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Logic of Argument 
Changes in socio-cultural context of development: 
Weakening of social expectations leads to less prescriptive 

timing and sequencing of goals in young adulthood (emerging 
adulthood) 

Globalization leads to the availability of more options at any given 
point in time 

Increased longevity leads to a compression of social demands in 
middle adulthood and their weakening in older adulthood 

 Proposed impact on self-regulation: 
The importance of goal selection increases in young adulthood 
The importance of managing multiple goals increases in middle-

adulthood 
The importance of self-regulation for the pursuit of ill-defined goals 

increases with age 



Social Norms & Age-Related Expectations 
(Neugarten, 1968: Heckhausen, 1999; Freund, 2003, 2007) 

■  Reflect institutional age-graded opportunity 
structures 

■  Indicate presence of (internal & external) 
resources 

■  Social approval for selecting and pursuing 
“appropriate” goals 

■  Provide guidelines (comparison standards) 

 Does social structuredness of the life-
course change across the life span? 



                    Age   

          Men (SD)    Women (SD) 
Leaving home    21,7 (2,6)     21,9 (3,3) 
Marriage    27,2 (5,2)    28,2  (5,7) 
Parenthood    29,9 (4,3)    25,9  (3,9) 
Grandparenthood   52,3 (7,6)    50,9  (7,2) 
Exit full-time schooling  26,4 (4,5)    25,5  (3,4) 
Enter full-time job   22,8 (3,3)    21,7  (2,6) 
Settle on career   28,9 (4,8)    28,9  (4,7) 
Peak of career   41,7 (7,8)    39,8  (8,4) 
Retirement    61,3 (5,7)    59,3  (5,7) 

Transitions 

(Settersten & Hagestad, 1996) 

Age-related social expectations:  
More lenient with increasing age 

stricter 
 
more  
lenient 

stricter 
 
 
more  
lenient 



   Finish education 
Young adulthood  Starting job 

   Finding partner 
   Founding a family 
   Raising children 
   Success in profession 

Middle adulthood  Social responsibilities 
   Building mature partnership 
   Caretaking for aging parents  
   Health maintenance 
   Structure leisure 

Old age   Adjust to Retirement 
   Adjust to Widowhood 
   Flexible roles 

Central developmental tasks in adulthood  
(Havighurst, 1972) 

 
well 
defined 

ill 
defined 



Conclusion 1 

Compression of the better structured 
age-related expectations and 
developmental goals with clear 
outcomes in young adulthood 

 
Less clearly structured and more 

process-focused goals in old age  
 



External (social) and internal (self)  
developmental regulation  

(Freund, 2001; Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009; Wrosch & Freund, 2001) 

■  Development and behavior can be either under control 
of the (social) environment or under self-control 
(necessitating self-regulation). 

■  External (social) and internal (self) developmental 
regulation are compensatory. 
◆  The less external (social) control exists, the more important is 

self-regulation 

◆  External (social) and internal (self) developmental regulation are 
interrelated: 

◆  External (social) regulation can be internalized 
(socialization), so external control is no longer necessary.  
◆  Individuals can influence external (social) contingencies. 



More demand for self-regulation in older 
adulthood (due to less external 
regulation) 

Conclusion 2 



Historical increase in life expectancy  
at birth in 13 countries 

Human Mortality Data Base, 2007 
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since 1751 in 7 Western-European countries  
(Robine, 2015) 

Historical increase in modal length of life 



Would you take a pill that would give you immortality 
in fairly good health (no side effects)? 

Do you want to live forever? 

(Freund, Nikitin, & Ritter, 2009) 

Yes 

No 

N  = 252  
Age  = 18-77 yrs 

Time limitation supports self-
regulation: 
“Eighty years of intense life are 
enough. Knowing about the 
general limitedness of life helps me 
to ask myself from time to time if 
I’m actually using my time the way 
I would like to use it instead of 
postponing everything to some day 
in the future.” 



How does increased longevity affect 
self-regulation across adulthood? 

  
Weakening and strengthening of social 
norms and expectations differentially 

for different phases in adulthood 



 
Diachronous weakening 
Increased longevity leads to blurring of normative 
timetables over the life course 
Ø  longer time period to pursue certain goals (i.e., 
sequencing and timing of goals or transitions) 
Ø affects goal pursuit 
Ø affects older adults post retirement more strongly 

Weakening of Social Norms 
(Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009) 



Longer future time perspective due to increased longevity 
in good health leads to stronger segmentation of the life 
course 
Ø postponement of leisure and friendship goals to post 

retirement 

Strengthening of Social Expectations  
(Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009) 





Longer future time perspective due to increased longevity 
in good health leads to stronger segmentation of the life 
course 
Ø postponement of leisure and friendship goals to post 

retirement 
Ø concentration on goals that cannot be postponed during 

young and middle-adulthood (professional goals, 
founding a family) 

Ø strengthening  of social expectations about work & family 
goals in young adults due to longer life expectancy 

Strengthening of Social Norms  
(Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009) 



Diachronous and Synchronous Weakening of 
Social Norms 

(Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009) 



Globalization and more fluid social class system in 
Western industrialized nations leads to the 
(perceived) availability of more options 

 

Synchronous weakening 
Growing number of alternative options in one life 

domain at a given point in time 
Ø more options from which to choose  
Ø affects goal selection 
Ø affects younger & middle-aged adults more 

strongly (life-style and work-related decisions) 

Weakening of Social Norms  
(Freund, Ritter, & Nikitin, 2009) 



Ø Longer post-retirement phase in fairly good health 
allows postponement of all “non-essential” goals  

Ø Culture of “delay of gratification” -> one should  take 
care of essential goals first (“work now, pleasure later”) 

Ø Globalization  -> more options, longer exploration and 
decision time in young adulthood  (emerging adulthood)                                                                                                                               

   -> more competition at work 
Ø “Off-time advanced” (Neugarten): positive regarding 

achievement-related goals (work) 
Ø Focus on work, delay of family goals in young adulthood 
Ø Multiple goal demands in middle adulthood 

Middle Adulthood: The « Rhushour » of Life 
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Importance of Work and Family in Young 
Adulthood 

 (Wiese & Freund, 2000) 

- N = 206 
- Age = 25 - 36 yrs 
- 46% women 



Work and Family in Young Adulthood 
 (Wiese & Freund, 2000)  

Parallel: Equal 
commitment to  
both goal domains 

 

Sequential: Focus on 
work in the present, 
intending to shift to 
family in the future 

Monothematic:  
Focusing only  

on work 
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Indicators of Subjective Well-Being 

Pursuit of Work and Family Goals  
in Young Adulthood 

 (Wiese & Freund, 2000)  
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Pursuit of Multiple Goals in Middle 
Adulthood 

(Freund, Knecht, & Wiese, 2014)  
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Older Adults Report Less Goal Conflict and 
More Facilitation  

(Riediger & Freund, 2015, 2006, 2008) 



Most younger and middle-aged adults 
pursue multiple goals in the work and 
family domain 

 

Younger adults experience more goal 
conflict than older adults 

 

Multiple goal demands and goal conflict are 
related to lower subjective well-being 

Conclusion 3 



Age Group Consequences of 
Synchronic Weakening 

Consequences of 
Diachronic Weakening 
 

Young longer period of exploring 
options regarding work 
and family; postponement 
of marriage and 
childbearing 

emphasis on career and 
work-related goals 

Middle-Aged ‘rush hour’ (work-family 
conflict) 

increase in divorce rate; 
postponement of leisure 
and 
friendship goals 

Old more items on the “bucket 
list” 

freedom to engage in 
social relations and 
leisure activities 





Younger and middle-aged adults require more 
self-regulation regarding goal selection 
(choosing and committing to one option out of 
many) 
 

Older adults require more self-regulation 
regarding goals with no clear deadlines and 
criteria for goal achievement (e.g., friendship, 
leisure) 

The role of goal focus for pursuing ill-defined 
goals 

Conclusion 4 



  

Means Ends 

Goal 

Goal Focus 
 (Freund & Hennecke, 2015; Freund, Mustafic & Hennecke, 2012) 



  

Means Ends 

Goal 

Outcome Focus 
 (Freund & Hennecke, 2015; Freund, Mustafic & Hennecke, 2012) 



  

Means Ends 

Goal 

Process focus 



Age and Goal Focus 
(Freund, Riediger, & Hennecke, 2010) 

1.0 

1.5 

2.0 

2.5 

3.0 

3.5 

F(1,143) = 17.75, p = .001 

Outcome Process 
Focus 
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N = 99 young adults   (19 - 35 yrs.)  
N = 46 older adults   (56 - 78 yrs.) 

Motives for exercise (Silberstein 
et al., 1988) 

- Process Focus 
e.g., Exercise as an activity with 

with friends   
- Outcome Focus 
e.g., Exercise in order to enhance 

health  



_____________________________________________________ 
 Criterion T2       Predictors T1      B             R2 (model) 
 _____________________________________________________ 
 Distance to goal  Distance to goal T1  .22*        
                   Outcome focus  .01           
                   Process focus  .58**          .15** 
 _____________________________________________________ 
 Attainability   Attainability T1  .58** 
                Outcome focus  .06 
    Process focus  .35**          .25** 
 _____________________________________________________ 
 Satisfaction   Satisfaction T1  .39** 
    Outcome focus   -.28* 
    Process focus  .39**          .17** 
 _____________________________________________________ 
 Involvement   Involvement T1  .61** 
    Outcome focus     -.25* 
    Process focus  .33*           .18** 
 _____________________________________________________ 

Goal Focus and Goal Satisfaction 



 

Exercise 
Frequency 

Age 

 

Process 
focus 

.37** 

 

Outcome 
focus -.12 (n.s.) 

n.s. 

n.s. 

Goal Focus and Goal Pursuit 
(Freund, Riediger, & Hennecke, 2010) 



Older adults adopt a stronger process focus 
than younger adults (and than outcome focus) 
 
Process focus is related to more positive goal 
evaluation, positive mood, and goal achievement 
 
Goal focus as one important aspect in 
successfully managing the greater freedom in 
old age 

Conclusion 5 



Ø Globalization, and increased longevity lead to a compression 
of social demands in younger age groups 

Ø The importance of self-regulation for goal selection 
increases in young adulthood 

Ø Management of mulitple goals is the main challenge in 
middle adulthood 

Ø The importance of self-regulation for the pursuit of ill-
defined goals increases with age 
Ø Age-related changes in focus on the process vs. the outcome of goal 

pursuit reflect these changes 
Ø Bucket-lists run counter this change in goal focus as they direct 

attention to outcomes   
 

The bucket list effect:  
Is it all work when we are young and all play 

when we are old? 



  Outlook 
 
Move from a bucket-list 
approach to life to  
values as guidance for 
structuring the life 
course, selecting and 
pursuing goals across 
the life span 
 


