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Handout 

Typical Age of Onset 

Abstract thinking typically begins to emerge 
between ages 11 and 13, aligning with Jean 
Piaget’s formal operational stage of cognitive 
development. During this phase, individuals 
develop the capacity for hypothetical-deductive 
reasoning, metacognition, and the ability to 
understand non-concrete concepts such as morality, 
justice, and personal identity (Piaget, 1972). 

Cognitive Milestones Across Development  

Stage Age 
Range 

Features 

Sensorimotor 0–2 
years 

Physical interaction with the environment; no symbolic or abstract thinking. 

Preoperational 2–7 
years 

Symbolic play and language emerge; thinking is still egocentric and concrete. 

Concrete 
Operational 

7–11 
years 

Logical thinking about concrete events; difficulty with hypothetical or 
abstract reasoning. 

Formal 
Operational 

11+ 
years 

Abstract reasoning, hypothesis testing, and understanding complex concepts 
(e.g., justice, algebra, ideology). 

(Piaget, 1972; Crone & Dahl, 2012) 

Mental Health Implications  

The emergence of abstract reasoning in adolescence opens the door to more 
complex emotional experiences, such as existential worry, self-reflection, and 

rumination, which can increase vulnerability to depression and anxiety 
(Steinberg, 2005). At the same time, these cognitive skills are foundational for 

emotional regulation, perspective-taking, and goal planning, contributing to 
resilience when supported appropriately (Blakemore & Mills, 2014).  

 

References 

Blakemore, S.-J., & Mills, K. L. (2014). Is adolescence a sensitive period for sociocultural processing? 
Annual Review of Psychology, 65, 187–207. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-
010213-115202 



 

 Center for Trauma & Resilience Research 2 
 

Crone, E. A., & Dahl, R. E. (2012). Understanding adolescence as a period of social–affective engagement and 
goal flexibility. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 13(9), 636–650. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3313 

 
Piaget, J. (1972). The psychology of the child. Basic Books. 
 
Steinberg, L. (2005). Cognitive and affective development in adolescence. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 9(2), 

69–74. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2004.12.005 
 

 
 
 
Handout written by: Dr. Margaret A. Robertson 
600 1st Ave Ste 330 
PMB 100974 
Seattle, Washington 98104-2246 US 
(541)630-3888; FAX: (360) 251-0821 
Website: www.ctrrinc.com 
Nonsecure email: 
trauma.resilience.research@gmail.com  
June 28, 2025© 

 


