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Theories of 
Development
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Theories of Development 
Psychoanalytic theories  

Freud’s Stage of Psychosexual Development 
Erikson’s Stage of Psychosocial Theory 

Cognitive theories 
Piaget’s Four Stages of Cognitive Development 
Vygotsky’s Socio-cognitive Approach 
Information-Processing Model 

Behavioral and social cognitive theories 
Pavlov’s Classical Conditioning 
Skinner’s Operant Conditioning 
Bandurs’s Social Cognitive Theory 

Ethological theory 
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 

Ecological theory 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory of Development 

An eclectic theoretical orientation
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Psychoanalytic Theories

Describe development as primarily unconscious and 
heavily colored by emotion 
Behavior is a surface characteristic, and the symbolic 
workings of the mind have to be analyzed to 
understand behavior 
Early experiences with parents extensively shape 
development
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Freudian’s Stages of 
Psychosexual Development

4Source: google image



Evaluation 
Emphasis on:   

Developmental framework 
Family relationships  
Unconscious aspects of the mind 

Criticisms  
Lack of scientific support 
Too much emphasis on sexual underpinnings  
Image of people that is too negative
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Freudian’s Stages of 
Psychosexual Development



Erikson’s Stages of 
Psychosocial Development

6Source: google image

13-19

(Significant others)



Piaget’s Four Stages of 
Cognitive Development

7Source: google image



Piaget’s Four Stages of 
Cognitive Development

8https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TRF27F2bn-A

6:17

0:00 - Stage 1 Sensorimotor 
            - Object permanence 
0:54 Stage 2 Preoperational 
            - Conservation of liquid  
            - Conservation of number 
            - The Three Mountains Tasks 
4:14 Stage 3 Concrete Operational 
5:51 Stage 4 Formal Operational



Piaget’s Four Stages of 
Cognitive Development

9http://www.cog.brown.edu/courses/cg63/images/conservation.GIF

6:17



Vygotsky’s Socio-Cognitive 
Approach

10Source: google image

Scaffolding

Vygotsky’s theory: 
Emphasizes how 
culture and social 
interaction guide 
cognitive 
development



Information-Processing 
Model

11Source: google image

Short-term 
Memory / 
Working  
Memory

Emphasizes 
that individuals 
manipulate 
information, 
monitor it, and 
strategize 
about it



Cognitive Theories

Evaluation  
Positive view of development 
Emphasis on the active construction of understanding 
Criticisms 

Skepticism about the pureness of Piaget’s stages 
Little attention to individual variations
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Pavlov’s Classical 
Conditioning

13Source: google image



Pavlov’s Classical 
Conditioning

14https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8OLdb9Vh10E

3:09



Skinner’s Operant 
Conditioning

15Source: Google Image

Development 
consists of the 
pattern of 
behavioral 
changes that 
are brought 
about by 
rewards and 
punishments



Skinner’s Operant 
Conditioning

16https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PQtDTdDr8vs

0:50



17Source: Google Image

Emphasizes 
behavior, 
environment, 
and cognition as 
the key factors 
in development

Bandura’s Social Cognitive 
Theory



18https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hHHdovKHDNU

Bandura’s Social Cognitive 
Theory

1:35

Learn 
through 
observation



19Source: Google Image

Emphasizes 
behavior, 
environment, 
and cognition as 
the key factors 
in development

Bandura’s Social Cognitive 
Theory



Behavioral and Social 
Cognitive Theories 

Evaluation 
Emphasis on scientific research and environmental 
determinants of behavior 
Criticisms 

Little emphasis on cognition in Skinner’s view   
Inadequate attention paid to developmental changes
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Ethological Theory

Ethology: Stresses that behavior is strongly influenced 
by biology, is tied to evolution, and is characterized by 
critical or sensitive periods 
Konrad Lorenz helped bring ethology to prominence 
John Bowlby - Attachment to a caregiver over the first 
year of life has important consequences throughout 
the life span
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Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

22https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QTsewNrHUHU

3:39



Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Attachment 
to a caregiver 
over the first 
year of life 
has 
important 
consequencs 
throughout 
the life span
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
Theory of Development

24Source: Google Image

• Microsystem - Setting in 
which the individual lives 

• Mesosystem - Relations 
between microsystems or 
connections between 
contexts 

• Exosystem - Links between a 
social setting in which the 
individual does not have an 
active role and the 
individual’s immediate 
context 

• Macrosystem - Culture in 
which individuals live 

• Chronosystem - Patterning of 
environmental events and 
transitions over the life 
course and sociohistorical 
circumstances



Eclectic Theoretical 
Orientation

Does not follow any one theoretical approach  
Selects from each theory whatever is considered the 
best in it
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Comparison of Theories and Issues 
in Life-span Development (1 of 2)
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THEORY ISSUES ISSUES

Continuity/discontinuity, 
early versus later 
experience

Biological and environmental 
factors

Psychoanalytic 

• Discontinuity between stages
—continuity between early 
experiences and later 
development;  

• early experiences very 
important;  

• later changes in development 
emphasized in Erikson's 
theory 

• Freud's biological determination 
interacting with early family 
experiences;  

• Erikson's more balanced 
biological-cultural interaction 
perspective 

Cognitive 

• Discontinuity between stages 
in Piaget’s 

• continuity between early 
experience and later 
development in Piaget’s and 
Vygotsky’s theories 

• no stages in Vygotsky’s 
theory or information-
processing theory 

• Piaget's emphasis on interaction 
and adaptation;  

• environment provides the setting 
for cognitive structures to 
develop;  

• information-processing view has 
not addressed this issue 
extensively but mainly 
emphasizes biological-
environmental interaction



Comparison of Theories and Issues 
in Life-span Development (2 of 2)
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THEORY ISSUES ISSUES

Continuity/discontinuity, 
early versus later experience

Biological and environmental 
factors

Behavioral 
and social 
cognitive

• Continuity (no stages): 
experience at all points of 
development important 

• Environment viewed as the cause 
of behavior in both views 

Ethological 

• Discontinuity but no stages;  
• critical or sensitive periods 

emphasized;  
• early experiences very 

important 

• Strong biological view 

Ecological 

• Little attention to continuity/
discontinuity;  

• change emphasized more than 
stability 

• Strong environmental view


