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Developmental psychology
Developmental psychology is the study of how and why people’s behaviour and
thinking changes over time. The three topics in this option are:
• influences on cognitive and social development
• developing an identity
• developing as a learner.
Knowledge about the influence of biological, social, and cultural factors in the
development of an individual is helpful not only for families, but also in childcare and
education to create opportunities for children and young people all over the world.
Developmental psychology focuses on how development can be supported or
undermined. It is important to gain an understanding of the extent to which early
experience may influence later development and whether there are critical periods in
development. Ideas centred around resilience are relevant in this option and may help
explain why some people are more affected by their experiences than others.

Write a timeline featuring
all the developmental
stages you can think of
throughout your life.
Include emotional and
cognitive milestones.
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Influences on cognitive and social
development

Topic focus
Discuss influences on cognitive and social development.

24.1 The role of peers and play
Content focus
Discuss the role of peers and play on cognitive and social development.
A child’s peers can be
defined as a group with
whom they interact who
are of a similar age and
developmental level.

A child’s peers can be defined as a group with whom they interact who are of a similar
age and developmental level. Some definitions also include levels of education and/
or social status or ‘class’. Peers are of interest to developmental researchers because
in many cultures children significantly interact with their peers, and are therefore
influenced by them from a young age.
Play can be defined as a range of activities the child is motivated to be involved in and
which provide pleasure. It usually involves imagination, role-play, the involvement of
their peers, and an engagement with toys or props.

24.1.1 The role of peers in social development
Social development begins at a very young age. Most infants and toddlers meet
their peers on a regular basis, and some experience long-lasting relationships with
particular peers that start at birth (Hay et al., 1999). By the age of 6 months, infants
communicate with other infants by smiling, touching, and babbling. In the second year
of life, they can show both prosocial and aggressive behaviour with their peers, with
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some toddlers clearly being more aggressive than others (Rubin et al., 2003). By early
childhood, the actual time spent interacting with age peers surpasses the time spent
with parents (Ellis et al., 1981).
During early and middle childhood, gender seems to be the most consistent
characteristic to organize peer group affiliation. This reflects the importance of
reinforcing values and norms associated with one’s gender identity even at a young age
(Fagot and Rodgers, 1998), as well the different types of play the two genders engage in.
An important part of social development is the acceptance and rejection of peers. This
process can be quite ruthless and is determined by group dynamics as well as by the
child’s behaviour. For example, studies show that highly aggressive children are not
accepted by their peers (Crick et al., 1997), although this does not affect both genders
equally, as boys can be socially rewarded for overtly aggressive behaviour (Coie and
Kupersmidt, 1983).

During early and middle
childhood, gender seems
to be the most consistent
characteristic to organize
peer group affiliation. This
reflects the importance
of reinforcing values and
norms associated with
one’s gender identity
even at a young age, as
well the different types
of play the two genders
engage in.

However, it is inaccurate to blame peer rejection on perceived negative behaviour. It
may actually be the absence of prosocial behaviour, not the presence of aggression,
that leads to peer rejection (Denham et al., 1990). For example, shy children who lack
social skills can experience problems gaining acceptance in their peer groups (Cooper
and Eke, 1999).
It is assumed by social development researchers that peer acceptance in early
childhood is a predictor of later peer relations. There have been links made between
children who are isolated from their peer groups in early childhood and problems
later in childhood. However, like many social psychological phenomena it is difficult
to pinpoint a singular cause for this process or isolate the mechanisms that lead to
it. Social interaction is a complex process and children who are socially isolated may
choose to isolate themselves and come from homes where this is the norm. Parents
who do not encourage social mixing or the development of social skills in their
children will model behaviours their children will imitate.

It is assumed by social
development researchers
that peer acceptance
in early childhood is a
predictor of later peer
relations. There have
been links made between
children who are isolated
from their peer groups
and problems later in
childhood.

However, some generalizations can be made about the short- and medium-term
effects of socializing in young children. For example, researchers found that toddlers
who were able to engage in complex play with their peers were more socially
competent in dealing with other children in the preschool years and in middle
childhood (Ladd and Troop-Gordon, 2003). Furthermore, children who did not have
friends in preschool continued to have problems dealing with peers by the age of 10
(Woodward and Fergusson, 2000).
Peer rejection is associated with educational underachievement, even when many
other probable causal influences (such as parental influences) are taken into account
(Criss et al., 2002). Furthermore, links have been made between having friends in early
childhood and protection against the development of psychological problems later in
childhood (Criss et al., 2002).

24.1.2 Peer contagion and antisocial behaviour
Peer influence can have a negative impact on social development. Peer contagion
describes a mutual influence process occurring between an individual and a peer
(Dishion and Tipsord, 2011). Peer contagion includes behaviours and emotions that
potentially undermine the individuals’ own development or cause harm to others.
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Peer contagion
includes behaviours
and emotions that
potentially undermine
the individuals’ own
development or cause
harm to others, e.g.
aggression, bullying,
weapon carrying,
disordered eating, drug
use, and depression.

Developmental psychology
Examples of peer contagion include aggression, bullying, weapon carrying, disordered
eating, drug use, and depression. It should be noted that participants may not intend
to influence their peers in a negative way, but they engage in behaviours that satisfy
immediate needs, such as the need for an audience or companionship, or to feel
empowered.
Antisocial behaviour of individuals can also influence the social development of those
around them. Snyder et al. (2005) randomly selected preschool children from their
classrooms and video recorded them playing. They coded the content of the children’s
play (what they talked about) and the process (laughter, anger, etc.) they engaged
in when they spoke. They found that many children at age five mimicked ‘deviant’
behaviour that occurred in adults.
Snyder et al. (2005) found that when this behaviour was received positively by
randomly selected peers, the child was more likely to commit forms of antisocial
behaviour during the subsequent two years, as reported by parents. This finding
suggests that peer interactions in the preschool playgroup also affects the home
environment. The key mechanism at work was social conditioning positively
rewarding antisocial behaviour.

Children may collectively
learn aggression in
peer contexts in which
‘winning’ a fight is their
main problem-solving
strategy, and this in turn
increases the likelihood of
future aggression.

In a later study by Snyder et al. (2008), children who were observed using aggressive
behaviour to assert themselves in peer interactions (such as an escape condition in play
situations) were assessed by parents and teachers on covert (e.g. stealing, lying) and
overt (e.g. aggression) antisocial behaviour over three years from ages five through to
eight years old. The results suggest children may collectively learn aggression in peer
contexts in which ‘winning’ a fight is their main problem-solving strategy, and this in
turn increases the likelihood of future aggression.
Furthermore, aggressive children are often found to be central to the core social
cliques in the classroom, and this occurs even when they are socially rejected by
classmates. This is particularly true for boys who value and reward aggressive
behaviour among their peers more than girls (Coie and Kupersmidt, 1983).

24.1.3 The role of play on cognitive development
Cognitive development refers to the development of mental processing such as
problem solving, language ability, and abstract thinking skills.
Animal studies show how
enriched environments
have a significant impact
on brain development.

Animal studies show how enriched environments have a significant impact on brain
development. For example, Diamond et al. (1972) manipulated the richness of rats’
environments by either giving them or not giving them interesting toys to play with for
a period of 30 days. The dependent variable (DV) was the weight of the frontal lobe,
measured after the rats had been euthanized. Researchers found the frontal lobe was
heavier in the rats that had been in the stimulating environment.
This experiment could never be conducted on humans for ethical reasons, but it shows
a clear link between the role of play and the brains of social animals. Further research
has confirmed these results. For example, rats raised in stimulating environments had
bigger brains and were able to find their way through mazes more quickly (Greenough
and Black, 1992).
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Humans are influenced by the type of play they engage in. For example, unstructured
breaks where children are free to play without direction from adults appears to benefit
them more than structured play such as a PE lesson (Bjorkland and Pellegrini, 2000;
Pellegrini and Holmes, 2006). This may be due to PE classes relying too heavily on
adult-imposed rules.
Fisher (1992) performed a meta-analysis of six published studies on the cognitive
benefits of play and concluded ‘sociodramatic play’ (social pretend play) results in
improved performances in both cognitive-linguistic and social emotional domains.
Chinese and Japanese students, who are traditionally academic high achievers, attend
schools that provide short breaks for play and socializing every 50 minutes (Stevenson
and Lee, 1990).
Lewis et al. (2000) measured children’s ability to play in a symbolic way. Children aged
between 1 and 6 years old were asked to perform symbolic tasks such as substituting
a teddy bear for an absent object. They found children who scored higher on a test of
symbolic play had better language skills, both in terms of what they understood and
what they could express.
The types of problems presented during play influence the problem-solving abilities of
children. For example, Pepler and Ross (1981) measured the effects of convergent and
divergent play materials on children’s problem-solving abilities. Convergent problems
have a single correct solution or answer. Divergent problems present many solutions.
Some children were given materials for convergent play (puzzle pieces) while others
were given materials for divergent play (blocks). They were then tested on their ability
to solve problems.
Children who had been given divergent play materials performed better on divergent
problems, showing more creativity in their attempts to solve the problems (Pepler
and Ross, 1981). This was supported by Wyver and Spence (1999), who found
children who were given training in pretend-play showed an increased ability to solve
divergent-type problems.

How should
psychologists
measure observable
human behaviour?
Should notions of
standardization and
generalization be applied
to the human sciences to
the same extent as they
are applied in the natural
sciences?

Spatial ability
Spatial ability is a skill associated with being able to understand, manipulate, and
remember objects and their relationship with space. It can be assumed that spatial
ability increases as children engage more in playing with LEGO®, blocks, and jigsaw
puzzles (Hegarty and Waller, 2005).
This assumption is supported by empirical research. For example, Caldera et al.
(1999) observed the construction activities of 51 preschoolers and found that
children who showed more interest in construction and built more sophisticated
structures performed better on a standardized test of spatial intelligence.

Spatial ability is a skill
associated with being
able to understand,
manipulate, reason, and
remember objects and
their relationship with
space.

Building structures allows a child to practise and test spatial relationships. In
doing so, they mentally rotate objects, which provides them with knowledge and
confidence in spatial awareness.
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Key study: Oostermeijer et al. (2014)
Aim: To measure how free time in construction play influences test scores on
mathematical word problems.
Procedure: Parents or caregivers of 128 sixth-grade students (64 boys and 64
girls) from eight elementary schools in the Netherlands provided written informed
consent based on printed information about the purpose of the study. A short selfreport questionnaire was forwarded to the parents or caregivers. They were asked
to indicate on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 4 = often) to what extent their child
engaged in constructive play activities (e.g. playing with LEGO®, blocks, and jigsaw
puzzles).
The researchers then measured mathematical word problem-solving performance
using the Mathematical Processing Instrument (MPI), which was translated to
Dutch. Children were allowed to solve each word problem in a maximum of three
minutes and during this time the researcher did not speak to the child.
The number of mathematical word problems solved correctly was used as the DV in
the analysis.
Findings: The results of this study showed children who frequently engaged in
constructive play had better spatial skills and showed a higher performance on
mathematical word problems.

What is the role of
peers and play on the
cognitive development of
young children?
Trauma can be defined
as a deeply distressing
experience that has an
effect on the thoughts,
feelings, and behaviour
of an individual.
Resilience can be
defined as the process
of avoiding problematic
outcomes or doing
better than expected
when confronted with
problems.
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Evaluation: Only one task was used in the analysis to measure spatial ability (i.e.
mental rotation of an object). Ideally, more spatial tasks should have been applied to
draw broad conclusions.
Furthermore, the study is only correlational, which made it impossible to draw
conclusions about any causal relationships among constructive play, spatial
ability, and mathematical word problem-solving performance. The results of this
study only showed that these variables were associated with each other, but the
researchers were very cautious about drawing broader conclusions.
Finally, a third party (i.e. the parents/caregivers) filled out the questionnaires
regarding the extent to which children showed constructive play behaviour.
Although parents may be able to provide a reliable image of the constructive play
activities in which their children are involved within their household, because the
researchers themselves did not report on the levels of constructive play, it makes
it difficult to generalize within the group as to what extent constructive play was
similar.

24.2 Childhood trauma and resilience
Content focus
Discuss the role of childhood trauma and resilience on cognitive development.

24.2.1 Trauma
Trauma can be defined as any deeply distressing experience that has an effect on the
thoughts, feelings, and behaviour of an individual. Distressing experiences children
may experience include the following.

•

Poverty and disadvantage: Growing up in poverty is associated with increased
levels of family stress, less effective parenting, and higher risk of separation and
divorce.

•

Social exclusion from the mainstream of society: Living in places where services
(e.g. schools, playgrounds, housing) are in a poor state and the norms of the
mainstream (e.g. having social skills and not committing crime) are missing.

•

Serious abuse: Sexual, physical, or emotional abuse causes high levels of stress in
children as well as creating dysfunctional and harmful norms.

•

Neglect: Children who are neglected are not provided with day-to-day needs
such as healthy food, clean clothes, and consistent bedtimes, as well as lacking
emotional needs such as love and attention.

It should be noted: poverty does not automatically mean children will do poorly in life
or that it will impair their cognitive development.
Children who suffer serious abuse and neglect often have strong desires to feel power
and control, and this can lead to criminal and immoral behaviour (Britton, 1997).
However, there is an interaction between biological factors and sociocultural factors in
this response. The orchid-dandelion hypothesis suggests some people have genes that
make them more or less likely to succeed in challenging environments (Dobbs, 2009).
Dobbs uses a flower metaphor, describing some people as dandelions (able to take
root and survive almost anywhere) and others as orchids (fragile but capable of doing
well if given good care). He argues that orchid children have a genetic predisposition
to vulnerability and this can be magnified positively or negatively depending on the
environment the child is raised in. In a poor environment and with poor parenting,
orchid children can end up depressed, drug-addicted, or in jail, but with the right
environment and good parenting, they can grow up to be society’s most creative,
successful, and happy people.

The orchid-dandelion
hypothesis suggests some
people have genes that
make them more or
less likely to succeed in
challenging environments
(Dobbs, 2009). There is a
genetic predisposition to
vulnerability and this can
be magnified positively or
negatively depending on
the environment the child
is raised in.

This is supported by research into genes. Poulton et al. (2015) conducted a longitudinal
case study over 26 years with 1037 children born in New Zealand in 1972. They found
children were much more likely to grow up to be aggressive and antisocial if they had
inherited a ‘short’ version of a gene called MAOA. However, they noted carriers only
became antisocial if they had experienced an abusive upbringing. This clearly shows
how the environment interacts with genes to affect later development.
This assumption is supported by animal research. In an experiment, Maestripieri
(2009) took non-neurotic, high-scoring monkeys from nurturing mothers and had
them raised by abusive, non-nurturing mothers. This setting produced extremely
nervous monkeys. This study again shows that environment has a clear impact on
behaviour.

To what extent do animal
models help or hinder
knowledge creation
in developmental
psychology?

It would be highly unethical for researchers to deliberately manipulate the
environment of children to test the effects of trauma. Therefore, researchers conduct
longitudinal human studies over time to observe the effects of different environments.
Rutter et al. (2001) followed two types of institutionally reared children. One group
were Romanians who were exclusively reared in Romanian institutions and then
adopted into the UK; the other group were British who had been raised in UK
institutions and then adopted within the UK.
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high validity but low
generalizability because
of the uniqueness of
the settings.

Developmental psychology
The key difference was the initial institution (Romanian versus British). Romanian
orphanages are characterized by large numbers of children to very few caring adults.
Three differences were noted.
•

The Romanian children had attachment problems (e.g. they would not identify
their new parents as carers and would go with strangers easily; they did not go to
their new parents for comfort). This is known as disinhibited attachment – they
had learned to seek comfort where they could find it.

•

The Romanian children were overactive and less cognitively developed.

•

The Romanian children had emotional expression problems and showed ‘near
autistic features’.

Rutter et al. concluded the age of adoption was important and the reason why
the Romanian children were different was the time they had spent in an unloving
environment. Rutter et al. also argued some children showed natural resilience (the
process of avoiding problematic outcomes or doing better than expected when
confronted with problems). Despite their emotional and physical deprivation (and
in some cases sexual and physical abuse), some children were able to overcome their
initial deprivation.
Saigh et al. (2006) aimed to measure the effect of trauma on IQ scores. They asked
Bellevue Hospital clinics in the USA to refer youths who reportedly experienced,
witnessed, or were confronted with events (e.g. sexual assaults, physical assaults, or
accidents) that could lead to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). A control group
consisting of children and adolescents without a reported history involving trauma
exposure was also recruited. Child assent and the written consent from one of the
parents or legal guardians were obtained prior to participation.
Participating children and adolescents received two independent clinical interviews
and two independent administrations of the Children’s PTSD Inventory. Participants
were excluded if they had a significantly low IQ score (70 and below); had experienced
head injury; could not speak fluent English or were addicted to drugs. The final sample
consisted of 26 PTSD participants and 37 non-traumatized controls. The Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC–III) was used to measure IQ performance.
Research local
government programmes
that support families in
the community. What
are the advantages and
disadvantages?

Saigh et al. (2006) determined that youths with PTSD had significantly lower scores
on discrete measures of verbal intelligence than non-traumatized controls. It was also
noted that children who had been exposed to trauma but were not diagnosed with
PTSD showed no significant difference with the control group, suggesting trauma
has to be severe enough to trigger PTSD symptoms to have an effect on IQ scores. It
was also noted that this difference only occurred with verbal measures of intelligence,
suggesting an effect on specific centres of the brain.

24.2.2 Resilience
Resilience can be defined as the process of avoiding problematic outcomes or doing
better than expected when confronted with problems. There are strategies that can be
constructed in the environment to build resilience.
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Community programmes
Strong community programmes, such as postnatal care visits for new parents and
after-school programmes for at-risk children, can build resilience because they offer
outside support at a vulnerable time for individuals.
Home visits for new parents occur in most developed countries. These are aimed at
providing new parents and their children with access to a well-rounded social and
educational support network. Government workers (usually social workers) visit
families to check children are being cared for and to act as a source of support after
children have just been born. They serve a practical purpose – increasing access to
healthcare – but they also lower rates of maternal depression and help the relationship
between mother and baby. They also remind parents that it is their job to care for the
child, and make them aware of a wider social interest in their parenting skills.

Resilience can be
defined as the process
of avoiding problematic
outcomes or doing
better than expected
when confronted with
problems. There are
strategies that can be
constructed in the
environment to build
resilience.

Britner and Reppucci (1997) found that groups for teenage mothers provided support
and reduced social isolation and depression. The programme also involved the
extended family in the baby’s care, providing a wider social support network for new
mothers.
When children become older but not old enough to attend school, high-quality and
affordable childcare (e.g. daycare, nursery, preschool) allows children to develop in a
social environment and not just with their parent. It also allows parents to find and
maintain a job. Maintaining employment acts as a social learning role model for the
child.
Employment programmes allow parents to find work and/or re-train. Examples are
apprenticeship schemes and adult education classes.
Schools are the centre of many communities and are a place where children not only
learn academic subjects but also learn social skills and meet role models. Schools teach
values and create norms for children – this is sometimes referred to as the ‘hidden
curriculum’ because what is taught is implicit rather than explicit.
According to Sagor (1996) and Wang et al. (1995), schools can build resilience by
having the school culture focus on five themes:
1. competency (feeling successful)
2. belonging (feeling valued)
3. usefulness (feeling needed)
4. potency (feeling empowered)
5. optimism (feeling encouraged and hopeful).
Ackerman (1997) argues that schools can also be more explicit in developing resilience
in children through classroom meetings, counselling, and play therapy. Schools can
improve resilience in children by providing after-school programmes in all high-risk
communities where teachers work with students outside of school hours to complete
homework and play sports. If schools become centres where children feel safe, receive
support for their educational needs, and feel individually known by teachers, this
produces resilience in children.
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Mahoney et al. (2005) carried out a longitudinal study of the effect of after-school
programmes on the school success and motivation for disadvantaged children.
They found a full year’s after-school programme achieved better test scores, reading
achievement, and overall motivation for the students who took part.

Supportive home life
Children should have a close relationship with at least one parent figure, and even
children who suffer from extreme early deprivation can be resilient as long as their
home environment is loving and supportive. Successful children of parents employed
in unskilled jobs or living in rented and overcrowded conditions were still more
likely to have experienced a supportive family environment, and to have parents who
showed an interest in their education (Schoon and Bartley, 2008). A supportive family
environment was defined as: parents who read to their child, who took an active
interest in their education, who fed their children regular healthy meals, and who took
their children out for family activities such as holidays and days out.
Elder and Conger (2000) looked at data in the USA after a farm crisis in the 1980s and
1990s. The farm crisis put people out of work and their homes. They found a large
number of young people had been protected and were on paths to successful academic
development and were law abiding despite the awful events. The characteristics the
families of the successful children had in common were:
•

strong bonds between parents and children

•

children who were raised with non-material goals (e.g. it is better to be a good
person rather than have a nice car)

•

positive connections with the wider community (e.g. church, school, and
community projects); close relationship with grandparents.

The sense of community and family bonds provided the resilience needed to overcome
crises.
A further longitudinal study (Koluchova, 1976) followed Czech twin boys born in
1960. The twins had been placed into an institution after their mother had died. Their
father remarried and reclaimed the boys when they were 11 months old, only to allow
his new wife to deprive and abuse them. They were forced to live in a cellar, were
seriously undernourished, and they were not exposed to any stimulation or love apart
from the contact they had with each other. They were rescued at the age of 7 and were
placed in foster care, then adopted by two caring women who were sisters.
The boys’ IQ scores were around 40 when they were rescued, but with a supportive
and loving environment they had risen to over 100 and around 90 respectively by the
time they were 14. School performance was good, and they became motivated. They
got married and now live functional normal lives.
The deprivation they suffered caused cognitive and emotional dysfunction/lack of
development, but their recovery supports Dobbs (2009), who argues that with the right
environment and good parenting even seriously abused children can grow up to be
society’s most creative, successful, and happy people.
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The Koluchova (1976) study has high validity but lacks generalizability because it is
rare and extreme. However, extreme cases can be used to show how single variables
such as deprivation can have singular outcomes, such as emotional and cognitive
dysfunction.

Limitations to resilience-building initiatives
There are wider sociocultural and political factors at work in areas of childhood
trauma. Governments can provide social workers and daycare centres as well as cheap
childcare for parents who want to work, but these depend on taxation and political
will.
Governments are also responsible for providing an economic landscape suitable for
work. For example:
•

An individual might want to find work but if government policies shut down
factories and other places for good jobs then it will be difficult.

•

Parents may want their children to do well in school but if the school does
not have good teachers or good facilities and has overcrowded classes with
multilingual children, this will also be a problem.

Any government initiative is dependent on the will of parents to achieve and take care
of their families.
There is also the notion of individual willpower or ‘agency’. In psychology, agency
refers to the capacity of individuals to act independently and make their own free
choices while limiting or resisting structural factors that might inhibit their free
choices, such as socioeconomic status, religion, gender expectations, ethnicity,
cultural norms, etc. People have to be willing to help themselves and get involved in
the community to do well and put in place measures that can resist or limit factors that
might cause problems.
However, it is difficult to protect children from the wider norms of the community.
They may have good family values with parents who teach them right from wrong,
but if the local community has high crime rates, poor housing, a prevalence of
inappropriate role models (such as drug dealers, car thieves and gangsters who
establish negative subcultural norms), poor schooling, and unsupportive police
then it can be very difficult for family and individual strategies to succeed in building
resilience.

Agency refers to the
capacity of individuals
to act independently
and make their own free
choices while limiting
or resisting structural
factors that might inhibit
their free choices, such
as socioeconomic
status, religion, gender
expectations, ethnicity,
cultural norms, etc.

This can also be seen as ethnically relative. For example, research from the Equality
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) looked at police stop powers in the UK, where
officers do not require suspicion of involvement in crime to stop and search people.
These are known as Section 60 stops. The EHRC found police forces are up to 28 times
more likely to use stop-and-search powers against black people than white people.
Therefore, black people have a different experience of the same community than white
people. This can undermine community cohesion, make certain groups suspicious of
authority and undermine the ability of the individual to succeed or be resilient in what
they perceive as a hostile environment filled with hostile forces outside of their control.
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24.3 Poverty and socioeconomic status
Content focus
Discuss the role of poverty on cognitive development.

Poverty can be defined
in absolute terms, relative
terms, or by a measure of
social exclusion.

As the world becomes
more globalized and
interconnected, should
universal understandings
be more applicable in
understanding human
thoughts, feelings, and
behaviour? Can there
be any universal laws of
human behaviour?

Poverty can be defined in absolute terms, relative terms, or by a measure of social
exclusion.
Absolute poverty is defined as the lack of sufficient resources with which to live. It
can be measured using a definitive paradigm and applied globally. However, it does
not take individual experiences relative to the society in which individuals live into
account. For example, a ‘poor’ person in the UK may have access to clean water, free
education, healthcare, and housing, but if their experiences are significantly different
from the societal norm then despite being materially richer than many people
worldwide, the measure of poverty will not help to explain why they think, feel and act
the way they do.
Relative poverty defines income or resources in relation to a national or regional
average. Social sciences researchers often use relative poverty because it is concerned
with the absence of the material needs to participate fully in accepted daily life within
a given society. Therefore, it takes account of the facilities, material goods, and
experiences that are available to individuals, and measures to what extent people have
access to them.
Social exclusion is an extension of relative poverty. It can refer to unemployment, poor
skills, low income, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health, and family
breakdown.
Socioeconomic status is linked to the notion of social exclusion. It can be defined
as total measure of a person’s social and economic position, based on income,
occupation, education and how much power/autonomy they have over their own lives.

24.3.1 Poverty
Experiences of relative
poverty can create
ongoing feelings of
stress as a result of the
experiences of living with
poor conditions.

Experiences of relative poverty can create ongoing feelings of stress as a result of the
experiences of living within relatively poor conditions. For example, Pilyoung et al.
(2013) used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which detects blood flow
in various areas of the brain as a reflection of brain activity to study the regulation of
emotions in young adults who were part of a longitudinal poverty study.
They compared a participant’s family income at age 9 (based on survey data collected at
the time) with his or her current neural activity in different brain regions. They found
that those who grew up in poverty showed increased activity in the amygdala (believed
to be involved in anxiety, fear, and emotional disorders) and decreased activity in the
prefrontal cortex (which limits the influence of the amygdala, putting long-term
decision making over impulse) when shown emotionally upsetting images.
The researchers suggest a range of chronic stresses that can accompany growing up in
poverty, such as overcrowding, noise, violence, family turmoil or separation, and these
impact the development of the brain in childhood and adolescence.
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Family trauma, or the mere absence of consistent nurturing, can impact brain
development. Luby et al. (2013) studied the relationship between poverty during
childhood, parental nurturing skills and the growth of brain tissue in 145 children
between the ages of six and 12 using an MRI. Children whose parents had poor
nurturing skills had slowed growth in white matter, grey matter and the volumes of
several different areas of the brain involved with learning skills and coping with stress.
Based on the differing growth rates between children who resembled each other in
terms of other key factors, it seemed as though the experience of growing up with
adults with poor nurturing skills effectively set back their cognitive development.
It is assumed any impact on brain development will impact cognitive ability.
Dickerson and Popli (2014) analysed data on over 8700 members of the Millennium
Cohort Study, which follows the lives of children born in the UK in 2000–2001. The
researchers looked at whether the children were in poverty at ages nine months,
three years, five years and seven years. Children were said to be in persistent poverty
if their families were poor at the current and all previous surveys. They found sevenyear-olds who have lived in poverty since infancy performed substantially worse in a
range of cognitive ability tests than those who had never been poor, even when family
circumstances and parenting skills were taken into consideration. On a scale from 0 to
100, a child who has been in persistent poverty ranks ten levels below a similar child
who has no early experience of poverty.

It is assumed any impact
on brain development
will impact cognitive
ability. Children were
said to be in persistent
poverty if their families
were poor at the current
and all previous surveys.
They found seven-yearolds who have lived in
poverty since infancy
perform substantially
worse in a range of
cognitive ability tests than
those who have never
been poor, even when
family circumstances and
parenting skills are taken
into consideration.

However, it can be noted that the effects of socioeconomic status on development can
be overcome. For example, parents of high-achieving students were found to set higher
standards for their children’s educational activities compared to parents of low-achieving
students from similar socioeconomic circumstances (MDE, 2001). The Michigan
Department of Education (MDE) states that when parents set high expectations students
have higher grades and graduation rates. The department found families whose children
do well in school exhibit the following positive investment characteristics.
•

They have an established daily family routine, such as providing time and a quiet
place to read, being firm about bedtime, and having dinner together.

•

They model the value of learning, self-discipline, and hard work. For example, they
read books themselves and take an interest in what the child is reading.

•

They encourage children’s development/progress in school, such as by maintaining
a warm and supportive home, helping with homework, and staying in touch with
teachers and school staff.

•

They encourage reading, writing, and discussions among family.

Therefore, the quality of parenting skills and investment are important for children’s
development and can overcome the effects of poverty.
However, Dickerson and Popli (2014) argue that poverty adversely affects parental
investments, especially in the very early years, which makes it more difficult for
parents to invest positively in their children. This may be due to a lack of:
•

time due to work commitments

•

ability and confidence due to their own educational attainments

•

suitable environments for completing homework, etc.
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Therefore, poverty influences the cognitive development of the child through direct
means, but also indirect means by significantly limiting the ability of the parents to
positively invest in the upbringing of their children.

24.3.2 Diet
Diet is an environmental
variable because food
is consumed based on
environmental norms
but it is also a biological
variable because
nutrition (or lack thereof)
influences brain and
body growth which in
turn influence thoughts,
feelings and behaviour.

Children of a lower
socioeconomic status
are more likely to skip
breakfast and have a less
nutritious diet; they are
less likely to be breastfed
and they are more likely
to experience trauma and
disruption at home.

Diet is an environmental variable because food is consumed based on environmental
norms, but it is also a biological variable because nutrition (or lack thereof) influences
brain and body growth, which in turn influence thoughts, feelings, and behaviour.
Raloff (1989) carried out a longitudinal study over the course of a year with children
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. He studied 1023 sixth-grade children and
found those who were given free school breakfasts improved their maths and science
scores. A meta-analysis of breakfast programme studies by the Food Research Action
Centre (FRAC) in the USA concluded that:
•

children who skip breakfast have slower memory recall

•

children experiencing hunger have lower maths scores

•

children who were given free school breakfasts improved their maths and science
scores.

Skipping breakfast and being hungry are likely to be part of wider problems. For
example, children of a lower socioeconomic status are more likely to skip breakfast
and have a less nutritious diet (Keski-Rahkonen et al., 2003).
Parents who fail to feed their children breakfast may fail in other positive investment
behaviours such as:
•

not reading to their children

•

not checking homework

•

not buying books or taking them to the library

•

feeding them unhealthy food.

Children of such parents may also lack social and emotional skills, which will also
affect their school scores and emotional life in the community. Therefore, researchers
need to be cautious when attributing isolated variables to inhibited cognitive and
social development.
Breastfeeding infants has been shown to positively impact a child’s development.
However, the rate of breastfeeding is influenced by socioeconomic status. In a survey
conducted for the New York City Department of Health, it was found that women who
lived in wealthier neighbourhoods were more likely to breastfeed their babies and do
so for longer than women in low-income areas (Summers et al., 2009). This has longterm implications for development.
Kramer et al. (2008) investigated the effect of breastfeeding on IQ and school
performance with a large sample of 17 000 Belarusian babies that were followed for six
years in a longitudinal study. The experimental group were breastfed, while the control
group were not. They found the experimental group had significantly higher means
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on all of the Wechsler Abbreviated Scales of Intelligence measures (e.g. verbal IQ and
performance IQ).
This was a large randomized trial in the area of human lactation and it provides
strong evidence that prolonged and exclusive breastfeeding improves children’s
cognitive development. It should be noted however, that Belarus is a relatively poor
country. Some children who were not breastfed may have been undernourished.
Therefore some of the results may be explained by the undernourishment of the nonbreastfed group rather than the effects of breast milk.
It is thought poorer women face barriers that discourage them from breastfeeding,
such as hospital policies and practices; the marketing of infant formula; and the lack
of education for poorer women who might be more swayed by advertising messages.
There are also socioeconomic pressures such as the need to return to work early after
maternity leave and an unsupportive work environment when they get there.

To what extent can
definitive measurements
be established for all
cultures? For example,
can one measure of
poverty be applied to
different cultural settings?
What are the difficulties
of gathering and
analyzing data in different
socioeconomic settings?

Key study: Bhoomika et al. (2008)
Aim: To measure the effect of malnutrition on cognitive performance.
Procedure: Twenty poor and malnourished children in India were compared with
one control group who were adequately nourished. They recorded daily nutrition
and measured their attention, working memory (visual-spatial ability and executive
functioning), comprehension, learning and general memory ability, and some
physical tests (e.g. motorspeed and coordination).
Findings: Malnourished children scored lower on cognitive tests (but not on
physical tasks) and the older children showed less cognitive improvement over time.
The effects of undernourishment on cognitive development are further supported
by Whaley et al. (2003). They investigated the effects of food supplements on school
performance in children from rural Kenya. This was a longitudinal study conducted
over 21 months with 555 first-grade children who were put into four groups, receiving
one of the following:
•

meat supplements

•

milk supplements

•

energy supplements

•

no supplements (control).

The children were asked to perform cognitive tests throughout the 21-month period.
Children who were given animal-sourced supplements or energy supplements
outperformed children in the control group during arithmetic and other tests.
While these studies are culturally specific to Kenya and India, they do show the effects
of poverty and diet on an undernourished population. However, given the brain is
a biological organ, it is reasonable to conclude that diet will have a clear effect on its
development and this will impact cognitive development.
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It is difficult for researchers to measure cognitive development in Western children
without focusing on school achievement. However, school achievement is influenced
by many factors that cannot be isolated from each other.

25

Developing an identity

Topic focus
Discuss how identity develops.

25.1 Attachment
Content focus
To what extent does attachment in childhood influence adult identity?
Attachment is a deep
and enduring emotional
bond that connects
one person to another
across time and space
and can be seen as a
‘lasting psychological
connectedness between
human beings’.

Attachment is a deep and enduring emotional bond that connects one person to
another across time and space (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth, 1973). Bowlby further
defined attachment as a ‘lasting psychological connectedness between human beings’
(1969, p. 194). Infants have a universal need to seek close proximity with their caregiver
when under stress or threatened (Prior and Glaser, 2006).
In humans, attachment can be characterized by specific behaviours in children, such
as seeking proximity with the attachment figure when upset or threatened (Bowlby,
1969). Attachment behaviour in adults toward a child includes responding sensitively
and appropriately to the child’s needs. Such behaviour appears universal across
cultures, suggesting powerful biological drives that are the result of evolutionary
processes.

25.1.1 Assumptions of attachment research and
models
There are key sociocultural assumptions made about attachment.

Assumption 1: attachment patterns are constant within families
However, attachment patterns differ from one family to the next, and even between
children from the same parents. These differences are due to personality differences,
dynamics and sociocultural influences.

Assumption 2: a child’s individual personality is not as
important as an attachment
Are there constants in
human behaviour that
research can make use
of? On what basis can
researchers generalize to
a larger population?
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However, Kagan (1982) states that differences in children’s temperaments influence
how they interact with the environment and therefore greatly affect how they attach
to adults in their environment. He also argues that a child’s temperament is stable over
time and can predict future behaviour. Different children respond differently to the
same family dynamics.

Assumption 3: circumstances remain constant within families
However, a family is not always a stable, unchanging unit over time and setting. Events
intervene, such as poverty, deaths, and house moving, and the child may not receive
the same type of support all of the time. This will affect attachment development.
There are so many sociocultural variables interacting inside and outside of a family
unit that it is difficult to pinpoint exactly how attachment will affect future behaviour.

25.1.2 Attachment theory
Attachment theory provides an explanation of how the parent–child relationship
emerges and influences subsequent development. Bowlby and Robertson (1952)
observed that children experienced intense distress when separated from their
mothers, and even when children were fed by other caregivers, this did not reduce
the child’s anxiety. These findings contradicted the dominant behavioural theory of
attachment (Dollard and Miller, 1950), which stated that the child becomes attached to
the mother because she fed the infant.

Attachment theory
provides an explanation
of how the parent–child
relationship emerges and
influences subsequent
development.

Bowlby’s attachment theory
Bowlby’s attachment theory was first published in 1951 but has been adapted and
improved many times since then by Bowlby and other researchers.
The basic assumptions are:
1. Between 6 and about 30 months, children are likely to form emotional
attachments to familiar caregivers, usually the mother, especially if the adults
are sensitive and responsive to child communications, such as facial expressions,
hand gestures, crying, laughing, and so on.
2. The emotional attachments of children are shown in their preferences for familiar
people; they seek to be close to those people, especially in times of distress, and
then use the familiar adults as a base to explore the environment.
3. Events that interfere with attachment, such as separation or an unresponsive carer,
have short- and long-term consequences for the child.
Bowlby’s theory (1951) has a key biological assumption because it assumes attachment
can be understood within an evolutionary context, in that the caregiver provides safety
and security for the infant. Attachment is seen as adaptive as it enhances the infant’s
chances of surviving and thriving.
There is strong evolutionary support for a biological explanation of attachment; babies
who are attached to a loving caregiver are more likely to survive and be better adjusted.
Attachment acts as a cohesive force in human dynamics, sticking humans together to
create a unified team within a symbiotic relationship.
The model also has a key cognitive component: the formation of a schema known
as the internal working model. The internal working model provides a schema for
future behaviour for both the child and caregivers. The key underlying assumption
of Bowlby’s theory is that the bonds created between the child and caregiver will be
repeated with other people into adulthood as a result of a stable schema.

Bowlby’s theory has a key
biological assumption
because it assumes
attachment can be
understood within an
evolutionary context,
in that the caregiver
provides safety and
security for the infant.
Attachment is seen as
adaptive as it enhances
the infant’s chances of
surviving and thriving.
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for future behaviour
for both the child and
caregivers. It is relatively
stable over time, which
is why it can be used to
predict and explain future
adult relationships.
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While the motivation to form attachment is biological, the schema is cognitive and
relatively stable – although it can be changed by ongoing experience moderated by
the environment. For example, if a child receives consistent love from their caregiver,
they will develop a schema through reinforcement where they believe they are worthy
of love. The child will develop confidence and be able to provide love to others in the
future. If a child experiences a negative environment they will assume they are worthy
of such treatment and will not develop confidence.
Attachment theories assume attachment behaviour influences later adult relationships.
Adjusted children able to give and receive love will grow into adjusted adults able to
give and receive love – greatly increasing the chances of offspring survival.
Ainsworth et al. (1979) identified three distinct patterns of infant attachment from
observations of infants.
•

Secure: Securely attached infants seek proximity and welcome their caregivers’
return from absence, seeking comfort during times of distress.

•

Anxious–resistant: These infants tend to show ambivalent behaviour toward
caregivers and are resistant to the comforting behaviours of caregivers if distressed.

•

Avoidant: Infants classified with an avoidant attachment style avoid proximity or
interaction with the caretaker on reunion.

Researchers can then question to what extent such attachment styles lead to
problematic outcomes in later life. For example, Bifulco et al. (2006) investigated the
relationship between childhood adverse experiences and adult disorders. They used
standardized interview methods to assess the attachment style of 154 women from
high-risk communities. They then followed up four years later with a standardized
Structured Clinical Interview (for DSM-IV depression and anxiety disorders) to test the
role of insecure attachment styles in predicting new episodes of anxiety and/or major
depressive disorder.
They found ‘markedly’ or ‘moderately’ insecure attachment styles could predict both
major depression and anxiety over time, although attachment styles were unrelated to
panic disorder and agoraphobia. They concluded that attachment theory provides
a framework for explaining how dysfunctional interpersonal styles arising from early
childhood can lead to an increased vulnerability to affective disorders in adulthood.
It could be argued that these childhood experiences provided a negative framework for
self-identity. Therefore a schemata of self-worth associated with a positive identity
was not developed.
Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed Bowlby and Ainsworth’s work on infant–caregiver
attachment to include attachment styles within adult romantic love relationships. They
argued that adult romantic love can be categorized as secure, avoidant, and anxious (or
anxious–ambivalent).
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•

Secure: Adults with a secure attachment style are comfortable depending on
others and find it easy to become close to others.

•

Avoidant: Adults with an avoidant attachment style are uncomfortable with close
proximity with others and can have trust issues.

•

Anxious: Adults with an anxious attachment style see others as reluctant to get
close to them while being overly dependent on others.

25.1.3 Animal studies
Attachment is a personal and emotional topic and researchers have to meet exacting
ethical standards when researching it in humans. There are also strict ethical
considerations when working with animals, but animal studies allow for greater
flexibility and re-testing than in studies with humans. Animal attachment studies have
many advantages.
•

They allow variables to be isolated, manipulated, and then measured.

•

They allow empirical data to be collected in the form of experiments.

•

Experiments allow cause and effect to be established and then re-tested using
controlled conditions.

Lorenz and the geese
A key use of animals in attachment research is Lorenz’s work with geese (1935). He
took a large clutch of goose eggs and kept them until they were about to hatch. Half
of the eggs were then placed under a goose mother, while Lorenz kept the other half
beside him for several hours. When the geese hatched, Lorenz imitated a mother
goose’s quacking sound, which made the young birds regard him as their mother and
follow him accordingly. The other group followed the mother goose.
Lorenz found that geese follow the first moving object they see during a 12- to
17-hour critical period after hatching. This process is known as imprinting and
suggests that attachment is innate and programmed genetically. To ensure imprinting
had occurred, Lorenz put all the goslings together under an upturned box and allowed
them to mix. When the box was removed, the two groups separated to go to their
respective ‘mothers’ – half to the mother goose, and half to Lorenz.
Imprinting does not appear to be active immediately after hatching, but there seems to
be a critical period in which imprinting can occur. Hess (1958) showed that although
the imprinting process could occur as early as one hour after hatching, the strongest
responses occurred between 12 and 17 hours after hatching, and that after 32 hours
the response was unlikely to occur at all.
Lorenz and Hess believed that once imprinting has occurred it cannot be reversed, nor
can a gosling imprint on anything else.
Imprinting has consequences, both for short- and long-term survival. It is assumed
imprinting helps form internal templates (schemas) for later relationships and that it
occurs without any feeding taking place. If no attachment has developed within 32
hours, it’s unlikely any attachment will ever develop and the chances of the individual
surviving and thriving are rapidly diminished.
It would be ethically impossible to replicate this study on human babies. Therefore
the use of animals in this study is crucial to help social scientists understand a key
process that impacts survival. However, studies with animals lack the nuances of
human attachment processes. For example, Segal and Jaffre (2007) emphasize that the
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non-verbal skills learned in childhood are essential for adult attachment relationships.
Newborn infants cannot talk, reason or plan, yet they are able to communicate with a
caregiver who understands and meets their physical and emotional needs. Segal and
Jaffre argue that the learning and practising of non-verbal cues deeply impact our later
love relationships.

Suomi and Harlow and the pit of despair
(vertical chamber apparatus)
During the 1960s and 1970s, Suomi and Harlow aimed to disrupt attachment in
rhesus monkeys and then observe their behaviour as they developed. They designed
a steel cage that denied the monkeys any connection with the outside world or any
other living organism. Baby monkeys were placed in these steel cages.
After 30 days the monkeys were found to be ‘enormously disturbed’. The monkeys
barely moved after one year. They did not explore or play and were found unable to
have sexual relations. Two moneys starved to death after refusing to eat.
When the isolated monkeys became parents, they were unable to parent their
offspring. Having no social experiences themselves, they were incapable of engaging
in positive social interaction with others – including their own offspring, with many
mothers ignoring their offspring completely. In fact, one mother chewed off her
baby’s feet and fingers while another crushed her baby’s head.
The researchers were able to claim the pit of despair demonstrates the importance
of love and nurturing during development in later life.
The work has been heavily criticized from an ethical perspective. Harlow was
criticized for deliberately designing the apparatus to cause shock from his
colleagues. He probably did this to generate controversy – naming his apparatus the
way he did (‘the pit of despair’) and avoiding technical language are both examples
of this. Furthermore, monkeys are very social animals, so when placed in isolation
they emerge badly damaged (Blum, 2002). With this experiment, Harlow did
nothing but demonstrate ‘common sense’. It could be argued that social science
should reach beyond demonstrating the higher wisdom of common sense and
instead create new knowledge.
However, it should be noted during the 1960s and 1970s it was normal in Western
cultures to advise parents to limit bodily contact to avoid too much emotional
stimulation of the child, which was seen as spoiling the child. Harlow clearly
demonstrates how important love and contact is in development and his shocking
experiments were widely publicized and helped generate public debate on the issue.
What is the role of
childhood attachment
on later adult identity for
romantic love?
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Generalizing animal findings to humans should always be carried out cautiously,
but it seems reasonable to argue that depriving human youngsters of a loving
environment will produce adults who are less well-adjusted.

25.2 Gender identity and social roles
Content focus
To what extent can gender identity and social roles be explained by sociocultural,
cognitive, and biological processes?
Identity is a form of self-concept that answers the question, ‘Who am I?’ It is a
collection of beliefs about oneself and how one relates to the wider world. It can be
seen as a cognitive process influenced by social and biological factors.
Gender identity refers to a person’s experiences of masculinity or femininity and to
what extent they identify with the roles associated with being male or female. Gender
identity is usually linked to biological sex organs, but this is not always the case.
Some women adopt a more masculine identity and some men adopt a more feminine
identity, as well as many personal interpretations in between.
Sex refers to the biological architecture a person is born with – either male or female.
Social scientists have been at the forefront of distinguishing between sex, gender
identity, and gender roles. These areas are interlinked but it is also true that not all
individuals are easily defined.
Social roles are behavioural projections that are influenced by social, cognitive,
and biological elements. Social roles in the context of gender refers to the sets of
behaviours, rights, and duties of being male or female (Bee, 1995).
Gender has its own separate branch of academia (gender studies). It is a complicated
subject, and can be a deeply personal, evoking many emotions. However, some
generalizations can be made.
•

Gender has elements that are clearly socially constructed as shown by the
diversity of gender-specific behaviours across cultures.

•

Gender has elements that are clearly biologically determined as shown by the
universality of gender-specific behaviours across cultures and because of the
usefulness gender and social roles have had to the evolution and success of the
human species.

•

Most people either identify as male or female and only a tiny minority question
their identity in this regard.

•

The academic focus on the minority of people who do not identify as male or
female has helped develop new insights into gender, while also reducing prejudice
toward people who do not identify as either male or female.

Psychology is a
human science.
Therefore psychology
can sometimes
be seen as biased
toward sociocultural
explanations for human
behaviour. It could be
argued this inbuilt bias of
the human sciences has
undermined the validity
of biological explanations
in the social narrative
regarding gender identity
and social roles.
Gender identity refers to
a person’s experiences
of masculinity and
femininity and to what
extent they identify with
the roles associated
with being male or
female. Social roles are
behavioural projections
that are influenced by
social, cognitive, and
biological elements.
Social roles in the context
of gender refers to the
sets of behaviours, rights
and, duties of being male
or female (Bee, 1995).

The role of the psychology academic is to determine to what extent biology, cognition,
and sociocultural processes interact to produce different thoughts, feelings, and
behaviours with regards to gender identity and social roles.
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25.2.1 Sociocultural factors that explain the formation
of gender identity and roles

Sociocultural approaches
to explaining gender
identity and social roles
assume thoughts, feelings,
and behaviour are the
result of sociocultural
mechanisms such
as modelling and
conditioning that shape
gender roles through
reward and punishment.

Sociocultural approaches assume thoughts, feelings, and behaviour are the result of
sociocultural mechanisms. Social factors that explain the formation of gender roles
include processes in the environment such as modelling and conditioning that shape
gender roles through reward and punishment.
Reinforcement can be direct, for example, ‘You look like a girl in that hat’ (said to a boy)
or, ‘Girls don’t wear football kits’ (said to a girl). Reinforcement can also be indirect, for
example, seeing characters dress and act in gender-specific ways on TV shows.
Leary et al. (1982) found children who were frequent television watchers were more
likely to hold stereotyped ideas about gender. This suggests the importance of
modelling from the media. Lewis (1972) observed parent–child interaction and found
boys were encouraged to be active and independent and girls were encouraged to be
passive and dependent.
A clear example of social conditioning for the different genders is the dominance
penalty for women (Anderson, 2015). When a woman displays characteristics of
traditional leadership – like decisiveness and strength – for which a man would be
rewarded and respected, she often has to deal with being disliked more than men. This
dislike is projected by both men and women. Consequently, women have to exert more
effort by showing warmth and compassion to offset any penalties they receive for
transgressing expected social roles.
It could be argued that it suits a liberal political agenda to assume gender role
variations are caused by sociocultural factors. If gender roles are socially constructed,
then changing social circumstances can ‘liberate’ women from ‘oppression’. This can
potentially be seen as a noble aim. However, we need to be extremely cautious about
assuming all gender-related behaviour is culturally constructed.
Research suggests the more liberated a culture and the more choice people have, the
more likely women and men are to choose traditional social roles according to their
gender. In countries with high levels of poverty, there are more women in traditionally
‘male’ occupations because women have less choice when it comes to earning a living
and choose those occupations out of necessity.

Cultural construction of gender roles
The cultural construction of gender roles was demonstrated by Mead (1935).
This work had a significant impact on debates surrounding gender identity and
social roles. Mead researched tribes in Papua New Guinea. She claimed to find the
Tchambuli tribe where men showed some ‘feminine’ behaviour (being passive) and
women showed some ‘masculine’ behaviour (being dominant, shaving their heads,
taking control of trading relationships).
Mead’s work became well known because:
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•

it argued that gender differences are culturally constructed

•

it had a noble cause, which was to promote the notion of freedom and choice
for gender role adoption

•

it influenced the sexual revolution of the 1960s. This was a social movement
that challenged traditional gender and sexuality norms in the West.

However, it could be argued that the validity of Mead’s findings with the Tchambuli
has been exaggerated because of the nobility of the cause that adopted it. Showing
that gender is socially constructed has helped liberate women from constraining
role expectations. However, Mead’s work has been heavily criticized and her
methods largely dismissed by modern anthropologists.
For example, Gewertz (1984) studied the Tchambuli in 1974–1975 and met many
who had been interviewed by Mead. She comprehensively criticized Mead’s findings
and her methods. Some points to note:
•

Mead admitted that she wanted to make her gender findings relevant to a
Western audience.

•

Mead observed aggressive women, but Gewertz observed women who
socialized in female groups, laughed and joked about men and were
independent of men in some areas of their lives. For example, they would
organize night dances without the permission of men. These shaven-headed
women engaging in night dances may have appeared ‘aggressive’ to a Western
woman living through the 1930s, but were not considered aggressive to the
Tchambuli.

•

During Mead’s 1930s research, 52 per cent of Tchambuli men were away
working. Those who remained were busy rebuilding houses that had been
destroyed during a recent war with a rival tribe. Women adopted roles
traditionally performed by men (e.g. management of trade) because of the
shortage of male labour. Therefore, the masculine gender roles Mead saw
women adopting were not being permanently adopted through choice, but
temporarily adopted by necessity.

•

Mead correctly reported how Tchambuli men were warlike and territorial.
However, these findings have been largely forgotten by Western writers,
perhaps because they do not fit the narrative that the gender roles were
‘inverted’ for these tribes. Moreover, Gewertz found evidence that the tribe was
heavily patriarchal in nature.

Mead’s assumptions and those of others who focus on the cultural construction
of gender roles should not be entirely dismissed. Clearly, mechanisms such as
modelling and conditioning encourage and discourage individuals and groups from
undertaking certain roles regarding gender.
For example, in the Aka Pygmy there is an absence of negative social consequences
for male ‘breastfeeding’, so it occurs (Hewlett, 1991). It should be noted that male
breastfeeding does not involve the giving of milk through the male nipples, which
is why it has been written here in inverted commas. The nipples are used to pacify
the child because they are a cleaner part of the body when compared to fingers or
objects on the ground. Furthermore, nipples will be familiar to the baby because
they are breastfed (with milk) by their mothers.
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Mead had a noble cause
to show how female roles
could be changed and
women had choice in
their lives. To what extent
should the intentions
behind research be taken
into consideration when
assessing the validity of
explanations?

The male and female
bodies are significantly
different to one
another in many areas,
such as hormones,
neurotransmitters, brain
structure, and physicality.
It is reasonable to
assume these biological
predispositions have an
impact on how males
and females think, feel,
and behave.
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According to Hewlett, Aka fathers are within reach of their infants 47 per cent of the
time – apparently more than fathers in any other cultural group. Male and female
gender roles are virtually interchangeable. While the women hunt, the men mind
the children; while the men cook, the women decide where to set up the next camp.
Therefore, Aka fathers will slip into roles usually occupied by mothers without any
loss of status.
However, it should be noted:
•

There is still a gender division of labour in the Aka community – women, for
example, are the primary caregivers but there is a significant level of flexibility.

•

While tasks and decision making were largely shared activities, there is an Aka
‘glass ceiling’. Top jobs in the tribe invariably go to men: the kombeti (leader),
the tuma (elephant hunter) and the nganga (top healer) in the community are all
male.

Hewlett showed how cultural stigmas encourage different genders to fulfil
different roles. When stigmas are downplayed or are absent, roles become more
interchangeable. For example, there is no negative social consequence for male
breastfeeding, so it occurs. However, this should not be taken to mean there are
no underlying biological determinants for gender roles. The male and female
bodies are significantly different to one another in many areas, such as hormones,
neurotransmitters, brain structure, and physicality. It is reasonable to assume
these biological predispositions have an impact on how males and females think,
feel, and behave.

25.2.2 Cognitive factors that explain the formation of
gender identity and roles
A cognitive approach assumes thoughts, feelings, and behaviour are the result of
cognitive mechanisms. Cognitive factors such as motivation and perception affect
how a child develops an identity in the social environment. Kohlberg (1966) argued
that children acquire a gender concept and then seek information from members of
the same gender for clues on how to behave. Once they understand gender is fixed
and they are to be a boy or a girl forever, they become increasingly motivated to find
information on the ‘correct’ behaviour.
Understanding that gender is fixed is called gender constancy. Gender constancy
occurs between four-and-a-half and seven years old and is similar to the Piagetian
notion of conservation, as the child understands gender as fixed despite surface
changes like hair length. (For further information on Piaget, see page 210).
Slaby and Frey (1975) divided children aged between two and five into two groups;
one group was considered to have high gender constancy, and the other group was
considered to have low gender constancy. This was established after asking them if
they knew if they were a boy or a girl or if they had always been a boy or a girl. The
researchers showed a film with a split screen, one side had male models doing a task,
the other side had female models doing a task. The results showed children with high
gender constancy watched the same-sex side of the screen more than children with low
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gender constancy. It shows they had more same-sex bias in their attention. This shows
children actively look for, then respond to, the ‘correct’ gender models.
Gender schema theory (GST) argues that children form mental guides for action and
then find information that supports their schema and forget information that does
not. In this way, ideas become fixed and stereotypes form. Liben and Signorella (1993)
found children who were shown pictures of adults in less traditional gender roles (e.g.
male nurse; female car mechanic) forgot the information. This suggests children only
select information that supports their schema of gender-appropriate behaviour.
Furthermore, social environments can also enforce cognitive expectations about role
and identity. For example, Fagot (1985) observed teachers and found they positively
reinforce female behaviour stereotypes (sedentary, quiet, calm behaviour). However,
Fagot also noted teachers can negatively reinforce male behaviour (impulsive, physical)
and yet boys still display male characteristics. Fagot argues this is due to the strength of
the male schema the boys have as well as their biological need to play in a certain way.

A cognitive approach to
explaining gender identity
and social roles assumes
thoughts, feelings, and
behaviour are the result
of cognitive mechanisms
such as motivation and
perception. GST argues
children form mental
guides for action and
then find information that
supports their schema
and forget information
that does not.

25.2.3 Biological factors that explain the formation of
gender identity and social roles
The biological approach assumes thoughts, feelings and behaviour are the result of
biological determinants. Like many evolutionary psychologists, Campbell (2010)
argues that gender role division has been essential to the success of humans and
many other species, and can therefore be considered to have powerful biological
determinants caused by evolution. She argues it is reasonable to assume that clear
biological differences seen in the bodies of different genders would also lead to clear
psychological and emotional differences in the different genders.

The biological approach
to explaining gender
identity and social roles
assumes thoughts,
feelings, and behaviour
are the result of
evolutionary pressures.

An example of behaviour differences between the different genders is rough and
tumble (R&T) play. R&T play is found in most male mammals and in particular in
chimpanzees, orangutans, humans (Braggio et al., 1978), and even squirrels (Biben,
1998). It is action orientated and involves mock aggression such as wrestling, running,
and pretend battles.
R&T play is thought to be the result of hormonal changes in males. It is clearly
observable as a common behavioural trait in preschool human males (Maccoby and
Jacklin, 1980; Parke and Slaby, 1983). The early onset suggests powerful biological
differences between the genders as it occurs before any meaningful socialization has
taken place.
A meta-analysis of aggression studies has shown there is a greater sex difference in
aggressive behaviour in younger children than older children, showing the effect of
socialization is to reduce the aggressive tendencies of boys rather than exacerbate
them further. This suggests aggressive tendencies have biological origins because they
appear at a young age in males from all cultures (Hyde, 1986).
Aggression is also a key part of young boys’ fantasy lives, suggesting a clear
relationship between biology and cognition. For example, Nicolopuolou (1997)
collected 495 stories from preschool children and found aggression and violent themes
were present in 87 per cent of boys’ stories compared to 17 per cent of girls’ stories.
Furthermore, the girls’ stories focused on interpersonal relationships with a concept
of ‘home’ being a centering locale. The girls’ stories often dealt with maintaining those
relationships and restoring any discord that may have occurred.
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Jarvis (2006) performed an observation study on children in a primary school in
northern England and concluded that boys show a clear preference for R&T play. She
puts forward an evolutionary argument to explain this: boys need to learn how to
compete with other boys for resources and access to female mates, and those who are
more practised are more likely to be successful. Females occupy a caring role and do
not ‘need’ to engage in R&T play.
Marsh (2000) observed preschool children in a nursery and supports Jarvis (2006).
She asked the children to play in a ‘batcave’. She told them both boys and girls could
play and be ‘batmen’ or ‘batwomen’. She found the batwomen were more likely to be
‘caring’ and rescue people in need; the batmen chased and captured villains.
Links between male hormones and male behaviour have also been found in female
participants. For example, congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH) is a condition in
children resulting from accidental exposure to male hormones while still a foetus.
Berenbaum and Snyder (1995) found girls with CAH showed more preference for boys’
toys. Beach (1974) found female dogs who were exposed to male hormones were more
likely to urinate like male dogs.
There are also key structural differences in the brain between the genders, and recent
studies have shown gender differences in identity development can be linked to brain
differences. Lenroot et al. (2007) used evidence from 829 MRI scans taken from 387
subjects, aged between 3 and 27 years. They argued brain development differences
between males and females are significant. MRI scans suggest young women reach full
brain developmental maturity between 21 and 22 years of age; young men reach full
brain developmental maturity at 30 years of age.

There are key structural
differences in the brain
between the genders
and recent studies have
shown gender differences
in identity development
can be linked to brain
differences.

Spalek et al. (2015) found gender-specific differences in information processing: 3398
test subjects were scanned using fMRIs and it was found that women considered
emotional events more emotionally stimulating than men. Women showed stronger
appraisal of negative emotional images and had increased brain activity in motoric
regions. This suggests there are biological causes for what humans find interesting and
how we process the information. This will affect how memories are created and how
schemas are formed.
Baron-Cohen (2005) argues the existence of an ‘extreme male brain’ clearly
demonstrates biological differences. He shows how, on a population level, females are
stronger empathizers and males are stronger systemizers. The ‘extreme male brain’
theory argues that the more testosterone a prenatal (in the womb) baby has:
•

the less likely the child will make eye contact

•

the slower the language development will be

•

the more inclined the child will be toward ‘systems’ rather than people (measured
using quantified data using Empathy Quotient (EQ) testing and Systemizing
Quotient (SQ) testing).

This is also true for females (with female genitalia) who experienced increased
testosterone while prenatal. The theory has been used to explain why autism is
predominantly a male disorder. Autism represents an extreme of the male pattern
because it includes impaired empathizing and enhanced systemizing.
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The evidence clearly shows there are key brain and bodily differences between the
two genders. It is reasonable to assume these differences will manifest themselves in
different thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. The question is always to what extent can
they cause psychological and behavioural differences, and to what extent are these
differences moderated by sociocultural processes?
Furthermore, while there are some cross-cultural differences in how males and
females are expected to behave, one might argue that these are minor. Despite all
of the different cultures that exist, there are still many cross-cultural similarities in
how males and females actually behave. Cross-cultural universal behaviour suggests
powerful biological causes of gender role behaviour.
For example, Lippa (2002; 2005; 2010) has documented significant cross-cultural
gender similarities in areas such as aggression and occupational choice. Using the
BBC (a British secular liberal broadcaster), 200 000 participants were surveyed from
53 nations. Lippa found that females were less aggressive and gravitated toward social
or caring occupations; men were more aggressive and gravitated toward technical
occupations. There were still significant gender role differences in ‘modern’ countries
where equality was actively promoted, such as Norway. In other words, despite active
and well-funded attempts to increase the number of male nurses and female engineers
over many decades, these occupations were significantly filled by the traditional
genders. This suggests a biological mechanism for gender role differences as people in
these developed countries have more choice over their preferred professions.
However, a purely social, cognitive, or biological approach to explain the formation
and development of gender roles is unrealistic. Gender identity and roles are probably
the result of a combination of all three.

The evidence clearly
shows there are key brain
and bodily differences
between the two genders.
It is reasonable to assume
these differences will
manifest themselves
in different thoughts,
feelings, and behaviours.
The question is always
to what extent can they
cause psychological
and behavioural
differences, and to
what extent are these
differences moderated by
sociocultural processes?

Despite all of the
different cultures that
exist, there are still many
cross-cultural similarities
in how males and
females actually behave.
Cross-cultural universal
behaviour suggests
powerful biological
causes of gender role
behaviour.

What can transgenderism teach us about the
origins of gender identity and social roles?

If identity is fluid and
personal, can people
change identity at will?
Can other identifiers
also become fluid and
open to social influence?
For example, can white
people claim a ‘black’
identity and vice versa?
Who decides and how is
identity measured?

Caitlyn Marie Jenner (born 28 October 1949) was formerly known as Bruce
Jenner. She is a US television personality and retired Olympic gold medal-winning

Research Laxmi Narayan
Tripathi and her work ‘Me
Hijra Me Laxmi’.
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psychology?
To what extent can
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insight into the origins of
gender roles?
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decathlete. In 2015, Jenner transitioned from a male identity to a female identity.
She has stated life as a woman is primarily a matter of mental state and lifestyle. She
remains sexually attracted to women.
Like many transgender people, Jenner suffered from gender dysphoria since her
youth and had powerful feelings she was in the ‘wrong body’. She has stated she
feels like she has always had the ‘soul’ of a female.
Such stories suggest gender identity is a powerful internal drive that is largely
immune from sociocultural influences. Similar to gay people, transgender people
often have to face prejudice and discrimination from hostile groups, and it is an
extremely brave decision to transition from one gender to another. If a person
decides to transition, they may have to undergo years of difficult hormone and
surgical procedures, and yet their own desires and deep-seated instinct that they
are in the wrong body often compels them to endure these. As a result of intensive
hormonal treatment, they will begin to think, feel, and act differently, which
suggests the powerful influence hormones have on gender-related behaviours. More
research is needed with transgender people, but their experiences offer insight into
gender.

25.3 Development of empathy and theory
of mind
Content focus
Discuss explanations of empathy.
Empathy requires
an understanding of
someone else’s mental
or emotional state and a
sharing of the emotional
experience of the other
person. ToM is the ability
to attribute mental
states to oneself and
others. For example, to
understand that others
have their own beliefs,
desires, intentions, and
perspectives that are
different from one’s own
(Premack and Woodruff,
1978).
Are theories based on
empirical foundations
more valid than theories
based on theoretical
foundations? What is
the relationship between
empirical and theoretical
constructions in human
science?
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Empathy requires an understanding of someone else’s mental or emotional state and
a sharing of the emotional experience of the other person (Decety and Jackson, 2004;
Singer, 2006). For example, observing someone else’s sadness causing sadness in the
observer, and this internal experience enabling the observer to understand the other
person’s emotional experience (Levenson et al., 1990).
Empathy is seen as essential for healthy relationships and overall well-being. Affective
empathy is the emotional response to others’ distress and can take two forms:
personal distress or empathic concern (Cassels et al., 2010).
Theory of mind (ToM) is the ability to attribute mental states to oneself and others.
For example, to understand that others have their own beliefs, desires, intentions,
and perspectives that are different from one’s own (Premack and Woodruff, 1978). It
is called a theory in a nod to the philosophical underpinnings of the approach: it is
theoretically assumed others have a mind, but this assumption is theoretical as noone
has direct access to the mind of another.

25.3.1 Mentalization
A key factor in ToM is the notion of mentalization. Mentalization refers to a type of
imaginative mental ability that allows us to perceive and interpret human behaviour in
terms of intentional mental states (e.g. needs, desires, feelings, beliefs, goals, purposes,

and reasons) (Fonagy et al., 2002). Mentalization is developmental and becomes
increasingly complex over time. It allows us to answer questions about why we and
others behave the way we do. Wallin (2009) describes it as a process of ‘thinking about
thinking’.
Mentalization has implications for attachment theory and self-development. Fonagy
and Bateman (2006) argue that mentalization:
•

emerges through interaction with the caregiver, in the context of an attachment
relationship

•

may be inhibited (decoupled) temporarily or more extensively in response to
interpersonal conflicts, acute stress, or trauma in vulnerable individuals

•

is procedural and mostly non-conscious

•

is inexact but central to understanding and regulating emotions.

Mentalization refers to
a type of imaginative
mental ability that
allows us to perceive
and interpret human
behaviour in terms of
intentional mental states
(e.g. needs, desires,
feelings, beliefs, goals,
purposes, and reasons)
(Fonagy et al., 2002).

According to Fonagy and Bateman, the degree and type of attachment interactions an
individual has partially determines their capacity to mentalize. Individuals without
proper attachment (due, for example, to physical, psychological, or sexual abuse) can
have greater difficulty developing mentalization abilities.
In this way, mentalization can be seen as similar to Bowlby’s basic assumption – that
a secure attachment environment in childhood creates cognitive structures that
allow secure attachment thoughts, feelings, and behaviours into adulthood. Securely
attached individuals tend to have had a primary caregiver that has more complex and
sophisticated mentalizing abilities. These children have more robust capacities to
understand the states of their own and other people’s minds. Furthermore, the secure
attachment allows the child to form a positive schema about themselves and their
place in the world.
Mentalization could be seen as a largely cognitive process, with empathy making
up an additional affective component. Mentalization is essential to being able to
empathize, however both require knowledge of the ‘other’. Mentalizing skills require
the integration of both knowledge about beliefs and knowledge about emotions, which
then allow people to empathize (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2003, 2004).

Securely attached
individuals tend to have
had a primary caregiver
that has more complex
and sophisticated
mentalizing abilities.
Therefore these children
have more robust
capacities to understand
the states of their own
and other people’s minds.

There are many instances when another person’s emotional response is not
observable, and therefore has to be inferred or imagined. These aspects of ‘affective
mentalizing’ (or ‘affective ToM’) have not been adequately studied (Hooker et al., 2008).
However, it could be reasonably assumed that the more vividly the future emotional
response is imagined, the more it can help motivate prosocial behaviour (Batson, 1991;
Hooker et al., 2008).

25.3.2 Biological determinants of mentalization
and empathy
The term ‘social brain’ refers to the network of brain regions that are involved in
understanding others (Blakemore, 2008). The social information processing
network (SIPN) model (Nelson et al., 2005) argues that social information processing
occurs by way of three interacting neural ‘nodes’: the ‘detection node’, the ‘affective
node’ and the ‘cognitive-regulatory node’.

The term ‘social brain’
refers to the network of
brain regions that are
involved in understanding
others (Blakemore, 2008).
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The detection node, comprising areas including the temporal and occipital regions,
deciphers the social properties of a stimulus, such as movement in the environment.
The affective node, comprising areas including the limbic areas of the brain (such as
the amygdala, ventral striatum, hypothalamus and orbitofrontal cortex), is thought to
process the emotional significance of a social stimulus.
The cognitive-regulatory node, consisting of much of the prefrontal cortex, is
responsible for mentalizing, impulse inhibition, and goal-directed behaviour. This is
the area responsible for ‘thinking about thinking’.
Nelson et al. (2005) argue there is a mismatch in the maturation development of
the different nodes. For example, they propose the development of the cognitiveregulatory node lags behind the development of the other nodes. This maturation
deficit may explain why adolescents can suffer from mood and anxiety disorders.
Hooker et al. (2008) were able to isolate neural regions involved in predicting the
emotional response of another person. Participants were given a questionnaire to
measure their levels of empathy in daily life by answering questions on a five-point
scale. They were then given an emotion recognition task in which they were asked
to identify what emotion a character (indicated by a fixation symbol) was feeling in
various pictured scenes while they were scanned using fMRIs.
For their primary condition (the emotion prediction of what they termed ‘the False
Belief Character’), the additional information sometimes causes the False Belief
Character to change from a positive to a negative emotion (e.g. the parent who is
blissfully unaware of his son’s failing grade but will be angry when he finds out) and
sometimes causes the emotion to change from a negative to positive emotion (e.g. a
person believes they are being held-up at gun point, but it is really a friend using the
end of a banana to play a trick on him).
Participants were asked to judge what a character was feeling and then asked to predict
what they would feel when a better understanding of the situation became apparent.
The researchers found more activity in primarily emotion-related regions, particularly
the bilateral thalamus, when predicting a new emotional state, and this was related to
more self-reported empathy in daily life. Therefore, there was a connection between
the strength of emotion-related neural activity and empathy in daily life.

In Western cultures, high
empathic concern and
low personal distress
have been implicated
in increased prosocial
behaviour (Eisenberg et
al., 1989). This is in turn
related to better emotion
management as well
as better peer relations
(Eisenberg and Fabes,
1998).
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The researchers suggest that when people predict an emotional response in someone
else, they generate an internal affective representation of the predicted emotional
response. Therefore there is a clear cognitive and biological element to feeling and
acting on empathetic feelings. The stronger the affective representation, the more likely
they were to experience empathy.

25.3.3 Sociocultural determinants of mentalization
and empathy
In Western cultures, high empathic concern and low personal distress have been
implicated in increased prosocial behaviour (Eisenberg et al., 1989). This is in turn
related to better emotion management as well as better peer relations (Eisenberg
and Fabes, 1998). However, previous work suggests cultural differences in personal
distress and levels of empathetic concern. For example, Trommsdorff (1999) has

argued children from East Asian cultures experience greater personal distress but less
empathic concern than children from Western cultures.
This has been supported by other researchers. For example, Cassels et al. (2010)
focused on empathic concern and personal distress and compared East Asian and
European-Canadian young adults. They used a predominantly female sample of 190
school and university undergraduate students from the Vancouver area who clearly
identified as East Asian or European-Canadian. Potential participants who did not
clearly identify as either were excluded.
They used Davis’s (1980) Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) to measure empathy
and personal distress. The index has 28 items answered on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from ‘Does not describe me well’ to ‘Describes me very well’, and produces
quantifiable data easily replicated across different groups. It is one of the most widely
used self-report measures of empathy in circulation and has both good internal and
external validity.
Cassels et al. (2010) found Westerners reported more empathic concern (the tendency
to feel sympathy and/or concern for others in negative situations), but less personal
distress (the tendency to experience distress and/or discomfort in response to another
person’s distress) than East Asians.
Trommsdorff et al. (2007) observed preschool children responding to a sad event
(an adult having her balloon popped). They compared four different cultural groups
(children from Germany, Israel, Indonesia, and Malaysia). They found children from
other-oriented cultural groups (Indonesia and Malaysia) displayed more self-focused
distress than children from individual-oriented cultural groups (Germany and Israel).
However, Ma-Kellams and Blascovich (2012) highlight an important moderator of
cultural differences in empathy. They argue that empathy is influenced by whether the
observed target is a stranger or a close-other. They found East Asians were able to infer
the emotions of close-others more accurately than European Americans. However,
European American participants inferred the emotions of strangers more accurately
than East Asian participants.
De Greck et al. (2011; cited in Atkins, 2014) asked participants to intentionally
empathize with a familiar face displaying an angry expression, a familiar face
displaying a neutral expression or an unfamiliar face displaying a neutral expression.
They found stronger dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) responses among Chinese
participants compared to German participants when intentionally empathizing with a
familiar face displaying anger.
The DLPFC region has been linked to emotional regulation strategies, suggesting the
Chinese group reflects greater emotional regulation of anger emotions. It could be
that interpersonal harmony is highly valued in Eastern cultures when compared to
Western cultures (Markus and Kitayama, 1991) and therefore people from Eastern
cultures have developed better regulation of their anger responses to maintain
harmony (de Greck et al., 2011).
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Mind-blindness
Mind-blindness is seen as a cognitive disorder where an individual is unable to
attribute mental states to the self and others (Gallagher and Frith, 2003). People with
this disorder lack the ability to mentalize. Consequently, they may be unaware of
others’ mental and emotional states.
Mind-blindness theory assumes children with mind-blindness are delayed in
developing a ToM, which normally allows developing children to imagine what it is
like to be in the position of another (Baron-Cohen, 1990). Baron-Cohen argues that
any individual who suffers from mind-blindness would find the world a confusing
and frightening place, which increases their chances of withdrawing from society.

26

Developing as a learner

Topic focus
Discuss how individuals develop as learners.

26.1 Cognitive development
Content focus
Piaget used his own
experiences as a parent to
help formulate his ideas.
To what extent should
researchers use their
own experiences in their
research? How should
this be acknowledged in
research? What are the
implications for notions
of validity and reliability?
Piaget assumed cognitive
development is under
genetic control and
develops in the form
of predisposed stages;
children do not passively
receive knowledge;
they are curious, selfmotivated and seek out
information to construct
their own understanding
of the environment –
they are active learners;
children construct
schemas to help shape
their understanding of
the world.
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Evaluate two theories of cognitive development.
Cognitive development can be defined as the increasingly advanced thought and
problem-solving ability that occurs over time from infancy to adulthood.
There are two main approaches to explaining cognitive development. The first
approach is an explicit attempt to link cognitive development to biological maturation
over time. This is best illustrated by Piaget’s theory, which links cognitive stages to
biological development (the ‘ages and stages’ approach). The second approach links
cognitive development to the social and emotional surroundings a child experiences.
This is best illustrated by Vygotsky’s theory, which links language and culture to
cognitive development. The theories are not necessarily at odds with one another and
can be seen as complementary explanations of the same phenomena.

26.1.1 Piaget’s theory of cognitive development
Piaget’s assumptions (e.g. Piaget, 1977):
•

Cognitive development is under genetic control and develops in the form of
predisposed stages.

•

Children do not passively receive knowledge; they are curious, self-motivated and
seek out information to construct their own understanding of the environment –
they are active learners.

•

Over time, children construct their view of the world through mental frameworks
of understanding called schemas. Schemas are mental representations of the
world and all children are born with a range of schemas, such as a schema for
sucking, reaching, and gripping. These are modified as a result of experience and
Piaget called this process modification adaptation.

There are two types of adaptation:
Assimilation: Occurs when new events (such as objects, experiences, ideas, and
situations) can be fitted into existing schemas of what the child already understands
about the world. An example of this is when a child calls the family German shepherd
a ‘doggie’, then points at the neighbour’s labrador and also call it a ‘doggie’. This shows
he has understood the parameters of his existing schema (furry, playful, four legs) and
fitted the image into it.
Accommodation: Occurs when new events do not fit existing schemas, so a new
schema is created or an existing one is modified to allow the new worldview. For
example, a child points at a small horse and calls it a ‘doggie’. He would be corrected
and told it is a ‘horse’ and he would have to create a new schema (with new parameters)
in order to understand all future encounters with horses. Accommodation is therefore
the creation of new knowledge and the rejection or adaption of existing schemas.

Piaget’s four stages of cognitive development
Sensorimotor stage (0 to 2 years): Characterized by the infant having no formal schema
for the world or itself other than their basic survival schemas for eating and receiving
attention. The infant can only know the world via his or her immediate senses and the
motor or movement actions he or she performs. This stage is illustrated by profound
egocentrism as the infant cannot distinguish between self and the environment
because he or she has no real knowledge of the world around him or her. Egocentrism
is illustrated by a lack of object permanence: when an infant cannot see an object then
it effectively ceases to exist for the child.
Pre-operational stage (2 to 7 years): The stage begins with the establishment of object
permanence and ends with the emergence of concrete operations (rules they can
apply to other objects in the real or concrete world). The stage is still dominated by the
cognitive limiting effects of egocentrism as the child has a limited ability to see, think,
feel, or imagine the world from another’s point of view. Egocentrism is demonstrated
by the three mountain experiment (Piaget and Inhelder, 1956) in which 4-year-olds,
when shown a mountain scene, tended to fail when asked to describe the same scene
from a doll’s point of view placed on the other side.

Figure 26.1 The three
mountain experiment
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During this stage, children have a lack of conservation – the realization that objects
can remain the same despite a change in appearance. To demonstrate this, Piaget used
two rows of different coloured beads and spread one row out. The pre-operational
child does not understand that spreading the beads out does not increase the number
of beads present.

Figure 26.2 In the preoperational stage, children
are egocentric and lack
conservation.

Concrete operational stage (7 to 11 years): Characterized by a development
of definitive rules or schemas for ordering the world and the development of
conservation.
Formal operational stage (11 years onwards): The child’s mental structures are well
developed. Problems can be manipulated in the head without the need for physical
objects. Children can think about possible occurrences and imagine themselves in
different roles without the need for dolls or play acting.

Positive evaluation of Piaget’s theory
Piaget produced the first comprehensive theory of child cognitive development,
which has generated debate and stimulated research. Before this theory was proposed,
children were not treated as independent thinkers by researchers.
Piaget modified his theory to take into account criticisms, and envisaged it constantly
changing as new evidence came to light. For example, Piaget was the first to investigate
whether biological maturation drove cognitive development, and his vision of a child
as having cognitive changes regulated by their biology is now widely accepted and
supported by cross-cultural research.
His vision of children being determined, dynamic thinkers who are anxious to
achieve coherence and test theories through assimilation and accommodation (‘little
scientists’) significantly influenced the education profession. There is now an emphasis
on child-centric classrooms with opportunities for intellectual exploration and
children are expected to actively participate in their own learning. Classrooms have
become places where children ‘do’ things rather than passively receive knowledge.

Negative evaluation
Bower (1982) showed that object permanence is not as rigid as envisioned in the
sensorimotor stage. He showed an infant an object and then placed a screen between
it and the infant. The object was then removed and the screen taken away and the child
showed surprise. This shows the child may have been expecting to see the object and
does not lack the concept of object permanence as stated by Piaget.
The pre-operational stage has been criticized for being negative in tone. Piaget focuses
on what the child cannot do rather than what they can achieve. Field et al. (1982) found
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children aged 4 to 5 can spend as much as 20 per cent of their playtime constructing
sophisticated roles for different objects above and beyond their intended use (e.g.
blocks become trucks, brooms become horses with names and personalities), as well
as being capable of imitating and discriminating between emotions in faces they see.
Taylor et al. (1993) demonstrated how pre-operational children can develop imaginary
companions with complex personalities and engage in conversation with them,
suggesting a lack of egocentrism.
Children are egocentric but Piaget probably exaggerated the amount of egocentrism,
and his methods are not child friendly enough to access the nuances of the children’s
understanding. When methodologies are changed, fewer children make egocentric
mistakes, suggesting Piaget’s ‘ages and stages’ paradigm is less rigid than he envisioned.
Piaget has also been criticized for underestimating the role of social development. The
three mountain experiment is a presentation of a social scene, and yet Piaget focused
on it as a mental problem. When the approach was changed to a more child-friendly
format, more children were able to understand the different views.
This is because children fail to see it as an abstract problem and see only the literal
question. If the adult says, ‘What can I see?’ then the child may think, They can see the
whole scene because they are bigger than me and this is their experiment so of course they have seen
everything. If the adult says, ‘What can the doll see?’ then the child may think, The doll is
not real so they can see whatever they want because this is a game. Either way, the child fails to
understand the abstract nature of the task, but this does not mean they are egocentric.
Piaget’s theory assumes cognitive development as largely the same for both genders.
However, there is some evidence that male and female brains develop in different
ways and at different rates. For example, Cooke and Woolley (2005) found structural
differences in the amygdala in male brains when compared to female brains. Some of
these differences include size (men have a larger amygdala than women) and the rate of
development over time.
Frings et al. (2006) studied hippocampi differences in males versus females. Activation
of the hippocampus is more dominant on the left side in females, while it is more
dominant on the right side in males. This in turn influences cognitive reasoning;
women verbalize strategies more than men when performing a task that requires
cognitive thinking. Therefore, it cannot be assumed both genders cognitively develop
in the same way at the same rate. However, this technology was not available to Piaget
when he was developing his theory.

Piaget’s theory assumes
cognitive development as
largely the same for both
genders. However, there
is some evidence that
male and female brains
develop in different ways
and at different rates.

26.1.2 Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development
Vygotsky focused on the importance of social interaction and culture on a child’s
cognitive development. In his model, a child makes sense of the world through shared
meaning with others, whereas the Piagetian child makes sense of the world as the
result of biological processes that drive cognitive development.
Vygotsky thought of culture as a body of knowledge held by persons of greater
knowledge who transmitted ideas through language – hence the importance he placed
on language development as part of overall cognitive development. In summary, his
theory proposed that language and culture drive cognitive development. Note that
Vygotsky lived between 1896–1934, but many citations of his work (e.g. Vygotsky,

Vygotsky focused on
the importance of
social interaction and
culture on a child’s
cognitive development
and assumed children
make sense of the world
through shared meaning
with others.
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1978) are from after this period and represent translations or anthologies not endorsed
by Vygotsky.
Language for children is primarily a way to produce change in others, but when
language becomes internalized it converges with thought, and eventually we are
able to direct and control our thinking with the use of language. Piaget saw this as
‘egocentric speech’, whereas Vygotsky sees it as the precursor to internalized thought.
We develop an inner voice for thinking and a more complex, vocabulary-rich voice for
communication with others.
Vygotsky articulated the importance of culture through his zone of proximal
development (ZPD). Instruction from an expert wakens a series of embryonic
functions that can be extended under supervision from an expert (usually an adult).
These abilities would lie dormant and unused if they were left untutored. This
illustrates the difference between the Piagetian individual-construction approach and
the importance of social construction put forward by Vygotsky. Vygotsky believed that
learning comes before development. Development occurs when a new task is just out
of reach of a child’s current developmental ability. Development occurs as the child
reaches for it. Piaget believed that development comes before learning.
Wood et al. (1976) introduced the notion of scaffolding as development of the
ZPD, where the disorganized and spontaneous thoughts presented by the child are
responded to with the more systematic, logical, and rational concepts of a more
knowledgeable (usually adult) helper.

What I can’t do
What I can
do with help

Zone of proximal
development

What I
can do

Figure 26.3 Vygotsky’s
three stages of language
development

Vygotsky’s three stages of language development
Pre-intellectual social speech (0 to 3 years): Thought is not constructed using
language and speech is only used to enact social change. For example, asking for and
receiving objects from a parent.
Egocentric speech (3 to 7 years): Language helps to control the child’s own behaviour
and it is spoken out loud. For example, when children play games they often verbalize
their actions.
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Inner speech (7+ years): The child uses speech silently to develop their thinking and
publicly for social communication.

Positive evaluation
Vygotsky placed importance on a child’s inner speech, which has a common-sense
value because thought and language are interconnected. He argued that the inner voice
was a key part of learning and cognitive development.
Emphasis on inner speech has empirical support. For example, Behrend et al. (1992)
quantified inner speech by observing the amount of whispering and lip-reading
children engaged in when given a task. They found children who used the greatest
amount of inner speech tended to perform better in tasks.
There are methodological and practical applications for this theory. For example,
scaffolding has been useful from a teaching perspective (both in terms of organizing
thoughts and emotions). Conner et al. (1997) argued that the quality of the scaffolding
provided by a mother and father could predict the success of the child in the
classroom, arguing that children who are socially and intellectually supported at home
will be more confident in the classroom.

Negative evaluation
There is a lack of empirical support for Vygotsky’s ideas, but this can be largely
explained by his emphasis on inner emotional and cognitive processes rather than
outcomes (which Piaget emphasized), and processes are harder to test for. For example,
inner speech is difficult to test for and quantify. Vygotsky’s ideas are theoretical, and
his theory can be criticized for being too vague in its outline of social influence.
Rogoff (1990) dismisses the idea that Vygotsky’s ideas are culturally universal and
instead states the concept of scaffolding – which is heavily dependent on verbal
instruction – may not be equally useful in all cultures for all types of learning. Indeed,
in some instances, observation and practice may be more effective ways of learning
certain skills. However, even though verbal instruction may vary from culture to
culture, emotional scaffolding in some form takes place in all cultures.
It should be noted that Vygotsky died at the age of 38; his work as a cognitive
developmental researcher was still in its infancy and had he lived longer he would have
advanced his theories and been able to respond to peer review.

26.2 Brain development
Content focus
To what extent is the brain influenced by environmental factors?

26.2.1 Maturation and development of the brain
Animal studies have been used to clearly show how specific regions of the brain
mature at different ages. For example, Zehr et al. (2008) showed hippocampal function,
including spatial cognition and stress response, matures during adolescence in
Syrian hamsters. They also showed how these are dependent on sex differences as
maturity changes taking place in the brain also respond differently to the different sex
hormones. These changes are likely related to the adolescent development of cognitive
functions such as learning and memory, as well as the mediation of stress (Zehr et al.,
2008).

How are the boundaries
of academic subjects
determined and
maintained? As
technology improves,
researchers are able to
link thoughts, feelings,
and behaviours to specific
brain areas. Where does
psychology begin and
where does biology end?
Do the improvements
in technology eventually
mean psychology will
become obsolete? Can
human experience be
captured and explained
using purely biological
explanations?
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Piaget’s theory assumes cognitive development as largely complete by the age of 11.
This can be challenged, as it could be argued that cognitive development and its decline
is a lifelong process. For example, Johnson et al. (2009) argue that brain development
continues into the twenties and thirties and this has a significant impact on cognitive
reasoning and emotional maturity. This is particularly apparent for males as the
process of ‘adolescence’ does not end until 25 in brain development terms.

26.2.2 Brain plasticity
The brain is a dynamic system that interacts with the environment. The brain is
physically sculpted by experience. Not only can the brain determine and change
behaviour, but behaviour and environment can change the brain.
The brain is a dynamic
system that interacts with
the environment and
the brain is physically
sculpted by experience.
Not only can the brain
determine and change
behaviour, but behaviour
and environment can
change the brain.

Before the 1960s, the brain was thought to be influenced only by genetics, and
therefore it was considered unchangeable. However, researchers such as Hubel and
Wiesel (1965) demonstrated that the brain could change in response to environmental
input. These results were based on laboratory experiments with rats, but it has now
become generally accepted that environmental enrichment can modify the brain,
especially the cerebral cortex, which is the area of higher cognitive functioning. It
seems that the brain is constantly changing as a result of experience throughout the
lifespan.

Key study: Luby et al. (2012)
Aim: To measure the effect of parental nurturing on the growth of the
hippocampus. The hippocampus is essential for learning because it is involved in
long-term memory function. Long-term memory function provides storage for
information and allows new information to be assimilated and organized ready for
use. Humans would not be such successful creatures had they not been able to learn
complex information and call upon it when needed.
Procedure: Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) was used to scan 92 children’s
brains. An experiment was conducted when the children were between 3 and 6
years old. The children were put into a frustrating situation where they and their
mothers were left in a room with a brightly wrapped gift. The children were not
allowed to open the gift and they were told to wait while the mother filled out a
series of forms. Researchers observed how the children and mothers handled this
situation, which was meant to replicate the typical stressors of daily parenting.
Mothers who offered reassurance and support that helped their child control their
impulses were rated as being nurturing. Mothers who either ignored the child or
harshly scolded the child were rated as non-nurturing.
Findings: After four years, when the children were between 7 and 10 years old,
Luby performed MRI brain scans on them. She found children with the nurturing
mothers had a hippocampus that was 10 per cent larger than the hippocampi of
children who had mothers that were non-nurturing.
Conclusion: Nurturing mothers impact brain development on children.
Evaluation: This was a tightly controlled natural experiment with a large sample
size offering common-sense insight into a real-world problem. However, not all
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variables could be controlled and the variable of ‘nurturing’ is very broad. For
example, non-nurturing mothers may also neglect to feed their children healthily
(the hippocampus is a biological entity in the brain that is influenced by diet) or read
to them regularly, which may also impact their children’s brain development. There
may be other factors such as a lack of sleep, drug use during pregnancy, smoking,
and drinking, which may all have impacted the children. Therefore, it is difficult to
infer causation from one variable onto another.
However, it should be noted that Luby and her colleagues were building on
knowledge gained by experiments conducted with animals such as Kozorovitskiy
et al. (2005), who studied how experience induces structural and biochemical
changes in the adult primate brain by placing primates in either a complex
environment or a simple environment for a month. The results showed the
structure of the adult primate brain is highly sensitive even to modest levels of
experiential complexity.
Rats provide a biological research platform and allow clear manipulations and
measurements of variables that would not be possible in humans. For example, it is
possible to manipulate the environment to pinpoint the exact variable and the extent
to which it can shape brain development.
Diamond et al. (1972) wanted to test the effect of a physically enriched environment
on the frontal lobe. The frontal lobe is essential for learning because it is involved in
many important cognitive skills in humans, such as emotional expression, problem
solving, memory, language, and basic judgement through reasoning. Diamond et
al. placed rats into one of two environments – one enriched and one deprived. The
richness of the environment was operationalized by being surrounded by interesting
toys. The dependent variable was the effect on the frontal lobe and was operationalized
by measuring the thickness of the frontal lobe. The rats spent 30 or 60 days in their
respective environments and then they were euthanized.
Post-mortem studies of their brains showed that rats that had been in the stimulating
environment had an increased cortical thickness. The frontal lobe, which is associated
with thinking, planning, and decision making, was heavier in the rats that had been in
the stimulating environment. Similar research studies have constantly demonstrated
that cortical thickness increases even further if the rats are placed with other rats. The
combination of having company and many interesting toys created the best conditions
for developing cerebral thickness.
This was a tightly controlled study with a clear independent variable (IV) and clear,
quantifiable DV, therefore clear causation can be inferred that would not be possible
with human subjects. Although this was an animal study and caution should be
used when generalizing the results to humans, the experiment followed the correct
guidelines for ethical treatment of animals. It should be remembered that the rats are
bred for experimental purposes and were used sparingly.

26.2.3 Learning to be social
Humans are an intensely social species. They have to learn a varied repertoire of
social skills to survive and thrive in a complex social environment: from quickly
and automatically detecting the presence of another human in their environment, to

Humans are an intensely
social species. They
have to learn a varied
repertoire of social skills
to survive and thrive
in a complex social
environment.
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making inferences about another’s emotions, beliefs, and enduring character traits,
and using this knowledge to guide future behaviour (Frith and Frith, 2010).
Social cognition refers to the collection of cognitive processes that are required
to understand and interact with others. Evidence suggests many social cognitive
functions develop during adolescence as the brain continues to develop. Consequently,
there are clear age differences in sociocognitive abilities such as face processing,
mental state inference and responding to peer influence and social evaluation. These
are linked to the ‘social brain’, which refers to the network of brain regions that
underlies these processes (Burnett et al., 2010). New research indicates the social
brain undergoes structural development, including synaptic reorganization, during
adolescence (Blakemore, 2008).
There are many aspects to social learning. For example, learning to interpret others’
emotional expressions, learning to make strategic social decisions – which can be
tested using behavioural economic games (e.g. Binmore, 2007) – and learning to
deal with social rejection – with many accounts showing a clear gender difference in
sensitivity to group exclusion (e.g. Kloep, 1999). Furthermore, learning to understand
the intended meaning of a remark beyond what is explicitly stated is a necessary skill
for social success. It can be considered an integral part of mentalizing.
Wang et al. (2006) compared the neural circuitry underlying the interpretation of
communicative intent in children and adults using an MRI scanner. They used irony
comprehension as a test case. Participants viewed cartoon drawings while listening
to short scenarios ending with a potentially ironic remark and were asked to decide
whether the speaker was being sincere or ironic. It was a relatively small sample (12
adults and 12 children) and all were right-handed, with the exception of one lefthanded boy. They performed all analyses both with and without the left-handed
participant but the pattern of results did not change when he was excluded.
The researchers found that children engaged the medial prefrontal cortex and left
inferior frontal gyrus (located in the frontal regions of the brain) more strongly than
adults. Adults used the fusiform gyrus, extrastriate areas and the amygdala (located
in the posterior of the brain) more strongly than children. This developmental shift
from a reliance on frontal regions to posterior regions of the brain may reflect the
automatization of basic reasoning about mental states in social situations as the social
learner develops with age.

27

Approaches to research: developmental
psychology

Learning focus
Discuss approaches to research in developmental psychology.
Research in
developmental
psychology usually
aims to measure the
experiences of people
over long periods of time.
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Developmental psychology creates a number of special considerations for researchers.
Research in developmental psychology usually aims to measure the experiences of
people over long periods of time. Therefore, children as well as professionals who
work with them are often at the core of research.

27.1 Working with young children
Working with children means developmental psychologists have to think very
carefully about the methods they use for gathering data. For example, Piaget’s
methods have been criticized as being too formal for children, resulting in key
misunderstandings. When his methods were changed to show more ‘child sense’,
children understood what was being asked of them and showed cognitive ability
outside of their age-appropriate stage.

Working with children
means developmental
psychologists have to
think very carefully about
the methods they use for
gathering data.

For example, in Piaget’s conservation of beads experiment, an adult would ask, ‘Which
has more beads?’ and the child would be under stress to provide a ‘correct’ answer, one
that supports the ‘logical’ direction of the test: ‘Are these the same?’, ‘Yes.’ The beads are
then changed. ‘Are these the same?’ The ‘logical’ answer is that they are not the same
because they have been changed.
Children may assume they are being tricked or the adult wants a particular answer and
the results showed that fewer children could conserve. This was interpreted to mean
children could not conserve until much later. However, when researchers made the
methodology more age-appropriate they got different results.
For their conservation of beads experiment, McGarrigle and Donaldson (1974) used
a glove puppet, known as Naughty Teddy, to ‘accidentally’ transform the beads. They
found 63 per cent of 4–6-year-old children could successfully ‘conserve’, as they
recognized the number of beads remained the same. By using a ‘naughty teddy’ the
beads may not have been ‘changed’, but ‘messed around with’ as a result of a naughty
interloper. Therefore, while things appeared to change, there is a greater possibility
they were the same: naughty teddies are not necessarily good at providing correct
answers, so the child feels freer and less pressured.
The notion of a naughty teddy is important because children understand the concept
of being naughty. It implies something bad has happened that does not necessarily
change reality. They are more able to contradict naughty teddy than the adult.
Researchers have to be clear their methodology means the same to the child as
it means to the researcher. One way to check this is to perform pilot studies to
ensure the methods make sense to the child. For example, Oostermeijer et al. (2014)
conducted a study in the Netherlands with 128 sixth-grade students where they
focused on measured mathematical word problem-solving performance using the
Mathematical Processing Instrument (MPI). They fixed a time limit of three minutes
to solve each word problem, but only after conducting a pilot study with five sixthgrade students. This showed every child was able to solve each of the 14 items of the
MPI within the required three minutes and so they were able to eliminate ‘time’ as an
extraneous variable that may have impacted the results.

27.2 Longitudinal studies
Longitudinal studies are useful for developmental psychologists because they show
change over time. If variables are identified, and in some cases held constant, the extent
to which they influence an effect can be measured and debated. For example, Mahoney
et al. (2005) carried out a longitudinal study of the effect of after-school programmes

Longitudinal studies are
useful for developmental
psychologists because
they show change over
time. If variables are
identified, and in some
cases held constant, the
extent to which they
influence an effect can be
measured and debated.
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on the school success and motivation for disadvantaged children. They found a full
year’s after-school programme resulted in better test scores, reading achievement, and
overall motivation for the students who took part. They were only able to reach these
conclusions because they studied the children over the course of a full year.

To what extent should
‘common sense’ be a
part of explanations
for human behaviour?
Should every aspect of
human experience be
tested empirically before
it is accepted as a fact?

Similarly, Dickerson and Popli (2014) analysed data on over 8700 members of the
Millennium Cohort Study, which follows the lives of children born in the UK in 2000–
2001 (see p. 191 for details). As a result of the longitudinal nature of the study they
found 7-year-olds who have lived in poverty since infancy perform substantially worse
in a range of cognitive-ability tests than those who have never been poor – even when
family circumstances and parenting skills were taken into consideration.

27.3 Correlations versus experiments
Experiment is the only method that can produce cause-and-effect with certainty.
However, experiments lack ecological validity because so many variables need to
be controlled. The isolation and control of variables produces an artificial setting
that can make children behave differently. Therefore, experiments in developmental
psychology are often not as tightly controlled as they might be.
Oostermeijer et al. (2014) conducted a study in the Netherlands with 128 sixth-grade
students. They found those who spent more free time in construction play performed
better on a test of mathematical word problems (see p. 184 for details). However, the
study was only correlational, which made it impossible to draw conclusions about any
causal relationships among constructive play, spatial ability, and mathematical word
problem-solving performance.
For causality to be established, tight control over variables needs to occur. For example,
in a study sponsored by the toy maker Mega Bloks®, researchers gave toy blocks to
middle- and low-income toddlers (Christakis et al., 2007). The children ranged in age
from 1.5 to 2.5 years, and were randomly assigned to experience two conditions:
•

Children in the treatment group got two sets of toy Mega Bloks®: 80 plastic
interlocking blocks and a set of specialty blocks, including cars and people. The
parents of these toddlers were given instructions for encouraging block play.

•

Children in the control group did not get blocks until the end of the study. The
parents of these children received no instructions about block play.

Parents in both groups were not told the real purpose of the study but were asked to
keep time diaries of their children’s activities. After six months, each parent completed
a follow-up interview that included an assessment of the child’s verbal ability using the
MacArthur-Bates Communicative Development Inventories.
The results showed children in the experimental group scored higher on parentreported tests of vocabulary, grammar, and verbal comprehension and showed a trend
toward watching less TV (although this was not significant).
The deliberate manipulation of the variable (presence or absence of playing blocks)
made it possible for the researchers to infer a cause-effect relationship that was not
present in the equivalent correlational study performed by Oostermeijer et al. (2014).
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27.4 The use of technology to monitor
cognition
Modern technology is now extensively used in developmental neuropsychology
because it provides an opportunity to study the active brain. This allows developmental
researchers to see where specific brain processes take place and enable them to study
localization of function in the living human brain as it changes over time.
The key problem with using technology in brain research is that it can lead to
reductionist arguments about the causes of behaviour. It is important to always
consider wider considerations for the causes of behaviour. Overall, the technology
allows researchers to pinpoint key areas and speculate on their function and
development during maturation.
Hooker et al. (2008) were able to investigate areas of the brain involved in empathy.
They were able to isolate neural regions involved in predicting the emotional response
of another person using fMRIs (see p. 207 for details). Therefore, they were able to
pinpoint and speculate as to what extent areas of the brain were responsible for
feelings of empathy.

Modern technology is
now extensively used
in developmental
neuropsychology
because it provides an
opportunity to study
the active brain. This
allows developmental
researchers to see where
specific brain processes
take place and enable
them to study localization
of function in the living
human brain as it
changes over time.

Lenroot et al. (2007) used evidence from MRI scans to argue that differences in brain
development between males and females are significant (see p. 204 for details) and
Spalek et al. (2015) used MRI scans to find gender-specific differences in information
processing, suggesting there are biological causes for what humans find interesting and
how we process the information (see p. 204 for details).
Luby et al. (2012) showed how parental nurturing can influence the growth of the
hippocampus. Luby et al. used MRIs to scan 92 children’s brains. They found that
children with nurturing mothers had a hippocampus that was 10 percent larger than
the hippocampi of children who had mothers that were non-nurturing. Luby et al.
therefore concluded that nurturing mothers impact on brain development in children
(see p. 11 for details).

27.4.1 Technology use for mass surveys
Technology allows developmental researchers to focus on large populations. For
example, Lippa (2002; 2005; 2010) used the BBC (a secular liberal broadcaster) to
access 200 000 participants from 53 nations in order to document significant crosscultural gender similarities in areas such as aggression and occupational choice (see
p. 205 for details). He was able to access such a large sample due to the worldwide
nature of the BBC and the ability to conduct research online. Quantitative data
collected from large-scale surveys allows psychologists to draw broad conclusions
about behaviour across cultures. While it does not reveal personal nuances about
individual behaviour, it does allow developmental psychologists to see trends over time
and place.
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28

Ethical considerations: developmental
psychology

Learning focus
Discuss ethical considerations in developmental psychology.
To what extent do
ethical boundaries help
or hinder knowledge
creation in developmental
psychology?
Most respected
academic institutions
should have some form
of REC consisting of a
multidisciplinary team of
professional researchers
and/or experienced
academics with a balance
of gender and cultural
backgrounds.

Anonymity and
confidentiality is a key
part of psychological
research. Potential
researchers have to
show their review boards
how they will guarantee
that participants remain
anonymous and the data
will be held securely.
At no point should
any reader of the end
report be able to guess
the identity of the
participants.
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Look back at section 23.1, page 175, which looked at Research Ethics Committees
(RECs) and what they are responsible for.

28.1 Working with children
Developmental psychologists often deal with children and they must abide by clear
guidelines for collecting data from young people. The key notion of the power
dynamic between the researcher and the researched has to be acknowledged and
considered by the researcher. This is especially important when working with
children. For example, the British Psychological Society (BPS) has the following ethical
guidelines regarding the use of children in research.
•

Children under the age of 16 need a parent/guardian to give consent.

•

Parents/guardians should be informed about the nature of the study and reminded
they can withdraw their child at any point of the research process if they wish.

•

If research is taking place in a school or institutional setting, the appropriate
supervisor can give consent as long as the research falls within the range of usual
curriculum or other institutional activities.

•

Very young children should be regularly monitored for any signs, verbal or nonverbal, that they are not wholly willing to continue with the data collection.

•

The language should be clear and accessible to people with limited literacy, using
short words and sentences, written in the active voice, and avoiding the use of
technical terms.

28.2 Guaranteeing anonymity
Anonymity and confidentiality are a key part of psychological research. Potential
researchers have to show their review boards how they will guarantee that participants
will remain anonymous and the data will be held securely. At no point should any
reader of the end report be able to guess the identity of the participants.
This is especially true when working with young people as is often the case with
developmental researchers. Researchers can be hampered by notoriety that they did
not predict when carrying out the initial research. An example of anonymity being
violated is the case of Czech twin boys born in 1960 and researched by Koluchova
(1976). Koluchova publicly and widely documented the twins’ progress over a number
of years during the 1970s in order to study the effects of deprivation on cognitive and

emotional development (see p. 188 for details). However, they were named as ‘Andrei’
and ‘Vanya’ and were said to be identical twin boys born in 1960. The country, type of
relationship between the participants, age, and circumstance were all revealed, making
their anonymity difficult to guarantee. It is unlikely such details would be allowed to be
released today.
The boys became something of a cause celebre within the psychological community
and were clearly not able to give informed consent about their treatment or about
how their situation became public knowledge. This was due both to their age (they
were under the age of 16), the lack of a caring family guardian, and their cognitive
impairment as a result of the abuse they suffered.

28.3 The use of animals
Using animals in studies of developmental psychology has many advantages.
•

It allows variables to be isolated, manipulated, and then measured.

•

It allows empirical data to be collected in the form of experiments.

•

Experiments allow cause and effect to be established and then re-tested using
controlled conditions.

Researchers do not have the same level of moral obligation toward animals as they
do toward humans. However, there are still strict guidelines that have to be followed.
The British Society of Animal Science wrote a set of ethical guidelines for the use of
animals in research experimentation that they refer to as the 3Rs:
•

Refinement: Any animal science research undertaken should be as focused
as possible and have realistic and achievable aims of increasing knowledge
of the species of interest in relation to our understanding of its functioning,
performance, health, or welfare.

•

Replacement: Researchers must consider all available options to replace animals
with other techniques that will fulfil the research objectives. Researchers should
always actively look for non-animal methods of investigation (e.g. computer
models).

•

Reduction: There is a scientific, moral and legal requirement to expose as few
animals to pain, suffering, and distress as possible.

A key example of what can be achieved with animals and not with humans is Lorenz’s
attachment experiments with geese (1935). Attachment is a personal and emotional
topic and researchers have to meet exact ethical standards when researching with
humans. Lorenz instead used geese and found that they followed the first moving
object they see during a critical period after hatching – a process known as imprinting
(see p. 197 for details). The results suggest that attachment is innate and programmed
genetically. Such a high degree of manipulation and control would not be possible for
human subjects.
Another example of this is the study conducted by Suomi and Harlow and their pit
of despair (vertical chamber apparatus). During the 1960s and 1970s Suomi and

Attachment is a personal
and emotional topic and
researchers have to meet
exact ethical standards
when researching
with humans. While
there are strict ethical
considerations when
working with animals,
they allow for greater
flexibility, isolation, and
manipulation of variables,
as well as re-testing than
what would be possible
with humans.
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Harlow aimed to disrupt attachment in Rhesus monkeys and then observe their
behaviour as they developed. They designed a steel cage that denied the monkeys any
connection with the outside world or any other living organism (see p. 198 for details).
The researchers were able to claim the pit of despair demonstrates the importance of
love and nurturing on later life. The work has been heavily criticized from an ethical
perspective and it is highly unlikely these experiments would be allowed to happen
today.

Activity
Find all of the new words or expressions from this chapter and write them into a
document with their definitions and explanations next to them. Be creative and use
diagrams or boxes to help make your personal glossary unique and effective.
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