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CONCEPTUAL APPROACHES TO UNDERSTANDING
THE YOUTH CRISIS: PSYCHOLOGICAL
THEORIES AND MODELS

The issue of the youth crisis occupies a central place in the development of
developmental psychology, as it is precisely during this period that a wide range of
personal, emotional, and social-role transformations are concentrated, characterized
not only by their dynamism but also by their conflict-generating nature. In this
context, youth is not viewed merely as an intermediate stage between childhood and
adulthood; rather, it emerges as a critical period of personal identity formation that
is exceptionally sensitive to intrapsychic contradictions and external challenges.

The classical model of psychosocial development proposed by Erik Erikson
contains a conceptual core for understanding the youth crisis as an existential
conflict between identity and role confusion. According to Erikson, during this
period the individual first confronts the necessity of consciously constructing a
coherent sense of self as a subject of social existence, which presupposes the
integration of past experience, environmental expectations, and one’s own
projections into the future. Failure to resolve this conflict may lead to significant
difficulties in later adult life, including affective instability, disturbances in self-
esteem, and a reduced capacity for social adaptation.

The further development of Erikson’s ideas [1] is embodied in the theory of
James Marcia, who proposed an operationalized model of identity based on the
criteria of “exploration” and “commitment”. As a result, four identity statuses were
distinguished: identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, moratorium, and identity
achievement. This model has not only been empirically validated in numerous
studies but has also proven effective in psychodiagnostic practice, particularly in
research on youth under conditions of crisis-laden sociocultural circumstances. It is
important to note that identity statuses should not be understood as linear stages;
rather, they represent modalities of experiencing oneself in the world that may
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change depending on the life context.

A substantial contribution to the theoretical understanding of the youth crisis
has also been made by the cognitive-structural paradigm, represented in the works
of Jean Piaget, who emphasized qualitative shifts in thinking, particularly the
transition to the formal operational stage. These cognitive transformations not only
enable the capacity for abstract reasoning but also lead to a critical re-evaluation of
value orientations, worldview, and social norms, which in turn generates internal
contradictions. Thus, the cognitive dimension of development functions both as a
resource for the integration of identity and as a source of new conflicts.

In contemporary scholarly discourse, the youth crisis is conceptualized as a
complex, multidimensional phenomenon that integrates psychosocial, cognitive,
emotional, and existential components. Its in-depth understanding is possible only
through the synthesis of classical theoretical frameworks with consideration of
sociocultural dynamics, which acquire particular urgency under conditions of war.
The conceptual plurality of approaches to interpreting the youth crisis does not
negate but rather underscores its intrinsic complexity, necessitating an
interdisciplinary analysis and caution in the interpretation of each individual case.

The intensification of this crisis may be conditioned by external factors such
as social or political change, economic instability, or war, all of which introduce
additional strain into the process of identity formation. Under such circumstances,
individuals may experience not only the normative difficulties characteristic of this
developmental period but also heightened stress arising from crisis-driven social
conditions.

Consequently, the crisis of youth constitutes a complex psychosocial
phenomenon that encompasses stages of identity uncertainty and the search for an
autonomous life trajectory. Its resolution is of critical importance for subsequent
personality development, as successful navigation of this stage determines an
individual’s capacity to adapt to adult life, establish stable social relationships, and
realize personal potential.

Thus, the crisis of youth may be regarded as a natural and necessary stage of
development that serves as the foundation for the formation of individual identity
and subsequent psychological well-being.

Having examined existing interpretations and theories, we maintain that the
crisis of youth is a psycho-emotional and cognitive-social process that reflects a
complex developmental stage during which the individual encounters internal
conflicts, uncertainty of identity and social roles, as well as the necessity to revise
personal beliefs and values in the context of external social change. This period is
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defined as a stage of intensive psychological maturation, in which a young person
actively seeks their place in society and strives to formulate an identity that emerges
from the integration of social, cultural, and individual dimensions.

Attention should be drawn to an important aspect of this research-namely, the
classification of youth crises in psychology, which is grounded in a multilevel
analysis of the structural-functional, psychosocial, emotional-personal, and
cognitive determinants of this stage of ontogenesis. Scholarly tradition
conceptualizes youth as a critical phase of personality formation, accompanied by a
series of normative and, in certain cases, non-normative crises, each reflecting a
distinct nature of intrapsychic tension conditioned not only by ontogenetic
regularities but also by sociocultural, political, and existential factors [3].

Within developmental psychology, the dominant classification distinguishes
between normative (age-related) and non-normative (situationally conditioned)
crises. Normative crises are regarded as universal and predictable phenomena in the
course of psychological development, determined by biological maturation and
transitions to new stages of socialization. In this context, a key role is played by the
identity crisis, which Erik Erikson defined as a conflict between the need for a
coherent sense of self-determination and a state of role diffusion. This crisis acquires
particular psychological depth in late adolescence and early youth (ages 15-21),
when individuals intensively engage with social expectations, reconsider
fundamental 1deas about the “self” and “others”, and form a basic life stance.

According to James Marcia’s model, four identity statuses can be
distinguished, indicating different ways of navigating the identity crisis: identity
achievement; moratorium; foreclosure; identity diffusion.

These statuses not only reflect the degree of completion of the self-
identification process but also make it possible to classify typical crises according
to the depth of their impact on personal integrity and emotional stability.

In contemporary psychology, increasing attention is also paid to the
classification of crises according to the dominant sphere of their manifestation,
which can be provisionally divided into the following categories:

1. Psycho-emotional crises, associated with internal fluctuations in self-
esteem, affective instability, anxiety, and depressive tendencies. They most often
have an intrapersonal character and are linked to difficulties in integrating
contradictory aspects of the self.

2. Social-role crises, which arise from uncertainty or conflict regarding the
social roles that an individual seeks to adopt. In such cases, the source of the crisis
lies in the clash between expectations imposed by significant social environments
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(family, peers, institutions) and one’s own Vorstellungen of desired self-realization.

3. Existential-meaning crises, characterized by intensified reflection on the
meaning of life, personal purpose, and the future, as well as by the construction of
an individual life concept. Such crises are particularly acute in youth, especially
under conditions of social instability, including war, which disrupts established life
plans and fosters experiences of unpredictability.

4. Cognitive-value crises, associated with the re-evaluation of one’s belief
system and the reconsideration of internalized moral and cultural norms. In this
regard, the focus is on a crisis of value identity, in which the individual experiences
a rupture between traditionally imposed paradigms and an evolving personal
worldview.

At the intersection of developmental psychology and clinical psychology,
approaches are being developed that propose classifying crises according to the
depth of disruption of adaptive mechanisms, ranging from adaptive crises with a
positive potential for personal growth to pathogenic crises that require
psychocorrection or psychotherapeutic intervention. Particularly important in this
context is the distinction between crisis as a normative developmental phenomenon
and crisis as a precursor of maladaptation [4], which may evolve into anxiety
disorders, behavioral disturbances, or depressive states.

In summary, contemporary scholarship conceptualizes the youth crisis not as a
monofactorial phenomenon but as a systemic construct that integrates biological,
social, psychological, and cultural components, which vary depending on conditions
of socialization, individual experience, and broader civilizational challenges. Such
an interdisciplinary approach to the classification of youth crises opens new
perspectives for a deeper understanding of adaptive pathways and the formation of
psychological resilience within youth populations.
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