
Longitudinal and Life Course Studies 2012  Volume 3 Issue 2 Pp 173 – 189                                  ISSN 1757-9597 

173 

Becoming adults in Britain: lifestyles and wellbeing in 
times of social change 

Ingrid Schoon 
Institute of Education, University of London 
I.Schoon@ioe.ac.uk   
Meichu Chen  
University of Michigan, USA 
Dylan Kneale  
Institute of Education, University of London 
Justin Jager  
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, USA 
 

Abstract 
This study examines variations in the combination of social roles in early 
adulthood and their association with mental health, subjective wellbeing, and 
alcohol use in two nationally representative British birth cohorts, born in 1970 
(n=9,897) and 1958 (n=9,171). Using latent class analysis (LCA) we develop a 
typology of variations in the combination of educational attainment, employment 
status, housing, relationship and parenthood status of cohort members in their 
mid-twenties.  We also assess the role of early socialisation experiences and 
teenage life planning as predictors of these status role combinations, and link 
transition outcomes by age 26 to measures of alcohol use, mental health and 
wellbeing. In both cohorts we identified five distinct profiles: ‘work-orientation 
without children’, ‘traditional families’, ‘fragile families’, ‘highly educated without 
children’, and ‘slow starters’. These profiles are predicted by family social 
background, gender, own educational expectations and exam performance at 
age 16. The findings suggest that in both cohorts, high levels of life satisfaction 
are associated with either ‘work orientation without children’ or ‘traditional 
family’ life, suggesting that there are different transition strategies enabling 
individuals to become well-adjusted adults.  

 

Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to understand 

successful transitions to independent adulthood. In 
particular, we assess the extent to which variations 
in developmental transitions are associated with 
markers of subjective wellbeing, i.e. variations in 
levels of life satisfaction, psychological distress, and 
alcohol use. We ask in what circumstances diverging 
life courses and new demands on young people’s 
resources are too extensive and sometimes 
overwhelming, or when are they are opening up 
new opportunities and life chances. The research is 
guided by assumptions formulated within a life 

course theory of human development in context 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979), taking into account 
multiple influences from across domains, as well as 
mutual selection and accommodation of individuals 
and their contexts (Baltes 1990; Elder 1998; 
Schulenberg, Sameroff and Cicchetti 2004).  

In previous research, the association between 
variations in developmental transitions and mental 
health has been examined on the basis of the 
‘developmental match/mismatch model’, specifying 
variations in the match between person-context 
characteristics (Eccles, Lord, Roeser, Barber and  
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Hernandez-Jozefowicz 1997; Schulenberg and  
Maggs 2002; Schulenberg O'Malley, Bachman and 
Johnston 2005). According to this model, transitions 
that provide a progressive increase in 
developmentally appropriate challenges, through 
which young people can experience competence, 
enable the individual to successfully master the 
transition. If, however, the demands of the 
developmental transitions are not matched to the 
capabilities of the individual, or if they amplify 
previous difficulties, then there can be a negative 
effect on mental health and wellbeing.  This can, for 
example, be the case if there is an ‘overload’, 
overwhelming the young person’s coping capacities; 
if the transition exacerbates pre-existing differences 
(increased heterogeneity); or if it increases 
vulnerability to chance events exposure 
(heightened vulnerability). For a more detailed 
description of variations in how young people 
negotiate multiple developmental transitions - see 
Schulenberg and Maggs (2002). 

While previous research has mostly focused on 
only one transition, in this study we examine how 
transitions across different domains weave together 
in people’s lives by using a person-centred 
approach (Magnusson, Bergmann and El-Khouri 
2003). We seek to identify a typology of transition 
patterns, and furthermore, aim to establish the 
meaning of distinct patterns of transitions by 
comparing different groups on a range of 
background variables (i.e. gender, ethnicity, family 
social status), individual characteristics (education 
aspirations, school motivation and academic 
attainment), as well as indicators of alcohol use and 
subjective wellbeing in adulthood (life satisfaction 
and psychological distress).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 
The transition to independent adulthood 

The transition to independent adulthood is a 
developmentally dense period, involving multiple 
and inter-related social role changes across the ‘big 
five’ role transitions, including completion of full-
time education, entry into paid employment, 
independent living arrangements, and the step into 
family formation and parenthood (Shanahan 2000). 
These transitions are strongly interrelated, and 
completing most, if not all of these role transitions 
is often considered to be the marker for reaching 
independent adulthood (Macmillan and  Eliason 
2003; Shanahan, Porfeli, Mortimer and Erickson 
2005; Schulenberg, Bryant and  O'Malley 2004). 

Recent studies have adopted a person-centred 
approach to gain a better understanding of how 
different roles combine within individuals at a 
particular life stage (Garrett and Eccles 2009; 
Oesterle, Hawkins, Hill and Bailey 2010; Osgood, 
Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs and  Barber 2005; Ross, 
Schoon, Martin and  Sacker 2009; Sandefur, 
Eggerling-Boeck and Park 2005; Schoon, Ross and  
Martin 2009). These studies were able to identify 
theoretically meaningful patterns of role 
combinations, and were able to show that these 
patterns relate to differences in social background 
variables and the wider socio-historical context.  

 
Transitions in context 

Life course transitions are set in a socio-cultural 
context and therefore can vary in timing, content 
and meaning (Elder and Shanahan 2007; Schoon 
and Silbereisen 2009). There are culturally based, 
age-related expectations regarding the timing and 
sequencing of major life transitions, providing a 
normative timetable (Heckhausen 1999) or scripts 
of life (Buchmann 1989). Such normative patterns 
are, however, subject to change, often brought 
about through influences from the wider socio-
historical context in which these transitions are 
embedded (Elder, Johnson and Crosnoe 2004). For 
example, since the mid-1970s, young people in 
industrialised nations have experienced rapid and 
profound social and cultural transformations, 
associated with an extended period of full-time 
education and delay in family formation (Blossfeld 
2005; Bynner 2001; Shanahan 2000). The period 
between ages 18 and 25 years, during which young 
people explore new social roles, has been identified 
as a distinct developmental stage of emerging 
adulthood (Arnett 2000), although there is some 
debate as to whether all young people do indeed 
follow a similar time-table in their transition to 
independence, or whether there is a differentiation 
of transition experiences due to persisting social 
structures (Bynner 2005; Cohen, Kasen, Chen, 
Hartmark and Gordon 2003).  It has been argued 
that there is a differentiation between those who 
take a slower route, i.e. those who participate in 
higher education and postpone adult transitions, 
and those who follow the traditional fast track 
transitions of leaving school early (Bynner 2005; 
Jones 2002; Schoon et al 2009). While many studies 
have focused on ‘delayed transition’, less is known 
about how those who leave school early succeed in 
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life, and they have been referred to as the 
‘forgotten half’ (Birdwell et al 2011; Halperin 1998; 
Symonds et al 2011).  

 
Predictors of life course transitions 

In this study we use two nationally-
representative birth cohorts born in 1958 and 1970, 
focusing on the transitions made by age 26, to gain 
a better understanding of experiences of young 
people coming of age in a changing socio-historical 
context.  

According to the theory of the second 
demographic transition, there has been an 
‘ideational shift’ since the 1970s, characterised by 
changing social practices and the breakdown of 
many class, gender, and age-based constraints 
shaping demographic events (Lesthaeghe 1995). 
The 1958 cohort was born just before this major 
demographic shift, while the 1970 cohort grew up 
during this period, enabling us to take into account 
changing demands and opportunities.  

It has been argued that individual biographies 
have become more removed from traditional life 
scripts and more dependent on individual decision 
making (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Giddens 
1991). The notion of individual choice has however 
been questioned, as there is persisting evidence of 
unequal access to educational and career 
opportunities (Bynner 2005; Furlong and Cartmel 
1997; Heinz 2002). Young people from less 
privileged family backgrounds, especially women, 
tend to make work and family-related transitions 
earlier than their more privileged peers, with 
reduced career opportunities in later life (Osgood et 
al 2005; Ross et al 2009; Sandefur et al 2005; 
Schoon, Martin and  Ross 2007). They furthermore 
have lower aspirations regarding education and 
employment transitions, show lower levels of 
school motivation, and obtain fewer educational 
qualifications (Schoon 2007). There is also evidence 
that family instability, indicated for example by 
parental divorce or separation, influences the 
timing and sequencing of transition experiences and 
adult outcomes (Amato and Booth 1997; 
Furstenberg 2000; Ross et al 2009). This interplay 
between structural factors and individual choice has 
been described by the term ‘bounded agency’ 
(Shanahan 2000). Although social change has 
affected all young people, it has not affected all in 
the same way. Based on previous research we 
expect a persisting influence of social background 

characteristics on both individual agency processes 
as well as status attainment in early adulthood 
(Ross et al 2009; Schoon et al 2009). 

 
Variations in wellbeing 

Developmental progression and the mastery of 
age-specific role transitions has been linked to 
increased levels of subjective wellbeing and low 
symptomatology (Schulenberg, Bryant et al 2004; 
Seiffge-Krenke and Gelhaar 2008). The more 
success and less stalling in the domains of work and 
romantic involvement, the greater the likelihood of 
maintaining high levels of wellbeing (Schulenberg et 
al 2004). Problems in establishing oneself in the 
labour market or making the transition into 
independent living, have been associated with 
lower levels of life satisfaction and health (Kins et al 
2010; Schoon et al 2009) and potentially harmful 
behaviour, such as frequent alcohol use 
(Schulenberg et al 2005; Staff et al 2010). Romantic 
involvement with a partner is generally associated 
with higher levels of wellbeing, while early 
parenthood has been associated with negative 
effects on wellbeing (Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003; 
Kiernan 1997; Henretta 2007), largely due to 
relationship instability and fewer socio-economic 
resources. On the other hand, it has been argued 
that early transitions can be beneficial for certain 
individuals (Booth et al 2008), and the effects of 
parenthood on wellbeing depend on gender and 
marital status, as well as other circumstances in life 
(Nomaguchi and Milkie 2003; Woo and Raley 2005; 
Keeton et al 2008). Furthermore, the time frame for 
achieving most of the developmental demands 
might have expanded for the later-born cohort 
(Arnett 2000), and the more recent cohort might 
feel more relaxed about not fulfilling all five 
transition demands by age 26, in particular, 
regarding the step into parenthood. For example, in 
a recent study drawing on data from the Seattle 
Social Development Project, childlessness has been 
shown to have few costs for psychological 
wellbeing, and has even been associated with 
enhanced wellbeing (Umberson et al 2010).  

The socio-historical context in which transitions 
are embedded shapes the expectations, meaning 
and experience of transition outcomes, and for a 
better understanding of what makes a ‘successful 
transition’ we have to examine multiple interacting 
transitions in context. In the present study, we 
examine two indicators of subjective wellbeing: life 



Ingrid Schoon, Meichu Chen, Dylan Kneale, Justin Jager                                           Becoming adults in Britain... 

176 

satisfaction and low levels of psychological distress, 
as well as frequency of alcohol use, capturing key 
positive aspects of transition outcomes, i.e. being 
satisfied with one’s life and the absence of major 
disorders or problem behaviours.  

 
Aims and Hypotheses 

This study has four aims:  
First we aim to identify patterns and variations in 
the combination of social roles in early adulthood, 
taking into account interactions between transition 
outcomes in education, work, housing, family 
formation and parenthood. We expect to find 
meaningful combinations of transition outcome 
across the ‘big five’ domains. In particular we 
expect to find evidence of ‘fast’ versus ‘slow’ 
transitions to adulthood. 
Second, we assess the role of early precursors in 
predicting variations in role combinations. We 
expect that variations in transition outcomes are 
associated with social background factors, such as 
gender, family background and family stability, as 
well as individual aspirations and school 
attainment. Young people from less privileged 
backgrounds, in particular women, are expected to 
be more likely to undergo fast transitions, i.e. 
leaving school after completion of compulsory 
schooling and making the step into family formation 
at an earlier age, while young people from more 
privileged backgrounds are expected to be more 
likely to follow slow track transitions, characterised 
by extended education and delay of partnership 
and parenthood. 
Third, we expect that levels of wellbeing vary for 
different subgroups in the population and are 
associated with variations specified according to the 
developmental match/mismatch model.  In cases 
where the developmental transitions are matched 
to the capabilities and resources of the individual, 
we expect high levels of wellbeing. In cases where 
there is a mismatch or overload, we expect reduced 
levels of wellbeing.  
Fourth, we examine whether: a) similar patterns of 
role combinations apply in two birth cohorts born 
12 years apart: b) there is a shift towards more 
extended or slower transitions in the later-born 
cohort: c) in the later-born cohort a delay in 
assumption of adult roles, or a moratorium period, 
is associated with higher levels of wellbeing than 
the traditional fast track transitions.  

Method 
Sample 

The study used data collected for the 1958 
National Child Development Study (NCDS) and the 
1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70), two of Britain’s 
richest research resources for the study of human 
development (Ferri, Bynner and Wadsworth 2003). 
NCDS took as its subjects, all persons living in Great 
Britain who were born in one week in March 1958. In 
six follow-up surveys, data were collected on the 
physical, psycho-social and educational development 
of the cohort at age 7, 11, 16, 23, 33, 42, 46 and 50 
years. The BCS70 has followed children born in one 
week in April 1970. Follow-up surveys have taken 
place when the cohort members were aged 5, 10, 
16, 26, 30, 34, and 38 years. In both cohorts, the 
sample population is predominantly white (about 3 
to 4 per cent are from Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, African, Caribbean, Chinese or mixed 
origin), reflecting the ethnic diversity of the UK 
population at the time (Ferri et al 2003). 

The analysis is based on cohort members with 
complete data on transition outcomes at age 26, 
including 9,171 cohort members in NCDS and 9,897 
in BCS70. An analysis of response bias showed that 
the achieved samples in the age 30/33 sweeps did 
not differ from the target sample across a number of 
critical variables (social class, parental education, and 
gender), despite a slight under-representation of 
males, and of the most disadvantaged groups (Plewis 
et al 2004).  
 
Measures 

Status indicators in the mid-20s include 
partnership status, parenthood, housing, economic 
activity, and highest qualifications (see Table 1).  
The information was derived from retrospective 
education-, employment-, housing- and family 
history data, collected from cohort members in 
their early 30s (i.e. at age 33 in NCDS and age 30 in 
BCS70).  

 
Predictor Variables 

Parental social status at birth was measured by 
the Registrar General’s measure of occupational 
social class (RGSC), assessed by the current or last-
held job of the cohort member’s father. Where the 
father was absent, the social class (RGSC) of the 
mother was used. For the purpose of this analysis, 
RGSC is coded as: I and II- managerial and 
professional; III - skilled manual or non-manual; IV 
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and V - semi- or unskilled (Leete and Fox 1977). We 
also included a measure of mother’s and father’s 
education, differentiating between parents who left 
school at the minimum age or stayed on. 

Family stability indicating whether the cohort 
member had experienced parental divorce, 
separation or death of a parent by age 10 for 
BCS70, and age 11 for NCDS. 

Educational plans of the cohort members when 
aged 16, indicated whether they wished to continue 
in further education.  

School motivation at age 16 was assessed with a 
5-item academic motivation scale (e.g. “school is 
largely a waste of time”; “I do not like school”). 
Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale. 
Internal consistency of the scale is satisfactory 
(Cronbach’s alpha: α = .77 in NCDS, and α =.76 in 
BCS70), and scores were z-standardised. The 
validity of the school motivation scale has been 
established in previous studies, showing significant 
correlations between school motivation and 
educational aspirations (Schoon et al 2007) and 
time spent in education (Schoon 2008). A high score 
indicates positive school motivation, and a low 
score, school disengagement. 

Academic attainment at age 16 is measured by 
an overall ‘exam score’, calculated for both cohorts 
from their examination performance at age 16. The 
examination system was the same for both cohorts. 
The overall exam scores range from 0 to 94 in 
NCDS, and from 0 to 97 in BCS70. 

Indicators of Adult Wellbeing include measures 
of mental health and life satisfaction. These 
measures were obtained for BCS70 cohort 
members at age 26 and 30, while for NCDS they are 
only available at age 33, but not age 26. We are 
thus able to assess concurrent associations 
between transition outcomes and wellbeing in 
BCS70, and use transition outcomes at 26 to predict 
wellbeing at a later time point in both cohorts.  

Adult mental health was measured with the 
Malaise Inventory (Rutter, Tizard and Whitmore 
1970), a self-completion measure of psychological 
distress, or depression, which has been widely used 
in general population studies (McGee et al 1986; 
Rutter and Madge 1976;   Rodgers et al 1999). The 
internal consistency of the scale has been shown to 
be acceptable and the validity of the inventory 
shown to hold in different socio-economic groups 
(Rodgers et al 1999). The overall scale score ranges 
from 0 to 24. Individuals scoring affirmatively on 8 

or more of the 24 items are considered to be at risk 
of depression.  

Life satisfaction was assessed with one item: 
'On a scale from 0 to 10 how satisfied are you about 
the way your life has turned out so far?' 
(0=extremely unsatisfied to 10=completely 
satisfied).  

Frequency of alcohol use was measured with a 
question that asked respondents, ’How often do 
you have an alcoholic drink of any kind?’ From the 
responses, a dichotomous variable was created in 
which respondents who reported daily drinking 
were compared to those who drank on fewer 
occasions. 

   
Data analysis 

We use Latent Class Analysis (LCA) as 
implemented in MPlus 6.1 (Muthén and Muthén 
2007) to identify how different indicators of adult 
roles combine within individuals. LCA is a statistical 
method that enables us to examine latent 
structures among a set of categorical scored 
variables, and to identify underlying types or classes 
(Goodman 1974; Lazarsfeld and Henry 1968). A 
number of latent classes are identified that 
adequately capture the structure in the data, and 
parameters estimated that give the proportions of 
individuals within each of the latent classes (latent 
class probabilities) and their distribution across the 
indicator variables within these classes (conditional 
probabilities). Parameters are estimated using 
maximum likelihood criterion where the estimates 
are those most likely to account for the observed 
data (Clogg 1995). The model fit is determined by 
the Schwarz’s Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 
(Schwarz 1978), a commonly-used fit index that 
balances model fit with model parsimony, adjusting 
for the size of the sample. The model with the 
lowest BIC is considered optimal (Muthén and 
Muthén 2000). We also consider the quality of the 
classification. The entropy index, an aggregate 
measure of classification, uncertainty-based on the 
average posterior probabilities (i.e. probability of 
an observations to be classified in a given class), is 
used to indicate how well a model classifies 
individuals (Dias and Vermunt 2006).  It ranges from 
0 to 1, with 1 indicating that all individuals have a 
probability of 1 for being in one class, and a 
probability of zero for being in all other classes.  For 
well-separated latent classes, the entropy index is 
close to 1, while for ill-separated classes it is close 
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to 0. We furthermore consider the usefulness of the 
solution in practice, determined by the 
interpretability of the classes, the number of 
individuals in each class, and the emergence of 
distinct patterns regarding associated predictors 
and consequences.  

The associations between predictors and class 
memberships were estimated by multinominal 
logistic regression. The association between class 
membership and indicators of wellbeing were 
assessed using analysis of variance. To address the 
issue of missing data, the analysis was run using 

the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) 
approach as implemented in Mplus6 (Muthén and 
Muthén 2009) using full information maximum 
likelihood (FIML) estimation to handle any item 
non-response (Asparouhov and Muthén 2009). 
FIML is preferable to maximum likelihood 
estimation based on complete data (the listwise 
deletion (LD) approach) since FIML estimates will 
tend to show less bias and be more reliable than 
LD estimates, even when the data deviate from 
missing at random and are non-ignorable 
(Arbuckle 1996).  

 

Results 
Table 1. Observed role characteristics at age 26 

  NCDS in 1984 %       BCS70 in 1996  % 

Education   
No qualifications 12.1 15.1 
Up to GCSE/O-level 49.0 44.2 
A-level (baccalaureate) 17.3 13.3 
Degree level 21.7 27.4 

Employment status   
Unemployed/Out of the labour force 4.4 4.1 
Full-time home maker 12.2 9.4 
Full-time education 1.1 3.2 
Works part-time 5.7 7.6 
Works full-time 76.6 75.7 

Living arrangements   
Lives with parents 18.7 19.8 
Rented accommodation 31.4 38.0 
Own home 49.9 42.2 

Relationship status   
Married 54.9 27.7 
Cohabiting 12.3 31.6 
Single 32.8 40.7 

Parental status   
Childless 63.3 70.1 
1-2 children 33.2 27.4 
3 or more children 3.5 2.5 

Total N 9,171 9,897 
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Table 1 gives distributions of the five status 
indicators of education, employment, living 
arrangements, relationship and parenthood status 
at age 26 for each of the cohorts.  The later-born 
BCS70 cohort achieved higher academic 
qualifications than the earlier-born NCDS cohort at 
the same age, yet also had more young people 
leaving education without any qualifications. The 
later-born cohort comprises fewer full-time home 
makers, more part-time workers, or cohort 
members still in full-time education at age 26. In 

both cohorts about the same percentage of young 
people are living with their parents at age 26. In the 
1958 cohort, more young people own their own 
home by age 26, while in the 1970 cohort, more are 
living in rented accommodation. Fewer in the later-
born cohort are married and have children. The 
findings seem to indicate a trend towards delayed 
assumption of family roles in the later-born cohort, 
yet also an increasing polarization regarding 
education and housing transitions.  

 

Table 2.  Model fit indices and entropy by number of classes from exploratory latent class analysis 
(LCA) of role configurations 

 NCDS 1984 (N=9,171) BCS70 1996 (N=9,897) 

Class LL # Par BIC Entropy LL # Par BIC Entropy 

2 -40773 27 81792 0.836 -46481 27 93210 0.826 

3 -39397 41 79167 0.813 -45134 41 90645 0.786 

4 -39138 55 78778 0.784 -44808 55 90122 0.754 

5 -38916 69 78461 0.764 -44558 69 89751 0.759 

6 -38863 83 78483 0.761 -44483 83 89729 0.742 

7 -38823 97 78532 0.699 -44426 97 89745 0.741 

Notes. 
LL: Log-Likelihood value for the kth model 
# Par: Numbers of parameters in the kth model 
CF: Scale correction factors for MLR in the kth model 
BIC: Bayesian Information Criteria 
 

 
Identification of (latent) class membership 

Table 2 gives the indicators of model fit for the 
different k-class solutions. Although the lowest BIC 
was represented by a 6-class solution for BCS70, 
there was little relative improvement beyond a 5-
class solution for both cohorts, differentiating 
between ‘traditional families’, ‘career orientation 
without children’, ‘slow starters’, ‘fragile families’, 
and those who are ‘highly educated without 
children’. Inspection of solutions with greater than 
five classes did not reveal any qualitatively different 
configurations, or they were simply not 
interpretable. For example, in both cohorts we find 
a ‘single mothers’ group emerges from the group of 
fragile families, which although it differs from the 
former according to partnership status and gender, 

showed no further variation amongst the other 
predictors in the model. In addition, some further 
classes revealed a splitting of both traditional 
families and fragile families into male and female 
equivalent classes. Simulation studies have shown 
that BIC tends to overestimate the optimum 
number of classes (Nylund, Asparouhov and 
Muthen 2007). To test the reliability of our solution, 
we re-ran the model with different starting values 
and with a randomly-selected sample of 
approximately 25% (2,500 cases) in both cohorts. 
We were able to replicate the 5-class solutions 
exactly, while solutions with additional classes were 
not stable. In addition, with a reduced sample, BIC 
also supported the 5-class solutions. 
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Table 3. Proportion of cohort members allocated to each of the five classes 
 NCDS in 1984  % BCS70 in 1996  % 
Work orientation without children (WWC) 31.4 32.2 

Traditional families (TF) 20.1 15.9 

Highly educated without children (EWC) 18.0 23.1 

Slow starters (SS) 17.4 15.9 

Fragile families (FF) 13.0 12.9 

N 9,171 9,897 
 
Table 3 indicates the proportion of cohort 

members that were allocated with the highest 
probability to each of the five classes (the class size 
parameters fitted by the model). In both cohorts 
‘work orientation without children’ is the largest

group, especially in later-born 1970 cohort, followed 
by those in ‘traditional families’ for the 1958 cohort 
and the ‘highly educated without children’ in the 
1970 cohort. There are similar rates of ‘slow starters’ 
and ‘fragile families’ in both cohorts. 
 

Table 4.  Latent class probabilities for both cohorts 
 NCDS at age 26 in 1984 (N=9,171) BCS70 at age 26 in 1996 (N=9,897) 
  WWC TF EWC SS FF WWC TF EWC SS FF 
Education            

No qualifications .047 .118 .047 .139 .392 .092 .179 .098 .134 .401 
Up to GCSE/O-level .470 .659 .313 .498 .523 .425 .617 .294 .450 .516 
A-level (baccalaureate) .235 .099 .214 .187 .057 .169 .117 .119 .145 .062 
Degree level .249 .123 .426 .176 .028 .313 .087 .489 .271 .022 

Employment status            
Unemployed/Out of labour force .009 .034 .042 .077 .103 .005 .011 .075 .043 .120 
Full-time home maker .021 .388 .000 .001 .293 .000 .218 .001 .002 .479 
Full-time education .004 .001 .043 .005 .001 .010 .005 .098 .030 .010 
Works part-time .033 .131 .020 .021 .100 .027 .241 .037 .028 .113 
Works full-time .932 .447 .894 .896 .502 .958 .524 .789 .897 .278 

Living arrangements            
Lives with parents .010 .003 .058 .906 .086 .042 .031 .080 1.000 .105 
Rented accommodation .095 .226 .622 .049 .891 .129 .214 .881 .000 .850 
Own home .895 .771 .320 .046 .023 .829 .755 .039 .000 .046 

Relationship status            
Married .858 .938 .071 .025 .656 .367 .702 .023 .001 .243 
Cohabiting .142 .041 .242 .016 .175 .422 .272 .331 .024 .410 
Single .000 .021 .686 .959 .169 .211 .027 .646 .974 .346 

Parental status            
Childless .851 .000 .990 .968 .106 .943 .126 .963 .951 .021 
1-2 children .149 .929 .010 .032 .730 .057 .841 .037 .049 .812 
3 or more children .000 .071 .000 .000 .164 .000 .032 .000 .000 .166 

Class sizes (N) 2,884 1,847 1,653 1,593 1,194 3,187 1,574 2,285 1,577 1,274 
Note. WWC: Work-orientation Without Children; TF: Traditional Families; EWC: Highly educated without children; SS: Slow 
Starters; FF: Fragile Families 
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Typology of role configurations in young adulthood 
Table 4 presents the latent class and conditional 

probabilities of the final 5-class solutions in both 
cohorts. Whilst membership proportions have 
slightly changed from NCDS to BCS70, conditional 
probabilities and gender distributions follow a 
similar pattern, justifying the use of the same labels 
across cohorts:  

Work orientation without children (WWC). 
Members of this group are typically full-time 
employed, have no children, and own their own 
home. Partnership status is different in the two 
cohorts, with most of those in the 1958 cohort 
being married, while in the later-born cohort this 
class includes married, cohabiting, and single 
individuals. Cohort members in this group are, on 
average, relatively well-educated, yet not as highly 
as the ‘highly educated without children’. 

Traditional Families (TF). Members of this group 
are typically married (although there are more 
cohabiting cohort members in the later-born 
cohort), own their own home, and have one or two 
children. The level of educational attainment varies, 
with the majority having obtained their O-level 
qualifications. Whilst nearly half of the members in 
this class are in full-time employment (mostly 
males), considerable proportions are full-time home 
makers or working part-time (mostly females).  

Highly Educated Without Children (EWC). This 
group is the most highly educated (i.e. with degree 
level qualifications). Most of them are single with 
no children, working full-time, and living in rented 
accommodation (especially in the later-born 
cohort).  

Slow Starters (SS). Slow starters are typically 
single, childless, and live with their parents. Most of 
them work full-time. Furthermore, their educational 
profile has slightly changed, with more individuals 
in the later-born cohort having degree-level 
qualifications. This group is however not as well-
educated as those cohort members on the ‘highly 
educated without children’, or those in the class 
‘work without children’. 

Fragile Families (FF). This class is characterized 
primarily by parenthood status, combined with a 

high likelihood of living in rented accommodation, 
and poor educational attainment. This class 
contains more people without any formal 
qualification than any other class. Compared to all 
other classes (except for ‘traditional families’ in the 
1958 cohort), individuals in ‘fragile families’ are 
least likely to be in full-time employment. 
 
Antecedents of class membership 

Multinominal regression models were run to 
establish the association between the predictor 
variables and membership in any of the five groups. 
For ease of interpretation, the standard 
multinomial regression coefficients have been 
converted into relative risks, which eliminate the 
need for a reference class. The estimates presented 
in table 5 summarise the change in probabilities for 
being a member of each group, associated with a 
level change on the predictor variable (holding all 
other predictors constant at their means). 

 In both cohorts females are more likely to be 
grouped into the ‘traditional family’ or the ‘fragile 
family’ group than males. Additional predictors of 
entering the ‘traditional family’ group include 
having relatively low-educated parents and low 
educational plans. While NCDS members in this 
group show average exam scores, in BCS70 they are 
more likely to have low exam scores, indicating a 
shift in predictors and maybe different 
characteristics of the two groups. Regarding the 
‘fragile family’ group, significant predictors besides 
gender include low parental social class, low 
parental education, low educational plans, low 
school motivation, and poor exam results at age 16.  

In both cohorts, ‘work-orientation without 
children’ is associated high educational plans and 
good exam scores. Entry into the ‘highly educated 
without children’ group is predicted by being male, 
stemming from relatively advantaged family 
background with educated parents, having high 
educational plans and good academic attainment. 
Entry into the ‘slow starter’ group is significantly 
associated with being male, relatively privileged 
family background, experience of family break-up, 
and average, yet not low exam scores.  
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Table 5. The estimated relative risks of being in a given class, computed from multinomial logistic regressions 

 of class memberships at age 26 on early predictors for NCDS and BCS70 
 

 NCDS (N=9171) BCS70 (N=9897) 
  WWC TF EWC SS FF WWC TF EWC SS FF 

gender: male (1) vs female (0) 1.09 .41 1.36 2.03 .72 1.05 .54 1.50 1.54 .33 

ethnicity: nonwhite (1)  vs white (0) .86 1.09 .96 .74 1.61 .54 1.12 1.41 1.28 1.34 

RGSC: Skilled workers (1)  vs prof/managerial (0) .91 1.17 .74 .78 1.40 .95 1.08 .72 .94 1.48 

RGSC: Semi/unskilled (1)  vs prof/managerial (0) .82 1.19 .68 .73 1.78 .78 1.22 .74 .79 1.93 

Mother education: had further ed.(1)  vs no (0) 1.11 .76 1.52 1.04 .72 1.06 .85 1.22 .97 .81 

Father education: had further ed (1)  vs no (0) 1.14 .85 1.28 1.08 .61 .98 1.05 1.09 .98 .87 

Intact family by age 10: nonintact (1)   vs intact (0) .78 1.24 1.17 .59 1.25 .94 .92 1.27 .70 1.35 

Educational plans at age 16:  

Wants further ed(1)versus no further ed(0) 1.23 .67 1.56 1.01 .68 .98 .73 1.55 1.15 .62 

School motivation at age 16 :  

1 sd below (1)  vs average (0) .92 1.06 .94 .92 1.26 .90 1.07 1.04 .92 1.22 

School motivation at age 16:   

1 sd above (1)  vs average (0) 1.08 .94 1.05 1.08 .78 1.10 .92 .95 1.07 .81 

Exam score at age 16: 1 sd below (1)  vs average (0) .82 .92 .76 1.05 2.13 .75 1.19 .67 1.00 1.93 

Exam score at age 16: 1 sd above (1)  vs average (0) 1.13 1.01 1.21 .88 .44 1.20 .76 1.34 .90 .46 

Note. 
WWC:Work-orientation Without children; TF: Traditional Families; EWC: Highly educated without children; SS: Slow Starter; FF: Fragile Families 
 Bold relative risks are significant at .01 level based on 99% confidence interval of the estimated relative risk coefficients 
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Table 6. Sample means and standard deviation of adult outcomes by class memberships and by cohorts F-value (and p-
value) for class 

differences 
  NCDS  

Classes Overall WWC TF EWC SS FF  

Adult Outcomes Mean (std) Mean (std) Mean (std) Mean (std) Mean (std) Mean (std)  

Life satisfaction at 33 7.49 7.72 7.66 7.36 7.33 7.03 43.00 

 (1.66) (1.48) (1.67) (1.60) (1.67) (1.99) (.000) 

Malaise at 33 2.30 1.87 2.48 2.17 2.17 3.45 66.04 

 (2.87) (2.47) (2.98) (2.74) (2.59) (3.72) (.000) 

Daily alcohol use at 33 .12 .14 .07 .19 .13 .07 36.40 

 (.33) (.35) (.26) (.39) (.34) (.26) (.000) 

  BCS70  

Life satisfaction at 26 7.29 7.71 7.79 6.92 6.78 6.63 104.46 

 (1.85) (1.58) (1.71) (1.94) (1.92) (2.10) (.000) 

Life satisfaction at 30 7.35 7.62 7.54 7.18 7.36 6.71 60.41 

  (1.82) (1.68) (1.76) (1.86) (1.74) (2.07) (.000) 

Malaise at 26 3.74 3.41 3.68 3.67 3.67 5.41 43.76 

 (3.26) (2.94) (3.11) (3.35) (3.29) (3.90) (.000) 

Malaise at 30 3.49 3.01 3.37 3.60 3.35 4.89 63.99 

 (3.44) (2.97) (3.25) (3.61) (3.26) (4.23) (.000) 

Daily alcohol at 26  .09 .09 .05 .13 .08 .04 17.18 

 (.28) (.29) (.22) (.34) (.27) (.19) (.000) 

Daily alcohol at 30  .13 .14 .10 .19 .11 .06 34.91 

  (.34) (.35) (.30) (.39) (.31) (.24) (.000) 
Note: WWC: Work-orientation Without Children; TF: Traditional Families; AT: Highly educated without children 
SS: Slow Starter;  FF: Fragile Families  
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Adult outcomes 
Analyses of variance were run to test 

differences in the wellbeing indicators across the 
five groups. In table 6, the mean and standard 
deviation of the outcome variables are given for 
both cohorts, and for each of the five groups in 
each cohort. Life satisfaction is highest among 
cohort members in the ‘work no children’ class and 
those in the ‘traditional families’ class, followed by 
the ‘highly educated without children’ and the ‘slow 
starter’ classes. In NCDS, levels of distress are 
lowest among cohort members in the ‘work no 
children’ class, followed by the ‘highly educated 
without children’ and ‘slow starters’. In BCS70, low 
levels of distress are reported also by cohort 
members in the ‘work no children’ class, followed 
by the ‘slow starters’, those in ‘traditional families’, 
and the ‘highly educated without children’. In both 
cohorts those in the ‘fragile families’ class report 
the lowest levels of life satisfaction and the highest 
levels of distress. Daily alcohol use is highest among 
the ‘highly educated without children’ and lowest 
among cohort members who have made the step 
into parenthood, i.e. the ‘traditional’ and the 
‘fragile families’.  

In interpreting these findings, it has to be kept 
in mind that information regarding adult outcomes 
in the 1958 cohort was collected seven years after 
the role combinations were assessed, i.e. at age 33 
and not at age 26. In the 1970 cohort, by contrast, 
all information was assessed at age 26 and again at 
age 30. We can thus examine concurrent 
associations between the outcome variables and 
the role combinations in BCS70, and in both cohorts 
we assess associations between transition 
outcomes at age 26 and later wellbeing. The 
pattern observed for the 1958 cohort can largely be 
confirmed in the later-born cohort: individuals 
grouped into the ‘work no children’ class at age 26 
reported the highest level of life satisfaction and 
the lowest psychological distress later on, and those 
in the ‘fragile families’ class, the highest levels of 
distress and lowest levels of life satisfaction. 
Relatively low levels of distress are furthermore 
reported by the ‘highly educated without children’ 
and the ‘slow starters’, however the ‘highly 
educated without children’ reported more daily 
alcohol use than the other four groups. At age 26, 
life satisfaction is highest among cohort members in 
the ‘traditional families’ class, followed by those in  
 

 
the ‘work no children’, then the ‘highly educated 
without children’, then the ‘slow starter’ class.  
 
Summary and Conclusion 

In both cohorts, five distinct and meaningful 
groups could be identified, which relate well to 
earlier studies using LCA (Osgood et al 2005; 
Sandefur et al 2005; Ross et al 2009). The five 
groups have been labeled as ‘work orientation 
without children’, ‘ highly educated without 
children’, ‘traditional families’, ‘slow starters’, and 
‘fragile families’. The most prevalent pattern in both 
cohorts is ‘work orientation with no children’, which 
also involves home ownership. In the later-born 
cohort there are more cohort members identified 
as ‘highly educated without children’ and fewer 
‘traditional families’. Both cohorts contain similar 
proportions of cohort members grouped into ‘slow 
starters’ and ‘fragile families’. As in previous 
studies, our groups are characterized by variations 
in academic attainment, employment status and 
family formation – yet our groups are, in addition, 
clearly defined by their housing situation.  

The five groups differed in their level of 
wellbeing. Those groups who reported the highest 
levels of life satisfaction, i.e. the ‘work no children’ 
and the ‘traditional family’ group, also owned their 
own homes, suggesting that home ownership plays 
a role in shaping wellbeing. The association 
between home ownership and wellbeing might be a 
particular British phenomenon, yet it illustrates the 
need of young people to establish their 
independence. ‘Fragile families’ as well as the 
‘highly educated without children’, typically lived in 
rented accommodation, suggesting that home 
ownership is a possible indicator of having achieved 
financial security. ‘Slow starters’ still lived in, or had 
returned to, their parental home by age 26. The 
group of ‘slow starters’ can possibly be seen to 
representing those cohort members who are in an 
extended period of exploration characterizing 
emerging adulthood (Arnett 2000). This group is 
however not a majority pattern, and has not 
increased for the later-born cohort (comprising 
about 18 per cent in the 1958 cohort and 15% in the 
1970 cohort). Neither do they show the highest 
levels of wellbeing, suggesting that delaying the 
step into independence is associated with reduced 
life satisfaction. 
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Regarding cohort differences, we find that the 
later cohort is growing up with better educated 
parents and are better educated themselves, i.e. 
have obtained higher level qualifications. In the 
later-born cohort, family formation has been 
delayed and fewer young people are home owners 
by age 26. We also find higher levels of 
psychological distress and lower levels of life 
satisfaction in the later-born cohort, which might be 
associated with the reduced likelihood of home 
ownership or delays in partnership formation. 
There were no large cohort changes regarding daily 
alcohol use. Generally, our findings suggest only 
slight cohort changes regarding role combinations 
by age 26, driven particularly by extended 
education participation and delay in family 
formation. However, by age 26 the majority of 
young people in the UK are living together as a 
couple (i.e. are married or cohabiting). We 
therefore cannot confirm the assumption of a new 
normative stage of non-commitment as suggested 
by Arnett (2000), neither is there a majority of 
young people with extended education, i.e. the 
‘highly educated without children’. The findings 
rather point towards a polarization of fast versus 
slow transitions, with the fragile and traditional 
families having made an early step into parenthood 
(before the age of 26), and the ‘slow starters’ and 
the ‘highly educated without children’ having 
delayed the assumption of adult responsibilities. 
Those who are ‘work oriented without children’ are 
in-between. As predicted, cohort members with 
delayed transitions were more likely born into 
relatively privileged families, in particular the ‘highly 
educated without children’. Fast transitions, in 
contrast, are associated with a less privileged family 
background and being female. Furthermore, 
compared to those with extended transitions, those 
on the fast track show relatively fewer individual 
resources, as for example lower levels of education 
aspirations, school motivation, and academic 
attainment.  

It is thus no surprise that cohort members in the 
‘fragile family’ group report low levels of wellbeing, 
i.e. low levels of life satisfaction and high levels of 
psychological distress. Their transition fits the 
overload model (Schulenberg and Maggs 2002), 
where the experience of multiple transitions over a 
relatively short period of time has possibly 
overwhelmed their coping capabilities. Fast track 
transitions can however also be successfully 

mastered, as indicated by the high levels of life 
satisfaction among individuals in the ‘traditional 
family’ group. Individuals in the ‘traditional family’ 
group have successfully navigated all five 
transitions, suggesting the experience of a 
progressive increase in developmentally 
appropriate demands. They have successfully 
negotiated the step into financial independence, 
have established a stable relationship, overcame 
the risks associated with relatively early 
parenthood, and have succeeded in getting onto 
the property ladder. They report slightly higher 
levels of distress than the ‘work no children’ group, 
possibly reflecting the strain of looking after young 
children.  

Those grouped into the ‘work-orientation 
without children’ group have mastered four out of 
five transitions, i.e. all transitions but the step into 
parenthood. Their experience can possibly also be 
conceptualized as a progressive increase in role 
demands: for young people in this group, the timing 
and sequencing of transition to adult roles appears 
to match their capabilities and resources, and has 
opened up developmentally appropriate challenges. 
In both cohorts, this group shows high life 
satisfaction and low levels of distress. They are also 
less likely to drink daily than the ‘highly educated 
without children’, maybe another indicator of less 
distress. 

Delaying commitment to adult roles is, in our 
study, associated with slightly reduced levels of 
wellbeing. Compared to the ‘traditional family’ and 
‘work no children’ groups, the ‘highly educated 
without children’ might have channeled their 
energies in pursuing a trajectory that enabled them 
to focus on maximizing existing strengths within 
one domain. As teenagers they already showed a 
preference for an academic career: they wanted to 
pursue further education and achieved good exam 
results at age 16. They furthermore grew up in 
relatively privileged families with highly educated 
parents. Their transition could thus be 
characterized by the increased heterogeneity model 
(see Schulenberg and Maggs 2002), where 
transitions magnify existing strengths. By age 26 
they express moderate to low levels of wellbeing, 
especially in the later-born cohort, and are most 
likely to drink daily. It could be that focusing on only 
two transitions, i.e. education and work, without 
establishing a stable relationship or making the step 
onto the housing ladder does not provide a 
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sufficiently sturdy base for wellbeing (see also 
Garret and Eccles 2009). Furthermore, in both 
cohorts the ‘slow starter’ group shows relatively 
low levels life satisfaction, possibly indicating 
conflicting demands or a problematic childhood. 
They grew up in relatively privileged families, yet 
might have experienced the separation of their 
parents. Their academic attainment was average, 
suggesting that the transition demands might not 
have matched their psycho-social capabilities. They 
only ‘succeeded’ in making two of the ‘big five’ 
transitions, i.e. completing education and entering 
paid employment. 

The findings suggest that delay in commitment 
as well as a mismatch between transition demands 
and individual capabilities and resources, is 
associated with lower levels of wellbeing. Thus we 
find no evidence to support the assumption that a 
moratorium period, or delayed transitions, are 
associated with increased levels of wellbeing. Too 
few - or too many unsupported transitions (as in the 
case of the ‘fragile families’) are not beneficial for 
wellbeing. Engaging in developmentally appropriate 
transitions, even if they might be perceived as 
‘risky’ (as in the case of early parenthood), can open 
up opportunities for young people to experience 
competence and accomplishment, as illustrated in 
the case of ‘traditional families’. The timetable for 
achieving certain transition markers appears to be 
variable and depends on the resources available to 
the individual. Family background, gender, 
individual capabilities and preferences play an 
important role in shaping transition behaviours, and 
young people have to balance demands and 
resources.    

In interpreting the findings, one has to be aware 
of a principal limitation of latent class analysis, 
which lies in the temptation to attach too much 
meaning to a latent class or the label assigned to it 
(Sandefur et al 2005). One has to remain cautious in 
interpreting the group allocations, especially in 
regard of reifying labels assigned to the classes for 
easier interpretations. The final model provides 
only a summary of the many ways in which role 
configurations may occur in society. For both 
cohorts, the five key status indicators had been 
measured at age 26. In the 1958 cohort, however, 
the outcomes have been collected seven years 
later.    It   is   possible     that    changes    in    role 

 

combinations have occurred in that time period, as  
the  role  configurations of cohort members in their 
mid-20s only represent a snapshot in time, and do 
not capture the dynamics of transition processes. 
However, being able to compare the associations 
between role combinations and indicators of 
subjective wellbeing for the two cohorts, reveals a 
similar pattern in associations between transition 
experiences, antecedents and associated outcomes. 
Future research should control for prior levels of 
wellbeing, and use latent transition analysis to 
study changes in class membership and associated 
outcomes over time (Macmillan and Copher 2005; 
Macmillan and  Eliason 2003; Oesterle et al 2010).  
The analyses presented here, provide evidence of 
changes and similarities in role combinations in two 
birth cohorts born 12 years apart and regarding 
their antecedents and associated outcomes, 
contributing to a better understanding about the 
interdependencies of transitions to adult roles in 
times of social change. The results show 
heterogeneity and persistent social structuring of 
transition experiences. There is a differentiation 
between fast versus slow transitions, with young 
people from less privileged backgrounds being less 
likely to participate in higher education than their 
more privileged peers, and women making the step 
into family formation earlier than men. 

Not all young people follow the same script, and 
there are five distinct groups characterized by 
different role combinations at age 26. The majority 
of young people in both British cohorts were 
attached to the labour market and have established 
a committed relationship. Changes in life course 
patterns are only slight between the two cohorts, 
and in both cohorts we could identify five 
comparable groups. The level of wellbeing across 
these five groups appears to depend less on the 
timing of transitions, but on the developmental 
match of transition demands and individual 
resources and capabilities, as illustrated by the 
‘traditional family’ group who successfully 
navigated all five role transitions by age 26. The life 
course perspective and latent class approach 
provide a better understanding of consistency and 
change in the way new social roles combine in 
individual lives, and provide useful information 
about how to support young people in their 
transition to independence. 
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