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WELSZ, Joun R Transconteviual Validify in Developmentaf Research. CHILD [JEVELOPMENT,
1975, 49, [-12. Recent eritiques of the generalizability ot developmental principles raise an
Bnportunt guestion: Cinowe eapedct the psychological stndy of hunun deselopment to vield
durable principles. valid across changes o time . cutture, and cohart? While the answer is proba-
By yves, this answer must be qualified by an analysis of the form which enduring principles are
likelv to take, the limitations and strengths they are likely to display, and the process vy which
they e likelv o be discovered . In uncarthing and sahdating dirable: developmental grinciples,
the complementarity of diverse methsdologicos tnelnding “lab™ and “ecological " approaches and
desions of varving complesitet is w major asset. Tnaddition, social relevance and seientitic ad-
vanee are potentially complenentary objectives, Our discipline, it is argued, is at its best in a state
of ereative tension—Dhetween the pursuit of answers to contemporary social questions and the

quest for firmn seientific principles,

In wrecent paper. Bell and Tertz (19761
arne thal clunges in onr socicly e outpi-
ing the reporting of reliable developmiental
findings. They cite evidence of sabstantial
change in parental punishient practices over
the past 75 vears (Frlanger 19740 in Tecding,
weaning, and toilet training practices during
the period from 193210 1957 { Bronfenbrenner
1958Y: wnd in adolescent scores on personality
and abilite measures over o 2ovear [)('l'icu'l
iNesselroade & Baltes 19743 From such
findings, Bell and Hertz conelude that it hoth
long- and short-term changes in parent and
child behavior are oceurring .ol fonslyvore-
search progress must be Lister, Otherwise,
findings may no louwer be applicable 1o the
populidions for whom thes are intended”
(1976, p. 6.

Bell and etz maintain that, while Prog-
ress i somce arcas tesdevelopent of sound
]t';n'nin‘s,r I)['iII(‘i])l(‘\} "'I\vt‘p.s up with or cven
exceeds the pace ot public assimilation™ (p. 7),
in other arcas—notahly socialization re-
search—""there Tas heen a failure to reach sta-
Ble dinddings™ ip. T Perceiving such instability
in psvehology venerallv, Cronbach 119750 lists
numerous fndings which revead the apparent

obsolescence of carlier psvehological gener-
alizations in several content arcas, Atter label-
ing Bronfenbrenner’s (1935 findings on
changing olild-rearing patterns as “perhaps
the hest exanmiple of all.” Cronbach contends:
"Generalizations decav. At one time w conclu-
sion deseribes the existing sitaation well, ata
later time it aceounts for rather Little variance,
and altinitely it is valid only as histon”
CI9T5, po 1220

The alleged failure of prominent gener-
alizations to actmlly generalize has been o
popular theme anwonyg developmentalists in
recent vears, Buek-Morss (1975), for example.
has marshaled evidence that principles of
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development can-
not be ap]:]i:‘d to nonindnstrialized societios.
She argnes that the “pavehiological miver-
salist”™ position that iy ken (with qualifica-
tions) by Praget (1966) hoilds its assertion that
a general theony of cogmitive developmient s
possible vn the assumption that formal stroe-
tures of thought are aniversal hecanse thes
are abxtract Ginocontrast 1o the content of
thought, which is said to reflect. inits con-
creteness, cnvironmental Bwctors! Buek-Morss
argues that the foma of cognitive activity is

The anther s wreath indebted to Thaomas Achenbaeh, Jan Belsdky, Une Bronfenbrenner, Fred
lothbaon, and Lary Steinherg for exceedingly thonghtiul constructive eritiques ot wn carlier
dradt ot this paper. Address reprint requests to the author, Departinent of Fontn Development
and Family Studies. Comell University, Thaci, New York 14853
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itself social content, and thus that the familiar
Piagetian milestones aleng the route to cogni-
tive naturity are reflections of a particular
socioeconomic structure, not some universal
truth. Simpson (1974} has leveled a similar

(though more diversified) assault on
Kohlberg's (1969, 1971) claims for the univer-

sality of his scheme for wmoral development,
arguing that Kohlberg’s formulation is
ethnocentric and culturally biased. Central to
Kohlbery's position are the claims that his
stages define an invariant developmental se-
guence and that they reflect hierarchic inte-
gration, with each stage rcpreuentin;ﬁ a reor-
ganization of “less advanced” stages (sec Rest,
Turicl, & Kohlberg 1969). Kurtines and Greif
(1974) have now demonstrated that (a) the
empirical work cited to back these two claims
actually provides little clear-cut support for
cither, and () there is evidence from severul
sources suggesting that the claims are incor-
rect. With regard to learning theory, recent
“intrinsic motivation” research (see Condry
1977, Lepper, Greene, & Nishett 1973;
Lepper, Sagotsky, & Greene, in press) has re-
vealed at least one situation and one group of
children for which it appears that pairing a
purticular response with positive reinforce-
ment reduces the subsequent probability of
that response. In addition, the success of at-
tacks on the generality of behavioral prinei-
ples as applied to language development is
now generally acknowledged. Finally, certain
writers (c.g., Meachan 1972, 1976; Reese
1973, 1976) arc now arguing that the facts of
memory development are strongly infuenced
by the social setting in which one develops
and cannot be adequately explained by means
of general behavioral principles. The depen-
dence of both social and cognitive develop-
mental patierns upon cultural and social class
factors is being increasingly emphasized in
the theoretical literature {c.g., Havighurst
1976; Riegel 1972, 1975; sce alse Senn 1975).

As cross-cultural, cross-time, and cross-
cohort data bamumer away at what some had
helieved to be developmental and psycholog-
feal Cuniversals” an important question
arises: Is not the validity of all developmental
findings likely to crode with changes in time
and culture? The question js a legitimate one
and has been answered in the athirmative by
many whao have pondered it. Critics of the sci-
entific status of social disciplines such as de-
velopmental psvehology have long argned
that the phenomena we study difter hnm the
luwful phenomena of the natural sciences in
that they are capricions and nnstable across

time and setting, influcnced by the free will of
the ““subjects,” colored by the values of the
investigator who studies them, affected by the
public’s assimilation of prior information From
our own research, and so overdetermined that
complete experimental control is impossible
{for discussion of these issues, see Belott
1973 Brown 1963; Feigl & Brodbeck 18953;
Gergen 1973; Hempel 1965; Schlenker 1974).
These arguments suggest the concomitant
view that short-term, context-bound validity is
the best we can lu)pc to attain. Alnng with o
number of developmentalists, 1 belicve that
we can expect more enduring principles to
emerge from our discipline. However, in light
of the critiques cited carlier, [ think there is a
clear need to coutemplate the forme which
“enduring principles” might take, the limita-
tions and strengths which might inbere in
such principles, and the nwtimdulug_y by
which they may be discovered. It is to such a
contemplative exercise that this paper is de-
voted.

Transcontextual Validity and De-
velopmental Research

in essence, this paper addresses the prob-
lem of transcontextual validity—that is, ve-
ridicality of principles across contexts. To the
extent that a developmental prineiple can he
showt to hold good across physical and cul-
turad setting, time, or cohort, it can be said to
pussess this form oi validity. In developmen-
tal research, evidence of franscontextiral va-
lidity can consist of both empirical data and
logical argument: data demonstrating that ex-
planatory or predictive statements hold true of
human dcvel()pment across distinet contexts;
argmnent to the effect that *it could not logi-
catly be otherwise.” These complementary
forms of evidence can be seen, tor example, in
rescarch on ontogenetic sequence in the
cognitive-developmental tradition, where ar-
gument for the ](H_'lLd] necessity of an ordered
sequence of stages is combined with empiri-
cal demonstrations of cross-cultural similarity
(sce below for further discussion of the cur-
rent status of this evidence). Tt is this more
transcendent form of validity which has tra-
ditionally been identified with “science.” and
in the absence of such \d]l(llt\ many would
conclude that the term “social science’ is
something of a misnomer {sce Gergen 1973;
Koch 1974; Schlenker 1974).

To focus upon transcontextual validity is
to effect o rather subtle shift away from de-
hates over whether given de \elopmenml



principals are Tuniversal.” To assert wouniver-
wtl Lwe s, of course, to make an crpirically
cnverifinble statcment, since, as Popper
FTO5971 has noted, “We cannot search the
whole world i order to make sure that noth-
g exist whicl the Taw forbids™ (po 700,
Conseqguenth it seems more usetal to evalu-
ate ot principles with respect to their stabid-
itv across changes in contest, reeounizing that

it they are viversally valid we shall never

know it, From this perspective, an important
dquestion is how (o identity statcaesnts ihont
hman development that e apt to show high
levels of transcontestual validity.

A ecantinwune of gencerality. —Probably
the st |‘||lpm‘t;u|-t charpcteristic of such
statemients is their position on the continuum
trom cmpivical statements rrelatively specibic.
concrete, and circmnstantial in form? to uni-
versal propositions trelatively general,
abistract, and vniversalistic in form?, (Se Kap-
Lo [T964], Schlenker [ TYTA]L and Scears [1975]
for discussion of o similar distinetion.) As
staterzents abont T lh‘\f‘lupm('nf g
proaclothe “empirical stutenents” end of this
contimunn, thedr prospeets tor displaving sab-
stantial transcontextual validite diminish,
Counsider, for e'\.‘u”i}]{‘. Schlonker’™s 11974
contrast bhetween the é‘IIlpil'ic;tf statement, A
promisc of a lollipop will get a chile 1o finish
his spinach at suppertime,” and the universal
pProposition, "I‘:\})‘-(-I;l!ic)n\: of positive rein-
forcement will increase the probability of o
cantigent l'f_‘x])unﬁt‘.“ The  contest-
Boundeduess ol the first statement is selt
eviddent: the sceond, hecanse of its gveadey
venerality and abstractness, isoa sSuperior can-
didlate for transeontetual \;lli(]it}_

Nate in this connection that the kinds of

social change which Bell and Hertz 019768 de-
seribe would serve only to fnvalidate reba
tively specific principles. Changes over the
last 75 vears in pHniNlllIH‘Ilt priwtices, for
example, mighl leave a (]('\(‘I'i])”\‘(‘ account of
prunishment dated hut have Tittle inpuect on
general principle< concermed with selation-
ships between punishment aod child e
havior, Likewise, Shifts in feeding, weaning,

and toilet-training privtices as a function of

social cliss lIli}_{]lt he alirming to an inves-
tigator whose findings have shown “how the
soctal clisses ditfer,” hut not to one who L
accomnted i general tems for why they dil-
fer,

Social und scieutific refecance.—The use-
tulness of iniversal propositions may he less
evident than that of cipirical statenients be-

cithise, ws Nagel 119610 has noted, the Tevel of
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abstraction: necessary [or these propositions
sets them apart “troms the fumilior sotions
used i the daily husiness ot social tite™ (.
1661, Erepivical stitements. becanse their spe
cificitv allows them to address contemporarn
social goestions directlye are apt 1o be of
greater immediate interest to society. Pres
t'is(-l) boecause of their sp('('iﬁ('if.\x however.
cipirical statements of diredd sacial rele-
vanee, however valid swhen first vencrated, are
apl fo hive o distinetly Timited social vatue
ball-lite . The linited durability of cuch spe-
cific statement constitutes a ditficnlty inherent
in the pursnit of specttic answers to spe-
cific social questions as eods in themselves,
SWhen oan cpiticd) stteinent s estab)ished
as valid Tora partionlar context feg. a specitic
clussroom or network of cluss, school, and
neighborliood: its validity for anyv other
context ('illL'|l|(1il]f_{ the same network 2 VOATS
Later when. RN the soctd class strncture of
the neighborhood has changed or the schoal
his o new principal) is unknown. Transcon-
testual principles veHecting durable com-
imotialities across settings are, becanse of their
tarual venerality | woel us l.i,‘:;('l\.; i lewd faae
nw(lizlt(-l_\’ or dircethy 1o recommendations tor
soctul policv, Yet, it scems reasonable to s
stne that o stable body of bhrowd, general
truths ubout hioan development will facili-
tate the discovery of more sprecilic einpirical
stutements which can in turn, vield inforna-
tHon of more direct ase to society.

Similarlv, o the (l(‘\'(']()l)ll'l(_'llt of vy sei-
enee, hroad ;_{('m’r.ll ]ll'ill(‘il)](‘\ ol demon-
stvated transcontesina \'.\E'nh'n_\‘ are potentind
contributors to the deductive enterprise. A
corresponding virtue of the inove specific cm-
pirical statements o which the search for di-
rect aswers to contemporan socinl questions
can lead s their potential for cnhancing the
inductive aspect ol ouar tliSt-il)lillt'. As numer-
aus different t-mpiric'elI statements aceunnt-
ate, cach one having demonstrated salidits
forwspecific context and ] baving some hear-
ing on o common content arcic the likelibood
increases that durable commuon threads among
the disparate statements will be dentified.
Thus, trom the general we may derive the
upt-cifi(; from the slwciii(- the coneral, and so
an i continuing dialestic,

Transcontextual principles and ~commaon
sese. —Apart fronn their contribution to this
dindectic, however, principles sufficienth
Broad aned general to display transcontestizal
validity are unsatisfving to man policyiak-
ers and developmental psvehologists, Orville
Brini tin Senne 19753), discussing the work of
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the Advisory Committee on Child Develop-
ment, reported that an attenmpt to summarize
“what we know about children™ (to support
policy recommendations) resulted in “such
general platitudes, such as children de-
veloped better under conditions of antonomy
and nurturance and support—that kind of
level—that it hecame fatuous. So the commit-
tee decided not to summarize it or even state
anything about what is known about child de-
velopment” (p. 75}, The notion that an intelli-
gent overview of our best efforts over several
decades  can  produce only “fatuous
platitudes” consisting of what Brim later calls
“common sense” could be profoundly de-
pressing to developmentalists—unless we
recognize that there is nothing inherently
fatuous or platitudinous about general princi-
ples of the type referred to by Brim. The idea
that autonomy, nurturance, and support are
best for children would have contradicted the
views of many an eighteenth-century En-
glishinan or even many a twentieth-century
American reader of Watson’s (1928) child care
manual. Much of our common sense is only
commuon to those of our time and culture; and
within that context much of today’s common
sense is common only in the sense that it is
widelv dispersed, and this because the public
has readily assimilated the results of our own
work, adopting general principles which
seemed not at all platitudinous when first ac-
cepted. In the early part of this century,
American common sense had it that the intel-
lectually gifted child was weird, introverted,
and awkward at sports; today’s commeon sense,
shaped largely by developmental research at
Stanford {(e.g., Terman & Oden 1947), main-
tains preciscly the opposite. As Marian Radke
Yarrow {in Senn 1975) notes, a number of
principles growing ont of developmental re-
search have been quietly woven into the fab-
ric of our society without its direct awareness,
When this process leads to more humane or
sensible treatment of children, or when it
merely prevents repetition of historical mis-
takes, the developmental principles that are
responsible—those that have, without tanfare,
been incorporated into socicty’s fund of com-
mon sense—can hardly be considered either
futuous or lacking in social utility.

Recall the proposition, “Expectations of
positive reinforcement will increase the prob-
ability of a contingent response.” This princi-
ple might appear to be grist for the mill of
William F. Buckley, who argnes that the psy-
chologist’s function is merely to “certify the
obvious.” Yet the simplicity and generality
which make Doth operant and respondent

principles seem obvious and commonsensical
are the very properties which make them ap-
plicable to a broud variety of therapeutic, edu-
cational, and child-rearing problems (sce
Achenhach 1974). And, regardless of whether
one favars behavioral approaches to problems
of spinach eating, bed wetting, impulse con-
trol, nath anxiety, cte., it is clear that such
approaches (@) are now widely wsed, {B) in
their sophistication, casily surpass plain
common sense, ind (¢} would not exist but for
the hroad, general, and deceptively simple
principles of their respective theoretical tra-
ditions.

The atleged pertinacity of developmental
conteni.—Yet, us indicated earlicr, the princi-
ples of leaming theory are, in some respects,
apparently failing the test of transcontextual
validity. Arguments to this effect in the areas
of intrinsic motivation, language develop-
ment, and memory development have already
heen noted, along with critiques of the gener-
alizability of Piagetian and Kohlbergian prin-
ciples. Finally, the area of social behavior and
socialization is perhaps the most often
maligned for its failure to vield transcontex-
tual principles, and Bell and Hertz {1976) and
Gergen (1973) have suggested that this may
he true in part because the social phenomena
under investigation are constantly in Hux.

Taken collectively, the perspectives de-
scribed in the preceding paragraph might
suggest that not only ure candidates for trans-
contextual validity difficult to identify among
developmental phenomena, but that, among
those which have been identified, it may ouly
he a matter of time until a context is encoun-
tered in which they no longer apply. Tt would
be unfortunate if a generalized pessimism
about our scientific status and prospects were
thus engendered, because suceessive invali-
dation and reshaping of general principles is
actually a sign 011 zood health within a disci-
pline, be it social, scientific, or both. This
process, however, may create an impression of
continually crwmnbling principles, of continual
failure in the quest for enduring truths, which
ean be discouraging unless one recognizes
that what is actually happening is a process of
refinement.

The recent critiques of the transcontex-
tual validity of Piagetian, Kehlbergian, and
behavioral principles are best interpreted as
contributions to this progressive refinement
process—not as evidence of an inherent
intractability of developmental phenomena.
For, while these critijues may undermine
some behavioral and cognitive developmental



principles, other principles from these theo-
retical strewns seem to emerge stronger as o
result of the critical attention, For example,
adter gathering cross-cultural and cross-class
evidence o demaonstrate the U socioceonomic
bias in Plaget’s theon™ (. Buck-Morss
(1975 acknowledees t]i‘dt the sequential order
of the principal stages in Piaget's scheme s
generad v supporte (l h\ the u\ldvmv- and
further support for the transeontextunal validity
of the general Piagetion developimental si-
quence comes from a review of rescarch com-
paring development in retarded wnd nonre-
tarded children (Weisz & Zigler, Note 1))
Shmilarly, after ”.lt]\(.‘]l]l” cvidence to denon-
strate the “cultoral bm.\' of some aspects of
Kolilberg's theory, Simpson (1974 acknowl-
edges that other aspecets (e.g, developmental
trends in the ase of intentionality in woral
Judgments) have actually Lield up across s
NNy s a dozen cultures thus fir. Researceh o

“intrinsic motivation e I,(-])pt retal. 1973
appeared to raise questions about the Law of ef-
teot: certain high-interest activities (e.a.,
drawing, by children showing previons inter-
est in drawing) followed by w presmnably
Tpositive state of altuirs " thut is, rece iptolan
anticipated reward—were subsequently less
likelv to occur than bhefore the reward was
avitllable, However, turther research and de-
bate stimulated by this linding isee Lepper &
Creene 1976 [,(-pp(-r of wl.in press; Reiss &
Sushinsky 1975, 19761 hove demonstrated that
this effect occurs omly where the rewarded in-
dividuals have no reason to anticipate turther
reward: the prineiple that “expectation of ve-
ward increases the likefihood of o contingent
response thus emerges frons the delate with
stronger support than betore. So. findings that
seam to underniine anr basic principles may
often carry un important lip side in the form of
strengthencd support for closely related prin-
ciples,

Despite the probleurs posed by the sub-
ject matter in socialization and personality
development, there is evidence that the same
process is working even in these areas.
Sehlenker (1970, for example, has listed
number of topics within the social and per-
.\ntmlih‘ domain (e, soeial COMPUrison pro-
cesses, Csocial facilitation” effects, status and
dominunce hicrarchies}) from which impor-
tant, broadly applicable principles already
seem o be emerging. White's 11959) discus-

i faet, the evidenee that there wre
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sion of etfectunce motivation ])I'()\'itl('\ another
exaunple. Senn's (1975 inferviewees in sev-
eral instances suggest durable general prinei-
ples relevint to the yearing and education of
children. And broad cross-cultural anitlyses
(g, Hotstaetter 1956; Sears 19610 point to a
nuniber of passible transcontestual principles
in the realm of soci 1]1/thnn aned personality
development. as do Rohner's (1975) ambitions
“worldwide™ studies of the effects of parental
aceeptance and rejection.

Methodology in the Pursuit of I'rans-
contextual Validity

I3t is troe that principles of broad trans-
contextuad validity e susceptible of discon-
ery and that they are apt to have hoth social
and scientific value o ditlicult question arises:
[Mow is one to uncarth these broad, general
principles and eftectively validate them? The
appropriate tactio, inomy view, involves an
interpluy hetween approaches o rescarch that
Lave olten been viewed as antagonistic,

Laly versus freld: o simplistic anal-
r,nn —While most developimental research
falls somewhere between w purely laboraton
and w purels field approach, the disteibaution
appuas to Bee Bimodal, with higher frequen-
cies toward the two ends of the contimmnng {as
is the case in most social and bebavioral sci-
ences: see Cofficld 19701 and Labonvie
HTO75]). Forthermore, the distinetion between
these two approaches has defiite psveliologi-
cal and historical reality for deve lopmen-
telists, In the 19308 and 19405, Kurt Lewin
e 193D argued foreefnlly for o U Galilean™
ap]nu:wh to lawhilness Luman hehavior
wrd o tightly controlled experimental meth-
odology patterned after that of the phvsical
seicnees. Man \tudgnts of human develop-
ment followed Lewin's Tead, However, more
recentlve investigators who share the Lewin-
iz interest in the discoverv of broadly ap-
plicable developmental principles and the
construction of @ science of human develop-
ment have crown concermed over apparent
Litations ol the Tabaoratory approach.
Baldwin (1967) accused deve lupnu ntal re-
searchers of social-learning-theory hent of
constructing a “mvthology of childhood ™ in
which eftects demonstrated in Liboratory re-
search are assumed to reflect the actual de-
velopment of childven v real Bte, Ina similar

stable re }_‘ll}(lllllt‘\ e cognitive developiment iy strong

cnough to bave spawned derivative theories—theories that assert their oan deve lopentat “uni-

versals,)”

Two examples are Slobin™s teag, 19700 aceount of granmatical dese apne nl and Rosceh's

FINTSE developmental wecount of catepgory formation.
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spirit, Bronfenbrenner (1974, Note 2) has
faulted most developmental research for its
use of “situations that are unfamiliar, artificial,
short-lived, and requiring unusual behaviors
that are difficult to generalize to activities in
the real world” {(Note 2, 1; see also
Chapanis 1967; Willems & Ruaush 1969). Bron-
fenbrenner has argued that, to enhance the
generalizability of their findings, investigators
should strive for ecological validity, designing
cxperiments which involve settings, time
frames, roles, and activities that resemble real
{or potentially real) life in its naturally oceur-
ring state.

Despite the strengths which Broofen-
brenner rightly attributes to the ecological /
field approach, such research suffers from an
important weakness: Those very environmen-
tal factors which constitute the sine gua non of
“ecologically valid” rescarch are prone either
to ohscure the general principle(s) which de-
velopmental phenomena have in commor
actoss contexts or to leave more than one valid
principle comingled so that none appears with
the singularity that our limited inferential
powers require for discovery or confirmation
to oceur? It is precisely the task of rendering
explanatory principles clear and wnmingled
that is the forte of the carcfully controlled
“laboratory”™ experiment. To illustrate, let us
consider the following variation on a faniliar
analogy,

1f 1 wished te discover principles that
govern the falling of objects, T might station
myself beneath a tree in autumn and observe
falling leaves. Unperturbed by the influence
of variations in wind direction and velocity or
leaf shape and size, Linight determine that the
central tendency of the falling [eaves was to
follow a southerly path 10° off the vertical,
Subsequent experiments beneath other trees
with difterent prevailing winds might gradu-
ally lead me closer to the truth about how
“unadulterated gravity” operates, hut this
truth might have been quickly discovered in
one simple, though ecologically invafid, ex-
periment conducted in a vacumn chamber (a

nonenduring, not naturally occurring sct-
ting).®

Similarly, in determining (or testing a
hypothesis as to}, say, whether the concept of
identity or of transitivity has developmental
preced'ence, observations {0 various nuatural
settings of children’s behavior with various
naturally occwrring tasks involving the two
concepts (hut, inevitably, differing inte]]('c-.
tual demands as well) might feave my view of
the principle under study obstructed by fac-
tors in the social situation and the games
themselves, which are of no particular interest
to e at the time. In this case, s good deal
might be learned rather quickly by mieans of
an artificial setting with the social situation
carefully strnctured and a contrived, short-
lived task with demands on such intellectual
processes as attention and memory carefully
minimized.

Sometimes field rescarch is not appro-
priate to the task at hand. While the gencral
principle we wish to discover may be a single
process which operates in all relevant real-lite
situations, in each it may be confounded with
so many uncontrolled factors that the best
naturalistic approach available is essentially
an averaging of cases (as in watching leaves
fall *naturally™ from a tree). Averaging is an
exceedingly poor approach to scieutific in-
quiry; the ﬁ‘equunc_v of given natural events in
any setting is essentially accidental, wnd thas
any conclusion derived from an average ot ob-
servations will be partly a product of chance
{see Lewin 1931). Iy one sense it is true that
lab rescarch tells us what cen happen, while
field rescarch tells us what dees happen
{(McCall 1977; Sears 1973); vet it must e em-
phasized that, even at its best, the field ap-
proach tells us what does happen in one or a
few limited settings which will never be
exactly replicated in time or space, This fact
should help us to pat in proper perspective
the argument that field research assesses “real
life,” while lub research taps only an arranged
set of cireumstances. In tuct, both approaches
tap arranged, limited, nonreplicable sets of

21t s this coustraint which our vwn limitations place on the usefulness of naturalistic/
cenlogical methods that 1 believe accounts for a problem noted by Zigler (1963}, The naturalistic
niethod, he \'_'n{llp]uiﬂ{_‘(l, hax contributed all too litt)e to the dcv(—*]npnwn{‘ ()fcxplmlulnry models or
theories because it has led to the construction of “explanatory concepts so little removed from the
phenemena under study that they are merely shorthand expressions of them.”

30f course, even this quintessential laboratory means of enhancing the clarity of olservation
does not resalve all problems of “explanation”™ inherent in naturalistic approaches. For example,
it would still be possible to account for why the lead fulls by refercnuce to a process {gravity) or to
input-output relations (“the detaching of leaves™ [the independent varialle] “causes then to fall™
[the dependent variable]). See Bowers (1973) for further discussion of this issue,



circunmstances. The tact that one ;11)]11'(»;1(']1
samples “arrangements” prodoced by forees
outside the control of esperimenters forns the
hasis for only o very modest clainm on “real
life.”

I is true, of course, Ut i neither the
vaenum chamber experiment nor the
pevebological lab experiment deseribed
sbove wonld we Jearn precisely how the
torees under study (gravitational or develop-
mentaly appear in specifie real Tife settings
where o varicty of uncontrolled factors oper-
ate, and this is not a trivial limitation. But in
Both experiments, since our prinary goal s to
render explanatony principles as clear and as
unconfounded with alternative principles as
possible, our privsary consideration in select-
mg methodolooy s control*

What must be recognized s that, while
hoth ccological and Taboratory methods have
their failings. hoth possess distinetive merit as
well Keological or dield methods, tra-
ditionally fvored Dy those who seek direct
answers to contemporary sociil questions, can

reveal whether Gind, i so, how) principles of
huwmnan development operate in the contest ot

selected aspects of lmtnrgl”) OCCITTIEY r(-allit_\'
fand if we seck only o answer specific sacial
questions, this intormation may often he all
we needn The laboratory mcethod, tra-
ditionallyv the tvorite of those who seck to
prc)nml("(mr scicutific (lt'\('h)pm('ni, Can pro-
vide the means of sepurating and controlling
alternative t-'.\])|;l||:1l01‘}’ Eactors that is needed
Hwe are 1o perceive ('ltull'!_\ the ]_)l'inci])lw; we
wish to deseribe. The exclusive use of either
micthod Tenves oy with Licnnae, and Libouvie
(1975 iy be right—that one’s choiee of a
particular research method is apt to he Targely
a function of the kinds of vneertainty ane s
willing 1o Tive with. Yet, a thorongh sesoeh for
transcontestual principles of developiment
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\.\‘(Hll(! lll)t t()l('llilll‘ l”!(‘('l't;li]lt-\' \\'}N.'H PV sS Uil
reducing itare known. Bath w elear, relatively
unconfounded view of principles under study
and crovs-validation of these principles in
some naturally vecurring settings should he
components of any elaim to transcontextual
validity. For this reason, o plurality of meth-
ads, integrting the virtues of icld and Lab ye-
search, is indicated.

Lab  plus  field—un integratice
anelysis.—It is one thing to call tor field-tab
integration but quite anether to explain how
to eflect it Several writers (e, Sears 1975,
Willems 1973) have offered snguestions in
this rewacd (see also Bijou, Peterson, & Ault
L968. tor o related proposal). MeCall (1977
b suggested that developmental psveholo-
gists  conld learn a good  deal from
cpidemiologists about how to marshal evi-
dence from differing rescarels strategies. In
the approach MeCall outlines, which resem-
bles Gurner, Hake, and Frikson's 1 1956)
stratey of “converging operations,” the fol-
fowing reasoning wonld operate: "Ha Tabora-
torv study denonstrates that under certain
conditions X can lewd to Y, M there is a rela-
tionship between Xoand Yoin natoralistic set-
tings, it X can be imposed ina nataralistic or
quasi-iaturalistic cnviromment and it leads to
Y, then these several ohservations coalesce on
the tentative proposition that X does cause ¥
in naturanstic cirenmstances” (19770 p. 11

Perliaps the mast detailed iouadvsis of how
tield and tab approachies might interet is that
of Parke, Patterson, and Gottlich tin press),
wha peint out that the Tabels “lah™ wnd “field™”
actually subsime several independent di-
mensions of rescarch which are often re-
garded as inherently loked, For example, e
the setting in which the researcl is carried out
(:])ll_\"v'i(‘;ll location, stimulus field, poersons
present. eted, (b the tvpe of research desion

Wrondenbrener 1974 1977, Note 20 hae argned that the “controllod ™ Tab experinent is not
reidlv well controlled or Bikely to lead to salid findings beewuse 1w fails to cantin] subjects
reactions b the novelty ol the expernnental setting, the tok, or the experinenter isee alw ,\r-u{\ ris
HabsSs Koch 1970 While this argument deserves atteution, it is usefol to recogiize, as do many
tests on the philosopby of weience, that every event o both the sociad wd phy sical worldss i
novel The essential nniquencss of cacl event cosires that there will wlw wa s be sonee nos ety o
which clildren or others imvolved o rescareh may respond idiosvnenatically, regardlew of
whether the vesearcl takes place inan ecological or laborators setting, Eacl of Broutenbreser’s
o bivpothetical exinples ot r:'u]u;_(ig‘.l”} valid resewrch prajects (Nede 21 contains the Pmunli;ll
for snch bias, For instance. w proposed stody of the refationship between manipnlated income
mcintermee and parent-child interaction condd obvioushe be affected T family members ap
prehension over beigg observed their wish to be “fithinl subjects their opposition b being
Tgninen pivs. or varions combinattons of sueh uncontiolled reactions e novel eleents ine
trochieed I this nonlaly tovestigation. The point: While Tadoratory research introduecs novel
climents to whieh subjects may respomnd with nocontrolled Bias, this fact does not istinguist

Liboratary rescarch from research Tubeled coologically valid, I hath cases . there is good reason to

wark toward raprovement imoour methods of wasessing and contralling the infneince of sebjects”

respetines to these novelties,
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{e.g., degree of manipulation and control em-
ploved), and (¢) the kind of data-collection
system {e.g., degree to which “natural” pro-
cessey are assessed) are all dlmensmm which
can vary mdependentlv along a “continuum of
naturainess” (Thoman, Becker, & Irecse,
Note 3). Ideally, the particular level of natu-
ralness versus constraint that an investigator
selects for each of these dimensions should he
a function, not of an unwavering lovalty to
“experimental control” or “ecological valid-
tv,” hut rather of a variety of practical, ethical,
and theoretical considerations (for a list see
Parke et al., in press).

A simple example may help to illustrate
how this selection process can interact with
the convergence-ol-method approach advo-

ated by McCall (1977). In a recent series of

expu‘iments‘ (Weisz, in press), 1 investigated
children’s reward prefereuces when rewards
varied along both the material-symbolic and
the immediate-delayed dimensions. For theo-
retical reasons, it was necessary for the re-
search to assess children’s choices with the
two reward dimensions unconfounded. Since
orthogonally dimensional reward arrays are
rarely found in real life, it was necessary to

offer children a carefully constrained set of

reward choices. Thus, on research dimension
¢ in the preceding paragraph, a relatively
nonnatural data collection svstem was
selected, because theorctical concerns die-
tated the necd for a collection system that
could not be found naturalistically. Early in
the serics, other theoretical and practical con-
siderations dictated the need for the reward-
choice procedure to tollow a contrived learn-
ing task in the presence of only an unfamiliar
adult; thus, on research dimensions ¢ and b
above, setting and research design, respec-
tl\’ely, the procedure fell toward the non-
natural end of the continuun. However, atter
the theorctical issues which required these
nonnatural procedures had been addressed
via controlled experimentation, it was
deemed important to determine whether the
results could be replicated under less con-
trolled, more naturalistic circumstances. Ac-
cordingly, u third experiment in the series as-
sessed prize choices of children on Hallow-
cen, at a costuune party and in homes visited
during trick-or-treat vounds. In this procedural
shift, both setting and vescarch design were
mld;,ed closer to the naturalistic pole of the
continuum, in that children were in faniliar
surroundings, among familiar people, and en-
gaging in an activity (prize sclection) which
was an expected part of their Halloween fes-

tivities. The fact that this experiment rep-
licated the findings of the less naturalistic puir
which preceded it subst: antially bolstered the
transcontextual validity of the findings, de-
spite the fuct that the data collection systemn
(orthogonally dimensionalized reward array,
with standardized instructions) remained rela-
tively constrained across all three experi-
ments.

This study also illustrates the fact that the
locus of the independent variable and the
locus of the dependent variable are poten-
tially independent. In discussing “field-Iab
interface” designs, Parke et al. {in press) note
that each cell o{ the 2 x 2 table tormed when
one crosses locus of independent variable
{(Feld vs. lah) with locus of dependent variable
(field vs. Taub) defines u rescarch design. Each
of the four designs has specific advantages
that make it especially appropriate for the in-
vestigation of a purticular subset of develap-
mental phenomena. For example, the design
in which the independent variuble is located
in the field und the dependent variable is lab-
oratory based is particularly useful when one
wishes to gauge the effects of a naturalistic
variation or field manipulation on behaviors
that have a low hase rate of cccurrence. In the
reward choice study described above (Weisz,
in press), T wanted to assess the influence of
children’s personal investment in the re-
warded accomplishment on their reward pret-
erences. Personal investment, a ditficult
characteristic to manipulate laboratory style,
was defined in terms of whether children had
participated in designing or making the Hal-
loween costume [01 which they were being
rewarded. Children’s participation, or luck of
it, in costume production was a ficld-based
independent variable, wseful hecause its va-
lidity appeared to surpass that of alterative
[ah manipulations. The child’s rewurd choice
was a lab-bused dependent variable, usctul
because opportunitics for ¢hildren to choose
froo arthogonally dimensionalized reward ar-
rays have a “low base rate” of natural ocenr-
rence.

In summary, both Jab and field ap-
proaches are usetud tools in the pursuit of
transcontextual principles. The respective
strengths und weaknesses of the two ap-
proaches argne against the exclusive use ol
either. Instead, transcontextual validity can he
best demonstrated when findings of Tab and
field research converge at o common princi-
ple. Perhaps the most promising development
in this regard is the growing recognition that



the inultidimensionality of the terms “Held™
and b permits wovariety of usetul integra-

tive desigus, each with its own combination of

vaturaliso and control.

Beyond the lab-ficld debate. —1n addition
to halancing naturadism with control, the in-
vesticator pursuing durable developmental
principles faces other challenges related to
design. The “genceal developmental model”
proposed b Scelhaie (1963) represents o clial-
lenge to rescarchers interested in priveiples
that explain “developmental” change—a chal-
lenge to disentangle developmental, secular,
and generationad change. Researchers in-
terested in principles that deseribe develop-
mental change contront o challenge in the
torm of Baltes’™s (19651 hifuctorial moded Gee
Schade & Baltes 1975105 The copley desiuns
advocuted by Schaie rd by Baltes have heen
integrated with cross-culturad desigus by 15ek-
cosberger (1973), who proposes procedures
for teasiieg apurt the effeets of development,
secular lunge, generational change, and nad-
arallv existing cultures, and artificially
created cultvral groups, MeCalb (1977) may be
right, that such claborate proposals have ad-
verse ellects, o defining o proper” longitu-
dinal methodelogy that s “hevond the time
and financiad means of oue discipline, " How-

ever, it is often usefnl to think i ternis of

ideals, and the ideal reflected in Kek-
cnsbergers proposal mas, in Bt be anoap-
propriate concluding theme tor this section;
for. i gencral sense, it is precisely through
comprrisons of developmental levels, cohorts,
times of testing, and eultures (hoth natural and
artificially contrived) that we are Likelyv 1o ree-
ognize the most endoring developmental
principles.

For Society and Science: Two Mutually

Useful Goals

How successtul have we heen inonr pursuit
of these trunscontextnad principles? Ttis dif-
ficult to sy, in part hecanse the ongaing pro-
cess of refinement deseribed carlier Teads to
uncertainty as to which principles will Lust,
andd in wlhad particular form, 1t is equally dif-
ficuit to suy whether we e developing ade-
quittely as a seience, because there are no
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adequate standards for conmnparison fsee Brom-
lex 197, To put the problem in perspectise,
however, let s pose o companion guestion:
Are we naking adequate progress inomeeting
the contemporary needs of society? Clearly,
this qpuestion is not casier to answer, What cun
he done at this point is to snggest nyeans by
which hoth our scientific development and
ony contributions to societv may he enhanced.

Aseienee of translation.—A veed that is
recognized by investizators and poliev pla-
ners alike is fora set of principles to divect the
conversion of developmental investivators’
truths into truths about social policy tsee Mar-
ian Radke Yarrose s comments in Senn [ 1973)).
Uerhaps we require ancalgorithar AL consisting
of guide limes for the translation of ceneral de-
velopriental privciples into browd sets ol
homndaries within whicli policy ought to fall,
and ancalgorithien B, consisting of guidelines
tor the translation of specitic empivical state-
wents into statements about specifie policy al-
ternatives. Such adevelopment might provide
aw bridge o span the cap hetween the world of
the deselopmentul fact and the world of the
political decision. [t might also serve to de-
buuk the vvtls that browd, general principles
are without social relevanee.

Ascience of moderate complexity.—Social
seientists of m‘all']_\ all persiasions Inve heen
eriticized for dealing with oulv the simplest
aspects and using only the sunplest models of
reality. Riegel (1972 has chided developmens-
talists for focusing on “mechanistic nather
than dialectic”™ considerations. Brontenbren-
ner tNote 20 has called Tor a conception of de-
velopiment which atteds to “the progressive,
mutucl aceommuodation over fime between
the wrowing human organism and v envi-
ronment.” and conception of the eoviron-
ient which attends not only to the inimediate
setting but alse to higher-arder influences
ie.g., political ideotogics) which impinge
upon the person. L a similar spirit, MeGaire
(L9735 maintaius that the future of social psee-
chology holds o shift away from simplistic
linear models of one-directional cousality and
the companion distinetion hetween llé‘})t‘Il-
dent and independemt variables. 1t iy likely
thut, as the study of bumuan development
Crows in \(}1)]1i&-‘li(';1li0n, it will move ever

Mo usetul (‘HHI]!]UHH‘II( to the work of Schade wd Baltes, Goulet, Hav, and Barelay - 1971
have discussed the existence of short-term, evelical phenomena which may interfere watl the
identification of “true™ developmental, colort-, and time-related change when sequential e

search stridegies are used.

EMeCall notes, for exanple, that a design proposal by schaie (196310 it applicd to the Berke-
fev Growth Stody owitl vearly assessinents thronglh age 101 would requive moere than 5,500

subjects and 51 vears to unmp]'t-t(,-!
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claser to the sort of paradigm which Bronten-
brenner and McGuire envision, with mul-
tivariate models to explain hidirectional rela-
tionships, tecdback loops, parallel processing,
and other complex phenomena. Such move-
meut can only he welcomed, since there can
he little doubt that the reality within which
cach individual devclops is more complex
than the modcls we now use to represent it

IHowever, caution is in order, because
there s almost certain to he a point of di-
winishing retims al which further increases
in the complexity of what we report will only
diminish our usefulness. Cronbach (19753) has
described the “hall of mirrors™ we enter as we
].)Cgin to attend to interactions, with the pros-
pect of third- and fourth-order interactions
wiving way to those of ever higher order. At
the end of this hall of mirrors we are apt to find
a purely idiographic enterprise. We need to
recognize that seeking common denominators
of human development is an iuportant task—
that it is primnarily the discovery of unitving
principles that makes it possible to reduce un-
certainty.

Yet, the models of reality which we now
use may well be simpler than necessary, And
cven now, within our humble efforts to trace
and explain developmental processes, one can
detect the faint hints of pure tone that will
lead us toward a paradigm within which we
can capture more of the true multidimension-
ality and multidetermination of human de-
velopment. As we approach such a paradigm it
may well be that, as McGuire implies, dif
ferences between cxplanatory models (and
hvpotheses and predictions) oriented toward
immediate social relevance and those
oriented toward transcontextual regulurities
will diminish.

In the meantime, however, let us ATTCE
that there is room in the developmental arena
for the pursnit of both iminediate social rel-
evance and transcontextual validity, and let us
recognize that the resulting cross-pollenation
cun enhance our corporate fecundity. Our dis-
cipline is at its best in a state of creative
tension—hetween the pursuit of direct social
refevance and the quest for firm scientific
principles. The two pursuits may often
{though not inevitably) be carried on by dif-
terent investigators, using somewhat different
methods and oriented toward different values.
The one pursuit nay contribute primarily to
the immediate well-being of contemporary
socicty, the other to the emergence of a de-
velopmental science with long-term benefits

to society. But it is essential that proponents of
these two complementary pursuits engage in
their work with mutual respect and that
neither seck to impose gratuitous linits on the
scope of developmentua inquiry,
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