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Abstract 
A transdisciplinary model of becoming adult is presented. The qualitative 
analysis carried out on a research corpus by peer-reviewed journal articles 
published in the first quarter of the 21st century stemming from authors of 
Western countries reveals the existence of an action theoretical model of be-
coming adult. Becoming adult is characterized by the following ongoing 
process: Promoted as a result of completed maturation and based on the 
concept of legal age and with flexibility as the predominant recognition 
marker of adulthood, an individual engages in learning processes to gain ex-
perience and to acquire moral, self-management and cognitive abilities. A 
general education curriculum on adulthood includes learning objectives for 
the encouragement of cognitive, moral, and self-management abilities, the 
promotion of experience and of meaning and significance-making processes. 
These processes relate to: the phenomenon of becoming adult, the cultural 
sensitivity and recognition of adulthood, the maturation processes and the 
coming of age. This limited curriculum is valid for Western cultures. 
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1. Introduction 

Many research studies consider attainment of adulthood a process of profound 
importance for the individual and for society (Knežević, 2018; Lee, 2014; Pav-
lenko, 2016; Williams, 2018): The transition from adolescence to adulthood de-
termines the course of every person’s life (Knežević, 2018), as adulthood requires 
transformations, such as in goals and motivations regarding education, careers, 
religion and partnership (Knežević, 2018). This transition is experienced in 
post-industrial nations as the least structured time in life, characterized by stress 
and instability (Tanner et al., 2009). Studies also report that the peak prevalence 
rate of different types of risk behaviors is at the beginning of the third decade of 
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life (Knežević, 2018). More recently, studies have found that the transition trajecto-
ries from adolescence to adulthood are not consistent (Schoon & Lyons-Amosba, 
2016): the pathways to adulthood have become more flexible, variable and less 
uniform (Knežević, 2018) and proceed at different rates and with varying suc-
cess. For example, straight transitions, alternative successful but prolonged tran-
sitions, transitions with support needs and failed transitions can be identified 
(Weis & Joachim, 2017). International data surveys show an increasing prolon-
gation of the transition phase from adolescence to adulthood in terms of the ful-
fillment of societal norms and expectations (see also Blatterer, 2007; Knežević, 
2018; Seiffge-Krenke, 2015). Enabling environmental conditions are central to 
this sensitive and crisis prone transition phase (Knežević, 2018).  

The analysis of the word origin provides information about basic meanings of 
adulthood: the word “adult” in the German language originates from the Middle 
High German verb “wahsen” or Old High German “wahsan”, which means “to 
multiply and increase”. Growth refers to the increase in the total mass of indi-
vidual structures at the levels of organization of cell-organelles, cells, tissues, or-
gans, and total organisms. The adult has emerged from a process of multiplying 
and increasing (Stroß, 1995). The transformation of the participle “erwachsen” 
into the adjective already took place in Old High German times, although no 
date can be attributed to the origin of the noun form (Pfeifer, 1995). The verb 
“erwachsen” (Middle High German erwahsen, Old High German irwahsan) 
means to gradually emerge (from something), to form or to develop. “Erwach-
sen” as a past participle denotes an event that has already ended. With regard to 
the past participle, the meaning of “erwachsen” is in the completed growth or in 
the absence of the growth defined above. Excluded from growth is pathological 
growth, which is possible throughout life, as in the case of the growth of cancer 
cells. Growth, originally understood as the physical process of children and ado-
lescents, was adopted in a generalized sense into the educational vocabulary 
around 1800 (Stroß, 1995). The term “adult” in the English language, (see also: 
“adulte” in the French, “adulto” in the Spanish language) derives from the Latin 
“adultus”. This term denotes something is “full-grown, mature, firmly estab-
lished”, or a “fully-grown person” (Oxford English Dictionary [OED], 2011). 
Quill (2011) refers to the Oxford English Dictionary (56) when he states that the 
term adult is derived from adolescere (to grow up, mature), adolere (to make 
grow) and adultus (grown). 

A profound understanding of adulthood is necessary in order to pedagogically 
support the environment during this crisis-ridden stage of life (Arnold, 2013). 
The insights gained across disciplines cover specific stages of adulthood (Lee, 
2014; Williams, 2018). Although a variety of individual disciplinary phenomena 
during adulthood have been researched, these findings have not been related and 
integrated into a comprehensive theory. A theory of adulthood remains a desi-
deratum to this day (Arnold, 2013). 

The research project therefore requires transdisciplinarity so that the interre-
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lationships of the phenomena being researched in the different disciplines can be 
examined. The following research question is at the heart of the study: what does 
it mean to become adult? As a result, a model of becoming adult in Western so-
cieties of the 21st century will emerge. We will discuss how different disciplinary 
perspectives on adulthood can be connected to afford a more comprehensive 
understanding of how to become adult. 

The development of a better understanding of becoming adult is urgently 
needed to address a variety of current problems: individually, becoming adult 
can be understood, educationally and socially, the crisis-prone course can be 
fundamentally and effectively supported, and the educational system can be pro-
vided with a well-founded ideal for developing general education curricula on 
becoming adult. The particular unique contribution that this study can make in 
the area of education lies in the newly defined core purposes of education for 
becoming adult: these core purposes are not defined by criteria of adulthood 
(Quill, 2011). A coherent conception of adulthood makes it possible to contri-
bute to determining educational ideals (Quill, 2011). 

2. Methods 

The purpose of the study is to extract relevant concepts of ‘adulthood’ from ex-
isting publications from various disciplines and integrate them into a model of 
becoming adult. The disciplines include: biology, educational science, jurispru-
dence, philosophy, political science, psychology, medicine, and sociology. These 
disciplines relate to the interior, exterior, singular and plural of a human phe-
nomenon. The research corpus is characterized by peer-reviewed journal articles 
published in the first quarter of the 21st century stemming from authors of 
Western countries. 

We take a transdisciplinary perspective. Whereas a disciplinary view involves 
only one discipline in considering and solving a problem, transdisciplinarity 
concerns itself with studying a research problem in several disciplines simul-
taneously. “Transdisciplinarity is firstly an integrative, but not a holistic con-
cept. It resolves isolations on a higher methodological level, but it does not 
build on a ‘holistic’ pattern of interpretation and explanation. In addition, 
trans-disciplinarity removes constrictions within a historical constitutional con-
text of subjects and disciplines, where these have lost their historical memory 
and their problem-solving power through excessive specialization, but it does 
not lead into a new subject or disciplinary context. (…) Moreover, transdiscipli-
narity is a scientific principle of work and organization that reaches beyond sub-
jects and disciplines in a problem-oriented way, but not a trans-scientific prin-
ciple. (...) Finally, transdisciplinarity is first and foremost a research principle, 
not or at most secondarily, namely when theories also follow transdisciplinary 
research programs, a theory principle. It guides problem perceptions and prob-
lem solutions, but it does not solidify in theoretical forms” (Mittelstraß, 2001: p. 
94f.). 
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As a scientific method, we chose qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015). 
Qualitative content analysis includes different types of analysis procedures such 
as deductive and inductive analysis. We analyzed the data using inductive and 
deductive content analysis (Mayring, 2015). In the case of inductive content 
analysis, the material is consolidated into main messages, and categories emerge 
from the text over the course of work (Kuckartz, 2010). Using deductive content 
analysis, we derived categories from theory (Gläser & Laudel, 2010). The final 
coding is the process of relating categories to each other in a deductive-inductive 
manner for deeply understanding the phenomenon of becoming adult. Hence-
forth, to answer the question of what it means to become adult, the abstracted 
categories will be coded in an axial manner. Axial coding in grounded theory is 
the process of relating categories to each other in a deductive-inductive manner. 
Based on the “coding paradigm”, developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998), we 
relate the categories to (1) the phenomenon under study, (2) the conditions re-
lated to that phenomenon (context conditions, intervening-structural-conditions 
or causal conditions), (3) the actions and interactional strategies directed at 
managing or handling the phenomenon and (4) the consequences of the ac-
tions/interactions related to the phenomenon. 

3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Inductively Derived Categories 

We first present the results on the identified and abstracted concepts for adult-
hood in order to relate in a second step the abstract deductively derived catego-
ries to each other in a deductive-inductive manner. Table 1 shows both the in-
ductively derived categories (Categories 1) for adulthood from the different dis-
ciplinary perspectives and the deductively derived ones (Categories 2). 

In philosophical contexts, judgment, understood in Kantian terms as an abili-
ty to apply rules to individual cases, is considered characteristic of adulthood 
(Neiman, 2015: p. 211). Referring to Plato, who considered human cognitive de-
velopment as a fundamental part of his philosophy, Saracco (2016) emphasizes 
that adults, unlike children, acquired the ability to think without relying on the 
empirical reality. “Coherence of reasons and purposes of action” characterizes, 
according to Nida-Rümelin (2001), the adult from a philosophical point of view. 

Following Franklin-Hall (2013), who directs a moral philosophical view on 
“adulthood”, the adult is morally accountable for his actions as he has developed 
the capacity to govern himself by moral standards. The capacity for reflective 
agency consists of the abilities to stand back, resist and choose on the basis of 
reasons, values, principles and preferences amongst motivations (Franklin-Hall, 
2013). Franklin-Hall (2013) also states that adulthood is characterized by the 
development of being a reflective and moral agent. He sees the boundary be-
tween childhood and adulthood as a conventional (Franklin-Hall, 2013). 

Guerrero (2013) examined the anthropological foundations of adulthood as 
distinct from those of childhood and adolescence based on the writings of Kier-
kegaard with the premise that anthropological characteristics are general  
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Table 1. Categories of adulthood seen from a transdisciplinary perspective in the first quarter of the 21st century.  

Inductively derived Categories (Categories 1)/Author 
Deductively derived Categories 

(Categories 2) 

 Judgment (Neiman, 2015) 
 Ability to think without relying on the empirical (Saracco, 2016) 
 Maturity of insight (Wolf, 2013) 
 Reflective agent (Franklin-Hall, 2013; Gheaus, 2015) 
 Capacity of cognitive control (Luna et al., 2010; Knežević, 2018) 

Cognitive Abilities 

 Moral growth (Wildeman Kane, 2015) 
 Reflective and moral agent (Franklin-Hall, 2013; Gheaus, 2015) 

Moral abilities 

 Willingness to live spiritually (Guerrero, 2013) 
 Ability to author and govern one’s self (Gheaus, 2015) 
 Coherence of reasons/purposes (Nida-Rümelin, 2001) 
 Ability to control affect (Gheaus, 2015) 
 Ability to decide who one is as a person (Gheaus, 2015) 
 Self-responsibility (Blatterer, 2007; Quill, 2011) 
 Autonomy as a motive for learning and development (Wolf, 2013) 
 Overcoming a hurting family past (Silva, 2012) 

Self-management competence 

Experience (Gheaus, 2015) Experience 

Fluidity, pluralization of adult recognition (Blatterer, 2007) Recognition: flexibility 

 Sexual maturity (Rosenbloom, 2007) 
 Completed biotic growth: fusion of the epiphysis with the metaphysis of the  

long bones (Rosenbloom, 2007) 
 Maturation of prefrontal/posterior brain regions (Knežević, 2018) 

Completed maturation 

Coming of age: endowment of the person with legally established duties and rights 
(Curtis, 2015) 

Legal age 

 
approximations (Guerrero, 2013). Whereas childhood is seen as a period of in-
nocence, unconsciousness and immediacy, youth is the age of opening up the 
spirit to the demands of life, while adulthood is characterized as an attitude by 
retaining the former existential purposes and returning to an unconsciousness of 
the spirit (Guerrero, 2013: p. 5). An adult who recognizes the ideals of youth as 
“ideals of the youth” (Guerrero, 2013: p. 15) needs to be willing to live spiritually. 

Drawing on Gopnik (2009), the moral philosopher Gheaus (2015) defends the 
view that both childhood and adulthood are intrinsically valuable forms of hu-
man being. Adults accumulate experience, are more capable of controlling their 
emotions and are capable of being full moral agents and behaving in a more 
purposeful way compared to children due to the acquisition of executive abili-
ties. Because adults have fully developed prefrontal cortices, they are able to in-
hibit information, discriminate and focus. However, through focusing on a task, 
the prefrontal cortex in adulthood impedes a free imagination and an open 
mind. Adults have been assigned responsibility that is interlinked with freedom. 
Compared to children, adults have come closer to completing the task of decid-
ing who they are. In adulthood, choices in non-trivial matters are typically deci-
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sions with long-term consequences. 
Wildeman Kane (2015) argues from a perspective of political philosophy that 

the universal characteristics of childhood, dependency and growth, are also uni-
versal characteristics of adulthood. Growth emerges through dependency (Wilde-
man Kane, 2015: p. 166): all individuals are vulnerable and dependent at differ-
ent points in their lives and are receivers of care. To define oneself as dependent 
inspires adults for moral growth: according to Carol Gilligan, moral growth ma-
nifests itself in being responsive to the needs of others. The giver is not seen to 
be in a powerful position and the taker is not thought of as deficient. This equal 
dialogical relationship is based on the concept that the caretaker communicates 
needs for growth and the caregiver learns to be responsive to the articulated 
needs (Wildeman Kane, 2015). Against the background of this argumentation, 
growth and non-growth do not differentiate children and adults; rather the dif-
ference lies in the modes of growth. 

Sociological perspectives emphasize the view that the concept of adult is a 
normative one (Paterson, 1979). According to sociologist Blatterer (2007), adult-
hood is a social category. The criteria for adult recognition that characterized the 
adult from a social perspective during the Western post-war era were stable rela-
tionships, stable work and income, a family of one’s own and independence 
(Blatterer, 2007). These social markers of adulthood are embedded in the values 
of the Western post-war societies. The norms of adulthood were best to be rea-
lized through a white, heterosexual, middle-class male. Although these norms 
are still robust, they are counterfactual today as they do not correspond anymore 
with personal orientation and practices (Blatterer, 2007). Blatterer (2007) sees 
the actual perspective of adulthood in a prevalent fluidity and pluralization of 
adult recognition, in the expectancy of flexibility. The norms for adulthood are 
no longer fixed. This normative fluidity is typical for highly differentiated socie-
ties. While forms of adult recognition in the post-war era were related to cer-
tainty, predictability and long-term planning, in recent times of highly differen-
tiated societies contrary forms of uncertainty, risk-taking and short-term projects 
are socially validated. “Adulthood”, Blatterer (2007) notes, “is inextricably linked 
to processes of individualization, that is, individuals’ gradual liberation from the 
determinants of birth and religious conformity, and the simultaneous charging 
with an ever-increasing self-responsibility for all aspects of their lives” (Blatterer, 
2007: p. 11). 

From a political perspective, Quill (2011) states that a meaningful concept of 
adulthood is disappearing. Although Quill (2011) concludes that adulthood is 
related to individualization being characterized by self-responsibility, he takes 
the position that adulthood is disappearing because of the revolution in infor-
mation technologies as it encroaches into fundamental life domains, such as, for 
example, thinking, values and norms (Quill, 2011: p. 11). Quill (2011) refers to 
Greenfield (2003) to explain his position: short attention spans, sensationalism, 
infantilization and fragile identity result from a continuous immersion in infor-
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mation technologies. 
While early educational theory depicts maturity, experience and maturity as 

anthropological characteristics of adulthood (Pöggeler, 1964), some more recent 
educational theory approaches see it as a construct (Wolf, 2011). According to 
Wolf (2013), the experience of autonomy as a special motive for learning and 
development, as well as the ability to regulate affect (Gheaus, 2015) are characte-
ristics of the adult. An adult must regulate affect independently, while a child is 
still co-regulated by its adult caregivers (Wolf, 2013). Investigating the transition 
to adulthood, Silva (2012) demonstrated based on 93 interviews with black and 
white working-class men and women that the therapeutic narrative allows them 
to redefine competent adulthood in terms of overcoming a hurting family past. 

From a biological perspective, approaches can be found in which the adult is 
characterized as sexually mature and with completed growth. Adult is a biologi-
cal synonym for sexually mature. This growth, which by definition refers to the 
biotic, ends with the “fusion of the epiphysis with the metaphysis of the long 
bones that marks the end of adolescence” (Rosenbloom, 2007: p. 99). “Growth is 
complete when the epiphyseal joints close under the influence of estrogen, which 
is produced either by the ovaries or, in boys, by aromatization of testosterone” 
(Rosenbloom, 2007: p. 101). At approximately 20 years of age, the epiphyseal 
fossa ossifies and closes. With completed biotic growth, from a biological point 
of view, comes adulthood. 

According to the psychological perspective of Knežević (2018), becoming an 
adult is not only about developing skills in order to change behavior and 
thoughts in accordance with personal goals; it also requires that a person under-
stands and responds to changes in a social environment and adapts to novel sit-
uations. Cognitive control, which is crucial for the regulation of behavior, is 
comprised of response inhibition and performance monitoring (Luna et al., 
2010; Knežević, 2018). These are typical for adulthood (Luna et al., 2010; 
Knežević, 2018): response inhibition and performance monitoring do not fully 
develop before the age of 25, approximately. “The transition to adulthood seems 
to include relying more on a broader network of brain regions that share 
processing (e.g., prefrontal and posterior regions), freeing up cognitive control 
regions for more complex processing” (Knežević, 2018: p. 278; Luna et al., 2010). 

Legally, coming of age is defined by maturity, which is associated with the ac-
quisition of rights and obligations. In Germany, for example, an adolescent at-
tains majority on reaching the age of 18 in accordance with Section 2 of the 
German Civil Code (BGB). Among other achievements, coming of age is asso-
ciated with legal capacity, the ability to make a will, the freedom to determine 
one’s own place of residence and the right to vote—symbols of maturity of in-
sight and control. The endowment of a person with rights and duties varies in 
terms of calendar age not only between different nations but also between legal 
areas within a country: under social law, there is an obligation to support child-
ren up to the age of 27 in Germany; under criminal law, a person is considered 
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an adolescent between the ages of 18 and 21. The age range between 16 and 27 
marks the development to maturity. The legal age of adulthood assumes control 
and responsibility for one’s person, actions and decisions. From a comparative 
perspective, this age varies between 15 and 21 (Curtis, 2015). 

In a nutshell, reflective and moral agency (Franklin-Hall, 2013; Gheaus, 2015), 
affect control (Wolf, 2013; Gheaus, 2015), accumulated experience (Gheaus, 
2015), willingness to live spiritually (Guerrero, 2013), self-responsibility and 
flexibility (Blatterer, 2007), intellectual abilities such as judgment (Neiman, 
2015) and the ability to think without relying on empirical reality (Saracco, 
2016), experience of autonomy as a motive for learning and development (Wolf, 
2013), coherence of purposes and reasons (Nida-Rümelin, 2001), as well as de-
pendency and growth (Wildeman Kane, 2015) form the intersubjective catego-
ries for adulthood. Completed biotic growth (Rosenbloom, 2007), sexual matur-
ity (Rosenbloom, 2007), the capacity for cognitive control (e.g. response inhibi-
tion, performance monitoring), as well as maturation of prefrontal and posterior 
brain regions (Knežević, 2018) represent the observable categories that describe 
adult individuals. 

3.2. Deductively Derived Categories 

From these concepts (Categories 1), listed in the first column of Table 1 and ex-
plained in the preceding text, we obtain the following abstracted categories 
(Categories 2) that are derived from the following theoretical concepts (see 
column 2 of Table 1): Cognitive abilities refer to a person’s capacity for perceiv-
ing, thinking and cognizing. Cognitive control is also known as executive con-
trol, and includes a broad range of cognitive sub-abilities. Basic components of 
cognitive control are response inhibition and working memory (Luna et al., 
2010). Moral ability refers to “a person’s capacity to govern himself by moral 
standards” (Franklin-Hall, 2013: p. 229). 

According to Fröhlich and Kuhl (2003), self-management competencies con-
sist of self-control and self-regulation. While self-control is a “volitional control 
in which an intention is shielded against competing impulses, needs and desires, 
self-regulation is about forming and implementing self-congruent goals” (Fröhlich 
& Kuhl, 2003: p. 222). Self-regulation includes self-determination, positive self- 
motivation, mood management, self-activation, self-soothing, decision-making 
skills and goal-directed attention. Self-control is characterized by planning abili-
ty, forgetfulness prevention, goal awareness (cognitive self-control) and failure 
management, self-discipline and anxious self-motivation (affective self-control) 
(Fröhlich & Kuhl, 2003: pp. 224f., 763). 

Experience can be thought of “as a knowledge of the particular, rooted in the 
pre-scientific realm, as a familiarity with and a mastery of...distinctions that 
emerge directly from the practice of discerning” (Mittelstraß, 1995: p. 569). 
Recognition “as a fundamental human necessity” (Blatterer, 2007: p. 781) con-
cerns the question of “who I am in the eyes of others” (Blatterer, 2007: p. 780). 
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Following Alvarez-Dominguez and Melton (2022: p. 235), maturation is “a dy-
namic continuum of adaptive phenotypic states set by genetic and environment 
programming”. Legal age or the age of majority refers to the calendar age at 
which a person acquires legal rights and responsibilities and gains the legal sta-
tus of an adult according to state law. 

Depending on the respective discipline, in Western and modern societies, 
adulthood is associated in biology with completed maturation and longitudinal 
growth, in jurisprudence with the equipping of rights and obligations, institu-
tionalized by the legal age, in sociology with society’s expectations, here espe-
cially the expectations of flexibility, in educational sciences with the learning and 
developmental motive of being autonomous, overcoming a hurting family past 
and gaining experience, and finally in philosophy and psychology with the ac-
quisition of experience, as well as cognitive, moral and self-management abili-
ties. 

3.3. Model of Becoming Adult 

In this study, the intersubjective perspective on adulthood is shaped by the 
Western cultural view of the first quarter of the 21st century: accumulation of 
abilities, experience, and the expectation of flexibility characterize adulthood 
from this intersubjective perspective. As we can see for adulthood, culture “[…] 
has a very powerful, reality-defining quality about it, […] but some of these cul-
tural rules are totally arbitrary” (Kegan, 2003: p. 33). Corresponding with the de-
fining quality of culture, Klimczuk (2016) observes for different cultures for 
example that in countries that are least developed in terms of technology, adult-
hood is associated with sexual maturity, while in more technologically advanced 
countries, adulthood is more related to social passages, such as graduating from 
school. The view of adulthood that focuses on the visible of adulthood is asso-
ciated with completed maturation and legal age, the endowment of the individu-
al with rights and duties of persons. 

In summary, the adult has emerged from a completed process of multiplica-
tion in the biotic sense (maturation). In the Western culture of the 21st century, 
the adult is characterized by the fact that he continues to be in a process of mul-
tiplication, in a learning process for the acquisition of skills, experience and 
flexibility (Settersten et al., 2015). While the development component of matura-
tion is completed, the learning component of ongoing development characteriz-
es adulthood. 

To infer from the completed biotic process a completed process of adult per-
sonality development would be a naturalistic fallacy. The skills associated with 
adulthood in our culture are not attained upon entering legal age and reaching 
sexual maturity, as the complex and high-level competence of self-management, 
for example, is time consuming and can be developed only within decades (Ke-
gan, 2003; Fröhlich & Kuhl, 2003). The fluidity of recognition in Western socie-
ties leads to changing markers: the first quarter of the 21st century provides the 
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adult with fewer developmental norms. Henceforth, the competence of self-di- 
rection is fundamental. “If we live in a very simple world with one single defini-
tion of who we should be, for example what it means to be grown-up, or an elder 
or a man or a woman, then we would not necessarily need a more complex sys-
tem. As long as you can be inducted into that set of values, you will function 
well. But we live in a very different kind of world with lots of different defini-
tions competing for our attention and loyalty all the time about who we should 
be. Consequently, we call this ‘self-authoring’, because instead of being written 
by, we may need to become, so to speak, the writer of, or shaper of a way of 
making sense” (Kegan, 2003: p. 35). However, it must be relativized that the 
post-war recognition markers of adulthood are still valid, even if different ex-
tents in the various types of welfare regimes in Europe, as become clear, for ex-
ample, for the social democratic welfare regime versus the southern European 
welfare regime (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011). 

Based on our analysis, we propose a definition for the concept of adulthood: a 
culturally defined period of life that is characterized by a completed maturation 
process of the individual, legal age, and an ongoing acquisition of experience, 
moral, cognitive and self-management abilities. 

Because development characterizes an adult, we argue that the concept of 
adulthood represents a dynamic state within the personal development as indi-
cated by the verb “grown up” or “erwachsen”. As the recognition marker in the 
first quarter of the 21st century in Western societies can be seen in flexibility, a 
context or system that is open in terms of developmental tasks and norms re-
quires constant formal, non-formal and informal learning in adults. The impor-
tance of the development of the adult through learning is manifested, for exam-
ple, in the European educational policy in the agenda of adult education. 

Based on the results of the qualitative analysis, we develop the transdiscipli-
nary model on “how to become adult in Western societies of the 21st century”. 
Following the coding paradigm developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998), we in-
ductively and deductively identify the relationships between the categories (see 
Figure 1). 

At the center of the action theory model (Figure 1) is the phenomenon of 
“becoming adult”. Although “becoming adult” cannot typically be thought of as 
a fully conscious action that manifests itself in speech (“I want to become 
adult”), it can be assumed that desires and intentions are directed toward possi-
ble events that affect individual aspects of becoming an adult, such as the re-
maining markers of parenthood, moving out of a parental home, entering the 
workforce, or the implications of the learning acts of emotion or need control. 
The set of events to which the adolescent can be intentionally directed does not 
constitute a homogeneous unit, as might be imagined, for example, in terms of 
the intentional object of becoming adult. The mental state of the adolescent is 
rather about individual aspects of becoming adult. 

Promoted as a result of completed maturation and based on the concept of  
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Figure 1. Transdisciplinary model of becoming adult in Western societies of the 21st century. 

 
legal age and with flexibility as the predominant recognition marker of adult-
hood, an individual engages in learning processes that are supported through the 
institutionalized adult and lifelong learning system to gain experience and to 
acquire moral, self-management and cognitive abilities. Maturation and social 
context influence the phenomenon of becoming adult, which promotes learning 
processes and leads to learning gains. Maturation of the prefrontal cortex and the 
development of cognitive control capacity interact with each other (Knežević, 
2018). Response inhibition and performance monitoring, which are required for 
complex action processes with long-term consequences, are promoted by the 
maturation of the prefrontal cortex (Knežević, 2018: p. 278; Luna et al., 2010) 
and enable complex learning required for the acquisition of self-control skills. 
Informal (Decius, 2020), formal and non-formal learning, defined as intentional 
learning, contribute to gaining experience and acquiring self-control, moral and 
cognitive skills, such as skills required to act in accordance with the law in eve-
ryday life. Legal age, the expectation of flexibility and completed maturation 
processes promote learning actions. Becoming adult is not a linear process and is 
not reached at a definitive calendar age as a consequence of a discrete event 
(Settersten et al., 2015). 

Becoming adult is a complex lifelong process: Embedded into a cultural and 
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legal context, becoming adult is promoted through maturation that interacts 
with learning processes, resulting in competencies and gained experience. 

4. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to develop a model of adulthood in 21st century 
Western societies. 

In Western culture, adulthood is associated with accumulation of moral, cog-
nitive and self-management abilities, experience and flexibility. The external di-
mension is characterized by completed biotic growth, maturity (sexual maturity 
and brain maturation) and coming of age. 

The transdisciplinary model of becoming adult shows how maturation, legal 
age, the expectation of flexibility, and adult learning systems contribute to the 
acquisition of self-management, moral and cognitive abilities as well as expe-
rience. 

For the discipline of educational science, Stroß (1995) and Wolf (2011) state 
that there is no educational concept of an adult. Kade (2005) also states that 
within the discussions of educational science, the adult as a concept hardly rece-
ives any attention, since it can neither further theory building nor empirical re-
search. However, the output of this transdisciplinary analysis showed that 
learning, experience and development are constitutive of becoming adults in 
21st century Western culture and of adulthood. Educational features, which 
form core of this transdisciplinary model of becoming adult, characterize the 
process of becoming adult in an age that requires flexibility and a legal age, in 
addition to psychological and biological features. 

Considering adulthood as a dynamic life period is consistent with the argu-
ments of Wildeman Kane (2015) and Postman (1982): Wildeman Kane (2015) 
argues that the static concept of adulthood as an end-stage of physical, cognitive 
and moral development in political philosophy limits both the development of 
an adult and the political and organizational state. The view gained here that 
becoming adult is strongly linked to learning is closely tied to the analysis of 
Postman (1982): according to Postman (1982), childhood was constructed with 
the invention of printing or moveable letters. Adulthood represents a symbolic 
and not biological achievement. The young must become adult by learning to 
read (Postman, 1982). Although the binary of adult and child certainly still ex-
ists, it is challenged when focusing on the process of growing up (Quill, 2011). 

The fact that adult education has its own status in the system of lifelong 
learning suggests a special role for the adult, in this case the adult learner, in 
contrast to that of a child or adolescent. The term adult education which exists 
in various languages, also points in this direction. Adult education accordingly 
plays an important role in European education policy: in 2011, the European 
Council explicitly advocated for strengthening and promoting adult education in 
its “Resolution on a Renewed European Agenda for Adult Learning” (European 
Union, 2011). In the New European Agenda for Adult Learning 2021-2030, the 
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priorities of a European policy for adult learning are again laid down for a dec-
ade until 2030 and made verifiable through key figures (European Union, 2021). 

A general education coming-of-age curriculum that is valid for Western cul-
tures over time, because the social recognition markers change over time, in-
cludes at least this triad of learning objectives based on this analysis: 
• Promotion of cognitive (judgment, insight, cognitive control), moral and 

self-management abilities. 
• Promotion of experience. 
• Promotion of the meaning and significance making processes about the 

phenomenon of becoming adult, about cultural sensitivity and recognition of 
adulthood, about maturation processes and coming of age. 

Examining adulthood from the perspective of different cultures is the aim of 
future studies that should derive culturally sensitive models of how becoming 
adult is necessary and will enable the development of culturally sensitive general 
education curricula for adulthood. 
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