


Boston  Columbus  Hoboken  Indianapolis  New York  San Francisco  Amsterdam 
Cape Town  Dubai  London  Madrid  Milan  Munich  Paris  Montréal  Toronto 

Delhi  Mexico City  São Paulo  Sydney  Hong Kong  Seoul  Singapore  Taipei  Tokyo

The Journey of 
Adulthood
UPDATED EIGHTH EDITION

Barbara R. Bjorklund
Wilkes Honors College of Florida Atlantic University



Editor-in-Chief: Ashley Dodge
Managing Editor: Amber Mackey
Program Manager: Carly Czech
Editorial Assistant (Program Support): Casseia Lewis
Editorial Assistant (Customer Support): Pauline Kitele
Senior Marketing Coordinator: Susan Osterlitz
Editorial Project Manager: David Ploskonka, iEnergizer Aptara®, Ltd.
Development Editor: David Ploskonka, iEnergizer Aptara®, Ltd.
Asset Development Project Management: LearningMate Solutions, Ltd.
Senior Operations Supervisor: Mary Fischer
Operations Specialist: Diane Peirano
Associate Director of Design: Blair Brown
Interior Design: Kathryn Foot
Cover Director: Maria Lange
Cover Project Manager: Heather Marshall, Lumina Datamatics, Inc.
Cover Image: Pavlovic A/Shutterstock
Director of Digital Studio: Sacha Laustsen
Digital Studio Project Manager: Liz Roden Hall
Full-Service Project Management and Composition: Jogender Taneja, iEnergizer Aptara®, Ltd.
Printer/Binder: Courier/Kendallville
Cover Printer: Courier/Kendallville

Credits and acknowledgments borrowed from other sources and reproduced, with permission, in this textbook 
appear on appropriate page within.

Copyright © 2016, 2015, 2011 Pearson Education, Inc. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of 
America. This publication is protected by Copyright and permission should be obtained from the publisher 
prior to any prohibited reproduction, storage in a retrieval system, or transmission in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or likewise. For information regarding permissions,  
request forms and the appropriate contacts within the Pearson Education Global Rights & Permissions 
department, please visit www.pearsoned.com/permissions.

Many of the designations by manufacturers and seller to distinguish their products are claimed as trade-
marks. Where those designations appear in this book, and the publisher was aware of a trademark claim, 
the designations have been printed in initial caps or all caps.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Bjorklund, Barbara R.
  The journey of adulthood/Barbara R. Bjorklund, Wilkes Honors College of Florida Atlantic  
University. —Updated eighth edition.
    pages cm
  ISBN 978-0-13-397379-2—ISBN 0-13-397379-4
  1.  Adulthood—Psychological aspects.  2.  Aging—Psychological aspects.  3.  Adulthood.   
4.  Aging.  I.  Title.
  BF724.5.B44 2016
  155.6—dc23

2015011647

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

ISBN-10:        0-133-97379-4
ISBN-13: 978-0-133-97379-2

http://www.pearsoned.com/permissions


iii

	 7	 Work and Retirement	 198

	 8	 Personality	 233

	 9	 The Quest for Meaning	 262

	10	Stress, Coping, and Resilience	 291

	11	Death and Bereavement	 319

	12	The Successful Journey	 343

	 1	 Introduction to Adult Development� 1

	 2	 Physical Changes	 31

	 3	 Health and Health Disorders	 67

	 4	 Cognitive Abilities	 97

	 5	 Social Roles	 129

	 6	 Social Relationships	 163

Brief Contents



This page intentionally left blank



v

2.4:	 Individual Differences in Primary Aging	 60
2.4.1:	 Genetics	 61
2.4.2:	 Lifestyle	 61
2.4.3:	 Race, Ethnicity, and Socioeconomic Group	 62

2.5:	 Can We “Turn Back the Clock” of Primary Aging?	 63

2.6:	 An Overview of the Physical Changes  
in Adulthood	 63

Summary: Physical Changes	 65

	 3	 Health and Health Disorders	 67

3.1:	 Mortality Rates and Causes of Death	 68

3.2:	 Morbidity Rates, Disease, and Disability	 69
3.2.1:	 Common Health Conditions	 69
3.2.2:	 Disability	 69
3.2.3:	 Self-Ratings of Health	 71

3.3:	 Specific Diseases	 71
3.3.1:	 Cardiovascular Disease	 71
3.3.2:	 Cancer	 73
3.3.3:	 Diabetes	 75
3.3.4:	 Alzheimer’s Disease	 76
3.3.5:	 People Living with Age-Related Diseases  

and Disability	 78

3.4:	 Mental Disorders	 79
3.4.1:	 Anxiety Disorders	 80
3.4.2:	 Mood Disorders	 81
3.4.3:	 Impulse Control Disorders	 82
3.4.4:	 Substance Abuse Disorders	 83
3.4.5:	 Treatment of Mental Health Disorders	 83

3.5:	 Nonmedical Solutions	 84
3.5.1:	 Assistive Technology	 84
3.5.2:	 Assistance Animals	 84

3.6:	 Individual Differences in Health	 85
3.6.1:	 Lifestyle	 85
3.6.2:	 Gender	 86
3.6.3:	 Socioeconomics, Race, and Ethnicity	 87
3.6.4:	 Personality and Behavior Patterns	 90
3.6.5:	 Genetics	 92
3.6.6:	 Developmental Origins	 92
3.6.7:	 The Road to Good Health	 94
Summary: Health and Health Disorders	 95

	 4	 Cognitive Abilities	 97

4.1:	 Intelligence	 98
4.1.1:	 Age Changes in Overall Intelligence	 99
4.1.2:	 Components of Intelligence	 101
4.1.3:	 Reversing Declines in Intellectual Abilities	 102

Preface	 ix

	 1	 Introduction to Adult Development	 1

1.1:	 Basic Concepts in Adult Development	 3
1.1.1:	 Stages	 4

1.2:	 Sources of Change	 5
1.2.1:	 Normative Age-Graded Influences	 5
1.2.2:	 Normative History-Graded Influences	 6
1.2.3:	 Nonnormative Life Events	 9

1.3:	 Sources of Stability	 9
1.3.1:	 Genetics	 10
1.3.2:	 Environment	 10
1.3.3:	 Interactionist View	 11

1.4:	 A Word About “Age”	 11
1.4.1:	 Social Age	 12

1.5:	 Setting the Course	 13
1.5.1:	 Life-Span Developmental Psychology  

Approach	 13
1.5.2:	 Bioecological Model of Development	 14

1.6:	 Developmental Research	 15
1.6.1:	 Methods	 16
1.6.2:	 Measures	 22
1.6.3:	 Analyses	 23
1.6.4:	 Designs	 26

1.7:	 A Final Word about Adulthood Development	 29
Summary: Introduction to Adult Development	 29

	 2	 Physical Changes	 31

2.1:	 Theories of Primary Aging	 32
2.1.1:	 Oxidative Damage	 33
2.1.2:	 Genetic Limits	 33
2.1.3:	 Caloric Restriction	 34
2.1.4:	 A Word on Theories of Primary Aging	 35

2.2:	 Physical Changes During Adulthood	 36
2.2.1:	 Outward Appearance	 36
2.2.2:	 The Senses	 41
2.2.3:	 Bones and Muscles	 45
2.2.4:	 Cardiovascular and Respiratory Systems	 48
2.2.5:	 Brain and Nervous System	 49
2.2.6:	 Immune System	 50
2.2.7:	 Hormonal System	 50

2.3:	 Changes in Physical Behavior	 53
2.3.1:	 Athletic Abilities	 53
2.3.2:	 Stamina, Dexterity, and Balance	 54
2.3.3:	 Sleep	 55
2.3.4:	 Sexual Activity	 56

Contents



vi  Contents

4.2:	 Memory	 103
4.2.1:	 Short-Term and Working Memory	 104
4.2.2:	 Declarative and Nondeclarative (Procedural) 

Memory	 106
4.2.3:	 Prospective Memory	 109
4.2.4:	 Slowing Declines in Memory Abilities	 109
4.2.5:	 Memory in Context	 110

4.3:	 Decision Making and Problem Solving	 112

4.4:	 Individual Differences in Cognitive Change	 116
4.4.1:	 Health	 116
4.4.2:	 Genetics	 117
4.4.3:	 Demographics and Sociobiographical  

History	 118
4.4.4:	 Schooling	 119
4.4.5:	 Intellectual Activity	 119
4.4.6:	 Physical Exercise	 120
4.4.7:	 Subjective Evaluation of Decline	 121

4.5:	 Cognitive Assistance	 122
4.5.1:	 Medication Adherence	 122
4.5.2:	 Social Networking	 122
4.5.3:	 E-Readers and Electronic Games	 123
4.5.4:	 Safe Driving	 124

4.6:	 Review of Cognitive Changes over the Adult  
Years and a Search for Balance	 126

Summary: Cognitive Abilities	 127

	 5	 Social Roles	 129

5.1:	 Social Roles and Transitions	 130

5.2:	 Gender Roles and Gender Stereotypes	 131

5.3:	 Social Roles in Young Adulthood	 134
5.3.1:	 Leaving (and Returning) Home	 135
5.3.2:	 Becoming a Spouse or Partner	 137
5.3.3:	 Becoming a Parent	 142

5.4:	 Social Roles in Middle Adulthood	 145
5.4.1:	 The Departure of the Children:  

The Empty Nest	 146
5.4.2:	 Gender Roles at Midlife	 147
5.4.3:	 Becoming a Grandparent	 147
5.4.4:	 Caring for an Aging Parent	 149

5.5:	 Social Roles in Late Adulthood	 151
5.5.1:	 Living Alone	 152
5.5.2:	 Becoming a Care Receiver	 153

5.6:	 Social Roles in Atypical Families	 154
5.6.1:	 Lifelong Singles	 154
5.6.2:	 The Childless	 155
5.6.3:	 Divorced (and Remarried) Adults	 156

5.7:	 The Effect of Variations in Timing	 158
Summary: Social Roles	 161

	 6	 Social Relationships	 163

6.1:	 Theories of Social Relationships	 164
6.1.1:	 Attachment Theory	 165
6.1.2:	 The Convoy Model	 166

6.1.3:	 Socioemotional Selectivity Theory	 167
6.1.4:	 Evolutionary Psychology	 167

6.2:	 Intimate Partnerships	 169
6.2.1:	 Establishing an Intimate Relationship	 169
6.2.2:	 Successful Marriages	 174
6.2.3:	 Cohabitation and Marriage	 176
6.2.4:	 Same-Sex Partnerships	 178

6.3:	 Relationships with Other Family Members	 180
6.3.1:	 General Patterns of Family Interaction	 181
6.3.2:	 Parent–Child Relationships in Adulthood	 182
6.3.3:	 Grandparent–Grandchild Relationships	 186
6.3.4:	 Relationships with Brothers and Sisters	 190

6.4:	 Friendships in Adulthood	 192
6.4.1:	 Friendship Networks	 192
6.4.2:	 Pets as Friends	 193
6.4.3:	 Facebook Friends	 193
Summary: Social Relationships	 196

	 7	 Work and Retirement	 198

7.1:	 The Importance of Work in Adulthood	 199
7.1.1:	 Super’s Theory of Career Development	 200
7.1.2:	 Gender Differences in Career Patterns	 201

7.2:	 Selecting a Career	 202
7.2.1:	 Theories of Career Selection	 202
7.2.2:	 The Effects of Gender	 204
7.2.3:	 Family Influences	 206
7.2.4:	 The Role of Genetics	 208

7.3:	 Age Trends in Work Experience	 209
7.3.1:	 Job Performance	 209
7.3.2:	 Job Training and Retraining	 210
7.3.3:	 Job Satisfaction	 211

7.4:	 Work and Personal Life	 211
7.4.1:	 Work and the Individual	 212
7.4.2:	 Work and Marriage	 214
7.4.3:	 Work and Parenthood	 215
7.4.4:	 Work and Caregiving for Adult  

Family Members	 217
7.4.5:	 Household Labor	 218

7.5:	 Retirement	 219
7.5.1:	 Preparation for Retirement	 220
7.5.2:	 Timing of Retirement	 220
7.5.3:	 Reasons for Retirement	 222
7.5.4:	 Effects of Retirement	 224
7.5.5:	 Alternatives to Full Retirement	 227

7.6:	 A Concluding Note on Work and Retirement	 229
Summary: Work and Retirement	 231

	 8	 Personality	 233

8.1:	 Personality Structures	 234
8.1.1:	 Personality Traits and Factors	 234
8.1.2:	 Differential Continuity	 237
8.1.3:	 Mean-Level Change	 238
8.1.4:	 Intra-Individual Variability	 239



Contents  vii

10.5:	 Resilience	 312
10.5.1:	 Reactions to Trauma	 313
10.5.2:	 Individual Differences in Resilience	 314
10.5.3:	 Resilience in Military Combat  

and Deployment	 315
10.5.4:	 A Final Word on Stress and Resilience	 316
Summary: Stress, Coping, and Resilience	 317

	11	 Death and Bereavement	 319

11.1:	 Achieving an Understanding of Death	 320
11.1.1:	 Meanings of Death	 321
11.1.2:	 Death Anxiety	 321
11.1.3:	 Accepting the Reality of One’s Eventual Death	 323

11.2:	 The Process of Death	 324
11.2.1:	 Stages of Reactions to Death	 324
11.2.2:	 The Importance of Farewells	 326
11.2.3:	 Individual Adaptations to Dying	 326
11.2.4:	 Choosing Where to Die	 329
11.2.5:	 Choosing When to Die	 332

11.3:	 After Death Occurs: Rituals and Grieving	 333
11.3.1:	 Ritual Mourning: Funerals and Ceremonies	 333
11.3.2:	 The Process of Grieving	 338

11.4:	 Living and Dying: A Final Word	 341
Summary: Death and Bereavement	 341

	12	 The Successful Journey	 343

12.1:	 Themes of Adulthood Development	 344
12.1.1:	 Emerging Adulthood (Ages 18 to 24)	 346
12.1.2:	 Young Adulthood (Ages 25 to 39)	 348
12.1.3:	 Middle Adulthood (Ages 40 to 64)	 350
12.1.4:	 Older Adulthood (Ages 65 to 74)	 353
12.1.5:	 Late Adulthood (Age 75 and Older)	 354

12.2:	 Variations in Successful Development	 357
12.2.1:	 Individual Differences in Quality of Life	 358
12.2.2:	 Other Measure of Life Success	 360
12.2.3:	 A Model of Adult Growth and  

Development: Trajectories and Pathways	 363
12.2.4:	 The Relationship of Stable Periods and Age	 365
Summary: The Successful Journey	 370

Glossary� 371

Bibliography� 377

References� 384

Credits� 411

Author Index� 415

Subject Index� 428

8.1.5:	 Continuity, Change, and Variability Coexist	 240
8.1.6:	 What Do Personality Traits Do?	 240

8.2:	 Explanations of Continuity and Change	 243
8.2.1:	 Genetics	 243
8.2.2:	 Environmental Influences	 244
8.2.3:	 Evolutionary Psychology Explanations	 245
8.2.4:	 Cultural Differences	 246
8.2.5:	 Summing Up Personality Structure	 246

8.3:	 Theories of Personality Development	 247
8.3.1:	 Psychosocial Development	 247
8.3.2:	 Ego Development	 252
8.3.3:	 Mature Adaptation	 254
8.3.4:	 Gender Crossover	 256
8.3.5:	 Positive Well-Being	 257
Summary: Personality	 260

	 9	 The Quest for Meaning	 262

9.1:	 Why a Chapter on the Quest for Meaning?	 264

9.2:	 The Study of Age-Related Changes  
in Meaning Systems	 265

9.2.1:	 Changes in the Quest for Meaning	 266
9.2.2:	 Religion, Spirituality, and Health	 269

9.3:	 Theories of Spiritual Development	 271
9.3.1:	 Development of Moral Reasoning	 272
9.3.2:	 Development of Faith	 278
9.3.3:	 Some Basic Points about Fowler’s Stages	 281

9.4:	 Integrating Meaning and Personality:  
A Preliminary Theoretical Synthesis	 282

9.4.1:	 A Synthesizing Model	 283
9.4.2:	 Stages of Mystical Experience	 284

9.5:	 The Process of Transition	 285

9.6:	 Commentary and Conclusions	 287
Summary: The Quest for Meaning	 289

	10	 Stress, Coping, and Resilience	 291

10.1:	 Stress, Stressors, and Stress Reactions	 292

10.2:	 Types of Stress	 294

10.3:	 Effects of Stress	 296
10.3.1:	 Physical Disease	 297
10.3.2:	 Mental Health Disorders	 298
10.3.3:	 Individual Differences in  

Stress-Related Disorders	 300
10.3.4:	 Stress-Related Growth	 305

10.4:	 Coping with Stress	 306
10.4.1:	 Types of Coping Behaviors	 306
10.4.2:	 Social Support	 310
10.4.3:	 Personality Traits and Coping	 312



This page intentionally left blank



ix

Preface

The Journey of Adulthood continues to capture the 
dynamic process of adult development from early 
adulthood to the end of life. Its core is made up of 

research findings from large-scale projects and major theo-
ries of adult development, but it also reflects smaller stud-
ies of diverse groups, showing the influences of gender, 
culture, ethnicity, race, and socioeconomic background 
on this journey. I have balanced new research with classic 
studies from pioneers in the field of adult development. 
And I have sweetened this sometimes medicinal taste with 
a spoonful of honey—a little personal warmth and humor. 
After all, I am now officially an older adult who is on this 
journey along with my husband, looking ahead at the ex-
amples our parents’ journeys gave us, and back toward 
our children, who are blazing their own trails. As of this 
edition, we have nine grandchildren—six of whom are be-
ginning their own journeys of adulthood either as college 
students or starting their careers.

New in This Edition
•	 New information on electronics use: the proportion of 

people of different ages using the Internet, cell phones, 
e-readers, and e-games; the sleep-related problems re-
lated to using electronic “blue screen” devices before 
bedtime or during the night; the popularity of online 
dating services and some words of caution about their 
claims; and the relationship between early hearing loss 
and the use of MP3 players at top volume with earbuds.

•	 Increased importance of animals in our lives: the use 
of dogs and monkeys as assistance animals for people 
with disabilities; the use of comfort animals for people 
in stressful situations or with mental health problems; 
and the social support people of all ages report receiv-
ing from their pets.

•	 New research on veterans: the association between 
head injuries and PTSD; the association between head 
injuries and dementia; the collaboration between re-
searchers in positive psychology and the U.S. Army to 
boost resilience in combat troops.

•	 More studies of the effects of discrimination and in-
equality: older people reminded of the “poor memory” 
stereotype score lower on memory tests; young girls of 
mothers who believe the “girls are not good at math” 
stereotype score lower on math tests; people in minor-
ity groups who perceive they are discriminated against 
have lower levels of health; African-American adults 

experience middle age differently than other groups; 
same-sex couples experience more violence and ag-
gression, less family support, less openness about their 
relationships; the increase in neighborhoods designated 
“food deserts” because of scarcity of grocery stores and 
abundance of fast-food restaurants.

•	 More research on a wider range of younger and older 
adults. More older people are in the workforce in the 
United States and some European countries; longitudi-
nal studies of attachment between infancy and age 18; 
long-time married couples report being “very intensely 
in love”; social convoys of people from emerging adult-
hood to age 90; increase in sex without commitment, or 
“hookups” for young adults; survey results of sexuality 
from age 70 to 94.

•	 New information on top age-related diseases, includ-
ing heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and Alzheimer’s 
disease. Updated risk factors for common age-related 
conditions, including cataracts, glaucoma, macular 
degeneration, osteoporosis, and osteoarthritis. All the 
tables of risk factors contain information about what 
younger adults can do for prevention. New findings on 
genetic contributions to age-related diseases.

The first chapter of the book contains the basics for the 
course—definitions, methods, and guiding perspectives 
for the study of adult development. The next seven chap-
ters cover traditional developmental topics, featuring 
recent research, classic studies, current theories, new direc-
tions, and practical applications. The next three chapters 
cover topics not traditionally found in adult development 
texts, but which I feel are important to round out a stu-
dent’s experience in this course—the quest for meaning; 
the inevitability of stress, coping, and resilience in adult 
life; and the way we face our own deaths and that of our 
loved ones. The final chapter takes a chronological look at 
adult development, in contrast to the topical themes in the 
earlier chapters, and also suggests a model of adult devel-
opment that will pull the threads together and tie up loose 
ends.

REVEL™
Educational technology designed for the way today’s stu-
dents read, think, and learn.

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more 
effectively and perform better in their courses. This simple 
fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learning 
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Another change in the field of adult development is 
that increasingly more research projects reported in major 
journals are done by international groups of researchers 
in settings all over the developed world. We no longer are 
limited to information on adults in the United States; we 
also have research being done by Swedish, Japanese, and 
Egyptian scientists using Swedish, Japanese, and Egyptian 
participants. When the findings are similar to studies done 
in the United States, we can be more confident that the de-
velopmental phenomenon being studied is an integral part 
of the human experience and not something particular to 
people in the United States. When the findings are differ-
ent from studies done in the United States, we can investi-
gate these differences and find their roots. I have identified 
these international research teams and the nationalities of 
their participants. I hope this accentuates the global as-
pects of our academic community, and as a seasoned trav-
eler myself, I hope it inspires students to consider “study 
abroad” programs.

I include full names of major researchers and theorists 
when I discuss their work in detail. Seeing the first and 
last names makes the researchers more real to the students 
than conventional citations of “last names, comma, date.” 
Full names also reflect the diversity of scientists—often 
their gender and their national or ethnic backgrounds. Our 
students represent a wide range of races and ethnicities, 
and the time of science being the sole domain of an elite 
group most of us cannot identify with is gone.

One of the most exciting changes in the field of adult 
development has been its expansion to emphasize a wider 
and wider range of age groups. When I first began writ-
ing in this area, the focus of interest was older adults. The 
last two editions of this book have featured more and more 
studies of young adults, middle-aged adults, and emerg-
ing adults. This edition has added more research on the 
opposite end of the age spectrum—those who are 75, 80, 
90 years of age and older. Although having people in this 
age group is nothing new, the growing numbers of them 
have made it important (and relatively easy) to include 
them in studies of adult development. Clearly the study 
of adult development is no longer the study of certain spe-
cific age groups; it is now truly a study of every aspect of 
adulthood. I have tried to capture this inclusion by choos-
ing topics, examples, opening stories, photos, suggested 
reading, and critical thinking questions that represent the 
entire adult life span.

Changes in the World Around Us
Since the last edition of this book, there have been many 
changes in the world around us. As I write this preface, 
we seem to be recovering from the financial setbacks that 
began in 2008. Unemployment and underemployment 
are still a problem for many, and almost every family has 

experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital 
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media inter-
actives and assessments—integrated directly within 
the authors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for 
students to read about and practice course material in 
tandem. This immersive educational technology boosts 
student engagement, which leads to better understand-
ing of concepts and improved performance throughout 
the course.

Learn more about REVEL

Changes in the Field of Adult 
Development
The study of adult development is a fairly new field, and 
it expands exponentially from year to year. It began as a 
field of psychology, but more and more disciplines have 
shown interest in the changes that take place over the 
adult years. This book includes information from research-
ers who identify themselves as psychologists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, neuroscientists, epidemiologists, behav-
ior geneticists, cellular biologists, biogerontologists, and 
many other types of scientists. The terminology and meth-
ods in these fields have become more and more similar, 
and many researchers publish in the journals of a variety 
of fields. This edition of The Journey of Adulthood reflects 
the wonderful collaboration going on and the richness of 
a number of multidisciplinary projects. It is an exciting 
time in developmental science, and this book reflects that 
energy.

Some of the projects that have been tapped for this text-
book are the Midlife in the United States Study (MIDUS), 
the Berlin Study of Aging, the Grant Study of Harvard 
Men, the National Comorbidity Study, the Nun Study of 
the School Sisters of Notre Dame, the Victoria Longitudi-
nal Study, the Swedish Twin Study, the National Survey of 
Sexual and Health Behavior, The Women’s Health Study, 
and the National Longitudinal Mortality Study.

To emphasize these collaborations, I have identified 
each major researcher or theorist with his or her field of 
study. Two editions ago I was struck with the diversity of 
scientific fields contributing to the adult development liter-
ature. I want this book to reflect that diversity. When I dis-
cuss some particular work in detail, I give the full names of 
the researchers and how they identify their field of study. 
I hope that the students who are interested in adult devel-
opment will take note and consider these areas when they 
declare their majors or make plans for graduate school. As 
professors, we need to remember that we not only teach 
the content of the courses, but also guide our students in 
career decisions.
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sociology, and education. About one half are bilingual, 
and about one third speak English as a second language. 
The majority will be the first in their families to graduate 
from college. I no longer assume that they have the same 
academic backgrounds as students a decade ago. For these 
reasons, I include basic definitions of key terms in the text 
of each chapter, clear explanations of relevant statistical 
methods, and basic details of major theories. I meet the 
readers knowing that the “typical student” is an outdated 
stereotype, but I meet them with respect for their intelli-
gence and motivation. I firmly believe that it is possible to 
explain complex ideas clearly and connect with students 
from a variety of backgrounds and experiences. I do it every 
week in my lectures, and I do it in this book.

Highlights of Chapters  
in This Edition
Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the study of adult 
development, beginning with the concept of development 
being both stable and changing. I use my own journey 
of adulthood as an example of these concepts and invite 
students to think of their own lives in these terms. Two 
guiding perspectives are introduced, Baltes’s life-span de-
velopmental approach and Bronfenbrenner’s bioecologi-
cal model. Hopefully students will feel comfortable with 
those straightforward theories and move smoothly into 
the next section on developmental research. I don’t assume 
that all students have taken a research methods class, so 
I limit the methods, measures, analyses, and designs to 
those that are used in later chapters. In fact, I use some of 
these later studies as examples, hoping that students will 
feel comfortable with them when they encounter them 
later in the book.

New in this chapter:

•	 Current events added to table of normative history-
graded influences.

•	 The role of methylation in epigenetic inheritance.

The theme of Chapter 2 is primary aging, the physical 
changes that take place predictably in most of us when 
we reach certain milestones in our journeys of adulthood. 
Again, I begin with some basic theories, including Harmon’s 
theory of oxidative damage, Hayflick’s theory of genetic 
limits, and the theory of caloric restriction. Then I cover 
age-related physical changes, including outward appear-
ance, the senses, the bones and muscles, the cardiovascu-
lar and respiratory systems, the brain and nervous system, 
the immune system, and the hormonal system. Most of 
the age-related changes in these systems are gradual, but 
much can be done to avoid premature aging (and much of 
that can be done in early adulthood, such as avoiding ex-
cessive exposure to sunlight and tobacco use). Next I cover 

been touched by financial setbacks of one sort or another. 
Troops are coming back from Iraq, but many have war-
related disabilities that include posttraumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI). Single-parent 
families and dual-earner families in the United States (and 
in many other developed countries) are having a rough 
time; they receive little cooperation from the government, 
the workplace, or the community to assist them in caring 
for both job and family. Many older women, especially 
those who live alone, are living below the poverty line. 
The United States has the highest rates of mental disorders 
of any developed country, and most of the people expe-
riencing these symptoms do not get adequate treatment. 
Unhealthy lifestyles are resulting in increased health prob-
lems for many adults in the developing world, and the 
ages of those affected are extending to both the younger 
and older end of the spectrum. Although I try to maintain 
a positive tone in this book, these aspects of adult life are 
realities, and I have included them in the topics discussed 
in The Journey of Adulthood.

Other changes in the world around us are more posi-
tive. Health awareness is increasing at all ages, advances 
are being made in many areas of disease prevention, de-
tection, and treatment, and a greater percentage of people 
in developed countries are living into old age. The rate of 
cancer deaths continues to decline as advances are made 
in early detection and treatment. Although there is still 
no treatment for aging and no sign of a way to increase 
the existing maximum life span, people are increasing the 
number of healthy years in their lives. Programs such as 
hospice are making it possible for a growing number of 
people to choose to have “a good death” when that time 
comes. Women are making great strides in professional 
careers and in their positive adjustment to children leav-
ing home and widowhood. Communication technology 
has made it easier for families to stay in touch and for 
older adults to live independently. The average age of 
people using social media, cell phones, and e-games is 
increasing. These are also among the topics selected for 
this book.

Changes in the Classroom
Courses in adult development are offered in all major 
colleges and universities in the United States and are be-
coming popular around the world. It is safe to say that 
graduates in almost all majors will be working in fields 
that deal with the changes that occur during adulthood. It 
is also safe to say that students in all majors will be dealing 
with the topic on a personal level, both their own progress 
through adulthood and that of their parents. My students 
at Florida Atlantic University this semester are majoring in 
psychology, counseling, nursing, criminal justice, premedi-
cal sciences, prelaw, social work, occupational therapy, 



New in this chapter:

•	 New findings on genes that are associated with Al-
zheimer’s disease.

•	 The relationship between sports-related head injury 
and Alzheimer’s disease.

•	 The prevalence of head injury in combat veterans and 
the increased risk of PTSD and Alzheimer’s disease.

•	 The health risk of perceived racial discrimination.

•	 The rising use of assistance animals and comfort animals 
to foster independence in people with disability.

•	 The increased number of people living with chronic 
disease in our communities and how we are learning 
to put the emphasis on the people part of the label.

Cognitive aging is covered in Chapter 4. I had discussed 
a little about primary aging of the brain in Chapter 2 
and Alzheimer’s disease in Chapter 3, but this chapter is 
about age-related changes in intelligence, as measured by 
IQ tests, and changes in specific components of memory, 
in terms of information processing theory. I explain how 
flaws in early research led to the conclusions that intel-
ligence declines sharply with age, starting about age 40. 
Newer longitudinal studies with improved methodology 
show an increase in IQ scores until about 65, then a grad-
ual decline, growing steeper around age 80. For compo-
nents of intelligence, the fluid abilities that are controlled 
by biological processes show more of a decline than the 
crystallized abilities, which depend on formal schooling. 
Various memory components follow the same pattern—
some decline more sharply than others. It is possible to 
train older people to show limited improvement in some 
memory processes. Decision making and problem solving 
are more real-world tasks, and older people are able to do 
them well while using less time and less examination of 
facts than younger people.

New in this chapter:

•	 New research on executive function and working 
memory.

•	 Evidence of stereotype threat affecting memory abilities 
of older people.

•	 Assistance with medication adherence provided by 
electronic devices and pharmacy packaging.

•	 Increased use of social networking by older adults, 
along with cell phone use and e-games; e-readers have 
not gained as much in popularity.

•	 New research on effective driver’s training for older 
adults.

Chapter 5 is about social roles and the changes that takes 
place during adulthood. Social roles refer to the attitudes 
and behaviors we adopt when we make a transition into a 

four areas of more complex functioning—(a) athletic abili-
ties; (b) stamina, dexterity, and balance; (c) sleep; and (d) 
sexual activity, all of which decline gradually with age. I 
cover some of the ways these declines can be slowed, but 
end the chapter with the caution that so far, we have no 
proven way to “turn back the clock” of time.

New in this chapter:

•	 Research on noise exposure levels for MP3 players.

•	 Evidence that high levels of sports participation in ado-
lescents is a risk factor for osteoarthritis in young and 
middle adulthood.

•	 Studies of master athletes (up to age 90) and their oxygen 
uptake abilities.

•	 The connection between blue screens (smart phones, 
tablets, e-games) and insomnia.

•	 The prevalence of hookups—casual sex without 
commitment—among emerging adults.

•	 The concept of food deserts—neighborhoods with a high 
number of fast-food restaurants and a low number of 
stores selling healthy food.

•	 Results of a new national survey on sexual activities for 
adults aged 70 to 94.

•	 The question of resveratrol as an anti-aging supplement.

Chapter 3 is about age-related disease, or secondary aging. 
I try to keep this separate from the normal changes dis-
cussed in the previous chapter. Not everyone suffers from 
these diseases no matter how long they live, and many 
age-related conditions can be prevented or cured. I start 
with data of mortality rates by age because I think it helps 
students put the risk of death and disease into perspective. 
For most of our students, the risk of premature death is 
very low, and the top cause of death is accidents. I then dis-
cuss four of the top age-related diseases and explain their 
causes, their risk factors, and some preventative measures. 
These are heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and Alzheimer’s 
disease. I try to balance good news (lower rates of cancer 
deaths due to early detection and treatment, lower disabil-
ity rates in the United States) with the bad (rising rates of 
diabetes at all ages, still no cure for Alzheimer’s disease). 
The second part of the chapter is about mental health dis-
orders. I try to impress on the students that most of these 
disorders begin early in adulthood (or even in adoles-
cence) and that most can be treated. However, the individ-
uals suffering from these disorders (or their families) need 
to seek help and seek competent help. I end the chapter 
by telling that these physical and mental health disorders 
are not distributed randomly. Some groups are more apt 
to suffer than others, depending on their genes, socioeco-
nomic background, gender, lifestyle, personality patterns, 
and events that happened to them in very early childhood 
or even before birth.
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but there is just too much material on social-related 
topics for one chapter, so this seems like a good divi-
sion. It also roughly fits the division between sociology 
studies (roles) and psychology studies (relationships). I 
begin this chapter with Bowlby’s attachment theory, Ain-
sworth’s model of attachment behaviors, Anotnucci’s 
convoy model, Carstensen’s socioemotional selectivity 
theory, and Buss’s evolutionary psychology approach. 
Then I start with various relationships adults participate 
in, beginning with intimate partnerships, which includes 
opposite sex cohabitation, marriage, and same-sex part-
nerships. Next is parent–child relationships in adult-
hood, grandparent–grandchild relationships, and sibling 
relationships in adulthood. The chapter ends up with a 
section on friendship. Students of all ages relate to this 
chapter personally and it works well in the middle of the 
book.

New in this chapter:

•	 Several studies investigating online dating services 
along with some advice about how best to use them.

•	 Comparison of social convoys for age groups up to 
90 years.

•	 Longitudinal study of attachment from birth to 
18 years.

•	 Five key components that predict very accurately a 
couple’s relationship quality 5 years into the future.

•	 Long-term married couples—almost half report being 
“very intensely in love.”

•	 Long-term unhappily married couples—lower mental 
and physical health than those who divorced and re-
married or divorced and did not remarry.

•	 New research on gay, lesbian, and bisexual couples.

•	 Increase in late-life divorces and their effect on adult 
children.

•	 The effect adult children’s problems have on older 
parents.

•	 Increase in contributions from grandparents in time, 
gifts, and money.

•	 The effect involved grandparents have on young 
families.

•	 Adult siblings raising younger siblings.

•	 The role of pets as part of one’s social network.

•	 The role of Facebook friends as part of one’s social 
network.

The topics of work and retirement are covered in Chap-
ter 7. When I started writing this textbook, students 
applied the information in this chapter to their futures or 
to their parents lives, but recently many apply it to them-
selves because they are part of the labor force, and some 
are retraining for a second career. A few are even retired 

particular role, such as worker, husband, or grandmother. 
This chapter covers changes within a person due to these 
life transitions. Gender is a major part of social roles, and 
several theories suggest how we learn what attitudes 
and behaviors fit the gender roles we fill. Bem’s learn-
ing schema theory, Eagly’s social role theory, and Buss’s 
evolutionary psychology theory are presented. Various 
social roles, arranged chronologically, are discussed that 
include the transition from living in one’s parents’ home 
to living independently to living with a romantic partner 
in a cohabitation relationship or a marriage. Being part of 
a committed couple is related to good mental and physi-
cal health. Another role transition is from being part of a 
couple to being a parent. Social role transitions in middle 
adulthood involve going from having children living in 
your home to having children who are independently 
living adults to becoming a grandparent. Another role in 
middle adulthood is often as caregiver for one’s own par-
ents. In late adulthood, many move into the role of living 
alone and becoming a care receiver. Not everyone fits these 
role transitions. Some adults never marry, and some never 
have children but still have happy and productive lives. 
Lots of new social roles appear when there is a divorce in 
a family and then a remarriage, as most students know 
firsthand.

New in this chapter:

•	 Research on emerging adults and young adults who 
return to their parents’ home due to the poor economy 
in the last decade. Findings show that it fosters inter-
generational solidarity.

•	 Increased cohabitation rates in the United States and 
other countries that have more progressive attitudes 
toward women and lower religious involvement.

•	 New studies about the toll of long-term unhappy mar-
riages on self-esteem and health.

•	 Lower birthrates for teens and higher birthrates for 
women over 40 in the United States.

•	 More gender equality in housework and child-care 
tasks for dual-career parents.

•	 Research on how same-sex parents divide up house-
work and child-care tasks.

•	 Racial inequality in how roles in middle adulthood are 
experienced.

•	 The concept of grandfamilies, children being raised 
by grandparents when parents are not present in the 
household.

•	 Increase in one-person households.

Social relationships are covered in Chapter 6 and differ 
from social roles because they involve two-way interac-
tions between individuals, not just the behavior a person 
performs in a certain role. This is a difficult distinction, 
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New in this chapter:

•	 A new study of cohort effects in the way personality 
factors are expressed.

•	 New cross-cultural research that yields different per-
sonality factors for people in collectivist cultures.

•	 Erikson’s stage of identity versus role confusion ap-
plied to age of self-identification by gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual youths.

Chapter 9 presents information on the quest for meaning 
and how it is manifested at different stages of adult life. 
This continues to be the most controversial chapter in the 
book, with some adopters rating it as the best chapter in 
the book and others questioning why it is included. My 
belief is that it fills an important place in the journey of 
adulthood as we question how this journey started and 
where, exactly, we are going. It’s a chance to look a little 
further up the road and a little further back than the other 
chapters give us. I start by showing how the topic of re-
ligion and spirituality has ballooned in empirical journals 
over the last four decades and the importance of having 
a sense of the sacred in our lives. Then I cover some di-
verse theories, including Kohlberg’s theory of moral rea-
soning and Fowler’s theory of faith development, showing 
the similarities in those and two of the theories from the 
personality chapter we just covered, Loevinger’s theory 
of ego development and Maslow’s theory of positive well-
being. I illustrate this complex comparison in a table that 
lays them out side-by-side to make it easier to understand. 
I conclude the chapter with material about mystical expe-
riences and transitions, which William James, one of the 
founding fathers of psychology, wrote about in 1902.

New in this chapter:

•	 Increase in the percent of people in the United States 
who report belief in God.

•	 Argument that spirituality is an evolved trait in 
humans.

•	 Research on the relationship of religious beliefs and 
sound mental health, even when SES, health behaviors, 
and specific religious practices are considered.

The related topics of stress and resilience comprise the 
subject matter for Chapter 10. This type of research is usu-
ally done by health psychologists and medical researchers 
but has recently been of interest to social psychologists, 
sociologists, forensic psychologists, and military lead-
ers. This is another chapter that students take very per-
sonally because most are dealing with more than their 
fair share of stressors. I begin with Selye’s concept of the 
general adaptation syndrome and then present Holmes 
and Rahe’s measurement of life-change events. Research 
is cited to show that high levels of stress are related to 
physical and mental disorders. The timely topic of PTSD 

and attending college as a pastime. I start the chapter 
with Super’s theory of career development and Holland’s 
theory of career selection. Students are usually familiar 
with vocational preference tests and interested in finding 
out what type of work they would enjoy most. Gender 
differences are an important part of career selection, and 
I question the reasons that even though women are found 
in almost every line of work and attend college in greater 
numbers than men, they still make less money and are not 
equally represented in top-paying, high-prestige jobs. The 
next section deals with age differences in job performance 
and job satisfaction. The section on work and personal life 
includes how jobs can affect individuals, intimate relation-
ships, and responsibilities for other family members, in-
cluding how household chores are divided up. The section 
on retirement includes reasons a person decides to retire 
or not, the effects of retirement, and some middle ground 
between full-time work and full-time retirement. I try to 
impress on the young student that much of one’s quality 
of life in retirement depends on early planning ahead, and 
I hope they take that more seriously than I would have at 
their age.

New in this chapter:

•	 New research on gender differences in the workplace, 
including children’s reactions to parents’ sexism.

•	 Recent data on workforce participation at different 
ages.

•	 Discussion of how the recent recession affected people 
in the workplace, including an increase in suicides that 
match the downturn in the economy.

•	 Increase in “nontraditional” students in college (38%).

•	 The concept of work engagement, as opposed to work 
burnout.

•	 Increase in number of dual-employed parents and 
increase in fathers’ participation in child care and 
household chores.

•	 Increase in older adults in the U.S. workforce and in 
some European countries.

•	 New studies of the benefits of doing volunteer work 
after retirement.

The topic of Chapter 8 is personality. I divide the chapter 
into two parts—first the research on personality structures, 
featuring Costa and McCrae’s Five-Factor Model, and 
then I discuss some of the grand theories of personality, 
including Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, 
Loevinger’s theory of ego development, Vaillant’s theory 
of mature adaptation, Gutmann’s theory of gender cross-
over, and Maslow’s theory of positive well-being. I se-
lected these from the many because they have continued to 
inform research into age-related personality stability and 
change.
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legalized physician-assisted suicide, and I explain how 
that is arranged and what types of people make that de-
cision. For the next section, I have compiled numerous 
mourning rituals that take place in different cultures in the 
United States. It is not an exhaustive list, and there may be 
many exceptions, but it is a good way to start a discussion 
about our multicultural society and about respecting and 
understanding others at these most personal times. The 
chapter ends on a hopeful note with a study of bereave-
ment that shows that the most common response to the 
loss of a spouse in older adulthood is resilience.

New in this chapter:

•	 Cross-cultural studies show that the attitudes toward 
death are similar in many countries (United States, 
Egypt, Kuwait, Syria, Malaysia, Turkey).

•	 Increase in number of people who have living wills at 
all ages.

•	 Information that Facebook lets you announce your 
status as an organ donor on your wall.

In Chapter 12, the final chapter, I wrap up everything in 
the previous 11 chapters and do so in a chronological order 
rather than the topical arrangement these chapters feature. 
I add in the relevant new material and present my own 
model of adult development complete with a flowchart of 
how we move from disequilibrium to equilibrium in sev-
eral areas of our lives. I also include a master table of age-
related changes throughout adulthood.

Available Instructor Resources
The following resources are available for instructors. These 
can be downloaded at http://www.pearsonhighered.
com/irc. Login required.

•	 PowerPoint—provides a core template of the content 
covered throughout the text. Can easily be added to 
customize for your classroom.

•	 Instructor’s Manual—includes a description, in-class 
discussion questions, a research assignment for each 
chapter.

•	 Test Bank—includes additional questions beyond the 
REVEL in multiple choice and open-ended—short and 
essay response—formats.

•	 MyTest—an electronic format of the Test Bank to cus-
tomize in-class tests or quizzes. Visit: http://www.
pearsonhighered.com/mytest.

Acknowledgments
I am deeply grateful to Helen Bee, who authored the first 
three editions of this book. In turning over The Journey of 
Adulthood to me 16 years ago, she presented an opportu-
nity that provided a sharp turn in my own “journey of 

is covered, and individual differences, such as gender and 
age, are included. I cover racial discrimination as a source 
of chronic stress and talk about stress-related growth—the 
idea that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Types 
of coping mechanisms are presented, followed by the topic 
of resilience. Recent studies have shown that the most fre-
quent reaction to trauma is resilience and that some people 
are more apt to be resilient than others.

New in this chapter:

•	 Research using the life-change events scale predicts 
heart disease and diabetes 5 years later.

•	 A new study showing that people with long-lasting 
reactions to stress are more susceptible to mood 
disorders.

•	 Evidence showing that 10% of people who experience 
trauma will have PTSD a year later.

•	 Studies done with 2,000 people who survived the Sep-
tember 11 terrorist attack show that the older group 
(75 to 102 years of age) had higher stress symptoms 
immediately after the event, but declined rapidly to 
the level of younger adults after 12 months.

•	 All age groups of survivors of the September 11 ter-
rorist attack showed a return of stress symptoms on 
anniversaries of 9/11.

•	 The concept of human social genomics—stressful life 
events can change our genomes.

•	 General Assessment Tool—an assessment tool the U.S. 
Army has worked on with the American Psychological 
Association to evaluate soldiers in terms of emotional, 
social, family, and spiritual fitness. Those who are low 
in any aspect can get counseling. It predicts PTSD risk 
and may be put into use in the near future.

Chapter 11 covers death—how we think about it at dif-
ferent ages, how we cope with the death of loved ones, 
and how we face the reality of our own deaths. There are 
mixed opinions about where this chapter belongs in this 
book. Some reviewers suggest that it be placed earlier in 
the book because it leaves a depressed feeling at the end 
of the course. I don’t disagree with that, but I can’t find 
any agreement about what would be a better placement. I 
begin the chapter with a discussion of how we acquire an 
understanding of death, both the deaths of others and the 
eventual death of ourselves. This includes abstract meth-
ods like overcoming the fear of death as well as practical 
methods, like making a living will and becoming an or-
gan donor. The place of one’s death is important to many 
people, and most want to die at home with their families. 
That is becoming more feasible because of the hospice ap-
proach, and I explain that in detail. Others who are ter-
minally ill would like to choose the time of their deaths, 
and that has become possible in several states that have 
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1

	 Learning Objectives

	 1.1	 Explain adult development in terms of “stability and change” and 
“stages and continuity”

	 1.2	 Explain sources of change that influence adult development as per 
gradations of age and history and life events

	 1.3	 Explain sources of stability that influence adult development as per 
genetic and environment

	 1.4	 Illustrate adult development in terms of biological, social, 
psychological, and chronological ages

	 1.5	 Identify adult development as life long and the adult is exposed to 
multiple environments

	 1.6	 Analyze research methods, behavioral measures and analyses 
methods, and experimental design

	 1.7	 Express the quest to know the universal rules and processes that 
influence aging

Chapter 1

Introduction to Adult 
Development



2  Chapter 1

MY JOURNEY OF adulthood began early, as did that of many women of my genera-
tion, when I married shortly after high school and began a family. But unlike many 
women in my peer group, I spent more time reading than I did having morning 
coffee with the other moms. I always took a book along to read while the kids had 
music lessons, baseball practice, and orthodontist appointments. The library was a 
weekly stop along with the grocery store and was as important to me. By the time 
my youngest child began kindergarten, I enrolled in college as a freshman—at the 
age of 29, which was much older than the average at that time. For the next 7 years, 
my children and I did our homework together at the kitchen table, counted the days 
to the next holiday break, and posted our grade reports on the refrigerator. Today, 
as adults, they tell me that they can’t remember a time in their childhood when I 
wasn’t in school. Just before I received my master’s degree in developmental psy-
chology, the marriage ended, and I spent some time as a single mother. I abandoned 
plans for a PhD and took a job at the university, teaching psychology courses and 
doing research on children’s memory development. And just as my children began 
to leave the nest, I married a man whose own journey of adulthood had brought 
him to fatherhood rather late, making me stepmother of a 5-year-old, who quickly 
became an important part of my life. Not too much later, the grandchildren began to 
arrive, and life settled into a nice routine. It seemed I had done it all—marriage, 
parenthood, career, single parenthood, stepparenthood, and grandparenthood; my 
life was full.

Suddenly, my 50th birthday loomed, and it seemed to represent so much more to 
me than turning “just another year older.” The half-century mark was quite a shock 
and caused me to reevaluate my life. I realized that I wasn’t ready to ride slowly into 
the sunset for the next several decades; I needed to get back on track and move for-
ward with my education. The next fall I entered a PhD program in life-span develop-
mental psychology at the University of Georgia. It was an invigorating experience and 
also very humbling. Instead of being the teacher, I was the student. Instead of super-
vising the research project, I was the newbie. Instead of being the one giving advice, I 
was the one who had to ask where the bookstore was, where to park, and how to use 
the copy machine. But 3 years later I was awarded a red-and-black hood in a formal 
graduation ceremony with my children and grandchildren, parents, and siblings 
cheering for me from the audience.

Now I teach part time at the local university and write college textbooks. Twelve 
years ago my husband and I moved from our city home to a country home in south-
eastern Florida, complete with a cypress stand in the front yard and a small pine forest 
in the back. Our neighbors have horses, and we wake to roosters crowing in the morn-
ing. Two of our younger grandchildren live nearby, and my typical day consists of 
teaching a university class in the morning and then picking up my 15-year-old grand-
son at high school so he can drive me around town on whatever errands I might have. 
He just got his learner’s permit, and I am enjoying that magical year when he seem-
ingly wants to go everywhere with me. Last week I helped my 10-year-old grandson 
with his fifth-grade science project—growing flowers with and without magnesium 
sulfate to see which have the brightest blooms. It was fun, but I was a little irked when 
“we” only got a B+.

Three years ago, with three adult children and eight grandchildren ranging in 
age from 7 to 25, my husband and I felt that our lives were settling down a little. But 
then my older son, who had been divorced for many years (and had four children in 
college), remarried and surprised us with Miss Lily Pearl—Grandchild #9! She just 
had her first birthday last week, and we can’t imagine how we ever thought our fam-
ily was complete without her. So if there is a message to take from this book it is this: 
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development doesn’t stop at 21—or 40 or 65. Your life will never stop surprising you 
until you breathe your last breath. My wish for you is that the surprises are mostly 
happy ones.

1.1:  Basic Concepts in Adult 
Development
1.1	 Explain adult development in terms of “stability and change” and “stages 

and continuity”

Some of you reading this are just beginning the journey of your own adult life; some 
of you are partway along the road, having traveled through your 20s, 30s, and per-
haps 40s, 50s, and beyond. Whatever your age, you are traveling, moving through the 
years and through the transformations that come along the way. We do not all follow 
the same itinerary on this journey; you may spend a long time in a location that I do 
not visit at all; I may make an unscheduled side trip. Or we may visit the same places 
but experience them very differently. Every journey has individual differences, 
aspects that are unique to the individual. You may not have experienced the trials of 
single parenthood as I have or the joys of grandparenthood, and I cannot relate to the 
independence you must feel when living alone or the confusion you experience when 
your parents divorce. Likewise, there also have to be some commonalities, typical 
aspects of adult life that most of us can relate to (either now or in the future). Most of 
us have moved out of our parents’ homes (or plan to soon), experienced romantic 
relationships, entered college with some plans for the future, and either started a fam-
ily or given some serious thought to parenthood. Without these common hopes and 
experiences, there would be no reason for a book on adult development. My goal for 
this book is to explore with you both the uniqueness and the common grounds of our 
adult lives.

Two of the concepts featured in this book are stability and change during the 
developmental process. Stability describes the important parts of ourselves that make 
up a consistent core. It is the constant set of attributes that makes each of us the indi-
viduals that we are throughout our lifetimes. In other words, your 40-year-old self will 
be similar to your 20-year-old self in some ways, as will your 60-year-old self. For 
example, one of the stable themes of my adult life is a love for books. In fact, it goes 
back to my childhood. Some of my most prized possessions are the books in my library. 
I always have several books sitting around the house that I am in the process of read-
ing. And 10 years ago I started a book club in my neighborhood that has become a big 
source of joy for me. Another theme that keeps popping up in my life is children, 
beginning early on with three younger sisters, then my own children, then my step-
daughter, nieces and nephews, then grandchildren. I have always had a toy box in my 
living room and sippy cups in the kitchen cabinet. In fact, the two themes of books and 
children often mix. I send books on birthdays for the children on my gift list, and when 
visiting children spend the night, I have a shelf of children’s books in the guestroom, 
some of them that belonged to their own parents so many years ago. Perhaps you find 
stability in your life in terms of playing a musical instrument or participating in sports. 
The genre of books I read may change over the years, and your choice of musical selec-
tions or sporting events may be different from time to time, but the core essence of 
these stable themes remains an integral part of our lives.

Change is the opposite force to stability. It is what happens to us over time that 
makes us different from our younger (and older) selves. An example from my life that 
illustrates this is travel. As a child I never traveled too far out of my home state of 
Florida. Almost all my relatives lived nearby, and those who didn’t were more than 
happy to visit us in the warm climate during the winter. In fact, at the age of 35, I had 
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never been on an airplane. But when I married my current husband (and no 
longer had children living at home), I had the opportunity to travel with him 
to national conferences and accompany him on international trips as he col-
laborated with colleagues and worked as a visiting professor around the 
world. In the last 20 years, we have spent extended periods of time in 
Germany, Spain, and New Zealand. We have made shorter trips to Japan, 
China, Italy, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, England, Scotland, Wales, Austria, 
Switzerland, and Egypt. Last year we made it to Paris! I am an expert packer, 
and my office is filled with framed photos I have taken in many exotic loca-
tions. To compare myself at 30 and 50, my travel habits would constitute a 
dramatic change. Other examples of change in the adult developmental pro-
cess occur when one becomes a parent, switches careers, or decides to move 
to another part of the country (or to an entirely different country). One way 
to view the journey of adulthood is to consider both the stability and the 
change that define our lives.

1.1.1:  Stages
Still another way of looking at this journey is gauging how straight the road 

is. Some stretches of our lives are continuous—slow and gradual, taking us in a 
predictable direction. My gardening certainly fits this definition. In my earliest apart-
ments I had potted plants, and when we rented our first house, I persuaded the 
landlord to let me put in a small flower garden. As our yards have grown bigger, so 
have my garden projects. I enjoy plant fairs, trade plant cuttings with friends, and of 
course, read books about gardening. I find it relaxing to spend time “digging in the 
dirt.” I have increased my knowledge and skill over the years. Now that our yard is 
measured in acres instead of square feet, I’m in heaven. So far I have a butterfly garden 
in the front yard, and I’m working on a vegetable garden in the back. Hopefully I will 
continue to “develop” as a gardener for many years.

In contrast, our lives also have stages, parts of the journey where there seems to be 
no progress for some time, followed by an abrupt change. Stages are much like driving 
on a quiet country road for a long time and then getting onto a busy interstate high-
way (or vice versa). In my adult life I view the years of being home with my young 
children as a stage that was followed by the abrupt change of the youngest entering 
school and me starting college. I suddenly went from having minute-to-minute, hands-
on parenting duties to the type that involve preparations the night before and then 
dropping the children off at school in the morning. And I also went from having 
mostly tasks that involved physical work and concrete thinking skills (how to get 
crayon marks off the walls) to those that required abstract thinking (Psychology 101). 
This mother/student stage continued for many years until I reached the single-
mother/researcher stage. An interesting question in the study of adulthood is explor-
ing how typical these stages of adult life are: Do most adults go through them along 
their journeys, and if so, do they go through them in the same order and at the same 
age? Or are they atypical, unique to the individual? I think that sending one’s young-
est child off to school is probably a universal event in a mother’s life, signaling the end 
of one stage and the beginning of another, but I don’t think that the transition from 
full-time mother to full-time student is typical, though it is more common today than 
it was a generation ago.

A final theme of this book has to do with inner versus outer changes. As we pro-
ceed along the journey of adulthood, many outer changes are visible and apparent to 
those we encounter. We enter early adulthood and become more confident in our step 
and our carriage; we fill out and mature; some of us become pregnant; some begin to 
lose their hair. In middle age many of us lose and gain weight, increase and decrease 
in fitness. Inner changes are not as apparent to the casual observer. We fall in and out 

Middle adulthood can bring large-
scale changes in lifestyle and interests, 
as illustrated by this photo of author 
Barbara Bjorklund along the city wall 
of Siena, Italy.
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of love, hold our children close and then learn to give them space. We look to our 
parents for guidance at the beginning of our journeys and then assist them at the end 
of theirs. And we grow in wisdom and grace. Of course the inner and outer changes 
are not independent of one another. Outer changes can affect the way we feel about 
ourselves, and vice versa. They also affect the way others perceive us, and this, in 
turn, affects our self-perceptions. Untangling this conceptual ball of yarn is another 
goal of this book.

1.2:  Sources of Change
1.2	 Explain sources of change that influence adult development as per gradations 

of age and history and life events

Multiple explanations about what influences adult development are quite common, 
much to the dismay of students (and textbook authors). In fact, the types of influences 
that result in change have been classified as (a) normative age-graded influences, (b) 
normative history-graded influences, and (c) nonnormative life events. In the follow-
ing section I will describe these various influences and give you some examples so you 
can see them at work in your own lives.

1.2.1:  Normative Age-Graded Influences
When you hear the phrase “sources of change,” your first thought is probably of what 
we call normative age-graded influences, those influences that are linked to age and 
experienced by most adults of every generation as they grow older. At least three types 
of age-graded influences impinge on the typical adult.

Biology  Some of the changes we see in adults are shared by all of us because we 
are all members of our species undergoing natural aging processes. This is often repre-
sented by the idea of a biological clock, ticking away to mark the common changes 
that occur with time. Many such changes are easy to see, such as hair gradually turn-
ing gray or skin becoming wrinklier. Others are not visible directly from the outside 
but occur inwardly, such as the loss of muscle tissue, which results in a gradual loss of 
physical strength. The rate at which such physical changes occur varies quite a lot 
from one person to another.

Shared Experiences  Another normative influence that is dictated for most of us 
by our ages can be envisioned by a social clock defining the normal sequence of adult 
life experiences, such as the timing of marriage, college graduation, and retirement. 
Even though our society has expanded the choices we have in the timing of these 
experiences, we still are aware of the “normative” timing of these events. Where we 
stand in relation to the social clock can affect our own sense of self-worth. The middle-
aged man still living at home, the “perpetual student,” the older working woman 
whose friends have retired—all may be doing well in important aspects of their lives, 
but if those lives are out of sync with what society expects in the way of timing, it may 
lead to some personal doubts. In contrast, the young adult who is CEO of his own 
high-tech company, the middle-aged woman who completes law school, and the octo-
genarian who finishes the Boston Marathon may have reason to celebrate over and 
above the face value of their accomplishments.

Another effect the social clock can have is ageism, a type of discrimination in 
which opinions are formed and decisions are made about others based solely on the 
fact that they are in a particular age group. Older adults are sometimes perceived to be 
cranky, sexless, forgetful, and less valuable than younger people. These stereotypes are 
perpetuated by television sitcoms, commercials, birthday cards, and jokes on Face-
book. Emerging adults can also be targets of ageism, when they are perceived as being 
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less capable than their older coworkers or when they are stereotyped as delinquents 
because of their style of clothes and speech. One of my goals for this book is to give a 
realistic and respectful look at adults of every age.

Another manifestation of the influence of the social clock in virtually all cultures 
is the pattern of experiences associated with family life. For example, the vast major-
ity of adults experience parenthood, and once their first child is born, they begin a 
fixed pattern of shared social experiences with other parents that move along with 
their children’s stages of life—infancy, toddlerhood, the school years, adolescence, 
and preparation to leave home. Each of these periods in a child’s life makes a different 
set of demands on parents—attending childbirth classes, setting preschool playdates, 
hosting scout meetings, coaching Little League baseball, visiting potential colleges—
and this sequence shapes 20 or 30 years of most adults’ lives, regardless of their own 
biological ages.

Obviously, shared developmental changes based on the social clock are much less 
likely to be universal than those based on the biological clock. But within any given 
culture, shared age-graded experiences can explain some of the common threads of 
adult development.

Internal Change Processes  At a deeper level, there may be shared inner 
changes resulting from the way we respond to the pressures of the biological and 
social clocks. For example, several theorists have observed that in early adulthood, 
particularly after the birth of children, parents tend to exaggerate traditional mascu-
line or feminine traits. Then at midlife, after the children are grown and no longer liv-
ing in the home, many men and women seek to balance their feminine and masculine 
qualities. Men tend to become more emotionally expressive and warmer than they 
were during the parenting years, whereas women become more assertive and inde-
pendent. In fact, there is some evidence that such an expansion of gender qualities 
occurs in many cultures. For now my point is simply that this is an example of an 
internal change that may be linked to the biological and social clocks, but is not caused 
entirely by one or the other. It is determined by the way we respond to the changes 
they entail.

1.2.2:  Normative History-Graded Influences
Experiences that result from historical events or conditions, known as normative 
history-graded influences, also shape adult development. These influences are help-
ful for explaining both the similarities found among people within certain groups and 
also the dissimilarities between people in those same groups. Both are important parts 
of a course on adult development.

The large social environments in which development takes place are known as 
cultures, and they can vary enormously in the ways they influence the adult life pat-
tern: the expected age of marriage or childbearing, the typical number of children 
(and wives), the roles of men and women, class structures, religious practices, and 
laws. I was reminded of this on a trip several years ago, when a young Chinese 
mother in Beijing struck up a conversation with me, and we began talking about our 
families. She had a toddler daughter with her who was 2 1/2, just the age of my 
youngest grandson, I told her. “Youngest grandson?” she asked, “How many grand-
children do you have?” I told her I had eight, then realized from her expression of 
surprise that this was very unusual in China. She explained to me that since 1979 
there has been a one-child policy in China. Almost all Chinese parents in urban areas 
limit their families to one child. She was an only child; her daughter was an only 
child (and the only grandchild of both sets of grandparents). The typical person in 
her culture has no siblings, no aunts or uncles, and no cousins. She asked to see pic-
tures of my grandchildren and wanted to know their ages and details about them. 
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We had a very friendly visit, but I could not help but wonder 
how different my life would be in that culture, and what her 
life will be like when she is my age.

A cohort is a more finely grained concept than a culture 
because it refers to a group of people who share a common 
historical experience at the same stage of life. The term is 
roughly synonymous with generation, but narrower—a 
generation refers to about 20 years, whereas a cohort can be 
a much shorter period. And a generation can refer to a much 
larger geographic area, whereas a cohort can be just one 
country or one region of one country. For example, Cuban 
Americans who came to the United States in the 1960s to 
flee Fidel Castro make up an important cohort in south 
Florida.

The Great Depression Cohort  One of the most stud-
ied cohorts in the social sciences is the group of people who 
grew up during the Great Depression of the 1930s. This was a 
time in the United States (and in most of the world) that crops 
failed, factories closed, the stock market crashed, unemploy-
ment skyrocketed, and without unemployment benefits and 
government social programs, the only help available was 
from family, neighbors, or churches (none of whom had much 
to share). Almost no one escaped the effects of this disaster. 
But what were its effects, and were people affected differently 
depending on what age they were when the Great Depression 
hit? That was the thrust of the research on growing up in the 
Great Depression done by sociologist Glen H. Elder, Jr. (1979). 
He found that the cohort of people who were teenagers in the 
depths of the Great Depression showed fewer long-term 
effects than those who had been in early elementary school at the same time. The 
younger cohort spent a greater portion of their childhood under conditions of eco-
nomic hardship. The hardship altered family interaction patterns, educational oppor-
tunities, and even the personalities of the children, so that the negative effects could 
still be detected in adulthood. Those who were teenagers during the Great Depres-
sion did not show negative effects in adult life; on the contrary, some of them seemed 
to have grown from the experience of hardship and showed more independence and 
initiative in adulthood as a result. Thus two cohorts, rather close in actual age, expe-
rienced the same historical event differently because of their ages. The timing of 
events interacts with tasks, issues, and age norms, producing unique patterns of 
influence for each cohort and helping to create common adult-life trajectories for 
those in the same cohort.

Although the era of the Great Depression is past, this research should remind us 
that every one of us, as an adult, bears the marks of the events we have lived through 
and the age-specific ways we reacted to those events. Do you remember the death of 
Princess Diana? Hurricane Katrina? Certainly all adults today remember the terrorist 
attacks of September 11. They all had effects on us, and a different effect depending 
on our ages. Less-dramatic happenings also have an influence on different cohorts, 
such as the economic conditions of the times, the political and religious climate, the 
educational system, and the popular culture. As many of these influences as possible 
need to be considered when researchers are comparing people of different ages to 
find age effects in some characteristic or ability. Table 1.1 shows some of the salient 
events that occurred in the recent past and the ages of seven different cohorts when 
these events happened.

The terrorist attack of September 11, 
2001, is surely a defining event for the 
cohorts who experienced it.
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Table 1.1  Selected Events from 1980 to 2013 and the Ages at Which They Were Experienced by Seven Cohorts

Year Event
1940 
Cohort

1950 
Cohort

1960 
Cohort

1970 
Cohort

1980 
Cohort

1990 
Cohort

2000 
Cohort

1980 Age: 
40s

Age: 
30s

Age: 
20s

Age: 
Teens

Age: 
Children

Age: 
Not born yet

Age: 
Not born yet

1981 Ronald Reagan becomes president of the U.S.

1981 Prince Charles and Diana (Princess of Wales) marry

1981 AIDS identified

1983 Sally Ride becomes first woman in space

1989 Berlin Wall falls

1989 Students massacred in China’s Tiananmen Square

1989 George H. W. Bush becomes president of the U.S.

1990 Age: 
50s

Age: 
40s

Age: 
30s

Age: 
20s

Age: 
Teens

Age: 
Children

Age: 
Not born yet

1991 Collapse of USSR

1991 Operation Desert Storm begins

1993 Bill Clinton becomes president of the U.S.

1994 O. J. Simpson arrested for murder

1994 Kurt Cobain commits suicide

1995 Oklahoma City bombing

1997 Death of Princess Diana

1999 Columbine High School massacre

2000 Age: 
60s

Age: 
50s

Age: 
40s

Age: 
30s

Age: 
20s

Age: 
Teens

Age: 
Children

2001 George W. Bush becomes president of the U.S.

2001 World Trade Center/Pentagon attacked by terrorists

2003 Iraqi War begins

2003 Saddam Hussein captured by U.S. forces in Tikrit

2004 Tsunami kills 230,000 in Indonesia area

2005 Hurricane Katrina hits New Orleans

2009 Barack Obama becomes president of the U.S.

2009 Michael Jackson dies

2010 Age: 
70s

Age: 
60s

Age: 
50s

Age: 
40s

Age: 
30s

Age: 
20s

Age: 
Teens

2010 Earthquake devastates Haiti

2011 Sen. Gabrielle Giffords is shot in Arizona

2011 President Mubarak of Egypt resigns after Arab  
Spring protests

2011 Tsunami devastates Japan

2011 Prince William marries Kate (Duchess of  
Cambridge)

2011 Osama bin Laden is killed by Navy SEALS

2012 Sandy Hook elementary school massacre

2012 Jerry Sandusky convicted of 45 counts of child 
molestation

2012 Superstorm Sandy hits northeast U.S.

2013 Lance Armstrong admits using illegal drugs  
and doping
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Table 1.1  Activity
Find the decade of your birth in the row of dates across the top of the table and then review what 
age you were when various events happened. If you compare your own cohort with that of your 
parents (or your children), you will see that the sequence of history may have had different effects 
on members of the same family.

Critical Thinking

Take a look at Table 1.1. Which event is the most salient to you? Ask this of people who are 
younger or older than you. Determine if there is a pattern. Write a brief response that will be ready 
by your classmates explaining you findings. Be sure to provide specific examples.

1.2.3:  Nonnormative Life Events
Along with the aspects of yourself that you share with most other adults your age 
and in your culture, there are nonnormative life events, aspects that influence your 
life that are unique to you, not shared with many others. These can have an impor-
tant effect on the pathway of your life. Examples of nonnormative life events are 
having one’s spouse die in early adulthood, inheriting enough money to retire at age 
40, taking over parental responsibility for one’s grandchildren, and starting one’s 
own business at 65.

Some of these events are nonnormative for anyone at any age, such as inheriting a 
large amount of money, but others are nonnormative because of the timing. The death 
of a spouse is, unfortunately, a normative event in older adulthood, but not so in the 
earlier years. And starting one’s own business may be remarkable in early adulthood, 
but it is highly nonnormative at the age of 65. As pioneering developmental psycholo-
gist Bernice Neugarten advised us back in 1976, we have to pay attention not only to 
the event itself, but also to the timing. Events that are on time are much easier to cope 
with (even the death of a spouse) than those that are off time.

I can speak from experience as one who was off time in several aspects of my 
life—becoming a parent early, going to college late, becoming a grandparent early, 
going to graduate school late. It makes for a good opening chapter of a textbook, but it 
was not always easy. One problem is the lack of peers—I was always “the older one” 
or “the younger one,” never just one of the group. You don’t fit in with your age-mates 
because you are doing something different, but you don’t fit in with your fellow stu-
dents or soccer moms either because you are not their age. And if this situation is easy 
to deal with yourself, sometimes others have problems, such as administrators who 
don’t want to hire beginning professors who are older than they are. So in the best of 
all possible worlds, it is probably easier to do things “on time” than march to your 
own drummer—I’ve just never lived in the best of all possible worlds.

1.3:  Sources of Stability
1.3	 Explain sources of stability that influence adult development as per genetic 

and environment

In my discussion so far, I have focused on explanations of change. However, some 
traits and behaviors show patterns of stability, having little or no change for significant 
periods of time. To understand adult development, we must also explore and under-
stand different types of stability. I have divided them according to the classic nature—
nurture dichotomy, the biology we are born with and the environment we experience 
around us.




