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CHAPTER 2 

THE DEVELOPMENTAL  

PSYCHOPATHOLOGY PERSPECTIVE 
 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Parents, teachers, or other caregivers who are concerned by a child’s unusual or disturbing behavior often 

seek help to better understand the behavior and determine its cause. Researchers and clinicians, too, have 
struggled with how a child’s behavior should be conceptualized and explained.  

 

Today, we recognize that to have more than a superficial understanding of a problem, it is necessary to 

have a set of organizing principles or framework within which to place our observations. Most clinicians 
begin with a theoretical formulation to guide them, although there are numerous factors potentially 

involved in psychopathology. 

 
Currently, the developmental psychopathology perspective offers a rigorous and influential approach to 

the study of behavioral disorders. This approach uses normal development to inform us about abnormal 

behavior. It emphasizes the role of developmental processes, context, situation, and the influences of 
multiple and interacting events in shaping healthy or maladaptive development. Rather than imposing a 

specific theoretical explanation, it offers a way of integrating various approaches or microparadigms 

within a developmental psychopathology framework.  

 
Even though children’s problems have a variety of causes, all have in common a failure to effectively 

master or complete a developmental milestone. Sometimes a sufficient cause will produce a disorder, but 

generally, it requires sufficient, necessary, and contributing forces in combination to produce the 
outcome.  Along the developmental pathway of the growing child, a temporal relationship exists between 

the sequence and timing of particular behaviors. This relationship can be moderated by characteristics of 

the child or the environment. Age, gender, or sensitivity to the environment can have supportive or 
detrimental influences on the child as illustrated by the principles of equifinality and multifinality. 

Equifinality suggests that diverse paths or factors can be associated with the same outcome. In other 

words, children can travel different pathways or have different experiences yet develop the same 
behavioral problems. Multifinality suggests that, depending on other factors, children may have the same 

kind of experience yet end up with different problems or no difficulties at all. Factors such as risk, 

vulnerability, and resilience will also contribute to the appearance or absence of a disorder. Risk increases 

the chance of psychological difficulties or impairments. Developmental risk factors include constitutional, 
family, emotional, interpersonal, intellectual, and ecological elements, as well as unusual nonnormative 

stressful life events. In the presence of adverse conditions, some individuals will be resilient, whereas 

others will respond with maladaptive patterns that leave them vulnerable to the onset of psychopathology. 
Despite being at risk for the disorder, resilience, or the ability to avoid negative outcomes, increases the 

likelihood the child will not develop the disorder. Although resilience may include many factors, they can 

be summarized into three broad categories or protective factors: individual characteristics or personal 
attributes, family influences, and extra-familial support. A central tenet of behavioral disturbance is its 

stability over time. Although variation in stability is observed, it cannot be assumed that most children 

outgrow psychopathology. 
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There are times when a less-than-optimal developmental outcome occurs within the context of normal 
development. Four primary areas within normal development where problems might occur include early 

attachment, temperament style, emotional regulation, and social cognitive processing. Inherent in all four 

topics is the assumption that development is based on the interaction of both biological and experiential 

factors with the child. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

After reading this chapter, students should be able to discuss: 

 

➢ Paradigms, theories, and models in the study of psychopathology 

 

➢ The developmental psychopathology perspective 

 

➢ The concept of development 

 

➢ How causation is variously conceptualized 

 

➢ Pathways of development 

 

➢ Aspects of risk, vulnerability, and resilience 

 

➢ Continuity and change in psychological disorders 

 

➢ Examples of how normal and abnormal development go hand in hand 

 

KEY TERMS 
paradigm (p. 20)  

theory (p. 20) 

interactional models (p. 20) 
vulnerability-stress model (p. 20) 

transactional models (p. 21) 

systems models (p. 21) 
developmental psychopathology perspective (p. 21) 

development (p. 21) 

medical model (p. 22) 
direct effect, indirect effect (p. 22) 

mediator (p. 22) 

moderator (p. 22) 

necessary, sufficient, contributing causes (p. 22) 
equifinality (p. 24) 

multifinality (p.25) 

risks (p. 25) 
vulnerability (p. 26) 

resilience (p. 27) 

developmental tasks (p. 27) 
heterotypic, homotypic continuity (p. 29) 

attachment (p. 30) 

secure, insecure, disorganized attachment (p. 30) 

temperament (p. 31) 
goodness-of-fit (p. 31) 

differential susceptibility hypothesis (p. 33) 
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emotion (p. 33) 
social cognitive processing (p. 34) 
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LECTURE AND DISCUSSION IDEAS 
 
1. Chapter 2 begins with a review of perspectives, theories, and models.  Even those students who are 

psychology majors will benefit from some additional discussion of these concepts.  One potentially 

interesting strategy is to present the concepts of perspectives, theories, and models with the analogy 

of a filing cabinet.  As research findings are accumulated, perspectives are developed.  When a 
perspective is shared by investigators, it becomes a paradigm.  New files are created in the filing 

cabinet.  Related to the development of perspectives is theory construction.  When new theories are 

created, relevant files are moved within that category.  This mirrors the definition of a theory: a 
formal, integrated set of principles or propositions that explains phenomena.  Models are 

representations or descriptions of the phenomenon under study.  Models may be viewed as additional 

files in the filing cabinet, further helping to organize the researcher’s thinking surrounding a 
particular topic under investigation. 

 

2. Who's Watching the Kids? Effects of Nonparental Child Care on Development. Discuss with your 

students the effects of daycare on infant attachment. One of the biggest changes in childcare during 
the past several decades has been in non-parental daycare. More children now receive early childhood 

care in this manner than in any other way. This dramatic change has led to research on the potential 

impact of daycare on children’s overall well-being. One area that received much attention was the 
potential negative impact on the infant-caregiver attachment. Extensive research has led most experts 

to conclude that daycare, in and of itself, does not affect attachment, but this research did indicate that 

certain factors might increase the insecure attachment risk among some children. Students may be 
directed to the following website, where they will find many interesting articles and commentaries on 

daycare:  www.daycare.com.  

 

3. Discuss the ethical dilemmas that would likely occur in the following situations: 

 
➢ A mother finds that her unborn child has a chromosomal disorder, and therefore the child will 
not live a "normal" life. 

 

➢ A young woman discovers that she is carrying genes that greatly increase her risk for breast 

cancer. Will her insurance company cancel her policy? Should she consider a mastectomy as a 
prevention measure even though her risk for developing the cancer is less than one hundred 

percent? 

 
➢ In the future, through genetic analysis, the prediction of certain illnesses may be possible. 

Should this information be provided to prospective employers? Should the prerequisite of a 

genetic analysis be present in certain types of employment? Could individuals be assured that 

these genetic records would remain confidential? Could this lead to discrimination?  
 

➢ If genetic research clearly demonstrates the genetic etiology of certain disorders, should 

individuals who carry these genetic defects (that could be passed on to children) be allowed to 
reproduce? 

 

➢ Should individuals in our society be forced to undergo genetic testing? Under what conditions 
should it be allowed? Does this violate a person's right to privacy?  

 

http://www.daycare.com/
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STUDENT ACTIVITIES 
 

1. Should the courts or the parents make the ultimate decision for medical treatment of children? The 

case of Kate Wernecke (a 12-year-old Texan who was taken from her parents and placed in foster 
care in order to receive radiation treatment for her Hodgkin's disease) addresses this question.  How 

do you feel about the state overriding the parents in deciding the best course of treatment for a child?  

In this case, the child has a type of cancer that has a high rate of cure with the combinations of 
treatment that the doctors wished to pursue.   

 

2. Attachment Lecture. Opportunities for the students to learn about attachment theory come from the 

links given below. You may want to discuss the topic in class in some detail or ask students to gather 
their own information. Below are links to some articles on attachment: 

 
 This is a link to a very detailed description of the life and works of Mary Ainsworth. 

  http://www.findarticles.com/cf_0/g2602/0000/2602000016/print.jhtml  

 
This is a link providing a great description of the basic types of attachments.   

  http://www.psych.uiuc.edu/~rcfraley/attachment.htm  

 
 This is an informative site with a discussion of infants and the emotion of anger. 

  http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/cgi/content/full/102/5/SE1/1268  

 

3. Divide your students into small groups.  Each group will be charged with developing a simple model 
for the concept of development (students are instructed to review the textbook’s discussion of 

development).  Among the models that the groups might explore are interactional, transactional, and 

systems. 

 

SUGGESTED BOOKS AND READINGS 

Books 

Bowlby, J. (1969) Attachment and loss (Vol. 1). New York: Basic Books. 
 

Cicchetti, D., & Cohen, D.J. (1995). Developmental psychopathology. New York: John Wiley. 

 
Fallon, A. E., & Brabender, V. M. (2012).  A secure connection: The tethering of attachment and good-

enough maternal care.  In S.  Akhtar, (Ed.), The mother and her child: Clinical aspects of attachment, 

separation, and loss. (p. 15-43). Lanham, MD: Jason Aronson.  

Readings 

Ainsworth, M.D.S., & Bell, S.M. (1970).   Attachment, exploration, and separation: Illustrated by the 
behavior of one-year-olds in a strange situation. Child Development, 41, 49-67. 

 

Bowlby, J. (1960). Grief and mourning in infancy and early childhood. Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, 

15, 9-52. 
 

http://www.findarticles.com/cf_0/g2602/0000/2602000016/print.jhtml
http://www.psych.uiuc.edu/~rcfraley/attachment.htm
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/cgi/content/full/102/5/SE1/1268
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss%7E%7EAN%20%222011%2D30604%2D000%22%7C%7Csl%7E%7Erl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss%7E%7EAN%20%222011%2D30604%2D000%22%7C%7Csl%7E%7Erl','');
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Chess, S.,  & Thomas, A. (1977). Temperamental individuality from childhood to adolescence. Journal of 
American Academy or Child Psychiatry, 16, 218-226. 

 

Green, J., & Goldwyn, R. (2002). Attachment disorganization and psychopathology: New findings in 

attachment research. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 3, 835-846. 
 

Masten, A. S. (2001).  Ordinary magic: Resilience processes in development. American Psychologist, 56, 

227-238. 
 

Media Resources 

7 Up - 14 Up - 21 Up - 28 Up - 35 Up - 42 Up – 49 Up (various years) 
PBS (7 parts; varying lengths) 

 Noted director Michael Apted has followed the lives of two groups of British school children: those 

 “to the manor born,” and those of the working class.  Starting from age 7 (in 1964) and continuing 

 through adulthood, we glimpse the changes their lives have undergone.  Later films contain clips 
 from earlier films; these are a “must-see.” 

 

Child of Our Time: A Year-by-Year Study of Childhood Development (2007) 
BBC (11 parts; 60 min each) 

 In the year 2000, producers at the BBC began documenting the growth and development of 25 

 newborn children from a wide range of social, ethnic, and geographical backgrounds. This 11-part 
 series shows viewers the results so far, capturing pivotal stages in each child’s learning process, 

 manner of socialization, and physical development. 

 

Grief: A Peril in Infancy (1940s) 
University of Akron (24 min).  

Renee Spitz's original footage of children in institutional environments is presented. The 1940s study 

highlights how grief impacted the physical and emotional life of children. 
 

John Bowlby: Attachment Theory Across Generations (2007) 

Films for the Humanities and Sciences (35 min). 

 This film gives a solid overview of attachment theory, focusing on the work of its primary proponent. 
 This is a solid introduction to a perspective that dominates the field of child and adolescent 

 development. 

 

WEB LINKS 
American Academy of Pediatrics: www.aap.org 
 

Child Trends: www.childtrends.org 

 
Children, Youth, and Family Consortium (CYFC): www.cyfc.umn.edu 

 

Children's Institute International: www.childrensinstitute.org 

 
ChildStats: America's Children: www.childstats.gov 

 

ChildTrauma: www.childtrauma.org 

http://www.aap.org/
http://www.childtrends.org/
http://www.cyfc.umn.edu/
http://www.childrensinstitute.org/
http://www.childstats.gov/
http://www.childtrauma.org/

