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Introduction 
In this Special Section of Longitudinal and Life 

Course Studies, we provide complementary 
findings from four well-established national and 
community-based studies about distinct patterns of 
social role combinations  in early adulthood, along 
with the antecedents and health and well-being 
correlates of the distinct patterns (Maggs et al 
2012, Räikkönen, Kokko and Pulkkinen 2012, 
Salmela-Aro, Ek and Chen 2012, Schoon et al 2012). 
Collectively, our data span two birth cohorts (born 
1958-59 and 1966-70) and three countries 
including Great Britain (GB), the United States (US), 
and Finland, with each birth cohort represented in 
each country. This opportunity to compare and 
contrast patterns of transition outcomes across 
time and across cultures provides us with leverage 
on the understanding of the transition to 
adulthood not typically available. 

Across the studies, longitudinal data span 
childhood through early adulthood. Each study 
focuses on identifying distinct patterns of role 
combinations by ages 25-27 in terms of the “big 5" 
transition markers (Settersten 2007) comprising 
educational attainment, work status, independent 
living, romantic partnership, and parenthood. It has 
been argued that country differences in completing 
the five transition markers are largest around age 
25 and relatively small before age 20 and after age 
35 (Cook and Furstenberg 2002). Examining 
transition outcomes and role combinations of 
cohort members in their mid-20s thus provides a 
unique snapshot and important insights into 

similarities and differences in transition 
experiences of young people growing up in 
different cultural contexts and in different 
historical periods. For example, consistent with 
previous research (Osgood et al 2005, Ross et al 
2009), some common patterns we found include 
"traditional family" (limited college, full-time 
employed or homemaker, independent from 
parents, married or cohabiting, and with children) 
and "work orientation without children" (college 
graduate, full-time employed, independent from 
parents, average rates of marriage and 
cohabitation, and no children).  

Each study also examines the demographic and 
educational antecedents and psychosocial 
correlates/outcomes of the patterns (including 
well-being and substance use). As will be shown, 
we find some expected differences across countries 
and cohorts in terms of configurations and 
prevalences of the distinct patterns, along with 
some remarkable similarities across time and space 
in these patterns and their antecedents and 
correlates. To set the stage for the empirical 
papers in this Special Section, we provide an 
overview regarding the transition to adulthood in 
developmental, historical, and international 
context. We furthermore discuss methodological 
opportunities and challenges involved in describing 
life course patterns and doing comparative 
research. We conclude with consideration of 
theoretical and methodological implications. 
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Key issues in the study of the transition 
to adulthood in developmental, historical 
and international context 
International and interdisciplinary comparisons 
and collaborations  
      Cross-study comparisons in general, and 
international comparisons in particular, are essential 
for theory advancement in our understanding of the 
transition to adulthood. Such studies assist in matters 
of generalizability as well as in considering how 
country-level culture and expectations play out in 
terms of developmental opportunities and 
constraints (Jensen 2011). Despite many similarities 
across GB, the US, and Finland, there are some clear 
differences in educational opportunities and 
independence expectations. In particular, the three 
countries differ regarding academic and vocational 
tracking in secondary school (explicit split at age 16 in 
GB and Finland; opaque and less formal tracking in 
the US) and public funding of post-secondary college 
(fully funded in GB until 1998, fully funded in Finland, 
and largely self-funded in the US). Furthermore, the 
Finnish welfare state supports the move to 
independent living among young people, and post-
secondary students are entitled to social security 
support; this is not the case in GB and the US. As we 
will see, a consequence is that by age 25-27, most 
Finns - in both birth cohorts - live independently from 
their parents, while in GB and US we find, in both 
cohorts, a distinct group of young people who at age 
25-27 are living with one or both parents (having 
either never left, or returning to the parental home 
after difficulties in launching). When looking across 
countries, similarities and differences in the transition 
to adulthood can be examined in terms of the distinct 
patterns (regarding the number of distinct patterns, 
the transition configurations that make up the 
distinct patterns, and the prevalences of distinct 
patterns) and/or in terms of the antecedents, 
correlates, and outcomes of the patterns. Of course, 
cross-country comparisons depend on similarities in 
methods; for us, although constructs are remarkably 
similar across countries, sampling frames are not, 
especially in the two Finnish studies. 

Because the transition to adulthood covers such a 
wide set of domains at multiple levels, spanning  

 
neurological development underlying improved 
executive functioning (e.g. Burt and Masten 2010; 
Spear 2010) to cultural expectations about 
"developmental timetables" (e.g. Heckhausen 2010), 
a fuller understanding of this period in life demands 
an inter-disciplinary perspective (Schoon and 
Silbereisen 2009; Schulenberg and Maggs 2002; 
Settersten 2007). In this inter-disciplinary 
collaboration we take into account social structuring 
of the life course, agency in the form of educational 
aspirations, objective transition markers, and 
subjective experiences in terms of well-being and life 
satisfaction; in particular, we give attention to both 
social structure and individual development, 
illustrating the notion of bounded agency (Heinz 
2009; Shanahan 2000). Ultimately, we believe that 
this collaboration represents the gains that can come 
from developmental scientists and sociologists 
“playing well together” to examine how this time of 
life is experienced across countries and cohorts. 

Interplay of historical change and individual 
development  
      In many ways, the qualities of the transition to 
adulthood, particularly the density of potential life 
changes (Shanahan 2000), make it an important 
nexus of individual development and historical 
change, how historical change influences individual 
development and how individual development in the 
aggregate can influence historical change (Johnson, 
Crosnoe and Elder 2011). For example, the age of first 
marriage has increased by several years over the past 
few decades, and this no doubt was partly an 
interactive process whereby the shifting norms about 
marriage contributed to individual behavior which 
then aggregated to constitute a new historical 
context for following cohorts. Furthermore, there has 
been an expansion and elongation of education 
participation, especially among women and those 
from less privileged backgrounds (Schoon and 
Silbereisen 2009); likewise, there has been increasing 
participation of women in the labour market, 
reflecting the changing nature of job opportunities 
and a labour market characterized by an increasing 
demand for skilled labour and non-manual, non-
routine occupations (Blossfeld 2005). Again, this 
reflects an interactive process, as shifting 



John Schulenberg, Ingrid Schoon                                                   The transition to adulthood across time and space 

 

166 

opportunities and norms set the stage for individual 
behaviors which then aggregate to form a new 
historical context for subsequent cohorts. 

As is true regarding cross-country comparisons in 
the transition patterns, an important consideration 
when examining historical change in the transition to 
adulthood is the extent to which there is historical 
variation in the patterns (in terms of the number and 
configurations of the distinct patterns, as well as the 
prevalences of distinct patterns) and/or in the 
antecedents, correlates, and outcomes of the 
patterns. It has been argued that since the 1970s 
traditional pathways into adult life have become de-
standardised, more heterogeneous and 
differentiated, suggesting for us an increase in the 
number of distinct patterns and changes in the 
configuration of roles in the patterns across cohorts. 
It has also been argued that there is an increase in 
individualisation across cohorts, with individual 
agency serving a greater role in shaping the life 
course (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991); for us, this 
suggests an increase across cohorts in the power of 
agency, taking the form of educational aspirations, to 
predict the distinct transition patterns. Within each 
country, these considerations are undertaken across 
the two cohorts with evidence suggesting cohort 
similarities in numbers and configurations of patterns, 
but some changes in prevalences of patterns across 
cohorts; in addition, educational aspirations are 
found to gain more power across cohorts in the US, 
but so does parental education, suggesting that 
increases in agency are balanced by increases in social 
structure. Of course, much depends on similarities in 
methods across cohorts, and as we see, there is 
variation in samples and measurement across history, 
especially in the two Finnish studies.  

The importance of the transition to adulthood              
Among the many global life transitions across the 

lifespan, this transition ranks very high in terms of 
importance, complexity, and uniqueness. It is when 
educational and life plans formulated up through 
adolescence - often with considerable individual and 
societal investment - meet the opportunities and 
constraints of post-adolescent life. In particular, it is 
when one typically confronts, or at least becomes 
familiar with, the necessity of compromise in the 
interplay of competing life goals. This helps make it a 

potentially critical life transition in terms of ongoing 
health and well-being (Schulenberg, Maggs and 
O’Malley 2003). It is also a demographically dense 
period (Shanahan 2000) with multiple transitions 
related to social role, residence, work, and education, 
all within a relatively short time. A common-sense 
belief about transitions, and one that works well in 
understanding the global transition into adolescence, 
is that multiple simultaneous transitions result in 
reduced health and well-being (Coleman 1989; 
Schulenberg and Maggs 2002). Yet, this is not what is 
found regarding the transition to adulthood; indeed, 
evidence from the four studies in this Special Section 
suggests that those who by age 26 successfully 
negotiate the multiple transitions that comprise the 
global transition to adulthood, end up looking better 
than their age-mates in terms of health and well-
being (Maggs et al 2012; Räikkönen et al 2012; 
Salmela-Aro 2012; Schoon et al 2012). Similar findings 
have been reported by other studies conducted in the 
US (e.g. Schulenberg, Bryant and O'Malley 2004) and 
in Britain (Sacker and Cable 2010). For most, by the 
mid-20s, educational pursuits and exit from the 
parental home are complete. Yet, there is still 
considerable heterogeneity in experiences that reflect 
the pace of one’s progression along adult social role 
transitions, experiences, and responsibilities. We 
were fortunate to have in each study, data collections 
at ages 25-27 to assess commonalities and variations 
in transition outcomes across countries and across 
different historical periods.  

Placing the transition to adulthood within a 
developmental context  
       Another important aspect of the four studies is 
that they attend to how experiences connect across 
the life course, whereby childhood and adolescent 
experiences and decisions set the course for 
transitions experienced during the middle 20s, and 
likewise how these transition patterns set the stage 
for continued health and well-being. Key gaps in the 
literature pertain to the failure to view this period 
from adolescence to adulthood in a longer-term 
developmental perspective (Bynner 2005). For 
example, despite the needed attention that the 
concept of emerging adulthood (Arnett 2000) has 
brought to the age period, especially among some 
psychologists, much of the relevant research has 
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focused only on experiences during this age period, 
with little regard for developmental and socio-
demographic antecedents and long-term 
consequences. As a result, the extent to which 
experiences during this age period reflect 
developmental continuity or discontinuity remains a 
critical gap. Thus the four studies in this Special 
Section, by focusing on socio-demographic and 
adolescent predictors of the different transition 
patterns, contribute to understanding how pathways 
through this period are embedded within the life 
course. 

Heterogeneity in life paths and the fanning of 
health and well-being trajectories  
      The transition to adulthood is characterized by 
increased heterogeneity in life paths (Ross et al 2009; 
Schulenberg et al 2003). During adolescence, life roles 
tend to be fairly homogenous; with the conclusion of 
secondary education, diversity in pathways becomes 
more manifest, as many young people enjoy greater 
selection of contexts and experiences along with 
increased agency. Our studies clearly illustrate this 
heterogeneity, showing that there is not one 
normative way to negotiate this global life transition. 
At the same time, it is quite clear that structural 
forces, as mediated by the family and local 
opportunity structures, and agency, as represented 
by educational aspirations, help create this 
heterogeneity by shaping the timing and sequencing 
of transitions to independent adulthood. 

Along with the increased heterogeneity of 
pathways during the transition to adulthood, there is 
increased heterogeneity in health and well-being 
trajectories. This increased "fanning" is sometimes 
referred to as the “Matthew Effect” whereby those 
who are already doing well have the psychological 
and social resources to rise to the occasion and 
successfully negotiate the various transitions, and 
those already having difficulties fall further behind as 
they try to negotiate the transitions (Dannefer 1987; 
Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006). The present set of 
studies sheds light on the importance of, and 
mechanisms embedded within, the transition to 
adulthood in terms of the increasing heterogeneity in 
health and well-being. Clearly, embedded within this 
global transition are mechanisms for both continuing 
and interrupting ongoing trajectories of health and 

well-being (Schulenberg and Maggs 2002), and as the 
studies here show, making firm commitments and 
getting on with adulthood tend to be associated with 
higher life satisfaction and well-being.   

 

Methodological opportunities and 
challenges 
Conceptualising life course patterns  
      Within life course theory (Elder 1985) transitions 
denote changes in status or social roles, such as 
leaving school and entering full-time employment. 
Transitions are usually short in duration and indicate 
a change in a single state, moving from one social role 
or status to another. Transitions are embedded 
within trajectories that give them a distinctive form 
and meaning. Trajectories take place over an 
extended period of time and capture sequences of 
roles and experiences. The life course is, however, 
not defined by transitions and trajectories as such, 
but is characterized by the interplay of multiple role 
transitions and trajectories. The combination of 
multiple social roles at a given time has been 
conceptualised by the notion of role or status 
configurations to describe age-specific matrices of 
discrete social roles that individuals occupy at given 
points in the life course (Macmillan and Eliason 2003). 

Although the transition to adulthood has 
attracted much research, most studies have 
concentrated on only one type of transition at a time, 
such as the transition from education into 
employment, or the transition into parenthood 
(Rindfuss 1991; Shanahan 2000). Typically these 
studies have used event-history models to examine 
the timing of and the precursors to these transition 
markers. The unfolding of the life course however, 
necessitates the assumption of multiple new social 
roles, such as leaving full-time education, entry into 
paid employment, settling down with a partner, and 
becoming a parent (Buchmann and Kriesi 2011; 
Modell, Furstenberg and Hershberg 1976; Shanahan 
2000). Transitions such as leaving school, entry into 
the labour market, and timing of first birth are not 
discrete, clearly bounded events - but are inter-
dependent, often requiring compromises and 
coordination of  different demands (Shanahan and 
Elder 2006). Failure to recognize this 
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interdependence constitutes a key gap in the 
literature, and addressing this gap is at the core of 
the four studies in this Special Section, 
conceptually and methodologically.  

Dependencies among social role transitions 
set the stage for analysis of distinct patterns.  
      The interdependence of education, work and 
family-related transitions suggests the need for 
empirical methods that account for the multi-
dimensional associations between variables, 
enabling the simultaneous consideration of 
multiple dimensions, which interact in important 
ways.  In particular, each study takes a pattern-
centered approach to account for functioning 
within individuals across multiple domains, using 
latent class analysis (LCA) to uncover the distinct 
patterns showing the different ways that the social 
roles fit together. Thus, together, these studies 
provide a more holistic understanding of the 
interdependence and combinations of social roles 
within individuals and the social structuring of the 
life course. LCA is a statistical method that enables 
us to examine latent structures among a set of 
categorical scored variables and to identify 
underlying types, groups, or classes (Goodman 
1974; Lazarsfeld and Henry 1968). The usefulness 
of the latent class approach to map out diversity 
and heterogeneity in role configurations has been 
demonstrated in a number of previous studies 
(Macmillan and Copher 2005; Osgood et al 2005; 
Ross et al 2009; Sandefur, Eggerling-Boeck and Park 
2005). Each of the four papers in this Special 
Section identifies 3 to 5 distinct role combinations, 
describing the coordination of work and family-
related roles and independent living. The profiles of 
the different groups can be summarized as those 
characterized as work orientation without children, 
traditional families, highly educated, slow starters, 
and fragile families. 

In interpreting the findings, one has to be 
aware that the status configurations of cohort 
members in their mid-20s represent only a 
snapshot in time, and do not capture the dynamics 
of transition processes. For example, “Slow 
Starters” living with their parents, might have 
returned to the parental home following a 
relationship breakdown or a career break. Of 

course, extending the one-time assessment with 
longitudinal data following individuals as they 
experience the various transitions, can provide a 
stronger case for mapping transitions (say with 
latent transition analysis) and examining their 
effects (Macmillan and Copher 2005; Macmillan 
and Eliason 2003; Muthén and Muthén 2000); such 
approaches bring in new problems (e.g. attrition). 
In any event, future research building on ours 
presented here, can bring a more dynamic 
approach to comparative analyses.  Another 
limitation of latent class analysis lies in the 
temptation to attach too much meaning to a latent 
class or the label assigned to it (Sandefur et al 
2005). One has to remain cautious in interpreting 
the group allocations, especially in regard to 
reifying labels assigned to the classes for easier 
interpretations.  However, being able to identify 
similar groupings of role combinations across 
cohorts and across countries, indicates robustness 
of the approach and generalizability of findings. 

 
Comparative research  

Comparative research methods are used in 
cross-cultural studies to identify, analyse and 
explain similarities and differences across societies. 
A major issue to be addressed concerns the 
agreement over conceptual and functional 
equivalence of the research parameters (Hantrais 
and Mangen 1996; Ragin 1991). Attempts to find 
solutions to these problems involve negotiation 
and compromise and a sound knowledge of 
different national contexts. The studies 
represented in this Special Section are not based on 
a harmonised data set. The data collection in the 
different countries was not designed for 
comparative analysis, and is strongly influenced by 
national conventions. Furthermore, the sampling 
frames for data collection were not similar in the 
different countries, involving large scale 
prospective cohort and panel data, as well as, in 
the Finnish case, a small scale community sample. 
The purpose for which the data were gathered, the 
criteria used and the method of collection varied 
considerably from one country to another, and the 
criteria adopted for coding data has changed over 
time. For example, regarding the coding of 
educational attainment, differences in the 



John Schulenberg, Ingrid Schoon                                                   The transition to adulthood across time and space 

 

169 

structure of the three countries’ education system 
make a direct comparison difficult. Furthermore, 
because post-secondary education sometimes 
extends throughout the 20s in the US, current 
college attendance at age 26 is coded as a separate 
variable in the US study, in addition to information 
on employment status and highest qualifications 
achieved. In addition, in the 1966 Northern Finland 
Study, no information on part-time employment 
has been collected, and no differentiation between 
single, cohabiting, divorced, or widowed family status 
has been coded.  Identifying comparative indicators 
of social roles was thus not always as straightforward 
as we hoped for, and in some cases the available 
information is limited. As a solution, we reduced the 
classifications of the transition markers to a common 
base, jointly agreeing on the parameters and units of 
comparison, and using the best possible data for 
comparison within and across countries. Regarding 
predictors, all studies have indicators of parental 
social status and family structure. Regarding 
outcomes, the different studies use different 
indicators of health and well-being, ranging from 
indicators of depression to marijuana use. All four 
studies have indicators of life satisfaction though, 
which is the comparative indicator of well-being. 

Conclusions and implications 
This Special Section represents an important 

step in placing the transitions from adolescence to 
adulthood within the appropriate context. 
Together, the four studies show the relevance of 
structural, developmental, national, and historical 
factors in shaping transitions; the variation and 
diversity in the transition to adulthood; 
developmental continuities from adolescence; the 
importance of objective markers and their 
combination as predictors of well-being; and the 
need for a broader definition of what comprises a 
"successful" transition to adulthood. Although the 
later-born cohorts in each country are better 
educated and more likely to be single and without 
children at age 26 compared to the earlier-born 
cohorts, the distinct patterns of role combinations 
largely remains unchanged within each country, not 
supporting the assumption of an increasing 
destandardization of the transition patterns. What 
we do see, however, is a polarization of fast versus 

slow transition prevalences, with those from less 
privileged backgrounds making the transition to 
parenthood earlier than others, consistent with the 
increased marginalization of those without 
sufficient resources to take advantage of 
educational opportunities during this transition 
(Heinz 2009; Macmillan 2005; Schoon and 
Silbereisen 2009). There are differences between 
and within the three countries regarding the 
patterns of role combinations as well as access to 
and selection of different pathways, depending on 
institutional filters (e.g. welfare systems), structural 
factors (e.g. social-economic background, family 
stability and gender), and individual characteristics 
and life plans, highlighting the importance of a 
contextualized and developmental understanding 
of transition experiences. Across the three 
countries and two birth cohorts, there is more than 
just one pattern of role configurations 
corresponding to high life satisfaction and well-
being. In particular, the active engagement in and 
commitment to meaningful social roles predict 
higher levels of life satisfaction and well-being, 
highlighting the importance of reaching objective 
developmental tasks during the transition to 
adulthood (Schulenberg et al 2004). The timetable 
when to achieve certain tasks, however, appears to 
be variable and depends on the resources available 
to the individual.  

For good reason, developmental scientists 
rarely talk anymore about universality of stages 
and sequences of development. The understanding 
and demonstration that the occurrence and 
meaning of developmental milestones depend on 
the multi-level context in which the individual is 
embedded, yield little justification for 
conceptualizing universalities in development (e.g. 
Conger, Conger and Martin 2010). Yet, when we 
find, as we do across the four papers in this Special 
Section, that there are many points of commonality 
in the experience of the transitions from 
adolescence to adulthood across three countries, 
with distinct customs and expectations about this 
transition, and across two birth cohorts who grew 
up in quite different economies, we gain an 
appreciation for some coherence and consistency 
of individual experiences, especially within social 
demographic groups. This coherence of 
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experiences across time and space highlights the 
clear advantage of cross-country and cross-cohort 
comparisons, for they allow more convincing 
conclusions about commonalities and uniqueness 
of experiences across the transition to adulthood.    

What we show here is one way to conduct 
cross-study and cross-national comparisons in 
terms of parallel analyses. Replication of research 
findings across independent longitudinal studies is 
essential for advancing developmental science. 
Other more intensive approaches (integrative or 
pooled data analysis) become available when there 
are common measures across studies (Curran and 
Hussong 2009). However, the complexity of longitudinal 

designs and cross-study differences in sample 
composition and measurements often impede or lessen 
the utility of such approaches. Nonetheless, a 
collaborative, coordinated analytic approach can 
provide needed leverage and a broad foundation for 
cumulating scientific knowledge, by facilitating efficient 
analysis of multiple studies in ways that maximize 
comparability of results, and permit evaluation of study 
differences (Hofer and Piccinin 2009). Future steps, 
building on what we have here, include extending this 
framework across other countries, time periods, and 
constructs, to get a fuller multi-level understanding of 
this pivotal time of life. 
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