The phases of individual human development
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No individual is born a complete and finished entity. Throughout life we are challenged to develop, to become, to attain, to unlock our full potential and to contribute in some way to the good of humanity. This unfolding is not continuous, it tends to go in phases. Each individual life path is of course unique, but by carefully observing the lives of many, we can see that our development has certain identifiable phases in common, each with its own challenges. Our individual freedom and capacity to develop will affect how we accept and integrate the challenges of each phase of development. We can observe the results of this in meeting with elderly people. Many seem locked into the past and continually bemoan the lost opportunities of life. Others are excited about life's challenges, seem immensely wise and stand out as substantial individuals. The phases are common to us all, but how we accept them, and use them to grow inwardly to become what we want to be, is entirely individual.

The entire cell structure of the human body is renewed every seven years, and each phase of development takes approximately the same time. Every seven years we have the opportunity to develop new ways of seeing and dealing with the world, meeting new challenges on our path of life. Each seven years our soul has the potential to develop new abilities to perceive, understand and act in the world. This also has implications within the organisation. People are not all the same, for instance, an 18 or 20 year old has different developmental needs to those of a 35 or 59 year old person. 

As individuals we go through three overall periods of development:

 i)
A dependency stage from conception until our early twenties

ii) 
An independent phase where we reject the "givers" in life and attempt to recreate the world to suit us. This lasts until our early 40s.

iii) 
An interdependent phase where there is maturity to realise that to achieve life's full potential we need to cooperate openly with others in order to give back something to the world.

The ancient Chinese called these major periods a time to learn, a time to fight and a time to grow wise.

Within these three major parts of life, we have seven‑year phases. Let us examine these as they unfold during life.

0 ‑ 7 years "birth", the phase of imitation
· The young infant needs to develop a sense of warmth, trust and unconditional love. The child needs to learn that the world is basically a good and interesting place. The young infant is dependent on adults for all basic human needs and can die if not properly taken care of. Nurses noticed at one hospital that abandoned babies died soon after admission if they were left in their cots without much human attention. Some starting putting these babies between their breasts to give them a touch of regular human warmth and discovered that these children flourished

· This is a period of physical growth. During the first two years of life the young infant normally increases its weight greatly

· Play is immensely important and the young child learns primarily through imitation and role modelling. The mother and father are the first models for children to accept the balance of masculine and feminine in each of them. Some difficulties around role modelling might occur in single parent families because of the lack of a father or mother figure

· Children start to use language. They build up almost 60 percent of their vocabulary in this period

· They have very fertile imaginations. Children of this age cannot always distinguish between fantasy and reality

· It is important at this stage that the child develops a good self‑concept, sense of self‑esteem and confidence in his or her ability to do things

· I and me are very important ‑‑ the ego develops at this stage

· This period ends with a change of teeth at about the time the child starts going to "big school"

7 ‑ 14 years "testing authority"
· The world outside the home environment becomes increasingly important (for example, school, teachers and friends)

· Other role models start appearing, for example teachers and friends

· The older child is able to play multiple roles, for example a teacher, a firefighter or a parent

· Children start to contest authority, particularly that of the parents

· The child is able to articulate his/her thinking about issues and has a sense of his/her values. He or she is struggling with concepts like competition at school, good and evil, beauty and ugliness, truth and untruth and reality and fantasy

· The young child can take on small responsibilities

· At this stage, physical movements are fluid, harmonious and healthy.

14 ‑ 21 years "puberty" ‑ the search for "who I am"

· This is a period of searching for one's own individuality and identity. The adolescent defies all forms of authority, leading to conflict with parents, teachers and society in general

· There is a greater awareness of sexuality. Females start menstruating, male voices start breaking. This is the onset of woman/manhood

· Ideals and idols become important. Teenagers idolise pop singers or film stars, become interested in music and dancing. There is strong identification with a group or hero/heroine

· The young adolescent searches for "the meaning of life"

· This is a period of intense emotions, including insecurity, loneliness, boredom and anger

· The values of early childhood are questioned, for example, "boys don't cry" or being a "little girl"

· This period is characterised by social, cultural and religious rituals, for example circumcision in some African traditions 

· In some cultural traditions, parents hand over a key on the 21st birthday, symbolising the transition into adulthood.

21 ‑ 28 years "early adulthood", a time for creativity and external personal mission
· The adult explores the world and wants to have as many experiences as possible. This may include a search for sensation, experimentation with borders/limits, wandering or travelling, and childbearing and child rearing. Some individuals may change jobs several times during this period, or move to another town or country 

· The person needs to have his or her own space and lifestyle and often distances himself/herself from the family

· During this period many people find a partner, a place to live, and have children of their own

· Unemployment can be devastating at this stage

· There is a fear of conformity

· The challenge is to find yourself.

28 ‑ 35 years "own philosophy"
· There is a tendency towards specialisation and a readiness to deepen understanding

· Responding to what the situation requires

· Having found your place in the world and using it to best advantage

· Developing organising skills, wanting to organise everybody

· The danger of this period is becoming stuck in routine.

35 ‑ 42 years "mid‑life crisis"
· This is almost like a second puberty with deep questions about identity: "Who am I?"

· Self‑doubt ‑‑ dealing with your shadow

· The fear of death, the recognition that many things are not yet completed, and the realisation that you are getting old and your physical strength is on the decline starts to creep in

· This is a period accompanied by a great deal of pain and emotional discomfort. Some respond to this by indulging in escapist behaviour, for example alcohol abuse, flashy cars, workaholism

· Awareness of youth slipping away.

42 ‑ 49 years "pioneer"
· Emergence from the crisis with new values/meaning. At this point, some people change their jobs, career paths, or approach things with a new attitude

· Moments become very precious

· The new‑found freedom brings new interests and new strengths

· This period brings great inner strength

· An enhanced ability to bring "inner" and "outer" worlds together, and to incorporate the views of others

· A sense of real self‑knowledge that is brought about by experience of life.

49 ‑ 56 years "time of wisdom"
· A tranquil time in which to develop new respect for nature and people and discovering your own uniqueness

· If the person has not come to terms with the slipping away of youth, there might be the danger of starting to talk about youth in a contemptuous way. People who have come to terms with this develop a respect for the mission/task of youth in life and accept the role of grandparent with dignity

· A real sense of wisdom is rooted in experience, real self‑knowledge and knowledge of the world

· The individual is interested in long‑term development.

56 ‑ 63 years "review"
· This is the third crisis period, after puberty and the late 30s

· All the issues which not been dealt with come back with a vengeance

· There is a realisation that the work of life is not finished and there is little time to put things right

· Dealing with the negative sides of the personality

· Fear of becoming dependent on others

· An emerging awareness of death and coming to terms with death.

63 years + "free time"
· Time becomes "free" if we decide we are responsible and have the capacity to truly love. If we are unfree, we will be needy but unable to give unconditional love

· Again there is a choice situation in which people can choose to hang onto things or to let go gracefully and accept the love of others gracefully

· In looking back at life, you can appreciate the fact that although people are imperfect, they genuinely strive for something better. This enables you to truly respect the individual.

Conclusion
In terms of human development, personnel policies need to take into account where people are in their journey through life. We cannot change people, only they can grasp the opportunities and fact the challenges of development. We can give people non‑judgmental feedback on something which does not please us by saying "I see you, I disapprove of your actions, but I do not disapprove of you".

