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Failure to Launch, 
Failure to Achieve 
Criteria for Adulthood?

Evie Kins1 and Wim Beyers1

Abstract

In the West it is not until the mid-20s or 30s people reach an adult status. 
Becoming an adult signifies being independent from others (especially from 
parents) and learning to stand alone as a self-sufficient person. This study 
investigates whether the attainment of such individual qualities are affected 
by emerging adults’ living circumstances. Results indicate that though 
independent living is associated with an accelerated achievement of certain 
criteria for adulthood, continued coresidence with parents during emerging 
adulthood slows down the process by which an individual moves toward 
becoming a self-sufficient and independent adult. Because success in the 
achievement of an adult status also positively predicts emerging adults’ well-
being, delayed home-leaving during this stage of life is an issue that requires 
special attention.
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Economic and sociocultural changes in the West have resulted in the 
postponement of individuals to take on adult responsibilities. Arnett (2000) 
created the term emerging adulthood to refer to this period between ado-
lescence and adulthood that is characterized by exploration, instability, 
possibilities, and self-focusing. In the past, the transition to an adult status was 
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clearly marked by the arrival of certain role transitions an individual goes 
through, like, marriage and childbearing and becoming a parent. Although 
these role transitions are no longer predominant in today’s definition of adult-
hood, it remains to be questioned whether delaying such transitions can affect 
the attainment of an adult status. As adulthood is nowadays defined as 
becoming independent, and learning to stand alone as a self-sufficient person 
(Arnett, 2004), special attention is warranted for the effect of delaying the 
transition toward residential independence on the achievement of an adult 
status. Therefore, this study investigated whether continued coresidence with 
parents during emerging adulthood can impede the achievement of an adult 
status. Furthermore, because research on the relationship between achieving 
an adult status and personal well-being is sparse, we examined whether 
emerging adults who are successful in achieving criteria for adulthood expe-
rience more subjective well-being compared with peers who fail to achieve 
those criteria.

Delayed Entry Into Adulthood
Whereas adulthood used to begin after a relatively brief adolescent period in 
the past, there is nowadays in Western postindustrial societies a general ten-
dency to delay the transition to an adult status (Buhl & Lanz, 2007; Fussell, 
Gauthier, &, Evans, 2007; Settersten, Furstenberg, & Rumbaut, 2005). The 
extended amount of education required in the West is often referred to as an 
explanation for young people’s delay in the onset of taking on adult roles, 
like getting married or becoming parents (Gitelson & McDermott, 2006). 
Historically, such role transitions have been considered the essential markers 
of adulthood. Marriage and childbearing, in particular, were allocated as the 
rites of passage to adulthood. These events clearly indicated that point in time 
when a boy became a man and a girl became a woman. However, nowadays 
only traditional cultures seem to retain this definition of adulthood (Arnett & 
Galambos, 2003), whereas the current generation in Western postindustrial 
societies has renounced these role transitions as markers of adulthood, in 
favor of individualistic criteria (Arnett, 1998; Mayseless & Scharf, 2003; 
Nelson & Barry, 2005; Settersten et al., 2005). As a result, the entry into 
adulthood became more ambiguous, gradual, and less uniform (Settersten 
et al., 2005).

During the extended period toward adulthood, it is very likely that young 
people feel that though they are no longer adolescents, they are not fully 
independent adults as yet and that they are in a phase of transition only. 
Arnett (2000) introduced the concept emerging adulthood to refer to this 
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distinct phase in life, which is situated between the late teens and early 20s. 
Emerging adulthood is distinguished from adolescence and (young) adult-
hood by its highly exploratory and unpredictable nature. During this life 
stage, young people get the most chances to experiment in the area of love, 
work, and worldviews without having to commit themselves to long-term 
adult roles and responsibilities.

Whereas the theory of emerging adulthood was developed in the United 
States, previous research (Buhl & Lanz, 2007; Sirsch, Dreher, Mayr, & 
Willinger, 2009) indicated that the young generation across Europe shares 
the five main features of this phase (identity exploration, instability, feeling 
in between, self-focusing, and possibilities; Arnett, 2000). Hence, although 
emerging adulthood is not considered a universal period, it can be general-
ized to other cultures where the onset of taking on adult roles and responsi-
bilities is postponed. In Belgium, a small country situated in the Northwest of 
Europe where this study was conducted, the prolonged transition to adult-
hood is noticeable too. That is, postponement of traditional adult roles like 
marriage and becoming a parent is a fact in today’s Belgian society. Between 
1996 and 2005 the mean age of first marriage for women increased from 26 
to 28.3 years, and for men from 28.2 to 30.8 years, whereas the mean age of 
women having their first child increased to 28 years in 1999 (National Insti-
tute for Statistics [NIS], 2008). As said earlier, the high level of education 
partially might explain this delay. In Belgium, 42% of the 18- to 25-year-olds 
are still students, of whom the majority are enrolled in higher education 
(Vettenburg, Elchardus, & Walgrave, 2007).

At the end of emerging adulthood, the mid-to-late 20s, most people feel 
that they have reached adulthood. However, as traditional markers of adult-
hood are renounced, what does becoming an adult in today’s Western society 
actually mean? Arnett (1998, 2001, 2003, 2004) extensively studied this 
question in various parts of the United States, and across different ethnic 
groups and social classes. On the basis of sociological, anthropological, and 
psychological perspectives on adulthood, he created a questionnaire to exam-
ine how adulthood is currently conceptualized. Guided by theoretical rather 
than statistical considerations, the items of this questionnaire (expressing 
possible criteria for adulthood) were organized into subscales, including 
independence, interdependence, role transitions, norm compliance, family 
capacities, biological, and chronological transitions. Respondents indicate 
whether they believe each of these criteria must be achieved before a person 
can be considered an adult. Three criteria that consistently emerged as most 
important markers of adulthood for (young) people today are as follows: 
accepting responsibility for one’s self, making independent decisions, and 
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being financially independent (Arnett, 1998, 2001, 2003). As all these items 
refer to independence, it can be concluded that achieving an adult status in 
today’s Western societies signifies becoming independent from others (espe-
cially from parents) and learning to stand alone as a self-sufficient person 
(Arnett, 2004).

Although role transitions are no longer predominant in the conceptualiza-
tion of adulthood, they possibly continue to play an important role in the 
achievement of an adult status. In line with this assumption, a sociological 
study indicated that young people who have experienced role transitions, 
like establishing an independent household, getting married or cohabiting, 
or becoming a parent, are actually more likely to report feeling like an adult 
(Settersten et al., 2005). In a recent Belgian study (Luyckx, Schwartz, 
Goossens, & Pollock, 2008), which focused exclusively on the impact of 
entrance into work life on achieving a sense of adulthood, it was also con-
firmed that emerging adults who made this specific role transition view 
themselves more as adults. Furthermore, when emerging adults grow to 
more self-understanding, they seem to attribute this growth largely to event-
ful experiences such as the transition to university or living independently 
(Gottlieb, Still, & Newby-Clark, 2007).

An important question that remains is whether the achievement of the 
individualistic character qualities that primarily define adulthood in today’s 
context is in fact accelerated when emerging adults have experienced certain 
role transitions. In this study, we examined the impact of one specific type of 
role transition, that is, leaving the parental home for the transition to residen-
tial independence.

Leaving the Parental Home
Several sociological studies indicated that the average age at which young 
people leave the parental home and gain full residential independence has 
increased profoundly in the West since the 1980s (Galland, 1997; Goldscheider, 
1997; Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1999). As a result, it is, in today’s con-
text, no longer exceptional to coreside with parents in your 20s or even in 
your 30s. In Flanders, the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium, a recent demo-
graphic report indicated that the trend of delayed home leaving even 
continued to increase between 1990 and 2007. In particular, the number of 
women coresiding with parents seems to have increased in these past decades. 
Nevertheless, (emerging) adult men still outnumber women when it comes to 
living in the parental home. Whereas 55% of the 20- to 24-year-old women 
coresided with parents in 1990, this increased to 64% in 2007. For men in this 
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age group this percentage rose more steadily from 74% in 1990 to 78% in 
2007. The amount of 25- to 29-year-old emerging adults living with the par-
ents increased as well, between 1990 and 2007, from 14% to 29% for women 
and from 28% to 35% for men (Lodewijckx, 2008). In Southern European 
countries, this trend of delayed home leaving is even more pronounced than 
in Northern Europe or the United States (Cherlin, Scabini, & Rossi, 1997). 
For instance, data from a large European panel study indicated the latest 
home-leaving patterns are found in Mediterranean countries, and particularly 
in Italy where it is not until age 27 that half of all Italian women are found to 
be living away from home, and for nearly half of Italian men, it does not 
happen until almost age 30 (Iacovou, 2001).

Possibly, this overall trend of delayed home leaving is detrimental for the 
achievement of an adult status. That is, emerging adults who no longer live 
in the parental household could be more capable of achieving individualistic 
character qualities that currently conceptualize adulthood than do young peo-
ple who continue to coreside with parents. According to Goldscheider and 
Goldscheider (1999), residential independence is indeed a critical step in the 
transition to adulthood. A similar prediction can be made on the basis of 
separation-individuation theory (SIT; Blos, 1967, 1979). The renegotiation 
of the parent–child relationship when a child moves to adolescence is a key 
component of the SIT. As a child grows up and gains more individuality, the 
hierarchical parent–child relationship should be transformed into a more sym-
metrical relationship between two caring and respecting adults (Grotevant & 
Cooper, 1986). Tanner (2006) situated the onset of this process at the begin-
ning of emerging adulthood and refers to it as “recentering.” Recentering 
highlights the relational restructuring between the emerging adult and his or 
her family of origin that takes place as a result of the shift in orientation from 
parent regulation to self-regulation. During this process of recentering, the 
parent–child relationship is challenged to transform itself to an adult relation-
ship in which adult children are afforded the freedom to make choices and 
decisions on the basis of their own beliefs and values while maintaining an 
ongoing relatedness.

Evidence has shown that leaving the parental home can serve as a catalyst 
for the transformation of the parent–child relationship toward mutuality. 
Aquilino (1997), for instance, found that when a child has left the parental 
home, parents are more competent to reevaluate the relationship with their 
child because they are more capable to acknowledge that their child has 
entered a new stage in life. Although the results of this study indicated that 
most major life transitions generate an opportunity to change the former 
infantile parent–child relationship into a more adult-like relationship, home 
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leaving marks a transitional phase that has the most power to reorganize ear-
lier styles of relating. Similarly, Flanagan, Schulenberg, and Fuligni (1993) 
found that the redefinition of the relationship with parents was more prob-
lematic when parents and children were still living under the same roof. 
Young people living with their parents felt that their parents continued to 
treat them as children; this explains why they experience less independence 
and mutuality in the relationship with their parents.

However, it is not just parents who seem to find it difficult to relinquish 
their care-taking role when their adult child is living in the parental house-
hold, but young people themselves who are coresiding with their parents 
often continue to behave in immature and dependent ways, mostly out of 
habit and not willing to take full responsibility for themselves. This prevents 
the fledging adult from developing new relationships and from taking greater 
responsibility for his or her life (Clemens & Axelson, 1985). Hence, it seems 
likely that emerging adults who live with parents not only fail to establish a 
symmetrical parent–child relationship, but what is more, they seem to be less 
successful in achieving an adult status in general (Elm & Schwartz, 2006; 
White, 2002).

Well-Being
Continued coresidence with parents during emerging adulthood thus possibly 
hampers the achievement of an adult status and of a sense of independence 
in particular. However, is failing to achieve an adult status inevitably detri-
mental to emerging adults’ overall well-being? Given that current Western 
societies are very strongly oriented toward youthfulness (Fry, 1996), one 
could intuitively reason that becoming an adult will have a negative connota-
tion. Hence, it might be the case that individuals who relinquish adult 
responsibilities and avoid making lifelong commitments will experience the 
highest level of personal well-being. At the same time, this dissolute type of 
lifestyle can also generate confusion and disequilibrium, as it provides little 
certainty and purpose in life (Erikson, 1968).

Literature on the relationship between the transition to adulthood and 
subjective well-being is sparse, and to date research has only yielded indi-
rect evidence for the latter proposition. That is, during the transition to 
adulthood, emerging adults in general demonstrate improved psychological 
well-being as a part of their growing psychosocial maturity (Galambos, 
Barker, & Krahn, 2006; Galambos & Krahn, 2008). In particular, emerging 
adults demonstrated significant decreases in depressive symptoms and 
anger and significant increases in self-esteem over time. Because increased 
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decision-making power and independence are rated as the most important 
criteria for reaching adulthood (Arnett, 2003), these scholars presume that 
mainly transition-linked increases in these features accompany increases in 
psychological well-being. Further research that verifies this assumption is 
lacking, however.

Another longitudinal study that specifically focused on salient and quite 
visible developmental tasks during the transition to adulthood (i.e., education, 
work, financial autonomy, romantic involvement, peer involvement, sub-
stance abuse avoidance, and citizenship) found that individuals who were 
more successful in achieving these tasks maintained or gained a salutary tra-
jectory of well-being across all three waves of the study (Schulenberg, Bryant, 
& O’Malley, 2004). Particularly success in work, romantic involvement, peer 
involvement, and citizenship appeared crucial to maintain high well-being.

The Present Study
The present study has three primary research goals. First, we studied whether 
people in their early-to-mid -20s, irrespective of their living arrangements, 
are actually involved in making the transition to become an adult, as pre-
sumed by Arnett (2000). Therefore, we explored the changes emerging adults 
make in the achievement of criteria for adulthood during 1 year. On the basis 
of the theory of emerging adulthood, we hypothesized that the majority of 
emerging adults in our sample will have proceeded in the transition toward 
adulthood, and thus, that participants will increasingly endorse that they 
achieved the criteria for adulthood. Second, we investigated the impact of 
delayed home leaving on the achievement of an adult status. It was hypoth-
esized that emerging adults living with their parents will feel less adult, and 
thus, will have achieved less criteria of adulthood, compared with peers who 
have already taken steps toward independent living. Next, we also studied 
whether progress in achievement of adult criteria after 1 year, is moderated 
by the change that is made in one’s living situation during that year. It is 
hypothesized that emerging adults who move toward a more independent 
type of living situation will make more progress compared with peers who 
continue to live with their parents or who came back to live in the parental 
home again after a period of independent living. The last main goal of this 
study was to investigate the relationship between the transition toward an 
adult status and subjective well-being. On the basis of the findings of the few 
studies on this topic, it was hypothesized that emerging adults who are less 
successful in achieving criteria for adulthood, and perhaps in particular crite-
ria that refer to independence, will experience less subjective well-being.
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Method
Participants and Procedure
Our sample comprised 224 emerging adults living in Flanders, the Dutch-
speaking part of Belgium. Because we are primarily interested in uncovering 
the relationship between emerging adults’ residential status and the achieve-
ment of adult criteria, we deliberately chose to obtain a sample with a virtually 
equal number of emerging adults who coreside with their parents and emerg-
ing adults who no longer permanently live in the parental home. For the 
purpose of data collection, living away from the parents was arbitrarily defined 
as staying at the parental home a maximum of once a month, on average. In 
what follows, the categorization of emerging adults’ living situation will be 
refined on the basis of statistical argumentation. This procedure resulted in a 
sample with approximately half of the participants coresiding with their par-
ents (58%) and half living independently (42%). Furthermore, we also aimed 
to balance our sample with respect to gender and level of education. Hence, 
practically an equal number of men (52%) and women (48%) participated in 
this study sample, as well as a comparable number of highly educated (58%) 
and low-educated emerging adults (42%). Especially, this last group, which 
consists of college dropouts and of persons who dropped out during or after 
having completed high school, is often neglected in research focusing on 
emerging adulthood. To obtain this balanced sample, a stratified sampling 
technique was used with living situation (with parents vs. independent), 
gender (male vs. female), and education (low vs. high) level as the stratifica-
tion variables. As these three variables were used simultaneously to stratify 
the sample, eight combinations or strata were obtained from which we 
attempted to retrieve an equal number of subjects. As a result, almost as much 
highly educated men and women as lower educated men and women were 
included in both the coresiding with parents subgroup and the independently 
living subgroup.

All participants were born in 1983 or 1984 and were 22 to 23 years old 
(M = 22 years and 10 months, SD = 8 months) at the onset of the study. This 
age group was chosen because in Belgium an exit from the parental home 
before the age of 22 occurs rarely (5%). Nevertheless, at the age of 25 more 
than half of the Belgian emerging adults no longer live with their parents 
(Vettenburg et al., 2007). Hence, between the ages of 22 and 25 changes with 
respect to the living situation start occurring for a lot of young people, which 
makes this age group particularly interesting for this study. Participants were 
contacted by the first author or by psychology students. All emerging adults 
received a letter explaining the purpose of the study, an informed consent 
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form, and a questionnaire. Participation in this study was completely volun-
tary and could be refused at any point in time. Questionnaires were adminis-
tered at the participant’s home and returned to the student or by mail. The 
majority of the emerging adults who agreed to participate in this study came 
from intact families (75%); that is, both parents were living together in the 
same household.

One year later, all 224 emerging adults were contacted again by psychol-
ogy students or by mail to fill out a new questionnaire. From the initial 
sample, 82% of the participants (N = 183) were willing to participate in the 
next wave of data collection. Participants of both data waves (Time 1 and 
Time 2) were compared with those who dropped out after the first point of 
measurement (Time 1) in terms of gender, level of education, type of living 
situation, and family structure. Emerging adults who participated in both 
data waves were more likely to be highly educated than those who dropped 
out, c2(1, N = 224) = 7.83, p < .01. With respect to the other background 
variables, there were no significant differences between the two groups. 
Further attrition analyses revealed that dropouts and those who continued 
with participation did not differ significantly with respect to the study vari-
ables measured at Time 1: the various criteria for adulthood: F(32, 155) = 
1.09, ns, and subjective well-being: F(3, 220) = 0.67, ns. Moreover, Little’s 
(1988) test indicated that data were missing completely at random (MCAR), 
c2(2,283, N = 224) = 2410.86, ns. Therefore, the expectation-maximization 
(EM) algorithm was used for data imputation, a robust method to obtain 
maximum likelihood estimates (Schafer, 1997). As a consequence, the sam-
ple used for all analyses was N = 224.

Measures
All questionnaires were administered in Dutch, participants’ mother tongue. 
Questionnaires not available in Dutch were translated according to the 
guidelines of the International Test Commission (Hambleton, 1994). All 
questionnaires are self-report measures and were administered both at Time 
1 and Time 2.

Living situation. To obtain a clear picture about the participants’ living 
arrangements both at Time 1 and Time 2, emerging adults were asked to 
respond to some detailed questions about their residential status. First, they 
were asked to indicate where they currently lived by choosing one of the fol-
lowing categories: with both of my parents, with one of my parents, alone, 
with my partner, in a student’s apartment, or other. Next, emerging adults not 
living with parents were asked to specify how far their present residence was 
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located from the parental home: within walking distance, in a neighboring 
town, between 20 and 50 km, between 50 and 100 km, and more than 100 km. 
Emerging adults living away from their parents were also asked to report 
how often they stay over at their parents’ home. Answers ranged from once a 
week, once in 2 weeks, once a month, occasionally or never. Finally, one 
specific criterion of Arnett’s (2003) questionnaire to measure the conceptual-
ization of adulthood was also considered, namely, “No longer living in the 
household of your parent(s).” Participants had to indicate whether they had 
achieved this criterion on a 3-point scale.

Adulthood. To measure the achievement of an adult status, we used an 
adapted version of Arnett’s questionnaire containing criteria for adulthood. 
That is, instead of asking emerging adults whether they think each of the 
criteria must be achieved before a person can be considered an adult, we 
sought to know whether participants in our sample had achieved each of 
these criteria themselves. Response options were: no, in some respects yes 
and in some respects no, and yes. Although Arnett’s questionnaire also con-
tains the item, “Do you think that you have reached adulthood?,” we believe 
that specifying the achievement of each criterion for adulthood allows for a 
detailed picture of the achievement of adulthood to emerge. Some criteria 
appeared to be irrelevant for the participants in our sample (e.g., “Reached 
the age of 18” and “Reached the age of 21”) and were, therefore, excluded.

The various criteria of adulthood, drawn from specific literatures, are 
organized into subscales on the basis of theoretical considerations rather than 
on statistical ground (Arnett, 2001). Subscales included the following: inde-
pendence, interdependence, role transitions, norm compliance, family capac-
ities, biological, and chronological transitions (Arnett, 2001, 2003). Internal 
consistencies of these subscales have shown to be moderate, with consis-
tently low alpha levels reported for the independence (.42 to .53) and interde-
pendence (.64 to .67) subscale (Arnett, 2003; Nelson & Barry, 2005; Sirsch 
et al., 2009). Reliability analyses pointed out that alpha levels of these sub-
scales were even worse in our sample, both at Time 1 and Time 2: alpha 
values for independence subscale were. 36 to .44, and .11 to .22 for the inter-
dependence subscale. Internal consistencies of the other subscales were mod-
erate, ranging from .56 to .67. Furthermore, attempts to replicate Arnett’s 
conceptually derived domains using factor analyses failed both at Time 1 and 
Time 2, with poor overall fit and very low factor loadings, particularly for the 
independence and interdependence factors. Other studies also failed to repli-
cate these factors (Badger, Nelson, & Barry, 2006; Mayseless & Scharf, 
2003). Hence, it can be concluded that although Arnett’s conceptual model 
shows high face validity (e.g., Barker & Galambos, 2005), statistical evidence 
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for this model is lacking. Therefore, it was decided to continue our analyses 
on the item level instead of calculating subscale scores. Consequently, the 
analyses will have a more descriptive character. Nevertheless, they are con-
sidered to be interesting, as the items of this questionnaire refer to various 
ways of thinking about adulthood.

Subjective well-being. Three scales were used to assess subjective well-
being, namely, the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, 
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), the Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS; Ryan & 
Frederick, 1997), and the Center for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression 
Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). The SWLS is a commonly used question-
naire that consists of five items, each tapping how (un)satisfying people 
cognitively judge their lives. All items were scored on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A sample 
item reads, “In most ways my life is close to ideal.” Reliability and validity 
of this scale has been repeatedly demonstrated (e.g., Diener et al., 1985; 
Pavot, Diener, Colvin, & Sandvik, 1991). In our sample of emerging adults 
Cronbach’s alpha was .84 at Time 1 and .86 at Time 2. Second, the SVS 
measures well-being from a rather affective perspective. A sample item 
reads, “Currently, I feel so alive I just want to burst.” All 7 items were scored 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). This questionnaire was previously translated in Dutch by 
Niemiec et al. Both the original English and Dutch version of this short 
questionnaire have shown good reliability and validity (Niemiec et al., 
2006; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). Cronbach’s alpha in our study was .81 both 
at Time 1 and Time 2. Third, distress and depressive symptoms were mea-
sured with the 12-item version of the CES-D. Items reflect somatic, cogni-
tive, and emotional symptoms of depression. Respondents indicated how 
often they had suffered from these symptoms during the past week on a 
4-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 (never or seldom) to 3 (mostly or 
always). Hanewald (1987) translated this scale to Dutch. Previous research 
demonstrated concurrent validity and reliability of the Dutch version of the 
CES-D (Bouma, Ranchor, Sanderman, & van Sonderen, 1995). In our sam-
ple Cronbach’s alpha was .87 at Time 1 and .86 at Time 2.

All three scales were considered as measures of the same underlying con-
struct, that is, subjective well-being. Factor analyses supported this idea, with 
all 3 scales loading substantially on one factor explaining 66.96% and 69.79% 
of the variance at Time 1 and Time 2, respectively. Consequently, instead of 
working with separate scores for SWLS, SVS, and CES-D, we computed a 
factor score that can be regarded as a composite score of the three scales 
reflecting overall subjective well-being.
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Results
Types of Living Situations
During data collection, living arrangements of emerging adults were catego-
rized as coresiding with parents or living independently, depending on the 
monthly rate of their staying over in the parental home. However, today young 
people’s residential status is no longer restricted to either living with parents 
or starting an independent household. Living separately from the parents but 
returning to the parental home frequently, without having to take all the 
responsibilities associated with living completely independent, has become a 
popular alternative for many emerging adults (de Jong Gierveld, Liefbroer, & 
Dourleijn, 2001). These more intermediate forms of living situations have 
often been denoted as semiautonomous (Goldscheider & DaVanzo, 1986). 
Hence, in order to take into account the heterogeneity of emerging adults’ resi-
dential status we performed a latent class analysis (LCA with LEM software; 
Vermunt, 1997) using the questions that tap into different aspects of the living 
situation as indicators. On the basis of the results of LCA, participants were 
categorized into one of three living situations both at Time 1 and Time 2: 
coresiding with parents, semiindependent, or independent. For more details 
on this type of analysis and clear evidence for a solution with three underlying 
categories of living arrangements at Time 1, see Kins, Beyers, Soenens, and 
Vansteenkiste (2009). At Time 2 the same 3-category solution was replicated. 
The selection of the number of classes was made on the basis of a number of 
robust criteria for class enumeration: Bayesian information criterion (BIC), 
bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT), and average posterior probabilities 
(Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007). First, comparing BIC values across 
the different models tested shows that a model with three latent classes yields 
a better fit (L2 = 132.72, df = 596, p = 1.00, BIC = –3,066.51) than a model 
with two (BIC = –3,028.75) or four latent classes (BIC = –3,000.33). Next, the 
highly significant (p < .001) BLRT’s comparing a model with two and three 
latent classes gave further evidence for our 3-class solution. Finally, average 
posterior probabilities added support to the model with three classes (.95) over 
a 4-class model (.92).

As was the case at Time 1, probabilities at Time 2 also reflected that the 
first latent class included participants living permanently with one or both of 
their parents (p = .98) and who believe that they have not yet achieved 
independent living (p = .70). This group was labeled coresiding with parents. 
The second class comprised emerging adults with various residential statuses 
(living in a student’s apartment, p = .29; alone, p = .23; with a partner, p = .20; 
or other, like sharing a house with friends, p = .14). Nevertheless, this class 
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clearly represented young people who live between 20 to 100 km away from 
the parental home (p = .72) but return every weekend to stay over with their 
parents (p = .40) and who score in between with respect to the question tap-
ping the achievement of an independent living situation (p = .44). Therefore, 
this category was labeled semiindependent. The final class consisted of 
emerging adults who live either alone (p = .18) or with a partner (p = .80), 
mainly within walking distance from the parental home or in a neighboring 
town (p = .73). These participants reported that they never or rarely stay over 
with their parents (p = .93), and they consider themselves to have achieved 
the status of living independently (p = .99). They were labeled independent.

On the basis of these results, conditional probabilities were used to assign 
all emerging adults in our study to one of the three subtypes of residence. At 
Time 2, 34% of the emerging adults were categorized as coresiding with 
parents, 30% as semiindependent, and 36% as independent (at Time 1, these 
percentages were, respectively, 36%, 24%, and 40%; see Kins et al., 2009). 
Even though only 20% of the participants reported to be students at Time 2, 
they comprised almost half (i.e., 47%) of the emerging adults in the semi-
independent-living condition, contrary to 19% of those coresiding with par-
ents and 4% of those living independently (at Time 1, 35% of the participating 
emerging adults were still enrolled in education, with 76% of the semiinde-
pendent being students versus 25% and 19% in the coresiding and indepen-
dent group, respectively). The living situation of emerging adults seemed to 
remain fairly stable in our 1-year follow-up study. That is, 66% remained in 
the same type of living arrangement as the year before (25% stable coresid-
ing with parents; 13% stable semiindependent, and 28% stable independent), 
whereas 15% moved toward a more independent type of living (i.e., progres-
sion from coresiding with parents/semiindependent to independent living or 
from coresiding with parents to semiindependent) and 19% regressed toward 
a less independent type of living situation.

Descriptive Statistics
First, the rate of achievement of the different criteria for adulthood was 
explored in our total sample of emerging adults both at Time 1 and Time 2. 
Taking a look at the various items in detail (Table 1), it seems that most 
criteria comprising norm compliance, and especially criteria reflecting bio-
logical/chronological transitions, were at Time 1 and Time 2 obtained by the 
majority of our participants. Due to the lack of variability in these criteria, 
they were dropped from all further analyses. Criteria that reflect indepen-
dence, interdependence, role transitions, and family capacities show a more 



14		  Journal of  Adolescent Research XX(X)

Table 1. Percentages of Emerging Adults Not Having Achieved (0)—Having 
Achieved in Some Respects, but Not in Others (1)—and Having Achieved (2) Each 
of Arnett’s Criteria for Adulthood

Criteria for Adulthood

Wave 1 Wave 2

0 1 2 0 1 2

Independence
Establish relationship with parents as an 

equal adult
13 46 38 9 41 50

Being financially independent from parents 27 25 47 18 16 66
No longer living in the parents’ household 37 16 45.5 31 17 52
Not deeply tied to parents emotionally 26 51 20 7 47 46
Accept responsibility for the consequences 

of his or her actions
2 17 79.5 0 9 91

Decide on personal belief/values 
independently of parents or other 
influences

3 28 68 1 19 80

Interdependence
Committed to a long-term love relationship 25 19 55 18 15 67
Make lifelong commitments to others 10 37 51 4 27 69
Learn to always have good control of his or 

her emotions 
17 57 25 5 56 39

Become less self-oriented, develop greater 
consideration for others

3 60 35 0 50 50

Role transitions  
Finished with education 32 16 50 16.5 16.5 67
Married 91 3 4 87 5 8
Have at least one child 92 2 5 90 2 8
Employed full-time 38 11 49 21 4 75
Settle into a long-term career 47 28 24 20 34 46
Purchased a house 79 7 12 6 11 20

Norm compliance
Avoid becoming drunk 27 38 33 14 36 50
Avoid using illegal drugs 5 15 78 5 9 86
Avoid drunk driving 6 18 75 9 18 73
Avoid committing petty crimes like 

shoplifting and vandalism 
1 3 93 3 2 95

Have no more than one sexual partner 24 10 65 12 6 82
Drive safely and close to speed limit 18 39 43 12 28 60
Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language 15 43 41 8 46 46
Use contraception if sexually active and not 

trying to conceive a child 
7 10 82 4 11 84

(continued)
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mixed pattern, with some criteria being highly endorsed by most partici-
pants, some by approximately half of the emerging adults and some by 
practically nobody. For instance, although most participants accept respon-
sibility for their actions and make independent decisions, other criteria 
reflecting independence are yet to be obtained by many emerging adults in 
our sample. This is particularly true for the achievement of criteria that 
reflect the relinquishing of the earlier hierarchical parent–child relationship 
(i.e., establish adult relationship with parents and not deeply tied to parents 
emotionally) and the attainment of financial independence from parents. The 
percentages in Table 1 also show that emerging adults in our sample are 
highly involved in making the transition from school to work, as there is a 
substantial number of them who report being finished with education and 
employed full-time. Other role transitions like marriage and having children 
were, however, rarely achieved. As criteria that are grasped as interdepen-
dence and family capacities were only endorsed by half of the participants or 
less; these too are characteristics that still have to be attained by many emerg-
ing adults in our sample.

As a result of our balanced sampling technique, approximately half of the 
participants reported having achieved residential independence at Time 1 and 
Time 2. Because we also used this item as in indicator in the LCA to identify 
the types of living arrangements of the emerging adults in our sample, it was 
decided to remove this criterion from all further analyses where the achieve-
ment of the various criteria for adulthood is considered conditional on one’s 
type of living arrangement.

Table 1. (continued)

Criteria for Adulthood

Wave 1 Wave 2

0 1 2 0 1 2

Biological/chronological transitions
Grow to full height 5 3 91 3 1 96
Biologically capable of having children 13 11 71 6 6 88
Have had sexual intercourse 6 3 88 5 2 93
Obtained driver’s license 17 2 79 13 3 84

Family capacities
Capable of supporting a family financially 39 27 32 26 22 52
Capable of caring for children 29 39 31 24 41 35
Capable of running a household 8 39 52 5 27 68
Capable of keeping a family physically safe 29.5 41 27 13 32 55
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Preliminary Analyses

We first examined effects of background variables. A MANCOVA was con-
ducted with the criteria for adulthood at Time 1 and Time 2 as dependent 
variables and emerging adults’ gender, education level, age, family structure 
(intact or not), and relationship status (having a partner or not) at Time 1 as 
independent variables. Significant multivariate effects showed up for gender, 
F(54, 164) = 2.84, p < .001, h2 = .48; education level, F(54, 164) = 3.73, p < 
.001, h2 = .55; family structure, F(54, 164) = 1.74, p < .01, h2 = .36; and 
relationship status, F(54, 164) = 6.09, p < .001, h2 = .67.

First, women tend to have achieved more criteria reflecting norm compliance 
than men do. Men, on the other hand, seem to be more successful in the area of 
work/career. Furthermore, significantly more men seem to be able to make inde-
pendent decisions, to have good control of their emotions, and to protect a family 
physically. Second, highly educated emerging adults reported being more norm 
compliant than peers with less years of education. Emerging adults who received 
no education beyond high school, nevertheless seem to have attained a more 
solid financial base. They also have experienced more role transitions and evalu-
ate their family capacities higher than their highly educated peers. Third, emerg-
ing adults coming from intact families judged their achievement on various 
criteria of adulthood higher than emerging adults from nonintact families did. 
Particularly, family capacities were endorsed more often when emerging adults 
originated from families where both parents live together. Moreover, emerging 
adults from intact families also scored higher with regard to the achievement of 
some norm compliance criteria, and also with respect to establishing a relation-
ship with parents as an equal adult, accepting responsibility for the consequences 
of their actions and becoming less self-oriented. Fourth, participants involved in 
a romantic relationship scored particularly higher regarding the achievement of 
role transitions and family capacities. Furthermore, these emerging adults report 
having a more equal relationship with their parents and being more financially 
independent from parents. Probably as a logical consequence of their relation-
ship status, they also endorsed commitment to a long-term love relationship, 
making lifelong commitments to others, and having no more than one sexual 
partner more often than their single peers. In sum, because these four background 
variables have a substantial impact on the achievement of the various criteria of 
adulthood, we controlled for the effect of gender, level of education, family 
structure, and relationship status in all subsequent analyses.

Achievement of Adult Criteria and Living Situation
Time 1. We conducted a set of MANCOVAs to investigate whether the 
achievement of adult criteria at Time 1 differs depending on the emerging 
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adults’ living situation at that time. A separate analysis was performed for 
each set of items Arnett organized into the same subscale. Results show sig-
nificant multivariate effects of living situation on criteria representing 
independence, F(8, 426) = 2.45, p < .05, h2 = .09; interdependence, F(10, 
424) = 4.29, p < .001, h2 = .04; role transitions F(12, 422) = 4.01, p < .001, 
h2 = .10; and family capacities, F(8, 426) = 8.79, p < .001, h2 =.14.

Results of the univariate analyses, presented in Table 2, showed that, 
among the various criteria referring to independence, living situation only 
had an effect on being financially independent from parents. Post hoc Tukey 
tests indicated that emerging adults living independently rely the least on 
their parents for financial resources, followed by emerging adults who core-
side with their parents. Emerging adults living semiindependent display the 
lowest financial independence from parents. Regarding the achievement of 
interdependence, significant univariate effects of type of living situation 
were found on criteria reflecting commitment to others or to long-term love 
relationships, with the independent group scoring higher than both the semi-
independent and those coresiding with parents.

Furthermore, univariate effects of living situation on all role transitions in 
Arnett’s questionnaire were found. Post hoc testing revealed that the inde-
pendent living participants reported being married, having a child, a long-
term career, and a house more frequently than did the semiindependent and 
the emerging adults coresiding with parents. With respect to finishing educa-
tion and being employed full-time, both the independent living and those 
living with their parents scored higher than the semiindependent. A small 
univariate effect emerged on one of the norm compliance criteria (i.e., using 
contraception), but it was not confirmed by the multivariate test including all 
norm-compliance criteria.

Finally, type of living situation during emerging adulthood also affected 
the achievement of family capacities. Two significant univariate effects were 
found. That is, independently living participants endorsed being more capa-
ble of supporting a family financially than did those coresiding with parents, 
who, in turn, scored higher than those living semiindependently. Participants 
belonging to the independent group also outscored all others in the capability 
of running a household.

Change from Time 1 to Time 2. We also wanted to investigate whether the 
degree of change in achievement of adult criteria over a 1-year period 
depends on change or stability in the type of living situation (D = living situ-
ation). That is, emerging adults either moved toward a more (progression 
group) or a less (regression group) independent type of living, or they con-
tinued to live with parents (stable with parents), semiindependent (stable semi-
independent), or independent (stable independent). For this purpose, 
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repeated measures MANCOVAs were performed, including both the main 
effects of time (the within-subjects factor) and D living situation (between-
subjects factor) as well as their interaction. Results of the various repeated-
measures analyses, performed separately for each the theoretically distinguished 
groups of items, revealed significant multivariate effects of time on items 
reflecting interdependence, F(4, 211) = 7.52, p < .001, h2 = .13; role transi-
tions, F(6, 209) = 3.47, p < .01, h2 = .09; and norm compliance, F(8, 207) = 
4.26, p < .001, h2 = .14. Furthermore, a significant multivariate effect of 
D living situation emerged for all subscales, except for norm compliance: 
independence, F(20, 697) = 2.10, p < .01, h2 = .05; interdependence, 
F(16, 645) = 1.71, p < .05, h2 = .03; role transitions, F(24, 730) = 2.87, p < 
.001, h2 = .08; and family capacities, F(16, 645) = 4.64, p < .001, η2 = .08. 
Finally, none of the subscales showed significant multivariate Time × D Living 
Situation interactions.

Subsequent univariate analyses for items tapping interdependence showed 
only a significant effect of time on being committed to a long-term love rela-
tionship, F(1, 214) = 26.49, p < .001, h2 = .13, indicating an overall increase 
in the engagement in stable partner relationships from Time 1 (M = 1.30) to 
Time 2 (M = 1.52). Next, regarding role transitions, results revealed that after 
1 year more emerging adults had married (Time 1, M = 0.09 vs. Time 2, M = 
0.21), had at least one child (Time 1, M = 0.11 vs. Time 2, M = 0.22), and 
had settled into a long-term career (Time 1, M = 0.72 vs. Time 2, M = 1.21)—
F(1, 214) = 4.59, p < .05, h2 = .02; F(1, 214) = 4.05, p < .05, h2 = .02; 
F(1,214) = 8.22, p < .01, η2 = .04, respectively. Finally, time had a significant 
effect on two of the norm-compliance items: avoid drunk driving, F(1, 214) = 
6.64, p < .05, h2 = .03, and having no more than one sexual partner, F(1, 214) = 
21.29, p < .001, h2 = .09. Surprisingly, the overall mean score on the achieve-
ment of avoiding drunk driving was lower at Time 2 (M = 1.61) compared 
with Time 1 (M = 1.68).

Univariate effects of D living situation on the various criteria of adulthood 
are presented in Table 3. In case of significant effects, post hoc comparisons 
were requested in SPSS to indicate which of the types of D living situation 
differ significantly from one another. For the criteria representing indepen-
dence, results of these pairwise comparisons showed that the stable indepen-
dent succeeded significantly better in establishing a relationship with their 
parents as equal adults than those in the stable with parents group. Further-
more, the stable independent group scored higher on the achievement of 
financial independence than did participants in all other types of D living 
situation. Regarding the interdependence criteria, our findings indicate that 
the emerging adults in the stable with parents group were less committed to 
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a long-term love relationship compared with the stable independent, progres-
sion, and regression group. In fact, the stable with parents group had in gen-
eral made fewer lifelong commitments to others than the stable independent 
and regression group.

For all role transitions, the overall means differed depending on D living 
situation. First, the stable semiindependent group scored significantly lower 
concerning finishing off education than all others. Next, the overall mean for 
being married was significantly higher for the stable independent than for 
participants in the other categories. Furthermore, the stable independent and 
the regression group had on average more often children than did those in the 
stable with parents or progression group. Regarding employment, the stable 
independent group reported having a full-time job significantly more often 
than did those in the regression group, who in turn were more often employed 
full-time than were the stable semiindependent. Emerging adults in the stable 
with parents and progression group did not differ significantly from the sta-
ble independent and regression group with respect to the achievement of full-
time employment. However, when speaking about settling into a long-term 
career, the stable independent group outscored all the other groups. The same 
is true for purchasing a house.

Finally, effects of D living situation were found for all the criteria sum-
marized as family capacities. The stable independent group had the highest 
scores on all four criteria reflecting achievement of family capacities. First, 
they reported to be capable of supporting a family financially more often than 
did emerging adults in the progression and regression group, who in turn 
scored higher compared to the stable with parents group. Next, the stable 
independent were more capable of caring for children than did those in 
the stable with parents and the progression group. Nevertheless, overall mean 
scores of respondents in the regression group on this criterion did not differ 
significantly from the stable independent, as well as the scores of the stable 
semiindependent that did not differ from any of the other groups. Top scores 
concerning being capable of running a household were again achieved by the 
stable independent, followed by the regression group, which in turn scored 
higher than the stable semiindependent and the group of emerging adults liv-
ing stable with parents. Participants who progressed toward a more indepen-
dent household scored significantly lower than the stable independent on this 
criterion, but their overall mean score did not differ significantly neither from 
the regression group nor from the stable with parents and stable semiindepen-
dent living emerging adults. Finally, the stable independent reported being 
more capable of keeping a family physically safe than did emerging adults in 
the stable with parents group, who in turn valued their capability higher than 
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the stable semiindependent. The overall mean score of the regression group 
did not differ significantly from the stable independent and the stable with 
parents group, but this score was still significantly higher than that of the 
stable semiindependent. The progression group did not differ significantly 
from any other category on this criterion.

Although none of the subscales showed a significant multivariate Time × 
D Living Situation interaction, four significant univariate interactions were 
detected. Because tests of these interaction effects are rather conservative, we 
nevertheless decided to interpret them. Moreover, these effects merit our 
interest because they reflect different patterns of change over time in the 
achievement of criteria for adulthood for the various categories representing 
change/stability in living situation. Univariate Time × D Living Situation 
interaction effects emerged for achieving financial independence from par-
ents, F(4, 214) = 3.65, p < .01, h2 = .06; being committed to a long-term love 
relationship F(4, 214) = 3.39, p < .05, h2 = .06; avoiding drunk driving, F(4, 
214) = 2.98, p < .05, h2 = .05; and being capable of running a household, F(4, 
214) = 3.29, p < .05, h2 = .06. Figure 1 shows the change in achievement of 
these four criteria for adulthood from Time 1 to Time 2 for the five different 
categories of D living situation.

Results show that the progression group increased most in gaining financial 
independence from parents, making commitments to a long-term love rela-
tionship, and being capable of running a household. The stable independent 
living nevertheless kept scoring highest on these criteria at Time 2, except for 
commitment to a long-term love relationship. Those who move back toward 
a less independent living situation make the least progress or even regress 
somewhat. However, their scores at Time 2 continued to be higher or close to 
the scores of those in stable with parents and the stable semiindependent 
groups. Avoiding drunk driving, on the other hand, became more difficult for 
most emerging adults, except for those in a stable semiindependent residen-
tial status. The regression group relapsed most with respect to the avoidance 
of drunk driving; consequently, at Time 2 their scores were equal to those of 
the stable with parents group. The progression group decreased least on this 
criterion. Their scores at Time 2 were between the low scores of those in the 
stable with parents and regression group and the high scores of those in stable 
semiindependent and independent groups.

Achievement of Adult Criteria and Subjective Well-Being
In the last set of analyses, we investigated whether change in the achievement 
of criteria for adulthood over time results in improving subjective well-being 
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and whether there are particular criteria responsible for this. Initially, correla-
tional analyses were conducted to explore how achievement of the various 
criteria of adulthood both at Time 1 and Time 2 relates to subjective well-being 
measured both at Time 1 and Time 2. Results revealed that the achievement of 

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

Time 1 Time 2

F
in

an
ci

al
ly

 in
d

ep
en

d
en

t

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.8

Time 1 Time 2
L

o
n

g
-t

er
m

 lo
ve

 r
el

at
io

n
sh

ip

1.4

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

Time 1 Time 2

A
vo

id
 d

ru
n

k 
d

ri
vi

n
g

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

Time 1 Time 2

R
u

n
n

in
g

 a
 h

o
u

se
h

o
ld

Sparents Ssemi Sindep P R

A B

C D

Figure 1. Estimated marginal means of the following criteria for adulthood: 
Financially independent from parents (A), committed to a long-term love 
relationship (B), avoid drunk driving (C), and capable of running a household 
(D) across time for the five different categories reflecting change/stability in living 
situation over time (stable with parents, Sparents; stable semiindependent, Ssemi; 
stable independent, Sindep; progression, P; and regression, R).
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most criteria for adulthood was positively related with well-being. For reasons 
of conciseness, not all significant correlations are reported. The highest sig-
nificant correlations with subjective well-being were found for the achievement 
of criteria reflecting independence (i.e., establishing a relationship with par-
ents as an equal adult, being financially independent from parents, and not 
deeply tied to parents emotionally), interdependence (i.e., committed to a 
long-term love relationship, and learn to always have good control of emo-
tions), and family capacities (i.e., capable of supporting a family financially). 
To further investigate the relationship between change in achieving adulthood 
and change in well-being, we performed hierarchical linear regression analy-
ses with subjective well-being measured at Time 2 as the dependent variable. 
To control for subjective well-being experienced at Time 1 and for achieve-
ment of the criteria for adulthood at Time 1, these variables were entered in 
Step 1. Achievement of the criteria of adulthood reported at Time 2 were 
entered in Step 2 as predictors. As such, we predicted relative changes in 
subjective well-being as a consequence of changes in achievement of criteria 
for adulthood. Again, separate analyses were run for the criteria organized by 
different subscales.

In each of the models tested, subjective well-being reported at Time 1 
was the most important predictor of well-being at Time 2 (b = .68 on aver-
age, p < .001). Achievement of criteria of adulthood at Time 1 did not con-
tribute significantly to changes in subjective well-being at Time 2, expect 
for one of the norm-compliance criteria, that is, avoid using illegal drugs 
(b = .14, p < .05). Adding achievement of the criteria of adulthood at Time 
2 as new predictors to the model significantly improved the predictive power 
of the model, and this for all models tested (DR2 = .03 to .05, p < .05). For 
the criteria reflecting independence, results showed that achieving financial 
independence from parents (b = .15, p < .01) positively predicted changes in 
well-being. With respect to interdependence, making lifelong commitments 
to others (b = .14, p < .01) and having good control over emotions (b = .13, 
p < .05) predicted positive changes in well-being. Furthermore, the only role 
transition that contributed significantly to subjective well-being seemed to 
be settling into a long-term career (b = .16, p < .01). As for norm compli-
ance, avoiding the use of illegal drugs at Time 2 (b = .20, p < .01) again posi-
tively predicted subjective well-being. Surprisingly, achievement of sexual 
monogamy (i.e., having no more than one sexual partner; b = –.18, p < .01) 
was the one criterion of adulthood that negatively predicted well-being. 
Finally, of the family capacities subscale, being capable of supporting a fam-
ily financially (b = .21, p < .001) positively predicted change in emerging 
adults’ level of well-being.
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Discussion

The present study focused on emerging adults’ developmental pathway toward 
an adult status. We examined whether delayed home-leaving affects the 
achievement of adulthood. Furthermore, the impact of achieving adult criteria 
on the amount of well-being during emerging adulthood was studied.

Emerging Adults’ Transition to Adulthood
In accordance with Arnett (2001), results clearly show that adulthood is mul-
tidimensional, with emerging adults feeling that they have achieved adulthood 
by some criteria but not by others. Whereas the majority of emerging adults 
have achieved physical maturity and compliance to social norms, other dimen-
sions of adulthood stay behind. For instance, although emerging adults gain 
more independence from parents, they are still highly preoccupied with rede-
fining the hierarchical parent–child relationship into a relationship between 
equal adults. Furthermore, most emerging adults are involved in work-related 
role transitions, whereas the achievement of family-oriented role transitions 
(marriage and childbearing) stay behind. According to Arnett (2004), emerg-
ing adults are highly self-focused; therefore, it is not surprising that they are 
mostly struggling with criteria that reflect commitment to others and family 
capacities. Nevertheless, over time emerging adults particularly evolve in 
this area, as they establish more stable partner relationships. As emerging 
adults grow older they also increasingly settle themselves into a long-term 
career and comply more with social norms. However, emerging adults in our 
sample became less successful in the avoidance of drunk driving. It is fea-
sible that as young people gain driving experience they become more 
confident about their driving skills even when they had a few drinks. Maybe 
don’t-drink-and-drive campaigns should also address to older target groups, 
instead of focusing mainly on young people who recently obtained their 
drivers’ license.

Adulthood and Emerging Adults’ Living Situations
Findings revealed that the achievement of some adult criteria is related to 
emerging adults’ type of living situation. Similar to previous studies, it was 
found that emerging adults in Belgium can be roughly categorized as coresid-
ing with parents, living semiindependent, and living fully independent (de 
Jong Gierveld et al., 2001; Goldscheider & DaVanzo, 1986; Mayseless, 
2004). Contrary to our expectations, achievement of various dimensions of 



28		  Journal of  Adolescent Research XX(X)

adulthood appeared to be connected with emerging adults’ residential status 
and not solely the achievement of individualistic qualities. In line with the 
ideas of SIT (Blos, 1967, 1979), results consistently showed that indepen-
dently living emerging adults succeed best in achieving the adult status. 
Thus, we can confirm that independently living emerging adults are not only 
successful in transforming the hierarchical parent–child relationship toward 
a relationship of mutual support (Aquilino, 1997; Dubas & Petersen, 1996; 
Flanagan et al., 1993) but are also more financially independent, make life-
long commitments to others more often, and have achieved role transitions 
and family capacities more frequently than their peers in less independent 
living situations. Emerging adults who coreside with their parents are, by 
contrast, poorest at achieving an adult status with the exception of finishing 
off education and full-time employment. Emerging adults who live semiinde-
pendently have achieved these criteria that reflect the transition from school 
to work life the least because the group comprises the highest number of col-
lege students.

Apart from examining contemporaneous associations between living situ-
ation and achievement of adult criteria, we also examined associations 
between changes in both constructs. Young people who moved toward a 
more independent type of living situation made most progress concerning 
their financial status, relationship status, and perceived skills to run a house-
hold. Emerging adults who continue to live independently, will have achieved 
most of these criteria already and thus they do not make that much progress 
anymore over time. The emerging adults who permanently live with their 
parents or semiindependent made progress too, over time; however, they still 
scored lowest on the achievement of these adult criteria. Surprisingly, mov-
ing back to a less independent living situation did not completely undo the 
criteria that are achieved during the period of independent living. It seems 
that these emerging adults preserve what they have attained before; therefore, 
they are different from their peers who have never left the parental home, 
keeping intact their achievement of adult criteria. In sum, it can be con-
cluded that leaving to a more independent residential status is important for 
emerging adults’ pathway to adulthood, even if one would return to the 
parental home afterwards, as it is associated with growth in particular criteria, 
for adulthood.

As mentioned before, avoiding drunk driving is the one criterion that acts 
like an outsider, as no growth but decline is recorded. For this criterion, it does 
not hold true that once it is achieved, it is preserved. For young people moving 
back to the home of parents, this decline is sharpest and brings them close to 
emerging adults continuously residing with parents. It is not entirely clear 
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why young people who live with their parents, either after a period of indepen-
dent living or otherwise, engage more in this type of reckless behavior. Sur-
prisingly, the semiindependent participants are the only ones who improve in 
avoiding drunk driving. Together with their stable independent living peers, 
they seem to be most responsible. Emerging adults who progressed to a more 
independent residential status scored somewhat in between and deteriorated 
least on this criterion. Hence, although most emerging adults seem to become 
less careful about drunk driving, again those living with their parents, but also 
those moving back into the parental household seem to take on the least adult 
responsibilities.

Adulthood and Subjective Well-Being
In line with earlier research (Galambos et al., 2006; Galambos & Krahn, 
2008; Schulenberg et al., 2004), it was found that the achievement of criteria 
for adulthood is related to more subjective well-being. Hence, even though 
Western cultures are highly focused on youthfulness (Fry, 1996), achieving 
adult maturity is associated with experiences of higher well-being. Except 
for avoiding the use of illegal drugs, no criterion achieved at an earlier time 
was predictive of change in the amount of well-being. Instead, change made 
in the achievement of adult criteria in 1 year did predict improvement in 
emerging adults’ well-being. Particularly growth in criteria reflecting inde-
pendence and interdependence leads to more well-being. That is, when 
emerging adults become more financially independent from their parents 
and when they grow in making lifelong commitments to others and having 
good control over their emotions, they experience improvement in well-
being. But also the more emerging adults succeed in settling themselves into 
a long-term career, avoid the use of illegal drugs, and are capable of support-
ing a family financially, the more well-being they experience. For only one 
criterion, growth to a more adult status predicted declining well-being: 
having no more than one sexual partner. Because emerging adults are in the 
process of becoming less self-oriented, in order to commit themselves to 
enduring relationships with others (Arnett, 2004), this specific restriction is 
possibly quite a heavy burden for them.

Strengths and Limitations
This study clearly confirmed that adulthood is a multifaceted construct. 
Therefore, if we want to fully capture the multidimensional character of the 
adults status, future research should no longer ask respondents whether they 
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have reached adulthood in general but tap into each of the dimensions sepa-
rately. Arnett’s scale containing various adult criteria can be used for this 
purpose. However, a thorough study on the improvement of the internal 
factor structure of this scale is needed first, before we will be able to work 
with scale scores for the separate dimensions of adulthood. Moreover, when 
studying emerging adults’ transition to adulthood, their living situation 
should always be taken into account, as findings suggest that one’s residen-
tial status is related to the pace of the process toward adulthood.

Although this study revealed some interesting findings, the nonrepresen-
tativeness of our sample queries the generalization of the results. Future 
cross-cultural research with representative samples is warranted before we 
can feel confident about generalizing our conclusions to all emerging adults. 
It would for instance be interesting to investigate whether late home leaving 
has the same implications in Southern European countries, where it is more 
common to live with your parents during emerging adulthood, compared 
with Northern European countries like Belgium. Nevertheless, the results of 
this study are of note because they reveal some new insights into the devel-
opmental process to adulthood. This is one of the first studies that considers 
emerging adults’ achievement of an adult status for each of the dimensions of 
adulthood separately. Furthermore, this study pointed out the important role 
of emerging adults’ living situation in the transition to adulthood. Delayed 
home leaving can be an unfavorable living situation for emerging adults, as 
results suggest that coresiding with parents in emerging adulthood is associ-
ated with a delay in the achievement of some important criteria for adult-
hood. These relationships not only became apparent in the cross-sectional 
part of our research but were also confirmed over time. However, future 
research that takes into account other relevant variables, such as quality of 
the parent–child relationship and motives for the living situation, is needed to 
find out whether delayed home leaving is truly detrimental under all circum-
stances. Possibly, for emerging adults who live in an autonomy-supportive 
family, have good relationships with their parents, and who fully support the 
choice for this type of living situation, coresiding with parents has less nega-
tive effects.

Another strength of this study is that, even after controlling for back-
ground variables with substantial effects on the achievement of adult criteria, 
a strong connection between living situation and achievement of adulthood 
and well-being was found. In line with these findings, future research should 
explore the robust effects of these control variables further. Especially part-
nership status (i.e., having a partner or not) is an underexplored variable that 
seems to be quite crucial for emerging adults’ development to adulthood. 
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Qualitative research could be useful to further investigate the role partnership 
plays in becoming an adult.

Conclusion
Emerging adults are making the transition to an adult status. However, the 
course of this developmental process seems to be connected to the living situ-
ation during this phase of life. Independent living appears to be associated 
with a an accelerated attainment of certain criteria for adulthood, whereas 
continued coresidence with parents proved to stunt this process. Moreover, 
progress in the achievement of adult criteria is positively related to emerging 
adults’ well-being. Therefore, developmental psychologists and clinicians 
would do well to pay attention to the potentially harmful implications delayed 
home leaving can have during this stage of life.
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