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Abstract
In the present study, we investigated the ways in which the ideographic goal descriptions and goal appraisals of European 
American high school seniors reflect potentials for intentional self-development during emerging adulthood (EA), a lifespan 
phase characterized by increasing levels of freedom and decreasing age-graded, socially sanctioned developmental norms. 
Additionally, we investigated whether variation in participants’ goal appraisals and the motivational qualities emergent in 
their goal descriptions would predict variation in dimensions of identity development, both concurrently at age 18 and pro-
spectively at age 23. Results of an exploratory, mixed method analysis of participants’ (N = 129, 56.6% male, Mage = 18.24, 
SD = 0.37) goal data revealed diversity in education and work goals, strong potentials for intentional self-development 
reflected across goal appraisals, and more nuanced reflections of intentional self-development across the motivational quali-
ties emergent in goal descriptions. Results partially supported the hypothesis that goal appraisals and motivational qualities 
that reflect potentials for intentional self-development would predict kindred processes of identity development across the 
first five years of EA. These findings contribute to a nascent empirical literature focused on the interrelationship of goal and 
identity constructs during EA and suggest new avenues for future research.
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Capacities for intentional self-development should help 
individuals to optimize their development during emerging 
adulthood (EA), a lifespan phase marked by increasing lev-
els of freedom and decreasing levels of age-graded, socially 
sanctioned developmental norms. Processes of goal pursuit 
and processes of identity development have been conceptual-
ized as key vehicles for intentional self-development in EA. 

Additionally, a growing number of empirical studies indi-
cate that goal pursuit processes that reflect intentional self-
development (e.g., mastery goal orientation, intrinsic goal 
orientation, adaptive self-regulation of challenges) positively 
predict variation in kindred processes of identity develop-
ment (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016; Luyckx et al., 2017; 
Negru et al., 2013; Tao et al., 2018) and vice versa (Flunger 
et al., 2016; Luyckx et al., 2017; Milner & Ferrari, 2010), 
suggesting that these processes may support one another 
in EA. One limitation of this literature is a lack of research 
exploring the ways in which the ideographic goals of emerg-
ing adults reflect potentials for intentional self-development. 
A second limitation is a lack of evidence for prospective 
effects of processes of goal pursuit on processes of identity 
development and vice versa. We addressed these limitations 
by collecting narrative descriptions of emerging adults’ most 
important goals at age 18, exploring the ways in which these 
goal data reflected potentials for intentional self-develop-
ment, and examining effects of the goal-related constructs 
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we explored on dimensions of identity development across 
the first five years of EA.

Intentional Self‑Development in EA

The theory of intentional self-development (Brandtstädter & 
Lerner, 1999) proposes that individuals, though responsive 
to environmental influences, actively shape their own devel-
opment across the lifespan through self-referential processes 
involving action and evolving internal representations of self 
and environment. According to this perspective (Brandtstäd-
ter, 2009; Brandtstädter & Rothermund, 2002), the activi-
ties of intentional self-development are encompassed by two 
families of adaptive processes that unfold across the lifespan: 
assimilative processes, which aim to reduce discrepancies 
between actual and desired self-representations by modify-
ing situations or one’s own behavior, and accommodative 
processes, which aim to reduce such discrepancies through 
the modification of goals themselves. Overall, assimilative 
activities, which center on expanding resources and achiev-
ing normative standards or ideals of personal development, 
are thought to dominate during earlier adulthood, whereas 
accommodative processes, which involve rescaling, down-
grading, or disengaging from blocked goals, are thought to 
become increasingly activated by irreversible losses of sup-
port and control in later adulthood (Brandtstädter, 2009).

Capacities for intentional self-development, particularly 
assimilative capacities, should help individuals to optimize 
their development during EA, the lifespan phase that begins 
at the end of adolescence and ends with the adoption of 
enduring adult roles (Arnett, 2000). Largely a result of the 
postponement of these roles, EA has been conceptualized as 
a time of unprecedented freedom in which individuals can 
search for relationships, work, and worldviews that fit their 
evolving sense of self and, hence, support their success and 
well-being (Arnett, 2014).Hand in hand with this freedom, 
however, comes the gradual erosion of age-graded, socially 
sanctioned norms that previously ushered youth across the 
transition to adulthood (Côté & Bynner, 2008; Schwartz 
et al., 2005). Emerging adults who exercise assimilative 
capacities for intentional self-development are more likely, 
through activities aimed at expanding resources and skills, 
to take advantage of time-limited opportunities to explore. 
Further, such individuals are more likely, through activities 
aimed at achieving standards and ideals of personal develop-
ment, to steer the course of their own lives in valued direc-
tions during a phase that offers few normative guidelines for 
development. If this is the case, then identifying mechanisms 
of intentional self-development during EA is an important 
task for developmental science.

Two Key Vehicles for Intentional 
Self‑Development in EA

Two processes that have been conceptualized as key vehi-
cles for intentional self-development in EA are processes of 
goal pursuit and processes of identity development. As the 
means by which individuals intentionally shape their own 
development across the life course (Brandtstädter, 1999; 
Heckhausen & Tomasik, 2002; Nurmi, 1993), goals may 
be particularly important during EA due to its unstable and 
transitional nature (Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). Previous 
research on the role of goals in EA aligns with this idea. For 
example, the average number of educational, friendship, and 
travel-related goals decreased while the average number of 
work, family, and health-related goals increased in the 10 
years following Finnish emerging adults’ first semester in 
university (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007), suggesting that par-
ticipants intentionally shifted their goals in response to their 
transition to adulthood. Furthermore, having a greater num-
ber of family-related goals at the start of university predicts 
earlier transitions into marriage and parenthood, support-
ing the idea that self-identified goals can channel emerging 
adults into new developmental environments (Nurmi, 1993, 
2004). Other research has shown that the importance and 
motivation emerging adults attach to their goals predict pro-
gress and likelihood of goal achievement, which could also 
presage self-directed transitions into new roles and environ-
ments (Heckhausen et al., 2013; Nurmi et al., 2002).

Identity development is widely regarded as the most 
important developmental task of EA (Nelson & Barry, 2005; 
Roberts et al., 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009; Shulman & Nurmi, 
2010). Differences in theoretical approach and emphasis not-
withstanding, contemporary models of identity development 
that originate from Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial theory and 
that extend and expand Marcia’s (1966) operationalization 
of Eriksonian theory (identity status classification; Marcia, 
1966), emphasize the importance of intentional, self-reflec-
tive participation in the process of identity development 
(Berzonsky, 1989; Crocetti et al., 2008a, 2008b; Luyckx 
et al., 2006). Indeed, when emerging adults seize opportuni-
ties to engage deeply in the process of identity development, 
their trajectories are more likely to be characterized by what 
Côté referred to as developmental individualization (Côté, 
2002; Schwartz et al., 2005)—increasing differentiation in 
the life course that is defined by deliberate, ongoing growth.
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Linking Processes of Goal Pursuit 
and Processes of Identity Development in EA

Theorists have advanced various conceptualizations of the 
association between processes of goal pursuit and processes 
of identity development, some of which are specific to EA 
and others of which apply to lifespan development in gen-
eral. Some of these conceptualizations emphasize that goal 
and identity processes are distinct, but interrelated aspects of 
a larger developmental phenomenon. For example, accord-
ing to Erikson’s psychosocial theory (Erikson, 1974, 1980; 
Schwartz, 2001), goals represent the personal level of iden-
tity, which lies between ego identity and social identity and 
serves to distinguish a person from others. Goals and iden-
tity (specifically, narrative identity) have also been concep-
tualized as distinct, but interrelated aspects of personality 
that emerge at different stages of development (McAdams & 
Olson, 2010). In addition, self-regulation of goals and iden-
tity development have been conceptualized as interrelated 
aspects of an agentic meta-process by which emerging adults 
navigate the transition to adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2012; 
Marttinen et al., 2018). Other conceptualizations emphasize 
causal effects of goal-related constructs on identity-related 
constructs, and vice versa, during EA. For example, a clear, 
coherent set of goals has been conceptualized as an outcome 
of a healthy, or consolidated, identity (Crocetti et al., 2013). 
A healthy identity (i.e., the discovery of a true, authentic 
self), in turn, has been conceptualized as an outcome of pur-
suing certain kinds of goals (i.e., goals that facilitate per-
sonal expressiveness and experiences of flow; Waterman, 
2011). Other theorists have proposed broadly that goals and 
goal regulation processes should influence how emerging 
adults conceptualize themselves and their identities, and that 
self-concepts and identities, in turn, should influence goal 
selection and self-regulation during EA (Shulman & Nurmi, 
2010), a formulation that is consistent with Brandtstädter 
and Lerner’s (1999) notion of reciprocal processes of action 
and evolving working models of self and environment as key 
drivers of intentional self-development.

A growing empirical literature supports the idea that pro-
cesses of goal pursuit and processes of identity development 
are interrelated and may influence one another during EA. 
Some of these integrative studies suggest that individual dif-
ferences in motivational orientations towards goals (Luy-
ckx et al., 2017; Negru et al., 2013; Tao et al., 2018) or in 
self-regulatory processes associated with challenging goal 
pursuit processes (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016) may 
promote different processes of identity development among 
emerging adults. Other studies suggest that individual differ-
ences in dimensions of identity development, i.e., the ways 
in which emerging adults make decisions, solve problems, 
and process identity-relevant information, may influence 

motivational tendencies towards goals (Flunger et al., 2016; 
Luyckx et al., 2017; Milner & Ferrari, 2010). And although 
each of these studies reveals complexity in the associations 
between the goal- and identity-related constructs under 
study, all nonetheless demonstrate positive associations 
between sets of constructs that reflect stronger potentials 
for intentional self-development in EA. For example, in two 
short-term longitudinal studies of Belgian first-year univer-
sity students, Luyckx et al. (2017) examined associations 
between intrinsic and extrinsic goal orientations (Kasser 
& Ryan, 1996) and the five dimensions of Luyckx et al.’s 
(2008) dual-process model of identity development. The 
results indicated that stronger tendencies to adopt intrin-
sic goals were associated with increases in adaptive com-
mitment making processes (i.e., commitment making and 
identification with commitment) over time, whereas stronger 
tendencies to adopt extrinsic goals were associated with 
increases in ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 2017, 
Study 2).

Limitations of Previous Research

One limitation of the nascent literature linking processes of 
goal pursuit and processes of identity development in EA is a 
lack of research exploring the ways in which the ideographic 
goals of emerging adults reflect potentials for intentional 
self-development. Across the six studies reviewed above, 
four focused on goal constructs at the level of general, or 
global/dispositional orientations, such as those described 
by Elliot and McGregor’s (2001) 2 × 2 achievement goals 
framework (Negru et al., 2013), Kasser and Ryan’s (1996) 
distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic goal orientations 
(Luyckx et al., 2017; Tao et al., 2018), and Ames and Arch-
er’s (1988) achievement goal orientation model (Milner & 
Ferrari, 2010). Furthermore, neither of the two studies that 
collected descriptions and appraisals of specific, ideographic 
goals (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016; Flunger et al., 2016) 
described the contents of goals or attempted to characterize 
the extent to which the goal data itself reflected potentials 
for intentional self-development during EA. Given that the 
literature linking processes of goal pursuit and processes of 
identity development in EA is still “in its infancy” (Luyckx 
et al., 2017, p. 1765), exploring whether and how emerging 
adults’ ideographic goal data reflect potentials for intentional 
self-development could provide rich, descriptive informa-
tion with the potential to stimulate theory-building concern-
ing the ways in which these sets of constructs relate to one 
another during EA.

Another limitation of this literature is a lack of evidence 
for prospective effects of either set of constructs on the other. 
Of the six studies reviewed above, three were cross sectional 
in nature (Milner & Ferrari, 2010; Negru et al., 2013; Tao 
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et  al., 2018), and three employed a longitudinal design 
(Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016; Flunger et al., 2016; Luy-
ckx et al., 2017). Of the three longitudinal studies, the study 
by Luyckx et al. (2017) demonstrated effects of intrinsic vs. 
extrinsic goal orientations on short-term changes in dimen-
sions of identity development and vice versa. Likewise, the 
study by Brandstätter and Herrmann (2016) demonstrated 
effects of action crisis intensity on increases in appraisals of 
decisional certainty and desirability of post-disengagement 
goals, which were interpreted as indications of increases 
in identity stability. However, neither identity stability nor 
any other dimension of identity development was meas-
ured directly in this study, limiting the degree to which its 
findings can be cited as evidence consistent with causal 
effects of goal-related constructs on identity development 
constructs. Last, the study by Flunger et al. (2016), while 
revealing cross-sectional associations linking dimensions of 
identity development and goal appraisals with achievement 
goal orientations, found no evidence for effects of identity 
dimensions or goal appraisals on changes in achievement 
goal orientations over time. Longitudinal designs allow 
researchers to establish that variation in predictor variables 
precedes variation in outcome variables, a necessary crite-
rion for limited causal inference in non-experimental studies 
(Bachman & Schutt, 2013). Therefore, longitudinal studies 
that establish prospective effects of goal-related constructs 
on dimensions of identity development and vice versa, are 
needed to provide evidence consistent with the hypothesis 
that that these constructs influence one another during EA.

The Present Study

To address these limitations, we conducted a mixed meth-
ods, exploratory analysis of the contents, appraisals, and nar-
rative descriptions of the ideographic education and work 
goals of European American students in their final semester 
of high school, focusing on constructs that reflected poten-
tials for intentional self-development. We then examined 
effects of the goal constructs we studied on several dimen-
sions of identity development. Multiple regression analyses 
tested the hypothesis that goal appraisals and motivational 
qualities reflecting intentional self-development would be 
positively related to dimensions of identity development that 
also reflect potentials for intentional self-development, and 
negatively related to dimensions that reflect difficulties with 
intentional self-development, both concurrently (at age 18) 
and prospectively (at age 23).

Method

Participants

Participants were part of an ongoing longitudinal cohort 
study of mother–child and family development funded by 
the Intramural Research Program of the Eunice Kennedy 
Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Devel-
opment. Since its inception, this project has investigated pat-
terns of development in social, psychological, and cognitive 
functioning from infancy through childhood, adolescence, 
and early emerging adulthood. The project has also investi-
gated how parental relationships and family context relate to 
growth, stability, and continuity in core developmental pro-
cesses by employing multivariate, multi-informant, multi-
wave approaches (e.g., Bornstein et  al., 2019; Putnick 
et al., 2020). First-time mothers and their infant children 
were initially recruited from a metropolitan area on the East 
coast of the United States via mass mailings and newspa-
per advertisements. The initial sample was limited to Euro-
pean American families to facilitate the delineation of basic 
developmental processes for this group before making com-
parisons with other ethnic or cultural groups. Homogeneous 
convenience samples such as this allow for clear validity and 
generalizability in this regard (see Bornstein et al., 2013; 
Jager et al., 2017 for detailed discussions of developmental 
sampling approaches). The sample has since been used in 
multi-sample examinations of cross-cultural similarities and 
differences in various developmental processes (e.g., Cote 
et al., 2015; Karasik et al., 2015).

To be included in the current study, participants had to 
have provided a written description of their most impor-
tant education and work goal, respectively, at the age 18 
measurement occasion. Emerging adults meeting this cri-
terion (N = 129, 56.6% male, Mage = 18.24, SD = 0.37) were 
European American, first-born individuals from middle to 
upper-middle class (SES; Hollingshead, 1975, M = 57.04, 
SD = 7.52, SES range = 35–66), largely intact, two-parent 
(78%) families who were completing their senior year of 
high school and, who, for the most part (96%), were bound 
for university in the fall.

Procedure

At the age 18 (Time 1) and 23 (Time 2) measurement occa-
sions, participants gave IRB-approved informed consent and 
completed online surveys for modest compensation.
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Measures

Elicitation of Ideographic Goal Descriptions at Age 18

At Time 1, participants’ goal descriptions were collected 
using Personal Projects Analysis (PPA; Little, 1983), a 
flexible instrument that combines ideographic and nomo-
thetic assessment approaches to the goal construct and can 
be adapted for specific research questions (Little & Gee, 
2007). First, participants were provided with a definition of 
personal projects: “Everyone has different types of goals, 
wishes, dreams, and projects in mind. We can think of these 
as personal projects. Personal projects can range from short 
term plans (buying a birthday present for a friend, taking a 
pet to the vet) to long term plans (writing a novel, finishing 
a 4-year college degree) or from mundane goals (stopping 
nail biting, remembering to make your bed) to life chang-
ing goals (starting to eat healthy and exercise, discovering 
your spiritual beliefs).” Next, participants were prompted to 
describe their most important education and most important 
work goal. No instructions were given concerning length, 
level of detail, or type of content.

Goal Appraisals

At Time 1, participants were asked to appraise their goals 
on dimensions of (i) importance, (ii) depth of involvement, 
(iii) likelihood of accomplishment, (iv) knowledge of how to 
achieve the goal, (v) capacity to achieve the goal, (vi) hav-
ing the means to achieve the goal, and (vii) success to date. 
Higher ratings on each dimension can be conceptualized as 
reflecting stronger beliefs concerning goal importance (i.e., 
importance, depth of involvement) or goal attainability (i.e., 
likelihood of accomplishment, knowledge of how to achieve 
the goal, capacity to achieve the goal, having the means 
to achieve the goal, and success to date), which, accord-
ing to theory and research on intentional self-development 
(Brandtstädter, 2009), are the two cognitive factors that most 
strongly support assimilative activities across the lifespan. 
Thus, we propose that stronger endorsement of each of these 
goal dimensions can be considered a potential for intentional 
self-development in EA. Participants used a 7-point scale 
(0 = not at all important, 3 = somewhat important, 6 = very 
important) to rate each dimension.

Goal Coding

Self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017) 
research has shown that autonomous motivation for goals, 
as well as satisfaction of basic psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness related to pro-
cesses of striving, are powerful predictors of goal-directed 
effort, persistence, and achievement (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 

Koestner et al., 2008; Sheldon, 2014). Thus, although not 
foregrounded by Brandtstädter’s theory (2009), autonomous 
motivation and experiences of need satisfaction can be con-
ceptualized as phenomena that promote assimilative activi-
ties, and, therefore, as additional potentials for intentional 
self-development during EA. With the possible exception 
of depth of involvement, the appraisal dimensions included 
in the PPA for the present study did not explicitly capture 
constructs related to autonomy or need satisfaction. There-
fore, we conducted a qualitative analysis of participants’ 
goal descriptions to code for the presence vs. absence of five 
additional goal characteristics with theoretical and empirical 
links to these constructs (autonomous motivation, intrinsic 
goal content, mastery goals, volitional phrasing, and distal 
temporal framing).

Self-determination theory defines autonomous motivation 
as motivation based on one’s values, beliefs, and autotelic 
interests (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Connell, 1989) and 
intrinsic goal content functionally as content whose pursuit 
produces experiences of need satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Kasser & Ryan, 1996) independently of the extent to 
which the goal is autonomously motivated (Sheldon et al., 
2004). Additionally, Chambers’ (2007) linguistic classifica-
tion system for personal projects defines volitional phrasing 
as simple, unqualified statements of intention (e.g., to do X), 
which reflect a higher degree of perceived competence and 
a lower degree of inner conflict concerning a chosen goal, 
which accord with principles of need satisfaction and voli-
tional freedom. Similarly, the temporal framing of goals as 
distal, or goals for the far future (Weldon & Yun, 2000), is 
thought to sustain intrinsic motivation for aspirations over 
time, a theory supported by previous research in which distal 
goals were related to higher levels of task orientation, excite-
ment, and persistence (Simons et al., 2004). Finally, because 
the present study focused on descriptions of education and 
work goals, domains of striving in which competence is a 
central concern, we also coded for the presence vs. absence 
of mastery goals. According to the 2 × 2 achievement goals 
framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), a mastery goal is 
one whose aim is attaining task-based requirements or self-
improvement. Theoretical (Vansteenkiste et al., 2014) and 
empirical (e.g., Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999; Sommet & 
Elliot, 2017) evidence suggests that mastery goals overlap 
with, and may amplify the effects of, autonomous motivation 
on outcomes related to tenacious goal adherence and, thus, 
to assimilative activities of intentional self-development.

Goal descriptions were coded dichotomously for the 
presence (1) vs. absence (0) of each of these five additional 
constructs. Descriptions that did not reflect important per-
sonal goals, such as statements of current activity, (e.g., “I 
am a lifeguard over the summer…”) and clichés and over-
generalizations, (e.g., “Learn everything there is to know”) 
were assigned a code of 888. Table 3 presents operational 
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definitions developed by the first author to guide coding. 
After the first author coded all goal descriptions, 30 educa-
tion and 30 work goal descriptions were coded for inter-
rater reliability by the second author, who was blind to study 
hypotheses and all other study data, but familiar with goal 
theory. Both coders were blind to all information about the 
authors of the goal statements. The two coders achieved 
acceptable levels of inter-rater reliability (Table 3) and 
resolved discrepancies via discussion. Subsequent analyses 
were performed using the first author’s codes. Examples of 
the coding procedures are available in an online supplemen-
tal file (S1).

Indices of Potentials for Intentional Self‑Development

To create a composite that indexed the extent to which par-
ticipants’ goal appraisals reflected potentials for intentional 
self-development, we summed appraisal ratings across edu-
cation and work goals. Likewise, to create a composite that 
indexed the extent to which the motivational qualities of 
participants’ most important goals reflected potentials for 
intentional self-development, we summed qualitative codes 
across education and work goals. In creating both indices, 
we relied on and adapted the well-established method of 
summing appraisal ratings across goals to index a particular 
quality (e.g., Brunstein, 1993; Cantor et al., 1991; Emmons, 
1986; Lecci et al., 1994; Little, 1989). This approach maxi-
mized statistical power in our quantitative analyses by 
reducing the number of potential predictors from 12 (seven 
appraisal dimensions and five motivational construct codes) 
to two (one appraisal index and one motivational qualities 
index).

Dimensions of Identity Development

At Times 1 and 2, dimensions of identity development were 
assessed with the ideological subscales of the Extended 
Objective Measure of Ego Identity Status II (EOM-EIS-II; 
Bennion & Adams, 1986). Grounded in Erikson’s (1950) 
psychosocial theory and Marcia’s (1966) identity status 
framework, the EOM-EIS-II achievement subscale captures 
the extent to which respondents have made identity commit-
ments following a period of active exploration and the mora-
torium subscale captures the extent to which participants are 
still actively exploring. These two subscales reflect potentials 
for intentional self-development in EA because they reflect 
current engagement in active, purposeful, and reasoned pro-
cesses of exploring possible values, goals, and beliefs (Mar-
ttinen et al., 2018). In contrast, the EOM-EIS-II foreclosure 
subscale captures the extent to which respondents have made 
identity commitments in the absence of exploration and the 
diffusion subscale captures the extent to which respondents 
are neither committed nor actively exploring. These two 

subscales reflect difficulties with, or barriers to intentional 
self-development in EA in that they demonstrate uncritical 
acceptance or rigid adherence to external norms and direc-
tives, or aimlessness (Schwartz, 2001). Participants rated 
eight items for each subscale on a 6-point scale anchored at 
1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree). Sample items 
include, “It took me a while to figure it out, but now I really 
know what I want for a career (achievement),” “I’m still 
not sure about my political beliefs, but I’m trying to figure 
out what I can truly believe in (moratorium),” “My parents’ 
views on life are good enough for me. I don’t need anything 
else (foreclosure),” and “I haven’t really considered politics. 
It just doesn’t excite me much (diffusion).” A higher aver-
age across the eight items for each scale indicates a higher 
degree of the construct assessed. At Times 1 and 2, inter-
nal consistency reliabilities for the subscale scores were: 
achievement: αs = .63, .63; moratorium: αs = .77, .73; fore-
closure: αs = .79, .82; diffusion: αs = .62, .62.

Covariates

Word Count

As no instructions were given vis-à-vis the length of educa-
tion and work goal descriptions, whose descriptions varied 
considerably in length, we created a word count variable for 
each goal.

Socioeconomic Status

Socioeconomic status was measured with the Hollingshead 
Four-Factor Index of Socioeconomic Status (Adams & 
Weakliem, 2011; Hollingshead, 1975).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive analyses performed as part of our mixed meth-
ods exploratory analysis of participants’ goal descriptions 
and appraisals were carried out in IBM SPSS Statistics, ver-
sion 22. To handle missing responses in bivariate correlation 
and multiple regression analyses, we used full maximum 
likelihood estimation algorithms associated with maximum 
likelihood (ML) estimation in Mplus version 7 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2017), which rely on missing at random assump-
tions (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2010).Missing data were pre-
sent only for the EOM-EIS-II scales at Time 1 (7.8–9.3% 
across subscales) and Time 2 (26.4% for each subscale, 
respectively). Participants who were missing vs. not miss-
ing data on the Time 1 EOM-EIS-II scales did not differ in 
age, sex, socioeconomic status, or mean levels of the goal 
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appraisal or motivational qualities indices. Likewise, partici-
pants who were missing vs. not missing data on the Time 2 
EOM-EIS-II scales did not differ in age, sex, or mean levels 
of the two goal indices but had slightly lower scores on the 
Hollingshead Four-Factor Index of Socioeconomic Status 
(t(107) = − 2.20, p = .030). Given that measurement points in 
this study spanned a 5-year period characterized by instabil-
ity and change (i.e., the first half of emerging adulthood), the 
most likely explanation for these missing data is participant 
attrition. Based on these considerations and the fact that the 
pattern of missing data gave us no reason to suspect that 
missingness was related to the missing values themselves, 
we retained the assumption that the data were missing at 
random (MAR; Rubin, 1976).

Exploratory Mixed‑Methods Analysis of Ideographic 
Education and Work Goals at Age 18

Goal Contents at Age 18

Participants described a diverse array of education goals 
(Table 1). Over a third of education goals focused on the 
completion of a technical certificate or bachelor’s, master’s, 
or doctoral/professional degree. In addition, 18.6% focused 
on getting good grades, 10.9% on learning and self-dis-
covery, and 9.3% on using college/university as a stepping 
stone to an imagined future (e.g., a better educational institu-
tion, a career, or a lifestyle). Smaller groups of participants 
described experiences (e.g., study abroad, extra-curricular 
activities) and competencies (e.g., foreign language acqui-
sition, improved time management and concentration) they 
wished to acquire in university, as well as transition goals 
(e.g., adjusting socially to life in university), goals for com-
munity contribution and advocacy, and diverse others.

Table 1   Content analysis of goals at age 18

% = Percentage of participants whose work goal description fit this focus. Goal descriptions classified as “Other” could not be grouped with any 
other descriptions

Focus of education goal description % Focus of work goal description %

Getting high grades 18.6 Working in a specific field, industry, institution, or 
profession

20.9

Getting bachelor’s degree 17.8 Working in a job/career that is truly rewarding or 
exciting

10.1

Getting graduate/professional degree 17.8 Working in a job/career that is both rewarding and 
lucrative

7.0

Learning and self-discovery 10.9 Getting/keeping any job 6.2
Using college/university as a stepping stone to a better col-

lege/university, career, or lifestyle
9.3 Succeeding at a job/career and building a network 5.4

Improving skills (e.g., time management, concentration, 
financial, work-life balance)

3.9 Artistic, literary, or research production 5.4

Extra-curricular activities and study abroad 3.9 Explore and learn about career opportunities before 
deciding what to pursue

5.4

Fluency in foreign language/s 3.9 Getting a steady job right after college/university 
graduation

4.7

Getting into college/university 2.3 Community or civic contribution 4.7
Adjusting to college/university life 2.3 Working in a job/career that is lucrative 3.9
Community contribution/advocacy 2.3 Entrepreneurship/running my own business 3.9
Graduating from high school 1.6 Improving job-related competencies 3.9
Getting technical/vocational school certificate 1.6 Working to pay tuition, loans, expenses while in 

college/university, amass savings
3.9

Other 3.9 Getting a summer job 3.9
Getting a college/university degree 2.3
Gaining work experience while in college/univer-

sity
1.6

Hold elected office 1.6
Other 5.4
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Participants also described a diverse array of work goals 
(Table  1). For example, whereas 20.9% of participants 
described goals to work in a specific company, field, indus-
try, or profession, a similar (combined) percentage described 
goals to receive specific kinds of rewards from whatever 
work they ended up pursuing, such as financial rewards 
(3.9%), happiness and excitement (10.1%), or both (7.0%). 
Smaller numbers of participants described goals that would 
require high degrees of personal agency (e.g., entrepreneur-
ship, artistic, literary, or research production, exploration of 
career possibilities while in university). Still other descrip-
tions reflected a focus on successful entry into the labor mar-
ket following school (e.g., success and network-building, 
improving job-related competencies, gaining work experi-
ence during university, and securing full-time employment 
immediately after graduation).

Goal Appraisals at Age 18

Distributional statistics for the goal appraisals are reported 
in Table 2. Inspection of modal scores indicated that the 
greatest proportion of participants appraised their education 
goals as highly important and themselves as highly knowl-
edgeable, capable, and well-equipped (e.g., possessing the 
means) vis-à-vis their goal pursuit. In addition, the greatest 
proportion of participants appraised their level of involve-
ment and likelihood of achieving their education goal quite 
highly, although the modal scores for these dimensions did 
not reach the top available rating. Finally, results revealed 
multiple modes for the dimension of success, with the great-
est proportions of participants appraising themselves as 
“somewhat (3)” successful so far vis-à-vis their education 
goal or choosing the second-to-highest value (5) to describe 
their success. Modal scores for work goals were identical to 
those for education goals except for the success appraisal. 
Whereas there were two modes for success appraisals of 
education goals, results revealed only one for work goals. 
The greatest proportion of participants reported that they 
had had “some (3)” success vis-à-vis their work goal at the 
time of the study. Inspection of median scores for educa-
tion and work goal appraisals revealed a pattern within and 
across goals that was nearly identical to that obtained for the 
modal scores. However, mean appraisal scores for both goals 
fell generally at or, in most cases, below the median and the 
mode for the different dimensions.

Motivational Qualities of Goals at Age 18

Table 3 presents results of our qualitative analysis of mas-
tery goals, autonomous motivation, intrinsic content, voli-
tional phrasing, and distal temporal framing in participants’ 
education and work goal descriptions, as well as opera-
tional definitions for each target construct and examples of 

descriptions in which each construct was coded as present 
(i.e., assigned a code of 1). Chi-square tests of independence 
indicated that gender was unrelated to code frequencies for 
both education and work goals.

Educational Goals  Regarding mastery goals, 27.9% of goal 
descriptions contained text that reflected gaining knowledge 
and/or mastering challenges, according to the achievement 
goals framework (e.g., “To become fluent in the Japanese 
language”). Regarding autonomous motivation, a similar 
percentage (23.3%) of goal descriptions explicitly reflected 
personal values, interest, or pleasure (e.g., “I would just like 
to go to Berkeley and immerse myself in the college life. I 
want to find out what I enjoy the most, and then learn what 
I can about anything and everything that piques my inter-
ests…”). In contrast, almost all of the 129 education goal 
descriptions could be coded as intrinsic in content. Some 
could be coded as intrinsic because they could be classified 
within the domains of personal growth (e.g., “Show that I 
am able to concentrate in order to complete my work so I 
can go through first semester with flying colors”), or com-
munity contribution (e.g., “I worked at Sibley Memorial 
Hospital in the ER for 2 years as a volunteer. I started out 
doing it for school junior year, but I continued it through 
the summer and until the end of senior year.”). Others could 
be coded as intrinsic because they seemed likely to satisfy 
a basic psychological need for competence in the develop-
mental context of early EA (e.g., “Graduating from automo-
tive tech school,” “…I want to manage my time well and 
stay on top of my school work.”). Almost all (91.5%) of edu-
cation goal descriptions were phrased in an unembellished, 
volitional manner. About a quarter (26.4%) referred to time 
after university studies had been completed.

Work Goals  As shown in Table 3, a little over a quarter of 
work goal descriptions (26.4%) were coded for mastery 
goals (e.g., “I want to progress in a career that stimulates, 
challenges, and satisfies me.”). Regarding autonomous 
motivation, 48.8% of goal statements explicitly reflected 
personal values (e.g., “…I would love to be a doctor and 
bring medical assistance to those lacking proper health care, 
especially in countries that lack sustainable infrastructure.”), 
interest (e.g., “To eventually create my own manga (Japa-
nese style comics) series”), or pleasure (e.g., “I hope to be 
happy and successful in whatever career I choose”). Finally, 
almost all work goal statements could be coded as intrinsic 
in content because they fell within one of the prototypical 
domains (e.g., community contribution; e.g., “Get a job that 
really helps others going through teenage anxiety issues”) or 
seemed likely to instill a sense of competence (e.g., “I’d like 
to find an entry level position in the music industry”), when 
competence was conceptualized in the context of having 
recently graduated from university. Approximately 85% of 
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work goal descriptions were phrased in an unembellished, 
volitional manner and 59.7% referred to the time after uni-
versity studies were completed.

Effects of Goal‑Related Constructs at Age 18 
on Dimensions of Identity Development at Ages 18 
and 23

As shown in Table 4, the goal appraisals index was corre-
lated with higher levels of concurrent identity achievement, 
whereas the motivational qualities index was correlated with 
higher levels of concurrent identity achievement and lower 
levels of moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion. In contrast, 
the appraisal index was correlated with higher levels of Time 
2 identity achievement and lower levels of moratorium and 
diffusion, whereas the motivational qualities index was cor-
related only with lower levels of Time 2 diffusion. In addi-
tion, correlations revealed medium-to-high levels of rank-
order stability for the identity dimensions between ages 18 
and 23 (correlations ranging from r = .36 to r = .69).

To test the hypothesis that both indices would be posi-
tively related to dimensions of identity development that 
also reflect potentials for intentional self-development (i.e., 
achievement and moratorium), and negatively related to 
dimensions that reflect difficulties with, or barriers to inten-
tional self-development (i.e., foreclosure and diffusion), both 
concurrently (at age 18) and prospectively (at age 23), we 
conducted a series of eight multiple regression analyses. Into 
the first four equations, which predicted levels of concurrent 
(Time 1) identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and 
diffusion, respectively, we entered gender, SES, and educa-
tion and work goal word count as covariates and the goal 
appraisals and motivational qualities indices as the predic-
tors of interest. Results (Table 5) indicated that gender, SES, 
and word count were unrelated to the four age 18 identity 
outcomes. The appraisals index predicted higher levels of 
concurrent identity achievement but was unrelated to mora-
torium, foreclosure, and diffusion. In contrast, the motiva-
tional qualities index predicted higher levels of concurrent 
identity achievement and lower levels of concurrent identity 
moratorium and diffusion, but was unrelated to concurrent 
identity foreclosure.

Into the second four equations, which predicted levels of 
identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffu-
sion at age 23 (Time 2), respectively, we entered the same 
set of predictors as well as Time 1 levels of each identity 
outcome. Results (Table 5) indicated that the covariates 
were unrelated to change in the identity outcomes, with the 
exception that higher SES predicted increases in identity 
achievement and decreases in identity moratorium from ages 
18 to 23. The appraisals index predicted 5-year increases in 
identity achievement, 5-year decreases in identity morato-
rium and diffusion, and no statistically significant change in 

levels of identity foreclosure. In contrast, the motivational 
qualities index was unrelated to change in any of the identity 
outcomes.

Discussion

Intentional self-development refers to the capacity of human 
beings to shape the course of their own development through 
goal-directed action, evolving mental representations of self 
and environment, and reciprocal influences between these 
processes over time (Brandtstädter, 2009). We have pro-
posed that capacities for intentional self-development should 
help individuals to optimize their own development during 
EA. Specifically, emerging adults who exercise capacities 
for intentional self-development should be more likely to 
take advantage of time-limited opportunities to explore and 
more likely to steer the course of their own lives in valued 
directions during a lifespan phase that offers few normative 
guidelines for development. If this is the case, then identify-
ing mechanisms of intentional self-development during EA 
is an important task for developmental science. A growing 
body of research indicates that processes of goal striving and 
processes of identity development that reflect potentials for 
intentional self-development in EA are interrelated and may 
influence one another positively as emerging adults navi-
gate the transition to adulthood. The present study aimed to 
contribute to this nascent literature by exploring the ways 
in which the ideographic goals of emerging adults reflect 
potentials for intentional self-development and providing 
longitudinal evidence for effects of goal-related constructs 
that reflect these potentials on kindred processes of identity 
development over time.

The results of our exploratory, mixed-methods analysis 
revealed diversity in the foci of the ideographic education 
and work goals of European American high school seniors 
on the cusp of EA, strong potentials for intentional self-
development reflected in their appraisals of these goals, and 
more complex reflections of intentional self-development 
in the motivational qualities we coded from their goal 
descriptions. Results of multiple regression analyses par-
tially supported the hypothesis that the goal appraisals and 
motivational constructs we explored would predict kindred 
self-intentional processes of identity development across the 
first 5 years of EA. Here, we discuss the theoretical implica-
tions of the findings, as well as their implications for future 
research aimed at identifying the mechanisms of intentional 
self-development in EA.
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Potentials for Intentional Self‑development 
in Ideographic Education and Work Goals at Age 18

As expected, our exploratory analysis of the most important 
goals of European American high school seniors revealed 
rich, nuanced descriptive results that raised interesting 
questions for future research. First, the seniors in our sam-
ple appraised their education and work goals in ways that 
reflected strong potentials for intentional self-development 
in EA.Participants consistently appraised both their goals 
as highly important and themselves as highly knowledge-
able, capable, involved, well-equipped for success, and 
likely to succeed. Regarding appraisals of success to date, 
participants’ ratings indicated a clear-eyed objectivity con-
cerning personal progress, with wide variation in ratings for 
education goals and varied, but notably lower, ratings for 
work goals (which is understandable given the distal nature 
of most of those goals from age 18). Overall, these find-
ings align with Arnett’s characterization of EA as a period 
marked by optimism (Arnett, 2000; Arnett & Schwab, 2013) 
and indicate that appraisals of goal pursuits linked to beliefs 
of importance and attainability may be potential mechanisms 
for intentional self-development as emerging adults transi-
tion to adulthood.

An additional implication of the high degree of consist-
ency in appraisal ratings observed both within and across 
education and work goals in this sample is that individuals 
may begin EA with relatively uniform beliefs concerning 
goal importance and attainability but become more differ-
entiated with respect to these beliefs as they initiate and 
complete action cycles aimed at goal achievement in dif-
ferent domains (i.e., cycles of goal selection, engagement, 
and disengagement from blocked or unattainable goals; 
Heckhausen et al., 2010). While not the focus of the present 
study, future research could test this interpretation by col-
lecting appraisals for education and work goals at multiple 
measurement points across EA and measuring the degree to 
which changes in appraisal ratings correspond to changes in 
emerging adults’ action phase of goal pursuit.

In contrast, the seniors in our sample described their 
goals in ways that reflected strong potentials for intentional 
self-development associated with certain motivational con-
structs, lower potentials for intentional self-development 
associated with other motivational constructs, and some 
interesting contrasts between code frequencies for education 
vs. work goals. Specifically, qualitative coding of motiva-
tional constructs across goal descriptions revealed (i) a high 
frequency of intrinsic goal content and volitional phrasing 
across education and work goals, (ii) a lower frequency of 
autonomous motivation and mastery goals across educa-
tion and work goals, (iii) a higher frequency of autonomous 
motivation in work goal descriptions than in education goal 
descriptions, and (iv) a higher frequency of distal temporal Ta
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framing in work goal descriptions than in education goal 
descriptions. In the present study, we chose to code goal 
descriptions for each of these motivational constructs on 
the basis of their theoretical and empirical links to autono-
mous motivation and basic psychological need satisfaction, 
which, in turn, can be conceptualized as factors that pro-
mote assimilative activities of intentional self-development 
in EA. If our rationale for these choices was correct, then 
what can account for the inconsistency in code frequencies 
both within and across goal descriptions we observed?

One interpretation of this pattern of code frequencies is 
that our coding scheme underestimated the extent to which 
participants’ ideographic education and work goals reflected 
autonomous motivation and mastery goals at age 18. Previ-
ous research indicates that qualitative coding of ideographic 
narratives for SDT-based constructs can be reliable, valid, 
and predictive of relevant developmental outcomes. For 
example, Philippe et al. (2011) showed that narratives of 
emerging adults’ self-defining memories could be reliably 
coded for levels of basic psychological need satisfaction, 
that narrative codes for basic psychological need satisfac-
tion were positively correlated with self-report ratings of 
basic psychological need satisfaction for the same memo-
ries (r = .70), and that coded and self-reported need satis-
faction in memories predicted well-being and psychologi-
cal adjustment in a virtually identical fashion. In this study, 
participants were prompted to describe in detail memories 
of important events that “reflect your identity or who you are 
and should reveal something about how you perceive your-
self generally (p. 912).” In contrast, the European American 
high school seniors who completed the PPA for the present 
study were prompted to describe their most important edu-
cation and most important work goal, with no instructions 
concerning level of detail, identity, or personal expressive-
ness. Therefore, it is possible that instructions that prompt 
emerging adults to reflect deeply on themselves and their 
identities are necessary to elicit goal descriptions in which 
autonomous motivation and mastery goals, when present, 
are clearly emergent, a possibility that awaits confirmation 
in future research.

Alternatively, however, lower frequencies of autono-
mous motivation and mastery goals across participants’ 
ideographic education and work goals may reflect discour-
aging realities of U. S. American educational contexts. Past 
research has shown that factors such as rewards, evaluations, 
deadlines, and observation—each of which features promi-
nently in North American school settings—are associated 
with declines in self-determined forms of motivation over 
time (Deci & Ryan, 1980, 2000). To clarify which interpre-
tation is more valid, future replication studies could compare 
results of qualitative coding of goal descriptions with self-
report ratings of autonomous motivation and mastery goals.

Last, the higher frequency of autonomous motivation 
codes among work vs. education goals could also reflect the 
controlling forces that U. S. American students perceive in 
secondary school contexts (Vallerand et al., 1997). Perhaps, 
in thinking about their more distal work goals, participants 
imagined fewer of the controls associated with educational 
institutions and more opportunities for choice, freedom, and 
self-determination, another possibility that could be tested 
in future research.

Effects of Goal Appraisals and Motivational Qualities 
on Dimensions of Identity Development in EA

The second aim of the present study was to test the hypoth-
esis that goal-related constructs associated with intentional 
self-development would promote kindred processes of 
identity development across the first five years of EA. To 
this end, we summed appraisal ratings and motivational 
construct codes across participants’ most important educa-
tion and work goals to create two composite scores for use 
in bivariate correlation and multiple regression analyses. 
Results revealed that these composite scores each indepen-
dently predicted multiple dimensions of identity develop-
ment, both concurrently and prospectively, but not always 
as expected.

We hypothesized that intentional self-development as 
manifested in goals would be an important antecedent of 
dimensions of identity development that are rooted in explo-
ration and that, therefore, we would observe positive effects 
of both our composite scores on identity achievement and 
moratorium. Regarding identity achievement, results gener-
ally supported this hypothesis; the indices for goal apprais-
als and motivational qualities were both positive predictors 
of concurrent identity achievement and the overall score 
for appraisals predicted increases in achievement over five 
years. These findings align with the idea that appraisals and 
motivational qualities that promote assimilative activities of 
intentional self-development are assets that support identity 
commitments anchored in previous exploration. Simply put, 
the more emerging adults’ goal appraisals and motivational 
qualities reflect potentials for intentional self-development 
during a life stage that provides little guidance and support 
for individual striving (Schwartz et al., 2005), the more 
likely they may be to take advantage of time-limited oppor-
tunities to explore, to search for identity “fit” in their edu-
cation and work, and to adhere to commitments made on 
the basis of the self-knowledge and information they have 
gained.

Unexpectedly, the indices for goal appraisals and motiva-
tional qualities were negatively associated with concurrent 
and subsequent levels of identity moratorium, respectively. 
We suggest that these findings may reflect how moratorium 
is operationalized by the EOM-EIS-II. The moratorium 
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subscale of the EOM-EIS-II reflects Marcia’s (1966) origi-
nal conceptualization of moratorium as exploration in the 
absence of commitments. Theoretical and empirical evidence 
has subsequently emerged for the existence of a “search-
ing” moratorium, a form of exploration that is anchored in 
pre-existing commitments (Crocetti et al., 2008a, 2008b). 
Intentional self-development driving goal pursuit is likely 
to result in more, rather than less, engagement with ongoing 
educational and occupational commitments, thus providing 
a solid foundation from which to explore. Future research 
that examines associations between goal-related constructs 
and contemporary, process-oriented conceptualizations of 
exploration (e.g., exploration in breadth, exploration in 
depth, searching moratorium, ruminative exploration, etc.) 
are needed to explore this finding in greater depth.

Third, we expected that goal-related constructs reflecting 
intentional self-development would be negatively related to 
dimensions of identity development that reflect a lack of 
exploration—namely, identity foreclosure and identity dif-
fusion. We found support for this hypothesis at the bivari-
ate level for the motivational qualities index and identity 
foreclosure and diffusion at age 18, and to a lesser extent at 
age 23. The appraisals index was not related to foreclosure 
and less strongly associated with diffusion than the moti-
vational qualities index. These patterns held in regression 
analyses but the effect sizes were smaller. It is important to 
note that in the present study, we investigated the effects of 
goal-related constructs that reflect potentials for intentional 
self-development, as opposed to difficulties with, or threats 
to intentional self-development. Results of the present study 
indicate that future studies may need to include such indica-
tors (e.g., appraisals of failure or incompetence, qualitative 

codes/ratings for controlled motivation and extrinsic goal 
content; Deci & Ryan, 2000) in order to improve the predic-
tion of dimensions like identity foreclosure and diffusion, or 
processes like ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 2008).

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

To our knowledge, the present study is the first to explore 
the ways in which the ideographic goal descriptions and 
appraisals of emerging adults reflect potentials for inten-
tional self-development, an exercise that revealed new and 
nuanced information concerning these goals and generated 
avenues for future research. Likewise, this is the first study to 
investigate associations between goal-related constructs that 
reflect potentials for intentional self-development and kin-
dred dimensions of identity development across a substantial 
span of EA, an exercise that contributed needed support for 
the idea that goal-related constructs may influence dimen-
sions of identity development across this lifespan phase.

These strengths notwithstanding, our analyses were 
conducted using an ethnically homogeneous but socioeco-
nomically heterogeneous (but not low SES) sample, speci-
fying, but also limiting, the generalizability of the results 
to European American emerging adults from middle- to 
high-SES families. Previous research has shown that both 
SES and ethnicity influence the educational and career 
aspirations of U.S. American youth. For example, in a large 
study (N = 22,136) of Midwestern middle and high school 
students, lower-SES students reported lower career aspira-
tions as indexed by lower levels of prestige, lower mini-
mum level of education, and lower median income. Moreo-
ver, whereas there were no differences in career aspirations 

Table 4   Bivariate correlations between appraisals index, motivational qualities index, and dimensions of identity development at ages 18 and 23

N = 129. Appraisals index = sum of seven goal appraisals (importance, likelihood of accomplishment, depth of involvement, success to date, 
knowledge of how to achieve the goal, capacity to achieve the goal, and having the means to achieve the goal) across education and work goals; 
Motivation index = sum of motivational construct codes (mastery goal, autonomous motivation, intrinsic content, volitional phrasing, and distal 
temporal framing) across education and work goals; Achievement (18)–Diffusion (18) = self-rated dimensions of identity development at age 18; 
Achievement (23)–Diffusion (23) = self-rated dimensions of identity development at age 23
*p < .05. **p ≤ .01

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Appraisals index
2. Motivation index .02
3. Achievement (18) .24* .24**
4. Moratorium (18) − .13 − .23** − .46**
5. Foreclosure (18) − .00 − .19* .01 .19*
6. Diffusion (18) − .18 − .27** − .39** .52** .23*
7. Achievement (23) .30** .16 .36** − .37** − .07 − .25*
8. Moratorium (23) − .34** − .09 − .25* .63** .14 .41** − .55**
9. Foreclosure (23) .00 − .16 .06 .17 .69** .13 − .27** .25*
10. Diffusion (23) − .21* − .25** − .28** .33** .16 .64** − .41** .40** .03
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among European American, African American, Asian/
Pacific Islander, and Latino/x students, Native American stu-
dents reported lower career aspirations, with low-SES Native 
American students reporting the lowest aspirations (Howard 
et al., 2011). Other research, however, has shown that career 
aspirations do not differ on average across ethnic groups 
(Chang et al., 2006). Perhaps U. S. American youth with 
different ethnic self-identifications hold similar understand-
ings about the means by which one achieves success and 
independence in the United States, understandings that may 
be linked to the pursuit of upward economic mobility associ-
ated with the “American Dream.” But, for lower-SES emerg-
ing adults, opportunities to pursue that dream are signifi-
cantly constrained (e.g., Bay-Cheng & Zucker, 2017; Raposa 
et al., 2018). Additionally, for Native American youth, the 
pursuit of the “American Dream” may conflict with ethnic 
identity because the American Dream is inextricably linked 
to colonization. Indeed, future research with multi-ethnic 
samples should examine aspects of ethnic identity that may 
moderate processes of intentional self-development in EA. 
For example, if emerging adults self-identify with ethnic 
groups that value community and family relationships (e.g., 
Sánchez et al., 2010), these values may manifest in their 
processes of goal striving and identity development in ways 
that differ from those of emerging adults from ethnic groups 
that valorize individualism. Similarly, geographic region 
can influence perceptions of mobility and create conflicts 
between goals if pursuing education and career paths require 
youth to move away from home (Brooks & Redlin, 2009). 
To provide the fullest picture of how goal processes, iden-
tity processes, and their associations over time serve as 
mechanisms for intentional self-development in EA, future 
research should recruit samples that are diverse with respect 
to region, ethnicity, culture, and socioeconomic resources, 
as well as other factors that intersect with goals and identity, 
to enable cross-group comparisons.

Additionally, the EOM-EIS-II, which operationalizes 
identity development according to Marcia’s (1966) origi-
nal status model, does not reflect subsequent shifts towards 
process-oriented and dynamic perspectives in the field of 
identity development (Crocetti & Meeus, 2015; Schwartz 
et al., 2015). The fact that internal consistency values for 
some EOM-EIS-II subscales in our samples were low in 
magnitude (αs < .70 for achievement and diffusion) may 
be indicative of this limitation. Finally, previous theoreti-
cal and empirical work suggest that goal and identity pro-
cesses are interrelated and may influence one another dur-
ing EA (e.g., Luyckx et al., 2017; Marttinen et al., 2018; 
Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). We investigated concurrent and 
prospective effects of goal-related constructs on dimen-
sions of identity development, but not vice versa, offering 
only a partial account of the association between these phe-
nomena in EA. In addition to addressing future directions 

noted above, future research could address these limitations 
by investigating concurrent and prospective associations 
among goal-related constructs and dimensions of identity 
development (i) in conjunction with contemporary process-
oriented identity development measures and (ii) by relying 
on statistical approaches that allow researchers to explore 
the directionality of effects, such as cross-lagged panel mod-
els (e.g., Luyckx et al., 2017). In addition, future research 
could investigate potential moderators of the effects of goal-
related constructs on dimensions of identity development 
across EA, such as cognitive development and additional 
contextual effects that influence opportunities for intentional 
self-development (e.g., economic changes associated with 
the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States).

Contributions to the Study of Intentional 
Self‑Development in EA

The present study provides nuanced descriptive information 
concerning the extent to which emerging adults’ most impor-
tant goals reflect potentials for intentional self-development, 
contributes to the growing literature linking goal-related 
constructs and dimensions of identity development in EA, 
and suggests numerous avenues for future research. Particu-
larly intriguing is the possibility that goal-related constructs 
that reflect intentional self-development may support and 
promote kindred processes of identity development, which, 
in turn, promote the selection of goals whose appraisals 
and motivational qualities help emerging adults to optimize 
their developmental potentials across the third decade of 
life. Such an upward spiral is consistent with Brandtstäd-
ter’s (2009) contention that reciprocal influences between 
goal-direction action and evolving mental representations 
of self and environment are key mechanisms of intentional 
self-development and could constitute an important pathway 
to healthy development across EA.
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