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Young people transition to adulthood via diverse pathways; among the most significant
are those dominated by education, employment, or social disadvantage. These
pathways are determined, to a large extent, by the level of well-being and autonomy
young people develop to help them face their own realities. The aim of this study
is to analyze the relationship between young people’s psychological well-being and
autonomy – key factors in the transition to adulthood – and the relationship these factors
have with the main pathways followed during transition. To this end, Ryff’s Model of
Psychological Well-being and the Transition to Adulthood Autonomy Scale (EDATVA)
were used to evaluate a total of 1148 Spanish and Colombian subjects aged between
16 and 21. Correlations and differences between scores were subsequently analyzed.
Subjects were also asked to identify the most relevant aspect of their transition to
adulthood as either education, employment, or social disadvantage. Results from all
three pathways for transition to adulthood show a trend in which higher levels of well-
being correspond to higher levels of autonomy. In general, the results for the young
people on the education pathway show high levels of autonomy and well-being, as well
as a significantly higher level of critical thinking compared to young people on other
pathways. The scores from employed young people reveal a greater capacity for self-
organization in relation to the other two pathways. The results for disadvantaged young
people show significantly greater socio-political engagement than that of young people
on the education and employment pathways. However, the disadvantaged group also
displays the lowest level of psychological well-being. These results provide elements for
a better understanding of young people’s different transition pathways to adulthood and
constitute an important point of reference for future research. They also provide data that
may be relevant in guiding potential educational, psychological, and social interventions
within this population group.
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INTRODUCTION

The period between the ages of 16 and 21 spans the end
of adolescence and the onset of a developmental stage that
was recently termed emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2007; Berger,
2016; Maree and Twigge, 2016). Throughout this stage, social
relationships, especially family and peer relationships, play an
important role in how young adults develop well-being and
autonomy (Arnett, 2015; Campione-Barr et al., 2015; Davies et al.,
2015; Jorgensen and Nelson, 2018). Some researchers examining
family settings have underlined the overarching and complex
relationship between parental control, the family’s approach to
supporting autonomy, and the different pathways these emerging
adults will follow (Liga et al., 2018). Peer relationships in early
adolescence also provide opportunities for developing one’s
autonomy (Oudekerk et al., 2015). This developmental stage is
also understood as a period of instability in which an adolescent
becomes an autonomous adult by facing unfamiliar situations,
mainly in academic settings and the workplace (Arnett, 2015).

Three social institutions – family, school, and the job market –
will determine the main pathways by which young people
transition to adulthood, whether by entering the workforce
or by prolonging education to join the workforce at a later
time (Settersten et al., 2015; Arnett and Tanner, 2016; Schoon
and Lyons-Amos, 2016). However, structural dysfunction that
prevents families from fulfilling their protective and educational
roles gives rise to a third pathway characterized by social
disadvantage. While less socially visible than the others, this
pathway is no less significant. As stated by Munson et al.
(2013), socially disadvantaged youth must be studied if we are
to understand how they experience the processes of emerging
adulthood; until now, such studies have been limited almost
exclusively to students and workers.

Psychological Well-Being and Autonomy
in the Transition to Adult Life
The term well-being, referring to an optimal psychological state,
is a construct that may be defined from two complementary
perspectives. The hedonic perspective frames well-being as the
positive assessment of one’s own life, and it has been linked
to a sense of satisfaction and emotional stability, as well as to
subjective well-being. Eudaimonic well-being, which corresponds
to psychological well-being, emphasizes personal development,
self-fulfillment, exploring one’s own potential and planning for
the future, and contributing to the well-being of others (Deci
and Ryan, 2008; Ryff and Singer, 2008; Waterman et al., 2010;
Adler and Seligman, 2016). Recent studies have underlined the
differences between these two perspectives by examining their
links to different character strengths, such as hope, zest, gratitude,
curiosity, and love (Hausler et al., 2017). They have also found
temporal differences between these perspectives; over the long-
term, psychological well-being, rather than subjective, is a more
robust predictor of future well-being (Joshanloo, 2019). This
concept of eudaimonic or psychological well-being is the one we
employ in our study. Here, psychological well-being is examined
using the Ryff Scale of Measurement, which is based on Ryff’s

six-factor model (1989) with its dimensions of self-acceptance,
positive relations, autonomy, environmental mastery, personal
growth, and purpose in life.

More recently, Ryff (2018) provided a theoretical exploration
of autonomy from the standpoint of self-determination theory
and linked to eudaimonic well-being; she also stressed the need
for a tool able to assess autonomy according to this expanded
view. We agree with the conceptualization of autonomy as
a complex process subject to continuous remodeling over a
lifetime and through interactions with others (Muñoz-López
and Alvarado, 2011; Cáliz et al., 2013; Posada, 2013; Inguglia
et al., 2014; Bernal Romero et al., 2020b). Having established this
basis, a thorough review of the literature and measurement tools
addressing autonomy provides a definition according to three
processes: one that is personal, subjective, or intrasubjective; an
intersubjective process, involving another person; and, lastly, a
trans-subjective process referring to interactions between the
subject and the surrounding community or society (Bernal
Romero et al., 2020b). This definition deviates from the
classic notion of autonomy as self-sufficiency or the capacity
to manage exclusively on one’s own (Delbosc and Vella-
Brodrick, 2015; Garberoglio et al., 2017). Rather, it focuses
on interactions with other individuals, and with society as a
whole by including community and socio-political engagement
(Parron, 2014). This perspective raises new challenges for the
concept of emerging adulthood, which focuses on personal or
intrasubjective processes including assuming responsibility for
oneself, making decisions independently, and achieving financial
independence (Settersten et al., 2015).

The relationship between well-being and autonomy has
been studied from many distinct perspectives (Schüler et al.,
2014; Legault et al., 2017; Ryff, 2018). Multiple authors have
confirmed a link between these two variables and determined that
promoting autonomy may increase the level of well-being (Reis
et al., 2000; Inguglia et al., 2014; Delbosc and Vella-Brodrick,
2015; Alivernini et al., 2019; Chatzisarantis et al., 2019). However,
it has also been shown that young people score below other age
groups on the autonomy dimension, as well as on the dimensions
self-acceptance and environmental mastery (Meléndez et al.,
2018). To better understand these results, we should be mindful
that self-acceptance is a trait associated with mature personalities
(Allport, 1961); autonomy and environmental mastery are other
dimensions for which scores tend to increase with age (Ryff, 1989,
1991; Ryff and Keyes, 1995). Generally speaking, young people
score higher than do other age groups for positive relations since
they are less inhibited about making social contact (Mayordomo
et al., 2016; Meléndez et al., 2018). The same effect can be
seen in the score for personal growth, which is similar between
young people and adults but much higher in both groups than
in the elderly; this finding is linked to having a longer time span
in which to discover and pursue personal interests and goals
(Mayordomo et al., 2016).

Pathways in Emerging Adulthood
Three social institutions exert an influence on the structural
setting in which adolescent development takes place: the family,
the school, and the job market (INJUVE, 2017). This observation

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 August 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 1946

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-01946 August 6, 2020 Time: 20:26 # 3

Melendro et al. Pathways in the Transition to Adulthood

also appears in national and international statistics designed to
measure young people’s living conditions (UNESCO, Eurostat,
Eurofound, Eurydice, CEPAL, INJUVE). Schoon and Lyons-
Amos (2016) classify the pathways pertaining to this stage of
development according to the age at which emerging adults
leave formal education and begin work, and by their level of job
security. Young people’s family environments play a major role in
their choice of pathway. With this reference framework in mind,
it is possible to state that emerging adults follow three transitional
pathways: education, employment, and social disadvantage.

The education pathway describes the situation of young
people who delay their transition to adult life and postpone
entry into the workforce by extending their academic years. This
transcultural phenomenon promotes the transformation of an
industrial economy into an information-based economy (Rifkin,
2011; Arnett and Tanner, 2016; Wood et al., 2018). Recent
studies show that the school-to-university transition process has
a marked impact on the overall psychological well-being of the
emerging adults on the educational pathway. Its effects are mainly
seen on such components of well-being as personal growth, with
another weaker link to personal autonomy (Barrantes-Brais and
Ureña-Bonilla, 2015; Malinauskas and Dumciene, 2017).

In contrast, the young people transitioning to adulthood on
the employment pathway are those who are actively working
or else participating in short-term vocational training programs
not offered by universities. We know that these emerging
adults have less privileged backgrounds compared to those who
prolong their studies (Schoon and Lyons-Amos, 2016). The
employment pathway has become even more relevant in the
new millennium in light of the unemployment that may create
lifelong obstacles for this generation (European Policy Centre,
2014; Pimentel et al., 2016). Autonomy, meaning self-governance
and responsible self-control, is the dimension with the strongest
effect on psychological well-being in this group (Fotiadis et al.,
2019). Furthermore, young people who have found jobs matching
their skill sets score higher in the areas of resilience, optimism,
autonomy, environmental mastery, self-efficacy, and overall life
satisfaction, with fewer indicators of anxiety than are shown by
their employment-pathway counterparts who are still seeking
jobs (Merino et al., 2019). These findings emphasize the need
to train these individuals in how to develop and strengthen the
resources that will contribute to their psychological well-being,
and which are largely linked to the development of emotional
intelligence (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2016). Specific training in
the acquisition of concrete job-finding skills may be especially
valuable since it has a positive influence on young peoples’
understanding of how to handle themselves in the workplace
(Guichard et al., 2012; Maree and Twigge, 2016; Zacher and
Schmitt, 2016; Merino et al., 2019).

Lastly, the social disadvantage pathway is marked by the
persistent influence of obstacles to social inclusion that severely
hamper the individual’s emerging adulthood; such obstacles may
include lack of family support, academic failure, and the inability
to hold down a job (Munson et al., 2013; Settersten et al., 2015;
Cameron et al., 2018; Cuenca et al., 2018; García-Castilla et al.,
2018). Indicators consistently show that these young people have
not benefitted from the same level of access to both educational

and professional opportunities (Schoon and Lyons-Amos, 2016).
Not all of these socially disadvantaged youths – specifically those
receiving long-term social support – are able to live in a family
setting. In Europe alone, more than a million minors live in
residential facilities or with foster families (Cameron et al., 2018).
Many of these adolescents transition prematurely to adulthood
without benefitting from the trial-and-error period common to
other adolescents who enjoy family support (López et al., 2013;
Munson et al., 2013; Soldevila et al., 2013; Singer and Berzin,
2014; Settersten et al., 2015; Campos et al., 2020). In addition,
they display very different ways of coping with social interactions,
some of which involve professional care workers (Schofield et al.,
2016). One trait shared by socially disadvantaged young people
is their more external locus of control combined with a greater
sense of lack of control over their own lives (Król et al., 2019).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Specific Objectives
As stated above, the pathway followed – education, employment,
or social disadvantage – will largely be determined by the degree
of autonomy and well-being present in a young person facing
the future. With this in mind, the study aims are as follows: to
analyze, in emerging adults, the relationship between autonomy
and psychological well-being – two key factors in the processes
of transitioning to adulthood – and the way these factors differ
according to the main pathways young people follow in their
transition.

Two specific objectives must also be met in order to complete
the larger analysis: first, to examine the relationship between
dimensions on the autonomy scale and dimensions on the well-
being scale for each distinct pathway (education, employment,
and social disadvantage), considered independently, and second,
to detect any significant differences between emerging adults
on different pathways using scores from each dimension on
the autonomy questionnaire, and from each dimension on the
well-being questionnaire.

Participants
The sample was selected using a purposive (non-probability)
sampling method and participation was voluntary. Inclusion
criteria were identification with one of the three different
pathways (education, employment, and social disadvantage),
age between 16 and 21 years, association with an institution
(academic, employment, or social), and the ability to read
and write. Potential participants with a recognized functional,
physical, or mental disability were excluded.

Pathways were identified as the type of transition to adult
life, in accordance with the following definitions: (1) Education
pathway: emerging adults dedicated to academic studies aimed
at obtaining a university degree; (2) Employment pathway:
emerging adults who are actively working or enrolled in
short-term vocational training programs, outside the university
framework; and (3) Social disadvantage: emerging adults
benefitting from long-term formal social support services.
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Each itinerary has elements that characterize it and that
differentiate it from the others, without them being isolated
categories; they are not exclusive. For example, the fact that a
young person belongs to the itinerary of social difficulty does not
mean that he is neither studying nor working, but rather that
what characterizes him, for the definition of this sample, are the
difficulties of social origin in his/her development. In the same
way, a young person who is working, inserted in a job, may have
notable family problems, but what characterizes him or her, for
the purpose of our sample, is that he or she is currently working
or in a professional training institution.

The final sample consisted of 1148 emerging adults from
Spain (Madrid) and Colombia (Bogota); although the sample
included young people from two different countries, we did not
detect dependence between the country and each of the pathways
(chi = 14.596; p = 0.132). Participants’ ages ranged from 16 to
21 years (mean = 18.20; SD = 1.8) and about 60% were female.
The education pathway accounted for 66.2% of the participants
(48.6%, last years in high schools; 51.4% universities). The
employment pathway accounted for 21.5% (42.1% in first- and
second-cycle vocational training and 57.9% in active work). The
remaining 12.3% were in the social disadvantage pathway (41.1%
attended day centers and occupational and labor integration
workshops, and 58.9% attended residential institutions for
minors protected by the State). Table 1 below lists the sample
characteristics for each pathway.

Tools Used
Assessment of Autonomy in Emerging Adults
Autonomy in our population of emerging adults was measured
using the Autonomy Scale for Transition to Adult Life (Bernal
Romero et al., 2020a). The scale comprises 19 items grouped
into four dimensions, which are described below; the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient is given for each dimension in this study. Self-
organization ability (six items, α = 0.80): This dimension of
autonomy is self-focused since it is present in subjects able to
carry out metacognitive tasks, i.e., thinking about what they
are learning, organizing effectively, and planning future learning
processes. Ability to analyze context (four items, α = 0.71):
Here, autonomy remains focused on the self, but within the
framework of wider systems, such as social and political settings.
An individual able to analyze context will search for information,
mull over proposals, and develop opinions regarding personal,
social, and political decisions. Critical thinking (five items,

TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Variables/
Pathways

Education Employment Social
disadvantage

Sex Male 311 (40.9%) 74 (30%) 69 (48.9%)

Female 448 (58.9%) 173 (70%) 71 (50.4%)

Country Spain 317 (41.7%) 107 (43.3%) 57 (40.4%)

Colombia 443 (58.3%) 140 (56.7%) 84 (59.65)

Age M = 18.11
(SD = 1.8)

M = 18.5
(SD = 1.42)

M = 18.16
(SD = 1.28)

Total N 760 247 141

α = 0.70): This dimension of autonomy also focuses on the self
and revolves around one’s own ideas and socially recognized
rights. Critical thinking skills are related to respect for the self
and for one’s opinions and ideas and include the ability to
express these ideas during a confrontation or a situation requiring
an assertive response. Socio-political engagement (four items,
α = 0.77) is a community-focused dimension that assumes that
exercising autonomy may affect external systems, and not only
the subject (Bernal Romero et al., 2020a). Cronbach’s alpha for
this set of items was 0.84 for the full sample. All dimensions
were measured on a four-point Likert scale with 1 indicating total
disagreement and 4 indicating total agreement. Factor analysis
confirmed a structure based on four factors (self-organization,
context analysis, critical thinking, and socio-political engagement)
including a total of 19 items with goodness-of-fit indexes of
0.93 by CFI and 0.90 by NNFI; the RMSEA was 0.05 and the
SRMR was 0.06. Given the above, we can state that the model
fit the data well.

Assessment of Well-Being in Emerging Adults
Well-being was measured using the Spanish-language adapted
version of the Ryff Psychological Well-being Scale published
by Díaz et al. (2006). The scale comprises 39 items grouped
into six dimensions, which are listed below along with their
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Self-acceptance (six items, α = 0.81)
is a key component of well-being. This trait enables one to
feel comfortable with oneself despite being fully aware of
shortcomings. Positive relations (six items, α = 0.76) refers to
possessing quality relationships with others. Autonomy (eight
items, α = 0.71) indicates a person’s ability to maintain his/her
individuality within different social contexts. Environmental
mastery (six items, α = 0.63) is associated with the internal locus
of control and a high degree of self-efficacy. This trait is associated
with social coherence – a perception of the world as discernible,
predictable, and logical and therefore controllable – and with
concern for and interest in the larger community. Personal growth
(seven items, α = 0.62) refers to a person’s positive learning and
development. Purpose in life (six items, α = 0.81) means having
goals and the impression of moving forward in life, associated
with motivation to act and evolve. The total reliability of the scale
is 0.91. The well-being scale includes a total of 17 reverse-score
items (2, 4, 5, 8, 9, 13, 15, 20, 22, 25, 26, 27, 29, 30, 33, 34, and 36).
Participants submitted their responses using Likert scale scores
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree) (Díaz et al.,
2006, p. 573). Confirmatory factor analysis revealed a good fit
to a structure with six factors (self-acceptance, positive relations,
autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, and purpose
in life). Goodness-of-fit indices were acceptable, with values of
0.91 by CFI and 0.92 by NNFI; the RMSEA value was 0.04 and
the SRMR value was 0.05. These results suggest that the proposed
model fits the data well.

Procedure and Data Analysis
Questionnaires were completed between late 2019 and early
2019, either on paper or in digital format. Participants filled
out questionnaires during group sessions that were held
during class time (when given at academic institutions) or
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during break times (at workplaces and social resource centers).
Each questionnaire took approximately 45 min to complete.
Participation was voluntary and each participant read and
signed an informed consent form. No remuneration was
offered or given. Participants, and the legal guardians of
participating minors where applicable, were informed regarding
the purpose of the study and given detailed instructions.
Once the study had been approved by human research
ethics committees at the participating universities, researchers
adhered to the protocol established by the Declaration of
Helsinki (64th general assembly of the WMA, Brazil, October
2013). Answer confidentiality was guaranteed to eliminate
experimenter bias.

Once data had been gathered and the databases prepared,
we focused on the first specific objective of the study:
examining the relationships between dimensions on two scales,
one measuring autonomy (self-organization, personal growth,
context analysis, critical thinking, and socio-political involvement)
and the other measuring well-being (self-acceptance, positive
relations, autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth,
and purpose in life). The study population was divided into
three comparison groups or pathways (education, employment,
and social disadvantage) and we determined the Pearson
correlation for each pathway. The strength of correlation values
was interpreted as follows: 0.20 and lower, very low; 0.21–
0.40, low; 0.41–0.70, moderate; 0.71–0.90, high; 0.91–1, high
(Mateo, 2004).

Next, to fulfill the second specific purpose of this study, we
performed inferential tests to detect any significant differences
associated with the pathways followed by emerging adults
(education, employment, or social disadvantage), using their
scores on each dimension of the autonomy scale and on each
dimension of the well-being scale. Before carrying out these tests,

we checked for normal distribution and homogeneity of variance
(homoscedasticity) between populations as recommended
by Pardo and San Martin (2010). Since results from the
autonomy scale did not meet the assumptions of normality
or homoscedasticity, we checked for differences between the
three pathways using the Kruskal–Wallis test, followed by the
Bonferroni-corrected Mann–Whitney U-test. The Bonferroni
correction, used when more than two comparison groups are
present, indicates a statistically significant difference between
two groups when the critical value (p-value) is less than an
alpha of 0.01 (Pardo and San Martin, 2010). Results from this
test are displayed as means, in addition to average ranges, to
facilitate interpretation. Since results on the well-being scale met
the assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity, they could
be compared using one-way ANOVA, a parametric test. After
obtaining these results, we determined the magnitude of the
differences by calculating the effect size using Cohen’s d method,
according to which values near 0.20 indicate a small effect size,
values near 0.50 indicate a medium effect size, and values near
0.80 indicate a large effect size (Cohen, 1992). Analyses were
performed using SPSS version 25.0 (IBM SPSS Statistics 25), with
G∗Power 3.1 to calculate effect size.

RESULTS

The results of specific objectives 1 and 2 are presented below. As
mentioned above, although the sample included young people
from two different countries, we did not detect dependence
between the country and each of the pathways. Likewise, no
significant differences were found in the well-being or autonomy
scores, in the different pathways, due to sex or age, so these
variables were not controlled.

TABLE 2 | Pearson correlations between autonomy scale and well-being scale dimensions, all pathways.

Self-acceptance Positive relations Autonomy Environmental mastery Personal growth Purpose in life Total well-being

Education pathway

Self-organization 0.377** 0.069 0.210** 0.463** 0.382** 0.577** 0.451**

Context analysis 0.274** 0.206** 0.404** 0.330** 0.331** 0.323** 0.416**

Critical thinking 0.175** 0.066 0.222** 0.242** 0.278** 0.289** 0.282**

Socio-political engagement 0.170** 0.130** 0.108** 0.194** 0.115** 0.188** 0.203**

Total autonomy 0.340** 0.167** 0.319** 0.418** 0.372** 0.464** 0.459**

Employment pathway

Self-organization 0.408** 0.081 0.191** 0.516** 0.264** 0.577** 0.460**

Context analysis 0.199** 0.208** 0.355** 0.293** 0.319** 0.318** 0.400**

Critical thinking 0.046 −0.045 0.195** 0.082 0.192** 0.134* 0.155*

Socio-political engagement 0.086 0.013 −0.004 0.134* 0.076 0.158* 0.107

Total autonomy 0.253** 0.083 0.252** 0.354** 0.301** 0.413** 0.387**

Disadvantage pathway

Self-organization 0.290** 0.000 0.136 0.288** 0.349** 0.527** 0.350**

Context analysis 0.355** 0.226** 0.289** 0.344** 0.470** 0.402** 0.471**

Critical thinking 0.123 0.094 0.062 0.385** 0.302** 0.344** 0.277**

Socio-political engagement 0.224** 0.080 −0.129 0.172* 0.139 0.317** 0.160

Total autonomy 0.322** 0.133 0.106 0.398** 0.411** 0.524** 0.410**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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Specific Objective 1: Relationship
Between Dimensions on the Autonomy
and Well-Being Scales by Pathway
Education Pathway
Table 2 addresses our first specific objective by showing
relationships between dimensions on the autonomy and well-
being scales for the education pathway. First of all, we see
that the self-organization dimension on the autonomy scale
is closely correlated to two dimensions on the well-being
scale: environmental mastery and purpose in life (r = 0.463
and r = 0.577, respectively). Both correlations are positive
and significant (p < 0.01), and the same relationship is
present between self-organization and purpose in life. The
correlation strengths in both cases are moderate according
to Mateo (2004). Additional correlations of interest, although
with lower correlation strengths, can be found between self-
organization and the well-being scale dimensions self-acceptance
(r = 0.377), autonomy (r = 0.210), and personal growth
(r = 0.382).

The strongest correlation for the context analysis
dimension is with the autonomy dimension (r = 0.404).
This correlation is statistically significant (p < 0.01).
Other significant correlations for context analysis were
with positive relations (r = 0.206), environmental mastery
(r = 0.330), personal growth (r = 0.331), and purpose in life
(r = 0.323).

The critical thinking dimension displayed its strongest
correlations with two dimensions on the well-being scale:
personal growth and purpose in life (r = 0.278 and r = 0.289). Both
correlations were significant (p < 0.01), but the correlation
strength was low (Mateo, 2004). Correlations between
this dimension and autonomy (r = 0.222), environmental
mastery (r = 0.248), and self-acceptance (r = 0.175) were
also significant (p < 0.01), although correlation strength
was somewhat lower.

The strongest correlations for socio-political
engagement were with environmental mastery
(r = 0.194; p < 0.01) and purpose in life (r = 0.108;
p < 0.01), although correlations between socio-political
engagement and all dimensions on the well-being scale
were significant.

Lastly, we must underline that each of the dimensions
on the autonomy scale was significantly and positively
correlated with the total score on the well-being scale.
The dimensions with the closest correlations to that
total were self-organization (r = 0.451; p < 0.01) and
context analysis (r = 0.416; p < 0.01). We also observe
a positive and significant correlation between the
total autonomy and the total well-being scale scores
(r = 0.459; p < 0.01).

Employment Pathway
The middle section of Table 2 displays the
relationships between dimensions on the autonomy
and the well-being scales for the employment
pathway.

In this group, the self-organization dimension on the
autonomy scale correlates the closest to two dimensions on
the well-being scale: environmental mastery and purpose in life
(r = 0.516 and r = 0.577, respectively). Both correlations are
positive and significant (p < 0.01) with a moderate correlation
strength (Mateo, 2004). There was another close correlation
between self-organization and self-acceptance (r = 0.408).

The context analysis dimension was most closely correlated
with the autonomy dimension (r = 0.355; p < 0.01), followed by
personal growth (r = 0.319; p < 0.01) and purpose in life (r = 0.318;
p < 0.01). Furthermore, the correlations between context analysis
and all dimensions on the well-being scale were significant.

The closest correlation for the critical thinking dimension was
with the autonomy dimension on the well-being scale (r = 0.195;
p < 0.01), followed by a similar correlation to the personal growth
dimension (r = 0.192; p < 0.01).

The socio-political engagement dimension was most closely
correlated with purpose in life (r = 0.158; p < 0.05), although
the correlation strength was low (Mateo, 2004); the only other
dimension of well-being to correlate significantly with socio-
political engagement was environmental mastery (r = 0.134;
p < 0.05).

Lastly, we underline that each of the dimensions on the
autonomy scale, except for socio-political involvement (p < 0.05),
shows a significant and positive correlation with the total score
on the well-being scale. The greatest correlation strengths for
both this pathway and the education pathway were between
the total well-being score and the self-organization dimension
(r = 0.460; p < 0.01), and between total well-being and the
context analysis dimension (r = 0.400; p < 0.01) on the autonomy
scale. Furthermore, there is a significant and positive relationship
between total score on the autonomy scale and total score on the
well-being scale (r = 0.387; p < 0.01).

Social Disadvantage Pathway
To conclude with our first specific objective, the third section of
Table 2 presents the relationship between dimensions on the two
scales for the social disadvantage pathway.

These results show that the self-organization dimension on
the autonomy scale correlates the closest with the purpose in
life dimension on the well-being scale (r = 0.527; p < 0.01).
The correlation is moderate (Mateo, 2004), and there are
other moderately strong significant correlations between self-
organization and self-acceptance (r = 0.290; p < 0.01),
environmental mastery (r = 0.288; p < 0.01), and personal growth
(r = 0.349; p < 0.01).

Although correlations between context analysis and every
dimension on the well-being scale were all significant (p < 0.01),
the strongest correlations were with personal growth (r = 0.470;
p < 0.01) and purpose in life (r = 0.402; p < 0.01). Correlation
strengths in both cases were moderate (Mateo, 2004).

The closest correlations for the critical thinking dimension
were with the environmental mastery and purpose in life
dimensions (r = 0.385 and r = 0.344, respectively); both
correlations were significant (p < 0.01) and positive. A similar
correlation was also present for the personal growth dimension
(r = 0.302; p < 0.01).
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The socio-political engagement dimension correlated the
closest to the purpose in life dimension (r = 0.317; p < 0.01); the
correlation with environmental mastery (r = 0.172; p < 0.05) was
also significant.

Our last remark on the social disadvantage pathway is that
all dimensions on the autonomy scale, except for socio-political
engagement, displayed significant and positive correlations with
the total score on the well-being scale. These observations were
also true for the employment pathway. The highest correlation
strengths for this pathway, as for the education and employment
pathways, were between the total autonomy scale score and the
self-organization dimension (r = 0.350; p < 0.01) and between
the total autonomy score and the context analysis dimension
(r = 0.471; p < 0.01) on the well-being scale. Likewise, there is
a significant and positive relationship between the total scores on
the autonomy and the well-being scales (r = 0.410; p < 0.01), with
a moderate correlation strength (Mateo, 2004).

Specific Objective 2: Score Comparisons
Across Pathways
Autonomy Scale
Since results from the autonomy scale did not meet the
assumption of normality, we used non-parametric tests (Kruskal–
Wallis) to identify any differences between the education,
employment, and social disadvantage groups on each of the
different dimensions of the autonomy scale.

Table 3 displays the H statistic of the Kruskal–Wallis test (chi-
square) for each of the dimensions on the autonomy scale and
for the total score. This statistic is associated with a critical value,
or p-value, which is less than 0.05 for each dimension on the
autonomy scale. This value lets us reject the null hypothesis and
conclude that scores obtained on these dimensions vary among
the different pathways being compared. Nevertheless, there are
no differences between groups for the total scores on each scale.

We applied the Bonferroni-corrected Mann–Whitney U-test
to determine which groups showed differences in scores on each
scale dimension.

First, we compared scores on each dimension of the autonomy
scale between the education and employment groups. Table 4
shows that the only dimensions with statistically significant
differences between these two pathways, referring to p-values
of less than 0.01, are self-organization and critical thinking.
The employment group (X̄ = 20.44; SD = 3.40) scores higher
than the education group for self-organization, whereas the
education group (X̄ = 19.65; SD = 3.36) scores higher for
critical thinking (X̄ = 19.79; SD = 3.64). No other dimensions
revealed significant differences between the education and
employment groups. According to Cohen’s classification (1992),
effect size (d) is small for both dimensions.

Table 4 also lists results from comparisons between the
education and social disadvantage groups. Here, differences
between the two groups are present for the critical thinking
and socio-political engagement dimensions (p < 0.01). Higher
scores for critical thinking pertain to the education group
(X̄ = 19.79; SD = 3.64), whereas higher scores for socio-political
engagement belong to the social disadvantage group (X̄ =

14.68; SD = 5.19). Effect size is between low and moderate for
the critical thinking dimension, and low for the socio-political
engagement dimension.

The final comparison examines autonomy scale scores
between the employment and social disadvantage groups. At the
bottom of Table 4, we find differences between these two groups
(ð < 0.01) for the critical thinking dimension: the employment
group (X̄ = 19.04; SD = 3.99) scored higher than the social
disadvantage group (X̄ = 17.04; SD = 4.24), while the social
disadvantage group (X̄ = 14.68; SD = 5.19) has higher scores
for socio-political engagement.

Well-Being Scale
Since results from the well-being scale met the assumption of
normality, we used a one-way ANOVA test to compare scores for
each of the dimensions on that scale between different pathways.

Table 5 displays a summary of ANOVA results in which
the value of the F statistic is associated with the critical value
or p-value. Since this value remains lower than 0.05 for all
dimensions and for the total score, it is reasonable to reject the
equality of means hypothesis and therefore conclude that scores
for each dimension on the well-being scale, as well as total scores,
are not equivalent among the three population groups.

We find significant differences between the education and
social disadvantage groups (p < 0.05) for the self-acceptance
dimension: the education group scores higher and the effect size
is moderate (d = 0.532). The employment group also scores
higher than the social disadvantage group with a Cohen’s d
of 0.491. The education group scores higher than the social
disadvantage group on the positive relations dimension, with
an effect size of 0.445. The employment group also scores
higher than the social disadvantage group, with d = 0.364.
For the autonomy dimension, we observe higher scores in the
education group than in the social disadvantage group, with an
effect size of 0.302; the employment group also scores higher
than the social disadvantage group (d = 0.429). The education
group scored higher than the social disadvantage group on the
environmental mastery dimension (d = 0.444). The employment
group also scored higher than the social disadvantage group,
with a moderate effect size (d = 0.574). Regarding significant
differences for personal growth, the education group scored
higher than the social disadvantage group (d = 0.372) and so did
the employment group (d = 0.456). Scores for the last dimension
on the well-being scale, purpose in life, differ significantly between
the education and social disadvantage groups (higher in the
education group, d = 0.314). The employment group scores
higher than the social disadvantage group with an effect size
between low and moderate (d = 0.445). Lastly, the education
group scores higher than the social disadvantage group on the
well-being scale total, with d = 0.487; the employment group
scores higher than social disadvantage with d = 0.642, an effect
size between moderate and high. We therefore see a repeating
pattern: where significant differences exist between the social
difficulty and education groups, the education group scores
higher; where such differences exist between employment and
social difficulty, the employment group scores higher.
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and Kruskal–Wallis test.

N Self-organization Context analysis Critical thinking Socio-political engagement Total autonomy

Mean rank Education 760 552.56 567.44 609.00 575.98 582.53

Employment 247 635.39 618.31 549.85 526.58 577.16

Disadvantage 141 586.06 535.79 431.70 650.47 526.55

Chi-squared 11,930 6718 36,100 12,709 3,414

Df 2 2 2 2 2

Asympt. sig. (bivariate) 0.003 0.035 0.000 0.002 0.181

TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics and Mann–Whitney U-test for each pathway.

N Self-organization Context analysis Critical thinking Socio-political
engagement

Mean rank Education 760 486.01 (X̄ = 19.65;
SD = 3.36);

492.94 (X̄ = 20.25;
SD = 3.51)

516.91 (X̄ = 19.79;
SD = 3.64)

514.66 (X̄ = 13.59;
SD = 4.66)

Employment 247 559.36 (X̄ = 20.44;
SD = 3.40)

538.04 (X̄ = 20.75;
SD = 3.37)

464.27 (X̄ = 19.04;
SD = 3.99)

471.21 (X̄ = 12.90;
SD = 4.44)

Mann–Whitney U-test 80,185.500*** 85,452.000 84,046.000** 85,762.000**

Effect size (d) 0.218 0.156

Mean rank Education 760 447.06 455.01 472.59 441.83

472.26 (X̄ = 19.73; 429.41 (X̄ = 19.73; 334.63 (X̄ = 17.04; 500.45 (X̄ = 14.68;

Disadvantage 141 SD = 4.23) SD = 4.21) SD = 4.24) SD = 5.19)

Mann–Whitney U test 50,583.000 50,536.000 37,171.500*** 46,607.000**

Effect size (d) 0.393 0.164

Mean rank Employment 247 200.03 204.27 209.59 179.36

Disadvantage 141 184.81 177.38 168.07 221.01

Mann–Whitney 16,047.000 14,999.500 13,687.500*** 13,675.000***

U-test Effect size (d) 0.362 0.363

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 | Summary of one-way ANOVA with multiple post hoc comparisons: Scheffé’s method.

Dependent variable F (I) Pathway (J) Pathway Difference in means (I-J) Standard error Sig. d

Self-acceptance 14.712 Education Employment 0.10988 0.417 0.966

Disadvantage 2.832* 0.527 0.000 0.532

Employment Disadvantage 2.722* 0.606 0.000 0.491

Positive relations 5.589 Education Employment −0.520 0.450 0.513

Disadvantage 1.626* 0.569 0.017 0.445

Employment Disadvantage 2.146∗ 0.654 0.005 0.364

Autonomy 8.880 Education Employment −0.995 0.499 0.137

Disadvantage 2.057* 0.631 0.005 0.302

Employment Disadvantage 3.053* 0.725 0.000 0.429

Environmental mastery 15.811 Education Employment −0.742 0.373 0.139

Disadvantage 2.258* 0.472 0.000 0.444

Employment Disadvantage 3.001* 0.543 0.000 0.574

Personal growth 10.092 Education Employment −0.469 0.384 0.476

Disadvantage 1.954* 0.487 0.000 0.372

Employment Disadvantage 2.423* 0.560 0.000 0.456

Purpose in life 8.680 Education Employment −0.699 0.419 0.249

Disadvantage 1.815* 0.530 0.003 0.314

Employment Disadvantage 2.514* 0.609 0.000 0.445

Total well-being 17.917 Education Employment −3.268 1.894 0.226

Disadvantage 12.685* 2.397 0.000 0.487

Employment Disadvantage 15.953* 2.754 0.000 0.642

*p < 0.05.
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DISCUSSION

Relationship Between Dimensions on the
Autonomy Scale and the Well-Being
Scale by Pathway (Specific Objective 1)
Returning to the first specific objective of our study – to examine
the relationship between dimensions on the autonomy scale and
dimensions on the well-being scale for each distinct pathway
(education, employment, and social disadvantage), considered
independently – the results show positive and significant
correlations between the dimensions on these two scales, for each
of the three pathway groups.

One initial finding from this study is that for all three
pathways, higher levels of well-being correspond to higher
levels of autonomy and vice versa. This finding coincides with
results from similar studies (Delbosc and Vella-Brodrick, 2015;
Alivernini et al., 2019; Chatzisarantis et al., 2019) in which
psychological autonomy is strongly associated with well-being.
Similarly, research by Inguglia et al. (2014) confirms that for
emerging adults, autonomy and relatedness are fundamental
needs linked to their health and psychological well-being.
Meanwhile, González et al. (2015) showed that perceived
support for autonomy in athletic activities was a positive
predictor of subjective vitality and positive affect in emerging
adults, as well as being a predictor of satisfaction for three
indicators of psychological well-being: competence, autonomy,
and relatedness.

Likewise, for all three pathways, we find a significant
correlation between the purpose in life dimension on the well-
being scale and all dimensions on the autonomy scale. This
observation is compatible with the opinion, already expressed
by numerous researchers, that autonomy is of great relevance
to the life choices made by emerging adults regarding education
and employment. Their decision-making, which defines their
purpose in life, stems from the processes of social self-
construction and personal identity consolidation (Campbell and
Ungar, 2004; Savickas et al., 2009; Bernaud, 2014; Maree and
Twigge, 2016). The result is also coherent with studies reporting
an association between young people’s higher levels of well-
being and satisfaction with life and their ability to develop
purpose in life, attain self-acceptance, and learn to navigate their
environments (Cardona et al., 2014). A closer look at socially
disadvantaged youth reveals a pathway marked by dependence
on institutions, difficulty in the workplace, and poor academic
results; all of these tendencies are associated with low levels of
psychological well-being (Bernal Romero, 2016; Dixon, 2016;
Goyette, 2019).

Returning to the dimension analysis, we determined that the
autonomy dimension on the well-being scale showed a significant
and positive correlation, for all three pathways, with the context
analysis dimension on the autonomy scale. This result suggests
that a greater capacity for context analysis is accompanied by
greater autonomy, and vice versa. The ability to analyze a
situation, according to Bernal Romero et al. (2020b), indicates
the capacity to search for information, mull over proposals,
and adopt positions or make decisions in personal, social,

and political matters. Similarly, the ability to analyze context,
according to Ryff and Singer (2008), is useful for avoiding looking
to others for approval in different social settings; these researchers
link autonomy to independence and self-determination. In their
studies of emerging adults who attend universities, García-
Alandete et al. (2018) reinforce this idea by framing the construct
of autonomy as self-reliance, separated from the intersubjective
experience. However, according to Meléndez et al. (2018), young
people will still experience difficulty preserving their individuality
in many social situations given that they feel more need for
outside approval while their identities are still forming.

According to the above definitions, an emerging adult
able to maintain his or her autonomy and individuality in
different settings will first have to be able to comprehend,
analyze, and adapt to each setting (family, academic, social,
other). This construct of autonomy is therefore understood
from both intrasubjective and intersubjective viewpoints, as
other researchers have proposed (Arnett, 2006; Bekker and Van
Assen, 2006; Inguglia et al., 2014; Bernal Romero et al., 2016;
Duineveld et al., 2017; Kiang and Bhattacharjee, 2018; Ryff, 2018;
Van Petegem et al., 2015).

Score Comparisons Across Pathways
(Specific Objective 2)
Recall that our second specific objective is to detect any significant
differences between emerging adults on different pathways using
scores from each dimension on the autonomy questionnaire,
and from each dimension on the well-being questionnaire.
Significant differences among emerging adults on different
pathways could be identified using both the autonomy and the
well-being questionnaires.

A comparison of both total scores and dimension scores
on the well-being scale revealed significant differences
between the pathways; the highest levels of psychological
well-being belonged to the education group, followed by
the employment group. The lowest levels of psychological
well-being were found in the social disadvantage group.
Below, we will examine the most salient differences
for each pathway.

Young people in the education group had higher total scores
on both the autonomy and well-being scales compared to
participants in the other two groups. Similar results have been
found in other studies of young university students. Barrantes-
Brais and Ureña-Bonilla (2015) and García-Alandete et al. (2018)
attribute stronger showings for personal growth and purpose in
life to university students; they highlight a positive correlation
between purpose in life and overall psychological well-being.
Our study has uncovered significant differences between the
education group and the other two groups for the critical thinking
dimension, with the education group showing the highest
scores. Well-developed critical thinking skills are associated with
greater respect for the self and for one’s opinions and ideas
and the ability to express those ideas during a confrontation
or a situation requiring an assertive response (Bernal Romero
et al., 2020b). As reported by Zepke (2015) and Arnett and
Tanner (2016) higher education research has often found high
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levels of engagement and critical consciousness in students.
While both factors might present only in the classroom, these
authors believe they can also be studied in broader contexts,
such as sociocultural ecosystems in which students establish
the links between themselves, their immediate setting, and the
wider community.

The employment group’s scores on the autonomy scale
highlight a more developed capacity for self-organization
than that found in the other pathways, and the difference
between the employment and education groups is statistically
significant. As stated by various researchers working from
a self-construction theory perspective, emerging adults must
self-organize in order to maintain stability and continuity
in their professional careers; as such, issues in professional
development play a fundamental role in how they engineer
their lives (Guichard et al., 2012). According to Maree and
Twigge (2016), these issues include the importance of social
consciousness and promoting social justice in the workplace.
In fact, researchers studying young adults have found positive
correlations between workplace autonomy and job satisfaction
on the one hand, and organizational/workplace commitment
on the other (Ng and Feldman, 2010), and these correlations
are stronger than in older workers (Zacher and Schmitt, 2016).
Nevertheless, self-organization and its role in the education and
training of emerging adults that follow the education pathway
before becoming employed do not typically concern employers
(Pimentel et al., 2016).

Another relevant finding is that the social disadvantage
group showed significantly higher levels of socio-political
engagement (autonomy scale) compared to both the education
and employment groups. Socio-political engagement refers to
a person’s ability to make decisions according to that person’s
degree of social responsibility and participation in contemporary
society (Bernal Romero et al., 2020b). This finding resembles a
description by Munson et al. (2013) of young peoples’ interest
in getting involved in their communities, helping others, and
making sure that other young people in similar situations will
receive the attention they needed themselves.

Total scores on the well-being scale are significantly lower for
the social difficulty pathway. The lower levels of psychological
well-being observed among these participants may be linked
to their sense of lack of control over their lives and a more
external locus of control, among other factors (Król et al., 2019).
Others have observed that attachment strength in relationships
is a predictor of well-being in adults (Borelli et al., 2018).
This factor may help explain why socially disadvantaged youths,
those whose family relationships may not have contributed to
the formation of secure attachments, score the lowest on the
well-being scale. Multiple authors have reported this tendency
among socially disadvantaged youth, whose pathway diverges
from those of other emerging adults (Fowler et al., 2011;
Munson et al., 2013). Very often, these individuals require
additional emotional and social support (Goodkind et al., 2011;
Schofield et al., 2016). In many cases, the situation becomes even
more critical when emerging adults reach the age of 18 and
cannot access their usual social services; at this point, they find
themselves at a stark disadvantage compared to young people

on other pathways (Arnett, 2000, 2006; Osgood et al., 2010;
Munson et al., 2013).

Limitations and Future Directions
One of the methodological limitations of this study, and a reason
for interpreting results with caution, is that the sample sizes
differ substantially among the pathways. For that reason, we
replicated the tests (Kruskal–Wallis and one-way ANOVA) with
equal sample sizes to ensure data reliability and determined the
resulting differences to be the same as those identified in the
original groups. Although the demographic variables “country
of origin,” “age,” and “sex” were similar for all three groups (see
Table 1), we also tested to rule out any potential effects that
might skew the results. Our testing, which examined both the
well-being and the autonomy scale results, revealed no significant
demographic differences between pathways that would have to
be controlled for.

Regarding magnitude of differences, effect sizes in this study,
unsurprisingly, are small to moderate; Rosnow and Rosenthal
(2009) determined that the typical effect sizes in the social
sciences are often very small. Additionally, according to Ferguson
(2009), these effect sizes may not be indicative of the “true”
effect when samples are too large, or when they are not
selected randomly.

Another limitation of this study is that the sample was
not randomly selected, which is an obstacle to external
validation and makes it difficult to extrapolate results to the
general population.

Since the sample characteristics have been identified as a
limitation, a future study would aim to use a probability sampling
method that would guarantee equivalent group sizes while
controlling for confounders; in this way, the study could also be
expanded to include other countries of interest.

To summarize, this study’s results and their interpretation
contribute to our understanding of the different pathways
followed by emerging adults and also provide a reference
dataset for future studies on autonomy and well-being in
young people. We should highlight that the study furnishes
data that may be of great interest to professionals aiming
to design and target interventions for emerging adults on
different pathways.

In fact, some studies indicate that academic success can
follow the implementation of strategies promoting development
of youth autonomy and self-sufficiency (De Carvalho and
De Almeida, 2011; Longas and Riera, 2016). Additionally,
psychoeducational support and personalized study programs
improve peer and teacher–student relationships, while also
fostering an increased sense of responsibility and preparedness
for independent living (Antunes and Correia, 2016). Researchers
have highlighted the importance of training emerging adults
who work or are on the employment pathway in how to
develop strategies that promote well-being (Merino et al.,
2019). Meanwhile, the autonomy and well-being of socially
disadvantaged or vulnerable emerging adults must be nurtured
through support for their personal, social, and functional
skills and by improving social and academic intervention
processes (Antunes and Correia, 2016; Zamith-Cruz et al., 2016;
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Melendro et al., 2017). Above all else, these individuals require
social interventions throughout the emerging adulthood stage;
without additional support, many will not attain levels of
autonomy and well-being similar to those of young people on
other pathways (Munson et al., 2013).

Each of these lines of action will require meticulous
and rigorous data acquisition, and additional studies on
the development of autonomy and well-being, if we are
to successfully tackle the distinct realities faced by young
people in our time.
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