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A series of informal lectures by Sara Shao.

1 Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development
At each of these (seemingly arbitrarily chosen) stages of life, there is a central dilemma.

Definition 1.1 (0-18 Months, Trust vs Mistrust)

Can you trust the world around you? For people to take care of you? Or do you have to fend for
youself?

Definition 1.2 (18 Months to 3 Years, Autonomy vs Shame/Doubt. )

Basically how the world treats you when you learn. You’re beginning to explore the world (basic
things, such as potty training, eat food by yourself). If you are encouraged and rewarded, you
embrace taking on new challenges, and if not, you become doubtful.

Definition 1.3 (3 to 5 Years, Initiative vs Guilt.)

The way that she differentiates is that Sara thinks about playing. You’re exploring your creativity
largely through play (e.g. inventing worlds, inventing games). These things are central to toddler-
hood.

Definition 1.4 (5 to 13 Years, Industry vs Inferiority. )

This is similar to the previous two stages, but autonomy vs doubt is on a simpler scale, and initiative
vs guilt is more academic and more assessment heavy. This stage is more like concluding that you
are a competent person and have the confidence, or you are inferior and not capable.

Definition 1.5 (13 to 21 Years, Identity vs Role Confusion. )

Adolescence is important since you grow a lot and it’s a transition between being a kid and an
adult. This stage is about grappling with who you are, and you’re measuring (stems from industry vs
inferiority) what makes you same or different than others. You’re wondering: Am I a social person?
Am I popular? Do people like me? Am I a smart person? Am I a STEM person? If you come out of
this stage without identity, you fall into role confusion, where you don’t know who you are and can
be very scary. Or you think you know what your role is but it’s hard to accept, leading to turmoil.

Definition 1.6 (21 to 39 Years, Intimacy vs Isolation. )

This is pretty straightforward. As you become an adult, it’s a lot harder to form social connections,
so you either further develop intimacy with current connections (relationships, friendships, e.g. get
married). The relationships and how close you are to people becomes very important. People may
struggle when they don’t have anybody to confide in.

Definition 1.7 (40 to 65 Years, Generativity vs Stagnation. )

By now, you’ve probably settled into some role/identity. It’s around this time that you really start
thinking about your legacy. Perhaps by this time, your children have grown up so you don’t care
as much about them. You ask yourself: Are you a productive member of society or are you a bum?
This leads to the next stage.
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Definition 1.8 (65+ Years, Integrity vs Despair.)

This is roughly retirement age to end of your life. Hopefully you’ve found your identity, developed
relationships, produced something, etc. You’re getting very aware that they’re maybe one big surprise
left. You reflect on your life as it’s been. Integrity means you reflect and conclude that you had a
fulfilling life in relationships, accomplished a lot, vs despair when you were unable to resolve any of
the previous dilemmas (e.g. you didn’t think you did enough with your life). In despair, you have a
lot of regrets.
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