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Conceptualisations of Adulthood

 Conclusion:  
◦ Young people with ID are disadvantaged by the 

lack of a term that adequately describes their life 
stage after secondary school.



Different frameworks
Not one definition of adulthood used by all stakeholders

Support workers = 

legal/rights 

framework

Parents = 

social/cultural

framework

Young people = 

identity framework
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The United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disability

 Promotes full and equal enjoyment of all human 
rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons
with disabilities, 

 Promotes respect for inherent dignity.



The big deal about 

turning 18!!
Age of Majority and 

Entitlements

 Age of majority = the threshold of adulthood as 
recognised or declared in law.

 The moment minors cease to be considered children, 
and parents lose legal authority

 Coincides with rites of passage such as voting, entry 
to ‘adult’ venues, and access to ‘adult’ entertainment.



The question:

 If young people are no longer children at 

age 18, does this correspond with entry 

to adulthood?



Inadequate definition of adulthood
Actual (or intrinsic)

adulthood

Virtual (or engineered) 

adulthood

More common view of 

parents

More common view of 

disability support workers

Aligns with Goffman’s actual social 

identity

Aligns with Goffman’s virtual social 

identity

Based on ideas that adults are: 

• Independent

• Rational

• Accepted into community of adults

• Gain meaning from activities

Based on ideas that adults are: 

• Interdependent

• Free to make own decision,  

regardless of cognitive level

• Able to take risks and grow as a 

consequence

• Able to connect to community 

through participation in work of 

leisure





So where is the problem with this?

 Despite UNCPRD in 2006 – tensions remain 
during transition life-stage .

 Parents reluctant to agree to the principles of 
rights for their sons and daughters simply based 
on chronology.



Intellectual Disability Rights Service 

(2009)
 “Just because a person does not agree with the 

decisions another person …, this should, in no way 
bear upon an inquiry into the latter’s capacity. If a 
person wants to spend their money on sex services on 
a weekly basis or they want to have a certain 
boyfriend or girlfriend, they should be entitled to do 
so. IDRS has been contacted by parents of adult 
children with intellectual disability, saying they want to 
gain guardianship to stop their children associating 
with a person or spending their money on sex 
services. These are not, in and of themselves, proof 
that the child lacks legal capacity” (p.11).



Conflicts exist over…

 Rights to freedom vs right to well being

 Right to make own choices and take risks vs
right to protection from harm

 Right to personal liberties vs need for daily 
schedules

 The right to refuse vs need to comply



The right to eat doughnuts!
(Bannerman 1990)



“Live in the community, with 

choices equal to others”

 Does not meet with universal agreement.

 Is not something all young people want 

for their 18th birthday

 Needs to be respect for differences in 

disability types



Parental concerns:

 “She doesn’t look after her money, cause she 
doesn’t understand, and she’d probably give the 
card away if I got her one”

 “…they know full well that he’ll just hand over 
anything he’s got”.  

 “My son has the right to be happy and safe –
that’s all!  Any other right is a crock of sh*t! ”.



Thank you


