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Abstract
This study aims to identify perceived adult status and to explore the criteria for adulthood of young people in Sabah (East
Malaysia). The differences in such criteria based on gender and student status are also examined. Data collected from 208
respondents were analyzed via confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). The empirical
results of CFA revealed six criteria for adulthood: family capacities, norm compliance, interdependence, biological transitions, role transitions, and chronological transitions. However, the independence factor was discarded for further analysis
because of having weak item loadings. In addition, the ANOVA test showed that women have higher interdependency and
higher family capacities than men. Traditionally, women are more “other-oriented”—frequently thinking about the perspectives and needs of others—and are acknowledged as the main caregivers for children. Students are found to emphasize role
transitions and biological transitions in determining their adulthood more than nonstudents. The present findings enable
policymakers to obtain current emerging adults’ views regarding the differences in criteria for adulthood based on gender
and student status. Present findings permit a better understanding of the value of emerging adults’ mental health as they
encounter social, emotional, psychological, and physical challenges. This awareness would facilitate the provision of appropriate developmental programs for emerging adults to assist them in achieving adulthood. Directions for future research are
also provided.
Keywords Emerging adulthood · Adult development · Culture · Gender · Structural equation modelling · Malaysia
Young people, or emerging adults, from various cultures
sometimes consider themselves adolescents and sometimes
as full adults. They often have a tendency to display risky
behaviors, such as unprotected sex, substance abuse, binge
drinking, and reckless driving (Arnett 2000; Dogan et al.
2015; Lowe et al. 2013; Petrogiannis 2011; Wider et al.
2015). Thus, exploring emerging adults’ criteria for adulthood is necessary to enrich their attitudes, knowledge, and
skills in facing competitive challenges. Most previous studies on emerging adulthood have focused on the situation
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in Asian countries such as China (e.g., Nelson et al. 2012)
and India (e.g., Seiter and Nelson 2011), and the issue has
received minimal attention in the Malaysian setting. Nelson and Luster (2015) and Syed and Mitchell (2013) have
stressed that further exploration of emerging adulthood
based on racial and ethnic differences is warranted. In addition, Cheah et al. (2010) have asserted that gender socialization leads to gender differences in the criteria deemed necessary for adulthood.
In Malaysia, a developing nation, Act 668 of the 2019
amendment to the Youth Societies and Youth Development
Act defines youth as those aged 30 years old or younger
(Bernama 2019). Likewise, in youth societies, a change in
the age of office bearers reduced the maximum age to 30
with the regulation that at the time of appointment, an individual must be below that age (Yunus and Landau 2019). In
2017, the average age of marriage in Malaysia was 29 years
for men and 26 years for women (Department of Statistics
Malaysia 2019). These figures are more or less similar to
those in other countries, such as Poland with 29 years for
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men and 27 years for women (Liberska et al. 2018); Japan
with 31 and 29 years (Ishida 2013); Austria with 32.4 and
30.0 years (Statistic Austria 2014); and China with 29 and
27 years (Xinhua 2018), respectively. These average ages of
marriage suggest that the transition to emerging adulthood is
prolonged in Malaysia. Opportunities for education may also
contribute to variations in aspects of emerging adulthood
(Seiter and Nelson 2011). Young people from rural areas
in East Malaysia have little opportunity for higher education and are pushed into maturity at an earlier age (UNICEF
Malaysia 2019). Cultural beliefs and values and the need
to support their parents sometimes forces young people to
engage in working life to be self-sufficient.
As the transition to adulthood in Malaysia deserves further empirical exploration, this study aims to identify perceived adult status, explore the criteria for adulthood of
young people in Sabah (East Malaysia), and examine the differences in such criteria based on gender and student status.
This study therefore produces significant findings from the
East Malaysian (Sabah) perspective that advance the body of
knowledge regarding perceived adult status and criteria for
emerging adulthood, as well as differences based on gender
and student status.

Dimensions of Emerging Adulthood
The theory of emerging adulthood by Arnett (2000) noted
that for young people in many cultures, the years from 18
to the mid-to-late 20 s represent a distinct developmental
stage marked by identity exploration, an in-between feeling,
a focus on the self, and a sense of possibility for the future.
Clearly, emerging adulthood is a time of instability since
it often brings many changes in occupation, relationships,
and living arrangements. Emerging adulthood is also characterized by a feeling of being in between adolescence and
adulthood (Nelson 2009) when changes in young people’s
perceptions of adulthood occur. Arnett (2001) believed that
this extended period of feeling in-between is brought about
in cultures with certain demographic conditions, including
widespread education and training beyond secondary school
and the postponement of marriage and parenthood until the
late 20 s or beyond. However, Arnett also underscored the
significance of cultural factors in determining whether or
not emerging adulthood exists in a particular culture and, if
it does, how it is experienced by young people in the culture
and what factors young people believe contribute toward
becoming adults.
In the past, role transitions such as marriage, completing education, and parenting were used as clear markers of
adulthood (Schlegel and Barry 1991), but young people no
longer perceive role transitions as necessary criteria (Nelson
et al. 2007). As many young people are experiencing this
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developmental stage, researchers are exploring emerging
adults’ perceptions of adulthood and the criteria they believe
are necessary for adulthood (Nelson et al. 2007; Nelson and
Luster 2015). Indeed, many researchers have found that
emerging adults have internal criteria for adulthood, such
as accepting responsibility for the consequences of one’s
actions, forming mature relationships, and complying with
societal norms (Arnett 1997, 2003; Dogan et al. 2015; Facio
and Micocci 2003; Nelson et al. 2004; Seiter and Nelson
2011). Additionally, a growing body of work suggests that
culture plays a role in determining the criteria that young
people accept as prerequisites for adulthood (Arnett 2001).

Cultural Factors in the Transition
of Adulthood
Culture affects emerging adulthood (Arnett 2014), and in
this connection, there is a wide disparity between individualistic and collectivistic cultures (Nelson and Luster 2015).
Western cultures give considerable importance to an individual’s capacity to achieve self-sufficiency, while Eastern cultures tend to prioritize family and community goals, needs,
and views (Cheah and Nelson 2004; Nelson et al. 2004).
Emerging adults in collectivistic countries such as China,
India, Turkey, and Argentina tend to believe that norm compliance (e.g., avoiding drunk driving), interdependence (e.g.,
learning to control one’s emotions), and family capacities
(e.g., being capable of keeping family safe) are the important
criteria for adulthood (Facio and Micocci 2003; Nelson et al.
2012; Seiter and Nelson 2011).
Research examining the role of culture in shaping views
of adulthood criteria is now exploring Asian countries
where, generally, collectivistic values are reflected. However, much variance also occurs in cultural beliefs, traditions, and behaviors, thereby presenting a need to examine
more closely some of the Asian cultures that have received
less attention in previous studies. Malaysia, in particular, has
received relatively little attention from researchers interested
in the features of emerging adulthood. Thus, it is important
to explore both the demographic characteristics and belief
systems of Malaysia in order to understand the criteria that
young people consider prerequisites for adulthood.

Emerging Adulthood and Transition
to Adulthood in Sabah (East Malaysia)
Malaysia comprises peninsular Malaysia and East Malaysia (Sabah and Sarawak), a geographical area that shares a
multiethnic culture with values that deserve further empirical exploration (Barlocco 2008). Sabah (East Malaysia)
comprises many indigenous groups of people, including 42
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ethnic groups and over 200 sub-ethnic groups (Chan 2015;
Pue and Sulaiman, 2013). People from Sabah identify themselves as the Sabahan and their main ethnicity as KadazanDusun. The Sabahan embrace more than one religion among
their family members (Golingai 2015) and value a spirit of
mutual respect, harmony, goodwill, and tolerance, with
strong interdependency, marital ties, familial relationships,
and norm compliance (Sokial 2006).
The interdependency value can be seen in the concept of
“hot” and “cold.” An offence (e.g., beating another’s child,
adultery) is thought to bring “heat” (i.e., it is under some
kind of curse) and can cause illness and disaster to society.
Such offence requires a “cooling” down (i.e., warding off
the bad luck) as an attempt to restore harmony in the society by paying a penalty in the form of sogit or babas (e.g.,
giving an animal to be slaughtered and eaten as a symbol
of the end of hostility). These cultural values of harmony
and responsibility to one another teach young people that
becoming an adult includes acting to maintain harmony
within relationships.
Next, the Kadazan-Dusun communities also highly
regard marital ties and familial relationships, in which family roles remain steeped in the beliefs of Adat (customary
law), namely affirmation toward patriarchy, men’s control of
women’s sexuality, submission of a wife to her husband, and
children’s loyalty to parents (Hossain et al. 2007). On the
other hand, female roles tend to center on maintaining the
religious and domestic activities of the family (Gom et al.
2015; Regis et al. 1997). Women are more actively involved
in the overall care, emotional regulation, and stimulation of
children compared to fathers in the Kadazan-Dusun family
(Hossain et al. 2007). These roles imply that family capacities (e.g., caring for children, running a household) are very
important in defining adulthood among the Sabahans and
that they place a strong emphasis on being prepared for
family roles in women’s transition to adulthood. However,
research on gender influence in conceptualizing adulthood
has been heavily based on Western samples (Norona et al.
2016) and minimally conducted in Asian settings, as stressed
by preceding scholars (Wider et al. 2016, 2015; Zhong and
Arnett 2014).
As for norm compliance, the production and drinking of
alcohol has emerged as an aspect of identity of the KadazanDusun; they are characterized by their penchant for drinking
alcoholic beverages, the unique drinks they produce, and
drinking practices such as the habit of always accompanying pusas (certain types of food such as roasted pork) with
alcohol (Barlocco 2008). However, while alcohol plays
a large role in the Kadazan-Dusun community, its members simultaneously criticize its excesses; Kadazan-Dusun
beliefs include living in moderation, working hard to reach
success, and upholding one’s duty toward the nation and
God (Barlocco 2008). These values regarding alcohol use

dictate the requirement for limits and boundaries. Because
of the need to maintain harmony in the community and the
approval of alcohol consumption, we can expect the endorsement of adulthood criteria that reflect compliance with societal norms (e.g., avoiding binge drinking, avoiding drunk
driving).
In addition, the subjective experience of adulthood varies
between young people who attend university and those who
do not (Seiter and Nelson 2011). Specifically, nonstudents
uphold higher levels of subjective adulthood than students
because nonstudents emphasize traditional family roles and
take greater responsibility for themselves and others (Luyckx
et al. 2008). Nonstudents also mature earlier than their student peers, learn to be self-sufficient in primary and secondary school, and take care of themselves without supervision
from parents. According to Jeffery et al. (1992), rural situations present unique challenges to young people concerning
the processes of making career decisions. When emerging
adults stay with their families, parents often appoint their
oldest child to take care of the siblings and do the household
tasks while parents are away for work. Such responsibilities
given by parents might well contribute toward young people’s conception of adulthood.

Methods
Participants and Procedure
This study was conducted on the North Borneo Island in
Sabah (East Malaysia), the second largest state in Malaysia,
and focuses on emerging adults between 18 to 29 years old
(Arnett 2016). Using a nonprobability snowball sampling
technique, the first participant fulfilling the inclusion criteria was selected to complete the self-report survey administered via the Internet (link: https://freeonlinesurveys.com/s/
roD176jF#/) through social networking sites like Facebook.
The respondent was then asked to recommend another suitable participant within the age range to answer the survey.
Data collection was held over a two-week period in October
2019 during which 250 responses were gathered. Because
of incomplete surveys, 42 responses were removed from the
collection; the remaining 208 questionnaires were usable
for further analysis, equating to an 83% response rate. This
sample size was large enough to fulfill the general rule suggested by O’Rourke and Hatcher (2013), who noted that a
subject-to-item ratio should be 5:1. The present research
required a minimum sample size of 195 since this study
measured 39 traits.
Of the 208 respondents, women outnumbered men
(33:17), and all respondents were unmarried emerging
adults between 18 and 29 years old (M = 23.38; SD = 2.65).
In addition, more than half of the respondents were full-time
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students (68.3%), with 2.4% in school part-time and 31.7%
not in school. In terms of employment status, 64.7% of the
participants were unemployed, 25.2% were employed fulltime, and 10.1% were employed part-time. A majority of
participants (51.9%) were indigenous people of Sabah. This
sample size met the requirements suggested by Minority
Rights Group International (2016), namely that since more
than half the population of Sabah comprises indigenous people of Sabah, the study sample size should also include more
than half indigenous people of Sabah. Furthermore, 18.8%
of the respondents were Malay, 14.9% were nonindigenous
people of Sabah, and 11% were Chinese. A small portion
of the participants (2.4%) were other ethnicities, and 1%
were Indian. With regard to living arrangements, 47.8% of
the respondents reported living with their parents, 24.2%
reported living in an apartment or dormitory, 23.7% reported
living in a rented house, 2.9% reported living in their own
house, and 1.4% reported living in other types of residence.

Measurements Used
A two-section questionnaire was designed in English. Section A consisted of 12 questions about sociodemographic
profiles, such as gender, age, highest level of education
completed, current educational status, ethnic group, marital
status, employment status, and father’s and mother’s highest level of education completed. In addition, some questions pertained to current living arrangements and religious
beliefs. The final question related to adulthood status. In this
respect, respondents who answered “yes” were categorized
as “self-perceived adult,” and those who indicated “no” or
“in some respect yes, in some respect no” were categorized
as “emerging adult.”
The subsequent section, Section B, encompassed 39
measurement items adopted from Arnett (2003) to represent the seven criteria for adulthood: family capacities,
norm compliance, interdependence, biological transitions,
role transitions, chronological transitions, and independence.
To be precise, family capacities were measured with eight
items; norm compliance, eight; interdependence, four; biological transitions, four; role transitions, six; chronological
transitions, three; and independence, six. These items were
measured on a 4-point Likert scale extending from 1 (not at
all important) to 4 (very important).

Statistical Analysis
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was computed with
structural equation modelling (SEM), using AMOS Version 21 to confirm the measurement items of the seven criteria for adulthood. SEM was chosen because Harris and
Goode (2004) indicated that “structural equation models
overcome the limitations of bivariate analyses through
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the simultaneous analysis of all the complex relationships
between the variables” (p. 147). After that, a one-way analysis of a variance (ANOVA) test in the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 21 was performed to
assess the differences in the criteria for adulthood based on
gender and student status.

Results
Identification of Perceived Adult Status
The descriptive analysis of adulthood status details that
39.4% of respondents felt they had achieved adulthood,
3.8% thought they had not, and 56.7% answered “in some
respect yes, in some respect no.” Those who reported that
they had not achieved adulthood were combined with those
who reported “in some respect yes, in some respect no,” and
this group was classified as emerging adults. These results
suggested that a majority (60.6%) of participants considered themselves to be emerging adults (i.e., not yet having
reached adulthood), while 39.4% classified themselves as
adults.

Assessment of Criteria for Adulthood
Criteria for adulthood were assessed via CFA through several tests, following suggestions given by Hair et al. (2010).
The tests include fit indices, item reliability, convergent
validity, and discriminant validity. Table 1 details the results
of the fit indices of which the goodness of fit index (GFI)
of 0.952 and the adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) of
0.955 surpassed the recommended fit level of 0.900. Likewise, the comparative fit index (CFI) of 0.946 also topped
the threshold of 0.900. In a similar fashion, the incremental
fit index (IFI) and the normed fit index (NFI) of 0.961 and
0.963, respectively outdistanced inception value of 0.900.
These results adhered to the suggestions given by Browne
and Cudeck (1993). Additionally, the root mean square of
approximation (RMSEA) of 0.064 was below the limit of
0.08 (Browne and Cudeck 1993; Hu and Bentler 1999), indicating an adequate fit. Overall, the results of the aforementioned goodness-of-fit indices of the model were satisfactory
to proceed for further tests.
Next, the internal consistency for each factor was
evaluated via Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability.
Hair et al. (2010) noted that acceptable reliability existed
when Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values exceeded 0.70. Table 2 depicts that results for both
analyses have surpassed the minimum permitted limit,
demonstrating satisfactory reliability for each factor
item. Furthermore, convergent validity was assessed by
inspecting whether (a) item loadings > 0.70, (b) average
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Table 1  Goodness-of-fit indices
for measurement and structural
model

Table 2  Confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) of the criteria
for adulthood

Fit indices

Recommended level
of fit

Absolute fit measures
Chi-square (χ2)
Degree of freedom (df)
Goodness of Fit Index (GFI)
Root mean square of approximation (RMSEA)
Incremental fit measure
Comparative Fit Index (CFI)
Incremental Fit Index (IFI)
Normed Fit Index (NFI)
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI)
Parsimony Fit Measures
Parsimony Comparative Fit Index (PCFI)
Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI)

Measurement model

> 0.90
< 0.08

547.656
242
0.952
0.064

> 0.90
> 0.90
> 0.90
> 0.80

0.946
0.961
0.963
0.955

> 0.50
> 0.50

0.771
0.768

Constructs

Scale items

Standardizedloading

Cronbach’s alpha

Composite
reliability

Average variance extracted

Family capacities

Fac_1
Fac_5
Fac_6
Fac_7
Fac_8
Noc_1
Noc_2
Noc_7
Noc_8
Int_2
Int_3
Int_4
Bit_1
Bit_2
Bit_3
Rot_1
Rot_2
Rot_3
Rot_4
Rot_5
Cht_1
Cht_2
Cht_3

0.751
0.885
0.710
0.753
0.739
0.756
0.741
0.728
0.784
0.823
0.860
0.786
0.709
0.815
0.782
0.849
0.883
0.735
0.719
0.752
0.749
0.864
0.740

0.767

0.879

0.593

0.702

0.839

0.566

0.713

0.863

0.678

0.739

0.813

0.593

0.727

0.892

0.625

0.781

0.829

0.618

Norm compliance

Interdependence

Biological transitions

Role transitions

Chronological
transitions

variance extracted (AVE) > 0.50, and (c) composite reliability (CR) > 0.70, by means of the Hair et al. (2018)
recommendations. Falk and Miller (1992) reported that
each construct had an acceptable convergent validity when
its item loading was greater than 0.50. Table 2 details that
after removal of a total of 16 weak loading items (i.e.,
3-item of family capacities, 4-item of norm compliance,

1-item of interdependence, 1-item of biological transitions, 1-item of role transitions, and 6-item of independence), 23 remaining factor items that act in accordance
with the established thresholds (item loadings > 0.70) were
retained for further analysis. Also, the AVE values were
greater than 0.50, and the CR values were more than 0.70.
All in all, the convergent validity was satisfactory.
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Subsequently, discriminant validity among the constructs
was checked by comparing the results of the square roots of
the AVE with the correlation coefficients between the constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981). The former need to be
higher than the latter for confirming discriminant validity.
Table 3 shows that the square roots of the AVE (in the diagonal) were higher than the correlation coefficients among the
constructs. In addition, a correlation matrix of all the items
as presented in Table 4 were below 0.700, showing that multicollinearity is not an issue. These readings indicate a tolerable discriminant validity of the measurements.
Based on the above results, the measures used in this
research strongly confirm reliability and validity of the criteria for adulthood. As a result, they permit an execution of
further analysis, such as the ANOVA test.

Differences in Criteria for Adulthood Based
on Gender and Student Status
The differences in the criteria for adulthood based on gender and student status were tested through an ANOVA test.
Table 5 shows that interdependence and family capacities
were considered significantly differently as a function of
gender. Specifically, women were more likely than men
to report interdependence [F(1,206) = 4.03, p < 0.05] and
family capacities [F(1,206) = 6.90, p < 0.01] as important
criteria for adulthood. In terms of student status, students
were more likely than nonstudents to report role transition [F(1,206) = 11.07, p < 0.01] and biological transition [F(1,206) = 5.14, p < 0.05] as important criteria for
adulthood.
Subsequent to the above analysis, the means for all 23 criteria for adulthood were computed. Table 6 details the means
and subscales for all items and ranks each item, resulting in
five items emerging as the most important. These items are
as follows:
1. Learning to have good control over your emotions
(M = 3.89; SD = 0.37)
Table 3  Correlation between
factors

2. Avoiding drunk driving (M = 3.89; SD = 0.38)
3. Avoiding illegal drugs (M = 3.85; SD = 0.54)
4. Avoiding committing petty crimes such as vandalism
and shoplifting (M = 3.79; SD = 0.50)
5. If a woman, become capable of caring for children
(M = 3.71; SD = 0.56)
The following items were rated as least important:
1. Being married (M = 2.91; SD = 0.96)
2. Have at least one child (M = 2.93; SD = 1.00)
3. Grow to full height (M = 2.96; SD = 1.00)
Additionally, three aggregated sub-scales were rated
as most important, namely norm compliance (M = 3.76;
SD = 0.40), interdependence (M = 3.65; SD = 0.39), and
family capacities (M = 3.60; SD = 0.44).

Discussion
This study identified perceived adult status and explored
the criteria for adulthood of young people in Sabah (East
Malaysia). Additionally, it examined the differences in such
criteria based on gender and student status. The subsequent
subsections furnish discussion on perceived adult status, criteria for adulthood, and differences in such criteria based on
gender and student status.

Perceived Adult Status
The descriptive analysis revealed that the majority of the
respondents did not consider themselves to be adults. Sabahan emerging adults who experience a status in between
“adolescent” and “adult” occupied that space by being asked
to accept responsibilities in the community and by being the
oldest child in the family. These responsibilities include taking care of siblings and mingling with community members

Variables
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
Means
Standard deviation

Family capacities
Norm compliance
Interdependence
Biological transitions
Role transitions
Chronological transitions

1

2

3

4

5

0.770
0.088
0.279**
0.324**
0.179**
0.164**
3.680
0.350

0.752
0.150*
0.193**
0.259**
0.127*
3.590
0.390

0.823
0.263**
0.144*
0.210**
3.580
0.440

0.770
0.572**
0.548**
3.000
0.720

0.791
0.454** 0.786
3.390
3.470
0.520
0.670

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed)
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed)
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1
0.164
0.378
0.185
0.270
0.145
0.316
0.380
0.396
0.001
0.012
0.175
0.098
0.041
0.050
0.162
0.309
0.078
0.154
0.094
0.020

1
0.330
0.359
0.323
0.398
0.308
0.274
0.276
0.125
0.084
0.187
0.165
0.046
0.025
0.087
0.067
0.203
0.063
0.047
0.100
1
0.367
0.350
0.309
0.362
0.369
0.343
0.152
0.118
0.281
0.228
0.144
0.070
0.136
0.140
0.179
0.125
0.111
0.049
1
0.596
0.299
0.391
0.351
0.322
0.317
0.144
0.232
0.156
0.115
0.055
0.103
0.085
0.229
0.138
0.032
0.015
1
0.229
0.342
0.434
0.413
0.217
0.142
0.190
0.174
0.134
0.083
0.076
0.103
0.239
0.131
0.033
0.090
1
0.263
0.276
0.215
0.103
0.055
0.248
0.213
0.127
0.064
0.120
0.190
0.068
0.136
0.076
0.087
1
0.459
0.420
0.205
0.034
0.205
0.175
0.190
0.041
0.031
0.077
0.201
0.108
0.033
0.005
1
0.561
0.172
0.004
0.208
0.169
0.122
0.036
0.204
0.230
0.366
0.317
0.167
0.312
1
0.163
0.111
0.252
0.185
0.133
0.078
0.266
0.333
0.310
0.353
0.178
0.267
1
0.549
0.130
0.197
0.319
0.106
0.074
0.071
0.155
0.126
0.002
0.054
1
0.198
0.147
0.371
0.171
0.041
0.062
0.030
0.021
0.033
0.079

1
0.422
0.195
0.397
0.093
0.205
0.019
0.121
0.138
0.111

1
0.207
0.192
0.190
0.082
0.235
0.255
0.262
0.275

1
0.473
0.044
0.097
0.149
0.096
0.010
0.117

1
0.011
0.202
0.054
0.040
0.165
0.106

1
0.318
0.282
0.421
0.343
0.365

1
0.155 1
0.381 0.500
0.233 0.300
0.225 0.388

1
0.337
0.346

1
0.522

1

1
0.401
0.404
0.383
0.442
0.290
0.317
0.299
0.494
0.453
0.390
0.203
0.079
0.240
0.120
0.251
0.151
0.137
0.194
0.227
0.175
0.123
0.087

Cht_3
Cht_2
Cht_1
Rot_5
Rot_1
Rot_2
Rot_3
Rot_4
Bit_1
Bit_2
Bit_3
Noc_1
Noc_2
Noc_7
Noc_8
Int_2
Int_3
Int_4
Fac_1
Fac_5
Fac_6
Fac_7
Fac_8

1
0.503
0.187
0.425
0.238
0.240
0.150
0.323
0.331
0.366
0.062
0.008
0.233
0.117
0.035
0.088
0.130
0.246
0.022
0.110
0.045
0.024

Cht_3 Cht_2 Cht_1 Rot_5 Rot_1 Rot_2 Rot_3 Rot_4 Bit_1 Bit_2 Bit_3 Noc_1 Noc_2 Noc_7 Noc_8 Int_2 Int_3 Int_4 Fac_1 Fac_5 Fac_6 Fac_7 Fac_8

Items

Table 4  Correlation Matrix of All the Items
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Table 5  Comparison of gender
and student status in criteria for
adulthood

Dependent variable

Gender

Student status

Male

Interdependence
Role transitions
Norm compliance
Biological transitions
Chronological Transitions
Family capacities

Female

M

SD

M

SD

3.64
3.34
3.71
3.16
3.43
3.52

0.39
0.54
0.40
0.81
0.75
0.50

3.65
3.35
3.79
3.26
3.48
3.63

0.40
0.58
0.39
0.75
0.63
0.41

F

4.03*
0.65
0.82
1.18
2.63
6.90**

df

206
206
206
206
206
206

F

df

Student

Nonstudent

M

SD

M

SD

3.66
3.43
3.77
3.08
3.51
3.62

0.39
0.52
0.40
3.31
0.63
0.45

3.62
3.18
3.75
3.03
3.36
3.54

0.41 0.33
206
0.62 11.07** 206
0.39 0.15
206
0.70 5.14* 206
0.75 2.69
206
0.43 0.08
206

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Table 6  The importance of each
criterion of adulthood

Criteria

Mean

SD

Family capacities
If a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially
If a woman, become capable of caring for children
If a man, become capable of caring for children
If a man, become capable of running a household
If a woman, become capable of running a household
Norm compliance
Avoid becoming drunk
Avoid illegal drugs
Avoid drunk driving
Avoid committing petty crimes such as vandalism and shoplifting
Interdependence
Make life-long commitments to others
Learn always to have good control over your emotions
Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for others
Biological transitions
Grow to full height
If a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children
If a man, become biologically capable of fathering children
Role transitions
Finish education
Have at least one child
Married
Settle into a long-term career
Purchase a house
Chronological transitions
Reached age 21
Reached age 18
Have obtained a driver’s license

3.60
3.43
3.71
3.69
3.57
3.59
3.76
3.52
3.85
3.89
3.79
3.65
3.48
3.89
3.59
3.22
2.96
3.30
3.40
3.35
3.70
2.93
2.91
3.63
3.57
3.47
3.48
3.38
3.54

0.44
0.71
0.56
0.55
0.65
0.65
0.40
0.82
0.54
0.38
0.50
0.39
0.76
0.37
0.61
0.77
1.00
0.91
0.85
0.55
0.65
1.00
0.96
0.60
0.72
0.67
0.81
0.85
0.75

during activities such as Mitatabang (working together and
helping each other, particularly during harvesting paddies,
cleaning farms, or building houses). These individuals feel
like adolescents when they are with their peer groups and
engaging in sport and recreational activities without adult
supervision. Previous studies have shown that peers often
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have considerable influence on young adult behavioral
development (Hamzah et al. 2014). These discoveries concur with past studies from collectivist societies as found in
countries such as China and India.
Nelson et al. (2004) found that 41% of Chinese university
students did not consider themselves adults. A follow-up
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study by Nelson et al. (2012) reported that a higher percentage of Chinese university students did not consider themselves adults, while the study by Zhong and Arnett (2014)
of migrant workers in China found that more than half (56%)
did not consider themselves adults. Meanwhile, the Seiter
and Nelson (2011) study among Indian students and nonstudents reported that only 40% of the respondents did not
consider themselves adults. Many have argued that emerging
adulthood is mainly restricted to the middle-upper classes
of Western, industrialized nations. Therefore, our findings
commend Arnett’s assertion in which there is a considerable
variation worldwide of emerging adulthood experience in
terms of demographic terms (Arnett 2011).

Criteria for Adulthood
The CFA derived six criteria for adulthood: family capacities, norm compliance, interdependence, biological transitions, role transitions, and chronological transitions. The
independence factor from the original analysis was discarded
for further analysis because of its weak item loadings. Of
this, norm compliance, interdependence, and family capacities were ranked as the most important criteria for adulthood,
respectively. To be exact, items such as “learn always to have
good control over your emotions,” “avoid drunk driving,”
“avoid illegal drugs,” “avoid committing petty crimes such
as vandalism and shoplifting,” and “if a woman, become
capable of caring for children” were ranked most important.
This ranking illustrates that emerging adulthood exists for
a segment of the population of Sabah, but a great difference exists within Sabah regarding how it is experienced.
These results strengthen the works of Galambos and Martínez (2007), who assert that there is a lack of universal
criteria for adulthood in Asia, especially in nonurban areas
in developing countries. These criteria largely do not exist
because of the age range and the differences among Asian
countries regarding behaviors associated with adulthood
(Nelson et al. 2004).
Descriptive analysis of the present study further revealed
that “learning to control one’s emotions” was ranked as
the top criterion for adulthood among Sabahan young people. One possible explanation for this ranking is that these
emerging adults view themselves as under their parents’ control. Earlier studies have found that Asian parents demonstrate a more authoritarian parenting style (Pearson and Rao
2003) and that Asian adulthood tends to involve parental
control in personal domains (Yau et al. 2009). Such control
is perceived as an indicator of love and affection. Indeed, this
control reflects the influence of Asian cultural values, which
include the belief that positive emotion may be associated
with interpersonal harmony (Deng et al. 2017). The goal to
achieve and maintain interpersonal harmony demands the
ability of Asian adults to regulate emotions (Fung and You

2011). Chinese adults who regulate their emotions have less
negative emotional experiences (Deng et al. 2017).
Other findings similarly reflect that the role of culture
includes both the broader collectivist values held in many
Asian countries and more specific values and beliefs associated with Malaysian culture. For example, the importance
that young people place on the criterion of family capacities
for adulthood stands out as similar to that found in a study
conducted among Indian emerging adults (Seiter and Nelson
2011). Specifically, the criterion “if a woman, become capable of caring for children” was rated highly in this study. As
in India (Seiter and Nelson 2011), gender roles in Malaysia
have typically outlined specific duties related to caregiving
based on gender (Alavi 2012). Women are primarily responsible for taking care of the practical duties needed to run
a household (e.g., washing clothes and preparing food), as
well as giving emotional aid (e.g., talking about problems
and giving advice). Men are primarily responsible for providing for the family through financial means (Eriksen and
Gerstel 2002). Thus, the present results are in tandem with
Sabahan culture, placing an emphasis on women being able
to be good caretakers by providing care for children.
Finally, the cultural emphasis on mutual respect, harmony, and individual duty toward the nation and God
appears to be reflected in the fact that young people rated
norm compliance as the second most important criterion of
adulthood. Specifically, three items (“avoid drunk driving,”
“avoid illegal drugs,” and “avoid committing petty crimes
such as vandalism and shoplifting”) were highly rated.
Taken together, these findings, along with an understanding
of Sabahan culture, suggest that the transition to adulthood
in Malaysia is a period of social responsibility and is not
entirely self-focused (Katsiaficas et al. 2015). As in other
Asian cultures, young people in Malaysia also emphasize
collectivism and mark the importance of civic obligation in
attaining adulthood (Wray-Lake and Syvertsen 2011).
Additionally, the study’s participants ranked biological,
role, and chronological transitions as the least important criteria for adulthood. During the twenty-first century, social
and economic changes—such as compulsory education,
establishing relationships, financial stability, and interdependence—may influence young people to reach adulthood
later compared to previous generations where adulthood has
been determined by chronological age. This finding is supported by previous studies, which claim that people place
little importance on traditional role transitions to define
adulthood (Brannen andd Nilsen 2002; Henig 2010; Jayson 2012). Furthermore, the complexity of modern society
and young adult relationships cannot be explained solely by
role, biological, and chronological transition in determining
the markers of adulthood (Wyn and White 1997). Instead,
transition to adulthood is seen as a multidimensional process in which young people may have different views and
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experiences (Westberg 2004). The role of culture may affect
the individual’s values, beliefs, and behavior, thus exerting
an influence on young people’s conception of adulthood.
These findings are comparable with those of a study in
Romania where college students emphasized the process of
identity exploration rather than role transition in developing
their feeling of being adults (Nelson 2009).
The growing importance of changes in the cultural,
social, and economic environment may explain the low
ranking of role, biological, and chronological transition as
criteria of adulthood in this study. Individual maturity and
taking responsibility for one’s actions is the most common
definition of adulthood (Arnett 1997). Previous studies have
concluded that role transitions are reversible and insecure
by nature (Wallace and Kovatcheva 1998; Wyn and White
1997). Additionally, marriage and childbearing have rarely
been endorsed as role transitions (Arnett 1998; Nelson et al.
2007). The present study’s findings coincide with those
obtained by Weier and Lee (2015), whose findings demonstrated that personal maturity and environmental development determined adulthood.

Differences in the Criteria for Adulthood Based
on Gender and Student Status
The ANOVA results reported differences in the criteria for adulthood based on gender, revealing that women
have greater interdependency and family capacities than
do men. This result is in tandem with the works of Cheah
et al. (2010), Gilligan (1982), and Nelson et al. (2007),
who all showed that women are traditionally more “otheroriented”—thinking from perspectives other than their own
and about the needs of others—and the main caregivers for
children. Likewise, Ariffin (1999) noted that women have
experienced tough times since they have to manage work
and family, requiring them to be loving mothers at home and
hardworking staff members in the workplace simultaneously.
Additionally, these researchers affirmed that women possess
stronger qualities in allocating more time and effort to family
capacities than do men.
Accordingly, Koshal et al. (1998) stated that women have
their own careers and can financially support themselves
without having to rely on men. Past research has shown that
there is significant improvement in a country’s economic
sector when women participate in the labor force (Ahmad
1998). Furthermore, women in Malaysia have achieved tertiary education level and are among the top scorers (Ismail
et al. 2005).
Interdependency for women has also been seen in the
division of household labor in traditional Malay communities. In his ethnographic studies, Firth (1966a) observed that
Malay women often take control of family finances and act
as bankers for their husbands. In another study, Firth (1966b)
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asserted that the role of women in the household economy
was associated with the desire to be independent from action
or income. In other words, married women were motivated
to be independent from their husbands and not rely completely on their husbands’ income.
There are also differences in the criteria for adulthood
based on student status. Students placed greater emphasis
on the role of transitions and biology in determining their
adulthood than did nonstudents. Students have a close relationship with and are financially dependent on their parents
since they have yet to complete their education and find
employment to support themselves. These results are consistent with Arnett (2015)’s findings that emerging adulthood is seen as the process of reaching physical maturity
and having the capacity for sexual reproduction. In addition,
with the collectivist cultural norms and filial piety values of
Sabahans, emerging adults feel less like adults in the presence of parents and friends.

Limitations and Future Research
Although this study has several strengths, there are limitations which should be considered when interpreting results.
Malaysia has multiethnic, multicultural, and multilingual
characteristics with separate cultural identities and beliefs.
Thus, it is not possible to generalize the present findings
to every Malaysian subgroup. Further research is therefore
recommended to examine the diverse features of emerging adulthood beyond the Sabahan and the East Malaysian
perspective. The differences between rural and low socioeconomic status populations and indigenous and religious
groups may reveal more nuanced findings. While these findings provide important insights into the criteria for adulthood of emerging adults in Sabah (East Malaysia), future
studies are recommended to explore conceptions of transition to adulthood. They should focus on those who live in
rural and urban areas, since research that explores the criteria for emerging adulthood is difficult to assess explicitly
and precisely.

Conclusion
This research makes a vital contribution to theoretical and
managerial perspectives, especially in the Southeast Asian
context. In terms of its theoretical implications, the present study delivers significant contributions to the emerging adulthood literature based on the criteria for adulthood
as put forth. The findings are deemed vital since they echo
those discoveries obtained in other collectivist cultures studies, such as those in China and India, in the sense that culture shapes and reinforces certain adulthood criteria. This
addition enriches the application of the theory of emerging
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adulthood conceptualized by Arnett (2000). As a practical contribution, the study findings enable policymakers
to obtain current views of emerging adults regarding the
differences in criteria for adulthood based on gender. This
view permits a better understanding of the value of emerging adults’ mental health by exploring emerging adulthood
roles and relationships. In this transitional stage of development from emerging adulthood to adulthood, young people
encounter social, emotional, psychological, and physical
challenges. This awareness facilitates the provision of appropriate developmental programs for emerging adults to assist
young people in achieving adulthood.
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