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P R E F A C E

h e  O R IG IN  O F t h i s  b o o k  d a t e s  f ro m  a b o u t  ten years a g o ,  w h e n  I
was a junior professor at the U niversity of Missouri. As is often the 

case for those of us who do research in psychology, my interest in the topic 
was drawn from my own experience. A t tha t po in t in my life, after many 
years of education, I finally had a job th a t I expected to be in for a long 
tim e to come. After many years of dating , I had finally m et and was living 
w ith  the person I hoped to marry. After years of m oving around from one 
place to another every year or two or three in pursu it o f new opportunities 
and experiences, I was ready to stay in one place for a while and p u t down 
some roots. I felt at last tha t I had reached adulthood.

I began to w onder, how and w hen do o ther people feel they have 
reached adulthood? I t occurred to me th a t there is no social or com m unal 
ritua l in A m erican society to m ark th a t passage. Instead, it is left to  each 
o f us to determ ine when the threshold to  adulthood has been reached and 
w hat signifies it.

I had been doing research on adolescence for several years at the tim e, 
so it was easy for m e to  tu rn  the focus of my research to  the question of 
w hat it means to move from adolescence to adulthood. I soon learned that 
there was not m uch in psychology that had explored the topic, bu t there 
was a great deal o f research in sociology on w hat was called the “transition j 
to adulthood.” Sociologists defined the transition to adulthood in  term s of ! 
d istinct events, specifically, finishing education, entering fu ll-tim e work, 
marriage, and parenthood. This seemed perfectly reasonable to me. My own 
sense of reaching adulthood had been m arked by entering full-tim e work 
and, if  not m arriage, at least feeling ready for marriage.

I was qu ite  surprised, then, when I began to  ask college students about 
w hat they believed m arked the transition to adulthood and found tha t for 
them  entering  full-tim e w ork and marriage had nothing to do w ith  it. N or



vi • Preface

did  the other sociological transitions, finishing education and entering par
enthood. In fact, all four of the sociological transitions ended up rock bo t
tom  when I surveyed college students about possible criteria for adulthood. 
Instead of the sociological transitions, the m ost im portant criteria for adu lt
hood to these college s tuden ts were m ore in tang ib le  and psychological: 
accepting responsibility for one’s actions, m aking independent decisions, 
arid becom ing financially independent.

W ell, I th o u g h t, maybe th a t’s because they’re college students, and 
being in college leads them  to th in k  in m ore abstract and psychological 
terms. Maybe people in the same age group who are not in college would 
see the transition to adulthood more in term s of transition events, like the 
sociologists did. B ut w hen I surveyed and interviewed them , I came up w ith  
the same results as I had for the college students, and there were very few 
differences by educational level or socioeconomic background.

By now I was thoroughly in trigued  and wanted to know more about 
w hat was going on in  the lives o f people experiencing the transition  to 
adulthood. I started a study in Missouri of young people in their twenties, 
including both college and noncollege participants, and asked them  a broad 
range of questions— on their family lives, on love and sex and marriage, on 
their college and work experiences, on w hat they value m ost and w hat they 
believe about religious questions, and more. I spent a year in San Francisco 
and continued  my research, focusing on Asian A m ericans and African 
Americans. I had graduate students conduct interviews w ith  Latinos in Los 
Angeles and w ith  African Americans in N ew  Orleans.

The more research I did, the more I talked to people in their twenties, 
the less satisfied I became w ith  describing their developm ent in term s of 
the transition  to adulthood. Yes, the transition  to  adulthood takes place 
during this period, b u t tha t term  does not begin to cover all that is going 
on in their lives from the tim e they leave h igh school to  the tim e they reach 
full adulthood. Calling it the “transition to adulthood” seemed to d im in 
ish it, as if  it were merely a brief passage connecting the two more im por
tan t periods of adolescence and young adulthood. A nd it lasts so long, at 
least from age 18 to 25 for m ost people and usually beyond, as long or longer 
than any stage of childhood or adolescence. W hy shouldn’t it be regarded 
as a d istinct period of life in its own right?

I looked for existing theories tha t would provide a framework for un 
derstanding the transition to adulthood as a separate developm ental period, 
bu t could not find anything satisfying. The m ost com m only discussed idea 
was K enneth K eniston’s idea of “y outh ,” bu t youth seemed to me a dubious
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choice of term s for this age period, because it was already used in so many 
other ways, to describe people as young as m iddle childhood and as old as 
the ir thirties. Besides, K eniston’s ideas on “you th” were based m ainly on 
the college student protesters of the 1960s, an atypical group at an unusual 
tim e in Am erican history, and seemed to me to have little  application to 
the present.

So, I decided to create my own theory of developm ent from the late 
teens th rough the twenties, and this book is the result o f those efforts. A l
ready I have published num erous articles in scholarly journals ou tlin ing  the 
theory, b u t this is my first a ttem p t to present a comprehensive account of 
it, based on my research over the past decade. I hope scholars will find it 
com pelling and persuasive, b u t I regard this book as the beginning of form 
ing an understanding of em erging adulthood, not the last word. Many other I 

scholars are now conducting research using the theory of em erging ad u lt
hood, and it is a field of study that is grow ing rapidly. The first scholarly 
conference was held at H arvard U niversity in N ovem ber 2003, and there 
will certainly be more. A group of scholars has been formed to share infor
m ation and support in studying em erging adulthood (see www.s-r-a.org/ 
easig.htm l). Now  that we are beginning to develop a shared language for 
ta lk ing  about this age period, there are surely many exciting discoveries to 
come.

This is a book not just for scholars b u t for anyone interested in  this 
topic and th is age period. I hope many em erging adults w ill find it pro
vocative and inform ative, and I hope their parents will as well. It was my 
goal to w rite a book that would make an im portan t contribution  to schol
arship on em erging adulthood b u t th a t m ost people could read and find 
engaging w hether they are scholars or not. There are no complex statistical 
analyses, and m ost of the inform ation com paring my results to other stu d 
ies on the age period can be found in the notes rather than in  the m ain text. 
W hat I have focused on instead are the voices of em erging adults, th a t is, 
w hat they say about their lives on a wide range of topics.

I present some questionnaire results, bu t m ainly I present the results 
from the interviews, because tha t is where I learned the m ost about em erg
ing adults. Questionnaires have a useful place in research, b u t in my expe
rience there is sim ply no substitu te  for sitting  face to face w ith  people and 
ta lk ing  to them  about w hat they have experienced and w hat it means to 
them . I believe that in all psychological research it is im portan t to listen to 
how people describe and in terpret the ir lives— except infants, o f course—  
bu t it may be especially im portan t in  em erging adulthood, because it is a

http://www.s-r-a.org/
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highly self-reflective tim e of life, a period when they th in k  a lot about who 
they are and w hat they w ant out of life. A nd i t ’s fun to listen to them , as 
you’ll see in the course of this book. N o m atter w hat their educational back
ground, they are remarkably articulate, often funny, sometim es moving.

I have m any people to thank  for the ir support in m aking th is book 
possible. A lthough I did m ost of the interviews myself, I had assistance from 
num erous studen ts along the way, inc lud ing  K atie Ramos and D iane 
R utledge in M issouri and Los Angeles, Terrolyn C arter in  N ew  Orleans, 
and G retchen Cooke, Colleen O ’C onnell, and M egan O ’D onnell in San 
Francisco. Several of my colleagues read part or all o f the book before p u b 
lication and provided com m ents and suggestions, including Jack Brunner, 
J im  Cote, Bill Dam on, W yndol Furm an, Steve H am ilton , H ugh  M cIntosh, 
Shmuel Shulm an, Jennifer Tanner, and N iobe W ay. Special thanks go to 
m y wife, Lene Jensen, who read m any a draft w ithou t com plaint and al
ways offered insightfu l and helpful com m ents. Thanks also to Catharine 
C arlin, psychology ed ito r at Oxford U niversity  Press, for understanding  
w hat I was aim ing for in this book and enthusiastically supporting  it. Fi
nally, I wish to thank the hundreds of em erging adults who opened up their 
lives to me in the interviews tha t are the foundation of this book. You taught 
me an imm ense am ount, and I am grateful for it.
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A Longer Road to Adulthood

T T n  T H E  P A S T  F E W  D E C A D E S  A Q U IE T  revolution has taken place for young 
JLpeople in American society, so quiet that it has been noticed only gradu
ally and incom pletely. As recently as 1970 the typical 2 1 -year-old was 
m arried or about to be m arried, caring for a newborn child or expecting 
one soon, done w ith  education or about to be done, and settled into a long
term  job or the role of fu ll-tim e m other. Y oung people of that tim e grew 
up quickly and made serious enduring choices about the ir lives at a rela
tively early age. Today, the life of a typical 21-year-old could hardly be more 
different. M arriage is at least five years off, often more. D itto  parenthood. 
Education may last several more years, th rough an extended undergradu
ate program — the “four-year degree” in five, six, or m ore— and perhaps 
graduate or professional school. Job  changes are frequent, as young people 
look for work that will not only pay well but will also be personally fulfilling.

For today’s young people, the road to adulthood is a long one. They 
leave home at age 18 or 19 , bu t m ost do not marry, become parents, and 
find a long-term  job un til a t least their late twenties. From their late teens 
to their late twenties they explore the possibilities available to them  in love 
and work, and move gradually toward m aking enduring choices. Such free
dom  to explore different options is exciting, and this period is a tim e of 
h igh hopes and big dreams. However, it is also a tim e of anxiety and uncer
tainty, because the lives of young people are so unsettled, and many o f them  
have no idea where their explorations will lead. They struggle w ith  uncer
tainty even as they revel in being freer than they ever were in childhood or 
ever will be once they take on the full w eight o f adult responsibilities. To 
be a young A m erican today is to experience bo th  excitem ent and uncer
tain ty , w ide-open possibility and confusion, new freedoms and new fears.

The rise in the ages of entering marriage and parenthood, the leng th 
ening of higher education, and prolonged job instability  during  the tw en

3
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ties reflect the developm ent o f a new period of life for young people in the 
U nited  States and other industrialized societies, lasting from the late teens 
through the m id- to late twenties. This period is not sim ply an “extended 
adolescence,” because it is m uch different from adolescence, m uch freer from 
parental control, m uch more a period of independent exploration. N or is it 
really “young adu lthood ,” since th is te rm  im plies th a t an early stage of 
adulthood has been reached, whereas m ost young people in their twenties 
have not made the transitions historically associated w ith  adult status—  
especially m arriage and parenthood— and many of them  feel they have not 
yet reached adulthood. It is a new and historically unprecedented period of 
the life course, so it requires a new term  and a new way of th ink ing ; I call 
it emerging adulthood.

M any Americans have noticed the change in how young people expe
rience the ir late teens and the ir tw enties. In  the 1990s “G eneration  X ” 
became a widely used term  for people in  this age period, inspired by D ou
glas C oupland’s 1991 novel o f tha t title . However, the characteristics o f 
today’s young people are not merely generational. The changes tha t have 
created em erging adulthood are here to stay— G enerations X, Y, Z , and 
beyond will experience an extended period of exploration and instability  in 
the ir late teens and twenties. For this reason I believe em erging adulthood 
should be recognized as a d istinct new period of life that will be around for 
many generations to come.

In  th is book I describe the characteristics o f em erging adults, based 
m ainly on my research over the past decade, plus a synthesis of o ther re
search and theories on the age period. In this opening chapter I provide some 
historical background on the rise of em erging adulthood and describe the 
period’s distinctive features. I also explain why the term  emerging adulthood 

is preferable to  other possible terms.

The Rise of Emerging Adulthood

Em erging adulthood has been created in part by the steep rise in the typ i
cal ages of m arriage and parenthood th a t has taken place in the past half 
century .1 As you can see in Figure 1.1, in 1950 the m edian age of marriage 
in the U nited  States was just 20 for w om en and 22 for men. Even as re
cently as 1970, these ages had risen only slightly , to about 21 for women 
and 23 for men. However, since 1970 there has been a dram atic shift in  the 
ages when Americans typically get married. By the year 2000 the typical 
age o f m arriage was 25 for women and 27 for m en, a four-year rise for both
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sexes in  the space of just three decades. Age at en tering  parenthood has 
followed a sim ilar pattern. Then as now, couples tend to have their first child 
about one year after m arriage, on average.2 So, from 1950 to 1970 most 
couples had their first child in their very early twenties, whereas today most 
wait un til at least their late twenties before becom ing parents.

W hy th is dram atic rise in  the typical ages of en tering  m arriage and 
parenthood? O ne reason is tha t the invention of the b irth  control pill, in 
com bination w ith  less stringent standards of sexual m orality after the sexual 
revolution o f the 1960s and early 1970s, m eant th a t young people no longer 
had to enter marriage in order to have a regular sexual relationship. Now 
m ost young people have a series o f sexual relationships before en tering  
m arriage,3 and most Americans do not object to this, as long as sex does 
not begin at an age tha t is “too early” (whatever that is) and as long as the 

num ber of partners does not become “too m any” (whatever that is). A lthough 
Americans may not be clear, in  their own m inds, about w hat the precise 
rules o ught to be for young people’s sexual relationships, there is widespread 
tolerance now for sexual relations between young people in their late teens 
and twenties in the context o f a com m itted, loving relationship.

A nother im portan t reason for the rise in the typical ages of entering 
m arriage and parenthood is the increase in the years devoted to pursuing 
higher education. An exceptionally high proportion of young people, about

28
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two thirds, now enter college after g raduating  from high school.4 This is a 
higher proportion than ever before in American history. A m ong those who 
graduate from college, about one th ird  go on to graduate school the follow
ing year.5 M ost young people w ait u n til they have finished school before 
they start th ink ing  seriously about m arriage and parenthood, and for many 
of them  this means postponing these com m itm ents un til at least their m id- 
twenties.

B ut it may be that the m ost im portan t reason of all for the rise in the 
typical ages of en tering  m arriage and parenthood is less tangib le than 
changes in sexual behavior or m ore years spent in  college and graduate 
school. There has been a profound change in how young people view the 
m eaning and value of becom ing an adu lt and en tering  the adu lt roles of 
spouse and parent. Young people of the 1950s were eager to enter ad u lt
hood and “settle dow n .”6 Perhaps because they grew up during the upheavals 
o f the G reat Depression and W orld  W ar II, achieving the stability  of m ar
riage, home, and children seemed like a great accom plishm ent to them . Also, 
because m any of them  planned to  have three, four, or even five or more 
children, they had good reason to  get started early in order to have all the 
children they wanted and space them  out at reasonable intervals.

The young people of today, in  contrast, see adulthood and its obliga
tions in qu ite a different light. In the ir late teens and early tw enties, m ar
riage, home, and children are seen by most o f them  not as achievements to 
be pursued bu t as perils to be avoided. It is not that they do not w ant m ar
riage, a home, and (one or two) children— eventually. M ost o f them  do want 
to take on all o f these adult obligations, and m ost o f them  will have done 
so by the tim e they reach age 30. I t is just that, in their late teens and early 
twenties, they ponder these obligations and th ink , “Yes, b u t not yet." A d u lt
hood and its obligations offer security and stability , b u t they also represent 
a closing of doors— the end of independence, the end of spontaneity, the 
end of a sense of w ide-open possibilities.

W om en’s roles have also changed in  ways that make an early entry into 
adult obligations less desirable for them  now compared to 50 years ago. The 
young women of 1950 were under a great deal of social pressure to catch a 
m an .7 Being a single wom an was sim ply not a viable social status for a 
woman after her early twenties. Relatively few women attended college, and 
those who did were often there for the purpose of obtaining their “m -r-s” 
degree (in the joke of the day)— -that is, for the purpose of finding a hus
band. The range of occupations open to young women was severely restricted, 
as it had been traditionally— secretary, waitress, teacher, nurse, perhaps a
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few others. Even these occupations were supposed to be tem porary for young 
women. W hat they were really supposed to be focusing on was finding a 
husband and having children. H aving no other real options, and facing social 
lim bo if they remained unm arried for long, their yearning for marriage and 
children— the sooner the better— was sharpened.

For the young women of the 21st century, all this has changed. A t every 
level of education from grade school through graduate school girls now excel 
over boys.8 Fifty-six percent of the undergraduates in America’s colleges and 
universities are women, according to the most recent figures.9 Young women’s 
occupational possibilities are now virtually unlim ited, and although men still 
dominate in engineering and some sciences, women are equal to m en in ob
taining law and business degrees and nearly equal in obtaining medical de
grees.10 W ith  so many options open to them , and w ith so little pressure on 
them  to marry by their early twenties, the lives o f young American women 
today have changed almost beyond recognition from what they were 50 years 
ago. And most of them  take on their new freedoms w ith alacrity, m aking the 
most of their emerging adult years before they enter marriage and parenthood.

A lthough the rise of em erging adulthood is partly  a consequence of the 
rising ages of marriage and parenthood, marriage ages were also relatively 
h igh  early in  the 20 th  century and th roughout the 19th century .11 W hat is 
different now is tha t young people are freer than they were in the past to 
use the intervening years, between the end of secondary school and entry 
into marriage and parenthood, to explore a wide range of different possible 
future paths. Young people of the past were constricted in a variety of ways, 
from  gender roles to economics, w hich prevented them  from  using their 
late teens and twenties for exploration. In contrast, today’s em erging adults 
have unprecedented freedom.

N ot all of them  have an equal portion of it, to be certain. Some live in 
conditions of deprivation that make any chance of exploring life options se
verely lim ited, at best. However, as a group, they have more freedom for ex
ploration than young people in tim es past. Their society grants them  a long 
m oratorium  in their late teens and twenties w ithout expecting them  to take 
on adult responsibilities as soon as they are able to do so. Instead, they are 
allowed to move into adult responsibilities gradually, at their own pace.

W hat Is Emerging Adulthood?
W hat are the d istinguishing features of em erging adulthood? W hat makes 
it d istinct from the adolescence that precedes it and the young adulthood
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tha t follows it? W e will be considering tha t question th roughout this book, 
bu t in this in itial chapter I w ant to present an outline of w hat em erging 
adulthood is, in its essential qualities. There are five m ain features: 12

1. I t is the age of identity explorations, o f try ing out various possi
bilities, especially in love and work.

2. I t is the age of instability.

3. It is the most self-focused age of life.
4. I t is the age of feeling in-betiveen, in transition, neither adoles

cent nor adult.
5. It is the age of possibilities, when hopes flourish, when people 

have an unparalleled opportunity  to transform  the ir lives.

Let’s look at each of these features in turn.

The Age o f Identity Explorations

Perhaps the m ost central feature of em erging adulthood is tha t it is the tim e 
when young people explore possibilities for their lives in a variety of areas, 
especially love and work. In  the course of exploring possibilities in  love and 
work, em erging adults clarify the ir identities, tha t is, they learn more about 
who they are and w hat they w ant out of life. Em erging adulthood offers 
the best opportun ity  for such self-exploration. Em erging adults have be
come more independent of their parents than they were as adolescents and 
m ost o f them  have left home, b u t they have not yet entered the stable, en
during  com m itm ents typical o f adult life, such as a long-term  job, m ar
riage, and parenthood. D uring  this interval o f years, when they are neither 
beholden to their parents nor com m itted  to a web of adult roles, they have 
an exceptional opportun ity  to try out different ways of living and different 
options for love and work.

O f course, it is adolescence rather than em erging adulthood that has typi
cally been associated w ith identity formation. A half century ago Erik Erikson13 

designated identity  versus role confusion as the central crisis of the adoles
cent stage of life, and in the decades since he articulated this idea, the focus of 
research on identity  has been on adolescence. However, Erikson also com 
m ented on the “prolonged adolescence” typical o f industrialized societies and 
the psychosocial moratorium granted to young people in such societies, “during 
which the young adult through free role experim entation may find a niche in
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some section of his society.”14 Decades later, this applies to many more young 
people than when he wrote i t .15 If  adolescence is the period from age 10 to 18 
and em erging adulthood is the period from (roughly) age 18 to the m id-twen- 
ties, most identity exploration takes place in em erging adulthood rather than 
adolescence. A lthough research on identity formation has focused mainly on 
adolescence, this research has shown that identity achievement has rarely been 
reached by the end of high school and that identity  development continues 
through the late teens and the tw enties.16

In both  love and work, the process of identity  form ation begins in ado
lescence b u t intensifies in  em erging adulthood. W ith  regard to love, ado
lescent love tends to  be tentative and transien t.17 The im plicit question is 
“W ho would I enjoy being w ith , here and now?” In contrast, explorations 
in love in em erging adulthood tend to involve a deeper level of intim acy, 
and the im plicit question is more identity-focused: “W h a t kind of person 
am I, and w hat k ind of person would suit me best as a partner through life?” 
By becom ing involved w ith  different people, em erging adults learn about 
the qualities tha t are most im portant to them  in another person, both  the 
qualities tha t attract them  and the qualities they find distasteful and an
noying. They also see how they are evaluated by others who come to know 
them  well. They learn w hat others find attractive in them — and perhaps 
w hat others find distasteful and annoying!

In work, too, there is a sim ilar contrast between the transient and ten 
tative explorations of adolescence and the more serious and identity-focused 
explorations of em erging adulthood. Most American adolescents have a part- 
tim e job at some poin t during  high school,18 b u t m ost of the ir jobs last for 
only a few m onths at most. They tend to work in service jobs— restaurants, 
retail stores, and so on— unrelated to the work they expect to be doing in 
adulthood, and they tend to view their jobs not as occupational prepara
tion bu t as a way to  obtain the money that w ill support an active leisure 
life— CDs, concert tickets, restaurant meals, clothes, cars, travel, and so on .19

In em erging adulthood, w ork experiences become more focused on lay
ing the groundw ork  for an adu lt occupation. In exploring various work 
possibilities and in exploring the educational possibilities tha t w ill prepare 
them  for work, em erging adults explore identity  issues as well: “W hat kind 
of work am  I good at? W hat kind of w ork would I find satisfying for the 
long term ? W hat are my chances of g e tting  a job in the field tha t seems to 
suit me best?” As they try  out different jobs or college majors, em erging 
adults learn more about themselves. They learn more about their abilities
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and interests. Ju s t as im portan t, they learn w hat kinds of work they are not 

good at or do not w ant to do. In w ork as in love, explorations in em erging 
adulthood com monly include the experience of failure or disappointm ent. 
B ut as in love, the failures and disappointm ents in w ork can be illum ina t
ing for self-understanding.

A lthough em erging adults become more focused and serious about their 
directions in love and work than they were as adolescents, this change takes 
place gradually. Many of the identity explorations of the em erging adult years 
are simply for fun, a kind of play, part of gaining a broad range of life expe
riences before "settling dow n” and taking on the responsibilities of adult life. 
Em erging adults realize they are free in ways they will not be during their 
thirties and beyond. For people who wish to have a variety of romantic and 
sexual experiences, em erging adulthood is the tim e for it, when parental sur
veillance has dim inished and there is as yet little  normative pressure to enter 
marriage. Similarly, em erging adulthood is the tim e for trying out unusual 
educational and work possibilities. Program s such as AmeriCorps and the 
Peace Corps find most of their volunteers among em erging adults ,20 because 
em erging adults have both the freedom to pull up stakes quickly in order to 
go somewhere new and the inclination to do something unusual. O ther emerg
ing adults travel on their own to a different part of the country or the world 
to work or study for a while. This, too, can be part of their identity explora
tions, part of expanding the range of their personal experiences prior to m ak
ing the more enduring choices of adulthood.

W e will examine iden tity  explorations in relation to love in  chapters 4 
and 5, college in  chapter 6 , and work in chapter 7. Ideology, the other as
pect of identity  in Erikson’s theory, is the subject o f chapter 8 , on religious 
beliefs and values.

The Age o f Instability

The explorations of em erging adults and their shifting choices in love and 
work make em erging adulthood an exceptionally full and intense period of 
life bu t also an exceptionally unstable one. Em erging adults know they are 
supposed to have a Plan w ith  a capital P, that is, some kind of idea about 
the route they will be taking from adolescence to adulthood ,21 and most of 
them  come up w ith  one. However, for alm ost all o f them , their Plan is sub
ject to numerous revisions during  the em erging adult years. These revisions 
are a natural consequence of their explorations. They enter college and choose
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a major, then discover the m ajor is not as interesting as it seemed— tim e to 
revise the Plan. O r they enter college and find themselves unable to focus 
on their studies, and their grades sink accordingly— tim e to revise the Plan. 
O r they go to work after college bu t discover after a year or two tha t they 
need more education if  they ever expect to m ake decent money— tirrie to 
revise the Plan. O r they move in w ith  a boyfriend or girlfriend and start to 
th ink  of the Plan as founded on their future together, only to discover that 
they have no future together— tim e to revise the Plan.

W ith  each revision in the Plan, they learn som ething about themselves 
and hopefully take a step toward clarifying the kind of future they want. 
B ut even if  they succeed in  doing so, tha t does not mean the instability  of 
em erging adulthood is easy. Sometimes em erging adults look back w ist
fully on their high school years. M ost of them  rem em ber those years as filled 
w ith  anguish in many ways, bu t in retrospect at least they knew w hat they 
were going to be doing from one day, one week, one m onth  to the next. In 
em erging adulthood the anxieties o f adolescence dim inish, b u t instability  
replaces them  as a new source of disruption. W e will examine this issue in 
detail in chapter 10 .

The best illustration of the instability  of em erging adulthood is in  how 
often they move from one residence to another. As Figure 1.2 indicates, rates 
of moving spike upward beginning at age 18, reach their peak in the m id
tw enties, then sharply decline .22 This shows tha t em erging adults rarely 
know where they will be living from one year to the next. I t is easy to imagine 
the sources of their many moves. Their first move is to leave home, often to 
go to college but sometim es just to be independent of their paren ts .23 O ther 
moves soon follow. If  they drop out o f college either tem porarily or perm a
nently, they may move again. They often live w ith  roommates during em erg
ing adulthood, some of w hom  they get along w ith , some of whom they do 
not— and when they do not, they move again. They may move in w ith  a 
boyfriend or girlfriend. Sometimes cohabitation leads to m arriage, som e
tim es it does not— and when it does not, they move again. I f  they graduate 
from college they move again, perhaps to start a new job or to enter g radu
ate school. For nearly half of em erging adults, at least one of their moves 
during  the years from age 18 to 25 will be back home to live w ith  their 
parents .24 M oving home will be one of the topics of chapter 3.

All o f this m oving around makes em erging adulthood an unstable tim e, 
b u t it also reflects the explorations that take place during the em erging adult 
years. Many of the moves em erging adults make are for the purpose of some
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new period of exploration, in  love, work, or education. Exploration and 
instability  go hand in hand.

The Self-Focused Age

There is no tim e of life tha t is more self-focused than em erging adulthood. 
Children and adolescents are self-focused in their own way, yes, bu t they 
always have parents and teachers to answer to, and usually siblings as well. 
Nearly all o f them  live at home w ith  at least one parent. There are house
hold rules and standards to follow, and if they break them  they risk the w rath 
of other family members. Parents keep track, at least to some extent, o f where 
they are and w hat they are doing. A lthough adolescents typically grow more 
independent than they were as children, they rem ain part of a family sys
tem  that requires responses from them  on a daily basis. In addition, nearly 
all of them  attend school, where teachers set the standards and m onitor their 
behavior and performance.

By age 30, a new web of com m itm ents and obligations is well estab
lished, for m ost people. A t tha t age, 75%  of Americans have m arried and 
have had at least one ch ild .25 A new household, then, w ith  new rules and

Age

F ig u re  1.2. R ates o f M oving, by Age
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'  AREN'T SOU Y  SO m ETIM ES, ' 
WORRIED ABOUT SURE...I THINK 
RUNNING OUT IT UJOULO BE 
OF T IM E  TO SO UlONOER-

HflUE A 8A6W, FU l TO HAVE
CATHN ?  A 8ABV  TO

— I I   TAKE CARE OF.

AIV HOUSE IS  FOR M E  !  MY 'N 
M 0N E Y 5  ALL FOR M E  f  M V  
WHOLE LIFE REVOLVES AROUND 
ME, AND I  LOVE THAT !»

me, we , me !!!

...THEN I  THINK ABOUT HOU) 
IHUCH I  LOVE MV OWN T IM E . 
I  LOVE GETTING TO 00 WHAT

EVER I  WANT f

X GUESB Y v E A H . . . I 'M  TORN 
THAT'5 THE BETWEEN WANT- 
POINT A LOT ING TO HAVE ONE 
OF U S GET AND WANTING 
TO... 1 TO BE ONE.

M ost em erg ing  adults are not q u ite  th is self-focused! (C A T H Y  © 1996 Cathy 

G uisew ite. R eprin ted  w ith  perm ission of U niversal Press Syndicate. A ll righ ts reserved.)

standards. A spouse, instead of parents and siblings, w ith  whom they m ust 
coordinate activities and negotiate household duties and requirem ents. A 
child , to  be loved and provided for, who needs tim e and a tten tion . An 
employer, in a job and a field they are com m itted  to and w ant to succeed 
in, who holds them  to standards of progress and achievement.

I t is only in between, during  em erging adulthood, tha t there are few 
ties that entail daily obligations and com m itm ents to others. M ost young 
Americans leave home at age 18 or 19, and m oving out means that daily 
life is m uch more self-focused. W hat to have for dinner? You decide. W hen 
to do the laundry? You decide. W hen (or whether) to come home at night? 
You decide.

So many decisions! And those are the easy ones. They have to  decide 
the hard ones m ostly on their own as well. Go to college? W ork  full tim e? 
T ry  to  com bine w ork and college? Stay in college or drop out? Switch 
majors? Switch colleges? Switch jobs? Switch apartm ents? Switch room 
mates? Break up w ith  girlfriend/boyfriend? Move in w ith  g irlfriend/boy
friend? D ate someone new? Even for em erging adults who rem ain at home, 
m any of these decisions apply. Counsel may be offered or sought from par
ents and friends, bu t many of these decisions m ean clarifying in their own 
m inds w hat they w ant, and nobody can really te ll them  w hat they w ant 
b u t themselves.

To say th a t em erging adulthood is a self-focused tim e is not m eant 
pejoratively. There is nothing w rong about being self-focused during em erg
ing adulthood; it is normal, healthy, and temporary. By focusing on them 
selves, em erg ing  adults develop skills for daily liv ing, gain  a better 
understanding of who they are and w hat they w ant from life, and begin to 
build  a foundation for their adu lt lives. The goal of their self-focusing is
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self-sufficiency, learning to stand alone as a self-sufficient person, bu t they 
do not see self-sufficiency as a perm anent state. R ather, they view it as a 
necessary step before com m itting  themselves to  enduring relationships w ith  
others, in  love and work.

The Age o f Feeling In-Between

The exploration and instability  o f em erging adulthood give it the quality  
o f an in-between period— between adolescence, when m ost people live in 
their parents’ home and are required to attend  secondary school, and young 
adulthood, when m ost people have entered m arriage and parenthood and 
have settled into a stable occupational path. In between the restrictions of 
adolescence and the responsibilities o f adulthood lie the explorations and 
instability  o f em erging adulthood.

It feels this way to  em erging adults, too— like an age in-between, nei
ther adolescent nor adult, on the way to adulthood bu t not there yet. W hen 
asked w hether they feel they have reached adulthood, the ir responses are 
often am biguous, w ith  one foot in yes and the o ther in no. For example, 
Lillian, 25, answered the question this way:

Som etim es I th in k  I ’ve reached adulthood  and then  I sit dow n and eat ice 

cream  d irectly  from  the box, and I keep th in k in g , “I ’ll know I ’m  an adu lt 

w hen I d o n 't eat ice cream  rig h t ou t o f  the  box any m ore!” T h at seems 

like such a ch ild ish  th in g  to do. B u t I guess in some ways I feel like I ’m 

an adu lt. I ’m  a p re tty  responsible person. I m ean, if  I say I ’m  go ing  to do 

som ething, I do it. I ’m  very responsible w ith  m y job. Financially, I ’m  fairly 

responsible w ith  m y m oney. B ut som etim es in social circum stances I feel 

uncom fortable like I d o n ’t know  w hat I ’m supposed to  do, and I still feel 

like a little  kid. So a lot o f tim es I d o n ’t really feel like an adu lt.

As Figure 1.3 dem onstrates, about 60%  of em erging adults aged 1 8 -  
25 report this “yes and no” feeling in response to the question “Do you feel 
tha t you have reached adulthood ?”26 Once they reach their late twenties and 
early th irties most Americans feel they have definitely reached adulthood, 
bu t even then a substantial proportion, about 30% , still feels in-between. 
I t is only in the ir later th irties, the ir forties, and their fifties tha t this sense 
of am biguity  has faded for nearly everyone and the feeling of being adult is 
well established.

The reason that so many em erging adults feel in-between is evident from 
the criteria they consider to be most im portant for becoming an adult. The
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criteria most im portant to them  are gradual, so their feeling of becoming an 
adult is gradual, too. In a variety of regions of the U nited States, in a variety 
of ethnic groups, in studies using both questionnaires and interviews, people 
consistently state the following as the top three criteria for adulthood :27

1. Accept responsibility for yourself.
2. Make independent decisions.
3. Become financially independent.

All three criteria are gradual, increm ental, rather than all at once. Con
sequently, although em erging adults begin to feel adult by the tim e they 
reach age 18 or 19, they do not feel com pletely adult un til years later, some 
tim e in the ir m id- to late twenties. By then they have become confident 
tha t they have reached a po in t where they accept responsibility, make their 
own decisions, and are financially independent. W hile they are in the pro
cess o f developing those qualities, they feel in between adolescence and full 
adulthood. W e will explore this issue more in chapter 10.

□ yes

□ no

□ yes and no

12-17 18-25 26-35 36-55
Age

F ig u re  1.3. “Do you feel th a t you have reached adu lthood?”
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The Age o f Possibilities

Em erging adulthood is the age of possibilities, when many different futures 
rem ain open, when little  about a person’s direction in life has been decided 
for certain. I t tends to be an age of high hopes and great expectations, in 
p art because few of their dreams have been tested in the fires o f real life. 
Em erging adults look to the future and envision a w ell-paying, satisfying 
job, a loving, lifelong m arriage, and happy children who are above average. 
In one national survey of 18—24-year-olds, nearly all— 96% — agreed w ith  
the statem ent “I am very sure tha t someday I will get to  where I w ant to be 
in life .”28 The dreary, dead-end jobs, the b itte r divorces, the d isappointing 
and disrespectful children that some of them  will find themselves experi
encing in the years to come— none of them  im agine tha t this is w hat the 
future holds for them .

One feature of em erging adulthood tha t makes it the age of possibili
ties is that, typically, em erging adults have left their family of origin bu t 

are not yet com m itted  to a new network of relationships and obligations. 
This is especially im portan t for young people who have grown up in diffi
cu lt conditions. A chaotic or unhappy family is difficult to rise above for 
children and adolescents, because they return  to tha t family environm ent 
every day and the fam ily’s problem s are often reflected in problem s of their 
own. I f  the parents fight a lot, they have to listen to them . If  the parents 
live in poverty, the children live in poverty, too, m ost likely in dangerous 
neighborhoods w ith  inferior schools. If  a parent is alcoholic, the disruptions 
from the paren t’s problem s rip th rough the rest o f the family as well. H ow 
ever, w ith  em erging adulthood and departure from  the fam ily hom e, an 
unparalleled opportunity  begins for young people to transform their lives. 
For those who have come from troubled families, this is their chance to try 
to  straigh ten  the parts o f themselves th a t have become tw isted. W e will 
see some examples of dram atic transform ations in chapter 9 -

Even for those who have come from families they regard as relatively 
happy and healthy , em erg ing  adulthood  is an oppo rtun ity  to transform  
themselves so tha t they are not merely made in their parents’ images bu t 
have made independent decisions about w hat kind of person they wish to 
be and how they wish to  live. D uring  em erging adulthood they have an 
exceptionally wide scope for m aking their own decisions. Eventually, v ir
tually all em erging adults w ill enter new, long-term  obligations in love and 
work, and once they do their new obligations w ill set them  on paths that 
resist change and that may continue for the rest o f their lives. B ut for now,
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while em erging adulthood lasts, they have a chance to change their lives in 
profound ways.29

Regardless of their family background, all em erging adults carry their 
family influences w ith  them  when they leave home, and the extent to which 
they can change w hat they have become by the end of adolescence is not 
un lim ited . S till, m ore than any other period of life, em erging adulthood 
presents the possib ility  o f change. For this lim ited  w indow of tim e— 7, 
perhaps 10 , years— the fulfillm ent of all their hopes seems possible, because 
for most people the range of their choices for how to live is greater than it 
has ever been before and greater than it will ever be again.

W ho Needs Emerging Adulthood?
W ho needs em erging adulthood? W hy not just call the period from the late 
teens through the m id-tw enties “late adolescence,” if it is true that people 
in this age group have not yet reached adulthood? W hy not call it “young 
adu lthood ,” if  we concede th a t they have reached adulthood bu t wish to 
distinguish  between them  and adults o f older ages? Maybe we should call 
it the “transition to adulthood ,” if we w ant to emphasize tha t it is a transi
tional period between adolescence and young adulthood. O r m aybe we 
should call it “you th ,” like some earlier scholars of this age period did.

I considered each of these alternatives in the course of form ing the con
cept of em erging adulthood. H ere is why I concluded each o f them  was 
inadequate and why I believe the term  emerging adulthood is preferable.

Why Emerging Adulthood Is N ot “Late Adolescence”

The first tim e I taugh t a college course on hum an developm ent across the 
lifespan, when I reached the part of the course concerning adolescence I told 
m y students that, by social science term s, nearly all o f them  were “late ado
lescents.” Social scientists defined adulthood in term s of discrete transitions 
such as finishing education, m arriage, and parenthood. They were students, 
so clearly they had not finished their education, and few of them  were m ar
ried, and fewer still had become parents. So, they were late adolescents.

They were outraged! O K , they conceded, they had not really reached 
adulthood yet, not entirely, bu t they were not adolescents, whatever the social 
scientists m igh t say.

A t the tim e, I was surprised and bewildered at their objections. Now, 
I realize they were right. Adolescence, even “late adolescence,” is an entirely
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inadequate term  for college students or anyone else who is in the age period 
from the late teens through the m id-tw enties tha t I am calling em erging 
adulthood. True, adolescents and m ost em erging adults have in com m on 
tha t they have not yet entered m arriage and parenthood. O ther than this 
sim ilarity, however, their lives are m uch different. V irtually  all adolescents 
(ages 10—18) live at home w ith  one or both parents. In contrast, most em erg
ing adults have moved out o f their parents’ homes, and their living situa
tions are extremely diverse. V irtually  all adolescents are experiencing the 
dram atic physical changes of puberty. In contrast, em erging adults have 
reached full reproductive m aturity. V irtually all adolescents attend secondary 
school. In contrast, many em erging adults are enrolled in college, bu t no
where near all of them . U nlike adolescents, the ir educational paths are 
diverse, from those who go straigh t th rough college and then on to g radu
ate or professional school to  those who receive no more education after high 
school, and every com bination in  between. Adolescents also have in com 
m on tha t they have the legal status of m inors, not adults. They cannot vote, 
they cannot sign legal docum ents, and they are legally under the authority  
and responsibility o f their parents in a variety of ways. In contrast, from 
age 18 onward American em erging adults have all the legal rights o f adults 
except for the righ t to buy alcohol, which comes at age 2 1 .

In all of these ways, em erging adults are different from adolescents. As 
a result, “late adolescence” is an inadequate term  for describing them . The 
term  em erging adulthood is preferable because it d istinguishes them  from 
adolescents while recognizing tha t they are not yet fully adult.

Why Emerging Adulthood Is N ot “Young Adulthood”

If  not “late adolescence,” how about “young adulthood”? There are a num 
ber of reasons why the term  “young adulthood” does not work. One is that 
it im plies tha t adulthood has been reached. However, as we have seen, most 
people in their late teens th rough their m id-tw enties would disagree that 
they have reached adulthood. Instead, they tend  to see them selves as in 
between adolescence and adulthood, so em erging adulthood captures b e t
ter their sense of where they are— on the way to adulthood, bu t not there 
yet. Emerging is also a better descriptive term  for the exploratory, unstable, 
fluid quality  of the period.

An additional problem  w ith  “young adulthood” is that it is already used 
in diverse ways. The “young ad u lt” section of the bookstore contains books 
aim ed at teens and preteens, the “young ad u lt” group at a church m igh t
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include people up to  age 40 , and “young a d u lt” is som etim es applied to 
college students aged 18 -22 . Such diverse uses make “young adulthood” 
confusing and incoherent as a term  for describing a specific period of life. 
U sing emerging adulthood allows us to ascribe a clear definition to a new term.

To call people from the ir late teens th rough their m id-tw enties “young 
adults” would also raise the problem  of w hat to call people who are in their 
thirties. They are certainly not m iddle-aged yet. Should we call them  “young 
adults,” too? It makes little  sense to lum p the late teens, the tw enties, and 
the thirties together and call the entire 22 -year period “young adulthood.” 
The period I am  calling em erging adulthood could hardly be more distinct 
from the thirties. M ost em erging adults do not feel they have reached ad u lt
hood, bu t m ost people in the ir th irties feel they have. M ost em erging adults 
are still in the process of seeking out the education, train ing, and job expe
riences tha t will prepare them  for a long-term  occupation, b u t m ost people 
in the ir th irties have settled  into a more stable occupational path. M ost 
em erging adults have not yet m arried, bu t m ost people in their th irties are 
m arried. M ost em erging adults have not yet had a child, b u t m ost people 
in their th irties have at least one child.

The list could go on. The po in t should be clear. Em erging adulthood 
and young adulthood  should be d istingu ished  as two separate periods. 
“Young adulthood” is better applied to those in their th irties, who are still 
young bu t are definitely adult in ways those in the late teens th rough the 
m id-tw enties are not.

Why Emerging Adulthood Is N ot the 
“Transition to Adulthood”

A nother possibility would be to call the years from  the late teens through 
the tw enties the “transition to  adulthood.” I t is true tha t m ost young people 
m ake the transition  to adulthood during  this period, in term s of their per
ceptions of their status and in term s of their m ovem ent toward stable adult 
roles in love and work. However, the “transition to adulthood” also proves 
to be inadequate as a term  for this age period. One problem  is that th in k 
ing of the years from the late teens th rough the tw enties as merely the tran 
sition  to adulthood leads to a focus on w hat young people in tha t age period 
are becoming, a t the cost o f neglecting w hat they are. This is w hat has hap
pened in sociological research on this period. There are m ountains of re
search in sociology on the “transition to adulthood,” bu t virtually all of it 
focuses on the transitions tha t sociologists assume are the defining criteria
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of adulthood— leaving home, finishing education, entering  m arriage, and 
entering parenthood .30 Sociologists examine the factors tha t influence when 
young people make these transitions and explain historical trends in the 

tim ing  of the transitions.
Much of this research is interesting and inform ative, bu t it tells us little  

about w hat is actually going on in young people’s lives from the late teens 
th rough  the twenties. They leave hom e at age 18 or 19, and they marry 
and become parents some tim e in their late tw enties or beyond. B ut what 
happens in between? They finish their education? Is tha t it? N o, of course 
not. There is so m uch more tha t takes place during  this age period, as we 
have seen in this chapter and as we will see in the chapters to come. Calling 
it the “transition to adulthood” narrows our perception and our understand
ing of it, because that term  distracts us from exam ining all o f the changes 
happening during  those years tha t are unrelated to  the tim ing  of transi
tions such as marriage and parenthood. Research on the transition to ad u lt
hood is welcome and is po ten tia lly  in teresting , b u t it is not the same as 
research on em erging adulthood.

A nother problem  w ith  the term  “transition  to adu lthood” is th a t it 
im plies tha t the period between adolescence and young adulthood is brief, 
link ing  two longer and more notable periods of life, hence better referred 
to as a “transition” than as a period of life in its own right. This may have 
been the case 30 or 40 years ago, when m ost people in industrialized soci
eties finished school, m arried, and had their first child by their very early 
twenties. However, today, w ith  school extending longer and longer for more 
and more people and w ith  the m edian ages of m arriage and parenthood now 
in the late tw enties, referring to  the years betw een adolescence and full 
adulthood as sim ply the “transition to adulthood” no longer makes sense. 
Even if  we state conservatively tha t em erging adulthood lasts from about 
age 18 to about age 25, tha t would be a period of seven years— longer than 
infancy, longer than early or m iddle childhood, and as long as adolescence. 
Em erging  adulthood is a transitional period, yes— and so is every other 
period of life— but it is not merely a transition, and it should be studied as 
a separate period of life.

Why Emerging Adulthood Is N ot “Youth ”

O ne other possible term  that m ust be m entioned is K enneth  K eniston’s 
“youth,” which has been perhaps the most widely used term  in the social sci
ences for the period from the late teens through the tw enties .31 There are a
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num ber of reasons why “youth” does not work. First, Keniston wrote at a tim e 
when American society and some W estern European societies were convulsed 
w ith highly visible “youth movements” protesting U.S. involvement in the 
V ietnam  W ar (among other things). H is description of youth as a tim e of 
“tension between self and society" and “refusal o f socialization” reflects that 
historical m om ent rather than any enduring characteristics of the period .32

The term  “y outh” is problem atic in other ways as well. “Y ou th” has a 
long history in the English language as a term  for childhood generally and 
for w hat later came to be called adolescence, and it continues to be used 
popularly and by many social scientists for these purposes (as reflected in 
term s such as “youth organizations”). K eniston’s choice of the am biguous 
and confusing term  “you th” may explain in part why the idea of the late 
teens and tw enties as a separate period of life never became widely accepted 
by scholars after his articulation of it.

N one of the term s used in the past are adequate to describe w hat is occur
ring today am ong young people from their late teens through their tw en
ties. There is a need for a new term  and a new conception of this age period, 
and I suggest emerging adulthood in the hope th a t it will lead both  to greater 
understanding and to more intensive study of the years from the late teens 
through the twenties.

The Cultural Context of Emerging Adulthood
Em erging adulthood is not a universal period of hum an developm ent bu t a 
period th a t exists under certain  conditions th a t have occurred only qu ite  
recently and only in some cultures. As we have seen, w hat is m ainly required 
for em erging adulthood to  exist is a relatively h igh  m edian age of entering 
marriage and parenthood, in the late twenties or beyond. Postponing m ar
riage and parenthood un til the late twenties allows the late teens and most 
o f the tw enties to  be a tim e of exploration and instability , a self-focused 
age, and an age of possibilities.

So, em erging adulthood exists today m ainly in the industrialized  or 
“postindustrial” countries o f the W est, along w ith  Asian countries such as 
Japan  and South Korea. Table 1.1 shows the m edian m arriage age for fe
males in a variety of industrialized countries, contrasted w ith  developing 
countries .33 (The marriage age for males is typically about two years older 
than for females.) In most countries, the entry to  parenthood comes about 
a year after m arriage, on average.
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Table 1.1. Median Marriage Age of Females in Selected Countries

Industrialized Countries Age Developing Countries Age

U nited States 25 Nigeria 17
Australia 26 Egypt 19
Canada 26 Ghana 19
France 26 Indonesia 19
Germany 26 India 20
Italy 26 Morocco 20
Japan 27 Brazil 21

Ages o f m arriage and parenthood are typically calculated on a coun
tryw ide basis, b u t em erging adulthood is a characteristic o f cultures rather 
than countries. W ith in  any given country, there may be some cultures tha t 
have a period of em erging adulthood and some tha t do not, or the length  of 
em erging adulthood may vary am ong the cultures w ith in  a country. For 
example, in the U nited  States, m em bers of the M orm on church tend to have 
a shortened and highly structured  em erging adulthood .34 Because of cu l
tural beliefs p roh ib iting  prem arital sex and em phasizing the desirability of 
large families, there is considerable social pressure on young M ormons to 
marry early and begin having children. Consequently, the m edian ages of 
entering marriage and parenthood are m uch lower am ong M ormons than 
in the A m erican population  as a whole, so they have a briefer period of 
em erging adulthood before taking on adult roles.35

Variations in  socioeconomic status and life circum stances also deter
m ine the extent to which a given young person may experience em erging 
adulthood, even w ithin a country that is affluent overall.36 The young woman 
who has a child outside of m arriage at age 16 and spends her late teens and 
early twenties alternating  between governm ent dependence and low-paying 
jobs has little  chance for the self-focused iden tity  explorations of em erging 
adulthood, nor does the young m an who drops ou t of school and spends 
m ost of his late teens and early tw enties unem ployed and looking unsuc
cessfully for a job. Because opportunities tend to be less widely available in 
m inority  cultures than in the m ajority culture in m ost industrialized coun
tries, m em bers o f m inority  groups may be less likely to experience their late 
teens and early twenties as a period of em erging adulthood. However, social 
class may be m ore im p o rtan t than  ethn ic ity , w ith  young people in the 
m iddle class or above having m ore opportun ities for the explorations of
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em erging adulthood than young people who are w orking class or below. 
And yet, as we will see in chapter 9, for some young people who have grown 
up in poor or chaotic families, em erging adulthood represents a chance to 
transform their lives in dram atic ways, because reaching em erging ad u lt
hood allows them  to leave the family circumstances tha t may have been the 
source of the ir problem s.

C urrently  in economically developing countries, there tends to  be a 
d istinct cultural sp lit between urban and rural areas. Young people in urban 
areas of countries such as C hina and India are m ore likely to  experience 
em erging adulthood, because they marry later, have children later, obtain 
more education, and have a greater range of occupational and recreational 
opportunities than young people in rural areas.37 In contrast, young people 
in rural areas of developing countries often receive m inim al schooling, marry 
early, and have little  choice of occupations except agricultural work. Thus, 
in developing countries, em erging adulthood may often be experienced in 
urban areas bu t rarely in rural areas.

However, em erging adulthood  is likely to become m ore pervasive 
worldwide in the decades to come, w ith  the increasing globalization of the 
world economy .38 Table 1.2 shows an example of how globalization is af
fecting the lives o f young people, by m aking secondary school a norm ative 
experience w orldw ide .39 Between 1980 and 2000, the proportion of young 
people in developing countries who attended secondary school rose sharply. 
The m edian ages of entering  marriage and parenthood rose in these coun
tries as well.

T able 1.2. Changes in  Secondary-School E nro llm ent in Selected

D eveloping C ountries, 1980—2000

% enrolled 1980 % enrolled 2000

Males Females Males Females

Argentina 53 62 73 81
China 54 37 74 67
Egypt 66 41 83 73
India 39 20 59 39
Mexico 51 46 64 64
N igeria 25 13 36 30
Poland 75 80 98 97
Turkey 44 24 68 48
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These changes open up the possibility for the spread of em erging adu lt
hood in developing countries. R ising education reflects economic develop
m ent. Economic developm ent makes possible the period of independent 
identity  exploration tha t is at the heart of em erging adulthood. As societ
ies become more affluent, they are more likely to gran t young people the 
opportunity  for the extended m oratorium  of em erging adulthood, because 
their need for young people’s labor is less urgent. Thus it seems possible 
tha t by the end of the 21st century em erging adulthood will be a norm a
tive period for young people worldwide, although it is likely to vary in length 
and content both  w ith in  and between countries.

The Plan of This Book
The challenges, uncertainties, and possibilities of em erging adulthood make 
it a fascinating and eventful tim e of life. In the chapters to come, my in ten 
tion is to provide a broad portra it o f w hat it is like to be an em erging adult 
in American society. W e start out in chapter 2 by looking in detail at the 
lives o f four em erging adults, in  order to see how the them es described in 
this first chapter are reflected in individual lives. This is followed in chap
ter 3 by a look at how relationships w ith  parents change in em erging ad u lt
hood. Then there are two chapters on em erging adu lts’ experiences w ith 
love: chapter 4 on dating  and sexual issues and chapter 5 on finding a m ar
riage partner. N ex t comes chapter 6 on the diverse paths tha t em erging 
adults take th rough  college and chapter 7 on the ir search for m eaningful 
work. In chapter 8 we examine em erging adults’ religious beliefs and val
ues. Then chapter 9 h igh ligh ts em erging adulthood as the age of possibili
ties by profiling four young people who have overcome difficult experiences 
to transform their lives. Finally, in chapter 10 we consider the passage from 
em erging adulthood to young adulthood, focusing on the question of what 
it means to  become an adult.

The m aterial in the chapters is based m ainly on more than 300 in-depth  
s tructured  interviews tha t I and my research assistants conducted in Co
lum bia (Missouri), San Francisco, Los Angeles, and N ew  Orleans. W e in 
terviewed young people from age 20  to 29  from diverse backgrounds, about 
half of them  W h ite  and the other half African Am erican, Latino, and Asian 
A m erican .40 I included people in their late tw enties as well as their early to 
m id-tw enties because for many people em erging adulthood lasts through 
the late twenties. In the lives of those who do leave em erging adulthood by 
their late twenties we can see w hat happens in the transition from em erg
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ing adulthood to young adulthood. I also draw upon my college students 
(mostly ages 18—23) at the U niversity of Missouri, where I taught from 1992 
to 1998, and the U niversity of M aryland, where I teach now. In addition, 
I use statistics and inform ation from national surveys and other studies that 
include 18- 29 -year-olds.

I present some statistics on the people we interviewed, bu t for the most 
part I present excerpts from the interviews to illustrate my points. The in 
terview approach seemed appropriate to me for exploring a period of life 
tha t had not been studied m uch and about which not m uch was known. 
Also, em erging adults are a diverse group in term s of their life situations, 
and the interview  approach allows me to describe their different situations 
and perspectives rather than sim ply stating  that they are “like th is ,” based 
on an overall statistical pattern . Finally, the interview  approach is valuable 
in studying em erging adults because they are often rem arkably insightful 
in describing their experiences. Perhaps because em erging adulthood is a 
self-focused period of life, the young people we interviewed often possessed 
a strik ing  capacity for self-reflection, not only the ones who had graduated 
from college b u t also— perhaps especially— the ones who had struggled to 
m ake it th rough h igh  school. Presenting excerpts from the interviews al
lows for a full display of their everyday eloquence. W hat they have to say 
about their lives and experiences is illum inating , m oving, and often hu 
morous, as you will see in the chapters to come.



2

What Is It Like to Be an 
Emerging Adult?

Four Profiles

D o u g l a s  C o u p l a n d ’s 1991  n o v e l , GenerationX, can be credited w ith  
first draw ing widespread atten tion  to the fact tha t som ething new was 

happening in  the lives of young people in  their twenties. The novel follows 
the lives and m usings of Andy, Claire, and D ag as they wander th rough  
the ir late tw enties together. N one of them  has been able yet to find enjoy
able work, and they refuse to  settle into jobs tha t may pay well bu t involve 
“endless stress” and meaningless work “done g rudgingly  to little  applause.” 
As for love, none of them  is close to g e tting  m arried, bu t as Andy says, “I 
do at least recognize the fact that I don’t w ant to  go th rough life alone .”1 

T heir feelings about entering adulthood are sum m ed up in the title  o f one 
chapter, “Dead at 30 Buried at 7 0 .” As good novels often do, Generation X  

not only describes the lives of individual characters bu t, in doing so, also 
provides vivid insights into w hat it is like to live in a certain place at a cer
tain  tim e.

M ost em erging adults I ta lk  to about Generation X  dislike the book, 
even if— especially if— they have not read it. W ho can blam e them , given 
tha t Generation X  is responsible for the construction of a rather unflattering 
stereotype of young people in  the ir tw enties as “slackers”— aimless, apa
thetic, and cynical. Nevertheless, although Coupland’s depiction of young 
people in the ir tw enties was extrem e in  some ways, in  the lives of Andy, 
Claire, and Dag can be seen m any of the features tha t I described in chapter 
1 as defining em erging adulthood. They are exploring (if rather aimlessly); 
their lives are unstable; they have a sense of being in between adolescence 
and adulthood (and they are assiduously avoiding adu lt responsibilities);

27
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and they are self-focused (to an extreme). Generation X  is also original and 
funny, and I recom m end it to anyone interested in  em erging adulthood.

My aim  in this book is different than Coupland’s, o f course, and not 
just because it is nonfiction rather than fiction. I w ant to describe com m on 
patterns in the lives of em erging adults, not just individual characters, and 
to illustrate these patterns I w ill take quotes from various interviews and 
weave them  together. However, there is also m uch to be gained from de
scribing individuals, so tha t we can see w hat a com plete life looks like in 
em erging adulthood. I f  we only com bined isolated parts from the interviews, 
we would never see how all of the parts fit together. By describing several 
people in detail, we can get a full sense of w hat it is like to  be an em erging 
adult, in all o f its complexity.

In this chapter we w ill look at the lives o f four em erging adults. I chose 
the persons for these profiles so tha t they would represent a broad range of 
backgrounds and experiences in em erging adulthood. Two are male and two 
are female; two are W hite  and two are m embers of ethnic m inorities; two 
are college graduates and two are not; and the four o f them  grew up in sev
eral different parts o f the U nited  States. They range in age from 21 to  27. 
Together they provide a taste of the diversity tha t exists am ong em erging 
adults, as well as some of the qualities tha t are com m on to m any of them .

A lthough the persons in  the profiles are diverse, they were not chosen 
to be representative of all persons in my study, m uch less all persons in their 
twenties. N one of them  are m arried, and none of them  have children. N one 
of them  are firm ly settled into a career path. Rather, the persons in the pro
files were chosen because they exem plify the characteristics th a t define 
em erging adulthood as a d istinct period of life: the age of explorations, the 
age of instability , the self-focused age, the age of feeling in-between, and 
the age of possibilities. The profiles presented in  this chapter will serve to 
illustrate the essential characteristics o f em erging adulthood described in 
chapter 1, by connecting them  to the real lives o f em erging adults. The 
profiles also preview m any of the them es of the chapters to come.

Rosa: “Choking Life for All It’s G ot”
I arranged to  m eet Rosa, 24, a t a coffee shop near the U niversity  o f San 
Francisco, and I had no trouble spo tting  her when she walked in. She had 
told me over the phone th a t her m other was Chinese and her father was 
Mexican, and in her face I could see clearly the unusual, strik ing  blend of 
features from both sides of her family. She had just come from her job at an
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In ternet software start-up  company, and she was dressed in casual profes
sional clothes, w hite slacks and a sweater that m atched the jet black of her 

shoulder-length hair.
W e started by talking about her work. H er current job for the In ternet 

s ta rt-u p  requires a variety of skills, includ ing  ed iting , accounting , and 
hum an resources m anagem ent, because it is a small company, only 17 em 
ployees. She likes the variety, because it gives her a chance to increase her 
knowledge and explore possibilities for where she m igh t w ant to focus her 
efforts. “I w ant to be able just to bounce around and learn as m uch as I can 
from each of the departm ents, so I just started doing editing. I w ant to kind 
of touch the m arketing side, too. Ju s t to see w hat I w ant to do .”

W orking  for an In ternet com pany was not w hat she had in m ind when 
she graduated from the U niversity o f California at Berkeley two years ago. 
An English m ajor in college, she planned to become a teacher in the O ak
land school system she had attended as a child. “I really though t I wanted 
to go into education,” she said. “I graduated from college and I started run
ning an after-school program  at a very low-incom e school because I thought 
if  I was going to teach, I was going to teach where I was needed the most. 
I d id n ’t w ant to teach in any d istric t bu t O akland, because I grew up in 
O akland and I wanted to give back to the city .”

However, she soon became disillusioned and depressed w ith  w hat she 
witnessed in  the schools. “Some of the kids d id n ’t eat all day. A lot of their 
parents were on crack. A lo t of them  just lived w ith  their g randm other one 
week, their aunt the next week; they really just floated. They were cruel to 
themselves and cruel to each other, just because they needed the a tten tion .” 
H er grim  experiences at w ork seeped into the rest o f her life. “I really got 
attached to my kids, and I couldn’t snap out o f it when I left the school. 
Like, I would still be in tha t zone when I got home, and I ’d  take it out on 

my boyfriend.”
So she sent out resumes and soon left the school for her current job. But 

she doesn’t see this job as permanent. “I still don’t th ink  I’m  a businessperson. 
Eventually I th ink  I ’m  just going to  open my own bakery. T h a t’s w hat I 
really w ant to  do.” She is also considering other possibilities. “I will p rob
ably end up taking a career more in editing. I can see m yself in front of a 
com puter, w riting  whatever, because I love to write. But I can also see myself 
in hard-core m arketing  for a big corporation, because I do like to w ork w ith  
people and I do like fast-paced stressful w ork.” For now, she is happy to do 
some tem porary exploring during her em erging adult years. “I mean, this 
is cool for now. I ’m  just going to hop around for a w hile.”
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She is more settled in love than she is in work. She has been seeing her 
current boyfriend, M ark, for three years, and she expects they will marry, 
although she is not sure when. “I know tha t if  he proposed to me today, I 
would say yes. O h, I love h im  to death. W e’ve been th rough  so m uch. I 
know we can get th rough anything tha t came in our way. W e com m uni
cate really w ell.”

Before M ark, she had another boyfriend for four years. Like many em erg
ing adults w ith  im m igran t parents from Asia or Latin America, she never 
embraced the American way of dating  casually in adolescence and em erg
ing adulthood before se ttling  down. S till, now tha t she is in a relationship 
th a t may lead to m arriage, she finds herself w ondering if  she shouldn’t  ex
plore her options a b it more. As m uch as she loves her boyfriend, there are 
also w hat she calls her “distractions,” other men she feels attracted to. “Some
tim es there’s these little  th ings tha t happen on the side, or people you m eet, 
and you just k ind  of wonder, ‘God, would this be cool for now?’ Because I 
haven’t had very m uch experience w ith  o ther people. A nd som etim es I 
question if I really w ant to be in a relationship rig h t now .”

She also feels a need to develop her own iden tity  more clearly before 
she enters m arriage, by having a period o f being self-focused. “I th ink  I w ant 
to get more in touch w ith  myself. I w ant to  be a little  selfish for a while, 
and selfishness and m arriage don ’t seem to go hand in hand. I ’d like to be 
able to  experience as m uch as I can before I ge t m arried, just so I can be 
w ell-rounded .”

This sense of not being ready to com m it to m arriage, being “wishy- 
w ashy,” as she pu ts it, makes her feel th a t she has not yet fully reached 
adulthood. B ut in other ways, she does feel like an adult. “I th ink  the way 
tha t I care about people is very adult. The way I express m yself is very adult. 
For the m ost part I th ink  I ’m  adult. I t ’s just the wishy-washy part that I 
don’t know abou t.” Overall, then, like so many em erging adults she feels 
in-betw een, on the way to  adulthood b u t not there yet. “Maybe I am an 
adult. I don’t  know. I ’m  a k id  a lo t o f the tim es.”

Becom ing independent from her parents has not been a big issue for 
her in m arking her progress to  adulthood. She lived w ith  her parents all 
the way th rough college, and enjoyed it. She has always go tten  along well 
w ith  her parents, except for a brief period in her early adolescence when she 
tangled often w ith  her mom . “I th ink  I had it bad w ith  her probably sixth, 
seventh, and eigh th  gradefs]. B ut I w ent th rough it early, and then after 
tha t I was cake.”
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H er father travels around the world doing m aintenance and repair on 
large ships and her m other is an optician. Solid middle-class jobs by most 
standards, yet Rosa sees the ir career paths as examples to avoid.

I knew I wanted to be somewhere that I would grow as a person, and I 
don't see them growing as individuals. I mean, my mom is an optician, 
and you don’t grow doing those things. That’s why I kind of chose the 
high-tech path, because there’s always new software to learn. And with 
my dad, I didn’t want to have a job that beat up my body. I knew I wanted 
to be able to grow, and I didn’t want to be broken by the time I was 40, 
you know. I think that’s what I took from their jobs.

A lthough she has always had a good relationship w ith  her parents, fam 
ily life in their household has not always been easy. Rosa said her parents 
“alm ost divorced a few tim es” during  her childhood. H er father resented 
her m other for w orking long hours and for m aking more money than he 
did; her m other com plained tha t he drank too m uch. They get along some
w hat better now, bu t it is hardly an ideal marriage.

There was additional tension in the household because of the problem s 
of Rosa’s brother, who is 18 m onths older than she is. “My brother and I 
have always hated each o ther,” she said bluntly . “W e don’t really talk. W e 
don ’t talk  at all actually.” H e had various problem s in childhood, then in 
h igh  school “he w ent into the drug th in g ,” she says. “I don’t know. H e got 
bent som ewhere.” She gets along m uch better w ith  her sister, who is 8 years 
younger than she is. “My sister and I were never close un til I moved out. 
N ow  I love her to  death. She’s 16 and she acts like it, b u t I love to be there 
for her. She’s my baby sister.”

Rosa sees the problem s her parents and her brother have had as rooted 
partly  in the unusual ethnic m ix o f Chinese and Mexican in the family. Each 
side of her parents’ families regarded the other w ith suspicion and hostil
ity, which generated conflict between her parents. H er b rother was often 
ridiculed and beat up by other kids sim ply for looking Asian. Rosa has felt 
her own share of ethnic prejudice. W hen  she goes to the m ostly W h ite  
suburbs, “I feel sometim es th a t we’re looked at like, ‘W hy are you here?’ 
D efinitely like, ‘There are too many of you here.’” I t ’s not only W hites who 
look at her tha t way. “The Blacks too. And I sense a lo t o f hostility  from 
Mexican people. I just don’t have the connection. And I am Mexican! B ut I 

don ’t look like i t .”
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Nevertheless, she has em braced her ethnicity  w ith  enthusiasm , espe
cially her Chinese side. W hen she was young, her m other imm ersed her in 
Chinese cu ltu re, whereas her dad showed lit tle  in te rest in m aking  her 
familiar w ith  Mexican culture. “I grew up very Chinese. I grew up going to 
my grandm a’s sweat shop after school, I hung out in  Chinatown, and I always 
saw my m om ’s family every weekend. My m om  spoke Chinese to us.” Rosa 
has always had mostly Asian friends, and her only two boyfriends have been 
Asian.

N ow  that she is in em erging adulthood, Rosa feels bad about le tting  
the Mexican side of her background lapse. “I feel i t ’s really unfair to my 
father. The only th ing  I know about my Mexican culture is that I ’m C atho
lic, and I can cook the food. I ’d like to  learn more because I love m y father 
to dea th .” H er hope is tha t her children will have more of a Mexican iden
tity  than she does.

I don’t really know that much about my Mexican side and hopefully I’ll 
learn, but I’m going to have my dad teach them their Mexican side. My 
dad already said, “When you have kids, they’re going to call me ‘Buppa,’” 
which is grandpa in Spanish. So hopefully he’ll be able to pass on a lot to 
them. I just think it’s a nice thing to know. You know, you’re not just 
“an American.” You have a beautiful, long history to your name.

However, the Catholic faith is one part o f her Mexican heritage Rosa 
does not w ant to  pass on to her children. A lthough she was raised “strictly  
C atholic,” she now says, “I don’t like Catholicism . I don’t care for it a t all. 
I don’t  th ink  it applies to  m odern-day society at all. I ’m  not going to raise 
my kids C atholic.” As an em erging adult she has become a deist, a person 
who believes in God in a general way, unattached to any specific religion. 
“I don ’t th ink  my god has a religion— it ’s just God. T here’s just God. And 
th a t’s the only th ing  I don’t  question. I know there’s a God. I th ink  i t ’s the 
same God that Jews have, tha t M uslim s have, they just all have a different 
nam e.”

Perhaps influenced by her m other’s B uddhist beliefs, she is inclined to 
believe in reincarnation. “I believe I was a cat before because I love to lay in 
the sun. Seriously! Every tim e I go home, I have my m om  scratch my head 
or scratch my back.” However, she adds that her focus is on this life, not 
the past ones or the next one. “I don’t really give an afterlife m uch thought 
because i t ’s not really tha t im portan t to me. W hen I ’m  gone, I ’m gone— I 
don’t really care w hat happens to me when I ’m  gone.”
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For the future, Rosa has many dreams, of opening a bakery w ith  her 
mother, of m arrying Mark and having two children, of a lifetime of learning.

If I was rich, I’d be a lifetime student. I love to learn. I wouldn’t go back 
to school because I would require it for my future, I would just go back 
because I want it for myself. Like, I wouldn’t mind going to law school, 
even though I don’t see myself practicing law at all. Just for the fun of 
learning. I can really see myself going back for a Ph.D. in litlerature] or 
something. I love to read, I love to write.

By the end of her life, she would like to be able to say:

I experienced as much as I possibly could, and I spent as much time with 
my friends and my family as possible. And that people know how I feel 
about them. I tell my mom I love her every time I talk to her. And my 
dad. Just that I was happy and I tried to make the people around me happy. 
Those are the most important things. I just want to know that I made the 
most of my time. I can’t  just sit and watch TV. I believe in just taking 
life and choking it for all it’s got.

Steve: “W ho Knows W hat’s Going to Happen?”
Steve, 23, flashes his ironic sm ile often, as if  he wants to make sure you can 
see th a t he doesn’t take him self too seriously. H is brown eyes peer out from 
underneath dark eyebrows, which contrast w ith  his short light-brow n hair. 
W hen I m et him  for our interview  in my office at the U niversity of M is
souri, he was wearing a green and maroon rugby shirt and casual ligh t slacks.

A lthough he currently lives in Missouri, he lived in a variety of places in 
the course of growing up. H is family moved often to follow his father’s work 
as a contract engineer; every tim e his father got a new contract, they moved. 
He grew to dislike m oving and vowed that he would pu t down roots some
where once he left his parents’ household. But as it turned out, he has moved 
around during em erging adulthood even more than he did w ith  his family. 
“I always said that once I get out of high school and move away I ’m  going to 
stay in one place, bu t I ’ve probably moved 15 times since I left hom e.”

M issouri was one of the places his family lived for a while during  his 
childhood, and he moved back there to  go to the U niversity o f Missouri. 
However, he dropped out o f school after a few semesters, feeling “kind of 
bu rn t out on i t .” N ow , he waits on tables at a local restaurant. H e is con
ten t w ith  the money he is m aking. “I average about $16 an hour, so I mean,
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where else can I go righ t now and m ake that m uch m oney?” Nevertheless, 
he views his job, like he views m any th ings in his life rig h t now, as tem po
rary. “I ’m  just kind of lazy rig h t now. I ’m  just tak ing  it easy.”

W hile  he was in college, Steve m ajored in  fine arts because of his love 
o f draw ing. H e continues now to do sketches and portra its , to  make money 
in add ition  to  his w aiter job and because he enjoys it. H ow ever, he is 
doubtfu l th a t he could successfully make a career out o f his artistic  ta l
ents. “I f  I could w ing it  and be an a rtis t I ’d do it, b u t i t ’s one of those 
th ings where you have to  be g reat or you’re w orking in  advertising ,” and 
advertising  does not appeal to  him . “I ’ll probably end up doing art as a 
hobby ,” he says.

W hat course will he take, then, in  term s o f work? I t ’s p retty  clear that 
he doesn’t know at this point. O ne m om ent he says, “I ’ll probably end up 
being an engineer. My dad’s an engineer, so I ’ll probably end up doing that. 
I ’m  really good at m ath, and I know I could pick up on it real easy.” Yet 
when I ask him  a few m inutes later w hat he sees h im self doing 10 years 
from  now, engineering has no th ing  to  do w ith  it.

I ’ll probably be living in Colorado. I would want to say owning a restau
rant, but probably in some kind of management position because I’ve been 
in the restaurant business for eight years so I know a lot about it. I cook,
I’ve waited tables, I’ve bartended. I’ve pretty much done it all and that’s 
what the criteria is to be a manager. I’m sure I could get a job, and just to 
be able to ski all the time would be great.

B ut r igh t now he is doing little  to bring this dream  to fruition, unless 
you count the job as a waiter. “I ’m  just kind o f ‘treading w ater,’ as m y m om  
says.”

W ith  regard to love, Steve has been involved for about two m onths w ith 
Sandy, who is a waitress at the restaurant where he works. They get along 
well and spend m ost o f their tim e together. They would like to live together 
b u t hesitate because of the objections of her parents, especially her father. 
“T h a t’s like his last little  g rip  before he lets her go ,” Steve says resentfully. 
H e’d like to move in w ith  her for practical reasons, not because he feels nearly 
ready to  marry her. “I t would totally  cu t our expenses in half.”

H e is in no hurry to  get m arried, to Sandy or anyone else. In his view, 
there is a lot less pressure to get m arried by a certain age today than in the 
past. “Nowadays, i t ’s not even really an issue. If  it happens it happens and 
if  not, not. I t ’s not as big of an issue as it was like in the ’50s.” H e ’s still not
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sure w hat qualities he would like to find in the person he marries. “I haven’t 
really narrowed it down yet. I guess when I find her, I’ll know .”

Steve is as uncertain  and unsettled  in his beliefs as he is in love and 
work. As he was grow ing up, his parents m ade little  a ttem p t to teach him  
a set o f religious beliefs. H e says they to ld  h im , “I f  you w ant to  believe it, 
fine. B ut if  you d o n ’t, th a t’s fine too. W e ’ll support you either way.” N ow , 
a t age 23, he seems to  have reached a few conclusions. “I believe in  a C re
ator. O bviously, we cou ldn ’t have just sprouted  from  the ea rth .” R ein 
carnation also seems plausible to  him . “I always th o u g h t th a t there was 
obviously reincarnation .” B u t as he talks further, it tu rns ou t th a t none 
o f his beliefs are really so “obvious” after all. “I m ean, none of us really 
know. T here’s no proof-positive to  any of it. You have to  have the facts 
and really I have none so I can’t  really make an educated guess y e t.”

G iven his uncertainties about love, work, and beliefs, i t ’s not surpris
ing that he does not feel like he has entirely reached adulthood. “M entally, 
I ’m  still try ing  to grab ahold of i t ,” he says. H e explains th a t w hat he means 
by this is tha t he doesn’t yet accept the adulthood requirem ent of having to 
decide where his life is going. “I just don’t look at it [from] an adult po in t 
o f view. I just don’t really buy into the whole system, you know. I ’m  like, 
'I ’m  confused righ t now,’ and everybody’s like, ‘Y ou’ve go t to make a deci
sion,’ and I ’m  like, ‘W ell, no, I don’t . ’”

Another th ing that makes him  feel he has not entirely reached adulthood 
is that he drinks more alcohol than he thinks an adult should. “I’m  still in 
the party mode,” he says. Still, his alcohol use has gone down from what it 
was a year or two earlier. “I don’t  really necessarily drink as m uch as I used to. 
Most of all i t ’s because it’s expensive to go ou t.” H e has grown tired of the 
local bar scene. “You can only go out to so many bars w ithout them  getting  
kind of boring.” H e has also grown tired of the effects of heavy drinking. “I 
don’t like puk ing , and I don ’t like being hungover.” N o t to m ention the 
insurance bills. “I got a D W I [Driving W hile Intoxicated], and I had a couple 
of rear-ends where I wasn’t watching. I mean, my insurance is like $1,800 a 
year. Outrageous. T hat’s why I kind of stopped drinking so m uch.” But he 
still drinks enough to see it as a reason why he has not become an adult.

N or do Steve’s parents view him  as having reached adulthood. “W hen 
I get a job, they w ill,” he says. A job other than w aiting on tables, tha t is. 
“W e call it a ‘real job.’ ‘W hen you get a real job .’” Nevertheless, his rela
tionship w ith  his parents has changed in recent years, to more of a relation
ship between equals. Now  he is “a little  more open w ith  them , I guess. The 
way I talk to  them  and the way they talk  to me, i t ’s more on an adult level.”
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H is parents have been successful in  both their professional and personal 
lives. H is dad has been successful as an engineer, and his m om , after devot
ing herself to raising Steve and his brother w hen they were young, now owns 
an antique store. Their m arriage has been a relatively happy one. “I can’t 
even rem em ber them  ever figh ting  once,” Steve says. “They’ve got a pretty  
good sense of hum or w ith  each other, and they know how to com m unicate 
in k ind  of a funny way and still get the po in t across.” They seem to have 
good relationships w ith  their children as well. Steve says he was “very close” 
to  his parents grow ing up, and it is clear th a t he rem ains fond of them .

Y et despite their success, and despite the unsettled quality  o f his life 
at age 23, Steve believes th a t his life will be better than his paren ts’ lives 
have been. The reason for this is tha t he has been allowed to have an em erg
ing adulthood w ith  years o f freedom to try out d ifferent possible paths, 
whereas his parents d id  not. “M y dad, w hen he was 15, moved ou t and 
basically had to find a way to support h im self and eventually his family, 
and I ’m  not having to go th rough  that. My dad is in  a position where he 
can help me out more than he got helped.”

Eventually, Steve expects to have everything his parents have and more, 
all the best tha t adult life has to offer: satisfying and w ell-paying work, a 
happy m arriage, a couple of children, living in  an area he loves. For now, 
however, he is happy being “very nomadic. I’ve go t so little  stu ff I can just 
move it around. I don’t like to  sign a lease, so usually I just try to  do it 
m onth  by m on th .” H e wants to be ready to h it the road in case a prom ising 
opportunity  comes along. “W ho knows when I ’ll find a job in Colorado? 
I ’ve got to be ready to go! I don’t  w ant to  owe anybody $1,000 on a lease 
when I ’m  not going to be living there. W ho knows w hat’s going to happen?”

Charles: “I’m Highly Portable”

You could tell by looking at Charles, 27, that there was som ething differ
ent about him , som ething out o f the ordinary, even by San Francisco stan
dards. H is hair was in dreadlocks, and his black beard was trim m ed short 
and looked strik ing  against his brown skin. H e wore a black T -sh irt under 
a brown leather vest, and a silver earring. A black necklace w ith  a gold  
pendant shone from his neck. B ut w hat was most strik ing  about him  were 
his eyes— large, alert, and intense, shining w ith  energy.

H e looked like he m igh t be in the arts, and he is, a musician, songwriter, 
and singer, part of an a cappella band called the Ju m p  Cats, which he de
scribed as “a rock band w ithout instrum ents.” H e also works for an adver
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tis ing  agency, w riting  and ed iting  advertisem ents, b u t even though  he has 
been w orking there for a year he described him self as a “tem p ,” m eaning 
that he has an understanding w ith  the agency th a t he can leave at any tim e, 
for short periods or long, as opportunities come up for the band. R igh t now, 
he and the band are recording a com pact disc, so they have all taken tem 
porary jobs to support themselves un til the CD is finished and they can go 
on tour prom oting  it.

Charles graduated from  Princeton, an elite Ivy League college, having 
majored in psychology, and he though t seriously about becom ing either a 
psychologist or a lawyer. By then, however, he realized that “m usic is where 
m y heart is,” and he decided, “I d id n ’t  w ant to  regret not going for some
th ing  that would u ltim ately  bring me more satisfaction” than psychology 
or law. H is unfettered situation  as an em erging adu lt has given h im  the 
opportunity  to pursue his dream  of devoting him self to music. “I ’m  single. 
I don’t have a car or a house or a m ortgage or a significant other th a t’s p u ll
ing me in another direction, or kids or anything. I ’m  highly portable, and 
I can basically do whatever I w ant as long as I can support m yself.”

In  the future, Charles sees him self pursuing other avenues of creative 
expression in  add ition  to  his m usic. W ritin g  novels, plays, and perhaps 
screenplays. D esigning games, like the card gam e he recently invented that 
has special cards specific to the game. H e expects to  have a full life and sees 
no reason why he should not be able to fit many different th ings into it. “I 
would basically like to set up  my life in such a way tha t the things tha t I 
wish to do are the th ings tha t I ’m  doing and th a t they are not m utually  
exclusive. N ow  obviously, you can’t  do everything you w ant to do all the 
tim e, b u t you can work in ways so that you’re able to consistently do pieces 
of things tha t you w ant to do .”

Charles grew up in Shaker H eights, Ohio, a w ell-to-do suburb o f Cleve
land. H is parents are attorneys, his m other in  labor law and his father in 
personal injury. H e got along well w ith  them  during childhood and ado
lescence, and he still does. Once or twice a year they “w hisk me away,” he 
says, for an exotic vacation— southern Spain, Belize, St. M artin.

S till, the privileges o f his upb ring ing  have not p ro tected  h im  from 
the wounds inheren t in being an African A m erican grow ing up in  A m eri
can society. H e recalls, “T he first day of first grade, a W h ite  k id  h it me 
in  the  nose and gave me a bloody nose all over m y new  s h ir t .” W hen 
Charles returned to  school the next day, he gave the offending boy a bloody 
nose of his own, “w ith  my paren ts’ blessing. I told them  about it, and my 
dad said, ‘You can’t  let h im  do th a t to  you.’” The follow ing year, he heard
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for the first tim e the ep ith e t th a t all Black children  have throw n at them  
eventually.

I was at a sports camp in the summer and a kid called me a nigger. I'd 
never heard the word before, so I went home and asked my parents, “What 
does this mean?” And they said, “He called you that?” And I said, “Yeah.”
My dad said, "If he calls you that again, hit him.” So within two or three 
days, we were in tennis class, and he said it to me again, “Nigger.” So I 
hit him in the head with the tennis racket, and he never called me a nigger 
again.

In adolescence, several tim es, Charles had the experience shared by many 
young Black men, o f being pulled  over for “D riving W hile Black.” “My 
parents always had reasonably nice cars since I ’ve been able to drive. And 
seeing a Black youth driving a nice car at n igh t is grounds enough for many 
a police officer to pu ll that person over, regardless of w hether or not there’s 
any sort of violation.”

However, these experiences have not prevented Charles from having 
m any good relationships w ith  W hites. H is friends in  h igh  school were the 
sm art kids, W hite  as well as Black. Many of his friends at Princeton were 
W hite. H e has dated W hites as well as Blacks and Asian Americans. The 
person at Princeton who persuaded h im  to be the leader of the a cappella 
group there that sparked his enthusiasm  for music was an older W hite  stu 
dent who “took me under his w ing ,” Charles recalls. And the Ju m p  Cats 
are two Black guys and four W hite  guys.

As an em erging adult, being African Am erican is definitely part o f his 
identity . “I’d be silly to try  and say tha t none o f my experiences have been 
at least somewhat based on or influenced by the color o f my sk in .” H e be
lieves tha t opportunities in A m erican society are restricted in some ways 
for African Americans. “It will be a hell o f a long tim e before a Black per
son is ever president in  this country ,” for example. “My parents told me at 
an early age that ‘you’re a Black kid, and you’re going to be Black all your 
life. And that means you’re going to  have to work twice as hard to get half 
as m uch .’” Nevertheless, he believes tha t his talents and the advantages of 
his background will allow him  to succeed at whatever he tries. O pportun i
ties may not be entirely equal in American society, bu t “I th ink  i t ’s ge tting  
closer.”

H is parents, h ighly educated themselves, always encouraged h im  to 
excel academically. H e says the message they gave to him  was:



W hat Is I t  Like to Be an Emerging A du lt? 0 39

You are gifted with good genes and good brains because we gave them to 
you, and we know that you’re bright. We know that you can make straight 
A’s. W e’re not going to try and ride you and make you get straight A’s 
because we don’t think that’s necessarily best for you. But we don’t ever 
want you to think in any course you take that you can’t get an A because 
that is bullshit.

The messages from his peers were more mixed. H is best friends all did 
well in school themselves and supported each other in doing well. B ut he 
was aware tha t there were some Black kids who believed tha t “if  you were 
in AP [Advanced Placem ent] classes, tha t was a strike against you” because 
m ost of the students in those classes were W hite. “W ho you were in classes 
w ith  determ ined who you would become friends w ith , so if you were in AP 
classes w ith  alm ost all W h ite  kids and you were friends w ith  alm ost all 
W hite  kids, then they would say you’re stuck-up .” H e also recalls tha t when 
he was accepted at Princeton, the reaction of one of his Black acquaintan
ces was not “cong ra tu la tions” b u t “I can’t believe th a t, m an. W h a t the 
fuck is a n igger doing in the Ivy League?” H ow ever, Charles always eas
ily shrugged off such views and never allowed his own pursu it o f educa

tional success to be affected by them .
H e feels he has “definitely” reached adulthood, ever since he moved out 

to  the Bay Area after college. H e was alone, w ith  no one to rely on bu t h im 
self, and tha t made him  feel adult.

I had found my own living space, using my own contacts and my own 
initiative, and had gotten two jobs out here and was paying rent, you know, 
doing that whole thing. I felt that I had gotten off the ground in terms of 
starting a life out here. Not that it was my ideal life of what I wanted to 
be doing. I was working for a financial software company in a non-exciting 
capacity, and I was working at a nice restaurant in Berkeley, busing tables.
But I felt that I had set my foot on the road, you know, “OK, I’m an adult 
now, and I’m walking.”

Even though  Charles is confident he has reached adulthood, his life 
shows a substantial am ount o f the exploration and instability  tha t are two 
of the defining characteristics o f em erging adulthood. In work, he has made 
a clear choice of pursuing a career in m usic, bu t the nature of th a t pursuit 
is still very m uch up in the air. H e says that in 10 years, “I th ink  I will still 
be doing m usic in some way, shape or form ,” bu t he adds, “I couldn’t  say 
exactly how .” Perhaps w ith  his current group, if  they are successful, bu t
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perhaps as a guitarist or bass player, perhaps as a record producer, perhaps 
as a songw riter, perhaps some com bination of these possibilities. O f course, 
there is also the w riting  of novels and plays to fit in, and the gam e design
ing. And then there is tha t Princeton degree to fall back on, perhaps lead
ing to further education and a career in psychology or law. So, at this point, 
Charles is a young m an full of possibilities, bu t it is difficult to predict which 
ones will be fulfilled in his future.

In love his future is even more wide open. H e has been seeing his cur
rent girlfriend for three years. She is half Asian and half W hite . They share 
a love for music— they m et at a singing com petition— and a high level of 
education (she is currently  a Ph.D . student in  language and literature). Y et 
he says they both  see m arriage as som ething tha t is “not a realistic possibil
ity any tim e soon.” H is musical career is likely to take h im  on the road for 
extended periods. She has at least two more years of graduate school, and 
after tha t there is no te lling  where her career opportunities m igh t take her.

H is beliefs about religious issues also seem not yet settled, still in  the 
process o f form ing. A lthough he grew up  going to an Episcopal church w ith  
his parents, by adolescence he was “bored w ith  Sunday school and bored 
w ith  the service.” Also about tha t tim e, he said, he “realized that I was not 
being encouraged to th ink  for m yself.” Even though the Episcopal church 
is relatively liberal in  its doctrine, relatively to lerant o f departures from 
orthodoxy, for Charles any organized religion is objectionable because i t  tells 
people w hat to believe rather than having them  find out for themselves.

N ow , he believes generally in a deity. “T here’s got to be som ething 
better than m ankind in  our universe, because w e’re too screwed up to be 
the best th in g .” However, he is more definite about w hat this deity is not 
than w hat it is. “I don’t believe in a bearded W h ite  G od or a bearded Black 
G od or a nonbearded Black or W h ite  or Asian or Indian or Latino god or 
goddess s ittin g  someplace, w atching everybody.” Buddhism  appeals to  him , 
especially the B uddhist belief in  reincarnation.

I like the Buddhist idea of rebirth and that in each subsequent life you 
make mistakes, but you’re approaching perfection at which point you can 
achieve nirvana. There is something that really appeals to me about the 
idea that you get another chance because everybody makes tons of mis
takes in their life. I t’d be nice to have another shot with some benefit from 
the experience[s] you’ve been through.

However, he hastens to add, “I am not a B uddhist.”
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He is more certain about what he believes about this world, here and now, 
and the values he wants to live by. “In terms of how I conduct myself w ith 
friends and w ith people who aren’t even friends, I try to treat them  the way 
that I would want to be treated. To a certain extent that boils down to the 
Golden Rule, ‘Do unto others . . . ’” H e also believes in being true to himself, 
following his heart and doing what he really wants to do w ith his life.

It concerns me that of the many gifted people that I went to school with, 
so few of them are actually doing what they really want to do. And so 
many people say to me, “You are an inspiration to me because you are 
doing what you want to do. You have not yet sold out and said, ‘I got a 
fancy degree from a liberal arts school. I’m just gonna go to business school 
or law school and get a degree and make lots of money.’”

A lthough Charles is 27 years old, an age when many of his peers are moving 
out of em erging adulthood into more settled lives, he has m aintained his zeal 
for exploration, and he easily tolerates the instability that goes along w ith  it.

Angela: “I Want to Get My Life in Order”
Angela, 21, has a job in landscaping, and you m igh t have guessed that from 
looking at her. She is deeply tanned and her long hair is sun-bleached to a 
blondish ligh t brown. She is qu ite  tall, probably six feet, and qu ite slender. 
H er face is attractive and cheerful; she smiles a lot. You can see both  vul
nerability and hope in tha t sm ile, especially after you have talked to her for 
a while.

She returned to Missouri a year ago after spending two years at M ichi
gan State, where she was m ajoring in horticu ltu re therapy, w hich entails 
teaching people to cultivate plants as a way of dealing w ith  their psycho
logical problem s. G oing away to college was a key event in m aking her feel 
like she was reaching adulthood, because it m eant “being away from my 
parents and everything and being independent.” She loved being on her own, 
and she would have liked to finish her bachelor’s degree at M ichigan State. 
However, she decided she w anted to change her m ajor from horticulture 
therapy to “just plain horticu ltu re,” and when university officials resisted 
she dropped out. She plans to  finish her degree gradually at a local college. 
M eanwhile, she is w orking at her landscaping job.

Angela has known since h igh  school tha t she wanted to pursue a career 
in  horticulture. “I ’ve always been an outdoors person, and I took a class in
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high school in horticulture. They had a greenhouse and stuff, and my teacher, 
I really liked her and she kind of showed me where some schools were and 
stuff, and th a t’s why I w ent over there to M ichigan S tate.” She feels “a little  
b it d isappointed” tha t she d id n ’t  graduate when she had intended, b u t she 
knows she is not alone. “It sounds like a lo t o f my friends aren’t going to 
graduate, either. A lot of them  have dropped ou t.”

Toward the end o f her tim e at M ichigan State she was feeling exhausted 
from w orking full tim e in addition  to  carrying a full load of classes. “I was 
burn t out on school I th ink , so I’m  kind of glad I took some tim e off.” Now 
she can finish school gradually as she works in a job in her field. She is learn
ing a lot about landscaping th rough her job. “W e do all the p lan ting  and 
design of flowers and shrubs, and we do irrigation, we m ulch, we cultivate, 
fertilize, all kinds of stuff. I enjoy i t .”

A lthough A ngela is glad she chose horticulture and glad she w ent to 
M ichigan State for two years, she is concerned about the deb t she has taken 
on in order to finance her education. “I ’ve got loans, and I ’m  worried about 
that. How am I go ing to  pay off my loans? I ’m  in deb t probably about 
$15 ,000  now .” H er m other and father are bo th  w ell-off financially, b u t 
neither o f them  supported her college education. “My parents could have 
helped me pay, you know. They say they can’t afford it or som ething, bu t 
I mean, they bo th  have nice houses and my m om  has a condo down in Florida 
and on and on and on, and they d id n ’t help me at a ll.” W hy d id n ’t they? “I 
don ’t know why. I don’t know if  they were try ing to teach us responsibil
ity or w hether they’re just selfish or what. I don’t know w hat the deal is.” 
She feels burdened by her debts. “I t ’s kind of depressing. I wish I could win 
the lottery!”

Angela’s parents divorced when she was 4, and her m other remarried 
two years later, so she m ostly grew up in the household of her m other and 
stepfather along w ith her older brother (now 24) and younger sister (now 
16). H er m other is a medical technician; her stepfather is a professor of as
tronom y. She has always go tten  along well w ith  her m other, b u t she has 
never liked her stepfather. “I stayed away from him  basically. He was just 
a jerk .” H is alcohol use was a source o f conflict between him  and her m other, 
and still is. “H e gets to d rink ing  and she says, ‘D on’t d rink  a lo t,’ and they 
start bickering back and forth. I t ’s ridiculous.” All the conflict made for a 
difficult environm ent to  grow up in. “W hen I look back, it wasn’t  the best 
childhood, I th in k .”

As for her father, he is a professor o f m edicine at a college in South 
Carolina, where he remained after her parents divorced, and Angela has seen
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him  rarely since then. In fact, she hasn’t  seen him  at all for the past seven 
years. H er reasons for why she hasn’t seen him  in so long sound more per
suasive for explaining seven weeks than seven years. “I t seems like there’s 
never any tim e because he’s busy all the tim e, and w ith  me going to  school 
and w orking I don’t know when is the last tim e I had a vacation.” B ut she 
talks to him  a couple of tim es a m onth  on the phone. “I don’t know h im  as 
well as I would like to, bu t we talk  about a lot o f stuff.”

W ith  regard to her own love relationships, A ngela got a late start be
cause she was taller than virtually all of the boys. In high school, she says, 
“I w ent out w ith  a few people bu t never dated anybody for a long period of 
tim e because I was tall and the guys were all short and they d id n ’t w ant to 
ask me out. They were really in tim idated . I was k ind of paranoid about i t .” 
She still finds tha t some m en are in tim idated  by her height, b u t her own 
view of it has changed in em erging adulthood. “I t doesn’t bother me now. 
I t m eant more w hat your friends though t then and it was more the peer 
th ing  tha t was so big, and you had to fit in .”

A t M ichigan State, she dated a young m an for two years. They shared 
a love for sports and the outdoors, and they got along well. B ut they broke 
up a year ago, shortly after he graduated. “H e was w anting to  get m arried, 
and I th ink  that scared me off. I th ink  th a t’s why we broke u p .” A t age 21, 
she doesn’t feel anywhere near ready for marriage. “I just can’t get married 
un til I ’m  about 26 or so, because I w ant to get my life in order, like have a 
good job, be set financially. I don’t w ant to depend on a m an.”

Angela m et her current boyfriend shortly after returning to Missouri 
last year. I t is clear she has a lo t of reservations about their relationship. He 
drinks too m uch. “H e’s got a d rink ing  problem , and I just don’t w ant to 
deal w ith  i t .” The difference in the ir educational levels makes it hard for 
them  to understand each other. “Tom  doesn’t have a degree, so he does 
construction, and I th ink  we just have two levels of th ink ing  tha t just kind 
of conflict.” H e is older, 29, divorced, and has a son, and A ngela th inks he 
is a poor father. “H e has no patience. H e just can’t handle h im , basically.” 
H er boyfriend expects her to  take over the childcare when the boy visits, 
which she resents. “I ’m  21 years old. I don’t w ant to  be a m other r igh t now.” 

How did she get herself into such an unprom ising relationship? T hat’s 
w hat she wonders. “I th ink I ’ve been insane here for the last year. I lost my 
m ind .” She has noticed that her relationship w ith  her boyfriend bears a dis
turbing resemblance to her m other’s relationship w ith her stepfather, which 
alarms her. “My m om  puts up w ith  a lot of crap, and I don’t know why she 
does, so I ’m  looking at my relationship now and I ’m  like ‘Boy, this is the



44 • E M E R G IN G  A D U L T H O O D

exact relationship as they have’ and I ’m going, ‘W hat is going on?' I don’t 
know how I got myself into this situation, but I need to get out of it!”

Despite Angela’s concerns about her boyfriend, they are currently living 
together. “T hat’s another th ing  I can’t believe I d id ,” she says regretfully. She 
moved in w ith him  strictly for practical reasons. “I d idn’t want to live at home 
any more because they drove me nuts, and everybody else already had apart
ments, and some of my friends were living at home, and they d idn’t want to 
move out because they couldn’t afford it. So I figured I m ight as well try i t .” 
B ut she doesn’t plan to try it for m uch longer. “The lease is up here at the 
end of Ju ly  and I th ink I ’m  going to say ‘see you later’ then.”

Angela hopes to marry someone who shares her interest in the outdoors, 
as her former boyfriend did, bu t even more im portan t is finding someone 
w ith  the righ t personal qualities. “Someone sweet, honest, who can be my 
friend, w ho’s not tem peram ental all the tim e, who can be happy. Because 
I ’m  a happy person, and I just w ant to  have fun and have a good tim e and 
not worry.”

She also looks forward to having children, eventually. “I th ink  i t ’ll be 
neat having a k id .” She hopes tha t by w aiting un til at least her late tw en
ties to m arry, she’ll improve her chances of having a successful m arriage, 
unlike her parents. “I don’t w ant to have kids un til m y upper twenties and 
I really don’t  w ant to be m arried un til after 25 or 26. N o hurry. Because 
my parents are divorced and i t ’s just a pain in the b u tt .”

I f  you look at A ngela’s life righ t now, as it is, you m igh t not see m uch 
in  her favor. She has dropped out o f college, and she is w orking at a job she 
enjoys bu t that doesn’t  pay well and doesn’t offer m uch in the way of long
term  prospects. She is living w ith  a boyfriend she doesn’t respect and cer
tainly doesn’t w ant to marry. Y et she is reasonably happy w ith  her life, less 
for w hat it is now than for w hat she believes it will be in the future. Ten 
years from now, she sees herself in a successful career doing som ething she 
enjoys. Ten years from now, she sees herself m arried to a m an she loves, 
raising happy children w ith him . A lthough the fulfillm ent o f these goals is 
far from im m inent, she is confident tha t eventually she will be successful 
and happy. A t age 21, even if  she is currently adrift in many ways, all o f her 
hopes are alive and well.

Conclusion: Themes and Variations
Four lives, each of them  unique, each w ith  its own history and its own pros
pects. Y et they share certain com m on characteristics as well, characteris
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tics tha t are also com mon to many of their peers in  th is age period. In each 
of their lives we can see the them es laid out in the first chapter: em erging 
adulthood as the age of iden tity  explorations, the age of instability , the self
focused age, the age of feeling in-between, and the age of possibilities.

All four o f them  are engaged in identity  explorations in love and work. 
A ll have ideas about w hat they would like to do in their future work, al
though their ideas range in clarity from Charles’s devotion to music to Steve’s 
vague hopes of m anaging a restaurant. B ut none of them  has settled in to  a 
definite work pattern  yet. Rosa likes her job in the In ternet company, but 
she views it only as a way of gain ing a broad range of experience on the way 
to  som ething else, although she is not sure what. Steve’s position as a waiter 
is a long way from ownership of a restaurant, and he concedes tha t he is 
only “treading w ater” righ t now. Charles is com m itted  to a career in m u
sic, bu t the precise form of tha t career remains to be determ ined. Angela 
loves horticulture, bu t she has not decided yet how this love will translate 
into a career. All of them  are still exploring different career possibilities to 
see w hich ones appeal to them  m ost and which ones will work out for them . 
All o f them  are still in the process of answering the questions “W hat do 1 
enjoy most? W hat am I best at? How  does tha t fit w ith  the options avail
able to me?”

In their love lives, the same process of exploration is evident. Steve, 
Charles, and Angela are all in relationships tha t seem unlikely to last. None 
of them  has any desire to m arry any tim e soon. Charles’s first priority  is his 
m usic, Angela and her boyfriend seem poorly m atched, and Steve’s life is 
too m uch up in the air to include com m itm ent to anything righ t now, in
cluding his girlfriend. Rosa is the m ost settled o f the four in term s of love, 
bu t even she wants to  wait a while before entering m arriage, and she w on
ders if  it w ouldn’t  be a good idea for her to explore her options a b it more. 
All o f them  are still pondering the question of who they should com m it 
themselves to for life.

For all o f them , the explorations of em erging adulthood go in tandem 
w ith  instability. Exploring in love and work means tha t they may change 
direction at any tim e, as new possibilities come along. Steve is the extreme 
example of this, w ith  his determ ination to sign only m onth-to-m onth  leases 
so th a t he can take off on short notice. B ut none of them  knows exactly what 
he or she will be doing a year from now, m uch less 10 or 20  years from now. 
W ith  the possible exception of Rosa, none of them  know who their in ti
m ate partner will be a year from now, m uch less 10 or 20 years from now. 
B u t instab ility  doesn’t trouble them  much. They accept it as part o f the
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process of exploring, as a reflection of the fact tha t they are still in the pro
cess of deciding w hat form they w ant their adult lives to take.

Their concentration on iden tity  explorations makes em erging ad u lt
hood a self-focused tim e of their lives. Rosa is the m ost explicit about this, 
when she says, “I w ant to be a little  selfish for a w hile ,” b u t it is an under
current for all o f them . Steve and Charles don’t w ant to com m it themselves 
to love relationships because they w ant to be free to go where their wishes 
take them , on their own. Angela doesn’t  feel ready for m arriage or children 
for many years yet, not un til she has had enough tim e to focus on her own 
life and achieve self-sufficiency. All of them  w ant to com m it themselves to 
others eventually, b u t for now, during  their em erging adult years, they want 
to  focus on personal goals and self-development.

They are aware of being in a period of exploration, of not yet having 
made the choices that will provide the foundation for their adult lives, and 
this awareness makes them  feel in-betw een, no longer in adolescence bu t 
not yet fully adult. They feel like they have reached adulthood in some ways, 
b u t in  other ways they feel like they are “still try ing  to grab ahold of i t ,” as 
Steve said. O f the four, only Charles feels he has definitely reached ad u lt
hood, and Charles also realizes th a t he is in  a tem porary period of being 
“highly portable,” prior to taking on the responsibilities o f adult life.

A lthough there is a lot of exploration and instability in their lives right 
now, all four of them  are confident they will get what they want out o f life. 
Everything seems possible for them , and their hopes are high. They expect to 
have happy marriages, and they expect to find meaningful work and to be 
successful in it. A t this age, there is nothing to impede their dreams. Angela 
may have her career in horticulture, Steve may have his restaurant, Rosa may 
have her bakery, Charles may tu rn  his musical am bitions into reality. All of 
them  may find a lifelong love. O r maybe not. B ut here in em erging adult
hood, no dreams have been perm anently dashed, no doors have been firmly 
closed, every possibility for happiness is still alive. This is the glory of em erg
ing adulthood, that it is the age of possibilities, the age of unvanquished hopes.

N o t all em erging adults are like the ones profiled in this chapter. Some 
make enduring decisions relatively early and have settled lives by their m id 
twenties. O thers find the ir opportunities for exploration restricted by pov
erty, poor schooling, or family chaos. W e will explore the ir stories, too, in 
the chapters to come. However, we will see tha t m ost em erging adults re
semble Rosa, Steve, Charles, and A ngela in having lives characterized by 
exploration and instability  and in focusing on self-developm ent as they seek 
to  translate their possibilities into real life.
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Chapter 1

1. Arnett (2000a); Arnett & Taber (1994).
2. Arnett & Taber (1994). This applies to couples who marry. However, 

since the early 1970s, the rate of single parenthood has grown dramatically, to 
a current rate of about 25% of all American births. Consequently, the median 
age of entering parenthood used to be a year or so after marriage, whereas today 
the median ages of marriage and parenthood are very similar. Nevertheless, the 
point here remains valid, that the median ages of both marriage and parent
hood have risen steeply over the past half century.

3. Michael, Gagnon, Laumann, & Kolata (1995).
4. National Center for Education Statistics (2002).
5. Mogelonsky (1996). This is perhaps not as large a proportion as it sounds 

from this statistic. Because only about one fourth of young Americans obtain a 
four-year degree (the rest drop out or attend only two-year schools), one third 
of this one quarter is only about 8%. Nevertheless, this percentage has risen 
steadily over recent decades. Also, there is an additional percentage who attend 
graduate or professional school not immediately after graduating with a four- 
degree but after spending some tim e out of higher education.

6 . Modell (1989). There are no statistical data to confirm this, but this is 
the conclusion Modell draws on the basis of his insightful historical analysis.

7. Modell (1989).
8 . Sommers (2001). The rise in participation in higher education has been 

especially dramatic for young women. Traditionally men were much more likely 
than women to obtain higher education— women were, in fact, barred from most 
colleges and universities— but young women surpassed young men in the 1980s, 
and in the past decade the gender gap favoring women has been persistent. See 
National Center for Education Statistics (2002), Table 20-2.

9. National Center for Education Statistics (2002).
10. Bianchi & Spain (1996); Dey & Hurtado (1999).
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11. Arnett (1998); Arnett & Taber (1994).
12. Alan Reifman has developed a scale for assessing these five features, 

and initial results show empirical support for them. See Reifman, Arnett, and 
Colwell (2003).

13. Erikson (1950).
14. Erikson (1968, p. 150).
15 . As Gene Bockneck (1986) notes, numerous developmental theorists 

in the 20 th century have described something like what I am calling emerging 
adulthood. As far back as 1935, Charlotte Buhler described a “preparatory stage” 
following adolescence that involved entry into self-chosen and independent 
activity. More recently, Daniel Levinson and his colleagues (1978) delineated 
an “early adult transition,” lasting from age 17 to 22, which is characterized by 
separating physically and psychologically from one’s family, followed by a pe
riod of “entering the adult world” from age 22 to 28, in which people explore 
possible roles and relationships and make tentative commitments. But none of 
these theoretical ideas took root as a distinct area of scholarship on this age period, 
perhaps because up until recently only a minority of young people (mainly men) 
were able to use the late teens through the twenties for independent identity 
explorations.

16. W aterman (1999).
17. Feiring (1996); Furman, Brown, & Feiring (1999); Padgham & Blyth 

(1991).
18. Barling & Kelloway (1999); Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider (2000).
19. Bachman & Schulenberg (1993); Steinberg & Cauffman (1995).
20. See www.cns.gov/americorps and www.peacecorps.gov.
21. The idea about a Plan with a capital P is based on an essay by Elizabeth 

Greenspan (2000).
22. U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
23. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
24. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
25. Arnett (2000a).
26. The graph is from Arnett (2000a).
27. A rnett (1994, 1997, 1998, 2001, 2003); Nelson (2003).
28. Hornblower (1997).
29. A variety of scholars have commented on the increasing “individual

ization” of the self in “posttraditional” societies, meaning that social timetables 
for the life course have become less standardized and people now have a greater 
range of individual choice in when they make transitions such as finishing edu
cation, marriage, and retirement (e.g., Heinz, 2002). I agree, but I would add 
that the range of individual choice is greatest during emerging adulthood.

30. E.g., Hogan & Astone (1986); Shanahan (2000).
31. Keniston (1971).

http://www.cns.gov/americorps
http://www.peacecorps.gov
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32. Keniston (1971, pp. 8-9).
33. The data in Table 1.1 are from Population Reference Bureau (2000).
34. Heaton (1992).
35. Nelson (2003).
36. For a perspective on the darker side of emerging adulthood, including 

the limitations imposed by social class, see Cote (2000).
37. Saraswathi & Larson (2002).
38. Arnett (2002).
39. The data in Table 1.2 are from Population Reference Bureau (2000).
40. In the total sample there were 157 W hites, 56 African Americans, 48 

Asian Americans, and 43 Latinos. All of them have been given pseudonyms to 
protect the confidentiality of their responses.

Chapter 2

1. Coupland (1991), p. 47.

Chapter 3

1. Laursen, Coy, & Collins (1998); Larson & Richards (1994). There is 
currently a widespread view in adolescent psychology that adolescents get along 
just fine with their parents, but I don’t think this fits the evidence. I t ’s true 
that adolescents often say they like and admire their parents, but i t’s also typi
cal that conflict w ith parents rises sharply in adolescence and closeness sharply 
declines. For an analysis of this issue, see Arnett (1999).

2. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
3. Dubas & Petersen (1996).
4. For an excellent account of both current and historical patterns of leav

ing home, see Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999). Most of the information in 
this section is from this source.

5. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
6 . Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999)-
7. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
8 . There is little research on this topic, but for related papers see the 1996 

issue of New Directions in Child and Adolescent Development, “Leaving Home: 
Understanding the Transition to Adulthood,” edited by Julia A. Graber and 
Jud ith  Semon Dubas.

9- Fingerman (2000).
10. The ages are 23 for men and 21 for women; Silbereisen, Meschke, & 

Schwarz (1996).
11. Chisholm & Hurrelmann (1995).
12. Goldscheider & Goldscheider (1999).
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