
 

 

 

 

 

ISSN: 2308-7056                   Numan & Muazzam (2023) 

 

 

93 

I 

 

  www.irbas.academyirmbr.com                                                                              October 2023                                                                                             

 International Review of Basic and Applied Sciences                                     Vol. 11 Issue.4 
 

R 
B  
A  
S  

Conception of Adulthood among Pakistani Emerging Adults 
 

 

 

 

AMMARA NUMAN 
PhD Scholar, Department of Applied Psychology,  

Lahore College for Women University, Lahore. 

Email: ammara_numan@hotmail.com  

 

AMINA MUAZZAM, PhD 
Tenured Professor, Department of Applied Psychology,  

Lahore College for Women University, Lahore. 

Email: amina.muazzam@lcwu.edu.pk  

 
 

 

Abstract 
 

In literature, the beginning of adulthood is likely the most ambiguous life transition. There is no universally 

recognized marker that indicates the onset of adulthood. The current research aimed to study the 

conception of adulthood in a Pakistani cultural context. A qualitative research design was used in order to 

get detailed information related to markers of adulthood indigenously. A sample of ten emerging adults 

with the age range of 18-25 years was selected. Semi-structured interview was used to collect qualitative 

data. Each participant was interviewed individually. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyze the 

data. Under the overarching theme of markers of adulthood five themes were emerged i.e., biological 

transition, norm compliance, independence, relational maturity and role transition. The findings offered 

evidence that culture has an impact on conception of adulthood. Pakistan's unique cultural and social 

factors were discussed as possible reasons for the distinctive findings. 
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Introduction 

 
One of the most significant questions regarding human development is how old individuals consider 

themselves adults. Over the past 20 years, this question has been the subject of multiple research studies 

(Arnett & Padilla-Walker, 2015; Badger, Nelson & Barry, 2006). The notion of "emerging adulthood" was 

first used by Arnett (2000), who proposed that there may be an unclear boundary between adolescence and 

adulthood and that transforming into adulthood may take several years. The age range of 18 to 25 is 

commonly used to characterize emerging adulthood. Young people acquire the abilities, skills, and traits 

necessary for adulthood throughout the emerging adulthood phase (Arnett, 2019). According to Arnett 

(2003), various situations could cause one to reach this new stage of life. Important life events like 

marriage, financial independence, living alone, and self-sufficiency are markers of adulthood in American 

culture. 

 

In the past, marriage was the fundamental determinant of entering adulthood (Arnett, 1998). Adulthood is 

considered as a time when individuals are prepared to establish committed relationships and enter into 

marriage and parenthood (Erikson, 1950). Additionally, financial independence, marriage, and parenting 

are considered the traditional markers of adulthood (Baggio et al., 2017). However, modern-day young 

adults do not equate these traditional age markers as criteria for becoming adults. Instead, young adults 

now adopt more subjective and individualistic qualities as their criteria for adulthood, including making 
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independent decisions, becoming financially self-sufficient, and taking responsibility for their actions 

(Arnett, 1998, 2003, 2019). 

 

The top four criteria (accepting responsibility for oneself, being able to make decisions independently, 

becoming less self-oriented, and gaining financial independence) that emerging adults in America felt were 

necessary for adulthood were all related to establishing independence. Rarely were items that dealt with 

role changes, like marriage and having children, recommended (Arnett, 2000; Nelson & Barry, 2005; 

Nelson et al., 2007). On the other hand, it has been discovered that emerging adults in more collectivist 

societies have different criteria for adulthood. For instance, Argentine college students supported traits 

associated with family aptitudes like the ability to care for children and interdependence, like being less 

self-centered. (Facio & Micocci, 2003).  

 

According to the research conducted by Nelson, Badger and Wu (2004), young people in China supported 

adulthood criteria related to adhering to social norms (e.g., refraining from intoxication) and performing 

familial obligations (e.g., being financially capable of parents). In another study, the most crucial criterion 

of adulthood for young Chinese women employed in factories was learning how to care for their elderly 

parents (Zhong & Arnett, 2014). The three most essential elements of adulthood among young adults in 

India were emotional control, adherence to social standards, and traditional gender roles (Seiter & Nelson, 

2011). 

 

Pakistan is a Muslim-dominated nation, as 96.28% of the total population is Muslim (Pakistan Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017). Pakistan has a collectivistic cultural context that is very different from the individualistic 

cultures where most research on adulthood criteria has been conducted. Pakistan's religious and cultural 

background may influence how people conceptualize adulthood. Pakistan and individualistic and 

modernized nations differ in several ways that might impact the conceptualization of adulthood. Gender 

Stereotyping and discrimination are widespread in Pakistani society. Early marriages and acquiring family 

responsibility are common practices. Pakistani society has changed dramatically recently, and globalization 

is the main force behind this transition. The new social norms in Pakistani culture are delayed marriages, 

pursuing higher education, and postponed social adult roles due to the country's rapid urbanization and the 

impact of globalization (Population Council, 2016). The current study aimed to examine the idea of 

adulthood among Pakistani emerging adults since it hasn't been studied before, and the study was also 

aimed to see if their cultural background would impact their definition of adulthood. 

 

Research Question 
 

 How do Pakistani emerging adults conceptualize adulthood? 

 How does Pakistani culture influence the perception of adulthood for emerging adults? 

 

Method 
 

The present research attempts to answer research questions under the qualitative paradigm. This study 

aimed to adopt a predominantly inductive approach to examine the conception of adulthood in the 

indigenous context without depending excessively on what has been established in individualized Western 

cultures.  

 

Participants 

 

A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit a sample for the present study. Ten university students 

were selected (5 male and 5 female). The participants' ages ranged from 18 to 25 years (M=21.2, SD=2.53). 

The age range of participants was decided based on previous research, as the age range of emerging adults 

is widely acknowledged as 18 to 25 years (i.e. Arnett, 2000; Reifman, Arnett & Colwell, 2007).  
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

Participant Gender Age in 

years 

Class/Subject Semester Residence Native Town 

1 Male 23 BS (Psychology) 8 Living with 

Parents 

Lahore 

2 Female 

 

21 BS (Economics) 5 Living with 

Parents 

Lahore 

3 Male 22 BS (Psychology) 7 Hostelite Sahiwal 

4 Female 

 

24 MS (Health 

Psychology) 

4 Hostelite Bahawalpur 

5 Female 22 BS (Mass 

Communication) 

8 Living with 

Parents 

Lahore 

6 Male 25 MPhil (English 

Literature) 

4 Hostelite Islamabad 

7 Male 21 BS (Psychology) 6 Living with 

Parents 

Mindi 

bahaudin 

8 Female 19 BS (Psychology) 4 Living with 

Parents 

Karachi 

9 Female 18 BS (Nutrition 

Sciences) 

2 Living with 

Parents 

Mianwali 

10 Male 18 B.Com 2 Hostelite Muzaffargarh 

 

Data collection 

 

Qualitative interviews were used to collect data. A semi-structured interview schedule was developed 

before conducting interviews. A semi-structured interview schedule was intended to elicit responses that 

could produce a detailed account of emerging adults' perception of adulthood. The semi-structured 

interview schedule included the following questions: 

 

 How would you define adulthood? 

 What do you think are the markers of adulthood? 

 Do you think you have reached adulthood? If yes/no, then what are the reasons? 

 

Procedure  

 

Permission was taken from the authorities to conduct the research. Participants were briefed about the 

nature and purpose of the study, and informed consent was taken from each of them. Their anonymity was 

guaranteed. Each participant was interviewed individually at their own University campus in an isolated 

and comfortable place. Interview was started with general discussion to build the rapport. Probes and 

prompts were actively used with questions to get detailed responses. All the interviews were audio recorded 

with participants' permission and transcribed later. Interviews were conducted in both languages, i.e., Urdu 

and English, to allow participants to express themselves the way they want. 

 

Analysis 
 

The data collected from semi-structured interviews was analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis 

(RTA) by Braun and Clarke (2020). An inductive approach was used to analyze data, working with the data 

from the bottom-up (Braun & Clarke, 2013), evaluating participant views and the contexts in which the 

data were generated. All six steps of RTA were followed to analyze the data. These six steps are i) data 

familiarization (by transcribing and reading the interviews multiple times), ii) generating initial codes (by 

coding data line by line), iii) generating initial themes (generating initial themes from the coded data), iv) 

reviewing potential themes (a recursive review of the potential themes with the codes), v) refining, 
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defining, and naming themes (naming each theme and creating a thorough analysis of each theme) and vi) 

writing the report (analysis is studied concerning existing literature). One overarching theme with five 

themes emerged through analysis. The findings of the qualitative analysis are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Themes and Codes extracted from Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) 

Overarching Theme: 

"Markers of Adulthood" 

                  Themes        Codes 

1. Biological transition Reached age 18 

 Out of puberty 

2. Norm compliance Behave as an 'Adult' 

 Live up to parents' expectations 

 Taking on adult responsibilities 

3. Independence  Independent decision making 

Accept the consequences of your decisions 

Establishing personal values 

Financially independent 

4. Relational maturity Emotional self-control 

 Developed self-concept 

 Adapting to the reality 

 Ready for a long term relationship 

5. Role transition Enter university 

 Established in a career 

 Financially supporting the household 

 

Discussion 
 

The current research aimed to study the conceptions of adulthood among Pakistani emerging adults. The 

research qualitatively studied how culture and personal opinions impact their perception of adulthood. 

According to the literature, the onset of adulthood is probably the most unclear life transition. Generally, no 

universally accepted marker denotes the onset of adulthood. As a result, young individuals between the 

ages of 18 and 25 have a wide range of cultural and personal opinions about what it means to be an adult 

and how that transition should happen (Nelson & Luster, 2015). The findings of reflexive thematic analysis 

indicated five themes, i.e., biological transition, norm compliance, independence, relational maturity and 

role transition, emerged under one overarching theme of "markers of adulthood". 

 

Participants of current study reported that turning 18 is an important marker to enter adulthood. This could 

be because according to Pakistan law, a person is considered an adult at the age of 18. This implies that 

adults in Pakistan are eligible to have a national identity card, a prerequisite to casting a vote, getting a 

driver's license, managing a bank account, and other rights and benefits (Rehmat, 2023). Another biological 

transition aspect for markers of adulthood reported by participants was when they were out of puberty. As 

Participant 5 stated,  

 

"Adulthood starts when you are out of hormonal imbalance. Because of this, you are facing a lot of 

behavioral and mood changes, and when you are in your adolescence, because of hormonal imbalance, you 

are sometimes overly emotional, and you can't control your emotions and start crying. This has happened to 

me a lot, but now I can convey what I want in a sensible way. I feel like I am in a state of control now." 

 

"Norm compliance" is the second theme that emerged from data analysis. It showed that Pakistani 

emerging adults believe that adhering to established norms, rules, or standards of society is an important 

marker of adulthood. This finding is consistent with the previous literature (e.g., Arnett & Padilla-Walker, 

2015; Badger et al., 2006). Norm compliance included behaving as an adult, taking on adult responsibilities 
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and living up to parents' expectations. The code "behaving as an adult" indicated that adulthood does not 

just come up with biological changes, but society also builds up norms for adults to behave in a certain 

way. As Participant 1 stated: 

 

"Adulthood comes with such persona that you must always keep it. You have to follow these personas in 

social gatherings."  

 

Participant 4 also reported, "In adulthood, you must show your maturity as you are an adult now. People 

judge you, so you must behave in a certain way to prove yourself as an adult." Most of the participants 

reported that adulthood comes with certain responsibilities and duties. Participant 6 said that adulthood is 

transitioning from childhood to taking some responsibilities willingly or unwillingly. On probing how they 

would define these adult responsibilities, all the participants described adult responsibilities as being 

responsible toward themselves, such as fulfilling responsibilities and tasks associated with their education, 

setting their career goals, and working towards establishing a career. This finding is in contrast with the 

previous literature as adult responsibilities were defined as to provide, shelter, and procreate; all of which 

include responsibilities toward others (Arnett, 1998). These findings showed an aspect of individualism that 

Pakistani society offers emerging adults. In contrast, taking on parents' expectations shows that Pakistani 

culture gives importance to parents and fulfills their expectations for their adult children. This finding is 

consistent with the findings of researches in other collectivistic cultures (e.g., Badger et al., 2006; Kuang et 

al., 2023). 

 

The third theme was "independence" which included independent decision making, accepting the 

consequences of your decisions, establishing personal values, and being financially independent. These 

findings were consistent with the previous literature (e.g., Arnett, 1998). According to the participants' 

accounts, an important criterion of adulthood was not only making decisions independently but also making 

sensible decisions and accepting the consequences of their choices. Participant 9 stated:  

 

"To be an adult, I should set my own limits and values. I should decide what is wrong and right for me, like 

how to react in a certain situation." 

 

The next theme that emerged from the reflexive thematic analysis was relational maturity, which showed 

the degree of a person's social and emotional maturity in the context of intrapersonal and interpersonal 

relationships. Developing self-concept shows a person's intrapersonal maturity. As Participant 3 stated: 

 

"According to me, when you start recognizing yourself is adulthood, when you are finding yourself, when 

you know about your self-image, that is what I am. You start growing toward maturity and adulthood." 

 

Emotional self-control and adapting to reality showed their emotional maturity. Most of the participants 

believed that the ability to control one's emotions is a significant marker of adulthood. This finding is also 

consistent with previous literature, as it was suggested that having good control of emotion is one of the 

most prominent markers of adulthood for emerging adults (Kuang et al., 2023; Seiter & Nelson, 2011). The 

ability to adapt to reality indicates the capacity to change and successfully respond to the demands and 

challenges of the real world. Participant 8 reported that "in adolescence, we live in a fantasy world and are 

not ready to accept reality, so an adult has the ability to accept the failure and adapt to reality very well." 

Consistent with the previous literature (e.g., Faas et al. 2018), being ready for a long-term relationship is 

also one of emerging adults' most important markers of adulthood.  

 

The last theme was "role transition", which refers to a shift in a person's responsibilities and behaviors 

within a particular role. Participant 2 reported that "adulthood starts with university life." Participant 10 

also believed that adulthood starts when you finish school and enter university. According to the 

participants' accounts, an established career and a position to financially support your family were 

considered important markers of adulthood. Previous literature also supported role transition as a marker of 
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adulthood, but it was more about marrying, having, and raising children (e.g., Norman, Grahe, & Lee, 

2023). It seems that Pakistani emerging adults do not perceive traditional markers such as marriage and 

parenthood as important markers of adulthood. It could be because of the changing trends in the society of 

Pakistan as young people are getting more career oriented and go for higher education. 

 

The current research provided some initial evidence about the conception of adulthood among Pakistani 

emerging adults. Understanding when and how people view themselves as adults and how others view 

them can impact several areas, including social policies, education, employment, and personal growth. This 

research was conducted solely on a student sample and cannot be generalized to the non-student 

population. Further studies should be conducted on non-student samples as well. In future, quantitative 

research should be conducted to study the conception of adulthood so that the results can be generalized.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Under the influence of globalization, this study offers a valuable perspective on the transition to adulthood 

for emerging adults living in developing and non-Western nation. It was concluded that Pakistani emerging 

adults embraced adulthood criteria reflecting independence and relational maturity. The findings also 

concluded that most of the participants do not consider marriage and other happenings like finishing 

education, getting a full-time job, and parenthood to be significant criteria for becoming an adult (Arnett, 

1998; Nelson & Barry, 2005). Instead, Pakistani emerging adults reported more internal and individualistic 

abilities as the marker of adulthood. The current study's findings revealed the changing trends of Pakistani 

society as it is becoming more individualistic.  
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