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underpinnings of research in developmental
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The interdisciplinary science of developmen-
tal psychopathology has evolved from its his-
torical roots in a variety of fields including:
sociology; epidemiology; embryology; the
neurosciences and psychobiology; psycho-
analysis; clinical, developmental, and experi-
mental psychology; and psychiatry (Cicchetti,
1990) into an increasingly mature integrative
framework within which the contributions of
these heretofore largely separate disciplines
could befully realized within the broader con-
text of understanding individual development
and functioning, both normal and abnormal
(see chapters in Cicchetti & Cohen, 19953,
1995h; see also Cicchetti & Toth, in press).
In one of the early statements concerning the
goas of this field, Cicchetti (1990) assert-
ed that: “Developmental psychopathology . . .
should bridge fields of study, span the life cy-
cle, and aid in the discovery of important new
truths about the processes underlying adapta-
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tion and maladaptation, as well as the best
means of preventing or ameliorating psycho-
pathology. Moreover, this discipline should
contribute greatly to reducing the dualisms
that exist between the clinical study of and
research into childhood and adult disorders,
between the behavioral and biological sci-
ences, between developmental psychology
and psychopathology, and between basic and
applied science” (p. 20).

Since the publication of two landmark
works in the field, Rutter and Garmezy's
(1983) chapter in the Handbook of Child Psy-
chology and the Special Issue of Child Devel-
opment (Cicchetti, 1984), the life span study
of psychopathology has developed rapidly
during the closing decades of the 20th cen-
tury. For example, the developmenta psycho-
pathology perspective has played an influen-
tial role in enhancing our understanding of the
incidence and prevalence rates, as well as the
origins, course, and sequelae, of high-risk
conditions and mental disorder (see chapters
in: Cicchetti & Cohen, 1995g, 1995b; L enzen-
weger & Haugaard, 1996; and Matthysse,
Levy, Kagan, & Benes, 1996; see also Insti-
tute of Medicine, 1989; Richters & Cicchetti,
1993). Moreover, in 1987 a symposium on
developmental psychopathology was initiated,
with each conference resulting in a subse-
guent publication devoted to the thematic
topic for that meeting. To date, seven volumes
have appeared in the literature (for the most
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recent, see Cicchetti & Toth, 1996). Indeed,
this has been a period of dramatic knowledge
gains in the multiple domains of child and
adult development, with an emphasis on in-
creasingly specific process-level models of
normal and abnormal development, an ac-
knowledgment that multiple pathways exist to
the same outcome and that the effects of one
component’s value may vary in different sys-
tems, and an intensification of interest in bio-
logical and genetic factors, as well asin social
and contextua factors related to the develop-
ment of maladaptation and psychopathology.

Additionally, in recognition of this young
field's scientific achievements, the Steering
Committee of the Inditute of Medicine adopt-
ed the principles of developmental psycho-
pathology as the organizing framework for its
report entitled Research on Children and Ado-
lescents with Mental, Behavioral, and Devel-
opmental Disorders (Institute of Medicine,
1989). Likewise, the National Institute of
Mental Health’s National Plan for Research
on Child and Adolescent Mental Disorders
(National Advisory Mental Heath Council,
1990), an outgrowth of the work of the Insti-
tute of Medicine's (1989) report, embraced
developmental psychopathology as its over-
arching paradigm for organizing future re-
search priorities in the field of child and ado-
lescent disorders. Moreover, the National
Research Council (1993) advocated the adop-
tion of an ecological-developmental perspec-
tive (see Belsky, 1993; Cicchetti & Lynch,
1993) to examine the factors within society,
the family, and the child that can exacerbate
or mitigate the deleterious consequences of
child maltreatment. Furthermore, the Institute
of Medicine (1994) highlighted develop-
mental psychopathology as one of four core
sciences considered to be essential to expand
the frontiers of prevention and intervention &f-
forts into reducing the risk factors for mental
disorders and their sequeae throughout the life
course.

Perhaps because of these accomplish-
ments, the past decades also have been a pe-
riod wherein penetrating questions have been
asked about the adequacy of existing methods
and assessment strategies for addressing the
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pressing research issues that lie ahead in the
upcoming millennium. Asresearchers, we are
socialized through training and practice into
very specialized subcultures, not infrequently
narrowly defined by established values, prior-
ities, assumptions, and ways of thinking about
important issues. Accordingly, the phenomena
we study, the manner in which they are con-
ceptualized, the research methods we employ,
and the ways we anayze and interpret our data
commonly seem to be the obvious choices. In
fact, it is often difficult to recognize that conse-
quentia choices are even being made.

Because by nature of its primary foci de-
velopmental psychopathology is a dynamic
and evolving field, we believe that, despite its
youth, this is a ripe time for self-reflection.
The goal of developmental psychopathology
is not to exercise hegemony over research into
risk and psychopathology. Hence, our field
cannot afford to become paradigm bound or
to exhibit premature closure concerning how
to investigate the links between norma and
abnormal development. Thus, whereas most
Specia Issues of Development and Psycho-
pathology are devoted to a consideration of
explicit theories and empirical claims, thisls-
sue is devoted instead to the equally powerful
implicit assumptions that influence our main-
stream research projects. Contributors were
asked to examine fundamental assumptions
and practices in developmental psychopathol-
ogy research, the impasses and impediments
to progress that have been created as a resullt,
and to provide constructive solutionsfor shap-
ing the nature and direction of future research
efforts in the field.

Papers in this issue address a broad range
of assumptions that have contributed to the
nature of the current investigations that have
been conducted in the field of developmental
psychopathology and that must be examined
to ensure that the field moves beyond its cur-
rent confines. Despite the many issues that
have been raised in this collection of papers,
at least that many and more remain. We chal-
lenge you to examine the implicit and explicit
assumptions that guide your work, and to de-
vise constructive solutions to these potential
impediments.
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