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I Am “Grown”: Individual Perceptions about the Transition into Adulthood

Introduction

What is it that happens in our lives that confirms our beliefs that we are no longer a child? Do we have to reach a certain age or does something big have to change? Is it a definition, a feeling or an experience? I want to know what specific event or idea happens in women lives—their self-perception—that makes them feel like they have made the transition out of adolescents and into adulthood. There have been studies done that tell us that you make the transition into adulthood at the age of 25 because that is when your mind is completely developed and society deems us adults at 18 when we can take care of ourselves, but I have heard ladies say that they were “grown” or an “adult” way before then—so I wanted to go out and see what the ladies think. So I posted electronic surveys on a social network, and I handed out surveys to the members—and my fellow teammates—of the New Mexico State Women’s Track and Field team to see what they had to say about this topic. 

This topic is important and relates to sociology in general because it looks at the different ways, ideas, and experiences that women classify themselves as adults. In order for us to be a functioning society, we have to look into factors or what drives our actions in society. Also, we as a society have this need to feel like we contribute to something like we are important. How we do this is by contributing to the society. Well we feel like we are taking seriously or that our actions matter only when you are deemed as an adult in society. We look forward to the day that everyone sees and treats us as adults with respect, and with the suffrage that women went through, the women’s revolution and gaining more rights, I want to see when they feel like they are adults, and if their own perception has changed from societies.


Some emerging themes that I found in my study is that financial dependency is the most influential factor of being considered an adult or not. An examination of one’s financial state showed up in almost everyone of my sample population’s response. Another theme was most of the mothers that took the survey said that when they started a family was when they made that transition. There are other patterns in the results of data presented, but that information can be found in the finding section of this paper.
Literature Review


Previous research on the transition into adulthood—for not only women, but for everyone—has been studied before and here is what they found. Marini (1984) believes that when someone’s role changes, is when they have reached adulthood. They believed that the role changes don’t have much variation as far as what it means to be an adult, but how long it individually takes to reach that role change does.  Schoen and Lamdale et. al (2007) also believes that the change in role is when that transition occurs. They believe specifically that women make their transition into adulthood once you have started a family or you have children. Like the authors mentioned above, Arnett(1998) and Hogan(1986) believes that in American majority culture the three criteria for transitioning into adulthood were excepting responsibility for one’s self, financial independence, and independent decisions. Arnett (2001) adds that the transition to adulthood also means accepting responsibility for one’s actions, deciding on one’s beliefs and values, and establishing an equal relationship with parents. These authors believe that something in our lives has to change completely for us to transition into adulthood. This was not the case for all of the authors.

Zucker and Ostrove et. al (2002) found that adult thinking and identity certainty increase as a woman get older, so when your self-identity problems correlates to your age, that is when you have made transition. They believe you have to be a certain age to have reached certain problems, so when you complete that age (and problem) then you face a new age and a new problem. While Furstenberg (2000), Buchmann (1989), Hyde and Jaffee (2000), and Johnson and Berg, et. al(2007) believe that because our goals in life have changed, in return has individually made the transition into adulthood not so definable because we all have our own self-perceptions and influences on the importance of this transition. All of these sources I reviewed help provide a base of my research, but I wasn’t just satisfied with what I read I wanted to go out and see what the ladies that are a part of my life thought about their own lives and if they thought they had transition into adulthood or not.
Methodology

I wanted to reach out to college women and older (18+) to see where they felt they made that transition into adulthood. I picked this group because at the age of 18 you are considered in society an adult, but If these ladies felt like they were an adult before that age or even after that age, I wanted to know what happened in their life or what thought process did they go through to come to that conclusion of what it means to be an adult. 

I collected data three ways. I first posted an electronic survey on Facebook in order to reach female friends and mothers in different states to contribute their input. I did run into some troubles with the wording on my facebook “survey” posts. Even though these were open-ended surveys, the replies were very general. People started saying what they thought it meant to be an adult instead of telling me when they considered themselves to be an adult. When I re-worded the question, I was able to get more details on what the individuals thought about their own lives and these findings are in that section. After posting my surveys online, 18 ladies replied.
 
The other way I collected data came from the written survey I passed out for my female track teammates. This too was an open ended survey, but was written so that I would not get the same results as the online survey. So I went out to track practice one day, and just handed out these surveys. I handed out about 20 surveys to my teammates, and gave a deadline to return to me. Some of my teammates turned in the survey that day, while others went home to either answer the survey online, or to just turn into me within the due date period. Out of the 20 surveys I handed out, I received twelve surveys back. 


Lastly, there were some observations that were done besides the surveys I posted or handed out. I would go into Black Programs located in Garcia Annex and just sit down and listen to some of the girls talk in there. We discuss a lot of things in Black Programs (or “BP” as we call it), so I sat down in there just to see if I could pick up some input without directly asking about adulthood. I made sure to go into BP at least once a week, making sure that my routine seemed normal. I would sit down and pull out a notebook, to make it seem like I was doing homework, when in reality I was taking notes. 

This sample population (totaling of 30 people surveyed plus those that walked in and out of BP) would represent point of views from women all over the country. The girls online, in Black Programs, and on my team are from different states, different areas, different ages, and races and I want to see what they all had to say about adulthood. 
Findings

After looking over the answers in the 30 surveys returned, when asked do you consider yourself an adult, the findings of my data are as follows:





[image: image1.emf]Yes

No

In between



66% of the participants of the ladies said they have transitioned into adulthood, 30% said they do not think they are adults, while 10% opted with the answer of “in between”.  One term that continuously showed up was “grown”. When I use that term, I mean it very loosely saying that I am grown because I do this or I do that, but does that mean I consider myself an adult? I think this is what my participants began to ask themselves. 
The “IN-BETWEEN’s

A lot of the participants realized that they have been “grown-up” in certain situation, but their definition of what it means to be an adult or that transition into adulthood has not happened yet in their lives. One participant, Cindy Andrews gives an example of this “tug of war” 

“That's a great question. Well I guess for me its yes & no. Having to make decisions on behalf of someone else to ensure their well being would qualify me as an adult. Do I still make dumb selfish decisions yes which does still make me childish. Does working 2 jobs taking care of an 18 month old make me an adult probably. I think age doesn't have anything to do with being an adult it’s who you are & what you do with your life that makes you an adult. 3 years ago it would have been a different answer.”

C. Andrew’s brings up a good point. Yes, she needs to make adult decisions because she is responsible for someone’s wellbeing, but at the same time she believes that some of the decisions that she makes for her own life are childish, and not from an adult standpoint. Jaylen Pierce also contributes to this example of having handing situations in an adult manner, 


“I will consider myself an adult when I am able to completely support myself financially even though at this point I don't ever want to have to do that lol :) But sometimes I feel close to adulthood just because I am handling a lot of financial stuff and making a lot of life decisions by myself but I'm not completely at adulthood yet at 20”

Jaylen is a college student at Iowa State University. She does have to make decisions for herself because she is so far from home, but she cannot support herself all by herself yet, so she doesn’t say that she has made that transition even at the age of 20. This leads me to something else that I found in my results, and that is at what age these different women left their adolescent stage and transferred into adulthood. 
The “YES’s

When asked if they considered themselves an adult, those that answered yes was then directed to the question that asked at what age did they make this transition. The results were as follows:
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15% of the participants that answered yes said that they considered themselves adults before they were 18. This was interesting to me because I heard one of my friends Maggy Prink, who had had a child before 18 say to another pregnant peer of hers—who was still under the age of 18—that they were grown now because they were having children of their own. This statement alone is immature, and was the root of why I wanted to study this topic. 25% agrees with society’s age and said they were adults at 18. 10% said they were adults after the age of 20, 40% of the ladies interviewed did not mention an age in their explanation, and another 10% went ahead and said that there was not a specific age that you must reach to be an adult.


Katrina Braxton agreed with Arnett (2001) in her response to the question of being an adult. She said, 


“I would say I feel I'm an adult because my parents have become people in my perspective. They no longer have the amazing parent awe they had when I was younger. I have been exposed to and see their true adult colors which were hidden as a kid by things I didn't understand. As you get older realizing your parents are people but to see them as a person is grown up and to understand their mistakes, even if u don't like them or the people they have turned into.”

She was the first person in my finding to mention that the way she viewed her parents, has changed, which ultimately shows her own transition. Other ladies mentioned that they considered themselves adults because their perceptions about life have changed; they are rapidly approaching the “real world” and they feel like they have the maturity level to take it on. Other’s talked about them no longer relying on their parents financially and being more independent. 

The mothers that replied to the online survey confirmed Schoen and Lamdale et. al (2007) main findings. They said that they made the transition into adulthood when they had kids and started families. That was when their responsibilities changed like Furstenberg (2000), Buchmann (1989), and Hyde and Jaffee (2000) mentioned, and now they had to make decisions that were not only best for them, but ones that was best for their new families as well. Two of the girls got extremely technical when giving their explanation of becoming adults when they talked about adulthood happening when you can reproduce. Alyson Harper gave this statement.


“Physically, I think that a girl reaches adulthood when she can have children. As gross as it is, animals are adults once they are able to reproduce. Mentally, I don't think a girl is an adult that soon, but I think she is technically an adult.”


As gross as it sound, she brings up a good point which can cause a lot of controversy. If we agree with Schoen and Lamdale et. al(2007) that you transition into adulthood when you have children, what do we consider those 9 year old that hit puberty early, and is pregnant? Is she an adult now? This brings up the issue of children raising children. And if we define adulthood by the ability to become pregnant, we as a society will have to deal with bigger issues. For example, if you are under the age of 11 and you have a child how are you going to get a job to take care of your child? Will be treat children like adults, and hold them to the same standards as we do adults now? I do not think we can do that, so instead our orphans and adoptive services increase, leaving more children not knowing their parents, which could lead to more children acting out and participating in deviant behavior—since we learn in class on social problems, that overcrowding increases crime and bad behavior. 

Another theme that popped up in the results was that the transition into adulthood is a mental process only. Taryn Patterson, who is 21 years old, and a senior at University of Colorado-Denver mentioned,


“I feel that I am an adult not because I financially take care of myself or because I can do what I want, but because I am wise in my decision-making on all aspects of my life. From the people I allow in my life to the things that I buy (budgeting), to how I speak to others, and how I think of myself etc. To be honest the wisdom I carry from God makes me more adult than some women who are much older than me.”
Sandy Sanders, agrees with Taryn that being an adult is a mental transition when she says, 


“I feel that to be an adult you a have to be able to mentally process and deal with issues as a rational adult person would.”
 They both conclude in their answers that they transitioned into adulthood because their decision making is not the same as it used to be. When they were children, their actions were childish, but because they do not react to situations like they used to, and they recognizes there are consequences for their actions, makes them re-evaluate how they handle and carries themselves. This was interesting for me because they were the only two to mention that it is how you handle situations, and the responsibilities that you accept are the deciding factor of if you have made that transition into adulthood.

The “NO’s

For the rest of the participants that answered that they do not feel like they are an adult, actually links with Arnett (1998) and Hogan (1986) findings. All of those that answered they were not an adult dealt with them being financially dependent on someone else. The following are quotes all from participants that are over the age of 18 and enrolled in universities in Colorado, Montana, and Georgia. Here are what some of the participants had to say,

“Even though I’m 22, I don't consider myself to be grown yet. Once I am able to financially support myself, then I will consider myself an adult”

“I don’t really consider myself adult because I still feel like I am still very dependent on my parents.  When I am able to completely support myself with minimum help from them then I’ll see myself as one.”

This financial dependency on parents was a pattern that emerged in my results. One Student, Lena Martin said that she was too dependent on her family, but realizes that she will always have them in her back corner if she is in some sort of bind. She says,

“I will consider myself an adult when I can take care of myself in every aspect, financially being the biggest... Even though I know my family will always be there to help me and support”

This statement just reminds me that just because you are an adult doesn’t mean that you will not run into troubles. You do not have all the answers, and that is what family is for to help out when you are put in a sticky situation.  This next quote, contributed by Alexa Davis, brought out something new in my results. She replied to my online post saying, 

“I will consider myself an adult when I've moved out of my parents' home, have my degrees, get a CAREER (not a job loll), am paying my own bills, and have a savings account next to my checking account... really, it's about financial stability and the assurance that I can handle things on my own. When I am able to help my parents out instead of relying on them for everything, I will consider myself an adult. I feel truly being grown is impossible - we are constantly growing =)”


This idea that being grown is something that is never achieved because we are constantly growing and learning every day was brought up which caught me off guard. I have never conducted a study where my results started turning into a different project on its own. I understand that you are continuously learning, but if it’s the amount of knowledge that you acquire that validates if you are an adult or not, then how would we—society—measure adulthood? I did not intend for this to come up, but that is the joys of open ended questions.
Conclusion


Like Furstenberg (2000), Buchmann (1989), Hyde and Jaffee (2000, 40% of my participants believe that making the transition into adulthood is not defined by reaching a certain age (to the 25% that said 18). Again, financial status that was mentioned by Arnett (2001) and Hogan (1986) was the deciding factor for most of my participants when they evaluated their own thoughts on adulthood. What surprised me is that there was at least one participant that agreed with at least one finding in the literature review except for the idea of Zucker and Ostrove et. al (2002) where you complete a stage in life, once you hit a age “benchmarks”. Their study stressed that self-identity issues only happen at certain ages, and that was not really the case for my participants.


I have a few suggestions for future researchers on this topic to improve this study.  One suggestion is to gain the opinions of the students that are in middle schools and high schools. Their perception of life and their own experiences should provided different results besides the ones I collected. Also, this study should have a bigger sample population. A little of 30 people might have been good enough for the purpose of this class, but with a bigger population you can get more accurate results that could better represent the population as a whole. Another idea is to do this study but stick to one racial class to see if the factors are the same or different, then someone can take this same topic and have the controlled sample being ladies in the same social class structures. As you control different variables, the results and the driving forces change, and what that shows us as a society is that we individually have reasons for our actions, our beliefs, our values, our morals. It just shows that our society is a melting pot of all these cultures, and in order for us to solve problems on a large scale, we have to take these micro-factors into consideration.
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Appendix A: 

Online Survey

Survey 1:

Hey ladies!!! I need your help! At what age do you consider yourself to be an adult? And why that age?
Re-due Survey:

Do you believe you are an adult?

If so, why do you believe that you are? (What has happened in your life that you knew you have transitioned into adulthood).

If you don’t consider yourself to be an adult. When, or what, has to happen in your life that you feel will make you consider yourself to be one.

Thank You
Appendix B:

Written Survey that was passed out to my teammates
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