
Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2023) 52:585–597
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-022-01714-1

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Adverse Experiences in Late Adolescence and Young Adulthood
Disadvantages

Wei-Lin Chen 1

Received: 12 March 2022 / Accepted: 22 November 2022 / Published online: 30 November 2022
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2022

Abstract
Despite extensive research documenting associations between adverse early-life experiences and negative outcomes in later
life, little is known about how adverse experiences in late adolescence relate to young adulthood disadvantages. This study
examines the role of adverse experiences during late adolescence on young adults’ education and work trajectories in
Taiwan. Drawing theories and research from human development and sociology, the study links indicators of disadvantages
in young adulthood to measures of adverse experiences in late adolescence using data from the Taiwan Youth Project data
(n= 1221; median ages 18, 20, and 22; 49.4% female). The analysis found that running away from home was associated
with instability in education or employment and that having cumulative adverse experiences was associated with graduating
with debt and instability in education or employment. Some associations were explained by financial pressure, however,
taken together, the findings suggest that certain adverse experiences in late adolescence have a significant impact on
disadvantaged education and work trajectories in young adulthood.
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Introduction

Young adulthood is a crucial developmental period that has
important implications for lifelong well-being. At the same
time, this dynamic period is also marked by many life
transitions and uncertainty that can derail individuals
(Arnett, 2014; Settersten, 2012). Young adulthood and the
outcomes in this period have been an important area for
study. Research has made clear that young adults’ devel-
opmental outcomes are influenced by aspects of previous life
stages, including family resources, circumstances, and life
events in childhood and adolescence (Heinz, 2009; Setter-
sten, 2012). However, the literature has largely focused on
how experiences in childhood affect young adults’ well-
being, with little attention to the adolescent period and how
it may affect outcomes, particularly outcomes in education
and employment. This study will fill a gap in the literature
by turning the attention to late adolescence and examining

the ways in which certain adverse experiences in that period
affect educational and employment outcomes in young
adulthood—through the mediator of parents’ provision of
material and psychosocial resources.

The focus of this study is on certain young adult out-
comes that research has identified as disadvantages that
meaningfully affect long-term trajectories: instability in
education or employment, not obtaining a college degree,
and college loan debt. Instability in education or employ-
ment is important because it may be an early signal that
young adults are not adjusting well to education or work
institutions and may not have the resources in place to
complete a college degree (Gottfried & Plasman, 2018;
Ishitani & DesJardins, 2002). If young adults do not obtain
a college degree, they put themselves at a distinct dis-
advantage for later life because they cannot access better
paid professional jobs that require specialized knowledge
and professional training from postsecondary educational
institutions (Arnett, 2014; Settersten, 2012), and they lose
access to other benefits of a college degree, which include a
higher level of economic well-being, more stable employ-
ment, better physical health, and greater happiness and life
satisfaction (Mayhew et al., 2016). Note that, although the
many benefits over the life course of a college degree are
well documented, the recently rising college loan debt that
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accompanies it may reduce some of these benefits.
Depending on the amount, college loan debt can be a
financial burden in young adulthood for many years (Addo
et al., 2019; Despard et al., 2016), and can ultimately lower
net worth, slow asset accumulation, and delay marriage and
homeownership (Elliott & Lewis, 2015).

Prior studies point to three factors that help explain these
disadvantages in young adulthood: family socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES), individual mental health, and adverse experiences
(Rodwell et al. 2018; Suglia et al. 2022). Family SES matters
for educational outcomes because high SES families have more
resources to invest in their children’s education and can also
offer better advice and psychological support, making it more
likely that their children enroll in college, receive a college
degree (Entwisle et al. 2005; Linver et al. 2002), and graduate
without college loan debt (Houle 2014). Conversely, indivi-
duals with mental health issues are less likely to achieve stable
work trajectories and complete a bachelor’s degree (Rodwell
et al. 2018; Veldman et al. 2014). Their employment is often
interrupted due to unclear career goals, lower work-related self-
perceptions, and weaker work commitment (Rodwell et al.
2018) and they are less likely to attain a degree due to irregular
class participation, lower class involvement, and persistent
absenteeism in school (Veldman et al. 2014).

The third factor—adverse experiences—is a special focus
of this study because it is highly relevant for educational and
work outcomes in adulthood but has been largely over-
looked in the adolescent period. A strong body of research
has demonstrated that traumatic experiences that disrupt the
normal functions of a family, such as parental violence,
parental incarceration, or running away from home (Negriff
2020; Tucker et al. 2011), and experiences that decrease
parental resources, such as abuse or economic hardship
(Wolitzky-Taylor et al. 2017), are linked to negative out-
comes in later life, such as poor health, mental health issues,
delinquent behaviors, and a lower probability of career
success. However, the focus of adverse experiences has been
in early life, i.e., before the age of 16 (Wolitzky-Taylor et al.
2017; Struck et al. 2021). For example, in a review of the
literature, Mitchell et al. (2021) summarizes that individuals
with adverse experiences in early life have a lower prob-
ability of receiving a college degree because these experi-
ences have disturbed their developmental context. There are
other, distinct reasons to suspect that adverse experiences in
late adolescence might also be associated with young adults’
work and educational outcomes.

Why Can Adverse Experiences in Late Adolescence
Produce Disadvantages in Young Adulthood?

Drawing on perspectives and research from human devel-
opment and sociology, this study provides a conceptual
framework for how adverse experiences in late adolescence

can influence disadvantage in young adulthood, specifically
education and work trajectories, through the important
mediator of parental support. Figure 1 illustrates the con-
ceptual framework graphically.

The human capital perspective highlights how parents’
ability to deploy a range of material resources can benefit
adolescents’ development (Linver et al., 2002). From this it
follows that a negative event in late adolescence that dis-
rupts family functioning and resources can significantly
change the developmental context for late adolescents.
During adolescence, individuals still rely on parents to meet
their basic needs and pay for activities and programs, such
as extracurricular activities, that they use to explore their
world and build capacities (Settersten, 2012; Zarrett &
Eccles, 2006). Parents who experience economic hardship
may suddenly find it difficult to make ends meet or con-
sistently meet their adolescents’ needs, with important
implications for development. Adolescents who become
food insecure may have less energy and focus for learning
activities at school, which leads to poor academic perfor-
mance and low educational attainment (Cady, 2014).
Adolescents who have housing insecurity, i.e., live in poor
quality housing or are homeless, have greater financial
burdens, poorer grade retention in school, and behavior
problems in class, all of which are associated with poorer
school performance and worse educational attainment dur-
ing young adulthood (Cutts et al., 2011; Broton & Goldrick-
Rab, 2018). Given recent economic and social changes,
individuals now need more years to complete their educa-
tion and establish their own financial lives (Arnett, 2014;
Settersten, 2012), which makes the provision of parental
financial resources even more impactful.

The family stress model highlights how parents’ ability to
maintain a warm and supportive home environment can
benefit adolescents’ psychological development (Masarik &
Conger, 2017). Parents’ emotional support fulfills adoles-
cents’ basic need to feel secure and safe. Parents provide
emotional support through listening to problems, discussing
problems and issues, sharing companionship, and having a
strong parent-child attachment (Fingerman et al., 2012; Scully

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework
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et al., 2020). Through their advice and emotional support,
parents provide a safety net when late adolescents and young
adults feel vulnerable, as well as support and care when
adolescents or young adults feel depressed or lonely. Serious
negative experiences put pressure and stress on parents, which
can significantly lower their psychological well-being and
disrupt their ability to continue providing a warm and caring
environment (Masarik and Conger, 2017; Scully et al., 2020).
Parents in distress may also have more difficulty monitoring
and managing children’s activities and opportunities. Extreme
adverse events, such as domestic violence, may not only
create an environment with significantly less material and
psychosocial support from parents (Bancroft et al., 2011), but
also create a toxic environment that damages the parent-child
relationship and limits the adolescent’s development. Mental
health issues are not uncommon among adolescents and
young adults (Arnett et al., 2014), and parental emotional
support is an important factor. Research finds that parental
emotional support lowers their children’s probability of hav-
ing psychological symptoms (Masarik & Conger, 2017) and
its absence increases the likelihood of such symptoms (e.g.,
loneliness, depression, isolation).

These theoretical lenses provide an explanation for how
adverse experiences in late adolescence can diminish parents’
provision of material and psychosocial resources—which the
author argues has implications not only for adolescence but
for longer-term trajectories in young adulthood. Prior research
has already demonstrated material and psychosocial support
from parents remains influential in one’s adjustment and well-
being through adolescence and until young adulthood
(Masarik & Conger, 2017; Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Based on
this review of the prior literature and the conceptual model
displayed in Fig. 1, the analysis in this study will extend the
implications such adverse experiences in late adolescence
have through young adults’ later work and college success.

Young Adulthood in Taiwan

Taiwan offers a unique context to investigate adverse
experiences in late adolescence and their influence on dis-
advantageous trajectories in young adulthood. Unlike young
adults in the United States, young adults in East Asian
societies more often attend and complete college, and
throughout that process they rely more fully on parental
support (Mok & Jiang, 2018). In Taiwan, over 80% of high-
school graduates attend college immediately (Taiwan Min-
istry of Education, 2021), significantly higher than in the
United States where 41% of young adults aged 18–24 attend
college (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021a).
Whereas in the United States the six-year graduation rate is
63%, i.e., 37% drop out before graduation (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2021b), less than 15% of college
students in Taiwan drop out of college before graduation

(Taiwan Ministry of Education, 2020). In the context of such
high college attendance and college completion rates among
Taiwanese young adults, not having a college degree is
considered a significant disadvantage.

Like other East Asian parents, Taiwanese parents provide
more substantial, long-term support to their children
throughout the college-going process than parents in many
other countries. Parental support may include the provision
of private supplementary education (e.g., private tutors,
private learning centers), advice on extracurriculars, and
gathering information from prospective higher education
institutions (Byun & Park, 2012). After entering college,
parental support may include providing advice on choosing
a college major and finding internship opportunities, which
helps graduates successfully secure decent employment and
stabilize their lives after graduation. Living with parents is
also common for Taiwanese college students, especially in
metropolitan areas with a high cost of living, such as Taipei
(Chen, 2020). Living with parents releases students from
the economic pressures of room and board, while parents
provide a safe and warm environment. In this way, parental
support is a critical factor in East Asian young adults’
educational and employment development (Lowe & Dot-
terer, 2018; Fingerman et al., 2016).

Current Study

This study uses a longitudinal lens to examine the asso-
ciation between adverse experiences in late adolescence that
affect the parental provision of resources, and disadvantages
in education and work trajectories in young adulthood.
Drawing from a longitudinal, population-based survey of
Taiwanese youth and their families, the first aim of this
study is to extend the current understanding of adverse
experiences into late adolescence (Aim 1). The second aim
is to examine the association of these adverse experiences
with disadvantageous trajectories in young adulthood (ages
18–22), a crucial developmental period for a person’s life-
long well-being (Aim 2). The third aims is to provide a
comprehensive understanding of adverse adolescent
experiences in the Taiwanese context (Aim 3). The
hypothesis is that adverse experiences that Taiwanese youth
experience in late adolescence will have negative effects on
education and work trajectories in young adulthood.

Methods

Participants

The data was drawn from the Taiwan Youth Project (TYP),
a longitudinal, population-based survey of Taiwanese youth
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conducted by the Institute of Sociology at Taiwan’s Aca-
demia Sinica. The TYP began in 2000 with two cohorts
from Northern Taiwan, the first cohort of 7th grade youth
(age 13 in 2000) and the second cohort of 9th grade youth
(age 15 in 2000). The TYP collected information from
youth and their parents and teachers. The purpose of the
TYP was to examine how social contexts, i.e., family,
school, community, and the interplay of these institutions,
affect young people’s lives and development during key
transitions such as middle school, high school, and young
adulthood. The TYP was approved by its Institutional
Review Board, with consent obtained from respondents’
parents (Yi, 2012). The TYP used a combination multistage
stratified and school-based, cluster random sampling design
to draw representative respondents from Northern Taiwan,
including metropolitan areas (i.e., Taipei City, New Taipei
City) and rural areas (i.e., Yilan County). After the first
wave, the TYP collected information annually from
respondents until they were 22 years old, except for
respondents’ year 21 when data was not collected. The TYP
is restricted-use data and available for worldwide
researchers through an online application. Full details of the
TYP design, sampling, and data collection process can be
found in Yi (2012).

This study utilized data only from the first cohort in 2000
when respondents were 13 years old and in 7th grade. The
first cohort tracked respondents for the longest time, from
middle school to young adulthood. Because participants in
the first cohort were asked about adverse experiences in
both 7th grade and 12th grade, data from the first cohort
allows the study to differentiate between adverse experi-
ences happening before late adolescence (7th grade) and
during late adolescence (12th grade). The first cohort con-
tained 2696 respondents in 2000 (Yi, 2012). Because the
focus of this study is adverse experiences happening in late
adolescence and their relationship to disadvantages in
young adulthood, this study analyzed data from wave six
(age 18, 12th grade), wave eight (age 20), and wave nine
(age 22). Note that the first cohort had no information on
young adulthood disadvantages at wave seven. At wave six,
there were 1826 respondents in the study, with a retention
rate of 68% from the first wave. From this group, respon-
dents that had adverse experiences at both age 13 and age
18 were removed (26 respondents). Next, respondents who
had missing information on adverse experiences (81
respondents) and young adulthood disadvantages at any
wave of the survey (498 respondents) were excluded. An
attrition test was used to examine whether adverse experi-
ences in late adolescence (at age 18) and before late ado-
lescence (at age 13) were associated with missing data on
young adulthood disadvantages. The results of the attrition
test show there is no statistically significant association
between adverse experiences and data attrition in the

analyzed data (result available upon request). The final
analytic sample contained 1221 respondents.

Measures

Adverse experiences in late adolescence

This study defined adverse experiences as negative events
that either disrupted family functioning or decreased family
resources (Negriff, 2020; Tucker et al., 2011; Wolitzky-
Taylor et al., 2017) and from that, constructed two measures
of adverse experiences in late adolescence: type of adverse
experience and degree of exposure to the adverse experi-
ence. First, four types of adverse experiences were identi-
fied in late adolescence, i.e., in wave 6 when respondents
were in 12th grade and aged 18: (1) domestic violence, (2)
parental unemployment, (3) parental death, and (4) running
away from home. At wave six, participants were asked,
“Did any of the following happen in the past year? (1) My
parents ever violently hit other family members, (2) My
father/mother was unemployed, (3) My father/mother pas-
sed away, and (4) I ran away from home.” Second, to
measure degree of exposure to adverse experiences, a
continuous indicator was created by adding the four
dichotomous indicators (range of 0 to 3). Note that this
approach of using a summed indicator to measure the
degree of exposure to adverse experiences has been widely
utilized in previous studies (e.g., Park et al., 2021).

Young adulthood disadvantages in education and work
trajectory

Recall that this study focuses on three aspects of young
adulthood disadvantage: instability in education or
employment, not obtaining a college degree, and college
loan debt. As such, a measure was constructed and four
education and work trajectories in young adulthood were
specified: (1) graduation without debt, (2) graduation with
debt, (3) unable to attend college with stable work, and (4)
instability in education or employment. At wave six, wave
eight, and wave nine, participants were asked whether they
were in school or work from age 18 to age 22. Also, for
participants attending college, they were asked if they had a
student loan in the fourth year of college (senior year).
Graduation includes both on-time graduation and delayed
graduation. Based on these education and work questions,
respondents were assigned to one of the four education and
work trajectories.

Psychological symptoms

Psychological symptoms in young adulthood were mea-
sured by 16 items that were then compiled into a composite
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score. The TYP adopted the Symptom Checklist-90-
Revised (SCL-90-R, Derogatis 1983; 2000) to measure
psychological well-being. At every wave participants were
asked, “In the past week, did you experience any of the
following symptoms? (1) headache, (2) dizziness, (3)
loneliness, (4) depression, (5) excessive worrying, (6)
muscle pain/sore, (7) insomnia, (8) numbness and tingling
pain in certain parts of the body, (9) feeling like my throat is
clogged, (10) weakness in certain parts of the body, (11)
desire to hit or hurt somebody, (12) waking up too early in
the morning and not falling asleep, (13) not sleeping well or
waking up constantly throughout the sleep, (14) arguing
frequently with others, (15) yelling or throwing things, and
(16) losing the will to live.” The answer to each item ranged
from 1 (no) to 5 (very serious), with higher scores indicating
more frequent psychological symptoms. The SCL-90-R and
the Brief Symptom Inventory (the short version of the SCL-
90-R) have high validity in measures of psychological
symptoms (Derogatis, 2000; Lancaster et al., 2016) and are
widely used to measure psychological symptoms in ado-
lescence and young adulthood populations (Bebes et al.,
2015; Berman et al., 2006; Lancaster et al., 2016). Using the
16 items, a composite score (range of 1 to 5) was created to
measure psychological symptoms. The Cronbach’s alpha
for the psychological symptoms measure was 0.87 at wave
six (age 18), 0.90 at wave eight (age 20), and 0.89 at wave
nine (age 22), indicating strong reliability across waves.
This study used the mean of the composite score over three
waves to capture the status of each individual on psycho-
logical symptoms, with higher scores indicating more psy-
chological symptoms.

Financial pressure

Financial pressure was measured by participants’ response
to the following question in the TYP: “Do you worry about
not being able to afford the university you want to attend
even though you are accepted?” The response ranged from
1 (not at all worried) to 4 (very worried), with higher scores
indicating more financial pressure.

Parental support

Parental support was measured by 16 items that were then
compiled into a composite score (Mersky et al., 2013).
Participants were asked, “What did you do when you spent
time with your parents in the past year? (1) asking for an
opinion on important matters, (2) listening carefully to his/
her opinion and ideas, (3) caring about him/her, (4) having a
bad attitude towards him/her, (5) yelling angrily at him/her,
(6) arguing with him/her when failing to reach a consensus,
(7) showing him/her thoughtful and sweet behaviors, and
(8) imitating him/her as her/his role model.” The questions

about father and mother were asked separately. Each item
ranged from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always), with
higher scores indicating stronger parental support. The
composite score of parental support ranged from 1 to 5. The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85, which indicates strong
reliability.

Demographic features

A series of demographic variables were included in the
analysis, including gender (male or female); residence
(metropolitan or rural); highest level of mother’s education
(elementary and less, junior high school, high school, some
college, and BA/Advanced degree); family structure (two
parents, single parent, and other); and family income.
Family income was coded as equal and less than $29,999,
$30,000–49,999, $50,000–59,999, $60,000–69,999,
$70,000–79,999, $80,000–89,999, $90,000–99,999,
$100,000–109,999, $110,000–119,999, $120,000–129,999,
$130,000–139,999, $140,000–149,999, and $150,000 and
more. Family income was measured in New Taiwan dollars
and treated as a categorical variable.

Analytic Approach

To begin, descriptive statistics were used to describe the
distribution of adverse experiences in late adolescence,
young adult disadvantages in education and work trajec-
tories, mediators, and demographic characteristics for the
analytic sample (Table 1). Importantly, 88% of late ado-
lescents (12th grade, age 18) reported no adverse experience
during late adolescence. The most common type of adverse
experience was domestic violence, with 5.8% of late ado-
lescents reporting that experience. Parental unemployment
was also a common type of adverse experience among late
adolescents (5.2%). Less than 1.5% of late adolescents
experienced running away from home, and less than 1%
experienced parental death. Regarding cumulative adverse
experiences, more than 10% of late adolescents experienced
one type of adverse experience, 1.2% experienced two types
of adverse experiences, and less than 0.2% experienced
three types of adverse experiences. Looking at education
and work trajectories in young adulthood (ages 18–22),
“graduation without debt” was the most common outcome
(49.5%), followed by “instability in education or employ-
ment” (26.6%), and “graduation with debt” (22.4%); these
frequencies are consistent with prior data on student loan
debt in Taiwan (Taiwan Legislative Yuan, 2019). Less than
1.5% of young adults reported being “unable to attend
college and stable work.” The mean of financial pressure
was 2.07, with a range from 2 (not really worried) to 3
(somewhat worried). The mean of psychological symptoms
during ages 18 to 22 was 1.51, with a range from 1 (never)
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to 2 (mild). The mean of parental support was 2.82, with a
range from 2 (rarely) to 3 (half and half).

Two different models were conducted to assess the
association between adverse experiences in late adolescence
and disadvantages in young adulthood and the mechanisms

through which that association occurs. First, financial
pressure and psychological symptoms were examined as
separate outcomes in ordinary least squares (OLS) models
that included variables for gender, residence, the highest
level of mother’s education, family structure, family income
at age 18, and parental support. Second, given that the
measure of education and work trajectories is a categorical
measure, multinomial logistic regression models were
conducted to examine the relationship between adverse
experiences in late adolescence and education and work
trajectories in young adulthood. Each type of adverse
experience and cumulative adverse experiences were ana-
lyzed in a separate multinomial logistic regression model.
Per the study’s definition of disadvantage in young adult-
hood and the understanding that postsecondary education is
essential to secure employment and a decent standard of
living (Arnett 2014; Settersten 2012), graduation without
debt was the reference group in the analysis. Both covari-
ates and mechanisms were added to the models gradually.
The mechanisms in the multinomial logistic regression
models included parental support, financial pressure, and
psychological symptoms. Covariates in the multinomial
logistic regression model included gender, residence, the
highest level of mother’s education, family structure, and
family income at age 18.

All data analysis was conducted using Stata 16.1. Mul-
tivariate imputation by chained equations (MICE) was
applied to address missing values for both the OLS models
and the multinomial logistic regression models. This study
has reported how to determine sample size, all data exclu-
sions, all manipulations, and all measures.

Results

Table 2 presents longitudinal results from the OLS regres-
sions that predict the association between adverse experi-
ences in late adolescence and financial pressure and
psychological symptoms. All regressions controlled for the
full set of covariates (i.e., gender, residence, the highest
level of mother’s education, family structure, and family
income at age 18) and included parental support as a
mediator. Type of adverse experience and cumulative
adverse experiences were analyzed in separate analyses that
predict financial pressure and psychological symptoms as
two different outcomes.

Parental unemployment in late adolescence was posi-
tively associated with both financial pressure (B= 0.378,
P < 0.001) and psychological symptoms (B= 0.140,
P < 0.01). Two types of adverse experiences, including
domestic violence (B= 0.129, P < 0.01) and running away
from home (B= 0.372, P < 0.001) in late adolescence were
positively associated with psychological symptoms. For the

Table 1 Characteristics of the respondents in Taiwan youth project

Percentage/Mean (S.D.)

Adverse experiences in late adolescence

Domestic violence 5.81%

Parental unemployment 5.16%

Parental death 0.82%

Running away from home 1.39%

Cumulative adverse experiences

0 88.45%

1 10.24%

2 1.15%

3 0.16%

Disadvantaged trajectories in young adulthood

Graduation without debt 49.47%

Graduation with debt 22.44%

Unable to attend college with stable work 1.47%

Instability in education or employment 26.62%

Mechanisms

Financial pressure 2.074 (.822)

Psychological symptoms 1.506 (.373)

Parental support 2.819 (.604)

Demographic characteristics

Female 49.39%

Residence

Metropolitan area 70.02%

Rural area 29.98%

Highest level of mother’s education

Elementary and less 21.80%

Junior high school 26.81%

High school 38.03%

Some college 5.90%

BA/Advanced degree 7.46%

Family structure

Two parents 84.28%

Single parent 10.89%

Other 4.83%

Family income (TWD)

Equal and less than $29,999 13.62%

$30,000–49,999 28.17%

$50,000–59,999 14.18%

$60,000–69,999 11.58%

$70,000–79,999 8.25%

$80,000–89,999 5.00%

$90,000–99,999 3.24%

$100,000–109,999 7.04%

$110,000–119,999 1.95%

$120,000–129,999 2.04%

$130,000–139,999 0.65%

$140,000–149,999 0.83%

$150,000 and more 3.43%

N= 1221
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models with each type of adverse experience, parental
support was negatively associated with financial pressure
(B=−0.162, P < .001) and psychological symptoms
(B=−0.081, P < 0.001). The models with cumulative
adverse experiences presented a similar pattern, with asso-
ciations between cumulative adverse experiences and high
financial pressure (B= 0.205, P < 0.01) as well as more
psychological symptoms (B= 0.159, P < 0.001). Parental
support was negatively associated with both financial
pressure (B=−0.164, P < 0.001) and psychological
symptoms (B=−0.083, P < 0.001) in the analysis.

Table 3 presents longitudinal results from the multi-
nomial logistic regressions that modeled the association
between type of adverse experience in late adolescence and
education and work trajectories in young adulthood. All
regressions controlled for the full set of covariates (i.e.,
gender, residence, the highest level of mother’s education,
family structure, and family income at age 18) and parental
support. Panel A shows that running away from home in
late adolescence is positively associated with disadvantages
in young adults’ education and work trajectories. In parti-
cular, the analysis indicated that running away from home
was strongly related to instability in education or employ-
ment (RRR= 21.899, P < 0.01). Panel B shows the results
with financial pressure and psychological symptoms as
mediators, the full set of covariates, and parental support.
Running away from home (RRR= 19.055, P < 0.01) was
positively associated with instability in education or
employment, although financial pressure (RRR= 1.555,
P < 0.001) was significantly associated with instability in
education or employment while psychological symptoms
was non-significant. Financial pressure was significantly
associated with disadvantages in young adult education and
work trajectories, including graduation with debt (RRR=

1.414, P < 0.01) and being unable to attend college with
stable work (RRR= 2.717, P < 0.01).

Table 4 presents longitudinal results from the multinomial
logistic regressions that modeled the association between
cumulative adverse experiences in late adolescence and edu-
cation and work trajectories in young adulthood. All regres-
sions controlled for the full set of covariates and parental
support. Panel A reports that a positive association was found
between cumulative adverse experiences in late adolescence
and young adults’ education and work disadvantages. Indi-
viduals with more adverse experiences were more likely to
graduate with debt (RRR= 1.597, P < 0.05) and have
instability in education or employment (RRR= 1.488,
P < 0.05). Panel B shows the results when financial pressure
and psychological symptoms were included as mediators. In
this analysis, the estimate of cumulative adverse experiences
became non-significant, with financial pressure significantly
associated with young adults’ education and work dis-
advantages and psychological symptoms non-significant in
the analyses. More specifically, financial pressure was sig-
nificantly associated with graduating with debt (RRR=
1.410, P < 0.01), being unable to attend college with stable
work (RRR= 2.657, P < 0.01), and instability in education or
employment (RRR= 1.542, P < 0.001).

The analysis included a series of control variables while
predicting the association between adverse experiences in
late adolescence and education and work disadvantages in
young adulthood. For all full models, a higher level of
maternal education level was negatively associated with
young adults’ education and work disadvantages, including
graduation with debt, unable to attend college with stable
work, and instability in education or employment. Family
structure instability was associated with instability in edu-
cation or employment in all full models.

Table 2 Longitudinal results of
adverse experiences predicting
financial pressure and
psychological symptoms

Financial pressure Psychological symptoms

Coefficient S.E. (95% CI) Coefficient S.E. (95% CI)

Type of adverse experiences

Domestic violence 0.062 0.101 (−0.137, 0.260) 0.129** 0.045 (0.040, 0.217)

Parental unemployment 0.378*** 0.106 (0.171, 0.585) 0.140** 0.047 (0.047, 0.233)

Parental death −0.063 0.273 (−0.599, 0.473) 0.078 0.117 (−0.152, 0.308)

Running away
from home

0.327 0.217 (−0.099, 0.752) 0.372*** 0.092 (0.192, 0.552)

Parental support −0.162*** 0.038 (−0.237, −0.086) −0.081*** 0.017 (−0.115, −0.047)

Cumulative adverse experiences

Cumulative adverse
experiences

0.205** 0.062 (0.083, 0.326) 0.159*** 0.027 (0.105, 0.213)

Parental support −0.164*** 0.038 (−0.239, −0.088) −0.083*** 0.017 (−0.117, −0.049)

All models control for gender, residence, highest level of mother’s education, family structure, and family
income as covariates

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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Sensitivity Analyses

This study included a series of sensitivity analyses to examine
selection bias. Results were compared using listwise deletion
instead of imputed data (i.e., the main analysis); the results of
this analysis were very similar to the results in the main
analysis. The analysis also applied inverse probability
weighting to address the selection bias of adverse experi-
ences; the analysis found that the association between adverse
experiences in late adolescence and disadvantages in young

adulthood continued to be significant. In the main analysis,
the study removed respondents who had adverse experiences
at both age 13 and age 18. The main analysis had 38
respondents (3%) who had adverse experiences at age 13 but
not at age 18. A separate analysis was conducted to examine
whether adverse experiences at age 13 only (i.e., not at age
18) were associated with young adults’ disadvantages, finding
that adverse experiences at age 13 only were not significantly
associated with young adults’ disadvantages in education and
work trajectories.

Table 3 Longitudinal results of
associations between type of
adverse experience in late
adolescence and education and
work trajectories in young
adulthood

Ref: Graduation without debt

Graduation with debt Unable to attend college
with stable work

Instability in education or
employment

RRR (95% CI) RRR (95% CI) RRR (95% CI)

A. No mechanism included

Domestic violence 1.743 (0.934, 3.253) 1.340 (0.157, 11.443) 1.124 (0.582, 2.172)

Parental
unemployment

1.333 (0.701, 2.535) No observation 0.960 (0.489, 1.885)

Parental death 0.576 (0.054, 6.143) No observation 1.840 (0.389, 8.702)

Running away
from home

7.887 (0.841, 73.965) No observation 21.899** (2.670, 179.582)

B. Mechanism included

Domestic violence 1.724 (0.915, 3.249) 1.339 (0.153, 11.700) 1.095 (0.560, 2.141)

Parental
unemployment

1.144 (0.593, 2.205) No observation 0.796 (0.401, 1.580)

Parental death 0.553 (0.051, 5.954) No observation 1.797 (0.378, 8.534)

Running away
from home

7.262 (0.761, 69.327) No observation 19.055** (2.279, 159.326)

Financial pressure 1.414** (1.162, 1.721) 2.717** (1.300, 5.682) 1.555*** (1.287, 1.879)

Psychological
symptoms

1.062 (0.693, 1.626) 0.833 (0.181, 3.827) 1.142 (0.763, 1.711)

All models control for gender, residence, highest level of mother’s education, family structure, family
income, and parental support as covariates

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Table 4 Longitudinal results of
associations between cumulative
adverse experiences in late
adolescence and education and
work trajectories in young
adulthood

Ref: Graduation without debt

Graduation with debt Unable to attend college
with stable work

Instability in education or
employment

RRR (95% CI) RRR (95% CI) RRR (95% CI)

A. No mechanism included

Cumulative adverse
experiences

1.597* (1.079, 2.364) 0.486 (0.066, 3.555) 1.488* (1.013, 2.186)

B. Mechanism included

Cumulative adverse
experiences

1.486 (0.993, 2.222) 0.420 (0.057, 3.070) 1.344 (0.906, 1.993)

Financial pressure 1.410** (1.160, 1.714) 2.657** (1.278, 5.526) 1.542*** (1.278, 1.861)

Psychological symptoms 1.069 (0.699, 1.637) 0.831 (0.180, 3.840) 1.185 (0.795, 1.766)

All models control for gender, residence, highest level of mother’s education, family structure, family
income, and parental support as covariates

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

592 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2023) 52:585–597



Discussion

Late adolescence and young adulthood are crucial periods
when individuals make decisions for the rest of their lives
and develop their capacities for lifelong well-being. During
this period, individuals still rely heavily on parental support
to provide basic needs and a supportive emotional envir-
onment. Adverse experiences may break up parental
resources, support, and relationships within the household,
and as such, may have negative effects on developmental
outcomes in later life. Drawing on theories and research
from human development and sociology (Linver et al.,
2002; Masarik & Conger, 2017), this study proposed an
integrated framework to examine the association between
adverse experiences in late adolescence and disadvantages
in education and work trajectories in young adulthood, and
whether the association can be explained by the mechan-
isms of parental support, financial pressure, and psycholo-
gical symptoms. Using longitudinal, population-based data
on Taiwanese youth, the study has three main findings.

Specific types of adverse experiences in late adolescence,
including domestic violence, parental unemployment, and
running away from home, as well as cumulative adverse
experiences, are positively associated with disrupted par-
ental support and, in turn, increased financial pressure or
psychological symptoms in young adulthood. This finding
aligns with previous studies showing that adverse experi-
ences disrupt parents’ ability to provide financial and
emotional support (Masarik & Conger, 2017; Scully et al.,
2020), as well as studies showing that domestic violence
and running away from home are risk factors for psycho-
logical symptoms (Meltzer et al., 2009; Tucker et al., 2011).
The study also finds a positive association between parental
unemployment in late adolescence and psychological
symptoms in later life, something that has been rarely
examined in previous research on adverse experiences. This
result confirms the family stress model in which unem-
ployment can create serious economic hardship at home that
limits available financial and economic resources, thus
increasing stress in the home and worsening parents’ mental
health (Masarik & Conger, 2017). Parents with mental
health issues or financial stress are more likely to have
difficulty caring for their children and providing emotional
support, which leads to more psychological symptoms
among household members.

Cumulative adverse experiences in late adolescence are
positively associated with disadvantaged education and
work trajectories, specifically graduation with debt and
instability in education or work, but this association is fully
explained by financial pressure. This finding supports the
notion that individuals with more adverse experiences in
late adolescence experience higher financial pressure, which
has a two-part effect. Financial pressure likely narrows

individuals’ educational and career choices (McKenzie
et al., 2004; Settersten, 2012), which may affect their ability
to secure an adequate standard of living and reasonable
socioeconomic status. Such financial pressure may also
increase the probability of having student loans for young
adults, which lowers the value of their college degree in
terms of their net worth and asset accumulation in later life
(Elliott & Lewis, 2015). The finding that financial pressure
also increases young adults’ chances of being unstable in
education or work status indicates that financial resources
are important to help young adults complete postsecondary
education, without which they may lack the essential skills
to find a permanent job and settle down.

The results indicate that a specific type of adverse
experience, i.e., running away from home, is related to
instability in education or work in young adulthood. This
finding is consistent with prior research that finds that
runaways have worse mental health issues and delinquency
behaviors (Tucker et al., 2011) and that an adverse
experience like running away from home lowers indivi-
duals’ likelihood of college success (Hinojosa et al., 2019;
Mitchell et al., 2021). Importantly, the results go further
than prior research by demonstrating that the associations
around running away from home and young adult dis-
advantage cannot be fully explained by parental support,
financial pressure, or psychological symptoms. There are a
few possible explanations. First, given that runaways are
more likely to be homeless (Tucker et al., 2011), running
away from home diverts attention from education and work
trajectories. Instead of developing productive and proactive
plans for education or employment (McKenzie et al., 2004)
during late adolescence, runaways must prioritize survival,
conserving their resources to secure food and find a safe
place to stay (Chen et al., 2015; Hobfoll et al., 2018). The
second explanation could be a measurement issue. Due to
the design of Taiwan Youth Project, the study includes
college affordability and a measure of financial pressure in
the analysis, but lacks a more comprehensive measures of
financial pressure in terms of the basic needs for food,
shelter, and emotional security that runaways face.

This study’s approach and its findings extend the pre-
vious work on adverse experiences and life trajectories.
Prior research has found that adverse experiences in child-
hood and adolescence lead to more psychological symp-
toms in young adulthood (Loxton et al., 2021; Watt et al.,
2020), such as anxiety, depression, and loneliness. This
study confirms those findings in the East Asian context, but
with stronger data. Previous studies have relied solely on
young adults who are college attendees or have used only
cross-sectional data (Kim, 2017; Loxton et al., 2021; Watt
et al., 2020). This study confirms the positive association
between adverse experiences and psychological symptoms
in young adulthood by examining both college and non-
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college attendees and tracing them from late adolescence to
young adulthood. This study also broadens the under-
standing of how adverse experiences affect later life beyond
college success or health, which have been almost the entire
focus of prior research (Park et al., 2021; Struck et al.,
2021). Prior research has demonstrated that individuals with
adverse experiences have poorer academic performance and
a lower probability of college retention and graduation
(Hinojosa et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2021). By examining
how adverse experiences relate to broader work and edu-
cational outcomes in young adulthood, this study provides a
more comprehensive understanding of how adverse
experiences are associated with the development of young
adults, including the role of a key explanatory mechanism
i.e., financial pressure. By examining East Asian youth, this
study also extends the current understanding of adverse
experiences to a global context.

The study adds greater specificity to the understanding of
outcomes in young adulthood by investigating both specific
types of adverse experiences and cumulative adverse
experiences. For example, the study finds that the experi-
ence of running away from home is associated with dis-
advantages in education and work trajectories in young
adulthood, and that experiences of parental unemployment
and cumulative adverse experiences are associated with
worse financial pressure and more psychological symptoms
in young adulthood. This approach and findings exceed
previous research that has taken only a cumulative approach
by summing adverse experiences (Hinojosa et al., 2019;
Watt et al., 2020). For example, like other studies on
adverse experiences, Loxton et al. (2021) indicate indivi-
duals with higher scores on cumulative adverse experience
measures have more physical and mental health problems in
later life. The approach and findings also exceed other
studies that have investigated only limited subcategories of
adverse experiences, such as Huber-Krum et al. (2022),
which used cross-sectional data from children aged 13–24
to explore how various types of early-life adverse events
lead to the gender difference in contraceptive use, and
Tucker et al. (2011), which indicated runaways have more
substance use behaviors and mental health issues. By ana-
lyzing both specific adverse experiences and cumulative
adverse experiences, this study expands the current under-
standing of adverse experiences and extends it into the
development of late adolescents and young adults.

A few limitations of this study must be discussed. The
adverse experience questions in the Taiwan Youth Project
are not comprehensive. The Taiwan Youth Project does not
include questions about sexual and psychosocial abuse or
neglect. Future studies with a comprehensive set of adverse
experiences, including sexual abuse, psychosocial abuse,
physical abuse, neglect, and economic hardship are neces-
sary to better understand how adverse experiences affect

young adults’ development and their transition to adult-
hood. At a broader level, the Taiwan Youth Project does not
address concerns faced by unique subpopulations, such as
immigrants, racial and ethnic minorities, and individuals
who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer. Given
that these subpopulations are more likely to be victims that
have adverse experiences (Crouch et al., 2019; McGeough
& Sterzing, 2018), the estimates of the impact of adverse
experiences are likely underestimated. Further studies are
also needed to understand the problems faced by unique
subpopulations. Although the Taiwan Youth Project is a
population-based, longitudinal survey of Taiwanese youth,
it collected information only from Northern Taiwan. As
such, the results of the Taiwan Youth Project may gen-
eralize only to Northern Taiwan, not to all Taiwanese youth.
Future studies that include data from diverse regions and a
national population-based youth sample would eliminate
this limitation.

The findings of this study point to implications for
research in young adulthood. Findings from this study
indicates that more research on mediators/pathways
between adverse experiences and young adults’ develop-
ment is needed. This study highlights financial pressure as a
key mediator rather than psychological symptoms. Previous
studies have indicated adverse experiences disrupt indivi-
dual development through increasing psychological symp-
toms (Higgen et al. 2021), but this study identifies financial
pressure as a salient mediator in the East Asian context.
Studies on South Korean and Chinese young adults have
indicated financial support as parental responsibility in East
Asian societies. For example, Nelson et al. (2013) present
that most Chinese children and parents consider financial
independence as the criteria for adulthood, and young adult
children are yet considered as full adults, hence needing
financial support from parents for smooth transitions from
children to adulthood. Influenced by Confucianism, Hwang
and Kim (2016) show filial responsibility as an explanation
for how South Korean young adults compensate for parental
financial support, and You and Nesteruk (2022) also point
to similar results from South Korean American mothers for
supporting their young adult children financially. Since East
Asian young adults consider parental financial support as
parental responsibility (Hwang & Kim, 2016), adverse
experiences disrupt the process of fulfilling responsibility
for parents. While this study highlights that financial pres-
sure jeopardizes East Asian young adults’ successful tran-
sition to adulthood, it will be critical to explore how family
adversity disrupts parental financial support and affects
young adults across Asian and other countries. This study
also indicates that specific types of adverse experiences (i.e.,
parental unemployment, domestic violence, and running
away from home) are associated with different develop-
mental challenges in young adulthood. More research is
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needed to explore unique or multiple pathways in the
relationship between each adverse experience and devel-
opmental disadvantages in young adulthood. In terms of
policy implications, family-based prevention programs for
adverse experiences are a promising approach (Masarik &
Conger, 2017; Murphey & Bartlett, 2019), as well as more
specific programs and policies that aim to disrupt the dis-
advantaged trajectory that can unfold from prior adverse
experiences. For example, adding college and work infor-
mation and advising support for young adults experiencing
economic hardship.

Conclusion

A clear picture of how adverse experiences in late adoles-
cence may create disadvantages in young adulthood is
necessary to justify social spending on policies and pro-
grams that support young adults in their transition to
adulthood, and to inform how programs are targeted. This
study has extended prior research by proposing an inte-
grated framework from human development and sociology
and focusing on specific types of adverse experiences and
cumulative adverse experiences and their association with
disadvantages in young adulthood. Results of the present
study suggest running away from home is related to
instability in education or work in young adulthood.
Cumulative adverse experiences are associated with dis-
advantaged education and work trajectories, but this asso-
ciation is fully explained by financial pressure. As a
longitudinal analysis that extends from childhood into late
adolescence and young adulthood, and that includes dis-
advantages in education and work trajectories, the present
results provide useful information for policymakers,
administrators, and social service providers on the early
detection of adverse experiences or the risk of adverse
experiences, as well as direction for long-term economic
and social support efforts that limit the negative career and
developmental outcomes of those experiences. The results
of this study can inform policies, services, and programs
that support youth as they transition to adulthood, with the
aim of ultimately empowering young adults with the resi-
lience, skills, and capacities they need during their these
most critical years of transition.
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