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Abstract
This study examined the interrelations between employment status and romantic relationship status, work and romantic relationship identity in emerging adulthood, and school and friendship identity in adolescence. Dutch participants (N ¼ 1,026) from
two age cohorts (16-year-old cohort comprised 735 participants and 20-year-olds comprised 291, at Time 1) reported about
school and friendship identity during adolescence, and about status of and identification with work and romantic relationships
during emerging adulthood 5 years later. Employment status and romantic relationship status were significantly related to each
other. Employment status was also significantly related to relational identity, and relationship status was significantly related to
work identity. Moreover, work and romantic relationship identity, but not employment status and romantic relationship status,
could be predicted by school and friendship identity in adolescence. These results confirm the interdependence of role transitions
in emerging adulthood and suggest that the base of the successful attainment of these transitions is laid in adolescence.
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During emerging adulthood, individuals face two important
developmental tasks: making the transition from school to
work and forming romantic relationships (Erikson, 1968).
These role transitions have important effects on many aspects
of young people’s lives and well-being (Havighurst, 1972;
Schulenberg, Bryant, & O’Malley, 2004). These transitions
in different domains are interdependent: Whether or not one
has made the transition into one role might affect the probability of making the transition to another role as well as how one
handles other roles (Elder, 1998; Erikson, 1968; Marini, 1985).
For example, being in a romantic relationship might encompass
implicit or explicit requirements or obligations to the partner,
such as financially taking care of the partner or building a
household together, that might affect the transition and
commitment to work (Arnett, 1998). Moreover, during adolescence, young people make many decisions that prepare them
for adulthood and affect their future lives (Crockett & Beal,
2012). This suggests that identity development in adolescence
might affect the way young adults handle the transition to work
and romantic relationships (Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2010).
The current study examined how adolescent identification with
school and friendships is associated with work and romantic
relationships 5 years later in emerging adulthood. Also, the current study examined the associations among employment status

and status of having a romantic relationship with identification
with one’s work or romantic relationship in emerging
adulthood.

Work and Romantic Relationships in Emerging
Adulthood
Social–structural changes in many industrialized Western
nations have yielded a delay in role transitions into work and
stable romantic relationships until the late teens and 20s
(Arnett, 2004). In the Netherlands, like in many western
countries, emerging adults often are involved in postsecondary
education and postpone their career and family formation. At
the same time, many youths make transitions to part-time work
and romantic relationships. According to the National Statistics
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Netherlands (2012), 54.8% of the emerging adults (18–26 years
of age) have found a job for at least 12 hr a week. Romantic
relationship status is common among emerging adults (Collins,
Welsh, & Furman, 2009). About 48% of the Dutch 18- to
20-year-olds report being involved in a romantic relationship,
and this percentage increases to 73% among 21- to 23-yearolds (W. Meeus, Branje, & Overbeek, 2004). These findings
are comparable to the U.S. findings, showing that by 18 years
of age, more than 70% of adolescents report having had a
romantic relationship in the previous 18 months. As many
emerging adults postpone these role transitions to work and
family, it may not be surprising that job status was found to
be unrelated to the likelihood of feeling adolescent or adult
among emerging adults. However, being involved in a romantic relationship was positively related to emerging adults’ subjective perceptions of adulthood (Reitzle, 2007), suggesting
that the transition to romantic relationships still is an important
step toward maturity.
The developmental tasks of becoming engaged in stable
romantic relationships as well as in work are twofold. First,
emerging adults need to make the transition to romantic
relationship or work. Second, and more importantly, they need
to develop the capacity to have high-quality romantic relationships (Collins et al., 2009), and to incorporate an adult career
into their identity (Erikson, 1968). A major task facing emerging adults when they have found a job is to develop a high
level of work role identification (Ng & Feldman, 2007;
Roisman, Masten, Coatsworth, & Tellegen, 2004; Scandura,
2002). In emerging adulthood, work experiences become more
focused on preparation for adult work roles. In exploring various work possibilities, emerging adults begin to consider how
their work experiences will lay the basis for the jobs they might
have through adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Skorikov & Vondracek,
1997; Vondracek & Skorikov, 1997). Similarly, when emerging adults enter a romantic relationship, they need to develop
an idea of whether their partner is the person they want to spend
their life with and possibly build a family with. Consequently,
romantic relationship identity starts to become more salient during this period (Meeus, Branje, Van der Valk, & De Wied,
2007). Research has shown that emerging adults who
were involved in a long-term relationship were more likely to
have an achieved or a moratorium identity and less likely to have
a diffused identity in the area of balancing work and family,
although no differences were found for relational identity (Frisén
& Wängqvist, 2011). In the current study, we will focus on both
status of and identification with work and romantic relationships.
The identification with social roles such as relationships or
work can be captured with identity formation processes, such
as commitment and exploration (Klimstra et al., 2013; Marcia,
1966). In the current study, we differentiated between three
processes of identity formation. Commitment refers to the
identification with a certain option within a life domain.
In-depth exploration refers to reflecting and gathering information on the merits of current commitments; and reconsideration
reflects the reevaluation of current commitments and comparison with alternatives (Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008;

7
Luyckx, Goossens, & Soenens, 2006). Despite the recognized
importance of accomplishing the developmental tasks of
becoming fully employed and establishing romantic relationships, our knowledge about precursors of accomplishing and
identifying with these tasks remains incomplete. Also, information on how status of and identification with these tasks are
related to each other in emerging adulthood is lacking (Beyers
& Seiffge-Krenke, 2010).

Identity Formation in Adolescence and Work and
Romantic Relationships in Emerging Adulthood
Preparation for emerging adult role transitions starts during
adolescence. For example, research has shown that adolescents’ expectations regarding future career paths and identity
affect their future fulfillment of these roles (Crockett & Beal,
2012). Similarly, adolescents’ ego development was found to
affect their intimacy in romantic relationships in emerging
adulthood (Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2010). Identity formation takes place in several domains across adolescence and
emerging adulthood, including the relational and vocational
domains (Erikson, 1950; Grotevant, 1987). Within the vocational domain, identity formation might start with commitment
to and exploration of educational choices at school, and within
the relational domain, identity formation regarding friendships
might precede romantic identity. Accordingly, we hypothesized identity formation within the vocational or relational
domain in adolescence to affect the timing of role transitions
and identity formation within that domain in emerging adulthood. This hypothesis is further supported by the findings that
the successful attainment of the developmental tasks of work
and romantic relationships around age 30 is better predicted
by more salient and already well-organized tasks of academic
success and friendship during the early 20s than by emerging
developmental tasks like work and romantic relationships
around age 20 (Roisman et al., 2004).
Friendship interactions can be considered as prototypes of
interactions compatible with romantic relationships and can
function as a testing ground for managing emotions in the
context of voluntary close relationships (Connolly, Craig,
Goldberg, & Pepler, 2004; Feiring, 1996; McNelles & Connolly, 1999). Hence, friendships are thought to contribute to the
quality of later romantic relationships (Connolly & Goldberg,
1999; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003; Shulman, Laursen, Kalman, &
Karpovsky, 1997). Considering identity formation, research
confirmed these expected links between friendship and romantic relationships (De Goede, Branje, Van Duin, Van der Valk,
& Meeus, 2012; Meeus et al., 2007). Commitment to best
friends in both adolescence and emerging adulthood was found
to be significantly but weakly related to commitment to romantic partners 6 years later (Meeus et al., 2007). Also, base levels
and developmental changes in commitment to friends across
adolescence were positively associated with commitment to
romantic partners in late adolescence (De Goede et al.,
2012). The present study will extend these findings by examining whether friendship identity in terms of commitment,
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in-depth exploration, and reconsideration during adolescence is
related to the status of and identification with a romantic relationship in emerging adulthood.
The school-to-work transition is an important task that
emerging adults have to accomplish. How individuals identified themselves with their school and courses they attended
might be of influence on how smoothly this transition occurs
and on how individuals identify themselves with their work
(Roisman et al., 2004). Research has shown that social and
academic competencies during adolescence were important
predictors of later success in the adult workplace (Roisman
et al., 2004; Vaillant & Vaillant, 1981). Moreover, overall
career preparation in high school has been found to be associated with adjustment (Stringer, Kerpelman, & Skorikov, 2012)
and career development (Porfeli & Skorikov, 2010; Skorikov,
2007) in emerging adulthood. The current study will extend
these findings by examining whether school identity during
adolescence is related to employment status and identification
with this work in emerging adulthood.

Associations Between Work and Romantic Relationships
in Emerging Adulthood
Romantic relationship status and employment status are two
emerging developmental tasks during emerging adulthood that
might influence each other. Role transitions are interdependent
and might affect each other’s timing and sequencing (Schoon,
Martin, & Ross, 2007) and requirements of one role might spill
over to other roles. For example, when being involved in a
romantic relationship and exploring the possibilities to form
a stable family for the future, the pressure to acquire a stable
income might increase. Likewise, being involved in a job might
increase the wish for building a family life, starting with a
stable romantic relationship. One previous study examining
whether the likelihood of developmental transitions in 20- to
32-year-olds was affected by other transitions found no significant effect of the transition to cohabitation or marriage on the
transition to work. However, this study found that the transition
to work predicted the transition to cohabitation and marriage
(Masche, 2008). Thus, employment status might increase the
likelihood of having a stable romantic relationship.
In terms of identity, emerging adults strive to find environments that are suitable for constellations of emerging role identities (Erikson, 1968). The interdependence of adult roles might
mean that emerging adults’ transition to a specific role might
affect not only identification with the corresponding role but
also identification with other roles. The fit between multiple
adult roles and role identities determines the success of appropriately accomplishing the two important developmental tasks
of becoming committed to work and romantic relationships
(Erikson, 1968; Ng & Feldman, 2007). Thus, emerging adults
who are involved in both work and romantic relationships
might be able to adapt more easily and more quickly to
demanding environments and have higher levels of work and
relational identification than emerging adults who are involved
in only one of these roles.

Emerging Adulthood 2(1)

The Present Study
In sum, the current study will examine the precursors of adolescent romantic relationship status and employment status, and
identity in emerging adulthood, assessed 5 years later. We will
also examine how employment status and romantic relationships are related to each other and to the identification with
these adult roles during emerging adulthood at age 21 and 25:
Research Question 1: Is best friend identity in adolescence
related to romantic relationship identity in emerging
adulthood?
Research Question 2: Is school identity during adolescence
related to work identity in emerging adulthood?
Research Question 3: How are romantic relationship status
and employment status related to each other and to the
identification with work and romantic relationships in emerging adulthood?
We will examine these research questions in a sample with
two age cohorts of 16 and 20 at Time 1, using two measurement
waves with 5 years in between. We will explore whether associations differ for late adolescents and emerging adults. These
differences might be expected because at around age 20, work
and romantic relationships are emerging domains that are less
salient than at age 25 (Roisman et al., 2004). In these research
questions, we will control for gender and educational level,
because gender and educational level have been found to be
related to the outcome variables (Frisén & Wängqvist, 2011;
Klimstra, Hale, Raaijmakers, Branje, & Meeus, 2010; Schoon,
2010).

Method
Participants
Participants were 1,026 adolescents who participated in the
fifth and sixth waves of the ongoing longitudinal study Conflict
and Management of Relationships (CONAMORE; Meeus
et al., 2006). The sample consisted of two age cohorts: a
younger cohort (n ¼ 735; 72%), who were on average 16.44
(standard deviation [SD] ¼ 0.88) years old at the fifth wave
of measurement, and an older cohort (n ¼291; 28%), who were
on average 20.53 (SD ¼ 0.83) years old during the fifth measurement wave. The younger cohort consisted of 337 males
(46%) and 398 females (54%), and the older cohort consisted
of 119 males (41%) and 172 females (59%). Eighty-nine percent of the adolescents identified themselves as Dutch, and
11% indicated that they belonged to various ethnic minorities
(e.g., Surinamese, Antillean, Moroccan, and Turkish).
We performed attrition analyses to examine whether the
1,026 respondents who participated in Wave 6 differed from
the original CONAMORE sample of 1,313 participants. Males
appeared to drop out significantly more compared to females,
w2(1, N ¼ 1,312) ¼ 26.548, p < .001, j ¼ .141. Also,
participants were slightly younger than respondents who did
not participate in Wave 6, t(1,308) ¼ 2.965, p ¼ .003.
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Concerning identity, people who participated in the sixth wave
had significantly higher friend reconsideration, t(331.400) ¼
4.533, p < .001, higher school reconsideration, t(327.341)
¼ 4.508, p < .001, and higher school exploration in depth,
t(1,194) ¼ 2.483, p ¼ .013, than people who did not participate in the sixth wave.

Procedure
Participants were initially recruited from various high schools
in the surroundings of Utrecht, the Netherlands. Participants
and their parents received an invitation letter, describing the
research project and goals, and explaining the possibility to
decline from participation. More than 99% of the approached
adolescents were willing to participate. Questionnaire completion took place at school after school hours or during home
visits. The fifth measurement wave (Time 1 from now on) took
place in 2005, the sixth wave (Time 2 from now on) took place
5 years later in 2010. Trained assistants gave verbal instructions to participants in addition to written instructions in the
questionnaires. Confidentiality of responses was guaranteed.
Participants received €10 (which is approximately US$13) at
Time 1 and €30 (which is approximately US$39) at Time 2
as a reward for their participation.

Measures
Employment Status. Participants who were involved in work at
Time 2 received a score of 1 on the variable Employment status, and participants not involved in work received a score of 0.
A total of 435 participants (59%) from the younger cohort and
232 participants (80%) from the older cohort reported being
involved in a job at Time 2. In all, 65% of the females and
65% of the males had a job. Of the participants that reported
having a job at Time 2, several had a part-time job next to their
education, especially in the younger cohort. In the younger
cohort, 39% of participants had a job and followed education,
20% had a job only, 33% were following education only, and
8% had neither a job nor followed education. In the older
cohort, 22% of participants had a job and followed education,
58% had a job only, 14% were following education only, and
6% had neither a job nor followed education.
Romantic Relationship Status. We coded romantic relationship
status at Time 2 as 0, no relationship, and 1, in a relationship.
A total of 345 participants (47%) from the younger cohort and
183 participants (63%) from the older cohort reported being
involved in a romantic relationship at Time 2, and 60% of the
females and 41% of the males reported having a romantic relationship. Whereas 377 participants were involved in both a job
and a romantic relationship, 208 participants were neither
involved in a job nor involved in a romantic relationship, 290
participants only had work, and 151 participants only had a
romantic relationship.
Identity. The Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments
scale (Crocetti et al., 2008) was used to assess romantic
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relationship identity and work identity at Time 2 and friendship
identity and school identity at Time 1. This self-report measure
includes three subscales: Commitment (5 items), in-depth
exploration (5 items), and reconsideration (3 items). At Time
1, participants were asked to identify their best friend and fill
out questionnaire about friendship identity while thinking
about the relationship with this friend. We explicitly asked participants not to select a romantic partner as their best friend. We
did not restrict participants to select a same-age, same-school,
or same-gender friend. At Time 1, participants also answered
the questions about their current education. At Time 2, participants filled out the questionnaire when they were involved in
work or a romantic relationship. Sample items were ‘‘My
partner/work/friend/education gives me certainty in life’’ for
commitment, ‘‘I try to find out a lot about my partner/work/
friend/education’’ for in-depth exploration, and ‘‘I often think
it would be better to try and find a different partner/work/
friend/education’’ for reconsideration. Participants responded
on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (entirely correct)
to 5 (not correct at all). Scale scores were recoded so that
higher scores indicate more commitment, in-depth exploration,
and reconsideration. Psychometric properties for this questionnaire are good (Crocetti et al., 2008). In the current study,
reliability was high for commitment (i.e., Cronbach’s as ranged
from .91 to .92), in-depth exploration (i.e., Cronbach’s as ranged from .77 to .88), and reconsideration (i.e., Cronbach’s as
ranged from .90 to .94).
Educational Level. At Time 2, participants reported their highest
degree and the type of education they were currently involved
in. These two variables were combined to assess educational
level. That is, when participants were no longer following
education, we used their highest degree as an indicator of educational level. When participants were still following education, we used the level of their current study as an indicator
of educational level. Educational level was coded from 1
(schools preparing for lower level tertiary education or lower
level jobs) to 4 (university).

Analytic Strategy
We examined the research questions with multigroup multiple
regression analyses in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007),
with cohort as the grouping variable. To examine the effects of
school identity and relationship status on employment status as
well as the effects of friendship identity and employment status
on relationship status, we used probit regressions in Mplus,
using weighted least squares estimation with missing data. Probit regression is the default in Mplus to model dichotomous or
binary outcome variables (Muthén, du Toit, & Spicis, 1997). In
the probit model, the inverse standard normal distribution of
the probability is modeled as a linear combination of the
predictors. The probit regression coefficients give the change
in the z score for a one-unit change in the predictor.
To examine the effects of school identity and romantic relationship status on work identity as well as the effects of
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Table 1. Means of the Study Variables.

T1 School commitment
T1 School exploration
T1 School reconsideration
T1 Friend commitment
T1 Friend exploration
T1 Friend reconsideration
T2 Work commitment
T2 Work exploration
T2 Work reconsideration
T2 Relational commitment
T2 Relational exploration
T2 Relational reconsideration

T2 Work

T2 No Work

F Value

T2 Relationship

T2 No Relationship

F Value

3.880
3.256
1.920
3.658
3.244
1.599
3.508
3.278
2.486
4.239
3.900
1.430

3.830
3.205
1.882
3.623
3.186
1.705
—
—
—
4.076
3.914
1.534

1.073
1.026
0.417
0.552
1.484
4.576*
—
—
—
7.617**
0.057
2.235

3.905
3.280
1.862
3.688
3.291
1.579
3.590
3.367
2.461
4.191
3.896
1.465

3.817
3.193
1.955
3.601
3.151
1.698
3.421
3.160
2.519
—
—
—

3.857
3.184
2.759
3.682
9.769**
6.294*
6.890**
8.782**
0.444
—
—
—

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Correlations Among the Study Variables.

1. T1 School commitment
2. T1 School exploration
3. T1 School reconsideration
4. T2 Work commitment
5. T2 Work exploration
6. T2 Work reconsideration

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

T1 Friend commitment
T1 Friend exploration
T1 Friend reconsideration
T2 Relational commitment
T2 Relational exploration
T2 Relational reconsideration

1

2

3

4

5

.386***
.422***
.120**
.093*
.063

.048
.213***
.311***
.035

.019
.104**
.134**

.649***
.409***

.256***

1

2

3

4

5

.455***
.300***
.215***
.169***
.001

.039
.105*
.354***
.012

.173***
.076
.134**

.404***
.412***

.143**

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

friendship identity and employment status on relational identity, we used regression analyses in Mplus, using maximum
likelihood estimation. These analyses could be performed only
for cases that were involved in work or a romantic relationship.
In all analyses, we controlled for effects of gender and educational level on the outcome variable, as these variables have
been found to affect transitions into and identification with
work and relationships. We used Wald’s tests to test whether
coefficients differed for the younger and older cohorts. We
evaluated model fit by the comparative fit index (CFI), with
values above .95 indicating a good fit, and the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), with values up to .05 representing good fit and values up to .08 representing adequate
model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 shows the means and SDs of the identity measures.
Multivariate analyses of variances revealed that emerging

adults involved in work at Time 2 significantly differed from
emerging adults not involved in work in relationship identity
at Time 2, F(3, 519) ¼ 3.316, p ¼ .020, but did not differ in
school identity at Time 1, F(3, 955) ¼ .918, p ¼ .432, or friendship identity at Time 1, F(3, 984) ¼ 2.032, p ¼ .108. Emerging
adults involved in work at Time 2 reported significantly lower
friendship reconsideration at Time 1 and significantly higher
relational commitment at Time 2 than emerging adults not
involved in work. Furthermore, emerging adults involved in a
romantic relationship at Time 2 significantly differed from
emerging adults not involved in a romantic relationship in work
identity at Time 2, F(3, 651) ¼ 3.258, p ¼ .021, and friendship
identity at Time 1, F(3, 984) ¼ 5.201, p ¼ .001, but did not differ in school identity at Time 1, F(3, 955) ¼ 2.090, p ¼ .100.
Emerging adults involved in a romantic relationship at Time
2 reported significantly higher friendship exploration and lower
friendship reconsideration at Time 1 and significantly higher
work commitment and exploration at Time 2 than emerging
adults not involved in a romantic relationship.
Table 2 shows the correlations among the study variables.
Within all domains, commitment was significantly and
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results suggest that the transition to romantic relationships during emerging adulthood goes together with the transition to
work but is not predicted by identity formation in the friendship
domain during adolescence.

Table 3. Probit Regression Analyses of Employment Status and
Romantic Relationship Status in Emerging Adulthood.
T2 Employment Status
Cohort
Young
z
Gender
Educational level
T1 School commitment
T1 School exploration
T1 School reconsideration
T2 Relationship status

SE

.068
.262***
.110
.066
.007
.190*

Predicting Romantic Relationship Status in Emerging
Adulthood

Old

.092
.041
.076
.066
.059
.093

z

SE

.068
.262***
.110
.066
.007
.190*

.092
.041
.076
.066
.059
.093

T2 Relationship Status
Cohort
Young
z
Gender
Educational level
T1 Friend commitment
T1 Friend exploration
T1 Friend reconsideration
T2 Employment status

.579***
.066
.015
.085
.061
.251**

Old

SE
.100
.037
.070
.067
.060
.092

z
.157
.066
.015
.085
.061
.251**

SE
.162
.037
.070
.067
.060
.092

Note. SE ¼ standard error.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

positively related to in-depth exploration and significantly negatively related to reconsideration. Correlations between in-depth
exploration and reconsideration had a weaker effect size and were
not consistently significant for all domains.

Predicting Employment Status in Emerging Adulthood
To predict employment status in emerging adulthood, we used
multigroup probit regression to regress employment status at
Time 2 on gender, educational level, school identity at Time
1 and romantic relationship status at Time 2. We used Wald’s
tests for each group of predictors to test whether the effects
differed for the two age cohorts. Effects of gender (Dw2 ¼
.400, Ddf ¼ 1, p ¼ .527), educational level (Dw2 ¼ 1.504, Ddf
¼ 1, p ¼ .220), school identity (Dw2 ¼ 3.515, Ddf ¼ 3, p ¼
.319), and romantic relationship status (Dw2 ¼ .220, Ddf ¼ 1,
p ¼ .639) did not differ across cohorts. Fit of the final model
was good, with w2 ¼ 6.209, df ¼ 6, p ¼ .400, RMSEA ¼
.009, and CFI ¼.995.
Results (see Table 3, upper panel) showed that educational
level significantly predicted employment status in emerging
adulthood. Emerging adults with higher educational levels
were less likely to be involved in work. Also, romantic relationship status significantly predicted employment status. Emerging adults involved in a romantic relationship were more
likely to have a job. No other effects were significant. Thus,

To predict romantic relationship status in emerging adulthood,
we used multigroup probit regression to regress romantic
relationship status at Time 2 on gender, educational level, and
friendship identity at Time 1 and employment status at Time 2.
Effects of educational level (Dw2 ¼ .057, Ddf ¼ 1, p ¼ .812),
employment status (Dw2 ¼ .180, Ddf ¼ 1, p ¼ .671), and friendship identity (Dw2 ¼ 1.947, Ddf ¼ 3, p ¼ .583) did not differ
across the two cohorts, but effects of gender (Dw2 ¼ 5.339,
Ddf ¼ 1, p ¼ .021) differed significantly across cohorts. Fit
of the final model was good, with w2 ¼ 2.088, df ¼ 5,
p ¼ .837, RMSEA ¼ .000, and CFI ¼ 1.000.
Results (see Table 3, lower panel) showed that gender was
significantly associated with romantic relationship status in
emerging adulthood but only for the younger cohort. In the
younger cohort, females were more likely to be involved in a
romantic relationship than males. Moreover, employment
status at Time 2 was significantly associated with romantic
relationship status. Emerging adults who were involved in
work were more likely to be involved in a romantic relationship
than emerging adults who were not involved in work. No other
effects were significant. Thus, results suggest that the transition
to work during emerging adulthood in different domains goes
together with the transition to romantic relationship status but
is not predicted by identity formation in the school domain during adolescence.

Predicting Work Identity in Emerging Adulthood
To predict work identity in emerging adulthood, we used a
multigroup regression analysis to regress work identity at Time
2 on gender, educational level, school identity at Time 1 and
romantic relationship status at Time 2. Effects of gender
(Dw2 ¼ 6.028, Ddf ¼ 3, p ¼ .110), and romantic relationship
status (Dw2 ¼ 1.110, Ddf ¼ 3, p ¼ .775) did not differ across
cohorts, but effects of educational level (Dw2 ¼ 5.095,
Ddf ¼ 3, p ¼ .165) and school identity differed significantly
(Dw2 ¼ 22.020, Ddf ¼ 9, p ¼ .009). Fit of the final model was
good, with w2 ¼ 11.907, df ¼ 9, p ¼ .219, RMSEA ¼ .033, and
CFI ¼ .995.
Results (see Table 4, upper panel) showed that educational
level was significantly associated with work commitment and
exploration in emerging adulthood. Emerging adults with
higher educational levels were less committed to their work
and explored their work less. Moreover, for emerging adults
of the older cohort, the three aspects of school identity were
significantly associated with the same dimension of work identity. School commitment was positively associated with work
commitment, school exploration was positively associated with
work exploration, and school reconsideration was positively

12

Emerging Adulthood 2(1)

Table 4. Regression Analyses of Work and Romantic Relationship Identity in Emerging Adulthood.
T2 Work Commitment

T2 Work Exploration in Depth

T2 Work Reconsideration

Cohort

Cohort

Cohort

Young

Gender
Educational level
T1 School commitment
T1 School exploration
T1 School reconsideration
T2 Relationship status

Old

Old

Young

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

.027
.242***
.007
.218***
.068
.050

.036
.038
.058
.051
.052
.036

.032
.256***
.306***
.056
.008
.058

.043
.040
.077
.072
.072
.042

.043
.204***
.014
.271***
.140**
.079*

.034
.037
.057
.050
.051
.035

.056
.236***
.029
.269***
.072
.100*

.045
.042
.079
.070
.072
.044

b
.062
.044
.013
.089
.096
.049

Old
SE

b

SE

.043
.044
.062
.057
.056
.044

.055
.034
.027
.030
.160*
.042

.038
.035
.083
.076
.076
.037

T2 Relational Commitment

T2 Relational Exploration in Depth

T2 Relational Reconsideration

Cohort

Cohort

Cohort

Young

Gender
Educational level
T1 Friend commitment
T1 Friend exploration
T1 Friend reconsideration
T2 Employment status

Young

Old

b

SE

.043
.063
.177**
.020
.106
.112*

.042
.044
.062
.060
.056
.045

b
.051
.063
.058
.082
.117
.099*

Young

Old

Young

Old

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

.050
.045
.088
.082
.081
.041

.028
.044
.097
.398***
.108*
.021

.040
.042
.060
.054
.054
.043

.032
.044
.172*
.291***
.021
.018

.047
.042
.083
.075
.077
.038

.134**
.001
.070
.083
.098
.077

.042
.045
.064
.061
.057
.046

.153**
.001
.048
.111
.221**
.066

.050
.044
.086
.080
.077
.040

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

associated with work reconsideration. For emerging adults in
the younger cohort, school exploration was positively
associated not only with work exploration but also with work
commitment, and school reconsideration was positively associated with work exploration. Also, romantic relationship status
was significantly related to work exploration: Emerging adults
who were involved in a romantic relationship explored their work
more. No other effects were significant. Thus, results showed that
work identity in emerging adulthood is positively predicted by
school identity in adolescence, especially in the older cohort, and
by romantic relationship status in emerging adulthood.

Predicting Romantic Identity in Emerging Adulthood
To predict romantic identity in emerging adulthood, we used a
multigroup regression analysis to regress romantic identity at
Time 2 on gender, educational level, and friendship identity
at Time 1 and employment status at Time 2. Effects of gender
(Dw2 ¼ 4.788, df ¼ 3, p ¼ .188), educational level
(Dw2 ¼ 2.991, df ¼ 3, p ¼ .393), and employment status
(Dw2 ¼ 2.091, df ¼ 3, p ¼ .554) did not differ across the two
age cohorts, but effects of friendship identity differed significantly (Dw2 ¼ 22.616, df ¼ 9, p ¼ .007). Fit of the final model
was good, with w2 ¼ 9.428, df ¼ 9, p ¼ .399, RMSEA ¼ .014,
and CFI ¼ .999.
Results (see Table 4, lower panel) showed that gender was
significantly associated with relational reconsideration in
emerging adulthood. Females were less likely to reconsider

their romantic relationship than males. Also, for emerging
adults of the older cohort, friendship commitment and exploration at Time 1 were significantly and positively associated with
romantic exploration at Time 2, and friendship reconsideration
at Time 1 was significantly and positively associated with
romantic reconsideration at Time 2. For emerging adults in the
younger cohort, friendship commitment was positively associated with romantic commitment, friendship exploration was
positively associated with romantic exploration, and friendship
reconsideration was negatively associated with romantic exploration. Moreover, employment status at Time 2 significantly
predicted relational commitment for both cohorts. Emerging
adults who were involved in work were more committed to
their romantic relationship than emerging adults who were not
involved in work. No other effects were significant. Thus,
results showed that relational identity in emerging adulthood
is positively predicted by friendship identity in adolescence and
by employment status in emerging adulthood.

Discussion
The goal of the present study was to examine whether status of
and identification with work and romantic relationships in
emerging adulthood were related to each other and to school
and friendship identity in adolescence. The use of a longitudinal design, spanning a period of 5 years from late adolescence
to emerging adulthood, enabled us to examine the effects of
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earlier identity in the related domain of school or friendships on
status of and identification with work and romantic relationships, respectively. Results showed that employment status and
romantic relationship status were significantly related to each
other. Employment status was also significantly related to
relational identity, and romantic relationship status was significantly related to identification with work, but in different
ways. Moreover, identification with work and romantic relationships, but not employment status and romantic relationship
status, could be predicted by identity formation processes in the
related domains of school and friendships in adolescence.
As expected, employment status and romantic relationship
status were significantly related to each other. Emerging adults
who were involved in work were also more likely to be involved
in a romantic relationship. This finding is in line with the view
that role transitions go hand in hand and reinforce each other
(Arnett, 1998, 2000; Elder, 1998; Schoon et al., 2007). The transition to a serious romantic relationship involves obligations to a
significant other, and both emerging adults and their partner
might have expectations regarding the fulfillment of these obligations. One of these obligations is to take care of each other and
provide a stable base of living. Having a job might thus become
more salient when one is involved in a romantic relationship.
Similarly, when emerging adults enter the workforce, the need
to establish a stable relationship that eventually forms the base
for family life might become more urgent.
Strikingly, employment status was significantly related to
relational identity and romantic relationship status was significantly related to work identity for both age cohorts, but the
nature of these associations differed. Whereas employment
status was significantly related to stronger commitment to
romantic partners, romantic relationship status was significantly related to in-depth exploration of work. The finding that
employment status predicted stronger commitment to romantic
partners suggests that the entrance into the labor market
increases the saliency of romantic relationships for emerging
adults. When emerging adults are not involved in work, they
might engage in romantic relationships in a more exploratory
way, in line with the prolonged period of exploration that characterizes emerging adulthood in modern industrialized societies (Arnett, 2000). However, when emerging adults are
involved in work, their view on their romantic relationship
might change in favor of a more long-term perspective toward
family formation, reflected in higher commitment to their partner. Similarly, the finding that romantic relationship status was
significantly related to in-depth exploration of work suggests
that the transition to romantic relationship triggers the need
to acquire a career and a stable income instead of just a job.
Together, these findings confirm the interdependence of adult
roles and suggest that emerging adults are better able to integrate new roles into their identity when they made the transition
to multiple interdependent roles than when they only made the
transition to the corresponding role (Erikson, 1968; Ng & Feldman, 2007).
Identity formation processes in adolescence in the related
domains of school and friendships were significantly related
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to work identity and relational identity in emerging adulthood
5 years later but were not significantly related to work and
romantic relationship status. Apparently, adolescent identity
is only related to the identification with adult roles in related
domains and not with the transition to these roles itself.
Although theory suggests that the accomplishment of adult
roles in the relational and vocational domain already starts in
adolescence with friendship identity and school identity (Erikson, 1950; Grotevant, 1987; Roisman et al., 2004), the transition into these adult roles may be affected by other factors
such as educational level and family background (Oesterle,
Hawkins, Hill, & Bailey, 2010). When the transition into these
roles has been made, identity formation within the vocational
or relational domain in adolescence does affect identity formation within the corresponding domain in emerging adulthood.
Friendship identity was found to predict romantic relationship
identity, and school identity was found to predict work identity
over a period of 5 years. These findings confirm the notion that
friendships serve as prototypes of interactions compatible with
romantic relationships (Connolly et al., 2004; Feiring, 1996;
McNelles & Connolly, 1999) and contribute to the quality of
later romantic relationships (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999;
Seiffge-Krenke, 2003; Shulman et al., 1997). Also, these findings
are in line with research showing that academic competencies and
career preparation during adolescence are important predictors of
success in the adult workplace (Roisman et al., 2004; Vaillant &
Vaillant, 1981) and career development (Porfeli & Skorikov,
2010; Skorikov, 2007) in emerging adulthood.
Spillover of earlier school identity to work identity in
emerging adulthood was found most consistently for similar
processes, that is, school or friend commitment spilled over
to work or relational commitment, school or friend exploration
spilled over to work or relational exploration, and school or
friend reconsideration spilled over to work or relational reconsideration. This was particularly true for emerging adults of the
older cohort, for whom the three aspects of school and friend
identity were significantly associated with the same dimension
of work and relational identity 5 of the 6 times. Emerging
adults who perceived that their education gave them security
in live also feel that their job offers them security, emerging
adults who reflect much upon the merits of their education also
reflect more on the merits of their job, and emerging adults who
consider changing from educational program more also
consider changing jobs more.
For emerging adults in the younger cohort, in particular indepth exploration of work and romantic relationships was
related to identity processes in the domain of school and friendships 5 years earlier. These findings might be explained by
changes in the saliency of work and romantic relationships
between age 20 and 25 (Roisman et al., 2004): For the older
cohort, work and romantic relationships might be more salient
and well-organized tasks than for the younger cohort. Relationship status may be more salient at age 25 than at age 20, when
the task of building intimate partner relationships is just emerging. Similarly, employment status at the early ages of emerging adulthood might mainly involve temporary jobs after
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the first entrance into the work space, whereas employment status by age 25 might comprise more serious jobs that are more
closely linked to adult work roles (Groot & Verberne, 1997)
and corresponding identity processes in related domains earlier
in life. In-depth exploration might be more typical or normative
for emerging developmental tasks than commitment and reconsideration. At age 20, emerging adults may reflect and gather
information on their job or relationship but are not yet as
committed to these emerging domains as they typically are or
reevaluate as they typically do. In-depth exploration around
age 25 may therefore be better explained by earlier identity
processes than in-depth exploration around age 20. This proposition is strengthened by the unexpected positive association of
school reconsideration with work exploration in the younger
cohort, suggesting that adolescents who have doubts about their
education are more inclined to explore their job.
In our analyses, we controlled for gender and educational
level. As expected, and in line with other studies (Crockett &
Beal, 2012; Klimstra et al., 2013), females were significantly
more likely to be involved in a romantic relationship but only
in the early stages at age 20. Females were also less likely to
reconsider their romantic relationship than males in both age
cohorts. Educational level significantly predicted employment
status in emerging adulthood. Emerging adults with higher educational levels were less likely to be involved in work. Emerging adults with higher educational levels were also less
committed to their work and explored their work less. These
findings are in agreement with the idea that extended schooling
plays a major role in the delay of transitions to work and
romantic relationships (Arnett, 2000).

Strengths, Limitations, and Conclusion
Important strengths of our study were the large sample size and
the longitudinal design, which allowed us to examine the effects
of identity in the domain of school and friendship on the status of
and identification with work and romantic relationships.
There are also limitations that need to be discussed. A clear
limitation of our study is the use of self-reports only to assess
identity processes. Perceptions are to a large extent in the eye
of the beholder (Branje, Van Aken, & Van Lieshout, 2002), and
our results could in part be explained by reporter bias. In addition, the adolescent identity factors used to predict identity in
emerging adulthood stem from the same instrument, so associations might in part be the result of shared method variance.
Another limitation is the focus on a normal population, and
future studies should address whether our findings replicate
in emerging adults with more problematic educational and
relational histories. Moreover, although our study had a longitudinal design, spanning a period of 5 years, we cannot draw
conclusions regarding direction of effects, as third variables
might explain the associations. Also, only those participants
who worked or had a romantic relationship filled out the work
or relational identity measure, respectively, so we could not
examine how work identity affects relational identity and vice
versa for emerging adults without a job or a romantic
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relationship. Future research should look into more detail into
the identity processes of individuals not having a job or romantic relationship.
In conclusion, the results of the present study indicate that
employment status and romantic relationships are significantly
related to each other, confirming that transitions to adult roles
in different domains are interdependent. This interdependence
of adult roles was further validated by the finding that employment status was significantly related to relational identity, and
romantic relationship status was significantly related to identification with work. This suggest that emerging adults are better
able to integrate their work or romantic relationship roles into
their identity when they made the transition to both of these
roles than when they only made the transition to one of these
roles. Moreover, our findings that identification with work and
romantic relationships, but not employment status and romantic relationship status, was predicted by identity formation
processes in the related domains of school and friendships
in adolescence, partly confirm that the accomplishment of adult
roles in the relational and vocational domain already starts in
adolescence. Overall, these results confirm the interdependence of role transitions in emerging adulthood and suggest
that the base of the successful attainment of these transitions
is laid in adolescence.
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