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Abstract
The aims of this study were (1) to investigate young adults’ life satisfaction changes
during the transition to adulthood, (2) to identify possible life satisfaction developmental
trajectories during the transition, and (3) to examine how individuals’ agency and
personal financial situations are related to the identified life satisfaction trajectories in
the contexts of life-span and life course theories of development. The present study is
part of the longitudinal Finnish Educational Transitions (FinEdu) study, in which a total of
372 (278 female and 94 male) young adults filled in questionnaires at four measurement
points, that is, twice before (at 18 and 19 years of age) and twice after (at 20 and 22
years of age) the transition from upper secondary high school to tertiary education
and/or employment. Growth Mixture Modelling revealed five trajectories of life
satisfaction: low-stable (8%), moderate-stable (41%), high-stable (27%), moderateincreasing (17%), and high-decreasing (7%). The vast majority (76%) of young adults had
a stable life satisfaction trajectory throughout the transition. High levels of achievement
approach strategies at age 19 were somewhat related to high-decreasing and highstable life satisfaction trajectories. In turn, those using achievement avoidance strategies
at age 19 were more likely to have low-stable or moderately-increasing life satisfaction
trajectories. Positive life satisfaction trajectories were related to being in a positive
financial situation at age 22. The two largest trajectories indicated better objective and
subjective financial situations than did the other trajectories.

Keywords: young adulthood, life satisfaction, agency, developmental trajectories, longitudinal study,
financial situation, person-oriented approach, Growth Mixture Modelling

Introduction
Financial situation and employment have been
seen as some of the most important correlates of
life satisfaction and sources of self-confidence, life
management and capability in young adulthood
(Cunnien, MartinRogers, & Mortimer, 2009).
However, the diverse transitions and individual
changes taking place in this life course phase may
alter both the development of life satisfaction as
well as the personal financial situation. Additionally,

macro-economic changes in society, such as during
an economic crisis, may lead to changes in mental
health due to perceived economic pressure (Stein et
al., 2011). Both of these reasons highlight the
importance of examining individuals’ life
satisfaction in relation to their financial situation.
Although a large body of research has been
conducted on young adults’ and adolescents’
financial situation, with topics including consumer
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behaviour motivation and purchasing power (e.g.,
Noble, Haytko, & Phillips, 2008), disposable income
and parental financial support (e.g., West,
Sweeting, Young, & Robins, 2006), relatively less
research has examined the role of individuals’
financial situation in this crucial and demanding life
course phase from late adolescence to early
adulthood in relation to their life satisfaction.
As societies prosper, differences in life
satisfaction are less frequently due to differences in
income. High life satisfaction does, however, often
have positive outcomes, including economic ones
relating to higher income and better job
performance, rather than the other way around
(Diener & Seligman, 2004). In turn, financial wellbeing, that is, having a stable economic situation
with little debt and greater financial satisfaction,
does seem to positively affect overall life
satisfaction in this particular life course phase of
young adulthood (e.g., Shim, Xiao, Barber, & Lyons,
2009). However, regarding change in overall life
satisfaction, only a few studies have focused on its
development or heterogeneity across an
educational transition, which often involves distinct
changes that are either positive or negative and
which also might change the related quality of life
satisfaction (e.g., Salmela-Aro & Tuominen-Soini,
2010; Salmela-Aro & Tynkkynen, 2010) and wellbeing (e.g., Haase, Heckhausen, & Silbereisen,
2012).
In this study, we examine — through
longitudinal research — whether young adults’ life
satisfaction changes, and what kinds of life
satisfaction trajectories can be found across the
challenging developmental transition in young
adulthood, after upper secondary high school, into
tertiary education and/or employment, between
ages 18 and 22. Secondly, we examine young
adults’ financial situation and agency in relation to
their life satisfaction.

may affect other markers of adulthood and life
course events relating to education, employment,
moving out of the childhood home and establishing
a family (Billari, 2001; Lee & Mortimer, 2009;
Modell, Furstenberg, & Hershberg, 1976).
These transitionary life events which initiate
long-term changes and a reorganisation of one’s life
(Cowan, 1991) may have a profound effect on
overall life satisfaction, either through stimulated
personal growth, or dysfunction and stress (Perren,
Keller, Passardi, & Scholz, 2010). Success in dealing
with life course transitions and the relatively early
completion of adult transitions in the education and
work domains, for example, as evidenced by various
transitional pathways, may contribute to young
adults’ subsequent life satisfaction and well-being
(Räikkönen, Kokko, Chen, & Pulkkinen, 2012;
Salmela-Aro, Ek, Taanila, & Chen, 2012;
Schulenberg, Sameroff, & Cicchetti, 2004).
Instability in life satisfaction and its relation to
contextual circumstances have also been witnessed
in a study by Lucas and Donnellan (2007). Evidently,
some young adults find difficulty in adapting to the
changes and challenges taking place during the
major life course phase of the transition to
adulthood, and the inherent instability of the
transition may make this life course phase
confusing and unsettling, characterised by
individuals’ ill-health and unhappiness (Hendry &
Kloep, 2007a), anxiety (Hendry & Kloep, 2007b),
maladaptive functioning leading to precarious
trajectories (Côté & Bynner, 2008), and negative
self-esteem and depressive symptoms (Luyckx, De
Witte, & Goossens 2011). On the other hand, on the
basis that the majority of young adults face no
severe problems in their youth, many other
researchers see late adolescence as a prime time
for a wide range of opportunities (Eccles et al.,
1993; Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Powers,
Hauser, & Kilner, 1989) and the transition also as a
turning point for positive personality trait change,
as in a study by Lüdtke, Roberts, Trautwein and
Nagy (2011) where high school (upper secondary)
students were found to be “more agreeable,
conscientious and emotionally stable” after the
transition from high school to college.
Success in developmental tasks, such as in
forming stable employment careers in this life
course phase, demands active behaviour and
agentic strivings from young adults (Vuolo, Staff &
Mortimer, 2012). According to the life-span model

Financial challenges and life satisfaction
The phase of young adulthood is, according to
Rindfuss (1991), demographically “dense” in that a
great number of changes and demographic events
occur simultaneously, such as moving out of the
childhood home and taking part in further
education and/or employment. These demographic
markers of the transition to adulthood are also
linked to financial independence (Lee & Mortimer,
2009). Graduation and the beginning of
employment foster financial independence, which
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of motivation (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz,
2010; Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009), individuals
follow and regulate their personal developmental
paths by choice and selection. This is related to
adapting and pursuing developmental and personal
goals that reflect changes in life course
opportunities. This agentic process does not,
however, occur independently from changing social
contexts: social structure, culture and historical life
context (Freund & Riediger, 2006; Salmela-Aro &
Little, 2007). The life-span model of motivation is
guided by the sociological life course approach to
human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Elder,
1998a), which states that human development is
shaped by a set of interacting spheres of influence
and principles, not only including individual agency
but also the timing of events, linked lives and the
embeddedness of development in its sociohistorical context.
During a transition period, individuals need to
negotiate their lives according to the constraints and
opportunities imposed on individual agency (Elder,
1998a). As regards agency, the focus is on the
individuals’ ability and power to act in a way that is
different to what has been spelled out for her or him
(Giddens, 1991). During the transition from school to
work, personality and psychological orientations
fostering achievement and indicating agentic striving,
may also help young adults to cope with economic
turbulence and the current structural changes in
working life, uncertain labour markets and tougher
economic conditions that may challenge young
adults’ passage into adulthood (Mortimer & Larson,
2002), life management and school-to-work
transitions (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007; Marks, 2005).
An unfortunate life event, such as unemployment,
within an important life course transition, may have
an impact on the individual’s life satisfaction. On the
other hand, individuals with better psychological
readiness may be more capable of meeting the
challenges of such a concurrent life event and life
course transition. In this study, agency is
operationalised in terms of achievement strategies,
to assess how young adults approach challenging life
situations.
These
strategies
are
usually
operationalised as being either approach optimistic
(functional) or avoidant (dysfunctional) (Eronen,
Nurmi, & Salmela-Aro, 1997; Nurmi, Aunola, SalmelaAro, & Lindroos, 2003).
Prior studies (e.g., Roberts, Osadchaya, Dsuzev,
Gorodyanenko, & Tholen, 2003) have shown that

economic reforms and tougher labour market
conditions have not influenced young adults’ life
course transitions relating to housing and family
formation as much as new individual lifestyle
options and choices. Young adults seem to be able
to accommodate their consumption to their
individual income level as they conduct individual
comparisons to others (Roberts, Osadchaya,
Dsuzev, Gorodyanenko, & Tholen, 2003). A recent
study by Stein et al. (2011) showed that in
accounting for variation in levels of psychological
distress among 21 year-old college students,
greater personal financial strain of the economic
crisis — specifically on personal, individual lifestyles
— was much more salient compared to felt family
economic pressure, as seen in a study by Conger
and colleagues (1999). Nevertheless, in the
prolonged transition to adulthood, young adults are
increasingly financially dependent on their parents
(Johnson and Benson, 2012) in times of youth
unemployment, this financial dependency can have
a profound risk on self-efficacy (Mortimer, 2012).
Family social class background and income do need
to be considered as factors affecting the
possibilities for independence and options for
deciding on taking a break from developmental
tasks in young adulthood, as wealthy young middleclass adults with supportive parents tend to have an
advantage in this regard (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007).
Perren et al. (2010) have noted that studying
changes in well-being over time requires timeconsuming longitudinal study designs, with several
measurement points that start before the
transition. In the present study, life satisfaction
development is viewed across the transition to
adulthood, and more specifically, during the
transition from upper secondary high school to
employment and/or further education. The study
has a longitudinal perspective, reflecting the recent
emphasis on the need for such longitudinal multiwave studies, rather than cross-sectional ones, in
order to understand different developmental
processes (Diener & Seligman, 2002). Another
limitation concerning earlier studies on life
satisfaction among young adults, is their focus on
the developmental course of life satisfaction solely
at the mean level (e.g., Costello, Swendsen, Rose, &
Dierker, 2008), not addressing the possibility that
individual trajectories could be different. In line
with Salmela-Aro and Tynkkynen (2010), a possible
approach is to use person-oriented (Bergman,
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Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2003) trajectory analysis
(Nagin, 1999; Nagin & Land, 1993; Nagin &
Tremblay, 1999), or Growth Mixture Modelling
(GMM; Muthén, 2004; Muthén & Muthén, 2000;
Muthén & Shedden, 1999), which may be more
fruitful
methods
for
examining
human
development.

aid, which consists of a study grant, a housing
supplement and a government guarantee of a
student loan. Study grants and housing
supplements are cash benefits from the state and
they do not need to be paid back. The student loan
is a normal bank loan granted by all Finnish banks
upon application (EUROSTUDENT, 2005–2008).
Before the recession of the national economy in the
early 90s, the student financial aid system was
mainly based on subsidised student loans. The
system was reformed in 1992 with the abolition of
government loans as subsidies for students, but the
study grant amount was more than doubled. This
resulted in the unpopularity of student loans and
shifted students’ interest from loan-based to
employment-based income (Häkkinen, 2004;
Häkkinen & Uusitalo, 2003). Consequently,
according to recent Statistics Finland data (2011a),
more than half (55%) of Finland’s students are
employed whilst studying.
The participants of this study were students
who attended upper secondary high school, which
approximately 50% of Finnish young adults attend
(Official Statistics of Finland, 2011). After a three- to
four-year period in upper secondary school,
graduates may (among other options) apply for
tertiary education and/or enter working life. A
special problem of the Finnish educational system is
the issue of late entry into higher education after
upper secondary school (Ministry of Education and
Culture, 2005). Because competition for admission
to higher education is extremely tough, only
roughly half of those completing the final
matriculation examination
move into higher
education in the same year as their earlier
graduation from secondary level, as is also the case
regarding the transition from secondary education
to employment (Statistics Finland, 2009, 2010b).
Even though young Finnish adults move out of
their childhood home relatively early compared to
others in the European Union member states, there
is a significant gender gap present. In the European
Union countries in 2008, about 76% of young adults
aged 18–24 still lived with their parents in their
childhood home (71% of women, 81.5% of men).
Finland and Lithuania shared the second-widest
gender gap for this measure (21 percentage points
(pp)), below Bulgaria’s gender gap of 23 pp
(Eurostat Statistics, 2010). Leaving the childhood
home is often related to financial security as factors
involved include receiving financial support from

Transition to adulthood in Finland
The focus of this study is on young adults’ (aged
18 to 22) transition to adulthood, from completing
upper secondary high school education to
beginning their tertiary education and/or
employment in Finland. In addition to the
educational transition taking place, young adults
gain legal adult status in Finland on becoming 18
years of age, which includes the right to marriage,
leaving church membership, buying mild alcoholic
drinks and cigarettes, obtaining a driving licence,
and the right to vote; and for men, the
responsibility to serve in the army or civil service.
The welfare regulations, social policies and
legislation of the Scandinavian countries emphasise
societal universal support systems and individual
rights to state-granted economic incentives and
benefits (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Furlong &
Cartmel, 2007). The universal support of the Nordic
welfare state provides a good example of how the
socio-economic and political context and its
structures interact with personal aspirations and
accomplishments regarding developmental tasks.
Buchmann and Kriesi (2011) argue that this sociopolitical welfare system is related to the observed
patterns in early home-leaving and non-traditional
family formation. Such regulations and policies may
reduce the negative impact that global and national
economic uncertainty has on individuals and their
life course transitions (see also Ranta, Punamäki,
Tolvanen, & Salmela-Aro, 2012). As a result,
structural changes in the economy may not have as
dramatic an impact on young adults’ economic
situation in Finland as in countries without welfare
programs (Blossfield, Klijzing, Mills, & Kurz, 2005).
The impact of governmental financial aid is also
strongly evident in educational patterns. Education
in Finland, at all levels, is state-provided and tuition
is free of charge. This, as well as the fact that
students are provided with state benefits, supports
equal opportunities for all young adults irrespective
of family background. Students attending upper
secondary school, a vocational institute or higher
education institute, receive government financial
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parents, labour market conditions, and the cost of
housing (Eurostat, 2009). In the European Union in
general, 44% of 15-30 year olds consider that young
adults cannot afford to leave their parental home
and 28% agree that not enough affordable housing
is available. In Finland, however, it is fairly easy to
rent an apartment and the housing supplement of
the student financial aid package promotes early
transitions.

and (H4) a positive financial situation is related to
high life satisfaction (Ervasti & Venetoklis, 2010;
Jorgensen, Jamieson, & Martin, 2010; Shim et al.,
2009). As can already be identified from the
theoretical introduction, our perspective on the
transition to adulthood attempts to integrate the
sociological life course transition approach with the
psychological markers of agency, in examining life
satisfaction development and the financial situation
in the transition to adulthood.

Aims and hypotheses

Method

The overall aim of this longitudinal study was to
bring
forward
comprehensive
information
concerning the role of economic determinants
acting on life satisfaction during the transition to
adulthood, by using a person-oriented approach.
Specifically, our research questions were:
(1)

How does young adults’ life satisfaction
change during the transition to adulthood?

(2)

What are the possible types of life
satisfaction trajectories emerging during the
transition to adulthood? Do these trajectories
differ according to gender or family socioeconomic status, parental financial support,
living situation or life situation?

(3)

How are achievement strategies (i.e.,
agency), associated with the identified life
satisfaction trajectories?

(4)

How is the financial situation of young
adults’, during the transition to adulthood,
associated with the identified life satisfaction
trajectories?

Data
The empirical data of the present study was
taken from the ongoing longitudinal Finnish
Educational Transitions (FinEdu) Studies, gathered
using written self-report questionnaires addressed
to all upper secondary high school students (6
schools, 28 classes) living in the same mid-sized
Finnish city (population = 105,000). During their
transition to adulthood, participants filled in
questionnaires for data collection twice in upper
secondary school before the transition (in their
second and third years, at 18 and 19 years of age,
referred to as Time 1/2004 [T1] and Time 2/2005
[T2]), and twice after the transition (at 20 and 22–
23 years of age, referred to as Time 3/2006 [T3] and
Time 4/2008-2009 [T4]), from upper secondary high
school to the commencement of higher education
and/or employment. At the first measurement
point, 614 (response rate 80%; 376 female and 237
male, 1 unreported), at the second measurement
point 636 (83%; 425 female and 211 male), at the
third measurement point 449 (61%; 327 female and
122 male), and at the fourth measurement point
422 (59%; 287 female and 132 male, 3 unreported)
young adults answered the questionnaire. Because
the focus of our study is on the educational
transition period, the measurement taken
immediately after graduating from high school
(upper secondary school) (i.e., T3) was of special
interest. Therefore, only those respondents who
provided responses to at least one item on life
satisfaction at T3 were included in the final sample
of the study (N = 372; 278 female [75%] and 94
male [25%]).

Based on previous studies, we tested the
following hypotheses: (H1) life satisfaction remains
fairly stable during the transition to adulthood for
the majority of young adults (Eccles et al., 1993;
Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Powers, Hauser, &
Kilner, 1989); (H2) due to differences between
young adults, and as seen in the studies by Perren
et al. (2010) and Salmela-Aro and Tynkkynen (2010)
concerning normative educational transitions,
different trajectories of life satisfaction can be
found as some individuals experience an increase
and some a decrease in life satisfaction, while most
do nevertheless encounter stability; (H3) active
agency and the use of achievement approach
strategies (see Perren et al., 2010; Eronen, 2000)
are significantly associated with life satisfaction;

Measures
Life satisfaction was measured using the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) by Diener,
Emmons, Larsen and Griffin (1985). Participants
rated five items (for example, “I am satisfied with
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my life”, and “The conditions of my life are
excellent”) on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). A mean
score was calculated for all items. The Cronbach’s
alpha reliabilities ranged from .85 to .88 across the
four measurement points, indicating a high level of
internal consistency with respect to the life
satisfaction variable.
Achievement strategies were assessed in
relation to achievement approach and achievement
avoidance strategies measured at T1 and T4 by
four-item scales taken from the Strategy and
Attribution Questionnaire (SAQ; Nurmi, SalmelaAro, & Haavisto, 1995). Achievement approach
strategies measured the extent to which people
expect to succeed in a task and are not overly
apprehensive of failure, e.g., “When I get ready to
start a task, I am usually certain that I will succeed
in it”. Achievement avoidance strategies measured
the extent to which people tend to behave in ways
that prevent them from carrying out a task, e.g.,
“What often occurs is that I find something else to
do when I have a difficult task in front of me”.
Responses were given on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s
alpha reliabilities at T1 were .81 for achievement
approach and .82 for achievement avoidance.
Financial situation was measured by two
questions with regard to participants’ subjective
and self-reported objective financial situation at
Time 4 (T4). Participants’ subjective financial
situation was measured by examining perceived
income sufficiency in terms of personal
consumption habits, with a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (poorly) to 5 (extremely well)
corresponding to the question, “Do you think your
income covers your expenses at the moment?”
Participants’ self-reported objective financial
situation was measured with the question, “How
much money do you have for use monthly?” The
participants were asked to report the amount of
their monthly income, including salary (EUR),
financial support (e.g., student/housing financial aid
from the state), support from parents and relatives,
loans (including mortgage/study loans, consumer
credit), and other types of income. In the analyses,
these amounts were summed. The income
distribution of the respondents varied. 44% of
respondents received a salary (M = 518 EUR
monthly, SD = 520), 57% received financial support
from the state (M = 405 EUR monthly, SD = 119),

42% received financial support from family or other
relatives (M = 99 EUR monthly, SD = 105), 20% had
a loan (M = 150 EUR monthly, SD = 218), and 12%
indicated receiving money from other sources (M =
254 EUR monthly, SD = 662). The relative
contribution of these different sources to total
income at age 22 was as follows: 40% was received
as a salary, 41% as financial support from the state,
7% as financial support from family or other
relatives, 5% as a loan, and 5% from other sources.
These descriptive data are comparable to figures for
the majority of young adults in Finland. As in most
European Union countries, employment and one’s
own earnings are the main source of students’
income, along with financial support from the state
(Orr, Gwosć, & Netz, 2011). Parental financial
support was minor in comparison, as was the
popularity of loans, as discussed earlier. The
findings thus concur with the general trend in
Finland of a shift in responsibility for financial
security away from the parents and toward the
state and the individuals themselves (Ranta et al.,
2012).

Background information
Respondents’ gender was asked at the initial
measurement time (T1). Family socio-economic
status (SES) was measured by asking the
participants to report their parents’ occupations. In
cases where this information was not available at
the initial measurement (T1), this data was used
from T2. Answers were classified into five socioeconomic categories using a standard classification
system (Statistics Finland, 1989). The five categories
were: 1) not in employment, 2) self-employed, 3)
blue-collar occupation, 4) lower white-collar
occupation, and 5) higher white-collar occupation.
Out of those who replied, the occupational
distribution of participants’ fathers was as follows:
7% were not in employment (students, retired or
unemployed, all seen as having a low income), 13%
were self-employed, 25% worked in blue-collar
occupations
(e.g.,
construction
workers,
mechanics), 16% worked in lower white-collar
occupations (e.g., secretaries, salespersons, nurses),
and 39% worked in higher white-collar occupations
(e.g., physicians, teachers, lawyers, managers). For
mothers, the occupational distribution was as
follows: 7% were not in employment, 6% were selfemployed, 13% worked in blue-collar occupations,
47% worked in lower white-collar occupations, and
27% worked in higher white-collar occupations.
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Applying the household reference person definition
(HRP; Department for Commmunities and Local
Government 2011; Statistics Finland 2011b), we
have used the person with the highest occupation
as a reference for family socio-economic status. In
the case of self-employment, the occupation of the
other parent was taken into account, except if the
other parent was not in employment or the
information was missing. As a result, the household
socio-economic status was as follows: 2% not in
employment, 5% self-employed, 11% blue-collar,
35% lower white-collar, and 47% higher whitecollar.
In terms of living situation, at the age of 22,
most of the respondents had moved from their
childhood homes into independent living: only 2%
lived with their parent/s, 20% lived with a friend or
roommate, 33% lived alone, 42% lived with a
boyfriend/girlfriend or husband/wife, and 3% had
some other living arrangement. In terms of life
situation, the majority of participants were still
studying at the age of 22, mostly in university (34%)
or at a polytechnic institute (25%). Many
participants were in a life situation characterised by
combining different tasks, as 42% were
simultaneously studying and working.

effect [t(717) = -.06, p = .95, ns] in terms of family
socio-economic status (see above).

Analysis strategy
Analyses were conducted in three phases. First,
to answer our first research question on how life
satisfaction changes during the transition to
adulthood, Latent Growth Curve Modelling (LGCM;
Duncan, Duncas & Strycker, 2006; Muthén &
Muthén, 1998–2007) was conducted to estimate
the average initial level and slope of life satisfaction
among the participants.
The goodness-of-fit of the estimated LGCM was
evaluated according to the following indicators: (1)
χ²-test; (2) Comparative Fit Index (CFI; Bentler,
1990) with a cut-off value of ≥.95; (3) Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; Steiger,
1990) with a cut-off value of ≤.08; and (4)
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR;
Hu & Bentler, 1998) with a cut-off value of ≤.09.
To answer our second research question on
whether different types of life satisfaction
trajectories emerge during the transition to
adulthood, the analyses of this longitudinal data set
were extended into Growth Mixture Modelling
(GMM; Muthén, 2001, 2004; Muthén & Muthén,
2000; Muthén & Shedden, Muthén &
Shedden,1999). GMM can be used to examine
unobserved heterogeneity in the development of
an outcome over time, by identifying homogeneous
subpopulations that differ with respect to their
developmental trajectories within the larger
heterogeneous population. GMM is exploratory by
nature, which means that there are no specific a
priori assumptions regarding the number of latent
classes to be found. Typically, in running GMM, a
series of models are specified. The best-fitting
model is then selected based on a list of criteria,
including the goodness-of-fit indices and conceptual
considerations. In this study, the following
goodness-of-fit indices were used to evaluate the
models: Akaise’s Information Criteria (AIC),
Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC) and Adjusted
Bayesian Information Criteria (aBic) of the
alternative models. Entropy values were also
examined, with values close to 1 indicating a clear
classification.
Following
Marsh,
Lüdtke,
Trautwein,and Morin (2009) and Bowen, Lee and
Weller (2007), groups of ≥5% of the sample were
considered the smallest to give an acceptable
solution.
Practical
usefulness,
theoretical
justification and interpretability of the latent group

Attrition analyses
As noted earlier, the final sample comprised
those participants who provided responses to at
least one item on life satisfaction at T3 (n = 372). A
series of t-tests was conducted with respect to
these 372 participants in order to compare their life
satisfaction scores with those who participated at
all measurement points (n = 200) and those with
missing data at some measurement points (n =
172). No significant differences were found. By
using the missing data procedure (see next section
for more details), we were able to supply data on all
of the participants in the analyses.
With regard to gender, the majority (64%) of
participants in our entire sample of 733
respondents were female, which reflects the overall
distribution of high school (upper secondary)
students in Finland as 57% of these constituted
women in 2009 (Statistics Finland, 2010a). The ttest showed a significant selection effect favouring
female respondents, t(400) = -3.96, p < .001. This is
a limitation of the study and will be discussed
further in the Discussion section. However, a
parallel t-test confirmed that there was no selection
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solutions were also taken into consideration (see
also Bauer & Curran, 2003; Marsh et al., 2009;
Muthén, 2003). The analyses were controlled for
gender and SES.
Both LGCM and GMM analyses were conducted
with the Mplus 5.0 statistical software programme
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007), using the missingat-random (MAR) approach to missing data, which
uses all of the available observations in the data set
when estimating the parameters of the models. This
model does not assign values for data that are
missing but it uses all of the data that are available
to estimate the model using the full information
maximum likelihood ratio (MLR). Because the
variables were skewed, the parameters of the
LGCM and GMM analyses were estimated using the
default MLR estimator (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–
2007).
Finally, to answer the third and fourth research
questions, we used One-Way Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA) to examine if the life satisfaction
trajectory groups differed in terms of their
achievement strategies and financial situation. Post
hoc comparisons using the Games–Howell test were
used to examine the differences between groups.
Missing data was handled by applying listwise
deletion in these ANOVA analyses.

Results
Descriptive results
The sample correlation matrix, scales, means (M),
standard deviations (SD) and Cronbach α reliabilities
for the key variables are shown in Table 1.

Development of life satisfaction
The first research question was concerned with
the longitudinal change in young adults’ life
satisfaction during the transition to adulthood. To
answer this question, we specified a Latent Growth
Curve Model with a linear slope for change in life
satisfaction across the four measurement points.
The model fit the data well [χ² = 15.79(5), p < .01;
CFI = .97; RMSEA = .08; SRMR = .06].
The intercept (i.e., initial level) of life
satisfaction was statistically significant, but the
linear slope was not [Intercept M = 4.90, SE = 0.06,
p < .001; Slope M = 0.01, SE = 0.02, p = ns]. This
indicated that, on average and as hypothesized
(H1), there was no significant longitudinal change in
life satisfaction across the four measurement
points. Interestingly, the variances of both the
intercept and the slope were significant (variances =
0.92, p < .001 and 0.04(0.01), p < .01, respectively),
indicating significant individual variances both in
the initial levels and in the rate of change.
Consequently, although the model showed no
linear change in life satisfaction development on
average, supporting our hypothesis (H2), there was
significant heterogeneity among individuals. This
indicated that a single latent trajectory was not able
to sufficiently capture the heterogeneity of the
changes in life satisfaction. Therefore, we aimed to
identify different classes of life satisfaction
trajectories in the next phase of analysis.
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Table 1. Correlations, scales, means, standard deviations, and reliabilities for the variables used
Variables

Scale

M

SD

α

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

1. Life satisfaction T1

1–7

4.83

1.20

.85

-

2. Life satisfaction T2

1–7

5.01

1.22

.88

.58**

-

3. Life satisfaction T3

1–7

4.89

1.21

.88

.52**

.58**

-

4. Life satisfaction T4

1–7

5.00

1.11

.86

.44**

.46**

.58**

5. Objective financial situation T4

-

834

498

-

.13

.11

.15*

.04

6. Subjective financial situation T4

1–5

3.27

1.19

-

.16*

.19**

.20**

.19**

.45**

-

7. Achievement approach T1

1-7

4.96

.88

-

.40**

.51**

.36**

.23**

.16*

.10

8. Achievement avoidance T1

1–7

3.58

1.27

-

-.23**

-.29**

-.20**

-.19**

-.07

-.07

7.

-

Financial situation
-

Achievement strategies

Notes. * p < .05, ** p < .01
T1 = Time 1/2004, at 18 years; T2 = Time 2/2005, at 19 years; T3 = Time 3/2006, at 20 years; T4 = Time 4/2008-2009, at 22–23 years of age
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Identifying life satisfaction trajectories

respectively: 0, 1, 2, and *. The loading for T4 was set
as free, allowing non-linear change. The results for this
alternative model were: BIC = 3,739.84, aBIC =
3,679.56, and AIC = 3,665.38. Compared to the fiveclass model with a linear slope (BIC = 3,736.84, aBIC =
3,679.73, and AIC = 3,666.30), this alternative model
did not fit the data better. Moreover, this alternative
model included a class consisting of only 1% of the
sample, which was unsatisfactory.
Finally, we conducted a quadratic model with
loadings for T1, T2, T3 and T4 as 0, 1, 4 and 16,
respectively. The results of this quadratic alternative
were: BIC = 3,737.15, aBIC = 3,708.59, and AIC =
3,701.88. This alternative model did not fit the data
better, and further confirmed the five-class model with
a linear slope as optimal. Having tested these
alternative models, we concluded that the five-class
model with a linear slope yielded the best fit. The
subsequent analyses were based on this five-class
model.

GMM procedures were employed to identify the
different life satisfaction trajectories. Two- to six-class
models were tested. Similar to the LGCM procedures,
the loadings for T1 (age 18), T2 (age 19), T3 (age 20)
and T4 (age 22) were fixed to 0, 1, 2, and 4. Table 2
shows the fit indices and class frequencies for different
growth mixture solutions. All of the entropy values
were acceptable, ranging from .677 to .779. The sixclass solution was considered unsatisfactory because it
included a trajectory with a very small class (2%). Both
the aBIC and AIC favoured the five-class model over the
four-class model. The BIC index of the four-class
solution was lowest (BIC = 3,735.69), but it did not
differ substantially from that of the five-class solution
(BIC = 3,736.84). As a result, the five-class model was
considered to be optimal.
To further confirm whether this five-class model
with a linear slope fit the data better than an
alternative model with a nonlinear slope, we ran a
model with loadings for T1, T2, T3 and T4 as being

Table 2. Fit indices and class frequencies based on estimated posterior probabilities for
growthmixture models of life satisfaction with different numbers of latent trajectory groups
Number of groups

BIC

aBIC

AIC

Entropy

Number of
estimated
parameters

1

4,133.52

4,114.49

4,110.01

-

6

2 (n₁ = 27%, n₂ = 73%)

3,841.17

3,812.61

3,805.90

.779

9

3 (n₁ = 47%, n₂ = 44%, n₃ = 9%)

3,743.47

3,705.40

3,696.45

.752

12

4 (n₁ = 14%, n₂ = 33%, n₃ = 8%, n₄ = 45%)

3,735.69

3,688.10

3,676.91

.697

15

5 (n₁ = 7%, n₂ = 27%, n₃ = 17%, n₄ = 8%, n₅ = 41%)

3,736.84

3,679.73

3,666.30

.677

18

6 (n₁ = 2%, n₂ = 26%, n₃ = 18%, n₄ = 7%, n₅ = 6%, n₆ = 41%)

3,737.07

3,670.45

3,654.78

.702

21

Notes. BIC = Bayesian Information Criteria; aBIC = Adjusted Bayesian Information Criteria; AIC = Akaike Information
Criteria. The chosen option is marked in bold.

Figure 1 displays the estimated growth curves for
the different latent trajectories of life satisfaction across
the transition to adulthood, and the results of the final
Growth Mixture Model are presented in Table 3. The
latent trajectories of life satisfaction were labelled lowstable (8%), moderate-stable (41%), high-stable (27%),
moderate-increasing (17%), and high-decreasing (7%).
The low-stable trajectory had a low initial level of life
satisfaction and this condition remained stable over
time. The largest trajectory, moderate-stable, showed a
moderate level of life satisfaction that remained stable
over time. The high-stable trajectory showed a very

high initial level of life satisfaction that remained stable
over time. The moderate-increasing trajectory was
characterised by a moderate initial level of life
satisfaction that increased over time. The smallest
trajectory, high-decreasing, was characterised by a high
initial level of life satisfaction that showed a significant
decrease over time. The results showed that most of
the young adults —over three-quarters (76%) —
followed a stable trajectory of life satisfaction, while the
minority (24%) followed a trajectory characterised by
change.
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Figure 1. Life satisfaction trajectories

Note. The red dotted vertical line on the horizontal axis refers to the time of the transition to adulthood, i.e., to tertiary
education and/or employment

Table 3. Estimation results of the final Growth Mixture Model with five latent classes
(unstandardised estimates; standard errors in parentheses)

Mean structure
Level
Linear change

Low-stable
(N = 30; 8%)

Moderate-stable
(N = 153; 41%)

High-stable
(N = 100; 27%)

Moderate-increasing
(N = 64; 17%)

High-decreasing
(N = 25; 7%)

2.96 (0.19)**
-0.10 (0.10)

5.03 (0.23)**
0.02 (0.04)

6.00 (0.13)**
-0.02 (0.03)

3.69 (0.26)**
0.26 (0.08)**

5.22 (0.30)**
-0.44 (0.13)**

Notes. Variance is kept equal across the different latent groups.
** p < .001

situation [χ2 =12, N = 268 = 22.15, p < .05].
However, post hoc tests did not identify specific
statistically significant differences between the
trajectories. Gender [χ2(4, N = 372) = 5.30, p = .26,
ns], parental financial support [χ2(104, N = 252) =
100.19, p = .59, ns], and living situation [χ2(20, N =
369) = 17.12, p = .65, ns] did not differ significantly
between trajectories.

As part of the second research question, the
aim was to investigate whether the life satisfaction
trajectories differed according to gender and family
socio-economic status as background information,
and parental financial support, living situation and
life situation at the age of 22 (T4). The trajectories
differed slightly according to family socio-economic
status (SES) [χ2(16, N = 370) = 30.03, p < .05] and life
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The third research question investigated the
relationship between achievement strategies and
the identified life satisfaction trajectories in the
transition to adulthood.
All effects and pairwise mean comparisons
between the life satisfaction classes are
summarised in Table 4. At age 19, the pairwise
comparisons of means revealed initially rather high
achievement approach strategies in two life
satisfaction trajectories, namely, the high-stable
and high-decreasing trajectories, and relatively high
achievement avoidance strategies in the low-stable
trajectory. Because a statistically significant result
was found in both, post hoc comparisons using the
Games–Howell test were computed and these
indicated that the differences in achievement
approach strategies, for example, between the
high-decreasing, moderate-increasing, and lowstable trajectories, between the high-stable and
moderate-increasing trajectories, and between the
low-stable and moderate-stable trajectories were
statistically significant (p < .05). Moreover,
statistically significant differences in achievement
avoidance strategies were found, for example,
between the high-stable, moderate-increasing and
moderate-stable trajectories.
In terms of the achievement strategies at T4, at
the age of 22, pairwise comparisons of means
further revealed relatively high achievement
approach strategies in the high-stable and
moderate-stable life satisfaction trajectories, and
rather high achievement avoidance strategies again
in the low-stable trajectory. Post hoc comparisons
using the Games–Howell test indicated that the
differences in achievement approach strategies
between the high-stable and moderate-increasing,
between
the
high-stable
and
low-stable
trajectories, and between the low-stable and
moderate-stable trajectories were statistically
significant (p < .05). Moreover, a statistically

significant difference in achievement avoidance
strategies was found between the high-stable and
low-stable trajectories.
As shown in Table 4, the highest mean levels in
achievement avoidance strategies were present in
the same trajectories over time, the low-stable and
the
moderate-increasing.
However,
for
achievement approach strategies, the levels at age
19 were highest in the high-decreasing and the
high-stable trajectories, but at age 22, the second
highest level was in the moderate-stable trajectory
instead of the high-decreasing.

The role of the financial situation
The fourth aim of the study was to investigate
how the subjective and objective financial situation
of participants would be associated with the
identified life satisfaction trajectories.
As noted above, all effects and pairwise mean
comparisons between the life satisfaction classes
are summarised in Table 4. The pairwise
comparisons of means revealed rather high levels
pertaining to individuals’ subjective financial
situation at the fourth measurement point in two
life satisfaction trajectories, namely, the high-stable
and moderate-stable trajectories. The post hoc
comparison using the Games–Howell test indicated
that the difference in individuals’ subjective
financial situation between the high-stable and
moderate-increasing life satisfaction trajectories
was statistically significant (p < .05). Moreover, the
differences in objective income level at Time 4
between the moderate-stable and moderateincreasing trajectories as well as between the
moderate-stable and low-stable trajectories, were
statistically significant. The extension of analyses
from statistically non-significant correlations shown
in Table 1, to the need for complex trajectory
analyses, is also supported.

68

Mette Ranta, Angela Chow, Katariina Salmela-Aro

Life satisfaction and the financial situation etc

Table 4. Mean differences in achievement strategies and self-reported objective and subjective financial situation between life satisfaction classes

Moderate-stable

High-stable

Moderate-increasing

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Approach

4.90ef

.77

5.56cde

.68

4.45ac

.82

Avoidance

3.70c

1.25

3.04abc

1.14

3.85a

Approach

5.30c

.68

5.54ab

.89

Avoidance

3.21

1.11

2.77a

Subjective

3.36

1.11

Objective

890ab

498

Low-stable

M

High-decreasing

F

p

η²

SD

M

SD

4.31bdf

.96

5.07ab

.96

F(4, 348) =26.74

0.000

.24

1.25

4.33b

1.26

3.35

1.13

F(4, 348) = 8.55

0.000

.09

4.99ac

.65

4.44bc

1.01

4.98

.98

F(4, 244) = 8.60

0.000

.12

1.28

3.40

1.15

4.03 a

1.32

3.07

1.41

F(4, 244) = 4.64

0.001

.07

3.56a

1.15

2.87a

1.06

2.76

1.25

2.80

1.61

F(4, 247) = 3.90

0.004

.06

882

628

645a

318

662b

241

882

353

F(4, 245) = 2.51

0.042

.04

T2 Achievement strategies

T4 Achievement strategies

T4 Financial situation

Note. Class means in a row sharing the same subscripts are statistically different at the p < .05 level according to the Games–Howell test.
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situation in focus. The psychological life-span
approach focuses on trajectories, continuity and
developmental change, and often requires
longitudinal studies (Cobb, 2010; Settersten, 2003).
The sociological life course approach, on the other
hand, focuses on the developmental implications of
historical variation which indicate that human
development and individual lives are shaped by a
set of principles including individual agency, timing
of events, linked lives and age-graded social
pathways, as well as by the embeddedness of
development in socio-historically changing contexts
(Elder, 1998a; Settersten, 2003). The interaction of
developmental psychology and the life-span
approach with life course sociology has received
little attention in previous research. Nevertheless,
an increasing number of researchers are starting to
integrate these perspectives in their research, for
example in a recent study by Vuolo et al. (2012)
examining how individuals with different
psychological features react to the current
recession.
As is often the case in life course research, this
study is also concerned with the transition from one
life stage to another (e.g., Settersten, 2003). Young
adulthood is viewed as a staging ground for
adulthood, when decisions affecting subsequent
development are made (Crockett & Crouter, 1995).
In this study, the achievement strategies reflecting
notions of agency were measured before the
transition from upper secondary school to further
education and/or employment. The strategies were
closely linked to life satisfaction, both in regard to
initial level and development, supporting our
hypothesis (H3). Achievement approach strategies
(having the belief of being able to succeed in
challenging tasks), were at age 19 related to high
life satisfaction trajectories (high-decreasing and
high-stable). Similarly, achievement avoidance
strategies were untypical for participants in the
high-stable trajectory but related significantly to
those in the low-stable trajectory. Interestingly, the
moderate-increasing trajectory also showed a
slightly higher level of achievement avoidance
strategies. These results indicate that life
satisfaction and achievement strategies go hand in
hand, as individuals with a high level of
achievement approach strategies tend to have a
high level of life satisfaction, and on the contrary, a
high level of achievement avoidance strategies was
somewhat related to a low level of life satisfaction.

Discussion
The first aim of this four-wave longitudinal
study was to investigate the level and change in life
satisfaction during the major transition to
adulthood. The second aim was to examine
whether there was evidence of differing life
satisfaction trajectories during the longitudinal
course of the transition to adulthood. Thirdly, we
were interested in whether achievement strategies
(i.e., agency) at ages 19 and 22 were associated
with the identified life satisfaction trajectories. The
final aim was to examine whether the financial
situation of young adults was associated with these
trajectories.
Based on results from similar studies, it was
expected that most young adults would show high
and stable life satisfaction (H1) (Salmela-Aro &
Tynkkynen, 2010). Because of the significant
differences among individuals, the present study
called for a person-oriented approach to studying
individual development (Bergman et al., 2003;
Bergman & Andersson, 2010). A single growth
trajectory would have oversimplified the
heterogeneity of the changes in young adults’ life
satisfaction during the transition, as some
individuals experience an increase and some a
decrease in life satisfaction (H2), although most
pass the stage with significant stability (Salmela-Aro
& Tynkkynen, 2010). In this study, it was possible to
identify meaningful latent classes of individuals
according to the initial levels and the longitudinal
changes in their life satisfaction across the four
measurement points. Adopting this multiple
trajectories approach resulted in a model of five
developmental trajectories. In regard to the role of
financial factors, in accordance with our hypothesis
(H4), an association of positive life satisfaction
trajectories with positive subjective and objective
financial situations was identified to some degree in
this transitional life course phase of young
adulthood. The results also showed that the
subjective perception of income is by far more
important than the actual income, and this
constitutes one of the key findings of our study.
Evidently, the subjective perception is related to
other personal and situational background factors,
such as those relating to one’s living situation which
is a strong indicator of financial independence.
A multi-disciplinary framework fits well into the
theme of young adulthood as a life course phase,
with both life satisfaction and participants’ financial
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Interestingly, the differences between classes
remained similar from ages 19 to 22, although
overall, the means of achievement avoidance
strategies decreased within time in all of the
classes. A closer look revealed that individuals in
the moderate-increasing life satisfaction trajectory
showed an increase in the mean level of
achievement approach strategies, indicating that
for this class achievement approach strategies and
life satisfaction increase in parallel. However, the
relation between agency - conceptualised as a high
level of achievement approach strategies with a low
level of achievement avoidance strategies - and life
satisfaction is not entirely clear. In the moderatestable life satisfaction trajectory, even though
achievement approach strategies increase, life
satisfaction remains rather stable (although high).
Furthermore, participants in the high-decreasing
life satisfaction trajectory had a decreasing level of
life satisfaction even though the level of their
achievement approach strategies remained high
and fairly stable. This indicates that although, in
average, personal strivings and strategies have a
significant effect on life satisfaction development,
they cannot be entirely seen as protective factors
against an evident decrease in life satisfaction.
Where these agentic attributions refer to the
psychological dimension of this study, it is
important to note that development does not solely
occur in one particular type of context and
individual developmental progress cannot be
understood by merely focusing on the individual in
isolation (Salmela-Aro & Schoon, 2009). Youth
sociologists must develop multi-disciplinary and
international collaborations, and address the new
research themes from the angle of a rapidly
changing society with regard to events that have
far-reaching implications for young adults (Furlong,
2011). For example, the economic downturn and
changes in the labour market have led researchers
and policymakers to believe that the transition to
employment is highly problematic, and historically
this can be seen as a repetitive and global
phenomenon, at least in light of studies concerning
Australia in the early 1980s and 1990s (Marks,
2005) and the United States in the late 2000s
(Vuolo, Staff, & Mortimer, 2012).
In this study, the link between participants’
financial situation and life satisfaction is viewed
within the framework of the important transitions
that take place during the phase of young

adulthood, when financial issues arise as a new
concern in everyday life during the shift to
independent living and working life. Research
concerning young adults’ overall financial wellbeing can be seen as a topic of much current
societal debate pertaining to directing the critical
eye of research at fundamental questions about
students financing their studies, the role of parents
in their children’s financial situation, and youth in
working life, to name but a few. Such research of
socio-political significance, concerning both the
economic and social structures of the society in
addition to individual factors, is important.
Since the research data of our study was
collected during times of economic difficulties in
Finnish society in the late 2000s, this study also
provides some insight into youth development and
young adults’ financial situations during such a
time. Most individuals in different life course
phases and transitions absorb greater economic
tensions without long-term damage, but they
survive societal and individual crises in different
ways (Roberts, 2001). According to Finnish statistics
(Wilska, 1999; Ylitalo, 2009), young adults’ income
and consumption levels decreased dramatically
during the national recession of the early 1990s. At
the same time, the status of young adults as
consumers had not met the standards of other
types of households: young adults under 30 years of
age dropped their consumption levels by a fifth,
while the decrease in other households was about
13%.
Accordingly, our study aimed to provide useful
information in face of the present, most recent
economical downturn. The data sets’ fourth
measurement point was gathered during the peak
of the present economic recession in 2008, which
gives additional significance to the factor of
participants’ financial situation being featured in
this particular data set. The present study links
human development not only to the individual’s life
course, but also to the historical time and place,
thus having a wider socio-historical context (Elder,
1998b; Settersten, 2003). In general, more life
course studies that consider the social context of
human development are needed, and large data
sets allow developmental trajectory analyses within
such a context (Settersten, 2003). The life course
theory demonstrates that social contexts are more
than behavioural settings — the social forces of
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time and place do shape individual pathways
(Settersten, 2003).
The present study has the following main
limitations that should be considered. First, one
should be careful when generalising the findings to
young adults of other countries. The study has been
conducted in Finland, where young adults are able
to profit from extensive financial support given by
the state. It is also vital to bear in mind that even
though our study includes data collected during an
important educational transition, the data covered
a short time period only. The validity of the overall
link between financial situation and life satisfaction
is therefore limited, even though this link has also
been identified in numerous other studies. A
further limitation of this issue is that in the selfreported scales of the questionnaire, the same
reporter provided information on the different
topics — life satisfaction, financial situation, and
agency — and this may have influenced the
observations of the associations between these
factors. Additionally, only participants living in one
city were given the chance to participate in this
study and the retention rate could have been
higher. Concerning the issue of attrition, we cannot
be sure whether those who dropped out of the
longitudinal research setting differed in their life
satisfaction trajectories or their financial situation
from those who participated until the end, although
attrition was examined. Participants about whom
information was missing for at least one of the
measurement points were most likely to be male,
which is also a clear limitation of our study.
Additionally, the young adults being studied all had
an upper secondary high school background which
might explain the homogeneity of the life

satisfaction trajectories across genders. Further
studies are needed to examine the life satisfaction
trajectories of young adults from other educational
backgrounds and in other educational transitions.
Despite these limitations, the present study
contributes to the understanding of human
development by having longitudinally analysed the
role of young adults’ financial situation in relation
to their life satisfaction. Methodologically and with
respect to the data set used, our study’s major
advantage is its focus on developmental and life
satisfaction trajectories pertaining to normative
youth samples. The data of the study has been
gathered both before and after the educational
transition from upper secondary high school to
further education and/or employment and is
therefore of special interest as this transition often
also encompasses other distinct changes in the
transition to adulthood. Furthermore, using a
multiple trajectories approach, this study has added
value to existing research by providing a new multidisciplinary perspective on the topic of young
adults’ financial situation and changes in life
satisfaction. The complexity of addressing
participants’ financial situation has been
acknowledged in this study by examining it as a
multi-dimensional construct, including both
objective and subjective factors. What is objective,
i.e., real and concrete, is the monetary income
received monthly from various resources, but how
each individual reflects upon it and estimates
whether it is sufficient to support their personal
consumer habits, is highly subjective. Additionally,
because of greatly varying consumption habits,
what one person considers to be a low income may
be considered a fortune by someone else.
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