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growing up is harder to do 
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In the past several decades, a new life stage has emerged: early adulthood. No longer adolescents, but not yet ready to
assume the full responsibilities of an adult, many young people are caught between needing to learn advanced job skills
and depending on their family to support them during the transition. 

In the years after World War II, Americans typically
assumed the full responsibilities of adulthood by their late
teens or early 20s. Most young men had completed school
and were working full-time, and most young women were
married and raising children. People who grew up in this era
of growing affluence—many of today’s grandparents—were
economically self-sufficient and able to care for others by the
time they had weathered adolescence. Today, adulthood no

longer begins when adolescence ends. Ask someone in their
early 20s whether they consider themselves to be an adult,
and you might get a laugh, a quizzical look, a shrug of the
shoulders, or a response like that of a 24-year-old Californian:
“Maybe next year. When I’m 25.”

Social scientists are beginning to recognize a new phase of
life: early adulthood. Some features of this stage resemble
coming of age during the late 19th and early 20th centuries,

In 1954, this father and mother (the mother’s brother-in-law is on the left) were in their
early 20s, married, living in their own home and supported by the father’s income. By
the time the mother was 24, they had had two more children. Their daughter, 2-years-old
at the time of this photo, married when she was 26 and had her first child when she was
33, a second when she was 37.
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when youth lingered in a state of semi-autonomy, waiting
until they were sufficiently well-off to marry, have children and
establish an independent household. However, there are
important differences in how young people today define and
achieve adulthood from those of both the recent and the more
distant past. 

This new stage is not merely an extension of adoles-
cence, as has been maintained in the mass media. Young
adults are physically mature and often possess impressive
intellectual, social and psychological skills. Nor are young
people today reluctant to accept adult responsibilities.
Instead, they are busy building up their educational creden-
tials and practical skills in an ever more demanding labor
market. Most are working or studying or both, and are
developing romantic relationships. Yet, many have not
become fully adult—traditionally defined as finishing
school, landing a job with benefits, marrying and parent-
ing—because they are not ready, or perhaps not permitted,
to do so. For a growing number, this will not happen until
their late 20s or even early 30s. In response, American soci-
ety will have to revise upward the “normal” age of full
adulthood, and develop ways to assist young people
through the ever-lengthening transition.

Among the most privileged young adults—those who
receive ample support from their parents—this is a time of
unparalleled freedom from family responsibilities and an
opportunity for self-exploration and development. For the less
advantaged, early adulthood is a time of struggle to gain the
skills and credentials required for a job that can support the
family they wish to start (or perhaps have already started), and
a struggle to feel in control of their lives. A 30-year-old single
mother from Iowa laughed when asked whether she consid-
ered herself an adult: “I don’t know if I’m an adult yet. I still
don’t feel quite grown up. Being an adult kind of sounds like
having things, everything is kind of in a routine and on track,
and I don’t feel like I’m quite on track.”

changing notions of adulthood

Traditionally, the transition to adulthood involves estab-
lishing emotional and economic independence from par-
ents or, as historian John Modell described it, “coming into
one’s own.” The life events that make up the transition to
adulthood are accompanied by a sense of commitment,
purpose and identity. Although we lack systematic evi-
dence on how adulthood was defined in the past, it

Celeste, 21, (left) lives at home with her parents, younger sister and older brother. She works at a pre-
school and takes courses at a local community college. Close to two-thirds of young adults in their 20s
receive support from their parents.
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appears that marriage and parenthood represented impor-
tant benchmarks. Nineteenth-century American popular
fiction, journalism, sermons and self-help guides rarely
referred to finishing school or getting a job, and only occa-
sionally to leaving home or starting one’s own household
as the critical turning point. On the other hand, they often
referred to marriage, suggesting that marriage was con-
sidered, at least by middle-class writers, as the critical
touchstone of reaching adulthood.

By the 1950s and 1960s, most Americans viewed family
roles and adult responsibilities as nearly synonymous. In that
era, most women married before they were 21 and had at
least one child before they were 23. For men, having the
means to marry and support a family was the defining char-
acteristic of adulthood, while for women, merely getting mar-
ried and becoming a mother conferred adult status. As Alice
Rossi explained in 1968: “On the level of cultural values, men
have no freedom of choice where work is concerned: they
must work to secure their status as adult men. The equivalent
for women has been maternity. There is considerable pressure
upon the growing girl and young woman to consider mater-
nity necessary for a woman’s fulfillment as an individual and
to secure her status as an adult.”

Research conducted during the late 1950s and early 1960s
demonstrated widespread antipathy in America toward peo-
ple who remained unmarried and toward couples who were
childless by choice. However, these views began to shift in the
late 1960s, rendering the transition to adulthood more
ambiguous. Psychologists Joseph Veroff, Elizabeth Douvan,
and Richard Kulka found that more than half of Americans
interviewed in 1957 viewed someone who did not want to get
married as selfish, immature, peculiar or morally flawed. By
1976, fewer than one-third of a similar sample held such
views. A 1962 study found that 85 percent of mothers
believed that married couples should have children. Nearly 20
years later, just 40 percent of those women still agreed, and in
1993 only 1 in 5 of their daughters agreed. Arland Thornton
and Linda Young-Demarco, who have studied attitudes
toward family roles during the latter half of the 20th century,
conclude that “Americans increasingly value freedom and
equality in their personal and family lives while at the same
time maintaining their commitment to the ideals of marriage,
family, and children.” While still personally committed to fam-
ily, Americans increasingly tolerate alternative life choices.

To understand how Americans today define adulthood,
we developed a set of questions for the 2002 General

An, 26, lives half of the time with her boyfriend and half of the time with her parents and four siblings.
She works with Celeste, while also taking classes at a local college. It takes much longer now to get a
full-time job that pays enough to support a family than it did in the past.
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Social Survey (GSS), an opinion poll administered to a
nationally representative sample of Americans every two
years by the National Opinion Research Center. The survey
asked nearly 1,400 Americans aged 18 and older how
important each of the following traditional benchmarks
was to being an adult: leaving home, finishing school, get-
ting a full-time job, becoming financially independent from
one’s parents, being able to support a family, marrying and
becoming a parent. 

The definition of adulthood that emerges today does not
necessarily include marriage and parenthood. As shown in
figure 1, the most important milestones are completing
school, establishing an independent household and being

employed full-time—concrete steps associated with the abil-
ity to support a family. Ninety-five percent of Americans sur-
veyed consider education, employment, financial
independence and the ability to support a family to be key
steps on the path to adulthood. Nonetheless, almost half of
GSS respondents do not believe that it is necessary to actual-
ly marry or to have children to be considered an adult. As a
young mother from San Diego explained, having a child did
not make her an adult; instead she began to feel like an adult
when she realized that “all of us make mistakes, but you can
fix them and if you keep yourself on track… everything will
come out fine.” Compared with their parents and grandpar-
ents, for whom marriage and parenthood were virtually a pre-

figure 1
percent of americans who say that an event is at least somewhat 

important to being considered an adult
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requisite for becoming an adult, young people today more
often view these as life choices, not requirements. 

the lengthening road to adulthood

Not only are the defining characteristics of adulthood
changing, so is the time it takes to achieve them. To map the
changing transitions to adulthood, we also examined several
national surveys that contain information on young adults
both in this country and abroad. Using U.S. Census data col-
lected as far back as 1900, we compared the lives of young
adults over time. We also conducted about 500 in-depth inter-
views with young adults living in different parts of the United

States, including many in recent immigrant groups. 
Our findings, as well as the work of other scholars, confirm

that it takes much longer to make the transition to adulthood
today than decades ago, and arguably longer than it has at
any time in America’s history. Figure 2, based on the 1960 and
2000 U.S. censuses, illustrates the large decline in the per-
centage of young adults who, by age 20 or 30, have com-
pleted all of the traditionally-defined major adult transitions
(leaving home, finishing school, becoming financially inde-
pendent, getting married and having a child). We define finan-
cial independence for both men and women as being in the
labor force; however, because women in 1960 rarely com-
bined work and motherhood, married full-time mothers are

figure 2
percent completing transition to adulthood in 1960 and 2000 using traditional 

benchmarks (leaving home, finishing school, getting married, having a child and 
being financially independent)
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also counted as financially independent in both years. In 2000,
just 46 percent of women and 31 percent of men aged 30 had
completed all five transitions, compared with 77 percent of
women and 65 percent of men at the same age in 1960. 

Women—who have traditionally formed families at ages
younger than men—show the most dramatic changes at early
ages. Although almost 30 percent of 20-year-old women in
1960 had completed these transitions, just 6 percent had
done so in 2000. Among 25-year-olds (not shown), the
decrease is even more dramatic: 70 percent of 25-year-old
women in 1960 had attained traditional adult status, in 2000
just 25 percent had done so. Yet, in 2000, even as they
delayed traditional adulthood, 25-year-old women greatly
increased their participation in the labor force to levels
approaching those of 25-year old men. The corresponding
declines for men in the attainment of traditional adult status

are less striking but nonetheless significant. For both men and
women, these changes can largely be explained by the
increasing proportion who go to college and graduate school,
and also by the postponement of marriage and childbearing. 

If we use the more contemporary definition of adulthood
suggested in figure 1—one that excludes marriage and par-
enthood—then the contrasts are not as dramatic. In 2000, 70
percent of men aged 30 had left home, were financially inde-
pendent, and had completed their schooling, just 12 points
lower than was true of 30-year-old men in 1960. Nearly 75
percent of 30-year-old women in 2000 met this standard,
compared to nearly 85 percent of women in 1960.
Nonetheless, even these changes are historically substantial,
and we are not even taking into account how many of these
independent, working, highly educated young people still feel
that they are not yet capable of supporting a family. 

Since graduating from college, Jamie, 22, has worked with Celeste and An at the same preschool while living in a small cottage adjoining
his parents’ home. He was recently accepted to graduate school. Attaining a decent standard of living today usually requires a college
education or even a professional degree.
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The reasons for this lengthening path to adulthood, John
Modell has shown, range from shifting social policies to
changing economic forces. The swift transition to adulthood
typical after World War II was substantially assisted by the gov-
ernment. The GI Bill helped veterans return to school and sub-
sidized the expansion of education. Similarly, government
subsidies for affordable housing encouraged starting families
earlier. At the same time, because Social Security was extend-
ed to cover more of the elderly, young people were no longer
compelled to support their parents. The disappearance or
reduction of such subsidies during the past few decades may
help to explain the prolongation of adult transitions for some
Americans. The growing cost of college and housing forces
many youth into a state of semi-autonomy, accepting some
support from their parents while they establish
themselves economically. When a job ends or
they need additional schooling or a relationship
dissolves, they increasingly turn to their family for
assistance. Thus, the sequencing of adult transi-
tions has become increasingly complicated and
more reversible.

However, the primary reason for a prolonged
early adulthood is that it now takes much longer
to secure a full-time job that pays enough to sup-
port a family. Economists Timothy Smeeding and
Katherin Ross Phillips found in the mid-1990s
that just 70 percent of American men aged 24 to
28 earned enough to support themselves, while
fewer than half earned enough to support a fam-
ily of three. Attaining a decent standard of living
today usually requires a college education, if not
a professional degree. To enter or remain in the
middle class, it is almost imperative to make an
educational commitment that spans at least the
early 20s. Not only are more Americans attend-
ing college than ever before, it takes longer to
complete a degree than in years past. Census
data reveal that from 1960 to 2000, the percent-
age of Americans aged 20, 25, and 30 who were
enrolled in school more than doubled. Unlike dur-
ing the 1960s, these educational and work
investments are now required of women as well
as men. It is little wonder then that many young
people linger in early adulthood, delaying mar-
riage and parenthood until their late 20s and
early 30s.

Those who do not linger are likely those who
cannot afford to and, perhaps as a result, views on
how long it takes to achieve adulthood differ

markedly by social class. Less-educated and less-affluent
respondents—those who did not attend college and those at
the bottom one-third of the income ladder—have an earlier
expected timetable for leaving home, completing school,
obtaining full-time employment, marriage and parenthood.
Around 40 percent of the less well-off in the GSS sample said
that young adults should marry before they turn 25, and one-
third said they should have children by this age. Far fewer of
the better-off respondents pointed to the early 20s, and about
one-third of them said that these events could be delayed until
the 30s. These social class differences probably stem from the
reality that young people with more limited means do not have
the luxury of investing in school or experimenting with com-
plex career paths. 

Gina, 24, graduated from community college with an Associate of Arts degree
and lives at home with her parents, two brothers and a younger sister. She is
dressed up for “pajama day” at the preschool where she works with Jamie,
Celeste and An. First and second jobs frequently do not pay enough to support
a family or offer the kinds of job benefits that family life demands.
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A faculty mentor helps a PhD student adjust her graduation hood. To earn credentials required for many mid-
dle-class jobs, students must invest in schooling throughout their 20s or even beyond.

new demands on families, 
schools and government

The growing demands on young Americans to invest in the
future have come at a time of curtailed government support,
placing heavy demands on families. Growing inequality shapes
very different futures for young Americans with more and less
privileged parents.

Early adulthood is when people figure out what they want
to do and how best to realize their goals. If they are lucky
enough to have a family that can help out, they may proceed
directly through college, travel or work for a few years, or per-
haps participate in community service, and then enter gradu-
ate or professional school. However, relatively few Americans
have this good fortune. Youth from less well-off families must
shuttle back and forth between work and school or combine
both while they gradually gain their credentials. In the mean-
time, they feel unprepared for marriage or parenting. If they
do marry or parent during these years, they often find them-
selves trying to juggle too many responsibilities and unable to
adequately invest in their future. Like the mother from Iowa,
they do not feel “on track” or in control of their lives.

More than at any time in recent history, parents are being
called on to provide financial assistance (either college
tuition, living expenses or other assistance) to their young
adult children. Robert Schoeni and Karen Ross conservative-
ly estimate that nearly one-quarter of the entire cost of rais-
ing children is incurred after they reach 17. Nearly two-thirds
of young adults in their early 20s receive economic support
from parents, while about 40 percent still receive some assis-
tance in their late 20s.

A century ago, it was the other way around: young adults
typically helped their parents when they first went to work, if
(as was common) they still lived with their parents. Now, many
young adults continue to receive support from their parents
even after they begin working. The exceptions seem to be in
immigrant families; there, young people more often help sup-
port their parents. A 27-year-old Chinese American from New
York explained why he continued to live with his parents
despite wanting to move out, saying that his parents “want
me [to stay] and they need me. Financially, they need me to
take care of them, pay the bills, stuff like that, which is fine.”

As young people and their families struggle with the new
reality that it takes longer to attain adulthood, Americans
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must recognize weaknesses in the primary institutions that
facilitate this transition—schools and the military. For the for-
tunate few who achieve bachelor’s degrees and perhaps go
on to professional or graduate training, residential colleges
and universities seem well designed. They offer everything
from housing to health care while training young adults.
Likewise, the military provides a similar milieu for those from
less-privileged families. However, only about one in four
young adults attend primarily residential colleges or join the
military after high school. The other three-quarters look to
their families for room and board while they attend school
and enter the job market. Many of these youth enter com-
munity colleges or local universities that provide much less in
the way of services and support. 

The least privileged come from families that cannot offer
much assistance. This vulnerable population—consisting of 10
to 15 percent of young adults—may come out of the foster
care system, graduate from special education programs, or exit
jails and prisons. These youth typically lack job skills and need
help to secure a foothold in society. Efforts to increase educa-
tional opportunities, establish school-to-career paths, and help
students who cannot afford post-secondary education must be
given higher priority, even in a time of budget constraints. The
United States, once a world leader in providing higher educa-
tion to its citizens, now lags behind several other nations in the
proportion of the population that completes college.

Expanding military and alternative national service pro-
grams also can help provide a bridge from secondary school
to higher education or the labor force by providing financial
credit to those who serve their country. Such programs also
offer health insurance to young adults, who are often cut off
from insurance by arbitrary age limits. Finally, programs for the
vulnerable populations of youth coming out of foster care,
special education, and mental health services must not assume
that young people are fully able to become economically inde-
pendent at age 18 or even 21. The timetable of the 1950s is
no longer applicable. It is high time for policy makers and leg-
islators to address the realities of the longer and more
demanding transition to adulthood. �

The authors are part of the interdisciplinary Network on
Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy, funded by the John
D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. For more informa-
tion about the network, see: http://www.pop.upenn/transad.
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