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Emerging adulthood is a unique developmental stage that typically spans from the late teens through
the mid-to-late twenties. During this period, individuals experience significant cognitive, emotional,
and social changes that prepare them for adult responsibilities. One of the most influential cognitive
frameworks shaping this stage is postformal thinking. Postformal thinking refers to a more advanced,
nuanced way of processing information, making decisions, and understanding the complexities of life.

Two of the most notable aspects of postformal thinking in emerging adulthood are its emphasis on
relativistic reasoning and its focus on contextual, flexible problem-solving. These aspects highlight
how young adults move beyond rigid, black-and-white thinking to adopt more sophisticated and
adaptable ways of understanding the world. In this article, we will explore these aspects in detail,
discussing their characteristics, significance, and implications for emerging adults' development.

Understanding Postformal Thinking

Before diving into the specific aspects, it is essential to understand what postformal thinking entails.
Derived from theories of cognitive development, especially those proposed by Jack Piaget and
subsequent researchers, postformal thinking represents a stage beyond formal operational thought.
While formal operational thinking involves logical reasoning and abstract thought, postformal thinking
introduces a recognition of the complexity, ambiguity, and relativity inherent in real-world situations.

Postformal thinkers acknowledge that solutions are often context-dependent and that multiple
perspectives can be valid simultaneously. This cognitive style is particularly relevant during emerging
adulthood, a time characterized by exploration, identity development, and increased independence.

Relativistic Reasoning: Embracing Multiple
Perspectives

What Is Relativistic Reasoning?
Relativistic reasoning refers to the ability to understand that knowledge and truth are often
dependent on context, perspective, and cultural background. Instead of viewing issues in absolute
terms—right or wrong, black or white—postformal thinkers recognize that viewpoints can be relative
and nuanced.

This cognitive approach allows emerging adults to appreciate diversity in opinions, beliefs, and
experiences. It fosters open-mindedness and empathy, essential qualities for navigating complex



social environments.

Characteristics of Relativistic Reasoning in Emerging Adults
- Recognition of Multiple Perspectives: Emerging adults understand that different people may
interpret the same situation differently based on their backgrounds and experiences.
- Acceptance of Uncertainty: They accept that some questions do not have clear-cut answers and that
ambiguity is a natural part of life.
- Critical Evaluation: They analyze various viewpoints critically rather than accepting information at
face value.
- Tolerance for Contradictions: They can hold conflicting ideas simultaneously without feeling the need
to resolve them immediately.

Significance of Relativistic Reasoning
- Enhanced Interpersonal Skills: Appreciating multiple perspectives improves communication and
conflict resolution.
- Better Decision-Making: Considering various factors and viewpoints leads to more informed and
balanced choices.
- Adaptability: Recognizing that solutions are context-dependent allows young adults to adapt their
approach based on changing circumstances.

Practical Examples
- When making career decisions, an emerging adult might weigh personal interests, family
expectations, and societal trends, understanding that there is no single "correct" choice.
- In social debates, they may understand opposing viewpoints without dismissing them outright,
fostering respectful dialogue.

Contextual and Flexible Problem-Solving

The Nature of Contextual Thinking
Contextual thinking involves understanding that solutions to problems depend heavily on specific
circumstances. Postformal thinkers assess the nuances of each situation, recognizing that a one-size-
fits-all approach often falls short.

For emerging adults, this means shifting from rigid problem-solving strategies to more adaptable and
tailored responses.

Characteristics of Flexible Problem-Solving
- Situational Awareness: Recognizing the unique aspects of each problem before acting.
- Integration of Multiple Strategies: Combining various methods and perspectives to develop effective



solutions.
- Openness to Change: Willingness to modify plans as new information emerges.
- Reflective Thinking: Regularly evaluating one's approach and outcomes to improve future responses.

Importance During Emerging Adulthood
- Handling Complex Life Challenges: Managing relationships, careers, and personal development often
requires adaptable strategies.
- Building Resilience: Flexibility allows young adults to bounce back from setbacks and adjust to new
realities.
- Promoting Independence: Developing problem-solving skills based on context supports autonomous
decision-making.

Examples of Contextual and Flexible Thinking
- When choosing a career path, an emerging adult might consider their passions, market demand, and
personal circumstances, understanding that the "best" choice varies for each individual.
- In managing relationships, they might adapt communication styles based on the partner's
preferences and the situation's emotional tone.

The Interplay of Aspects in Postformal Thinking

While relativistic reasoning and contextual problem-solving are distinct aspects, they are deeply
interconnected. Both emphasize the importance of complexity, flexibility, and perspective-taking in
cognitive processes.

How They Complement Each Other:
- Recognizing multiple perspectives (relativistic reasoning) informs flexible problem-solving by
encouraging consideration of various options.
- Contextual thinking employs relativistic reasoning to assess which approach best fits a particular
situation.

Implications for Development:
- Enhances critical thinking skills essential for navigating modern, diverse societies.
- Fosters emotional intelligence by appreciating the complexity of human experiences.
- Supports lifelong learning and adaptability, which are crucial in rapidly changing global
environments.

Benefits of Postformal Thinking in Emerging Adults

Adopting postformal thinking equips emerging adults with numerous advantages:
- Improved Decision-Making Skills: Ability to evaluate options considering multiple factors.
- Enhanced Relationships: Greater empathy and understanding foster healthier interactions.
- Career Success: Flexibility and contextual awareness help in adapting to workplace challenges.
- Personal Growth: Openness to new ideas and perspectives promotes continuous self-improvement.



Challenges and Development of Postformal Thinking

While postformal thinking offers many benefits, developing these skills can be challenging. Some
common barriers include:
- Cognitive Rigidity: Difficulty letting go of black-and-white thinking patterns.
- Emotional Resistance: Discomfort with ambiguity and uncertainty.
- Limited Experience: Less exposure to diverse perspectives or complex situations.

Strategies to Foster Postformal Thinking:
- Engage in diverse social and cultural experiences.
- Practice reflective journaling to examine thought processes.
- Participate in discussions that challenge preconceived notions.
- Seek mentorship or guidance from individuals with different viewpoints.

Conclusion

Two of the most notable aspects of postformal thinking in emerging adulthood—relativistic reasoning
and contextual, flexible problem-solving—are fundamental to navigating the complexities of modern
life. These cognitive abilities enable young adults to understand multiple perspectives, adapt to
various circumstances, and make nuanced decisions. Embracing and developing these aspects not
only facilitates smoother transitions into full-fledged adulthood but also cultivates essential skills such
as empathy, adaptability, and critical thinking. As emerging adults continue to grow and face new
challenges, fostering postformal thinking will remain vital for their personal, social, and professional
success.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are two of the most notable aspects of postformal
thinking in emerging adulthood?
Two of the most notable aspects are increased relativism in thinking and greater acceptance of
ambiguity and contradictions.

How does postformal thinking differ from earlier stages of
cognitive development in emerging adults?
Postformal thinking involves recognizing multiple perspectives and accepting that solutions to
problems may be context-dependent, unlike earlier stages that favor black-and-white thinking.



Why is relativism considered a key aspect of postformal
thinking in emerging adulthood?
Relativism reflects an understanding that knowledge and truth can vary based on context and
perspective, which is central to mature, flexible reasoning in emerging adults.

In what ways does embracing ambiguity characterize
postformal thinking during emerging adulthood?
Emerging adults learn to tolerate uncertainty and recognize that not all problems have clear-cut
solutions, fostering a more nuanced perspective.

How does postformal thinking influence decision-making in
emerging adulthood?
It leads to more thoughtful, reflective decision-making that considers multiple viewpoints and the
complexity of real-world situations.

Can you explain how the development of postformal thinking
impacts interpersonal relationships in emerging adults?
It promotes empathy and understanding by recognizing differing perspectives, which enhances
communication and conflict resolution.

What role does education play in fostering postformal
thinking in emerging adulthood?
Educational experiences that emphasize critical thinking, debate, and exposure to diverse viewpoints
help develop postformal reasoning skills.

Additional Resources
Two Of The Most Notable Aspects Of Postformal Thinking In Emerging Adulthood Are
cognitive complexity and relativistic reasoning. These aspects characterize the advanced cognitive
development that individuals often experience during emerging adulthood—a developmental phase
roughly spanning ages 18 to 29. As traditional notions of adolescence give way to early adulthood,
the way individuals process information, make decisions, and understand the world undergoes
significant transformation. Postformal thinking represents a departure from formal operational
thinking described by Piaget, emphasizing nuanced understanding, contextual awareness, and
adaptability. This article explores these two pivotal aspects—cognitive complexity and relativistic
reasoning—detailing their definitions, implications, and roles in shaping emerging adults’ perspectives
and behaviors.

---



Understanding Postformal Thinking in Emerging
Adulthood

Before delving into its notable aspects, it is essential to comprehend what postformal thinking entails.
Rooted in the work of developmental psychologists like Jeffrey Jensen Arnett and William Perry,
postformal thought marks a stage where reasoning becomes more flexible, less absolute, and more
context-dependent than in earlier stages of cognitive development.

Emerging adulthood is characterized by identity exploration, increased independence, and exposure
to diverse perspectives. During this period, individuals often encounter complex life
challenges—career decisions, relationships, ethical dilemmas—that require nuanced thought
processes. Postformal thinking equips them with the cognitive tools necessary to navigate these
complexities effectively.

---

Cognitive Complexity: Embracing Nuance and
Multifaceted Perspectives

Definition and Core Principles

Cognitive complexity refers to the capacity to perceive, interpret, and integrate multiple dimensions
of information simultaneously. Unlike earlier thinking stages that favor black-and-white, binary
judgments, postformal thinkers appreciate ambiguity, recognize contradictions, and entertain various
viewpoints.

This aspect emphasizes that reality is often multifaceted, and solutions or understandings are rarely
straightforward. It involves advanced skills such as synthesizing conflicting information,
understanding the limitations of one's knowledge, and appreciating the nuanced nature of social,
moral, and personal issues.

Development of Cognitive Complexity in Emerging Adults

During emerging adulthood, individuals actively develop cognitive complexity through various
experiences:

- Educational Exposure: Higher education often challenges simplistic thinking by presenting complex
problems requiring critical analysis and synthesis of diverse sources.

- Life Experiences: Personal relationships, work, travel, and social interactions expose emerging adults
to differing perspectives, fostering empathy and multidimensional understanding.

- Self-Reflection: The period often involves introspection about values, beliefs, and goals, encouraging



individuals to consider multiple facets of their identities and choices.

Implications of Cognitive Complexity

The development of cognitive complexity has several significant implications:

- Enhanced Problem-Solving Skills: Emerging adults can approach problems with flexibility,
considering various options and potential outcomes rather than rigid solutions.

- Tolerance for Ambiguity: They become comfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity, understanding
that not all questions have clear-cut answers.

- Improved Decision-Making: By evaluating multiple perspectives and potential consequences,
emerging adults can make more informed and balanced decisions.

- Greater Empathy and Social Awareness: Recognizing the validity of different viewpoints fosters
empathy and reduces prejudice.

Challenges Associated with Cognitive Complexity

Despite its advantages, cognitive complexity can pose challenges:

- Decision Paralysis: An overabundance of considerations might lead to difficulty in making choices.

- Relativism: Excessive relativistic thinking risks undermining the pursuit of objective truths or shared
values.

- Emotional Strain: Navigating complex social and moral dilemmas can be emotionally taxing.

---

Relativistic Reasoning: Understanding Contextual and
Cultural Variability

Definition and Core Concepts

Relativistic reasoning involves recognizing that knowledge, morals, and truth are often context-
dependent and culturally influenced. Rather than viewing beliefs and judgments as absolute,
postformal thinkers understand that they are shaped by social, cultural, and personal contexts.

This form of reasoning aligns with the recognition that different perspectives can be valid depending
on circumstances, background, or cultural norms. It promotes openness to diversity and fosters



critical engagement with one's assumptions and biases.

Development of Relativistic Reasoning in Emerging Adults

Emerging adulthood, with its exposure to diverse environments and social groups, catalyzes the
development of relativistic reasoning:

- Cross-Cultural Experiences: Travel, study abroad, and multicultural interactions challenge
ethnocentric views and broaden understanding of different moral frameworks.

- Academic Engagement: Disciplines like philosophy, sociology, and anthropology encourage critical
examination of absolute truths and promote relativistic perspectives.

- Interpersonal Relationships: Engaging with individuals from varied backgrounds fosters appreciation
of different worldviews and moral codes.

Implications of Relativistic Reasoning

The embrace of relativism influences emerging adults in several ways:

- Tolerance and Acceptance: Recognizing that beliefs are context-dependent cultivates respect for
diversity and reduces prejudice.

- Critical Thinking: Evaluating claims within their cultural and contextual frameworks enhances
analytical skills.

- Moral Flexibility: Understanding that moral standards evolve depending on circumstances leads to
more nuanced ethical judgments.

- Cognitive Humility: Acknowledging the limits of one's knowledge fosters humility and openness to
new ideas.

Potential Pitfalls and Criticisms

While relativistic reasoning has many benefits, it also has potential drawbacks:

- Moral Relativism Risks: Excessive relativism might undermine shared societal values or moral
commitments, leading to moral ambiguity.

- Indecisiveness: Overemphasis on context might hinder decisive action or firm commitments.

- Cynicism: An overly relativistic outlook can foster skepticism about universal principles or truth
claims.

---



The Interplay Between Cognitive Complexity and
Relativistic Reasoning

While distinct, cognitive complexity and relativistic reasoning are interconnected aspects of
postformal thinking:

- Mutual Reinforcement: Cognitive complexity provides the mental capacity to entertain multiple
perspectives, which in turn supports relativistic reasoning by acknowledging context-dependent
truths.

- Balance and Integration: Effective emerging adulthood thinking involves integrating these
aspects—being cognitively flexible while maintaining certain core values or principles.

- Developmental Progression: As individuals mature, they often progress from simplistic, black-and-
white thinking towards a sophisticated understanding that combines nuance with contextual
awareness.

This interplay facilitates adaptive coping, moral development, and social functioning during the
dynamic phase of emerging adulthood.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of Postformal Thinking in
Emerging Adulthood

The development of postformal thinking marks a pivotal evolution in cognitive and moral reasoning
during emerging adulthood. The two notable aspects—cognitive complexity and relativistic
reasoning—serve as foundational pillars that enable young adults to navigate a complex,
interconnected, and rapidly changing world.

Cognitive complexity equips emerging adults with the mental agility to handle ambiguity, synthesize
diverse viewpoints, and approach problems with sophistication. Relativistic reasoning fosters cultural
sensitivity, tolerance, and critical engagement with societal norms and personal beliefs. Together,
these aspects promote a mature, nuanced perspective that is essential for responsible citizenship,
ethical decision-making, and personal growth.

Understanding these facets not only provides insight into the developmental tasks of emerging
adulthood but also underscores the importance of supporting young individuals in cultivating these
capacities. As societies become increasingly diverse and interconnected, fostering postformal thinking
will remain a critical goal for educators, psychologists, and policymakers aiming to prepare emerging
adults for the complexities of contemporary life.

---

In summary, postformal thinking, characterized by cognitive complexity and relativistic reasoning,
reflects the advanced mental processes that emerge during early adulthood. These aspects facilitate



nuanced understanding, moral flexibility, and adaptive problem-solving—traits essential for thriving in
an increasingly complex world. Recognizing and nurturing these qualities can significantly impact
personal development, social harmony, and societal progress during this crucial life stage.
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