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Abstract 
 The decade following secondary school is pivotal in setting the stage for adulthood 

functioning and adjustment. We identify four social role configurations of early adults in their 
mid-20s using latent class analyses in two nationally representative samples of American 
youth in their last year of secondary education (modal age 18) who were followed 
longitudinally into adulthood (age 25/26). We focus on the big five social role domains of 
early adulthood: education, residential status, employment, cohabitation/marriage, and 
parenthood. Aims were to identify latent classes of social role configurations in early 
adulthood, examine demographic and late adolescent educational predictors of these classes, 
and explore contemporaneous health and adjustment correlates focusing on life satisfaction, 
economic independence, and substance use. Four classes with very similar characteristics and 
prevalence were identified in the two cohorts who were born 12 years apart: Educated 
Students without Children (8% in 80s cohort/9% in 90s cohort); Working Singles Living with 
Parents (16%/18%); Educated Workers without Children (45%/46%); and Married Workers 
with Children (31%/27%). Late adolescent demographic and educational variables and mid-
20s variables were related to class membership. Results evidenced notable similarities (and 
some differences) across cohorts. Discussion focuses on how roles facilitate or inhibit each 
other and the potential diversity of optimal patterns of transitions to adulthood. 

 
 
 
Introduction 

The decade following high school is pivotal in 
setting the stage for adulthood functioning and 
adjustment. In descriptions of the nature of the 
transition to adulthood in contemporary Western 
societies, psychological models tend to emphasize 
self-directed exploration (e.g. Arnett 2000), 
demographic traditions highlight the impact of social 
structure on the life course (e.g. Fussell and 

Furstenberg 2005), and interdisciplinary approaches 
focus on the interaction of historical, cultural, and 
structural constraints with personal agency in the 
creation of individualized life courses (e.g. Beck 1992; 
Bynner 2005; Côté and Bynner 2008; Schulenberg et 
al 2003; Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006; Settersten 
2007a, 2009; Settersten et al 2005; Shanahan 2000).  

Despite some differences, dominant models of 
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the decade following the completion of mandatory 
education share three important areas of agreement. 
First, it is broadly agreed that the last 50 years have 
heralded (a) later median ages at the initiation of 
traditional adult roles (Amato et al 2007; Arnett 2000; 
Bynner 2005; Settersten 2007); (b) greater within- 
and between-country heterogeneity in the timing, 
order, and resulting patterns at any given point in 
time (Bell et al 2007; Bynner 2005; Cook and 
Furstenberg 2002; Cooksey and Rindfuss 2001; Fussell 
and Furstenberg 2005; Schulenberg et al 2003); and 
(c) increased individualization of the life course, 
resulting in more choices and a correspondingly 
greater need for personal agency and soft skills such 
as teamwork and networking (Beck 1992; Bynner 
2005; Cook and Furstenberg 2002). Second, dominant 
models note that formal social institutions and 
informal social norms provide less structure after the 
end of secondary school, with individuals able to take 
on a diverse set of potential life changes, including 
school completion, employment, residential 
independence, intimate cohabitation or marriage, 
and parenthood (Cook and Furstenberg 2002; Fussell 
and Furstenberg 2005; Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006; 
Settersten 2007). Third, scholars agree that the 20s 
are dense with transitions to adult work and family 
roles, and are pivotal for developing healthy and 
fulfilling lifestyles (Schulenberg et al 2003; Settersten 
et al 2005; Shanahan 2000). As a result, Settersten 
(2007) concluded that this decade is both formative 
and risk-laden, a period that contributes to the 
accumulation of advantage and disadvantage over 
the life course (Côté and Bynner 2008; Dannefer 
2003; Danziger and Rouse 2007). 

In this paper, we focus on role configurations of 
early adults in their mid-20s. We explore the 
heterogeneity of social roles and how these are 
combined in the lives of participants in two nationally 
representative samples of American youth in their 
last year of secondary education, who were followed 
longitudinally into adulthood. Data are drawn from 
the ongoing Monitoring the Future study, focusing 
here on two cohorts who graduated from high school 
12 years apart. We focus on the big five social role 
domains of early adulthood (Settersten 2007): 
education, residential status, employment, 
cohabitation/marriage, and parenthood. We focus on 
ages 25 to 26 because most young adults have 

completed formal education by this point, freeing 
them from the constraints that the pursuit of formal 
education places on marriage, parenthood, and 
employment, because considerable heterogeneity in 
configurations of roles is both possible and likely 
(Cooksey and Rindfuss 2001), and because this age 
focus facilitates comparability with three related 
studies (Räikkönen et al 2012; Salmela-Aro et al 2012; 
Schoon et al 2012). Our three aims are to: (1) identify 
heterogeneity in social role configuration during early 
adulthood using latent class analysis; (2) examine 
whether demographic and educational aspirations 
and performance assessed during the senior year of 
high school (modal age 18) predict social role 
configurations at ages 25/26; and (3) examine 
concurrent health and adjustment correlates of the 
configurations, including substance use, economic 
independence, and life satisfaction. The introduction 
focuses on the background to each of the three aims 
in turn. 

Role patterns in young adulthood (Aim 1) 
What is known about prototypic role 

configurations for young adults? Osgood and 
colleagues (2005) classified young adults in a 
longitudinal study of a regional sample of white 
working- and middle-class youth, based on their role 
involvement in five adult social roles at age 24 (in 
approximately 1996), identifying six paths to 
adulthood. “Fast starters” tended to be partners, 
parents, living independently, and in long-term 
employment, with a low likelihood of having 
completed a college degree. “Parents without 
careers” had similar spousal and parental roles as well 
as independence from their own parents and low 
education, but differed from Fast starters primarily by 
having lower levels of employment. “Educated 
partners” lived with partners rather than parents, but 
had not become parents themselves. They tended to 
be employed and to have higher levels of education. 
“Educated singles” (the largest group at 37%) did not 
live with romantic partners, but rather with parents 
or in rented housing. They had the highest levels of 
education. “Working singles” were not yet parents or 
partners, and tended to live with parents and be 
employed full-time. Their typical level of education 
was to have attained some college, but not a degree. 
Finally, “Slow starters” tended to have made the 
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fewest transitions, live at home, not be partnered, 
have low education, and be unemployed or in short-
term jobs. Thirty percent of this group were parents, 
compared to 20% in the full sample. Osgood et al 
(2005) provide an important foundation for the 
present analyses due to its person-centered 
approach, identification of cohesive role-based 
configurations in early adulthood, and examination of 
correlates of role combinations. In Aim 1, we seek to 
extend their analyses in a longitudinal community-
based sample by using similar indicators of social 
roles with the addition of current student status, 
employing a nationally representative US sample of 
high school seniors followed longitudinally, examining 
contemporaneous correlates in the mid-20s, and 
replicating results among young adults in similar 
(1990s) and earlier (1980s) historical time periods. 

Predictors of young adult role patterns (Aim 2)  
Who is likely to inhabit specific configurations 

of social roles in young adulthood? Past research 
suggests the key importance of education in 
shaping the timing and sequence of adult role 
transitions (Sandefur et al 2005). Specifically, those 
who pursue higher education tend to initiate the 
adult roles of partner, parent, and employee later; 
during this time many receive significant assistance 
in the form of parental financial support and 
subsidies (Schoeni and Ross 2005). Education tends 
to confer significantly higher incomes (DeNavas-
Walt et al 2010; Goldin and Katz 2007), and has 
arguably become more important historically as 
careers have become less secure and more variable 
and self-directed (Beck 1992; Settersten 2007). In 
this way, the more educated group may receive 
multiple benefits not experienced by all. Of course, 
opportunities to pursue higher education are, in 
turn, not randomly distributed in the population 
(Dannefer 2003). Due to the importance of 
education in shaping the transition to adulthood 
(Sandefur et al 2005), we focused on educational as 
well as demographic predictors, assessed at age 18, 
of age 25/26 role configurations. Specifically, for 
aim 2, we focus on two types of predictors: socio-
demographics (gender, race/ethnicity, two-parent 
family, parent education) and educational 
background (high school academic performance, 
aspirations to attend college, aspirations to attend 

trade school). We ask the research question: to 
what extent do socio-demographic and educational 
background indicators assessed at the end of high 
school predict the role configurations participants 
inhabit at ages 25 to 26? 

Wellbeing correlates of role patterns (Aim 3) 
There are several concerns regarding how 

wellbeing relates to the role patterns. For example, is 
one role configuration ideally conducive to health and 
wellbeing? Or, do different configurations coincide 
with complex patterns of risk and benefits? We focus 
on three domains of wellbeing in young adulthood: life 
satisfaction, economic independence, and substance 
use. The mid-20s are a period of normative 
developmental changes toward greater health and 
independence. For example, subjective markers of 
adjustment and life satisfaction increase (Galambos et 
al 2006; Schulenberg et al 2004) as does economic 
independence (Bell et al 2007). On average, harmful 
substance use declines (Johnston et al 2011b), 
particularly among those who are presently partnered 
(Bachman et al 1997; Staff et al 2010; Staff et al 2012). 
Although the normative pattern is toward increased 
healthy lifestyles and greater wellbeing, this is not true 
for all. In the US, the third decade of life is when many 
substance use disorders and psychopathology 
manifest, unemployment is high, and access to health 
insurance is the lowest in the lifespan (Danziger and 
Rouse 2007; DeNavas-Walt et al 2010; Levy 2007; 
Osgood et al 2006; Settersten et al 2005; Zucker et al 
1995). Historic declines in the availability of living 
wages and affordable housing have added to the 
challenges of launching adult independence. Thus, 
even though wellbeing tends to increase, so do serious 
difficulties highlighting the increased heterogeneity or 
“fanning” of individual differences during the third 
decade of life (Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006).  

Recent depictions of the transition to adulthood 
and the young adult period have highlighted both the 
increased importance of exploration of roles before 
settling on permanent decisions (Arnett 2000) and the 
significant challenges faced in recent decades of 
negotiating the transition to adult roles (Danziger and 
Rouse 2007; Settersten et al 2005). In the present 
study, we examine whether indicators of 
contemporaneous wellbeing—such as substance use, 
economic independence, and life satisfaction—differ 
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among our observed role configurations. By doing so, 
we seek to explore whether alternate social role 
configurations represent diverse pathways to 
equivalent levels of health and happiness, or whether 
some configurations appear intrinsically more 
challenging or risk-laden. 
 
Method 
Sample 

Longitudinal data were obtained from the 
ongoing Monitoring the Future (MTF) project, which 
has recruited nationally representative samples of 
about 16,000 students in final year of secondary 
school (12th grade; modal age 18 years) annually since 
1975 (Johnston et al 2011a). Approximately 2,400 of 
these participants are selected each year for biennial 
follow-ups using mailed surveys. Illegal drug users are 
over-sampled for follow-up, thus sampling weights 
are used in analyses to best approximate population 
estimates. These longitudinal follow-ups begin one 
year after the baseline for a random half of the 
participants, and two years after the baseline for the 
other half; these two halves are combined in these 
analyses. Thus, longitudinal data collected at age 18 
and at ages 25/26 (the fourth follow-up) are used in 
analyses reported here. Retention rates through the 
mid-20s typically exceed 60% for cohorts used here, 
and differential attrition analyses reveal that those 
retained are more likely to be female, to be white, to 
report higher high school grades/marks, to have more 
educated parents, and to report lower senior year 
drug use (e.g. Jager et al in press; Schulenberg et al 
2005; Staff et al 2010)i

The cohort described here as the 80s cohort 
represented the high school graduating classes of 
1976 and 1977 who were at modal ages 25 or 26 in 
1983, 1984, or 1985 (n=2,614), and the cohort 
described as the 90s cohort represented the high 
school graduating classes of 1988 and 1989 who were 
at modal ages 25 or 26 in 1995, 1996, or 1997 
(n=2,434). The 80s cohort roughly parallels the 
National Child Development Study in Britain (Schoon 
et al 2012) and the Jyväskylä Longitudinal Study of 
Personality and Social Development in Finland 
(Räikkönen et al 2012), and the 90s cohort roughly 
parallels the British Cohort Study (Schoon et al 2012) 
and the Northern Finland Birth Cohort 1966 (Salmela-
Aro at al 2012).  

.  

Measures 
Demographic and educational predictors (modal age 18) 
      Demographic indicators were assessed at age 18. 
These included gender, race, two-parent family, and  
parent education. Gender was coded such that male=0 
and female=1. Race was coded with two dummy 
variables (for Black and Other race) with White as the 
reference group. Living with two biological parents 
(coded as 1) was distinguished from other family forms 
(0). Parental education was assessed with two questions, 
“What is the highest level of schooling your 
[mother/father] completed?” Responses were 
1=Completed grade school or less, 2=Some high school, 
3=Completed high school, 4=Some college, 5=Completed 
college, and 6=Graduate or professional school after 
college. If both parents responded to the question, the 
responses were summed and multiplied by 5. If only one 
parent responded, his/her answer was multiplied by 10, 
so that responses ranged from 10 to 60.  
      Educational background was assessed as high school 
grade point average (GPA) and educational aspirations. 
High school GPA was measured with the question, 
“Which of the following best describes your average 
grade so far in high school?” based on a range of 
responses from 1=D (69% or below) to 9=A (93%-100%). 
Grades of A are the highest possible in the US system 
and D is the lowest passing grade; one letter grade is 
obtained in each course each year and averaged.  
      Educational aspirations were based on the question, 
“How likely is it that you will do each of the following 
things after high school?” Responses included “Attend a 
technical or vocational school,” “Serve in the armed 
forces,” “Graduate from a two-year college program,” 
“Graduate from college (four-year program),” and 
“Attend graduate or professional school after college” 
with a response choices for each of Definitely won’t, 
Probably won’t, Probably will, and Definitely will. 
College aspirations were coded to reflect clear 
intentions to pursue a 4-year college degree or attend 
graduate school. Individuals who responded that they 
definitely would graduate from a four-year college 
degree or attend graduate school were coded as 1 and 
all others were coded as 0. Among those who did not 
have college aspirations(i.e. college aspirations=0), trade 
school aspirations were coded as 1 for those who 
reported that they would definitely do technical school, 
armed forces, or graduate from a two-year college 
program and all others were coded as 0. 
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Social roles in early adulthood  
Participation in the big five social roles of 

adulthood was assessed via self-report at age 25 or 
26 using categorical indicators. The percents in each 
role are reported in the first columns of Tables 1 (80s 
cohort) and 2 (90s cohort). Student status was 
distinguished in three categories: Full-time student, 
Part-time student, and Non-student. Educational 
attainment was coded at four categorical levels: 
Completed high school, Some college, Associate’s (2-
year) degree, and Bachelor’s (4-year)  

 
degree or higher. Four categories of employment 
were distinguished: Not employed, Homemaker, Part-
time employee, and Full-time employee. Regarding 
residential independence, we distinguished cohort 
members who lived with parents from those who 
lived away from parents. Three categories of 
partnership were distinguished: Single, Cohabiting 
(but not married), and Married. Regarding 
parenthood, we distinguished cohort members who 
had no children, 1 child, and 2 or more children. 
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Table 1. Weighted frequencies of social roles in mid-twenties for 80s cohort: entire sample and four latent classes  
 

  

 Entire  
Sample 

 Educated 
Students w/o 

Children 
(8%) 

 Working Singles, 
Living w/ Parents 

 
(16%) 

 Educated 
Workers w/o 

Children  
(45%) 

 Married Workers 
w/ Children 

 
(31%) 

 N rel %  N rel %  N rel %  N rel %  N rel % 
Number of cases 2,614 100  199 100  429 100  1,183 100  804 100 
Living arrangements               

Lives with parents 482 18.88  33 17.22  401 100.0  25 2.13  23 2.96 
Lives away from home 2,073 81.12  159 82.78  0 0.00  1,150 97.87  764 97.04 

Relationship status               
Married 1,282 49.26  49 24.8  0 0.00  511 43.32  722 90.33 
Cohabiting 212 8.15  12 6.30  3 0.60  158 13.37  39 4.92 
Single 1,108 42.59  134 68.8  425 99.4  511 43.32  38 4.75 

Parental status               
No children 1,723 66.21  181 92.81  347 81.06  1,165 98.73  31 3.83 
1 child 503 19.32  11 5.82  58 13.56  15 1.27  418 52.29 
2 or more children 377 14.48  3 1.37  23 5.38  0 0.00  351 43.88 

Employment status               
Other (laid off or unemployed) 257 11.27  84 76.44  56 14.43  37 3.41  80 11.41 
Full-time home maker 173 7.57  0 0.00  5 1.30  0 0.00  168 23.86 
Works part-time 35 1.53  11 9.67  6 1.56  12 1.08  7 0.95 
Works full-time 1,819 79.63  15 13.90  319 82.71  1,035 95.51  449 63.78 

Current college attendance               
Full-time attendance 212 8.25  184 92.45  13 3.05  0 0.00  16 2.02 
Part-time attendance 259 10.06  15 7.55  43 10.29  167 14.27  35 4.38 
Not attending college 2,102 81.68  0 0.00  359 86.66  1,001 85.73  741 93.60 

Education               
High-school or less 975 37.39  1 0.34  163 38.12  333 28.18  479 59.71 
Some college 584 22.40  72 36.47  100 23.36  247 20.90  165 20.62 
Associates/technical degree 321 12.33  31 15.80  55 12.97  150 12.71  85 10.56 
Bachelor's or advanced degree 727 27.89  94 47.39  109 25.55  451 38.21  73 9.11 

Note. Participants were in senior year of high school in 1976 or 1977, and age 25/26 in 1983, 1984 or 1985. Due to negligible amounts of missing data, most 
indicator counts do not add up to the total count.  
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Table 2. Weighted frequencies of social roles in mid-twenties for 90s cohort: entire sample and four latent classes     
 
 

Entire 
Sample 

 Educated 
Students w/o 

Children] 
(9%) 

 Working Singles 
Living w/ Parents 

 
(18%) 

 Educated Workers 
w/o Children 

 
(46%) 

 Married Workers 
w/ Children 

 
(27%) 

 N rel %  N rel %  N rel %  N rel %  N rel % 
Number of cases 2,434 100  229 100  433 100  1,124 100  648 100 
Living arrangements               

Lives with parents 495 20.76  30 13.30  425 100.0  3 0.30  37 6.02 
Lives away from home 1,891 79.24  198 86.70  0 0.00  1,116 99.70  577 93.98 

Relationship status               
Married 970 39.99  42 18.27  23 5.32  398 35.54  508 78.55 
Cohabiting 299 12.32  31 13.45  3 .62  195 17.38  71 10.99 
Single 1,157 47.69  156 68.27  406 94.06  527 47.08  68 10.47 

Parental status               
No children 1,733 71.34  225 98.25  381 87.99  1,118 99.82  9 1.39 
1 child 393 16.17  2 0.87  41 9.55  2 0.18  347 53.68 
2 or more children 303 12.49  2 0.87  11 2.46  0 0.00  291 44.93 

Employment status               
Other (laid off or unemployed) 222 10.54  103 83.92  33 8.94  29 2.69  57 10.50 
Full-time home maker 91 4.31  0 0.00  2 0.54  0 0.00  89 16.24 
Works part-time 47 2.22  20 16.08  12 3.16  13 1.25  2 0.37 
Works full-time 1,743 82.92  0 0.00  322 87.35  1,023 96.06  398 72.89 

Current college attendance               
Full-time attendance 331 13.72  223 98.98  26 6.07  44 3.98  34 5.28 
Part-time attendance 265 11.00  2 1.02  72 16.87  155 13.88  36 5.59 
Not attending college 1,814 75.28  0 0.00  330 77.06  915 82.14  569 89.13 

Education               
High-school or less 471 19.40  0 0.00  65 15.16  137 12.17  269 41.61 
Some college 578 23.82  37 16.18  112 25.99  218 19.44  211 32.68 
Associates/technical degree 284 11.70  25 10.88  65 15.16  120 10.65  74 11.51 
Bachelor's or advanced degree 1,094 45.08  165 72.94  188 43.70  649 57.74  92 14.20 

Note. Participants were in senior year of high school in 1988 or 1989, and age 25/26 in 1995, 1996 or 1997. Due to negligible amounts of missing data, most 
indicator counts do not add up to the total count.  
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Wellbeing at ages 25 to 26 
To assess wellbeing and adjustment in the mid-

20s, we focused on perceived global life satisfaction, 
economic independence, and lifestyle indicators of 
legal and illegal substance use.  
Life satisfaction was based on the question, “How 
satisfied are you with life as a whole?” Responses 
ranged from 1=completely dissatisfied to 
7=completely satisfied. 
Economic independence. Participants were asked, 
“During all of last year (January 1 - December 31), 
how much of your financial support came from each 
of the following sources?” Responses were on a scale 
of 0=None (0%) to 6=All (100%) for a range of income 
sources (i.e. yourself, your spouse, your parents, 
unemployment compensation, welfare, and other). 
The proportion of income originating from the 
respondent and his or her spouse (if applicable) were 
summed to indicate economic independence, with 
responses ranging from 0% to 100%.  
Cigarette use (12 month) was measured with the 
question, “Which best describes your cigarette 
smoking in the last 12 months?” Response options 
were 1=Have not smoked at all, 2=Smoked once or 
twice, 3=Smoked occasionally but not regularly, 
4=Smoked regularly but stopped or cut back, and 
5=Smoke regularly now. 
Alcohol use (lifetime and 12 month). Participants were 
asked, “On how many occasions (if any) have you had 
any alcoholic beverage to drink–more than just a few 
sips…[in your lifetime/during the last 12 months]?” 
Response options for each timeframe were 1=0 
occasions, 2=1-2 occasions, 3=3-5 occasions, 4=6-9 
occasions, 5=10-19 occasions, 6=20-39 occasions, and 
7=40 or more. 
Heavy drinking (2 week) was reported by the 
question, “During the last two weeks, how many 
times (if any) have you had five or more drinks in a 
row?” Response options were 1=None, 2=Once, 
3=Twice, 4=3 to 5 times, 5=6 to 9 times, and 6=10 or 
more times. 
Marijuana use (lifetime and 12 month). Participants 
were asked, “On how many occasions (if any) have 
you used marijuana/hashish…[in your lifetime/during 
the last 12 months]?” Response options for each 
questions were 1=0 occasions, 2=1-2 occasions, 3=3-5 
occasions, 4=6-9 occasions, 5=10-19 occasions, 6=20-
39 occasions, and 7=40 or more. 

Use of illegal drugs other than marijuana (lifetime and 
12 month). Using similar questions for lifetime and 
past 12 month use of a series of other illegal drugs, 
participants were coded as 1=used an illicit drug 
other than marijuana, or 0=did not use an illicit drug 
other than marijuana. Note that this measure does 
not include marijuana use. Both those coded as “0” 
and “1” may or may not have used marijuana.  

Plan of analysis 
Latent class analyses are designed to empirically 

identify homogeneous subsets of a larger population 
(Muthén 2004). When solutions are clear, their utility 
is strongest if identified subgroups represent 
meaningful types or classes that have strong face 
validity, clear inter-group discrimination, and useful 
predictive validity (Nylund et al 2007; Muthén 2004). 
Here, confidence in generalizability beyond the 
specific sample is enhanced (over and above our use 
of national samples) by replication of the observed 
classes across varied samples, as well as the 
observation of similar antecedents and correlates. All 
analyses were conducted within Mplus, Version 5.2 
(Muthén and Muthén 1998-2009), and used a 
maximum likelihood estimator that is robust to non-
normality. All multigroup model comparisons 
involving non-categorical dependent variables were 
based on χ2 difference tests (Kline 1998), and those 
involving categorical dependent variables were based 
on log likelihood ratio tests (Johnson and Wichern 
2002). 

 
Results 
Latent class selection and description (Aim 1) 

In latent class analyses of both the 80s and 90s 
cohorts, a four-class solution was selected as the best 
fitting model. The optimal number of latent classes 
was based upon three criteria as outlined by Muthén 
(2004), Muthén and Muthén (2000), and Nylund et al 
(2007): (1) the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) 
statistic (the lower the value the better the fit of the 
model); (2) the classification quality, which can be 
determined by examining both the posterior 
probabilities and entropy values (higher values 
indicate a greater distinctiveness among the latent 
classes as well as a superior model); and (3) solution 
interpretability (i.e. is the solution practical and 
understandable?). Because MTF oversamples drug 
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users for longitudinal follow-up, sampling weights 
were used in the latent class analyses to best 
approximate population estimates. Preliminary 
analyses indicated that the inclusion of sampling 
weights did not alter the latent class structure (i.e. 
number of classes extracted and the defining 
characteristics of each class were equivalent, whether 
or not sampling weights were applied).   

Collectively, the different decision criteria clearly 
indicated that the optimal number of latent classes 
for both cohorts was four (see Table 3). For both 
cohorts, the BIC values decreased steadily through 
the 4-class solution, but then increased between the 
4- and 5-class solutions. For the 90s cohort, entropy 

increased through the 4-class solution but then 
decreased between the 4- and 5-class solutions, and 
though the average posterior probability decreased 
across the 1- through 5-class solutions, it decreased 
most sharply between the 4-class and 5-class 
solutions. For the 80s cohort, entropy increased 
through the 4-class solution but then decreased 
between the 4- and 5-class solutions, and the average 
posterior probability decreased most sharply 
between the 4- and 5-class solutions. Finally, as we 
cover in more detail below, for both the 80s and 90s 
cohorts, the 4-class solution resulted in a set of social 
role configurations that were both interpretable and 
practical.  

 

Table 3. Statistics for decision criteria to determine optimal number of latent classes  
                         number of classes extracted 
 Fit Index 1 2 3 4 5 

90s cohort   BIC 27,539 26,208 25,861 25,542 25,557 
 Entropy NA 0.758 0.830 0.866 0.808 
 Average posterior probability NA 0.931 0.919 0.917 0.861 

80s cohort BIC 32,730 31,029 30,581 30,268 30,271 
 Entropy NA 0.671 0.823 0.857 0.767 
 Average posterior probability NA 0.893 0.931 0.925 0.860 

Note: Optimal solutions are in bold.      
 

Examination of the frequencies of the six 
indicators of adult social roles across the 4-class 
solutions revealed strong similarities in the patterns 
observed across the two cohorts. The order of 
presentation of the classes is based on two 
considerations: a rough conceptual ordering from 
fewer adult roles to more adult roles and the ordering 
that emerged in the latent class analyses.  

As shown in Tables 1 and 2, the first two classes 
inhabited fewer adult role statuses, but differed in 
which adult roles they were engaged in. Members of 
the first class, Educated Students without Children 
(8% in 80s cohort/9% in 90s cohort), were typically 
full-time students, had little involvement in full-time 
employment, and did not have children. Over four-
fifths lived independently from parents, and about 
two-thirds were single. The level of education they 
had already achieved was the highest of all the 
classes. All participants in both cohorts who were 
classified as Working Singles Living with Parents 

(16%/18%) reported living with their parents, almost 
all were single, and very few had children. Full-time 
employment was the norm, with small numbers in 
part-time education. Levels of education achieved 
were similar to sample levels in their respective 
cohorts.  

The remaining two classes were engaged in more 
adult roles than the first two classes, but also differed 
from each other in important ways. Among both 
classes nearly all were living independently from 
parents and were not enrolled in education. In other 
respects, they evidenced different patterns. Those 
described as Educated Workers without Children 
(45%/46%) were working full-time, had no children, 
and had relatively high levels of achieved education. 
The proportions married, cohabiting, and single were 
similar to sample levels in both cohorts. In contrast 
the large majorities of those described as Married 
Workers with Children (31%/27%) were married or 
cohabiting and had at least one child. The majority 
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were working full-time, with an additional one-
quarter/one-sixth being full-time homemakers. This 
group had the lowest levels of achieved education in 
both cohorts, with the modal response being a high 
school education.  

Late adolescent predictors of early adult latent 
class membership (Aim 2) 

The second objective was to examine age 18 
demographic and educational predictors of class 
membership at age 25 to 26. To test for latent class 
differences in age 18 demographic and educational 
predictors, for each cohort the indicator of latent 
class membership was saved using the “Save data” 
command within Mplus, and used as a grouping 
variable in subsequent multigroup analyses. Results 
are shown in Tables 4 and 5. Odds (i.e. [(percent 
yes)/(percent no)]) are listed for all categorical age 18 
demographic and educational predictors. In these and 
all subsequent tables, superscripted letters indicate 

rank order mean differences in each indicator across 
a cohort’s four latent classes (i.e. “a” indicates that a 
latent class was highest overall on that indicator, “b” 
indicates a latent class was second highest overall on 
that indicator, and so forth; latent classes with 
equivalent scores on an indicator share the same 
superscripted letter). Also in these and all subsequent 
tables, each significant complex or pair-wise group 
difference among the latent classes and the model 
comparison carried out to test for that difference 
share the same superscripted number. For example, 
in Table 4 the first notable group comparison 
“4>1,2,3”, which compares the odds of being female 
for Married Workers with Children to the odds of 
being female of the other three latent classes, has a 
superscripted “1”. The model comparison at the 
bottom of the table that shares the superscripted “1” 
(2∆LL(1) = 40.05, p < .01) provides the results for this 
particular notable group comparison.  
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Table 4.  Weighted latent class differences in adolescent predictors: 80s cohort 

                                                             

                                                      Estimates by latent class 

 Entire sample (1) Educated 
Students w/o 

Children  
(8%) 

(2) Working Singles 
Living w/ Parents  

 
(16%) 

(3) Educated 
Workers w/o 

Children 
 (45%) 

(4) Married Workers 
w/ Children  

 
(31%) 

Notable group 
comparisons 

Odds female 1.17 (1.08, 1.26)* 0.80 (0.61, 1.04)b 0.97 (0.81, 1.16)b 1.07 (0.96, 1.19)b 1.63 (1.43, 1.87)**a 4>1,2,31; 1=2=32 

Odds black 0.11 (0.09, 0.12)** 0.08 (0.05, 0.13)**c 0.18(0.14, 0.23)**a 0.07 (0.05, 0.08)**c 0.14 (0.11, 0.17)**a 2,4>1,33; 2=44; 1=35; 

Odds other race 0.06 (0.06, 0.08)** 0.09 (0.06, 0.15)**a 0.10 (0.74, 0.14)**a 0.05 (0.04, 0.06)**c 0.06 (0.05, 0.08)**c 1,2>3,46; 1=27; 3=48 

Odds intact family 4.97 (4.50, 5.48)** 5.33 (3.70, 7.67)**a 4.45(3.54, 5.60)**c 6.44 (5.50, 7.53)**a 3.75 (3.19, 4.41)**c 1,3>2,49; 1=310; 2=411 

Parents’ average education 33.11 (11.65) 40.28 (13.13)a 31.51 (11.21)c 34.80 (11.30)b 29.50 (10.57)d 1>312; 3>213; 2>414 

High-school GPA 5.92 (1.87) 6.71 (1.74)a 5.53 (1.86)c 6.12 (1.80)b 5.65 (1.90)c 1>315; 3>2,416; 2=417 

Odds pursue college 
degree 

0.39 (0.36, 0.43)** 1.13 (0.87, 1.47)a 0.37 (0.32, 0.42)**c 0.48 (0.43, 0.54)**b 0.20 (0.17, 0.24)**d 1>318; 3>219; 2>420 

Odds pursue trade school 0.18 (0.16, 0.20)** 0.10 (0.07, 0.16)**d 0.16 (0.12, 0.21)**b 0.17 (0.15, 0.20)**b 0.26 (0.22, 0.30)**a 4>2,321; 2=322; 2,3>123 

   Note. For continuous outcomes, standard deviations in parentheses. Model comparison results (listed below) and notable group comparisons (listed in last column, 
above) are matched by superscripted number. 
* p < .05;** p < .01. A significant odds estimate indicates an odds value that is different from 1.0 (i.e. a 50/50 odds). 

1∆LL(1) = 40.05, p < .01     52∆LL(1) = 0.53, p = .47      92∆LL(1) = 23.99, p < .01    13∆χ2(1) = 24.63, p < .01    17∆χ2(1) = 1.34, p = .25     21∆LL(1) = 8.49, p < .01 
22∆LL(2) = 4.96, p = .08     62∆LL(1) = 13.16, p < .01   102∆LL(1) = 1.00, p = .32     14∆χ2(1) = 9.40, p < .01       182∆LL(1) = 39.35, p < .01   222∆LL(1) =0.17, p = .68 
32∆LL(1) = 42.92, p < .01   72∆LL(1) = 0.22, p = .64      112∆LL(1) = 1.67, p = .20     15∆χ2(1) = 16.49, p < .01     192∆LL(1) = 6.30, p < .05     232∆LL(1) = 5.40, p < .05 
42∆LL(1) = 2.63, p = .11     82∆LL(1) = 1.95, p = .16     12∆χ2(1) = 29.20, p < .01       16∆χ2(1) = 52.12, p < .01     202∆LL(1) = 23.39, p < .01  
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Table 5. Weighted latent class differences in adolescent predictors: 90s cohort 

   

                                                         Estimates by latent class 

 Entire sample (1) Educated 
Students w/o 

Children  
(9%) 

(2) Working Singles 
Living w/ Parents  

 
(18%) 

(3) Educated 
Workers w/o 

Children 
 (46%) 

(4) Married 
Workers w/ 

Children 
 (27%) 

 

Notable group 
comparisons 

Odds female 1.31 (1.21, 1.42)* 1.10 (0.86, 1.42)b 1.10 (0.92, 1.32)b 1.20 (1.07, 1.34)*b 1.87 (1.60, 2.19)**a 4>1,2,31; 1=2=32   1.87 (1.60,2.19)**a  4>1,2,31; 1=2=32 

Odds black 0.08 (0.07, 0.10)** 0.06 (0.03, 0.11)**c 0.12 (0.09, 0.16)**a 0.05 (0.04, 0.07)**c 0.11 (0.09, 0.14)**a 2,4>1,33; 1=34; 2=45   0.11 (0.09,0.14)**a  2,4>1,33; 1=34; 2=45 

Odds other race 0.12 (0.11, 0.14)** 0.12 (0.08, 0.18)**b 0.18 (0.14, 0.23)**a 0.09 (0.08, 0.12)**b 0.13 (0.10, 0.16)**b 2>1,3,46; 1=3=47   0.13 (0.09,0.16)**b  2>1,3,46; 1=3=47 

Odds intact family 3.64 (3.31, 4.00)** 3.44 (2.55, 4.65)**a 4.90 (3.85, 6.25)**a 4.14 (3.59, 4.78)**a 2.57 (2.17, 3.03)**d 1=2=38; 1,2,3>49   2.57 (2.17,3.03)**d  1=2=38; 1,2,3>49 

Parents’ average education 38.39 (11.81) 45.24 (11.71)a 36.70 (12.02)c 40.25 (11.38)b 33.78 (10.37)d 1>310; 3>211; 2>412   33.78 (10.37)d  1>310; 3>211; 2>412 

High-school GPA 6.17 (1.90) 7.08 (1.77)a 5.83 (1.89)c 6.46 (1.79)b 5.57 (1.91)d 1>313; 3>214; 2>415   5.57 (1.91)d  1>313; 3>214; 2>415 

Odds pursue college 
degree 

1.06 (0.98, 1.15) 3.35 (2.49, 4.50)**a 0.89 (0.74, 1.07)c 1.55 (1.38, 1.73)*b 0.42 (0.35, 0.49)**d 1>316; 3>217; 2>418   0.42 (0.35,0.49)**d  1>316; 3>217; 2>418 

Odds pursue trade school 0.19 (0.17, 0.21)** 0.08 (0.05, 0.12)**d 0.19 (0.15, 0.25)**c 0.15 (0.13, 0.18)**c 0.32 (0.27, 0.38)**a 4>2,319; 2=320; 2,3>121   0.32 (0.27,0.38)**a  4>2,319; 2=320; 2,3>121 

Note: For continuous outcomes, standard deviations in parentheses. Model comparison results (listed below) and notable 
group comparisons (listed in last column, above) are matched by superscripted number. 
* p < .05;** p < .01. A significant odds estimate indicates an odds value that is different from 1.0 (i.e. a 50/50 odds). 
12∆LL(1) = 30.49, p < .01    52∆LL(1) = 0.08, p = .77        92∆LL(1) = 24.25, p < .01     13∆χ2 (1) = 19.92, p < .01   17 2∆LL(1) = 27.73, p < .01     212∆LL(1) = 11.13, p < .01        
22∆LL(2) = 0.86, p = .65      62∆LL(1) = 12.64, p < .01     10∆χ2 (1) = 29.39, p < .01      14∆χ2 (1) = 40.04, p < .01   182∆LL(1) = 67.16, p < .01 

32∆LL(1) = 23.99, p < .01    72∆LL(2) = 3.82, p = .15       11∆χ2 (1) = 29.74, p < .01      15∆χ2 (1) = 4.99, p < .05      192∆LL(1) = 40.28, p < .01 
42∆LL(1) = 1.32, p = .25      82∆LL(2) = 3.57, p = .17        12∆χ2 (1) = 17.10, p < .01     162∆LL(1) = 26.97, p < .01   202∆LL(1) = 3.14, p = .08          
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Observed results were similar across the two 
cohorts with some notable differences. In terms of 
age 18 demographics, females in both cohorts were 
more likely than males to be classified as being 
Married Workers with Children. In the 80s cohort, 
participants who were not from two-parent families 
were more likely to be classified as Married Workers 
with Children or Working Singles Living with Parents 
than classified as Educated Students without Children 
or Educated Workers without Children, and in the 90s 
cohort, they were more likely to be classified as 
Married Workers with Children than any other group. 
Turning to the educational background predictors, in 
both cohorts, the four latent classes were ordered 
similarly on their levels of parent education, student 
high school GPA, and aspirations to pursue a college 
degree. In their late adolescence, those classified as 
Educated Students without Children in early 
adulthood had the highest levels of these three 
predictors, followed by Educated Workers without 
Children, Working Singles Living with Parents, and 
then Married Workers with Children, in that order. 
Plans to pursue trade school were ordered 
differently, that is, Married Workers with Children 
had the highest odds of having said they aimed to 
pursue trade school, compared to the other three 
groups. These age 18 rankings for education were 
similar to the age 25/26 levels of education attained 
by the four classes, that is, individuals with higher 

parental education, high school GPA, and college 
aspirations at age 18 tended to be members of 
classes who achieved more education by ages 25/26. 
This pattern was observed in both cohorts, except 
that the differences between adjacently ranked 
groups were more distinct in the 90s cohort. That is, 
more pairwise comparisons were significant than in 
the 80s cohort.  

Latent class differences in young adult 
correlates (Aim 3) 

To test for latent class differences in young adult 
correlates, for each cohort we used the saved 
indicator of latent class membership as a grouping 
variable and conducted multiple-group analyses. 
Results are shown in Tables 6 and 7, which list odds 
(i.e. [(percent yes)/(percent no)]) for all categorical 
young adult correlates. In both cohorts, the two 
classes who were engaged in more adult social roles 
evidenced the highest economic independence as 
well as high life satisfaction. These groups reported 
annual cigarette use rates that were similar to the 
sample averages. In contrast, these two classes were 
the most dissimilar in terms of alcohol, marijuana, 
and other drug use. Specifically, the Educated 
Workers without Children class reported relatively 
high levels of use of these substances, and the 
Married Workers with Children class reported the 
lowest rates.  
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                           Table 6. Weighted latent class differences in mid-twenties well-being correlates: 80s cohort 
   

                                                          Estimates by latent class 
 

    Entire sample (1) Educated 
Students w/o 

Children 
(8%) 

(2) Working Singles 
Living w/ Parents  

 
(16%) 

(3) Educated 
Workers w/o 

Children 
(45%) 

(4) Married 
Workers w/ 

Children 
 (31%) 

 

Notable group 
comparisons 

12-month cigarette use 2.26 (1.67) 2.00  (1.58)d 2.43 (1.72)a 2.22 (1.63)b 2.30 (1.70)b 2>3,41; 3=42; 3,4>13   1.87 (1.60,2.19)**a  4>1,2,31; 1=2=32 

12-month alcohol use 4.93 (2.08) 5.26 (2.00)a 4.93 (2.07)c 5.38 (1.91)a 4.16 (2.13)d 3=14; 3,1>25; 2>46   0.11 (0.09,0.14)**a  2,4>1,33; 1=34; 2=45 

Lifetime alcohol use 6.28 (1.58) 6.35  (1.57)b 6.16 (1.68)b 6.50 (1.36)a 5.99 (1.75)d 3>1,27; 1=28; 1,2>49   0.13 (0.09,0.16)**b  2>1,3,46; 1=3=47 

Heavy drinking 1.70 (1.17) 1.66 (1.07)c 1.83 (1.27)a 1.80 (1.23)a 1.47 (.99)d 2=310; 2,3>111;1>412   2.57 (2.17,3.03)**d  1=2=38; 1,2,3>49 

12-month marijuana use 2.43 (2.20) 2.54 (2.230)a 2.42 (2.17)a 2.64 (2.30)a 2.09 (2.02)d 1=2=313; 1,2,3>414   33.78 (10.37)d  1>310; 3>211; 2>412 

Lifetime marijuana use 4.13 (2.53) 4.11 (2.55)b 4.00 (2.51)b 4.38 (2.51)a 3.84 (2.54)b 3>1,2,415; 1=2=416   5.57 (1.91)d  1>313; 3>214; 2>415 

12-month OTM (odds) 0.43 (0.40, 0.46)** 0.43 (0.32, 0.58)**b 0.42 (0.35, 0.51)**b 0.55 (0.50, 0.62)**a 0.28 (0.24, 0.32)**d 3>1,217; 1=218; 1,2>419   0.42 (0.35,0.49)**d  1>316; 3>217; 2>418 

Lifetime OTM (odds) 1.09 (1.01, 1.17)* 1.14 (1.03, 1.32)*a 0.94 (0.79, 1.13)c 1.27 (1.13, 1.42)**a 0.92 (0.81, 1.05)c 1=320; 2=421; 1,3>2,422   0.32 (0.27,0.38)**a  4>2,319; 2=320; 2,3>121 

Economic independence 5.41 (1.27) 4.15 (2.01)a 4.99 (1.56)d 5.60 (0.97)a 5.66 (1.00)a 3=423; 3,4>224; 2>125      

Life satisfaction 4.89 (1.50) 5.01 (1.46)a 4.47 (1.52)d 4.98 (1.46)a 4.97 (1.52)a 1=3=426; 1,3,4>227      

Note: For continuous outcomes, standard deviations in parentheses. Model comparison results (listed below) and notable group comparisons (listed in last 
column, above) are matched by superscripted number. OTM-Drugs Other than Marijuana. 
* p < .05;** p < .01. A significant odds estimate indicates an odds value that is different from 1.0 (i.e. a 50/50 odds). 
1∆χ2(1) = 4.87, p < .05          6∆χ2(1) = 35.88, p < .001   11∆χ2(1) = 4.06, p < .05         16∆χ2(2) = 2.68, p = .26          212∆LL(1) =0 .04, p = .85     26∆χ2(2) = 0.17, p = .92 
2∆χ2(1) = 1.52, p = .22          7∆χ2(1) = 90.41, p < .001   12∆χ2(1) = 7.70, p < .01         172∆LL(1) = 7.84, p < .01       222∆LL(1) = 17.74, p < .001  27∆χ2(1) = 44.64, p < .001 
3∆χ2(1) = 3.89, p < .05          8∆χ2(1) = 1.54, p = .21        13∆χ2(2) = 3.64, p = .16        182∆LL(1) = 0.01, p = .91       23∆χ2 (1) = 1.52, p = .22        
4∆χ2(1) = 0.74, p = .39         9∆χ2(1) = 4.39, p < .05         14∆χ2(1) = 41.77, p < .001    192∆LL(1) = 15.70, p < .001  24∆χ2(1) = 92.59, p < .001 
5∆χ2(1) = 16.99, p < .001   10∆χ2(1) = 0.16, p = .69         15∆χ2(1) = 23.39, p < .001    202∆LL(1) =0 .60, p = .44       25∆χ2(1) = 42.12, p < .001 
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                                               Table 7. Weighted latent class differences in mid-twenties well-being correlates: 90s cohort 
   

                                                       Estimates by latent class 

 Entire sample (1) Educated 
Students w/o 

Children 
(9%) 

(2) Working Singles 
Living w/ Parents 

 
(18%) 

(3) Educated 
Workers w/o 

Children 
(46%) 

(4) Married 
Workers w/ 

Children 
(27%) 

 

Notable group 
comparisons 

12-month cigarette use 1.92 (1.43) 1.69 (1.23)d 1.88 (1.43)a 1.93 (1.42)a 2.01 (1.52)a 2=3=41; 2,3,4>12   1.87 (1.60,2.19)**a  4>1,2,31; 1=2=32 

12-month alcohol use 4.42 (2.08) 4.70 (1.99)b 4.23 (2.08)c 5.04 (1.89)a 3.37 (1.99)d 3>13; 1>24; 2>45   0.11 (0.09,0.14)**a  2,4>1,33; 1=34; 2=45 

Lifetime alcohol use 6.07 (1.70) 6.19 (1.68)b 5.83 (1.84)c 6.43 (1.33)a 5.56 (1.99)d 3>16; 1>27; 2>48   0.13 (0.09,0.16)**b  2>1,3,46; 1=3=47 

Heavy drinking 1.60 (1.09) 1.54 (0.97)c 1.66 (1.20)a 1.73 (1.17)a 1.34 (0.82)d 2=39; 2,3>110; 1>411   2.57 (2.17,3.03)**d  1=2=38; 1,2,3>49 

12-month marijuana use 1.64 (1.55) 1.69 (1.58)a 1.53 (1.42)c 1.78 (1.68)a 1.46 (1.33)c 1=312; 2=413; 
1,3>2,414 

  33.78 (10.37)d  1>310; 3>211; 2>412 

Lifetime marijuana use 2.94 (2.29) 3.00 (2.33)a|b 2.49 (2.14)d 3.20 (2.35)a 2.79 (2.20)b 3>415; 4>216; 1>217; 
1=318; 1=419 

  5.57 (1.91)d  1>313; 3>214; 2>415 

12-month OTM (odds) 0.10 (0.92, 0.12)** 0.11 (0.08, 0.17)**a 0.09 (0.06, 0.12)**a 0.12 (0.10, 0.14)**a 0.10 (0.07, 0.12)**a 1=2=3=420   0.42 (0.35,0.49)**d  1>316; 3>217; 2>418 

Lifetime OTM (odds) 0.44 (0.41, 0.48)** 0.43 (0.33, 0.56)**a 0.31 (0.25, 0.38)**d 0.51 (0.45, 0.57)**a 0.45 (0.38, 0.52)**a 1=3=421; 1,3,4 > 222   0.32 (0.27,0.38)**a  4>2,319; 2=320; 2,3>121 

Economic independence 5.33 (1.32) 3.74 (2.01)d 5.05 (1.44)c 5.55 (0.98)b 5.67 (0.95)a 4>323; 3>224;2>125      

Life satisfaction 5.09 (1.40) 5.08 (1.42)a 4.87 (1.44)d 5.15 (1.35)a 5.13 (1.45)a 1=3=426; 1,3,4>227      

Note: OTM- Drugs Other than Marijuana. For continuous outcomes, standard deviations in parentheses. Model comparison results (listed below) and notable 
group comparisons (listed in last column, above) are matched by superscripted number.  
* p < .05;** p < .01. A significant odds estimate indicates an odds value that is different from 1.0 (i.e. a 50/50 odds). 
1∆χ2(1) = 2.22, p = .33       6∆χ2(1) = 7.29, p < .01    11∆χ2(1) = 12.95, p < .001     16∆χ2(2) = 5.61, p < .05     212∆LL(2) = 2.41, p = .30         26∆χ2(2) = 0.64, p = .73 
2∆χ2(1) = 6.55, p < .05        7∆χ2(1) = 4.97, p < .05    12∆χ2(1) = 0.58, p = .45         17∆χ2(1) = 9.57, p < .01      222∆LL(1) = 15.31, p < .001    27∆χ2(1) = 14.38, p < .001 
3∆χ?2(1) = 6.78, p < .01      8∆χ2(1) = 4.89, p < .05    13∆χ2(1) = 0.88, p = .35         18∆χ2(1) = 1.40, p = .24      23∆χ2(1) = 5.22, p < .05        
4∆χ2(1) = 7.93, p < .01        9∆χ2(1) = 1.24, p = .27    14∆χ2(1) = 23.84, p < .001     19∆χ2(1) = 1.58, p = .21      24∆χ2(1) = 103.62, p < .001 
5∆χ2(1) = 45.81, p < .001   10∆χ2(1) = 4.88, p < .05   15∆χ2(1) = 13.60, p < .001     202∆LL(1) = 3.37, p = .34   25∆χ2(1) = 121.93, p < .001 
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The Educated Students without Children and 
Working Singles Living with Parents classes also 
evidenced similar patterns across cohorts in terms of 
their economic independence and life satisfaction. 
Educated Students without Children in both cohorts 
had the lowest levels of economic independence, yet 
their life satisfaction was as high as both faster track 
groups. Working Singles Living with Parents had 
medium economic independence but the lowest life 
satisfaction in both cohorts. Patterns of substance use 
were less consistent across cohorts for Educated 
Students without Children and Working Singles Living 
with Parents, except that the Working Singles had 
higher annual smoking prevalence and Educated 
Students had the lowest. Levels of alcohol, marijuana, 
and other drug use for these two classes tended to 
fall in between the relatively high drug use of the 
Educated Workers without Children class and the 
relatively low drug use of the Married Workers with 
Children. 

 
Discussion 

The transition to adulthood in recent decades has 
lengthened and diversified (Arnett 2000; Bynner 
2005; Settersten 2007), not least in the United States 
which has great wealth but also high social inequality 
in income, health, and education coupled with 
relatively limited social safety nets in comparison with 
Europe (United Nations 2010; World Factbook 2011). 
For example, in the US in 1984, the median age of 
first marriage was 25.4 for men and 23.0 for women 
and the mean age of mother at the birth of her first 
child was 23.5. In 1996 by contrast, the median age of 
first marriage was 27.1 for men and 24.8 for women 
and the mean age of mother at the birth of her first 
child was 24.6 (Mathews and Hamilton 2002; US 
Census Bureau 2006). Across many nations, the 
passage to adulthood has become also become 
marked by more heterogeneity in the timing and 
content of social role changes. However, despite 
these changes and challenges, we identified four clear 
cross-sectional configurations of social roles that 
were remarkably similar in two cohorts separated by 
12 years,  as well as similar to those observed in two 
cohorts roughly matched in historical time in Britain 
(Schoon et al 2012) and Finland (Räikkönen et al 
2012; Salmela-Aro et al 2012). The patterns are also 
relatively consistent with prior studies using latent 

class analyses (e.g. Osgood et al 2005; Sandefur et al 
2005).  

Why would social roles tend to cluster together in 
cohesive patterns? First, at a particular point in time, 
the successful pursuit of specific combinations of 
social roles may be mutually facilitative or inhibitive. 
For example, the income earned through longer-term 
full-time employment makes residential 
independence more possible. The support of a stable 
romantic partnership may promote a desire or 
practical support to become a parent. Conversely, the 
demands of parenthood or full-time education may 
make employment more challenging, though a source 
of income would facilitate the pursuit of both these 
roles. Second, over time, as Bynner et al (2005) 
argued, prior achievements and already-adopted 
roles may impose constraints or at least mount 
challenges to the unbridled pursuit of new role 
adoptions and achievements. For example, in the 
mid-20s, it may be practically easier for a person with 
a college degree to return to full-time education than 
a person with a high school diploma, due to financial, 
academic, and other resources. In this way, between-
person (or between-class) heterogeneity may 
increase over time. 

Educated Workers without Children and Married 
Workers with Children can both be characterized as 
having taken faster tracks to adult roles, in that they 
were not involved in education, they lived 
independently from parents, and they evidenced high 
levels of full-time employment or homemaker status. 
At the same time, the Educated Workers without 
Children class came from more advantaged family 
backgrounds (e.g. higher parental education) and had 
achieved more higher education. Those in the 
Married Workers with Children class, as implied by 
their class label, were almost all married and had 
children by their mid-20s, whereas there was great 
diversity in the partnership status of the Educated 
Workers without Children group, almost none of 
whom were parents. Alcohol and marijuana use in the 
two groups were very different, as previously shown 
in research examining links between marriage and 
parenthood and reduced substance use during the 
20s through midlife (e.g. Bachman et al 1997; Staff et 
al 2012). Yet despite the many differences in the daily  
realities of their lives, the groups reported similar 
levels of life satisfaction and economic independence.     
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As Settersten (2007) noted, “Young adulthood is a 
time when people begin to sort out commitments to 
persons, jobs, values, and ideologies. The realization 
that these commitments not only matter, but that 
they can actually be associated with happiness and 
life satisfaction even when they limit autonomy, is a 
symbol of maturity” (p. 257). It would appear that 
these young adults may have found some fulfillment 
in these adult roles.  

The Educated Students without Children and the 
Working Singles Living with Parents could be seen as 
having taken slower tracks to adulthood. Again 
similarities and differences can be noted. Both groups 
tended to be single and few had children. However, 
Educated Students were typically in full-time 
education and tended to be more highly educated 
(even while still studying), while Working Singles were 
very seldom enrolled in any schooling and had more 
average levels of achieved education. Educated 
Students were likely to live away from parents while 
Working Singles lived in the parental home. Educated 
Students had the lowest levels of economic 
independence while Working Singles had medium 
economic independence. Life satisfaction of Educated 
Students was as high as both faster track groups, 
whereas Working Singles had the lowest levels of life 
satisfaction. Turning to substance use, Working 
Singles had higher annual smoking prevalence and 
Educated Students had the lowest; levels of other 
substance use for these two groups tended to fall in 
between the relatively high alcohol, marijuana, and 
other drug use of the Educated Workers without 
Children class and the relatively low use of these 
substances of the Married Workers with Children 
class. Overall, those classified as Educated Students 
were the most economically dependent, but it did not 
appear to negatively impact their life satisfaction, 
perhaps because their economic dependence is 
understood to be temporary and/or due to their own 
volition (i.e. continuing in higher education was likely 
their choice and viewed as in pursuit of a valued 
goal). Working Singles, who were the most likely to 
still live with their parents and who reported the 
lowest levels of life satisfaction, may have had the 
sense that they were stuck somewhere between 
adolescence and adulthood. 

Finally, we also compare the Educated Students 
without Children with the Educated Workers without 

Children classes. These groups came from more 
advantaged backgrounds, achieved higher levels of 
education, were very unlikely to be parents by their 
mid-20s, and had similar (though not identical) 
partnering profiles. Given the consistent 
documentation of higher rates of substance use 
among college students in the 18-22 year old age 
range (e.g. O’Malley and Johnston 2002), it may 
appear surprising that those who were working had 
higher rates of some substance use than the Student 
group. We suggest two possible explanations. First, 
we speculate a selection effect that draws attention 
to the age (mid-20s) and relatively high achieved 
education level of the Students. Given the relatively 
small size of the Student group (less than 10 percent 
in both cohorts), we speculate that many of these 
may be more academically-inclined and currently 
means-limited graduate students, whereas those 
childless, single/cohabiting workers within the 
Educated Workers without Children group likely have 
greater time and resources to continue their youthful 
social life beyond their college years (see also Amato 
and Kane 2011). Second, some prior comparisons of 
the substance use of students and non-students have 
not distinguished among the other social roles of the 
non-students, as we do here.  

What configuration of social roles could best be 
described as thriving? There is no immediately 
apparent answer to this question. On the basis of our 
subjective and most general indicator, self-reported 
life satisfaction, in both cohorts three groups report 
similarly high life satisfaction, distinguished only from 
the Working Singles Living with Parents who were 
least satisfied with their lives. These three more 
satisfied groups were very different in their 
combinations of social roles, suggesting that there is 
clearly more than one pattern of role configuration 
that may support satisfaction. These three groups 
were all actively engaged in some meaningful social 
roles or goal pursuits, with Educated Students 
pursuing higher education and the Educated Workers 
and Married Workers groups engaged in employment 
and/or parenting. Consistent with age norms for the 
mid-20s (Settersten 1998), these three more satisfied 
groups had higher rates of independent living, unlike 
the working singles who all lived with their parents. It 
is tempting to attribute the lower life satisfaction of 
this latter group to their lack of residential 
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independence, but the specific mechanisms 
underlying such an association require further 
elaboration. It is unknown whether it is the 
circumstances that led to not leaving or to returning 
to the parental home that are challenging (e.g. under-
employment, divorce, parental illness) or the realities 
of sharing the home (e.g. inter-generational conflict, 
lack of privacy) (Valentine 2003).  

Limitations and strengths 
Of course, our study does have some limitations. 

First, because the sample included only those who 
completed high school, generalizability to those who 
dropped out of high school is limited. High school 
dropout rates among 16-24 year olds in 1976-1977 
and 1988-1989 ranged from 12.6% to 14.1% 
nationally, and differed by race/ethnicity ranging 
from roughly one-tenth among Whites, one-sixth to 
one-fifth among Blacks, and one-third among 
Hispanics (note, however, that the high school 
completion rate has been improving in recent years; 
US Department of Commerce 2010). Individuals who 
leave school prior to high school graduation may 
combine roles in different ways and experience 
additional challenges. Second, role configurations at 
only one point in time were examined. Future 
research may fruitfully explore patterns of change in 
role configurations across the transition to adulthood. 
Third, role configurations may also differ in complex 
ways  by   gender  and    by   additional   demographic  
variables such as family social class background or 

race/ethnicity. For example some recent work has 
shown that gender differences in the timing of 
marriage and residential parenthood may underlie 
differences in the likelihood of inhabiting specific 
configurations (e.g. Oesterle et al 2010; Sandefur et al 
2005).  

An important strength of this study is the use of 
panel data collected from two nationally 
representative cohorts of US 12th grade high school 
students followed for an eight year period into the 
mid-20s, allowing us more confidence about the 
generalizability of the findings, as well as the 
sufficient coverage of time during which high school 
plans about the future unfold. The inclusion of two 
different senior year cohorts, both with the exact 
same sets of procedures and measures, allows us 
greater confidence about the replicability over 
history. Results were very similar for those who 
passed through their 20s 12 years apart, in the 1980s 
and the 1990s. For example, although there were 
historical differences in the timing of marriage 
between the cohorts, the combination of marriage 
with other social role changes was similar. As noted at 
the outset of this paper, scholars agree that the 
transition to adulthood has lengthened and 
diversified since the 1950s. In our comparison of 
these two cohorts who came of age in the 1980s and 
1990s, however, we see clear similarities in the 
patterns and prevalence of how young people in their 
mid-20s combine social roles. 
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Endnote 
i More detailed information about the MTF design and methods is available in Johnston et al (2011a) and at 
www.monitoringthefuture.org 
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