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Abstract Erikson’s core stages (trust, identity, and ego
integrity) were modeled over 34 years from college
through the late 1950s among 175 men and women tested
on the Inventory of Psychosocial Development (Constan-
tinople, Dev Psychol 1:357-372, 1969) testing the
hypothesis that each, although united by the theme of
wholeness and continuity, would show distinct develop-
mental trajectories. Stage 1 (Trust versus Mistrust)
followed a positive linear trajectory and Stage 5 (Identity
versus Diffusion) followed a curvilinear trajectory that
leveled off in middle adulthood. Stage 8 (Ego Integrity
versus Despair) followed a curvilinear trajectory with an
increasing trend in middle adulthood. The unique trajec-
tories for each of the psychosocial crisis stages were
expected on the basis of Erikson’s theory. In addition,
there was also significant variability in either the mean or
slope of each stage demonstrating individual differences in
change, a central tenet of Erikson’s life span develop-
mental approach.
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Introduction

For many developmental psychologists, Erikson’s theory
provided the impetus if not the inspiration to undertake the
scientific investigation of the ways in which people change
throughout life, a “vigorous unfolding” (Erikson 1963,
p 255). Erikson’s approach contrasted sharply with the
existing wisdom, as stated by James (1890) that, “In most
of us, by the age of thirty, the character has set like plaster,
and will never soften again” (p 126). These opposing
viewpoints continue to be played out in contemporary
research and theory on adult personality development.
Researchers argue on one side or the other citing evidence
from studies using mean-level or rank-order consistency
estimates of change (Costa and McCrae 1994; Helson and
Roberts 1994). However, the debates on which these data
are based do not fully explore the central issue: the extent
to which individual differences in personality change over
the life course, the explicit interest of lifespan develop-
mental psychology (Baltes et al. 1988).

Since the advent of more sophisticated statistical tech-
niques such as multilevel modeling (Singer 1998; Singer
and Willett 2003), personality researchers have begun to
study the stability and change of a variety of adult per-
sonality constructs. These techniques model both the
average person trajectory and the trajectory at the indi-
vidual level allowing for the assessment of interindividual
differences in intraindividual change (Nesselroade 1991).
Using these approaches, all of the basic dimensions of
personality have shown both stability and change across
the lifespan (Charles et al. 2001; Helson et al. 2002;
Mroczek and Spiro 2003). For example, Mroczek and Spiro
(2003) examined the trajectories of extraversion and neu-
roticism in over 1,600 men (mean age of 63) from the
Normative Aging Study and observed significant random
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variation in both intercept and slope indicating that people
start at different levels and change at different rates for
both constructs. However, personality research that has
used these approaches has focused exclusively on person-
ality traits rather than examining change and stability in
personality variables defined in terms of psychosocial
developmental issues.

Erikson’s (1963) theory of personality development
characterizes individual development as occurring through
a series of eight bipolar stages across the lifespan. The
stages are characterized by psychosocial crises that reach
ascendancy on the basis of changes in biological, psycho-
logical, and social processes. Although Erikson positioned
the crises at particular points along the lifespan continuum,
he also left room for individual variability in the timing of
these issues. According to Erikson, the eight crises can
potentially arise at any point in life as a function of par-
ticular psychosocial forces, or what he called the “hazards
of existence” (Erikson 1963, p 274). Earlier stages can be
revisited in later life and later stages can reach ascendancy
earlier in life, so that at all ages, all possible psychosocial
issues can potentially arise. Thus, each stage in Erikson’s
theory has an overall trajectory describing the average
person’s progression through the stages, but the interaction
between person and environment can give rise to individual
differences in these developmental trajectories. The present
study represents the first attempt to map the appropriate
statistical methodology to Erikson’s lifespan developmen-
tal theory using multilevel modeling techniques.

In a reconceptualization of Erikson’s theory, Logan
(1986) argued that Erikson’s 8-stage developmental theory
could be viewed as a cycle that repeats twice, once from
Basic Trust versus Mistrust (Stage 1) to Identity versus Role
Confusion (Stage 5), and again from identity versus Role
Confusion to Ego Integrity versus Despair (Stage 8).
According to this view, the core stages that anchor this
repetition are trust, identity, and ego integrity because each
of these stages is characterized by the theme of continuity
and wholeness. Specifically, Stage 1 represents the theme of
continuity and wholeness in the self and in another, Stage 5
represents the theme of wholeness and continuity between
the self and society, and Stage 8 represents the theme of
wholeness and continuity in the sense of belonging to
something that transcends the individual lifecycle.

Although linked by the theme of wholeness and conti-
nuity, Erikson proposed that each stage would reach
ascendancy at different points across the lifespan. In par-
ticular, Erikson postulated that resolving the crisis of
developing basic trust in others takes place in infancy, the
crisis of developing identity [i.e., a coherent sense of self
that is accompanied by continuity with the past and
direction for the future (Marcia 1994)] takes place in
adolescence, and the crisis of establishing ego integrity
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(e.g., looking back over one’s life and feeling good about
the life one has lived) takes place in older adulthood. In the
present study, we were interested in testing the proposition
that each stage would be characterized by unique devel-
opmental trajectories despite their common association with
the theme of continuity and wholeness over the period from
early adulthood (age 20) to late middle adulthood (age 54).

In order to accomplish this goal, we used data from the
Rochester Adult Longitudinal Study (RALS), which was
initiated in the 1960s as a study of the factors affecting
emotional development in college men and women (Con-
stantinople 1969). At the time, a 60-item inventory of
psychosocial development (IPD), covering the first of
Erikson’s six psychosocial stages, was administered to a
sample of students at the University of Rochester. In the
mid-1970s, Whitbourne and Waterman (1979) conducted
the first follow-up of the men and women in the original
sample, and added a new sample of undergraduates at the
same undergraduate institution. An expanded IPD covering
all eight of Erikson’s stages was administered in this and
subsequent investigations (i.e., 1988 and 2000-02) in the
RALS.

Previous investigations on the RALS using repeated
measures multivariate analyses revealed a pattern of sta-
bility in Stage 1 scores from ages 20 to 42, increases in
Stage 5 from ages 20 to 31 but stability from ages 31 to 42,
and decreases in Stage 8 from ages 31 to 42 (Whitbourne
et al. 1992). However, previous analyses of RALS data
relied on mean level analyses of change, which are limited
in that they dismiss a key component of Erikson’s theory—
namely, intraindividual differences in changes (Nesselro-
ade 1991). In addition, mean level analyses of change such
as repeated measures analysis of variance requires com-
plete case data, a technique which excludes those who do
not have data at all available time points. Findings from
such analyses are biased toward stability because they
reflect data from only those who are available at all times
of testing (Alder and Scher 1994). One of the great
advantages of multilevel modeling is its ability to accom-
modate missing data, thereby allowing analyses to
incorporate participants who have missed one or more
occasions of testing (Hox 2002). In addition, by adding a
fourth wave of data to the RLS, the present study extends
the longitudinal time frame of the RLS to 34 years, pro-
viding a more complete account of the trajectories of
Erikson’s core stages through the middle years of adult-
hood than was possible in the earlier investigations.

We advanced specific hypotheses for each of the three
stages based on Erikson’s theory. Logan’s (1986) concept
of the core stages, and the previous findings of the RALS.
Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust was hypothesized to
show stability over the course of the study based on
Erikson’s proposition that the need to establish faith in the
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environment and those who care for the individual would
show heightened vulnerability in infancy. With regard to
Identity Achievement versuss Identity Diffusion, we
hypothesized a curvilinear trajectory with initial increases
in early adulthood and relative stability thereafter. The
struggle to form a sense of wholeness, to create a bridge
between childhood and anticipated adulthood, and to
experience continuity between one’s self-conception and
the self as perceived by others defines the normative
identity crisis that is generally experienced and addressed
in late adolescence and persists through early adulthood
(Waterman 1999). Finally, Erikson positioned the Ego
Integrity versus Despair crisis in later adulthood when
older adults reflect on the meaning of life and how they
have lived it. The essence of this psychosocial stage cuts to
the central issues of the core stages notion. Ego integrity
involves a sense of wholeness, integration, and a deep
sense of acceptance of the life as it has been lived.
Although thought by Erikson to peak in later adulthood, the
existential issues involved in this crisis can arise at any
point in life and indeed, when they do, will have a bearing
on trust and identity. Following the decrease observed in
this stage from ages 31 to 42 during the 1988-89 testing
(Whitbourne et al. 1992), we hypothesized that Ego
Integrity versus Despair scores would begin to ascend
toward the end of middle adulthood reflecting a combina-
tion of ontogenetic processes and a changing cultural
climate. Consistent with Erikson’s theory, we expected to
see random variation in both the intercept and slope of
the trajectories of all three stages, indicating individual
differences in change over time.

Method
Participants

Participants from this investigation are part of the larger
RALS and consist of college educated men and women
who were either born into or achieved professional socio-
economic status. The original sample RALS participants in
this study were first tested when they were in college in
1966-68 and have been tested in approximately 11-year
intervals since then. Their mean ages in subsequent follow-
ups were approximately 20, 31, 42, and 54 years of age.
There were 347 participants in the 1966—68 testing: 180
men (51.8%) and 166 women (47.8%). In 1977-78, 155
participants were successfully recruited for follow-up; 79
men (50.9%) and 77 women (49.6%). The third follow-up,
conducted in 1988-89, yielded 99 participants; 62 men
(62.6%) and 37 women (37.3%). In the 2000-02 follow-up,
172 members completed testing; 99 men (57.6%) and 73
women (42.4%).

In order to examine the possibility that the participants
who remained available for follow-up were not represen-
tative of the original sample, we categorized participants as
missing or not-missing in 1977-78, 1988-89, or 2000-02,
and compared them on their 1966-68 (college) IPD scores.
No relationships were observed between attrition status and
IPD scores in 1977 (Wilks” A = 0.990, F(6, 333) = 0.57,
p < 0.76), 1988 (Wilks” A = 0.980, F(6,333) = 1.12,p <
0.35), and 2000-02 (Wilks’ A = 0.990, F(6, 333) = 0.58,
p < 0.75). We also investigated whether there were sys-
tematic differences in the gender composition of the
attrition status groups at the three times of testing. Men
were more likely than women to participate in the 1988—
89, 7* (1, N =344) =591, p <0.025, and 2000-02
follow-ups, z> (1, N = 344) = 4.15, p < 0.05.

Measures
Psychosocial Development

Stage scores for Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust (Stage
1), Identity Achievement versus Identity Diffusion (Stage
5), and Ego Integrity versus Despair (Stage 8) were
obtained from the 80-item IPD. Constantinople (1969)
developed the scale’s first six scales from a Q-sort devised
to assess the Eriksonian development and Whitbourne and
Waterman (1979) developed scales measuring Stages 7 and
8 for the 1977-78 follow-up. There are ten items for each
stage, five representing the positive resolution of the stage
and five representing the negative resolution of the stage.
Respondents are asked to indicate how characteristic or
uncharacteristic a given item is of them on a 7-point Likert
scale. Stage scores are created by subtracting the sum of
the five negative items on each scale from the sum of five
positive items. For each stage, the possible scores therefore
range from —30 to +30. Representative Stage 1 items are
“placid and untroubled (Basic Trust),” and “pessimistic,
little hope” (Basic Mistrust). Representative Stage 5 items
are “know who I am and what I want out of life,” (Identity
Achievement) and “never know how I feel” (Identity
Diffusion).” Representative Stage 8 items are “proud of
what I’ve done” (Ego Integrity) and “Regret the mistakes
I’ve made” (Despair). Estimates of Cronbach’s alpha for
Stages 1, 5, and 8 in the 2000-02 testing were estimated at
0.82, 0.71, and 0.77, respectively.

Procedure
At the beginning of the follow-up period in early 2000,

participants were contacted by mail using addresses
obtained in previous follow-ups, information provided in
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the most current University of Rochester Alumni Directory
(both printed and online), and Internet services. The
questionnaire packets that participants received in 2000
were similar to those used in the previous follow-ups,
including a letter explaining the study with space for an
informed consent signature, a set of questions assessing
major changes in family and work situations, the IPD, a
debriefing form, and additional measures of personality not
reported in the present paper. Approximately 1 month after
the initial mailing, a follow-up letter was mailed to non-
respondents requesting their help in by completing the
questionnaires. Participants who had still not responded
were emailed or called based on contact information
obtained from the University of Rochester’s online direc-
tory or from Internet searches conducted between 2001 and
2002. The initial mailings yielded data from 106 partici-
pants. Additional efforts using the University of Rochester
on-line directory and Internet searches yielded another 69
participants, 44 of whom were obtained through University
of Rochester sources and 22 of whom were located by
means of Internet searches.

It should be noted that the reason we were able to obtain
more participants in 2000-02 was because of the avail-
ability of the Internet. This was both “good news” and
“bad news.” In prior follow-ups, there was no such
available mechanism to locate individuals regardless of
where they resided. Consequently, our sample size in
2000-02 was approximately twice that obtained in the
previous follow-up; unfortunately, a large number of these
individuals were tested only once on one of the stages of
interest (Stage 8) because only the first six stages were
included in the original 1966 testing.

Data Analysis

Multilevel analyses or growth curve modeling for Stages 1
(Trust versus Mistrust), 5 (Identity Achievement versus
Identity Diffusion), and 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair)
were carried out using the SAS PROC MIXED procedure
(Singer 1998). Multilevel approaches differ from ordinary
multiple regression analysis in that they estimate the
average intercept and slope for the sample and the random
variation in intercept and slope; that is, intercepts and
slopes are allowed to vary between individuals enabling the
effective modeling of interindividual differences in intra-
individual change. For the purposes of this analysis, year
was centered at 17 for Stages 1 and 5 which, as mentioned
earlier, have been assessed since 1966. Since Stage 8 was
initially assessed in 1977, we centered year at 11, which
corresponded to the 1988—89 testing and approximated the
half-way point between the 1977-78 and the 2000-02
testings. The intercept for Stages 1 and 5 is interpreted as
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the average level of the dependent variable at year 17,
whereas the intercept for Stage 8 is interpreted as the
average level of the dependent variable at year 11. The
linear slope indicates how much the intercept changes for a
given stage for every increase in year. A quadratic slope
indicates how much the slope changes for a given stage
with each increase in year. Gender differences were tested
but no differences in intercept or slope for the three stages
were detected, and therefore, are not reported.

Model fitting proceeded in three steps (Singer 1998;
Singer and Willett 2003). First, we calculated the intraclass
correlation (ICC) using the intercept only model, which
allows an estimate of the proportion of variation in the
dependent variable that is between and within persons in
the sample. Next, we estimated a linear growth curve
model by adding year (time) as a random and fixed effect to
the intercept only model. Finally, we tested a quadratic
growth model by adding time? to the linear model for each
stage. All models tested in this paper for improved fit were
nested, that is, each could be derived from a preceding
model. In order to test nested models for improved fit, we
tested the difference between their respective —2 Log
Likelihoods (—2LL), which is distributed as a Chi-square
with degrees of freedom equal to the difference in the
number of parameters (fixed and random) between the two
models (Hox 2002; Singer and Willett 2003).

Results

Means and standard deviations for Stages 1 (Basic Trust
versus Basic Mistrust), 5 (Identity Achievement versus
Identity Diffusion), and 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair)
are displayed in Table 1. As shown in this table, Stages 1
and 5 scores increase over the study period. In contrast,
Stage 8 scores decrease from the first to the second testing,
and increase again from the third to fourth testings. The
standard deviations also indicate that the variance for each
of the stages were relatively homogeneous across testings.

Table 1 Means and standard deviations for Stage 1 (Basic Trust
versus Basic Mistrust), Stage 5 (Identity Achievement versus Identity
Diffusion), and Stage 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair)

1966 1977 1988 2001
(N=344) (N=155 (N=99) (N=175)
Stage 9.77 (7.78)  10.94 (8.30) 11.49 (8.09) 12.76 (8.47)
1
Stage 7.38 (6.59) 971 (6.22)  10.53 (6.72) 11.52 (6.25)
5
Stage - 774 (7.83)  3.85(8.12)  5.69 (8.48)
8

Note: Stage 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair) was not included in 1966
testing
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Stage 1

The fixed and random effects estimates for the three
models fitted for Stage 1 (Trust versus Mistrust) are pre-
sented in Table 2. As shown here, the intercept only model
for Stage 1 yielded an ICC of 0.54 indicating that 54% of
the total variation reflects interindividual differences and
46% of the total variation represents intraindividual dif-
ferences (although the proportion of variance within person
also consists of measurement error). The —2LL for this
model consisting of three parameters was 5,244.5. Next, we
estimated the linear growth model, which yielded a sig-
nificant effect of time. With each additional year, the
average person in our sample increased in Stage 1 scores
by 0.084 points. There was also significant random varia-
tion in this model in both the intercept and slope indicating
that people differ in their level of Stage 1 resolution at year
17 of the study as well as in their growth curves. The —2LL
for this model with five parameters was 5,200.1, which
represents a significant improvement in fit from the inter-
cept only model (A — 2LL = 444, Xz (2) > 13.81,
p < 0.001). In order to test the possibility of curvilinear
change in Stage 1, we added time? to the linear model,
which did not improve model fit. The linear trajectory for
Stage 1 scores over time for the average participant is
presented in Fig. 1. In addition, Fig. 1 depicts the empirical
trajectories of a random sample of participants with com-
plete data to demonstrate differences in change over time.

Stage 5
The fixed and random effects estimates for the three

models fitted for Stage 5 are presented in Table 3. The ICC
estimated from the intercept only model was 0.44
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Fig. 1 Fitted linear trajectory in bold of Stage 1 (Basic Trust versus
Basic Mistrust) for the average participant and the empirical
trajectories of a random sample of participants (n = 20) with
complete data demonstrating differences in change over time

indicating that 44% of the total variation in identity rep-
resents intraindividual change and 56% of the total
variation in identity reflects interindividual differences.
The —2LL for the intercept only model consisting of three
parameters was 5,002.6. Next, we estimated the linear
growth model by adding a fixed and random linear slope
component. With five parameters and a —2LL of 4,917.1,
this represented a significant improvement in fit from the
intercept only model (A — 2LL = 85.5, )(2 2) > 13.81,
p < 0.001). The average person in our sample increased in
Stage 5 scores by 0.12 points a year. There was also sig-
nificant random variation in both the intercept and slope
indicating that people differ in their level of Stage 5 res-
olution at year 17 of the study and in their rate of change.

We had hypothesized, however, that Stage 5 scores
would show curvilinear change with initial increases and
then a leveling off. In order to test the possibility of this

Table 2 Growth curve models of Stage 1 (Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust)

Intercept only model

Linear growth model Quadratic growth model

Fixed effects estimates
Intercept 10.67, 1(343) = 27.52%%:
Time
Time?

Random effects estimates

Intercept 35.34, z = 8.99%*%*
Time

Time?

Residual 30.085, z = 14.98%**

—2LL (number of parameters) 5,244.5 (3)

11.20, #(343) = 28.08***
0.084, 1#(221) = 5.00%***

11.08, #(343) = 21.12%**
0.085, 1(221) = 5.01***
0.00056 #206) = 0.35

36.99, 7 = 9.59%**
0.024, z = 3.35%**

37.01, z = 9.59%+x
0.024, 7 = 3.35%%*
21.95, z = 10.96%%*
5,200.0 (6)

21.95, z = 10.96%**
5,200.1 (5)

Note: —2LL, —2 Log Likelihood. All models use full maximum likelihood estimation

—indicates parameter could not be estimated
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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Table 3 Growth curve models of Stage 5 (Identity Achievement versus Identity Diffusion)

Intercept only model

Linear growth model Quadratic growth model

Fixed effects estimates
Intercept 8.93, 1(343) = 29.01***
Time
Time?

Random effects estimates

Intercept 19.47, z = 7.69%**
Time
Time?
Residual 24.64, z = 14.95%**

—2LL (number of parameters) 5,002.6 (3)

9.67, 1(343) = 30.79***
0.12, 1(221) = 8.86%**

10.35, 1#(343) = 23.67***
0.12, 1(221) = 8.56%**
—0.0032, #206) = —2.24*

20.81, z = 8.50%**
0.0095, z = 1.80*

20.91, z = 8.55%%*
0.010, z = 1.96%
18.03, z = 10.92%**
4,912.1 (6)

18.43, 7 = 10.95%*%
4917.1 (5)

Note. —2LL, —2 Log Likelihood. All models use full maximum likelihood estimation

— indicates parameter could not be estimated
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

curvilinear change in Stage 5, we added both fixed and
random quadratic slope (time) terms to the linear growth
model. The random component of the quadratic slope,
however, could not be estimated. Removing this compo-
nent resulted in a final model (consisting of six rather
than seven parameters) for Stage 5, which represented a
significant improvement in fit from the linear model
(—2LL = 4912.1, A — 2LL = 5, 5* (1) > 3.84, p < 0.05).
This model revealed that the increase in Stage 5 resolution
that we observed over time tends to slow down with each
additional year. In addition, this model revealed individual
differences in both intercept and the linear slope. Change
over time for the average study participant is depicted in
Fig. 2. In addition, Fig. 2 depicts the empirical trajectories
of a random sample of participants with complete data to
demonstrate differences in change over time.

300

200

100 £

Identity
o
o

-10.0

-200

-30.0

20 31 a2 54
Age

Fig. 2 Fitted linear trajectory in bold of Stage 5 (Identity Achieve-
ment versus Identity Diffusion) for the average participant and the
empirical trajectories of a random sample of participants (n = 20)
with complete data demonstrating differences in change over time
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Stage 8

The fixed and random effects estimates for the three
models fitted for Stage 8 are presented in Table 4. The
ICC estimated from the intercept only model was 0.60
indicating that 60% of the total variation in identity
reflects interindividual differences and 40% represents
intraindividual change. The —2LL for the intercept only
model consisting of three parameters was 2,918.9. Next,
we estimated the linear growth model by adding a fixed
and random slope (time) component to the intercept only
model. The random component of the linear slope could
not be estimated in this model. Removing this component
from the linear growth model (consisting of four rather
than five parameters) yielded a significant improvement
in fit from the intercept only model (—2LL = 2,905.2, A
—2LL = 13.7, * (1) > 10.82, p < 0.001). According to
this model, the average person in our sample decreased in
Stage 8 by 0.10 points a year. There was also significant
random variation in the intercept indicating that people
differed in their level of Stage 8 resolution at year 11 of
the study. We had hypothesized, however, that Stage 8
scores would show curvilinear change characterized by
initial decreases and subsequent increases in resolution. In
order to test this hypothesis, we added quadratic time
term to the fixed part of the linear growth model. As
expected, this S-parameter model represented a significant
improvement in fit (—2LL = 2,876.8, A — 2LL = 28.4,
%* (1) > 10.82, p < 0.001). Change in Stage 8 over the
23-year period of the study for the average study partic-
ipant is depicted in Fig. 3. In addition, Fig. 3 depicts the
empirical trajectories of a random sample of participants
with complete data to demonstrate differences in change
over time.
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Table 4 Growth curve models of Stage 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair)

Intercept only model

Linear growth model Quadratic growth model

Fixed effects estimates
Intercept 5.91, 1(221) = 11.62%%**
Time
Time?

Random effects estimates

Intercept 40.86, 7 = 7.37%**
Time

Time?

Residual 26.82, z = 10.35%**

—2LL (number of parameters) 2,918.9 (3)

6.065, 1(221) = 11.87*%*
—0.10, (206) = —3.77%%*

3.46, 1(221) = 4.97%**
—0.13, #(205) = —4.87#**
0.024, 1(205) = 5.51***

42.058, z = 7.56%** 43.86, z = 7.90%**

21.91, 7 = 10.27%%*
2,876.8 (5)

25.05, 7 = 10.31%%#x
2,905.2 (4)

Note: —2LL —2 Log Likelihood. All models use full maximum likelihood estimation

— indicates parameter could not be estimated
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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Fig. 3 Fitted linear trajectory in bold of Stage 8 (Ego Integrity versus
Despair) for the average participant and the empirical trajectories of a
random sample of participants (n = 20) with complete data demon-
strating differences in change over time

Discussion

The present study is the first to use multilevel modeling
techniques to examine the stability and change of what
Logan (1986) referred to as Erikson’s core stages: Stage 1
(Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust), Stage 5 (Identity
Achievement versus Identity Diffusion), and Stage 8 (Ego
Integrity versus Despair). We found distinct developmental
trajectories across young and middle adulthood in each of
the core stages consistent with Erikson’s prediction that the
timing of the ascendancy of these stages would be unique
to each one even though they share the underlying dynamic
of being located at the core of the self (cf. Figs. 1-3).
Furthermore, we observed individual variability in the
means and slopes of Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust and
Identity versus Identity Diffusion, and in the intercept for
Ego Integrity versus Despair (see Figs. 1-3). This indicates

that, although there is an overall developmental trajectory
that describes the average person from college through
midlife, there is also significant variation around this
overall trajectory. Although these stages are linked by the
theme of wholeness and continuity, and therefore are
considered Erikson’s “core” stages, each stage assumes its
own unique trajectory with a distinct period of ascendancy.
These findings also support the lifespan developmental
focus on intraindividual differences in change (Nesselroade
1991).

Although on the basis of Erikson’s theory we predicted
that Basic Trust versus Mistrust would remain stable over
adulthood, we instead observed a significant positive linear
trajectory. This finding is consistent with the “matrix”
interpretation of Erikson’s theory, that is, that psychosocial
issues continued to be revisited and reworked throughout
life (Erikson 1991; Whitbourne 2008). In fact, some have
argued that complete resolution is impossible given the
changes that are experienced throughout life, and that, by
necessity, each stage must be continually reworked in the
context of later stages (Erikson 1991). Nevertheless, the
positive linear trajectory yielded an increase of only 2.9
points over a 34-year period, or less than one point per
decade. This suggests that although there is some increased
resolution of the Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust psy-
chosocial crisis over the course of young and middle
adulthood, the majority of this resolution took place before
age 20. Such an observation makes sense given that Erik-
son, as well as others (Mahler et al. 1975), has postulated
that the development of a basic sense of trust in infancy is a
fundamental precursor to further healthy personality
development. Of course, this interpretation of the overall
trends does not take into account individual variation.
Further analyses using predictors of individual differences
in patterns of change are required to examine why
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individuals might or might not revisit this first psychosocial
issue that lies at the very core of the self.

Supporting earlier findings from the RALS using mean
level analyses of change and specific indices of identity
status (Whitbourne and Van Manen 1996), the present
findings provide evidence that identity resolution evolves
throughout the decade of the 20s and even beyond. Erikson
positioned the timing of the Identity Achievement versus
Identity Diffusion crisis as taking place in adolescence, but
it is clear from the present findings that substantial reso-
lution does not occur until the late 20s and early 30s. This
finding is consistent with research showing that, even after
individuals had initially reached identity achievement, they
often reentered the moratorium status (i.e., identity explo-
ration without commitment) and subsequently returned to
identity achievement on multiple occasions later in life
(Stephen et al. 1992). Nevertheless, there may be different
styles with which people grapple with the physical, psy-
chological, and social role changes associated with
development across the lifespan that necessarily compel a
reconsideration of how they see themselves in relation to
others (Sneed and Whitbourne 2003).

The hypothesis was supported by Ego Integrity versus
Despair scores that would begin to ascend toward the end
of the middle adult years following the initial decrease
observed from age 31 to 42 in the 1988-89 testing
(Whitbourne et al. 1992). These findings are consistent
with an ontological interpretation that the issue of Ego
Integrity versus Despair gains in importance when the
individual begins to come to grips with the notion of
accepting his or her lifecycle as being the only one that
could have been lived.

It is also possible, however, that the rise in Ego Integ-
rity versus Despair scores continues to reflect the time of
testing effect described in the previous RALS follow-up.
The decrease in Ego Integrity versus Despair scores
observed during the 1988-89 testing, and the increase in
the current follow-up, are trends that may be interpreted as
reflecting the dramatic effect of the environment on per-
sonality. For example, Whitbourne et al. (1992) concluded
that the decline in Ego Integrity versus Despair scores
following the 1988 testing reflected a general “erosion
of philosophical values” (p 269) consistent with the 25%
drop in college freshman scores from 1970 to 1988 on the
goal of developing a coherent life philosophy. These
findings are consistent with the decreases in responsibility
observed using the California Personality Inventory that
corresponded to a simultaneous rise in individualism as
assessed using the Secular Trends Index throughout the
1960s and 1970s (Helson et al. 2002). Following this line
of reasoning, the upturn in Ego Integrity versus Despair
scores following the 2000-02 testing may be a product of
a rise in values throughout the 1990s oriented toward
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volunteerism and the goal of going beyond the self to
connect with those who are in need. This sample, repre-
senting the leading edge of the Baby Boomers, may in
particular have experienced a heightened sense of social
responsibility as they assume the role of the leaders in
their communities, the nation, and the world (Whitbourne
and Willis 2006).

The individual differences found in the present
investigation highlight the importance of considering
interindividual differences in intraindividual change. All
three core stages showed significant random variation in
their means, and Basic Trust versus Mistrust and Identity
Achievement versus Diffusion also showed significant
variation in their slopes. Not only do people differ in their
levels of these variables at the study’s mid-point, then, but
they also differ in their rate of change. McAdams (1994)
has argued that stability and change issues depend on the
level of personality that is examined. According to this
view, considerable stability is expected when personality is
assessed through paper and pencil measures that are by
definition somewhat removed from the day-to-day reality
of people’s life experiences. Despite relying on such an
abstract measure of psychosocial development, the present
findings showed substantial individual variability in both
means and slopes. The fact that this variability was dem-
onstrated to exist highlights the importance of examining
development using procedures that make it possible to
assess the individual differences inherent in Erikson’s
developmental model.

There are a number of reasons why individual differ-
ences in the slope of Stage 8 (Ego Integrity versus Despair)
were not observed. One possibility is that participants in
this study at the time of the latest testing were on average
only 54 years old, and therefore, have not begun to grapple
fully with the existential issues inherent in this psychoso-
cial crisis stage. Another possibility is likely due to the fact
that these scores were the only ones for which three time
points were available for analysis (the minimum necessary
to model growth curves) and there were large number of
participants with fewer than three time points. Only 84
participants had Stage 8 scores across all three waves, 39
provided data on two waves, and 99 provided data on only
one wave of testing between the 1977-78 (when Stage 8
scores were first collected) and 2000-02 testings. Estima-
tion of variance components requires a large enough
sample size with a sufficient number of time points to
quantify the variation in the residuals after taking the fixed
effects into account (Singer and Willett 2003). As a result,
it was difficult to estimate the random variance components
for this stage. Therefore, the lack of individual differences
in the rate of change in Stage 8 should not be taken as
evidence refuting the Eriksonian position on intraindivid-
ual change.



Erikson’s Core Stages

The limitations of the present study are balanced by its
unique methodological strengths. The RALS is the only 34-
year longitudinal study systematically examining Erikson’s
stages over men and women from early to middle adult-
hood, allowing for the rigorous evaluation of predictions in
Erikson’s model that have largely gone untested. Such an
extensive longitudinal investigation, however, naturally
falls prey to attrition, which can potentially bias research
findings toward stability; i.e., those who remain in the
study are more likely to show personality stability either in
their life situations or their willingness to participate in
personality research. The possibility of greater stability
in the follow-up samples may partially explain the lack of
significant random variation in the slope of Stage 8.
However, Roberts and DelVecchio (2000) did not find any
effect of attrition in their meta-analysis of 152 studies, and
concluded that researchers should question the assumption
that attrition is a major distorting influence in longitudinal
studies. It should also be noted that the sample consists
primarily of educated, middle, and upper-middle class men
and women. Although this relatively advantaged sample is
typical of longitudinal studies, homogeneity with respect to
socioeconomic status does not allow for generalization
beyond this particular sector of the population.

It is apparent from the present study that simply polar-
izing the issues surrounding adult personality development
into the extremes of the stability versus change position is no
longer useful or valid. The trajectories observed for the
stages at the core of Erikson’s psychosocial model showed
trajectories that primarily supported a developmental
sequence predicted by his theory. We also documented
important individual differences in change that substantially
support Erikson’s focus on the idiosyncrasies of the indi-
vidual’s personality evolution over the life course. This
study was the first to use the appropriate statistical tech-
niques to address adequately this aspect of his theory. It
seems the logical question to ask next is not is there change
in adulthood but who changes and what predicts that change.
Future research will attempt to explain individual variation
in the intercepts and slopes of the core and other stages by
exploring the impact of cohort membership and life events
on growth curve trajectories throughout the adult years.
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