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1.1  LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

After going through this Unit, you would be able to: 

 Explain the concept of growth and development;  

 Explain the principles of human development; 

 Know the factors affecting human development; 

 Describe the different aspects of human development; and 

 Discuss the various methods of studying human development. 

1.2  INTRODUCTION 

When Shefali was born her parents were overjoyed as they have been 

planning for a baby since long. All their time was spent around her and 

taking care of her, talking to her, playing with her, singing to her and 

reading out stories to her as she grew. Soon Shefali reached her first 

birthday, however, she had still not started to speak. Her parents were 

worried and visit to doctor revealed that Shefali has hearing issues. Timely 

intervention could help her to a great extent.    

________________ 
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Meeta studies in class 3 in a school in a small city. Both her parents are 

semi-literate and have a small shop to earn their living. Meeta loves to play 

with her friends in the school and likes drawing classes. However, she lags 

behind in reading and writing, and her teachers have complained about it in 

parent-teachers meeting. This has affected her grades also in the 

examination. Her parents were stressed that they are not able to help Meeta 

in her studies as they themselves are not educated. However, in a workshop 

organized by an NGO in the school on learning issues in children, Meeta’s 

parents and teachers came to know about Specific learning disability. This 

helped them to adopt different strategies and provide various interventions 

for helping Meeta to learn. 

We can see from the above examples the importance of knowing about how 

children typically grow and develop. One of the major concerns of parenting 

relates to whether children are developing normally with timely achievement 

of all the developmental milestones. As we know, there are individual 

differences, with different factors influencing how does a child grow and 

develop. However, it is important to know and understand the usual pattern 

of growth and development across the lifespan so that timely and appropriate 

interventions can be taken if any deviations are observed. Further, knowledge 

of human development will help one to provide appropriate environment and 

adequate stimulation for the growing child to facilitate development. This 

will help in achieving good personal and social adjustment also.  

1.3  CONCEPT OF GROWTH AND  

 DEVELOPMENT 

Development is a broader concept which encompasses various changes in 

human beings across the lifespan starting from preconception to the end of 

life stage. Growth refers to physical and physiological changes in individuals 

which are quantitative in nature, whereas development is more inclusive, and 

qualitative in nature that refers to patterns of changes across life stages. 

Development thus involves physical growth as well as psycho-social-spiritual 

development. Growth involves structural and physiological changes, and 

development includes growth as well as those changes in behaviour that 

result from environmental stimulation. Development is a life long process 

where we continue to develop in some or the other way across the lifespan, 

whereas growth usually peaks at the adolescence stage and stops after 

maturity. Thus a child’s growth can always be measured, for example, height 

and weight; and development is usually observed in the child’s behaviour, 

thoughts, language and other cognitive, affective and social abilities etc. as 

she/he grows.  

Growth is mostly based on maturation or genetic factors whereas 

development occurs as a result of both maturation and learning experiences. 

As we grow, there are changes in the way we think, feel, interact, and engage 

with activities and others around. The socio-cultural context in which the 

individual lives and functions also influence human development to a great 
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extent. Thus human development is unique and at the same time follows a 

typical universal pattern. There are patterns of constancy as well as changes 

in human behaviour across the lifespan (Baltes, 1987). Both maturation and 

environment related factors influence human development and behaviour. 

The nature-nurture interaction highlight the dynamic ways in which 

hereditary and contextual-environmental factors impact human development.   

1.4  PRINCIPLES OF DEVELOPMENT 

Development is usually studied from a lifespan perspective that occurs in 

different developmental stages. Starting from pre-conception stage, 

development continues till the old age, whereas growth continues till the age 

of maturity. Stages of development include pre-natal stage, infancy, 

childhood, adolescence, and then emerging adulthood. Further, we have early 

adulthood, middle adulthood and late adulthood developmental stages. There 

are some general principles of development regarding how it occurs which 

are given below.  

 Development is lifelong: Development continues till the end of life, thus 

indicating a lifespan perspective. Changes occur in different aspects of 

development in different stages. 

 Development follows a sequence: Development follows cephalo-caudal 

sequence, that is, development occurs first in the head and brain region 

and then proceeds to foot; secondly, proximo-distal sequence, that is, 

development proceeds from centre of the body to extremities.  

 Development is multi-dimensional: Development occurs along different 

dimensions ranging from physical to cognitive, social, emotional and 

moral development. As the individual progresses through the different 

stages of the lifespan, changes occur in these different aspects or domains 

of development. For instance, a child gains height as he moves ahead in 

the lifespan, intellectual abilities increase, and social interaction patterns 

become more refined and nuanced.  

 Development is multi-directional: As described earlier, development 

does not always positive and additive. It is also characterized by loss or 

decline. For instance, there may be decline or loss in hearing, vision, 

memory and other cognitive abilities etc. towards the later years.  

 Development is contextual: The nature-nurture interaction highlights the 

role of the environmental and contextual factors in determining 

development. The context in which the child lives; surrounded by family 

members, peer group, neighbourhood, school, workplaces, social, 

religious and other institutions, interacts with multiple other contexts in 

influencing different aspects of development in the growing child. The 

ecological systems theory of Bronfennbrenner (1979) highlights this 
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dynamic interaction among various socio-cultural contexts in the child’s 

life. Further, major historical, political, economic and cultural events 

impact these contexts of development also.  

 Early foundations of development are critical: Development during the 

early years of life has a critical influence on the development in later 

years. During the growing years, children learn values, acquire patterns of 

behaviour, form attitudes etc. which impact their interaction, functioning 

and behaviour in the later years of life. This also highlights the 

importance  of early environmental influence on child’s development. 

 Each developmental stage is marked by periods of equilibrium and 

disequilibrium: Each developmental stage is marked by certain 

characteristic patterns. For instance, adolescence stage ushers in the 

puberty which may create periods of equilibrium and disequilibrium. In 

the former, there is successful adaptation to puberty which leads to 

effective adjustment. Whereas in the state of disequilibrium, there is 

difficulty in adaptation leading to poor adjustment.  

 Each individual is unique: Even though all individuals follow similar 

developmental patterns and stages, no two individuals are the same. Each 

individual has unique characteristics and is uniquely influenced by the 

environmental and contextual factors. Thus the interaction of nature and 

nurture is different for each individual even though the environment is 

same. 

Self Assessment Questions 1 

1) Development is more qualitative in nature than growth.  True or False  

2) Development always involves enhancement in abilities or attributes. 

True or False 

3) The dynamic interaction among various socio-cultural contexts in the 

child’s life is highlighted by ...........................theory of Bronfennbrenner.  

4) In proximo-distal sequence, development proceeds from ..................... to 

...................................... . 

5) Development continues till early adulthood years. True or False 

1.5  FACTORS INFLUENCING DEVELOPMENT 

As we have mentioned earlier, human development is broadly influenced by 

two major factors, that is, biological factors (the ‘nature’) and environmental 

factors (the ‘nurture’). Thus the biological factors refer to the genetic or 

hereditary factors, including the maturation, physiological functioning, and 

brain and nervous system. All these influence the growth of the child and 

indicate some pre-set conditions.  
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Environmental factors include the psychological factors related to the 

intrapersonal conditions, and the socio-cultural factors, related to the 

interpersonal conditions and interactions. Individual-related psychological 

factors include the child’s own intellectual ability, and other cognitive 

abilities, emotional abilities, and personality characteristics. Since we do not 

exist in isolation, the child’s development is also influenced by the 

interaction with the socio-cultural environment such as the peer group, 

school, home environment, other social and religious institutions, community 

and cultural context.  

Each developmental stage has its own developmental tasks to be carried out 

and developmental milestones to be achieved. Tasks refer to different 

activities required in each developmental stage that one performs to achieve a 

particular milestone. Developmental milestones refer to designated points in 

time such as taking of the first steps by the baby, saying the first word etc. 

and help in tracking the development of the child. The duration for achieving 

the developmental milestones may vary for each individual and depends on 

achieving the developmetal tasks required for it. 

Carrying out of the developmental tasks facilitates effective and smooth 

transition of the individual from one stage to the next stage of development. 

Performance of the requisite tasks and acquisition of the necessary milestones 

are influenced by both the nature and nurture related factors. The dynamic 

interaction between the hereditary and envioronmental factors determines and 

shapes human behaviour and development. Genetic factors may provide a set 

potential, but the actual achievement and manifestation of it is influencd by 

the socio-cultural and contextual factors. Thus the expression of various 

aspects of growth and development is influenced by the nature-nurture 

interaction.    

Environmental factors also have an impact on development during the critical 

period and sensitive period during human development. A critical period in 

development refers to the fact that the presence of some particular type of 

environmental conditions is required for normal development during that 

period. In the course of development, there are specific time periods in which 

the child develops different body parts, acquires language and so on, and 

environmental deficits in terms of under-stimulation, malnutrition, abuse etc. 

may hamper the normal development of the child. So these periods are 

critical in terms of providing proper environmental stimuli or inputs to the 

child to ensure proper development. Sensitive period in development refers to 

that time period where certain environmental stimuli may affect development 

in a negative way. However, there is a possibility of taking care of these 

challenges in development by providing proper exposure later on in the 

developmental span. For instance, if the growing child was not able to learn 

how to relate socially with others in an effective way due to lack of proper 

peer group or exposure to social situations, he can always be helped to learn 

it later by providing opportunities for proper social interaction.  
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Self Assessment Questions 2 

1) Nature indicates ................................... factors and nurture indicates 

................................... factors. 

2) Socio-cultural factors are related to the interpersonal conditions and 

interactions. True or False 

3) What is a developmental task? 

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................ 

4) A ............................ period in development refers to the fact that the 

presence of some particular type of environmental conditions is 

required for normal development during that period. 

5) Sensitive period in development refers to that time period where 

certain environmental stimuli may affect development in a negative 

way. True or False 

1.6 ASPECTS OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT  

As human beings progress through different stages of development, growth 

and development occurs in different aspect such as physical, sensori-

perceptual, cognitive, social,  emotional, moral, language and 

communication. Broadly different aspects of human development can be 

described under the following domains or areas of development such as 

physical, cognitive, social, emotional, moral, and spiritual that occurs through 

the lifespan.  

a) Physical development: It focuses on how does a human being grow and 

develop across the developmental stages. Physical growth is usually rapid 

and maximum during the childhood and adolescence years. Brain, 

nervous system, muscles, motor coordination etc. develop and children 

acquire various physical skills. The early stages of development are also 

characterized by exploration of sexuality and forming a gender identity 

which may continue through the lifespan. 

b) Cognitive development: It includes development of various cognitive 

abilities such as thinking, learning, memory, intelligence, problem 

solving, reasoning, decision making, language etc. Focus is on studying 

how these abilities develop and are influenced by different factors and 

contexts of the individual. 

c) Emotional development: It is characterized by getting to know one’s 

emotions and how these affect one’s own development, behaviour, and 

interaction with others. Understanding one’s emotions, using these 

appropriately, and regulating emotions properly for effective 

communication and social interaction.  
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d) Social development: It focuses on interaction in a social context, 

formation of friendships and other social relationships. It also includes 

how social behaviour occurs in different contexts. Personality 

characteristics of individuals influence their interaction with others, and 

social relationships may remain stable, or change over the lifespan. 

e) Moral development: As individuals grow and develop, various factors 

influence their moral development which includes having moral values, 

belief systems, ethical principles that govern how they view themselves, 

their behaviour, their interaction with others, and their functioning in the 

society. Moral development ressearches study how children acquire moral 

values, and how changes occur over the course of life. It indicates the 

impact of socio-cultural context and religious-spiritual beliefs on 

morality.  

f) Spiritual development: Although spiritual development is not 

emphasized explicitly in the earlier stages of development, it gets 

reflected in the socialization practices, parents belief systems, home 

environment, school culture, community engagement, and larger social 

transactions. It gains prominence towards the later stages of development 

during the late adulthood stage where the focus is more towards finding a 

meaning and purpose of life. As Erikson’s Psychosocial theory of 

development indicates the developmental task during late adulthood stage 

requires the older adults to maintain ego integrity otherwise they may 

experience the crisis of despair. A productively engaged life leads to life 

satisfaction and well-being of older adults. 

It needs to be noted here that the different domains of development described 

above do not function in isolation. Development in each domain influences 

development in other domains. For example, if a child is obese, he may 

participate less in sports or other activities, affecting his social development; 

or he may feel different from others and feel low about it, thus affecting his 

emotional development. Play is an important factor during the growing years 

which not only affects physical development, but also the cognitive, social 

and emotional aspects of development of the child. Thus human development 

across the different domains is a dynamic interaction of individual, cultural 

and contextual factors. 

1.7 METHODS OF STUDYING HUMAN  

 DEVELOPMENT 

Development involves changes in individuals as they grow and develop 

through different stages of development. Each stage in the lifespan is 

characterized by different developmental tasks, societal expectations, norms, 

crisis, challenges and achievements influenced by individual, societal, 

contextual and environmental factors. Research attempts to study how 

development occurs, what kind of changes occur in development, typical 

developmental patterns, deviations in development, and influences on 

development, both hindrances and facilitators.  
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a) Longitudinal Method 

Since development is a continuous process and occurs over a period of 

time, research needs to employ such methods that can study individuals 

for a long duration to actually observe, understand, and explain the 

changes and patterns in various developmental aspects. Longitudinal 

research method studies a set of individuals over a time period. This 

same-age group individuals are tested repeatedly with two or more 

assessments at certain intervals over a time-period. This provides an 

insight of the actual developmental changes happening in individuals as 

they grow and move through the lifespan.  

Longitudinal method provides valuable data and insights into human 

development. It helps to study various aspects of the research question 

and generates a lot of data. However, it has the limitations of being very 

time consuming, and requires money, staff  and other resources. The 

research personnel involved in the study may change over time due to 

various reasons such as moving out, leaving the job, or death, accident or 

any other mishap etc. Further, there may be attrition in the participants in 

the study over such a long period as the study may be conducted over 

several months or even years. Repeated testing of the participants also 

might impact the response of the participants. Any major historical, 

social-political,or cultural event at the point of time when the subsequent 

asssessments are done might influence the findings.  

b) Cross-Sectional Method 

This is a commonly used research method, which involves assessing a set 

of different age group individuals at one point in time for once only. Thus 

two or more different age groups are studied simultaneously with regard 

to developmental changes. The cross-sectional method thus has the 

advantage of getting and understanding the typical patterns of 

development for different age groups. Further, it is time-saving, money-

saving, and resource-saving also. Relatively large number of participants 

can be studied at the same point of time.  

However, the method allows only to observe and find the relationships, 

but does not study the underlying cause and effect relationships. Further, 

having different age group participants with differing maturation level, 

learning experiences might impact the outcome also. This method also 

does not focus on variations within a particular age group which may be 

crucial to understand how developmental changes occur in an individual 

and how he progresses in the lifespan.    

c) Cross-Sequential Method 

This method includes the features of both longitudinal and cross-sectional 

methods. It involves studying different age-group people and assessing 

them at different points of time over a time-period. Thus multiple age 

groups studied over time has the advantage of studying the cohort effects 

over a short period of time. The issue of attrition in participants, repeated 

testing remain in the cross-sequential method.  
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Thus various methods are used in research on human development. However, 

whatever the method, there are certain major issues while studying different 

aspects in human development which the researcher needs to keep in mind. 

These issues are: 

Major issues in the study of human development 

 Nature versus Nurture: Here the question is whether development is 

influenced by hereditary factors or environmental factors. Aspects of 

development are mostly influenced by a dynamic interaction between 

genetic and environmental factors. Hence the pertinent question is the 

relative contribution of both these factors and the nature of their 

interaction. Further, the expression of genetic influence is also determined 

by the environmental and socio-cultural factors. For instance, a child may 

have inherited intellectual potential to a certain level, but the realization 

of it would depend on type kind of environmental exposure she/he 

receives.  

 Continuity versus Discontinuity: This issue focuses on whether 

developmental changes happen in a continuous incremental manner 

where the individual acquires more and more of particular skills, 

behaviour and knowledge; or it is characterized by a series of discreet 

stages which are qualitatively different from each other. Rather than the 

gradual accumulation of the skill or knowledge as indicated in 

development as aacontinuous process, development as discontinuous 

discreet stages involve qualitative changes in the skill, knowledge or 

behaviour.  

 Stability versus Change: Development involves a process of change 

across lifespan. However, individuals still reflect a sense of stability in 

their development. Here also, the influence of nature and nurture can be 

examined as to how environmental factors may influence relatively stable 

personality characteristics of the individual and other aspects also.    

Self Assessment Questions 3 

1. What does cognitive development include? 

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................ 

2. What is longitudinal method in research? 

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................ 
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3. Which method of studying human development is time-saving, 

money-saving, and resource-saving? 

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................ 

1.8 LET US SUM UP 

Let us now summarize the major points you have learned in this Unit: 

 Growth refers to physical and physiological changes in individuals 

which are quantitative in nature, whereas development is more inclusive, 

and qualitative in nature that refers to patterns of changes across life 

stages. 

 Human development is unique and at the same time follows a typical 

universal pattern. 

 Human development is broadly influenced by two major factors, that is, 

biological factors (the ‘nature’) and environmental factors (the 

‘nurture’). 

 Each developmental stage has its own developmental tasks to be carried 

out and developmental milestones to be achieved. 

 Aspects of development include physical, cognitive, social, emotional, 

moral, and spiritual that occurs through the lifespan. 

 Major methods of studying human development include longitudinal, 

cross-sectional, and cross-sequential method. 

 Major issues while studying human development are nature vs. nurture, 

continuity vs discontinuity, and stability vs change. 

1.9 KEY WORDS 

Cephalo-caudal : Development occurs first in the head and brain  

sequence of development  region and then proceeds to foot. 

Proximo-distal sequence : Development proceeds from centre of the body  

of development   to extremities.  

Critical period : in development refers to the fact that the 

presence of some particular type of 

environmental conditions is required for normal 

development during that period. 

Sensitive period : in development refers to that time period where 

certain environmental stimuli may affect 

development in a negative way. 
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Longitudinal method : involves studying same-age group individuals 

who are tested repeatedly with two or more 

assessments at certain intervals over a time-

period. 

Cross-sectional method : involves assessing a set of different age group 

individuals at one point in time for once only. 

1.10  ANSWERS TO SELF ASSESSMENT  

 QUESTIONS 

Self Assessment Questions 1 

1) True 

2) False 

3) Ecological 

4) centre of the body, extremities 

5) False 

Self Assessment Questions 2 

1) biological, environmental 

2) True 

3) Developmental tasks refer to different activities required in each 

developmental stage that one performs to achieve a particular milestone. 

4) Critical 

5) True 

Self Assessment Questions 3 

1) Cognitive development includes development of various cognitive 

abilities such as thinking, learning, memory, intelligence, problem 

solving, reasoning, decision making, language etc. 

2) In longitudinal method, the same-age group individuals are tested 

repeatedly with two or more assessments at certain intervals over a time-

period. 

3) Cross-sectional 

1.11  UNIT END QUESTIONS 

1) Differentiate between growth and development. 

2) Describe the different aspects of human development. 

3) Explain the role of nature and nurture on human development. 
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4) Discuss the advantages and limitations of cross-sectional method of 

studying human development. 

5) Describe the different issues to be considered while studying human 

development. 
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