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Abstract 

Recent studies on emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2004) conducted in different countries and cultures concluded 
that 18-25 years old adolescents do not consider markers such as getting married, finishing school or getting a job as criteria for 
adulthood. Instead they relate to psychological criteria that are usually achieved gradually and individually: taking responsibility, 
making decisions independent and achieving financial independence. After school completion youth can choose between several 
possible routes in the transition to adulthood: they can either continue their studies, enter the labor market or do both. For a large 
number of young people, college is an important step in the transition from adolescence to adulthood. We focused teenager’s 
perception of what they think it would be necessary for someone to be considered an adult and whether attending a university (as 
institutional social experience) influence their perception of maturity. The database has a total of 1,240 respondents between 16-
25 years (M=18,87, SD=1,05), the majority girls (60,6% ) and consists of two samples: 897 XIIth graders (F=52,8%) and 343 first 
year students (F=81%). The most frequently marked maturity criteria by youth (94,03%) was "to take responsibility for the 
consequences of your actions", in varying proportion for XIIth graders 96,99% and 86,30% for students. Our data supports 
previous studies results according to internal psychological attributes are more important markers of adulthood in the perception 
of teenagers and young adults of the new generations than external markers identified by the classic literature. It’s necessary to 
research on the perception of young people who do not follow college because they might be constrained due to the economic 
situation to take certain roles that lead them to feel adult at an earlier age. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, a number of studies have investigated the views of young people about maturity in different 
countries and cultures. Based on literature review of psychological, sociological and anthropological and empirical 
studies conducted in American society and in other societies in Europe, Australia or Asia researcher Jeffrey Jensen 
Arnett proposed that the life time of 18-25 years to be considered a distinct period of development, calling it 
emerging adulthood. According to Arnett's theory, the distinct characteristics of this period, as part of the 
development period is different and to the adolescence and to the adulthood. Also as cultural habits and social norms 
vary from one country to another, they can affect the senses and youth development model, which causes young 
people to have different requirements and development models at the same time different opportunities. Although 
young people may have unique characteristics for a particular country, the characteristics observed in most countries 
are the same (at least in certain segments of these populations, such as students). Main results of studies of emerging 
adulthood and maturity criteria shows that young people aged 18-25 feel to be between two periods of life, not 
considered fully teens nor adults, living a period that they do not know how to call it. In the past an event such as 
marriage, mark the entry into adulthood in both traditional cultures, non-Western and in the U.S. or in Western 
cultures. Important responsibilities of adulthood were summed to provide, protect and procreate, all involving 
obligations to others. Recent studies show that young people only consider marriage and other events such as 
finishing school or getting a job as criteria for adulthood (Nelson, Badger, Wu, 2004). Ripeness that appear 
repeatedly in recent studies are: accepting responsibility, making decisions independently of parents or other 
influences and become financially independent. These studies show that youth most important criteria of transition 
to adulthood have changed from external events to internal standards, which generally reach gradually and 
individually. In addition to changing the criteria reported by young J. J. Arnett argues that emerging adulthood is 
unique in many ways including: demographic changes, subjective identity and behavioral distinctions (Nelson, 
Badger, Wu, 2004). 

2. Method and research samples 

In this article we have chosen as the objective examination of adolescent perceptions on the criteria that they 
consider to be necessary for someone to be considered an adult and to whether attending a university (as institutional 
social experience) influence the perception of young people on the criteria that define maturity but the data 
presented here are part of an extensive study1 that aimed to identify and analyze demographic factors, social and 
psychological benefits to the successful transition of adolescents to young adult status. 

The database for this analysis includes a total of 1240 adolescents aged 16-25 years (M=18,87 , SD = 1,05), most 
girls 60,6% and is composed of two samples of respondents: 897 graders XIIth (F=52,8%) and first-year student 343 
(F=81%). Students come from high schools theoretical, technological and vocational education, mostly in the 
counties of Argeș, Covasna, Ilfov, Timiș and Vâlcea, and students come from diverse specializations universities: 
Cluj, Timișoara and Bucharest. 

For both samples we used the same method of research - interview method of based questionnaire, but students 
completed the questionnaire during in the classroom by classical technique "pen and paper" and with the students 
we presented the research project before a course or seminar, asking them the contact details (e-mail address and 
possibly a phone number), complete the following questionnaire online on the project website2. 

Participants indicated their conception of the transition to adulthood in the questionnaire response by checking 
"yes" or "no" to an item with 40 criteria for defining maturity criteria that must be met for a person to be considered 
an adult. This item was designed to include a wide range of possible criteria in transition to adulthood selected 

 

 
1 Project Title: "Outcomes of adolescence. A longitudinal perspective on the effects of social context on successful life transitions" (PN-II-ID-

PCE-2011-3-0543), a longitudinal study (according to our knowledge the first study of its kind in Romania) that we wanted to capture how 
neighborly relations with parents, friends and teachers interact with individual traits and major life events (love, changing school, graduation, 
commencement of employment, volunteering, pregnancy, etc..). 

2 The project site is http://www.viitoradult.ro/ and the questionnaire can be accessed at the following link: http://www.viitoradult.ro/sondaj/ 
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criteria anthropological literature, sociological and psychological. Criteria (statements) were divided into areas such 
as individualism (independence and interdependence), family capabilities, norm compliance, biological transitions, 
chronological/legal transitions and role transitions. 

Criteria of Maturity 

In a number of studies conducted in the U.S. in 1994 , 1997, 1998 , and 2000 Arnett J. J. identified several key 
areas of the markers of adulthood. First identified as relevant to affiliate adult status, or age-related biological 
attributes. These include reaching a certain age, the biological ability to have children and to reach full height. Age-
related attributes may also include crossing restrictions based on age, imposed by society such as the legal age to get 
a driving license or a drink. Secondly based on sociological observations of role transitions: being married, living 
independently, being employed full-time to become a parent, were also identified as possible criteria for 
representation of a person as an adult. These include those capabilities offered by family: protecting your family, 
manage a household and taking care of children (Mayseless, Scharf, 2003). According to anthropologists, marriage 
is almost universally accepted as final passage to adulthood in traditional cultures around the world. In these 
cultures, only after marriage, a person is considered to have reached adult status and given adult responsibilities. In 
traditional cultures capabilities marriage involves certain responsibilities, even specific to each gender separately. 
Men means maintaining the family economically and offering protection or maintain psychic family safe and 
adolescents develop and maintain skills through caring for household chores and caring for children (Nelson, 
Badger, Wu, 2004). 

In addition to the considerations of biological and social, psychological two aspects have been described as being 
necessary for maturation. First described in the literature, the culmination of the process of separation and 
individuation (Arnett, 2001) and involves negotiating a mature attitude and equally to the parents, the ability to 
make independent decisions and to take care of itself. The second aspect can be described as emotional maturity and 
requires the ability to control emotions, to adopt a broader perspective and lack of selfishness or accept 
responsibility for the consequences of your actions. This psychological emotional maturity should be obvious 
manifestation of being responsible for the behavior that respects social norm, and refraining from driving when you 
are drunk or use contraception if you do not want to have a baby (Mayseless, Scharf, 2003). 

Results 

In the study conducted in 2009 in Romania to assess the criteria, a total of 230 students from Iasi have been 
submitted list of possible criteria to define maturity. The five criteria rated as most important were: (1) ”accept 
responsibility for the consequences of your actions” (2) ”avoid illegal drugs” (3) ”decide on personal beliefs and 
values independently of parents or other influences” (4) ”establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult”, and 
(5) ”avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting” (Larry J. Nelson , 2009, p 406). 

In this study, in the whole sample first three criteria were approved in the highest proportion were ”to take 
responsibility for the consequences of your actions” (94,03%), ”to make decisions on personal beliefs and values 
independently of parents or other influences (78,23%) and ”to become financially independent of your parents” 
(78,15%). Girls first three criteria of maturity were ”to accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions” 
(93,22%), followed by criteria ”if a woman, become capable of caring for children” (86,04%) and ”to be financially 
independent from parents” (81,52%). For boys the three most important criteria of maturity were ”to take 
responsibility for the consequences of your actions” (95.29%), ”to become capable of keeping family physically safe 
(men) (80,74%) and ”if a man, become capable of supporting a family financially (80,33%). For XIIth graduats three 
most important criteria of maturity were ”to take responsibility for the consequences of your actions” (96,99%), ”to 
settled into a long-term career” (81,72%) and ”avoind illegal drugs” (79,15%). For students three most important 
criteria of maturity were ”to take responsibility for the consequences of your actions” (86,30%), ”to become 
financially independent of your parents” (86,01%) and ”to make decisions based on personal beliefs and values 
independently of parents or other influences” (79,59%). 

The entire sample statistically significant differences by gender for the subscales are family capacities (t1238= 
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3.76, p< .01), norm compliance (t1053.119= 4.52, p< .01), biological transitions (t1238= -4.59, p< .01) and 
legal/chronological transitions (t1064.229= -5.130, p< .01). Boys attach greater importance subscales criteria that make 
transitions chronological maturity (MB= .52, MG= .41) and biological transitions (MB= .50, MG= .41), and girls 
deemed most important to define maturity criteria from subscales family capabilities (MG = .66, MB = .60), and 
norm compliance (MG= .62, MB= .55). In the entire sample statistically significant differences by group (graders 
XII-students) are in subscales norm compliance (t1238=  4.25, p< .01), interdependence (t1238= 5.86, p< .01), 
biological transitions (t1238= 6.43, p< .01), role transitions (t595.772= 6.60, p< .01) and legal/chronological transitions 
(t1238 = 7.06, p< .01), graders XII giving greater importance of all these subscales criteria: norm compliance (MG = 
.62, MS = .54), interdependence (MG= .63, MS= .52), biological transitions (MG= .48, MS= .35), role transitions 
(MG= .62, MS= .49) and chronological transitions (MG= .50, MS= .33) 

 

 
Subscale: Group N Mean Std. 

Deviation 
t Sig. (2-

tailed) 
Independence Graders XII 897 .68 .21  

NS 
 

NS   Students 343 .68 .21 
Family Capacities Graders XII 897 .64 .27  

NS 
 

NS  Students 343 .62 .28 
Norm Compliance Graders XII 897 .62 .25  

4.252 
 

.001   Students 343 .54 .29 
Interdependence Graders XII 897 .63 .30  

5.863 
 

.001   Students 343 .52 .33 
Biological Transitions Graders XII 897 .48 .31  

6.430 
 

.001   Students 343 .35 .32 
Rols Transitions Graders XII 897 .62 .30  

6.600 
 

.001   Students 343 .49 .31 
Legal/Chronological  Graders XII 897 .50 .37  

7.067 
 

.001 
 Transitions Students 343 .33 .36 

Note: NS = not significant. 

Discussion 

Adults emerging from Romania have experienced and continue to experience which means freedom. Removing 
the communist regime in 1989 and the transition Romanian society to a market economy has led young people to 
feel that they are open many doors that before were not for their parents, resulting in a sense of optimism. Many 
changes can be seen in Romania including improving living standards and the adoption of specific values and 
ideologies individualistic Western societies. These changes and other factors associated with these changes (for 
example controlling birth, gender roles, greater exposure to Western media) affected the defining characteristics of 
emerging adulthood, especially for students (Nelson, 2009). 

Arnett says that emerging adulthood is a period of universal human development, suggesting that this period are 
”only under certain conditions that occurred quite recently and only in some cultures... cultures postponing entry 
into adult roles and responsibilities well beyond adolescence” (Arnett, 2004, p.21 ). 

Maybe that's why until now most studies examining perceptions of youth about maturity were made on students. 
Studies have found that young people vary in areas such as the age at which adults take some specific 
responsibilities (ex. to marry, to become parents), the way they relate to the future (optimism or concern), by their 
life (living with parents, roommates, romantic partners), the educational and professional concerns as well as their 
behavior (ex. can engage in their age-specific risk behaviors such as drug, alcohol, unprotected sex). (Nelson, 2009). 
In comparison with the previous period of adolescence, most young people experience feelings of freedom and 
independence in a much greater degree. They face great pressure to make important decisions about life's problems, 
are free to change their minds and explore other possibilities (in relationships, love, study, work, etc.). And yet they 
are aware that they will remain at this stage incomplete adult status and that sooner or later will become fully adult. 
But it is not always clear to them when they become adults and what initial steps will lead to full ripeness (Macek, 

Table I. Analysis of the significance of differences by group in the total sample 
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Bejček, Vaníčková, 2007). 

Conclusion  

The transition from adolescence to adulthood is not only a biological process, but rather in accordance with 
conceptions of education is a social, psychological and cultural process. In different societies may differ criteria are 
considered most important in marking the transition to adulthood. Whether we are talking about studies that make 
comparisons between age groups: teenagers, emerging adults (Arnett, 2001; Mayseless, Scharf, 2003; Sirsch, 
Dreher, Mayr, Willinger, 2007, Petrogiannis, 2011) and studies which are compared between ethnic groups (Arnett, 
2003; Cheah, Nelson, 2004), or studies that make the difference between the views of students and non-students 
(Seiter, 2011) on the perception of the criteria necessary for someone to be considered an adult, in all these studies, 
respondents concerning internal attributes, psychological as the most important markers of adulthood. In these 
studies, the items that are part of the criterion most individualistic obtained approvals so that the most important 
marker of the transition to adulthood in the proportion of approvals were items of individualism scale.  

Our analysis favors the stage development theory, not the continuity theory, showing the large differences in 
cognitions and future planning of the two groups different in social status and close in age. Cultural background, 
social status and age have all an effect on the way youngsters think about adulthood. Future research is needed to 
show which influence is strongest. 
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