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Abstract
We applied goal-framing theory to determine whether there were discernible patterns in emerging adults’ financial behavior from
college to career and whether those patterns were associated with progress toward self-sufficiency. Using longitudinal data
collected over 5 years from a college cohort of emerging adults (N¼ 968) in the United States, we estimated latent growth curve
models and identified three financial-behavior patterns suggestive of the overarching motivations in the theory: planful (gain),
present focused (hedonic), and socially compliant (normative). Using multinomial logistic regression analysis, we found that higher
perceived financial control, more positive financial attitudes, higher perceived parental expectations, and more exposure to
financial education were predictive of a gain pattern. Analyses of variance showed that the gain financial-behavior pattern was
associated with the most progress toward self-sufficiency (adult stability, career status, and well-being). We discuss the findings as
they pertain to the connection between emerging adults’ financial behavior and progress toward self-sufficiency.

Keywords
longitudinal, motivation, transitions to adulthood, well-being, employment, college, parenting, school transitions

During the college-to-career transition, emerging adults make

important life choices that influence both current goals and

future opportunities (Scales et al., 2016). In industrialized

societies, emerging adults are expected to assume increasing

responsibility for independently managing new social roles

and the associated financial responsibilities, which we define

as progress toward self-sufficiency (adult stability, career sta-

tus, and well-being). Although instability is common during

the shift from financial dependence on parents to self-

sufficiency (Arnett, 2000), macroeconomic uncertainty has

lengthened emerging adults’ dependence on parents for both

financial and emotional support (Fingerman et al., 2016;

Schoeni & Ross, 2005).

Because life choices often have financial implications

(LeBaron et al., 2017), we argue that examining emerging

adults’ financial behaviors over time could well provide new

insights on young adults’ progression toward self-sufficiency.

We define financial behaviors as actions performed in the

context of everyday life (e.g., paying bills, saving; Jorgensen,

Rappleyea, Schweichler, Fang, & Moran, 2017); these beha-

viors are learned through social interactions with influential

others, notably parents (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011). Parents

financially socialize their children by modeling financial beha-

vior (e.g., paying bills on time), by communicating financial

information (teaching, explaining, answering questions), and

by setting financial expectations (e.g., saving a portion of

one’s allowance). We conceptualized progress toward self-

sufficiency as emerging adults’ self-assessment of adult stabi-

lity, career status, and overall well-being. We developed three

research questions (RQs): Among emerging adults, are there

discernible patterns of change in financial behaviors over time

(RQ1)? Are there baseline factors that distinguish between

financial-behavior patterns (RQ2)? Are financial-behavior pat-

terns associated with progress toward self-sufficiency (RQ3)?

Although the school-to-work transition is an established

marker of a successful transition from adolescence to adult-

hood (Drever et al., 2015), to our knowledge, no studies have

examined the financial behaviors of an emerging adult cohort
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during the college-to-career transition or the longitudinal links

that may exist between early financial behavior change and

progress toward self-sufficiency. To address this gap, we exam-

ined the interplay between financial behaviors and progress

toward self-sufficiency in three domains (adult stability, career

status, and well-being) guided by goal-framing theory (Linden-

berg, 2013; Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). We relied on data from

a longitudinal study of a college cohort of emerging adults at 3

points in time: first year in college (2008), fourth year in col-

lege (2010), and 2 years after college (2013).

RQ1: Are There Discernible Patterns of
Change in Financial Behavior Over Time?

To answer our first RQ, we applied goal-framing theory

(Lindenberg, 2013; Lindenberg & Steg, 2007), which posits

that people strive to improve their condition in agentic ways

and, therefore, engage in self-regulating behaviors to achieve

well-being. Goals are defined as mental representations of

achieved well-being that motivate self-regulatory behaviors.

The theory further postulates that, because people strive toward

many and sometimes conflicting goals, they engage in a higher

order self-regulating cognitive function in order to organize

multiple goals into “goal frames, and these goal frames form

the cognitive and motivational processes that drive behavior.

Goal frames, we should further explain, encompass related sub-

goals, knowledge, and attitudes. Decision-making behavior is

governed by any or all of three goal frames: hedonic, gain, and

normative. The hedonic goal frame refers to a present-based

focus on “feeling good.” When the hedonic goal frame is

activated, a person is likely to act to improve immediate

well-being. A gain goal frame is associated with planful

decision-making behavior and includes such subgoals as con-

serving resources and increasing income (Lindenberg, 2013).

The normative goal frame refers to “proscriptive decision-

making,” that is, heuristic behaviors that one “ought to do”

drawing from external expectations and institutions.

Goal frames are not mutually exclusive, although one goal

frame may dominate. Thus, a third assumption of the theory is that

the strength of a goal frame may be challenged by other background

goals that arise out of a person’s immediate situation (Lindenberg

& Steg, 2007). For example, a saver (dominant gain goal frame)

may forego a weekend of studying to go out with friends (hedonic

goal frame) and in so doing spend money that would have other-

wise been saved. In other words, a goal frame’s degree of influence

with respect to decision-making will depend on several factors

including the influence exerted by others such as peers, parents, and

teachers, as well as one’s ability to self-regulate behavior and

understand the consequences of actions and options.

RQ2: Are There Baseline Factors That
Distinguish Between Financial-Behavior
Patterns?

We found broad agreement across a variety of fields (e.g., per-

sonal finance, consumer behavior, human development) that

financial behavior is jointly determined by three levels of influ-

ence: cognitive understanding (knowledge), social interactions

(socialization), and individual self-regulation (Tang, Baker, &

Peter, 2015).

Knowledge

Financial knowledge encompasses two types of cognitive

understanding regarding financial market concepts: objective

financial knowledge and subjective financial knowledge. The

former refers to one’s knowledge of economic terms and con-

ditions (e.g., annual percentage rate [APR], credit score); the

latter refers to self-assessed understanding of economic con-

cepts (e.g., how well do I understand APR). None of the studies

we uncovered in our review of the literature offered evidence

that either type of knowledge directly influenced behavior, but

we do find studies that offered evidence of correlation. Robb

and Woodyard (2011) used a national survey of adults and

showed that subjective knowledge was more strongly associ-

ated with behavior. Another study examined the credit card

behaviors of college students and found that those with more

subjective knowledge in the first year of college engaged in less

risky paying and risky borrowing credit behavior 3 years later;

the effect of early objective knowledge was limited to a single

credit behavior 3 years later (paid credit card debt in full; Xiao,

Ahn, Serido, & Shim, 2014).

Socialization

Financial behavior is learned through explicit and implicit

social interactions within the family (Gudmunson & Danes,

2011). Parental financial role modeling, the most common

form of financial socialization, has been associated with more

frequent practice of those same behaviors among emerging

adults once they leave home (Jorgensen & Savla, 2010; Tang,

2016). Parent–child financial communications both in child-

hood (Clarke, Heaton, Israelsen, & Eggett, 2005; Mimura,

Koonce, Plunkett, & Pleskus, 2015) and during emerging adult-

hood (Angulo-Ruiz & Pergelova, 2015; Jorgensen & Savla,

2010; Serido, Shim, Mishra, & Tang, 2010) were associated

with emerging adults’ practice of more healthy financial beha-

viors. When parents have positive expectation about their chil-

dren’s behaviors, children are more likely to meet those

expectations years later (Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2009),

including financial expectations and financial behavior (Serido

et al., 2010).

Self-Regulation

Because emerging adults are expected to assume increasing

personal responsibility for their behaviors, perhaps most salient

to this study is the growing body of empirical evidence indicat-

ing a positive association between self-efficacy, behavior con-

trol, and attitude with financial behavior. Among emerging

adults (aged 18–23), Xiao, Chatterjee, and Kim (2014) found

that financial self-efficacy was associated with financial inde-

pendence beyond economic factors (e.g., income). In a national

2 Emerging Adulthood



sample of college students, Britt, Cumbie, and Bell (2013)

found that lower behavior control was associated with worse

financial behaviors. Shim Xiao, Barber, and Lyons (2009)

found that college students with more positive attitudes toward

healthy financial behaviors (e.g., saving, paying bills on time)

were more likely to perform those behaviors.

Individual Factors

There are known racial disparities in employment opportu-

nities, gender gaps in wages earned, and a widening wealth

gap by social class (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). Thus, it is

likely that sociodemographic factors (i.e., sex, race/ethni-

city, social class) affect the financial behaviors of emerging

adults (e.g., Aizcorbe et al., 2003). In addition to these

sociodemographic factors, high school work experience may

provide opportunities to put into practice the skills learned

at home as well as develop new skills (Staff, Messersmith,

& Schulenberg, 2009), including financial behaviors.

Finally, high school financial education may influence

emerging adults’ financial behaviors, particularly among lower

income and immigrant youth (Luhr, 2018) who may not have

observed these behaviors at home.

This study adds to the literature by determining whether the

three levels of influence (knowledge, socialization, self-regula-

tion) positively associated with financial behavior are also

associated with discernible financial-behavior patterns.

RQ3: Are Financial-Behavior Patterns
Associated With Progress Toward Adult
Self-Sufficiency?

An assumption of goal-framing theory (Lindenberg, 2013; Lin-

denberg & Steg, 2007), and thus this study, is an underlying

association between self-regulating behavior and progress

toward self-sufficiency. We are not aware of research that

directly examines the association between emerging adults’

financial-behavior patterns and self-sufficiency, or indeed if

there are observable financial-behavior patterns. However,

we do know that self-regulating behavior and subjective assess-

ments of adult status are correlated in emerging adulthood

(Arnett, 2000). Cross-sectional studies also provide an empiri-

cal basis for a positive association between financial behavior

and financial outcomes and by extension financial status.

Among college students, healthy financial behaviors, such as

budgeting and saving, were associated with both higher finan-

cial satisfaction and greater financial well-being (e.g., Ranta &

Salmela-Aro, 2018; Serido, Shim, & Tang, 2013). At least one

study has found that healthy financial behavior was associated

with financial independence among emerging adults (Xiao

et al., 2014). Several studies have found a positive association

between healthy financial behavior and overall well-being

(Britt, Canale, Fernatt, Stutz, & Tibbetts, 2015; Ranta &

Salmela-Aro, 2018; Serido et al., 2013). We are not aware of

studies that specifically examined the association between

financial behavior and career status. However, it is plausible

that emerging adults who are less fiscally responsible during

college may feel more pressure to take any job right out of col-

lege, even one that is not a good career fit.

Assuming there are discernible patterns of change in finan-

cial behavior, we will determine whether those patterns are

associated with progress toward self-sufficiency (i.e., self-

assessed adult stability, career status, and well-being).

Method

Procedure and Data Collection

We invited an entire first-year university cohort (*6,000 stu-

dents) to participate in the 2008 baseline survey (W1) using

various recruitment methods (e.g., university e-mail, campus

media, flyers, class announcements). Thirty-two percent of the

cohort (N ¼ 2,098 participants, ages 18–21) across all colleges

completed the survey and received a nominal cash incentive

(e.g., US $10; see [https://www.aplushappiness.org/ for a

detailed description of study design). Four subsequent waves

of data were collected: 2009 (W1.5; ages 19–22, N ¼ 748),

2010 (W2; N ¼ 1,511, ages 20–23), 2013 (W3; N ¼ 977, ages

23–26), and 2016 (W4; N ¼ 855; ages 26–29. At each wave,

participants received nominal cash incentives (i.e., US $10,

$25, $25, and $50, respectively). Protocol approval by the uni-

versity institutional review board was obtained prior to data

collection at each wave.

Participants

Because we were interested in the association between finan-

cial behavior change and progress toward self-sufficiency as

emerging adults transitioned from college to career, we

excluded W4 data (because participants had completed their

undergrad degree 5 years before the W4 data collection) and

W1.5 data (because it did not include all the study variables).

We deleted nine cases that had many missing values or pro-

blematic responses (e.g., the same values for an entire scale)

at W3. The final study sample included the remaining valid

cases (N ¼ 968) at W3 representing 43% of the baseline sam-

ple. To determine the financial-behavior patterns over time,

missing values (5.4%; nonparticipants) at W2 were imputed

using maximum likelihood estimation. All other variables had

less than 1.5% missing data. The sample included males

(35.6%) and females (64.4%) of various ethnic heritage

(67.2% White; 15% Hispanic; 10.4% Asian/Asian American;

1.5% Native American; 2.7% Black; and 3.2% Other/miss-

ing). Socioeconomic status (SES) included 42.8% lower SES

participants, 31.4% middle SES participants, and 25.9%
higher SES participants.

Measures

Financial behavior (W1, W2, W3). Using a 5-point scale

(1 ¼ never, 5 ¼ very often), participants were asked to indicate

how often they engaged in each of eight activities over the past

6 months (e.g., paid bills on time, saved for emergencies).

Cronbach’s a was .81 at W1, .80 at W2, and .79 at W3.

Serido et al. 3



Financial knowledge (W1). Two measures of financial knowledge

were included. Subjective financial knowledge was measured

by a single item (“How would you rate your overall under-

standing of personal-finance and money management concepts

and practices?”) on a 5-point scale (1 ¼ very low, 5 ¼ very

high). Objective financial knowledge (W1) was measured as

correct answers to 15 true/false statements (e.g., making pay-

ments late on your bills can make getting a loan more difficult).

Based on the number of correct answers, scores were converted

to categories by range of percentage scores from 1 (0–20%) to

5 (80–100%).

Parental financial socialization (W1). Three measures on a 5-point

scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 5 ¼ strongly agree) were

employed. Parental financial role modeling (a ¼ .64) was

defined as assessment of the extent to which participants pre-

sently imitate the roles modeled by their parents when manag-

ing their finances and measured by participants’ agreement

with nine statements (e.g., I make financial decisions based

on what my parents have done in similar situations). Parental

financial communication (a ¼ .78) was measured by asking

participants to indicate with three statements their perception

of communication quality with their parents regarding finances

since coming to college (e.g., My relationship with my parents

is not good because of money issues). Parental financial expec-

tation (a ¼ .83) was measured by asking participants to indi-

cate the extent to which their parents thought they should

engage in each of six financial behaviors (e.g., spending within

the budget).

Financial education socialization (W1). Participants were asked to

endorse any of six learning activities about personal finance

(e.g., attending a seminar) engaged in since coming to college.

The scores were calculated as the sum score of the 6 items (0¼
no financial education to 6 ¼ all activities).

Financial self-regulation (W1). Three items assessed financial

self-regulation: financial efficacy (i.e., self-rated ability to

manage personal finances) measured by a single item on a

5-point scale (1 ¼ not sure at all, 5 ¼ very sure); perceived

financial control (i.e., self-rated ability to stick to a financial

plan) measured by a single item on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ diffi-

cult, 7¼ easy); and financial attitude (a¼ .83) measured using

a 5-point scale (1¼ very unfavorable, 5¼ very favorable) mea-

sured participants’ views about performing six positive finan-

cial behaviors (e.g., spending within the budget).

Adult stability (W3). We conceptualized adult stability as two

concepts. Subjective adult status refers to the extent to which

participants thought they had reached adulthood (Arnett,

2000) on a 5-point scale (1 ¼ not all true, 5 ¼ entirely true).

Financial status refers to the extent to which participants were

financially self-sufficient. Participants indicated the current

sources of financial support other than paid employment (1 ¼
borrowing money, 2 ¼ receiving some financial support from

family, 3 ¼ paying all my own bills).

Career status (W3). Three measures of career status were used.

Objective career status was measured on a 3-point scale (1 ¼
unemployed, 2 ¼ employed part-time or still in school, 3 ¼
employed full-time). Subjective career status refers to partici-

pants’ satisfaction with their current career situation on a

5-point scale (1 ¼ very dissatisfied, 5 ¼ very satisfied). Com-

parative career status refers to participants’ perception of

their situation compared to that of their peers on a 5-point scale

(1 ¼ a lot better off, 5 ¼ a lot worse off, reverse coded).

Overall well-being (W3). Using a 5-point scale (1 ¼ poor, 5 ¼
excellent), overall well-being was measured with a single item

(“How would you rate your overall sense of well-being?”).

Individual factors. The analyses also included gender (1 ¼ male,

2 ¼ female), ethnicity (1 ¼ White, 2 ¼ Hispanic, 3 ¼ Other),

high school work experience (0 ¼ no, 1 ¼ yes), and SES

(1 ¼ low, 2 ¼ medium, 3 ¼ high) calculated using the Compu-

terized Status Index method (Coleman, 1983) to index the edu-

cation levels of both parents and total household income;

Results

RQ1: Discernible Patterns of Change in Financial
Behavior Over Time

To determine whether the participants had revealed any distinct

longitudinal patterns that corresponded to any of the three goal

frames (hedonic, gain, and normative), we estimated latent

class growth models (LCGM; Bollen & Curran, 2006) using

Latent Gold 4.5 for the data analysis. Guided by goal-

framing theory, we fitted a three-class solution for the model

and compared it with a two-class and four-class solution. The

results indicated that overall the three-class solution (Bayesian

information criterion [BIC] ¼ 6,530.32, Akaike information

criterion [AIC] ¼ 6,543.81, Corrected Akaike’s Information

Criterion [CAIC] ¼ 6,550.32) had better model fit than either

the two-class solution (BIC¼ 6,553.16, AIC¼ 6,489.78, CAIC

¼ 6,566.16) or the four-class solution (BIC ¼ 6,547.73, AIC ¼
6,416.09, CAIC ¼ 6,574.72) as indicated by lower model fit

indices (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthuen, 2007). Regarding

the separation quality index, the three-class solution, Approxi-

mate Weight of Evidence [AWE] ¼ 7,472.76, was close to the

two-class solution (AWE ¼ 7,245.09), both of which were bet-

ter than the four-class solution (AWE ¼ 8,086.25). In addition,

the three-class solution accounted for 64%, 25%, and 11% of

the whole sample, respectively, which indicated that each class

contained adequate size. Based on the statistical indices (i.e.,

BIC, AIC, CAIC, AWE), the adequacy of class sizes, the

uniqueness of class profiles, and the theoretical interpretability

of the class structure, we confirmed that a three-class solution

was the best fitting model. These findings demonstrate that

goal-framing theory provided a theoretical explanation for dis-

cernible patterns in emerging adults’ financial behavior.

The LCGM results showed the longitudinal pattern in

financial behaviors over the three waves of data collection
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(see Figure 1). Participants in the first class (11%) maintained

consistently high levels of responsible financial behavior.

Repeated measure analysis showed that their financial beha-

viors significantly improved from W1 to W3, F(2, 208) ¼
4.03, p ¼ .019. This pattern is consistent with the gain goal

frame; thus, we labeled this the gain class. The second class

started college with moderately high levels of responsible

financial behaviors that significantly declined as they prepared

to leave college and rebounded 2 years after college.

Repeated measure analysis revealed that financial

behavior at W2 was significantly lower than at W1 and W3,

F(1.86, 1149.57) ¼ 19.75, p ¼ .000. Because the majority of

the participants in the sample relied on parents for financial and

emotional support at W1, we interpreted this pattern as increas-

ing independence and labeled these participants as the norma-

tive class (64%). The third class was comprised of participants

who started college with low levels of responsible financial

behavior and a significant decline as they prepared to leave col-

lege. Although improving 2 years after college, their behaviors

were still below their starting level, F(1.90, 461.88) ¼ 25.51,

p¼ .000. This cluster was characterized by a lack of regulatory

behavior and less saving for future (W1 higher than both W2

and W3), which may indicate a focus on immediate gratifica-

tion. Thus, we labeled this group the hedonic class (25%).

RQ2: Baseline Factors That Distinguish Between
Financial-Behavior Patterns

To identify predictors that shaped emerging adults’ financial-

behavior patterns, we conducted a multinomial logistic

regression analysis. Specifically, we determined which of the

W1 influencing factors (i.e., financial knowledge, financial

self-regulation, socialization, and individual factors) might

account for why some emerging adults fall into either the gain

or the hedonic classes, rather than into the normative class

(see Table 1).

The gain class proved more likely to have reported higher

perceived financial control, more positive financial attitude,

and higher perceived parental expectations. In addition, the

odds of having experienced more exposure to financial educa-

tion were more than 3 times greater for those in the gain class.

Both lower subjective financial knowledge and lower financial

control were associated with the hedonic class (compared to the

normative class). In addition, participants in the hedonic class

were more likely to identify as non-White, report less parental

role modeling, and a lower level of financial education (the

likelihood decreased by about 70% with a one unit increase

in financial education).

RQ3: Financial-Behavior Patterns and Progress Toward
Self-Sufficiency

To answer our third RQ, we conducted analysis of variance

tests using the three outcomes: adult stability, career status, and

overall well-being (see Table 2). The gain class participants

had higher positive outcomes compared to the Hedonic class

(all five outcomes) and the normative class (adult status),

demonstrating a link between healthy financial behaviors and

a smoother transition to adulthood. The normative class had

significantly lower adult status and subjective and comparative

career status compared to participants in the gain class; how-

ever, the normative class had higher levels on all five outcomes

compared to the hedonic class. The hedonic participants signif-

icantly lagged behind the other two classes on all five out-

comes. These results demonstrated a link between emerging

adults’ financial behavior and life outcomes.

Discussion

In applying goal-framing theory to emerging adults’ financial

behavior, we first identified three behavioral approaches that

were suggestive of the overarching motivations in the theory:

planful (gain class), present focused (hedonic), and socially

compliant (normative). Previous applications of the theory

have been useful in understanding adolescent behavior in

education settings (Dijkstra, Kretschmer, Lindenberg, &

Veenstra, 2015), adult health behaviors (Andsager, Chen,

Miles, Smith, & Nothwehr, 2015), and environmental beha-

viors (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). Our findings add to this base

providing evidence that financial behaviors in emerging

adulthood may signal a preferred pattern or approach that over

time may become habitual and thus difficult to change even

when life circumstances change.

Next, in an effort to identify the possible early predictors of

financial-behavior patterns, we found that several factors (i.e.,

cognitive, socializing, and self-regulation; Tang et al., 2015)

apparently influenced membership in one of three theoretically

informed classes. We interpret the associations in the context of

the overall findings using the normative class (64%), as the

referent group. Emerging adulthood is marked by a series of

life experiences that either promote a smooth transition or dis-

rupt progress. Thus, the normative transition implies adaptive

4.1 4.23 4.32
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Figure 1. Longitudinal financial-behavior patterns. The means, stan-
dard deviations, and results of mean difference tests showed that
participants’ financial behaviors changed significantly over time. Let-
ters (a, b, and c) indicate significant between-group differences in
financial behavior at each wave (p ¼ .001).
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rather than uninterrupted progress; that is, a normative

financial-behavior pattern could be characterized as a “learn

as you go” or “wait as long as you can” pattern for dealing with

adult responsibilities and finding ways to manage them.

In contrast, socialization and self-regulation influences

clearly distinguish the participants in the gain class. The

emerging adults in this group (11%) had received more finan-

cial socialization, including parental expectations regarding

their financial behavior, and higher levels of financial educa-

tion, as well as registering higher levels of financial self-

regulatory abilities (i.e., a more positive attitude toward

responsible financial behavior, more control over their

finances). We should note that the differences were not attri-

butable to individual factors (e.g., sociodemographics).

However, in looking more closely at the data, we found that

subjective adult status (1 ¼ low and 5 ¼ high) at Wave 2 was

significantly higher for the gain group (3.89) compared to

either the normative group (3.58) or the hedonic group

(3.52), F(2, 758) ¼ 7.18, p ¼ .001. We speculate that the par-

ticipants in the gain group saw themselves as “more adult”

and behaved accordingly. This may also account for the fact

that the financial behaviors of the gain group did not decline

at Wave 2 compared to the behavioral decline for both the

normative and hedonic groups.

It is perhaps most intriguing that a large percentage of our

participants fell into the hedonic class (25%) since the partici-

pants in this group differed from the normative group in every

domain of influence: lower financial knowledge, less financial

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations and Multinomial Logistic Regression Model.

Variables

Normative
(n ¼ 619) Gain (n ¼ 105) Hedonic (n ¼ 244)

M (SD) M (SD) B SE B Wald
Odds
Ratio M (SD) B SE B Wald

Odds
Ratio

Subjective financial
knowledge

3.42 (0.77) 3.79 (0.76) 0.08 0.37 0.05 1.09 3.00 (.81) �0.73* 0.27 7.41 0.48

Objective financial knowledge 3.64 (0.89) 3.80 (0.88) 0.10* 0.14 0.58 1.11 3.50 (0.94) �0.06 0.09 0.49 0.94
Financial efficacy 3.62 (0.94) 4.05 (0.81) 0.36 0.32 1.25 1.43 3.19 (1.00) 0.23 0.22 1.11 1.26
Perceived financial control 4.79 (1.40) 5.30 (1.62) 0.19* 0.09 4.93 1.22 3.95 (1.48) �0.30*** 0.06 24.68 0.74
Attitude 4.03 (0.72) 4.47 (0.53) 0.68** 0.21 10.43 1.98 3.81 (0.81) �0.15 0.12 1.73 0.86
Parental financial role

modeling
3.43 (.80) 3.62 (0.79) 0.09 0.17 0.32 1.10 3.24 (0.81) �0.24* 0.12 4.00 0.79

Parental financial
communication

4.37 (0.76) 4.42 (0.83) �0.15 0.16 0.93 0.86 4.14 (0.87) �0.14 0.10 1.74 0.87

Parental financial expectation 3.88 (0.82) 4.30 (0.61) 0.43* 0.19 5.22 1.53 3.67 (0.86) �0.14 0.11 1.46 0.87
Financial education .21 (0.22) .29 (0.24) 1.22* 0.50 5.87 3.39 .14 (0.19) �1.19* 0.44 7.52 0.30
Male vs. female 34.7% 38.1% �0.17 0.24 0.50 0.84 36.5% 0.27 0.18 2.31 1.31
White vs. others 65.1% 72.4% 0.07 0.31 0.06 1.08 70.1% 0.50* 0.23 4.89 1.65
Hispanic vs. others 16% 10.5% �0.34 0.44 0.59 0.71 14.3% 0.28 0.30 0.89 1.32
High SES vs. low SES 25.4% 31.4% �0.34 0.29 1.32 0.72 24.7% �0.15 0.22 0.49 0.86
Middle SES vs. low SES 30.3% 34.3% 0.06 0.28 0.04 1.06 32.9% �0.05 0.22 0.05 0.95
Work experience 37.3% 42.9% �0.15 0.24 0.37 0.87 33.6% 0.07 0.18 0.15 1.07
Constant �9.20*** 1.39 44.16 4.43*** 0.82 29.40

Note. The final model with all variables provides a good model fit. SES ¼ socioeconomic status. Likelihood ratio test w2 (df ¼ 30, p < .000) ¼ 221.02. Pearson
w2 ¼ 1,873.72 (df ¼ 1,886, p > .05). Deviance w2 ¼ 1,457.84 (df ¼ 1,886, p > .05). Cox and Snell R2 ¼ .21. Nagelkerke R2 ¼ .25. McFadden R2 ¼ .13.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .000.

Table 2. Outcome Differences by Financial-Behavior Patterns.

Variables Gain Mean (SD) Normative Mean (SD) Hedonic Mean (SD) F(df)

Adult stability
Financial status 2.37 (.62)a 2.16 (.68)b 2.00 (.69)c F(2, 965) ¼ 11.87***
Subjective adult status 4.01 (.74)a 3.81 (.80)b 3.65 (.83)c F(2, 965) ¼ 7.92***

Career status
Objective 2.51 (.64)a 2.50 (.62)a 2.30 (.68)b F(2, 965) ¼ 7.09***
Subjective 3.90 (.92)a 3.53 (.92)b 3.30 (1.01)c F(2, 965) ¼ 18.45***
Comparative 4.25 (.76)a 3.77 (.91)b 3.36 (.98)c F(2, 965) ¼ 37.27***

Overall well-being 3.99 (.90)a 3.79 (.87)a 3.55 (.95)b F(2, 960) ¼ 10.18***

Note. Letters (a, b, and c) indicate significant group differences.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .000.
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socialization (i.e., financial education and parental role-model-

ing), and lower financial self-regulation (i.e., control over

finances). Although family SES did not distinguish member-

ship in any of the three classes, the participants in this class

were more likely to have been raised in families outside the

dominate culture (i.e., White). One possible explanation

for these findings could be that achieving financial self-

sufficiency depends largely on early exposure to financial prac-

tices and institutions of the dominant culture (Mimura et al.,

2015). It is interesting that the rebound in W3 behavior of the

normative group exceeded the W1 level, whereas the rebound

of the hedonic group, although significant, did not reach the

W1 level. When we looked more closely at the data, we found

that a higher percentage of participants in the hedonic group

were unemployed/underemployed (24%) compared to 19% in

the normative group and 14% in the gain group (w2 ¼ 16.16,

p ¼ .013), and this likely contributed to a weaker rebound. It

may be that, like the normative group, the participants in the

hedonic group were “waiting as long as they could” to embrace

financial responsibilities of adult status but were less successful

in obtaining employment.

It is worth noting the strong effect of comparative and, to

a lesser extent, subjective career status. At the time of the

W3 data collection, both government reports and national

polls publicized the impact of a weak labor market on

employment among emerging adults, particularly those

without a college degree (e.g., Financial Industry Regula-

tory Authority Investor Education Foundation, 2013; Shier-

holz, Sabadish, & Finio, 2013). We speculate that the

participants in our sample were likely aware of their situa-

tion relative to other college graduates including peers and

friends from their university cohort, which may account for

the strong effect of comparative career status. We further

speculate that even among the participants who were unem-

ployed/underemployed, they were likely aware that a college

degree afforded them an advantage over their noncollege

educated peers and friends.

Finally, our findings provide support for the notion that

practicing healthy financial behaviors in emerging adulthood

is a key to progress toward self-sufficiency. Certainly, the sur-

vey participants who fell into the gain class also tended to

maintain higher levels of healthy financial behaviors experi-

enced a smoother college-to-career transition and gain a

head-start in establishing self-sufficiency. Meanwhile, partici-

pants who fell into the normative class reported practicing

healthy financial behaviors less consistently but also seem to

have gained ground after college through employment. This

finding may be supported by Bandura (2001), suggesting that

most emerging adults eventually recover from their missteps

and overcome their deficiencies. However, the participants

who fell into the hedonic class continue to struggle and, so for

them, progress toward self-sufficiency may be drawn out. The

combination of a weak labor market and poor financial beha-

viors during the college-to-career transition may have long-

lasting consequences (e.g., Elder, 1974).

Limitations, Implications, and Conclusion

Although our findings provide important insights pertaining to

the longitudinal connection between emerging adults’ financial

behavior and self-sufficiency, we should emphasize that the

participants were all college-educated emerging adults primar-

ily of the majority culture who had attended the same university

in the United States. Further research is needed before any

broader generalizations are drawn. In addition, the participants

self-reported the factors that may have influenced their finan-

cial behavior; to support or refute our findings, future research

should collect data from multiple sources.

Nevertheless, our findings suggest that progress toward self-

sufficiency may be driven by financial behaviors and the

factors that influence those financial behaviors. Therefore, under-

standing the socialization processes by which positive financial

behaviors are achieved is an important topic for both research and

practice. For instance, multi-informant studies (parent and emer-

ging adult child) would provide new data to develop more precise

measures of parental financial socialization that could be tested

with both emerging adults and adolescents to determine age-

appropriate teaching or communication techniques.

Given that most financial education initiatives focus on high

school instruction, our finding that over 25% of our college

educated sample was struggling financially argues for early

education programs to teach young people how to manage

money and make wise financial decisions. Further research

may contribute to the development of improved financial inter-

ventions to target specific deficiencies in knowledge or ability.
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