Appendix B

A Differential Psychology
of the Adult Potential ®
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But for all this promising development there are as yet few deliberate
and systematic attempts to formulate a position from which to develop a
differential psychology of the adult years. The following presentation is
submitted as a modest effort to move in this direction with particular
emphasis on its relevance for an understanding of the adult potential.

To start promptly with our assignment it is proposed that a differential
psychology of adults may be derived from an intermingling of selected
aspects of the topics of (a) interaction, (b) dynamics, (c) personality
change through time, and (d) differentiation, This presentation will deal
primarily with the first three. More specifically it will include a variation
on the S-O-R formula in developing the theme of interaction, a relatively
new concept of MARGIN as an approach to the realm of dynamics, and
finally it will draw on developmental and life cycle theory in discussing
changes in adult psychology through time.

Learning and the S-0-R Formula

To learn is to change and the scheme most commonly proposed for ex-
plaining how learning-change takes place is the S (stimulus), R (response)
formula or some variation thereof.

Historically, the S-R formula is essentially a more recent version of
antecedent association or connectionist theories of learning. According to
this view, learning occurs if we can associate or connect a new stimulus to
an earlier response, or a new response to a former stimulus, In either case
some change occurs. This focus on relatively objective stimulus-response
units of behavior has provided the conceptual framework for bringing the
processes of learning out into the open where they could be measured and
presumably predicted and controlled. The presumption of the original S-R
model was that if we could account for and measure the stimulus, like the
impact of a cue on a billiard ball, we could predict the magnitude and
direction of the response. Or if we knew enough about the response, we
could retroactively reconstruct the characteristics of the stimulus which
was originally responsible for its arousal.

The S-R scheme works fairly well as long as learning is confined to sim-
ple kinds of learning. But it encounters severe difficulties when learning is
more complex and the learner is more mature. Consequently, it is a much
better explanation of the quasi-mechanical learning of early childhood
than it is of the more complex learning of the adult years. The difficulty
lies chiefly in the fact that the raw physical properties of the stimuli are not
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sufficient to account for individual differences in response. Something
more, called the ‘intervening variable,” is required. In terms of our formula
the intervening variable is the person—O-—the one stimulated and the one
responding, :

At this juncture it is necessary to draw on what we know about percep-
tion, for it is the role of perception which constitutes the empirical and
theoretical basis for elevating the importance of the O in our formula and
thereby stressing the unique importance of the adult condition as a decisive
factor in adult behavior.

We return to the point that it requires more than the raw physical
properties of the stimulus to account for the individual’s response—R. We
begin with the reality that a person is immersed in an environment of in-
cessant stimulation bombarding in varying degrees the sensory receptors
(i.e., eyes, ears, nose, etc.). If unregulated, this all-pervasive bombardment
could overwhelm and immobilize the individual. Fortunately, some of this
stimulation is blocked out, while some filters through. Insight into the
filtering process may be derived from an awareness of the facts and theory
of perception.

In the first place, perception is highly selective. That part of stimulation
which finally becomes a part of experience is NOT a random sample of
what is totally available. There is (a) selective exposure and within the ex-
posure field, (b) selective awareness. That is we do not see, hear, etc.
everything and we are not equally aware of everything we see, hear, etc.

In the second place, perception tends to be organized. A person
perceives things in patterns that are meaningful to him. For example, note
the influence of context (e.g., the Miiller-Lyer illusion), figure and ground,
grouping and closure. Gestalt psychology has been especially influential in
calling attention to the crucial role of perceptual organization.

In the third place, both selection and organization, as well as the inter-
pretation of what is perceived, are clearly influenced by the needs, disposi-
tion and set which a person brings to the perceptual experience. Ex-

periments indicate that people are more likely to see an ambiguous picture
as containing food objects when they are hungry than when they are
satiated. Other research reveals that college students interpret a picture
anxiously when hypnotized in an anxious mood, critical in a critical mood,
and positively in a positive mood. And in a classic experiment Bruner and
Postman demonstrated that in the case of ten-year-old boys the perception
of the size of coins was directly related not to the size but the value (to the
boys) of the coin.

Thus, not the raw physical property of the stimulus but the individual's
PERCEPTION of the stimulus is the key factor in determining the
response. We cannot then predict—R— the response exclusively from our
knowledge of the—S—stimulus. HENCE, | KNOW WHAT I SAY BUT
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item 15 in the bibliography.
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Change in the Adult Years

Critical Periods

One way to view change in adulthood is to conceive of the 50 plus years
following childhood and youth as a procession of critical periods. These
may originate in or be terminated by some significant event, but the time
prior to, following, or in between events calls for the word ‘period’ as a
more functional designation of the idea we wish to convey. These periods
are characteristically productive of experiences decisively important to the
persons involved during which marked changes in social role and
meaningful relationships may occur, Entry into, advance in, transfer from,
or loss of employment would represent one category of such events.
Marriage, the birth of a child, or the loss of marriage partner, children,
parents, relatives, and other significant associates illustrates another
category. The sensitive periods of readjustment leading up to and follow-
ing these and similiar events often give rise to strategic ‘choice points’ in
life direction and often compel adults to make an ‘agonizing reappraisal’
of their circumstances and the prospect confronting them in the years
ahead. It is in such periods that some of the most meaningful learning may
occur, when an older dog may learn some tricks better than younger dogs
who have yet to be confronted with some of the critical events of life.

Commitment

In the idea of commitment we have another useful way of looking at the
changes confronting a person with the passage of the adult years. Qur
definition of commitment consists of two components: one is an ‘inten-
tional attachment’ and the other a responsibility unique to adulthood as jts
object. In general, change would be viewed as incremental and cumulative
as well as having varying degrees of intensity and range of involvement,

To illustrate in the family domain, commitment in courtship would be
regarded as tentative. Marriage itself would be regarded as the beginning of a
major continuing commitment in turn leading to an accumulation of
obligations with the coming of children and the widening of the kinship circle.
In the occupational field, it would presumably be attached first to the job
itself, then to co-workers, the employing institution, and the consumers of the
Jjob’s services. Similarly, as the years unfold, commitments could be extendeg
to the church, political party, civic associations, special interest groups, the
community, and the like, in varying combinations and degrees of priority.
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with respect to job, family and other areas of living are becoming correspond-
ingly reduced. A little later he begins to stop measuring his life from the date
of birth but instead from the years remaining before death. His thoughts
become relatively less concerned with the world of outer activity, and
somewhat more absorbed in the inner world of contemplation,

A related feature of time perception is the common experience that time
seems to pass more rapidly as one grows older. There may be a partial ex-
planation in the following ‘arithmetic of time:* at 16, one year is one 16th of
the time a person has lived, at 40 one year is a 40th, and at 70 a 70th of the
time lived, Thus with advancing years, a unjt of time, e.g., one year, becomes
a decreasing fraction of the time experienced and is so perceived. This fact
added to the decrease in perception of life expectancy undoubtedly has a
prefound and pervasive impact on the attitudes of adults as the years un-
fold—an impact which in turn aiso affects an adult’s perception of his poten-
tial as a learner. An unpublished study of the writer’s indicates that up to
about age 50, middle class adults do not seriously question their ability to take
part in activities requiring new learning, but with other factors constant, after
50, doubts about the capacity to learn begin to appear. In the light of our
argument, one explanation may be that as one passes beyond age 50 the
perception that time is running out may make a great difference in an adult’s

attitude toward the appropriateness if not legitimacy of resuming a life of
systematic inquiry (16).2

‘Critical Periods,’ ‘Commitment,’ and ‘Time Perception’ are relatively
new topics in the literature of adult psychology. More familiar, however,
are the formulations which have come from the field of developmental psy-
chology. In continuing our discussion of ‘Change in the Aduit Years,’ six
of these have been brought together in the following Table: ‘Comparative
Designations of Developmental Stages.’

The items in Table B-1 may be roughly grouped into two categories.
One appears under the heading: Biological, Kuhlen and Bubhler; the other
under the rubrics of: Eriksen, Peck and HYMC. The items in the first
category are similar in suggesting an initial stage of consolidation (Stabili-
ty of Growth, Maintenance, and Culmination) and a final stage of decline
(Regressive Growth, Defense Against Loss, and Decline).

In comparison, the second category embodies a somewhat different and
more optimistic stance. For example, Peck moves from the issue of Valu-

*The above quotation is taken with permission from the writer’s article listed as
item 16 in the bibliography.
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Table B-1 .
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this point in the following section.
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Changes in Intelligence (The Ability to Learn) with Age

In general, there have been two kinds of data employed to deal with this
issue, one is cross sectional and the other longitudinal in character. The
cross sectional kind studies a random number of persons in different
groups at successive age levels, while the other studies the same persons
over various intervals of time. The first of the cross sectional type was
reported by Thorndike in his classic volume on Aduls Learning (22).

He studied the rate of learning over time, and for his data derived his
famous age curve of learning ability with a peak at 22 and a decline of
about one percent a year to age 50. A somewhat later investigation by
Jones and Conrad of about 1,200 persons ranging from 10 to 60 years of
age in several New England villages yielded similar results. They showed a
steady rise in intelligence from 10 to 21 followed by a decline in each of the
subsequent age groups (11).

Yet again and later, Wechsler in his standardization of the Bellevue
Intelligence scale in 1935 showed a high point in performance for his sub-
jects at 22, followed by a gradual decline. Wechsler’s data are particularly
pertinent since they were derived from the use of an instrument especially
designed tc measure adult intelligence. Thus, from the cross sectional
studies we get a picture of intelligence peaking in the early twenties with
performance gradually diminishing thereafter.

But the longitudinal studies, most of which have been conducted since
those cited above, have revealed a somewhat different and more optimistic
situation. Beginning with studies at mid-adulthood of change in learning
ability with age, it is interesting to note the outcome of a follow-up of the
famous investigation of gifted children conducted by Terman and
Oden—and on another, Oden and Bayley (1) were able to locate and retest
a number of the original sample who by the time of the later inquiry were
in the middle years of adulthood. In general, the results of both in-
vestigations revealed a gain in each of four age groups on tests constituting
measures of conceptual thinking (21).

Turning to a study embracing an even wider interval of time, Owens has
reported data particularly relevant for our problem. In 1950 when his sub-
jects were about 50, he retested a group of college graduates who had
originally taken the same test (Army Alpha) as freshmen at Iowa State
College. About 11 years later, when his subjects were 61, he administered
the same test a second time. Thus, there were two follow-up ad-
ministrations of the same test to the same persons—the first after an inter-
val of about 32 years and the second after an additional interval of about
11 years. At 50, the subjects showed a slight gain over their performance as
freshmen and at 61, they maintained the level they had attained in general
at 50 with a decline only in tests of numerical ability (18, 19),

Support for the Owens picture of the mental ability of adults over 50 is
reported by Eisdorfer, who after a three-year interval found little change in
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the performance of 165 adults on the full scale WAIS (8), and by Duncan
and Barrett whose research yielded similar outcomes with 28 men after a
ten-year interval (7).

What is the meaning of this apparent discrepancy in the results of cross
sectional and longitudinal types of studies?

In attempting to answer this question, Lorge—a student of Thorn-
dike—made a distinction between speed or rate of response on the one
hand and power of response on the other. He noted that as persons move
through the adult years there is a decline in the speed of their reaction. But
he also pointed out that this did not necessarily signify a parallel decline in
the power to react. By using tests of power under timed and untimed con-
ditions, he conducted a series of investigations that tended to confirm his

theory (13).

Others have objected to the results of the cross sectional studies on the
ground that tests of intelligence and learning are biased in favor of youth.
Young people have usually had more experience in taking tests than older
persons and their contact with the material in the test items is more recent
and hence more available.

Finally, perhaps the most serious objection relates to the criterion
problem. What is a good criterion with which to correlate measures of
adult intelligence? Is it academic achievement, a dimension often used in
the validation of intelligence tests? Probably not, but if effective perfor-
mance in coping with the stress and requirements of the adult years isa
criterion and if this could be measured, we might come out with a different
view of the structure and growth of adult intelligence. The criterion
problem is one of the most difficult to resolve in the entire arena of psy-
chological inquiry. It permits no ¢asy answer, but it raises issues so fun-
damental that when related to the measurement of adult intelligence, the
problem of either its decline or increase must be viewed in a different
perspective.

But to this writer the most significant point to be derived from cross sec-
tional investigations stems from two kinds of related data, One is the
diminishing scores of successively older groups of adults and the other is
that in the 1955 standardization of his scale of adult intelligence, Wechsler
reports a five-year advance in peak ability (23).

To elaborate: in the case of the first point, it is well known that older
persons have had lesser amounts of formal education than younger per-
sons and that amounts of formal education gradually decline as the age of
the study population increases. It appears, therefore, that the peaking of
ability in the early twenties revealed by cross sectional investigations and
gradual decline thereafter is just as likely to reflect a decline in amounts of
formal education achieved by adults as it does a decline in adult ability to
learn.

The five-year increase in peak ability reported by Wechsler would tend
to support the same point. Because in the 16-year period between 1939 and
1955, the educational level of the general population increased substantial-
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20 nd wo ti;n ] rief, cl}ﬂdhooq z_a.nd youth are time for learning and
e iood a tim ¢ for :avorkmg. T.hls is beginning to change, but the domi-
font hrus adulf?lft); s expcctauol.l and equally of his self expectations is
of lvtog ol t; earning role is not a major element in his repertoire
ol thc(;ry is t’ha(t) h?.oclqty and t.he adult view himself as a non-learner
featums s tha this failure .to internalize the learner role as a centrai
leatming sotemin 1:) a substantufll_ restraint in the adult’s realization of his
o e le: - Or more posgtlvely stated, if and when an adult thinks
e Sy fé rning, and th_e m}ellectual adventure is as much a part of
o as | cupation and obligation to his family, he will be much

y to achieve a higher level of intellectual performance. Briefly Hll'? I;:

Sense of Discovery

disig::larlfeltdmay be arg:ued that another disposition, namely a sense of
cu]tivat;yd’ n ls. to be Ic_)st in the adult years and if recovered, retained, and
would contribute greatly to intellectual pcrform,ance ’
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A brief examination of what happens with the passing years will lend
plausibility to this hypothesis.

We are on safe grounds for holding that about 15 months of age, when a
child’s ego is beginning to take shape, most of an individual’s waking
hours are devoted to discovering the exciting world about him. Everything
is new and everything literally from the ground up must be learned. There
are unending mysteries to unravel, new tasks to be mastered, and new
frontiers to be explored. But as the strange becomes more familiar, and as
skills become habitual, the sense of discovery begins to recede.

This becomes increasingly true as one approaches adulthood and as the
skills and activities required for the major responsibilities of living are
mastered. Here discovery gradually gives way to repetition, and ac-
quisitions to maintenance. There is nothing essentially reprehensible about
this. In fact, a certain amount of habituation is necessary, and in most
enterprises effective maintenance is as essential as the original process of
building.

It certainly would not be efficient, for example, if we as adults had to
devote as much time and attention to learning to tie our shoes, learning to
read and write, or even drive a car as children and youth must learn to do.
The world of dressing up, of becoming literate, etc. must become as ef-
ficient and habitual as possible in order that these skills may be in-
struments for better things. So a naive belief in the wonders of discovery
could easily lead us into a primitive kind of romanticism utterly unrealistic
for the exigencies of adult living.

But typically, for most adults the efficient performance of maintenance
activities does not release a person to continue the adventure of discovery.
Instead, following the Law of Least Effort, he tends to take the convenient
road of repetition, gets into a rut and appears gradually to reduce his abili-
ty to cope with the intellectual demands of his world. But there is nothing
inevitable in the order of things that this should occur. It is the intent of
our theory that the loss of the sense of discovery is a reflection of a condi-
tion in which an adult allows the requirements for maintenance to override
his needs for the pursuit of inquiry, and not a reflection of an absolute
decline in ability. More positively, it is also the intent of our theory thata
sense of frontiersmanship can be cultivated and restored, that the adven-
ture and wonder of life can be renewed, if not increased. If to his self ex-
pectation as a continuing learner, an adult could add a picture of himself
as one continuing to discover, he could heighten his ability to learn and in~
quire, for here the Law of Use would overcome the Law of Disuse, and the
thrust of his inquiry would be reinforced by the cumulative satisfactions
resulting from his constant probe of the edge of the unknown. What better
validation of the preceding hypothesis could there be than the common ex-
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perience that as one advances in years, and 1

t . X earns more an

t::t\lof:s ?tt):;; !um} t]];e more he reglizes how little he real?ynliz?wib;:g

Te 2 vast terr in oht e yet-to-be-discovered remains to be explored?

choloey of the a’d »:; ave attcmpted to build a case for a differential ps.y-

oters e tne years, and in so doing have also proposed a post hoc

rorpree suypo r;.s:s tf!:at the: trend of both empirical and theoretical

b leamiupp:n dn:'e of the view !;hat adults have a potential for con-

Lo wong oo gm tl:nqlfu'y which historic conventional wisdom has failed

o ot - O en is a stance of unrealized potential and not one of
imitation. It will be interesting to note in years ahead whicl: gf

these two views the thinki
these e thinking and research of the future will tend to con-
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