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 Chapter 1 Looking at transitions

DOI: 10.4324/9781315707952-1

In this book, we set out to look at the processes and mechanisms of human change. We have chosen the period of transitions into adulthood to do this because it is a time of marked body changes, social and career decisions and the beginnings of identity formation, changes that all lead to diversifying the characteristics of young people in the process of transitions towards adulthood. This choice, however, does not imply that we believe that adolescence is the only or the most important time where such transitions and trajectories occur. Rather, we take the stance that human development begins with stem cell differentiation in the womb and ends with the breaking down of cells after death. In other words, it is a lifelong process. By illustrative examples from research findings, we will demonstrate how most of these processes have started already in childhood, and continue into adulthood and old age.

At the beginning of life, there is a conglomeration of unspecified cells that can differentiate into specialised cells that make up our body parts. It is not fully understood yet how this happens, but it seems as if the stem cells are influenced, among other things, by each other, temperature, oxygen, neighbouring differentiated cells and the physicochemical nature of the environment. They interact within an open system called the stem cell niche, and this determines whether, when, how and in what directions the stem cells divide, what they become and where they go. Once a cell has become a component of a body part, it loses its pluripotency, and so a body with all its specific functions is formed.

But this is only the beginning. Throughout the embryo and foetal state, after birth and until the end of our life and beyond, we are part of a system whose elements interact to form who and what we are and how we change. There is, for example, a strong genetic disposition as to which sex a foetus will develop. However, this will only happen if the configurations of the system allow it. If, for instance, another genetic disposition produces androgen insensitivity, or the mother ingests certain hormones at a crucial time, the outcome will be of ambiguous sex. But even those who are born with unmistakably male or female sex organs can still develop into transgendered individuals: a clear sign that there is no such thing as a single determining variable controlling our development.

However, similar to the cells that lose their ability to transform into any body-cell once they have been ‘assigned’, other developmental outcomes might be easier to change while they are emerging than when they have been established. Many of the characteristics of adults are based on developments during childhood and adolescence – attachment style, personality, interests, coping strategies and so on. That is the reason why psychologists previously have been particularly interested in these periods of the lifespan.

However, though foundations are formed early in life, very little is irreversible or static. It would be a pessimistic outlook indeed if we were to assume that human development stops somewhere around the conclusion of adolescence (whenever that is!), and that any further changes are impossible.

What we want to promote in this book are arguments for, and illustrations of, an up-to-date theoretical framework for studying and interpreting human change by integrating previous ideas about lifespan trajectories – even conflicting ones. By way of illustration: one of the most advertised ideas within the social sciences in the last decade or so has been Arnett’s (2001) arguments for the introduction of a new stage in human development – emerging adulthood – as a result of social change and extended education for more and more young people. His postulation has drawn the attention of many disciplines to a previously neglected area of research. In a climate of change and debate within the social sciences, Arnett’s proposed stage between adolescence and adulthood has not escaped its critics. Sociologists such as Heinz and Marshall (2003) and Côté (2000) have shown a closer affinity to systemic, ecological approaches in discussing this transition, and Bynner (2005) particularly has been a stern and constant opponent of Arnett’s claims.

In 2007 at an international conference in Tucson, Hendry was invited to engage in a public debate with Arnett over the relative merits of a stage or process interpretation of this period of transition. Their open debate led to a series of journal exchanges (Hendry and Kloep, 2007a and b; Arnett, 2007a and b) and culminated in a jointly published book (Arnett et al., 2011) providing friendly but vigorously opposing arguments about process or stage. Arnett and Tanner argued that as young people around the globe share demographic similarities, the years between 18 and 29 are best understood as entailing a new life stage. However, since these experiences vary according to cultural context and class background, many different (though never described!) emerging adulthoods may exist.

Hendry and Kloep, on the other hand, asserted that stage theories in their present form – including emerging adulthood – at any phase of the lifespan are not particularly effective in explaining individual transitions. They stated that it would be better to focus attention on gaining an understanding of the many interacting forces and factors and the processes and mechanisms that drive human change.

In trying to extract a degree of compromise, Tanner attempted to integrate stage theories and systemic approaches, but nevertheless adhered to the idea of explaining development through the notion of stages:


We are pleased to have the opportunity to state our belief that the concept of ‘stage’ is the key to developmental science. . . . Our perspective represents an integration of stage and systems theory; we argue for the utility of this approach both in developmental science generally and with regard to emerging adulthood specifically. Rather than convincing us that ‘stage’ should be eliminated from developmental theory, this debate has strengthened our view that the concept of stages is integral to developmental theory.

(p. 148)



What we observe here is that other scientists, too, feel the need for an integration of different approaches; now that the phase of mutual opposition is over, we should perhaps unite and draw ideas from different approaches together to bring about a paradigm shift. This position would also entail a non-judgemental view of human beings, and young people in particular. Our basic stance is that variation and variety are the motors for human change, on both the individual and collective level, and there is no behaviour per se that can be viewed as problematic without considering the contextual forces driving it. Currently, the literature is over-biased in favour of a problem-based perspective with regard to young people, often with author-generated definitions as to what constitutes a problem (see Arnett et al., 2013). Here we claim that all changes have the potential to lead to growth and development. Some can be more adaptive than others in a given context, but that might change in a trice.

For example, take the discussion about ‘adolescent risk-taking behaviour’. As we have pointed out earlier (Kloep and Hendry, 1999), the notion of risk-taking is ill defined, and encompasses all kind of behaviours ranging from extreme sports to lack of exercise, from eating too much to eating too little, from staying at home behind a computer to hanging about with peers on the street corner, from substance abuse to serious crime. Many of these behaviours are only regarded as risks because they are engaged in by adolescents (having sex, smoking, imbibing alcohol), others are labelled as ‘adolescent’ risk-taking, though there are far more adults engaging in them (serious crime, unprotected sex, drink-driving – see Males, 2009, 2010), and yet another set of behaviours is more of an annoyance to adults than harmful for young people (wearing ‘hoodies’, skateboarding in pedestrian zones, partying on the street corner). By concentrating so much on investigating why some adolescents behave badly, we indeed create a picture of ‘dark adolescence’ (Ayman-Nolley and Taira, 2000). We also lose opportunities to gain knowledge concerning other important questions, such as: how can the potential of developing young people be enhanced? What contexts and circumstances instigate people of all ages to take risks? And what defines a risk?

The last question seems to be trivial. Some behaviours belong so obviously to the category of undesired behaviours that it seems redundant to question the classification (and most authors don’t). However, to our knowledge, there is not one category of behaviour that could not be regarded as potentially both advantageous and harmful, depending on the context and consequences. For example, the use of an opium-based drug while driving or trying to execute a responsible job is obviously different from ingesting the same amount of the same drug while trying to cope with excessive pain after an operation in hospital. Downing one or two beers on the beach on a hot afternoon seems to be completely unremarkable, unless you do it in a country where drinking alcohol is seen as a serious crime. Jogging every day and eating five pieces of fruit is entirely desirable, unless you have a heart or joint condition or are allergic to fruit. Whether it is desirable to have the skill to kill another person effectively depends on whether the person in question is a member of a violent gang or a British Army sniper in Iraq. However, some Iraqis might disagree with that viewpoint – as would the gang member who would have been killed a long time ago if he had not acquired this skill early. Even showing psychopathological traits seems to be advantageous in certain circumstances, such as in the world of capitalist business (Ronson, 2012).

To sum up: it is impossible to compartmentalise behaviours into ‘good’ or ‘bad’, or developmental trajectories into ‘desirable’ or ‘problematic’, without analysing individual contexts and various short- and long-term outcomes. Hence, we advocate a non-judgemental stance in describing and investigating developmental change.

We also differ from traditional accounts of adolescent transitions in another way. For too long the social sciences have been content with general findings based on averages; single-variable explanations and low-probability predictions. Cause and effect do not progress along a one-way route. Relationships between variables are nearly always bidirectional, seldom linear; predictor variables are hardly ever completely unrelated to each other; and researchers tend to treat variation (potentially the most interesting finding) as error variance.

In any move towards better explanations, we may need to change our usual ways of thinking. To offer some examples: if we ever attempted to average the colours of a rainbow, the result would be a dull grey (von Eye and Schuster, 2000), a colour that is actually not evident when we see a rainbow in nature. Sometimes we have the same issue when interpreting statistical averages regarding human behaviour. For instance, time-use surveys show that Britons aged 16 and over spend on average about 8.18 hours sleeping, 2.61 hours watching TV and only 2.83 hours working per day (Office for National Statistics, 2006). Though one might be tempted to draw some conclusions about the state of the British economy from these figures, an average value like this is not informative because it does not reflect the fact that there are many people who do not work at all, which changes the overall mean considerably. If we want to understand developmental processes, we also need to move away from variable-centred approaches and statistics that measure variation between subjects to person-centred methods and variation within subjects (Gayles and Molenaar, 2013).

We can find similar examples of the inadequacy of static one-variable explanations. Consider one that stems from evolutionary psychology: for decades, we have been taught that the reason males prefer beautiful, young and not necessarily intelligent mates, while females choose rich, powerful, older but not necessarily handsome partners, was due to a hardwired, genetically predetermined trait, stemming from prehistoric times, when females needed a protector for their offspring and males required a healthy and young breeding partner. Recently, hard wires have loosened. The latest research shows that this principle is no longer true in countries with a high degree of gender equality, as economically independent women have started to become more interested in how prospective partners look, and men prefer a smart companion to share their life (Zentner and Mitura, 2012). Such simplistic attempts to explain the complexities of human behaviour and change need to be modified.

Given our brief comments on evolutionary psychology, we now take a closer look at ecological and systemic views of human development, how they have evolved in developmental theories from earlier times to today and what methodological implications stem from these approaches.


Early voices

In many undergraduate courses, the main focus is placed on the differences between developmental theories. In an attempt to outline the strengths and weaknesses of individual theories, it is sometimes overlooked that some early scholars already perceived the dynamics of human change, whereas modern student textbooks usually concentrate on describing different stages of development, leaving little or no space for examining – or having no intention to describe – the actual ways social scientists discuss how developmental changes are initiated. As Hendry and Kloep (2002) pointed out, if past theories are examined with congruity in mind, there are surprising similarities to be found among theorists as dissimilar as Piaget, Erikson, Freud and Skinner.

In summary, most theorists indicate that developmental change always includes the presence of a crisis, a challenge or a problem needing to be solved, there is always a degree of anxiety involved, and overcoming the challenge is an interactional, dialectical process that leads to changes either in the environment, the individual or both. Here, we briefly describe some of these views.

One of the first developmental psychologists to be interested in the nature of human change was Piaget. He presented the principle of equilibration, which is an active attempt to bring a system of cognitive schemata back into equilibrium after it has been disturbed by an experience that does not fit the individual’s existing schemata. The person either assimilates the new information by adapting it into the already existing set of knowledge, or accommodates the existing schemata to the new information. Thus, Piaget pointed out that developmental change is a dynamic process, stemming from a continuous switching between equilibrium, perturbations and disequilibrium.

This idea appears in the work of other researchers as well. For example, Riegel (1979) proposed a dialectical interpretation of development, emphasising times of crisis, when coordination and synchrony are lacking, as the drivers of development and change.

Coming from a different perspective, Vygotski (1929) saw the developmental process as an open system, in which social interactions, individual life experiences, and cultural inheritance interact to form ever-changing and more complex relationships between mental functions. Moreover, such a view implies that the boundaries between the individual and the environment become permeable:


The mind is no longer to be located entirely inside the head; higher psychological functions are transactions that include the biological individual, the cultural mediational artifacts, and the culturally structured social and natural environments of which persons are a part.

(Cole and Wertsch, 1996)



This ecological view of development was further elaborated by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), who concentrated on the interdependent social systems of which the individual is a part. At around the same time, the sociologist Glen Elder (1974) and psychologist Paul Baltes (Goulet and Baltes, 1970) developed lifespan approaches to human development, incorporating many ecological principles, such as multi-finality and multi-causality. Later, another of Vygotski’s disciples, Valsiner (1997), advocated the study of processes of human change by observing the micro-genesis of new behaviour or interaction patterns. Furthermore, other branches within the social sciences have embraced ecological approaches in their research. We already mentioned sociology, and a dynamic systems approach to social psychology is presented in the next chapter.

Thus, dynamic and ecological interpretations of the developmental process have been around for some time, and gained momentum in different social science disciplines. A major breakthrough was the publication of Thelen and Smith’s (1994) book A dynamic systems approach to the development of cognition and action, which brought in notions from chaos theory and thermodynamics to formulate a dynamic systems theory of human development. Since then, this new approach has been accepted in several sub-disciplines of psychology, and within these there are factions holding differing views about certain theoretical principles (for example, the Groningen and the Bloomington approach; see Witherington, 2007). However, we will not delve deeper into these highly theoretical differences within the scope of this book, but move on to a short summary of widely accepted concepts within dynamic systems theories in the social sciences.


The new kid on the block: dynamic systems theory (DST)

As the name of the dynamic systems approach makes clear, human development is seen as occurring within interacting open systems. From this perspective, the individual is no longer regarded as one element interacting with the environment; rather, both are integrated into one system. That is, there is no longer a question about nature or nurture: they are both part of the same system. Just as it would not make much sense to investigate how one’s body interacts with one’s stomach, as if they were two independent parts, it would not make sense to look at individuals and their environments as independent (albeit interacting) elements. To take a brief example: body weight is affected by the genetic code, the hormonal system, the availability of food, cultural values and exercise. However, the hormonal system and the amount of exercise are in turn affected by body weight, and there are even some research results that show that availability of food during pregnancy not only affects future weight in the newborn child (Ravelli et al., 1976) but also leads to epigenetic changes. That is, the genetic code, which affects the offspring, can be altered (Pembrey et al., 2006).

The most obvious consequence of these observations is that there is no such thing as one-variable explanations. But also the simple idea of cause and effect does not apply to most natural phenomena, as the elements in open systems are both directly and indirectly inter-related, so that what might be perceived as an effect is also a cause. To complicate matters further, these inter-relations are hardly ever linear relationships. At the least, there exists a plateau where, for example, a further increase in one variable will no longer lead to a further change in another variable. More often than not, relationships are even more complicated. The number of hours an adolescent spends on computers is related to his or her friendship networks, but how precisely these are connected will differ from individual to individual and be influenced by what exactly they do on the computer, with whom, what other activity they forgo to spend time on the computer, and last but not least, their existing friendship networks. In other words, the traditional way of explaining and predicting developmental outcomes by choosing a dependent variable and regressing it on some independent variables will never reveal the complete picture of their influence: development is not the result of a static cause-and-effect relationship.

Rather, it is a dynamic process, which encompasses many interacting elements both ‘within’ and ‘outside’ the individual. To begin with, these elements interact with each other in a highly chaotic manner until they find a kind of structure in which to relate to each other, much like the elements of water realigning themselves to each other under certain conditions to form ice crystals. This can be observed on different levels: the erratic hand and arm movements of a newborn child eventually become more and more coordinated to be able to execute gripping movements. The new preschool class of children will soon develop its own group dynamics and form hierarchies and friendship groups. Post-revolutionary countries will eventually create some form of State. Scholars describe how elements constrict each other’s degrees of freedom: because of the presence of other elements and their characteristics, not everyone can act in all the ways they are theoretically able to, but have to adapt to the constraints posed by others. With the degrees of freedom limited for each element, the system as a whole achieves a kind of stability. The baby’s grip becomes goal-directed, the preschoolers know whom to love and whom to avoid, and the new, young State develops some order and hierarchy. This process is known as the self-organisation of systems, as no outside force is necessary to create stability, nor is it the result of the characteristics of a single element within the system. Because of this, a subtle change in one element can lead to many different outcomes for the system as a whole (multi-finality), and a stable state of a system can be the result of many different variables (equi-finality). Being offered a joint by a best friend might be the start of a ‘junkie lifestyle’ for one adolescent, the end of the friendship for another, or a completely non-consequential life event for a third. Similarly, one’s drug addiction can have many different causes, and friends might not even be involved in the process at all.

The momentary ‘end-point’ of self-organisation is a relatively stable state, to which the system returns whenever it is disturbed by any fluctuation in its elements. This state is called an ‘attractor’. In psychological terms, an attractor can, for example, be a habit, a value, an emotion, a personality trait, a problem-solving strategy or a pattern of dyadic interaction. It is important to mention that an attractor state does not have to be emotionally attractive or even in the consciousness of the individual – it is simply the result of the constraints different elements within the system place on each other, so that again and again they result in the same pattern. For example, Granic (2000) demonstrated how adolescent-parent interactions can end up with increasing regularity in the same type of conflict, configured from many earlier, similarly repeated family interactions.

Attractor states make the behaviour of individuals, dyads and even groups relatively stable. However, elements in any system shift and change, and with them the attractor states. Changes can be big or small, biological, social, emotional or environmental to cause the system as a whole to lose its stability. New attractor states are formed so that after a period of turmoil the system will organise itself once again into a more stable state. This is called a phase transition. For dynamic systems theorists, iterative phase transitions are synonymous with development. As such, they are not too different from what Piaget called equilibration, the reorganisation of schemata through assimilation (which in dynamical systems language would mean a return to a former attractor state) and accommodation (settling for a new attractor state).

Development happens in ‘real time’; that is, from second to second (micro-genetic), across the lifespan (ontogenetic) and even across humankind (phylogenetic). Real-time changes influence ontogenetic changes by channelling future changes in certain directions. Dynamic systems researchers call this phenomenon ‘cascading constraints’ (Lewis, 2000) – the cumulative effect of a sequence of constraints over time. For example, repeated failure in solving mathematical problems decreases the probability of developing high self-esteem in handling these kinds of tasks, thus acting as a constraint on a particular developmental pathway. In young children, the development of an aptitude or interest often stems from a few negative or positive experiences. One or two embarrassing failures at a mathematical task in the classroom could elicit doubts concerning one’s abilities within the subject, and some slight constraints are imposed on developing a future interest. Once a low self-esteem concerning mathematical abilities has developed, future choices become directed towards interests that do not involve mathematical skills. Once a choice of education or profession is made accordingly, any environmental clues that might demand mathematical problem solving become increasingly unlikely. Similarly, chosen social networks tend to be composed of persons with interests other than mathematics, or at least interactions will not be centred on this subject. Now a state has been reached in which it would be extremely difficult to move the person’s interests towards a career in mathematics.

Though development can consist of continuous quantitative changes, such as the growing vocabulary of a child or the increasing waistline of a middle-aged person, more often than not developmental changes are qualitative (and some scholars choose to regard only these as development). This means that a transformation has occurred and the system has reorganised around one or several different attractor states. Often this happens quite quickly, in so-called qualitative jumps, so these changes are discontinuous. A pleasant preteen ‘suddenly’ becomes a moody teenager, a child switches from concrete operational reasoning to formal thinking, an ‘emerging adult’ reaches the self-definition of mature adult. Thus, one could argue that some development indeed happens in stages. However, the difference between systemic thinking and Piaget’s and other stage theorists’ ideas is that phase transitions are not determined by age, and there are far more of them than the few stages developmental psychologists usually postulate.

Obviously, there is a cultural influence on the kind and number of phase transitions individuals go through. Those living in fast-changing circumstances find themselves more often needing to adapt (i.e. attractor states are changed more often). Others, living under relative stable conditions, might change less across their life course, and find themselves less often in the turmoil of a phase transition. This may even be reflected in their cultural values. For example, Western societies relying on ever-changing technology promote constant lifestyle changes, which are also mirrored in their arts and sciences: innovation is highly regarded, and scientific theories are quickly regarded as outdated. By contrast, more traditional cultures safeguard certain conventional ways of living, dislike changing their art forms and continue to use thousand-year-old theories authoritatively in justifying their views or practices. In extreme form, some indigenous cultures choose to live isolated from the modern world, preserving ancient ways of living to the degree that a few have not even developed the concept of number because they do not need to – there is no place for counting in their daily life (Everett, 2012).

Thus, individual developmental pathways across the lifespan are extremely diverse, depending on culture, class, gender, decade, genetics and idiosyncratic life events. It will never be possible to construct a general theory of human development simply by describing a few stages that some people in a certain society are going through at a certain historical time, because that would mean ignoring all ‘exceptions’ – and in any case, it would soon be an outdated theory. For example, there are indeed ‘many emerging adulthoods’ (Arnett et al., 2011: 50), but in fact there are so many that no one can describe them all. So in this book we argue that the social sciences should concentrate on the processes and mechanisms of development; that is, on describing, understanding and predicting developmental change – whether we call it a phase transition or attaining a new stage. The resulting theory, then, would encompass all human beings.


An example of a university challenge

One of the reasons why dynamic systems theory is only slowly gaining support among developmental psychologists is that it uses a highly theoretical language, and sometimes mathematical models, to argue its case. Therefore, here we illustrate some of the mechanisms we have discussed above by reporting on a small study about how these processes are experienced by young people during their transitions to university. Additionally, we will do this by breaking one of the rules some dynamic systems scholars sometimes set up for themselves (Kunnen, 2011): in our example we do not use a quantitative approach, but rather qualitative methodology. The data we collected are from interviews with first-year students at a university in Wales, conducted during their first four weeks of study, and then again at the beginning of their second term, after approximately ten weeks of study. They were asked about their expectations, concerns and first experiences.

Our interpretations of the findings suggest that starting university provides the basis for many different phase transitions: changes in family relations, seeking independence, new social networks, finding new academic demands and making adaptations to new styles of living. At least some of them are likely to trigger transitions; that is, making old attractor points less viable, and creating new ones. The students described vividly the turmoil and ambivalence they felt during this period (see Boxes 1.1 – 1.6).


Box 1.1

 18-year-old male: 


I was getting nervous about cooking for myself. I never really cooked anything. Was scared that I wouldn’t be able to eat. Just planning on eating the old pot noodles forever! Just nervous about doing all the things that your parents would do for you.

Five weeks later:

I like how independent I have become. I can iron my clothes now, mind! I’ve even become a bit of a chef with the old pot noodles! No, but seriously I’ve been actually cooking proper meals as well, so I’m quite proud of myself. Always thought I was too lazy to do that, like especially at home, never cooked a meal ever in my life! Yes, the amount of stuff that I’ve managed to learn is pretty amazing to be fair.




For example, most of the students had left the parental home for the first time when they began their studies. This created emotional ambiguities – they felt homesick and guilty about leaving their parents, but also enjoyed their newfound freedom. However, many struggled with the difficulties of independent living, such as structuring their day, household chores, planning their economy and developing autonomous study skills. Obviously, their old attractor states – characterised by dependency on others, mainly parents and secondary schoolteachers – are no longer adaptive in the new context. New attractor states slowly emerge, but they are unstable to begin with.


Box 1.2

 18-year-old female: 


We went out a lot, me and my flatmates, when we were doing that it was good, I was really enjoying myself. It was really fun, almost like a holiday, but there was like nothing to do in the day, I felt trapped! I didn’t know the area so I couldn’t go anywhere by myself and there was no structure to the day. Even just things like when to eat, at home my mum will sort of say those kind of things and cook and stuff. So here it was hard. I wasn’t eating properly, I was hungover every day. My sleeping pattern went out of the window. Just all the day-to-day stuff like that was getting me down a bit. I felt so crap, I ate toast and crisps for a week.



We can observe great variability in their coping strategies and an ongoing fluctuation between old and new attractor states, which is common during phase transitions (Kunnen, 2011). Some cling desperately to their old attractor states for a while, phoning their mother three times a day, taking the laundry home and even letting her prepare meals for the week. Others refuse to approach new attractor states, and do nothing – do not clean their room, live on takeaways, overspend and sleep all day. This is often combined with laments that nobody helps them. Interestingly, it is the mature students who complain about not getting enough help and advice from tutors, suggesting that their life experiences do not make some of the transitions easier.


Box 1.3

 39-year-old female: 


My main worry is forgetting when assignments are due in. I’m not sure how we go about that, do they tell you when an assignment is due or do you just have to look on Blackboard and find out?



Some students are on their way towards adjusting, by at least recognising that they should start to develop coping strategies, particularly academically – but they do little about it. Given that their first assignments were due about four weeks after the interview, a surprisingly large number of students had not even started any preparations for them, although many worried a lot about them. Only very few had adapted to at least some of these tasks.


Box 1.4
 
 18-year-old female: 


For the past few weeks I’ve been doing things on my days off like going to visit my mother or going out with my friends. I think, this week or next week I’m gonna have to start doing work and actually making use of my days off.



Five weeks later, the picture had changed: hardly anybody complained about homesickness anymore, they had learned some housekeeping and financial skills, and they showed signs of adjusting to academic demands. Interestingly, they had also changed their academic aspirations. While nearly all the beginners had high expectations of ‘doing really well’ on the course, now they had significantly lowered their targets to ‘not failing the year’, perhaps because they had received the first feedbacks on their academic work.


Box 1.5

 18-year-old female: 


I’m better now, I miss home still obviously, because of home luxuries and stuff like that, but it’s fine. I also like the fact that I live on my own as well, so I can do what I want whenever I want and not have strict boundaries. It’s nice to go home on the weekends, my mum can do my washing and give me groceries to come back with. My mum would cry if I didn’t come home for the weekends. I thought I’d get really homesick, but really didn’t, which I think my mum was a bit upset about ‘cos she was hoping I was getting homesick and move back home.



On the aspect of ‘professional identity’, we did not find any signs of transitions being initiated. We perceived two strategies: those who had no idea what they would want to do with their degree and did not even want to think about it (a state that Marcia, 1980, would have called diffusion); and many who had very clear goals from the start, such as wanting to gain a doctorate or become a clinical psychologist. However, in most cases, given their study skills and lack of experience in the discipline, their aims were somewhat unrealistic (showing a state of foreclosure).

Apart from illustrating the turmoil and variability on the journey from one attractor state to another in many different areas, our data also give many examples of multi-finality and interaction between different elements that play a role in this transition. For example, social support and networks, often regarded as protective variables in stress situations (e.g. Crockett et al., 2007), were shown to be functioning in a much more complex way in the transition process. To begin with, social issues were the one factor causing the most worries among the students. They were afraid of not finding any friends, they worried how they were perceived by others, how they would get along with flatmates and what expectations they had to fulfil, and they feared losing contact with their old friends. Over the weeks, most of them had solved these problems and settled in, quite a few abandoning their old attractor states, i.e. their pre-university friends and even romantic partners. Emotionally, they found support from their new peers, developing a new group identity and finding that they were ‘all in the same boat’, which facilitated transitions in other areas. However, this support came at a price. Because of eagerly trying to fit in, many succumbed to perceived expectations. Thus, they went partying, drinking and socialising (in person or via digital network techniques), thereby neglecting their studies in the process. Moreover, they tended to spend more money than they could afford on these outings, aggravating their financial situation.


Box 1.6

 18-year-old male: 


I’ve lost a bit of weight because I wasn’t eating properly and I didn’t have no one there cooking me food, and I was just too lazy to do it myself. It’s just the lifestyle at uni, it sort of had a bad effect on my health. I was always tired as well, and I hadn’t seen sunlight for weeks. I just went into a completely nocturnal lifestyle, I slept all day and was up all night!



Should we, therefore, regard peer groups as creating more harm than support? That would mean ignoring the dynamics apparent within systems. For some, the chronic lack of money forced them to stay at home some nights, which had a positive effect on their study behaviour without actually leading to a reduction in their social network. Others found a job, which facilitated their transition to independence (though not necessarily improving their grades). Likewise, parental support was not always beneficially in the long run. In some, it instigated guilt for not feeling homesick, and for others it provided opportunities to stick to an old attractor state (dependence) longer than necessary.

For all, it became obvious over time that one way or the other and not always optimally, they had found a way to deal with the many different new demands they encountered. However, the high attrition rates during the first year of study (10 per cent on average across the UK leave higher education completely, Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2012) indicate that a large number do not succeed in making the intended successful transition to university life.


Some methodological considerations

The reason we have discussed this topic at length here is to show how difficult it would be to analyse these complicated interactions using aggregated data. Most statistical procedures rely on the mean of group data, and analyse only a few variables, often assuming a static, linear and unidirectional relationship between them. A traditional statistical analysis exploring the relationship between peer support and academic achievement, for example, would have measured variables such as number of friends and perceived support and exam grades, and regressed the latter on the former. Results would then show that peer support has no impact on academic achievement, because the negative and positive influences cancel each other out, particularly on the aggregated group level (Chen, 2005). Such a result tells us nothing about the intricate, multilevel interactions between various forms of peer support and academic activities, the important role of the time context (frequent congregation with friends might be supportive in the first weeks, but a distraction later on in the term), and individual characteristics and needs. Complicated structural equation modelling analyses are able to handle a range of variables other than linear relationships, but they are still based on a cause-effect assumption, and they work with group-level data, treating variability as error. Thus, the individual processes of transition between attractor states within a dynamic system cannot be observed. However, as these research methods allow for a certain level of predictability at least on an aggregated group level, they play a prominent role in psychological research.

But as we know from many a disappointing barbecue on the back of an incorrect weather forecast, even the ‘exact’ sciences cannot predict so exactly all the time. Global warming, life expectancy, economic growth – all the experts can do is assess probabilities, and often they do not agree with each other. They are battling the same problems as we in the social sciences: too many variables interact with each other and the interactions are non-linear and not static. Predictions of human behaviour are additionally complicated by the difficulty of measuring many of the implicated variables correctly – neurological, cognitive, hormonal etc. factors have to be inferred or guessed. No wonder even the most sophisticated statistical procedures leave us with low levels of explained variance. Human behaviour outside (and often even inside) the laboratory seems to remain unpredictable despite the efforts of researchers. But is that so?

There are surely some situations to conjure up where some persons behave completely predictably. When you offer a drink – who wishes whisky, who wants wine and who will decline? Who will join you to watch a football match, and whom don’t you have to ask? Who can take constructive criticism on a paper, and who will be offended? You might say that this is easy, as you know their habits. In other words: you have learned by experience the attractor states of the systems described. Now, if it was possible to know the attractor states for more systems, and, moreover, the circumstances involved in changing attractor states, it should be possible not only to predict behaviour, but also to change it.

The Groningen school has devoted a great deal of research to this issue, and offers some interesting answers (see Kunnen, 2011). Behavioural observations gathered longitudinally show variations, and certain patterns of these variations can be a signal that the system has become unstable and attractor states are about to change. They emphasise particularly three such signals: changes in the variability of behaviour, stronger reactions to disturbances (divergence from linearity) and a longer time to return to the original attractor state (critical slowing down). For example, a student adjusting to their new life at university might try out a range of different strategies to cope (from relying on others to trying to find information him/herself), become extremely stressed over minor challenges (such as not knowing where the lecture room is), and eventually abandon former, now obsolete strategies to cope (such as calling parents for help).

These signals can be measured empirically, and the Groningen group has developed several statistical techniques for analysing observational data (thoroughly explained in Kunnen, 2011). This is a very exciting development, holding promise for both research and practice. For example, knowing when a system is about to change would enable us to find the right time for an intervention, and closely observing the amount and direction of change will deliver feedback about the success of our action.

One such approach is that of Richard Lerner and his colleagues (e.g. Lerner et al., 2000). Claiming that laboratory-based research is of little value for understanding real-life change, he proposes the concept of ‘applied developmental science’. This implies conducting ‘natural experiments’ in real communities, where multidisciplinary researchers monitor the impact of interventions constantly and directly in the field. It means process-oriented constant evaluation, using scientific criteria, and adaptations to the situation. The results would, of course, be specific to the context in which they are created.

It will take some time to convince psychologists of the possibilities a dynamic systems approach could open up, though the word is spreading. One reason for this slow acceptance is that strong attractors exist for keeping researchers in the old tradition of few-variables cause-and-effect explanations, and some energy is needed to bring about a phase transition. This book is just one further attempt to tip the balance!


Outline of the book
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