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THE SPECIFICITY PRINCIPLE
Developmental (and Other) Science Applications

Marc H. Bornstein

The Specificity Principle in developmental, psychological, and medical sciences asserts that
specific experiences specific agents afford specific recipients at specific times influence specific
outcomes in specific ways. Understanding many phenomena depends critically upon the
specifics of what antecedent cause and what consequent effect are studied in whom, when, and
how. This talk introduces, defines, explains, and illustrates the Specificity Principle. Parenting
and child development serve as the principal vehicles for illustrating this moderator view, but
the talk also uses language studies as a leitmotif, and the sweep of the Specificity Principle is
represented in references to other sciences (e.g., neuroscience and specificities of cellular
sensitivities to specific stimulation, the lock-and-key tenet in immunology, personalized
medicine in clinical treatment, and widespread acknowledgment that “no one size fits all” in
policy and programming). Finally, implications of the Specificity Principle will be elaborated: If
the Specificity Principle is more widely recognized and implemented, research hypotheses can
be more precisely developed and tested, sampling in research and understanding results can be
refined, inconsistencies and discrepancies in extant literatures can be identified and resolved,
and social policies that govern prevention and intervention designs can be brought to more
differentiated levels of effectiveness.
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