
Introduction

From 2000-2019, Iris the Dragon focused on assisting individuals who were on the

“injured” or “ill” end of the Mental Health Continuum by providing education about mental

illness, and by creating de-stigmatizing messaging for the communities surrounding those with a

mental health concern. While this work is not done, there has been a positive cultural change in

the way that society responds to and interacts with those who have a mental illness, and the

world today is much more inclusive for those who are experiencing mental illness than in

previous decades.

Because of this, Iris the Dragon is shifting its focus to a more upstream and preventative

approach. We will now be targeting those on the “healthy” and “reacting” side of the Mental

Health Continuum. Having good mental health throughout life can increase resilience, which can

protect against mental illness down the line, as well as act as a buffer for the normal stressors and

hardships that everyone experiences in life. This tool was designed with the Life Course

Perspective in mind, which the World Health Organization defines as:

“The life-course approach aims at increasing the effectiveness of interventions

throughout a person’s life. It focuses on a healthy start to life and targets the needs

of people at critical periods throughout their lifetime. It promotes timely

investments with a high rate of return for public health and the economy by

addressing the causes, not the consequences, of ill health.” (1)

This approach recognizes that individuals have different needs during different periods of

life. These differences can be due to biological, hormonal, cognitive, and social factors that

change throughout the lifespan. This tool has broken up the life into stages and identified what

factors are likely to be present for individuals at that point. Furthermore, common stressors in

those life stages have been identified. The goal of this tool is to help individuals understand what

may be happening in their bodies and environment in order to help them prepare for stressful life

events and better cope with them when they arise. Hopefully, people in the “healthy” and

“reacting” populations of the continuum using this tool will be able to remain on this side of the

continuum.



While Iris the Dragon believes this tool will be helpful for many, it is important to

mention some limitations. First, not everyone will experience every listed stressor, and some

may experience stressful situations that are not on this list. Furthermore, it is possible that these

stressors might occur at different ages than they are listed in this model. Every person is

different, but the model is based on the most common stressors during the most likely life stage

using the scientific information that is currently available. Second, the social and economic

framework used to build this model was predominantly North American, using evidence from

mostly Western-based studies and organizations. Not every life stage or stressor will be

universally applicable.

The Model

Stages 0-3 Years 4-10 Years 11-18 Years 19-45 Years 46-65 Years 65+ Years

Stressors - Parental divorce
or isolation
- Child abuse
- Neglect

- School stress
- Beginning school
for the first time
- Changing schools
- Family conflict
- Pressure from
parents to perform
well
- Family disruption
- Stressed parents

- School stress
- Body image issues
- New romantic or
sexual feelings
- Bullying or abuse
- Graduating
- Changing schools
- Family conflict
- Pressure from
parents to perform
well

- Work stress
- Marriage
- Reproductive
outcomes
- Separation or
divorce
- Job loss and
unemployment
- Buying a home
- Starting
post-secondary
education
- Graduating
- Legal trouble
- Caring for
children

- Work stress
- Job loss and
unemployment
- Child leaving
home
- Becoming a
caregiver to a
parent, spouse, or
family member
- Loneliness
- Death of parents
- Loss of fertility
- Sexual
difficulties
- Changes in
physical
appearance

- Retirement
- Caring for elderly
family members or
friends
- Spouse
bereavement
- Loneliness
- Loss of friends due
to a move or death
- Movement (or
worry about
movement) to a
nursing home
- Hospitalizations
- Management of
chronic illnesses and
injuries
- Loss of
independence

Life Stages

The following stages were determined by identifying biological, hormonal, cognitive, and

social factors that individuals experience during each of these age ranges. Again, there may be



some variation among individuals, but for the most part those who are in these categories have a

large number of commonalities.

0-3 Years Old: Figuring Out the World

The first three years of life is a period of incredible growth and rapid mental

development. During this time, a child’s brain develops more than a million neural connections

every second (2). In the first year of life, a child’s brain doubles in size, and by age three it is

nearly 80% of its adult size (3). After the first three years, changes in the brain become more

subtle. Neural connections that are used often become stronger, while those that are no longer

used are gradually eliminated (3). This can be seen visually with the use of MR images. Changes

in the gross brain structure during the first two to three years are immense, and after that the

changing structure of the brain begins to slow (4).

Socially, children in this stage are still entirely dependent on their parents, and have

relatively limited social connections outside of their immediate family. They are just beginning

to understand how to manipulate their own bodies, as well as explore the world around them and

how they relate to the physical environment (5). They are also just learning how to communicate

with those around them, setting them up for the next stage where they explore human

relationships.

4-10 Years Old: Figuring Out Other People

Brain development in this period has slowed relative to the stage before, and it becomes

more fine-tuned. By age five, a child’s brain is at 90% of its adult size--nearly full grown (3).

The body, however, has not yet reached the stage of physical maturation that is pronounced in the

next stage.

Socially, children in this stage are beginning to experience some independence from their

parents. Many of them are attending daycare or school, some being away from their parents

every day for the first time. Children at this stage are beginning to expand their own social circle,

and by age four, most children will be able to differentiate between “my friend” and other peers



(6). During this period of social exploration, children learn critical skills such as sharing,

cooperating, listening to others, negotiating, and managing disagreements (6).

11-18 Years Old: Figuring Out the Self

This stage is largely defined by the physical, hormonal, sexual, cognitive, and emotional

changes that accompany puberty. Though it varies from person to person, generally puberty

begins around the age of 11 or 12 and ends around 17 or 18 years old (7). During this time,

adolescents go through a rapid growth spurt and develop secondary sexual characteristics (7).

Adolescence is often considered one of the most tumultuous periods of life. Rapid,

unpredictable change--such that occurs in puberty--can ramp up feelings of fear and uncertainty

(8). Adolescents, who often have not yet developed healthy coping mechanisms to deal with

uncertainty, frequently respond to these changes with volatility in attitudes, moods, and

behaviors (8).

Socially, adolescents in this stage are beginning to understand the self. They begin to

develop a sense of purpose, morality, and identity. Friendships become increasingly more

important, and most teens begin to have sexual or romantic feelings for the first time (7).

19-45 Years Old: Building A Life

These are the peak reproductive years for both men and women, and most (though

certainly not all) adults have children in this timeframe. For women, fertility begins to decrease

at the age of 30, and then declines more rapidly in the mid-30s. By age 45, fertility has declined

so much, it is unlikely that a woman will be able to get pregnant naturally (9). Furthermore,

muscle mass begins to decline in both men and women around the age of 30, after which it

decreases between 3-8% per decade until the age of 60, when it begins to decline more rapidly

(10).

Socially, people in this stage are starting to build their lives. This stage is when most

people decide on post-secondary education, careers, children, life partners, and where to live.

They may take on new roles like caregiver (either to children or elderly parents) or employee.

The life decisions made during this stage often have a great impact on the following stages.



46-65 Years Old: Finding Stability

Beginning in the early 40s for men and the late 40s for women, people in this stage often

experience hormonal changes. For men, this means a decline in testosterone levels (though some

men do retain high levels throughout the lifespan) (11). For women, there are changes and

declines in estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone, which culminate in loss of fertility (12). For

both men and women, these hormonal changes could lead to a change in sexual interest and

activity (11,12). Cognitive decline in this period is also possible, though highly variable, with

studies suggesting it could start anywhere from age 50 to 70 (13).

Socially, adults in this age are typically still working and possibly caretaking. Often

people in this stage are enjoying a higher degree of financial stability than in previous stages, as

they have had more decades to accumulate wealth and make financial decisions.

65+ Years Old: Living the Life That’s Been Built

During this period, the brain shrinks in volume, especially in the frontal cortex. Memory

decline also occurs more rapidly during this period (14). As the vascular system ages, blood

pressure rises and the risk of stroke or ischemia increases (14). Additionally, muscle mass begins

to decline more rapidly after the age of 60, which is a leading cause of and contributor to

disability in older adults (10).

Socially, this is usually the time when adults retire, which often brings a large lifestyle

shift. Change in regular income may affect daily habits and activities. Priorities may shift from

career to family and hobbies. Adults in this stage may start losing older family members, friends,

and spouses due to death, moving away, or illness, putting them at increased risk for social

isolation. If physical degeneration is severe enough, individuals in this stage may lose

independence and need to live with a relative or care provider.

Why This Model?



Several other models were researched and considered while building this one. First, we

sought out the life-stage models used by government health agencies for several countries,

including Australia Health Direct (15), the UK’s Centre for Mental Health (16), the Canada

Centre for Health Promotion (17), the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (18), and

the New Zealand Ministry of Health (19). These were not used for several reasons. First, most of

these models were designed with physical health in mind rather than mental health, so the

delineation between stages was not always applicable. Second, the models that did address

mental health were mostly concerned with diagnosing and treating mental illnesses and

disorders, rather than addressing the life conditions that may have led to those disorders.

Because the government agency models were primarily focused on physical health, we

decided to search for life-stage models in the Psychology field. With this in mind, we researched

Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development (20). Again, we found that this model is

used primarily in a clinical setting to diagnose developmental problems and treat them. This does

not follow the life course approach, so we did not use it. Initially we decided to create this model

because we felt there was not already a widely available model that accomplished our goals, so it

is unsurprising that we were unable to find one.

Stressors

Below is a list of common life stressors in the stage they most often occur. Not everyone

will experience every stressor, and not every stressor someone will experience is on this list.

Additionally, an individual may experience a stressor in a different stage than is listed below.

This is meant to be a helpful guide for a general audience, but every human experience is

different. Furthermore, these stressors are largely based in a North American framework, so not

everything will be universally applicable.

0-3 Years Old

● Parental divorce or isolation (21)

● Child abuse (21)

● Neglect (21)



4-10 Years Old

● School stress (31)

○ Grades, general workload, etc.

● Beginning school for the first time (24)

● Changing schools (24, 34)

● Family conflict (34)

○ Fighting, violence, divorce, etc.

● Pressure from parents to perform well (33, 34)

● Family disruption (33)

○ Deployment, prison, illness, etc.

● Stressed parents (33)

11-18 Years Old

● School stress (31, 34)

○ Grades, applying for college, etc.

● Body image issues (31)

○ Developing faster or slower than peers, lost sense of self as body changes, etc.

● Having new romantic or sexual feelings (31)

○ learning how to navigate new sexual or romantic feelings, could be questioning

sexual orientation or gender identity, etc.

● Bullying or abuse (31, 32, 34)

● Graduating (24)

● Changing schools (24, 34)

● Family conflict (34)

○ Fighting, divorce, violence, etc.

● Pressure from parents to perform well (33, 34)

19-45 Years Old



● Work stress (21, 22, 23, 24)

○ Effort-reward imbalance, employment grade, working hours, excessive workload,

insecure position, promotion, starting a new job, etc.

● Marriage (23)

● Reproductive outcomes (23, 28, 29)

○ Pregnancy, inability to conceive, miscarriage, or induced abortion

● Separation or divorce (25)

● Job loss and unemployment (25)

● Buying a home (24)

● Starting post-secondary education (24)

● Graduating (24)

● Legal trouble (24)

● Caring for children (35)

46-65 Years Old

● Work stress (21, 22, 23, 24)

○ Effort-reward imbalance, employment grade, working hours, excessive workload,

insecure position, promotion, starting a new job, etc.

● Job loss and unemployment (25)

● Child leaving home (24, 35)

● Becoming a caregiver to a parent, spouse, or family member (35)

● Loneliness (35)

● Death of parents (35)

● Loss of fertility (29)

● Sexual difficulties (36, 24, 37)

● Changes in physical appearance (36)

65+ Years Old



● Retirement (21, 37)

● Caring for elderly family members or friends (21)

● Spouse bereavement (21)

● Loneliness (35)

● Loss of friends due to a move or death (27)

● Movement (or worry about movement) to a nursing home (27)

● Hospitalizations (27)

● Management of chronic illnesses and injuries (26)

● Loss of independence (37)

Stressors at Any Age

There are some stressors that can happen at any age or stage of life. While some stressors

are more likely to happen at certain ages (for example, young people ages 12-34 are those most

at risk of being sexually assaulted (30)), they can happen to anyone at any time of life. Other

stressors only happen to certain people (like racism), but can continue to happen throughout the

duration of the individual’s life. The following list of stressors cannot be placed in any one stage

of life, but the consequences of the stressor and the response of the individual may differ

depending on the age in which the stressor occurs.

● Natural disaster (26)

● Death of a loved one (15, 26)

● Injury (25)

● Perceived life threat (26)

● Exposure to war (26)

● Sexual assault (26)

● Trauma (26)

● Illness (25, 26)

● Moving (25, 26)

● Vacations (24)

● Holidays (24)



● Discrimination (35, 38)

● Racism (38)

● Financial difficulties and/or lack of access to resources (35)

Search Strategy

While researching for this model, both Google and the University of Michigan Library
were used. Google was used predominantly for government and mental health organization
websites, with search terms including: “Australian Health Department life stages,” “UK life
stages,” “CDC life stages,” “Developmental stages,” “Most stressful life events,” “Life
stressors,” and “Life Course Perspective.”

The University of Michigan database was used for more technical or scientific
information, with search terms such as: “Stress and the body,” “Hormone changes through the
life cycle,” “Early life brain development,” “Puberty and changes in the body,” “Reproduction
and changes in the body,” and “Changes in the body as it ages.”
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