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ABSTRACT 

Marttinen, Elina 
Deciding on the direction of career and life: Personal goals, identity development, and 
well-being during the transition to adulthood  
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2017, 76 p. 
(Jyväskylä Studies in Education, Psychology and Social Research 
ISSN 0075-4625; 584) 
ISBN 978-951-39-7093-2 (nid.) 
ISBN 978-951-39-7094-9 (PDF) 
 
Humans make efforts to manage their lives, and they do this by setting goals and 
making decisions. When they commit to their decisions, they construct their identity. 
This research aimed to study young people’s personal goal contents and appraisals, 
and how these constructs were related to identity and career identity development and 
subjective well-being. The theoretical basis of this research comprised the life-span 
model of motivation (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009), the conceptualisation of phase-
adequate engagement (Dietrich, Parker, & Salmela-Aro, 2012), and the dual-cycle 
model of identity development (Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006; Luyckx et 
al., 2008). The data for the study stemmed from the ongoing Finnish Educational 
Transitions Studies -research programme (FinEdu, 2013). Two samples were used. The 
results showed that, at age 17, adolescents had several personal goals regarding the 
future of their education, work, social relationships and income (Study I). Adolescents 
who mentioned self-related ruminative types of personal goals had higher burnout and 
more symptoms of depression as well as lower life satisfaction and self-esteem 
compared to other adolescents. Further, the results showed that a considerable number 
of young adults (40%) had a diffused or moderately diffused identity profile (Study II). 
The Diffused diffusion profile was associated with more self-related personal goals and 
less social relationship goals and with poor well-being. Finally, the results (Study III) 
showed that career goal success expectations, effort, stressfulness in adolescence and 
longitudinal changes within these constructs predicted later career identity 
development, at age 26. Career goal success expectations and effort strengthened 
throughout adolescence and young adulthood and was associated with adaptive career 
identity development. Stress related to career goals increased over time, and it 
predicted maladaptive career identity development. Personal goal contents and 
processes were related to identity development and well-being. The results revealed a 
darker side among a significant number of the young people who had self-focused 
ruminative goals, a diffused identity profile, and ruminative identity processes 
resulting in poor well-being. Overall, personal goal contents and appraisals proved to 
be practical tools in assessing and supporting identity development and well-being 
among young people.  
 
Keywords: adolescents, young adults, personal goals, career goals, identity development, 
career identity, well-being, developmental regulation 
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TIIVISTELMÄ (FINNISH ABSTRACT) 

Marttinen, Elina 
Elämän- ja työuravalinnat: Nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten henkilökohtaiset tavoitteet, 
identiteetin kehitys ja hyvinvointi 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2017, 76 p. 
(Jyväskylä Studies in Education, Psychology and Social Research 
ISSN 0075-4625; 584) 
ISBN 978-951-39-7093-2 (nid.) 
ISBN 978-951-39-7094-9 (PDF) 
 
Ihminen pyrkii hallitsemaan elämäänsä asettamalla itselleen tavoitteita ja tekemällä 
valintoja. Kun hän sitoutuu päätöksiinsä, hän rakentaa identiteettiään. Tämän tut-
kimuksen tavoitteena oli selvittää nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten tavoitteita ja tavoitteisiin 
pyrkimistä sekä sitä, kuinka tavoitteet liittyvät identiteetin kehittymiseen, ja tarkemmin 
työidentiteettiin sekä henkilökohtaiseen hyvinvointiin. Työn teoreettinen viitekehys yh-
distää motivaation elämänkaarimallia (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009), elämän-
vaiheeseen tarkoituksenmukaisten sitoutumisten mallia (Dietrich, Parker & Salmela-Aro, 
2012) sekä identiteettikehityksen kaksoissyklimallia Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008). Tutkimuk-
sessa käytettiin Finnish Educational Transitions Studies (FinEdu) -pitkittäistutkimus-
projektin (FinEdu, 2013) aineistoa. Tulokset osoittivat, että 17-vuotiaana nuorilla oli useita 
henkilökohtaisia tavoitteita liittyen heidän koulutukseensa, työhönsä, sosiaalisiin suhtei-
siinsa ja varallisuuteensa (osatutkimus I). Nuorilla, jotka mainitsivat itseen liittyviä mu-
rehtivan sävyisiä henkilökohtaisia tavoitteita, oli enemmän koulu-uupumusta ja masen-
nuksen oireita sekä alempi elämäntyytyväisyys ja itsetunto verrattuna muihin nuoriin. 
Tulosten mukaan merkittävällä osalla (40 %) nuorista aikuisista oli hajanainen ja sel-
kiintymätön tai osittain selkiintymätön identiteettiprofiili (osatutkimus II). Hajanainen ja 
selkiintymätön identiteetti oli yhteydessä runsaisiin itseen liittyviin henkilökohtaisiin 
tavoitteisiin ja vähäisiin sosiaalisten suhteiden tavoitteisiin sekä kohonneisiin opiskelu-
uupumukseen ja masennusoireisiin. Lopuksi tulokset (osatutkimus III) osoittivat, että 
uratavoitteeseen liittyvät menestysodotukset, uratavoitteen eteen ponnistelu ja uratavoit-
teeseen liittyvä stressi olivat yhteydessä myöhempään työidentiteetin kehitykseen. Tar-
kemmin sanoen menestysodotukset ja ponnistelu ennustivat suotuisaa identiteettikehi-
tystä kuten työuraratkaisuihin sitoutumista ja adaptiivista uravaihtoehtojen etsintää. 
Opiskelu- ja työuran stressaavuus sitä vastoin ennusti puutteellista identiteettikehitystä ja 
murehtivaa uravaihtoehtojen hakemista. Tulosten perusteella ja teoreettisten mallien 
mukaisesti sekä tavoitteiden säätely että ura- ja elämänkehityksen jatkuva muokkaus 
auttavat nuoria rakentamaan identiteettiään. Varjopuolena tutkimus toi ilmi, että merkit-
tävällä osalla nuorista ihmisistä on itseen ja minään liittyviä murehtimissävyisiä tavoit-
teita, selkiintymätöntä identiteettiä sekä identiteetin etsinnän murehtimista. Nämä tekijät 
olivat yhteydessä nuorten pahoinvointiin. Kaiken kaikkiaan henkilökohtaiset tavoitteet 
osoittautuivat käytännöllisiksi apuvälineiksi, kun arvioidaan ja tuetaan nuorten ja nuor-
ten aikuisten identiteetin kehittymistä sekä hyvinvointia. 
 
Avainsanat: nuoret, nuoret aikuiset, henkilökohtaiset tavoitteet, uratavoitteet, identitee-
tin kehitys, työidentiteetti, koettu hyvinvointi, kehityksen säätely 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This research was about adolescents’ and young adults’ psychological devel-
opment during their transition to adulthood. At the beginning of the study, 
these young people were 16 or 17 years old and living in Finland. They were 
followed until they turned 26 years of age. During this ten-year period, they 
went through several career- and life-related transitions. These transitions were, 
for example, completing compulsory school, continuing with secondary educa-
tion, and, for some, proceeding to the tertiary level and then transitioning to 
working life. Also, some had gap years and some experienced unemployment. 
During these years, they formulated personal goals, explored various options 
and made active attempts to make decisions regarding their life direction and to 
commit to a life path that they felt to be important. 

The aim of the research was to study young people’s personal goal con-
tents and goal appraisals, how these motivational constructs relate to identity 
development and specifically career identity processes, and how personal goals 
and identity associate to subjective well-being. This research utilised the life-
span model of motivation, which states that developmental regulation process-
es of channelling, choice, co-regulation and compensation are demonstrated in 
young people’s personal goal pursuit (Salmela-Aro, 2009). Using a person-
oriented approach, profiles of young people’s personal goal contents as well as 
profiles of identity development were formulated as part of the research. And 
using a variable orientation, the associations between those profiles and well-
being were investigated, and further on the processes of career goal appraisal 
and their associations with identity development were examined.  

1.1 Transition to adulthood and developmental regulation  

According to earlier findings, the timing of the completion of the developmen-
tal tasks associated with transition to adulthood has become unclear (Seiffge-
Krenke, & Gelhaar, 2008), often resulting in feelings of immaturity (Galambos, 
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Turner, & Tilton-Weaver, 2005) and a sense of being on the way to adulthood 
but not there yet (Arnett, 2006). It has been proposed that adolescents and 
young adults need to undertake a psychological task to individually construct a 
stable and viable identity (Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005), and to direct their 
own development as well as negotiate their passage to adulthood, by setting 
future-oriented goals, exploring different identity alternatives and committing 
to a certain life path (Côté & Levine, 2002; Nurmi, Poole, & Seginer, 1995).  

Life transitions of young people are particularly visible in career devel-
opment. During the years from late adolescence, from around age 16, and 
throughout young adulthood many career-related transitions take place. In 
Western societies, basic compulsory education is completed when finishing 
Grade 9 in lower secondary school (junior high school), and young people can 
then choose to continue their education either in upper secondary school (sen-
ior high school) or vocational school. If students continue their studies beyond 
the compulsory education, they can later graduate from upper secondary 
school (senior high school) or proceed to tertiary education at university or en-
ter working life, where they may face unemployment.  

Different theories conceptualise a range of regulative behaviours before, 
during and after transition points. These behaviours include efforts to establish 
goals and identity, efforts to pursue the goals and express one’s identity, and 
efforts to renegotiate goals and identity commitments where the individual fac-
es barriers and difficulties (Dietrich, Parker, & Salmela-Aro, 2012). 

1.1.1 The life-span model of motivation 

The developmental regulation theory of the life-span model of motivation 
(Salmela-Aro, 2009) proposes that age-graded environments channel the timing 
and structure of developmental trajectories. The environment provides a space 
of opportunity where individuals construct their motivated personal goals 
(Cantor et al., 1991; Nurmi, 1993; Salmela-Aro, 2001). It is expected that in this 
environment, successful development requires striving for a relative maximisa-
tion of gains and minimisation of losses (Baltes, 1997). Further on, young people 
actively direct their development by selecting and pursuing personal goals and 
exploring identity-relevant information (Nurmi, 2004). This choice-making pro-
cess involves several different psychological mechanisms, including setting per-
sonal goals, making decisions and establishing commitment (Salmela-Aro, 
2009).  

Social context, especially important other people, impact an individual’s 
developmental regulation. The life-span model of motivation proposes that 
people attain their goals, explore their alternatives and regulate their behaviour 
based on co-agency. Finally, the life-span model of motivation features a compen-
sation or adjustment process, where personal goals and strategies are adjusted 
and commitments reconsidered based on feedback concerning developmental 
outcomes. This compensation process supports successfully coping with future 
challenges along the individual’s life path (Heckhausen, 1999) and maintaining 
subjective well-being.  



17 
 
1.1.2 Identity development theories 

In addition to developmental regulation theories, identity development theories 
have also conceptualised processes underlying the developmental transition 
from adolescence to adulthood. Identity is one of the most frequently studied 
constructs in social sciences (Côté, 2006), and thus, a lot of diversity exists in 
theories approaching identity. In their review, Vignoles, Schwartz and Luyckx 
(2011) introduce at least three fundamental considerations that affect the under-
standing of identity as a phenomenon. First, identity can be seen as either a per-
sonal, relational or collective phenomenon. Second, it has been theorised to be 
either fluid and changing all the time or rather stable. Third, identity may be 
either personally constructed, socially constructed, or subsequently discovered. 
These factors may also appear in various combinations.  

Consequently, the research advanced the identity construct as a personal, 
changing, and personally constructed phenomenon that relates to life paths and 
decisions. The personal identity definition originated in Erik H. Erikson’s (1959, 
1968) ego-identity theory. According to Erikson, personal identity includes as-
pects of the self, such as career goals, that explicitly identify a person as an in-
dividual, and the experience of self helps one to distinguish oneself from other 
people (Schwartz, 2001). Neo-Eriksonian research has been responsible for the 
detailed operationalisation and conceptualisation of identity constructs. The 
specific neo-Eriksonian model utilised here is the dual-cycle model of identity 
development (Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008). This model advances the developmen-
tal process of exploring and committing to developmental tasks as well as other 
important issues during adolescence and young adulthood. The dual-cycle 
model of identity development proposes that generic and domain-specific 
(Luyckx et al., 2014) identity developments unfold as two complementary cy-
cles, namely, identity formation and identity evaluation. During these formation 
and evaluation processes, purposeful explorations of various alternatives take 
place, commitments to sets of convictions and values are formed, and, finally, a 
re-evaluation of the choices and an assessment of their likely effectiveness is 
processed (Luyckx et al., 2008). This model also defines a maladaptive identity 
development process in which individuals are troubled by their inadequate 
progress toward important goals and by asking themselves the same questions 
over and over again they end up with uncertainty and worry (Beyers & Luyckx, 
2016; Luyckx et al., 2008, 2014).  

Other identity development models exist, such as Bosma and Kunnen’s 
(2001) as well as Kerpelman, Pittman and Lamke’s (1997) models, but the pro-
cess model of identity formation (Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008; Crocetti, Ru-
bini, Luyckx,, & Meeus, 2008) is presented here in addition to the dual-cycle 
model of identity development. Also, this process model approaches the identi-
ty construct as being personal, changing, and personally constructed. The pro-
cess model of identity formation proposes that identity is formatted in three 
processes: commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commit-
ments. More specifically, commitment refers to the making a choice in an identi-
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ty-relevant area and the identification with that choice. In-depth exploration 
involves active questioning and weighting of various identity alternatives, es-
pecially in regard to commitments already made, and it has been shown to have 
both adaptive and maladaptive sides. In-depth exploration becomes trouble-
some if adolescents start to over-evaluate their commitments and become 
doubtful about the choices. Finally, the reconsideration of commitments refers 
to the comparison made between current commitments and alternatives repre-
senting a crisis-like aspect of identity formation, and it may feature an endeav-
our to change the commitments that are no longer satisfactory. 
 

1.1.3 Career regulation 

Domain-specific theories of career development have also addressed the transi-
tional issues of career development that can arise during adolescence and 
young adulthood, and the possible processes involved. The career construction 
theory (Savickas, 2005) proposes that adaptive career development consists of 
an awareness of career-related developmental tasks, active decision making, the 
exploration of one’s thoughts and career opportunities, and the establishment 
of career confidence. The career construction theory highlights the active role of 
a person in constructing his or her own career and the adaptive changes that 
need to take place during the development (Savickas, 1997).  

Further, Porfeli and Lee (2012) have elaborated a process-oriented model 
of vocational identity development that comprises three tasks: career explora-
tion, career commitment, and career reconsideration. This process model com-
bines elements of the dual-cycle model of identity development (Luyckx et al., 
2008) with Crocetti and Meeus’ model (Crocetti et al., 2008), and particularly 
elaborates the career reconsideration process (Porfeli et al., 2011). More specifi-
cally, career exploration proceeds from a broad exploration of possible voca-
tional identities to a more in-depth exploration of core aspects of the self 
(Porfeli, 2008). These aspects of self are interests related to suitable career op-
portunities, values and personal goals. Career commitment involves making a 
choice and then attaching the self to that choice. Finally, career reconsideration 
refers to the re-examining of one’s current commitments and making an effort 
to compare available alternatives to further specify a career choice or change 
career choices. This reconsideration process is particularly important in times of 
dynamic or continuous change in the world of work and career environments. 
Career reconsideration is proposed to have two dimensions, or two sides: ca-
reer-related commitment flexibility and commitment self-doubt (Porfeli & Lee, 
2012; Porfeli & Savickas, 2012). Commitment flexibility means sensitivity and 
openness to changes in occupational interests and jobs, while commitment self-
doubt refers to feelings of anxiety and uncertainty concerning career planning 
(Porfeli & Savickas, 2012). 
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1.1.4 Developmental tasks in adolescence and young adulthood 

The research was based on the proposition that personal goals reflect the 
developmental tasks of adolescents and young adults (e.g., Heckhausen, 
Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010; Nurmi, 1992; Salmela-Aro, 2009). In his time, 
Havighurst (1948) conceptualised human development in terms of a series of 
early developmental tasks that must be solved and the process of successfully 
solving these tasks leading to happiness and success in later tasks.  

Leading up to and during adolescence, the proposed eight developmental 
tasks are: accept one’s body, adopt a masculine or feminine social role, achieve 
emotional independence from parents, develop close relationships with peers of 
the same and opposite gender, prepare for an occupation, prepare for marriage 
and family life, establish a personal value or ethical system, and achieve socially 
responsible behaviour.  

From young adulthood onward, eight further proposed developmental 
tasks are: develop a stable partnership, learn to live with the partner, establish 
an independent household, establish a family, care for a family, start an 
occupation or career, become integrated in a social group, and assume civic and 
social responsibility. This conceptualisation of developmental tasks integrates 
different life domains and stresses the importance of individual activity in 
completing these tasks.  

1.2 Personal goal pursuit  

Personal goals are internal representations of desired states (Austin & Vancou-
ver, 1996). In the research, personal goals were examined with a focus on con-
tent and motivation. The pursuit of goals is a key element of cognition, action 
and motivation in human life. Several concepts are used in studying and de-
scribing goal pursuit: current concerns (Klinger, 1975), personal projects (Little, 
1983; Little, Salmela-Aro, & Phillips, 2007), life tasks (Cantor et al. 1987), per-
sonal strivings (Emmons, 1986), and possible selves (Oyserman & Markus, 1990; 
Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

More specifically, the research utilised two theoretical personal goal con-
cepts: personal projects (Little, 1983; Little et al., 2007) and current concerns 
(Klinger, 1975; Klinger & Cox, 2011). In their conceptualisation, personal pro-
jects are formulated very explicitly (Little, 2014), while current concerns 
(Klinger & Cox, 2011) are more latent and implicit processes toward particular, 
yet explicitly unformulated, personal goals. People can mentally represent their 
personal goals in different ways. Personal goals can be positive desired states 
(e.g., “Apply for university”), or negative, often more implicit, worries (e.g., 
“My relationship won’t last”); all in all, these concepts describe the either ex-
plicit or implicit representation of a desired state and are thus referred to as per-
sonal goals hereafter.  
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In line with Little’s (2015) conceptualisation of personal projects, personal 
goals are extended over time, since they have a beginning, a middle and an end, 
and they include sets of actions. According to this conceptualisation, personal 
projects are personally salient as they involve consciously guided behaviour 
and afford some volitional investment. Moreover, personal projects are always 
formed and conducted within a context and they range from consisting of con-
stitutive elements of everyday life to being prospective ventures that shape 
one’s future. Finally, personal projects as well as personal goals are integrative 
transactional units that are situated between the person and the context, and 
they are the carrier units of the exchange between the person and the context 
(Little, 2000; Little, 2015). This makes personal goals an interesting concept in 
relation to which to examine young adults’ life decisions and meaning making. 

1.2.1 Personal goal contents 

Personal goal contents are often conceptualised either in regard to basic needs 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Emmons, 1986, 1997) or their aim in the real world (Little & 
Chambers, 2011; Nurmi, 1991; Ranta, Dietrich, & Salmela-Aro, 2014; Salmela-
Aro, 2001). According to self-determination theory, it is critical to consider the 
degree to which people, in their goal pursuit, are able to satisfy their basis psy-
chological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
On the other hand, researchers conceptualising personal goals in terms of real-
world aims propose that the contents are tied to developmental tasks arising 
during different phases of life (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010; Nurmi, 
1992; Salmela-Aro, 2009). Research has shown that if young people’s goal con-
tents are related to their developmental tasks in the transition to adulthood, it 
benefits their well-being (Salmela-Aro, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007; Salmela-Aro et 
al., 2012), lowers their stress (Dietrich, Jokisaari, & Nurmi, 2012), and promotes 
domain-specific attainments such as a progressing career and strong relation-
ships (Ranta et al., 2014).  

Nonetheless, people also have personal goals that are self-focused 
(Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997; Salmela-Aro, Pennanen, & Nurmi, 2001). The con-
tents of these self-focused personal goals reflect active striving to work out the 
meaning of one’s life, to change or improve one’s sense of self or identity, or to 
cope or adjust (Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). Thus, self-focused personal goals are 
different from personal goals related to developmental tasks or basic psycho-
logical needs. Self-focused goal contents are found to reflect ruminative worry-
ing, which has been found to relate to stress, low self-esteem, depression and 
exhaustion (Salmela-Aro, 1992; Salmela-Aro et al., 2001, 2007). 

1.2.2 Personal goal appraisals   

Apart from personal goal content research based on above described qualitative 
methodology, personal goals are also studied quantitatively with subjective 
goal appraisals. Goal appraisals reflect individual differences in overall motiva-
tion, beliefs and values (Nurmi, Salmela-Aro, & Aunola, 2009). In the process of 
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personal goal formulation, the individual compares and explores his or her mo-
tivation in relation to current opportunities and challenges, and makes com-
mitments to personal goals (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009).  

Goal appraisals are generally carried out with respondents first stating 
their personal goal, typically regarding a specific life domain such as career, 
relationships or health, after which they are asked to rate their goal along sev-
eral appraisal dimensions (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Nurmi et al., 2009; 
Salmela-Aro, 2009). Goal appraisals are conceptualisations of the goal processes 
involving behaviours and cognitions related to striving toward multiple goals 
(Austin & Vancouver, 1996). Goal processes bridge gaps between cognition and 
environment, cognition and physiology, and cognition and action. Originally, 
Little (1983) proposed 17 different goal appraisal dimensions: importance, en-
joyment, difficulty, visibility, control, initiation, stress, time adequacy, outcome, 
self-identity, other’s view, value congruency, positive impact, negative impact, 
progress, challenge, and absorption.  

Later on, researchers created revised versions of the scale, concentrating 
specifically on the modern motivational goal appraisal dimensions: importance, 
effort, progress, and stress (Salmela-Aro, 2001). Goal appraisals were also fur-
ther elaborated with other goal-related theoretical perspectives, such as the self-
determination theory featuring intrinsic and extrinsic motivation goal apprais-
als (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and the expectancy–value theory featuring success ex-
pectation and attainability appraisals (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Importance, 
effort, and stress appraisals can be studied also from the ankle of expectancy–
value theory (Eccles et al., 1983), where importance resembles attainment value 
and effort and stress are concepts of cost. Researchers have also grouped or 
named the goal appraisals differently to serve the means for their particular 
research questions (Dietrich et al., 2013). Throughout the research, goal apprais-
als addressed personal goals related to studying, choice of occupation, and 
preparation for working life henceforth referred to as career goals. In the re-
search, the appraisal dimensions were: success expectations or beliefs regarding 
goal attainability, intrinsic motivation, effort, and stress (Salmela-Aro, 2001). 
These dimensions have been particularly useful in studying adolescents’ and 
young adults’ motivation in education- and career-oriented goals (Flunger et al., 
2016; Ranta et al., 2014; Tynkkynen, Dietrich, & Salmela-Aro, 2014; Vasalampi, 
Nurmi, Jokisaari, & Salmela-Aro, 2012).   

Intrinsic motivation in goal pursuit is conceptualised as the perceived im-
portance of and subjective interest in a goal, with pleasure in the goal pursuit 
resulting in goal commitment; accordingly, intrinsic motivation has been found 
to reinforce the investment of effort in a goal pursuit (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Shel-
don & Elliot, 1998; Vasalampi et al., 2012). Moreover, intrinsically motivated 
personal goals have been found to benefit goal progress and, further on, to lead 
to educational attainments (Vasalampi et al., 2012). 

Success expectations are considered as preconditions of goal pursuit 
(Wright, 2016), and according to the expectancy–value theory people tend to 
select and persist with goals that they except to attain (Wigfield, Tonks, & 
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Klauda, 2009). Thus, success expectations indicate the extent to which the re-
spondent expects the personal goal to be achieved, and the extent to which the 
respondent sees him- or herself able to fulfil the personal goal. Success expecta-
tions can also be described as an individual’s beliefs regarding the attainability 
of his or her personal goal. In this research, career goal success expectations 
were investigated both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. Earlier findings on 
career goal appraisals suggest that success expectations are high among adoles-
cents, and these expectations rise even higher during the transition to adult-
hood among most adolescents and young adults (Tynkkynen et al., 2014). 

Effort appraisal in goal pursuit is a cognitive evaluation of the behaviours 
and actions needed and performed toward achieving a goal (Nurmi, 2004). Mo-
tivation intensity theory points out that two “forces” affect the effort put forth 
in goal pursuit: first, the will or desire to achieve the goal, and second, the diffi-
culty of the actions needed to attain the goal (Brehm & Self, 1989; Wright, 2016). 
In the research, career goal effort was conceptualised in terms of observable 
behaviours, such as time and effort spent on the goal pursuit and the concrete 
work undertaken to achieve the goal (Little et al., 2007; Salmela-Aro, 2002; 
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2001). Theoretical developmental psychological implica-
tions suggest that goal-related effort starts to appear immediately after the for-
mulation of the personal goal but increases significantly right before the dead-
line for the goal attainment or, in other words, when the urgency demands ef-
fort (Heckhausen et al., 2010). Furthermore, empirical findings indicate that ef-
fort increases when the goal attainment, such as completing an educational 
transition, is getting closer (Nagy, Köller, & Heckhausen, 2005). Experimental 
research has also shown that effort might change due to environmental cues 
(Rosenbaum, 2014). Here, career goal-related effort was studied longitudinally. 

Finally, psychological stress related to personal goals represents a strong 
negative emotion associated with goal pursuit (Dietrich et al., 2013). According 
to Lazarus (1991), psychological stress is a cognitive appraisal of emotional 
strain and it appears when environmental or external demands exceed the 
available individual coping resources. It has also been suggested that cumula-
tive stress and emotional strain can affect an individual’s ability to readjust, re-
sulting in greater vulnerability to physical or psychological problems (Brown & 
Harris, 1978). In the research, career goal-related stress appraisals were concep-
tualised as appraisals of the stressfulness of goals and the experience of tired-
ness in goal pursuit (Little et al., 2007; Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2001). Previous 
studies have found that career goal-related stress increases from age 16 to 20 
(Dietrich, Andersson, & Salmela-Aro, 2014), but decreases again across young 
adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2013).  
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1.3 Identity development 

Personal identity refers to an individual’s self-definition, and this definition 
includes goals, values and beliefs (Marcia, 1966; Waterman, 1999), and the focus 
was particularly on the individual-level processes highlighting the agentic role 
and self-efficacy of the individual in creating his or her own identity (Côté & 
Levine, 2002). Thus, the research left out social identity, relational identity and 
collective identity constructs.  

The research focused on identity statuses originally proposed by Marcia 
(1966) and were measured with the recently developed Dimensions of Identity 
Development Scale (Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008). Identity status theory operation-
alises identity development into two distinct processes of exploration and com-
mitment (Marcia, 1966).  

Foremost, this research concentrates on general identity, targeting the 
overall decisions in life, future directions and lifestyle selection (Luyckx et al., 
2006, 2008). Earlier theories propose that identity issues are, or should be, 
solved by the age of 20, when adolescent developmental tasks are accomplished 
(Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966). In the 21st century, the situation is totally different. 
Recent theoretical and empirical evidence is distinct from Erikson’s and Mar-
cia’s conceptualisations. There is strong evidence that personal identity devel-
opment is rather an ongoing project, lasting across most of young adulthood 
until the end of the third decade of life, and that adaptive identity might be 
achieved in some domains of life but not others (Arnett, 2000; Côté & Levine, 
2002; Luyckx et al., 2010). For this reason, the research focused more specifically 
on one area, that is, the processes or dimensions of domain-specific occupation-
al career identity at age 26. 

This research approaches identity development utilising the process-
oriented dual-cycle model of identity (Luyckx et al., 2006), which describes 
identity development in the cycles of commitment formation and commitment 
evaluation. The processes in both cycles include, first, the exploration of possi-
ble future states, and, second, commitment to particular choices.  

More specifically, first the individual explores alternatives (exploration in 
breadth) and then chooses and commits to particular choices (commitment making) 
(Luyckx et al., 2006; Marcia, 1966). This cycle is equivalent to Marcia’s (1966) 
original identity formation dimensions of exploration and commitment. The 
process in the second cycle includes that the individual goes through his or her 
current commitments (exploration in depth) and then unites these into a sense of 
self (identification with commitment). These two cycles describe the adaptive and 
adequate identity development process.  

Research has also identified maladaptive processes of identity develop-
ment, referred to as ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 2008) in the present 
model. Ruminative exploration is when an individual gets stuck in the explora-
tion process and ponders on life without direction. Moreover, a recent study by 
Zimmermann, Lannegrand-Willems, Safont-Mottay and Cannard (2015) 
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demonstrated that in-depth exploration has two sides: exploration leading to a 
better understanding of one’s current commitments and subsequent firming up 
of these commitments, and a “darker side” where exploration leads to a re-
evaluation of commitments. This re-evaluative exploration has also been de-
scribed as exploration in-depth with reconsideration. These different sides of in-
depth exploration can be linked, at least theoretically, to the career reconsidera-
tion processes of commitment flexibility and commitment self-doubt (Porfeli & 
Savickas, 2012), as well as to the process model of identity formation, which 
describes both adaptive and maladaptive in-depth exploration processes (Cro-
cetti et al., 2008).   

1.3.1 Identity statuses  

The identity status theory was first proposed by Marcia (1966). According to 
this theory, identity is formulated in processes of exploration and commitment 
(Kroger & Marcia, 2011; Marcia, 1966). Exploration refers to rethinking, sorting 
through and trying out various life roles and plans. Commitment, on the other 
hand, refers to the observable degree of personal investment regarding behav-
iour, goals or beliefs. These two processes have been conceptualised as dimen-
sions that basically range from absent to present. Further, seen together, these 
dimensions form four different types of identity statuses, which has been the 
subject of a substantial amount of research over the last four decades (for a re-
view, see e.g., Crocetti, Sica, Schwartz, Serafini, & Meeus, 2013; Schwartz 2001). 

Originally, the four statuses were defined as achievement, moratorium, 
foreclosure, and diffusion (Kroger & Marcia, 2011; Marcia, 1966). The following 
are descriptions of the original identity statuses suggested by Kroger & Marcia 
(2011). Individuals with achieved identity seem to be solid with respect to the 
most important points of focus in their life. They are firm but flexible when it 
comes to their chosen life path. When facing obstacles, they are gritty and tend 
to persistent. They are also described as being understanding of others’ experi-
ences and differing opinions, which they can consider reflectively, and are de-
scribed as being reliable and possessing strength of character. Accordingly, in 
observable measures, achievement has been associated with high commitment 
following a time of distinct exploration (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 
2011). 

Individuals in moratorium status are making every effort to define them-
selves, who they are and who they are going to be. Consequently, they experi-
ence internal conflict. Moratoriums have been described as either being able to 
charismatically engage others in their exploration process (explorers) or drown-
ing in their struggles to swim against the tide of authority (ruminators). Over 
time, moratoriums might either lead to achievement through firm commitments 
or to numbness characterised by careless fluctuation. Thus, in observable 
measures, moratorium has been associated with low commitment and high ex-
ploration (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011). 

Individuals with a foreclosure status can appear strong and self-directed, 
but there is an underlying fragility in their position. Individuals in foreclosure 
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strive to maintain their stance by denial or distorting contradictory information. 
When their values are mainstream in their social context, they appear well-
adjusted, but their inflexibility toward different values or life directions become 
visible in differing social contexts while questioning foreclosed individuals’ po-
sition causes them to intensify their “us and them” posture. In observable 
measures, foreclosure is associated with high commitment and absence of ex-
ploration (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011). 

Finally, the last of the four statuses is diffusion. It is marked by weak or 
non-existing exploration as well as the absence of definite commitments. At 
their best, individuals with diffused identity can be whatever current influences 
shape them to be, appearing extremely flexible and eternally adaptable. But this 
means that they must constantly look externally to define who they are because 
of the absence of an internal sense of self-definition. At their worst, they feel lost 
and isolated, experiencing emptiness and meaninglessness. In observable 
measures, diffusion has been associated with the absence of both exploration 
and commitment (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011). 

Several recent studies have identified identity statuses on the basis of em-
pirically measured profiles of identity processes, and these have often been 
drawn from cluster analysis (Crocetti et al., 2008; Crocetti, Schwartz, Fermani, 
Klimstra, & Meeus, 2012; Luyckx et al., 2008, 2010; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zim-
mermann et al., 2015) and latent class analysis (Meeus, Van De Schoot, Keijsers, 
Schwartz, & Branje, 2010). These studies have confirmed some of the profiles 
proposed by Marcia (1966) and presented above: achievement, composed of 
moderate or high exploration of alternatives, without ruminative exploration, 
and then clear commitment; and foreclosure consisting of very clear commit-
ments without exploring alternatives (Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2008; 
Schwartz et al., 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015).  

Advancements in recent research have examined the multitude of refined 
statuses, such as the following: Ruminative moratorium, which is characterised by 
weak commitments, high exploration, and particularly ruminative exploration 
(Luyckx et al., 2008). Searching moratorium, which is characterised by strong and 
clear commitments, but returning to consider these with high exploration of 
new alternatives (Crocetti et al., 2008; Zimmermann et al., 2015). Carefree diffu-
sion, which is characterised by an untroubled approach toward identity and 
marked by very low commitment and little exploration, except for ruminative 
exploration having been found to be close to the overall mean (Schwartz et al., 
2011). Finally, diffused diffusion, which is composed of weak exploration, weak 
definite commitments, and elevated ruminative exploration (Crocetti et al., 2008; 
Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015).  
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1.3.2 Career identity development 

Career identity is a domain-specific construct referring to the conscious aware-
ness of oneself as a worker or future worker (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). 
While general identity refers to exploration and commitment regarding one’s 
overall life path, career identity specifically addresses the individual’s explora-
tion and commitment concerning his or her future career plans, career goals, 
values related to work, and career and work beliefs. Career identity can also be 
referred as occupational, work or professional identity. Research studying the 
relations of general identity and career identity has shown that career identity 
has a strong effect on general identity development, particularly during the 
transition from school to work (Danielsen, Lorem, & Kroger, 2000). And later, a 
Finnish long-term longitudinal study on development spanning from age 27 to 
50 found that occupational identity development overtakes development in 
other life domains in adulthood, and that career identity is the most congruent 
with identity development at the overall, general identity development level 
(Fadjukoff, Pulkkinen, & Kokko, 2005, 2016). 

Career identity formation is an important developmental task of adoles-
cence as well as young adulthood (Erikson, 1968; Flum & Blustein, 2000; 
Vondracek, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 1986), but research has shown that many 
young people seem to postpone making occupational commitments without 
engaging in active and systematic career exploration (Côté, 2000). This mala-
daptive identity development has also been described as ‘floundering’ (Super, 
1957) and prevents adolescents and young adults from making meaningful oc-
cupational decisions (Salomone & Mangicaro, 1991). Thus, it is important to 
develop a general sense of direction and career identity at the beginning of the 
transition from school to work (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). 

The research specifically examined career identity development and how 
motivational career goal appraisals of success expectations, effort and stress 
predict career identity development. Earlier research suggests that young peo-
ple with a strong sense of agency are more likely to engage in exploration and 
make flexible commitments while being less likely to conform to or avoid iden-
tity processes (Schwartz et al., 2005). It is described that individuals with strong 
agency accept responsibility for the course of their life and their own decisions, 
and accept the consequences of their decisions, as well as being confident that 
they will overcome barriers and obstacles. The same study also proposed that 
individuals showing low effort may miss out on identity development oppor-
tunities provided by the psychosocial moratorium during young adulthood. 
Finally, empirical studies have provided strong and consistent evidence that 
having a strong occupational or career identity is associated with good psycho-
logical adjustment, well-being and life satisfaction (Christiansen, 1999; Kroger, 
2007), and during the transition from school to work career identity achieve-
ment predicts good mental health (de Goede, Spruijt, Iedema,, & Meeus, 1999; 
Meeus, Dekovi , & Iedema, 1997). 
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1.4 Phase-adequate engagement 

The theories pertaining to phase-adequate engagement (Dietrich et al., 2012), 
career development (Savickas, 2005), the life-span model of motivation 
(Salmela-Aro, 2009), personal identity development (Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008), 
and occupational identity development (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011) address 
the question of how people engage in the changes faced during the transition 
from adolescence to young adulthood. It has been stated that engagement is 
phase-adequate when it maximises the opportunities for transitional success 
and minimises potential transition-related costs (Dietrich et al., 2012).  

The conceptualisation of phase-adequate engagement constitutes princi-
ples that tie together the theoretical fields of career development (Porfeli & Lee, 
2012; Savickas, 2005), developmental regulation (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 
2009) and identity development (Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008), stating that phase-
adequate engagement in adolescence and young adulthood includes: transition 
awareness (about developmental tasks and in-breadth exploration), identity 
and goal crystallisation (forming commitments and career goals, exploring in 
depth), transition management (goal engagement, planning, choice actualisa-
tion), goal and strategy adjustment (adjusting goals and commitments), and 
reflection (integrating experiences and transition outcomes into identity) (Die-
trich et al. 2012). Phase-adequate engagement suggests that, for young people, it 
is adaptive and adequate to set career goals, to form a career identity, to active-
ly pursue these goals and actualise one’s career identity, and if necessary to re-
construct goals and adjust identity commitments (Dietrich et al., 2014). 

1.5 Correlates of subjective well-being 

Subjective well-being is people’s evaluation of the quality of their life, which 
includes both cognitive judgements and affective reactions (Diener, 2001). In the 
research, subjective well-being was presented in terms of general well-being as 
well as in relation to domain-specific education and work. Further on, general 
and domain-specific well-being are investigated from both positive and nega-
tive sides. 

In the research, general subjective well-being was viewed in terms of indi-
viduals’ levels of life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; 
Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999), self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), and symp-
toms of depression (Beck, 2008). Life satisfaction is defined as an individual’s 
cognitive evaluation of his or her life according to subjectively determined 
standards (Diener et al., 1999). Life satisfaction is evaluated in terms of past and 
present. The past is evaluated in terms of whether important things have been 
reached so far, and whether something established in the past should be pres-
ently changed (Diener et al., 1985). Present life satisfaction takes into account 
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the individual’s circumstances, feelings of satisfaction, and proximity to an ide-
al situation. 

Life satisfaction is strongly related to self-esteem in Western individualistic 
cultures (Diener & Suh, 2000), and thus it can be considered as one indicator of 
subjective well-being. Self-esteem is defined as the perception and self-
knowledge of one’s own values (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003). 
However, it has been stated that high self-esteem may appear in two distinct 
forms. First, it may represent an accurate, justified and balanced appreciation of 
one’s worth as a person and of one’s successes and. And second, contrastingly, 
high self-esteem may represent a swollen, arrogant, grandiose, and unjustified 
sense of superiority over others (Baumeister et al., 2003). The same polarity has 
been noted with respect to the low self-esteem construct. Low self-esteem can 
be seen to represent either an accurate understanding of one’s shortcomings as 
a person or a problematic sense of insecurity and inferiority. In this research, 
self-esteem is investigated using its characterisation as seeing good qualities in 
oneself and having a positive view of oneself as well as self-respect (Rosenberg, 
1965). 

Finally, general subjective well-being is measured by levels of depressive 
symptoms. Symptoms of depression include persistent experience of increased 
negative affect, diminished experience of pleasure and positive affect, and expe-
rience of unworthiness and low energy (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013).  

Domain-specific subjective well-being is measured by school-, study- and 
work-related engagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Newmann, 1991; 
Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012; Schaufeli, Martínez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 
2002). Engagement is defined as highlighting the affective component in the 
commitment to studying or working in the form of energy, dedication and ab-
sorption (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, et al., 2009; Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012; Schau-
feli et al., 2002). In this framework, energy represents exerting a high level of 
vigour, energy and force while studying or working. Dedication represents a 
positive cognitive frame of mind toward studying or working in general, per-
ceiving studying or working as meaningful, and experiencing a sense of signifi-
cance, enthusiasm, challenge, and inspiration. Absorption is characterised by 
fully concentrating on and being happily involved in the task under way, com-
monly accompanied by the experience of ‘time flying by’. These dimensions 
strongly correlate with each other (Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012) and thus en-
gagement is studied as a single construct in the present research. 

Lastly, in the domain-specific examination, low levels of school-, study- or 
work-related burnout (i.e., academic burnout) account for high subjective well-
being. Academic burnout consists of three different dimensions: exhaustion, cyni-
cism, and a sense on inadequacy (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru et al., 2009; Salmela-Aro, 
Savolainen, & Holopainen, 2009; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Exhaustion refers to feel-
ing emotionally overloaded, feeling that resources for managing life have run 
out, feeling powerless and tired in the face of the demands set by either school 
or work, ruminating about school- or work-related issues, and experiencing 
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sleeping problems. Cynicism refers to an impassive, loose attitude toward 
school or work in general, as part of which studying or working is not seen to 
be meaningful and interest in school or work has been lost. Sense of inadequacy 
refers to reduced feelings of competence, achievement and accomplishment, 
commonly accompanied by a negative view of oneself, one’s performance or 
one’s knowledge.  

1.5.1 Personal goals and subjective well-being 

The association between personal goal pursuit and subjective well-being has 
been investigated extensively (Brunstein, 1993; Emmons, 1991; Heckhausen, 
1999; Little, 1989; Salmela-Aro, 1992, 2001; Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997). The 
research focused specifically on the content of personal goals and subjective 
well-being. The life-span model of motivation suggests that personal goals that 
are aligned with the developmental tasks of life phases are adequate and thus 
facilitate the well-being of the individual (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2001, 2009; 
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997). It has also been proposed that only the comple-
tions of personal goals that are congruent with motivational dispositions con-
tribute to enhanced well-being (Brunstein, Schultheiss, & Grassman, 1998). Both 
cross-sectional (Emmons, 1991) and longitudinal studies (Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 
1997) have shown that young adults who have goals that are related to personal 
relationships, family and education experience better subjective well-being and 
fewer symptoms of depression than other young adults. Empirical research has 
also shown that personal goals related to leisure time activities are associated 
with high life satisfaction (Little & Chambers, 2004).  

By contrast, several studies have pointed out that personal goal contents 
concerning change and improvement of personality and identity (i.e., self-
related goals) are related to distress, low self-esteem, problems with mental 
health, and exhaustion (Salmela-Aro, 1992; Salmela-Aro et al., 2001, 2007; 
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2004). The relation between self-focused personal goals 
and low subjective well-being has been found to be reciprocal. Increase in the 
amount of self-related personal goals relates to increase in depression symp-
toms, and a greater number of depression symptoms leads to a greater number 
of self-focused personal goals (Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997; Salmela-Aro et al., 
2001).  

1.5.2 Identity development and subjective well-being 

Identity development and subjective well-being have received extensive atten-
tion in research in last decade. After the evolvement of the measures for study-
ing maladaptive identity exploration (Crocetti, Schwartz, Fermani, & Meeus, 
2010; Luyckx et al., 2008), many empirical studies have specifically considered 
the association between the maladaptive identity process and subjective well-
being (Beyers & Luyckx, 2016; Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011, 2015). 
Studied specifically from the identity status perspective, the statuses of rumina-
tive moratorium and diffused diffusion have been found to be associated with 
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problems in general psychological functioning, such as heightened symptoms 
of depression (Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011) and 
lowered satisfaction with life (Schwartz et al., 2015), and in domain-specific 
functioning such as academic burnout and low career engagement (Luyckx et 
al., 2010), lower intrinsic motivation, and feelings of incompetence (Waterman 
2004). The research investigated the relations between identity profiles or sta-
tuses, measured with the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale (Luyckx et 
al., 2006, 2008), and subjective well-being in, for the first time, the Finnish con-
text. 

Finally, low subjective well-being experienced as stress regarding career 
goal pursuit is investigated in relation to career identity development. One of 
the aims was to study to what extent the stress experienced with career goal 
pursuit is related to career identity development, captured with adaptive career 
identity dimensions of career commitment making, identification with career 
commitment and career exploration in breadth and depth, or captured with 
maladaptive career identity dimensions of ruminative career exploration. Earli-
er findings suggest that people appraise stressfulness in two phases, as follows. 
In the first phase, the threat to the self is appraised (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Perceived threat to the self occurs in situations that are unfavourable for oneself, 
such as during a failure, and when the individual experiences challenges, con-
tradictions or mocking regarding his or her self-concept or identity (Campbell 
& Sedikides, 1999). In the second phase of stress appraisal, the individual ap-
praises his or her own ability to cope with the threat (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
These evaluations of challenges and contradictions are expected to be included 
in career goal stress appraisals. It is theorised that in these two phases, stress 
develops into a long-term problem when a threat to the self persists in associa-
tion with insufficient coping resources. The research investigated how these 
stress appraisals are linked to adaptive and maladaptive identity development.  

1.6 Rumination in personal goal pursuit and identity formation 

During the transition to adulthood some barriers and difficulties inevitably oc-
cur. According to the life-span model of motivation, adolescent and young 
adults need to renegotiate, compensate and adjust their goals and identity 
commitments (Dietrich et al., 2012; Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009). In light of 
phase-adequate engagement (Dietrich et al., 2012), the renegotiation and com-
pensation process can either be adequate or inadequate for the transition phase 
at hand. The research focused particularly on maladaptive and inadequate pro-
cesses, when adolescent and young adults are facing obstacles during the tran-
sition to adulthood, investigating rumination concerning personal goals and 
identity development. Rumination is repetitive thinking about negative person-
al concerns and about the implications, causes and meanings of a negative 
mood state (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, & Lyubomirsky, 2008), and it is described 
as a style of thought rather than just negative thought content (Joormann & 
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Vanderlind, 2014). Rumination is related to the onset and maintenance of de-
pression (for review, see Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008) as well as even suicide 
(Li, Chau, Yip, & Wong, 2014). Rumination has been found to impair recovery 
from acute stressors (Stewart, Mazurka, Bond, Wynne-Edwards, & Harkness, 
2013). All of these outcomes might be due to rumination leading to sustained 
negative mood, heightened negative cognitions and decreased effective prob-
lem solving in depressed participants, as has been reported in past studies (e.g., 
Watkins & Moulds, 2005). Also, recent meta-analysis has shown that rumina-
tion is associated with the core executive function of the ability to resist auto-
matic responses (inhibition) as well as the ability to switch between tasks or 
response rules (mindset-shifting) (Yang, Cao, Shields, Teng, & Liu, 2017). These 
mechanisms might account for the repetitiveness and brooding in rumination. 

 The research approached rumination from two angles. First, rumination is 
investigated in regard to personal goal contents and how ruminative self-
related contents are associated with well-being. Second, rumination in identity 
development is examined, specifically in terms of how the ruminative processes 
in identity exploration are related to both well-being and personal goal contents. 

Research conducted on adolescents’ and young adults’ personal goal con-
tents have identified personal goals that focus on the self and self-esteem, per-
sonal growth and development, gaining independence, figuring out one’s own 
feelings, and the experience of loneliness, stress and academic burnout (Little et 
al., 2007; Salmela-Aro, 1992). According to content analysis, the integrative 
nominators of these goals are the ruminative tone and style of the content 
(Salmela-Aro, 1992). Ruminative self-focused personal goals and concerns are 
found to be associated with low well-being, low self-esteem, depressive symp-
toms, and mental health problems (Luyckx et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro, 1992; 
Salmela-Aro et al., 2001, 2012). 

Optimal identity development has been described to include exploration 
of self-related issues (Erikson, 1968). Research has shown that self-focusing is 
indeed at times self-reflective, and thus related to positive outcomes (Burwell & 
Shirk, 2007; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997). However, 
self-focused attention has also been reported to associate with negative thinking 
and rumination (Mor & Winquist, 2002). It has been proposed that 21st century 
Western societies, while providing limitless possibilities to search and explore 
goals and identities, might induce confusion in young people who then end up 
locked in a ruminative cycle of continued exploration (Côté & Levine, 2002; 
Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz, Kurtines, & Montgomery, 2005). This ruminative 
exploration is characterised by repetitive and passive fixation on the self and 
problems leading to feelings of hopelessness and uncontrollability of the situa-
tion at hand (Luyckx et al., 2008; Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008).  
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1.7 Person-oriented research 

The development process is at least partly specific to individuals (Bergman & 
El-Khouri, 2001). Traditionally, psychological research is conducted using the 
variable-oriented approach, when associations, differences and correlations be-
tween certain variables are the main interest. Variable orientation has limita-
tions when trying to understand single individuals’ developmental processes 
(Magnusson 2003). A shortcoming of the variable-oriented approach relates to it 
dealing with mean levels, ignoring possible non-normative subgroups (Berg-
man & El-Khouri, 2003). In the person-oriented approach (Bergman & El-
Khouri, 2003; Muthén & Muthén, 2012; Von Eye & Bergman, 2003), the main 
interest is in meaningful groups of individuals and typical patterns that appear 
in subgroups of individuals. Research utilising the person-oriented approach is 
guided by a research paradigm in which the individual is the focus, and the 
individual is seen as a functioning totality. Thus, the person-oriented approach 
leaves room for different types of individuals rather than compressing everyone 
into one mean. In the research, the person-oriented approach was utilised in 
identifying different meaningful types of profiles either in regard to personal 
goal contents or identity dimensions.  

1.8 The Finnish education system  

The type of education, if any, that the adolescent chooses after comprehensive 
school strongly channels his or her career pathway of later life (Dietrich et al., 
2014; Schoon & Parsons, 2002; Tynkkynen, Tolvanen, & Salmela-Aro, 2012). In 
Finland, compulsory basic education is completed at age 16 after Grade 9, after 
which adolescents choose to attend either general upper secondary school (sen-
ior high school) or vocational school (see Figure 1). Official Statistics of Finland, 
(2016) covering 2005–2014 reveal that following compulsory school, 51% of ado-
lescent students choose to attend general upper secondary education, 41% 
choose a vocational education, and 8% do not continue an education that would 
lead to higher qualification.  

If an adolescent chooses the vocational “track”, he or she can earn an oc-
cupational qualification in three years and enter working life at age 18. Further 
along the vocational track, it is possible to re-enter education after a few years 
of work experience, to study for a tertiary-level qualification either at a univer-
sity or a university of applied sciences (formerly referred to as ‘polytechnics’), 
and from there to progress even to a doctoral degree. Despite this possibility to 
further progress educationally later on, young adults on the vocational track 
hardly ever continue their studies after attending vocational school, at least not 
within three years’ time after attaining their vocational qualification (Dietrich et 
al., 2014).  
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Around half of the adolescents chose general upper secondary school, con-
tinuing on the academic track. General upper secondary school provides a ge-
neric education, after which one can continue with secondary level vocational 
education, or a higher vocational education (university of applied sciences), or a 
tertiary-level academic education (university). Optimally, on the academic track, 
the young adult enters full-time working life after completing both the second-
ary and tertiary levels of education around age 22–25, depending on the level of 
qualification. On the academic track, such an ideal progression is seldom the 
case. Between 2005–2015, only 4% of students continued with secondary-level 
vocational school after general upper secondary school, while 16% of students 
proceeded with studying at a university of applied sciences, 18% started uni-
versity studies, and as high as 61% did not continue with any further education 
that would lead to a qualification (Official Statistics Finland, 2016). This reveals 
that it is typical of the Finnish education system that young adults on the aca-
demic track have a gap year(s) in their educational career, resulting in delayed 
working life but also supporting a more thorough engagement in exploring ca-
reer goals and career identity.    

 

 

FIGURE 1  The Finnish education system. Retrieved from 
http://www.oph.fi/english/education_system  
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1.9 Aims of the research  

The broad aim of this research was to examine, in a longitudinal setting, Finnish 
adolescents’ and young adults’ pursuit of personal goals and identity develop-
ment as well as the relations between personal goals, identity development and 
subjective well-being. 
 
Study I examined what kinds of profiles can be identified in personal goal con-
tents, and how the identified profiles correlated to academic school-related 
burnout, depressive symptoms, satisfaction with life, and self-esteem. 
 

Research question 1: What kinds of profiles can be identified in ad-
olescents’ personal goal contents? 
 
Hypothesis 1.1: It was expected that the majority of the personal 
goals of adolescents would be related to education, career, and so-
cial relations (Salmela-Aro, 2001). 

 
Hypothesis 1.2: It was expected to identify a group of adolescents 
who have personal goals regarding self and self-development 
(Salmela-Aro et al., 2007). 
 
Hypothesis 1.3: It was assumed that adolescents with profiles that 
include self-related goals (Mor & Winquist, 2002) would have more 
academic school-related burnout and symptoms of depression as 
well as lower life satisfaction and self-esteem, whereas those ado-
lescents whose goal orientations include goals congruent with de-
velopment tasks would be experiencing better subjective well-being. 

 
Study II aimed to identify development profiles among Finnish young adults, 
and to validate the profiles yielded by the analysis by examining their correla-
tions with subjective well-being and career goal appraisals. Further, Study II 
longitudinally examined the extent to which the content of young adults’ per-
sonal goals and concerns differed according to their identity profiles.  
 

Research question 2: What kinds of profiles can be identified in 
young adults’ identity development dimensions?  
 
Hypothesis 2.1: It was expected to find identity development pro-
files similar to those reported earlier, including statuses of 
achievement, foreclosure, diffused diffusion, searching moratorium 
and reconsidering moratorium (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 
2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015). 
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Hypothesis 2.2: It was expected that young adults with diffused 
diffusion and ruminative moratorium profiles would have poorer 
well-being (Luyckx et al., 2008, Schwartz et al., 2011). 
 
Hypothesis 2.3: It was assumed that diffused diffusion and rumina-
tive moratorium profiles would be related to poorer motivational 
outcomes (Waterman, 2004). 
 
Hypothesis 2.4: It was expected that diffused diffusion and rumina-
tive moratorium profiles would reflect maladaptation, manifesting 
in personal goals that are less optimal for the life phase of the tran-
sition to adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). 
In particular, in such cases, personal goals and concerns related to 
the developmental tasks of forming and maintaining good relation-
ships with one’s family, dating partner and friends were expected 
to be rarer (Salmela-Aro et al., 2012).  
 
Hypothesis 2.5: It was expected that diffused diffusion and rumina-
tive moratorium profiles would relate to ruminative and lifestyle-
oriented self-focused personal goals and concerns (Luyckx et al., 
2008; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). 

 
Study III examined the extent to which longitudinal trajectories of success ex-
pectations, effort and long-term stress with respect to one’s career goals from 
adolescence to young adulthood (age 16 to 23) would predict identity dimen-
sions in the career domain later on, at age 26. 
 

Hypothesis 3.1: Career goal success expectations were expected to 
increase in trend during the transition from adolescence to young 
adulthood (Tynkkynen et al., 2014). 
 
Hypothesis 3.2: High and increasing success expectations were ex-
pected to strengthen adaptive identity development (Eccles, 2009). 
It was hypothesised that career goal success expectations would be 
positively related to adaptive and adequate identity processes. 
 
Hypothesis 3.3: Career goal effort was expected to stay at a con-
stant level in the transition from adolescence to young adulthood 
(Dietrich et al., 2014). 
 
Hypothesis 3.4: Earlier research has suggested that individuals 
with low effort may miss out on identity development opportuni-
ties provided by psychosocial moratorium during young adulthood 
(Schwartz et al., 2005). It was expected that higher effort would be 
related to more adaptive and agentic identity processes. 
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Research question 3: How does career goal-related stress change 
across time from age 16 to 23? 
 
Earlier findings have suggested that career goal stress appraisals 
increase in late adolescence (Dietrich et al., 2014) but decrease 
across young adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2013). Due to a lack of long-
term longitudinal research on developmental trends regarding ca-
reer goal stress, only a research question regarding changes in ca-
reer goal stress across time was formulated. 
 
Hypothesis 3.5: Earlier evidence has shown that poor psychosocial 
functioning, indicated by anxiety and symptoms of depression 
(Schwartz et al., 2011) or burnout (Luyckx et al. 2010), is related to 
maladaptive identity processes. Thus, it was assumed that the 
stress experienced with career goal pursuit would be associated to 
maladaptive career identity development. 

 



 

2 METHOD 

2.1 Participants 

Both samples examined are part of the ongoing Finnish Educational Transitions 
Studies (FinEdu, 2013) research project. The aim of the FinEdu project is to 
study adolescents’ and young adults’ educational transitions and associated 
factors that young people face after compulsory comprehensive education. The 
study concerns the transition from compulsory school to secondary education, 
as well as the subsequent transition to either tertiary education or working life. 
The transitions and choices young people make are studied with a particular 
emphasis on the role of personal goals, motivation, and subjective well-being.   

In Study I, a cross-sectional data set was used. The participants 
were 1,144 general upper secondary school and vocational school students. The 
general upper secondary school students were from a town in the central part 
of Finland and the vocational school students were from the metropolitan area 
of Finland. In the final analysis, there were and 608 students from general up-
per secondary school (age: M = 17.05 years, SD = 0.27 years) and 536 students 
from vocational school (age: M = 17.83 years, SD = 1.59 years). 

In Studies II and III, the same longitudinal data set (sample 2) was 
used (see Table 1). At the beginning of the data collection, sample 2 included all 
of the 16-year-old students living in a mid-sized city (population circa 97,000 
inhabitants) in Central Finland, in their last year of comprehensive school. The 
socioeconomic status of the families that the participants stemmed from was: 
blue-collar (13%), lower white-collar (48%), and upper white-collar (39%). Dur-
ing the data collection at times 2 and 3, during upper secondary education, 
more participants were added to the data set as the data were being collected in 
schools. After the transition to tertiary studies or working life (time points 4, 5 
and 6), the questionnaires were directly sent to participants already in the data 
set. Due to the participants added at two points, the data set used in Study II 
was bigger than that in Study III, even though the sample was the same. 
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TABLE 1  Data structure of sample 2  

 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 Time 6 

Measurement 
point 

January 
2004 

January 
2005 

January 
2006 

Spring 
2009 

Spring 
2011 

Spring 
2014 

 
Career 

or education 
context 

 
Ninth 
grade 

 
Upper 

secondary 
education 

 
Upper 

secondary 
education 

 
Working 

life / 
further 
studies 

 
Working 

life / 
further 
studies 

 
Working 

life / 
further 
studies 

Age 16 17 18 21 23 26 

Study II     n = 577 n = 482 

Study III n = 699 n = 653 n = 594 n = 497 n = 475 n = 494 

 

2.2 Variables and statistical methods 

In Studies I to III, different sets of variables and methods were used (see Table 
2). The Personal Project Analysis Inventory method (Salmela-Aro, 2001) was 
used in all studies and was thus the overarching method of the research. Both 
person-oriented and variable-oriented statistical methods were used. 
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TABLE 2  Summary of variables and statistical methods 

Study Sample Variables Statistical methods 
Study I Sample 1 Gender 

Current education 
Age 
Four personal goals 
Academic burnout 
- emotional exhaustion 
- cynicism 
- feeling of inadequacy 
Depressive symptoms 
Satisfaction with life 
Self-esteem 
 

Non-hierarchical K-means 
cluster analysis 
ANOVA 
 

Study II Sample 2 Gender 
Life situation 
SES 
Relationship status 
Age 
Four personal goals 
Two personal concerns 
Career-related personal goal  
Appraisals 
- intrinsic motivation 
- progress 
- attainability 
Identity formation 
- commitment making 
- identification with commit-
ment 
- exploration in breadth 
- exploration in depth 
- ruminative exploration 
Satisfaction with life 
Depressive Symptoms 
Engagement in academic con-
text 
Academic burnout 
 

Confirmatory factor analy-
sis 
Latent profile analysis 
ANOVA 
Configural frequency anal-
ysis 

Study III Sample 2 Career goal appraisals 
- success expectation 
- effort 
- stress 
Career identity formation 
- career commitment making 
- identification with career 
commitment 
- career exploration in breadth 
- career exploration in depth 
- ruminative career exploration 

Latent growth curve model-
ling 
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2.3 Personal goal content analysis 

Personal goal contents at different ages were examined in both samples. In 
sample 1, the participants reported their personal goals at age 17; and in sample 
2, they reported their personal goals, including both personal projects and con-
cerns, twice: at age 23 and again at age 26. Table 3 presents the personal goal 
categories and examples of the personal goals at each time point. 

TABLE 3  Personal goal and concern categories and examples 

Category Personal goals  
Sample 1 
Age 17 

Personal projects 
Sample 2 
Ages 23 and 26 

Concerns 
Sample 2 
Ages 23 and 26 

Present educa-
tion  

“Finish up this 
school” 

“Succeed in universi-
ty studies” 

“My studies are not pro-
gressing as I would have 
liked” 

Vocation / work “Get a nice job” “Get a permanent 
job” 

“I won’t get a job in my 
field of education” 

Finance and 
money 

“I want to be rich” “Save money” “Money” 

Future educa-
tion 

“Apply to a col-
lege” 

“Study for a doctoral 
degree” 

“I’m too old to study 
music” 

Health “Stay healthy” “Stay healthy” “Health-related” “I’m in 
bad shape” “That I'll get 
sick” 

Friends  “Hold on to 
friendships” 

“Hold close people 
near” 

“Which one of my 
friends will stay close” 

Relationship  “Move together 
with my boy-
friend” 

“Happy relationship”  
“Get married” 

“Well-being of my loved 
one” 

Hobbies and 
sports  

“Progress in my 
hobby” 

“Read more”, “Play 
music”, “Run a mara-
thon”,  
“Meditate” 

“I don’t have enough 
free time” 

Self-related 
goals 

“To learn to be 
more open and to 
have more cour-
age” 

“Develop to be a bet-
ter person” “Stress 
less”  
“I want to under-
stand myself better” 
 

“I'm not good enough”  
“I won’t have enough 
strength” “I’m lonely” 

Lifestyle  ”I want to be fa-
mous” 

“Happiness”  
“Live in the moment” 
“Time management”  
 

“Own future” 
“I won’t get enough 
done” 

Travelling  “Go to Southern 
Europe during 
summer holiday” 

“Travel”  
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Dating  “Fall in love with a 

wonderful girl” 
“Girlfriend” “Being single” 

Moving  “I want to move 
out of my parents’ 
house” 

“Buy my own home” “Getting a mortgage” 

Childhood fami-
ly 

“Keep in contact 
with my parents 
and family” 

“See my parents 
more than once a 
year” 

“That everything will be 
alright for my parents” 

Military service “Go to army”   
One’s children  “Take care of my 

children” 
“Have children” “Well-being of my 

child”  
Appearance  “Lose weight” “Lose weight a little” “Overweight” 
Substance abuse  “Drink as much 

alcohol as possi-
ble” 

“Reduce alcohol use”  

2.4 Person-oriented methods  

Using a person-oriented approach, in Study I, the meaningful groups of adoles-
cents’ personal goal contents were obtained by non-hierarchical K-means clus-
ter analysis in SPSS 13.0. The personal goal content variable was a nominal scale 
variable, which can transform into a continuous variable forming a count varia-
ble of each content class. The cluster analysis was conducted with the count var-
iables. The best solution was selected when further division of the data did not 
reveal any more meaningful groups. The stability of the solution was tested by 
clustering the randomised half of the data.  

In Study II, the person-oriented method of latent profile analysis (LPA) in 
Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) was used to reveal identity formation profiles, 
that is, statuses. LPA is a model-based modification of cluster analysis (Ver-
munt & Magidson, 2002), and its advantage for cluster analysis is that it pro-
vides fit indices to guide in the selection of the best solution. Identity dimension 
variables were continuous variables. It is very common practice in identity sta-
tus research to form statuses using person-oriented methods like cluster analy-
sis or LPA (Luyckx et al. 2011).  

Later on in Study II, yet another person-oriented method of configural fre-
quency analysis (CONFA; Stemmler, 2014; von Eye, 1990) was used to examine 
how the identified identity profiles differed in regard to the frequencies of the 
contents of personal goals in the cross-sectional analysis as well as longitudinal-
ly. CONFA is a non-parametric method that identifies overfrequent observa-
tions occurring more often than expected (type) in cells of cross tabulation or 
more complex configurations, and underfrequent observations (anti-type) oc-
curring less often than expected (Stemmler, 2014). CONFA enables analysing 
patterns far more complex than, for example, a chi-square test would. Utilising 
CONFA, the more common and rarer personal goals within the different identi-
ty profiles were identified.  



 

3 OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL STUDIES 

3.1 Study I  

Personal goal orientations and subjective well-being of adolescents 

The aim of Study I was to examine what kinds of profiles can be identified in 
the personal goal contents of adolescents, and to find out how the identified 
profiles differ from each other in regard to school-related burnout, depressive 
symptoms, satisfaction with life, and self-esteem. 

In the context of person-oriented approach, 1,144 17-year-olds (565 female, 
579 male) from both general upper secondary school and vocational school 
filled in the revised Personal Project Analysis inventory, writing down four of 
their personal goals and then rating their levels of school burnout, depression, 
life satisfaction, and self-esteem.  

Cluster analysis revealed four personal goal profiles, which were then la-
belled according to their most frequent goal content: (1) Property (40% of the 
participants), (2) Vocation (24% of the participants), (3) Social relationships and 
future education (23% of the participants), and (4) Self-focused (13% of partici-
pants). As expected, the majority of the adolescents’ personal goals were related 
to education, career, and social relations (Hypothesis 1.1), and thus to norma-
tive developmental tasks. The cluster analysis revealed a small group of adoles-
cents that had significantly more self-focused, ruminative types of personal 
goals (Hypothesis 1.2). The well-being indicators were compared across these 
four groups and the results showed that those in the self-focused group were 
the most burned out, had the most symptoms of depression and the lowest life 
satisfaction and self-esteem compared with the other groups that had personal 
goals more congruent with normative developmental tasks (Hypothesis 1.3).  
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3.2 Study II 

Dark shadows of rumination: Finnish young adults’ identity profiles, per-
sonal goals and concerns 

 
The aim of Study II was to identify identity development profiles among Finn-
ish young adults and validate these profiles by examining the associations with 
career goal appraisals and well-being indicators. Another aim was to longitudi-
nally examine the extent to which the content of young adults’ personal goals 
and concerns differed according to their identity profiles. 

Young adults (n = 577; 322 female, 255 male) aged 23 years filled in a ques-
tionnaire with open questions and space to write down four of their personal 
goals and two personal concerns, then marked inventories measuring dimen-
sions of identity development (commitment making, identification with com-
mitment, exploration in breadth, exploration in depth, and ruminative explora-
tion), career goal-related intrinsic motivation, progress and attainability, as well 
as well-being measures of life satisfaction, symptoms of depression and aca-
demic engagement and burnout. At age 25, the same participants were contact-
ed again (n = 482; 286 female, 196 male) and were again asked to write down 
four of their personal goals and two of their personal concerns. 

The results revealed five identity profiles, which were labelled as: (1) Mod-
erate achievement was the largest profile group (44% of participants), with no 
extreme scores in any dimensions; (2) Moderate diffusion was the second-largest 
profile group (30%), featuring somewhat elevated levels of reconsidering in-
depth and ruminative exploration; (3) Achievement was the third-largest profile 
group (14%), scoring high in commitment dimensions and very low in rumina-
tive exploration; (4) Diffused diffusion was the fourth-largest profile group (9%), 
scoring low in commitment dimensions and highest in ruminative exploration; 
and (5) Reconsidering achievement was the smallest profile group (3%), with high 
scores in all dimensions except ruminative exploration. When comparing re-
sults, the profiles that emerged here are only partly similar to those reported 
earlier (Hypothesis 2.1).  

The results of the validation measures of well-being and motivational out-
comes showed that individuals with the Diffused diffusion profile had the 
poorest well-being (Hypothesis 2.2), and the profile was also related to poorer 
motivational outcomes (Hypotheses 2.3). When longitudinally investigating the 
personal goals related to identity profiles, the results showed that individuals 
with maladaptive identity profiles, specifically Diffused diffusion, tend to have 
personal goals that are less optimal for the life phase of the transition to adult-
hood, particularly when having less personal goals related to the normative 
developmental tasks of forming good relationships with one’s family, dating 
partner and friends (Hypothesis 2.4). Finally, the results showed that the Dif-
fused diffusion profile was related to ruminative and self-focused lifestyle-
oriented personal goals and concerns (Hypothesis 2.5). 
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3.3 Study III 

Career goal appraisals throughout adolescence and young adulthood: Devel-
opmental trajectories and associations with career identity 
 
The aim of Study III was to investigate long-term longitudinal changes in career 
goal appraisals throughout adolescence and the transition to adulthood, and 
how developmental trajectories of career goal appraisals were related to specific 
dimensions of career identity development in young adulthood.  

Adolescents 16 years of age (n = 699; 322 female, 367 male), in the phase of 
the transition leading beyond comprehensive school, were followed across six 
time points until they were 26 years old. At ages 16, 17, 18, 21 and 23, they were 
asked to appraise their career goal-related success expectations, effort and stress, 
and finally, at age 26, they filled in a questionnaire measuring their dimensions 
of career identity development, including career commitment making, identifi-
cation with career commitment, career exploration in breadth, career explora-
tion in depth, and ruminative career exploration. The participation rates for the 
data collection waves (T2–T6) were 93.4%, 85.0%, 71.1%, 68.0% and 70.7%, re-
spectively.  

First, developmental trajectories related to the career goal appraisals were 
investigated. The results showed that across the participants’ development from 
age 16 to 23, career goal success expectations increased, thus supporting Hy-
pothesis 3.1. According to Hypothesis 3.3, constant development from age 16 to 
23 was expected, but the results did not support this hypothesis, and a slight 
linear growth in career goal effort was detected. Due to a lack of long-term lon-
gitudinal research, it was not possible to formulate a hypothesis for the devel-
opmental trajectory of career goal stress. The results revealed that career goal-
related stress increased from age 16 to 23. 

Second, the association between career goal appraisal trajectories and ca-
reer identity development was investigated. In line with Hypothesis 3.2, the 
positive change in career goal success expectations predicted adaptive career 
identity development as captured by the dimensions of career commitment 
making, identification with career commitment, and career exploration in 
breadth at age 26. Furthermore, in line with Hypothesis 3.4, both the initial level 
and development of career goal effort were positively related to adaptive career 
identity development as captured by the dimensions of career commitment 
making, identification with career commitment, and career exploration in 
breadth at age 26. 

Finally, in line with our Hypothesis 3.5, both the initial level and increase 
in career goal stress were positively related to maladaptive and inadequate ca-
reer identity development as captured by the reconsidering type of in-depth 
career exploration and ruminative career exploration.  



 

4 DISCUSSION 

The research focused on Finnish adolescents’ and young adults’ career-related 
personal goal pursuit, their related identity development and their well-being 
using both person-oriented and variable-oriented methods. The aim was to 
study young people’s personal goal contents and appraisals, how these motiva-
tional constructs were related to identity development and specifically to career 
identity processes, and how personal goals and identity were related to subjec-
tive well-being. The developmental regulation processes of channelling, choice 
and compensation described in the life-span model of motivation were demon-
strated in young people’s personal goal pursuits (Salmela-Aro, 2009). Moreover, 
the results were in line with the conceptualisation of phase adequate engage-
ment (Dietrich et al., 2012), supporting the proposition that personal goal pur-
suit and identity development are part of the same developmental process. 

The results showed, using the person-oriented method, that the majority 
of the adolescents’ personal goal contents were related to education, career and 
social relations, and thus to normative developmental tasks. Further, the results 
showed that a small group of adolescents had self-focused, ruminative types of 
personal goals and that these adolescents were the most burned out, had more 
symptoms of depression, and the lowest life satisfaction and self-esteem com-
pared with the other groups. 

Furthermore, the results of the person-oriented approach revealed five 
identity profiles among Finnish young adults: Moderate achievement, Moderate 
diffusion, Achievement, Diffused diffusion, and Reconsidering achievement. These 
identity profiles were related to subjective well-being, to career goal appraisals 
in a cross-sectional analysis, as well as to the contents of young adults’ personal 
goals both in the cross-sectional analysis and longitudinally.  

Finally, specifically regarding career-related personal goals and career 
identity development, the results showed long-term developmental trajectories 
in career goal appraisals from adolescence to adulthood and how these were 
related to exploration and commitment processes of career identity develop-
ment in young adulthood. The trajectories of career goal appraisals of success 
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expectations, effort and stress were investigated, and the results showed that 
both initial levels and changes in these appraisals were meaningfully related to 
career identity development. More specifically, career goal success expectations 
and career goal-related effort increased throughout adolescence and young 
adulthood, and this change in success expectations and effort positively pre-
dicted adaptive and adequate career identity development depicted as career 
commitment making, identification with career commitment, and career explo-
ration in breadth. Nonetheless, career goal-related stress also increased 
throughout adolescence and young adulthood, and this change positively pre-
dicted maladaptive and inadequate career identity development characterised 
by reconsidering in-depth career exploration and ruminative career exploration. 

4.1 Profiles in adolescent and young adult development 

Using person-oriented methods, the research targeted two areas with respect to 
the profiles that could be identified among Finnish adolescents and young 
adults: first, personal goal contents, and second, identity development. In the 
following sections, the characteristics of each profile group are presented one by 
one, describing these groups in a more detailed way while also discussing the 
results pertaining to the goal contents and their appraisals, rumination, and 
subjective well-being according to each profile group. 

4.1.1 Personal goal profiles 

One main objective of the research was to identify profiles based on adoles-
cents’ personal goal contents (Research Question 1). Four different profile 
groups were identified and these groups were labelled according to their most 
central personal goal: (1) Property (40%), (2) Vocation (24%), (3) Social relation-
ships and future education (23%), and (4) Self-focused (13%). 

The largest group of adolescents had the profile named Property, since 
they had more goals related to wealth, standard of living or money, and equally 
as many goals related to their present education. On the other hand, they had 
distinctly fewer personal goals related to future education, their own health, 
their way of living and personal relationships than adolescents in the other pro-
file groups. In the Property group goal content group, two-thirds of the partici-
pants were boys. Life satisfaction and self-esteem were found to be higher 
among these adolescents than in the Social relationships and future education 
and Self-focused profile groups.  

Adolescents in the Vocation group had personal goals related to work, pro-
fession, and becoming a professional, as well as to success in working life. They 
also had personal goals related to present education, way of life, use of time, 
success, adaptation, and happiness. These adolescents had less personal goals 
with respect to future education and property. This group consisted of one-
fourth of the sample and the adolescents were mainly boys (60%). Compared to 
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the other profile groups, these adolescents were the least exhausted with school 
work. The goals of these adolescents were concrete and the content of their 
goals delicately reflected their sense of appreciation of their vocational know-
how. 

The personal goals in the Social relationships and future education profile 
group were related to relationships—friends, dating, and family—as well as to 
their future education. These adolescents also had personal goals pertaining to 
their present education and their health. One-fourth of the sample were at-
tributed this profile and 68% were girls. The adolescents in this group experi-
enced more academic burnout in emotional exhaustion dimension compared to 
those in the Property and Vocation goal content groups, but these adolescents’ 
experience of cynicism or inadequacy in schoolwork was on a par with the 
overall mean. Life satisfaction was high in this profile group. The personal goals 
of the adolescents with this profile can be described as concrete and particularly 
flexible. Notably, a higher level of ambition was reflected among the personal 
goals of these adolescents compared to those in the Property and Vocation pro-
file groups. These adolescents seemed to be motivated to continue their educa-
tion. 

In line with the life-span model of motivation (Salmela-Aro, 2009), the ad-
olescents’ nominative developmental tasks were reflected in the personal goals 
of these three profile groups. Specifically, the results reflected the Havighurst 
(1948) developmental tasks of developing close relationships with peers of the 
same and opposite gender, preparing for an occupation, and preparing for mar-
riage and family life, thus supporting Hypothesis 1.1. These results are in line 
with empirical findings on young adults (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007; Salmela-Aro 
& Nurmi, 1997) stating that young people who have personal goals regarding 
relationships and family as well as education also have higher subjective well-
being and fewer symptoms of depression than other young people.  

The largest group of the 17-year-old adolescents were part of the Property 
profile group. They had more personal goals related to wealth and money, re-
flecting the mostly materialistic values of their goal contents. There is substan-
tial evidence showing that people who place a high priority on materialistic 
goals and values consume more products, have more debt, have lower-quality 
relationships, have adverse education and work motivation, and report lower 
subjective well-being (for a review, see Kasser, 2016). Earlier unpublished find-
ings on this profile group have shown that adolescents in the Property group 
dedicate less effort to their career-related personal goal compared to other 
groups, demonstrating the possibly unfavourable academic and work motiva-
tion (Riuttala, 2006). In any case, longitudinal research is needed in further in-
vestigating the consequences of such materialistic goals during adolescence.    

Finally, the fourth profile was distinct from the other three. The personal 
goals in this small profile group were not directed outward to the world but 
rather inward, toward the self, justifying Hypothesis 1.2. The Self-focused profile 
group had personal goals related to personal growth, becoming an independent 
person, and managing life. Their goals were shaded with negativity, and thus 
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resampled as ruminative in content. This group was small in size, with only 
13% of the sample belonging to it. Most of the adolescents in the Self-focused 
group were girls (71%). In line with Hypothesis 1.3, subjective well-being with-
in this group was found to be poor. These adolescents reported more academic 
burnout in all three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and feeling of 
inadequacy. As such, they had more symptoms of depression than the adoles-
cents in the other profile groups. Furthermore, almost every second person with 
this profile had a clinically significant number of symptoms of depression. Fi-
nally, life satisfaction and self-esteem were also lower than in the other groups.  

The results showed that well-being was low in the Self-focused profile 
group. This is in line with earlier findings (Salmela-Aro et al., 2001, 2007; 
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2004), which have shown that personal goals that are 
ruminative and related to one’s personality development are associated with 
low well-being, low self-esteem, mental health problems, and burnout. In line 
with rumination theory, ruminative self-related personal goals have been found 
to be tainted by negativity, supporting the statement that rumination is a style 
of thought (Joormann & Vanderlind, 2014). Nolen-Hoeksema et al. (2008) stated 
that rumination is thinking negatively about the implications, causes and mean-
ings of a negative mood state. Longitudinal research is needed to find out 
whether negative mood possibly related to depression or burnout might “spill 
over” to personal goals when an individual formulates a personal goal that 
aims to find out the implications, causes and meaning of the negative mood.  

All in all, Study I, with its personal goal profiles, contributed further to in-
formation on the relations of personal goals in adolescence. The profiles showed 
that adolescents have multiple goals and that the personal goals are not mutual-
ly exclusive. 

4.1.2 Identity profiles 

As a second main aim of the research, Study II identified Finnish young adults’ 
identity profiles and validated these profiles according to well-being and career 
goal appraisals. The study also examined the extent to which different identity 
profiles related to the kinds of personal goals and concerns young people set at 
the onset of the transition to adulthood. 

All together five identity formation profiles were identified (Research 
Question 2), and by comparing these against earlier findings and validation 
measures the profiles were labelled: (1) Moderate achievement (44%), (2) Moderate 
diffusion (30%), (3) Achievement (14%), (4) Diffused diffusion (9%), and (5) Recon-
sidering achievement (3%). Overall, only partly similar identity formation profiles 
were found, as reported earlier (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zim-
mermann et al., 2015). This was not in line with Hypothesis 2.1, since the status-
es or profiles of foreclosure, searching moratorium and reconsidering moratori-
um were not detected. The results also showed that the shortened version of the 
identity development measure used in Study II captured more of the reconsid-
ering type of in-depth exploration. This reconsidering type of in-depth explora-
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tion dimension has been reported in previous research as well (Zimmermann et 
al., 2015). 

The results of the research showed that the adolescents with the Achieve-
ment profile scored the highest of all groups with respect to the dimensions of 
commitment making, identification with commitment, and exploration in 
breadth. Further, they scored the lowest of all profile groups with respect to 
reconsidering in-depth exploration and ruminative exploration dimensions. 
These young adults were more likely to be studying and working at the same 
time, and they were less likely to be in full-time work or unemployed compared 
to other groups.  

The subjective well-being within this group was high. Their satisfaction 
with life and academic engagement were the highest among all of the profile 
groups, while academic burnout and symptoms of depression were very low 
compared to other groups. This was in-line with earlier findings (Luyckx et al., 
2008; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015). Achievement group ap-
praised their career goal to be intrinsically motivated, and they were progress-
ing and expected to succeed achieving their goal. Their personal goal contents 
were more likely to be related to relationships and less likely to be ruminative 
or self-related lifestyle-oriented personal goals. 

The results showed the largest identity profile group to be Moderate 
achievement, with the findings for the identity dimensions being essentially the 
same as in the Achievement group but with lower levels. The background in-
formation did not differ from other groups. In the Moderate achievement group, 
the subjective well-being was on a good level, and the life satisfaction was the 
second-highest in the sample and academic engagement reached the same level 
as in the Achievement group. The symptoms of depression were as low as in 
the Achievement group, and academic burnout was the second-lowest. Intrinsic 
motivation was the second-highest in the career goal appraisals, and partici-
pants reported progressing and expecting to succeed as much as in the 
Achievement group. Personal goal contents among these young adults were 
more likely to be related to relationships and less likely to lifestyle and leisure 
time. 

Furthermore, the results showed that the smallest identity profile group 
was Reconsidering achievement, characterised by having the highest value for re-
considering exploration in-depth as well as high commitment making. All iden-
tity dimensions had high scores in this group compared to other groups. This 
suggests that for these young adults, identity formation is an active process yet 
to be completed. Although they have made commitments in their life, some re-
considering is taking place. This reconsidering exploration in-depth was also 
evident in light of the background variables, since these young adults were 
more likely to study toward achieving the university entrance examination.  

Well-being and career goal appraisals did not differ from other identity 
profile groups. The reconsideration process was also salient in the personal goal 
contents of these young adults. At age 23, they were more likely to have multi-
ple personal goals in different areas, including education, relationships, lifestyle 
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and ruminative self, and less likely to have goals pertaining to leisure time and 
finance. The personal goals within this group changed over the two-year period. 
At age 25, they were more likely to have personal goals related to leisure time 
and finance, and less related to relationships, lifestyle and health.  

Earlier studies have often labelled a somewhat similar profile as Searching 
moratorium, describing young people who seem to be willing to change their 
current commitments regardless of whether they still have these commitments 
or have already given up on them (Meeus et al. 2010; Schwartz et al. 2011). 
Nonetheless, the research suggests that it is possible that the Reconsidering 
achievement profile identified here represents a developmentally different 
phase. The rationale for this is that in the research, the profile was identified 
among young adults aged 23 years, who were more likely to be studying to 
achieve the university entrance examination, having education-related concerns 
and emerging personal goals, not related to normative developmental tasks, 
such as self-related lifestyle and/or ruminative self-related personal goals. Thus, 
it can be suggested that these results show reconsiderations of commitments 
already made taking place, and thus a step back in the identity formation pro-
cess.  

All in all, among these three identity formation profiles, the personal goal 
contents reflected the normative developmental tasks proposed by Havighurst 
(1948). More specifically, the proposed developmental tasks are: develop a sta-
ble partnership, learn to live with the partner, establish an independent house-
hold, establish a family, care for a family, and start an occupation or career. 

The last two profiles reflected more or less maladaptive and inadequate 
identity formation. Young adults with the Diffused diffusion profile had the low-
est levels of commitment making, identification with commitment and in-
breadth exploration, as well as the highest levels of ruminative exploration and 
reconsideration of in-depth exploration. The Diffused diffusion profile group 
did not differ from other identity profile groups in regard to background varia-
bles.  

The young adults in the Diffused diffusion profile group had a clinically 
significant number of symptoms of depression and poor satisfaction with life, 
low academic engagement and high burnout, thus supporting Hypothesis 2.2. 
This was also in line with earlier findings (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 
2011). In line with Hypothesis 2.3, young adults in the Diffused diffusion group 
appraised their career goals as progressing at a slower rate than did other pro-
file groups, and their success expectation regarding their career goal was like-
wise progressed the slowest. In regard to Hypothesis 2.4, it was expected that 
the Diffused diffusion profile group would reflect maladaptation, manifesting 
in personal goals that are less optimal for the life phase of the transition to 
adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012), and the young adults 
in this profile pursued fewer relationship-related personal goals both at age 23 
and two years later.  

Finally, in line with Hypothesis 2.5, the Diffused diffusion profile group 
was striving toward ruminative self-focused and lifestyle goals, which contin-
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ued to persist at the time of the two-year follow-up assessment. Interestingly, 
both ruminative and non-ruminative self-related personal goals were found 
among young adults in the Diffused diffusion group. In line with earlier evi-
dence, the ruminative self-related personal goals were expected (Dietrich et al., 
2012; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012), but the results also indicated that proactive self-
development personal goals were related to maladaptive identity development. 
Earlier studies have found an association between Diffused diffusion and in-
creased internalising of problems, such as related to anxiety, depression and 
burnout (Luyckx et al., 2010; Schwartz et al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2015). These 
results show that young adults who were found to have a Diffused diffusion 
identity profile had internalising types of personal goals, and they also had 
symptoms of depression and academic burnout. All in all, these results indicate 
that it is adaptive to have personal goals that are aiming toward actions and 
interactions outside oneself. At the same time, setting goals aimed at changing 
one’s life approach, personal meaning making and self-development is related 
to diffusion and confusion. 

Finally, the other profile showing a somewhat maladaptive identity de-
velopment was labelled Moderate diffusion, having a similar profile as diffused 
diffusion but less extreme. The profile of this group comes fairly close to find-
ings in earlier studies that have labelled this status Carefree diffusion (Schwartz et 
al,. 2011). Individuals with a carefree diffusion profile have been suggested to 
show only little interest in any kind of identity work (Schwartz et al., 2011). 
And this commitment-avoiding mode of life seems to be enjoyable (Berzonsky, 
1985; Luyckx et al., 2011). Anyhow, the similar profile in the research was not 
labelled Carefree diffusion due to elevated levels of ruminative exploration in-
dicating that these participants were not “carefree”.  

Based on the background information, young adults in Moderate diffusion 
profile group were more likely to have already transitioned to working life, and 
they were thus more likely to be unemployed compared to the members of the 
other profile groups. They were also less likely to study and work on the side 
during the same time period. The subjective well-being measures indicated 
somewhat poor well-being. Their satisfaction with life and their academic en-
gagement were second-lowest, plus they had an elevated number of symptoms 
of depression and the second-highest level of academic burnout.  

They appraised their career goal to be less intrinsically motivated than did 
the Diffused diffusion group, and their career goal progress and expectation for 
success with it were at the second-lowest level of all the groups. The results 
showed that while the young adults in the Moderate diffusion profile group 
were striving toward the same personal goals and had the same concerns as 
would be expected across the whole sample, they had more personal goals re-
lated to monetary and material possessions. These results might be explained 
by the fact that more of the young adults with this profile were either already 
working full-time or were unemployed. The results might also reflect the mate-
rialistic goals and values of this group. This assumption also relates to the lack 
of intrinsic career goal motivation. All in all, it is possible to assume that this 
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profile in the research has similarities with the Carefree statuses found in previ-
ous studies (Schwartz et al., 2011).  

Overall, the results indicate that the Moderate diffusion profile seems to 
be better adjusted than the Diffused diffusion profile, although an elevated 
number of symptoms of depression and academic burnout along with lower life 
satisfaction and lower intrinsic career goal motivation were detected. In general, 
young adults with maladaptive identity profiles can be expected to face more 
difficulties during the transition to adulthood (Schwartz et al., 2015), although 
to a lesser extent among those with the Moderate diffusion profile compared to 
those with the Diffused diffusion profile. Particularly long-term diffusion has 
been described to relate to a lack of taking initiative regarding changing one’s 
life, as well as to a decrease in life-related meaning making, the reluctance to 
make future plans, and experiencing a diminished sense of control (Carlsson, 
Wängqvist, & Frisén, 2016). On the other hand, it has been proposed that diffu-
sion can support adaptive functioning in today’s advanced society that is char-
acterised by globalisation, prolonged schooling and occupational uncertainty 
(Born, 2007; Sica, Aleni Sestito, & Ragozini, 2014). In this line of thought, a kind 
of untroubled diffusion may serve as a useful flexible state when long-term de-
cisions and commitments are held back without the development of a coherent 
identity (Sica et al., 2014).  

4.2 Personal career goal appraisals associate with career identity 
development 

Using variable-oriented methods, the third aim of the research was to investi-
gate how career goal appraisals would contribute to identity development, and 
how career goal appraisals would be related to adaptive and maladaptive ca-
reer identity development. Study III investigated long-term developmental tra-
jectories in career goal appraisals from adolescence to adulthood, and how 
these were related to exploration and commitment processes of career identity 
development in young adulthood. The focus was on the career goal appraisals 
of success expectations, effort and stress, and the results show that both the ini-
tial levels of and changes in these appraisals were meaningfully related to ca-
reer identity development.  

In regard to the development in career goal success expectations, the re-
sults suggested a general increasing trend that continues at least until age 23 
(Hypothesis 3.1), when many young adults are still in education. Nonetheless, it 
is also possible in some cases that success expectations slow down across the 
transition to work (Dietrich, et al., 2012; Tynkkynen, et. al., 2014). Second, the 
career goal development by means of career goal effort appraisals was exam-
ined. The results showed that there was a slight long-term increase in the 
amount of career goal effort, thus contradicting Hypothesis 3.3. Earlier empiri-
cal findings have suggested the possibility of no long-term increase in career 
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goal effort (Dietrich et al., 2014). Third, the developmental trajectory of career 
goal-related stress was examined. It was not possible to formulate a hypothesis 
for the developmental trend of career goal stress due to the lack of long-term 
longitudinal research. The results showed that career goal stress increased from 
age 16 to 23. The theoretical implication is that psychological stress appears in 
relation to the individual and his or her environment (Lazarus, 1991), thus it is 
possible that the increase in stress regarding career goal pursuit throughout 
adolescence and young adulthood might be due to growing external demands 
set by the career transition.  

Further, the main aim of Study III was to examine the relation between the 
development of career goal appraisals and career identity in young adulthood. 
In line with Hypothesis 3.2, the positive change in career goal success expecta-
tions from age 16 to 23 predicted career commitment making, identification 
with career commitment, and career exploration in breadth at age 26, indicating 
adaptive career identity development. In line with existing theoretical concep-
tualisations (Eccles, 2009; Erikson, 1968) and earlier empirical findings 
(Schwartz et al., 2005), these results suggest that adaptive career identity devel-
opment benefits from the sense of agency conceptualised as task-specific career 
goal success expectation. Success expectations are closely related to Bandura’s 
(1997) efficacy expectations (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Based on the results, for 
young people’s sense of career and working life identity it is essential that they 
believe in the possibility of success in their career goal pursuit, and to keep up 
the belief over the course of career transitions and developments into adulthood.    

In line with Hypothesis 3.4, positive change in career goal effort was posi-
tively related to adaptive career identity development as seen in the dimensions 
of career commitment making, identification with career commitment, and ca-
reer exploration in breadth at age 26. The findings of Study III suggest that ef-
fort pays off, as substantial work and usage of timely resources dedicated to the 
career goal as well as the maintenance and increase of effort across time pre-
dicted career commitment making, identification with career commitment, and 
adaptive career exploration in breadth. Loss of effort is proposed to relate to a 
believed loss of control over one’s own career development (Shane, Heck-
hausen, Lessard, Chen, & Greenberger, 2012). The results indicate that the con-
tinuation of effort may contribute to a clearer sense of one’s own career identity 
and to adaptive career identity development processes.  

Interestingly, furthermore, one of the findings was that career goal-related 
success expectation and career goal-related effort at age 16 were related to in-
breadth exploration of career identity nine years later. It is possible that those 
individuals who, at age 16, have taken an agentic approach toward their educa-
tion and future working career as well as striving and using their time to ad-
vance their career goal pursuit accordingly may be more likely to transition to 
working life, or are at least at the start of their working career, at age 26. This 
may also result in a broader exploration of possible future careers and opportu-
nities.  
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The other possibility is that in-breadth career exploration is due to possi-
ble reconsideration processes, described in Crocetti and Meeus’ process model 
of identity development (Crocetti et al., 2008). In that model, reconsideration of 
commitments is described to be a comparison between current commitments 
and other possible alternatives and the pursuit to change the present commit-
ments because they are no longer satisfactory. Continuous re-evaluation of 
one’s career-related commitments, a kind of fine-tuning, would also be ex-
pected, according to the life-span model of motivation (Salmela-Aro, 2009). The 
life-span model of motivation proposes that development during young adult-
hood includes a compensation and adjustment process, where personal goals 
and strategies are adjusted and commitments reconsidered based on feedback 
from earlier experiences, other people, and one’s context. Unfortunately, in the 
research, it was not possible to capture a positive type of reconsidering or re-
evaluative career exploration in terms of comparisons of an individual’s current 
situation and career commitments with possible alternatives. In the dual-cycle 
model of identity formation, this is captured by examining positive in-depth 
exploration (Luyckx et al., 2006). The lack of this measure in the research was 
due to the use of the shortened version of the Dimensions of Identity Develop-
ment Scale. Anyhow, further longitudinal research is needed to clear up the 
issues surrounding possible reconsideration processes among young adults’ 
identity development.  

Finally, the maladaptive career goal and career identity process was de-
picted. In line with Hypothesis 3.5, the growth in career goal stress was posi-
tively related to less adaptive career identity processes of reconsidering in-
depth career exploration and ruminative career exploration. The results show 
that stress and emotional strain experienced in career goal pursuit possibly add 
to uncertainty and worry in career identity development, resulting into mala-
daptive career identity development during the transition to adulthood. 

4.3 Integrating models of personal goals and identity develop-
ment 

The theoretical conceptualisation of phase-adequate engagement integrates lit-
erature on personal goals as well as career and personal identity development 
by stating that young people act adaptively when they intentionally engage in 
behaviours—such as goal pursuit and identity negotiation—which are appro-
priate to meeting the demands posed by a developmental transition (Dietrich et 
al., 2012). This conceptualisation articulates that engagement is phase-adequate 
when it maximises the opportunities for transition success and minimises po-
tential transition-related costs.  

Few other scholars have emphasised and approached the relation between 
the regulation of identity development and motivational goal pursuit. Eccles 
(2009) theoretically considered how expectancy–value theory is related to iden-
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tity development. She has proposed that the individual plays an agentic role 
when he or she constructs beliefs about his or her own abilities and characteris-
tics and then, further down the line, selects those activities for which he or she 
has the highest expectations for success. As such, it is proposed that success 
expectations feed into identity development (Eccles, 2009), and thus high and 
increasing success expectations would be adequate for adaptive identity devel-
opment.   

Furthermore, Oyserman and James (2011) have approached goal pursuit 
through their concept of possible selves, and they integrated this concept with 
identity development theory by proposing possible identities. Possible identities 
are the positive and negative identities one might hold in the future, and these 
identities provide a goal post for current action and assist in making sense of 
experience. Oyserman and James proposes that the direction of influence is 
mainly flowing from identity to well-being and motivation, and not the other 
way around.  

In that model, the conceptualisation of phase-adequate engagement in ad-
olescence and young adulthood includes: transition awareness, identity and 
goal crystallisation, transition management, goal and strategy adjustment, and 
reflection (Dietrich et al., 2012). Study I indicated that adolescents are aware of 
the upcoming transition both with respect to their career development and 
broader life context as they formulate personal goals related to normative de-
velopmental tasks. This possibly contributes to identity crystallisation when 
personal goals are clarified. Goal and identity crystallisation possibly take place 
during the choice making (Salmela-Aro, 2009) and identity commitment for-
mation (Luyckx  et al., 2006, 2008) phases. The results in this research are in line 
with this proposition.  

Study II showed a relation between identity development and personal 
goal contents. Considering phase-adequate engagement, it is adaptive to have 
an achievement, moderate achievement or even reconsidering achievement 
identity profile as well as personal goals that are related to normative develop-
mental tasks of young adulthood.  

Furthermore, the phase-adequate engagement model suggests that, for 
young people, it is adaptive and adequate to set career goals, to form a career 
identity, to actively pursue such goals and realise one’s career identity, and if 
necessary reconstruct one’s goals and adjust identity commitments (Dietrich et 
al., 2014). Study III showed that adequate career goal success expectations and 
effort regarding career goal pursuit contribute to adaptive and adequate career 
identity development in the dimensions of career commitment making, identifi-
cation with career commitment, and adaptive in-breadth career exploration. 
This indicates that not only adaptive but also maladaptive career goal pursuit 
and career identity processes act together as young people transition from ado-
lescence to adulthood. This supports the conceptualisation of phase-adequate 
engagement, stating that both career goal regulation and career identity devel-
opment describe the process of young people’s career development (Dietrich et 
al., 2012). 
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The research also sheded light on less adequate engagement in possible at-
tempts of adjusting personal goals and identity development processes. Ac-
cording to Study II, the Diffused diffusion profile, which features multiple self-
focused personal goals and a lack of relationship-related personal goals, can be 
considered inadequate and not in line with societal demands and expectations. 
These individuals seem to be willing to explore possibilities during the transi-
tion to adulthood, but perhaps for different reasons; they seem to focus their 
attention on themselves in the process and engage in rumination. It has been 
suggested that processes of this kind can lead to difficulties in forming a solid 
definition of the self and to persistent worrying about the future (Luyckx, Tep-
pers, Klimstra, & Rassart, 2014). Although, it has also been suggested that it 
may sometimes be necessary to live through and experience a moratorium 
phase and await the eventual arrival of commitments (Luyckx et al., 2010), both 
Studies I and II suggest that the appearance of rumination both in individuals’ 
personal goal pursuit and identity development relates to inadequate engage-
ment in the transition to adulthood, and this further relates to poor subjective 
well-being. Study II also indicated that affected individuals’ rumination regard-
ing personal goal contents did not change over the two-year period examined; 
specifically, individuals with the Diffused diffusion profile did not begin to 
formulate goal contents related to normative developmental tasks during the 
follow-up. Furthermore, in Study III, stress related to career goals showed an 
increase by the time of the ten-year follow-up measurement and related to mal-
adaptive ruminative career exploration and reconsidering in career identity de-
velopment.  

All in all, this research contributes to the existing understanding of adoles-
cents’ and young adults’ psychological development, providing more infor-
mation on the relations between personal goal pursuit and identity develop-
ment, and proposing that they are part of the same developmental processes.  

Moreover, the research underlined the importance of person-oriented re-
search in psychology and related fields. This type of research provides more 
nuanced information on different subgroups of adolescents’ and young adults’ 
profiles regarding personal goals and identity development. Findings in per-
son-oriented research indicate that important information might not be cap-
tured when studying variable-oriented collective means in large populations. 
Person-oriented profiles help to identify meaningful combinations of different 
processes or features. The present person-oriented research practice provides 
substantial value regarding practical implications.   

4.4 Practical implications 

The results of the research have some practical implications. The findings have 
revealed person-oriented information on personal goal pursuit, identity devel-
opment and subjective well-being during adolescence and young adulthood. 
Person-oriented information is particularly beneficial to policymakers and prac-
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titioners working with adolescents and young adults. Rather than merely pre-
senting mean values, the person-oriented approach offers more detailed and 
data driven information on subgroups and the indicators that are related to 
each subgroup specifically. The research offers several sources that can assist 
practitioners in identifying adolescents and young adults who are most in need 
of treatment or preventive help.  

Examining young people’s personal goals as such offers an advantage to 
practitioners by enabling them to analyse, discover and discuss individuals’ 
motivation and identity contents and processes. Practitioners can pay attention 
to whether or not individuals’ personal goals involve actions and interactions 
outside themselves, and in particular whether or not their personal goals relate 
to their current developmental tasks and broader scope in life. The research in-
dicated that if personal goals are self-related, involving either positively focus-
ing on self-development or negatively ruminating, then poor subjective well-
being and also identity confusion could build up. Rumination, in particular, 
was found to be a vulnerability factor. Based on the findings of this research, it 
can be suggested that if rumination is present either in an individual’s identity 
formation process or regarding personal goal contents, then a treatment type of 
intervention would be the most appropriate approach as it was detected that a 
clinically significant number of symptoms of depression were always associated 
to the presence of rumination.  

Further, the results indicated that stress related to career goals also im-
pairs career identity development. The more stressful a career goal is experi-
enced to be, the more it contributes to reconsideration and rumination in career 
identity exploration processes. 

In order to aid in identifying self-related personal goals, some more ex-
amples may be helpful. Quite often, the self-related lifestyle or self-
development goal was simply “to be happy” or “to enjoy life”. It can also be 
expressed as the aim “to keep the rhythm” or simply “having a balanced day-
to-day life”. It can also relate to the future, described as the wish “to fulfil my 
dreams” or the notion of “let’s see what the future holds”. Those personal goals 
that were classified as ruminative self-related goals may seem as if they are 
quite the same as the self-development goals, but the former include the pursuit 
of becoming better or fixing something in the current self. Ruminative self-
related personal goals were, for example, “to be stronger”, “to develop myself”, 
“to be more energetic”, “to grow as a person” and “to remember not to stress 
too much”. 

It also needs to be noted that a large group of adolescents was found to 
have mainly materialistic personal goals such as aiming to get rich and to have 
more money and material possessions. Practitioners need to be aware of the 
findings that materialistic goals and values have been found to relate to adverse 
work and educational motivation and lower well-being as well as lower quality 
interpersonal relationships (Kasser, 2016). In general, it can be expected that it 
might be beneficial to divide personal goals into different important life do-
mains in order to attain and maintain balance.  
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One of the main findings of considerable practical significance was that all 
together around 40% of studied Finnish young adults had a diffused identity at 
age 23. Simplified, a person with a diffused identity is someone keeping life on 
hold and just waiting for things to happen to him or her (Carlsson et al., 2016). 
An individual with a diffused identity can be whatever current influences 
shape him or her to be, being extremely flexible and adaptable (Kroger & Mar-
cia, 2011). But this also means that individuals with a diffused identity must 
look externally to define who they are, and their inner sense of self-definition is 
dormant. This can result in the experience of being lost and isolated, accompa-
nied with feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness (Kroger & Marcia, 2011). It 
has been reported that diffusion is apparent in the individual’s approach to 
changing life conditions, how much he or she engages in meaning making, and 
how he or she directs his/her own life (Carlsson et al., 2016). Among diffused 
young adults, there are those who are troubled by this experience of confusion 
as well as those who are not.  

In this research and in line with previous research (Crocetti et al., 2008; 
Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011), identity diffusion was found to relate 
to heightened symptoms of depression and decreased satisfaction with life. Al-
so, academic engagement was impaired and career goal-related motivation low 
in line with previous research (Luyckx et al., 2010; Waterman, 2004). Difficulties 
in defining one’s identity is related to difficulties in perceiving oneself as an 
adult supported by a validating adult community (Côté & Levine, 2002; Sica et 
al., 2014). These societal levels of identity diffusion have been recognised in Fin-
land as a lot of public attention has been paid to youth loneliness and problems 
with well-being, especially in terms of alienation, marginalisation and social 
exclusion.  

For practitioners, it is important that diffused identity is recognised. This 
research provides a relevant resource for recognising identity statuses by pre-
senting the personal goal contents that are related to each identity profile. The 
young adults who were found to have a Diffused diffusion profile had more 
self-development and ruminative self-related personal goals and work-related 
goals compared to their peers in other profile groups. Another notable finding 
was that young people with a Diffused diffusion profile had less relationship-
related personal goals than their peers in other groups. Reported relationship-
related personal goals were, for example: “dating”, ”to put more effort into my 
relationships”, “to get married” and ”to have children”. In the Moderate diffu-
sion profile group, young adults had more personal goals related to money, 
finance and material possessions compared to their peers in other groups.  

Intervention programmes are needed for young adults with a diffused 
identity in order for them to capitalise on opportunities presented in their con-
text and to navigate their own lives. It has been reported that such interventions 
promote identity consolidation (Schwartz et al., 2011; Sica et al., 2014), support 
engagement in the exploration of possible selves (Sica, 2009), and promote the 
identification of adult roles and commitments (Schwartz et al., 2005). Further-
more, interventions that strengthen individuals’ readiness to act on opportuni-
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ties as well as their readiness and capacity to deal with barriers and setbacks 
when pursuing desired goals (Koivisto, Vuori, & Vinokur, 2010; Sweeny, Car-
roll, & Shepperd, 2006) have been deemed necessary. 

In Finland, there are many new ongoing initiatives taking place that aim to 
promote young people’s well-being and to prevent alienation and social exclu-
sion. For example, there are currently two grand prize competitions offering 
awards of over 1 million Euros in order to generate concepts that can improve 
young people’s well-being and solve Finland’s key challenges. These two great 
competitions are Builders of the Century (Vuosisadan Rakentajat, 2017) and Rat-
kaisu 100 (Sitra, 2017). Builders of the Century is a prize competition sponsored 
by 40 Finnish foundations and trusts aiming to improve young people’s well-
being and to enable them to participate in society more fully now and in the 
future. Ratkaisu 100 is also a prize competition challenge, aiming to solve one of 
Finland’s key future challenges, and there are competitors that are aiming to 
solve the worrying situation concerning Finnish youth development. Further, 
Youth Guarantee (Nuorisotakuu, 2017) is a European Commission and govern-
mental sponsored programme that aims to help young people gain access to 
education and employment. Finally, there is a newly established foundation, 
the We Foundation (Me-säätiö, 2017; note that “me” is actually the Finnish word 
for “we”), founded by gaming companies’ entrepreneurs aiming to diminish 
social inequality and the marginalisation of children, youth and families in Fin-
land. One of the projects that the We Foundation is financing is called Sekasin-
chat (Finnish Association for Mental Health, 2017; the word “sekasin” is Finnish 
for “confused”), which is a chat where young people can reach a trained volun-
teer or mental health professional and talk about any matter or pose a question 
at any time of the day, any day of the year. 

The presence of self-related rumination in goal pursuit and ruminative 
exploration in identity development can be used as an indicator of maladaptive 
engagement in the transition to adulthood. This finding is particularly im-
portant for career counselling, educational support staff at schools, universities 
and other educational institutions. Furthermore, evidence-based interventions 
aiming to address rumination in individuals’ personal goal pursuit and in iden-
tity exploration should be developed further and implemented. Finally, poli-
cymakers need to be aware of the challenges as well as what can be seen as 
adaptive development during young people’s transition from adolescence to 
adulthood.  

4.5 Limitations and future direction 

The findings of the research is subject to several limitations. There were limita-
tions with respect to the two samples used. Sample 1 was a cross-sectional data 
set, but a longitudinal study would be needed to investigate the development 
and formation of personal goal profiles. A longitudinal study would also enable 
the possibility of examining the causality of subjective well-being and personal 
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goals, such as whether or not it is the symptoms of depression and burnout that 
lead to the formation of self-related personal goals. A longitudinal data set 
would enable studying the direction and mechanism in the process, such as 
whether it is the mood that shapes the personal goal to be ruminative or vice 
versa, and whether depression causes burnout or vice versa, and other such 
processes.  

Sample 1 was collected from two distinct areas of Finland and from both 
high school and vocational school students. While this diversity of the data is a 
strength at the national level, further research is required regarding different 
cultures since some of the findings in this research might be due to the Finnish 
cultural context, thus affecting the generalisability of the findings. 

Sample 2, despite good participation rates, had some attrition that may 
have affected the results regarding some of the variables over its longitudinal 
course. Specifically, those who remained in the study were more likely to be 
girls, appraised their career goal as progressing better, had career goals that 
were more intrinsically motivated, and had higher success expectations regard-
ing their career goal than those who dropped out. Those who remained also 
reported greater satisfaction with life.  

Furthermore, the data were collected using only self-report measures. Alt-
hough self-report measures were adequate for the variables examined, there is 
still the possibility that this caused an increase with respect to shared method 
variance. Also, in Study I, the effect sizes were relatively small. However, when 
a sample size is large, small effects can also be statistically significant (Cohen & 
Cohen, 2001). In practice, this means that when the small effects within the 
group accumulate on a societal level the problems become observable and pos-
sibly extensive.  

Moreover, in Studies II and III, it was possible to use only a short form of 
the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale, and this questionnaire captured 
only the somewhat ruminative reconsideration type of in-depth exploration 
introduced by Zimmermann et al. (2015) and not the type of in-depth explora-
tion that leads to better understanding. This deficiency leaves out an important 
part of identity development, particularly in the area of meaning making in life. 

Further, in Study II, the latent profile analysis yielded two possible latent 
profile solutions, and hence some uncertainty remains over our choice of a solu-
tion. In Study III, using Latent Growth Curve Analysis, a significant variation 
around the slopes of career goal appraisals of effort and stress was detected. 
This possibly indicates that there might be individual differences in the path-
ways of effort and stress development in the transition to adulthood. Since this 
was not in the scope of Study III, future research should consider different 
types of effort and stress pathways. 

Furthermore, personal goals were studied broadly and in the context of 
developmental tasks, but identity was studied by either focusing only on gen-
eral life explorations and commitments or on career identity. Other contexts of 
identity development should be studied as well, including relationships, spare 
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time and others. In identity development, the context should also be taken into 
consideration more carefully.  

Finally, both general identity development and career identity develop-
ment were studied at only one time point, thus changes in the identity for-
mation profiles could not be examined. Also, if the career identity development 
would have been measured across the years simultaneously with the career 
goal appraisals, we would have been able to form predictions of the direction of 
the effects. Thus, future research is needed to study how the career identity 
processes of career exploration and career commitment predict career goal suc-
cess expectations, effort, and stress. More research is also needed regarding the 
conceptual overlap between identity and personal goal processes in relation to 
the transition to adulthood. 

All in all, an ideal research project on personal goals and identity devel-
opment would tackle understanding more of the nuances of reconsideration 
processes and meaning making related to both identity formation and personal 
goal pursuit. Another very interesting topic for research would be the processes 
related to carefree or moderate diffusion identity, specifically whether such 
processes are adaptive in today’s society or instead pose a threat of alienation. 
Moreover, it would be important to examine how to promote life and career 
flexibility as well as tolerance of uncertainty among young people, so that the 
pursuit of meaningful personal goals would still be possible. 

4.6 Conclusions 

The research focused on Finnish adolescents’ and young adults’ personal goal 
pursuit, identity development, and subjective well-being. The aim was to study 
young people’s personal goal contents and appraisals, and how these motiva-
tional constructs of personal goal contents and career goal appraisals are related 
to general identity and career identity development as well as subjective well-
being. The theoretical basis for this reserch has its origins in the developmental 
regulation theories of the life-span model of motivation (Nurmi, 2004; Salmela-
Aro, 2009), the conceptualisation of phase-adequate engagement (Dietrich et al., 
2012), and the dual-cycle model of identity development (Luyckx et al., 2006, 
2008). 

In conclusion, the research increased our understanding of young people’s 
adaptive as well as maladaptive development during the years from adoles-
cence to young adulthood. Maladaptive development was associated to both 
ruminative self-related personal goals and ruminative identity exploration. 
Both of these were related to a clinically significant number of depressive symp-
toms, high burnout, and low academic engagement as well as low satisfaction 
with life. Further, regarding the process of career goal stress, the more the stress 
increased over time the more it predicted confusion and maladaptive career 
identity development of reconsidering in-depth career exploration and rumina-
tive career exploration. 
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Finally, the findings of the research show that the majority of adolescents 
formulated personal goals that reflected their developmental tasks and that 
these personal goals were related to their subjective well-being. Furthermore, 
the research revealed identity development profiles among Finnish young 
adults. Adequate engagement in the transition to adulthood was demonstrated 
by achieved and moderately achieved identity profiles. These profiles were re-
lated to personal goals congruent with normative developmental tasks as well 
as subjective well-being. Finally, positive development in success expectations 
as well as in effort related to committed and adaptive career identity develop-
ment. This gives insight into career identity development increasing individu-
als’ focus on career goal regulations that are impacting the experience of oneself 
as a worker or future worker. 
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YHTEENVETO (SUMMARY) 

Elämän- ja työuravalinnat: Nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten henkilökohtaiset 
tavoitteet, identiteetin kehitys ja hyvinvointi 
 
Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli lisätä ymmärrystä suomalaisten nuorten ja nuor-
ten aikuisten tavoitteiden asettamisesta ja identiteetin kehityksestä sekä näiden 
tekijöiden yhteydestä heidän koettuun hyvinvointiinsa. Tutkimus selvitti nuor-
ten ja nuorten aikuisten elämään ja työuraan liittyviä tavoitteita, motivaatiota ja 
hyvinvointia. Uravalinnat ja identiteetin muodostaminen ovat keskeisimmät 
kehitystehtävät nuoruudessa ja varhaisaikuisuudessa (esim. Porfeli, Lee, Von-
dracek & Weigold, 2011). Toisaalta länsimainen yhteiskunta korostaa yksilölli-
syyttä ja omien valintojen tärkeyttä aikana, jota kuvaa globalisaatio, pitkittynyt 
koulutus ja työmarkkinoiden epävarmuus (Sica, Aleni Sestito & Ragotzini, 
2014). Tästä johtuen identiteetin muodostaminen on monimutkaisempaa kuin 
aikaisemmin (Côté & Levine, 2002). Toisin sanoen identiteetin etsinnän mahdol-
lisuudet ovat avoimina, mutta vaativat myös aktiivisesti tehtyjä valintoja. Työn 
teoreettinen viitekehys yhdisti motivaation elämänkaarimallia (Nurmi, 2004; 
Salmela-Aro, 2009) elämänvaiheeseen tarkoituksenmukaisten sitoutumisten 
mallia (Dietrich, Parker & Salmela-Aro, 2012) sekä identiteettikehityksen kak-
soissyklimallia Luyckx et al., 2006, 2008). 

Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli selvittää yksilöiden kehityksellisiä, moti-
vaationaalisia ja identiteetin muodostamisen eroja: 1) Millaisia ryhmiä nuorten 
henkilökohtaisten tavoitteiden sisällöistä voidaan tunnistaa? Miten nämä tavoi-
teryhmät ovat yhteydessä nuorten hyvinvointiin? 2) Millaisia identiteettiprofii-
leja eli identiteettistatuksia suomalaisilla nuorilla aikuisilla voidaan tunnistaa? 
Miten identiteettiprofiilit ovat yhteydessä nuorten aikuisten henkilökohtaisten 
tavoitteiden sisältöihin pitkittäisaineistossa? 3) Miten suomalaisten nuorten ai-
kuisten työuratavoitteen menestysodotukset, vaivannäkö ja stressaavuus kehit-
tyivät kuuden vuoden seurannan aikana, ja miten nämä ovat yhteydessä työ-
identiteetin muodostumiseen?  

Tutkimuksen aineisto koostui Finnish Educational Transitions Studies -
pitkittäistutkimusprojektin (FinEdu, 2013) aineistosta, ja tutkimuksessa käytet-
tiin kahta otosta. Ensimmäinen otos oli poikkileikkausaineisto, joka käsitti 1144 
toisen asteen koulutuksessa opiskelevaa nuorta (naisia 565, 49 %; ammatillises-
sa koulutuksessa 536, 47 %; ikä: keskiarvo 17,4 vuotta, keskihajonta 1,2 vuotta). 
Tutkimuksen toinen otos koostui vuonna 1988 syntyneistä suomalaisista nuo-
rista, jotka olivat yläkoulun yhdeksäsluokkalaisia tutkimuksen alussa (n = 699; 
naisia 322, 48 %) ja joita seurattiin 26-vuotiaaksi asti.  

Tutkimuksessa hyödynnettiin sekä laadullisia että määrällisiä menetelmiä, 
sekä henkilö- että muuttujasuuntautunutta tutkimusotetta. Laadullinen aineisto 
koostui nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten itse ilmoittamista henkilökohtaisista ta-
voitteista ja projekteista (Salmela-Aro, 2001). Projekteja tutkittiin sisällönanalyy-
sillä, ja sisältöluokista muodostettiin henkilökohtaisten tavoitteiden profiileja 
(osatutkimus I). 
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Määrällisillä menetelmillä tutkittiin nuorten aikuisten opiskelu- ja urata-
voitteen motivaatiotekijöitä: koettua tärkeyttä, vaivannäköä, edistymistä, mene-
tysodotuksia sekä stressaavuutta. Tutkimuksessa selvitettiin näiden motivaa-
tiotekijöiden yhteyttä yleiseen identiteetin kehitykseen (osatutkimus II) ja työ-
identiteetin kehitykseen pitkittäistutkimuksessa (osatutkimus III). Kaikkiin 
elämänvalintoihin liittyvää identiteettiä tutkittiin uudenlaisella identiteetti-
mittarilla (Luyckx et al., 2008), jolla on mahdollista saada aiempaa tarkemmin 
tietoa identiteettikehityksen prosesseista. Työidentiteetin muodostumista tutkit-
tiin tästä yleisen identiteettikehityksen mittarista sovelletulla työidentiteetin 
mittarilla (Luyckx, Seiffge-Krenke, Schwartz, Crocetti & Klimstra, 2014).  

Näiden lisäksi tutkimuksessa selvitettiin laajasti sekä positiivista että ne-
gatiivista hyvinvointia suhteessa nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten tavoitteisiin ja 
identiteetin kehitykseen, kuten masennusoireita (Salokangas, Stengård & Pou-
tanen, 1994), elämäntyytyväisyyttä (Diener, 1994), itsetuntoa (Rosenberg, 1965), 
opiskelu- ja työuupumusta (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen & Nurmi, 2009) sekä 
opiskelu- ja työintoa (Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012). Aineiston analyysissä 
hyödynnettiin rakenneyhtälö- ja monimuuttujamallinnuksia sekä henkilösuun-
tautuneista menetelmistä klusterianalyysia ja latenttien profiilien analyysiä.  

Ensimmäinen osatutkimus osoitti, että 17-vuotiailla lukion ja ammatillisen 
koulutuksen opiskelijoilla oli suurimmaksi osaksi koulutukseen, työuraan, sosi-
aalisiin suhteisiin, ammatilliseen osaamiseen ja toimeentuloon liittyviä henkilö-
kohtaisia tavoitteita, jotka olivat heidän normatiivisten kehitystehtävien mukai-
sia. Lisäksi klusterianalyysi toi ilmi pienen ryhmän nuoria, joilla oli merkittä-
västi enemmän kuin muilla itseen liittyviä murehtimissävyisiä henkilökohtaisia 
tavoitteita. Hyvinvointi-indikaattoreita verrattiin löydettyjen tavoiteryhmien 
välillä ja tulosten perusteella murehtimissävyiset itseen liittyvät henkilökohtai-
set tavoitteet olivat yhteydessä opiskelu-uupumukseen, kliinisesti merkittävään 
määrään masennusoireita ja matalaan elämäntyytyväisyyteen ja itsetuntoon. 

Toinen osatutkimus osoitti, että merkittävällä osalla (40 %) 23-vuotiaista 
nuorista aikuisista oli selkiintymätön tai osittain selkiintymätön identiteetti. 
Nuorilla aikuisilla, joilla oli selkiintymätön identiteetti, oli heikoin koettu hy-
vinvointi ja haasteita motivaatiossa. Tarkemmin ottaen heillä oli opiskeluun ja 
uraan liittyviä huolia, enemmän masennusoireita, opiskelu- ja työuupumusta 
sekä matalampaa opiskelu- ja työintoa kuin muilla. Henkilökohtaiset tavoitteet, 
jotka liittyivät selkiintymättömään identiteettiin, olivat sisällöltään itseen kes-
kittyviä ja näin olleen vähemmän elämäntilanteeseen ja kehitystehtäviin sopivia, 
niihin mukautuvia ja niitä heijastavia. Nuorilla aikuisilla, joilla oli selkiintymä-
tön identiteetti, oli myös huomattavasti vähemmän kuin muilla hyvien ihmis-
suhteiden muodostamiseen ja ylläpitämiseen liittyviä henkilökohtaisia tavoit-
teita.   

Kolmas osatutkimus selvitti nuorten aikuisten työidentiteettiä ja sen yhte-
yttä useita vuosia seurattuun työuratavoitteiden motivaatioon – menestysodo-
tuksiin, vaivannäköön ja uratavoitteen stressaavuuteen. Tulosten perusteella 
nuorten siirtyessä toisen asteen koulutuksesta jatko-opintoihin ja työelämään 
uratavoitteessa menestymiseen liittyvät odotukset voimistuivat. Positiivinen 
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kehitys menestysodotuksissa ennusti sitoutunutta ja selkeää työidentiteettiä 26-
vuotiaana. Niin ikään uratavoitteen eteen nähtiin vaivaa koko ajan enenevästi 
nuorten kehittyessä 16 vuoden ikäisistä 23-vuotiaiksi. Positiivinen kehitys vai-
vannäössä ja panostuksessa ennusti selkeää ja sitoutunutta työidentiteettiä 26-
vuotiaana. Toisaalta myös uratavoite koettiin enenevästi stressaavaksi kehityk-
sen kuluessa, ja mitä voimakkaammin uratavoite koettiin stressaavana, sitä sel-
keämmin se ennusti huonosti sopeutuvaa identiteettiä ja negatiivissävyistä työ-
identiteetin etsintää.  

Johtopäätöksenä voidaan sanoa, että nuorilla aikuisilla identiteetin muo-
dostuminen jatkuu yli 20. ikävuoden. Elämään ja myös työuraan liittyvien va-
lintojen runsaus on yhteydessä suureen määrään selkiintymättömiä identiteet-
tejä ja näiden elämän valintojen vaikeus heijastuu muun muassa hyvinvoinnin 
ongelmiin (osatutkimus II). Lisäksi tutkimus lisää tietoa työuratavoitteiden mo-
tivaation ja työidentiteetin yhteyksistä (osatutkimus III). Tulosten perusteella 
nuorten aikuisten henkilökohtaisten tavoitteiden muodostamista ja asettamista 
realistiselle tasolle on tarpeellista edistää, vaivannäköön tulee kannustaa ja 
stressaavuutta hillitä sekä yhteiskunnallisen päätöksenteon että yksilöllisen tu-
en tasolla.  

Tutkimuksen perusteella on tärkeää tukea nuorten ja nuorten aikuisten 
positiivista suhtautumista omaan kehittymiseen ja elämässä etenemiseen niin, 
että usko omiin kykyihin ja pystyvyyteen säilyisi ja kantaisi koulutus- ja työ-
elämän siirtymien yli. Tulevaisuudessa olisi tärkeää tukea nuorten ja nuorten 
aikuisten identiteetin muodostumista tarjoamalla edellytykset vaihtoehtojen 
selvittämiseen, valintojen tekemiseen ja lopulta valittuun uraan ja elämään si-
toutumiseen.  
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Abstract: The present study examines the types of orientation that can be identified
according to the personal goals of adolescents, and how these orientations differ in
their subjective well-being. In the context of the person-oriented approach, 1144
17-year-olds (565 girls, 579 boys) filled in the revised Little’s personal project analysis,
school burnout, depression, life satisfaction, and self-esteem inventories. Four goal
orientations emerged from this data with cluster analysis: (1) property (40%), (2)
vocation (24%), (3) social relationships and future education (23%), and (4) self-
focused (13%) orientations. Boys were the majority in the property and the vocation
orientations, whereas girls dominated in the social relationships and future education-
and the self-orientations. Those in the self-orientation group were the most burned
out, had most symptoms of depression and the lowest life satisfaction and self-
esteem compared with other orientations. Orientations indicate the basic needs for
competence (property and vocation orientations), relatedness (social relationships and
future education orientation) and autonomy (self-focused orientation) (Deci & Ryan,
2000). The time perspective is addressed on the basis of goal orientations reflecting
the past (self-ruminating goals), the present (relationships and current education) or
the future (upcoming education and wealth).

Key words: personal goal orientations, subjective well-being, adolescents, person-
oriented approach, time perspective, basic needs.

Young people are usually at the stage of life
when the future is ahead, and the essential
goals are set. They encounter two broad kinds
of challenge. First, they become a legally com-
petent member of society and face the chal-
lenge of earning their own living and second,
they must manage their personal relationships
(Nurmi, 2004). From the framework of the time
perspective, adolescents are living the present
at full blast and at the same time are required to
plan the future for themselves (Baltes, 1997;
Brandtstädter, 1989; Damon, 2004; Nurmi,
1991). Adolescents orient to their future life by
making choices, decisions, and devoting them-
selves to various matters (Nurmi, 1991, 1993;

1994; Salmela-Aro, 2009, 2010). This selection
mechanism includes many psychological
mechanisms when motives, interests, and per-
sonal goals direct the exploration, planning,
decision-making, and commitments of adoles-
cents (Nurmi, 2004).

Motivation is one of the key mechanisms
through which adolescents direct their develop-
ment and select actions and environments
(Nurmi, 1993, 1997). In self-determination
theory, the psychological needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness are essential for
understanding the content of goal pursuit
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Goal pursuit is effective
when people are able to satisfy their basic
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psychological needs as they pursue and attain
their valued outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Adolescents’ motivation can be examined
using personal goals and projects (Massey, Geb-
hardt, & Garnefski, 2008; Salmela-Aro, 2001).
They formulate their goals by comparing their
own motives with the socio-cultural environ-
ment and the possibilities open to their own age
(Nurmi, 2004). Many hopes and interests for the
future of the adolescents are related to the most
central developmental tasks of this life phase
(Nurmi, 2004). The main aim of this study is to
examine goal orientation based on the content
of the adolescents’ personal projects. Second,
we examine how subjective well-being appears
in different orientations.

Adolescent goal content and related pursuits
have been extensively studied during the last
two decades (for a review, see Massey et al.,
2008), but the goal orientations based on
content as it naturally occurs is lacking
(Salmela-Aro, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007a). The
person-oriented approach (Bergman &
El-Khouri, 2001) used in this study is a modern
typological approach that determines the com-
bination of meaningful values as unitary
(Bergman & El-Khouri, 2001).

The life-span theories of motivation suggest
that the demands, challenges, and possibilities
that people experience during a particular life
period channel the personal goals people form
(Little, Salmela-Aro, & Phillips, 2007; Nurmi,
1991; 1992; 1994). In an earlier study, several
concepts have been used to describe people’s
goals: current concern (Klinger, 1975), personal
projects (Little, 1983), life task (Cantor, Norem,
Langston, Zirkel, Fleeson, & Cook-Flanagan,
1987), personal striving (Emmons, 1986), and
possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986). In this
study, Little’s concept of personal projects
(1983) is used to measure personal goals. Per-
sonal projects have usually been classified
according to their content, and the categories
refer to different goals and events of the future,
such as education, work, family, children, self,
hobbies, health, leisure, wealth, and home
(Little, 1983; Nurmi, 1992; Salmela-Aro, 1992;
Salmela-Aro, Vuori, & Koivisto, 2007b). Future

time perspectives have been linked to goals in
socio-emotional selectivity theory, as individu-
als select goals in accordance with peoples’ per-
ceptions of the future as being limited or open-
ended (Lang & Carstensen, 2002).When time is
perceived as open-ended, the goals that become
most highly prioritized are most likely to be
those that are preparatory, focused on gather-
ing information, experiencing novelty, and
expanding the breadth of knowledge as well as
seeking contacts that could be useful in the
more distant future, including goals related to
the task of finding out about one’s role in
society and vocational or career interests
(Carstensen, 2006; Lang & Carstensen, 2002).

The studies of the goal contents of adoles-
cents have claimed that the goals reflect the
Havighurst Developmental Tasks (1948)
(Massey et al., 2008; Nurmi, 1991; Salmela-Aro
et al., 2007b). Adolescence contains normative
demands, challenges, and role expectations. To
master the transition and to respond to the
expectations well enough, the adolescent must
equalize the personal projects with these
demands (Salmela-Aro, 2001). When the ado-
lescents are asked about their future wishes,
interests and projects, they typically talk about
those matters that are connected to their per-
sonal lives, such as education, work, future
family, leisure activities, travel, and self-
development (Nurmi, 1991; Salmela-Aro,
2001).

Sex differences have also been found in the
content of adolescents personal projects. Girls
have more goals related to the family and to
human relations (Greene & Wheatley, 1992),
education (Nurmi, 1989), and leisure and self-
development (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007b) than
boys. The personal projects of boys are more
often related to material values (Cross &
Markus, 1991; Solantaus, 1987) and to work and
property (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007b). Multiple
goals or goal systems are activated in action
(Pervin, 1992), but a study of simultaneous
goals is still lacking (Austin & Vancouver,
1996). People usually have more than one
project or goal. This is why the personal
projects analysis method advises to express
several projects (Little, 1983; Salmela-Aro,
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2002). The orientations of these projects are
discussed here.

Personal goals and subjective well-being
Subjective well-being is people’s evaluation of
the quality of their lives, which includes both
cognitive judgments and affective reactions
(Diener, 2001). We approach subjective well-
being from the perspective of depressive symp-
toms and school-related burnout (Salmela-Aro
& Näätänen, 2005), as well as life-satisfaction
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) and
self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965). School-related
burnout consists of three different dimensions:
emotional exhaustion, where the adolescent is
feeling emotionally overloaded, resources for
managing life have run out, and one feels pow-
erless and tired; there is cynicism and an impas-
sive, loose attitude towards school or work; and
a feeling of inadequacy and inability, the person
estimating himself, his performance or his
knowledge negatively (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru,
Leskinen, & Nurmi, 2009; Salmela-Aro &
Näätänen, 2005).

The connection between personal goals and
subjective well-being has been extensively
studied (Brunstein, 1993; Emmons, 1991; Heck-
hausen, 1999; Little, 1989; Salmela-Aro &
Nurmi, 1997). However, a few studies have also
concentrated on the content of the goals and
subjective well-being. The life-span theories of
motivation suggest that personal goals that are
parallel with the developmental tasks of the life
phase are adequate and thus facilitate the well-
being of the individual (Nurmi, 1993; 2001;
2004; Salmela-Aro, 2009). It has also been
stated that only the achievement of goals that
are congruent with motivational dispositions
contributes to enhanced well-being (Brunstein,
Schultheiss, & Grassman, 1998). Both cross-
sectional (Emmons, 1991) and longitudinal
studies (Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997) have
shown that the young adults who have goals
that are related to personal relationships,
family, and education have better subjective
well-being and fewer symptoms of depression
than other young adults. Goals related to
leisure activities are associated with life satis-
faction (Little & Chambers; 2004).

By contrast it has been stated in several
studies that goals concerning the development
of personality and identity, more generally self-
related goals, are related to distress, low self-
esteem, problems with mental health, and
exhaustion (Salmela-Aro, 1992; Salmela-Aro
et al., 2007b; Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2004;
Salmela-Aro, Pennanen, & Nurmi, 2001). The
relation is also two-way, because the increase in
the goals that concentrate on the self leads to
an increase in the depression symptoms, and a
greater number of the depression symptoms
leads to a greater number of the goals concen-
trating on the self (Salmela-Aro et al., 2001;
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997;). Parallel results
have also been reported in a meta-analysis, with
the concentration on self in general being asso-
ciated with negative feelings and rumination
(Mor & Winquist, 2002). Furthermore, in
research about adolescent identity formation,
ruminative pondering is associated with dis-
tress, depression, and elevated anxiety
(Kidwell, Dunham, Bacho, Pastorino, & Portes,
1995; Luyckx, Schwartz, Berzonsky, Soenens,
Vansteenkiste, Smits, & Goossens, 2008;
Luyckx, Soenens, & Goossens, 2006). The time
perspective has also been linked with well-
being and the content of goals, so that when
goals are incongruent with one’s future time
perspective, pursuing them could result in det-
rimental outcomes (Lang & Carstensen, 2002).
Particularly with regard to young people pursu-
ing emotion-related goals, aiming at emotion
regulation may mean that individuals are more
likely to experience social strain and dissatis-
faction (Lang & Carstensen, 2002).

Aims and hypotheses
We examine the following research problems:

1. What kinds of orientation can be identified
in the content of personal projects?
We expect that the majority of the
personal projects of the adolescents will
be related to education, career and social
relations (Hypothesis 1) (Salmela-Aro,
2001). The second assumption is that we
will identify a group of adolescents who
have personal projects concerning self
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and self-development. (Salmela-Aro et al.,
2007b) (Hypothesis 2).

2. How do the identified orientations differ
from each other with regard to school-
related burnout, depression symptoms, sat-
isfaction with life, and self-esteem? We
assume that those orientations that include
self-related goals (Mor & Winquist, 2002)
have more school-related burnout and
symptoms of depression, as well as lower
life satisfaction and self-esteem, whereas
those goal orientations that include goals
congruent with development tasks produce
better subjective well-being (Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants and procedure
The participants were 1144 upper secondary
school students (age: M = 17.4 years, SD = 1.2
years; girls 565, 49%) from vocational and high
schools. The vocational school students were
from the metropolitan area of Finland and
the high school students were from a town in
the eastern part of Finland. They completed a
self-report questionnaire tapping personal
goals and subjective well-being in the class-
room during a 45-min school lesson. The

participants who were over 25 years old or
persons whose questionnaires were filled incor-
rectly were omitted from the final analyses
(N = 12). In the final analysis there were 536
students from vocational education (age:
M = 17.83 years, SD = 1.59 years) and 608 stu-
dents from high school (age: M = 17.05 years,
SD = 0.27 years).

Measures

Personal Project Analysis (PPA). The par-
ticipants filled in a revised version of Little’s
1983 Personal Project Analysis inventory. The
adolescents were asked first to describe four of
their current personal projects in response to
the following instruction: “People have differ-
ent kinds of important goals, projects, and
intentions. These personal goals may include
different life areas like school, friends, family,
work, studying, dating, health, one’s own
parents, wealth and use of money, travelling,
self or hobbies.” Each project mentioned by the
participants was content analyzed indepen-
dently by two assessors into 18 different classes.
The Cronbach’s alpha was .92. The classes and
examples as well as numbers of goals produced
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Personal project classes, examples and the number of projects produced

Personal project class Example Projects produced

Present education “Finish up this school” 722
Vocation / work “Get a nice job” 644
Wealth and money “I want to be rich” 480
Future education “Apply for a college” 347
One’s health “Stay healthy” 284
Friends “Hold on to friendships” 241
Relationship “Move together with my boyfriend” 240
Hobbies and sport “Progress in my hobby” 233
Self related goals “To learn to be more open and to have more courage” 182
Lifestyle ”I want to be famous” 181
Traveling “Go to South Europe during summer holiday” 153
Dating “Fall in love with a wonderful woman” 137
Moving “I want to move out of my parents house” 74
Childhood family “Keep in contact with my parents and family” 63
Military service “Go to army” 55
One’s children “Take care of my children” 37
Appearance “Lose weight” 19
Substance abuse “Drink as much alcohol as possible” 13
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School-related burnout was assessed using
the method developed for the purpose of mea-
suring adolescent school burnout (Salmela-Aro
et al., 2009; Salmela-Aro & Näätänen, 2005).
The adolescents were asked to evaluate their
study circumstances by emotional exhaustion
(three items, e.g., “I feel that I am drowning in
schoolwork”), cynicism (three items, e.g.,“I feel
that I am losing interest in school”), and feel-
ings of inadequacy (three items, e.g.“I often feel
inadequate at school”). The nine items were
assessed using a 6-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (I totally disagree) to 6 (I totally agree).
The Cronbach’s alphas were .72, .85, and .76
respectively.

Depressive symptoms were assessed using a
10-item Depression Scale (DEPS; Salokangas,
Stengård, & Poutanen, 1994; e.g., “During the
last month, I felt that all joy had disappeared
from my life”). A 4-point Likert scale ranged
from 0 (Not at all) to 3 (Extremely). The indica-
tor that describes depression was constructed
by summing up the points of all the items
together. The Cronbach’s alpha for the depres-
sion scale was .90. The limit of clinically signifi-
cant depression on this scale is 9 points and
when this limit value is exceeded in a medical
study, the probability of a depression diagnosis
will be 35.7% (Salokangas et al., 1994).

Life satisfaction was measured using the
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffins (1985)
Satisfaction with Life Scale. It is a 5-item scale
(e.g.,“On the whole,I am satisfied with myself”).
A 7-point Likert scale ranged from 1 (totally
disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The Cronbach’s
alpha for the satisfaction with life scale was .86.

Self-esteem was measured using Rosenberg’s
(1965) Self-esteem Scale, a 5-item scale with
statements reflecting general self-acceptance,
self-respect, and an overall attitude towards
oneself (e.g., “I have a positive concept of
myself”). Items were assessed using a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to
7 (totally agree). The Cronbach’s alpha for the
self-esteem scale was .73.

Analysis strategy
The 10 most often mentioned personal projects
(Table 1) were chosen for the cluster analysis.

The personal project variables with relation to
friends, relationships and one’s childhood
family, dating, childhood family, and one’s chil-
dren were combined into an inclusive relation
variable. The smallest content classes (moving,
military service, appearance, substance abuse,
and travelling) were not included in the analysis
because they tend to skew the results too much.
The items chosen for the cluster analysis were:
present education, education in the future,
vocation/work, wealth and money, hobbies and
sport, one’s health, self-related goals, lifestyle,
and social relationships. Clustering of the vari-
ables was carried out using nonhierarchical
K-means cluster analysis in the SPSS 13.0
program. Case homogeneity was assessed using
Euclidean distance. An analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was used to examine group differ-
ences. The effect size was analyzed using partial
eta squared (h2).

Results

The first aim of the study was to find out what
kinds of orientation can be identified in the
content of adolescents’ personal projects. The
groups that emerged in the three-cluster solu-
tion were named after the centre goal variable:
(1) a present education and wealth and money
orientation; (2) a present education and self-
focused orientation; and (3) a present educa-
tion and relationships orientation. In the four-
cluster solution, the group of present education
and relationships goal orientation separated
into two: (1) a present education and vocation/
work orientation; and (2) a social relationships
and present and future education orientation.
The five-cluster solution did not bring out any
extra information. Because the four-group solu-
tion proved to describe the material best, this
solution was examined further. The stability of
the solution was tested by clustering the ran-
domized halves of the data. The same cluster
centers appeared with the halves and the solu-
tion was affirmed to be stable enough.

Table 2 shows clustered variable means and
standard deviations. The cluster centers display
those variables that are at the midpoint of the
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Table 2 Analysis of variance of the clusters and the personal goal variables

Personal goals
(range 0–4)

Clusters F(3, 1140) p h2

1: Property 2: Vocation 3: Social
relationships
and future
education

4: Self-
focused

N = 459
(40%)

N = 278
(24%)

N = 262
(23%)

N = 145
(13%)

Present
education

M (SD) .64a (.56) .63a (.54) .64a (.56) .57a (.54) .65 .585 n.s.

Future
education

M (SD) .25ab (.46) .19a (.39) .50c (.55) .33b (.50) 23.02 .000 .057

Vocation /
work

M (SD) .40b (.50) 1.19c (.45) .27a (.45) .39ab (.49) 223.43 .000 .370

Wealth and
money

M (SD) .93b (.70) .06a (.25) .08a (.28) .08a (.27) 282.94 .000 .370

Hobbies and
sport

M (SD) .22a (.44) .17a (.45) .24a (.46) .15a (.40) 2.11 .097 n.s.

One’s health M (SD) .20a (.45) .24a (.45) .35b (.49) .23ab (.43) 6.77 .000 .018
Self related

goals
M (SD) .02a (.13) .00a (.06) .03a (.18) 1.13b (.43) 1354.01 .000 .781

Lifestyle M (SD) .13a (.36) .24b (.53) .13a (.36) .14ab (.37) 5.58 .001 .014
Social

relationships
M (SD) .30a (.46) .41b (.51) 1.43d (.57) .62c (.49) 306.60 .000 .447

Note. Means with separate letters differ significantly at the p < .05 level (with Bonferroni correction). The
letters (a, b, c, d) indicate which values per line (variable) differ from each other.
Cells in bold typeface are the final cluster centers.

Table 3 Analyses of variance between the clusters in subjective well-being

Measures (range) Cluster groups F(3, 976) p h2

1: Property 2: Vocation 3: Social
relationships
and future
education

4: Self-focused

School-related
burnout (1–6)
Emotional
exhaustion

M (SD) 2.54a (1.09) 2.50a (1.10) 2.88b (1.00) 3.11b (1.04) 13.28 .000 .040

Cynicism M (SD) 2.29a (1.12) 2.20a (1.12) 2.24a (1.11) 2.60b (1.14) 3.71 .011 .011
Feelings of
inadequacy

M (SD) 2.51a (1.07) 2.43a (1.01) 2.61ab (1.05) 2.92b (1.12) 6.09 .000 .019

Depression
(0–30)

M (SD) 5.14a (5.42) 5.13a (5.54) 6.25a (5.61) 8.53b (5.36) 13.34 .000 .040

Satisfaction
with
life (1–7)

M (SD) 4.62ab (1.24) 4.77ab (1.20) 4.83b (1.24) 4.41a (1.32) 3.73 .011 .011

Self-esteem
(1–7)

M (SD) 4.92b (1.06) 4.96b (1.03) 4.81ab (1.13) 4.55a (1.05) 4.65 .003 .014

Note. Means with separate letters differ significantly at the p < .05 level (with Bonferroni correction). The
letters (a, b, c, d) indicate which values per line (variable) differ from each other.
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cluster group and represent the personal
projects that were more commonly mentioned
by each group member.The groups were named
after each cluster centre, and as present educa-
tion was one of the centers in every group, the
groups were named after the differentiating
centers. In the first group, because adolescents
mentioned having goals for wealth and money
as well as present education, the group was
titled a property orientation. This group
included 458 (40%) of the adolescents, of whom
62% were boys.The second group had goals for
work and vocation as well as present education,
and the group was titled a vocation orientation.
This group included 278 (24%) of the adoles-
cents, of whom 60% were boys. The third group
had several variables as cluster centers. Their
personal projects were in present education and
school, future education as well as personal
relationships, and the group was titled a social
relationships and future education orientation.
This group included 261 (23%) of the adoles-
cents, of whom 68% were girls.The fourth group
had goals related to self and self development,
and the group was titled a self-focused orienta-
tion. This group included 145 (13%) of the ado-
lescents, of whom 71% were girls.

The second aim of the study was to find out
how the orientations identified differed in sub-
jective well-being in terms of school burnout,
depressive symptoms, satisfaction with life, and
self-esteem. These results are shown in Table 3.
With the subjective well-being measures, the
self-focused orientation was markedly different
from the other orientations. The self-focused
orientation had higher values on every dimen-
sion of school burnout: emotional exhaustion,
cynicism, and feelings of inadequacy.The future
education and social relationships orientation
also scored high on emotional exhaustion,
but did not differ on the other two burnout
dimensions from the property and vocation
orientations. The property and vocation orien-
tations had the least school-related burnout.
The self-focused orientation scored most on
depressive symptoms compared with the other
orientations. The average depression level of
the self-focused orientation was close to clini-
cally significant depression. Of the self-focused

orientation, 43% had a clinically significant
number of depressive symptoms. Satisfaction
with life was higher in the social relationships
and future education orientation than in the
self-focused orientation. Self-esteem was
higher in the property and the vocation orien-
tations than in the self-focused orientation.

With subjective well-being measures also, the
interaction between sex and goal orientation
groups was studied and the interaction did not
become statistically significant. The sex differ-
ences were also studied in the self-focused
orientation. Within this orientation girls were
more exhausted, F(1139) = 7.69, p = .006, and
felt greater inadequacy in their schoolwork,
F(1138) = 4.86, p = .029, than boys. In the self-
focused orientation girls and boys did not differ
in life-satisfaction, self-esteem, or depression.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the
goal orientation of adolescents using the
person-oriented approach. Even though a few
studies have already examined the personal
projects of adolescents using the person-
oriented approach (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007b),
work on the personal project and goal systems
from the orientation perspective has been
missing from the empirical studies. The results
showed that the typical adolescent develop-
ment tasks appear in their personal projects
(Nurmi, 1991; Salmela-Aro, 2001; Salmela-Aro
et al., 2007b). The results of this study support
these earlier studies and the first hypothesis
(Hypothesis 1).

The time perspective is also apparent in the
adolescents’ goals as they reflect the past in
self-ruminating goals, the present in relation-
ships and current educational goals, and the
future in upcoming education and wealth goals.
Goals are the states of the future to be pursued.
Interestingly, however, the content of the
goals reflects the entire timeline. The rumina-
tive goals reflecting the past seem particularly
to aim to somehow make corrections into
the lived life. This study strengthens the
socio-emotional selectivity theory (Lang &
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Carstensen, 2002) on future time perspective,
showing that adolescents’ goals are mainly con-
gruent with their presumed future time per-
spective, being open-ended.

The main objective of this study was to iden-
tify orientations from the content of the ado-
lescents’ personal projects. The four-group
solution proved to describe material best. The
groups were named according to their most
central goal: property, vocation, social relation-
ships and future education, and self-focused
orientations.

The property oriented adolescents had more
goals related to wealth, standard of living or
money, and equally as many goals related to
their present education, and distinctly fewer
goals related to future education, their own
health, way of life and relationships than ado-
lescents in the other orientations. In the prop-
erty orientation, 62% were boys.

The vocation oriented adolescents had more
goals related to work, profession, and becoming
a professional, as well as to success in working
life. Future education and property did not
feature among these adolescents’ personal
goals, but goals related to present education
and way of life as use of time, success, adapting,
and a happy life did. The vocation orientation
mainly included boys (60%). Among the orien-
tations, these adolescents were the least
exhausted by school work. The goals of these
adolescents were concrete and the content of
the goals delicately reflected their sense appre-
ciation of one’s vocational know-how.

The goals of the social relationships and
future education oriented adolescents were
related to the relationships: friends, dating, and
family, as well as further education in the
future. They also had goals about present edu-
cation and their own health. The majority of
this orientation was girls (68%). The social
relationships and future education oriented
experienced school-related burnout as emo-
tional exhaustion, but did not feel cynicism or
inadequacy in their schoolwork. Life satisfac-
tion was high in this orientation. The personal
goals in this orientation were concrete and par-
ticularly flexible, although a higher ambition
was reflected among the goals of this orienta-

tion than the vocation oriented. These adoles-
cents seemed to be motivated to educate
themselves further at the higher degree level.

The fourth orientation was differentiated
from the other three in that the personal
projects were not directed outwards but rather
inwards and towards the self. The self-focused
oriented adolescents had projects related to per-
sonal growth, becoming an independent person,
and managing life. Their goals were tinted with
negativity. The self-focused orientation was
smaller in size, including only 13% of the young
people. Most self-focused orientation adoles-
cents were girls (71%). In the self-focused
orientation, the adolescents had more school-
related burnout in all three dimensions
excluding emotional exhaustion, of which they
had as much as the social relationships and
future education oriented. They had more
depression symptoms than the other orienta-
tions.Almost every second person in this orien-
tation had clinically significant depression. Life
satisfaction and self-esteem were also lower
than in the other orientations.Within this orien-
tation the boys were as depressed as the girls,but
the girls were more exhausted with their school
work and had greater feelings of inadequacy.

The developmental tasks of the adolescents
were also reflected in their personal projects.
An earlier study has shown that young adults
(Salmela-Aro, 1997) and pupils at the upper
level of comprehensive school (Salmela-Aro
et al., 2007b) who have personal projects con-
cerned with relationships and family as well as
education, also have higher subjective well-
being and fewer depressive symptoms than
other young people. This study replicated this
result with the upper secondary school students
who were approximately 17 years of age.

The fourth orientation diverged completely
from the other orientations, with the identifi-
cation of this orientation from the material
supporting the second hypothesis (Hypothesis
2). The projects of these adolescents dealt with
personal growth and reach for autonomy and
competence. The results showed that their dis-
tress was high. This is in line with earlier
studies (Salmela-Aro et al., 2001, 2007b;
Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 2004) and supports the
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third hypothesis (Hypothesis 3) that goals
which are related to personality development
and identity-seeking are associated with low
well-being, low self-esteem, problems of
mental health, and burnout. The adolescent
open-ended future time perspective is also
incongruent with these emotionally meaning-
ful goals. This incongruity is thought to be
related to social strain and dissatisfaction
(Lang & Carstensen, 2002).

In this study, goal orientations provided
further information on relations between the
personal projects of adolescents. The orienta-
tions show that adolescents have multiple goals
that are not mutually exclusive. In light of the
self-determination theory, the orientations
seem to suggest the basic psychological needs
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). It seems that the different
orientations somehow pursue one of these
basic needs more emphatically. Competence
needs are reflected in the property and vocation
orientations. Relatedness needs are demon-
strated in the social relationships and future
education orientation. Finally, the need and
striving for autonomy appears in the self-
focused orientation. Deci and Ryan (2000)
argue that these psychological needs, when sat-
isfied, yield enhanced self-motivation and
mental health and, when thwarted, lead to
diminished motivation and well-being. Particu-
larly in the self-focused orientation, it seems
that the need for autonomy is stated in the
goals, but it is not fulfilled yet. This might be in
connection with the low subjective well-being
of the orientation.

The data has been collected from two distinct
areas of Finland and from high school and voca-
tional school students. The diversity of the data
is a strength at the national level, but further
research is required on different cultures.
A restriction of the study is that the effect sizes
are relatively small. However, when a sample
size is big, small effects will also become statis-
tically significant (Cohen & Cohen, 2001). In
practice, this means that when the small effects
within the group accumulate on society the
problems become observable and possibly
expensive. The orientation groups were very

different in size (ranging from the smallest of
N = 145 to N = 459). This unequal size might
cause some confounding of the results.
However, in this study we assumed that the
sizes of the orientation groups were large
enough to make the comparisons between the
groups. A longitudinal study is needed to inves-
tigate the development and forming of the goal
orientations. A longitudinal study would also
enable the possibility of examining the causal-
ity of the subjective well-being and personal
projects, and to answer the important question
as to whether it is the depression and feeling of
inadequacy that leads to the setting up of self-
focused goals in order to attain better subjec-
tive well-being.
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a b s t r a c t

Young adults actively construct their identity by exploring and committing to opportu-
nities through the setting of personal goals. Typically personal goal contents are related to
young adults' developmental tasks but sometimes goals are self-focused. This longitudinal
study explored personal goal and concern contents in relation to identity profiles among
young Finns (N ¼ 577) followed from age 23 to 25. Applying the Dimensions of Identity
Development Scale, identity formation was measured at age 23. Latent Profile Analysis
yielded five profiles: moderate achievement, moderate diffusion, achievement, diffused
diffusion, and reconsidering achievement. Two “dark side” identity profiles, characterized
by low commitment and high ruminative exploration, were identified: moderate diffusion
and diffused diffusion. The moderate diffusion profile seemed to have developmental task-
related personal goals and concerns. In the diffused diffusion profile, self-focused personal
goals and concerns were typical and personal goals and concerns towards relationships
atypical. These findings persisted over the two-year follow-up.
© 2015 The Foundation for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier

Ltd. All rights reserved.

Young people in transition to adulthood take an active and goal-oriented role in their own development (e.g., Heckhausen,
Wrosch,& Schulz, 2010; Salmela-Aro, 2009). The identity formation process of finding out “who I am, and what are my goals”
(Schwartz, 2001), is closely tied to the construction of personal goals that optimize young people's ability to handle their
upcoming lifespan development (Baltes, 1997; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). This requires young people to compare their indi-
vidual motivation and needs with the opportunities, challenges, and constraints typical of the life situation at hand (e.g.,
Heckhausen et al., 2010; Nurmi, 1992; Salmela-Aro, 2009; Salmela-Aro, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007). The transition to adulthood
poses a number of demands called developmental tasks, which, if met by a young person, are thought to lead to adaptive
development (e.g., Havighurst, 1948). Developmental tasks in young adulthood include the completion of education,
engaging in one's future career, finding and committing to an intimate relationship, and starting a family. While scholars have
theorized about the links between identity development and the construction of personal goals, empirical research involving
both kinds of engagement with the transition to adulthood is still missing (Dietrich, Parker, & Salmela-Aro, 2012; Seiffke-
Krenke & Gelhaar, 2008). This however, would complete our understanding which kinds of personal goals and identity
processes can be considered adaptive or maladaptive. Therefore, this study aims to shed light on the intertwined processes of

* Corresponding author. Tel.: þ358 50 5757949.
E-mail addresses: elina.marttinen@nyyti.fi (E. Marttinen), julia.dietrich@uni-Jena.de (J. Dietrich), katariina.salmela-aro@helsinki.fi (K. Salmela-Aro).

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Adolescence

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate/ jado

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2015.10.024
0140-1971/© 2015 The Foundation for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Journal of Adolescence 47 (2016) 185e196



young adults' identity formation, operationalized as identity profiles, and the contents of their personal goals and concerns,
examined as the extent to which these are related to developmental tasks or not. Specifically, we examine to what extent
there is a “dark side” to certain identity profiles, where individuals not only experience poor well-being, but also differ from
individuals in other identity profiles in the kinds of personal goals they set and the concerns they struggle with.

Identity processes, statuses, and profiles

Much research has been conducted on the topic of identity statuses, and dimensions (for a review, see e.g., Crocetti, Sica,
Schwartz, Serafini, & Meeus, 2013; Schwartz, 2001). The process-oriented dual-cycle model of identity (Luyckx, Goossens,
Soenens, & Beyers, 2006) describes identity development within the cycles of commitment formation and commitment
evaluation. Both cycles include, first, an exploration of possible future states, and, second, commitment to particular choices.
More specifically, first the individual explores alternatives (exploration in breath), and chooses and commits to particular
choices (commitment making) (Luyckx et al., 2006; Luyckx, Teppers, Klimstra, & Rassart, 2014; Marcia, 1966). Second, the
individual goes through her current commitments (exploration in depth), and unites these into the sense of self (identification
with commitment) (Luyckx et al., 2006, 2014). A recent study by Zimmermann, Lannegrand-Willems, Safont-Mottay, and
Cannard (2015) demonstrated that exploration in depth could have two sides: exploration leading to better understanding
and a firming up of commitments already made, and a “darker side” where exploration leads to a re-evaluation of com-
mitments. Luyckx et al. (2008) have further identified a fifth process (ruminative exploration), where the individual gets stuck
in the exploration process and ruminates on life without direction.

Several studies have identified identity statuses on the basis of empirically measured profiles of identity processes, and
these have often been drawn from cluster analysis (HYPERLINKCrocetti, Rubini, Luyckx, & Meeus, 2008; Crocetti, Schwartz,
Fermani, Klimstra, & Meeus, 2012; Luyckx et al., 2008; Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & De Witte, 2010; Schwartz et al., 2011;
Zimmermann et al., 2015), and latent class analysis (Meeus, Van De Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010). These
studies have found some of the profiles proposed by Marcia (1966): achievement (moderate or high exploration of alterna-
tives, without ruminative exploration, and then clear commitment), foreclosure (very clear commitments without exploring
alternatives), and many refined statuses, including ruminative moratorium (weak commitments, high exploration, and, in
particular, ruminative exploration), searching moratorium (strong and clear commitments, but returning to consider these
with high exploration of new alternatives), and diffused diffusion (weak exploration, weak definite commitments, and
elevated ruminative exploration) (Crocetti et al., 2008; Kroger & Marcia, 2011; Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011;
Zimmermann et al., 2015). Ruminative moratorium and diffused diffusion have been found to be associated with problems
in general psychological functioning, such as heightened depressive symptoms (Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2008;
Schwartz et al., 2011), and lowered satisfaction with life (Schwartz et al., 2015), and in domain-specific functioning, such
as academic burnout, and low career engagement (Luyckx et al., 2010), lower intrinsic motivation, and feelings of incom-
petence (Waterman, 2004).

Personal goals and concerns during the transition to adulthood

Identity formation is closely related to goal pursuit (see Dietrich et al., 2012). Goals refer to future-oriented states, out-
comes, or representations of what young adults are striving to achieve (see Austin & Vancouver, 1996). These can range from
very explicit personal projects (Little, 2014) to current concerns (Klinger & Cox, 2011), which refer to latent and implicit
processes towards particular, yet explicitly unformulated, personal goals. Young people canmentally represent their personal
goals in different ways, such as positive desired states (“I want to get job”), hereafter named personal goals, or negative, often
more implicit worries (“my relationship won't last”), hereafter labeled personal concerns. Identity development and personal
goal striving are cognitive processes, as both include efforts to construct goals and identity commitments, efforts made to
pursue goals and express identity commitments, and efforts made to renegotiate these, for example, in light of difficulties
(Dietrich et al., 2012).

Scholars in developmental psychology have stressed that the kinds of personal goals and concerns people set (i.e. goal and
concern contents) are bound to developmental tasks arising at different points in their lives (e.g. Heckhausen et al., 2010;
Nurmi, 1992; Salmela-Aro, 2009). In the process of personal goal formulation, the individual compares and explores her
motivation in relation to current opportunities and challenges, and makes commitments to personal goals. Thus, if young
people's personal goals reflect the developmental tasks at the transition to adulthood, this has been shown to benefit their
well-being (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007, 2012), lower their stress (Dietrich, Jokisaari, & Nurmi, 2012), and promote domain-
specific attainment (Ranta, Dietrich, & Salmela-Aro, 2014). However, young adults also have personal goals and concerns
that are self-focused (Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997; HYPERLINKSalmela-Aro, Pennanen, & Nurmi, 2001). The contents of these
self-focused personal goals and concerns reflect active striving towork out themeaning of one's life, or changing or improving
the sense of self, identity, and one's own life-style, or coping and adjustment (Marttinen & Salmela-Aro, 2012; Salmela-Aro
et al., 2012). Thus, self-focused personal goals are different from personal goals related to developmental tasks. Optimal
identity development has been described to include exploration of self-related issues (Erikson, 1968), and self-focusing has
been found to be self-reflective, and thus related to positive outcomes (Burwell & Shirk, 2007; Nolen-Hoeksema, Parker, &
Larson, 1994; Salmela-Aro & Nurmi, 1997; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). However, in turn, self-focused attention is reported to be
associated with negative thinking and rumination (Mor & Winquist, 2002), and self-focused personal goals are found to be
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associated with low well-being (Luyckx et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro, 1992). Thus, ruminative self-focused personal goals and
concerns may give rise to ruminative worrying, which has been found to be related to depressive symptoms (Salmela-Aro
et al., 2012), low self-esteem, mental health problems (Salmela-Aro et al., 2001), exhaustion (Marttinen & Salmela-Aro,
2012), and even suicide (Li, Chau, Yip, & Wong, 2013).

Study aims

To shed light on the “dark side” of identity development and personal goal construction, we aimed, first, to identify
identity formation profiles among Finnish young adults. We expected to find identity formation profiles similar to those
reported earlier (Hypothesis 1) (e.g., Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015). To validate the
profiles yielded by the analysis, we examined whether these differed in subjective well-being, as found in previous studies.
We hypothesized that those with “dark side” profiles, i.e. diffused diffusion and ruminative moratorium, would have poorer
well-being (Hypothesis 2a) (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2015). For further purposes of validation, we compared career
goal appraisals in the identity formation profiles that we found.We hypothesized that “dark side” profiles would be related to
poorer motivational outcomes (Hypothesis 2b) (Waterman, 2004). We also examined the differences in background char-
acteristics between the identity profiles.

Our second aim was to examine longitudinally the extent to which the content of young adults' personal goals and
concerns differed according to their identity profiles. More specifically, we hypothesized that the “dark side” profiles would
reflect maladaptation, manifesting in personal goals that are less optimal for the life phase of the transition to adulthood
(Dietrich et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). In particular, the personal goals and concerns related to the developmental
tasks of forming and maintaining good relationships with one's family, dating, and friends were expected to be rarer (Hy-
pothesis 3a) (Ranta et al., 2014; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). Rather, the “dark-side” profiles were expected to relate to ruminative
and lifestyle self-focused personal goals and concerns (Hypothesis 3b) (Luyckx et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012).

Methods

Participants and procedure

The study is part of the ongoing Finnish Educational Transitions (FinEdu) longitudinal study. The study began in 2004 and
sampled all the 15-year-old students living in a mid-sized (population circa 97,000 inhabitants) city in Central Finland in the
last year of their comprehensive school. The sample can thus be considered representative of young Finns born in 1988. For
this report, we used twowaves, when the participants were at age 23 (2011; N ¼ 577; participation rate 85%; 322 female, 255
male), and 25 (2013/2014; N ¼ 482; participation rate 86%; 286 female, 196 male). The participants gave their informed
consent separately for each wave. At age 23 they reported their life situation as follows: 28% were at university, 24% were in a
polytechnic, 10% were in a vocational school, and 8% were studying for a further education entrance examination. In Finland,
university and polytechnic entrance examinations are considered tough, and one year after taking their high-school
matriculation examination more than 60% of students are not in tertiary-level education (Official Statistics of Finland,
2013). Unsurprisingly, 31% of the sample were studying and working at the same time. Working alongside university or
college studies is quite common in Finland. 21% of the participants were working full time, and had thus completed the
transition to working life, 8% were unemployed, 3% were at home with children, and 9% were doing something else. The
highest socioeconomic status of the childhood family was blue-collar (13%), lower white-collar (48%), and upper white-collar
(39%). The participants were mainly Caucasian. They reported their marital status as single (39%), dating (20%), common-law
marriage (35%), married (5%), divorced (1%). Those who dropped out (n ¼ 95) during the study were more likely to be men
(c2(1) ¼ 10.25, p ¼ .001, contingency coefficient .142), and to have scored lower on the identity dimension exploration in
breadth (F(1)¼ 5.03, p¼ .025, h2 ¼ .010), at age 23 compared to those who remained in the study. In the validation measures,
dropouts scored lower on all three career goal appraisals (intrinsic motivation F(1) ¼ 12.58, p ¼ .000, h2 ¼ .025; progress
F(1) ¼ 10.76, p ¼ .001, h2 ¼ .021; attainability F(1) ¼ 19.61, p ¼ .000, h2 ¼ .042), and had lower satisfaction with life
(F(1) ¼ 4.59, p ¼ .033, h2 ¼ .009) at age 23 compared to those who remained in the study. In the baseline examination, one
participant was found to be an outlier, and to have answered the questionnaire without giving it any thought. In person-
oriented approaches, such as the latent profile analysis used in our analysis, outliers tend to skew the results (Bergman,
Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2002). The participant was thus excluded from the analysis.

Measures

At age 23, we assessed identity formation, personal goal and concern contents, career goal appraisals, and well-being. At
age 25, we measured personal goal and concern contents.

Identity formation

A short version of the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale (DIDS; Luyckx et al., 2008) was utilized for the first time
in the Finnish context. The procedure for shortening the original scale, and the items included in the questionnaire are
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presented in Appendix A. Participants evaluated their identity formation on 11 items: commitment making (CM, two items),
identification with commitment (IC, two items), exploration in breadth (EB, two items), exploration in depth with reconsideration
(ED-R, two items), and ruminative exploration (RE, three items). The items were rated using a 5-point Likert-scale ranging
from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Cronbach alphas for the sub-scales were .89, .89, .74, .89, and .82,
respectively.

Personal goals and concerns

Participants filled in the Revised Personal Project Analysis Inventory to measure personal goals (Salmela-Aro, 2001) at
both age 23 and 25. On numbered lines, participants were asked to write down four of their current personal goals. They were
briefed that people usually have personal goals or projects that relate to different areas of life, such as studies, relationships,
work, health, money, self, and hobbies.

Next, the participants were informed that people might have different kinds of concerns or worries, and they were
asked to write down on numbed lines two of their current personal concerns (Cox & Klinger, 2011a). The content of the
personal goals and concerns were coded into categories by two independent assessors, and their percentage rate of
agreement, i.e., content analysis reliabilities, were for personal goals 93.8% at age 23 and 91.7% at age 25, and for concerns
90.4% at age 23 and 91.3% at age 25. The nine most frequent categories of personal goals and seven most frequent categories
of concerns were selected for further analysis. Selected categories, their frequencies, and examples of the contents are
presented in Table 1.

Validation measures of career goal appraisals and well-being

After reporting their personal goals, the participants were asked to produce one career-related personal goal and to
appraise it with respect to eight items covering intrinsic motivation (four items, e.g., “Because I really believe this is an
important goal”), progress (two items, e.g., “How capable are you of realizing your goal?”), attainability (two items, e.g., “How
probable do you regard the fulfillment of your goal?”). Itemswere rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very little) to
7 (very much). Cronbach's alphas for the sub-scales were .78, .78, and .85, respectively.

Life satisfactionwas self-rated with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen and Griffins, 1985). The scale
comprises five items (e.g. “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”) rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally
disagree) to 7 (totally agree). Cronbach's alpha for the scale was .89.

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the 9-item Finnish Depression Scale (DEPS; Salokangas, Stengård, & Poutanen,
1994; e.g., “During the lastmonth, I felt that all joy had disappeared frommy life”). Itemswere rated on a 4-point scale ranging
from 0 (not at all) to 3 (extremely). The depression indicator was calculated by summing the scores for all the items. A sum
score of nine points was the limit of clinically significant depression (Salokangas et al., 1994). Cronbach's alpha for the scale
was .91.

Table 1
Personal goal and concern categories, examples, and frequencies at age 23 and age 25.

Category Example Personal goal
frequency

Concern frequency

Age 23 Age 25 Age 23 Age 25

Work: profession, occupation,
unemployment, be successful at work

“get a permanent job”
“I won't get a job with my field of education”

500 (.87) 468 (.97) 134 (.23) 118 (.24)

Education: studying, finishing a
degree, future education

“succeed in university studies”
“my studies are not progressing as I would have liked”

395 (.68) 143 (.30) 88 (.15) 45 (.09)

Relationships: romantic relationships,
own current family and children,
childhood family and siblings or friends

“happy relationship” “get married” “have children”
“hold close people near” “my relationship won't
last” “well-being of my loved one”

372 (.64) 414 (.86) 163 (.28) 178 (.37)

Finance and material possessions: standard
of living, depths, property, car

“save money”
“money”

122 (.21) 110 (.23) 213 (.37) 152 (.32)

Leisure time: hobbies, traveling “read more” “play music” “run a marathon” “meditate” 216 (.37) 181 (.38) <40 <40
Own apartment/house and moving: owning

a house or department, furnishing
“buy my own home ” 150 (.26) 161 (.33) <40 <40

Own health: physical health
and taking care of it

“health related” “I'm in bad shape” “that I'll get sick” 212 (.37) 186 (.39) 78 (.14) 95 (.20)

Lifestyle: good and bad life,
success in life, adaptation,
happy life, future, choices, experiences

“happiness” “live in the moment”
“time management” “own future”
“I won't get enough done”

102 (.18) 79 (.16) 87 (.15) 63 (.13)

Self: ruminative self-related, personal growth
and development, independence, own
feelings, loneliness, stress, freedom,
burnout, self-esteem

“develop to be a better person” “stress less” “I
want to understand myself better”
“I'm not good enough” “I won't have
enough strength” “I'm lonely”

65 (.11) 43 (.09) 105 (.18) 55 (.11)

Note. Concerns are in italic; frequency of personal goals and concerns per participant are in parentheses.
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Engagement in the academic context was measured with the Work and study engagement inventory (Salmela-Aro &
Upadyaya, 2012). Participants evaluated their engagement with nine items (e.g., “At work or at school I am bursting with
energy”) on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 6 (Daily). Cronbach's alpha for the scale was .94.

Academic burnout (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen,&Nurmi, 2009) was measured with a 10-item inventory (e.g., “I feel that I
am drowning in my studies or work”). Participants evaluated their burnout on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Totally
disagree) to 6 (Totally agree). Cronbach's alpha for the scale was .88.

Data analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to analyze the factor structure of the DIDS. Next, we used latent profile
analysis (LPA) to reveal identity formation profiles at age 23. LPA is amodel-basedmodification of cluster analysis (Vermunt&
Magidson, 2002), and one of its advantages to cluster analysis is that it provides fit indices. To validate the identified solution,
we used analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the identity profiles (obtained by LPA) in career goal appraisals and well-
being at age 23. Missing values in ANOVA were handled with list-wise deletion. Finally, we employed configural frequency
analysis (CONFA; von Eye,1990; Stemmler, 2014) to examine how the identified identity profiles differed in the frequencies of
the contents of personal goals and concerns at age 23 and age 25. CONFA is a non-parametric method that identifies over-
frequent observations occurring more often than expected (type) in cells of cross tabulation or more complex configura-
tions, and under-frequent observations occurring less often than expected (antitype) (Stemmler, 2014). CONFA allows to
analyze far more complex patterns than e.g. chi square-test. With CONFA, we identified the more common and rarer personal
goals and concerns within the different identity profiles. The CFA and LPA analyses were conducted with Mplus 7.11 (Muth�en
& Muth�en, 1998e2012). The CONFA analyses were conducted with R version 3.0.3 (R Core Team, 2014) using the confreq
package (Heine, Alexandrowicz, & Stemmler, 2014). ANOVAs were conducted with IBM SPSS Statistics Version 19.

Preliminary analysis

The shortened form of the DIDS was utilized for the first time, and DIDS for the first time in the Finnish context. Corre-
lations among the study variables, overall means and standard deviations are presented in Table 2. Exploration in depth
correlated only with ruminative exploration but not with exploration in breadth. The short form of the DIDS captured the
reconsideration type of exploration in depth, as described by Zimmermann et al. (2015). For explicitness, this dimensionwas
rephrased as exploration in depth with reconsideration (ED-R). A CFA for the dimensional structure of the DIDS was conducted.
Table 3 summarizes the fit indices for the different factor solutions. As expected, the five-factor model fitted the data best.

Results

Identity formation profiles

To identify identity profiles, we conducted LPA with unstandardized values. The information criteria for the different
profile solutions are presented in Table 4. The five latent profile solution was selected for further analysis showing both
significant likelihood ratio test p-values and a high entropy value, indicating good fit of the model. However, we found the
smallest BIC value and likelihood ratio test p-values and the highest entropy value in the seven-profile solution. Therefore, we

Table 2
Correlations and descriptive statistics for all continuous variables.

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. M SD

Identity formation
1. Commitment making e 3.62 .91
2. Identification with

commitment
.65** e 3.45 .95

3. Exploration in breadth .53** .48** e 3.79 .81
4. Exploration in depth

with reconsideration
e.34** e.25** �.05 e 2.87 1.09

5. Ruminative exploration e.58** e.48** e.19** .63** e 2.74 1.01
Validation measures
Career goal appraisals
6. Intrinsic motivation .43** .40** .35** e.12** e.26** e 6.03 .89
7. Progress .44** .38** .32** e.23** e.40** .53** e 5.87 1.05
8. Attainability .37** .37** .29** e.24** e.36** .35** .54** e 5.59 1.32
Well-being
9. Satisfaction with life .45** .47** .35** e.32** e.48** .30** .45** .42** e 4.86 1.26
10. Depressive symptoms e.39** e.39** e.31** .31** .49** e.27** e.40** e.33** e.62** e 5.29 5.22
11. Work/study engagement .35** .34** .18** e.24** e.33** .35** .36** .24** .43** e.37** e 4.33 1.16
12. Work/study burnout e.33** e.27** �.10* .35** .49** e.17** e.34** e.22** e.46** .56** e.50** 2.60 .95

Note. **p < .01; *p < .05.
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also examined the seven-profile solution, and found that two profiles were in fact divided into halves, indicating that the
differences between those profiles were only differences of level. Moreover, overall interpretability decreased. According to
Johnson (2015), in deciding on the best LPA solution, equal weight should be given to theoretical considerations and inter-
pretability, and to statistical indices. In light of these considerations, we chose the more parsimonious solution with five
profiles. The mean scores, standard deviations, and differences between the profiles are presented in Table 5. To facilitate
interpretability of the identity profiles and comparability with earlier research findings, we calculated the z-scores for the
five-profile solution (Fig. 1).

The largest profile (n ¼ 251, 43.5%), high in CM, IC, and EB, but with no extreme scores on any scale, was named moderate
achievement. The second largest profile, with scores on all dimensions in themiddle of the scale, and somewhat elevated ED-R
and RE, was named moderate diffusion (n ¼ 175, 30.3%). Third, a profile high in both commitment dimensions and in EB, and
very low in ED-R and in RE, was named achievement (n¼ 79,13.7%). Fourth, a profile low in CM and IC, withmoderate EB, high
ED-R and the highest score for RE, was named diffused diffusion (n ¼ 54, 9.4%). Finally, a small profile (n ¼ 18, 3.1%) with very
high in CM, IC, EB and ED-R, and moderate RE, was named reconsidering achievement. The found identity profiles were only
partly similar to those reported earlier (Hypothesis 1).

The proportions of the background variables in each of the identity profiles (Table 6) showed that working alongside
studying was more common in the achievement profile and less common in the moderate diffusion profile. In contrast, full-
time work and unemployment were more usual in the moderate diffusion profile and rarer in the achievement profile.
Studying for entrance examination was more usual in the reconsidering achievement profile. To validate the identity profile
solution, we examined the mean differences in career goal appraisals and subjective well-being (Table 7). In the light of these
measures, the achievement and moderate achievement profiles were the best adjusted: high life satisfaction, academic
engagement, intrinsic motivation in career goal pursuit, and low depressive symptoms and academic burnout. The

Table 3
Fit indices for different confirmatory factor analytic measurement models.

Measurement models BIC df c2 RMSEA < .05 CFI > .95 SRMR < .05

1 factor 16,728.597 44 1217.600 .213 .565 .143
2 factors (CM þ IC & EB þ ED-R þ RE) 16,296.260 43 945.097 .189 .666 .143
3 factors (CM þ IC & EB & ED-R þ RE) 15,830.199 41 547.149 .145 .812 .070
4 factors (IC & CM & EB & ED-R þ RE) 15,562.192 38 342.888 .117 .887 .063
5 factors (IC & CM & EB & ED-R & RE) 15,281.894 34 93.924 .055 .978 .030

Note. CM ¼ commitment making; IC ¼ identification with commitment; EB ¼ exploration in breadth; ED-R ¼ exploration in depth with reconsideration;
RE ¼ ruminative exploration; BIC ¼ Bayesian information criterion; RMSEA ¼ Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; CFI ¼ Comparative Fit Index;
SRMR ¼ Standardized Root Mean Square Residual; Best fitting solution is in italics.

Table 4
Information criteria values for different profiles solutions.

Number of profile groups BIC pVLMR pLMR Entropy Size of the most likely latent profile group

1 8050.437 587
2 7482.083 .0000 .0000 .765 226 361
3 7314.291 .0242 .0264 .768 63 281 243
4 7175.489 .0000 .0000 .915 56 98 173 260
5 7137.801 .0142 .0157 .914 79 56 177 257 18
6 7098.095 .4639 .4739 .870 90 91 255 57 20 74
7 6961.078 .0149 .0165 .970 18 38 85 203 17 138 88
8 7000.286 .8736 .8682 .872 61 44 76 13 80 97 194 22

Note. BIC ¼ Bayesian information criterion; pVLMR ¼ VuongeLoeMendelleRubin likelihood ratio test; pLMR ¼ LoeMendelleRubin adjusted likelihood ratio
test.
Selected model is in italics.

Table 5
Mean differences between identity formation groups in identity formation dimensions.

Identity status group Moderate
achievement

Moderate
diffusion

Achievement Diffused
diffusion

Reconsidering
achievement

F h2

Commitment making 3.92a (.23) 3.04b (.30) 4.93c (.17) 1.75d (.42) 4.97c (.12) 1524.07*** .91
Identification with commitment 3.64a (.67) 2.99b (.72) 4.48c (.70) 2.17d (.80) 4.39c (.65) 119.12*** .45
Exploration in breadth 3.92a (.65) 3.54b (.67) 4.41c (.78) 2.89d (.83) 4.58c (.60) 52.64*** .27
Exploration in depth

with reconsideration
2.61a (.96) 3.31b (.92) 1.89c (.76) 3.63b (.94) 4.44d (.80) 60.40*** .30

Ruminative exploration 2.35a (.72) 3.28b (.79) 1.76c (.64) 4.10d (.80) 3.31bd (1.08) 121.13*** .46

Note. Means within a row with the different superscripts are statistically significantly different at the p < .05 level (GameseHowell correction); Standard
deviations is in parentheses.
***p < .001.
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reconsidering achievement profile was found to be better adjusted than the diffused diffusion profile, but it did not differ from
any other profiles. In line with our Hypothesis 2a, the diffused diffusion profile was found to have a clinically significant
number of depressive symptoms, and their satisfaction with life was the lowest. Further, the moderate diffusion profile was
found to have low satisfactionwith life and an elevated number of depressive symptoms. Both profiles reported low academic
engagement, and high academic burnout. In line with Hypothesis 2b, we found that those in the diffused diffusion and the

Fig. 1. Latent profile analysis solution for Finnish young adults' identity formation scales. Z-scores for commitment making (CM), identification with commitment
(IC), exploration in breath (EB), exploration in depth with reconsideration (ED-R), and ruminative exploration (RE).

Table 6
Proportions of sample characteristics in the identity formation groups.

Identity status group Moderate
achievement

Moderate
diffusion

Achievement Diffused
diffusion

Reconsidering
achievement

Group
difference

Gender: male (%) 43.8 45.7 40.5 40.7 61.1 ns
Life situation:
Study in university (%) 30.2 23.3 38.0 21.4 27.8 ns
Study in polytechnic (%) 26.7 19.3 26.4 23.2 16.7 ns
Study in vocational school (%) 10.2 9.7 10.1 17.9 e ns
Study for entrance examination

(%)
8.2 5.7 11.4 7.1 27.8* *(.14)

Study and work at same time (%) 32.5 22.2* 46.8* 32.1 38.9 **(.17)
Fulltime work (%) 23.7 29.9* 8.9* 17.9 16.7 ** (.16)
Unemployed (%) 5.9 11.9* 2.5* 14.3 11.1 * (.14)
Home with children (%) 1.6 4.0 3.8 1.8 e ns
Family socio-economic status:
Blue-collar (%) 12.2 15.1 7.7 13.0 25.0 ns
Lower white-collar (%) 48.3 48.2 46.2 47.8 41.6 ns
Higher white-collar (%) 39.5 36.7 46.2 39.1 33.3 ns
Relationship status:
Single (%) 34.9 40.9 39.2 44.6 33.3 ns
Dating (%) 21.6 17.6 16.5 28.6 27.8 ns
Common-law marriage (%) 39.2 34.1 35.4 21.4 27.8 ns
Marriage (%) 3.5 6.3 8.9 5.4 11.1 ns
Divorced (%) .8 1.1 e e e ns

Note. Group differences tested with c2. Contingency coefficients are in parentheses. Column proportions difference tested with z-test with Bonferroni
adjustment.
*p < .05; **p < .01.
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moderate diffusion profiles had the lowest intrinsic motivation towards their career goal, and more doubt in progressing in
and attaining it. In view of these validation outcomes, we consider the diffused diffusion and moderate diffusion profiles to
represent the “dark side” of identity development.

Contents of personal goals and concerns

The aim of our final analysis was to identify the more common (type), and rarer (antitype) contents of personal goals and
concerns associated with the different identity profiles cross-sectionally at age 23 and longitudinally at age 25. Table 8 shows
a summary of the results, including statistically significant and close to significant contents (full result Tables are given in
Appendix B). For young adults with the achievement and moderate achievement profiles it was unusual to have self-focused
personal goals and concerns, and relationship related contents emerged to be typical at age 25. The reconsidering achieve-
ment profile had education related but not work related concerns at age 23. Further at age 25, their personal goals developed
more towards leisure time and financial matters and less towards relationships. Those in the moderate diffusion profile had
only a few personal goals and concerns that were either typical or atypical, meaning that their personal goals and concerns
were mainly in line with those of the overall sample. However at age 23, they more commonly had monetary- and material
possessions-related personal goals, which come into the category of developmental task-related goals. They more rarely
reported education- and personal health-related concerns. The background information showed that the moderate diffusion

Table 7
Mean differences between identity formation groups according to validation measures of career goal appraisals, and well-being.

Moderate
achievement

Moderate
diffusion

Achievement Diffused diffusion Reconsidering
achievement

F h2

Career goal appraisal
Intrinsic motivation 6.19a (.71) 5.80b (.83) 6.66c (.46) 5.40b (.91) 6.44ac (.57) 29.30*** .19
Progress 6.16a (.74) 5.65b (.95) 6.42a (.73) 4.86c (1.26) 5.97ab (.99) 31.59*** .20
Attainability 5.90a (1.09) 5.21b (1.26) 6.18a (1.13) 4.46c (1.67) 5.78ab (1.05) 22.30*** .15
Well-being
Satisfaction with life 5.14a (.99) 4.59b (1.05) 5.75c (1.08) 3.70d (1.38) 5.39abc (1.07) 31.46*** .21
Depressive symptoms 3.81a (3.71) 6.09b (5.14) 2.91a (2.82) 10.27c (6.62) 4.07ab (4.30) 26.19*** .18
Academic engagement 4.49ab (.95) 4.20b (1.20) 4.86a (.97) 3.06c (1.41) 4.15abc (1.42) 21.15*** .15
Academic burnout 2.42a (.85) 2.79b (.82) 2.07c (.76) 3.58d (1.01) 3.04abcd (1.13) 26.23*** .18

Note. Means within a row with the different superscripts are statistically significantly different at the p < .05 level (GameseHowell correction); Standard
deviations is in parentheses.
***p < .001.

Table 8
Typical and atypical personal goal and concern contents in different identity statuses according to configural frequency analysis at age 23 and age 25.

Identity profile Age 23 Age 25

Goals T or A Concerns T or A Goals T or A Concerns T or A

Moderate achievement No significant T or A Lifestyle (A)y Leisure time (A)y Relationships (T)*
Ruminative self (A)y

Lifestyle (A)y

Moderate diffusion Finance and material
possession (T)*

Relationships (T)y

Education (A)*
Own health (A)y

Own apartment/house, moving (A)y Ruminative self (A)y

Achievement Lifestyle (A)**
Ruminative self (A)y

No significant T or A Relationships (T)*
Leisure time (A)**
Finance and
material possessions (A)**

Relationships (T)y

Diffused diffusion Leisure time (T)**
Ruminative self (T)y

Relationship (A)**

Lifestyle (T)***
Work (T)*
Ruminative self (T)y

Relationships (A)***
Finance/material
possessions (A)*

Lifestyle (T)***
Relationships (A)y

Finance and
material possessions (A)y

Ruminative self (T)***
Work (T)y

Relationships (A)***

Reconsidering
achievement

Lifestyle (T)*
Education (T)y

Relationship (T)y

Ruminative self (T)y

Leisure time (A)**
Finance and
material possessions (A)*

Education (T)***
Finance/material
possessions (T)y

Work (A)***
Ruminative self (A)*

Leisure time (T)***
Finance and
material possessions (T)***
Relationships (A)**
Own health (A)**
Lifestyle (A)***

No significant T or A

Note. T ¼ type, more observed goals or concerns than expected; A ¼ antitype, less observed goals or concerns than expected.
yp < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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profile was more likely to be already in full-time employment, which explains their typical finance-related personal goals and
the lack of educational concerns. The moderate diffusion profile seemed to have developmental task-related personal goals
and concerns that can be regarded as normative in light of their life situation.

In line with hypothesis 3a, the diffused diffusion profile had fewer relationship-related personal goals and concerns at age
23 and 25. Also in line with hypothesis 3b, at age 23, the diffused diffusion profile had more commonly self-focused lifestyle
concerns and close to significantly ruminative self-focused personal goals and concerns. This profile also hadmore commonly
leisure time personal goals, the contents of which were self-focused hobbies and spare time activities. All in all, the diffused
diffusion profile had fewer developmental task-related personal goals and concerns, and more self-focused personal goals
and concerns at age 23. The elevated number of self-focused personal goals and concerns and rarer relationship-related
concerns characteristic of this profile persisted over the two-year period. This result shows it is hard for those in the
diffused diffusion profile to initiate an adequate active role in setting developmental task-related personal goals, and their
personal goals and concerns reflect that the process of finding one's identity is a persisting struggle.

Discussion

This study examined active attempts at perceiving the different domains of life as meaningful and manageable among
Finnish young adults by identifying their identity profiles and validating theses according to well-being and motivational
outcomes. The study also examined the extent to which different identity profiles related to the kinds of personal goals and
concerns young people set at the transition to adulthood.

Overall, we found only partly similar identity formation profiles among our sample of Finnish young adults as have been
reported earlier (e.g. Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011; Zimmermann et al., 2015). Given that our exploration in-depth
scale focused more on the reconsideration than the strengthening of commitments, this study adds a particularly refined
“dark side” aspect to the profiles found previously. We identified two profiles reflecting a “dark side” of identity formation,
both with fairly poor commitment processes and elevated ruminative exploration. Compared against earlier findings and
validation measures, these profiles were labeled moderate diffusion and diffused diffusion. Young adults in the diffused
diffusion profile had a clinically significant number of depressive symptoms and poor satisfaction with life, and in line with
our hypotheses they were striving towards self-focused personal goals and concerns, which continued to persist at the two-
year follow-up. Moreover, the young adults in this profile pursued fewer relationship-related personal goals and concerns,
both at age 23 and two years later. In line with this, earlier studies have found an association between diffused diffusion and
heightened internalizing problems, such as anxiety, depression, and burnout (Luyckx et al., 2010; Schwartz et al., 2011, 2015).
Here participants who had internalizing types of personal goals and concerns had also depressive symptoms and burnout.

Moreover, we found that while the young adults in themoderate diffusion profile were striving towards the same personal
goals and concerns as would be expected across the whole sample, they had more personal goals related to monetary and
material possessions. These results might be explained by the fact that more of the young adults with this profile were either
already working full-time or were unemployed. Overall, the results indicate that developmental task-related personal goals
and concerns were not necessarily rarer among those with a moderate diffusion profile and they seem to be better adjusted
than the diffused diffusion profile. These findings were not in line with our hypotheses, although, the validation analyses
revealed an elevated number of depressive symptoms and burnout in this profile, along with lower satisfaction with life and
lower intrinsic career goal motivation.

In this study, we also found a small profile labeled reconsidering achievement. Earlier studies have often labeled a
somewhat similar profile as a searching moratorium, describing young people who seem to bewilling to change their current
commitments regardless of whether they still have these commitments or have already given up on them (Meeus et al., 2010;
Schwartz et al., 2011). In this study, however, we found this type of profile among young adults who are more typically
studying for the entrance examination at age 23, having education related concerns, and emerging non-developmental task
related personal goals. We suggest that these results show reconsideration of the commitments and a step back in the identity
formation process. Thus it is possible that the reconsidering achievement is a developmentally different phase than the
searching moratorium.

In general, young adults with “dark side” identity profiles can be expected to face difficulties during the transition to
adulthood (Schwartz et al., 2015), although to a lesser extent among thosewith themoderate diffusion than diffused diffusion
profile. It has been suggested in both the identity and personal goal literature that young people act adaptively when they
intentionally engage in behaviors, such as goal pursuit and identity negotiations, which are appropriate to meeting the
demands posed by a developmental transition (Dietrich et al., 2012). Accordingly, the diffused diffusion profile, with multiple
self-focused personal goals and concerns and lack of relationship related personal goals and concerns, can be considered
maladaptive and not in line with societal demands and expectations. These individuals seem to be willing to explore the
possibilities of the transition to adulthood but for possibly different reasons, they seem to focus their attention on themselves
in the process, and engage in rumination. It has been suggested that processes of this kind could lead to difficulties in forming
a solid self-definition and to persistent worry about the future (Luyckx et al., 2014). It has also been suggested that sometimes
it may be necessary to live through and experience the moratorium phase, and await the eventual arrival of commitments
(Luyckx et al., 2010). However, among the present sample in this “dark side” category, the contents of personal goals and
concerns did not change over the two-year study period, showing that the diffused diffusion profile did not beginning to
formulate developmental task-related contents during the follow-up.
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Limitations

As a first limitation, we were only able to use a short form of the DIDS, and the questionnaire used captured only the
reconsideration type of exploration in depth introduced by Zimmermann et al. (2015), and not the type of exploration in
depth that leads to better understanding. Second, the LPA yielded two possible latent profile solutions, and hence some
uncertainty remains over our choice of a solution. Third, only individuals' personal goals and concerns were assessed
longitudinally, and thus changes in the identity formation profiles could not be examined. Fourth, 95 participants dropped out
during the study, and those who remained appraised their career goal as more progressing, it was also more intrinsically
motivated, and attainable. Those who remained had also higher satisfaction in life. It is also important to address that some of
the findings might be due to the Finnish cultural context and this might affect the generalizability of the findings. Finally, we
are concerned for the difficulties associatedwith standardization in person-oriented research, i.e. causing changes for original
answers, and lowering comparability across samples (Moeller, 2015). For this reasonwe provide the raw scores so that future
studies can compare their findings.

Clinical implications and conclusion

Despite these limitations, our results contribute novel important information to the existing knowledge needed for clinical
work with young adults. The results draw attention to self-focused and lifestyle personal goals and concerns, as well as to the
lack of relationship-related personal goals and concerns, as warning signs of troubled identity development. Earlier research
has pointed to the need for interventions utilizing goal pursuit assessment methods and motivational change strategies to
support “dark side” identity formation processes (Luyckx et al., 2008; Schwartz, 2005; Schwartz et al., 2011). For example, a
systematic motivational counseling (SMC) intervention has been developed to influence themaladaptive ways people have of
committing themselves to the pursuit of their goals or their inability to make commitments (Cox & Klinger, 2011b). Goal
pursuit assessments and SMC offer concrete interventions for assessing, supporting, and changing an individual's personal
goals, concerns and motivation.

Finally, we suggest that in supporting the identity formation process evidence based interventions and evaluation of these
interventions are needed. More research is also needed on the conceptual overlap between identity and personal goal
processes in relation to the transition to adulthood.
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CAREER GOAL APPRAISALS AND CAREER IDENTITY 1 

Abstract 

 

Research has proposed theoretical links between career goal pursuit and identity 

development, but empirical evidence is lacking. This study investigated how the 

developmental trajectories of career goal success expectations, effort, and stress among 

Finnish youth (n = 699; 47.5% female, age at baseline M = 16.0, SD = 0.23) across 

seven years predicted career identity commitment and exploration dimensions at age 26. 

Results of latent growth modelling indicated that initial levels of and changes in success 

expectations and effort positively predicted adaptive exploration in breadth, 

commitment making, and identification with commitment. Initial level of and change in 

stress experienced with career goal pursuit positively predicted maladaptive ruminative 

exploration. Theoretical implications and suggestions for future research are discussed. 

 

Keywords: career goal appraisals, career identity, success expectations, effort, stress 
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Career goal appraisals throughout adolescence and young adulthood: 

Developmental trajectories and associations with career identity 

 

The process of transitioning to adulthood presents several opportunities 

and challenges for young people, many of them in the domain of career development 

(Heckhausen & Wrosch, 2016; Nurmi, 1991; Salmela-Aro, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007). 

The development of one’s career and occupational identity is one of the most important 

and complicated tasks in the transition from adolescence to young adulthood (Erikson, 

1968; Porfeli, Lee, Vondracek, & Weigold, 2011; Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). 

Through the process of setting future-oriented career goals, exploring career 

opportunities to achieve them, and making identity commitments in the career domain, 

young people can arrive at their own personal meaning and significance in life (Nurmi, 

1991). Career development and regulation of one’s own development contains both 

active career goal pursuit, as well as the process of career identity development 

(Dietrich, Parker, & Salmela-Aro, 2012; Nurmi, 2004). Thus, personal goals can direct 

young people’s exploration of choices and subsequent commitments. This study 

investigated the relationship between the development of young people’s career goal 

appraisals from age 16 to age 23 and their career identity at age 26. Career goal 

appraisals pertained to the success expectations, the effort, and the stress that young 

people attributed to pursuing their career goals. Career identity development, in turn, 

was captured with five identity dimensions (Luyckx et al., 2008): three exploration (in 

breadth, in depth, and ruminative exploration) and two commitment dimensions 

(commitment making and identification with commitment). Although researchers have 

proposed theoretical links between career goal pursuit and career identity development, 
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empirical evidence is still scarce. The present study addresses this research gap using 

long-term longitudinal data. 

Career development at the transition to adulthood 

According to the concept of phase-adequate engagement (Dietrich et al., 

2012), theories of career development (Savickas, 2005), developmental regulation of 

personal goals (Salmela-Aro, 2009), personal identity development (Luyckx, Goossens, 

Soenens, & Beyers, 2006), and occupational identity development (Skorikov & 

Vondracek, 2011) all address the question of how young people engage in the 

transitions associated with moving from adolescence to young adulthood. According to 

this perspective, engagement is phase-adequate when it maximizes the opportunities for 

transition success and minimizes potential transition-related costs. The different theories 

conceptualize a range of engagement behaviours before, during, and after a transition 

point, including efforts to establish career goals and a career identity, to pursue career 

goals and express one’s identity, and to renegotiate goals and identity commitments 

when facing barriers and difficulties. For example, career construction theory (Savickas, 

2005) proposes that adaptive career development consists of awareness of career-related 

developmental tasks, active decision making, exploration of own thoughts and career 

opportunities, and establishment of career confidence. In turn, the life-span model of 

motivation (Salmela-Aro, 2009) proposes that youth actively direct their development 

by selecting and pursuing their personal goals, by exploring identity-relevant 

information, and by committing themselves to a future life path (Nurmi, 2004).  

Only rare attempts have been undertaken to bring together career 

development, developmental goal regulation, and identity processes (Kracke & 

Heckhausen, 2008; Nurmi, 2004; Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005; Vondracek & Porfeli, 
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2008), making this the primary goal of the present study. In particular, we investigated 

how young people’s pursuit of career goals across the transition to adulthood 

contributes to identity processes later on. 

Development of career goal appraisals 

Personal goals are defined as internal representations of desired states 

(Austin & Vancouver, 1996) and they are conceptualized at two levels. On the one 

hand, they refer to specific goal contents (e.g., ‘I want to become an engineer’), and, on 

the other hand, their subjective appraisals reflect individual differences in overall 

motivation, beliefs, and values (Nurmi, Salmela-Aro, & Aunola, 2009). In the present 

study, such career goal appraisals focus on career goal success expectations, effort put 

in career goal pursuit, and psychological stress experienced with goal striving. Personals 

goals are studied here as part of developmental regulation theories (Dietrich et al., 

2012). These career goal appraisals are assumed to be subject to short-term and long-

term developmental changes across the transition to adulthood (Dietrich, Shulman, & 

Nurmi, 2013; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994; Shane, Heckhausen, Lessard, Chen, & 

Greenberger, 2012; Wigfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009) and possibly contribute to career 

identity development.  

First, success expectations are considered as a precondition for career goal 

pursuit (Wright, 2016), as young people tend to select and maintain goals which they 

expect to attain (Eccles, 2009; Wigfield et al., 2009). In line with this tenet, Tynkkynen, 

Dietrich and Salmela-Aro (2014) found that for the majority of young people their 

career goal-related success expectations were high in adolescence and increased during 

the transition to adulthood. No further increases have been found, however, during the 
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young adult transition from higher education to employment (Dietrich, Jokisaari, & 

Nurmi, 2012). 

Second, effort appraisals are the cognitive evaluations of the behaviours 

and actions performed toward achieving the goal (Nurmi, 2004). People tend to deploy 

effort to the degree it is needed (Wright, 2016) or under conditions of urgency 

(Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010). Hence, studies investigating the development 

of career goal effort have reported short-term increases right before the transition from 

high school to work (Nagy, Köller, & Heckhausen, 2005) but not over the long term 

(Dietrich, Andersson, & Salmela-Aro, 2014).  

Finally, psychological stress is conceptualized as a cognitive appraisal of 

emotional strain (Lazarus, 1991), and stress appraisal represents strong negative 

emotions associated with goal pursuit (Dietrich et al., 2013). Psychological stress 

appears when environmental or external demands exceed the available individual 

coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). It has been proposed that cumulating 

stress and emotional strain can affect an individual’s ability to readjust, resulting in 

greater vulnerability to physical or psychological problems (Brown & Harris, 1978). 

The development of career goal stress in the transition to adulthood could be related to 

the increasing demands in this and other life domains. Corroborating this, previous 

studies conducted on goal stress appraisals have found that stress increases from ages 16 

to 20 (Dietrich et al., 2014) but decreases again across young adulthood (Dietrich et al., 

2013). 

Earlier studies using the same data-set have investigated developmental 

changes in career goal appraisals of success expectations (Tynkkynen et al., 2014), 
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effort and stress (Dietrich et al., 2014), but these studies were limited to ages 16 to 21. 

This study examines developmental trends during young adulthood. 

Career goals and career identity 

 Career identity refers to the conscious awareness of oneself as a worker or 

future worker representing one’s perceptions of occupational interest, abilities, goal, and 

values (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011). The aim for adaptive and adequate career 

identity development is the revision of life’s earlier career-related identifications into 

larger self-defined and self-construed career goals, values and ideals (Kroger & Marcia, 

2011; Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & De Witte, 2010). However, maladaptive and 

inadequate career identity development encompasses an inability to construe feasible 

career goals and commitments (Kroger & Marcia, 2011; Luyckx et al., 2010).  

The dual-cycle identity model (Luyckx et al., 2006; Luyckx et al., 2008) 

captures both adaptive and maladaptive identity processes, and it has been used for 

studying generic and domain-specific identity development (Luyckx, Seiffge-Krenke, 

Schwartz, Crocetti, & Klimstra, 2014). This model proposes that identity development 

is unfolding under two complementary cycles of identity formation and identity 

evaluation. Five identity dimensions are forwarded as the building blocks of these two 

cycles (Luyckx, Schwartz, Goossens, Beyers, & Missotten, 2011). The dimension of 

exploration in breadth serves often as the starting point for general as well as career 

identity formation (Luyckx et al., 2011). Exploration in breadth can be described as 

gathering information both within the person as from the outside world on various 

identity alternatives, as well as selecting goals to pursue (Baltes, 1997; Luyckx et al., 

2011; Nurmi, 1993; Salmela-Aro, 2009). It is assumed that exploration in breadth 

ideally results in commitment making, when strong choices are made in different 
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identity domains such as the career domain (Luyckx et al., 2011). At this point, one’s 

goals and identity start to become crystalized (Dietrich et al., 2012). 

According to the dual-cycle model, identity development does not stop at 

the point of commitment making. The existing commitments are evaluated through a 

process of exploration in depth, when further information is gathered to evaluate 

already existing commitments (Luyckx et al., 2011). Optimally, exploration in depth 

then results in strengthening the commitments further and identifying with these 

commitments. Identification with commitment refers to the degree of security and 

certainty experienced regarding one's commitments. It is possible that, during this 

second cycle of identity evaluation, the career goals are adjusted and integrated into 

one’s identity (Dietrich et al., 2012). Exploration in breadth, commitment making, 

exploration in depth, and identification with commitment are considered as adaptive and 

adequate identity development processes.  

The dual-cycle model of identity development proposes also a 

maladaptive identity development process, ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 

2008). With ruminative exploration individuals are troubled by their inadequate 

progress towards important goals and by asking themselves the same questions over and 

over again they end up with uncertainty and worry (Beyers & Luyckx, 2016; Luyckx et 

al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2014). Recent studies also pointed to a maladaptive side of 

exploration in depth dimension, in which the evaluation of current commitments gets a 

negative, reconsidering, and ruminative flavour (Marttinen, Dietrich, & Salmela-Aro, 

2016; Zimmermann, Lannegrand-Willems, Safont-Mottay, & Cannard, 2015). 
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Study aim and hypotheses 

 To our knowledge, the empirical evidence on the possible relations 

between career goal appraisals and career identity development is limited. Thus, the aim 

of the present long-term longitudinal study was to examine the extent to which the 

success expectation, effort, and stress trajectories with respect to one’s career goals 

from adolescence to young adulthood (ages 16 to 23) would predict identity dimensions 

in the career domain later on at age 26. Drawn from earlier theoretical writings, and 

empirical findings concerning these concepts, some expectations on the associations 

between identity development and success expectations, effort and stress appraisals can 

be formulated. 

Career goal success expectations and identity development. Young people 

play an agentic role in constructing the beliefs about their abilities and characteristics, 

and select those activities for which they have the highest expectations for success. 

Consequently, it is proposed that expectancy beliefs feed into identity development 

(Eccles, 2009) and high and increasing success expectations would be especially 

predictive of adaptive identity development. Career goal success expectation can be 

expected to be initially high among adolescents and an increasing trend is expected to 

occur in transition to adulthood (Tynkkynen et al., 2014). Thus, we expect increasing 

trend in career goal success expectations across time (Hypothesis 1). Further, high and 

increasing success expectations can be expected to strengthen adaptive identity 

development (Eccles, 2009), thus we hypothesize that success expectations concerning 

career goals would be positively related to adaptive and adequate identity processes 

(Hypothesis 2).  
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Career goal effort and identity development. Young people can display 

agentic behaviour in terms of investing effort into both their identity development and 

personal goal pursuit (Bandura, 1997; Locke & Latham, 2002; Schwartz et al., 2005). 

Theoretical inference suggests that effort increases when it is needed right before the 

dead-line of the goal attainment i.e. in urgency (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010). 

On the other hand, empirical findings suggest that effort should have stable long term 

trend (Dietrich et al., 2014). Thus, we expect career goal effort to remain more or less 

stable across time (Hypothesis 3). It has been suggested that individuals with low effort 

may miss out on identity development opportunities provided by the psychosocial 

moratorium during young adulthood (Schwartz et al., 2005). Thus, it can be expected 

that higher effort would be related to more adaptive and agentic identity processes 

(Hypothesis 4).  

Career goal stress and identity development. Cumulating stress and 

emotional strain can affect an individual’s ability to readjust (Brown & Harris, 1978) 

and thus high stress experienced with career goal pursuit can be considered as 

maladaptive and inadequate in the transition to adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2014; 

Tynkkynen, Tolvanen, & Salmela-Aro, 2012). Earlier empirical findings suggest career 

goal stress appraisals to increase in late adolescence (Dietrich et al., 2014) but decrease 

across young adulthood (Dietrich et al., 2013). Due to lack of long-term longitudinal 

research on the developmental trends on career goal stress we are not able to formulate 

specific hypothesis on changes in career goal stress across time. Earlier empirical 

evidence has shown that poor psychosocial functioning, indicated by anxiety and 

depressive symptoms (Schwartz et al., 2011) or burnout (Luyckx et al., 2010; Marttinen 

et al., 2016) is related to maladaptive identity processes. Thus, we assume that the stress 
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experienced with career goal pursuit would be related to maladaptive identity 

development (Hypothesis 5). 

Methods 

Participants and procedure 

The data of this study is from the ongoing longitudinal Finnish 

Educational Transitions -research program (FinEdu; Salmela-Aro, 2003). The data 

collection started in 2004 and the six data waves included here were collected in the 

beginning of 2004, 2005, 2006, 2009, during 2011, and in the beginning of 2014. 

Participants were born in 1988 in Finland and were 16 at T1, 17 at T2, 18 at T3, 21 at 

T4, 23 at T5, and finally 26 at T6. The participants were mainly Caucasians. All those 

that participated at baseline and had answered at least on one other wave were included 

in the study (N = 699; 47.5% female). At baseline, all participants were in their last year 

in comprehensive school. The data includes all students from this last grade from one 

mid-sized (circa 97,000 inhabitants) city in Finland. The participants gave their 

informed consent separately for each data collection. The participation rates for the data 

collection waves (T2-T6) were 93.4 %, 85.0 %, 71.1 %, 68.0 %, and 70.7 % 

respectively. Little’s (1988) missing completely at random test was non-significant 

( ²(990) = 970.20, p = .667) indicating that missing values were completely at random. 

Hence, Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) was used in all primary 

analyses. 

After the transition to secondary education 56.0 % of the participants were 

studying in high school, 30.9 % were studying in vocational school, and 13.1 % of the 

participants were neither in high school nor in vocational school. After secondary 

education, the participants had yet another transition to either tertiary education, work, 
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or somewhere else. At age 26 the final time point 21.1 % of the participants were still 

studying either in university level or vocational education, 43.2 % were working, 25.0 

% were studying and working at the same time and 10.7 % were either unemployed or 

were at home taking care of children. These educational transitions are indicated in 

Table 1. The highest socioeconomic status of the childhood family was blue-collar (18 

%), lower white-collar (44 %), and upper white-collar (38 %).  

Measures 

Career goal related success expectations, effort, and stress. From age 16 

to 23 participants were asked to write down their current career-related personal goal 

related to studying, choice of occupation or working career (Little, Salmela-Aro, & 

Phillips, 2007). After writing down the career related personal goal, they were asked to 

appraise it on Likert-scale ranging from 1 (no / never) to 7 (very much) using the 

success expectations with the career goal, the effort put in the career goal, and stress 

related to the career goal. Success expectations with the career goal was appraised with 

two items, “How probable would you say it is that this goal will come true?” and “How 

able do you think you are to fulfil your goal?” Cronbach alphas for the success 

expectations scale ranged between .75 – .80 across five time-points. Effort was 

appraised with two items, “How much time and effort have you spent on this goal?” and 

“To what extent have you worked for your goal?” Cronbach alphas for the effort scale 

ranged between .85 –.93 across five time-points. Stress related to the career goal was 

appraised with two items “How tiring or loading is this goal?”, and “How stressful is 

this goal?”. The Cronbach alphas for the stress scale ranged between .82 – .89 across 

five time-points. 
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 As a preliminary analysis Longitudinal Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

(CFA) in Mplus 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) was used for testing whether strong 

factorial (scalar) measurement invariance holds for career goal success expectation, 

effort, and stress. With respect to career goal success expectation adequate fit indices 

were obtained ( ²(33) = 91.291, p < .000; CFI = .955; RMSEA = .050,  SRMR = .030; 

T1-T5 factor loadings ranged .720 – .882). With respect to career goal effort adequate 

fit indices were obtained ( ²(33) = 55.383, p = .009; CFI = .990; RMSEA = .031,  

SRMR = .016; T1-T5 factor loadings ranged .842 – .926). With respect to career goal 

stress adequate fit indices were obtained ( ²(33) = 49.358, p = .034; CFI = .992; 

RMSEA = .027,  SRMR = .029; T1-T5 factor loadings ranged .782 – .972). Thus, 

strong factorial measurement invariance was achieved on all three career goal 

appraisals.   

Career related identity development dimensions were assessed with a 

modified, short version of the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale (DIDS; 

Luyckx et al., 2008) at the last time-point at age 26. An adequate five-factor structure 

for this short version has been reported earlier (Marttinen et al., 2016), but due to the 

selection of items, the short version of DIDS seems to be capturing more of a 

reconsidering type (Zimmermann et al., 2015) of exploration in depth. For this study, 

the DIDS scale was modified to measure career related identity as reported earlier by 

Luyckx et al. (2014). Participants evaluated their career-related identity dimensions on a 

Likert-scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree) with commitment 

making (CM, two items, e. g.  “I have decided on the direction I am going to follow in 

my career life”), identification with commitment (IC, two items, e. g. “My future career 

plans give me self-confidence”), exploration in breadth (EB, two items, e. g. “I think 
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about different career goals that I might pursue”), exploration in depth (ED, two items, 

e. g. “I think about whether the aims I already have for working life really suit me”), 

and ruminative exploration (RE, three items, e. g. I am doubtful about what I really 

want to achieve in working life”). The Cronbach alphas for the dimensions were .92, 

.85, .78, .89, and .85 respectively for CM, IC, EB, ED, RE at age 26. 

Data analysis procedure  

Latent Growth Curve Modeling (LGCM) in Mplus 7.4 (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2012) was used to examine how the intercept and slope terms of career goal 

success expectations, effort, and stress at Times 1-5 predicted career identity 

commitment and exploration dimensions at Time 6. To examine the univariate growth 

trajectory of these career goal appraisals, we proceeded in two steps. We first estimated 

a linear slope of career goal appraisals using fixed loadings at the values 0, 1, 2, 5, and 7 

to reflect the spacing between time points. Second, we estimated growth models with 

free factor loadings for the last two time points (i.e., T4-T5, ages 21 and 23), allowing 

for non-linear growth. Taking model parsimony into account, we choose the best fitting 

model using standard fit indices (Kline, 2011). The chi-square ( ²) index should be as 

small as possible, preferably non-significant; the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) should be 

> .90, and preferably > .95; the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 

should be < .08, and preferably < .06; and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual 

(SRMR) < .08. We used the chi square difference test, and cut-off points of CFI 

difference > .010, and RMSEA difference > .015 (Chen, 2007) for comparison of the 

models. 

After choosing the best-fitting univariate growth model for career goal 

success expectations, effort, and stress, we examined whether the intercept and slope 



CAREER GOAL APPRAISALS AND CAREER IDENTITY 14 

terms of career goal success expectations, effort, and stress predicted the career-related 

identity processes of commitment making, identification with commitment, exploration 

in breadth, exploration in depth, and ruminative exploration at age 26. All though it is 

theoretically possible to analyse all trajectories and the predictions in once, we decided 

to analysed each trajectory separately for the sake of simplicity. We additionally 

controlled for gender and socio-economic status as well and results remained virtually 

identical as the ones reported below.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics and all correlations among the study variables are 

presented in Table 2. Our aim was to estimate the trajectories of career goal success 

expectations, effort, and stress, and to examine whether these trajectories predicted 

career identity commitment and exploration dimensions.  

Career goal success expectations 

 With respect to the trajectory of career goal success expectations, adequate 

fit indices were obtained for both the linear ( ²(10) = 37.336, p < .000; CFI = .891; 

RMSEA = .063,  SRMR = .066) and freely estimated model ( ²(8) = 29.822, p < .000; 

CFI = .913; RMSEA = .063; SRMR = .053). In order to choose between the linear and 

free model, we used the chi-square difference test, ²(2) = 7.51, p = .023, and focused 

on the CFI difference (.022), indicating that the freely estimated model fitted the data 

better. The freely estimated factor loading were 2.74 at age 21, and 3.34 at age 23. A 

significant mean intercept (M = 5.467, p < .000) and slope-term (M = 0.121, p < .000) 

with significant variation around intercept (Var = 0.494, p < .000) but not around slope 

(Var = 0.035, p = .059) were obtained. As displayed in Table 3, for the model with the 

growth trajectory of success expectations predicting the career identity dimensions at 
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age 26 ( ²(23) = 57.163, p < .000; CFI = .969; RMSEA = .046; SRMR = .04), the 

intercept of career goal success expectations positively predicted commitment making, 

identification with commitment, and exploration in breadth, and negatively predicted 

exploration in depth and ruminative exploration. The slope of success expectations 

positively predicted commitment making and negatively predicted exploration in depth 

and ruminative exploration. 

Career goal effort 

 With respect to the trajectory of effort, the linear model ( ²(10) = 32.092, 

p < .000; CFI = .903; RMSEA = .056; SRMR = .043) was preferred over the freely 

estimated model ( ²(8) = 41.563, p < .000; CFI =.853; RMSEA = .078; SRMR = .075), 

focusing on the CFI difference (.05) as well as RMSEA difference (.022). A significant 

mean intercept (M = 4.650, p < .000) and slope- term (M = 0.037, p < .000), with 

significant variation around intercept (Var = 0.562, p < .000) and slope (Var = 0.015, p 

< .000), were obtained. As displayed in Table 3, for the model with the growth 

trajectory of effort predicting the career identity dimensions at age 26 ( ²(25) = 54.104, 

p < .000; CFI = .973; RMSEA = .041; SRMR = .038), the intercept of career goal effort 

positively predicted commitment making, identification with commitment, and 

exploration in breadth, and negatively exploration in depth and ruminative exploration 

at age 26. The slope of effort positively predicted commitment making and 

identification with commitment, and negatively predicted exploration in depth and 

ruminative exploration. 

Career goal stress 

With respect to the trajectory of stress, adequate fit indices were obtained 

for both the linear ( ²(10) = 34.88, p < .000; CFI = .930; RMSEA = .06,  SRMR = .041) 
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and freely estimated model ( ²(8) = 26.61, p < .000; CFI = .948; RMSEA = .058; 

SRMR = .054). In order to choose between linear model and free model we used chi 

square difference test with result ²(2) = 8.27, p = .016, and CFI difference (.018), 

indicating that the free model fitted the data better. The freely estimated factor loading 

were 2.46 at age 21 and 3.05 at age 23. A significant mean intercept (M = 4.255, p < 

.000) and slope-term (M = 0.153, p < .000) with significant variation around intercept 

(Var = 1.125, p < .000) and slope (Var = 0.084, p = .045) were obtained. As displayed 

in Table 3., for the model with the growth trajectory of stress predicting the career 

identity dimensions at age 26 ( ²(23) = 43.36, p = .006; CFI = .983; RMSEA = .036; 

SRMR = .034) the intercept of career goal stress positively predicted exploration in 

depth, and ruminative exploration. The slope of stress positively predicted exploration 

in depth, and ruminative exploration, and negatively predicted commitment making.  

Discussion 

 This study investigated long-term developmental trajectories in career goal 

appraisals from adolescence to adulthood, and how these were related to exploration 

and commitment processes of career identity development in young adulthood.  We 

focused on the career goal appraisals of success expectations, effort, and stress, and our 

results show that both initial levels and changes in these appraisals were meaningfully 

related to career identity development.  

Development of Career Goal Appraisals from Age 16 to 23 

First, we studied the development in career goal success expectations. 

Extending existing studies that have examined career goal success expectations until 

age 20 (e.g., Tynkkynen et al., 2014), our results suggest that this general upward trend 

continues until age 23 years (Hypothesis 1), when many young adults are still involved 
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in education. This trend may slow down across the transition to work (Dietrich et al., 

2012).  

Second, we studied adaptive and adequate career goal development by 

means of career goal effort appraisals. Our results showed that there was a slight long-

term increase in the amount of career goal effort (contradicting Hypothesis 3). Earlier 

empirical findings suggested no long-term increase in career goal effort (Dietrich et al., 

2014). Effort in goal pursuit is currently subject to debate (Milyavskaya, Inzlicht, Hope, 

& Koestner, 2015; Werner, Milyavskaya, Foxen-Craft, & Koestner, 2016). It has been 

suggested that increases and decreases in effort are related to self-concordance of the 

goal, the obstacles and temptations met at the goal pursuit, as well as whether the 

motivation in goal pursuit is either autonomous or controlled (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998; 

Werner et al., 2016). Thus, further research on associating factors on long-term 

longitudinal effort regulation and development is needed. 

Third, we examined maladaptive and inadequate career goal development 

by means of career goal stress appraisals. We found that career goal stress increased 

from age 16 to 23. Psychological stress appears in relation of the individual and her or 

his environment (Lazarus, 1991), thus it is possible that the increasing of stress in career 

goal pursuit throughout adolescence and young adulthood might be due to growing 

external demands set by the career transitions.  

Goal Appraisal Development and Career Identity at Age 26 

In line with Hypothesis 2, the positive change in career goal success 

expectations predicted adaptive identity development as captured by the dimensions of 

commitment making, identification with commitment, and exploration in breadth at age 
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26. In line with theoretical conceptualizations (Eccles, 2009; Erikson, 1968) and earlier 

empirical findings (Schwartz et al., 2005), our results support that adaptive career 

identity development benefits from a sense of agency conceptualized as career goal 

task-specific success expectations. Such success expectations are closely related to 

Bandura’s (1997) efficacy expectations (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), thus for young 

people’s sense of career identity, it seems essential to believe in their success in career 

goal pursuit, and keep on with the belief over the career transitions and development 

into adulthood.    

Further on, in line with Hypothesis 4, both the initial level and 

development of career goal effort were positively related to adaptive identity 

development as captured by the dimensions of commitment making, identification with 

commitment, and exploration in breadth at age 26. Our study suggests that effort pays 

off, as the substantial work and usage of timely resources with the career goal, and the 

maintenance and increase of career goal effort across time, predicts commitment 

making and identification with commitment as well as adaptive exploration in breadth. 

This result indicates that effort may play into a clearer sense of one’s own career 

identity and adaptive identity development processes. Loss of effort can be seen as a 

believed loss of control in one’s own career development (Shane et al., 2012) and this 

might result in despair with respect to one’s identity development and be related to 

reconsideration and ruminative exploration. 

Finally, in line with Hypothesis 5, both the initial level and change in 

career goal stress were positively related to less adaptive identity processes of 

reconsidering exploration in depth and ruminative exploration. Our results show that 

stress and emotional strain experienced with career goal pursuit possibly feed into 
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uncertainty and worry in career identity development, resulting into maladaptive 

identity development and inadequate engagement in transition to adulthood. 

In sum, our study showed that adaptive but also maladaptive goal pursuit 

and identity processes go together as young people transition from adolescence to 

adulthood. This supports the conceptualization of phase-adequate engagement, stating 

that both goal and identity development describe the process of young people’s career 

development (Dietrich et al., 2012).  

Limitation and suggestion for future research 

Besides the strengths of this study (such as the long-term longitudinal 

design), there were also some limitations. First, career identity development was 

measured only once. If career identity development would have been measured 

simultaneously with the career goal appraisals, we would have been able to examine 

predictions with respect to the directionality of effects. Thus, future research is needed 

to study how the identity processes of exploration and commitment predict the career 

goal success expectations, effort, and stress. Second, we found significant variation 

around the slopes of career goal appraisals of effort and stress. This possibly indicates 

that there might be individual differences in the pathways of effort and stress 

development in the transition to adulthood. Since this was not in scope of this study, 

future research may consider different types of effort and stress pathways (Marttinen, 

Dietrich, Ranta & Salmela-Aro, manuscript in preparation). Finally, the data was 

collected only by self-report measures in one specific part of the world. Although self-

report measures are adequate for the variables under study, there is still the possibility 

of shared method variance. Future research is also needed for the study of 
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developmental trajectories on career goal pursuit and associations with career identity 

development across different societies. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study increases our understanding on adequate as well 

as inadequate engagement in development during the years of young adulthood. This 

study showed that positive development in success expectations as well as in effort 

related to committed and adaptive career identity development. On the other hand, 

career goal was experienced increasingly stressful, and the increase in career goal stress 

was related to maladaptive, inadequate career identity development of reconsidering 

exploration in depth and ruminative exploration. This gives insight to the career identity 

development and how career goal regulations associate with the process of constructing, 

shaping, and reshaping self as a worker.   
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Table 2  

Standardized Path Coefficients of Latent Growth Curve Modelling on Career Goal 

Appraisals of Success Expectations, Career Goal Appraisal of Effort, and Career Goal 

Appraisal of Stress at ages 16-23 in Univariate Analysis Predicting Career Related 

Identity Dimensions at age 26 (N = 699).  

Intercept and slope  
at age 16-23 
 

CM  
age 26 

IC  
age 26 

EB  
age 26 

ED 
age 26 

RE 
age 26 

Intercept success expectations .318** 
 

.320** 
 

.306** 
 

– .312** 
 

– .461*** 
 

Slope success expectations .385* 
 

.245 
 

.187 
 

– .433** 
 

– .534** 
 

Intercept effort .266*** 
 

.304*** 
 

.324*** 
 

– .214** 
 

– .245** 
 

Slope effort .201* 
 

.221* 
 

.093 
 

– .332** 
 

– .385*** 
 

Intercept stress – .095 
 

– .051 
 

.152 
 

.262** 
 

.282** 
 

Slope stress – .329* 
 

– .080 
 

.132 
 

.453** 
 

.366** 
 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  CM = Commitment making, IC = 

Identification with commitment, EB = Exploration in breadth, ED = Exploration in 

depth, and RE = Ruminative exploration. 
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