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WAITING FOR NEW SOLUTIONS IN UNDERSTANDING AND EXPLAINING HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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Summary. At the Polish Psychological Forum (in issue no 3 of 2023), famous Polish psychologists presented their position on the issue of rationality in the context of studying mental and socio-moral development. In this text, I propose a return to the basic issues of developmental psychology (and not only it). It covers basic problems for the psychology of human development – starting from the concept of developmental change, its understanding and types, through the problem of life structure – the tendency to expand vs. simplify it, through signaling models of the life course, embedding human development in the ecological context, the relationship between development and adaptation, up to the idea of ​​autonomy and subjectivity – ending with the prospects for human development in the virtual world. These considerations reflect the author’s thinking about issues that may constitute a starting point for searching for a new approach to development.
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Introduction: development vs. regression
Human development can be based on many theories and models by various psychological approaches. Research on the mechanisms and factors of human development sought in psychoanalytic, behavioral, and humanistic approaches, in ecological, ethological or evolutionary psychology indicate both differences and similarities. Since the middle of the last century, the life-span approach has gained many supporters, according to which developmental changes can occur from birth (or conception) to death (Reese, Overton, 1970). It replaced the view that developmental changes – understood (here) as progressive changes, manifested in the replacement of lower, less complex processes, structures and activities – by more complicated, more perfect processes, structures and activities enabling more effective coping with tasks – occur in the first periods of life, especially in childhood and adolescence. They are an indicator of achieving psychosocial and biological maturity and a condition for adaptation to the requirements of adult roles. Rejecting the “strong” or “hard” model of development rooted in biological changes (including morphology, anatomy and physiological processes) associated with the maturation of body structures preceding readiness for reproduction and reproduction is the essence of a new view of human life. The competitive approach assumes the so-called “weak” development model. It limits, but does not reject, the criterion of developmental change understood as the achievement by a structure, process or activity of a higher level, more complicated, more complex, and therefore more perfect. In the weak model, the indicator of development is simply a change, including one that involves simplification, limitation of activity, or transformation of a structure or process. Changes of this second type, however, should not be reduced to regression. Its essence, as in the case of a change defined as progressive, maybe both quantitative and qualitative change. Regression, however, means the return of the state of structure and process to an earlier state, which in the case of living forms, such as humans, is at least questionable. In the course of everyday activity – as a result of acquiring new information (and exchanging substances) – there is a constant reconstruction of mental structures (and biological structures), which means quantitative and/or qualitative changes. Even traumatic events, which may destroy the psychological structure or its reduction and the occurrence of behaviors that resemble those manifested earlier, in earlier years of life (e.g. in childhood and adolescence), do not prove a regressive change – understood as the withdrawal of a state of a structure or process – since at no point in psychosocial development can one return to the starting point. 
Acquiring new information or generating it by working through previously collected information can be treated as a generator of development. Limiting such possibilities may result in inhibition or slowdown of development – it may have an adaptive value in unfavorable conditions. 

Development and its context
Therefore, not only changes involving the transfer of structure and process to a higher level of organization (classified as progressive) but also changes indicating simplification of the organization (sometimes incorrectly classified as regressive) constitute development. All of them are aimed at adaptation to the current and future context (Lerner, 2006) and the degree of adaptation depends on the capabilities of mental processes and to some extent on the somatic condition, as well as social support.
According to both the strong and weak models, the course of biological changes can be presented in the form of a curve rising for over a dozen years, sometimes longer, to a certain point, after reaching which it remains relatively constant for a longer or shorter time and then decreases until loss of activity (end of life indicator). Psychosocial changes, however, can be presented in the form of curves with a more diverse course – individualized and interdependent with changes in the ecological context. Individualization results from the interaction of the genetic program, sociocultural influences and the natural environment and manifests itself in activity. Development can therefore be viewed as a sequence of directional changes that determine their further course in time within the limits set by interaction with the broadly understood context (Zamiara, 1988). Blocking change results in inhibition of development – and due to changes in the external environment (social and natural) – it has a maladaptive effect. Change processes are therefore a necessary condition for adaptation.
Even a slow pace of change allows for adaptation to relatively stable conditions. Adaptation to quick and/or large changes in the broadly understood context requires quick, large transformations in the subject’s activity and, above all, transformations in the structures of his or her mind. The pace and scope of context changes reflect civilization changes. (Adaptation to them involves changes in balance processes: within the structures of the psyche, between them and between the structures of the psyche and external conditions.) Nowadays, the dynamics of context changes are intensifying and, as a consequence, adaptation requires more and more dynamic changes in psychosocial functioning. Balancing these changes is becoming – for many individuals – more and more difficult, which may manifest itself in mental and psychosomatic diseases, suicides, and addictions, as well as in the rejection of certain events considered either as “milestones”, critical events or normative events in human life. This illustrates the costs of cultural change for individuals and communities. The consequences of the inability or difficulty in balancing individual and contextual changes throughout life – making psychologists, sociologists, educators, doctors and politicians anxious- also result in unfavorable demographic trends and, in the long run, an economic crisis. This proves the need to analyze an individual’s behavior and its changes in connection with the socio-economic and natural context.
Since changes in the life course of individuals and changes in the context, as already emphasized, are interdependent, the approach of ecological psychology and the systemic approach may be useful in their analysis. Both of these approaches are integrated into Bronfenbrenner’s concept of ecological systems.

Does psychological theory follow or precede changes in individual life paths and their context?
In the specialized literature, we find models of life stages or life cycles proposed by S. Freud (2012/1916), C.G. Jung (1960), E.H. Erikson (1982), concepts of changes in the structure of life by D.J. Levinson (1986), changes in the structure of activities by Z. Pietrasiński (1990) or the cycle of changes in the social structure what is the family proposed by E.M. Duvall (1957) or M. Ziemska (2005), M. Tyszkowa (1996) H. Liberska (2014), models of career changes by D.E. Super (1957), D.C. Miller and W.H. From (1951), E.H. Schein (1971) and others. Although the analysis of the several above-mentioned proposals for scientific approaches to human development indicates a certain agreement among their authors regarding the cyclicality or stage nature of life, differences can be noted regarding the number and length of stages or periods or developmental phases as well as change indicators. Developmental dilemmas, social roles or life goals are considered indicators of change – treated as developmental tasks or challenges, which are often given the status of normative ones. The above-mentioned models and concepts regarding the development of an individual human being focus not only on its different aspects – psychological, family or professional (see Burack, 1984) and link them with supra-individual processes. 
A different approach to development is proposed by J. Arnett (1999), who questions the universality of goals, tasks or social roles. As a consequence of the above, they cannot constitute the basis for distinguishing periods or development phases or for describing the life cycle. The mentioned researcher emphasizes the individualized course of human development and points to the increasing number of examples of individuals deviating from certain aspirations (or activities), treated as developmental challenges (standards, social roles, tasks or life goals). An individual’s resignation from including at least some of them in his/her self-concept results in their absence from life plans. As a consequence, the content and temporal structure of life plans change. The absence of certain values ​​in the center of identity translates into the absence of goals and tasks in life plans that direct and organize life activity in subsequent stages of individual development. As a result, an individual’s life course may differ from the cultural prototype. In a more distant time perspective, the likelihood of weakening and disappearance of certain social expectations that (so far) determine the aspirations and life tasks of people of different ages increases. The disappearance or rejection of social expectations may result in a lack of social indicators for self-other comparisons. As a result, there may be difficulties with self-definition, achieving identity, and constructing a life path. Internalized social expectations are the basis for an individual’s evaluation of activity. A positive assessment of self-efficacy is important for achieving a sense of self-fulfillment and well-being. Reducing the pool of internalized values, norms and social expectations, on the one hand, may make it easier for a person to achieve a sense of self-fulfillment and well-being, but on the other hand, it may be associated with the simplification or impoverishment of his/her activity, which is considered a factor of development. Failure to meet the few expectations introduced into the concept of oneself and one’s life path may have negative consequences for one’s life balance, self-assessment, self-esteem, and sense of well-being. This can lead to a loss of meaning in life, lower psychosocial health indicators, and even to taking one’s life.
In the case of success in the implementation of a few life tasks present in the concept of one’s own person and life path, as in the case of failure, a feeling of confusion and loss of meaning in further life may occur due to the lack of other goals and tasks.
Failure to notice the importance of giving up some life tasks perceived as indicators of activity – as already signaled above – may, although not necessarily, lead to the impoverishment of activity, as well as to the expansion of its preferred forms in selected areas. The latter option – if successful – may have positive consequences for individual development. In these considerations, primarily tasks approved by the so-called general public are taken into account. 
Lack of commitment to the implementation of certain aspirations resulting from social expectations is almost becoming a new norm or a new standard. J. Arnett’s concept is appreciated by some researchers and criticized by others. One can discuss the idea of ​​a noticeable absolutization of the individualized life course and the consequences for social development of the simplification of the content and temporal structure of life. If we assume that the structure of life, the structure of activity – available to external cognition – reflects the life of the internal, psychological structures, a disturbing reflection arises regarding their reduction. However, this does not necessarily have to be the case, because by the previous considerations on the strong and weak development model – it may be a manifestation of achieving a new quality structure.
In societies with a simpler structure, sometimes referred to as primitive ones, it is possible to recognize basic goals and life tasks specific to gender, age, and socio-economic status. Socio-cultural evolution led to significant changes in the organization of social and individual life, including the expansion of expectations directed by society at large towards smaller groups and individuals present in it. Some of them (expectations) concern compliance with cultural requirements, while others include the criterion of uniqueness, exceptionality and independence. It could be said that modern people live in beautiful, and at the same time difficult times/conditions.

Opportunities and threats for human development at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries
Changes in researchers’ approach to human development are consistent with the idea of ​​the postmodern era and postmodern society, characterized by computerization, overproduction of goods and its consequences in the form of consumerism, commodification of culture and multiculturalism, globalization (Szacka, 2003), prominent to the top of the hierarchy, the need for autonomy, relativism and a moratorium on identity supported by the cult of youth, striving for freedom from obligations and at the same time gaining a sense of fulfillment and success. The rejection of at least some of the social expectations inscribed in the cultural tradition – and, on the other hand, the search for support in social capital to achieve a sense of self-fulfillment – can be considered contradictory and/or considered an indicator of embedding individual development in the conditions set by a changing society. This would therefore be a manifestation of balancing the relationship between an individual and a social group/community. 
The question arises whether it can be assumed that on a global scale – the risk (attributed to modern society (Beck, 2004)) related to individualization, the threat of loneliness among people, the weakening of social relationships, including intimate and family relationships (which may result in the loss of social support) is balanced by tendencies towards radicalization or minimalism. Both solutions seem to assume a reduction of identity, sense of freedom or independence. (If there is no reference point for the scope of one’s autonomy, when the limit of freedom cannot be seen in the future or it is very clear, rigid, and close to the present – then there is a problem with experiencing it.)
In the works of K. Obuchowski (2000), we find the idea of ​​a human subject who has a chance to gain a sense of autonomy by focusing his or her activity on achieving the goals he or she has set and implementing the concept of the world he or she has created. This raises the question of the relationship between autonomy and responsibility for oneself and responsibility for or towards others – significant to the subject – at least for some time. The quoted researcher seems to notice a certain limit to an individual’s autonomy, which is respect for the sense of subjectivity of others. Being a human subject is determined not only by the declaration of a sense of responsibility not only for oneself and for the fate of the world, but above all by taking it. The consequence of this development path of modern man, leading him or her to obtain the status of a human subject, is the attribute of new individualism, otherwise known as neo-individualism. Narrowing human activity to the pursuit of goals unrelated to the goals and needs of other people may be an indicator of detachment from the environment (social and natural) and a false belief in autonomy. Drawing a boundary between the real world and the fictional world and locking oneself in the latter may be a predictor of maladaptation. Isolation from the real world makes creative adaptation impossible, because the lack of exchange and mutual relations results in the inability to influence the environment, i.e. to transform it by the concept of oneself and the concept of the world. The balancing process that determines adaptation, especially creative adaptation, is disappearing. The main goal of (creative) adaptation is to obtain the meaning of life, which involves the relative stability of goals over time and the development of long-term tasks – but many modern people have difficulties with this. In recent decades, due to, among other things, the progress of digitalization and the increasingly stronger interference of artificial intelligence in people’s lives (although perhaps it would still be more justified to talk about the increasing reliance on media messages and solutions suggested by artificial/machine intelligence), the faint or fluid boundary between the real world and the fictional world seems to be disappearing, disturbing K. Obuchowski (and others). Therefore, the question arises of relating the adaptation process and the difficulties experienced by humans in adapting to both worlds: fictional, virtual and real, social and natural – existing objectively.
The dynamics of the ecological (life) context and balancing processes resulting from the reciprocity of the relationship between the individual and the context (real and virtual) – although they may disturb the stability of the content and hierarchical structure of goals and aspirations, including distant tasks, nevertheless influence changes, although not all of them can be granted developmental change status. 

Development and balancing processes
Let us return to the basic issue indicated at the beginning, which is the understanding of the concept of development and developmental change. The condition for recognizing a change in structure at various levels of its organization and a change in functioning as developmental is its adaptive significance. It is not about the subordination of an individual (human) to the conditions or requirements of the external environment, but rather about balancing external and internal conditions, which is more a process than a state. Balancing covers all levels of life organization, from the most basic (the level of biochemical processes) to the most complex – supra-individual. Changes in a biological, psychological, social and finally spiritual nature are interconnected, and this connection is dynamic and individualized. The dynamics and individualization of changes are the result of the interdependence of genetically programmed variability and environmental variability regulated by balancing processes occurring over time (see Piaget, 1981; Liberska, 2020). The environment is broadly understood as the internal and external environment, including natural (intraorganismal and extraorganismal) and social (family, school, professional, neighborhood and others). This connection can be seen in a holistic approach. In the life of a human (as an individual) and society, not only the physical dimension of time is important, but also the cultural and historical dimensions, which are significant for the individual perception of psychological time (see Trempała, 2000). A proposal for a comprehensive approach to the multitude of interdependent environments in which human life takes place is provided by the systemic approach and ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1981; Bronfenbrenner, Morris, 2006).

A new virtual development context
We are waiting for a new approach to human and social development. Have psychologists approached the limit of understanding change and the special category of developmental change? Recently, the above-mentioned discussion on rationality in human development research has been undertaken (Bakiera, 2023; Cieciuch, 2023; Niemczyński, 2023; Trempała, 2023). Will it initiate a new approach to human development in interdependent contexts: virtual and real?)
The life-span approach has expanded the development process and, to some extent, freed us from anxiety about the negative changes associated with biological and psychological aging. On the other hand, it opened up expectations regarding development understood as achieving more perfect states. This may result – at least for some people – in anxiety about meeting changing social expectations and their high standards of “becoming better and better”. 
The only solution may seem to be embedding or enclosing life in a virtual world, which creates the impression of “fullness of life”, (almost) unlimited possibilities of experiences, and the satisfaction of all needs – at (seemingly) low individual costs. Does this mean that the structure of life actually becomes simplified or that many life goals are abandoned, or are they rather transferred to the virtual world (?), which in a moment – thanks to AI – may become the only one known to us. In this way, we come to confirm the continuing role of activity in adaptation to context.
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W OCZEKIWANIU NA NOWE ROZWIĄZANIA W ROZUMIENIU I WYJAŚNIANIU ROZWOJU CZŁOWIEKA
Streszczenie. W Polskim Forum Psychologicznym (w nr 3 z 2023 r.) szanowani polscy psychologowie zaprezentowali swoje stanowisko w kwestii racjonalności w kontekście badania rozwoju umysłowego i społeczno-moralnego. W niniejszym tekście proponuję powrót do podstawowych zagadnień psychologii rozwojowej (i nie tylko jej). Pojawiają się w nim podstawowe kwestie dla psychologii rozwoju człowieka – poczynając od pojęcia zmiany rozwojowej, jej rozumienia i rodzajów poprzez problem struktury życia – tendencji do jej rozbudowy vs. uproszczenia, przez zasygnalizowanie modeli biegu życia, osadzenie rozwoju człowieka w kontekście ekologicznym, związki rozwoju z adaptacją, aż do idei autonomii i podmiotowości – kończąc na perspektywach rozwoju człowieka w świecie wirtualnym. Te rozważania są odzwierciedleniem myślenia autorki o kwestiach, które mogą stanowić punkt wyjścia do poszukiwania nowego podejścia do rozwoju.
Słowa kluczowe: rozwój, zmiana rozwojowa, cele życiowe, dynamika kontekstu rozwojowego, współzależność kontekstów
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