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careers, marriage, and having children in quick succession 
during their early twenties (Blatterer, 2007a, b). In recent 
years, transitions to adulthood have taken place in a world 
that is increasingly characterised by volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity, where socio-demographic mile-
stones are less likely to define adult status (e.g., Arnett, 2000, 
2015; Blatterer, 2007b; Sharon, 2016). In WEIRD countries 
(Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic; 
Henrich et al., 2010), people often settle into long-term 
careers later in adulthood, after prolonged periods of educa-
tion and ‘job-hopping’. For example, in the US, Millennials 
born between 1980 and 1996 changed jobs twice as often 
as Generation X, who were born between 1965 and 1979, 
and three times more often than the Baby Boomers born 
between 1945 and 1964 (Lyons et al., 2015). Contemporary 
adults are also delaying or foregoing marriage and parent-
hood compared with previous generations. The average age 
of first marriage for women in the UK has risen from 25 
to 35 years between 1970 and 2019 (ONS, 2012; Stripe, 
2019), and marriage rates have fallen by 50% from 1991 
to 2019 (Clark, 2023). For parenthood, the average age of 

Introduction

Perceptions of adulthood – whether people feel like adults, 
how they feel towards adulthood, and how they define 
adulthood – have changed substantially over the past 30 
years (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Settersten, 2007; Sharon, 2016). 
Traditionally, adult status was defined by reaching the age 
of majority or legal age of adulthood, which is 18 years 
in most jurisdictions, or by the attainment of socio-demo-
graphic milestones such as having a career, getting mar-
ried, and becoming a parent. These traditional milestones 
of adulthood were the core pillars of psychological mod-
els of lifespan development in the 1950 and 1960  s (e.g., 
Erikson, 1963; Havighurst, 1953), when paths to adult-
hood were relatively uniform, and people started long-term 
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Abstract
Adulthood has traditionally been defined by the attainment of socio-demographic milestones such as career, marriage, and 
parenthood, but these milestones are increasingly delayed or have become inaccessible for young people today. As a result, 
young people are likely to experience a discrepancy between their expectations for and their actual reality of adulthood, 
which can negatively affect their well-being and psychological development. To systematically study contemporary defini-
tions of and attitudes towards adulthood, we assessed a sample of 722 UK adults with an age range from 18 to 77 years 
on: (a) subjective adult status, or the extent to which people feel like adults; (b) attitudes towards adulthood, or whether 
people think adulthood is a positive time of life; and (c) the characteristics that people use to define adulthood today. 
We found that most participants felt adult and had positive attitudes towards adulthood. Our participants defined adult-
hood predominantly through psychological characteristics, for example “Accepting responsibility for the consequences 
of my actions” (endorsed by 80% of the sample), rather than by socio-demographic milestones which were endorsed by 
only 22–40% of participants. Both subjective adult status and attitudes towards adulthood were significantly associated 
with older age and the attainment of the socio-demographic milestones of marriage and parenthood. Regression analyses 
revealed that having a positive attitude towards adulthood was the strongest psychological predictor of subjective adult 
status, accounting for 10% of the variance. This suggests that fostering positive attitudes towards adulthood may help 
improving the well-being of contemporary adults.
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first-time mothers in the UK has also increased, from 26 to 
31 between 1970 and 2019 (Clark, 2023), and the number of 
children per woman has decreased from 2.9 to 1.6 between 
1964 and 2020 (ONS, 2022).

These demographic trends in career, marriage, and par-
enthood result from individual choices, societal pressures, 
and normative cultural values (Blatterer, 2007b). Compared 
with previous generations, young adults today experience 
less social pressure to adhere to traditional models of adult-
hood, resulting in their pathways to adulthood becoming 
more varied (Blatterer, 2007b). Qualitative research sug-
gests that young people embrace this uncertainty and flex-
ibility of adulthood and are re-defining adulthood in a way 
that suits their lifestyles and the current sociohistorical cli-
mate (Blatterer, 2007b).

Defining Adulthood

Research shows that adults today define adulthood through 
psychological characteristics rather than by socio-demo-
graphic milestones (e.g., Arnett, 2001; Bao et al., 2023; 
Blatterer, 2007b; Kuang et al., 2023; Molgat, 2007; Obidoa 
et al., 2018; Settersten, 2007; Sharon, 2016; Sirsch et al., 
2009). For example, in a recent survey, 55% of US respon-
dents aged 18–25 endorsed being settled into a long-term 
career as defining adult status, 26% endorsed marriage, and 
33% parenthood (N = 1,113; Sharon, 2016). In contrast, the 
items “Accept responsibility for the consequences of my 
actions”, “Make independent decisions”, and “Develop 
greater consideration for others” were endorsed by 96%, 
95%, and 82% of the sample, respectively (Sharon, 2016). 
Thus, the most frequently endorsed characteristics of adult-
hood were psychological, not socio-demographic, empha-
sising the psychological development that occurs throughout 
adulthood beyond the traditional social roles of employee, 
spouse, and parent. However, it is unclear whether the low 
endorsement of socio-demographic milestones relative to 
that of psychological characteristics to define adult status is 
limited to emerging adults, who range in age from 18 to 29 
years (Arnett, 2000, 2015), or if this phenomenon also holds 
true for older adults.

Previous research assessed the defining characteris-
tics of adulthood using the Markers of Adulthood (MoA) 
scale (Arnett, 1994, 2001), which indexes the proportion of 
participants who endorse certain characteristics as impor-
tant for adult status. The MoA scale was developed in the 
early 1990s (Arnett, 1994) and has been recently revised 
and updated (Norman et al., 2021). Although the revised 
MoA scale includes some psychological characteristics 
that describe adult status, such as accepting responsibil-
ity for one’s actions and deciding one’s beliefs and values 

independently (Arnett, 1994; Norman et al., 2021), other 
important qualities are not included, for example relying on 
and trusting in one’s abilities (Wright & von Stumm, 2023a, 
2023b). To assess a broad range of psychological qualities 
of adulthood, we developed a scale based on the CARES 
taxonomy that identifies five qualities of adult develop-
ment (Wright & von Stumm, 2023a, 2023b): (1) Cognitive 
maturity, pertaining to the confidence adults have in their 
own knowledge and abilities; (2) sense of Aging, which 
captures the realisation that one is aging and life is finite; 
(3) self-Reliance, defined as the ability to look after oneself; 
(4) Eudaimonia, entailing knowing and living in alignment 
with oneself; and (5) Social convoy, comprising of adults’ 
network of social relationships over their lives (Wright & 
von Stumm, 2023a, 2023b). These qualities are posited to 
be central pillars of adult development which impact adults’ 
mental health and well-being and are based on previous 
literature. Together, the CARES qualities map different 
aspects of psychological development: emotional (eudai-
monia and social convoy), cognitive (cognitive maturity), 
motivational (self-reliance), and physical (sense of aging; 
Wright & von Stumm, 2023a, 2023b). Because the items 
of the MoA scale do not capture the five CARES qualities, 
we developed and administered a novel CARES scale in the 
current study, in addition to the MoA scale. We report here 
the proportion of participants who endorsed one or more 
of the five CARES qualities (cognitive maturity, sense of 
aging, self-reliance, eudaimonia, and social convoy), as 
well as those who endorsed items from the MoA scale, as 
defining characteristics of adulthood.

Subjective Adult Status

Subjective adult status describes the extent to which people 
identify as adults. It is usually assessed with a single-item 
question, such as “Do you feel that you have reached adult-
hood?” (e.g., Arnett, 1994; Axxe et al., 2022; Bao et al., 
2023; Obidoa et al., 2018; Sirsch et al., 2009). Subjective 
adult status has been associated with chronological age, as 
older participants report feeling ‘adult’ to a greater extent 
than younger participants (Arnett, 2001; Sirsch et al., 2009). 
For example, in a sample of 515 US participants, 86% of 
those aged between 30 and 55 years reported feeling that 
they had reached adulthood, but only 46% of people aged 
18 to 29 years, and 19% of adolescents aged between 13 
and 17 years old classified themselves as adults (Arnett, 
2001). While the effect of age on subjective adult status has 
been well documented, less is known about the influence 
of achieving socio-demographic milestones – career, mar-
riage, and parenthood – on subjective adult status. We could 
only identify two previous studies in this area. The first 
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reported that being married or having children significantly 
predicted subjective adult status in a sample of 119 female 
workers from China (Zhong & Arnett, 2014). Regardless 
of age, married women were 3.1 times more likely to view 
themselves as adults than were single women, and women 
with children were 3.4 times more likely to view themselves 
as adults than women without children (Zhong & Arnett, 
2014). The second study found that being in a relationship 
predicted subjective adult status in a sample of 4,833 ado-
lescents aged 11 to 17 years living in Mexico, Mozambique, 
and Nepal (Axxe et al., 2022). No study to date has assessed 
the predictors of subjective adult status in a sample with a 
wide age range that spans emerging, established, and late 
adulthood.

Attitudes Towards Adulthood

People’s attitudes towards adulthood as a life phase can be 
positive, for example when adulthood is viewed as a rich, 
dynamic, and empowering life period. Attitudes towards 
adulthood can also be negative, for example when adult-
hood is primarily thought of as a ‘career and care crunch’ 
during which adults must juggle the competing responsibili-
ties of building their career and caring for young children 
and aging parents (Mehta et al., 2020). However, attitudes 
towards adulthood have not previously been studied. We 
expect that attitudes to adulthood will be in some ways 
analogous to attitudes towards aging, a concept which 
describes how people feel about the process of getting older 
(e.g., Ingrand et al., 2018; Wettstein & Wahl, 2021). Having 
a positive attitude towards aging and believing that people 
can gain competencies and capabilities as they age are asso-
ciated with improved cognitive and physical functioning 
in later adulthood, as well as with greater health and well-
being (Ingrand et al., 2018). Conversely, negative attitudes 
towards aging, defined by the belief that aging is accom-
panied by declines in all areas of life, are associated with 
worse physical functioning, health, and well-being in later 
adulthood (Wettstein & Wahl, 2021; Wurm et al., 2017). 
Many studies have shown that attitudes towards aging – 
whether people perceive aging as a positive or negative 
process – relate to well-being and mental health but associa-
tions between attitudes towards adulthood – whether people 
perceive adulthood as a positive or negative time of life – 
and well-being have not been tested before.

The Current Study

Our study had four aims. First, we sought to investigate 
how adulthood is defined by measuring the characteristics 
that today’s adults endorse to define adulthood. To do so, 
we assesed a large sample of UK adults with a wide age 
range on the revised MoA scale (Norman et al., 2021) and 
the CARES scale, which was developed for the current 
study (details in the measurement section). We expected that 
the psychological characteristics of the MoA scale would 
be endorsed as defining characteristics of adulthood more 
frequently than socio-demographic characteristics, such as 
marriage, parenthood, and career, consistent with previous 
research (e.g., Arnett, 1994, 2001; Sirsch et al., 2009). We 
made no specific hypotheses about the endorsement of the 
CARES scale, which was administered here for the first 
time.

Second, we aimed to measure attitudes towards adult-
hood, which to the best of our knowledge have not been 
previously investigated. We assessed attitudes towards 
adulthood using two novel measures, including whether 
participants thought adulthood was a positive or negative 
time of life, and whether they associated adulthood with 
positive or negative emotive words. Our analyses regarding 
attitudes towards adulthood were exploratory.

Third, we measured subjective adult status with a new 
assessment instrument. Our sample’s wide age range allows 
for the first time comparing levels of subjective adult status 
across age groups from emerging adulthood to old age. In 
line with previous research finding, we expected that par-
ticipants, who were older and had entered into traditional 
‘adult’ roles such as full-time work, marriage, and parent-
hood, reported higher subjective adult status (Arnett, 2001; 
Axxe et al., 2022; Zhong & Arnett, 2014).

Finally, we tested the relative strength of predictors of 
subjective adult status, including age, the attainment of 
socio-demographic milestones, and attitudes towards adult-
hood. These analyses were exploratory. All hypotheses and 
methods were preregistered on the Open Science Frame-
work (https://osf.io/wzsbj) ahead of data collection.

Method

Participants

A total of 722 UK residents (53% female) were recruited 
via the online survey platform Prolific (https://www.pro-
lific.com/). Age was normally distributed (Mage = 39.20, 
SD = 13.14, range 18 to 77 years). We differentiated four 
age groups based on previous literature: (1) emerging adult-
hood (aged 18–29 years; Arnett, 2000;, 2015) included 207 
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to extracting the data for analysis. Participants received 
£1.80 to their Prolific account as compensation for their 
participation.

A pilot (N = 5) was carried out to test (a) the time taken 
to complete the survey and (b) the effectiveness of the data 
quality control items. We utilised Geo-IP address block-
ers, so that only participants with IP addresses registered in 
the UK could access the survey. Five attention checks item 
were embedded throughout the survey, such as “If you are 
paying attention, select agree”. Participants who failed any 
attention check item or who did not complete the survey 
were excluded from the analyses. A total of 778 participants 
were recruited for this study. Fifty-six participants did not 
complete the study either because they failed the attention 
checks (N = 38), timed out (N = 11), or stopped the study 
before completion (N = 7). In total, 722 participants were 
included in analyses.

Measures

Demographic Characteristics

To assess demographic characteristics, we asked participants 
their (a) gender, with the responses: “Male”, “Female”, or 
“Prefer not to say”; (b) highest educational qualification, 
with responses: “GCSE”, “A-Level”, “Undergraduate 
degree”, “Master’s degree”, “Doctorate”, or “Other”; (c) 
relationship status, with responses “Single”, “In a com-
mitted relationship”, or “Married or in a civil partnership”; 
(d) income, which participants entered manually; and (e) 
employment, with the prompt “Have you ever been in sala-
ried employment?”, participants responded with: “Yes, full-
time”, “Yes, part-time”, or “No”. We chose to ask whether 
participants had ever been in salaried employment rather 
than their current employment status as we wanted to assess 
the impact of employment on perceptions of adulthood, 
and the experience of having been employment could still 
impact one’s perception of themselves as an adult even if 
they are currently not in employment. For example, partici-
pants may be out of employment due to childcare or retire-
ment, but their previous experience of employment could 
still impact their self-perceived adult status.

Defining Characteristics of Adulthood

We measured the defining characteristics of adulthood using 
a combination of the Revised Markers of Adulthood scale 
(Revised MoA; Norman et al., 2021) and the CARES scale, 
which was developed for this study.

The Markers of Adulthood scale (MoA; Arnett, 1994) 
was revised by Norman and colleagues (2021) to reflect 
the modern transition to adulthood using literature reviews, 

participants (29% of the sample); (2) established adulthood 
(aged 30–45 years; Mehta et al., 2020) included 300 par-
ticipants (42%), (3) midlife (aged 46–59 years; Lachman, 
2004) included 143 participants (20%), and (4) older adult-
hood (i.e., age 60 and above) included 72 participants (9%).

One third of our sample reported being married or in 
a civil partnership (n = 261; 36%), one third identified as 
being in a committed relationship (n = 223; 31%), and 
one third identified as single (n = 238; 33%). Our sample 
included 347 parents (48%) and 375 non-parents (52%).

To index their career status, participants reported if they 
had experienced full-time, part-time, or no employment. We 
chose employment status as a measure of career to accom-
modate younger participants who may not have started a 
‘career’ but are in employment. Over two-thirds of our sam-
ple reported being in full-time employment (n = 511; 71%), 
with 18% in part-time employment (n = 129), and 11% stat-
ing not to be in employment (n = 82). Full characteristics 
of the sample are shown in Table S1 of the Supplementary 
Materials.

Sample Size Rationale

Our target sample size was 700 based on power analyses 
and suggested sample sizes in the literature. First, for cor-
relations, a minimum of 250 participants is recommended 
for covariances to stabilise (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013). 
Second, for our preregistered ANCOVA analyses we per-
formed a G*Power analysis (Faul et al., 2007), which sug-
gested a minimum of 700 participants was necessary to 
detect a small-to-medium effect size in an ANOVA (Cohen’s 
f = 0.20; η² = 0.06). Third, our regression analyses, which 
were not pre-registered, required a minimum of 172 partici-
pants to detect a small effect size (0.15) with an alpha value 
of 0.05 according to G*power (Faul et al., 2007).

Missing Data

We applied pairwise omission to missing data. Analysis 
samples are reported in the results section below.

Procedure

Data were collected in June and July of 2022. The authors 
received ethical approval from the Department of Educa-
tion, University of York Ethics Committee in April 2022. 
Participants completed a 165-item survey on Prolific with 
an average completion time ~ 15 min. The survey included 
measures of demographic factors, self-perceived adult sta-
tus, attitudes towards adulthood, and defining characteristics 
of adulthood. Participants provided informed consent, and 
all personal and identifying information was removed prior 
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you are”. The quality of eudaimonia is defined as knowing 
oneself and living in alignment with one’s true character. 
Knowing oneself has positive effects on mental health and 
well-being (Ryff & Singer, 2013), and pursuing activities 
that are in alignment with one’s character also has a positive 
impact on subjective well-being (Waterman et al., 2010).

Social convoy is the network of relationships in a person’s 
life including family, friends, romantic partners, children, 
colleagues, and acquaintances. This network changes across 
the lifespan (Wrzus et al., 2013). A ‘convoy’ is a group that 
travels together for mutual protection (Cambridge Diction-
ary, 2023), and an individual’s social convoy is protective 
for mental health and well-being in adulthood. Individuals 
receive support from, and give support to, their social con-
voy, both of which have positive effects on mental health 
and well-being (e.g., Sehmi et al., 2020).

The CARES scale consists of 25 questions relating to 
the five CARES qualities of adult development: Cognitive 
maturity (e.g., “Being able to solve problems in life”), sense 
of Aging (e.g., “knowing that life is finite”), self-Reliance 
(e.g., “Having control over my life”), Eudaimonia (e.g., 
“Living in alignment with who I am”), and Social convoy 
(e.g., “Having people in my life who understand and sup-
port me”). Items in the MoA and CARES scales and their 
respective subscales are shown in tables S3 and S4 in the 
supplementary materials.

For both the revised MoA and the CARES scales, partici-
pants were presented with the prompt “This defines adult-
hood for me” and asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.). Each partici-
pant had a unit-weighted average scores ranging from 1 to 
5 for each of the 22 revised MoA items, and the 25 CARES 
items.

Subjective Adult Status

In previous research, subjective adult status has been 
assessed using a single-item measure: “Do you think that 
you have reached adulthood?”, with responses: “yes”, 
“no”, and “in some respects yes, in some respects no” (e.g., 
Arnett, 1994; Zhong & Arnett, 2014). Single item measures 
are more susceptible to measurement error and can have 
lower reliability in cross-sectional samples compared with 
multiple-item measures (Allen et al., 2022). We developed 
a five-item measure to assess subjective adult status in this 
study.

The subjective adult status scale includes the items: “I 
feel like an adult”, “I no longer feel like a child”, “Other 
people consider me an adult”, “Other people treat me like a 
child” (reverse-scored), and “I think of myself as a grown-
up person”. Participants rated items on a 5-point Likert 
scale (1 = never to 5 = always.) An average score from 1 to 

focus groups, and empirical analysis. The resulting Revised 
MoA consisted of 22 items across four subscales: indepen-
dence (e.g., “Being financially independent from parents”), 
legality markers (e.g., “Having reached age of legal adult-
hood”), role transitions (e.g., “Being married”), and relative 
maturity (e.g., “Accepting responsibility for the conse-
quences of your actions”). Intra-subscale correlations range 
from 0.26 to 0.63 (Norman et al., 2021). The revised MoA 
has a coefficient alpha of 0.89 (Norman et al., 2021), sug-
gesting high internal consistency. Descriptive statistics of 
all scales included in this study, including internal consis-
tency values, are presented in Table 1.

The CARES scale was developed to reflect the CARES 
taxonomy (Wright & von Stumm, 2023a, 2023b), a descrip-
tive model of psychological development in adulthood. The 
CARES taxonomy consists of five qualities of psychologi-
cal development, which are described briefly here.

Cognitive maturity is the confidence that adults have in 
their own knowledge to solve problems and address chal-
lenges in life. Every individual builds up a diverse and 
unique body of knowledge across life through experiences 
in a variety of domains such as education, career, relation-
ships, and interests (Ackerman, 2022). Cognitive maturity 
is not defined by the amount or content of one’s knowledge, 
but the confidence that one holds in their knowledge. Self-
confidence has been associated with well-being beyond 
competence levels (e.g., Schneider et al., 2022), suggest-
ing that having confidence in one’s knowledge has positive 
implications for adults’ mental health and well-being.

Sense of Aging is twofold. First, sense of aging involves 
an adult’s recognition of their own aging and the aging of 
others around them, for example through signs of physical 
decline such as grey hair, wrinkles, and a reduced resil-
ience to injury and stress. Second, adults have a sense of 
time remaining in life, and the realisation that time is 
limited impacts individuals’ motivations and goals (i.e., 
socioemotional selectivity theory; Carstensen et al., 1999). 
Individuals who perceive time as limited are more likely to 
pursue goals that provide emotional meaning in the present 
moment, which has been shown to improve their subjective 
well-being (Sullivan-Singh et al., 2015).

Self-Reliance describes an adult’s sense of control in 
life, and their ability to rely on their own inner strength to 
overcome challenges. Adults who are self-reliant have an 
internal locus of control, meaning that they ascribe events in 
their lives to their own actions and behaviour (Churchill et 
al., 2020). An internal locus of control has been associated 
with positive economic, social, and psychological outcomes 
(Cobb-Clark et al., 2014).

Eudaimonia comes from the Greek words ‘eu’ meaning 
‘good’ and ‘daimon’ meaning ‘spirit’ which relates to the 
ancient Greek adages “Know thyself” and “Become who 
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more negative attitudes towards adulthood. Total scores for 
the endorsement of positive words and negative words cor-
related at r = −.41. In line with our preregistered analysis 
plan (https://osf.io/b7pjw), we treated the endorsement of 
positive and negative words as two separate domains in the 
following analyses since the two scales correlated at less 
than 0.60. For comparison, positive and negative valence 
scores correlated with the attitudes towards adulthood scale 
at 0.45 and −0.39, respectively.

Results

Data were analysed using R (R core team, 2022). Analy-
sis scripts and data are available on the OSF; the analyses 
reported here were preregistered amongst other analyses of 
these data (https://osf.io/b7pjw).

Descriptive statistics for all study measures are in Table 1, 
and their correlations are shown in Table 2. All study scales 
had satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha values (α > 0.75), with 
the exception of the legality markers subscale of the MoA 
scale (α = 0.57). Across scales and measures, data were nor-
mally distributed.

Defining Characteristics of Adulthood

To assess the defining characteristics of adulthood, we first 
measured the frequency with which participants endorsed 
the items of the MoA scale (e.g., Arnett, 1994; Norman et al., 
2021). Traditional milestones of adulthood were endorsed 
by less than half of participants. Full-time employment was 
endorsed by 28% of participants, marriage by 22%, and par-
enthood by 26%. The most frequently endorsed items from 
the MoA scale were “Accepting responsibility for the conse-
quences of my actions” (endorsed by 80% of participants), 

5 was calculated for each participant, with a higher number 
indicating a higher level of subjective adult status (i.e., a 
higher score indicates that the participant feels like an adult 
more frequently compared with a lower score).

Attitudes Towards Adulthood

Attitudes towards adulthood were measured using (a) the 
attitudes towards adulthood scale, and (b) the valenced 
attitudes towards adulthood scale, both developed for this 
study. The attitudes towards adulthood scale comprised of 
six items: “Adulthood is a desirable phase of life”, “I enjoy 
being an adult”, “Overall, adulthood is a positive time of 
life”, “Adulthood is not a desirable phase of life” (reverse 
scored), “I dislike being an adult” (reverse scored), and 
“Overall, adulthood is a negative time of life” (reverse 
scored). All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.) A compos-
ite score was calculated for each participant, representing 
their overall attitude towards adulthood from 1 to 5, where a 
higher number indicates a more positive attitude.

The valenced attitudes towards adulthood scale consisted 
of 30 emotive words (15 positive and 15 negative) selected 
from the English Word Database of Emotional Terms 
(EMOTE; Grühn, 2016). The word selection procedure and 
full word list are reported in the supplementary materials. To 
measure valenced attitudes towards adulthood, participants 
were asked whether they agreed with the following state-
ment: “This word describes adults in general”, on a dichoto-
mous scale consisting of “agree” or “disagree”, coded as 
1 and 0, respectively. For each participant, we calculated 
a total numerical score between 0 and 15 for both positive 
and negative words. A higher score on the positive words 
scale indicated more positive attitudes towards adulthood, 
and a higher score on the negative words scale indicated 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for study variables
n M SD Min Max Skew Kurtosis SE α

Subjective adult status 5 3.87 0.79 1 5 -0.46 -0.26 0.03 0.82
General attitudes towards adulthood 6 3.52 0.88 1 5 -0.67 0.25 0.03 0.94
Positive valenced words 15 10.31 3.60 0 15 -0.70 -0.23 0.13 0.83
Negative valenced words 15 7.18 3.76 0 15 -0.11 -1.03 0.14 0.84
Revised MoA scale 22
  MoA: Independence 8 3.58 0.72 1 5 -0.52 0.26 0.03 0.85
  MoA: Relative maturity 5 3.55 0.71 1 5 -0.42 0.09 0.03 0.76
  MoA: Role transitions 5 2.86 0.91 1 5 0.17 -0.56 0.03 0.82
  MoA: Legality markers 4 2.82 0.68 1 5 0.26 0.19 0.03 0.57
CARES scale 25
  CARES: Cognitive maturity 5 3.66 0.67 1 5 -0.31 0.12 0.03 0.82
  CARES: Sense of aging 5 3.58 0.75 1 5 -0.36 0.02 0.03 0.78
  CARES: Self-reliance 5 3.63 0.76 1 5 -0.32 -0.17 0.03 0.77
  CARES: Eudaimonia 5 3.60 0.73 1 5 -0.35 0.07 0.03 0.80
  CARES: Social convoy 5 3.40 0.77 1 5 -0.26 0.02 0.03 0.81
Note: n = number of items

1 3

https://osf.io/b7pjw
https://osf.io/b7pjw


Perceptions of Adulthood: What Does it Mean to be Grown-Up?

were “Being satisfied with my social network” (endorsed 
by 34% of participants) and “Having true connections with 
others” (37%). Figure 1 shows the percentage endorsement 
for the five most endorsed and five least endorsed items in 
the MoA and CARES scales. Endorsement % of individual 
items from the MoA and CARES scales is shown in table S6 
of the supplementary materials.

Defining Characteristics of Adulthood by Age

We assessed whether endorsement of traditional socio-
demographic milestones as defining characteristics of adult-
hood varied by age group (Fig.  2). “Being settled into a 
long-term career” was endorsed on average by 40% of our 
participants. By age groups, career was endorsed by 48% 
of participants aged 18–29 years, 41% of participants aged 
30–45 years, 30% of participants aged 46–59 years, and 
31% of participants aged 60–77 years. Thus, being settled 
into a long-term career was more often considered a defin-
ing characteristic of adulthood at younger than at older ages. 
“Being married” and “Having had at least one child” were 
endorsed most often by the 30–45 year old group (26% 
and 33%, respectively), but less so by younger and older 
adults. Endorsement of all MoA and CARES items by age 

“Being financially independent from my parents” (79%), 
and “Paying for my own living expenses” (79%). The 
least endorsed items were “Having had sexual intercourse” 
(endorsed by 15% of participants), “Being married” (22%), 
and “Having obtained a driver’s license” (23%). The sub-
scales of independence and relative maturity were endorsed 
the most frequently in the MoA scale, by almost two thirds of 
our sample (57% of participants endorsed each). Role tran-
sitions and legality markers were only endorsed by a third of 
our sample (33% and 27% respectively). Figure 1 shows the 
percentage endorsement for the five most endorsed and five 
least endorsed items in the MoA and CARES scales.

We performed frequency analysis of items from the 
CARES scale in the same manner as we did for the MoA 
scale. The most frequently endorsed items from the CARES 
scale were all from the self-reliance subscale: “Being able 
to look after myself” (endorsed by 76% of participants), 
“Making my own choices without having to rely on others” 
(74%), and “Having control over my life” (70%). The self-
reliance subscale was the most endorsed of all subscales 
in the MoA and CARES scales, with 68% of participants 
agreeing that self-reliance items define adulthood. The 
least frequently endorsed subscale of the CARES scale was 
social convoy (endorsed by 48%). The least endorsed items 

Table 2  Correlations for study variables
Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Age ––
2 Income 0.24 ––
3 Educational attainment − 0.04 0.19 ––
4 Self-perceived adult status 0.38 0.21 0.09 ––
5 Attitude towards adulthood 0.29 0.17 0.18 0.44 ––
6 Endorsement of positve words 0.14 0.05 0.00 0.29 0.45 ––
7 Endorsement of negative words − 0.18 − 0.09 − 0.10 − 0.27 − 0.39 − 0.41
Note: Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05

Fig. 1  Percentage of endorsement of defining characteristics of adult-
hood. Note: Fig. 1 shows the five most and least endorsed items from 
the Markers of Adulthood (MoA) and CARES scales. Item names have 

been shortened for clarity. Figure 1.1 shows the average endorsement 
of characteristic types: psychological, financial, socio-demographic, 
and legal. Graph colours also refer to characteristic types
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in model 3, we added employment, relationship, and parent-
hood. Model 4 included attitudes towards adulthood, spe-
cifically scores on the attitudes towards adulthood scale, and 
positive and negative valence towards adulthood.

Model 1 was significant (F(710) = 18.96, p < .001, 
R2 = 0.07), with educational attainment and income explain-
ing 7% of the variance in subjective adult status. Gender 
was not significant (Table 3, see also Supplementary Materi-
als for full regression outputs). In model 2, age significantly 
predicted subjective adult status, accounting for 11% of the 
variance (F(712) = 40.22, p < .001, R2 = 0.18). Employment, 
relationship, and parent status accounted for an extra 4% of 
the variance (model 3: F(706) = 22.86, p < .001, R2 = 0.22). 
Model 4, including all predictors, explained a total of 32% 
of the variance in scores on the subjective adult status scale 
(F(703) = 28.43, p < .001), with attitudes towards adulthood 
accounting independently for 10% of the variance (Table 3). 

group can be found in tables S7 and S8 of the supplementary 
materials.

Subjective Adult Status

On average, participants felt like adults, as shown by a mean 
score of 3.87 on the subjective adult status scale (SD = 0.79). 
Older participants felt more adult than younger participants, 
shown by the positive correlation between subjective adult 
status and age (r = .38, p < .001; Table 2).

Predictors of Subjective Adult Status

We ran multiple regression models to explain differences in 
subjective adult status. Model 1 included as predictors the 
demographic factors gender, education, and income, model 
2 also included age in years as a continuous predictor, and 

Table 3  Predictors of subjective adult status
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
R2 = 0.07 R2 = 0.18 R2 = 0.22 R2 = 0.32
Est. CI 95% Est. CI 95% Est. CI 95% Est. CI 95%

Gender (male) 0.05 [-0.05 to 0.14] -0.01 [-0.10 to 0.08] 0.02 [-0.07 to 0.11] 0.00 [-0.08 to 0.08]
Highest Education 0.05 [0.01 to 0.10] 0.07 [0.03 to 0.11] 0.08 [0.03 to 0.12] 0.03 [-0.01 to 0.08]
Income 0.08 [0.06 to 0.10] 0.06 [0.04 to 0.08] 0.05 [0.03 to 0.07] 0.05 [0.03 to 0.07]
Age 0.02 [0.02 to 0.02] 0.02 [0.01 to 0.02] 0.01 [0.01 to 0.02]
Parent status (Parent) 0.22 [0.12 to 0.33] 0.19 [0.09 to 0.29]
Relationship status (Married) 0.04 [0.08 to 0.16] 0.02 [-0.09 to 0.13]
Relationship status (Single) -0.19 [-0.30 to -0.07] -0.16 [-0.26 to -0.05]
Employment status (No employment) 0.07 [-0.05 to 0.19] 0.08 [-0.32 to 0.19]
Employment status (Part-time) -0.11 [-0.26 to 0.03] -0.08 [-0.22 to 0.06]
Attitude towards adulthood 0.24 [0.19 to 0.30]
Endorsement of positive words 0.06 [0.01 to 0.11]
Endorsement of negative words -0.06 [-0.10 to -0.01]
Note: Bold estimates indicate statistically significant predictors (p < .05). Relationship status and employment status were 3-level categorical 
predictors with reference group stated in the table. For example, relationship status (Single) indicates the significance of being single for subjec-
tive adult status versus being married or being in a relationship. Employment status (part-time) indicates the significance of being employed 
part-time versus being employed full-time or having no employment

Fig. 2  Percentage endorsement of traditional socio-demographic mile-
stones as defining characteristics of adulthood. Note: The respective 
items were “Having had at least one child”, “Being married”, and 
“Being settled into a long-term career”. Grey bars refer to the overall 

proportion of participants who endorsed each item (i.e., across all age 
groups). A total of 26% of participants endorsed parenthood, 22% mar-
riage, and 40% career
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(negative; endorsed by 28%). Endorsement of individual 
items in the valenced attitudes towards adulthood scale are 
shown in Table S5.

The Impact of Age and Socio-Demographic Roles on 
Perceptions of Adulthood

We fitted one-way ANCOVAs to assess differences in the 
perceptions of adulthood by (a) age groups (i.e., 18–29, 
30–45, 46–59, or 60+), (b) employment group (i.e., full-
time, part-time, or no employment), and (c) relationship 
group (i.e., married, in a relationship, or single). The influ-
ence of parent status (i.e., parent or non-parent) on percep-
tions of adulthood was determined by t-tests. All ANCOVAs 
were adjusted for gender, educational attainment, and 
income. Post-hoc Tukey tests were used to investigate group 
differences. Results are summarised in Fig. 3.

First, age group had a significant effect on subjective 
adult status (F(3) = 38.86, p < .001, η² = 0.14). A post-hoc 
Tukey test revealed that emerging adults (age 18–29) scored 
significantly lower on subjective adult status than the other 
age groups (p < .001), and established adults (age 30–45) 
scored significantly lower than participants aged 60 and 
above (p = .002). Age group was also significantly associ-
ated with scores on the attitudes towards adulthood scale 

The results of model 4 suggest that participants reported 
feeling significantly more adult if they were older, had chil-
dren, were in a relationship, had a higher income, or had a 
positive attitude towards adulthood.

Attitudes Towards Adulthood

Participants had a positive attitude towards adulthood over-
all, indicated by a mean score of 3.52 on the attitudes towards 
adulthood scale (SD = 0.88), ranging from 0 (strongly dis-
agree that adulthood is positive) to 5 (strongly agree that 
adulthood is positive). This equates to positive items being 
on average rated between agree and strongly agree, and neg-
ative items between disagree and strongly disagree.

On the valenced attitudes towards adulthood scale, 
participants had a mean score of 10.33 (SD = 3.60) for 
endorsement of the 15 positive words, and a mean of 7.16 
(SD = 3.77) for the 15 negative words, showing that partici-
pants had more positive attitudes towards adulthood overall. 
The most frequently endorsed words to describe adults were 
“versatile” (positive; endorsed by 91% of participants), 
“interesting” (positive; endorsed by 88%), and “frustrated” 
(negative; endorsed by 86%). The least endorsed words 
were “useless” (negative; endorsed by 2% of participants), 
“unskilled” (negative; endorsed by 4%), and “unkind” 

Fig. 3  Perceptions of adulthood by age, employment, relationship, and 
parent groups. Note: Dotted lines indicate mean scores (3.87 on subjec-
tive adult status scale, 3.52 on attitudes towards adulthood scale, 3.76 
for positive word endorsement, and 2.91 for negative word endorse-

ment). Stars indicate statistical significance: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** 
p < .001. All ANCOVAs were adjusted for gender, educational attain-
ment, and income
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non-parents endorsed more negative words than parents 
(t(698.85) = 4.05, p < .001, d = 0.30).

Discussion

In the current study, we investigated the defining character-
istics of adulthood in a UK sample with a wide age range 
from 18 to 77 years. We also measured and predicted peo-
ple’s attitudes towards adulthood – whether they perceive 
adulthood as a positive or negative time of life – and their 
subjective adult status – the extent to which people consider 
themselves adults. We discuss our findings with regard to 
these three outcomes – defining adulthood, attitudes towards 
adulthood, and subjective adult status – in turn below.

Defining Characteristics of Adulthood

Our participants defined adulthood more often by psycho-
logical characteristics and financial markers than by socio-
demographic milestones, in line with previous research 
(e.g., Arnett, 2001; Bao et al., 2023; Blatterer, 2007b; 
Kuang et al., 2023; Molgat, 2007; Obidoa et al., 2018; 
Settersten, 2007; Sharon, 2016; Sirsch et al., 2009). The 
items that were most frequently endorsed were: “Accepting 
responsibility for the consequences of my actions”, “Being 
financially independent from my parents”, “Paying for my 
own living expenses”, “Being able to look after myself”, 
and “Making my own choices without having to rely on oth-
ers” (Fig. 1). In contrast, the socio-demographic milestones 
of career, marriage, and parenthood were among the least 
endorsed items. These findings imply that the endorsement 
of psychological characteristics to define adulthood holds 
true across ages and is not restricted to emerging adults.

Endorsement of defining characteristics of adulthood 
varied by socio-demographic milestones and age. Career 
was endorsed more frequently than marriage and parent-
hood, particularly by participants aged 18 to 29 years 
(emerging adults) and 30 to 45 years (established adults). 
Those aged 30 to 45 years endorsed being married and a 
parent more often as defining characteristics of adulthood 
than participants of other ages. Due to the cross-sectional 
nature of our data, we cannot determine whether these dif-
ferences represent age effects or cohort effects. However, 
we speculate that cohort effects are likely: Our participants’ 
birth years spanned from 1945 to 2004, and they entered 
adulthood between the 1960s and the 2020s, a time period 
during which significant changes occurred in education and 
work in the UK. For example, more people attend univer-
sity today than ever before: in 1970, 8% of school leavers 
attended university (Bolton, 2012), compared with 47% in 
2020 (Department for Education, 2023). Higher rates of 

(F(3) = 20.21, p < .001, η² = 0.08) and the valenced attitudes 
towards adulthood scale (F(3) = 6.53, p < .001, η² = 0.03). 
Emerging adults had significantly more negative attitudes 
towards adulthood compared with all other age groups 
(p < .001), and participants aged 60 and above had sig-
nificantly more positive attitudes towards adulthood com-
pared with established adults (p < .001) and midlife adults 
(p = .01). Emerging adults endorsed positive words signifi-
cantly less often than established adults (p = .001), midlife 
adults (p = .003), and those aged 60 and above (p = .007). 
Furthermore, participants aged 60 and above were signifi-
cantly less likely to endorse negative words compared with 
all other age groups (18–29 p < .001, 30–45 p < .001, and 
46–59 p = .03).

Second, employment status had a significant effect on 
subjective adult status (F(2) = 11.09, p < .001, η² = 0.03). A 
post-hoc Tukey test indicated that participants in part-time 
employment scored significantly lower on the subjective 
adult status compared with those in full-time employment 
(p < .001) and with those not in employment (p = .01). Par-
ticipants in full-time employment also had significantly 
more positive attitudes towards adulthood compared with 
those in part-time employment (F(2) = 8.61, p < .001, η² = 
0.02). On the valenced attitudes towards adulthood scale, 
ANCOVA analysis showed differences in the endorse-
ment of positive words by employment group (F(2) = 6.32, 
p = .002, η² = 0.02). Participants who had experienced full-
time employment were significantly more likely to endorse 
positive words compared with those in part-time employ-
ment (p = .01) or no employment (p = .04). Employment 
group was not associated with the endorsement of negative 
words.

Third, relationship status had a significant effect on 
subjective adult status (F(2) = 26.90, p < .001, η² = 0.07), 
as married participants scored significantly higher on sub-
jective adult status compared with those in a relationship 
(p < .001) and single participants (p < .001). Relationship 
group was also associated with attitudes towards adulthood 
(F(2) = 11.08, p < .001, η² = 0.03), as married participants 
had more positive attitudes towards adulthood compared 
with those in a relationship (p = .002) and single participants 
(p < .001). Married participants also endorsed more posi-
tive words compared with single participants (F(2) = 5.91, 
p = .003, η² = 0.02). Relationship group was not associated 
with the endorsement of negative words.

Finally, parents scored significantly higher on the subjec-
tive adult status scale (t(705.15) = 8.31, p < .001, d = 0.62), 
and had significantly more positive attitudes towards adult-
hood (t(710.40) = -3.88, p < .001, d = 0.29) compared with 
non-parents. Parents also endorsed more positive words on 
the valenced attitudes towards adulthood scale compared 
with non-parents (t(719.11) = -3.87, p < .001, d = 0.29), and 
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may reflect personal goal attainment: Securing a job, mar-
rying, or having children, which may be frequent goals for 
adults, are likely to increase personal satisfaction and by 
extension, positive attitudes towards adulthood.

Attitudes towards adulthood are likely to be influenced 
by individual differences in other domains such as well-
being, mental health, and purpose in life, which also pre-
dict the attainment of socio-demographic milestones (e.g., 
Morse & Steger, 2019; Stone, 2022; Whisman et al., 2007). 
Our results suggest that positive attitudes towards adult-
hood and the attainment of socio-demographic milestones 
are associated, but we cannot infer a direction of causality. 
Future research should consider confounding from variables 
such as mental health, well-being, and broader views of the 
self, and how these impact attitudes towards adulthood.

Subjective Adult Status

Subjective adult status varied by age, socio-demographic 
milestones, and attitudes towards adulthood. First, older 
participants felt more adult compared with younger par-
ticipants, and age significantly predicted subjective adult 
status, in line with previous findings (Arnett, 2001; Mary, 
2014). Our study was the first to quantify the relationship 
between age and self-perceived adult status, showing that 
age independently accounted for 11% of the variance in 
self-perceived adult status.

Second, participants who were employed full-time, 
married, and had children scored higher on the subjective 
adult status scale compared with those who were employed 
part-time or unemployed, in a relationship or single, and 
childfree. Parent status and relationship status significantly 
predicted higher subjective adult status, confirming a previ-
ous study (Zhong & Arnett, 2014).

The finding that parenthood and marriage predict subjec-
tive adult status but were not considered defining character-
istics of adulthood highlights a contradiction between the 
perception of adulthood and the factors that influence peo-
ple’s subjective adult status. Perceptions are often informed 
by common beliefs or stereotypes (Pirolli & Card, 2005), in 
our case that adults are married parents with careers. Thus, 
our participants may have defined adulthood using social 
norms or identities that are removed from their own experi-
ence. Prior studies have shown that being a member of a 
social group, regardless if membership is real or imagined, 
affects one’s self-perception (e.g., Gales & Hubner, 2020). 
Thus, people may perceive themselves as adult because 
they know themselves to be members of ‘adult’ socio-
demographic groups, including married, parent, and long-
term career, even though they do not consider such group 
memberships per se as defining characteristics of adulthood. 
This is supported by qualitative research, which showed that 

university enrolment suggest increased time investments 
in education and career development during young adult-
hood, with adults placing greater emphasis on their careers. 
Another example is women’s rise in workplace participa-
tion, which increased from 42 to 57% between 1970 and 
2020 (Watson, 2023) and coincides with declining rates of 
marriage and parenthood in the UK (e.g., Clark, 2023; ONS, 
2012; Stripe, 2019). Together these societal trends are likely 
to bring about cohort effects, such that people born in earlier 
years endorse having a career less often as defining charac-
teristic of adulthood than people born in later years.

Attitudes Towards Adulthood

Our sample’s attitudes towards adulthood were overall 
positive, with most participants agreeing that adulthood is 
an enjoyable time of life and selecting positive words to 
describe adults. That said, attitudes towards adulthood var-
ied by age. Older participants had more positive attitudes 
towards adulthood and endorsed a higher frequency of posi-
tive words to describe adults than younger participants. The 
greater positivity of older adults feeling may reflect self-
protective biases of adults to view their contemporaneous 
lifetime in ways that promote well-being and encourage 
successful aging (e.g., Ingrand et al., 2018; Jenull et al., 
2023). Attitudes towards adulthood also differed according 
to the attainment of socio-demographic milestones. Partici-
pants who were employed full-time, married, and had chil-
dren reported more positive attitudes towards adulthood and 
endorsed more positive words to describe adults compared 
with participants who were employed part-time, single, or 
childfree.

The simultaneous attainment of socio-demographic mile-
stones of marriage, career, and parenthood and the resulting 
responsibilities have been referred to as the ‘career-and-
care-crunch’ (Mehta et al., 2020). It occurs as people juggle 
the challenge of progressing in their careers and their car-
ing responsibilities for young children and/ or aging par-
ents (Mehta et al., 2020). One may expect that attitudes 
towards adulthood become more negative as people enter 
the life phase of the career-and-care crunch. However, we 
found that established adults and those who had attained 
socio-demographic milestones had more positive attitudes 
towards adulthood than emerging adults, suggesting that the 
career-and-care crunch does necessarily bring about nega-
tivity towards adulthood. The attainment of socio-demo-
graphic milestones could promote positive attitudes towards 
aging through social comparisons, when people who are 
employed, married, or have children, compare themselves 
favourably to those who have not (yet) achieved these mile-
stones. Alternatively, the association between socio-demo-
graphic milestones and positive attitudes towards adulthood 
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However, these milestones are increasingly delayed or for-
gone altogether for young adults today. Our findings showed 
that adults from the age of 18 to 77 years define adulthood 
using psychological characteristics such as “Accepting 
responsibility for the consequences of my actions” and 
“Being able to look after myself”. That said, subjective 
adult status – the extent to which people feel like adults – 
was predicted by marriage and parenthood, even when they 
were not endorsed as defining characteristics of adulthood. 
We conclude that there is a chasm between people’s explicit 
understanding of adulthood and their implicit, subjective 
experience of feeling adult: the factors which influence 
subjective adult status are not the ones considered to define 
adulthood. We also found that positive attitudes towards 
adulthood predicted subjective adult status to the same 
extent as chronological age. Fostering positive attitudes 
towards adulthood in young people is likely to improve sub-
jective adult status, resulting in a greater sense of belonging 
in adulthood and increased subjective well-being.
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