methods of research
Summary

How this book is organised
The organisation of this book is in six chapters. First, there is this
introductory chapter which looks at what psychologists mean by
‘lifespan’ and ‘adulthood’, and also at how this area of psychology has
been researched. Chapter 2 deals with early and middle adulthood, and
three important theories of human development during this time: the
theories of Erikson, Levinson and Gould. Each of these theories views
adulthood from a different stance, a different point of view, and these
alternative approaches are all very interesting. Chapter 3 takes a fourth
approach and looks at some of the main life events of adulthood,
namely marriage and partnering, parenthood, and divorce from a
psychological angle. Chapter 4 is about late adulthood, with sections
on social psychological theories of ageing, the psychological effects
of retirement and bereavement, cognitive changes in older adults, and
some cross-cultural ageing studies. Chapter 5 has some alternative
psychological perspectives on ageing, and Chapter 6 gives a senior
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examiner’s comments on two student essays, showing where more
marks could have been gained and therefore a higher grade obtained.
This last chapter is a particularly useful one!
What ‘lifespan’ means
Lifespan psychology or development are relatively new terms.
Psychologists used to refer to developmental rather than lifespan psychology, but the former term became equated with childhood
development and so a new name was coined to include our psychological development throughout life. This is important, as it would
be entirely wrong to imply that our personal, psychological development ceases at some point in the teens. We are dynamic individuals,
and can and do continue to develop psychologically throughout life.
Our environment and experiences continue to inﬂuence and perhaps
shape us throughout adulthood.
Why was earlier research focused only on childhood? Well, several
famous and inﬂuential psychologists thought that little or no further
psychological development occurred after adolescence or from an
even earlier age. Piaget felt that we developed stage by stage but once
puberty had been gone though we remained wherever we were,
psychologically speaking, for the rest of our lives. He did suggest an
adult-type ﬁnal stage, but went on to suggest that few of us reached it!
You can read more about this in Lisa Oakley’s Cognitive Development
(Routledge 2004). Freud came from a different psychological direction, what we now call psychodynamic psychology, but he too felt that
our psychological development was closely tied to childhood years, in
fact to very early childhood. His fascinating theories are excellently
described in Matt Jarvis’ Theoretical Approaches in Psychology
(Routledge 2000). Even the Behaviourists such as B.F.Skinner had
one of their rare moments of agreements with other psychologists
over this matter. Psychological development was not a concept they
supported, as they considered any behavioural change to be the result
of learning, i.e. responding to stimuli; and conditioning, classical or
operant, as the mechanism for that change.
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Adolescence as the link from childhood to adulthood
This stage in development is sometimes regarded as a western concept,
an example of ethnocentrism and cultural bias. It is true that many
other cultures do not have an intermediate stage between childhood
and adulthood, meaning that adult life either begins on the day
childhood ends or that there is such a gradual transition from childhood
to adulthood so that adolescence is an irrelevant concept. But it is also
true that in Eurocentric or western culture there is this intermediate
stage starting from around the time of puberty, and this stage has
been named and studied as adolescence. The psychology of this stage
is covered in Social and Personality Development by Tina Abbott
(Routledge 2001).
Concept of adulthood
This concept does not seem a difﬁcult one until we try and deﬁne what
we mean! It can be the time or age when a person has to take on legal
responsibility for themselves – currently in the United Kingdom that
would be on their eighteenth birthday. It can be when a person is
judged mature enough to marry (16 years old in the UK), ride a small
motorbike (16 in the UK, 14 in France) or buy alcohol in a public place
(18 years old in the UK and 21 years old in the USA). Or it can be
considered as reaching a state of maturity (Whitbourne and Weinstock
1979) – another term which is difficult to define! Whitbourne and
Weinstock saw this as being happy to act responsibly, accept one’s
own social role, think logically, be emotionally aware, and cope
reasonably well with life’s smaller frustrations. Ten years later, Turner
and Helms (1989) developed this particular theme further, adding that
the mature/adult state promotes physical and psychological well-being
by the person having sorted out their values, achieved a realistic selfconcept, being stable emotionally and in relationships, and so on. Both
these sets of ideas look very idealistic! I wonder how many of the overeighteens in UK culture would agree that these describe their own
behaviour. I suspect these criteria would disbar many people, perhaps
even the majority, from being classed as adults!
Further difﬁculties are to do with the completely normal individual
differences between people. Puberty itself is a moveable feast, and it
is normal for this to start any time between the ages of 10 and 15 – or
3
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maybe in an even wider age range. If the biological clocks controlling
this side of development vary so much, then it is not unlikely that
psychological development also varies considerably and normally in
its timing.
Another focus of individual differences is on the two sexes. It
is true that most of the classic research, done in the twentieth century,
focused on male psychological development. This is of course
no surprise to anyone with knowledge of psychology. But we now
acknowledge that we cannot just assume that because something has
been researched in males we can apply the ﬁndings to females. There
are similarities between the two sexes but there are also very important
gender differences, and a great plus of current lifespan development
research is that many researchers are clearly aware of this.
When psychologists research lifespan development they are today
making several assumptions, as Sugarman (1986) has pointed out. We
are individuals, with individual thoughts and individual choices –
what he calls active agents in our own development – but we are also
members of social groups such as our families, friends, school/college/
work colleagues, neighbourhood. We have an impact on them and they
on us, it’s a reciprocal inﬂuence, and it’s a dynamic one as well since
relationships of any sort are rarely static. We are also, as human beings,
highly complex creatures with highly complex brains and behaviours.
No simple line of research and no simple set of explanations are
ever going to be able to explain our development through life, even in
distant years when lifespan development is no longer a new discipline.
Methods of research
This area of psychological development in adulthood has real research
difﬁculties. Adulthood lasts such a long time, six decades and increasing, so that problems with good research build up fast. Longitudinal
studies are by their very nature time-consuming and therefore very
expensive. Also, people don’t always stay put, and the original sample
in such a study may be seriously depleted as some participants move
away, lose interest in cooperating with the researchers, or die young.
Another set of problems is to do with context as outlined above.
A person’s adult development will be closely linked with their cultural,
social, political and financial context so that many different groups
need to be studied if we are seeking a general picture of human adult
4
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development. A third group of difficulties comes with the type of
research methods being used. Researchers have their own ideas, otherwise they could not be doing the research. But if they are interviewing
and observing people, the problems of validity, reliability and bias
are bound to be there too. Ann Searle’s book Introducing Research
and Data in Psychology (Routledge 1999) has good sections on such
research issues. And it is very hard indeed, some would say impossible
(Popper 1969), for any human to be truly objective, especially when
following their own ideas as in research, so we all need to be cautious
in interpreting research ﬁndings.
So how old is ‘old’, and how adult are you? Probably we all know
of younger people who seem set in their ways, old before their time;
conversely we also probably know older adults who are busy in their
minds if not physically and who have a lively interest in things.
Kastenbaum (1979) suggested that we have several ‘ages’ (see Table
1.1 below) with which we coexist, and this certainly has face validity
as so many people report acting or feeling older or younger than their
years, depending on what they are doing and so on. One 2001 issue of
the UK magazine for retired people, Saga, put a photo of the ageing
rock musician Mick Jagger on its cover, which resulted in much
amusement – and also a statement from Mr Jagger’s team that they
were ‘horriﬁed’ at the photograph’s use. This supports the view that
adulthood and perhaps older adulthood is a concept interpreted
differently by different groups of people.
Table 1.1 Kastenbaum’s types of age
Chronological age

This is how many years you have lived

Biological age

This is how old your body seems to be, it’s the sort of
shape you are in physically

Subjective age

This is how old you actually feel yourself to be

Functional age

This is the age associated with your job or role, your
responsibilities, etc.

Social age

This relates to the age-group you mix with, how others
see you, your personal ‘style’
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