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Abstract

The article tries to briefl y look at the process of identity development and content 
of internal world cognitive representation in the youth with normal and abnormal 
development. As it is reviewed the specifi c developmental conditions infl uence the 
subjective world representation as well as psychological outcomes of its diff erentiation 
related to normal and abnormal development.
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World representation and its regulative function

Though the eff ectiveness of corrective interaction is conditioned on numerous factors, 
the inner representation of the world that the youth contributes to the contact with 
carers and therapists may be one of them. Man is not a passive recipient of the incoming 
information, but processes, selects and interprets it on the basis of the experiences en-
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coded in memory, which, as a result, leads to the creation of a subjective representation 
of reality in mind, what is an important element of identity and proper self-evaluation.

This representation, being a global cognitive representation, performs a crucial 
regulative function in conduct. This representation, so a system of judgments about the 
essence of the world (a real picture of the world consisting of ontological statements) 
tends to be distinguished from the outlook (being an ideal picture of the world), in 
which recognized values, that is the criteria of the world cognition and its evaluation, 
take an important place (Gurycka, 1994).

Subjective perception of oneself and the surrounding world, so building the picture 
of reality or its cognitive representation is the thing that determines the individual’s 
subjectivity and individuality (Markus, 1983). Not the objectively existing world and 
its particular elements alone exert a crucial infl uence upon human behavior, but the 
subjective picture of the world, individually processed, constructed. Thus, reality repre-
sentation in human mind has a double form. On one hand, it is of an individual character 
because it consists of representations of various episodes and events experienced by 
the individual, on the other hand, it takes the form of cognitive schemes including gen-
eral representations, hypotheses on the surrounding reality (the world and oneself ) as 
well as generalized knowledge, aside from a particular context. Schemes, fulfi lling the 
role of patterns arrange experience, encode knowledge, so that it may be the basis of 
judgments, decisions, conclusions, predictions and expectations’ formulation (Markus, 
1983). Individual versions of reality created by the individual, function in the form of 
personal constructs being a generalized interpretation of facts, serving to character-
izing the objects of our cognition (persons and situations) and eliciting similarities and 
diff erences among them. Personal constructs allow to construct experiences and give 
meaning to events, and through that they determine the perception of reality and 
anticipation of future events (Kelly, 1955 in Kofta, Doliński, 2000).

In the recent years, many interesting studies and discoveries have been carried out 
regarding the development of single objects and concepts cognitive representations 
(e. g. Bartmiński, 1990; Kielar-Turska, 1998, 2005), studies on the representation of the 
world as a whole are much rarer (Gurycka, 1994, Bulla, 1997, Świda-Zięba, 2000) and that 
seems to be particularly interesting as “the global representation of the world in human 
mind and his place in the world” (Gurycka 1994, p. 7), playing an important regulative 
function, implies the way of human conduct and conditions possibilities of coping with 
burdens, as well as the way of problem solving, and is a basic point of reference for his 
understanding of the world (Gurycka, Tarnowki, 1996).

The representation of the world happening “here and now” has a complex structure 
and consists of diverse elements marked out by the activity of the individual, which may 
be analyzed from the interpsychical perspective of Bioecological Model of Human De-

velopment (Santrock, 2007). The most important element connected with the function-
ing of the individual is the “Self” category which may be enriched with descriptive and 
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evaluative elements, as well as those containing the developmental aspect. The “Self” 
category along with interpersonal relations with the closest family members (treated 
separately or jointly) create a microsystem. Other people, who are an important element 
of a mesosystem in which the individual lives, and the social environment presented as 
public institutions and establishments that create the level of exosystem (school, the 
scouts, place of work) also belong to the crucial categories appearing in the subjective 
world. Both adults and the youth in their subjective worlds allow for the presence of 
such elements of the macrosystem as: the economic and political environment (the 
state, political system, nationality) and natural environment (the nature, nature pro-
tection, civilization diseases). Chronosystem – refers to the pattern of environmental 
events and transitions over time. It includes the individual time perspective.

Three levels of description are taken into consideration when characterizing the 
mental representation of the world. The fi rst level reveals the material aspect (declara-
tive, fi gurative) of the world picture and refers to the isolation of units (objects) that 
constitute that picture, the second one – evaluative – contains information about the 
subjective attitude of the individual towards the isolated objects, the third – logical 
and operational (procedural) – regards the analysis of relations between objects, that 
is the organization and structure of the world picture. 

World representation in the adolescence stage

Research conducted under Gurycka’s instruction (1994, 1996) provided valuable data 
about the content of the material world representation in high school youth. The sub-
jective world of the youth is dominated by two opposing values: on one hand, young 
people search for pleasure connected with possessing material comforts and playful 
contacts with peers, however, on the other hand – they focus on existential issues such 
as the aim and sense of life, moral values, religion. The world of the youth concentrates 
on the central “I” category which has positive features, but is also a source of anxiety, 
hesitations and refl ections. The world picture is fi lled with positive feelings revealed 
towards people, objects and values being the structural units of the subjective world, 
while negative emotions of fear and anxiety appear in relation to the future. The world 
picture of the youth refl ects its refl ectivity and humanism, as well as independence (Tar-
nowski, 1996, 1998). It contains elements that are crucial owing to the present course 
of the individual’s developmental process and life events ahead of it. 

The analysis of the world representation in the early adolescence stage was per-
formed by Bulla (1997) with the use of Child’s Living Space method. The world of young-
er youth is mostly fi lled with close people and peers towards whom positive feelings 
dominate, as well as with institutions, the natural environment and particular material 
values. The younger youth relatively rarely express their interests and existential values 
in the world structure. 
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Comprehensive research carried out by Świda-Zięba (2000) contributes to the 
knowledge about the values of the present Polish youth. The representation of one-
self and the world that functions in the minds of adolescents was also a subject of 
the author’s analyses. One of the elements of this picture’s structure is the creation of 
future plans that are connected with future time perspective. A young man starts to 
gain knowledge about his/her own feelings, needs, attitudes and possibilities. Gaining 
knowledge about oneself as a result of experiences with the outer world enriches and 
establishes the picture of one’s own person and the picture of the world. Knowledge 
of oneself, one’s needs, values, ideals and skills plays an important role in shaping life 
plans and the actions of the individual. Future plans creation makes it possible to obtain 
greater autonomy, self-determination, management of one’s own life and development. 
In the adolescence period, life plans are not worked out yet. In this period, the individual 
creates a vision of a perfect world in which he/she also fi nds a place for himself/herself. 
He/She extends life plans, sometimes very remote ones, but often little realistic as they 
still do not suffi  ciently allow for opportunities in the form of outer objective conditions 
and their own predispositions.

World representation in the disabled 

and chronically ill youth

Time perspective as an element of the world representation appears in the youth with 
a mild level of intellectual disability. This youth also make plans for the future, think 
and dream about becoming self-dependent, which they reveal by expressing their own 
expectations and desires. But limitations in the intellectual sphere, lack of the ability of 
abstract thinking do not however enable to perceive signifi cant connections between 
one’s own action and its eff ects. These restrictions do not allow to predict the course of 
events happening independently of the subject. It hinders the possibility of infl uencing 
the course of events and one’s own fate, and taking intended and intentional actions. 
As a consequence, the youth with a mild level of intellectual disability have diffi  culties 
in defi ning states which do not exist yet, or in creating realistic plans for the future. 
They also often cannot evaluate their conduct skills appropriately. They assess various 
social situations from the perspective of one’s own I, not being able to look at the given 
situations from the perspective of others (Kowalik, 1989).

In comparison with the healthy youth, young people with motor dysfunctions 
construct less diverse maps of the world, which is the result of objective limitations 
in interpersonal relations, caused by locomotion limitations (Wilk, 2000, as in Pilecka, 
2002). Physical limitations cause lower sense of infl uence on oneself, on other people 
and on the course of events, and also lesser material scope of the world representa-
tion. However, this less intense physical activity is conducive to inner refl ection and 
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development of the value system, in which God, being its keystone and central point, 
plays a particular role.

God and spiritual values are also dominant elements in the world representation in 
the youth with asthma (Jabłońska, 2001, as in Pilecka 2002). The ill youth’s representa-
tion of the world, despite numerous similarities in the scope of emotional content and 
color to the picture in the healthy youth, is characterized by peculiar dichotomy of two 
categories: God and his attributes and the church. God is connected with the accepted 
system of values, especially with love and the good, whereas the church is associated 
with participation in collective forms of religious life. In spite of the material diff erentia-
tion, both categories are very important for the youth with asthma and are two sources 
of support – spiritual and social. The healthy youth probably derive social support from 
other sources, hence the church plays a less important role in their subjective world.

The world representation is somewhat diff erently constructed by the youth with 
insulin-dependent diabetes (Nitecka, 2001, as in Pilecka, 2002). The material scope of 
the world representations created by this group of the youth is smaller, but social rela-
tions and material comforts take a special place in it. Values and other dimensions of 
the spiritual world do not decide about the representation content in a signifi cant way. 
The color of the constructed vision of the world is defi nitely positive. Elements of the 
real world dominate in the world representation of the ill youth, which shows a huge 
need of action and the conviction of one’s own effi  cacy and personal infl uence on the 
course of events.

World representation in the youth with conduct disorders

Children and the youth with adaptive diffi  culties, and boys in the fi rst place, create 
a negative and threatening representation of the social environment (Pilecka, 2002).

The research on the world representation in the youth with conduct disorders 
was carried out by Kossewska (2000). The youth aged 15–17 under the custody of the 
Emergency Fostering took part in the research due to the specifi city of their personal 
experiences and particular course of socialization process and considerable level of 
moral corruption. The studied youth committed crimes against property, health and 
life – fi ghts, robberies, thefts, and therefore were under institutional custody. The control 
group was high school youth paired with the youth from the experimental group as 
regards the similarity of independent variables (age and sex). Cognitive representation 
of the world in the minds of the youth with conduct disorders was determined on the 
basis of A. Gurycka’s (1994) method – “The Map of My World”. 

The Emergency Fostering is a kind of emergency educational care center where 
children deprived of constant and appropriate parental care are sent. Emergency cent-
ers provide a child, who is partially or entirely deprived of parental care and in a crisis 
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situation, with an emergency, 24-hour care, education adjusted to the age and devel-
opmental possibilities, care and education until return to the family, or placement in 
a foster family, socialization or family facility. These centers may connect intervention, 
socialization and therapeutic activities towards the child and his/her family.

The Emergency Fostering arranges the fi rst stage of care for children and the youth 
aged 7–18. Children who run away from home, or from other educational care cent-
ers, who wander around streets, do not have their own house, who are minor victims 
of domestic violence, stay at the shelter. Not infrequently they are the youth who in-
fringed the law and were sent to the shelter on the basis of the regulations of the Act 
on Juvenile Delinquency Proceedings. Juvenile delinquents are placed there for the 
time of a pending trial. A considerable percentage of the children come from families 
dominated by alcoholism, violence, poverty, unemployment and all kinds of addictions. 

Emergency Fostering also organize rehabilitative, therapeutic and compensatory 
activities and help the children with fulfi lling their schooling obligation.

The quoted studies of the cognitive world representation in the minds of the youth 
with conduct disorders revealed characteristic features of its inner picture of the world. 
Concentration on oneself is a crucial feature that is shown by defi ning a central object 
from which links in the direction of other objects split radially. Most often, one’s own “I” 
is the central object, and in that case the world representation is of egocentric character 
(Neff , 1996). This central type of the world picture proves an intensifi ed egocentrism in 
comparison with the control group. Egocentrism is a natural, though developmentally 
earlier stage of personality structure shaping process and also a symptom of the intensi-
fi ed self-affi  rmation need which could not be met by satisfactory interpersonal relations 
with signifi cant people. According to Urszula and Mariusz Filla’s (1996) research fi ndings, 
the “I” category is more frequent in the youth than in adults, more often in boys than in 
girls. Egocentrism takes multiple forms (Zaborowski, 2002), at least two of which – basic 
and cognitive egocentrism – may be found in the studied youth, the result of which 
may be cognitive decentralition process inhibition consisting in the integration of one’s 
own perspective with the perspectives of other people.

The central place of one’s own person in the world representation is a characteristic 
feature in the adolescence period and infl uences narrowing the area of interests and 
the idealization of one’s own individuality. Neff ’s studies (1996) showed that the cen-
tric type is however a form of some impoverished world vision dominated by objects 
connected with the closest family circle, providing – in families properly fulfi lling their 
functions – a sense of security. People with this type of world representation do not 
show particular interests in social life, so they do not have ambitions to play a dominant 
role in it, they do not start refl ection on philosophical issues but do not experience inner 
confl icts either. The presence of objects with the pronoun “my” symbolizes the spread 
of the “I” boundaries on other signifi cant elements that become important components 
of the inner psychical world. It may result from a pathological relation with the object in 
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childhood (Gasiul, 1992). More often, in comparison with the control group, placement 
of one’s own person on the Map of the World and attributing more importance to it, as 
well as lack of emotional color towards oneself – neither positive nor negative emotions, 
nor refl ection – show serious inner confl icts being the basis for antisocial conduct forms 
that is an immediate reason for placing the child in an Emergency Fostering.

Lack of refl ection towards oneself may reveal diffi  culties in the process of self-
education consisting in learning how to undertake actions and meet obligations. This 
process starts as early as in childhood and reaches its maximum after the adolescence 
period and, as the results show, is more intense in the youth from the control group. 
Self-creation competence, that is the wisdom of experience boosting resistance to stress 
and helping to cope with failures and life’s adversities, is an eff ect of self-education 
(Przetacznik-Gierowska, 1993).

The elements of the world in the youth with conduct disorders are less often con-
nected with positive links. The limited network of emotional bonds in the world of 
the youth, on the basis of broad studies conducted in England, is regarded as one of 
the factors of social environment that determines antisocial conduct (Radochoński, 
Perenc, 2000).

The world representation in the youth under the custody of the Emergency Foster-
ing is characterized by lesser maturity, which was particularly shown in the number of 
isolated objects, not related to the other elements of the subjective world. Incoherence 
in the subjective picture of the world seems to follow from the confl ict character of 
the relations between the individual and his/her closest social environment. Polar-
ized families present contradictory attitudes towards important issues and events and 
normative patterns, which causes lack of sense of security and hinders the formation 
of a coherent picture of the world in children (Satir, 2002).

However, in the youth with conduct disorders negative and confl ict relations be-
tween the “Self” and family members appeared, even if negative emotions towards 
them were not shown. So, concentration on oneself may be a defense reaction serving 
the reduction of negative emotions connected with traumatic experiences from inter-
personal relations with the members of one’s own family, it may also reduce the ability 
to anticipate future goals and plans aimed at the future – however, if they appear, they 
are very specifi c and do not have many details (job, family).

The youth under the custody of the Emergency Fostering feels the possibility of ex-
erting infl uence on particular elements of one’s own individual world in a much weaker 
way than the control group, which may result from a weaker expectation of one’s own 
effi  cacy (Bandura, 1977, Domańska-Najder, 1984, as in Poznaniak 1998). Actions taken 
by the wards of the institution are more often situation-conditioned in its subjective 
interpretation than dependent on one’s own competencies, the evaluation of which 
may also be lowered.
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The experience of lesser personal infl uence on the elements of one’s own world 
suggests that the “Self” does not fulfi l controlling or central function in decision-making 
mechanisms. Losing control over the world (the life, action) leads to acquired helpless-
ness, which may be treated as a fi xed defense mechanism reducing the risk of failure, 
and also reducing negative emotions, or as a manifestation of a low sense of one’s own 
effi  cacy or coherence that play a vital role in the process of coping with life adversities 
(Antonovski, 1995).

In comparison with the control group, the world representation in the youth with 
conduct disorders is more saturated with elements of the real world and material ob-
jects. Institutions fulfi lling care and educational functions also appear more often. From 
Gurycka’s (1998) studies it follows that school is a frequent element of the youth’s pic-
ture of the world, however, owing to the fact that the autonomy of the youth staying 
at the center is obviously limited, institutions that defi ne the frames of the living space 
dominate in their world representation. However, school does not have much meaning 
for the youth from both groups and negative emotions are shown towards it. School 
remains in confl ict with other objects as it limits interests’ development, hence, is not 
conducive to harmonize with the world of the youth. Although the youth under the 
custody of the Emergency Fostering have limited possibilities of infl uencing their own 
individual real world, still, they do not show so many negative emotions towards formal 
institutions as the control group. The observed diff erence between the studied groups 
can be analyzed on two levels: the individual – allowing for the individual’s needs and 
the institutional one – following from the diversity of institutions and their functions. 
The youth from the control group experience many negative emotions towards school, 
which in relation with the educational system reform became an institution that only 
fulfi ls the curriculum, and social life and pursuing one’s own interests moved outside 
school boundaries. On the other hand though, formal education is a crucial element of 
the plan for the future, so anxiety connected with the fear of failure and time pressure 
appears. For the youth from the Emergency Fostering, institutions which are objects 
of the real world, fulfi l complex functions: rehabilitative, training and educational. They 
create a present environment in which the youth develop and may meet their personal 
needs under controlled conditions. Personal traits of counselors and teachers in relation 
to institutions may have a signifi cant meaning to the wards, among which emphatic 
sensitivity and the ability to understand the ward’s situation are particularly important 
as for this group they substitute a parent, they are not only specialists implementing 
the curriculum (Morgan, 1984, Kliś, Kossewska, 2000).
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World representation in the youth 

with hearing impairment

Hearing impairment is the factor infl uencing individual experience and development. 
However, as it infl uences the identity development, it might also impact the world 
representation understood as a system of knowledge comprising an individual’s infor-
mation and beliefs developing as the individual gains experience. 

In the study of deaf adolescents done by Kossewska (2012) subjects aged 15–17 
were tested individually with the applied method called “Map of My World” by Gurycka 
(1994). It was showed that there is a great similarity of the world representation de-
velopmental pathway between the deaf and the hearing in the scope of the presence 
of future temporal orientation The Deaf adolescents present signifi cantly fewer time 
categories on their world representation than the hearing ones do. They are usually 
related to present real objects, such as school, peer and family relationships, dating. The 
world of hearing adolescents includes more future time perspective which is related to 
vocational as well as social and personal goals.

Polish Deaf adolescents attend segregated school and usually live in a dormitory 
outside their family. Social life and realisation of interests have moved out of the fam-
ily. For deaf and low-hearing youths, institutions of the real world perform complex 
functions: socialisation, education and upbringing. Institutions create a controlled en-
vironment where young people may develop and satisfy their needs. They give them 
a chance to realise the need of infl uence which is very important in the development 
of a mature, responsible personality. Present time perspective may limit the range of 
deaf adolescents’ judgements, decisions and actions. Only few deaf youths pointed out 
the prolong education and profession as important values within the future context, 
while according to Zimbardo and Boyd (1999), a more future-based time perspective 
could help students study and progress to higher education. Deaf and hearing adoles-
cents develop in relatively less secure environments, thus according to Evolutionary Life 
Theory, it may be followed by present oriented behavioural strategies, which refl ect an 
orientation towards immediate outcomes and little concern for future consequences.

This fi nding may result from the fact that 90 % of deaf children are born to hearing 
parents, and these children may not have received any usable language input during 
critical language acquisition periods of brain development. Lacking language input 
during a child’s earliest years and the underdevelopment of a formal language system 
can result in an adult without fl uency or competence in any language, including sign 
language (Sacks, 1989). Hearing family usually creates the low-stimulating develop-
mental environment. Possession of a language system is necessary to facilitate abstract 
thinking, mature personality development and future goal orientation. Without such 
a system, some deaf persons may lack the ability to think abstractly or to generalize 
concepts. The development of future time orientation might be also limited by the low 
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level of verbal communication skills, as to a result of the issue, an average deaf adult 
reads English at a fourth grade level (Haskins, 2000). 

Conclusions

1. The world representation presenting the inner picture of the real world that 
emerged in the minds of the youth in connection with their socializing experiences 
fulfi ls a vital regulative function.

2. The representation of the world possessed by the youth with conductive disorders 
in comparison with the youth from the control group has specifi c features: the cen-
tric type of the world picture – containing the general “I” category; more saturation 
with real and material objects; lesser expressed sense of infl uence; fewer positive 
links between objects; lesser maturity. 

3. The peculiarity of the representation of the world in the youth with conduct disor-
ders results from diverse socializing experiences involved in interpersonal relations 
in the family. 

4. The analysis of the material world representation may present an important element 
of personality structure development process and the basis for creating individual 
therapy program and the rehabilitative process of the youth with conduct disorders, 
a ward of the Emergency Fostering involved in infringing the law. 

5. Building narration around the cognitive world representation revealed by the youth 
with conduct disorders may be a crucial element of family therapy, conducted from 
the perspective of the theory of systems as well as from the cognitive-behavioral 
one, and also of prevention and preventive measures and supporting the areas 
within which development is not disturbed.

6. The Deaf and hard-hearing Polish adolescents present signifi cantly fewer time cat-
egories on their world representation than the hearing ones do. They are usually 
related to present real objects as school, peer and family relationships, dating. The 
world of hearing adolescents includes more future time perspective which is related 
to vocational as well as social and personal goals.
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