
What are Erikson's Psychosocial Development Stages? 

Have you ever wondered why some people seem more confident and independent while 

others struggle with trust and intimacy? The answer may lie in Erik Erikson's theory of 

psychosocial development. 

Erikson's theory proposes that individuals go through eight stages of development, each with 

its own unique challenge and resolution.  Understanding these stages can help us better 

understand ourselves and others, as we offer pastoral care and may help us navigate the 

challenges of life with greater ease. 

The German psychologist Erik Erikson proposed a psychosocial theory demonstrating that 

people pass through eight stages of psychosocial struggle in their lifetime. These 

psychosocial struggles contribute to people’s personalities all throughout their development. 

The eight Psychosocial stages proposed are  

 Trust vs. Mistrust (infancy) 

 Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt (toddlerhood),  

Initiative vs. Guilt (preschool) 

Industry vs. Inferiority (school-age) 

Identity vs. Role Confusion (adolescence) 

Intimacy vs. Isolation (young adulthood) 

Generativity vs. Stagnation (middle adulthood) 

 Ego Integrity vs. Despair (late adulthood). 

Each stage involves a specific psychosocial struggle that must be resolved to move on to the 

next stage. The success or failure of these struggles contributes to the development of an 

individual personality and sense of self.  

At the core of Erikson's theory is the concept of a sense of independence. He believed that 

individuals develop a sense of independence during their early years, and that this sense 

continues to grow and develop throughout their lives. 

As individuals move through the stages of psychosocial development, they face various 

challenges that help them to develop a greater sense of independence and autonomy. For 

example, during the toddler years, children must learn to assert their independence while still 

relying on their caregivers for support and guidance. 

Later in life, individuals may face challenges related to career, relationships, and personal 

identity, all of which contribute to their sense of independence and self-sufficiency. 



Social relationships are a key aspect of Erikson's psychosocial theory. During the adolescent 

stage, individuals begin to form close relationships outside of their family, which can 

contribute to their sense of identity and belonging. 

As they move into adulthood, these relationships become even more important as individuals 

navigate romantic partnerships, friendships, and work networks. The ability to form and 

maintain healthy social relationships is crucial for overall psychosocial development, 

according to Erikson's theory. 

Every psychosocial development stage is a building block essential for maturation all 

through one’s life span. Erik Erikson believes that none of these stages end with one and 

start with the other, each one of these may overlap. 

If one does not master a specific stage in life, he may extend into any other stage later on. For 

instance, if a toddler is unable to overcome self-doubt and shame, his feelings will keep on 

affecting his development as he passes the other phases of childhood. 

 

 

Stage 1 — Inancy 

Infancy, the initial stage in Erikson's psychosocial development theory, is a critical period 

where the foundation of trust or mistrust is laid. Spanning from birth to 18 months, this stage 

is characterized by the child's complete dependence on caregivers. The child's interaction 

with the environment is mediated through caregivers, and the quality of care shapes the 

child's perception of the world. 

When a child's needs are consistently met, a sense of trust is cultivated. For example, when a 

baby cries and is promptly fed, comforted, and cared for, the child learns to trust that 

caregivers will respond to their needs. This trust forms the basis for a positive worldview and 

fosters a sense of security and confidence. 

However, neglect or inconsistent care leads to the development of mistrust. A child who 

experiences neglect may feel hopeless in difficult situations later in life. This failure in 

building trust at the infancy stage can have long-lasting impacts, hindering the establishment 

of trust in subsequent stages. 

An expert quote that encapsulates this stage comes from renowned psychologist John Bowlby 

"If a community values its children, it must cherish their parents." This emphasizes the role 

of caregivers in shaping a child's trust or mistrust. 

• Trust Formation: Infancy is the stage where trust or mistrust is formed, shaping the 

child's worldview. 

• Dependence on Caregivers: The child's complete dependence on caregivers makes 

their role pivotal in the child's psychosocial development. 

• Long-lasting Impact: Success or failure in building trust during infancy has long 

lasting impacts on subsequent stages of development. 



Stage 2 — Toddlerhood 

Toddlerhood, the second stage in Erikson's psychosocial development theory, spans from 18 

months to 2-3 years. This stage is marked by a critical dichotomy: autonomy versus shame or 

doubt. The child's development during this phase is centred around learning to do things 

independently, a process that lays the groundwork for self-belief and personal autonomy.   

When a toddler is encouraged and praised for their efforts to do things on their own, they 

develop a strong sense of autonomy. This sense of autonomy is not just about physical tasks 

but extends to emotional independence and self-confidence. For example, a toddler learning 

to feed themselves or put on their shoes not only gains physical skills but also builds a belief 

in their abilities. 

However, if a toddler is discouraged from working independently or is not allowed to explore 

and try things on their own, they may become doubtful and ashamed of their abilities. This 

can lead to a lack of confidence and a sense of inadequacy that may persist into later stages of 

life. 

As Maria Montessori states: "Never help a child with a task at which he feels he can 

succeed." This emphasizes the importance of allowing children the space to explore and learn 

independently. 

A relevant statistic that underscores this stage's importance is that 70% of a child's brain 

development occurs by the age of 3, emphasizing the critical nature of these early years in 

shaping cognitive and emotional development. 

• Autonomy Building: Toddlerhood is the stage where a child learns to do things 

independently, fostering self-belief  and autonomy. 

• Role of Encouragement: Praise and encouragement from caregivers play a crucial 

role in building a child's confidence and sense of ability. 

• Lasting Impact: Discouragement or lack of autonomy support during this stage can 

lead to persistent feelings of doubt and shame in later life. 

 

Stage 3 — Preschool  

The Preschool stage, encompassing ages 3 to 5, is a vital phase in Erikson's psychosocial 

development theory. During this stage, children grapple with feelings of initiative versus 

guilt, focusing on autonomous actions and the formation of goals and aims. 

Children at this stage are eager to explore, learn, and accomplish tasks on their own. 

Encouragement and support from caregivers foster a sense of initiative, allowing children to 

feel motivated and purposeful.  For example, a child who successfully builds a block tower or 

dresses themselves feels a sense of accomplishment and autonomy. 

However, criticism or discouragement from caregivers can lead to feelings of guilt and 

despair. A child who is constantly criticized for their efforts may develop a sense of 

inadequacy and guilt, hindering their willingness to take the initiative in the future. 



An expert quote that resonates with this stage comes from child psychologist Haim Ginott: 

"Treat a child as though he already is the person he's capable of becoming." This emphasizes 

the importance of nurturing a child's initiative and recognizing their potential. 

• Initiative Building: The Preschool stage is focused on fostering a sense of initiative, 

allowing children to explore and accomplish tasks autonomously. 

• Role of Encouragement: Support and encouragement from caregivers are crucial in 

building a child's sense of purpose and preventing feelings of guilt and despair. 

• Lasting Impact: The feelings of initiative or guilt developed during this stage have 

long-term effects on a child's willingness to explore and learn in subsequent stages of 

life. 

  

 

 

 Stage 4 — Early School Years 

The Early School Years stage, ranging from age six to eleven, is a pivotal phase in Erikson's 

psychosocial development theory. This stage is characterized by the conflict between industry 

and inferiority, where children begin to recognize their individuality and seek validation for 

their achievements in various domains such as sports and education.  

During this stage, children are keen to explore their abilities and strive to be productive and 

competent. They seek praise and support from peers, caregivers, and teachers, which 

reinforces their sense of accomplishment. For example, a child who excels in a school test 

and receives praise from teachers and parents feels a strong sense of industry and self-worth. 

However, the absence of positive reinforcement or recognition can lead to feelings of 

inferiority and incompetence. A child who struggles with maths and does not receive support 

or encouragement may develop a sense of failure and inferiority, impacting their self-esteem 

and willingness to engage in future challenges.   

• Industry Building: The Early School Years stage is focused on fostering a sense of 

industry, allowing children to recognize their individuality and seek validation for 

their achievements. 

• Role of Encouragement: Support and praise from peers, caregivers, and teachers are 

crucial in building a child's sense of accomplishment and preventing feelings of 

inferiority. 

• Lasting Impact: The feelings of industry or inferiority developed during this stage 

have long-term effects on a child's self-esteem and willingness to engage in future 

challenges. 
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Stage 5 — Adolescence 

The Adolescence stage, extending from age 12 to 18, is a complex and transformative phase 

in Erikson's psychosocial development theory. This stage is marked by the struggle between 

identity and role confusion, where adolescents grapple with understanding their place in the 

world and defining their future goals and objectives.   

During adolescence, individuals actively seek to develop a personal identity, exploring 

various roles, beliefs, and values. They strive to understand their uniqueness and position in 

the world, often experimenting with different personas. For example, a teenager may explore 

various hobbies, social groups, or career paths to understand what resonates with their core 

self. 

However, excessive responsibilities or lack of guidance can lead to a psychosocial crisis, 

resulting in confusion about goals and objectives. This chaos can hinder the development of a 

strong sense of identity, leading to uncertainty and a lack of direction in life. 

• Identity Exploration: Adolescence is a time of active exploration and 

experimentation to develop a personal identity and understand one's place in the 

world. 

• Potential for Crisis: Excessive responsibilities or lack of guidance can lead to a 

psychosocial crisis, resulting in confusion and a lack of direction. 

• Lasting Influence: The success or failure in forming a clear identity  during 

adolescence has profound implications for an individual's future goals, relationships, 

and overall well-being. 

Stage 6 — Young Adulthood 

The Young Adulthood stage, encompassing ages 19 to 40, is a defining period in Erikson's 

psychosocial development theory, characterized by the tension between intimacy and 

isolation. During this stage, individuals strive to create and nurture meaningful relationships 

with friends, family, and romantic partners. 

The focus on intimacy reflects a deep human need to connect with others, not just 

romantically but also in friendships and familial relationships. Success in forming intimate 

connections leads to a sense of belonging and emotional fulfilment.  For example, a young 

adult who builds a close-knit circle of friends and a loving partnership feels supported and 

valued. 

However, struggles with relationships can lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation. Failure 

to establish meaningful connections may result in a sense of detachment and a lack of 

emotional depth in relationships. 

The nature of a relationship does not affect the sense of intimacy, but closeness to parents 

during childhood and adolescence, the model of interpersonal relations, and identity style are 



predictors of intimacy in a relationship among young adults, highlighting the complex factors 

influencing intimacy development. 

• Pursuit of Intimacy: Young Adulthood is a time of seeking deep connections and 

meaningful relationships, reflecting a universal human need. 

• Risk of Isolation: Struggles with relationships can lead to feelings of loneliness and 

detachment, impacting overall well-being. 

• Complex Influences: Intimacy development is influenced by various factors, 

including childhood relationships and individual identity, underscoring the 

multifaceted nature of this stage. 

  

 

  

Stage 7 — Middle Adulthood 

The Middle Adulthood stage, spanning ages 40 to 65, is a profound phase in Erikson's 

psychosocial development theory, marked by the tension between generativity and 

stagnation. During this stage, individuals often feel a sense of responsibility and care, referred 

to as generativity. 

Generativity involves looking out for others and conveying wisdom and experience to 

younger generations. People at this stage often act as mentors, sharing what they have learned 

and nurturing growth in others. For example, a seasoned professional may take a younger 

colleague under their wing, providing guidance and support. 

However, failure to fulfill this mentoring role can lead to feelings of inadequacy, bitterness, 

and disappointment. This stagnation can result in loneliness and restlessness, disconnecting 

individuals from friends, family, and community. 

Generativity plays a substantial role in well-being in mid- and late life, highlighting the vital 

impact of this developmental phase. 

• Emphasis on Generativity: Middle Adulthood is characterized by a focus on 

mentoring and sharing wisdom, reflecting a universal human desire to nurture growth 

in others. 

• Risk of Stagnation: Failure to fulfill this mentoring role can lead to feelings of 

inadequacy and disconnect from community. 

• Influence on Well-Being: Generativity has a substantial impact on well-being during 

this stage, emphasizing the importance of connection and guidance. 
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Stage 8 — Late Adulthood 

The Late Adulthood stage, commencing at age 65 and continuing throughout the rest of life, 

is the final phase in Erikson's psychosocial development theory. This stage is defined by the 

conflict between ego integrity and despair. It's a time of reflection, where individuals assess 

their lives, achievements, and contributions. 

Ego integrity means a sense of contentment and pride in what has been achieved. Individuals 

with ego integrity age gracefully, feeling fulfilled and willing to share their knowledge and 

wisdom with others. For example, a retired teacher may feel a sense of accomplishment in 

having educated generations of students and continue to mentor young educators. 

On the other hand, if a person does not feel a sense of achievement in their past life, they may 

feel sadness and despair. This can lead to feelings of guilt, regret, and a life spent in remorse. 

As philosopher Søren Kierkegaard states: "Life can only be understood backward; but it must 

be lived forwards." This emphasizes the reflective nature of this stage and the importance of 

understanding one's life journey. 

• Reflection and Contentment: Late Adulthood is characterized by reflection on life's 

achievements and a sense of contentment or despair, depending on the individual's 

perception of their life journey. 

• Ego Integrity: A sense of pride and fulfillment in one's achievements leads to aging 

gracefully and a willingness to share wisdom. 

• Influence of Cultural and Environmental Factors: Ego integrity in late adulthood 

is shaped by a complex interplay of cultural and psycho-social environmental 

influences, emphasizing the multifaceted nature of this stage. 
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