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Social Policy and the Transition to Adulthood: 

Toward Stronger Institutions and Individual Capacities
Richard A. Settersten, Jr.


This chapter draws upon the findings of On the Frontier of Adulthood and other recent research to launch a discussion about the intersection between early adult development and social policy. It asks how social policies and institutions regulate the structure and content of early adulthood, and how well the models of and routes to early adulthood promoted within institutions match the needs and everyday realities of young people. It also asks for whom the transition to adulthood is helped or hindered in the process and how policies might be created or reformed to ease entry into adulthood and promote development in later life.


Contemporary patterns of the transition to adulthood in North America and Western Europe must be understood within the context of the dramatic changes of the latter half of the 20th century (see also Corijn and Klijzing 2001). Significant changes in economic and social structure include the expansion of secondary and higher education; increases in the labor force participation of women; a decline in the availability of full-time jobs; an increase in the proportion of individuals concurrently pursuing higher education and work; an increase in cohabitation; delays in marriage and childbirth; a decline in fertility; and the expansion and retraction of welfare state policies and programs. Major cultural shifts include weaker normative controls on behavior and greater individualization, both of which have allowed young people more freedom to plan and live life in accordance with their interests and wishes, and the emergence of feminism, which has reoriented the priorities of women. Changes such as these have not only reshaped early adult life, but have altered the very structure and content of the life course.


Ways of thinking, feeling, and expressing oneself have also shifted (see Smith, Chapter 6). In the United States, expectations about independence and autonomy promote a “sink-or-swim” transition to adulthood (Cook and Furstenberg 2002). Young people who “swim” are often able to do so only because families provide significant material and emotional support; parental investments in higher education are especially important in launching young adults. Yet the larger ethos in America is that once those investments have been made – if they have been or can be made – young people are to navigate markets for education, jobs, and partners using whatever knowledge and resources they have acquired. As a result, a higher proportion of young people in the United States seem to “sink” relative to those in other countries. This is especially true of racial minorities and those from disadvantaged backgrounds, whose skills and resources tend to be less adequate or relevant going into the transition. (For an excellent overview of how the transition to adulthood is generally structured and experienced in Italy, Sweden, Germany, and the United States, which are characterized by different types of welfare states, see Cook and Furstenberg [2002]). 


This is consistent with themes of recent social theories that depict the modern world as unpredictable and full of risks that must be negotiated on the individual rather than institutional or collective levels (Beck 2000; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Giddens 1991). For young people, these risks are exacerbated by the fact that the world they have known differs dramatically from that of previous generations. They are further heightened by the wide variety of routes taken into adulthood, many of which have uncertain outcomes and leave individuals feeling as if their experiences are unique. Conditions of flexibility bring new freedom to pursue personal goals, but also new responsibilities and risks as the experimental nature of “do-it-yourself” biographies makes them prone to “slippage or collapse” (Beck 2000). When individuals choose or find themselves on pathways that are not widely shared by others or reinforced in institutions or policies, they may lose important sources of informal and formal support. In such a scenario, personal failures are viewed as being no one’s fault but one’s own. 


We must therefore ask how the increased strains of modern life are played out in, and created by, social settings that incorporate young people. Indeed, institutions and policies meant to help young people may actually hurt them if they are based on outdated models of life and do not reflect their actual experiences (Heinz 1996; Levy 1996; Settersten 2003b). Under these conditions, individual resources may take on even greater significance in determining early adult experiences and their consequences (Corijn and Klijzing 2001), pointing to the need to redefine and broaden the groups of young people who are at risk as they move into adulthood. 

These conditions also highlight the need to support a wider range of possible routes that allow young people to combine training, education, and workplace experiences, and to better integrate these experiences with increasing family roles and responsibilities. Our commitments to young people must strengthen (1) the institutions that serve them (as well as the connections between those institutions), and (2) the capacities of young people themselves so that they are equipped with better personal skills and resources to navigate the early adult years. Smoothing the transition to adulthood will bring immediate payoffs for individuals, families, institutions, and societies, and cumulative payoffs over time. Similarly, it is important to think about both the short- and long-term costs associated with not intervening, which surely outweigh those of making investments up front (see also Cohen 1998).


This chapter explores how the spheres of work, education, and family, and the capacities of young people might be strengthened to ease entry into adult life. It considers some of the special challenges faced by vulnerable or “at-risk” populations, how civic engagement might be fostered, and how more effective information and guidance might be provided. It closes by highlighting some of the complexities associated with making social policy on the transition to adulthood, and with bridging science, policy, and practice.

strengthening Institutions and Individual Capacities

The chapters in this volume make important contributions to understanding how the transition to adulthood has changed during the last century, why these changes occurred, and the consequences of these changes. These findings, like those of other initiatives in the MacArthur Research Network on the Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy (hereafter referred to as the “Network”), raise questions about how institutions, policies, and programs might be modified to improve the experiences of young people. They suggest that significant mismatches exist between the emerging and varied pathways to adulthood now taken, and the institutions, policies, and programs that affect young people. It is imperative to make institutions and policies more appropriate to the actual needs of young people, while at the same time improving the personal skills and resources of young people so that they can take advantage of the supports available to them. Understanding what interventions work best, and for whom, is critical to the process of designing more effective policies and programs that are responsive to the significant variability in early adult experiences. 

Strengthening Education and Work


Education and work are central to the structure of the life course in Western societies, because lives are viewed as being organized into three successive “boxes” of education, work, and retirement. Important shifts in the boundaries between the three “boxes” have occurred in recent decades (e.g., Hendricks and Cutler 2003; Henretta 2003). The trend toward early retirement at the end of working life, coupled with an extension of schooling at the beginning, has made the period of gainful work shorter. Education and training have been extended in most countries, particularly over the past decade, as the result of several factors: (1) markets have demanded higher levels of education and better credentials for access to good jobs; (2) institutions of higher education are often overcrowded (and students are bottlenecked at entry points as they await access); (3) students are more often working during their studies; and (4) growing numbers of dropouts are returning to secondary or tertiary education. Early retirement, coupled with increased longevity, has lengthened the period of retirement, and many women, as well as men, now undergo this experience. 

While the boundaries between these boxes have shifted, the three-box structure remains salient in individual and cultural thinking about the organization of the life course, and as a means for allocating roles and activities across it (Settersten 2003b). Indeed, this structure underlies and is reinforced by the policies and programs of the state (for examples, see Settersten 2003a). But among recent cohorts, growing numbers of people are beginning to experience the life course in ways that depart from these patterns, whether by choice or circumstance. While a wider array of patterns into retirement are now common, most people desire and strive for a fairly long period of retirement at the end of life (O’Rand and Henretta 1999). More significant shifts are apparent in the first two boxes, as education and work are now more often, and more often must be, pursued concurrently. Modernization and rapid technological change have also made it necessary for adults to continually update their skills and knowledge if they are to compete in contemporary markets, especially given that “lifetime” models of work have eroded and stable work itself has become uncertain. 

The concurrent pursuit of education and work is often hampered by the significant constraints of adult life, and the ways in which education, work, and family policies discourage flexibility rather than facilitate it (Settersten and Lovegreen 1998; Settersten 1999). Besides the three-box structure noted above, these constraints relate to (1) the demands of family roles (especially for women, who continue to shoulder most of the responsibility for the care and raising of children, which strongly limits their educational attainment and labor market attachment); (2) the need for health insurance (which, at least in the United States, means having a full-time job that provides benefits); (3) rules related to employer pensions and old-age welfare state programs; (4) rules related to scholarships, tuition benefits, and financial aid; (5) educational and occupational tracking; (6) age biases against younger and older workers, and against “nontraditional” students; and (7) the “midlife squeeze,” in which middle-aged adults invest significant time and money in both caring for aging parents and providing for young adult children. Trendy discussions of the need for “lifelong learning” do not acknowledge these very real constraints, which make adding educational experiences to work and family roles difficult if not impossible. A significant challenge to overcome, then, is to break up the lock-step nature of education and work, and to rethink policies that penalize individuals for cycling between or simultaneously pursuing education and work experiences.

One effective way to move in these directions is to develop more open and coherent initial education and training programs that can provide a basis for effective systems of lifelong learning. This has become a salient policy concern in countries of the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD 2000).
 For the past few decades, the approach in many countries has been focused on dealing with youth unemployment, building a “youth friendly” labor market, and improving vocational education at early ages, particularly for young people at risk for unemployment or “dead end” jobs. Recent emphases in the United States have been on developing access to post-secondary education for adults by improving the quality of secondary education, and by developing and investing in community colleges. 

Targeting Community Colleges as a Central Institution for Intervention


Community colleges are a primary target for investment in human capital aimed at promoting job advancement for young people. The community college is one of the key institutions in the transition to adulthood: it touches large numbers of young people, is flexible, and offers connections to a range of potential career paths – work, four-year college, and the military, to name a few. In addition, it has the potential to respond to the needs of a wide range of young people. Community colleges play important roles in training: as second-chance remediation programs, and as vocational/technical programs that offer employer-validated degrees and certificates. These roles uniquely position community colleges to address the growing mismatch between the skills individuals possess and those needed in the job market, a mismatch that creates high levels of earnings inequality. 


Unfortunately, community college dropout rates are high, there is little student movement from remediation programs into vocational training programs, and even less into four-year colleges (Grubb 2001a, b; Kane and Rouse 1999). There are several reasons why dropout rates are high. One issue is cost. Although fees are relatively low, community colleges are not free. A problem for many community college students is that federal and state grant support is designed primarily for students who attend school full-time on a nine-month academic calendar, and is of little help to the majority of community college students who attend school part-time. Moreover, these grants generally cannot be used for noncredit courses, including some remedial education (Bosworth and Choitz 2002). Second, institutional factors may be important, such as the fact that community colleges rarely manage to integrate students in noncredit courses with those in certificate and degree programs. As a result, the lowest skilled and most disadvantaged students end up isolated from other members of the student body. Students in remedial programs are rarely viewed (or see themselves) as candidates for certificate and degree programs (Fitzgerald and Jenkins 1997). Another important institutional factor is that community colleges provide little career counseling and student advising. Nationally, the average caseload of community college counselors is nearly 1,000 students (Grubb 2001b). These cost and institutional factors pose serious barriers to the recruitment and retention of students who have much to gain from education at community colleges. 

Our Network is collaborating with the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) to design a demonstration program, called “Opening Doors to Earning Credentials,” to improve the educational attainment and other outcomes of young adults attending community college via interventions in three areas – increased financial aid, enhanced student services, and improvements in remedial and developmental education. This will be a significant initiative of our Network in the coming years. We are especially interested in strengthening attachment to community colleges so that they act less as “revolving doors” and more as routes to further education and employment. This will be an important response to the challenges faced by highly vulnerable populations, such as graduates of foster care or those exiting incarceration in the juvenile justice system. 

Indeed, a small but growing group of community colleges is beginning to address challenges related to access and persistence by building links between their remediation and degree programs. Many are also attempting to strengthen social resources for students by facilitating study and support groups, creating tutoring and mentoring programs, providing on-site childcare, and establishing flexible course timetables. Other colleges are exploring the feasibility of working with employers to develop specialized supports for incumbent workers, for example in buying back time from employers to enable workers to spend half time in college and still receive full-time pay, or in building incentive structures that reward students who mix work and education as they complete benchmarks (for other examples, see Shaw and Jacobs 2003).

Initiatives such as these will help young people from low-income families enter and complete degree and certificate programs at community colleges. They may also have important effects on job retention and advancement, subsequent patterns of family formation, and psychological and physical health. Focused, short-term training programs that target high-growth industries and build strong employer partnerships, coupled with linkages to mainstream accredited college programs, are a promising route to career ladder jobs. 

Targeting Education-Work Linkages


Many of the points above relate to breaking up the education-work lockstep, and to making possible the concurrent pursuit of work and education. They also highlight the need for a better connection between educational and work experiences. While school-to-work transitions may be ideal junctures for strengthening these connections, secondary schools may provide important opportunities to couple educational and work experiences early on (see also Youniss and Ruth 2002). OECD has heralded the combination of educational and work experiences as a central factor in creating successful transition systems for young people (OECD 2000). These combinations (1) make learning applied and interesting for young people and contribute to improved educational attainment; (2) help develop the specific occupational skills that employers want and need; (3) develop general work habits and attitudes, such as punctuality and team skills; and (4) signal these skills to employers when young people are seeking work.


Such outcomes can be achieved only if the objectives of learning at school and work are both clearly defined; if these complimentary objectives can be recognized by young people, teachers, trainers and employers; and if teaching, training and learning processes are organized accordingly. Indeed, we rarely think about work as an opportunity for “learning,” which itself demonstrates how difficult combining the two can be. In addition, these combinations can only result if policies do not penalize people for pursuing both. In the United States, for example, health insurance is tied to having a full-time job with benefits, and when one is bound to a full-time fixed-schedule job, opportunities for school enrollment are few. Furthermore, tuition assistance programs in most companies are available only to full-time employees, and only for coursework that leads directly to practical skills that can be transferred to the current job and does not interfere with predictable work schedules. Similarly, scholarships and financial aid are largely offered to those engaged in full-time study; admission to competitive institutions at both undergraduate and graduate levels is often contingent on an ability to enroll full-time, and programs are designed under this assumption. These examples illustrate some of the significant barriers to pursuing work and education at the same time.


As a result, countries are faced with the challenge of expanding the availability and scope of combined education and workplace experiences, improving their quality, and encouraging young people to participate in them. This involves a careful consideration of the strengths and weaknesses of current institutional arrangements in both education and the labor market, and of the steps most likely to be successful in creating change. For example, OECD (2000) suggests 
that the development of effective school-work linkages requires: 

· Modifying school and work schedules so that these experiences can be more easily combined.

· Creating better dialogue between employers and educators at local, regional, and national levels.

· Giving employers greater say in the administration and content of programs that combine education and work.

· Creating effective institutions at local and regional levels to manage, monitor, and evaluate such programs.

· Providing resources to stimulate local partnerships and strengthen recruitment links between educational institutions and work organizations.

· Increasing the availability of part-time and temporary employment contracts for young people and improving training wages and benefits.

· Systematically relating what students learn at work and school.


These changes seem daunting. Nonetheless, pathways that combine education and work experience can encourage lifelong learning by enabling students to see the worlds of work and study as intertwined from the start. The pace at which young people find jobs after leaving school, and the kinds of jobs they find, have a powerful effect not only on their subsequent employment (OECD 1999), but also on larger life-course patterns. In this sense, the cost of making these sizeable investments up front pales in comparison to the cumulative gains made over an entire career. Policies therefore need to focus on the paths that young people follow after leaving school, for these set the stage for subsequent employment patterns. Some countries offer stable but rigid routes into work life, while others offer open but fragile ones. The former model has tended to be more successful in helping young people get their first jobs and limiting long-term unemployment. In developing future policy options, however, international experience suggests that no single approach will suffice but that a wide array of strategies are needed, as long as these strategies combine strong stable structures with flexible pathways to suit individual needs. 


Despite the range of factors that determine early labor market success – or, perhaps, precisely because of them – societies must strive to develop coherent education, labor and social policies to help young people in their transition to work and adult life. An exemplary approach to “policy coherence” is found in the youth guarantee approach that Nordic countries have been developing over the past two decades (OECD 1999). This approach seeks to guarantee opportunity for all through a position in education, training, or work, and is built on a system of incentives, penalties, and tight safety nets for those who fail, to help young people move toward useful and productive lives.


Where the transition from education to working life is concerned, OECD (2000) recommends that all national policies should aim for:

· High proportions of young people completing secondary education with recognized qualifications for work or higher education.

· High levels of knowledge and skill among young people at the end of the transition phase.

· A low proportion of young adults neither in education nor employed, and a high proportion of young adults who have left education having a job.

· Few young people remaining unemployed for lengthy periods after leaving education.

· Stable and positive employment and educational histories in the years after leaving upper secondary education; and an equitable distribution of outcomes by gender, social background and region.

The broad policy principles described in this section can seemingly be extended to a wide range of countries, despite the distinctiveness of their traditions and institutions.

Strengthening Family Relationships and Resources


The economic and educational resources of young people’s families of origin, and the nature of their family relationships, can seriously help or hinder the transition to adulthood. As Schoeni and Ross (Chapter 12) illustrate, economic assistance from families plays a central role in the successful launching of young people. Those from disadvantaged families, therefore, have a more difficult time navigating entry into adulthood. Family background, however, encompasses more than just money and time. Government intervention may bring material assistance to young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, but it may do little to reduce outcome disparities if material assistance per se is not what leads to a successful transition. For example, contextual research on adolescence has shown that a host of positive factors are associated with higher economic status of families – such as more positive structures and processes in families, peer groups, schools, and neighborhoods (e.g., Cook, Herman, Philips and Settersten 2002). These factors, rather than money itself, may be more important in improving young people’s positions as they move into adulthood. Further, in increasing the potential role of assistance provided by the government, we must be mindful not to displace or crowd out the positive assistance that disadvantaged families are able to provide to young family members. Policies and programs must complement, and not displace, the positive relationships and helpful networks that are already in place for some families. 


Similarly, Sandefur and colleagues (Chapter 9) show that the answer to the question of whether it is getting harder to get ahead depends on family resources. Not surprisingly, individuals with more highly educated parents and who attended private schools are more likely to start off on the right foot. Parental education and type of school have long been shown to influence life chances in a number of ways. Increasing the availability of aid for higher education and improving the information available to middle and high school students about higher education and jobs could improve their chances for success. Definitions of success and adherence to certain pathways are determined to a great degree by the strength and consistency of expectations within nuclear and extended family environments. This point is strikingly clear in the chapter by Mollenkopf and colleagues (Chapter 14) on young people in New York City from various racial and ethnic backgrounds. 


It is also important to recognize that support not only flows downward from parents to children, but upward from children to parents. These transfers are also illustrated in the chapter by Mollenkopf and colleagues, in which a surprising proportion of young people talk about the fact that they support – and are obligated to support – their parents in both expressive and instrumental ways, now and in the future. This chapter also highlights the special hazards and risks that young people face in urban neighborhoods, and the strategies individuals and families use to protect themselves in response (if, in fact, they do). 


There is also a great need to strengthen fragile families formed by young people themselves. For substantial numbers of economically and educationally disadvantaged young people, the transition to parenthood precedes and never culminates in marriage or a significant union and, if it does, is at greater risk of separation and divorce. Partly because of the confounding of race and class in America, these youth are disproportionately African American. Recent Census data, however, suggests that married households and home ownership are on the rise for black families, though these proportions remain far lower than for whites or the nation at large (Associated Press, April 26, 2003).


Previous research has shed little light on the naturally occurring economic, social, and psychological factors and processes that transform fledgling, but basically positive relations between young, economically disadvantaged, unmarried parents into stable, reasonably harmonious, satisfying unions. However, researchers are increasingly turning their attention to this question, reflecting a shift from an emphasis on deficits to assets (McLanahan, Garfinkel, and Brooks-Gunn 1999).

Complementing this research trend is an expansion of state and community programs that aim to strengthen fragile families in their formative years. The strategies adopted by programs to achieve this goal are highly varied and include (1) providing a range of social supports to young unmarried, as well as married, couples with children; (2) increasing poor, young, unmarried fathers’ long-term involvement and investment in their children; and/or (3) improving the quality of children’s home environments and childrearing experiences by expanding parents’ repertoire of discipline strategies and their understanding of what children need for optimal development. Restructuring the workplace in ways that permit individuals to better manage work and family responsibilities will also go a long way in easing the burdens of early adult life. Such strategies or proposals include on-site affordable childcare; flextime; part-time parity in wages, benefits, training, and advancement opportunities; a handful of paid days for family and medical leave; and limits on mandatory overtime (e.g., Heymann 2000; Williams 2000).

Fussell and Gauthier (Chapter 3) show that the delay in family formation, both in the United States and elsewhere, is not “off the charts” and is part of a pattern common to advanced industrial countries. Obstacles and opportunities alike in education or employment play roles in determining the timing of marriage and parenting. The increase in nontraditional paths, both in family and work, does however suggest that young people today may face novel and difficult challenges as they make their way into adulthood. Shifting patterns must also be understood within the context of the broad political, social, and economic changes these authors highlight, which have left their imprint on the social institutions shaping the everyday lives of young people. Certainly, changes in policies and institutions may prompt changes in behavioral patterns. But behavioral patterns often change first, with policies and institutions lagging well behind the times – what Riley, Kahn and Foner (1994) call the problem of “structural lag.” In either direction, government and economic policies have a significant influence on the lives of young people as they face a shifting array of choices and limitations, and on the resources available to families to support and nurture young people at times when those young people may be particularly vulnerable.

Improving the Footing of Vulnerable Populations


The transition to adulthood has become more challenging for all young people who must rely heavily on the resources of their families to move through this period. In the decade after high school, youth in industrialized countries rely on their families in many ways. Their families provide financial support to obtain the lengthy education required for professional occupations, child care when babies come sooner than steady incomes, and a place to stay when marriages fail or jobs are lost. 


This pattern led members of our Network to be concerned about youth who are likely to have no family on which to call, whose pasts are so troubled that they have lost their family’s good will, or whose families do not have the resources needed to provide support. These issues are especially important for youth whose skills and abilities are so limited that they will always rely heavily on others. Within this context, the welfare state is a critical support system for populations that historically have had difficulty making the transition to full adulthood, such as hard-to-employ individuals with mental health and substance abuse problems. In most welfare states, particularly “Liberal Market States,” such as the United States or the United Kingdom, support is meant to be temporary and transitional (Esping-Anderson 2002; Mayer 2001).


As Foster and Gifford (Chapter 15) illustrate, the child welfare and criminal justice systems have profound effects on the transition to adulthood, adding burdens of stigma and alienation to young adults who already bring low personal and social capital to this juncture. Although programs and services are available to facilitate their independence, many services are unnecessarily inflexible and largely defined by age rather than need. Further, few programs equip families with the resources they need to support young people during this period. As other chapters in this volume make clear, families are a primary source of support to adult children, and the assumption that young adults live “independently,” even for those outside of child welfare and criminal justice systems, is outdated (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 2000; Settersten 1998). Finally, many at-risk youth are simultaneously involved in more than one system, and support services are rarely interconnected, let alone integrated. This leads to a fragmented view of the needs of vulnerable populations as they enter adulthood, despite the fact that these populations have already been the targets of extensive governmental programs during childhood and adolescence. 


The support offered by those governmental programs typically ends between the ages of 18 and 21, suggesting a serious policy gap during the transition to adulthood. It is important to consider the repercussions of ending this support at a time when other youth continue to receive so much assistance from their families. The costs of services for these populations are substantial, and systematic high-quality evaluation research is needed to determine whether and how these services help. But the costs of doing nothing seem far greater. When a child with emotional, physical, learning, or behavioral problems is adrift, the cost to society in homelessness, crime, joblessness and other outcomes is substantial and enduring. Programs have the potential to be cost-effective, especially if the programs and policies involved reflect a realistic vision of the life course, involve families appropriately, and target those persons most in need and most likely to benefit from the transition services. 

To extend the view provided by Foster and Gifford, our Network is producing a separate book that takes an in-depth look at the challenges faced by vulnerable populations, their success at meeting those challenges, and the policy issues surrounding these populations during this age span. On Your Own Without a Net: The Transition to Adulthood for Vulnerable Populations (Osgood, Foster, Flanagan and Ruth forthcoming) examines populations that may be particularly vulnerable during the transition to adulthood: young adults who were, as adolescents, in the mental health, foster care, juvenile justice, or criminal justice systems, homeless or runaways, in special education, or chronically ill or physically disabled. These groups face exceptional challenges, stemming from many and often multiple sources, in making successful transitions into the major arenas of adulthood, including employment, higher education, marriage, and parenthood. Some are hampered by limited abilities or skills, such as youth with physical disabilities and former special education students with learning disabilities. Some lack the backing of parents. This would be the case for young adults who spent their teen years in foster care and for runaway and homeless youth. Finally, some groups are vulnerable because their lives include additional difficulties that are likely to decrease their chances of success in adult transitions, such as coping with physical disabilities, mental illness, or the aftermath of a history of crime and incarceration.

 
Besides these clearly challenged populations, and those from or in fragile families, several chapters in this book point to the fact that African-American youth, and youth from working and lower class backgrounds, are not on an equal footing with their peers when it comes to educational and economic success (see Corcoran and Matsudaira, Chapter 11; Sandefur and colleagues, Chapter 9). The United States has one of the most unequal income distributions among western industrialized countries. Despite the large and widening gap, there is little government support for redistributive policies, partly because of the common assumption that America has a high rate of economic mobility: many believe that while there may be inequality, everyone has a shot at success, regardless of race or family resources. In fact, rates of intergenerational economic mobility are no higher in the United States than in many western European countries, and slightly lower than in some.

Establishing Safety Nets


Any discussion of vulnerable populations naturally leads to the need to build better safety nets. What is clear from the findings of this volume is that safety nets need to be strengthened for all young people, and still further for those at highest risk. Some highly desirable outcomes, such as having relatively few young adults who are neither in education nor employed, or in unstable or low quality jobs, can only be achieved if (1) a large majority of young people are integrated and retained in mainstream education and training; (2) dropouts are closely tracked and intensely supported; and (3) strategies for responding to vulnerable populations include early intervention (OECD 2000). What can schools, municipalities, and others do to better monitor young people who are at risk of getting lost in the transition process? In Nordic countries, in particular, research has shown that individualized and multiple supports are most effective in helping young people to develop personal strategies for success (OECD 2000). Such support is certainly expensive and requires unconventional programs and forms of cooperation among publicly and privately funded agencies and organizations, and government.

Many elements of the tightly knit safety nets observable in Nordic countries are now being implemented in the policy initiatives of other countries. Key features include:

· Keeping the number of early leavers low by making school attractive for the widest possible range of students, and providing remedial programs for the weakest students.

· Developing education, labor market, and welfare policies that reduce incentives for inactivity as an attractive or plausible option.

· Widening definitions of risk that extend beyond unemployment.

· Managing tracking mechanisms so that those at risk can be quickly identified and provided with assistance.

· Providing tailored assistance based on individual personal needs, and built around personal action plans that are regularly reviewed.

· Coordinating services across different levels of government, and complementing education, training, and employment assistance with personal, health, and welfare assistance.

· Securing local resources appropriate to the size and nature of the task.

· Targeting individuals in their early 20s or younger, given that interventions with older populations come with significantly lower effects.

Providing Effective Information and Guidance


As the chapters of this volume have attested, education and work pathways have become more varied, and young people face more, and increasingly complex, choices. A task central to improving the transition is to provide effective information and guidance – a task which itself has become more demanding given these conditions. For young people in vulnerable populations, information and guidance services are now increasingly being integrated with labor market and social benefit services. But in today’s world, career information and guidance should be seen as essential transition services for all young people. Information and guidance services must provide accurate information on future educational options; develop young people’s understanding and realistic knowledge of the world of work; assist them with job searches and choices; help them find high quality child care and identify strategies for balancing family, education, and work. 


Some young people can make confident choices with little assistance, and others need intensive and often individual assistance. Either way, those who plan and make good decisions in adolescence make better subsequent decisions and have higher life satisfaction – what Clausen (1991) called the power of early “planful competence.” These outcomes will also benefit society in the long run, reducing the drain on government programs and creating productive and satisfied workers and citizens. The complexity of education, work, and family life in modern societies complicates the demands made upon information and guidance services, and raises difficult questions about how best to organize and deliver them, and about the roles, responsibilities, and qualifications of those who provide these services. Nonetheless, information and guidance services must assume a much higher priority for families, schools, work organizations, and government programs, and ever widening groups will need access to these services. 


Indeed, no country appears to have been able to develop fully satisfactory provision of information and guidance services for all young people, despite the fact that many examples of good practices can be found (OECD 2000). Part of the reason for this is that career information and guidance services are not a high priority. There is a clear need to (1) improve the training of personnel who provide information and guidance to young people; (2) make career information and guidance central to objectives in educational and work settings; (3) help young people better relate information to their actual talents and interests; (4) use multiple formats, including classroom experiences and one-on-one assistance; and (5) draw upon multiple sources beyond teachers and counselors, including employers, coworkers, alumni, and parents. Sound transitions require effective personal relationships between young people and the adults who hope to help, relationships built on open information exchange, mutual obligations, trust and sharing. 


Clearly, there is no single answer to building effective transition systems, nor is there a single problem. Countries face different policy challenges in attempting to improve the transition. Some key features of effective transition systems are difficult to transplant across borders without modifying the institutions at their core. Other features do not appear to be closely dependent on the nature of institutions. In particular, the building of safety nets and the provision of career information and guidance can be introduced or improved in a wide variety of contexts.

Fostering Civic Engagement


Civic participation is a domain often ignored as a marker of adult status attainment, yet the transition to adulthood and the subsequent life course can be facilitated through opportunities for public service. These opportunities not only develop skills and foster the integration of young people into their neighborhoods, cities, and nations, but also further the well-being of the entities they serve. While the findings of this book do not explicitly address matters of civic engagement, we, as a Network, wish to emphasize the great potential of these policies and programs, especially for groups of young people who have not been able to participate fully in society and the body politic. Early adulthood is a period ideally suited to wrestling with political and moral issues, and it is a period during which experiences related to civic participation may leave a significant imprint on individuals. It is a time of cognitive and behavioral flexibility, when individuals are not firmly committed to opinions and values, roles or responsibilities, and are often open to exploring a range of viewpoints and behaviors before they are fully settled into adult life.  

In many countries, government-organized public service, whether through military or community service, is an important and even mandatory rite of passage. In other countries, civic involvement is less formal, organized by private organizations, through private-public partnerships, or by young people themselves and grassroots efforts. The model of youth civic engagement in the United States has been that of the middle and upper classes providing service to the less advantaged. In contrast to this noblesse oblige orientation to civic engagement, many countries view civic work and national service as obligations of all citizens, young and old alike. Relative to the United States, many countries have higher levels of civic participation, even among poor and minority populations.

In the United States, participation in either civilian or military service programs in the late adolescent and early adult years has been found to lead to improved labor market and civic engagement outcomes for low-income youth, and to civic engagement and political activism as lifelong commitments for those from the middle or upper classes (McAdam 1989; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Juxtaposed to these benefits is a precipitous decline over the past few decades in young adults’ participation in conventional politics, such as voting, or even staying informed about political issues through print and broadcast media (Keeter, Zukin, Andolina and Jenkins 2002; National Association of Secretaries of State 2000). As Smith (Chapter 6) shows, confidence in social institutions declined for all age groups over this period, but the current generation of 18 to 25-year olds is more disconnected from traditional institutions and partisan politics, less trustful of others, and more cynical about human beings in general. 

While participation in partisan politics is particularly low among young adults, there has been a significant increase in the numbers of young adults who volunteer their time in community service activities. When asked why they choose service over politics, youth report that they feel they can make a difference by doing direct service, whereas they feel ineffectual in the political arena (Galston 2001). While civilian youth service programs, such as the Los Angeles Corps, Boston’s City Year, and AmeriCorps, have been growing since the 1980s, the movement nonetheless remains small, serving only a few thousand young people each year. 

Analyses of national service programs (e.g., Youth Corp) suggest that there may be unique advantages of programs for disadvantaged youth which combine job training with opportunities to contribute something of value to their communities (Flanagan forthcoming). For these groups, the armed services might begin to play a larger role, akin to the role it played in earlier eras, in facilitating adult transitions for the young people it now excludes (on the basis of aptitude standards and/or prior involvement in the criminal justice system). The youth service movement might also be expanded by developing linkages between youth service programs and military programs. 


How might new visions and definitions of citizenship be integrated with new patterns of work, family, and education? And how might these be promoted or reflected in social policies and programs? A significant barrier relates to moving from equality of opportunity to equality of participation – a shift which hinges on advocating an active notion of citizenship, on instilling these values in successive generations of young people, and on widening and validating forms of social inclusion and participation beyond the occupational sphere (Machado and Vilrokx 2001; Melucci 2000). This requires moving beyond basic legalistic notions of citizenship, which are tied to rights and responsibilities of adulthood, to targeting social participation in ways that make every citizen socially useful. This is, of course, not a reality but a challenge. The (postmodern) emphasis on individualism, pluralism, and choice can be a “smokescreen” that leads us to neglect the problems of social exclusion or, worse still, to justify them (see Bonoli, George, and Taylor-Gooby 2000). Building a true vision of social democracy – an “active citizenship democracy,” to use Machado and Vilrokx’s (2001) phrase – requires the simultaneous coupling of common social goals with individual choices. 


Much remains to be learned about (1) how “civic engagement” is best conceptualized and measured in research, policy, and practice; (2) how it matters for the skills and development of young people in the short and long term; (3) for whom it matters most; (4) what factors prevent or promote it; (5) the elements of good programs at federal, state, and local levels; and (6) the opinions of participants, the public, and government officials about the effectiveness of these programs. Clearly, there are likely both short- and long-term payoffs of civic engagement, for both self and society, if these values and commitments can be instilled and made early on. Indeed, there is convergent evidence that young adults who wrestle with social issues and participate in civic matters are more likely to be engaged citizens throughout life. Public or community service programs are models of new institutions that fill – or have the potential to fill – a developmental gap in the transition to adulthood (see Flanagan forthcoming).

Minding Other Challenges to Modern Welfare States and Policies


This chapter has highlighted the need to strengthen institutions related to education, work, family, and civic engagement, and to build the capacities of young people in these areas. It closes by highlighting the additional complexities of making social policy on the transition to adulthood within the context of modern welfare states and the life course. 


The first few decades of life are defined and structured by social policy systems that establish relationships between childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. Yet young adults, like children (Brim and Phillips 1988), have been the targets of a fragmented and haphazard collection of policies and programs. How might we articulate a more coherent, coordinated, and comprehensive set of policies and programs for young people as they move into and through adult life? Policies related to young adults must be recast as opportunities for social investment, the benefits of which must not only be weighed against immediate risks and costs, but against long ranging ones. 


In the second half of the 20th century, welfare states emerged as a (if not the) major creator of life-course markers in many countries via mandatory and universal programs and legal entitlements (Leisering 2003). The American emphasis on individualism comes with a preference for a smaller presence and role of government intervention relative to European nations. Nonetheless, the welfare state is, even in America, the only “overarching agency” that has direct and indirect bearings on the entire life course, some effects of which may be unintended. Yet welfare states rarely address the life course as a whole, instead providing spot coverage around specific periods of vulnerability and risk or specific transitions. A policy that affects the life course is not the same as a life-course policy designed with the whole of life in mind and connecting and integrating different life periods. And with the exception of the vulnerable populations noted earlier, few people or groups have “lasting” or “exclusive” life trajectories that are enmeshed with the state. This is particularly true of Liberal Market States, such as the United States and United Kingdom, whose intended coverage is, from the start, limited and temporary (see also Allmendinger and Hinz 1998; Esping-Andersen 2002; Mayer 2001; Settersten 2003a).


The chapters of On the Frontier of Adulthood show that transition experiences are highly variable across social class, gender, race and ethnicity, and nations – and that variability within these groups is also striking. Despite this variability, policies and institutions are based on a standardized view of the world based on old, not new, patterns of behavior. How might social policy be used to smooth the discontinuities of increasingly fluid life courses, and manage the risks they bring, without compromising the benefits of fluidity? Ultimately, these levels of variability may ultimately demand that institutions recreate themselves in fresh ways. Indeed, we might strive for the “institutionalization of flexibility,” pointing to re- rather than de-institutionalization (Leisering 2003; Settersten 1999). This is consistent with the emergent emphasis of modern welfare states on equipping individuals and families to actively manage their own lives through their own actions rather than protecting individuals and families from changes and risks (Esping-Anderson, Gallie, Hemerijck and Myles 2002). From this perspective, investments in human capital (e.g., education and training) and social services (e.g., assistance with child and elder care) are primary means for achieving this because they facilitate participation in the market. 


At the same time, agency may be a double-edged sword, at least in Liberal Market States that place a high premium on autonomy and self-reliance. These states leave it up to individuals to take advantage of the opportunities they encounter or actively create. Collective responsibility for young people to attain their goals is minimal, and an inability to achieve positive outcomes is taken as a personal failure (Breen and Buchmann 2002). These factors result in highly competitive, risk-prone, individualistic climates. Under these conditions, young people are likely to engage in risky behaviors in an effort to achieve highly valued goals, especially when opportunities are limited. Good decision-making becomes central to achieving positive adult statuses, yet this is only possible when routes into adulthood are secure and “properly signposted,” to use Coles’ (2002) phrase.


Young adults, even those of majority age, remain similar to adolescents in many ways in that they are considered capable of making decisions about their own futures, but are also (at least partially) dependent upon other people (particularly parents) for care, guidance, and support (see also Coles 2002). For example, full-time students are assumed to be dependent on parents when calculations are made regarding eligibility for loans or other forms of assistance, and students must provide proof of health insurance (generally through parental coverage) to enroll.


Legal rights and responsibilities of adulthood are also given gradually (and in seemingly inconsistent or arbitrary ways) so that there is no clear end to adolescence and beginning of adulthood. For example, formal age-based laws determine when one can vote, drink, marry, have consensual sex, serve in the military, and be prosecuted, and these are often granted at different ages. The same is true of informal age norms for early adult transitions (Settersten 2003b), and of the views of young people themselves, who used graduated measures of the attainment of “adult” status and a wide array of markers beyond legal ages (see Furstenberg, Rumbaut, and Settersten, Chapter 1; Shanahan and colleagues, Chapter 7; Mollenkopf and colleagues, Chapter 14). Given that the boundary between adolescence and adulthood is blurred, and the transition longer, a more comprehensive and protective set of entitlements and rights, similar to those offered to minors, might be extended into the early adult years.


As we have seen, some of the statuses through which young people move on the way to adulthood are prescribed by law, some are the result of social policies and experiences within state-linked agencies and institutions, some are the choices and resources of parents, and still others are choices and resources of young people themselves. Others are driven by the economy and labor market. A central challenge to designing effective social policy, then, is to handle the many factors that work in combination to shape the pathways young people take into adulthood. 


Social policies and programs on early adulthood, like those on adolescence (Pittman, Diversi and Ferber 2002), must (1) focus on positive and negative processes and outcomes; (2) connect themselves to older and younger populations, emphasizing the interconnectedness of life periods; (3) address a range of settings and systems, and how to build the support within them; and (4) include the voices and actions of varied groups of young people as policies and programs are developed, implemented, evaluated, and reformed (see also Settersten 2003a).



This highlights the need to use more effective methods in the policy-making process (Esping-Anderson 2002; Leisering and Walker 1998; Settersten 2003a). Normal policy-making is generally short-sighted, fragmented into specialized areas and compartments, and based on static methods that produce snapshots rather than moving pictures. Snapshots are fine if society is stable, but modern societies are not stable. To achieve what Elwood (1998) calls “dynamic policy-making,” we must gather dynamic data and use dynamic methods. We must be allowed to peek into the future, link fragments to wholes, and capture the dynamic nature of risk and resilience. This means regularly collecting data on multiple indicators of well-being and development of young people so that the problems, progress, and needs of young people can be monitored and addressed (Saraswathi and Larson 2002). Adopting a life-course perspective is critical to this task because the principles, concepts, and methods of this perspective illuminate the complexities of understanding lives in time and place (Settersten 1999).


Consistent with recent OECD recommendations (OECD 2000), our Network emphasizes that effective policy processes are needed to support effective institutions; that policy implementation and evaluation should be given as much attention as policy design; and that pilot projects and successful local initiatives must be deliberately used and tested as models for scaling up programs. Comprehensive multi-pronged reform is preferred to isolated and piecemeal reform, and national and top-down approaches need to be balanced with local and bottom-up approaches. We also place high priority on interventions that (1) reach special populations at risk of not making successful transitions into the labor force or into stable unions; (2) have strong possibilities for widespread adoption; and (3) are likely to have powerful enough effects so that a wide range of economic, social, and psychological outcomes can be examined. 


In improving national transition systems the challenge that policy makers face is to create more comprehensive policy packages that serve all young people. Such packages need to include special provision for those at risk in the transition, but should not focus only upon those at risk. Rather than seek single solutions, the challenge is to combine the key ingredients of successful transition systems in ways that are tailored both to the particular transition problems that countries face and to national traditions, cultures and institutional arrangements.


To meet these goals, the connections between research, policy, and practice must be strengthened and coupled with solid evaluation efforts. This means that the chasms between the three separate “cultures” of science, policy, and practice, which are often at odds with one another, must be bridged (Shonkoff 2000; see also Brim and Philips 1988; Ralston et al. 2000; Settersten 2003a). These three cultures reflect different ways of thinking about human development, including differences related to understanding rules of evidence, the influence of ideology and values, and the importance of professional respect and security. In attempting to better integrate these three cultures, we must be open to different ways of thinking about the needs of young people and their families, and about how best to gather knowledge and put it into action on their behalf. 

A new policy agenda will require considerable public investment, and an understandable concern about immediate financial costs must be balanced with the recognition that low levels of investment up front come at huge psychological, social, and economic costs, especially in the long run (see also Coles 2002). Many of the changes evidenced in this volume point to both new opportunities and risks in moving into adulthood.  These include balancing paid work and family responsibilities (especially child care), lacking the skills necessary to find adequately paid work, having skills and training become obsolete and being unable to upgrade them, and lacking a long enough work record to qualify for social security (see also Taylor-Gooby forthcoming). The successful negotiation of new risks is especially important to young people not only because the risks are more common, but because failure can have substantial implications for the future life chances of individuals, and for the future of nations and our world. 
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�Established as part of a Convention signed in Paris in 1960, the original OECD countries included Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Now 30 countries strong, the core of original European and North American members has expanded to include Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Finland, Mexico, Korea and four former communist states in Europe: the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and the Slovak Republic. The OECD provides a unique forum for discussing, developing, and refining economic and social policies. They compare experiences, seek answers to common problems, and work to coordinate domestic and international policies to help members and non-members deal with globalization.
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�These might relate to basic entitlements, rights of protection, and rights of representation (Coles 2002). Basic entitlements might include rights to (a) knowledge about education, vocational training, housing provision, income support, health care and health promotion, law and the operation of the criminal justice system; (b) social care; (c) privacy; (d) knowledge and respect for cultural and ethnic origins; (e) equal opportunities (and compensatory care for those without), and (e) sensitivity to special needs. Rights of protection might relate to (a) physical abuse; (b) sexual abuse and sexual harassment; (c) abuse and harassment that stems from sources such as race, disability, or sexuality; and (d) work (e.g., health and safety, working hours). Representational rights might relate to (a) sharing in decision making about their futures (especially education and training, residence, and health care), and (b) being consulted about the running of institutions of which they are part. 
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