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THE DEVELOPMENT AND ORGANIZATION
OF MEANING

Drawing from extensive developmental research, this book highlights
the significance of meaning in shaping individual worldviews within
relationships, from infancy onwards. By focusing on behavior and
experience, it reshapes our understanding of pertinent psychological
phenomena, tracing the emergence of self, self-regulation, causality
comprehension, peer relationships, adolescent experiences, and life-
long adaptation. Using developmental psychology and compelling
clinical cases, the authors emphasize the central role of “meaning”
as a unifying theme, addressing diverse topics such as resilience,
intergenerational behavior patterns, trauma impacts, and existential
meaning. Ideal for students and professionals in psychology, counsel-
ing, and social work, as well as researchers and clinicians in related
fields, this book integrates existing theories and empirical evidence to
illuminate various aspects of human development and adaptation.

.   , PhD, Professor Emeritus at the University of
Minnesota, is a renowned expert in emotional development and
developmental psychopathology. With  books and  articles on
these subjects, he has received numerous awards, including the
Distinguished Scientist Award from the Society for Research in
Child Development (SRCD) and the Mentor Award from the
Developmental Psychology Division of the American Psychological
Association.

  , PhD, is a family and child therapist who specializes
in relationship theory and clinical uses of the Adult Attachment
Interview (AAI). With eight published articles, she is recognized for
her expertise in family functioning and AAI applications.
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Preface

We are a researcher and a clinician. When we have looked from these
different perspectives at the panoply of research in developmental psych-
ology, the literature on psychopathology, and a range of clinical case
material, we have been impressed by a unifying theme that underlays all
of this work. This is the thread of meaning. Whether trying to explain
when infants begin to laugh or what things frighten them, or why toddlers
jabber in their cribs, why some preschoolers hover by teachers while others
do not, why children with classic autism engage in stereotyped behavior,
why some children see relationships with others as unavailable to them or
fraught with difficulty, or how all of us see the world in the particular ways
we do, the answer always came back to meaning. And, while each clinical
case seen over the years was completely unique and presented unique
issues, always at the core was the meaning the individuals were making
of their experience.
In this book we will explore two central ideas: first, that the organized

network of meanings that each of us has is a developmental construction
and, second, that understandable principles underlie these constructions.
The development of anything – from embryos to brains to the universe –
has the same nature. As does everything else, our individual meaning
systems evolve, step-by-step, building upon foundations that began to be
established in the earliest years of life. This developmental process is
complex but understandable.
A great deal is now known about the development of meaning, but it is

spread through a diverse and unorganized literature. Our purpose is to
summarize much of this knowledge, emphasizing what we have learned
first-hand through our clinical work and through the Minnesota
Longitudinal Study of Risk and Adaptation. The information will be
presented both as general conclusions from research findings and as
anecdotes based on the lives of actual children and adults, with names
and details altered.
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The research findings will refer to group data. This means that, of
course, there are individual exceptions to the general statements made.
Not every -year-old child with a history of extreme rejection draws family
figures with their arms pinned at their sides. Not every child with a history
of secure attachment becomes a peer leader. Moreover, we have made the
choice to present findings without details concerning statistical controls of
other factors that were necessarily made. There are no graphs or tables with
complex statistical analyses. All of this has been presented previously in
numerous books and articles. For interested readers, there is an extensive
bibliography at the end of the book that will guide you to the details of the
ideas and findings discussed. The evidence for each of the claims made
in the book is documented in one or more of the books or papers listed,
much of it in three of our previous books: Emotional Development,
The Development of the Person, and A Compelling Idea.

Our goal is to present a readable and compelling account of how
individual world views develop, in the hope that researchers will feel
inspired to continue the study of deeply psychological topics and clinicians
will feel newly supported as they continue to explore meaning systems with
their clients.
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