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Introduction 

In 1960, the transition to adulthood typically started early, with most young adults quickly 

passing through the demographic roles transitions that have traditionally defined adulthood in the 

normatively prescribed sequence. By age 30, two-thirds of men and three-quarters of women had 

finished school, become financially independent, left home, married, and had children. By 

contrast, just 30% of men and 46% of women had accomplished all of these transitions in 2000 

(Furstenberg Jr et al. 2004). Moreover, these role transitions were increasingly accomplished out 

of order or were reversed after accomplishment: childbearing often preceded marriage; young 

adults frequently returned to school after entering the labor force, or with young adults moving 

back in with parents after leaving home for the first time (Rindfuss, Swicegood, and Rosenfeld 

1987; Mouw 2005). Young adults receive substantial financial support from parents throughout 

this life stage, both through extra-household transfer and through shared housing (Schoeni and 

Ross 2005). The development of this new, prolonged and disorderly life stage of early adulthood 

has been attributed to a number of long-run historical changes, including increasing economic 

the declining job market for young adults without a college, increased years many Americans are 

spending in school combined with the growing opportunities available to college-educated 

women, as well as the increasing acceptability of sex and fertility outside of marriage 

(Furstenberg Jr. et al. 2004; Danziger and Ratner 2010; Furstenberg Jr. 2010). 

 

As the path through demographic role transitions has changed, so did the importance given 

individual the individual transitions. The negative opinions of single people and couples who 

were childless by choice that were widespread in the late 1950s and early 1960s had largely 

disappeared by 1980 (Furstenberg Jr. et al. 2004; Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2004) By 2002, 

when General Social Survey (GSS) respondents were asked which events were important to 

being considered an adult, they emphasized economic transitions (finishing school, financial 

independence, working full-time, being able to support a family), far more than family 

transitions (getting married, having a child). Family transitions, particularly becoming a parent,  

still impact whether a young adult considers herself or himself an adult (Shanahan et al. 2005; 

Benson and Furstenberg Jr. 2006), however as a society becoming a parent or getting married 

appear to be consider optional compared to becoming able to support oneself and one’s family.  

 

Despite the delayed timetable for completing the transition of adulthood in 2000, the age norms 

for the demographic role transitions remained quite young. The 2002 GSS respondents who 

considered a demographic event to be at least somewhat important for adulthood were then asked 

the age by which that event “should normally occur”. Among young adults ages 18-29, the mean 

ages reported for financial independence and living on one’s own were just 20 years old, 22 for 

full-time work; supporting and raising a family were older, 25-26 years of age (Smith 2003).  
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The Great Recession 2007-2009 furthered eroded young adult economic opportunities—job 

losses were particularly larger for young workers; 15 percent of 20-24 year olds were 

unemployed in 2009 (Allegretto and Lynch 2010). The impact on living arrangements has also 

been substantial, including with rising levels of intergenerational living arrangements (Taylor et 

al. 2010; Mykyta and Macartney 2011), cohabitation rates increase markedly (Kreider 2010) 

while fertility rates fell, particularly among young women (Livingston 2012). The rise in 

intergenerational living arrangements was particularly large among young men: 4-5 percentage 

points among young men; for young women, the increase is smaller, 3 percentage points, and 

concentrated at ages 18-24 (Wimer and Kennedy 2012). Young adults 25-34 who lived with 

parents during the recession, most reported being satisfied with their living arrangements (Parker 

2012). We don’t know, however, whether these increases in and widespread social acceptance of 

intergenerational living arrangements will translate into rising age norms for leaving the parental 

home or declining importance given to leaving the parental home as a marker of adulthood. 

 

In previous decades, family transitions, especially marriage, drove the delayed transition to 

adulthood. In contrast, we expect that rising rates of intergenerational living arrangements will 

be particularly important for understanding trends in the transition to adulthood during the 2000s. 

In addition, we expect changes in employment to also play an important role. 

 

Our paper will examine trends in the complete of the key markers of adulthood, both as a set, and 

individually, from 2000 through 2011 using data from the decennial Census and American 

Community Survey (ACS). In addition, we will use GSS data currently in the field to examine 

more subjective definitions of adulthood. We will consider whether the importance given 

different demographic markers of the transition to adulthood has changed over the past 10 years. 

Finally, we will assess whether the normative age schedule for achieving these adult roles has 

changed to reflect the delayed transition to adulthood in general and rising rates of 

intergenerational living arrangements in particular. Our analysis will consider variation by 

gender, socioeconomic status (educational attainment), and race and ethnicity. 

 

Data and Methods 

We will use data from the 2000 Decennial Census as well as ACS data from 2001-2011 ACS 

files to examine the percent of young adults who have finished school, left the parental home, 

become financially independent, married, had children, provided by IPUMS-USA. We will 

consider alternative definitions of financial independence: in the labor force, working at all, and 

working full-time, and married to a working-spouse, because these may vary by gender, 

education, race, and ethnicity. Likewise, we’ll consider the implication of including cohabitation 

in our estimates of adulthood. Using ACS data from throughout the decade will allow us to 

evaluate the additional impact the recession had above and beyond secular trends in the transition 

to adulthood. 

 

In addition, we will use GSS data from 2002 and 2012 to examine whether the subjective 

definitions of adulthood and the normative schedule for becoming an adult have changed. As 

described earlier, these data provide information on both whether respondents consider a 

particular marker important for becoming an adult, and, if they considered it a least somewhat 

important, the age by which this transition should normally occur. The 2002 questions were 

asked of all respondents, while 2012 GSS survey currently in the field is asking the questions of 
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young adults ages 18-39. We expect to receive these data in January. The GSS also collects 

information on marital status, parenthood, and household living arrangements, and employment. 

 

We will examine proportions of young adults making all five transitions, and each transition 

individually, at ages 20, 25, 30, and 35. We will then examine whether these trends vary by 

gender, educational attainment (at ages 25 and older), and race and ethnicity. Finally, we will 

examine which of the individual transitions are most important for understanding the overall 

trends in the transition to adulthood, and whether this varies gender, education, and race and 

ethnicity. We will confirm our findings using multivariate logistic regression models. 

 

We will look at the trends in the percent of respondents who reported that a given transition was 

important between 2002 and 2012 – overall and by demographic groups. We will then look at the 

ages reported, the means and interquartile range (to measure variation in age norms). We are 

interested not in the ages of individual transitions, but also whether the order of all transitions 

together follows the normative pattern (e.g. marriage before childbearing), and whether this 

varies by demographic groups. Again, we will estimates multivariate models to test for changes 

over time in the important given to individual transitions and to the age of these transition, and 

will control for a young adult’s own demographic transitions. 

 

Preliminary results 

Figure 1 presents trends in the completion of the 5 traditional markers of adulthood by ages 20 

and 30 in 2000, 2006, and 2010. For young men, only 2% completed the transition by age 20 in 

2000 and this decreased to 1% by 2006. We see more movement at age 30, with a 3 percentage 

point decrease in each period, and an overall decline from 31% to 25% by 2010. For young 

women, we see decreases at both age 20 (from 6% to 2%) and at age 30 (from 46% to 39%); 

however, most of this change was concentrated in the first half of the decade, before the 

recession began in 2007. These results suggest that Great Recession may have had a bigger 

impact on the transition to adulthood for young men, which is consistent with disproportionate 

impact of the recession on the employment of young men.  

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

Figures 2 and 3 present the completion of the transition to adulthood at age 30 by educational 

attainment for men and women, respectively. In 2000, there is a strong inverted-U-shaped 

relationship between education and completing the transitions to adulthood – with high school 

graduates having the highest completion rates followed by some college graduates, less than high 

school and finally college graduates the lowest. This is consistent with both the delayed family 

formation of college graduates and the low marriage rates of those Americans who do not finish 

high school. By 2010, this pattern is nearly flat, because the changes in transition to adulthood 

have been concentrated among young adults with middle-levels of education. For college-

educated women, in fact, we see only a 2 percentage point change between 2000 and 2010. 

[Figures 2 and 3 about here] 

 

Finally, Table 1 presents trends in the individual components of the adult transitions between 

2000 and 2010 by gender. Beginning first with trends in intergenerational living arrangements, 

we see a large decrease of the percent of young adults who have left home at both age 20 and at 

age 30—at age 30, the decline was 4 percentage points for both men and women over the 
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decade. At age 30, this increase appears to be evenly spread across both time periods and thus 

unrelated to the recession; previous research suggests that we might see more of a shift during 

the recession when we extend our analysis to younger ages, particularly for men (e.g. ages 20-

29). 

[Table 1 about here] 

Both men and women were substantially less likely to marry and to become parents in 2010 than 

in 2000. This pattern, especially delayed parenthood, is most important for understanding the 

delayed transition in the first half the decade. Next, we extended our definition of marriage to 

include cohabiting unions and parenthood to include the children of cohabiting parents. While 

this increased the levels of adults completing these transitions, the overall trends were 

unchanged.  

 

We also see a decrease in the percent of young adults who have are not attending school at age 

20, but no change at age 30. Because so few young adults completed the transition to adulthood 

by age 20 in 2000, school enrollment no long plays an important demographic role in explaining 

further delays in the transition to adulthood. 

 

Finally, we look at labor force participation and full-time employment. We see a decline in labor 

force participation at age 20, but little change at age 30. More important for understanding the 

delayed transition to adulthood is the large decline in full-time employment in the second half 

the decade which is clearly linked the recession. Between 2006 and 2010, the percent of men 

working full-time decreased from 78% to 70%; for women, this declined from 57% to 54%. 

 

Discussion and next steps 

Our results indicate that the percent of young adults who completed all five demographic makers 

of the transition to adulthood declined throughout the decade. The magnitude was similar for 

men and women, 6-7 percentage points, the timing was different—for women, the decline was 

concentrated early in the decade, while for young men, changes were concentrated during the 

second half of the decade and likely are related to the recession. This decrease was particularly 

large among young adults with a high school degree or some college, and smallest among 

college graduates and resulted in a flattening of educational differences at age 30. Our analysis 

also indicates that the components contributing to this decline varied over the course of the 

decade. Delayed home-leaving mattered throughout the decade. Delayed marriage and fertility 

mattered most at the beginning of the decade, while declining full-time employment matter most 

during the latter half.  

 

Our next steps will be to examine these changes in greater detail, using additional years of the 

ACS, additional age categories, and examining gender, educational, and race and ethnic 

differences in greater detail, and by formally evaluate our findings using multivariate models. 

Finally, we will examine trends in the importance young adult assign to key adult transitions and 

in the age norms for accomplishing these transitions. 
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Table 1. 

 
Family and Living Arrangements 

  
School Enrollment and Employment 

Left home 
    

Finished school 
   

 
Men Women 

  
Men Women 

 
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

  
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

2000 50% 88% 58% 91% 
 

2000 55% 90% 46% 89% 

2006 44% 86% 50% 89% 
 

2006 51% 91% 39% 88% 

2010 44% 83% 48% 87% 
 

2010 47% 90% 37% 87% 

           Traditional marital families 
   

In labor force  

Ever Married 
     

Men Women 

 
Men Women 

  
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

 
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

 
2000 73% 86% 69% 73% 

2000 12% 65% 19% 74% 
 

2006 71% 89% 68% 75% 

2006 5% 58% 10% 67% 
 

2010 67% 88% 65% 77% 

2010 3% 53% 7% 63% 
      

           Parenthood -- excludes children of cohabiting partner Working Full-Time 
  

 
Men Women 

  
Men Women 

 
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

  
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

2000 4% 40% 15% 60% 
 

2000 40% 76% 27% 55% 

2006 3% 36% 10% 56% 
 

2006 37% 78% 24% 57% 

2010 2% 33% 10% 56% 
 

2010 25% 70% 17% 54% 

           Married and cohabiting families 
       Ever in union (ever married -- or currently cohabiting) 

     

 
Men Women 

      

 
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

      2000 16% 71% 26% 79% 
      2006 8% 65% 16% 73% 
      2010 6% 62% 13% 71% 
      

           Parenthood -- includes children of cohabiting partner 
     

 
Men Women 

      

 
age 20 age 30 age 20 age 30 

      2000 5% 42% 17% 62% 
      2006 4% 39% 11% 58% 
      2010 3% 36% 11% 58% 
       

  



8 
 

Figure 1. Percent completing transition to adulthood in 2000 and 2010 using traditional 

benchmarks 
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Figure 2. Percent of men completing transition to adulthood using traditional benchmarks in 

2000 and 2010 at age 30 by educational attainment 

 

Figure 3. Percent of women completing transition to adulthood using traditional benchmarks in 

2000 and 2010 at age 30 by educational attainment 
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