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Abstract

‘Emerging adulthood’ has been proposed as a developmental period (aged from late teens through the twenties) that should be considered as distinct from both adolescence and young adulthood (Arnett, 2004). However, most research has been conducted on samples of participants from the United States and it has been cautioned that emerging adulthood may not be universal, and that the characteristics of emerging adulthood may vary according to culture (Arnett, 2004). Thus, the current study aimed to discover young Australians’ (i.e., 17 to 29 years) perceptions of ‘adulthood’, self-perceived developmental status, and experiences of becoming adult.  This study employed in-depth interviews and interpretive phenomenology in order to explore the experiences of 33 participants (19 female, 14 male). Participants often indicated psychological criteria (e.g., responsibility, decision-making, goal-setting and planning, independence, maturity, identity synthesis, and development of personal values) as markers of adulthood, and these were considered to be negotiated gradually while they ‘became’ adults. The participants also often suggested roles and events as markers for reaching adulthood (e.g., full-time employment, financial independence, moving out of home, tertiary education, travelling, owning a home, and having and taking care of a family), which often appeared to be intertwined with psychological associations of adulthood. The themes produced in this study provided strong support for a developmental period of emerging adulthood. The majority of the participants did not consider themselves ‘complete’ adults, and described emerging adulthood as a gradual process of becoming adult, as a social construction, as a period of possibilities and options, with the support of parents when needed, as feeling ‘in-between’ adolescence and adulthood, and a time when the parent-child relationship dynamics were described as becoming more mutual. While Arnett (2004) estimates that emerging adulthood begins at 18 years of age, the current sample often stated that they began to feel ‘in-between’ adolescence and adulthood at 16-years-old. On the other hand, consistent with Arnett (2004), the current sample often expected to feel ‘completely’ adult in their mid-to-late- 20s. 

