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Abstract 

The present study was designed to investigate the relations among attachment, social support 

satisfaction, and well-being in a cross-sectional sample of emerging adults (N = 213) 

experiencing one or more normative life transitions. The sample represented a range of 

educational and vocational backgrounds. The primary hypotheses were that social support 

satisfaction would mediate the associations between each attachment dimension and well-being. 

A corresponding theoretical model was tested using structural equation modeling. The model 

provided an excellent fit to the sample data. Social support satisfaction mediated the association 

between attachment anxiety and well-being, but not the association between attachment 

avoidance and well-being. That is, attachment anxiety was indirectly associated with well-being 

through social support satisfaction, while attachment avoidance was directly associated with 

well-being. Alternative model testing provided mixed support for the variable ordering in the 

theoretical model. Implications are provided for future research and for counseling emerging 

adult clients experiencing transition. 

Keywords: emerging adulthood, attachment, social support satisfaction, well-being 



LIFE TRANSITION IN EMERGING ADULTHOOD 3 

Attachment, Social Support Satisfaction, and Well-Being During Life Transition in Emerging 

Adulthood 

Emerging adulthood is a stage of life occurring between the ages of 18 and 29 among 

individuals in industrialized nations. During the emerging adult years, numerous significant life 

transitions occur (Arnett, 2004). For example, it is normative for emerging adults to graduate 

from high school, leave home, enter (and subsequently graduate from) college, enter the 

workforce, enter into long-term romantic relationships, and start a family. Each of these 

transitions involve changes in social networks, familial support, and autonomy (Cohen, Kasen, 

Chen, Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003). Such transitional changes add to the instability and 

uncertainty characteristic of this stage of life (Arnett, 2004). Moreover, emerging adults engage 

in an extended identity exploration process with respect to previous generations of 18- to 29-

year-olds, often delaying enduring decisions concerning career and family. The convergence of 

each of these factors results in a complex transition process with implications for well-being and 

psychological functioning (Lane, 2015; Lee & Gramotnev, 2007).  

The present study conceptualizes life transitions in emerging adulthood as critical periods 

for well-being, during which many are able to thrive while others experience increased distress 

and reduced well-being. Such a conceptualization has been supported in research concerning 

graduating from high school (Gore & Aseltine, 2003), entering (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991) and 

leaving (Lane, in press) college, and adjusting to professional life (Polach, 2004). The distress 

created by emerging adult life transitions is especially problematic given that this age group is 

prone to risky and impulsive coping behaviors including binge drinking, drug use, and risky 

sexual behaviors (Bachman, Johnston, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 1996). Moreover, the 

emerging adult years are a period of elevated psychiatric risk, as the average age of onset for 
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most depressive, anxiety, psychotic, and personality disorders occurs during the 20’s (Ingram & 

Gallagher, 2010). These challenges appear to be especially pronounced in vulnerable populations 

that are less likely to attend college, including those from low socioeconomic backgrounds and 

non-white individuals (e.g., Gore & Aseltine, 2003). In essence, there are many psychological 

challenges in emerging adulthood, for which transitional distress seems to pose as a catalyst. 

Because these problems may be exacerbated by life transition, it is imperative to better 

understand factors that promote mental health and the maintenance of well-being during 

emerging adulthood. Such has been the aim of the aforementioned transition studies. Many of 

these studies have identified attachment security (e.g., Kenny & Donaldson, 1991) or social 

support (Polach, 2004) as being important protective factors for emerging adults experiencing 

specific transitions, which is logical given that both constructs are theorized to be salient during 

times of distress. The aim of the present study, then, was to explore the roles of attachment and 

social support satisfaction in facilitating well-being during emerging adult life transitions. 

Attachment 

According to attachment theory, the early relationships we develop with our caregivers 

inform our attitudes toward help-seeking and new learning in times of distress across the lifespan 

(Bowlby, 1969/1982). The relative quality of these caregiver relationships results in internalized 

attachment representations regarding the efficacy of self and others. That is, children whose 

caregivers are consistently responsive to their needs are more likely to trust that their future 

needs will be met, helping them feel secure in their own capabilities and in the helpfulness of 

others. These attachment representations influence and are influenced by subsequent 

interpersonal experiences throughout the lifespan. In adulthood, attachment representations are 

best understood as orthogonal dimensions of attachment anxiety (i.e., the relative security of 
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one’s self-representations) and attachment avoidance (i.e., the relative security of one’s other-

representations; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). Elevated attachment anxiety could contribute 

to a belief that one is incapable of successfully handling distressing situations, perpetuating 

interpersonal dependence. Elevated attachment avoidance could contribute to a belief that other 

cannot be trusted in times of distress, perpetuating interpersonal isolation.  

The relevance of attachment in the present study is demonstrated through numerous 

emerging adult studies. In a longitudinal sample of emerging adult males in Israel, attachment 

security predicted positive coping strategies and the capacity for intimacy during the transition 

out of high school and into compulsory military service (Scharf, Mayseless, & Kivenson-Baron, 

2004). In cross-sectional samples in the United States, attachment security has also predicted 

psychological health and transition concerns among college freshmen (Kenny & Donaldson, 

1991) and seniors (Lane, in press), as well as depressive symptoms among older emerging adults 

(Kenny & Sirin, 2006). In longitudinal research with United States samples, the quality of 

parental relationships was associated with well-being trajectories during the transitions out of 

high school (Gore & Aseltine, 2003) and into professional life (Buhl, 2007).   

Social Support Satisfaction 

 Like attachment, the construct of social support has both conceptual and empirical 

applicability to the topic of life transition in emerging adulthood. Social support refers to the 

perceived quality of social relationships with regard to providing various forms of assistance — 

both tangible (e.g., monetary) and intangible (e.g., emotional) — during times of need (Sarason 

et al., 1991). Empirical evidence suggests two mechanisms by which social support can be 

beneficial: (a) its capacity to mitigate stress during stressful situations (e.g., Ditzen et al., 2008), 

and (b) its contribution to well-being and physical health (e.g., Cohen, 2004). Therefore, social 
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support has implications for psychological functioning in both short- and long-term contexts. 

In the present study, social support was conceptualized as satisfaction with emotional 

forms of social support. Recent research has strongly suggested the importance of this and other 

types of perceived social support during emerging adulthood. Qualitatively, emerging adults 

have identified changes in perceived support after entering post-college employment as 

psychologically challenging (Polach, 2004), and they have described the salience of social 

support to post-college adjustment and career decision-making (Mortimer, Zimmer-Gembeck, 

Holmes, & Shanahan, 2002). Longitudinally, changes in perceived support throughout emerging 

adulthood correlate with increases in subjective well-being (Galambos, Barker, & Krahn, 2006).   

Attachment and Social Support Satisfaction 

Because attachment representations are theorized to influence patterns of interpersonal 

interaction, it follows that attachment would impact the perceived quality of one’s social support 

network. A wealth of research has demonstrated the interrelatedness of these constructs and their 

helpfulness to mental health and functioning (e.g., Ditzen et al., 2008; Vogel & Wei, 2005). The 

most frequently identified pattern of relations among these variables involves social support as a 

mediator of the impact of attachment security on various psychological outcomes (e.g., Vogel & 

Wei, 2005). In this conceptualization, attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance both 

contribute to decreased satisfaction with social support. In the case of attachment anxiety, 

negative representations of self diminish support satisfaction via a heightened sensitivity to the 

potential unavailability of others in times of need. In the case of attachment avoidance, negative 

representations of others diminish support satisfaction due to a desire for interpersonal distance. 

These disruptions would contribute to diminished psychological outcomes by preventing the 

aforementioned benefits derived from satisfying social relationships. 
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However, a relative dearth of literature in this area exists with a specific focus on 

emerging adulthood. This gap is noteworthy given the transfer of attachment relationships and 

changes in social functioning that occur in the transition from adolescence to adulthood. 

Historically, individuals in later adolescence and emerging adulthood increasingly rely on peers 

and romantic partners for many attachment-related needs, while parents and caregivers are more 

likely to be called upon in times of significant need (Fraley & Davis, 1997). Recent societal 

trends, however, have resulted in increased complexity of these relationships (Arnett, 2004). 

Such trends include expanded access to sources of social support due to the proliferation of 

social media (Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012), increases in one’s number of serious 

romantic partners due to waiting longer to settle down (Arnett, 2004), and increased parental 

involvement in the emerging adult years (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). It is, therefore, 

conceivable that the relatedness of attachment and social support satisfaction among emerging 

adults is unique compared to other age groups. Thus, the nature of relatedness among these 

constructs for emerging adults has yet to be confirmed. Given that attachment strategies and 

social support are most useful in times of distress, it would be useful to examine these relations 

in a group of emerging adults experiencing various life transitions. That is, the ensuing 

transition-related distress would likely provide a more accurate reflection of how emerging 

adults utilize interpersonal relationships to navigate life changes and maintain well-being.  

Well-Being 

Historically, the scope of most psychological research has been dysfunction and negative 

affective states (Lent, 2004). Conversely, well-being research involves factors that are predictive 

of individuals leading happy, fulfilling, and productive lives. The focus is not the absence of 

negative symptoms, but rather, the presence of positive characteristics and affect. However, 
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critiques of well-being research have highlighted a lack of theory-grounded conceptualizations 

(Ryff, 1989) and persistent absence of justification for choosing measurement constructs (Lent, 

2004). Some authors differentiate psychological well-being (PWB) from subjective well-being 

(SWB), with the former representing an individual’s overall mental health and psychological 

functioning (Ryff, 1989) and the latter pertaining to life satisfaction and the balance between 

positive and negative affect (Lent, 2004). Accordingly, examining both PWB and SWB in the 

present study would provide a more complete understanding of well-being as a whole.  

Present Study 

While the literature examining the impact of attachment dimensions and/or social support 

on various aspects of functioning is robust, several key limitations remain. First, attachment and 

social support research has tended to focus on negative symptoms, such as psychological distress 

(e.g., Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005; Vogel & Wei, 2005), stress (e.g., Ditzen et al., 2008), or 

depression (Kenny & Sirin, 2006). Much less emphasis has been placed on how these constructs 

promote positive qualities, resulting in a knowledge gap regarding the impact of attachment and 

social support on well-being. Second, most emerging adult researchers to date have examined 

attachment or social support, not both. While it is true that attachment and social support 

researchers often utilize college samples — and in so doing, are predominantly examining 

emerging adults — they generally do so in an attempt to generalize findings to the greater adult 

population, and they are only examining a specific subset of emerging adults (i.e., those who 

attend college). Thus, it could be argued that little is known about the direct and indirect 

relatedness of attachment, social support, and well-being for emerging adulthood in general, 

which includes current and former college students, as well as those not enrolled in college. 

Finally, the roles of attachment and social support for individuals experiencing life transition 
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have not been explored in existing research.  

The present study was designed to examine the extent to which emerging adults 

experiencing normative life transitions rely on attachment and social support satisfaction to 

maintain well-being. The presence of life transitions was chosen as a necessary condition for 

participation because of the aforementioned evidence that transitions in emerging adulthood 

potentiate psychological distress (e.g., Lee & Gramotnev, 2007), which presumably would 

activate attachment and social support strategies (Brennan et al., 1998). Specifically, based on 

the aforementioned theoretical and empirical works related to these constructs, the primary study 

hypotheses were that social support satisfaction would mediate the associations between 1) 

attachment anxiety and well-being, and 2) attachment avoidance and well-being. In other words, 

given that life transitions are potentially distressing for emerging adults, attachment anxiety 

would be negatively associated with social support satisfaction due to an increased sensitivity to 

the potential unavailability of others in times of need, while attachment avoidance would be 

negatively associated with social support due to a desire for interpersonal isolation in times of 

need (Lopez & Brennan, 2000). Through each of these associations with social support 

satisfaction, attachment anxiety and avoidance would also be indirectly associated with well-

being. It was further hypothesized that the direct effect of each attachment dimension on well-

being would be nonsignificant after accounting for the effect of social support satisfaction. These 

hypotheses are depicted in Figure 1 and were tested using structural equation modeling (SEM).  

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

The present study utilized a cross-sectional survey design. The survey was electronic and 

consisted of 85 items, beginning with a demographic questionnaire. The demographic questions 
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elicited information pertaining to participant age and cultural characteristics, and it contained a 

checklist of possible transitions (e.g., first year in college) the participant may be experiencing.   

Participants were recruited through various means in an effort to attain a more 

representative sample of emerging adults than previous studies with college student samples. 

Participants enrolled in higher education programs were recruited during class sessions. 

Recruitment messages were also sent to recent college graduates affiliated with a university 

alumni association. To obtain participants outside of traditional higher education, emerging 

adults affiliated with a large cosmetology training program were recruited. The rationale for 

using this training program was that it offered a large pool of young adults who, presumably, 

were not enrolled in traditional higher education. Other studies attempting to recruit non-college 

attenders have also relied on professional training programs (e.g., Seiffge-Krenke, Persike, & 

Luyckx, 2013). Finally, snowball sampling was utilized, in which participants were encouraged 

to invite 3-5 acquaintances to participate. Prospective participants were given a link to the 

electronic survey via email. Those who completed the survey were entered into a prize drawing 

for one of three $50 online gift cards. In all, 213 completed surveys were submitted that met the 

study’s inclusion criteria. This sample size was ideal given that moderately complex theoretical 

models require samples of at least 200 participants (Marsh, Balla, & McDonald, 1988). Of the 

213 participants, 63 (29.6%) were recruited from the alumni emails, 49 (23.0%) were recruited 

from college classes, 36 (16.9%) were recruited from the cosmetology training program, and the 

rest (65, 30.5%) were recruited from snowball sampling. ANOVA analyses were conducted to 

explore group differences between these recruitment strategies. To account for familywise error 

rate, Bonferroni correction was used so that differences were only considered significant when p 

< .05/4 = .013. None of the variables differed significantly across the recruitment groups.  
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The targeted population for this study was emerging adults experiencing one or more 

normative life transitions. Participants were eligible to participate if they (a) were between the 

ages of 18 and 29, and (b) reported that they were engaged in a life transition consistent with 

emerging adulthood. A list of transitions was provided, and participants could also indicate 

additional transitions they were experiencing. The most prominently reported transition was the 

first year of career life (n = 65, 30.5%). Other reported transitions included the first year after 

high school graduation (n = 21, 9.9%), the first academic year of college (n = 29, 13.6%), the 

final semester of a higher education program (n = 37, 17.4%), the first six months after 

graduating from college (n = 50, 23.5%), the first semester of a graduate-level educational 

program (n = 35, 16.4%), the first year of marriage (n = 24, 11.3%), and the first year of 

parenthood (n = 8, 3.8%). Ninety-eight participants (46%) reported more than one current 

transition. A series of independent samples t-tests revealed no significant study variable 

differences between participants endorsing one vs. multiple transitions (non-mutually exclusive 

transitions [e.g., graduating high school and beginning college] were coded as a single 

transition), with F values ranging from F [2, 210] = .122, p = .73 (with life satisfaction as the 

outcome variable) to F [2, 210] = 2.33, p = .13 (with negative affect as the outcome variable).   

The mean age of the sample was 22.94 years old (Range = 18-29, SD = 2.65). The 

majority of the participants (n = 154, 72.3%) identified as female (all other participants identified 

as male despite the availability of “other” as an answer choice). Most participants (n = 177, 

83.1%) identified as non-Latino White, though 7.0% identified as African American, 2.8% as 

Asian American, 2.8% as Hispanic/Latino, 2.8% as Arab American, and 1.4% as multiracial. 

Participants also reported their educational attainment, post-high school educational trajectories, 

and post-high school decisions regarding leaving home. The most frequently selected educational 
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answer choice indicated completion of an undergraduate degree (n = 78, 36.6%), followed by 

present undergraduate enrollment (n = 72, 33.8%), present graduate school enrollment (n = 43, 

20.2%) and no current college enrollment or degree (n = 20, 9.4%). It should be noted, however, 

that several of the participants from the cosmetology training program indicated present college 

enrollment, as these numbers do not accurately reflect the percentages of participants from each 

recruitment strategy. The majority entered college full-time after high school (n = 186, 87.3%) 

and left home within six months of graduating from high school (n = 111, 52.1%). 

Instruments  

 Attachment dimensions. The Experiences in Close Relationships Scale- Short Form 

(ECR-S; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel, 2007) is a 12-item self-report measure designed 

to assess adult attachment. It is derived from the original 36-item Experiences in Close 

Relationships Scale (Brennan et al., 1998). The items comprising the ECR-S utilize a seven-point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) in assessing participant agreement with various 

statements related to the dimensions of attachment anxiety (e.g., “I worry that romantic partners 

won't care about me as much as I care about them”) and attachment avoidance (e.g., “I am 

nervous when partners get too close to me”), respectively. The item ratings for each subscale are 

summed, with higher total scores indicating greater attachment anxiety and attachment 

avoidance, respectively. Using multiple large college student samples, the authors (Wei et al., 

2007) demonstrated ECR-S factor structure through cross-validated factor analyses, while 

validity was supported through cross-validated correlations with various constructs indicative of 

attachment insecurity, including depression, loneliness, and distress, as well as emotional 

reactivity (for attachment anxiety) and emotional cutoff (for attachment avoidance). The authors 

also reported internal consistencies ranging from .77 to .86 for the anxiety subscale and .78 to .88 
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for the avoidance subscale. In the present sample, internal consistencies were comparable: α = 

.75 and α = .85, respectively.  

 Social support satisfaction. The Social Support Questionnaire (SSQ6; Sarason, 

Sarason, Shearin, & Pierce, 1987) is a six-item self-report measure used to assess satisfaction 

with available social supports. Each of the SSQ6 items ask participants to list all of the 

individuals who could be relied upon for help or support in a given scenario (e.g., “Whom can 

you count on to distract you from your worries when you feel under stress?”), and then to rate 

their overall satisfaction with the support they receive on a six-point scale, with lower scores 

indicating higher satisfaction (1 = very satisfied, 6 = very dissatisfied). In the present study, only 

the satisfaction ratings were utilized in the data analysis. Responses were reverse scored and 

summed so that higher values were indicative of greater satisfaction. The SSQ6 authors used a 

large college student sample to provide evidence for validity through correlations between the 

SSQ6 satisfaction scale and social competence, loneliness, hostility, anxiety, and depression. In 

the same study, the authors reported high SSQ6 satisfaction scale internal consistency (α = .93) 

and test-retest reliability after a 3-4 week interval (.85). Internal consistency in the present 

sample was .90.  

Well-being. Because the conceptualization of well-being in the present study included 

both SWB and PWB, instruments were selected that measured dimensions of each of these 

constructs. SWB is often conceptualized to include life satisfaction, a high degree of positive 

affect, and a low degree of negative affect (Lent, 2004). Though many conceptualizations of 

PWB exist, one conceptualization (Ryff, 1989) combines common factors inherent in multiple 

theories of healthy psychological functioning. These conceptualizations guided the selection of 

the following well-being indices.  



LIFE TRANSITION IN EMERGING ADULTHOOD 14 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The SWLS (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 

1985) is a 5-item self-report assessment of life satisfaction (e.g., “In most ways my life is close 

to my ideal”). Participants rate their agreement with each item on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The scores for each item are summed, resulting in a total score 

range of 5-35. The authors used a college student sample to support validity through correlations 

with positive affect, self-esteem, neuroticism, and other SWB indices. They also reported an 

alpha coefficient of .87 and a 2-month test-retest reliability coefficient of .82. Internal 

consistency in the present sample was .87. 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). The PANAS (Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988) is a 20-item self-report measure used to assess positive and negative affect. Each 

PANAS item is comprised of a single emotion word (e.g., “guilty”), and the participant is asked 

to rate on a 5-point scale (1 = very slightly or not at all, 5 = very much) how frequently they 

experienced that emotion during the past month. Of the 20 items, 10 each correspond to positive 

and negative affect, resulting in a possible score range of 10-50 for each subscale, with higher 

scores indicating higher levels of positive and negative affect, respectively. Using separate 

college student and adult samples, the authors demonstrated convergent and discriminant validity 

using factor analysis and non-significant correlations between the two subscales. The college 

student sample was used to support external validity through correlations with various measures 

of distress and psychopathology. The authors reported internal consistencies across the college 

student and adult samples ranging from .86 to .90 for positive affect and .84 to .87 for negative 

affect. The present sample internal consistencies were .87 and .85, respectively.  

Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being (RSPWB). The RSPWB (Ryff, 1989) is a self-

report measure designed to assess PWB. Its six subscales were developed in line with various 
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psychological theories of healthy functioning (e.g., self actualization). The six subscales consist 

of autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, purpose in 

life, and self-acceptance. The original RSPWB contained 120 items; the version used in the 

present study contained 42 items (Springer & Hauser, 2006), seven items per subscale. Each of 

the items consists of self-statements (e.g., “I have the sense that I have developed a lot as a 

person over time”) for which participants rate their agreement using a 6-point scale (1 = agree 

strongly, 6 = disagree strongly). Items for each subscale were reverse scored and summed so that 

higher scores were indicative of higher degrees of each subscale. The author (Ryff, 1989) used 

separate young adult, middle aged, and older adult samples to examine RSPWB reliability and 

validity. Test-retest reliability over a 6-week period ranged from .81 to .88. Multivariate and 

mean-level analyses of the full sample supported the RSPWB factor structure, and evidence of 

external validity was provided through correlations with other measures of psychological health 

using the full sample. Internal consistencies in the present sample ranged from .74 to .84. 

Data Analysis 

The SEM analyses were executed using Mplus Version 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-

2012). Missing data were screened for potential non-randomness using Little’s Missing 

Completely at Random (MCAR) test (Little, 1988). Twenty four of the 85 survey items (28.2%) 

contained one or more missing responses; no item contained more than three missing responses, 

resulting in a completion rate of at least 98.6% for all items. Results of the MCAR test were not 

significant: χ2 (1510) = 1592.64, p = .07, indicating that data were missing completely at 

random. Accordingly, SEM analyses were conducted using full information maximum likelihood 

(FIML) estimation (Schlomer, Bauman, & Card, 2010). Model fit was assessed using several fit 

indices as recommended by Hu & Bentler (1999). The chi-square goodness of fit test (χ2) was 
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used to examine model fit, with smaller χ2 values indicating better fit. However, preliminary 

analyses provided evidence for multivariate nonnormality; consequently, the Satorra-Bentler 

corrected scaled χ2 (SB-χ2; Satorra & Bentler, 2001) was used in all subsequent analyses, and all 

difference tests (Δχ2) were calculated following the method outlined by Satorra and Bentler 

(2001). Other fit indices used included the (a) root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA), for which values of .06 and smaller indicate excellent model fit; (b) comparative fit 

index (CFI), which should exceed .95; and (c) standardized root-mean-square-residual (SRMR), 

for which values smaller than .08 indicate excellent fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). In addition to the 

RMSEA value, RMSEA 90% confidence intervals (CI) were also provided.  

The significance of the indirect effects was tested using bias-corrected bootstrapping 

(Shrout & Bolger, 2002). This method evaluates significance by generating 95% confidence 

intervals of the indirect effects through repeatedly sampling the data set to test the model. The 

analysis was set to execute 10,000 bootstrapped samples (Mallinckrodt, Abraham, Wei, & 

Russell, 2006). Shrout and Bolger (2002) recommended reporting the 95% confidence intervals 

when employing bias-corrected bootstrap analyses since the intervals provide the basis for 

statistical significance. This method of examining indirect effects offers greater statistical power 

than other methods (Mallinckrodt et al., 2006; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). 

Results 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the Measurement Model 

Analysis of the theoretical model utilized a two-step approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 

1988). The first step involved testing the measurement model using confirmatory factor analysis. 

Item parcels were created for constructs measured by a single measurement variable (i.e., 

attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, social support satisfaction; Russell, Kahn, Spoth, & 
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Altmaier, 1998). This was done so that each latent variable would contain multiple indicators. 

The parcels were created by first rank-ordering items for each variable on the basis of the 

magnitude of their item-total correlations. Next, items were divided into three-item parcels so 

that the sum of their item-total correlations were roughly equivalent. Thus, the latent variables of 

attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and social support satisfaction were each estimated by 

two sets of three-item parcels, while the well-being latent variable was estimated nine observed 

variables: life satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect (which was hypothesized to load in the 

opposite direction than the other observed variables), and each of the six RSPWB subscales. 

 Results indicated an adequate, but not excellent, data fit: SB-χ2 (84, N = 213) = 189.24, p 

= .00; RMSEA = .08 (CI = .06 to .09); CFI = .93; SRMR = .06. However, all observed variables 

were statistically significant and loaded onto their respective latent variables in the hypothesized 

directions. Several steps were taken to improve model fit. Because the latent well-being variable 

was comprised of constructs of both SWB and PWB, a nested model was tested with separate 

latent variables for SWB (using life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect as observed 

variables) and PWB (using the six RSPWB subscales as observed variables). Again, this model 

provided an adequate, but not excellent, data fit: SB-χ2 (80, N = 213) = 180.49, p = .00; RMSEA 

= .08 (CI = .06 to .09); CFI = .93; SRMR = .06. This model did not provide a significantly 

different fit compared to the original measurement model according to the scaled difference test: 

Δχ2 (4) = 8.80, p = .07. Subsequent modifications, therefore, occurred using the original 

measurement model based on the parsimony principle. First, the RSPWB autonomy and personal 

growth subscales were removed because their error variances correlated with several of the other 

RSPWB subscales. Some authors (e.g., Lent, 2004) have argued that certain dimensions of PWB 

contribute to one another, which would both explain the correlated error and suggest that 
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removing the autonomy and personal growth variables would not compromise the well-being 

latent variable. The resulting measurement model provided an excellent fit to the data: SB-χ2 

(59, N = 213) = 101.90, p = .00; RMSEA = .06 (CI = .04 to .07); CFI = .97; SRMR = .05. As a 

final step, the remaining well-being observed variables were again separated into SWB and PWB 

variables, this time with PWB containing the remaining four RSPWB subscales as observed 

variables. This model provided a good fit to the data: SB-χ2 (55, N = 213) = 94.69, p = .00; 

RMSEA = .06 (CI = .04 to .07); CFI = .97; SRMR = .05; however, it was not significantly 

different from the modified single latent well-being variable model: Δχ2 (4) = 7.18, p = .13. 

Thus, the modified measurement model incorporating a single well-being variable was deemed 

the best-fitting model on the basis of the parsimony principle. The factor loadings are displayed 

in Table 1. In this modified measurement model, well-being was estimated by seven factors: life 

satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, self-acceptance, positive relations with others, 

purpose in life, and environmental mastery. Means, standard deviations, and correlations for the 

instrument scales are shown in Table 2. 

Structural Model Analysis 

To examine the efficacy of the theoretical model, a series of nested models were tested. 

First, a fully recursive model (Model A) was tested by allowing all paths in Figure 1 to be free 

for estimation. This model provided an excellent fit to the data: SB-χ2 (59, N = 213) = 101.90, p 

= .00; RMSEA = .06 (CI = .04 to .07); CFI = .97; SRMR = .05. Next, the fully mediated 

theoretical model (Model B) was tested in which the paths connecting the attachment variables to 

well-being were fixed to 0. This model provided an adequate fit to the data: SB-χ2 (61, N = 213) 

= 117.26, p = .00; RMSEA = .07 (CI = .05 to .08); CFI = .96; SRMR = .08. The scaled 

difference was significant: Δχ2 (2) = 28.15, p = .00, indicating that the theoretical model 



LIFE TRANSITION IN EMERGING ADULTHOOD 19 

provided a significantly worse fit than the recursive model. Thus, Model A was deemed the best 

fitting model. The Model A path estimates are provided in Figure 2. In all, the model accounted 

for 24% of the variance in social support satisfaction and 43% of the variance in well-being.  

Statistical Significance of Indirect Effects 

Next, the indirect effects were examined using bias-corrected bootstrapping. Indirect 

effects were considered significant when the 95% CI did not include zero (Mallinckrodt et al., 

2006; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). As predicted, the indirect effect involving attachment anxiety as 

the predictor was statistically significant (β = -.21, B = -.45, 95% CI = -.87 to -.24, p < .001), 

indicating that social support satisfaction significantly mediated the association between 

attachment anxiety and well-being. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. However, the indirect 

effect involving attachment avoidance as a predictor was not significant (β = -.05, B = -.10, 95% 

CI = -.28 to .03, p > .05), indicating that social support satisfaction did not mediate the 

association between attachment avoidance and well-being. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not 

supported. It is useful to note that the direct effect of attachment anxiety predicting well-being 

was not significant (β = -.16, p > .05), while the direct effect of attachment avoidance predicting 

well-being was significant (β = -.17, p < .05). In tandem with the indirect effects, the findings 

suggest social support satisfaction fully mediated the effect of attachment anxiety on well-being, 

while it had no effect on the association between attachment avoidance and well-being.  

Alternative Model Testing  

Due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, several alternative models were developed 

and tested. These alternative models comprised different relations among the study variables. 

Demonstrating that these alternative models provided inferior fits to the data would further 

support the present theoretical model. In the first alternative model (Model C), the order of the 
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attachment dimensions and social support satisfaction were reversed. This alternative model was 

used to test the possibility that satisfying social relationships would be associated with increased 

attachment security during emerging adult life transitions, which in turn would be associated 

with increased well-being. This model provided an adequate, but not excellent, fit to the data: 

SB-χ2 (60, N = 213) = 121.08, p = .00; RMSEA = .07 (CI = .05 to .09); CFI = .95; SRMR = .06. 

In the second alternative model test (Model D), the recursive model was reversed so that 

well-being was an exogenous variable, social support satisfaction was a mediator variable, and 

the attachment dimensions were separate outcome variables. Given that social support 

satisfaction (and not actual social support) was a variable of interest in the present study, it was 

possible that emerging adult well-being could be associated with social support satisfaction, 

which in turn could be associated with attachment security. The fit indices for this model were 

identical to the recursive model: SB-χ2 (59, N = 213) = 101.90, p = .00; RMSEA = .06 (CI = .04 

to .07); CFI = .97; SRMR = .05. Importantly, the significance of the indirect effects in this model 

remained unchanged with respect to Model A. That is, social support satisfaction significantly 

mediated the association between attachment anxiety and well-being in Model A (β = -.21, B = -

.45, 95% CI = -.87 to -.24, p < .001) and the association between well-being and attachment 

anxiety in Model D (β = -.19, B = -.09, 95% CI = -.16 to -.04, p < .01). Similarly, social support 

satisfaction did not mediate the association between attachment avoidance and well-being in 

Model A (β = -.05, B = -.10, 95% CI = -.28 to .03, p > .05) nor the association of well-being 

predicting attachment avoidance in Model D (β = -.07, B = -.04, 95% CI = -.10 to .02, p > .05). 

While this result suggested that multiple plausible explanations exist regarding the relatedness of 

attachment anxiety, social support satisfaction, and well-being, it also seemed to strengthen the 

finding that no significant indirect effect existed between attachment avoidance, social support 
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satisfaction, and well-being.  

Discussion 

The findings of the present study provided mixed support of the theoretical mediation 

model describing the relations between attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, social support 

satisfaction, and well-being among emerging adults experiencing normative life transitions. 

Specifically, the SEM analyses revealed that social support satisfaction fully mediated the 

association between attachment anxiety and well-being. However, social support satisfaction did 

not mediate the association between attachment avoidance and well-being. Finally, alternative 

model tests provided mixed support for the ordering of variables within the model. That is, while 

a model that was equivalent in fit supported the nonsignificant indirect effect involving 

attachment avoidance, it failed to suggest a preferred indirect effect involving attachment anxiety 

(i.e., well-being predicting attachment anxiety through social support satisfaction was significant 

in the alternative model test).  

These findings collectively suggest that attachment anxiety, but not attachment 

avoidance, is associated with social support satisfaction. This distinction contrasts existing cross-

sectional research that has largely found similar relationships to social support across attachment 

dimensions (e.g., Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005). Several differences exist between these studies 

and the present study, including the use in the present study of emerging adults from a range of 

academic and non-academic settings. Perhaps the most plausible reason for this discrepancy, 

though, is that participants in the present sample were experiencing life transition. Recall that the 

theoretical model was predicated on the idea that emerging adult life transitions are likely 

sources of distress (e.g., Lee & Gramotnev, 2007). Periods of distress are theorized to activate 

secondary attachment strategies (Lopez & Brennan, 2000), resulting in (a) maladaptive 
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interpersonal proximity-seeking among individuals with elevated attachment anxiety and (b) 

maladaptive interpersonal isolation among individuals with elevated attachment avoidance. If the 

sample’s transition status did, in fact, increase distress levels, it perhaps resulted in a 

strengthened relation between attachment anxiety and satisfaction with social support and a 

weakened relation between attachment avoidance and satisfaction with social support on the 

basis of each dimension’s respective secondary attachment strategy. It may be that a measure of 

actual social support (as opposed to satisfaction) would have yielded more congruent effects. 

Such a possibility warrants future research.  

Moreover, in the structural model analyses, the association between attachment 

avoidance and well-being remained significant after accounting for social support satisfaction, 

while the association between attachment anxiety and well-being was fully mediated. This 

difference was unexpected, and it supported an interpretation that social support satisfaction 

works differently between each attachment dimension. The hypothesis that social support 

satisfaction would fully mediate the association between attachment anxiety and well-being was 

supported. However, the findings suggested that attachment avoidance was negatively associated 

with well-being independent of social support satisfaction. Further research is needed to identify 

indirect effects explaining the association between attachment avoidance and well-being among 

emerging adults in transition.  

The present findings elucidate the direct and indirect effects of attachment and social 

support satisfaction in emerging adult well-being. The majority of existing research in this regard 

include only negative symptoms as outcome variables (e.g., Kenny & Sirin, 2006). An implied 

assumption in such research is that low scores on negative symptom measures are indicative of 

positive functioning; however, a growing argument in psychological research is that mental 
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illness and mental health are separate constructs entirely, not polar ends of the same construct 

(Keyes, Ryff, & Shmotkin, 2002). While prior research indicates that attachment security 

provides a protective factor from negative experiences, the present study provides evidence that 

attachment security is also associated with well-being.  

However, the alternative model testing provided a competing explanation regarding the 

relatedness of attachment anxiety, social support satisfaction, and well-being compared to that of 

the theoretical model. While it was hypothesized that attachment anxiety would be indirectly 

associated with well-being through social support satisfaction, a reversed sequence of 

associations between these variables also proved to be statistically significant. This alternative 

explanation suggested that emerging adult well-being could be indirectly associated with 

attachment anxiety through its association with social support satisfaction. Keren and Mayseless 

(2013) used a cross-sectional design similar to the present study and found evidence that chosen 

attachments (e.g., romantic partners) tend to be more secure than unchosen attachments (i.e., 

family), suggesting that attachment may become more secure in emerging adulthood as 

individuals increasingly rely on chosen attachments for support. These competing explanations 

warrant further investigation using longitudinal designs with emerging adult samples.  

Limitations  

 In interpreting the present study’s findings, several limitations warrant consideration.  

First, this study relied on a cross-sectional design. While such a design mirrors other prominent 

attachment and social support research, it limits the ability to make cause-and-effect conclusions 

about the findings. Second, the sample predominantly was non-Latino white (83.1%) and female 

(72.3%), and reported full-time enrollment in college immediately after completing high school 

(87.3%). The sample did, however, report a diverse range of present life trajectories (e.g., career 
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life), which is important to note considering the aforementioned overreliance on college student 

samples in other adult research. Nevertheless, the relatively homogenous sample limits the 

interpretability of the present findings. For example, the nonsignificant indirect effect involving 

attachment avoidance could be partially due to the fact that attachment avoidance tends to be 

lower among females (Del Giudice, 2009) and Caucasians (Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & 

Zakalik, 2004) compared to males and individuals from certain non-Caucasian groups, 

respectively. Finally, it should be noted that the study did not use a manipulation check to ensure 

that participants maintained attentiveness throughout the survey. Manipulation checks are 

especially useful when survey instructions are complex (e.g., when independent variables are 

manipulated within the instructions; Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009); none of the 

present study variables were predicated on complex instructions. Nevertheless, checking for 

attentiveness would have provided additional assurances regarding the validity of the data. 

Implications for Counseling  

 The results of this study indicated that social support satisfaction has a mediating effect 

on the association between attachment anxiety and well-being among emerging adults 

experiencing life transition. Social support satisfaction, then, may be a protective factor for well-

being during transition for individuals with elevated attachment anxiety. Thus, counselors would 

be wise to assist their emerging adult clients in fostering healthier self-representations. Given 

that the negative self-representations indicative of attachment anxiety promote maladaptive 

interpersonal dependence (Lopez & Brennan, 2000), the development of more positive self-

representations could assist emerging adults in optimizing their utilization of the protective 

qualities of social support. Counselors of emerging adults should be aware of this potential 

therapeutic roadblock that insecure attachment can create, and they should be prepared to 
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intervene to develop corrective attachment experiences in their clients. A promising approach in 

this regard is for clinicians to utilize the inherent transference of the therapeutic relationship to 

increase attachment awareness (Daly & Mallinckrodt, 2009).   

The noteworthy magnitude of the association between social support satisfaction and 

well-being has useful implications for therapy as well. This result underscored the importance of 

support during potentially distressing life transitions. Support seems to provide a protective 

factor during these transitions for many qualities of common focus in counseling (Lane, 2015), 

including environmental mastery, positive relations, purpose in life, self-acceptance, life 

satisfaction, and a healthy balance between positive and negative affect. These qualities represent 

important areas of focus when counseling emerging adult clients, especially those in transition. 

Implications for Future Research  

The findings of this study make important contributions to what is presently known about 

emerging adulthood, life transition, attachment, social support satisfaction, and well-being. One 

important next step is to refine and retest the model in light of the lack of significance between 

attachment avoidance and social support satisfaction. Based on the aforementioned discussion of 

this result, it would be useful to devise a study of the relatedness of attachment avoidance and 

social support while manipulating distress levels. It is also important to compare the fit of these 

models between transitioning and non-transitioning emerging adults and to test the model using a 

longitudinal design, which would further validate the present theoretical assertions. Similarly, a 

longitudinal design would best determine the sequencing of the study variables, which seems 

warranted given the inconclusive alternative model tests. Finally, the final model should be 

tested on a more heterogeneous sample with regard to ethnicity and gender. Such efforts would 

further elucidate our understanding of the psychological impact of emerging adult transitions.   
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Table 1 

Factor Loadings for the Measurement Model 

Latent variable and 

indicator 

Unstandardized 

factor loading 

 

SE 

 

Z 

Standardized 

factor loading 

Attachment anxiety     

Parcel 1 2.29 .29 7.85* .58 

Parcel 2 3.74 .33 11.41* .94 

Attachment avoidance     

Parcel 1 2.73 .18 14.88* .83 

Parcel 2 3.95 .24 16.42* .99 

Social support     

Parcel 1 2.25 .20 11.31* .91 

Parcel 2 2.61 .21 12.20* .92 

Well-being     

Life satisfaction 5.01 .35 14.40* .76 

Positive affect 4.61 .41 11.27* .65 

Negative affect -2.59 .53 -4.89* -.34 

Environmental mastery 4.61 .31 15.02* .80 

Self acceptance 6.14 .32 18.99* .89 

Purpose in life 4.27 .32 13.48* .74 

Positive relations 4.57 .33 13.92* .73 

Note: N = 213.  

* p < .001. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations among Instrument Scales 

Variables Descriptives Intercorrelations 

 α M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. ECR-S Anxiety .75 21.33 6.99 –         

2. ECR-S Avoidance .85 15.16 6.82 .35 –        

3. SSQ6 .90 31.21 5.09 -.42 -.30 –       

4. SWLS .87 24.10 6.64 -.36 -.30 .55 –      

5. PANAS Positive Affect .87 35.95 7.15 -.28 -.22 .37 .49 –     

6. PANAS Negative Affect .85 25.58 7.58 .28 .18 -.18 -.34 -.07† –    

7. RSPWB Environmental Mastery .76 29.52 5.78 -.33 -.33 .43 .60 .52 -.33 –   

8. RSPWB Self-Acceptance .84 30.35 6.96 -.39 -.31 .47 .68 .57 -.29 .71 –  

9. RSPWB Purpose in Life .77 32.96 5.87 -.32 -.27 .36 .46 .53 -.21 .62 .66 – 

10. RSPWB Positive Relations .81 32.64 6.24 -.31 -.44 .51 .54 .48 -.22 .54 .65 .55 

 

Note: N = 213. ECR-S = Experiences in Close Relationships Scale- Short Form, SSQ6 = Social Support Questionnaire satisfaction 

scale, SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PANAS = Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, RSPWB = Ryff Scales of 

Psychological Well-Being.  

† = non-significant correlation. All other correlations significant at the p < .05 level or higher. 
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Figure 1. theoretical model depicting relationships among study variables. Dashed lines represent paths that are not hypothesized to be 

statistically significant.   
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Figure 2. Final structural model. Dashed lines indicate nonsignificant paths.  

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
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