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voices and experiences of the young individuals themselves, 
as well as the nuances and socially constructed variations 
among them (Hendy & Pascall, 2001; Valentine, 2003). Fur-
thermore, this transformative journey into adulthood is pro-
foundly shaped by historical, cultural, and socioeconomic 
factors (Zhong & Arnett, 2014; Green, 2016), making the 
application of homogeneous understandings inadequate in a 
broader context and across diverse populations. For exam-
ple, while independence and self-sufficiency are often high-
lighted in the West, Chinese young people may understand 
adulthood in terms of relational responsibility, social contri-
bution, and alignment with collective expectations. Notably, 
much of the existing research has centered on non-marginal-
ized groups (Arnet, 1994; Bynner, 2005; LaFreniere, 2024; 
Nelson et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2013), resulting in a 
skewed picture of the transition to adulthood. Consequently, 
less is known about how marginalized or vulnerable popula-
tions, such as care-experienced youth, define and navigate 
adulthood, leaving critical gaps in the literature.

This study focuses on young people with care experience 
in China. “Care experience” here refers to the life experi-
ences of those living in institutions, while other types of 

Introduction

In recent decades, the academic community has increas-
ingly directed its attention towards the intricate phase of life 
that bridges the chasm between childhood and adulthood: 
the transition to adulthood. During this pivotal stage, young 
individuals often encounter a multitude of formidable life 
changes, which encompass leaving the familiar confines of 
educational institutions, embarking on their professional 
journeys, forming their own families, and even embracing 
the responsibilities of parenthood (Arnett, 2003; Johnson et 
al., 2007; Eliason et al., 2015). Despite the undeniable sig-
nificance of these milestones, people argue that these mark-
ers have traditionally been defined and understood through 
the lens of the adult perspective, often overlooking the 
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care recognized in China, such as kinship care, foster care 
and adoption (Yin, 2024a), are not involved in this discus-
sion. Scholars have noted that these individuals often face 
numerous challenges during their transition to adulthood, 
including early school termination, frequent educational 
interruptions, employment and housing instability, a lack 
of formal support, a heightened risk of unemployment, and 
difficulties in forming marital bonds (Yin, 2024b, c; Chen, 
2011; Liu et al., 2022; Shang & Fisher, 2017; Shang & Li, 
2015; Zhu, 2018). These unique challenges may shape their 
perspectives and experiences, distinguishing them from 
their peers who have not undergone similar experiences. 
However, there is limited literature available on this topic. 
Given this, the primary aim of this study is to explore how 
young people with care experience in China understand the 
concept of adulthood and adult markers. The three pivotal 
research questions are:

i.	 RQ1. How do young people with care experience per-
ceive their adult status?

ii.	 RQ2. What do young people with care experience think 
of socially constructed markers, such as leaving school, 
entering the workplace and forming their own families?

iii.	 RQ3. How do young people with care experience define 
adult markers?

By addressing these questions, this research will illuminate 
the unique voices and experiences of this underrepresented 
group, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding 
of the transition to adulthood. Moreover, the findings will 
provide valuable insights for policymakers and practitioners 
to develop tailored support systems that improve outcomes 
for young people transitioning from institutional care.

Adult status and socially constructed 
markers

Childhood is commonly associated with imperfection and 
immaturity, whereas adulthood is viewed as a transition 
from dependence to independence and from imperfection 
to maturity (Norozi & Moen, 2016). The definition of adult-
hood, however, varies across disciplines and cultures. In 
many countries, including China, the age of 18 is legally rec-
ognized as the threshold of adulthood, conferring a range of 
rights and responsibilities such as voting, entering binding 
contracts, serving in the military, and making independent 
medical decisions. This legal standard rests on the assump-
tion that by 18, individuals have developed sufficient matu-
rity and cognitive capacity to undertake civic duties and 
make informed life choices (Arnett, 2003; Steinberg et al., 
2015; Scott & Woolard, 2004). Nonetheless, there are social 

science researchers who are keen to identify distinct mark-
ers that signify this identity. These include milestones such 
as home ownership, financial independence, cohabitation, 
marriage, and parenthood (Eliason et al., 2015), as well as 
role transitions, particularly the shift from school to work 
(Johnson et al., 2007).

However, an increasing number of studies and discus-
sions have highlighted a shift in the markers and defini-
tions of adulthood, reflecting the concept’s broader social 
and cultural construction. Arnett (2000) introduced the 
concept of “emerging adulthood” (generally 18–25 years 
old), highlighting the importance of self-responsibility 
and independent decision-making as key markers of 
adulthood, particularly among White American youth. 
Similarly, research in Eastern Europe has shown that tra-
ditional markers such as completing education, marrying, 
and having children are declining in importance, while 
personal responsibility and financial independence are 
becoming more prominent (Walczak, 2023). These shifts 
suggest a movement away from universal, traditional, and 
gendered definitions of adulthood toward more diverse 
and individualized interpretations (Buchmann & Kriesi, 
2011). This transformation brings challenges, including 
the tension between persistent societal expectations and 
the varied realities of young adults, but also opportunities 
to reconceptualize adulthood in contemporary contexts 
(Settersten et al., 2015). Furthermore, identity develop-
ment is further influenced by intersections of race, gender, 
and other social categories, prompting a need for expanded 
research on how different backgrounds influence percep-
tions and markers of adulthood (Cheah & Nelson, 2004; 
Clark, 2005). For example, studies of Asian American 
populations reveal that, in addition to self-responsibility, 
adulthood is strongly tied to family obligations and role 
transitions, reflecting the influence of collectivist cul-
tural values (Arnett, 2003). Taken together, these findings 
underscore the necessity of developing more inclusive and 
representative definitions of adult markers.

In traditional Chinese culture, Confucius, dating back 
2,500 years, outlined a distinct path to adulthood. He 
stressed the commencement of knowledge pursuit at age 
15, followed by achieving a “whole person” status at 30 
(Confucius, 500 B.C./2005). This status, as described by 
Confucius, is often defined as the attainment of socio-
demographic accomplishments in family and career, 
including securing stable employment, marriage, and par-
enthood before the age of 30 (Shi, 1999). Although contem-
porary Chinese society has evolved, these ideals continue 
to shape expectations. Importantly, such expectations are 
embedded within a collectivist cultural framework that pri-
oritizes family obligations and social harmony over indi-
vidual autonomy (Mazzula, 2011). Within this framework, 
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adulthood is defined not only by self-sufficiency but also 
by fulfilling duties to parents, children, and the wider 
community. This is evident in cross-cultural research: 
Chinese college students, compared with their American 
peers, emphasized role transitions (e.g., marriage, child-
bearing), compliance with norms (e.g., sobriety, avoiding 
delinquency), family responsibilities (e.g., financial sup-
port, caregiving), and relational maturity (e.g., equitable 
relationships with parents) as key markers of adulthood 
(Badger et al., 2006). These views align with the central-
ity of filial piety (xiao) in Chinese culture, where being an 
adult entails supporting both younger and older genera-
tions (Yeh & Bedford, 2003).

Further research highlights the intersection of cultural 
norms and gender. Chinese cultural expectations link mar-
riage and education with family obligations, positioning 
financial contributions and caregiving at the core of adult-
hood (Duan & Chen, 2007). However, these expectations 
are gendered. Among rural-to-urban migrant women work-
ers, for instance, financial independence was not viewed as 
a central marker of adulthood (Zhong & Arnett, 2014). This 
reflects broader gender norms in which men are associated 
with breadwinning and leadership, while women are linked 
to caregiving and maintaining relational harmony (Zhang, 
2000; Lyu & Zhang, 2021). Moreover, women’s earnings 
were often redirected to their families, further complicat-
ing the notion of economic autonomy (Zhong & Arnett, 
2014). Recent large-scale research (N = 7099) also shows 
ambivalence about adult status and a hybrid conception 
that combined individualistic markers (e.g., independence) 
with collectivist and Confucian ones (e.g., norm compli-
ance, relational maturity) (Kuang et al., 2024). These find-
ings diverge from Western perspectives, which typically 
prioritize individual independence, underscoring the impor-
tance of cultural and contextual variation in conceptions of 
adulthood.

Despite this growing body of research, much of the lit-
erature still reflects the perspectives of relatively privileged 
populations, with marginalized groups often overlooked. In 
particular, there is a noticeable gap in understanding how 
young people with care experience perceive adulthood, 
especially within the Chinese context. This study seeks to 
address this gap by exploring how these young people con-
struct their adult identities and interpret markers of adult-
hood within this collectivist cultural setting.

Young people with care experience in China

The young people with care experience in this study are 
those who have lived in state-funded childcare institutions, 
specifically the “ertong fuliyuan” (Child Welfare Institution) 

and “shehui fuliyuan” (Social Welfare Institution). In China, 
children typically enter these institutions due to abandon-
ment, parental loss, or state intervention when families are 
unable to provide adequate care (Shang & Fisher, 2017). 
According to official statistics from the Ministry of Civil 
Affairs, the institutional care population peaked around 
2010 and has since declined, with the most recent data indi-
cating that approximately 53,302 children and young peo-
ple (27.36% of those in alternative care) were living in 539 
institutions nationwide in 2021 (Ministry of Civil Affairs of 
the People’s Republic of China, 2022; Yin, 2024a). Upon 
reaching the age of 18, young people are generally required 
to leave care and transition to independent living, unless 
they cannot demonstrate employability or self-care ability, 
in which case they may remain in care (Yin, 2024d). While 
estimates suggest that 10,000 to 20,000 young people leave 
care each year (Shang & Li, 2015), there are no compre-
hensive national statistics on the total population of care 
leavers.

Several factors distinguish their journey to adulthood. 
This group typically experiences early loss of contact with 
their parents due to bereavement or abandonment (Yin, 
2024a; Shang et al., 2008), resulting in a lack of parental 
support throughout their lives, in contrast to their peers 
without any care backgrounds (Kucheva, 2018). Further-
more, their lived experience in institutions often deprives 
them of opportunities to benefit from supportive relation-
ships and attachments from diverse sources, making them 
less able to acquire essential life skills and practical expe-
riences (Shang et al., 2011). Moreover, these care insti-
tutions often focus more on nursing and rearing, while 
neglecting education and preparation for social and inde-
pendent living (Yin, 2024e; Chen, 2019; Xia, 2013; Zhu, 
2018). Additionally, existing support and provisions in 
the care system are generally limited to individuals under 
18, with minimal attention to their later lives through law, 
policy, or programs (Yin, 2024d; Chen, 2011; Jia et al., 
2019). The state’s lack of involvement in this aspect and 
the absence of comprehensive arrangements within the 
care system for transition preparation, planning, and after-
care services make it challenging for many youths to leave 
institutional care at the required time (Chen, 2020; Xia, 
2013; Zhu, 2018). For the majority who have managed to 
leave care, outcomes in terms of educational attainment, 
employment stability, housing status, social integration 
and overall well-being remain concerning (Shang & Li, 
2015; Shang & Fisher, 2017; Zhu, 2018). Given their 
unique experiences of living in and leaving care, their 
understanding of adulthood and adult markers may differ 
significantly. Therefore, the research focuses on under-
standing their perspectives on socially constructed mark-
ers and their own definitions of adulthood.
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Data collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, a 
method chosen for its flexibility and depth (DeJonckheere & 
Vaughn, 2019). This approach enabled participants to discuss 
topics that were meaningful to them, allowing the researcher 
to explore areas of interest in detail (Wengraf, 2001). The 
interview schedule covered multiple domains of transition to 
adulthood. Within this structure, a specific block of questions 

Materials and methods

Research design

Qualitative methodology was chosen for this study due 
to its alignment with the ontological and epistemologi-
cal foundations of the research. Ontologically, the study 
adopts a constructivist perspective, recognizing that real-
ity is socially constructed and subjective—an essential 
viewpoint for understanding the varied perceptions of 
adulthood among young people with care experience 
in China. Epistemologically, an interpretivist approach 
was employed to gain insights into the participants’ 
lived experiences and their interpretations of adult mark-
ers, allowing for a deeper understanding of their unique 
perspectives.

Study context

The data for this study were collected during the author’s 
PhD project (2020–2023), which invited young people 
with care experience in China to reflect on their experi-
ences and perspectives on the transition to adulthood. This 
broader project investigated multiple dimensions of tran-
sition such as education, employment, and relationships. 
The present article reports on a distinct analysis focusing 
specifically on participants’ perceptions of adulthood and 
adult markers—an aspect not explored in previous publi-
cations or in the doctoral thesis. Neither the extracts nor 
the thematic interpretations presented here have been pub-
lished elsewhere.

Fieldwork was carried out in several inland provinces 
of China, including Jiangxi, Hunan, and Hubei. These sites 
were chosen for their accessibility and because they host 
childcare institutions (fuliyuan), providing opportunities 
to recruit participants with care backgrounds. Participants 
were selected using a combination of convenience and 
snowball sampling: convenience sampling facilitated ini-
tial recruitment from institutional contacts, while snowball 
sampling enabled access to additional participants through 
peer referral.

In total, participants were selected using a combina-
tion of convenience sampling and snowball sampling. 
Convenience sampling was initially employed to recruit 
participants who were easily accessible to the researcher, 
while snowball sampling helped in reaching additional 
participants through referrals. The final sample consisted 
of 34 participants, including 19 males (55.9%) and 15 
females, with ages ranging from 19 to 40 years (M = 27). 
This demographic diversity allowed for the exploration 
of a range of perspectives on adulthood (see Table 1).

Table 1  An overview of participants’ demographic information
Name 
Code

Age Gender Age 
entering 
care

Age 
leaving 
care

Length of 
care expe-
rience 
(year)

CL01 25 M 12 22 10
CL03 38 F 0 25 25
CL04 33 F 3 18 15
CL05 22 M 0 22 22
CL06 33 M 5 16 11
CL07 29 M 6 22 16
CL08 27 M 0 22 22
CL09 39 F 0 32 33
CL10 38 F 0 24 24
CL11 39 F 5 25 20
CL12 34 M 9 23 14
CL13 40 M 0 20 20
CL14 31 F 0 24 24
CL15 35 M 0 34 34
CL16 31 M 5 16 11
CL18 35 F 0 15 15
CL19 20 M 15 19 4
CL20 19 M 14 18 4
CL21 20 F 15 19 4
CL22 19 F 14 18 4
CL23 20 F 15 19 4
CL24 27 M 12 22 10
CS01 21 F 12 n/a 9
CS02 22 F 0 n/a 22
CS03 27 M 2 n/a 25
CS04 23 F 11 n/a 12
CS05 21 F 11 n/a 10
CS06 29 M 0 n/a 29
CS07 19 M 12 n/a 7
CS08 20 M 9 n/a 11
CS09 24 M 9 n/a 15
CS10 34 F 5 n/a 29
CS11 23 M 8 n/a 15
CS12 23 M 5 n/a 18
(i) The age was calculated by the birth year that was reported by each 
participant in the year of data collection (2021). (ii) Considering confi-
dentiality and anonymity, here applies pseudonyms. The abbreviation 
“CL” refers to “Care Leaver” -- people who have left care experience; 
“CS” means “Care stayer”—people who are over 18 years old but still 
living in care; The number and name code contain no semantical value.
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ii.	 Generating Initial Codes: The researcher systemati-
cally coded the data, identifying significant phrases, 
sentences, or sections that were relevant to the research 
questions. Both semantic and latent codes were used to 
capture explicit content and underlying meanings.

iii.	 Searching for Themes: The codes were then organized 
into potential themes, which represented broader pat-
terns of meaning within the data. This step involved 
grouping related codes together and identifying over-
arching themes that captured key aspects of the partici-
pants’ experiences.

iv.	 Reviewing Themes: The initial themes were reviewed 
and refined, ensuring that they accurately reflected 
the data. This involved checking for coherence within 
themes and distinguishing between themes to avoid 
overlapping.

v.	 Defining and Naming Themes: Once the themes were 
finalized, each theme was clearly defined and given a 
descriptive name that conveyed its essence. Detailed 
descriptions of each theme were prepared to provide 
a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ 
perspectives.

vi.	 Producing the Report: The final step involved writing 
up the analysis, linking the themes back to the research 
questions and literature, and illustrating them with 
direct quotes from the participants. This thematic report 
forms the basis of the study’s findings.

Findings

Enquiry into adult status and socially constructed 
adult markers among young people with care 
experience

In response to the first research question, the participants’ 
contradictory perspectives of socially constructed adult 
markers are particularly pronounced. Nearly one-third of 
the participants were uncertain about their adult status, 
despite being over the age of 18, which is commonly rec-
ognized as the threshold for adulthood by laws in China. 
This uncertainty reflects a broader disconnection between 
the participants’ lived experiences and societal expectations 
of adulthood. For instance, two male participants expressed 
that while their age indicated they were adults, their linger-
ing sense of immaturity left them uncertain:

“I am over 20 years old. I think I should be an adult 
by now. But sometimes, I don’t really feel that way. 
It seems like my mind is still like a child’s. I’m still 
a little uncertain whether I’m an adult. I’m not 
sure…”- CS06.

asked participants to reflect on their adult status and the mark-
ers they associated with being an adult (see Table 2). Although 
the interviews as a whole lasted between 45 and 90 min, dis-
cussions specifically concerning adulthood marker typically 
spanned 10–15 min. These sections of the interviews form the 
empirical focus of the current study.

Given the logistical and ethical considerations, all inter-
views were conducted remotely via WeChat audio calls. 
Remote interviewing offered several advantages, including 
time and cost efficiency, the ability to include participants 
from diverse geographic locations, and enhanced anonym-
ity, which may have encouraged participants to speak more 
freely about sensitive topics (Steele et al., 2022). All inter-
views were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and trans-
lated into English where necessary.

Ethical considerations

 Ethical approval for this study, which involved human par-
ticipants, was obtained from the university’s ethics commit-
tee where the author was affiliated with. The study strictly 
adhered to the approved ethical guidelines. Before each 
interview, the author thoroughly explained the research aims, 
objectives, voluntary nature of participation, potential bene-
fits, and any risks to the participants. Oral and written consent 
was obtained from each participant, ensuring their right to 
withdraw at any stage—before, during, or after participation.

Data analysis

To address the research questions, the relevant interview 
data were analyzed using thematic analysis, as outlined by 
Braun & Clarke (2006). This method was chosen for its 
flexibility and ability to capture the complexities of partici-
pants’ experiences. The six-step process included:

i.	 Familiarization with the Data: The researcher tran-
scribed all interviews verbatim and engaged in repeated 
readings of the transcripts to become deeply familiar 
with the data.

Table 2  Interview questions
For RQ 1. 
 (1) “Do you think you are an adult? Why do you think so?”
For RQ2
 (2) “Some people believe life events are also meaningful as to be 
an adult (such as, leaving school, starting to work, forming own 
family, and having your own residence)? What do you think of 
these events?”
For RQ 3. 
 (1) “I am very interested in understanding your perspectives in 
adulthood. Could you tell me what you think of the markers of 
being an adult?”
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These perspectives suggest that while participants recog-
nize the cultural importance of certain life events, they also 
believe that personal qualities and behaviors play a critical 
role in defining adulthood. This view challenges the con-
ventional notion that adulthood is primarily defined by 
external achievements, instead emphasizing the importance 
of internal maturity and social responsibility.

Some participants even challenged the conventional view 
that leaving school, entering the workforce, and establishing 
a family are definitive markers of adulthood. As one female 
participant argued:

“Well… in this respect, it seems relevant to me, but not 
that much. You see, I’ve graduated, entered the work-
place for many years, and I have my own family, but I 
still feel like I don’t seem like an adult…”- CL11.

This indicates that even after achieving traditional adult 
milestones, some individuals may still feel unprepared or 
inadequate as adults. This could be due to lingering effects 
of their experiences in care, which may have delayed or dis-
rupted their development of a stable adult identity.

Overall, it is evident that young people with care experi-
ence do not fully agree with the conventional perspectives 
on adulthood commonly held by the general population 
or constructed by society. Their experiences and perspec-
tives challenge the notion that adulthood can be universally 
defined by specific milestones, highlighting the need for a 
more flexible and inclusive understanding of what it means 
to be an adult (Clark, 2005).

Self-defined adult markers among young people 
with care experience

Independence as an adult marker

When it comes to self-perceived adult markers, independence 
emerged as the most significant criterion among participants. 
Likely influenced by their prolonged periods of dependency 
and constraints within care institutions, participants view 
independent living- a life without relying on others in day-to-
day activities- as a significant achievement. In other words, 
this life change represents a departure from their lives in care 
settings and signifies their embrace of adulthood.

For these individuals, independence entails breaking free 
from the patterns of being cared for and establishing a new 
relationship with society. It carries immense significance, 
as it marks their transition from dependency to autonomy, 
a critical aspect of their adult identity. Specifically, living 
independently involves having a self-reliant mindset and 
the financial capability to sustain oneself. Two participants 
described this as follows:

“I think… I think maybe in terms of age, I have reached 
adulthood. But in terms of the situations in my life and 
the way I act and speak, I can’t even take care of my 
own life. How can that be considered being an adult? 
I am not an adult.”- CL16.

This sense of uncertainty and reluctance to fully embrace the 
adult identity may be rooted in the participants’ experiences 
within care institutions, where their autonomy and decision-
making opportunities were likely limited. The transition 
from a highly structured environment to one where they are 
expected to take full responsibility for their lives could be 
overwhelming, leading to feelings of inadequacy in fulfill-
ing adult roles.

Furthermore, other male participants shared similar 
sentiments, hesitating to confirm their adult identity pri-
marily due to their frustrations with family formation. 
For them, forming a family seemed to be a key marker 
of entering adulthood, reflecting traditional Chinese cul-
tural values that place significant emphasis on family 
responsibilities:

“From society’s perspective, I am an adult. But from a 
family perspective, I am still an unmarried child. So, I 
am not an adult.”- CL24.

Such insights suggest that some young people with care 
experience recognize the significance of life events, such 
as marriage and family formation, in marking adult status. 
However, their inability or unwillingness to achieve these 
milestones may lead them to question their status as adults. 
This internal conflict highlights the tension between societal 
expectations and personal experiences, particularly for those 
who have not followed the conventional path to adulthood.

On the contrary, one participant acknowledged the value 
of socially defined markers but emphasized that they do not 
constitute an absolute criterion for adulthood, suggesting a 
more nuanced understanding of what it means to be an adult:

“These markers are meaningful criteria, but I think 
they are not the absolute answer. Adult markers mainly 
depend on personal abilities and how one behaves…” 
– CS01.

CL24 further elaborated:

You also have to be filial to your parents, love your 
spouse, teach your children well, and take responsi-
bility for everything. These are what make a person 
a qualified adult. But many people can’t achieve this 
and even perform badly. They don’t deserve to be 
called human.
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Mental maturity as an adult marker

In addition to independence, participants in this study 
believe that mental maturity, particularly the absence of 
childishness, is crucial to defining their adult identity. This 
marker requires young people to speak and behave in line 
with societal norms and expectations associated with adult-
hood. It suggests that adulthood is perceived as performa-
tive or processual, contingent on fulfilling responsibilities 
to an acceptable standard. Failure to adhere to these social 
and contextual norms may erode their perception of adult 
identity (Valentine, 2003).

While both male and female participants underscored 
the importance of mental maturity, their accounts revealed 
gendered differences in emphasis. Male participants 
often linked maturity to responsibility and accountabil-
ity in family and work roles, reflecting cultural expecta-
tions of men as providers and protectors. For instance, 
one explained:

“My understanding of adults is calmness, patience, 
accountability, and responsibility, which are the most 
important qualities. Especially in the family, being 
responsible for your spouse and children is crucial. 
Without a sense of responsibility, the family will break 
up sooner or later. Be careful, be patient, and be 
responsible at work.” –CL12.

The emphasis on calmness and patience further suggests 
that participants see adulthood as a role that involves 
not just personal growth but also social responsibility. 
For them, adulthood means being accountable for one’s 
actions and fulfilling one’s duties to others, particularly 
within the family and work settings. By contrast, female 
participants were more likely to frame mental maturity in 
terms of moral conduct, empathy, and relational responsi-
bility. CS01, for example, emphasized moral values and 
principled behavior:

“An adult should have their own opinions and cor-
rect outlooks, and they should not hold extreme views. 
Good moral values, self-discipline, and principles are 
essential. At the very least, they shouldn’t do bad or 
extreme things. They should also integrate into soci-
ety and understand teamwork, always doing things 
according to the rules. They can’t do things that harm 
others.” –CS01.

Two other female participants expressed similar sentiments, 
asserting that adults engage in thoughtful and sophisticated 
thinking aligned with societal codes and values before tak-
ing any action:

“If one can make money by himself, has his own inde-
pendent thinking, can undertake certain responsibili-
ties, and no longer relies on others, he is an adult.” 
– CL08.

“How to say it… I think the markers of being an adult 
now are being able to earn and save money. These are 
the standards of adulthood… Not only earning money 
but also being able to save it and manage finances 
well.” – CL05.

This emphasis on financial independence and self-suffi-
ciency likely stems from their previous experiences in care, 
where financial decisions and responsibilities were often 
handled by others (Shang & Fisher, 2017). Gaining con-
trol over their finances represents a significant step toward 
establishing their identity as independent adults.

Moreover, this independence extends to the ability to 
navigate the complexities of adult life. As adults without the 
safety net of parental support and with few external support 
networks, participants may perceive adulthood as a daunt-
ing and challenging terrain. Consequently, some view spe-
cific personal attributes and skills as essential prerequisites 
for adulthood. These attributes include problem-solving 
abilities, fearlessness, and adaptability in interactions with 
others, all of which are crucial for adult life and mark adult 
identity:

“(As an adult) You have to be able to solve problems. 
You can’t run away from difficulties. You have to face 
them head-on. Adults must have the ability to solve 
problems in advance. Whether you’re doing badly or 
doing well, the most important thing for adults is to 
learn to face problems instead of running away from 
them…” —CL16.

“I think the standard of adulthood is the ability to 
respond confidently in any situation and face any-
thing…” –CL23.

“An adult should be able to deal with people and situ-
ations flexibly. When meeting different people, espe-
cially those with different personalities, adults can 
always handle them in different ways, not just using 
one method.”—CS09.

These responses highlight the participants’ understanding 
that adulthood involves more than just financial or physical 
independence; it also requires emotional and psychological 
resilience. This resilience is particularly important for young 
people with care experience, as they often face unique chal-
lenges and a lack of support that others might take for granted.
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Discussion

The findings of this study offer a nuanced understanding 
of how young people with care experience in China per-
ceive and construct their identities as adults, highlighting 
the complex interplay between socially defined markers 
and self-perceived markers of adulthood. The 34 partici-
pants’ perceptions reveal a paradoxical and multifaceted 
experience: despite their age indicating adulthood (being 
over 18), a significant proportion expressed uncertainty 
about their adult status. Many participants identified as 
adults in some aspects of their lives, yet not in others. 
This ambivalence resonates with broader research in 
China indicating that young individuals often exhibit con-
tradictory attitudes toward their own adulthood (Badger 
et al., 2006; Kuang et al., 2024; Zhong & Arnett, 2014). 
It suggests that the concept of “emerging adulthood,” as 
articulated by Arnett (1994, 2000, 2003), is also relevant 
to young people with care experience in China, even 
including those over 30 years old, thereby extending our 
knowledge of this life stage.

The participants’ hesitance to fully embrace their adult 
identity is influenced by several factors. For some, a sense 
of immaturity created a dissonance between their chrono-
logical age and their self-perceived level of maturity. This 
dissonance challenges the social expectation that age is 
sufficient to be considered an adult indicator. Such a situ-
ation can be explained that the structured and often restric-
tive environment of care institutions may have limited their 
opportunities to develop autonomy and decision-making 
skills, which are typically associated with self-perceived 
adulthood (Melendro et al., 2020). Other participants, 
particularly males, hesitated to confirm their adult iden-
tity due to frustrations related to family formation. Some 
of them, due to prolonged living experiences in care, still 
feel unprepared or inadequate as adults, even though they 
have acquired all socially endorsed markers. These find-
ings underscore the importance of personal life experiences, 
social and contextual factors in shaping one’s self-concept 
as an adult and highlight the variability in how adulthood is 
experienced and understood (Settersten et al., 2015).

Despite their various degrees of agreeing with socially 
defined adult markers, young people with care experi-
ence demonstrated their own understanding of adulthood. 
Independence emerged as a central and highly prioritized 
marker. For these young individuals, adulthood is intri-
cately intertwined with the notion of self-reliance and 
the ability to lead a life not contingent on the support of 
others. This emphasis on independence challenges con-
ventional narratives that often link adulthood solely to 
age-related and/or socially endorsed milestones such as 
education, employment, marriage, or parenthood (Eliason 

“Adults should be calm and steady, having their own 
logical thinking when facing problems, but not deviat-
ing from conventional moral codes and values, even if 
they hold different opinions…”—CS05.

“Adults should handle things appropriately, not 
blindly or impulsively, or doing whatever they want. 
Now we think before we act, ‘Oh, should we do it? Is 
it appropriate? Is it right?”—CL09.

The above insights seem to reveal a consensus regarding the 
importance of young people’s adherence to social norms and 
expectations of adulthood in determining their adult identity. 
Those who violate or deviate from these norms are not consid-
ered mentally mature and, consequently, are not recognized 
as adults by the participants. This focus on responsibility and 
accountability aligns with traditional views of adulthood but 
is also colored by the participants’ experiences of instability 
and the need for a stable environment, which they may have 
lacked during their time in care (Yin, 2024e).

In addition to self-conduct, mental maturity, as described 
by the participants, extends to one’s capacity to care for or 
think of others. One female participant articulated this con-
cept by contrasting adults with children, arguing that the 
ability to consider others distinguishes someone as having 
transitioned into adulthood:

“Unlike children’s thoughts, which only consider 
themselves, adults think more comprehensively. Chil-
dren only think about whether something benefits 
them, not considering the broader context. So, I think 
I will judge others from this aspect.”—CS12.

Another female participant, CL03, described how her out-
look had shifted as she matured, now centering on the well-
being of family and friends:

“…my mind is different (than that in childhood). My 
thoughts right now are different than those used to 
be, too. My only thoughts are to keep family mem-
bers safe, work smoothly, and wish my friends around 
me lead a good life. That’s it. My mind is much more 
mature.” –CL03.

These differences may suggest broader Chinese cultural 
expectations, where men are often associated with breadwin-
ning and leadership within the family, whereas women are 
linked to caregiving, nurturing, and the maintenance of rela-
tional harmony. Thus, participants’ understandings of mental 
maturity not only illustrate their personal growth and values 
but also mirror gendered cultural norms that shape how young 
people with care experience construct their adult identities.
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associations of women with caregiving and maintaining 
relational harmony. Although these differences were not 
sharply divided, they mirror broader Chinese collectivist 
values in which gendered expectations remain influential 
(Ma, 2025). Adulthood, in this sense, is experienced as a 
fluid and relational construct, influenced by social roles, 
personal responsibilities, and the collective expectations 
of family and community.

The findings of this study have significant implications 
for the support and guidance provided to young people with 
care experience as they navigate the transition to adulthood. 
Firstly, recognizing the paramount importance of indepen-
dence in their self-perceived markers of adulthood suggests 
that efforts to facilitate their transition should prioritize the 
development of self-reliance and life skills. Programs and 
interventions that foster financial literacy, problem-solving 
abilities, and adaptability could be instrumental in empow-
ering these young individuals to achieve independence. For 
instance, life skills training that focuses on budgeting, deci-
sion-making, and conflict resolution could help these young 
people build the confidence and capabilities necessary for 
independent living. Secondly, the participants’ emphasis 
on mental maturity as performative underscores the need 
for support systems that facilitate their adherence to soci-
etal norms and values. Providing opportunities for them to 
develop a strong sense of responsibility, ethical conduct, 
and effective interpersonal skills may contribute to it. This 
could involve mentoring programs where young people are 
paired with role models who exemplify these qualities, as 
well as workshops that teach communication, teamwork, 
and ethical decision-making.

Moreover, it is crucial for support systems to acknowl-
edge the complexity of the transition to adulthood for 
young people with care experience. This transition often 
involves navigating a unique set of challenges, particularly 
living with weak social networks and the limited formal 
and informal support (Yin, 2024d; Stein, 2019; Shang & 
Fisher, 2017). Tailored support that addresses these spe-
cific challenges and provides guidance on self-reliance and 
responsible decision-making is essential. Policymakers and 
practitioners should consider developing targeted programs 
that address the psychological, social, and financial needs 
of care-experienced youth, helping them to build resilience 
and foster a sense of belonging in society.

While this study has uncovered valuable insights into 
the self-perceived markers of adulthood for young peo-
ple with care experience in China, it has limitations. The 
sample size, although representative, may not capture 
the full diversity of experiences within this population. 
Future research could explore the experiences of young 
people with care backgrounds in greater depth, consider-
ing regional and cultural variations across the country. For 

et al., 2015; Green, 2016; Johnson et al., 2007). Instead, 
the participants’ perspective suggests that the transition 
to adulthood is a deeply personal journey that hinges on 
one’s capacity to navigate life independently. This dif-
ferent perception appears to stem from their experiences 
of long-term dependency within care institutions and the 
constraints associated with such environments. More-
over, the participants’ conception of independence extends 
beyond mere physical and financial self-sufficiency. It 
encompasses the ability to approach life’s challenges 
with self-reliance, problem-solving skills, confidence, and 
adaptability, highlighting emotional and psychological 
resilience. This finding adds to research on young adults’ 
understanding of independence in other contexts (Arnett, 
2015; Arnett & Schwab, 2012; LaFreniere, 2024), yet it 
brings into focus the unique challenges faced by young 
people with care experience, who often lack the support 
systems that others may take for granted (Liu et al., 2022). 
They have no choice or control during the transition to 
adulthood but to strive on their own.

In addition to independence, mental maturity emerged 
as another critical marker of adulthood for the partici-
pants. Mental maturity was defined as the absence of 
childlike behavior and adherence to societal norms and 
expectations associated with adulthood. This construct 
highlights that adult identity is perceived as performa-
tive and processual, shaped by an individual’s ability to 
fulfill responsibilities to societal standards, rather than by 
socio-demographic milestones (Valentine, 2003; Wright & 
von Stumm, 2024). The participants’ perspective further 
emphasizes that mental maturity is not solely an internal 
state but is also reflected in one’s interactions with oth-
ers. Being an adult involves the ability to consider and 
care for others, particularly family members, in contrast 
to the self-centered perspective associated with childhood. 
This resonates with broader research on Chinese emerging 
adults, which shows that psychological maturity and norm 
compliance are consistently valued as markers of adult-
hood, alongside independence (Kuang et al., 2024; Zhong 
& Arnett, 2014). While such expectations reflect cultural 
traditions that emphasize relational obligations, the find-
ings here extend this understanding to care-experienced 
youth, a group rarely represented in the literature. They 
suggest that mental maturity is not simply an individual 
attribute but is embedded within relational and cultural 
frameworks. The findings also suggest subtle gendered 
nuances in how mental maturity was articulated. Male 
participants tended to highlight accountability in family 
and work roles, aligning with traditional expectations of 
men as providers and protectors. By contrast, female par-
ticipants were more likely to emphasize empathy, moral 
conduct, and relational responsibility, reflecting cultural 

1 3

Page 9 of 12     73 



Current Psychology           (2026) 45:73 

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, 
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate 
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless 
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit ​h​t​t​p​​:​/​/​​c​r​e​a​​t​i​​v​e​c​​o​m​m​o​​n​s​.​​o​
r​g​​/​l​i​c​e​n​s​e​s​/​b​y​/​4​.​0​/.

References

Arnett, J. J. (1994). Are college students adults? Their conceptions of 
the transition to adulthood. Journal of Adult Development, 1(4), 
154–168. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​B​F​​0​2​2​7​7​5​8​2

Arnett, J. J. (2000). Emerging adulthood: A theory of development 
from the late teens through the twenties. American Psychologist, 
55(5), 469–480. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​3​7​​/​0​0​​0​3​-​0​6​6​X​.​5​5​.​5​.​4​6​9

Arnett, J. J. (2003). Conceptions of the transition to adulthood among 
emerging adults in American ethnic groups. New Directions for 
Child and Adolescent Development, 2003(100), 63–75. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​
o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​0​2​/​c​d​.​7​5​​​​​​​

Arnett, J. J. (2015). Emerging adulthood: the winding road from the 
late teens through the twenties (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press.

Arnett, J. J., & Schwab, J. (2012). The Clark university poll of emerg-
ing adults: thriving, struggling, and hopeful. Clark University.

Badger, S., Nelson, L. J., & Barry, C. M. (2006). Perceptions of the 
transition to adulthood among Chinese and American emerging 
adults. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 30(1), 
84–93. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​7​7​​/​0​1​​6​5​0​2​5​4​0​6​0​6​2​1​2​8

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​
/​​1​0​.​1​​1​9​1​​/​1​4​​7​8​0​8​8​7​0​6​q​p​0​6​3​o​a

Buchmann, M. C., & Kriesi, I. (2011). Transition to adulthood in 
Europe. Annual Review of Sociology, 37, 481–503. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​
/​​1​0​.​1​​1​4​6​​/​a​n​​n​u​r​​e​v​-​​s​o​c​-​​0​8​​1​3​0​9​-​1​5​0​2​1​2

Bynner, J. (2005). Rethinking the youth phase of the life course: the 
case for emerging adulthood? Journal of Youth Studies, 8(4), 
367–384. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​1​3​​6​7​6​2​6​0​5​0​0​4​3​1​6​2​8

Cheah, C. S. L., & Nelson, L. J. (2004). The role of acculturation in the 
emerging adulthood of aboriginal college students. International 
Journal of Behavioral Development, 28(6), 495–507. ​h​t​t​p​​:​/​/​​h​d​l​.​​l​
i​​b​.​b​​y​u​.​e​​d​u​/​​1​8​7​​7​/​7​4​7​7

Chen, Y. H. (2011). Gucan qingnian anzhi zhengce de bijiao yu duice 
[Comparison and countermeasures of resettlement policies for 
orphans and disabled youth]. Journal of Yangtze University 
(Social Science), 34(1), 51–54.

Chen, J. (2019). Gongzhi Kunjing tongnian: Woguo Guer Shehui 
Baohu Tixi Goujian de Lilun yiju, Zhidu Jichu he Zhengce 
Chuangxin [Co-governance of dilemma childhood: Theoretical 
perspective, institutional basis and policy innovation of orphans’ 
social protection system construction in China]. Journal of Yang-
zhou University (Humanities & Social Sciences), 23(3), 119–128.

Chen, L. X. (2020). Daling guer “zengnengxing” jiaoyu moshi tanjiu 
[The educational assistance model of ‘empowerment’ for older 
orphans]. Contemporary Youth Research, 1, 13–19.

instance, studies could compare the experiences of care-
experienced youth in Eastern coastal areas versus Inland 
cities or among different ethnic groups within China. 
Additionally, quantitative studies could provide a broader 
perspective by examining the prevalence and significance 
of these self-perceived markers among a larger and more 
diverse population. Such studies could also investigate the 
long-term outcomes associated with different markers of 
adulthood, helping to identify which factors most strongly 
predict successful transitions.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the growing body of literature 
on the transition to adulthood by providing a nuanced 
understanding of how young people with care experience 
in China perceive and construct their adult identities. The 
findings underscore the importance of independence and 
mental maturity as central markers of adulthood, while also 
challenging conventional narratives that equate adulthood 
with specific life milestones. By situating these perspec-
tives within the Chinese cultural context and drawing atten-
tion to the distinctive challenges faced by care-experienced 
youth, this research provides valuable insights for scholars 
and practitioners seeking to better support this marginalized 
population in their journey to adulthood.

Acknowledgements  The author would like to thank Dr. Siobhan Laird 
and Dr. Lisa Warwick for their invaluable supervision and guidance 
throughout this research. Sincere appreciation is also extended to the 
participants who generously shared their experiences and perspectives, 
as well as to Dr Zhaomu Zeng for providing helpful feedback on an 
earlier draft of this manuscript.

Author contributions  Dr Shian Yin is solely responsible for the con-
ception and design of the study, data collection, analysis, and interpre-
tation of the data. He drafted, revised, and finalized the manuscript, 
and approved the final version for submission.

Funding  No funding support.

Data availability  Data selected and analyzed in this study are confi-
dential and will be available on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval  Ethical approval was granted by the Ethics Committee 
at the University of Nottingham (Reference: 2021-053-PGR), where 
the author was affiliated, ensuring adherence to ethical guidelines.

Competing interests  The author declares no financial or non-financial 
interests that are directly or indirectly related to the work submitted 
for publication.

1 3

   73   Page 10 of 12

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02277582
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.5.469
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.75
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.75
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025406062128
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-081309-150212
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-081309-150212
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260500431628
http://hdl.lib.byu.edu/1877/7477
http://hdl.lib.byu.edu/1877/7477


Current Psychology           (2026) 45:73 

Nelson, M. C., Story, M., Larson, N. I., Neumark-Sztainer, D., & 
Lytle, L. A. (2008). Emerging adulthood and college-aged youth: 
An overlooked age for weight-related behavior change. Obesity, 
16(10), 2205–2211. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​3​8​​/​o​b​​y​.​2​0​0​8​.​3​6​5

Norozi, S. A., & Moen, T. (2016). Childhood as a social construction. 
Journal of Educational and Social Research, 6(2), 75–80. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​
/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​5​​9​0​1​​/​j​e​​s​r​.​2​0​1​6​.​v​6​n​2​p​7​5

Schwartz, S. J., Zamboanga, B. L., Luyckx, K., Meca, A., & Ritchie, 
R. A. (2013). Identity in emerging adulthood. Emerging Adult-
hood, 1(2), 96–113. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​7​7​​/​2​1​​6​7​6​9​6​8​1​3​4​7​9​7​8​1

Scott, E. S., & Woolard, J. L. (2004). The legal regulation of adoles-
cence. In R. M. Lerner, & L. Steinberg (Eds.), Handbook of ado-
lescent psychology 523–542. Wiley.

Settersten, R. A. Jr., Ottusch, T. M., & Schneider, B. (2015). Becom-
ing adult: meanings of markers to adulthood. In R. A. Scott & S. 
M. Kosslyn (Eds.), Emerging trends in the social and behavioral 
sciences 1–15. Wiley. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​2​​/​9​7​​8​1​1​​1​8​9​​0​0​7​7​​2​.​​e​t​
r​d​s​0​0​2​1

Shang, X. Y., & Fisher, K. R. (2017). Young people leaving state care 
in China. Bristol University.

Shang, X. Y., & Li, X. P. (2015). Yongbu chengnian? Guojia yangyu de 
daling guer ruhe huode jingji duli [Never become an adult? How 
can older orphans raised by the state achieve economic indepen-
dence?]. Shandong Social Science, 12, 49–52.

Shang, X. Y., Chen, J. P., & Yang, Y. (2008). Zhongguo guer zhuang-
kuang yanjiu [a study of conditions of orphans in China]. She-
hui kexue wenxian chubanshe [Social Science Academic Press 
(China)].

Shang, X., Saldov, M., & Fisher, K. R. (2011). Informal kinship care 
of orphans in rural China. Social Policy and Society, 10(1), 103–
116. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​1​7​​/​S​1​​4​7​4​7​4​6​4​1​0​0​0​0​4​3​6

Shi, T. (1999). Discussions on Confucius’ thought of being indepen-
dent at 30 years old. Journal of Shandong Institute of Mining 
Industry (Social Science), 1(2), 85–89.

Steele, T. N., Prabhu, S. S., Layton, R. G., Runyan, C. M., & David, 
L. R. (2022). The virtual interview experience: advantages, dis-
advantages, and trends in applicant behavior. Plastic and Recon-
structive Surgery - Global Open, 10(11), e4677. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​
0​.​1​​0​9​7​​/​G​O​​X​.​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​0​4​6​7​7

Stein, M. (2019). Supporting young people from care to adulthood: 
International practice. Child & Family Social Work, 24(3), 400–
405. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​1​1​​/​c​f​​s​.​1​2​4​7​3

Steinberg, L., Cauffman, E., & Monahan, K. C. (2015). Psychosocial 
maturity and desistance from crime in a sample of serious juve-
nile offenders. Juvenile Justice Bulletin. U.S. Department of Jus-
tice, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. NCJ 
248391. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​o​j​j​​d​p​​.​o​j​​p​.​g​o​​v​/​s​​i​t​e​​s​/​g​​/​f​i​​l​e​s​/​​x​y​​c​k​u​​h​1​7​6​​/​f​i​​l​e​s​​/​p​u​b​s​/​2​
4​8​3​9​1​.​p​d​f

Valentine, G. (2003). Boundary crossings: Transitions from childhood 
to adulthood. Children’s Geographies, 1(1), 37–52. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​
g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​1​4​​7​3​3​2​8​0​3​0​2​1​8​6

Walczak, A. (2023). What does it mean to be an adult? Adulthood mark-
ers in the perspective of emerging adults. Emerging Adulthood, 
11(6), 1335–1345. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​7​7​​/​2​1​​6​7​6​9​6​8​2​3​1​1​9​4​8​8​7

Wengraf, T. (2001). Qualitative research interviewing: biographic 
narrative and semi-structured methods. SAGE.

Wright, M., & von Stumm, S. (2024). Perceptions of adulthood: What 
does it mean to be grown-up? Journal of Adult Development. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​
/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​s​1​​0​8​0​4​-​0​2​4​-​0​9​4​7​7​-​8. Advance online publication.

Xia, D. Y. (2013). Qianyi fuliyuan gucan qingshaonian cunzai de wenti 
Yu duice [Problems and countermeasures of orphans and disabled 
youth in welfare homes]. Zhongguo Shehui Bao [China Society 
Newspaper], March 3.

Clark, M. A. (2005). I am blackdeaf man: deconstructing the interplay 
of multiple identities in theory and reality. In Proceedings of the 
Adult Education Research Conference 1–7. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​n​e​w​​p​r​​a​i​r​​i​e​p​r​​e​
s​s​​.​o​r​​g​/​a​​e​r​c​​/​2​0​0​​5​/​​p​a​p​e​r​s​/​4​9

Confucius (2005). Lun yu ji zhu [The analects of Confucius] (X. Zhu, 
Ed.). Zhonghua Book Company. (Original work published ca. 
500 B.C.E.).

DeJonckheere, M., & Vaughn, L. M. (2019). Semistructured inter-
viewing in primary care research: A balance of relationship and 
rigour. Family Medicine and Community Health, 7(2), e000057. ​
h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​3​6​​/​f​m​​c​h​-​2​0​1​8​-​0​0​0​0​5​7

Duan, J. X., & Chen, J. (2007). Chengnian chuxianqi lilun jiqi pingshu 
[Emerging adulthood and its review]. Contemporary Youth Stud-
ies, 2, 20–27.

Eliason, S. R., Mortimer, J. T., & Vuolo, M. (2015). The transition 
to adulthood: Life course structures and subjective perceptions. 
Social Psychology Quarterly, 78(3), 205–227. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​
1​​1​7​7​​/​0​1​​9​0​2​7​2​5​1​5​5​8​2​0​0​2

Green, L. (2016). Understanding the life course: psychological and 
sociological perspectives. Polity Press.

Hendy, N., & Pascall, G. (2001). Disability and transition to adult-
hood: achieving independent living. Pavilion/Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation.

Jia, Z. K., Li, W. Q., & Wang, S. J. (2019). Xinzhonguo chengli hou 
woguo ertong fuli zhengce de yanjin lichen [The evolution of 
China’s child welfare policy since the founding of New China]. 
Children Research, 10, 28–40.

Johnson, M. K., Berg, J. A., & Sirotzki, T. (2007). Differentiation in 
self-perceived adulthood: Extending the confluence model of 
subjective age identity. Social Psychology Quarterly, 70(3), 243–
261. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​1​7​7​​/​0​1​​9​0​2​7​2​5​0​7​0​7​0​0​0​3​0​4

Kuang, J., Zhong, J., Arnett, J. J., Hall, D. L., Chen, E., Markwart, M., 
Yeung, A., & Zou, L. (2024). Conceptions of adulthood among 
Chinese emerging adults. Journal of Adult Development, 31, 
1–13. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​s​1​​0​8​0​4​-​0​2​3​-​0​9​4​4​9​-​4

Kucheva, Y. (2018). Subsidized housing and the transition to adult-
hood. Demography, 55(2), 617–642. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​s​1​​3​
5​2​4​-​0​1​8​-​0​6​5​6​-​9

LaFreniere, J. R. (2024). Defining and discussing independence in 
emerging adult college students. Journal of Adult Development. ​
h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​s​1​​0​8​0​4​-​0​2​3​-​0​9​4​7​2​-​5. Advance online 
publication.

Liu, M., Sun, F., Zhang, S., Tan, S., Anderson, S., & Guo, J. (2022). 
Youth leaving institutional care in China: Stress, coping mecha-
nisms, problematic behaviors, and social support. Child & Ado-
lescent Social Work Journal, 39(1), 59–69. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​
7​​/​s​1​​0​5​6​0​-​0​2​0​-​0​0​6​9​8​-​w

Lyu, Q., & Zhang, L. (2021). Love match, marriage distance, and mar-
riage payment: Evidence from rural China. Sustainability, 13(24), 
13058. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​3​​3​9​0​​/​s​u​​1​3​2​3​1​3​0​5​8

Ma, I. (2025). Navigating gender roles in Chinese culture. Ikky in 
China. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​i​k​k​​y​i​​n​c​h​​i​n​a​.​​c​o​m​​/​2​0​​2​5​/​​0​6​/​​0​5​/​n​​a​v​​i​g​a​​t​i​n​g​​-​g​e​​n​d​e​​r​-​r​​
o​l​e​​s​-​c​h​​i​n​​e​s​e​-​c​u​l​t​u​r​e​/

Mazzula, S. L. (2011). Collectivist cultures. In S. Goldstein & J. A. 
Naglieri (Eds.), Encyclopedia of child behavior and development. 
Springer. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​0​7​​/​9​7​​8​-​0​​-​3​8​​7​-​7​9​​0​6​​1​-​9​_​6​2​4

Melendro, M., Campos, G., Rodríguez-Bravo, A. E., & Arroyo Resino, 
D. (2020). Young people’s autonomy and psychological well-
being in the transition to adulthood: A pathway analysis. Fron-
tiers in Psychology, 11, Article 1946. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​3​​3​8​9​​/​f​p​​
s​y​g​.​2​0​2​0​.​0​1​9​4​6

Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. (2022). 
Zhongguo minzheng shiye fazhan tongji gongbao [China civil 
affairs yearbook]. China Society.

1 3

Page 11 of 12     73 

https://doi.org/10.1038/oby.2008.365
https://doi.org/10.5901/jesr.2016.v6n2p75
https://doi.org/10.5901/jesr.2016.v6n2p75
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696813479781
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0021
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0021
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746410000436
https://doi.org/10.1097/GOX.0000000000004677
https://doi.org/10.1097/GOX.0000000000004677
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12473
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh176/files/pubs/248391.pdf
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh176/files/pubs/248391.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302186
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302186
https://doi.org/10.1177/21676968231194887
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-024-09477-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-024-09477-8
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2005/papers/49
https://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2005/papers/49
https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2018-000057
https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2018-000057
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272515582002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272515582002
https://doi.org/10.1177/019027250707000304
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-023-09449-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-018-0656-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-018-0656-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-023-09472-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-023-09472-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-020-00698-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-020-00698-w
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132313058
https://ikkyinchina.com/2025/06/05/navigating-gender-roles-chinese-culture/
https://ikkyinchina.com/2025/06/05/navigating-gender-roles-chinese-culture/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-79061-9_624
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01946
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01946


Current Psychology           (2026) 45:73 

Yin, S. (2024e). Risks and challenges of living in institutions: Voices 
from young people with care experience in China. Children and 
Youth Services Review, 163, 107776. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​1​6​​/​j​.​​c​h​
i​​l​d​y​​o​u​t​h​​.​2​​0​2​4​.​1​0​7​7​7​6

Zhang, W. (2000). Dynamics of marriage change in Chinese rural soci-
ety in transition: A study of a Northern Chinese village. Popula-
tion Studies, 54(1), 57–69. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​7​1​​3​7​7​9​0​6​4

Zhong, J., & Arnett, J. J. (2014). Conceptions of adulthood among 
migrant women workers in China. International Journal of 
Behavioral Development, 38(3), 255–265. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​d​o​​i​.​o​​r​​g​​/​​1​0​​.​1​1​​​7​
7​/​​0​1​6​5​0​2​5​4​1​3​5​1​5​1​3​3

Zhu, S. Y. (2018). Fuliyuan daling guer anzhi wenti de tantao [Discus-
sion on the placement of older orphans in welfare institutions]. 
Fazhi Yu Shehui [Legalisation and Society], 5, 147–149.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Yeh, K.-H., & Bedford, O. (2003). A test of the dual filial piety model. 
Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 6(3), 215–228. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​
g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​4​6​​/​j​.​​1​4​6​​7​-​8​​3​9​X​.​​2​0​​0​3​.​0​0​1​2​2​.​x

Yin, S. (2024a). Exploring alternative care options for children in 
China: Recent developments and challenges. Journal of Public 
Child Welfare, 19(3), 634–658. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​1​5​​5​4​8​​7​3​
2​​.​2​0​2​​4​.​​2​3​4​9​1​5​6

Yin, S. (2024b). Journeying through institutional care: Youth transi-
tioning to adulthood in China. Asian Anthropology, 23(1), 64–66. ​
h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​1​6​​8​3​4​​7​8​X​​.​2​0​2​​3​.​​2​2​5​8​6​5​2

Yin, S. (2024c). Navigating the world of work: Experiences and per-
spectives of care leavers in China. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 
19(4), 955–978. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​0​.​1​​0​8​0​​/​1​5​​5​4​8​​7​3​2​​.​2​0​2​​4​.​​2​3​7​6​7​2​5

Yin, S. (2024d). Investigating local policy responses to support care-
experienced young people in China: A scoping review. Children 
and Youth Services Review, 157, Article 107433. ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​d​o​i​​.​o​​r​g​/​​1​
0​.​1​​0​1​6​​/​j​.​​c​h​i​​l​d​y​​o​u​t​h​​.​2​​0​2​4​.​1​0​7​4​3​3

1 3

   73   Page 12 of 12

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107776
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107776
https://doi.org/10.1080/713779064
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025413515133
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025413515133
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1467-839X.2003.00122.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1467-839X.2003.00122.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2024.2349156
https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2024.2349156
https://doi.org/10.1080/1683478X.2023.2258652
https://doi.org/10.1080/1683478X.2023.2258652
https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2024.2376725
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107433
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107433

	﻿Perceptions of adulthood in context: voices of young people with care experience in China
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Adult status and socially constructed markers
	﻿Young people with care experience in China
	﻿Materials and methods
	﻿Research design
	﻿Study context
	﻿Data collection
	﻿Ethical considerations
	﻿Data analysis

	﻿Findings
	﻿Enquiry into adult status and socially constructed adult markers among young people with care experience
	﻿Self-defined adult markers among young people with care experience
	﻿Independence as an adult marker
	﻿Mental maturity as an adult marker


	﻿Discussion
	﻿Conclusion
	﻿References


