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INTRODUCTION 

 Acknowledged phenomenon of „youth 
prolongation‟: accurate or erroneous? 

 Current concept of adulthood: became 
standardised in the 1960s, when the majority of 
young people fulfilled the traditional markers of 
adulthood at an accelerated pace.  

 Main reason for this development: advanced 
societies were experiencing a phase of 
unprecedented socio-economic prosperity after 
the Second World War 

 In contrast, today‟s young people meet the 
consequences of economic downturn and 
restructuring. 



 

 

 Highlight on youth prolongation might be a misconception 
caused by outdated social concept and expectations 

 Classic definition of adulthood focuses exclusively on social 
and demographic markers 

 Omits a dimension: subjective and psychological 
characteristics – aspects that young people put forward, 
before classic markers 

 

 Presentation plan: 

1 – Changing nature of transition 

2 – Methods 

3 –„Being‟ adult or „feeling‟ adult? 

4 – „New‟ adulthood 

5 – Status negotiation 

 



THE CHANGING NATURE OF TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

 Transition to adulthood has lengthened, become more complex, follows 

unpredictable patterns. No longer synchronised into consecutive 

sequences. Many young people‟s routes of transition deviate from 

traditional patterns.   

 Phenomenon of youth prolongation emerged in the 1980s (see Galland 

1990 and Kiley 1983) 

 The changing nature of the process of transition suggests that a new life 

stage, between the phases of adolescence and adulthood, is taking 

shape. Eg: Arnett (2004) refers to „emerging adulthood‟, a separate stage 

between adolescence and adulthood; Heath and Cleaver (2003) refer to 

„youth-hood‟ 

 Transition variation according to young people‟s socio-economic 

background, gender, ethnic origins, level of education and geographical 

location (rural or urban settings)  multidimensional and heterogeneous 

process of transition between different sub-groups of young people  



 The life course might be taking a new direction 

 Whether a new life stage is emerging might be wrongly 

addressed 

 Young people might simply become adults in a different way and 

simultaneously reshape the concept of adulthood. 

 They are not delaying entry into adulthood but reacting and 

adapting to the present socio-economic environment, and 

developing new coping strategies.  

 

 Social concepts, alike social structures, are not impermeable to 

alterations  the nature of the concept of adulthood is 

undergoing transformations 

 But current legislation and societal arrangements neither 

designed for nor prepared for such alterations 



METHODS 

 Comparative empirical research between Finland and 

France, among Finnish and French female university 

students about to experience transition from university 

to working life 

 

 22 qualitative in-depth interviews – 11 interviews in 

each country – were carried out in 2008 



THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ’BEING’ ADULT AND 

’FEELING’ ADULT 

 
 The young women I interviewed in Finland and France considered that 

their parents had become adults at a younger age than themselves.  

 But they have had no choice  result of life circumstances 

 They had been forced to undertake the adult role and heavy 
responsibilities at a young age. 

+ Different times: previous generation‟s lives entrenched in prevailing 
social norms and expectations 

 But respondents questioned their parents‟ real mental maturity and 
psychological development  having had early responsibilities does 
not mean that they were more mature than young people today 

  

Researcher: So, do you feel that [your parents] were adults before, at an 
earlier age? 

Informant: I think they were forced (…) to be adults. (...) When I think of 
my mum, physically being 20 or 21, I don’t think she was an adult, but 
they were (…) forced to take responsibility much quicker than we are. 

Piia (24, Finland)  
 



 The informants suggested that their parents might have been „social‟ 
adults, but not automatically „mental‟ adults.  

 Abiding by expected social norms therefore produces „social‟ adults 
but not necessarily „mature‟ or „psychological‟ adults.  

 Clear distinction between playing quantifiable and predetermined 
roles, and being truly able to fulfil them. 

 According to the established notion of adulthood, individuals can be 
considered adult while still lacking maturity, but they are not 
considered as fully-fledged adults when they lack the traditional 
qualifications for adulthood, even if they act in a mature way and „feel‟ 
adult. 

 Further research is needed on people‟s maturity, experiences and 
perception of adulthood (eg. Andrew et al. 2007; Pallas 2007; 
Shanahan et al. 2005) 

 No longer enough to assess young people‟s status of adulthood on the 
basis of demographic indicators 

 Adulthood is also a state of mind, not only a number of measurable 
quantifiable roles 

 

 

 



’NEW’ ADULTHOOD: A COMBINATION OF CLASSIC AND 

CONTEMPORARY MARKERS 

 Gap between young people having reached a social 
position granting them a stable social identity and those 
whom social status remains ambiguous, although they 
might feel and act as responsible adults.  

 Respondents affirmed that having a job and a family did 
not necessarily make an individual more adult than a 
student or a childless person. 

 These roles increase one‟s responsibilities and transform 
one‟s social status but do not automatically change a 
person into an adult.  

 Clear distinction between being able to fulfil the 
traditional markers of adulthood with a certain level of, or 
absence of, maturity.  

 Social maturity does not necessarily match subjective 
maturity.  



 Notion of adulthood, „being an adult‟ (according to the 
informants) = taking responsibility, being mature, being both 
financially and emotionally independent, and being able to 
manage one‟s own life 

 Traditional markers of transition still viewed as important, but 
because of their capacity to enhance individuals‟ maturity and 
sense of responsibility 

 Parenthood per se does not turn a person into an adult; it 
leads to adulthood because it entails serious commitments 
and being responsible for another person 

 

 Adult status today = combination of personal qualities and 
social roles 

 Established demographic markers of transition still significant 
and relevant, but they can no longer be dissociated from young 
people‟s subjective and psychological experiences of transition 



NEGOTIATING THE STATUS OF ADULTHOOD 

 The standard patterns of transition still dominate the wider socio-
cultural perception of adulthood.  

 The general discourse implies that young people defy the norms.  

 They are suspected of prolonging their youth before attaining the 
„natural‟ patterns of adulthood.   

 In reality, the demanding economic context compels them to adopt 
innovative strategies. But these tactics slow down their entry into 
adulthood. 

 Clash with the political and socio-cultural expectations requiring a fast 
integration 

  

 Informants‟ perception on own transitions: some didn‟t feel adult yet 
(because still financially dependent on parents (mainly in France) or 
not feeling mature enough). Most felt partly adult or like young adults, 
and showed awareness of being between two phases.  

 In fact, negotiating their own positions, and deliberating and justifying 
their own social role and level of adulthood.  



Deep inside of me I really feel like a little girl! Well, I know I’m 
growing up, I realise it because I’m living (…) on my own, well, I 
mean, I don’t live with my parents any more, and I’m trying to 
handle my life!  

Céline (23, France) 

  

I don‟t like the word ‘adult’. (...) I don't like the word ‘adolescent’ 
either, actually, so maybe I simply don’t like categorisations. (...) 
I don't consider myself to be a teenager, so … why not an adult 
actually? Maybe it’s the word itself that is too serious actually! I 
know I attach negative connotations to the word.  

Florence (22, France) 

  

For different people adulthood means different things. 

Tiia (26, Finland) 



I: I guess there’s this connotation to the word adult, that (...) also means (...) 
[that a] person (...) already knows what he or she is going to do two years from 
now … You know, (...) [a] very fixed lifestyle. (...) I don’t think I’m adult in that 
way. (...) I think at some point [in the past] it might have been, but I’m not sure if 
[being adult] is that any more. (...) I think the concept is changing a little bit as 
well. 

R: So, you view yourself as an adult, but within a kind of different idea what an 
adult/ 

I: Yeah, within my idea! 

R: You have your own definition? 

I: Yeah, yeah! 

Päivi (25, Finland) 
 

 Young people experience ambiguity with regards their social 
position, and they struggle to fit in the traditional framework of 
transition, while simultaneously contesting it. 

 Caught in sets of contradictions, between socio-economic 
fluctuations, cultural expectations and individual possibilities 
and desires.  

 



 Dilemma: adult status still measured with the attainment of conventional 

social criteria.  Those not able to fulfil these attributes are not validated 

as full adults (Blatterer 2007a). 

 Impact on young people‟s perception of and doubts about their own 

status. They struggle to fit in a social category that belongs to another 

time, while they increasingly become aware of not being able to conform 

to it.  

 Growing conceptual gap between the categorisation of adulthood and 

young people‟s feelings and perception of what being an adult is.  

 

 The path to adulthood is changing from being a static status that one 

achieves to being a journey that one pursues (Hartmann and Swartz 

2007). 

 Adulthood is becoming a multidimensional on-going process of 

development at both the individual and social levels, rather than being a 

stationary status that one reaches permanently.  



DISCUSSION: RECOGNISING THE NEED TO 

RECONCEPTUALISE ADULTHOOD 

 Need to acknowledge the changing nature of the concept of 

adulthood.  

 Status still understood in terms of achieving demographic 

markers and a stationary social position 

 Interpretation neglects the dimension of subjective maturity, 

sense of responsibility and psychological development  

 

 Theoretical framework of analysis of transition to adulthood 

increasingly irrelevant and outdated 

 Needs revaluation too 

 Young people grew up in a socio-economic context that radically 

differs from the world in which their parents became adults. Yet 

their experiences are still evaluated from within the framework 

of the previous generation.  

 



 Undeniably leads to biased interpretations 

a) Young people‟s innovative patterns of transition are 

misinterpreted and misrecognised for a failure to integrate in wider 

society and for following a deviant lifestyle 

b) Contributes to growing gap between institutions, policies and 

programmes aimed at young people, because analyses fail to 

officially recognise young people‟s real needs 

 More empirical qualitative research needed 

 

 Becomes urgent to acknowledge the multidimensional scope of 

being an adult today + the emergence of both „new‟ adulthood 

and a new framework of transition 


