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Abstract 

Introduction: In today’s world, stress have become an integral part of daily human life, to the extent that the 

present era is often labeled the "Age of Stress." Despite its pervasive influence across all aspects of life, there 

remains a noticeable lack of comprehensive and integrated literature on the subject. This paper seeks to bridge 

that gap by proposing a theoretical framework that synthesizes various perspectives and approaches to better 

understand and manage stress. Objective: The objective of this study is to explore the multifaceted nature of 

stress by examining its definitions, historical perspectives, conceptual frameworks, and psychological 

implications. It aims to highlight the universality and complexity of stress across life stages and cultures, 

distinguish between its adaptive and maladaptive effects, and emphasize the necessity of an integrated 

approach for understanding and managing stress. This analysis seeks to contribute to academic research and 

practical interventions that promote mental health and adaptive functioning in modern life. Data Source: This 

study is based on a comprehensive review of theoretical literature, empirical research studies, and authoritative 

definitions provided by leading psychological and occupational health organizations. Primary sources include 

the works of Richard S. Lazarus, Hans Selye, and Stephen Palmer (2006), as well as official definitions and 

guidelines from the APA, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health and the Health and Safety 

Executive. Supplementary insights are drawn from interdisciplinary research in psychology, neuroscience, 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                                 © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 8 August 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2508618 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org f401 
 

and public health to support the discussion on the impact of stress on human functioning and well-being. 

Methods: The present study was designed as a systematic review. Information was collected from a variety 

of sources, including research articles and books. Only materials published in academic and scientific 

resources were included, based on their relevance to keywords such as stress, types, stress control and stress 

side effects. Result: Stress is recognized as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that significantly affects 

cognitive performance, executive functioning, and overall mental health. Conclusion:  Stress is an inevitable 

and universal part of human life, deeply rooted in the complexities of personal, social, and ecological 

environments. While moderate levels of stress can act as a motivating and adaptive force, excessive or 

prolonged stress poses serious risks to mental, emotional, and physical health. 

Keywords: Stress, Mental Health, Adaptive Functioning, Cognitive Performance, Emotional Health. 

Introduction 

Stress is a common occurrence that people encounter at every stage of life. Every person experiences 

stress at different times in their lives, and it has existed throughout human history in all cultures and ages. 

Stress is regarded as one of life's essential elements. Because of the complexity of human environments – 

social, personal, and ecological – stress is ubiquitous and universal in human populations. This complexity 

encompasses the various ways that stress manifests itself as well as the concurrent interactions that people 

have with their environment. A sense of mental strain and emotional tension is the standard definition of stress 

in the psychological sciences. Excessive or chronic stress can be detrimental, but mild amounts of stress can 

improve performance and foster social, psychological, and physical well-being. In its constructive form, stress 

serves as a driving force that improves responses to environmental difficulties and facilitates adaptability. 

High amounts of stress, however, can cause major problems in the areas of biology, psychology, and society. 

Anxiety, despair, and in extreme situations, psychiatric diseases like Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

can all be exacerbated by prolonged stress. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is a mental health condition in 

which an individual experiences prolonged psychological, emotional, and behavioral distress following an 

extremely terrifying or traumatic event. Such events may include war, road accidents, natural disasters, sexual 

assault, physical violence, or the sudden loss of a loved one. PTSD is a serious but treatable mental disorder. 

Definitions of Stress: The definitions of stress are not merely academic statements – they are essential tools 

that shape our understanding, research, treatment, and management of stress. By integrating multiple 

perspectives, we gain a broader and more accurate understanding of stress, which helps in developing more 

effective solutions at the individual, organizational, and societal levels. 

Richard S. Lazarus (1966): “Stress occurs when an individual perceives that environmental demands tax or 

exceed his or her adaptive capacity.” 

Hans Selye: “Stress is the nonspecific response of the body to any demand placed upon it.” 
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American Psychological Association (APA): “Stress is the physiological or psychological response to 

internal or external stressors.” Stress is a condition in which nearly every system of the body undergoes 

changes, affecting a person's feelings and behavior. 

The National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (1999) defines stress as: “The harmful physical 

and emotional responses that occur when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, resources, 

needs of the worker.” (National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. Stress at work. 1999: US; 

NIOSH). 

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) (2001) defines it as: “The adverse reaction people have to 

excessive pressures or other types of demand placed on them.” (Health and Safety Executive. Tackling work- 

related stress: a managers’ guide to improving and maintaining employee health and wellbeing. 2001: HSE - 

United Kingdom’s National Regulator). 

Stephen Palmer (2006): “Stress is the imbalance between the perceived demands placed on an individual 

and their perceived ability to cope.” 

Stress is a multifaceted and intrinsically complicated phenomenon that has a significant impact on 

executive functioning and cognitive performance. The study highlights the pressing need for an integrated 

and cohesive framework to better understand and handle stress in modern human existence by looking at the 

definitions, historical perspectives, conceptual models, and real-world repercussions of stress. Academic 

research and real-world therapies targeted at enhancing mental health and adaptive functioning in the face of 

daily obstacles can both benefit from a cohesive strategy. 

Theory of Stress 

According to Hans Selye 

Hans Selye developed one of the earliest and most influential theories of stress, known as the General 

Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). He clarified that stress is not always harmful; it can be both positive (eustress) 

or negative (distress). He is often referred to as the “Father of Stress Research.” Hans Selye was the first 

person to provide a scientific definition of stress. He defined stress as: “Stress is the non-specific response of 

the body to any demand made upon it.” 

Hans Selye, who is considered a pioneer in the concept of stress, divided stress into two major types: 

1. Eustress (Positive Stress)  

2. Distress (Negative Stress) 

Eustress (Positive Stress): The type of stress that is beneficial for a person and creates a pleasant mental state 

is called eustress. Hans Selye used this term to refer to the kind of stress that enhances performance and 
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motivation. It provides a person with the energy to achieve their goals, fills life with enthusiasm and optimism, 

and promotes overall efficiency. 

Examples of Eustress (positive stress): Mild anxiety before an exam or presentation, preparing for a 

new project or a new job and Excitement while participating in a sports competition. 

Distress (Negative Stress): This is a type of stress that harms an individual. When it persists for a long time, 

it can lead to mental, physical, and emotional problems. Distress reduces a person’s performance and 

negatively affects their overall quality of life. Individuals experiencing distress may suffer from anxiety, 

nervousness, irritability, depression, fatigue, sleep disturbances, and difficulty making decisions. 

In cases of negative stress, people commonly face situations such as the fear of losing a job, 

relationship conflicts, and financial or health-related challenges, among others. 

General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS): This theory explains how the body responds to stressors in a specific 

and biological manner, regardless of the source of the stress. According to this theory, the body's response to 

stress occurs in three stages: 

Alarm Stage: This is the first stage of the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS), where the body first 

encounters a stressful situation (stressor). In this stage, the body enters a “Fight or Flight” mode. It is an 

immediate response triggered when the body perceives a threat or challenge. During the alarm stage, stress 

hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol are secreted by the adrenal glands, initiating various physiological 

reactions to prepare the body to deal with the stressor. When the hormone adrenaline is released, the following 

physical responses can be observed: Rapid breathing, increased heart rate, increased blood flow to the 

muscles, reduced blood flow to the skin and digestive system and dilated pupils. These responses prepare the 

body to deal with a stressful or threatening situation. Cortisol is a hormone secreted by the outer layer of the 

adrenal gland (adrenal cortex). Its primary role is to help the body cope with long-term stress and maintain 

energy balance. When adrenaline is released, the following physical responses can be observed: Increased 

blood sugar, suppression of the immune system, reduced inflammation (the process of decreasing swelling in 

the body caused by injury, infection, or other factors, allowing the body to calmly manage the crisis) and 

heightened alertness. These responses help the body to effectively handle stressful situations. 

 In the Alarm Stage, the body responds rapidly to help escape an immediate threat. Both adrenaline 

and cortisol work together to equip the body with the ability to respond quickly and protect itself in a stressful 

situation. However, if these hormones remain at high levels for a prolonged period (as in the case of chronic 

stress), it can become harmful to the body. 

Resistance Stage: This is the second stage of the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). When a stressful 

situation persists for some time and the body recovers from the intense response of the Alarm Stage, it enters 

the Resistance Stage. during this stage, the body begins to adapt and attempt to restore balance in order to 
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cope with the stressor. The levels of cortisol and other stress hormones remain elevated, but in a more 

controlled manner compared to the Alarm Stage. At this point, the individual appears to function normally, 

but the body continues to use internal energy to resist the stress. Outwardly, a person may seem fine, but 

internally, the body is still battling the effects of stress. 

While the body strives to manage the stress, this phase cannot be sustained indefinitely. If relief does 

not occur and the stress continues, the body's energy reserves begin to deplete, which can lead to the third 

stage – the Exhaustion Stage. 

Exhaustion Stage: This is the third and final stage of the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). When stress 

persists for a long time and the body continues to resist it, its energy and resources gradually become depleted. 

Eventually, the body becomes exhausted and enters the Exhaustion Stage. In this stage the body’s resistance 

capacity significantly decreases, the immune system becomes weak, making the individual more vulnerable 

to illnesses, symptoms such as depression, anxiety, irritability, insomnia, and difficulty concentrating begin 

to appear, mental, physical, and emotional fatigue reach their peak and the exhaustion stage indicates how 

long-term stress can severely impact the body. 

If relief is not found at this point, the condition may lead to serious health problems such as heart 

disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, or mental health disorders. therefore, it is extremely important to 

identify stress early and adopt appropriate coping strategies to manage it effectively. 

 The General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS) model helps explain how prolonged stress can affect the 

functioning of the body and overall health. According to this theory, the body's response to stress occurs in 

Alarm Stage, the body detects a threat and responds with immediate reactions (such as increased heart rate 

and rapid breathing), Resistance Stage, the body tries to cope with the stress, using its energy to maintain 

balance and Exhaustion Stage, if the stress continues for too long, the body's energy starts to deplete, which 

can lead to illness. According to Hans Selye, stress is an inevitable part of life. However, whether it becomes 

eustress (positive and motivating) or distress (harmful) depends on our perspective and the situation. 

Appropriate levels of stress can help us grow and move forward, while excessive stress can cause various 

problems. 

Sigmund Freud's Theory of Stress (Psychoanalytic Perspective) 

Sigmund Freud is considered the father of modern psychology, who studied the functioning of the 

human mind and proposed that the unconscious mind influences our conscious thoughts and behaviors. 

According to Freud, the mind is divided into three levels: the conscious, the preconscious, and the 

unconscious. Within this structure, mental components like the id, ego, and superego function to shape a 

person's behavior. The unconscious mind acts as a reservoir from which an individual's personality emerges, 

and dreams serve as symbolic expressions of unconscious thoughts and desires. 
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According to Sigmund Freud, stress is an internal psychological conflict that arises from the clash 

between different components of the mind – Id, Ego, and Superego. Among the various components of the 

mind, the Id is the part of the personality that represents unconscious desires and pleasure-seeking tendencies. 

The Ego is the rational part of the personality that maintains a balance between the Id and the Superego, while 

also coordinating between inner desires and external reality. The Superego represents the moral standards and 

ideals instilled by society and parents. When the immediate desires of the Id clash with the moral boundaries 

of the Superego, the Ego experiences mental pressure, which manifests as anxiety. This internal tension arises 

from the Ego's ongoing struggle to maintain psychological balance. To cope with this stress, the Ego employs 

various defense mechanisms, such as Repression, Denial, Projection, Rationalization, and Displacement. 

Sigmund Freud’s theory views stress as an internal experience resulting from unconscious conflicts between 

the Id, Ego, and Superego, with the Ego employing defense mechanisms to manage the resulting anxiety and 

preserve psychological stability. 

Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (1984) 

Lazarus and Folkman proposed the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping, which serves as the 

foundation for their stress-related theories. This model defines stress as the outcome of a dynamic interaction 

(or transaction) between an individual and their environment. Unlike earlier models that were based on 

biological responses or external stimuli, Lazarus and Folkman's approach emphasizes cognitive and 

psychological processes – particularly how individuals perceive and interpret potentially stressful situations.  

The core process in this model is “Appraisal”, in which an individual determines whether a situation is a threat 

or a challenge, and also evaluates whether they have sufficient resources to cope with the situation. This 

appraisal occurs in two stages. 

Steps of the Transactional Model 

1. External Stressor 

2. Primary Appraisal: In this stage, the individual evaluates what a particular event or situation means to 

them personally. Three primary types of appraisals are distinguished:  

 Irrelevant: The person is unaffected by the incident. It has no positive or negative effects. 

 Benign-Positive: The event is perceived as beneficial or positive. It brings a sense of joy, satisfaction, or 

balance. 
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Figure: Transactional Model Coping Strategies 

 Stressful: The event is perceived as a source of stress. This category is further divided into three 

subtypes:  

a. Harm/Loss: Refers to damage or suffering that has already occurred. example: Losing a job, the death of 

a loved one. 

b. Threat: Refers to the anticipation of future harm or loss. example: Fear of failing an exam. 

c. Challenge: Although the situation is difficult, the individual sees it as an opportunity for growth, learning, 

or success. example: Pressure to perform well in a new job, but with a chance for promotion. 

3. Secondary Appraisal: At this stage, the individual evaluates their ability to cope with the situation. It 

involves assessing the resources and support available to deal with the stressor. Key questions during this 

appraisal include: 

 What resources do I have? (e.g., personal strengths, time, skills, money, emotional support) 

 Can I handle this situation? (Evaluating one’s confidence and perceived control over the situation) 

 Who or what can help me? (Considering external sources of support – family, friends, professionals, 

institutions) 

This entire process determines: Whether the individual will experience the situation as stressful or 

manageable. What kind of coping strategy they will adopt? (e.g., problem-focused or emotion-focused coping) 

4. Coping Strategies: In stressful situations, an individual decides which coping strategy to adopt based on 

Primary Appraisal and Secondary Appraisal. Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman classified coping 

strategies into two major categories: 
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a) Problem-Focused Coping: In this strategy, the individual tries to understand and resolve the root cause 

of stress. It is a behavioral approach that involves efforts to change or manage the stressful situation. 

Examples: 

 Planning, 

 Identifying the root of the problem and finding solutions, 

 Seeking information or expert advice, 

 Reorganizing time and resources. 

b) Emotion-Focused Coping: When it is not possible to change the situation immediately, the individual 

tries to manage their emotional response. This strategy helps maintain emotional balance. 

Examples: 

 Denial: Refusing to accept that the problem exists 

 Venting: Expressing emotions such as anger, crying, or talking it out 

 Meditation and Relaxation: Practicing mindfulness or calming techniques 

 Seeking Social Support: Talking to friends, family, or seeking help 

 Positive Reappraisal: Viewing the situation from a new or constructive perspective. 

An individual may use both strategies in the same situation. For example, seeking medical treatment 

for an illness (problem-focused) while also meditating or seeking emotional support (emotion-focused). 

 

Figure: Transactional Model of Stress and Coping 

5. Reappraisal: When the situation changes or new information becomes available, the individual re-

evaluates the situation. This is a continuous and dynamic process – involving repeated cycles of appraisal, 

coping, and reappraisal. This model emphasizes that as circumstances evolve, individuals reappraise the 

Appraisal

• The individual first evaluates how serious the situation is — whether it is a 
threat, a loss, or a challenge.

Coping

• Based on this appraisal, the person adopts strategies to deal with the 
situation — such as emotional regulation, problem – solving, etc.

Reappraisal

• If there is any change in the situation or new information emerges, the 
person reassesses whether the situation is still as stressful.

Reappraisal 
Again

• This process is repeated continuously because life circumstances keep 
changing, and the individual keeps interpreting and responding to them 
afresh.
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situation and may also adjust their coping strategies accordingly. Ultimately, this model highlights that an 

individual's cognitive appraisal processes determine how they perceive a stressful situation and how they 

respond to it. 

This model shows that the process of stress and coping does not end in a single instance, but continues 

over time in an ongoing manner. it offers a powerful and insightful framework to understand the complex 

mechanisms of stress and coping in various contexts. over time, as new experiences or insights emerge, a 

person may re-evaluate their situation. This can lead to a change in the perception of stress – either increasing 

or decreasing it. 

Diathesis-Stress Model 

There is a kind of interaction between diathesis and stress that can produce outcomes more severe than 

the effects of either factor alone – particularly in the form of depressive symptomatology. The Diathesis-

Stress Theory explains that the impact of stress on the risk of depression depends on an individual's underlying 

sensitivity or vulnerability. This means that the effect of stress on depression risk is not merely additive, but 

can be qualitative or multiplicative-interactive — that is, when a person has a higher vulnerability, the effect 

of stress manifests much more intensely. 

 

Figure: Diathesis-Stress Model 

This model suggests that stress can activate an existing predisposition or vulnerability in a person 

(diathesis), thereby transforming it into an actual mental disorder. For example, if a student has a genetic 

predisposition to anxiety, exposure to academic or interpersonal stress may lead to the development of an 

anxiety disorder. 

1. Diathesis (Underlying vulnerability or sensitivity): This refers to an individual's internal predisposition 

that makes them more susceptible to mental illness. It can be: Genetic: e.g., a family history of depression, 

Biological: e.g., imbalance in brain chemicals and Psychological: e.g., negative thinking patterns, low 

self-esteem. 

Diathesis

Stress

Increased Risk 
of Mental 

Illness
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2. Stress (External pressure or life difficulties): These are situations or events that can put any person 

under psychological strain, such as: Exam pressure, job loss, relationship breakdown, death of a loved 

one, or an accident. 

3. Relationship (Interaction between Diathesis and Stress): Stress alone does not cause mental illness. 

But if a person already has a diathesis (vulnerability), that same stress can act as a trigger. together, they 

can lead to the development of a mental disorder — like a seed (diathesis) and rain (stress) together 

producing a plant (illness). 

Example: Two people lose their job (same stressor). The first person is mentally resilient → does not 

develop mental illness. The second person has an underlying emotional weakness (diathesis) → may develop 

depression. This model helps explain how mental illness can develop in an individual when a pre-existing 

genetic, biological, or psychological predisposition (diathesis) interacts with external stress. The model 

emphasizes that if a person has an existing vulnerability to mental health issues, supportive interventions—

such as counseling, social support, or medical assistance—are essential to prevent the individual from 

becoming mentally unwell during stressful situations.  

Importance of the Diathesis-Stress Model: 

1. It explains individual differences in response to stress – It shows that the same stressful situations do 

not affect every person in the same way, because each individual has a different level of internal 

vulnerability (diathesis). 

2. It highlights the need for early intervention and coping strategies – If a person's vulnerability can be 

identified in advance, timely support can be provided to help prevent the development of mental illness. 

3. It promotes a balanced approach involving biological, psychological, and social support factors for 

treatment and prevention –  The model emphasizes that mental health care should not rely solely on 

medication, but should also include psychological counseling, social support, and lifestyle changes. 

This is an interactive model, where both stress and internal vulnerability combine to increase the 

likelihood of psychological disorders. The Diathesis-Stress Model clearly explains that mental health is not 

solely dependent on external circumstances, but rather on the combined effect of a person's internal 

vulnerabilities and external stressors. This model is particularly useful in explaining mental disorders such as 

depression, anxiety, and schizophrenia. 

Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory 

Erikson's psychosocial theory helps in understanding the psychological sources of stress. Erikson’s 

psychosocial theory of development is a widely respected theory in psychology proposed by Erik Erikson, a 

developmental psychologist and psychoanalyst.  It clearly explains how failures and conflicts experienced at 
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various stages of life affect an individual's mental stress and overall development. If these conflicts are 

resolved in a timely manner, the individual can move forward with a healthy mindset. Otherwise, they can 

lead to long-term stress and mental disorders. 

It explains how individuals develop their identity and personality through eight stages across their 

lifespan, from infancy to old age. At each stage, an individual faces a psychosocial conflict. When a person 

successfully overcomes the challenge of a particular stage, it strengthens their emotional resilience, self-

confidence, and adaptability to different situations. This enables them to cope more effectively with future 

stressful situations. However, if the individual fails to resolve the psychosocial conflict, it can lead to 

emotional weakness, a sense of insecurity, or negative thinking. As a result, they may become more vulnerable 

to stress in the future and may face lifelong psychological stress or mental health issues. 

Eight Developmental Stages of Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory 

Developmental Stages: Erik Erikson proposed that human development is a lifelong process. He divided 

human life into eight major stages, and in each stage, an individual faces a specific psychosocial conflict 

between positive and negative option. This conflict influences their personality and mental health. 

Crisis at Each Stage: In every stage, the individual faces a conflict that affects their psychological and social 

development. Each stage presents two opposing possibilities — one positive and one negative. The way this 

conflict is resolved depends on the experiences at that time, such as parental behavior, social environment, 

and other external influences. 

Success vs. Failure: If an individual successfully resolves the conflict or challenge at each stage, they develop 

positive qualities such as love, integrity, confidence, a sense of purpose, and stable relationships. This makes 

the person mentally strong and better equipped to handle stressful situations in the future. If the individual 

fails to resolve the conflict satisfactorily, negative effects may develop, such as self-doubt, guilt/shame, 

insecurity, stress and confusion. 

Erikson's theory suggests that at every age, an individual faces certain emotional and social challenges. 

As a person moves through different stages of life (such as childhood, adolescence, adulthood, etc.), each 

stage presents a specific conflict, known as a psychosocial crisis. If the individual is able to resolve these 

conflicts in a healthy way, it leads to strong psychological and social development. These experiences 

influence not only the person's present life but also shape their thinking, emotions, relationships, and self-

confidence in the future. 

Erikson’s First Psychosocial Stage: Trust vs. Mistrust 

In this stage, the infant depends on the people around them — primarily parents or caregivers. This 

stage lays the emotional foundation of the individual. The child learns whether the world is a safe and 

trustworthy place or not. 
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Positive Outcome — “Trust”: If parents or caregivers meet the child’s needs in a timely and caring manner 

— such as providing food, comfort, touch, and love — the child develops a sense of trust and security toward 

the world and the people in it. As a result, the child grows up with self-confidence, positive thinking, and the 

ability to build healthy relationships. 

Negative Outcome — “Mistrust”: However, if the child is raised in an environment of neglect, fear, or 

instability, they will grow up with a sense of mistrust and insecurity. This can lead to relationship problems, 

difficulty in trusting others, self-doubt, and frequent stress in life. 

This stage forms the emotional base of an individual. A child who grows up in a safe, loving, and 

responsive environment becomes emotionally stronger and more mentally resilient in the future. 

Erikson’s Second Psychosocial Stage: Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt  

The early years of childhood lay the foundation for an individual's entire life. This stage occurs during 

early childhood, approximately between 18 months and 3 years of age. It is a crucial period when a child 

begins to develop a sense of self-control, the potential for willpower, and a growing sense of independence.  

Positive Outcome — “Developing Autonomy”: When parents or caregivers give children the opportunity 

to make simple choices—like feeding themselves, picking out clothes, or selecting toys—it nurtures their 

sense of confidence. Through these small decisions, children begin to assert themselves by saying “no” and 

making their own choices, which strengthens their willpower and sense of independence. Example: A child 

who is encouraged and gently praised while learning to use the toilet on their own gains greater self-assurance. 

Negative Outcome — “Development of Shame and Doubt”: If a child is kept under excessive control, 

mocked, or scolded for every small mistake—such as spilling food or wetting clothes—it can lead to feelings 

of shame and self-doubt. This may lower the child's self-esteem, make them afraid to try new things, and 

increase their dependence on others. Example: If a child is harshly scolded for making a mess, they may 

become hesitant to do things independently in the future. 

 During this period, if a child is given the freedom to make their own decisions, act independently, and 

try things on their own, it fosters a sense of self-confidence and independence. On the other hand, if the child 

is excessively controlled, frequently criticized, or neglected, it can lead to feelings of shame and self-doubt, 

which may hinder their social and emotional development. during this stage, children should be provided with 

safe opportunities to explore their environment. Caregivers should offer gentle guidance, consistent 

encouragement, and patient support. Mistakes should be accepted without harsh criticism, and successes 

should be acknowledged and reinforced with appreciation and support. 
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Table: Eight Developmental Stages of Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory 

Stage 

No. 
Psychosocial 

Conflict 
Age Range Positive Outcome Negative Outcome 

1. Trust vs. Mistrust 
Infancy 

(Birth to 1 year) 
security & safety Fear & Insecurity 

2. Autonomy vs. 

Doubt/Shame 

Early Childhood 

(1 to 3 years) 
Independence Doubt & Shame 

3. Initiative vs. 

Guilt 

Preschool 

(3 to 6 years) 
Initiative Guilt 

4. Industry vs. 

Inferiority 

School Age 

(6 to 12 years) 

Hard work & 

Competence 
Inferiority 

5. Identity vs. Role 

Confusion 

Adolescence 

(12 to 18 years) 
Self-identity 

Uncertainty, Instability 

& Inner Conflict 

6. Intimacy vs. 

Isolation 

Young Adulthood 

(18 to 40 years) 

Love & Meaningful 

Relationships 

Loneliness & 

Emotional Isolation 

7. Generativity vs. 

Stagnation 

Middle Adulthood 

(40 to 65 years) 

Contribution, 

Productivity & 

Care 

Stagnation 

8. Integrity vs. 

Despair 

Maturity 

(65 to Death) 
Satisfaction Regret & Despair 

 

Erikson’s Third Psychosocial Stage: Initiative vs. Guilt 

At this stage, children try to establish control and authority over their environment through their 

actions, decisions, and play. They often seek answers to questions like: “Can I do things on my own?”, “Am 

I free to explore and try new things?”. they want to plan activities independently, take initiative, and 

implement their ideas — whether through play, imaginative thinking, story creation, or social interactions. At 

this stage, children start to build initiative by organizing and carrying out tasks. They become motivated to 

take action and accomplish goals — they prefer to actively participate rather than remain passive observers. 

Positive Outcome — “Initiative”: When caregivers encourage children’s creativity and experimentation, 

allow them to try new things, and support their efforts and ideas without excessive control or punishment, 

then children feel capable and confident in initiating actions. They develop a healthy sense of leadership, 

decision-making, and purpose, and are more likely to become independent, ambitious, and socially active. 

Negative Outcome — “Guilt”: When caregivers criticize children's decisions, ignore or punish their 

imaginative activities, and exercise excessive control over their behavior, then children begin to feel guilty 

for trying or doing new things. They start to believe that their desires or interests are wrong or unacceptable. 
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Their self-confidence begins to decrease, and they may suffer from fear of failure, hesitation, or social 

withdrawal. 

 Initiative refers to starting a task, making decisions, and carrying them out with confidence. When 

children are prevented from showing initiative or are made to feel that their actions are wrong, a sense of guilt 

begins to develop within them. Children need proper guidance, but they should not be overly controlled. 

Support received at this age builds a strong foundation for the development of their confidence, leadership 

abilities, and creativity. If this stage is successfully navigated, the child develops a sense of purpose — the 

courage and motivation to take initiative and pursue meaningful goals, even in the face of challenges. 

Erik Erikson’s 4th Psychosocial Stage: Industry vs. Inferiority  

This stage typically takes place during the primary school years, where children are introduced to a 

more structured learning environment. They begin to experience group activities, peer comparisons, and 

regular assessments. At this point, their attention shifts toward developing skills, completing assignments, and 

gaining approval from adults and peers. When they succeed in academic work, extracurricular activities, or 

social interactions, they develop a sense of industry — feeling competent and productive. However, frequent 

failures, negative feedback, or lack of support may cause them to feel inferior. As they are expected to perform 

and achieve in school, they also start comparing their abilities with classmates, which can either boost their 

confidence or lower their self-worth depending on the outcomes and feedback they receive. 

Positive Outcome — “Industry”: When children are encouraged to work hard and complete tasks, their 

efforts and achievements are appreciated, and they are given opportunities to grow in school and other areas, 

they begin to believe in their abilities, see themselves as skilled and capable, learn that success comes through 

hard work, responsibility, and persistence, and actively strive to achieve their goals. 

Negative Outcome — “Inferiority”: When children are repeatedly criticized, compared negatively with 

others, and experience frequent failures without proper guidance or encouragement, they begin to see 

themselves as incapable and inadequate. As a result, they Lose self-confidence and start to undervalue 

themselves, hesitate to try new things due to fear of failure, avoid responsibilities or give up easily when faced 

with challenges, show a lack of interest and motivation, and distance themselves from peers, avoiding 

participation in group or competitive activities. 

 In this stage, Parents, Teachers, and Caregivers should encourage the child’s interests and efforts, 

avoid harsh criticism and offer constructive feedback, celebrate small achievements, not just perfection, 

promote teamwork, collaboration, and self-discipline. A child who successfully navigates this stage develops 

competence — the belief that “I can learn and succeed.” This becomes the foundation for future success in 

academics, career, and relationships. This stage is all about learning, working hard, and building self-

confidence. A positive experience strengthens a child’s sense of capability and motivation. A negative 
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experience may lead to self-doubt, hesitation, and social withdrawal. Balanced support, encouragement, and 

realistic expectations are essential for healthy development during this phase. 

Erik Erikson’s 5th Psychosocial Stage: Identity vs. Role Confusion 

This stage marks the transition from childhood to adulthood. This stage occurs during adolescence, a 

critical period of physical, emotional, and social change. Teens begin to explore personal values, goals, career 

interests, relationships, beliefs and social roles. They experiment with different roles (e.g., student, friend, 

athlete, artist) to figure out who they are and what they want in life. The major question is "Who am I?" A 

clear and stable identity helps build confidence and direction, while confusion can lead to uncertainty and 

lack of purpose. 

Positive Outcome — “Identity”: When adolescents are given the freedom to explore their thoughts, beliefs, 

and roles without pressure, they get opportunities to express themselves and make their own decisions. When 

they also receive emotional support and encouragement from family, friends, and mentors, they gradually 

begin to understand who they are, and their personal identity becomes stronger. As a result, they become more 

confident, self-aware, and independent, and are able to commit to their relationships, career paths, and life 

values. 

Negative Outcome — “Role Confusion”: When adolescents are excessively controlled or restricted, 

pressured to conform, or not given the freedom to explore their interests and identity, and when they lack 

supportive relationships or face conflicting expectations from family, peers, or society — they may begin to 

feel lost and uncertain about their place in the world. They might struggle with low self-esteem, 

indecisiveness, and experience an identity crisis. This can lead to rebellious behavior, social withdrawal, or 

feeling disconnected from others. They may also face difficulties in setting long-term goals or forming 

meaningful, lasting relationships. 

 Role of Parents, Teachers and Mentors they should provide emotional support and open 

communication, allow space for experimentation and decision-making, respect their growing independence, 

provide guidance without excessive control and support them in discovering their interests and strengths. A 

strong identity allows adolescents to move into adulthood with clarity, confidence, and commitment. Failure 

to resolve this stage may result in confusion, insecurity, and unstable personal direction. Support, exploration, 

and acceptance are essential during this stage. 

Erik Erikson's 6th Psychosocial Stage: Intimacy vs. Isolation 

At this stage, young adults reach a point in life where they deeply desire someone with whom they 

can share their emotions, dreams, fears, and life journey. The core question— “Can I form deep, trusting, and 

emotionally connected relationships with another person?”—is central to the sixth stage (ages 18–40) of Erik 

Erikson’s psychosocial development theory. This connection is not merely physical but also emotional, 
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mental, and spiritual. The young individual is trying to understand whether they can become so close to 

someone that they can share each other’s feelings, thoughts, and lives. This includes the development of 

intimate relationships such as those with a life partner, close friends, or other meaningful bonds. If the 

individual succeeds in this stage, they experience love, closeness, and a sense of belonging. However, failure 

to do so can lead to emotional distance, loneliness, and a feeling of isolation. 

Positive Outcome — “Intimacy”: A person seeks relationships in which they can connect from the heart 

and feel spiritual support — bonds where they feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, experiences, and even 

their emotions with openness. If they succeed in this stage, they are able to form stable, deep, and trustworthy 

relationships, such as with a life partner, close friends, or an emotionally connected companion. This leads to 

the development of love, commitment, and a spirit of mutual support. Along with this, the person gains a 

sense of social security and emotional balance. As a result, a sense of “we” begins to emerge in their life, 

where they no longer think only in terms of “I,” but start thinking as “we.” 

Negative Outcome — “Isolation”: If a person is unable to form deep and meaningful relationships with 

others, they may begin to experience inner loneliness, along with mental, emotional, and social difficulties—

even when surrounded by people. They often feel misunderstood and gradually start distancing themselves 

from others or pushing people away. This loneliness is not just physical; it becomes a deep emotional isolation, 

making it difficult for the person to open their heart to anyone. They may feel that others will reject them or 

that they are not worthy of meaningful connections. As a result, they become socially withdrawn and struggle 

to build close relationships. Instead of forming deep bonds, they remain limited to superficial or temporary 

interactions. When a person faces repeated rejection or consistently fails to connect with others, it can lead to 

feelings of insecurity, self-doubt, and sadness. These emotions weaken their self-esteem and contribute to 

psychological distress. 

 In this stage, the individual's focus is on building deep, meaningful, and emotionally connected 

relationships. If they succeed, they experience love, intimacy, and a sense of belonging. However, if they fail, 

they may face emotional distance, loneliness, and isolation. At this stage, the role of society and family is 

crucial. They should provide social support, encourage emotional expression, allow freedom in choosing a 

partner or spouse, and respond to the individual's loneliness with understanding and empathy. 

Erik Erikson’s 7th psychosocial stage: Generativity vs. Stagnation 

The age range for Generativity vs. Stagnation is 40 to 65 years. In this stage, the individual's focus is 

on contributing to society and guiding the next generation. This contribution can be made through parenting, 

work, community involvement, or mentoring. The individual seeks to guide society, children, or youth 

through their experience and knowledge. If they are unable to contribute, they may feel a sense of emptiness 

and boredom in life. 
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Positive Outcome — “Generativity”: Generativity means creating or preserving things that have a lasting 

impact on society, even after a person's lifetime. It involves imparting good values to children, engaging in 

service work for the community, contributing through creative efforts, and inspiring or guiding the younger 

generation. A person may contribute as a parent, teacher, counselor, or social worker. It reflects a spirit of 

caring for others, fulfilling social responsibilities, and striving to improve society. 

Negative Outcome — “Stagnation”: Stagnation occurs when a person is unable to make any meaningful 

contribution. If an individual remains indifferent toward society during this stage, they may experience a sense 

of stagnation. This can lead to feelings of isolation from society, dissatisfaction, meaninglessness, boredom, 

and self-centeredness, resulting in a sense of incompleteness in life. It involves a feeling of emptiness, 

purposelessness, and a lack of growth or fulfillment. 

 Generativity gives life meaning and boosts self-worth through contribution and guidance. a middle-

aged person who seeks to guide society, children, or youth through their experience and knowledge is an 

example of generativity. On the other hand, a person who is only interested in personal comfort and material 

pleasures, and shows no interest in helping others, may experience stagnation — feeling emptiness, boredom, 

and a lack of purpose in life. 

Erik Erikson’s 8th psychosocial stage: Integrity vs. Despair 

In the final stage of Erikson's theory of psychosocial development, which typically occurs in late 

adulthood (around age 65 and older), individuals reflect on their life experiences, achievements, and failures. 

The outcome of this stage depends on how they evaluate their life journey. 

Positive Outcome — “Integrity”:  When a person reflects on their life with a sense of fulfillment, they accept 

their past — including mistakes, successes, and failures — and experience a feeling of wholeness. They feel 

proud of their actions, and a sense of gratitude and contentment arises. This stage gives rise to wisdom, 

acceptance of aging, inner peace, and readiness to face the end of life. They feel proud of their achievements 

and view their life as meaningful and valuable. 

Negative Outcome — “Despair”: When a person looks back on their life with feelings of regret, bitterness, 

or failure, they may feel sadness or disappointment over missed opportunities. they may feel that it is no 

longer possible to live the life they once imagined. This emotional state can give rise to a sense of 

meaninglessness, fear of death, and hopelessness about the future. during this stage, a person may commonly 

experience regret over past actions, feelings of guilt, a sense of failure or worthlessness, fear of dying or being 

forgotten, and sorrow over unresolved conflicts and lost opportunities. 

 If the conflict (Integrity vs. Despair) is resolved positively, the individual attains wisdom — the ability 

to look back on life with understanding, acceptance, and insight. Wisdom means viewing life with a broader 

perspective, accepting its complexities, and passing on one’s experiences and values to future generations. In 
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this stage, the role of society and family includes providing emotional support and respect to the elderly, 

acknowledging their contributions and recognizing their value, preserving their dignity, and involving them 

in guidance-giving or community roles. such emotions can lead to despair, psychological distress, and a 

negative outlook on the final phase of life. 

Conclusion 

Stress is a complex, multidimensional, and deeply interconnected phenomenon that affects individuals 

at psychological, physical, emotional, and behavioral levels. The definitions presented by leading scholars 

and institutions such as Lazarus, Selye, APA, NIOSH, HSE, and Stephen Palmer highlight a shared 

understanding: stress arises when the expected demands of a situation exceed an individual's actual or 

perceived capabilities. Although the symptoms and effects of stress may vary, its core mechanism involves 

an imbalance between demands and coping abilities. This study emphasizes the urgent need for an integrated 

and coordinated framework to understand and manage stress effectively. Such a holistic approach will not 

only help strengthen mental health but also enhance an individual’s adaptive functioning and executive 

performance. In today’s complex and competitive life, it is essential to integrate theoretical knowledge with 

practical strategies in order to manage stress effectively and develop sustainable, empowering solutions at 

both individual and organizational levels. 
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