
Erik Erikson’s Eight Stages of Psychosocial Development

American Psychologist Erik Erikson proposed eight stages of psychological and social development for each individual.
This papers will list, define, and discuss each stage. A brief example or further elucidation will follow each stage.

Erikson’s first stage of development was the Oral-Sensory Stage: Trust vs. Mistrust/Hope. The first thing an individual learns is to “take in with the mouth and other senses”. The basic psychosocial attitude to be achieved is trust, which for the infant, is his mother. The infant learns Mother is always there, and will always feed, nurture, and love him.


But mistrust must also be learned; each individual needs to learn who he can trust, when he can trust, and how much he can trust. He must be ready for danger and anticipate discomfort.


Hope is the basic human attitude which must be passed on from parent to child, to enable it to cope with the swing between trust and mistrust, and become neither too trusting, nor too cynical. Hope is entirely necessary for the child’s survival. Studies have revealed that if a child is unloved and neglected, it may survive - unless it loses hope.


A child’s attachment to his mother is the effective bond which provides the child with a secure base, from which he can explore the world and develop adaptive and emotional skills. Thus, a good mother fosters trust through her attentiveness and love.


The importance of this struggle between trust and mistrust, and the necessity of hope, cannot be overstated. As Erikson once said 

“ Hope is the enduring belief in the attainability of 
fervent wishes, in spite of the dark urges...which mark 
the beginning of existence. It is the basis of 
faith...”

One can look at a renaissance painting of the Madonna and Child, and observe the Madonna’s expression as she looks at the Christ Child. That look Erikson called “the necessary prelude to everything that is valuable.”


The next stage of the individual’s life Erikson called The Muscular-Anal Stage: Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt. This is the age when the child must learn not only sphincter control, but control over all his body, and what he can willfully do with it. 
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