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Introduction: Studies about adult adoptees are normally focused on the
di�erences in adjustment di�culties between them and non-adoptees. However,
there has been less research about adoptees’ positive and developmental
adjustment in adulthood. The aim of this study is to test a model of the mediating
role of adoptees’ achievement of adulthood tasks in the relationship between
current age and psychological wellbeing.

Materials and methods: The sample consisted of 117 adults who were adopted
as children by Spanish families. Their current mean age is 28.3 years. Participants
underwent an interview and completed Ry�’s Psychological WellBeing Scales.

Results: Findings show that current age is directly and negatively related
to psychological wellbeing [c′ = −0.039, 95% CI (−0.078, −0.001)], and the
relationship between these variables is mediated by adoptees’ achievement of
adulthood tasks [indirect e�ect = 0.035, 95% CI (.014, 0.059)].

Discussion: The findings support traditional theories about transitioning to
adulthood, and adds relevant information about this transition in adoptees.
Moreover, this work indicates a new way of assessing adoption success, based
on long-term measures and normative variables. Services providers should
account for the importance of supporting young people on their life transitions
and promoting their wellbeing, especially among those who started from
disadvantaged contexts.
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1. Introduction

Adoption is a measure to provide a permanent and nurturing family to children whose
family of origin is not able to offer them a secure context (Brodzinsky and Smith, 2019).
Previous studies show the potential benefits of adoption in comparison to other child-
protection measures such as foster care (Teyhan et al., 2018; DeLuca et al., 2019; Cáceres
et al., 2021). Most of the studies about adoption have been carried out with children and
adolescents, and mostly using parent-reported data. However, during the last decades there
has been a growing interest in the study of long-term outcomes in adulthood. In this paper,
we address the transition to adulthood in a group of Spanish adoptees in relation to their
psychological wellbeing. As the life course perspective emphasizes, no stage of life can be
understood in isolation from others, but that development is lifelong (Johnson et al., 2011).

The timing of transitions and their implications have long been a central concern for
life-course analysts. Every life transition implies the need for adjustment to changes and the
new roles related to them. Among life transitions, the transition to adulthood is particularly
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relevant for its challenges and singularity (Schulenberg and Schoon,
2012), especially for adoptees because they have some additional
tasks to accomplish (Brodzinsky et al., 2014): new exploration
of the meaning and implications of adoption, search for origins,
or facing parenthood lacking information about the own genetic
history. During emerging adulthood, adoptees continue to perform
important psychological work related to the gathering of adoption-
related information (Wrobel and Grotevant, 2019). As these
authors highlight, in contrast to adolescence, in this life stage
they can manage information about their adoption, or negotiate
relationships within the adoptive kinship network, independently
of their parents. Therefore, this transition to adulthood can have
an additional personal impact for the adopted individuals because
early adversity is associated to changes in their brain structure
(Mackes et al., 2020), and it also might lead to a higher sensitivity to
stress later on, when adoptees have to face adult life (McCrory et al.,
2017).

Considering the changes and new responsibilities in people’s
lives, young adulthood may be a period of instability. A successful
adulthood may be reached in several ways in terms of tasks,
difficulties, and influences. Previous works state that there are
certain life goals to achieve that are important to adult success
(Layard et al., 2014; Mayseless and Keren, 2014). However, it
is important to consider the large amount of variables such as
historical changes that took place in the last decades, such as
the decrease of the importance of marriage, the feminism role in
our society, or changes in the labor market due to technology
development (Estes and Sirgy, 2019).

In relation to the new roles, authors like Havighurst (1972) have
defined the transition to adulthood in terms of tasks that people
should accomplish in that life stage. These tasks (or “markers”)
can include: finishing education, getting a job, assuming civic
responsibilities, or other goals associated with relationships and
family, like finding a stable social group, choosing a romantic
partner, becoming a parent, being responsible for a home, etc.
(Havighurst, 1972; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012; Schulenberg and
Schoon, 2012). Common points among before mentioned authors
are: getting a job, having a partner, becoming a parent, being
responsible for a (own) home, and having a stable social group.
However, the construct of adulthood tasks suffered an attempt
of deconstruction during the last decade so that, currently, the
achievement of some of these tasks is not considered necessary to
succeed in the transition to adulthood (Schulenberg and Schoon,
2012).

The above-mentioned attempt of deconstruction should be
considered from the viewpoint of social and historical changes,
such as the reconceptualization of marriage or the labor market
(Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012; Estes and Sirgy, 2019), and the
current new demands and instability in young adulthood (Bonnie
et al., 2015). However, the process of going through and achieving
the previously mentioned goals has been linked to higher wellbeing
(Ryff, 2014). Overall, the performance of these tasks should be taken
into account with regard to adjustment and wellbeing.

According to Ryff (2014), people enjoy psychological wellbeing
when they achieve balanced development and satisfaction in the
following six life domains: purpose in life, autonomy, personal
growth, environmental mastery, positive relations with others,

and self-acceptance. However, multiple variables influence the
development of wellbeing, and different authors have created
models to illustrate this influence (Campion and Nurse, 2007;
Thompson and Marks, 2008; Layard et al., 2014).

Campion and Nurse (2007) developed a dynamic model
of wellbeing, which reflects the influences of personal, social
and environmental risk factors (e.g., poor health, addictions or
unemployment) for wellbeing, and the need to increase protective
factors (i.e., relationships, physical activity, and confidence).
Thompson andMarks (2008) developed anothermodel that reflects
dynamic and bidirectional influences between wellbeing, external
conditions and personal resources, which both play an important
role in wellbeing. Layard et al. (2014), using measures of life
satisfaction as an indicator of wellbeing, developed a model
including variables from the preceding stages, that is, childhood
and adolescence. According to these authors, a useful model must
combine variables from adult outcomes (economic, social, and
personal) and influences of past characteristics. They estimated
such influences both through past and present variables. However,
childhood characteristics seem to have limited predictive power for
adult life satisfaction/wellbeing. Supporting this model, it has been
demonstrated that behavioral and emotional difficulties during
adolescence have a direct negative effect on wellbeing in adult
adoptees (Sánchez-Sandoval et al., 2020). These authors also found
that child behavioral and emotional difficulties are directly related
to the same types of difficulties in adolescence, but the relationship
between childhood difficulties and adult wellbeing is only indirect
through the presence of those difficulties in adolescence.

Previous studies about adopted children and adolescents
revealed that they scored slightly lower than non-adoptees in
positive variables of wellbeing (Moreno et al., 2016; Paniagua
et al., 2020). Other works also showed that adoptees scored higher
in self-esteem and life satisfaction than adolescents living under
other protection measures such as residential care or foster care
(Sánchez-Sandoval, 2015; Moreno et al., 2016).

Concerning adoptees’ wellbeing, numerous pre-adoptive
factors have been related to children’s lower wellbeing, such as
institutionalization prior to adoption, abuse, or neglect; but the
most studied one is age at adoption (Vandivere and McKlindon,
2010). As well as these pre-adoptive aspects, post-adoption issues
may affect children’s wellbeing. Findings suggest that adoption
enhances children’s development and wellbeing because their
adoptive home environments are more stable than those of
children who remain in foster care (Zill and Bramlett, 2014).

Despite the importance of analyzing adjustment related to
positive variables and wellbeing during adulthood, less research
on adoption has been carried out with adult adoptees. According
to the results of the systematic review performed by Melero and
Sánchez-Sandoval (2017), most of the research on adult adoptees
is based on a perspective of difficulties, and there are only a few
works that analyze positive variables. It is important to clarify
that most of the previous studies, not only in adulthood but also
during the whole lifespan, find more difficulties among the group
of adoptees if they are compared to non-adoptees (Askeland et al.,
2017; Melero and Sánchez-Sandoval, 2017; Corral et al., 2021).
Oke et al. (2015) included both positive and symptomatological
variables, concluding that some adult adoptees had poor wellbeing.
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An important variable to take into account as an influence for
psychological wellbeing is age. Previous findings are inconclusive
when considering a positive or negative relationship between
these two variables. On the one hand, research has shown that
psychological wellbeing tends to be higher in young and midlife
adults than in older ones (Ryff and Keyes, 1995; Keresteš et al.,
2012). Young adults tend to see themselves as improving over time,
while older adults perceive their decline (Ryff, 2014). On the other
hand, other studies found a positive relationship between age and
psychological wellbeing (Archer et al., 2015). Lastly, another work
revealed no correlation between age and psychological wellbeing
in a specific sample of adult adoptees (Wall, 2011). However, it is
important to consider that cultural context may imply differences
in age-related outcomes (Karasawa et al., 2011).

The third decade of life seems to be the most decisive
concerning wellbeing and life transitions (Salmela-Aro et al.,
2012), although the achievement of the tasks implied in transition
to adulthood varies depending on people and their resources
(Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012). In line with this, Salmela-Aro
et al. (2012) identified different role patterns in young adulthood
that are related to wellbeing: on-time and postponed. Individual
differences in the achievement of tasks are greater around the mid-
20s and after the mid-30s (Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012). These
authors indicated that people who had achieved multiple tasks by
the age of 25 had greater wellbeing. Hence, a failure to achieve tasks
by a certain age may lead to lower rates of wellbeing (Salmela-Aro
et al., 2012).

According to Ryff (2014) summary of researches, several
variables influence psychological wellbeing outcomes during
adulthood. Some of them are related to the markers or tasks of
transition to adulthood. Marriage has a positive influence on some
dimensions of wellbeing (Nikolaev, 2018), and marital satisfaction
is a positive predictor of some of the dimensions of psychological
wellbeing. Thomas et al. (2017) state that there are different possible
results when researching the effect of marriage over wellbeing
considering gender. Additionally, a study with adult adoptees
indicate no significant relationship between marital status and
psychological wellbeing (Wall, 2011).

Concerning issues of economy and employment, employed
people report higher wellbeing than unemployed people (Nikolaev,
2018; D’Agostino et al., 2019). However, the relationship between
employment and wellbeing seems to be more important in mid
adulthood than in early or later adulthood (Lansford, 2018). A
higher level of income may lead to greater wellbeing. As the
basic needs are met, and people have access to resources like
better education, health, or other services, their perceptions of
wellbeing increase. However, this is not a universal effect, as
it is less significant at very high levels of income. Many other
factors may also influence the relationship between income and
wellbeing, such as job satisfaction (Viñas-Bardolet et al., 2020). A
positive relationship between income and psychological wellbeing
was also found in adult adoptive populations (Wall, 2011), and
also unemployment have been related to higher vulnerability in this
population (Golm et al., 2020).

Prior studies indicate that the association between parenting
and wellbeing seems to depend on the analysis performed and
the comparison group (Lansford, 2018). Current positive parenting

experiences are directly related to positive wellbeing (Shin An and
Cooney, 2006). Regarding relations with parents, García-Mendoza
et al. (2017) found no differences in wellbeing between young adults
who lived with their parents and those who did not, but the study of
D’Agostino et al. (2019) reported that living with parents decreased
life satisfaction. In line with this, life satisfaction seems to decrease
after age 35 for those still living with their parents (Nikolaev, 2015).
Family dynamics as a whole are a significant predictor of overall
psychological wellbeing in adult adoptees (Wall, 2011).

Regarding education, results about wellbeing are inconclusive.
Some earlier research showed a positive relationship between
education and wellbeing (Keresteš et al., 2012; Nikolaev, 2018).
However, other works indicated a neutral or negative relationship
between education and wellbeing. A higher educationmay improve
the availability of job options, the management of resources, health,
social networks, attractiveness in relationships, and parenting
quality. However, a higher education may also imply negative
consequences, like more responsibility at work, longer working
hours, more stress, and higher expectations that may lead to
less satisfaction (Nikolaev, 2018). A positive relationship between
educational level and wellbeing has also been found in adult
adoptees (Wall, 2011).

Other variables also appear to be related to wellbeing in
adulthood. Gender differences seem to be more important in other
life stages, like adolescence or late adulthood. However, some
authors found that women scored higher than men in wellbeing
(Ryff, 2014), or some dimensions such as positive relations and
personal growth (Karasawa et al., 2011; Matud et al., 2019). In
contrast, other studies reported that men scored higher than
women in almost all the subscales of psychological wellbeing (Shin
An and Cooney, 2006), or in some of them, such as autonomy and
self-acceptance (Karasawa et al., 2011). However, prior research
found no gender differences in wellbeing when gender interacts
with age, with both men and women showing similar scores as
they grow older (Karasawa et al., 2011). Social support is also
related to wellbeing, as a significant and positive predictor of all
the dimensions of psychological wellbeing. Its influence is similar
in males and females (Keresteš et al., 2012).

Most of the presented research provides information about
the relationship of some variables with wellbeing outcomes during
adulthood. Some of them are markers or tasks of transition
to adulthood. However, there are little works with a wide and
comprehensive approach, incorporating age and most of these
tasks at the same time. The current study analyzes the relationship
between age and the achievement of the main tasks related to
transition to adulthood and psychological wellbeing during early
adulthood, in a group of adult adoptees.

The main aim of this study is to test a theoretical
structural model, proposing a direct effect of current age and
a mediating effect of the accomplishment of adulthood tasks
on the psychological wellbeing of adult adoptees (see Figure 1).
This model draws on the classical theories of development (e.g.,
Havighurst, 1972) and other studies (Salmela-Aro et al., 2012;
Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012) although they did not refer
specifically to adopted samples. According to the model, current
age has a direct effect on psychological wellbeing. Additionally, the
achievement of adulthood tasks would play a mediating role in the
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FIGURE 1

Hypothesized model.

association between current age and psychological wellbeing. In
relation to these overall aims, we tested the following hypotheses:
(1) There is a connection between current age and the level of
psychological wellbeing. (2) That relationship would be influenced
by the accomplishment of certain adulthood tasks, like getting a job
or becoming a parent.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

One hundred seventeen adult Spanish adoptees (around 50%
males) took part in this study. All participants had been adopted
domestically from care, they were not international adoptions. The
sample is part of a longitudinal study with adoptive families. There
were three assessments: Wave 1 (W1) in 1995 (n = 394), Wave
2 (W2) in 2001 (n = 273), and Wave 3 in 2016–2018 (n = 117).
The current study belongs to the third wave. At W1, there was an
attempt of contacting the whole amount of families that adopted
a child in the geographical area between 1987 and 1993, years
between the legal regulations of adoption and the beginning of the
project. The other two waves had the same sampling strategy.

Participants’ age at W3 ranged from 23 to 44 years (M =

28.36, SD = 4.56). Their mean age at adoption was 1.92 years
(SD = 3.14), and most of them were adopted before 1 year of age
(56%). As shown in Table 1, 62% of the sample had completed
some kind of high school education, and 35% of them were still
studying. Additionally, 54% of the participants were working, 47%
already had their own homes, 31% had children, and 67% had a
stable romantic relationship [considered when one of the following
criteria are met: being involved in their relationships for more than
12 months (93%) and/or were married or cohabitating (62%)].

2.2. Instruments

2.2.1. Adoption and life trajectories interview
Wedesigned a semi-structured interview to collect participants’

data on diverse life domains: academic achievement, career path,
health (physical and mental), family situation, adoption trajectory,
stressful life situations, social support, and personal resources. This
interview included closed questions about the accomplishment of
the adulthood tasks, like having a partner (e.g., Are you involved

in a stable romantic relationship?) to which participants had to
answer “Yes” or “No.” The score of “adulthood tasks” ranges

TABLE 1 Sample characteristics.

Characteristics (n = 117) n %

Individual

Gender Male 59 50

Female 58 50

Age (in years) 23–29 87 74

≥30 30 26

Disability 12 10

Educational level Primary school 13 11

High school 73 62

College 31 26

Currently studying 41 35

Tasks and adjustment

Romantic relationship 79 67

Children 36 31

Job 63 54

Own home 55 47

Stable support 103 88

There were no missing data in this sample.

from 0 to 5 and is made up of the sum of the affirmative
answers in task accomplishment: having a partner, having children,
living independently from the parents’ home, having a good
source of support and having a job. This kind of score has been
used previously referring to developmental tasks in adulthood
(Schulenberg et al., 2004; Piotrowski et al., 2020). These authors
proposed an additive model consisting of the mean score of
success in the developmental tasks. Success in as many as tasks
as possible is considered the sole predictor of wellbeing. Summing
the scores of yes/no questions has also been used with other
psychological constructs, like cumulative risk (Bry et al., 1982) or
adverse childhood experiences (McCrory et al., 2015; Deschênes
et al., 2018).

2.2.2. Psychological WellBeing Scales (Ry� and
Keyes, 1995)

We used the Spanish short version (Díaz et al., 2006). It has 29
items rated from 1 (Completely disagree) to 6 (Completely agree).
This scale includes a global mean score and the mean scores
for the six subscales of the components of wellbeing: Purpose in
life, Autonomy, Personal growth, Environmental mastery, Positive
relations with others, and Self-acceptance. In this study, we only
used the global mean score because of our focus on general
wellbeing. The scale had excellent reliability (α = 0.91).

2.3. Procedure

First, we contacted families from the previous waves.
We then scheduled appointments for the interview and the
completion of the protocols. Interviews took place in the
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participants’ homes or other places they considered comfortable,
and lasted between one and two hours. Before the interview, all
participants read and signed an informed consent. In addition,
the Bioethics Committee of the University of Cádiz approved
the project.

Due to the longitudinal design of this project, it is important
to examine attrition across waves. In this case, we assessed
the attrition between the first two waves and the third one
finding that it was not systematic regarding some variables
collected in earlier assessments (W1 and W2). First, we focused
on the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample: gender
proportions, age at adoption, simple or multiple adoption (adopted
alone vs. adopted with siblings), ethnicity, disability, initial
harshness (adverse childhood experiences prior adoption),
educational level of the family, institutionalization, birth
parents’ substance use, maltreatment before adoption, family
structure, family profession, mental disease or deficiency
in biological parents, relation with the adoptee prior to
adoption, and satisfaction with adoption at W1. None of
them was significant.

We also compared participants and non-participants at
Wave 3 according to measures of psychological adjustment
from either Wave 1 or Wave 2. First, we used the Rutter
Revised Parent Scale (W1 and W2), which assesses child
emotional and behavioral problems. Most of the comparisons
did not show significant differences between participants
and non-participants at Wave 3, except for hyperactivity
from Wave 1 [t(271) = 2.528, p < 0.05; higher mean score
for participants].

In addition, we compared participants using measures of self-
esteem and life satisfaction fromWave 2. No significant differences
were found. More information about these measures can be
consulted in (Sánchez-Sandoval and Palacios, 2012; Sánchez-
Sandoval, 2015).

2.4. Data analysis

Data analysis was carried out using the Statistical Program
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). First, descriptive and correlation
analyses were performed. Then, a model of the direct and
indirect effects of current age as a continuum on psychological
wellbeing was tested (see Figure 1). We examined whether the
accomplishment of adulthood tasks (M) mediated the relationship
between current age (X) and wellbeing (Y).

Before the mediation analysis, the data were checked for
distribution normality with the skewness and kurtosis values. The
skewness and kurtosis scores were −0.76 and 0.26 for wellbeing,
−0.06 and−0.83 for adulthood tasks, and 1.35 and 1.68 for current
age, respectively. These values are adequate for performing the
analysis (skewness < 2, kurtosis < 7). The mediation effect of
current age was tested with PROCESS for SPSS developed by Hayes
(2017). A bootstrapping procedure was used to test the significance
of the indirect effect. We also used a 95% confidence interval
(CI) to test the mediator effect. If the interval does not include
zero, the mediation effect is significant. Finally, the Sobel test was
also calculated.

TABLE 2 Di�erences in wellbeing concerning the achievement of every

developmental task.

Developmental
task

Achieved Non
achieved

t d

Job 4.85 4.42 −2.82∗∗ 0.522

Stable relationship 4.78 4.40 −2.28∗ 0.450

Parenthood 4.48 4.73 1.27 0.290

Living
independently

4.61 4.70 0.56 0.104

Stable social network 4.82 3.40 −6.84∗∗∗ 1.948

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary descriptive analyses

First, we compared wellbeing mean score with the theoretical
mean of the scale (values range from 1 to 6, so 3.5 is the value).
Findings show that adoptees on the sample score significantly
higher than the theoretical mean, so their wellbeing is higher than
the mean [t(116) = 14.561, p < 0.01]. After that, we compared
the means of every variable included in the model by gender.
There were no significant differences between males and females
in the number of accomplished adulthood tasks [t(115) = −1.564,
p > 0.05]; current age [t(115) = 0.235, p > 0.05]; or psychological
wellbeing [t(115) = −1.763, p > 0.05]. Then, comparisons were
made between people who achieved every developmental task and
those who did not. Findings show that people who have a job, a
stable relationship and a stable social network have higher levels of
psychological wellbeing than those who do not, with moderate to
high effect sizes (see Table 2).

Dividing the sample into two groups, and comparing them
both in the studied variables revealed no significant differences
in psychological wellbeing between participants under or over
30 (t = 1.222, p > 0.05, d = 0.259). However, the variables
related to developmental tasks (see Table 3) have significantly
higher values among older participants (total tasks; t = −5.001,
p > 0.05, d = 1.059). In addition, the mean ages of participants
who achieved and not achieved developmental tasks were checked,
finding significant differences between them. See Table 4 for more
detailed results.

Table 5 displays the means, standard deviations, and
correlations between the variables in the study’s estimated
model. We found positive significant correlations between
psychological wellbeing and the accomplishment of adulthood
tasks. The achievement of adulthood tasks also correlated positively
with current age. No significant correlation was observed between
current age and psychological wellbeing (r =−0.021, p > 0.05).

3.2. Model testing

Results of a simple mediation analysis indicated that current
age is indirectly related to psychological wellbeing through its
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TABLE 3 Results in an age-divided sample.

Age Chi-square Phi

<30 ≥30

Job

Yes 42 21 4.23∗ 0.19∗

No 45 9

Stable relationship

Yes 53 26 6.74∗ 0.24∗∗

No 34 4

Parenthood

Yes 15 21 29.14∗∗ 0.49∗∗

No 72 9

Living independently

Yes 40 22 6.70∗ 0.23∗

No 47 8

Stable social network

Yes 77 26 0.07 0.02

No 10 4

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 Mean ages of achievers and non-achievers of developmental

tasks.

Yes No t d

Job 29.49 27.04 3.07∗∗ 0.55

Stable relationship 29.15 26.71 3.27∗∗ 0.55

Parenthood 32.25 26.63 5.77∗∗ 1.49

Living independently 29.89 26.64 4.18∗∗ 0.75

Stable social network 28.37 28.39 0.06 0.01

∗∗p < 0.01.

TABLE 5 Correlations and mean scores.

Wellbeing Adulthood
tasks

Current age

Wellbeing

Adulthood tasks 0.239∗∗

Current age −0.021 0.536∗∗

Mean 4.67 2.91 28.34

SD 0.84 1.30 4.79

∗∗p < 0.01.

relationship with the achievement of adulthood tasks. Figure 2
and Table 6 show the results of the mediation analysis, including
information about the coefficients (Coeff.). Considering the Sobel
test (Z = 3.016, p = 0.002), the model showed a significant
mediator effect. Current age had a direct positive effect on the
participant’s achievement of adulthood tasks (a) [Coeff. = 0.153;
95% CI (0.108, 0.197), p < 0.001]. In addition, the effect of

FIGURE 2

Simple mediation using the mediating e�ect of adulthood tasks on
the relationship between age and wellbeing.

age on the prediction of wellbeing was significant [c′; Coeff. =
−0.039; 95% CI (−0.078, −0.001), p < 0.05]. The achievement of
adulthood tasks significantly predicted psychological wellbeing [b;
Coeff. = 0.231; 95% CI (0.093, 0.369), p < 0.01]. The mediation
analysis revealed that the total and direct effects of current
age on the level of psychological wellbeing were, respectively,
−0.004, and −0.039. A 95% bias-corrected confidence interval
based on 10000 bootstrap samples indicated that the indirect
effect of current age on wellbeing through the accomplishment of
adulthood tasks (ab = 0.035) was amply above zero (0.014, 0.059).
Moreover, Table 6 shows some effect size measures for the model
(standardized indirect effects and coefficients, R2, K2, proportion
of indirect effect on the direct effect).

As shown in Figure 2 and Table 6, the presented indexes
(ab and c′) have opposite signs, making this mediation inconsistent
(Warner, 2013). According to this author, this fact does not imply
an absence of mediation, but a suppressor effect of the indirect
effect on the direct effect. In this particular case, one might refer
to competitive mediation, as stated by Zhao et al. (2010), because
the direct effect points in the opposite direction than the indirect
effect. The main consequence of this kind of mediation is that the
total effect is close to zero and, consequently, non-significant.

Current age negatively predicted psychological wellbeing, but
when including the achievement of adulthood tasks in the model,
this total effect may change due to the positive indirect effect of
the achievement of adulthood tasks. In other words, in our data,
there is no direct relationship between getting older and a decrease
on psychological wellbeing. The increase of age is only related to a
lower psychological wellbeing in case of lack of mastery on certain
adulthood developmental tasks.

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to test a model of the relationship
between current age and psychological wellbeing, and the possible
mediator effect of the achievement of adulthood tasks in this
relationship. Results show a significant direct connection between
current age and the level of psychological wellbeing. In addition, the
indirect effect of the achieved tasks was significant in the association
between these two variables, showing that task achievement plays
an important mediator role. We also examined gender differences
in the target variables. Findings showed no significant differences
between males and females of this sample in wellbeing, current age,
or the number of accomplished adulthood tasks.
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TABLE 6 Mediational model coe�cients.

Predictors Consequent

Adulthood tasks Wellbeing

Coe�cient SE p-value Coe�cient SE p-value

Age a= 0.153 0.022 <0.001 c′ =−0.039 0.019 <0.05

Adulthood tasks – – – b= 0.231 0.069 <0.01

Constant −1.411 0.646 <0.05 5.096 0.493 <0.001

R2
= 0.286 R2

= 0.088

F(1, 115) = 46.268, p < 0.001 F(2, 114) = 5.544, p < 0.01

Effect size measures Partially standardized indirect effects of age 0.041

Completely standardized indirect effects of age 0.188

Standardized coefficients a= 0.535, b= 0.351, c′ =−0.209, c=−0.021

Ratio of the indirect effect of the direct effect 0.896

K2 (ab over maximum ab) 0.593

ab= indirect effect.

Previous studies showed higher levels of wellbeing in young and
midlife adults in comparison to older ages (Ryff and Keyes, 1995;
Keresteš et al., 2012). Considering, sample’s age it is difficult to see
those data reflected. However, as shown previously they have good
levels of wellbeing compared to the theoretical mean, so that does
not contradict prior findings. Nevertheless, the age between 20 and
30 years is critical for the attainment of adulthood tasks, which are
also related to wellbeing (Salmela-Aro et al., 2012). It is important
to take individual differences into account in this path (Schulenberg
and Schoon, 2012). Considering that the age of the sample of this
study ranged from 23 to 44 years, with a mean around 28, it could
be concluded that most of the participants are undergoing this
critical period. This might be one of the reasons why age played
an important role in this study. That age period (from 20 to 30) is
also characterized by the presence of more distress and instability
because of the need to adjust to new roles (Bonnie et al., 2015), and
the implications from early life experiences for adoptees (McCrory
et al., 2017; Mackes et al., 2020).

Prior studies also found a relationship between the achievement
of adulthood tasks and psychological wellbeing (Shin An and
Cooney, 2006; Ryff, 2014; Nikolaev, 2015, 2018; Lansford, 2018),
and some highlight the importance of age in that association
(Salmela-Aro et al., 2012; Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012). These
latter studies revealed that young adulthood is a critical moment
for the development or achievement of certain tasks, which will also
influence psychological wellbeing.

On another hand, there has been a recent attempt to
deconstruct the concept of adulthood tasks and their achievement.
According to Schulenberg and Schoon (2012), the attainment of
certain goals is considered unnecessary for a successful transition to
adulthood. In this sense, pathways for the mentioned transition can
be quite heterogeneous, and there is a large range of variability in
the configuration of the tasks. There could be several explanations
for this. One of them is the presence of historical, social, and
cultural influences. From the historical point of view, many
things have changed in the last decades, like the importance
of marriage, women’s role in society, or employment skills

(Schulenberg and Schoon, 2012; Estes and Sirgy, 2019). Another
important factor is the 21st century sociocultural perspective of
young adulthood, which considers this life stage a critical period
in development, more demanding in terms of information and
economical resources, less predictable, a possible magnifier of
inequality, unhealthy, and in need of support (Bonnie et al., 2015).

Finally, Salmela-Aro et al. (2012) revealed different profiles
regarding adulthood tasks: slow starters, highly educated with
family, highly educated without family, and traditional work and
family. These authors conclude that people with greater wellbeing
are those who completed high education and who have their
own families. On the contrary, those who still have to achieve
tasks related to career or family (slow starters, or highly educated
without family) have lower levels of wellbeing. These results,
together with those the present study, support the idea of classical
theories about adulthood task accomplishment and its relationship
to psychological wellbeing, despite the attempts of deconstruction.

This research was conducted with a group of adult adoptees.
Adoptees’ adjustment in adulthood has been traditionallymeasured
through the presence of problems, but few works have considered
a perspective of wellbeing (Melero and Sánchez-Sandoval, 2017).
In addition, wellbeing in adoptees is normally predicted by taking
into account child and adolescent difficulties, so, in this study, we
wanted to use variables that are typically assessed in adulthood as
another way of considering a successful adoption. In this particular
case, we tried to assess not only the success of the adoption
process, but also the long-term success of the adoption per se,
referring to the achievement of a successful development during
the lifespan. As adoption is a measure to protect children and
provide them a secure context to improve their outcomes, one
might think that a successful development is also an attainment on
the adoption process.

In line with the aforementioned ideas, it is noteworthy that
the adoptees in this research generally show fairly high scores
in wellbeing. It means that respondents in this study on average
agreed to all positive items, which also implies that their score
is significantly higher than the theoretical mean. A possible
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explanation of this result concerns the change of their childhood
social status when they were adopted. In these adoptees’ particular
case, they experienced a change in terms of opportunities when
suitable families adopted them. Consequently, the assimilation
of values and norms in these people might proceed from their
adoptive families. It is also likely that social support and positive
family dynamics in the adoptive families had a positive influence on
adoptees’ wellbeing. This work provides evidence that support ideas
of the life-course academics; to explain these people’s wellbeing
in adulthood is necessary to look back and consider important
life events from their childhood, such as adoption and prior
experiences. At the same time, this study also confirms the
permeability of human development considering the influence of
positive experiences through the lifespan, like the accomplishment
of some of the adulthood tasks.

4.1. Limitations

The present study has some limitations that should be reflected.
It would be more appropriate to test the model presented
in this work in a control group of non-adopted people with
similar characteristics. This comparison would provide a more
complete view of the situation. In addition, the omission of
adoption-specific tasks in the model is a possible limitation to
consider. Another drawback to take into account is the sample
size. The longitudinal design of the study presented herein
makes it difficult to achieve a larger sample. However, the
current sample in W3 is representative of the sample of W1,
considering the results of the attrition analyses. In addition, it is
important to consider that previous research with adoptees also
used relatively small samples (Oke et al., 2015; Balenzano et al.,
2018).

4.2. Implications for future research

The study provides a new research approach to adoption from a
different perspective: the long-term success of adoption as assessed
by variables used in general population during adulthood. This
will allow us to focus on the development process rather than
on the difficulties per se. This new approach could also help to
depathologize the concept of adoption and the development of
psychological wellbeing in the people involved. This work supports
the idea that there is a growing need to study adult adoptees from
a positive perspective. For this purpose, both longitudinal and
cross-sectional studies are necessary to consider not only their past
but also their current characteristics. For future works, it will be
relevant to include also the analysis of adoption-specific tasks to
see their influence on the process of transitioning to adulthood.

It is also important to transfer research results to practice, so it
is necessary to have the appropriate services not only to help adult
adoptees, but also to understand the possible particularities of this
group. According to Bonnie et al. (2015), interventions encounter
three main problems: they are not coordinated, they do not have
the adequate focus, and most of them are not based on evidence.
These authors also stated that the future wellbeing of our society is

related to the investments made in current young adults, especially
the ones that belong to high-risk groups. They highlight that
providing these youngsters with more opportunities concerning
education, economy, social life, and health will improve their
possibilities for successful adult development. So, a possible way
to improve adoption success might be the design of interventions
to provide support for adoptees’ life transitions and to promote
the development of their wellbeing, and probably, their health
in general.
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