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Agenda 

1. Erikson – dialectical lifespan theory 
 

2. Arnett – emerging adulthood 
 

3. Robinson – early adult ‘quarterlife’ crisis 
 

4. Integration 



Erik Erikson 
Dialectical lifespan theory 

PART 1 



Erikson’s influences 

• Psychoanalytic psychology – particularly the 
concept of the ego 
 

• Religion and history – wrote case studies of 
Luther and Ghandhi 
 

• Anthropology 
 



Erikson’s dialectical phase scheme of 
ego development 

Age  Phase Focal dialectic 

1 0–1.5 Childhood Basic trust vs. mistrust  

2 1.5–3 Self-control vs. doubt / shame 

3 3–6 Initiative vs. guilt  

4 6–13 Capability vs. inferiority  

5 13–18 Adolescence Identity vs. identity confusion 

6 18–40 Early adulthood Intimacy vs. isolation 

7 41–60 Midlife Generativity vs. stagnation 

8 60+ Later adulthood Integrity vs. despair 
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Presentation Notes
Stage 1: infants learn to trust or mistrust that their needs will be met.  Successful passage leads to hopeful, trusting appraoch to life.Stage 2: learning to exist within expanding horizons of the environment; those who master the challenge become self-sufficient in walking, talking, eating, going to the toilet and performing other behaviours.  Successful passage through this stage leads to the development of the willStage 3: Children must learn to assert themselves socially to engender a sense of separateness.  If this conflicts with social or parental standards, this will lead to a sense of guilt. AWAY FROM HOMEStage 4: Successful passage leads to a sense of competence. SCHOOL. Stage 5:Successful passage leads to a sense of fidelity or authenticity. ADOLESCENCEStage 6:Successful passage leads to love and closenessStage 7: Successful passage leads to a sense of contribution and purposeStage 8: Successful passage leads to a sense of wisdom and peace



Phases like waves 

AGE 

DEGREE OF 
CONCERN 

Childhood Adolescence Adulthood 

Generativity vs. 
stagnation 

Integrity vs. 
despair 

Intimacy vs. 
isolation 

All ego concerns present from 
toddlerhood onwards – they just 
peak at different times 

Regression 



Syntonic vs. dystonic 
• In each dialectic, one end of 

the pole is more conducive 
to mental health and 
positive development than 
the other – this is the 
SYNTONIC pole 

• The other is the DYSTONIC 
 

• While the syntonic should 
be dominant, it should be 
balanced to some degree by 
the dystonic 

Basic trust vs. mistrust  

Self-control vs. doubt  

Initiative vs. guilt  

Industriousness vs. 
inferiority  

Identity vs. identity 
confusion 
Intimacy vs. isolation 

Generativity vs. stagnation 

Integrity vs. despair 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“if there is a tendency to overdo and overdevelop the syntonic predisposition in an attempt to let the dystonic wither away, the result may be some maladaption; and in the case of overemphasis on the dystonic with a threatening loss of of the syntonic, the result may be a turn towards malignancy.” 40“Industriousness is encouraged for the sake of the individual and the community. A sense of inferiority, which is its opposite, is adaptive and syntonic only insofar as it provides appropriate modification of any overestimation of capacities. Overestimation of competence can be as maladaptive as underestimation.” What is required is accurately perceived capabilities, as judged by keen, trustworty senses...An appropriate appraisal of incapacities leads to genuine humility, a prerequisite for teachability..” 277 “the dystonic also curbs and modifies: mistrust, shame, and guilt and essential so that the individual may avoid egocentricity and ruthlessness.” 277



Balance of syntonic and dystonic 

• e.g. Capability vs. inferiority dialectic 

“Industriousness [capability] is encouraged for the sake of the 
individual and the community. A sense of inferiority, which is its 
opposite, is adaptive and syntonic only insofar as it provides 
appropriate modification of any overestimation of capacities. 
Overestimation of competence can be as maladaptive as 
underestimation. What is required is accurately perceived 
capabilities, as judged by keen, trustworthy senses...An appropriate 
appraisal of incapacities leads to genuine humility, a prerequisite 
for teachability..” (Erikson, Erikson & Kivnick, p.277) 
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“if there is a tendency to overdo and overdevelop the syntonic predisposition in an attempt to let the dystonic wither away, the result may be some maladaption; and in the case of overemphasis on the dystonic with a threatening loss of of the syntonic, the result may be a turn towards malignancy.” 40“Industriousness is encouraged for the sake of the individual and the community. A sense of inferiority, which is its opposite, is adaptive and syntonic only insofar as it provides appropriate modification of any overestimation of capacities. Overestimation of competence can be as maladaptive as underestimation.” What is required is accurately perceived capabilities, as judged by keen, trustworty senses...An appropriate appraisal of incapacities leads to genuine humility, a prerequisite for teachability..” 277 “the dystonic also curbs and modifies: mistrust, shame, and guilt and essential so that the individual may avoid egocentricity and ruthlessness.” 277



Erikson on crisis 

• Every developmental stage holds the potential 
for crisis 

• Crisis, and the emotional disturbance that 
comes with it, is essential for development 

“I shall present human growth from the point of view of the conflicts, 
inner and outer, which the vital personality weathers, re-emerging from 
each crisis with an increased sense of inner unity, with an increase of 
good judgment, and an increase in the capacity “to do well” according 
to his own standards and to the standards of those who are significant 

to him.” (Erikson, in Identity, Youth and Crisis) 



Early adulthood dialectic 
Age  Stage Focal dialectic 

1 0–1.5 Childhood Basic trust vs. mistrust  

2 1.5–3 Self-control vs. doubt  

3 3–6 Initiative vs. guilt  

4 6–13 Capability vs. inferiority  

5 13–18 Adolescence Identity vs. identity confusion 

6 18–40 Early adulthood Intimacy vs. isolation  

7 41–60 Midlife Generativity vs. stagnation 

8 60+ Later adulthood Integrity vs. despair 
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Presentation Notes
“The essence is the capacity to commit oneself to concrete affiliations and partnerships and to develop the ethical strength to abide by such commitments, even though they may call for significant sacrifices and compromises.” (Stevens, 1983)



• Young adults have changed their priorities and 
behaviour to allow much more time for exploration 
before settling down into parenthood and fixed 
career 
 

• More young people go to university – extending the 
amount of time before fully entering the economy 

 
• Early adulthood has divided in two, with a 

transitional period of possible crisis between the 
two 

 
• Average life span has increased dramatically 

Since Erikson was writing… 



Life expectancy in UK over 20th century 



Arnett – Emerging Adulthood 

2000 

PART 2 



FIVE CORE FEATURES 
1. Ambiguous, in-between status: adult / 

not adult, dependent / independent? 
2. Exploring identity in career, love life, 

identity and recreational pursuits 
3. Instability in residence and relationships 
4. Optimistic and idealistic sense of future 

possibility 
5. Self-focus – what do I want out of life? 

 
 

 

Emerging adulthood (18-25 approx) 
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identity exploration, social instability, self-focus, a feeling of being in-between, and of feeling an optimistic sense of possibilityAEIO, notU77% of 18-29 year olds agreed that “This is a time of my life for finding out who I really am.”83% agreed that “This time of my life is full of changes.”60% some financial support from parents



Emerging adulthood 
Ambiguity over adult status 



Deferral of major commitments 

• Exploration of self and life paths in Emerging 
Adulthood is reflected in statistics showing deferral of 
major commitments for ten years or more after 
becoming legally an adult 
 

• This is compounded by more going to university 
– in 1950 only 3% of people went into higher education in 

the UK, and as of 2009, 43% of people did (BBC, 2009). 
 

• This has been a major social change over the past forty 
years 



Average age 
first marriage, 

first child – 
women in UK 

http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons/lib/research/olympic-britain/olympicbritain.pdf#page=23 



 



 

Marriage age in various countries 
(Arnett, 2006) 



Other social changes: Cohabitation 

• Cohabitation prior to marriage, or as an 
alternative to marriage, has risen in 
popularity.  

• In the 1960s and 1970s, cohabitation prior to 
marriage was a rare and unconventional 
option -  Less than 10% of couples cohabited 
prior to marriage in the 1970s 

• As of the year 2000, 80% of couples cohabit 
prior to marriage (Haskey, 2001).  
 



Finland: Average age first marriage 
since 2000 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Age_at_first_marriage_in_Finland.png 



Finland: Age of woman at first child 
and first marriage, since year 2000 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Marriages_and_births_in_Finland 



Other social changes: Living with 
parents 

• In 2013, 55% of men aged 20-25 and 38% of 
women aged 20-25 were living with their parents. 
Both of these figures showed an increase of 5% 
on the same data gained in 1996 (Chalabi, 2014)  

• Men are more likely than women to live with 
their parents at every age between 20 and 34 
(ONS, 2014) 

• Two thirds of those who live with parents do so 
because they cannot afford to move out (NHF, 
2013) 
 



• Cross-sectional 
questionnaire-
based study 

• Stone et al. 
(2010)  

• Sample of 
340,000 US 
adults 

A peak of stress 
in the lifespan? 



High risk of mental illness?  
Schizophrenia - Age of onset distribution 

Age at onset distribution of schizophrenia [from Hafner, H., Maurer, K., Loffler, W., & 
Riecher-Rossler, A. (1993). The influence of age and sex on the onset and early course 
of schizophrenia. British Journal of Psychiatry, 162, 80–86 



• Depends on how you define stage 
 

• If used as a heuristic device to define a part of life that 
is distinct from other parts in a number of ways, yes 
– like “adolescence”  

 
• If you mean a formal developmental stage like Piaget, 

no 
 

• Exceptions to the normative pattern? 

Is emerging adulthood really a life 
stage? 



Robinson -  
Quarter-life crisis 

A crisis after emerging adulthood 

PART 3 



A popular idea in self-help books 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=XmE3eqgRytcK3M&tbnid=E1e7bD6_w6FUJM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.christinehassler.com/books-and-courses/&ei=5jhJUsnFCZDItAbKzoDAAg&bvm=bv.53217764,d.bGE&psig=AFQjCNGsHW8li228ld5kn3U8tLDdhwHNuQ&ust=1380616800732876
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=cdY-IO2jxPJnpM&tbnid=2rR06rjcMBQnlM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.tower.com/quarterlife-crisis-robbins-alexandra-paperback/wapi/108559924&ei=UjhJUpjyBYbRsgaIxIDABA&bvm=bv.53217764,d.bGE&psig=AFQjCNG-jef4sxxjbLWN5fiJxWtugbtCOA&ust=1380616656492593
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=u9HBOxP6DzNnIM&tbnid=jaWAusHfnsxTDM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.amazon.co.uk/Get-Together-Surviving-Quarterlife-Crisis/dp/0340829036&ei=nThJUr6FGpOHswblq4HIBg&bvm=bv.53217764,d.bGE&psig=AFQjCNHZBnm1pSG6oFi2BS-HXjqzYyJuuA&ust=1380616708850903
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=yqCm3KNIdcG79M&tbnid=XNKhAadfjUDWzM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.joerib.com/conquering-your-quarterlife-crisis-the-takeaway&ei=_ThJUvPjOYG1tAbbzoHQBA&bvm=bv.53217764,d.bGE&psig=AFQjCNGzu2rKnhlCD-EDHAQ6YsjMCI7eSw&ust=1380616828608066




Quarterlife crisis theory: types 
and processes 

From qualitative data 



For those interested in qualitative 
methods 



A dual typology: Locked-in and 
locked-out 



1. Locked-out crisis 
Typical age: 23-25 
Key features: Feeling unable to enter adult 
commitments in relationship and/or 
career; loss of self-esteem; feelings of 
unwanted dependence on others; feelings 
of isolation 
Resolved crisis: Breaking in to major 
commitment 

2. Locked-in crisis 
Typical age: 25-35 
Key features: Feeling stuck or trapped in a career; 
relationship or life style that frustrates; 
emotionally traumatic separation from 
commitments; feelings of inauthenticity 
Resolved crisis : Breaking out of major commitment 



Locked-in crisis: A 
crisis of unwanted commitment 

• During the transition out of emerging adulthood, 
decisions to embed oneself within a relationship, 
a place, a set of cultural norms, a religious group, 
an organisation and other institutions are made 
 

• Major commitment decisions (MCDs) reduce 
autonomy, as one relinquishes being footloose 
and free in favour of being a part of something 



The phases of  
locked-in crisis – a systemic depiction 



Locked-out crisis: Example quotes 

• Have done less work on this 
type 

• Example verbatims from 
recent longitudinal study of 
university graduates: 

“But it is hard because you’re stuck in a 
position where, for me personally, I need a 
full-time job because I need to find my own 
place, I need to start enjoying life, living life 
how I want to. But I feel like I’m stuck. There’s 
a barrier there and I can’t get it down.” 
 

Searching for employment was extremely 
stressful, everyone want experience that I did 
not have. I suffered rejections after rejections, 
felt like I would never get anywhere in life. In 
the last year I have become unsure whether I  
have made correct decisions in my life so far. 
Being dependent and responsible for myself 
has been a challenge. 

I struggled to find a secure job either related to what 
I studied or otherwise. I started questioning what my 
point in life was and wondered how I even managed 
to get a degree in something employers appeared to 
think I was no good in. My partner left for university 
as well which left me feeling very alone and the 
realisation that the little money I got from my part 
time job, which I finally managed to get would never 
be enough for me to become an independent adult. 
The realisation of that was crushing. 

Study of university leavers 



Crisis Definition-Question (CDQ) 
A crisis episode is a period in adult life that is noticeably more 
difficult, stressful and unstable than normal, during which you 
sometimes struggle to cope. A crisis is also an important turning 
point in your life due to challenging changes that occur during it. 
Crisis episodes typically last for a year or two, but may be shorter 
or longer.  

 
• Current appraisal question: Would you say that you 

are currently experiencing a crisis episode in your life? 
OR 

• Past appraisal question: Have you experience a crisis 
episode in your life previously between the ages of …..?  
 

 



Post-crisis growth after quarterlife 
crisis 

% 

Robinson & Wright, 2013 
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Respondents over age of 30 (N=922): 
39% of men and 50% of women reported a crisis in their twenties 



Integration 

PART 4 



Early adulthood dialectic 
Age  Stage Focal dialectic 

1 0–1.5 Childhood Basic trust vs. mistrust  

2 1.5–3 Self-control vs. doubt  

3 3–6 Initiative vs. guilt  

4 6–13 Capability vs. inferiority  

5 13–21 Adolescence Identity vs. identity confusion 

6 21–40 Early adulthood Intimacy vs. isolation  

7 41–60 Midlife Generativity vs. stagnation 

8 60+ Later adulthood Integrity vs. despair 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stage 1: infants learn to trust or mistrust that their needs will be met.  Successful passage leads to hopeful, trusting appraoch to life.Stage 2: learning to exist within expanding horizons of the environment; those who master the challenge become self-sufficient in walking, talking, eating, going to the toilet and performing other behaviours.  Successful passage through this stage leads to the development of the willStage 3: Children must learn to assert themselves socially to engender a sense of separateness.  If this conflicts with social or parental standards, this will lead to a sense of guilt. AWAY FROM HOMEStage 4: Successful passage leads to a sense of competence. SCHOOL. Stage 5:Successful passage leads to a sense of fidelity or authenticity. ADOLESCENCEStage 6:Successful passage leads to love and closenessStage 7: Successful passage leads to a sense of contribution and purposeStage 8: Successful passage leads to a sense of wisdom and peace



Early adulthood dialectic 
Age  Stage Focal dialectic 

1 0–1.5 Childhood Basic trust vs. mistrust  

2 1.5–3 Self-control vs. doubt  

3 3–6 Initiative vs. guilt  

4 6–13 Capability vs. inferiority  

5 13–21 Adolescence Identity vs. identity confusion 

6 21–40 Early adulthood Commitment vs. independence 

7 41–60 Midlife Generativity vs. stagnation 

8 60+ Later adulthood Integrity vs. despair 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stage 1: infants learn to trust or mistrust that their needs will be met.  Successful passage leads to hopeful, trusting appraoch to life.Stage 2: learning to exist within expanding horizons of the environment; those who master the challenge become self-sufficient in walking, talking, eating, going to the toilet and performing other behaviours.  Successful passage through this stage leads to the development of the willStage 3: Children must learn to assert themselves socially to engender a sense of separateness.  If this conflicts with social or parental standards, this will lead to a sense of guilt. AWAY FROM HOMEStage 4: Successful passage leads to a sense of competence. SCHOOL. Stage 5:Successful passage leads to a sense of fidelity or authenticity. ADOLESCENCEStage 6:Successful passage leads to love and closenessStage 7: Successful passage leads to a sense of contribution and purposeStage 8: Successful passage leads to a sense of wisdom and peace



A switch in syntonic-dystonic polarity 
half way through early adulthood 



Crisis types in relation to emerging adulthood 
and early adulthood 

Emerging adulthood Early adulthood 

Locked in 
crisis 

Locked out 
crisis 

Combined 
version? 

Data just in: Retrospective 
Prevalence (over 30s, UK, 
N=175) 
Locked out: 7% 
Locked in: 16% 
Combined: 5% 
Other crisis: 22% 
No crisis: 50% 

Early adult transition 



What next for research? 

• Longitudinal study of young adults, starting in 
early 20s, exploring how prospective data 
relates to retrospective appraisals of QLC 
 

• Explore personality trait fluctuations during 
crisis and after it 
 

• Studies replicating UK findings in other 
cultures 



Key Reference 

• Robinson, O.C. (2015). Emerging adulthood, 
early adulthood and quarter-life crisis: 
Updating Erikson for the twenty-first century. 
In. R. Žukauskiene (Ed.) Emerging adulthood in 
a European context (pp.17-30). New York: 
Routledge. 
 

• Email me on o.c.robinson@gre.ac.uk if you 
would like a copy 

mailto:o.c.robinson@gre.ac.uk


Thanks for listening 

My email: o.c.robinson@gre.ac.uk 
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