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Recurrent phenomena and developmental tasks during the period of young adulthood 

 
Gunnel Jacobsson 

Psychoanalyst, IPA, teacher in psychotherapy 
 

Abstract 
The aim of the dissertation is to investigate the own narratives told by young adults in the 
age group 18 to 25 years old about strains in life, ideas about the background to these, and 
attitudes now and in an imagined future. The emerging recurrent phenomena form the basis 
for a deeper understanding of the developmental tasks of young adults. Gender variances 
and changes over time are focused upon. The investigation is based on three distinct 
theoretical perspectives: developmental psychology, social constructionism and personal 
epistemology.  

The methods used vary according to the focus in four separate studies: (1) The Inter-
view study is based on the narratives of 23 informants. A qualitative analysis was carried 
out and central themes are presented at group level. (2) In the Questionnaire study, a bird’s 
eye view is taken. A quantitative analysis was performed on 611 respondents’ answers 
about their own attitudes and experienced background to strains. (3) In the Follow-up 
study, 21 informants from the Interview study were interviewed again after eighteen 
months. (4) The Case study scrutinizes in detail four informants’ narratives about strains 
and attitudes on three occasions, over a total of three years. The combination of three 
different theoretical and three different methodological perspectives was used to make 
recurrent phenomena more visible, enabling the formulation of developmental tasks during 
this period of life. 

The most prominent phenomenon concerning strains is to become someone in the 
world. This is interpreted as an individuation process, which is a specific developmental 
task. Depression-like conditions occur and are understood to be transitional expressions of 
developmental-related sorrow. A spectrum based on prominent attitudes is formulated: 
vegetative being – creative being – productive doing – warding-off doing. The spectrum 
includes both problem-solving and problem-distancing attitudes. Common for men and for 
women is a movement between the problem-distancing and the problem-solving attitudes. 
The attitudes differ between men and women. Over time, a greater range of problem-
solving attitudes is used, and they become less gender-specific. The problem-distancing 
attitudes decrease, both within the group of women and the group of men, but are still as 
gender-specific. As time passes, the narratives about the background to strains and future 
attitudes gain an increased number of themes. These changes are interpreted as a maturity 
process within the age group. Most of the young adults convey a hopeful view of the 
future. 
 
Key words: Young adults, Strains in life, Gender, Developmental tasks, Depression, Day-
dreaming, Narrative, Psychoanalytic theory 
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Chapter 1                                                 .            
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Young adults have attracted attention in several sectors of society in the past 
few years. The labour market is discussing measures to reduce the high 
unemployment rate among young people – an urgent issue from many 
viewpoints. Establishing oneself as an adult means being able to support one-
self, and thereby achieving financial independence from both parents and so-
ciety (Arnett, 2000). When young adults feel well placed at work, it also 
strengthens their confidence and increases their capacity for work (Roberts, 
Caspi, & Moffitt, 2003). In the field of education, young adults are delaying 
their university studies. Political decisions have been taken with the aim of 
reducing the average age of students. Measures are being taken by the Swed-
ish government to chart young adults who end up outside education and work 
(Linde, 2003). During the 1990s, Sweden established a special Youth Board, 
and a Youth Minister was appointed. Within psychiatric medicine, the number 
of young adults seeking help is increasing, women in particular (Danielson & 
Marklund, 2000; Hagquist, 1997; Hæggman & Lindberg, 2002). Clinics for 
young adults have been set up to cope with increased patient numbers, and 
difficulties connected with diagnostics during the late teens. Symptoms 
during this period are more diffuse, with a higher degree of co-morbidity 
among children and youths compared to adults (Boalt Boëthius & Berggren, 
2000; Cederblad, 1996). As the focus is on young adults in so many different 
areas of society, it becomes urgent to listen more to how they themselves, as a 
group, talk about their life situation. 
 
Considering the attention that this age group is attracting, the question arises: 
Why now? Is the phenomenon “young adults” a newly discovered and un-
explored continent, or have “young adults” as a concept arisen like a new land 
mass where there was none before? The fact that the age group is attracting 
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increased attention, surrounded by question marks, shows a need, irrespective 
of the cause, to explore the phenomena that exist during the specific life stage 
of young adulthood. Knowing more about what young people are struggling 
with is important in order to gain better knowledge and increased under-
standing of what is happening. The general aim of this dissertation is to in-
crease the knowledge of the developmental tasks that young adults on the 
threshold of the adult world are struggling with. Recurrent phenomena that 
may illuminate psychological conditions in the developmental process which 
achieving adulthood might mean are investigated. The informants are young 
men and women between the ages of 18 and 25, living in Stockholm County. 
 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The point in time when one becomes an adult has gradually shifted over the 
past century. In the early 1900s, adulthood started at confirmation. Fifty years 
later, one became an adult on the 21st birthday. The time when adulthood 
itself is achieved today is diffuse and lacks the previous ritual ceremony 
(Lenz, 2001). Modern society’s lack of rituals affects the way in which 
individuals, from a psychological perspective, handle different transitions in 
life (Giddens, 1991). The adjustments tend to become identity crises. In one 
survey by the Swedish Youth Board (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2003), a group of 
people in the age range 16–29 years was asked when people become adults. 
Only 17% replied that one becomes adult on the coming-of-age day. An 
abstract answer was more common, such as “when you take responsibility for 
your own decisions”. Arnett (2000) also shows that the process of becoming 
an adult is linked to similar quality changes in personality, rather than 
concrete external events. There is a lack of clarity both in the content of the 
life stage and its demarcation. The concept has been described as a psycho-
cultural state (Staples & Smarr, 1980), as opposed to the earlier age groups' 
demarcation through clear physiological markers. An example of this is 
adolescence, the psychological part of puberty, which starts with menstruation 
for women and ejaculation for men. 
 
Economic changes have contributed to the change in conditions, not least for 
the age group 18–25 years. Socio-demographic factors previously meant that 
it was more common for young people to move away from home in order to 
continue their education or to work. Further education is today much more 
common, which contributes to an extended establishment on the labour mar-
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ket with new, critical adjustment periods (Hagström, 1999). This, combined 
with lack of housing, means that young people go on living in the parental 
home for longer. The extended period between teenage and adulthood is also 
strengthened by labour market measures, which become like containers park-
ing the age group in the category “young adults” (Mörch, 1995). According to 
Mörch, this arouses public feelings in two diametrically opposite directions. It 
marginalizes young adults as a group by making them outsiders on the hous-
ing and labour markets. At the same time, fantasies about the freedom and the 
unlimited opportunities of the group are awakened.  This spectrum of possible 
views of young adults as a group contributes to the continuing great interest in 
the group’s thoughts and ideas (ibid.). These fantasies can be described as 
projections of freedom, which may contribute to a strong youth ideal, result-
ing in an expansion and an idealization of the teenage years.  
 
Modern society affirms individuality to such an extent that one could refer to 
the individual society (Giddens, 1991). Mörch (1995) describes this as con-
tributing to the life stage being prolonged, as age-specific striving for separa-
tion is strengthened by the prevailing ideals of society. The individualistic 
success ideals also contribute to increased social segregation within the age 
group. Two groups crystallize: the young adults who succeed in their individ-
ual striving for success, and the marginalized young adults who end up out-
side society or in “social containers”. As I see it, the increased social antago-
nism within the age group covering teenagers and young adults, with an in-
creasing number of rapes and robberies (Andersson, 2000; Vogel, 2003), can 
be interpreted as an expression of the increased tension described by Mörch. 
 
The “Zeitgeist” contributes to the “youthifying” of today’s human beings, 
while at the same time we are growing increasingly older. The average life 
span for Swedish men in 1901-1910 was 55 years, and for women 57 years. 
Fifty years later, the average life span for men had increased to 71 years and 
for women to 74 years. A further fifty years later, in 2002, the average life 
span for men was 78 years and for women 82 years (SCB, 2003). This means 
that the life span is longer and the transition between different stages of life 
has become displaced. For example, the point at which young people make 
their debut on the labour market has been delayed (TCO, 2002). During the 
past 10 years, the age at which the average man makes his debut on the labour 
market has shifted from 21 years to 26 years. The corresponding figures for 
women are from 20 years to 27 years. The time for having a first child has 
also been delayed. Similar shifts in the life span can be found in many other 
industrialized countries (Arnett, 2000; Chrisholm & Hurrelmann, 1995; 
Noble, Cover, & Yanagishita, 1996). The delayed adulthood can be inter-
preted partly in this context. Conditions of life have been changed by both 
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social and biological factors. From a psychological viewpoint, we need to 
know more about what this change means, to be able to plan social measures 
for reducing youth unemployment, to treat psychological suffering in an ade-
quate way and to understand why young adults wait before starting work and 
having children compared to previous generations. Psychologically, in the 
form of internal processes, we have a relatively unexplored area in the period 
as a young adult.  
 
Within developmental psychology, the years of childhood and adolescence 
have been the subject of attention, and knowledge about these years is sys-
tematic and thorough (Levinson, 1978). One reason is the prevalent linking of 
psychological and physical development (Emde, 1985). However, in latter 
years, interest in processes within the age span 18–25 years has increased 
considerably (Arnett, 2000; Lenz, 2001; Neyer & Asendorf, 2001; Roberts, 
Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001; Roberts et al., 2003).  The age period should be called 
“emerging adulthood” Arnett (2000) argues, as people in this age group do 
not consider themselves as adults. He considers that it is better to use a con-
cept that shows there are processes occurring during the age period. So which 
are the processes occurring during the period 18–25 years? Are there any 
emotional changes during the period as a young adult?  
 
The fact that the age period is turbulent has long been a basic assumption. 
From narratives about relationships, Waldinger, Diguer, Guastella, Lefebvre, 
Allen, Luborsky, & Hauser (2002) found a decrease in negative self- and 
object-images among young adults compared to adolescents. They also found 
a decrease in polarization of self- and object-images among young adults in 
cases where these had been contradictory during adolescence. Östgård-
Ybrandt (2004) shows that self-concept and perception of others are relatively 
stable among adolescents. Her results support a modified “storm-and-stress” 
view among adolescents. Emde (1985) questioned the view that the teenage 
years are stormy among teenagers in general, and claims that this view is 
based on studies of clinical groups. The period entails a continued 
development, but is not the break in development assumed by many studies 
using a clinical population as the starting point for their observations. Robins, 
Fraley, Roberts, & Trzesniewski (2001) showed that personality characteris-
tics were stable in the young adults they investigated, but this does not 
exclude the occurrence of systematic changes. The issue of change is mainly 
related to how the researcher defines the concept “change”, they found: 
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 [O]verall, the findings are consistent with the perspective that personality ex-
hibits moderate degrees of continuity over time, yet can change in systematic 
ways. One insight emerging from the results is that conclusions about person-
ality change depend in part on how change is defined. (p 631) 

 
A common definition is that “change” means a change in the investigated 
subject over time, while “stability” means the individual’s relative position in 
relation to the group investigated. “According to these definitions, change is 
not identical to the lack of stability” (Holmlund, 1991, p. 379). Roberts and 
co-workers (2001) found stability among the individuals they investigated and 
change in the group in relation to increased maturity and social self-confi-
dence. A decrease in aggression and feeling of alienation was also found. The 
difference in the young adults was greatest for those who were least mature to 
begin with. Stein, Newcomb, & Bentler (1986) found greater changes in 
personality during the age interval 13–17 years compared to the age interval 
17–21 years. Using a different frame of reference (Giedd, 2004, p. 53), it has 
been found that the brain continues to grow and develop to the age of 25 and 
that hormone production increases. This has consequences: “Recent discover-
ies show that these adrenal sex hormones are extremely active in the brain, 
attaching to receptors everywhere and exerting a direct influence on serotonin 
and other neuro-chemicals that regulate mood and excitability.” Whether it is 
a period of emotional change or stability depends on what one is investigating 
and how one defines the concepts. 
 
A survey of previous studies shows a slippage between the description of 
adolescence and young adulthood (Adatto, 1980), and the ages placed under 
each heading also vary. Adolescence is accompanied by bodily changes, lead-
ing to sexual maturity. An important task is to change the self-image and to 
assimilate the image of an adult body, and furthermore to achieve a sexual 
identity (Laufer, 1984). Break-up and searching are central themes, where the 
break-up is from a childhood identity, and the period is characterized by the 
search for a new identity (Erikson, 1968). Young adulthood could be said to 
be about re-finding oneself psychologically and moving towards increased 
maturity (Lewis, 1980; Neyer et al., 2001; Roberts et al., 2001; Tuulio-
Henriksson, Poikolainen, Alto-Setala, & Lönnqvist, 1997). The period can be 
described as a second separation from the parents (Isay, 1980), as leaving the 
parental home often occurs or is planned during the years of young adulthood. 
Thus, socio-cultural factors are included in a decisive way, as distinct from 
the psychological separation proper from the parents in adolescence. The 
culturally conditioned changes, or expected changes, then take on an impor-

 5 



tant psychological significance, which has been described by Erikson (1968) 
as a movement between intimacy and distantiation. 
 
For Erikson (ibid.), the description of the time as a young adult is a part of a 
life-long human developmental process. Emde (1985), like Erikson, empha-
sizes the importance of the fact that development does not end, but continues 
throughout life. This branch of research is sometimes called “lifespan psy-
chology”. The reason why developmental psychology has come to be re-
garded as belonging to childhood and adolescence is, according to Emde, due 
to an unhappy link made between psychological and physical development. 
Several other studies (e.g. Blanchard-Fields & Irion, 1988; Kavsek & Seiffge-
Krenke, 1996) point to the importance of age for psychological maturity. 
With increased age, people’s way of handling difficult situations often 
changes. These studies do not focus in particular on the period of young adult-
hood, but point out people’s changeability throughout different stages in life 
in a meaningful way. Such changes can be due to increased wisdom through 
experience, but can also be a result of social circumstances and, in this way, 
be linked to external conditions. 
 
What does a comparison between the psychological conditions of men and 
women during young adulthood show? During adolescence, consumption of 
healthcare between girls and boys changes proportions. This can be seen, for 
instance, in investigations showing that during the latency period, it is more 
common to have boys than girls as outpatients in psychiatric clinics for chil-
dren and young people (Dalman & Wicks, 2000). From puberty, girls seek 
help for more psychological problems than boys, in particular psychosomatic 
problems and depression (Cederblad, 1996; Ivarsson, 1998; Olsson, 1988). 
This gender difference in the help-seeking pattern for psychological problems 
is also evidenced by more women than men seeking help from psychiatric 
outpatient clinics and that more men than women receive inpatient treatment 
for psychiatric and dependency problems (Dalman et al., 2000). There is also 
a difference between men’s and women’s propensity to seek psychiatric help 
altogether. Of people seeking psychotherapy, the proportion is often three 
quarters women and one quarter men (Blomquist, 1999; Claesson & Werbart, 
2002; Sundblad, Aronowitsch, Kaplan, Norman, Wiklander, & Wolff, 1996).  
 
There are also similarities between men’s and women’s development during 
young adulthood. Roberts and co-workers (2001) show that, irrespective of 
the differences existing between the personalities of young men and young 
women, men and women show the same degree of stability and change in per-
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sonality. It also seems that, while men and women have approximately the 
same wishes and experience similar strains, they react to these in different 
ways. McNelles & Connolly (1999), in an investigation of teenagers’ relation-
ships, did not find any difference between boys and girls in the importance of 
friendship. Within both groups, the importance of friendship increased during 
the teens. However, their attitude to their friends differed. Girls developed 
intimacy through discussing and telling each other secrets, and boys through 
spending time participating in activities together. 
 
In this dissertation, great weight is given to young adults’ own narratives. 
People’s immediate and everyday attitude to strains is formed by experiences 
that organize the daily flow of impressions. A prerequisite for people being 
able to handle things that happen to them is that they understand the reason 
for them and the meaning of them (Antonovsky, 1988). Out of psychological 
necessity, both children and adults create their own theories to explain fea-
tures that cannot immediately be fitted into an already existing context of 
meaning (Becker, 1997; Kleinman, 1988). These theories are private and not 
easily changed. Sometimes these attitudes become repetitive and can be 
experienced as painful, but still cannot be abandoned. From another perspec-
tive, this state can be described as psychiatric symptoms.  
 
At the turn of the last century, when Sigmund Freud laid the foundation for 
psychoanalytical theory and treatment, he focused on the attitudes used by 
mentally ill persons and tried to understand what the symptoms said. The 
meaning of the symptoms was investigated and regarded as being a result of a 
hidden narrative, which the patient’s body and unconscious had knowledge 
of, but which the patient had no contact with in conscious thought. “A 
stereotype plate (or several such), which is constantly repeated – constantly 
repeated afresh – in the course of the person’s life” (Freud, 1912a, pp. 99-
100). The hidden, unconscious narrative would therefore be expressed again 
and again, like a repeatedly played gramophone record, in constantly new 
events. But the unconscious narrative could become visible if one listened 
carefully to the patient’s own narrative with all its sidetracks, and this 
unprejudiced listening had a curative effect in itself. Contemporary 
psychoanalysis, which is my own theoretical basis, emphasizes that humans 
create an unconscious meaning in the here and now, based on the person’s 
experiences. Apart from this, humans also have a striving to be understood 
and are, in this respect, relating beings (Kernberg, 2001). 
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Apart from the personal aspect of the unconscious narratives, there is also 
something general about them, such as changes happening over a lifetime. 
The ability to create one’s own life narrative seems to develop during adoles-
cence, and then develops further during young adulthood (Habermas & Bluck, 
2000). So how then is the unconscious narrative influenced and developed? 
All development and change presuppose learning in a wider sense, where im-
pressions are organized into knowledge that directs daily life. Piaget (1985) 
makes a distinction between impressions that “crack” the existing knowledge 
to create something new (accommodation) and impressions that are integrated 
into the existing knowledge (assimilation). Similar processes have been de-
scribed by Peirce (1990). When the new impressions surprise, new conclu-
sions are drawn from the combination of existing knowledge and new impres-
sions (abduction). When the new impressions are in accord with what we al-
ready know, they are integrated into the existing knowledge (retroduction). 
From an epistemological perspective, Hofer (2002) describes that a prerequi-
site for new knowledge is that the established knowledge is insufficient and 
that the new appears reasonable in relation to the existing knowledge. Good 
preconditions for re-orientation and creative knowledge are therefore that the 
old ways are not felt to be good and that the new ways appears reasonable.  
 
It is an important concern for society to find out how the subjective reality 
looks for people in order, for instance, to make it possible to suggest measures  
that seem reasonable to follow. This is emphasized within didactics, by Biggs 
(2003) among others, who underlines the necessity of discovering the stage 
students have reached from a knowledge point of view, so as to be able to 
create a situation where new learning is possible. Similar theories exist within 
psychotherapy research. When a patient seeks psychotherapy, it is usually be-
cause he or she cannot find a solution on his or her own. Despite this, the pa-
tient usually has an idea of what might help. “The major point of this paper is 
that, despite the seeming confusion and passivity of some clients, every client 
is always actively pursuing a plan of cure.” (Wile, 1977, p. 447). For the 
psychotherapist, it is then essential to speak to the patient in a way that be-
comes meaningful for him or her, that is on the basis of the concepts the pa-
tient him- or herself already has. Only from this position is it possible to de-
tect those contradictions in the patient’s attitude that are hindering the devel-
opment.  
 
A starting point for the dissertation is that narratives about strains, ideas about 
background, attitudes now and in an imagined future, together form a natural 
structure for encountering life events (Werbart, Levander, Sahlberg, Ginner, 
Philips, Jacobsson, & Claesson, 2002). In this structure, I think that the devel-
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opmental tasks of the life stages – strains in a wider sense – can be shown, as 
well as the context in which they are experienced. In the structure in which 
the young adults’ narratives are captured, attitude may need a closer presen-
tation, as related concepts are used in other areas of the scientific world. Atti-
tudes refer here to distinct and repeated patterns in the way we react to strains. 
These fairly stable reaction patterns cover the manifest outer behaviour, what 
one does, as well as inner aspects, what one is, including one’s own subjective 
concepts and values. Research into coping and research about private theories 
(Aldvin, Sutton, & Lachman, 1996; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988; Werbart & 
Levander, 2000) has shown that such and similar reaction patterns are rela-
tively stable.  
 
Research into coping is a closely related tradition, studying people’s resources 
in situations experienced as threatening, and different ways of handling these 
situations (Aldvin & Revenson, 1987; Aldvin et al., 1996; Folkman & 
Lazarus, 1985; 1988; Lazarus, 1993). The handling may switch between 
focusing on the situation or on emotions, and can vary with e.g. age. One 
branch of research emphasizes the adaptability of the coping strategy accord-
ing to unique threat situations, whereas another regards the coping style as 
something more person-specific. The unifying factor is that research into cop-
ing focuses on strategies in situations experienced as threatening, as distinct 
from attitude. Attitude relates to the handling of the never-ending flow of im-
pressions, and is something that is constantly present. The attitudes are 
investigated in situations that are felt to be a strain, as they are easiest to spot 
there. The study of attitudes has a broader focus than that used within the cop-
ing tradition. 
 
Another closely related branch of research studies attachment styles. The ba-
sis for the research tradition is Bowlby’s attachment theory (1973). 
Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall (1978) carried out observations of small 
children’s attachment to their mothers, which was to become an important 
contribution to the attachment theory. Basic differences could be discerned in 
attachment styles, which were later further developed by Main & Solomon 
(1990). The research area has today branched out (Fonagy, 2001). Some 
schools emphasize intrapsychic processes, others focus on cognitive struc-
tures and yet others are interested in socio-psychological courses of events. 
The common theme is the idea that experience of separation and attachment 
creates internal working models, which are activated when the individual 
feels insecure and frightened. The models are important for the ability to dare 
to explore and to be able to experience security. The structure becomes vital 
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for how the individual relates to significant others in situations that are felt to 
be insecure. The attachment style is regarded as relatively stable throughout 
life. Attitudes, coping strategies and attachment style can be assumed to be 
partly overlapping, but can be distinguished from each other. Coping relates 
specifically to strategies in situations felt to be threatening and attachment 
style relates to cognitive and emotional schemes, which in particular provide 
knowledge about the person's way of relating to significant others in insecure 
situations. Attitudes cover a wider spectrum and include strategies, stances 
and aspects of personal style, thus both internal and external attitudes, which 
become obvious in situations that are experienced as stressful. 
 
 

The anchoring of the dissertation in pedagogics 
 
The dissertation places great emphasis on what the young adults themselves 
narrate. The interpretation process is characterized by an inquisitive search for 
knowledge, which is consistent with the research tradition within pedagogics. 
The knowledge is not owned by the researcher, but is created in the meeting 
between the researcher and the research subject. The focus is not on young 
adult individuals, but on expressions of developmental tasks that emerge from 
the narratives. 
 
The developmental tasks to be solved are psychological and may be regarded 
as intuitive learning, which is a research area anchored within the traditions of 
both psychology and pedagogics. But how the tasks are solved is also an as-
pect of a socialization process. The period of life as a young adult may be re-
garded as “created” by socio-cultural factors, which makes a social perspec-
tive relevant as well. One aim of the dissertation is therefore to illuminate the 
phenomenon “young adults” from different theoretical perspectives. How-
ever, the psychoanalytic developmental psychology perspective is dominant. 
Another perspective on the group young adults is provided by the choice of 
methodology. Phenomena in the group are regarded from different “angles” – 
close investigation, group level and bird’s-eye view. Searching for phenom-
ena by focusing on research subjects from different perspectives is a scientific 
attitude that is included in the research tradition for pedagogics. 
 
My aim, which is compatible with the views of pedagogic science, has been 
to create a dissertation that may have social implications. The dissertation 
aims to fulfil a need in society for increased knowledge about developmental 
tasks within the group young adults. Young adults have increasingly become 
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the focus for debate in society, through, among other things, increasing num-
bers seeking professional help, increased youth unemployment, extended and 
delayed periods of study. Therefore, society will benefit from a deepened 
knowledge about the developmental tasks and attitudes of the group. Such a 
deepening can contribute to improved intervention and to finding ways of 
solving the problems related to the age group.  
 
 

The YOUTH project 
 
The studies have been carried out within the framework of the project Young 
Adults’ Own Understanding, Thinking and Managing of Everyday Life, 
(YOUTH)1. The project work takes place within one of Stockholm County 
Council’s special units for psychotherapy, the Institute of Psychotherapy. The 
aim of the project is to investigate the narratives of young adults, 18–25 years 
old, relating to strains in life. The young adults’ own narratives have been 
followed through 23 individual in-depth interviews. The narratives relate to 
strains in life, the background to and the route out of them, as well as 
imagined attitudes to similar strains in future. The follow-up interviews were 
carried out after eighteen months and after three years. A detailed investiga-
tion has been made of the narratives of individual informants. In a survey, 
responded to by 611 young adults in Stockholm County, attitudes towards 
strains and ideas about the background to these were investigated. In concrete 
terms, the YOUTH project aims to develop knowledge about the personal at-
titudes of young adults in general to common strains and thus widen the refer-
ence frames of professionals working with young adults. 
 
 

The disposition of the dissertation 
 
The next chapter concerns the theoretical starting points. In chapter three 
methodological issues are discussed. Thereafter follows chapter four, the re-
sults, consisting of four parts. The results for each study are presented sepa-
rately and end with a first interpretation through my understanding of them. 
The first study – the Interview study – is based on interviews with 23 young 
adults. A qualitative analysis is carried out and themes presented at group 
level. The second study – the Questionnaire study – presents results from a 
survey. The question form was created from the findings of the Interview 
                                                 
1 Project manager Gunnel Jacobsson, scientific director Andrzej Werbart. The project is financed with funds 
from the R&D Secretariat, Stockholm County Council. 
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study and was responded to by 611 young adults in Stockholm County. The 
third study – the Follow-up study – consists of a follow-up of the interviewed 
informants eighteen months after the first interview. The themes of strains and 
attitudes to these are focused upon at an individual level in the fourth study, 
the Case study. Narratives from four young adults who were part of the 
Interview study and the Follow-up study are analysed on these two occasions 
and on one further occasion. The interviews were carried out at eighteen 
month intervals and in total cover three years. To finish, the two last chapters 
consist of a further elaborated theory based on the results (chapter five) and a 
concluding discussion in chapter six. 
 
 

Aim and research questions 
 
The aim of the dissertation is to investigate recurrent phenomena from young 
adults’ narratives, and, on the basis of these, describe developmental tasks 
during the age span 18–25 years. The research questions are: 

• What are the themes of young adults' narratives of strains in their lives?  
• Which themes can be found in the ideas of the background to these? 
• Which themes can be found among narratives of attitudes to the strains 

of life? 
• Which themes can be found among narratives regarding imagined fu-

ture attitudes?  
• What kind of differences are there between men’s and women’s narra-

tives about strains?  
• How do the narratives about strains, backgrounds and attitudes change 

over time? 
 
Strain relates either to a noticeable difficulty in external life or an internal 
burden irrespective of external reverses. Background relates to the context in 
which the informants are experiencing the strain. Attitudes are focused on, 
irrespective of whether the source of these is internal or external and irrespec-
tive of whether they are expressed as attitudes in thought, feeling or action. 
Future attitudes relates to how the informants believe they would react to a 
similar strain, should it arise or remain, in the future. The focus is on the 
young adults’ own narratives. 
 
Developmental tasks relate to commonly experienced age group-typical 
strains, which belong to the life situation itself in a way that is similar for 
most people in the corresponding situation. These developmental tasks point 

 12 



to a potential for increased maturity. The individual way in which the 
developmental task may be interpreted and solved is unique for each and 
every one (Levinson, 1978, p. 41):  
 

Each individual life has its own unique character. A valid theory of develop-
ment is not a mold or blueprint specifying a single, “normal” course that eve-
ryone must follow. Its function, instead, is to indicate the developmental tasks 
that everyone must work on in successive periods, and the infinitely varied 
forms that such work can take in different individuals living under different 
conditions. Such a theory increases our sense of human potentialities and of the 
variousness of individual lives; it does not impose a template for conformity. 
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Chapter 2                                                 . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THEORETICAL STARTING POINTS 
 
The theoretical starting points form the telescope through which the results of 
the studies will be focused on in the later chapter “Theory revisited and 
reconsidered”. 
 
This chapter first offers a developmental psychology perspective, where the 
period of young adulthood is described and delimited against the period of 
adolescence. A section then follows providing a social constructionist 
perspective. Young adulthood can be described as a period that has emerged 
through society-related conditions. The self seen from a social perspective 
establishes connections between developmental psychology and society. The 
socially constructed self is presented, as are descriptions of how strains 
influence the self. The concept “social construction” has many definitions and 
one of these that I find compatible with psychoanalytic developmental 
psychology is given. Finally, a third personal epistemological perspective is 
set out. During the period of young adulthood, there are no clear physiological 
changes, but it is still a time of development. In order to illuminate another 
theory of development than the psychoanalytic developmental psychology, a 
gender-specific personal epistemology is presented, which places the 
cognitive processes in the foreground. The chapter ends with an argument 
about people's acquirement of knowledge in a wider sense, which emphasizes 
the emotional processes. This argument is relevant to my own way of 
acquiring knowledge in the dissertation, and the section therefore appears just 
before the next chapter, which concerns methodological starting points.  
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A developmental psychology perspective – I 
 
When searching for developmental tasks of young adults, developmental psy-
chology is a suitable starting point. Querying what it is that changes over 
time, it seems reasonable to briefly present important development points 
during the earlier years of life as well. 
 
Childhood. In psychoanalytic theory, different psychological development 
processes in life can be differentiated. One important process concerns how 
people increasingly develop the sense of being someone, which may be called 
the development of a self. During childhood, several great changes take place, 
which in a definitive way influence the continued development. The devel-
opment can be pictured as moving in a spiral around the importance of other 
people, psychological development and innate preconditions.  
 
At around 18 months of age, at the time of what Mahler, Pine, and Bergman 
(1975) have described as the rapprochement crisis, and after a period of in-
tense development of bodily functions, the child discovers his or her own in-
dividuality in relation to the mother. When the body has developed and it ac-
tually becomes possible to move away, on his or her own feet, there follows 
the psychological experience of being a person of his or her own, who can do 
things by him- or herself. This is a discovery of duality, which not only oc-
curs in the child's relation to his or her mother, but with opportunities for dif-
ferent duality relationships. The child can relate to many others, but only in a 
two-person relationship: I – mummy, I – daddy, I – my sibling. The important 
thing for the developmental phase is that there is a mental capacity with a be-
ginning sense of a demarcated self, which influences the relationship to other 
people qualitatively. Becoming aware that others are also reacting people, 
with their own feelings, is an important step in the life-long mentalization 
process (Fonagy, 2001).  
 
The next important period in development that I would like to emphasize is 
the Oedipus complex (Freud, 1910). With the Oedipus complex, the ability to 
relate triangularly develops. It is now possible, besides relating to one other 
person, to also consider what a third person might think, or to react to the fact 
that mummy and daddy also relate to each other and to have strong feelings 
about this. During this period, an ability to be part of a three-person situation 
develops. It is an important cognitive maturation process, where the ability to 
change perspective and to reflect over something is established, such as being 
able to think about oneself and others.  
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A later important development period (Erikson, 1968; Lagerheim, 1988) is the 
entry into the group, when the child in early school age becomes aware of 
children of the same age and other adults apart from the parents, such as the 
teacher. The consequence is that the parents become less omnipotent for the 
child, which arouses anxiety and sorrow in the child. The change is connected 
to the child itself more actively turning outwards, outside the family. A 
theoretical developmental line in the process of growing as a person can be 
summarized as follows: 
 
1. To be someone 
2. To be able to change perspective 
3. To see oneself in a social context 
 
As life continues after the childhood years, a great deal has also been written 
about the teenage years. However, in psychological literature the border 
between adolescence and young adulthood is often fluid (Adatto, 1980). This 
may correspond to how things are in reality, where people between 15 years 
and 25 years have varying degrees of psychological maturity and where the 
maturity achieved can fail temporarily in stressful situations. But it may also 
be caused by different studies focusing on the period of young adulthood in 
various ways. Some studies focus on the period as a marker for the end of 
adolescence, where the core point is the fact that an earlier development 
period has ended. Other studies focus on the different development periods 
over the entire life span. A specific interest in the content of the life stage in 
itself is relatively new. It can be interpreted as a change in the scientific area 
of interest.  
 
Johansson (1999) discusses the change in focus of psychoanalytic theory from 
the importance of the father at the turn of the century to the importance of the 
mother during the latter part of the 20th century. He associates this evolution 
with the changing character of society. The shift in emphasis in theory can be 
comprehended as psychoanalysis being a living theory, as it is always in 
contact with empirical reality, where what the patient conveys also reflects the 
society in which he or she lives. Similar evolutions are reasonable to assume 
also within research with social implications. In this way, changes in society 
give rise to shifts in theory. In order to investigate how the theories about 
psychoanalytic developmental psychology have changed over the years and to 
sort out which processes belong to which development period, a section now 
follows concerning adolescence and young adulthood respectively. 
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Adolescence. Anna Freud (1958) might serve as one example of how adoles-
cence was regarded during the early years of psychoanalysis. One assumption 
of hers was that the revolt of adolescents was unavoidable. If the adolescent 
did not become troublesome during this period, this was a serious sign that 
the ego and the super-ego had built up too strong defences. The nature of the 
teenage years was regarded as an interruption of the peaceful development 
from previous years, and maintaining a psychological balance was in itself 
regarded as abnormal during the teenage years. Anna Freud thought that 
teenagers seldom needed any psychotherapeutic treatment. The developmen-
tal period was regarded as turbulent and should be so. The adolescent needed 
time and space to find his or her own solution, according to Anna Freud. She 
argued that it was perhaps the parents who needed treatment instead, in order 
to endure.  
 
Blos (1962) has his abode in early ego psychology, while at the same time 
linking with Mahler's theories about separation and individuation processes in 
children. He, like Mahler, emphasizes the dual development of bodily and 
psychological maturity. He coined the expression the second individuation (as 
a continuation of the first individuation described by Mahler et al., 1975). 
Blos describes the five phases of adolescence: pre-adolescence, early adole-
scence, adolescence proper, late adolescence and post-adolescence, where 
each phase is characterized by its own special conflict, maturity task and 
solution. The threat against the integrity of the ego in the teens does not only 
come from the increased pressure of drives. Instead, it comes just as much 
from the tendency to regression, from the strength of the regression and from 
the decreased support the ego experiences when the ego liberates itself from 
the hitherto existing parental support. The most comprehensive psychological 
work during adolescence is a psychological restructuring, by means of 
regression. The phase-adequate regression leads to temporary maladaptive 
conditions, health risks and fleeting passions. Feelings of anxiety are 
awakened by the regression, whose aim is liberation from an infantile 
dependency on the parents, but which at the same time arouses fear of 
increased dependency. 
 
Erikson (1968) describes the main task of adolescence as a search for identity, 
where the adolescent must integrate his or her childhood identifications with a 
more mature identification. The process takes place during a psychosocial 
moratorium in the time interval between physical maturity, when sexual and 
muscular maturity has been reached, and the time for forming a family and 
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working. This moratorium can express itself variously in different cultures 
and at different times, Erikson considers, but during this time society's 
reception is of the utmost importance and it is vital that the adolescent 
receives a response in his or her gradual growth.  
 

In addition to all this, our society seems to be in the process of incorporating 
psychiatric treatment as one of the few permissible moratoria for young 
people who otherwise would be crushed by standardization and 
mechanization. This we must consider carefully, for the label or diagnosis one 
acquires during the psychosocial moratorium is of the utmost importance for 
the process of identity formation. (p. 157) 

 
The risk is that the social trap is sprung when society forces the adolescent 
into a state that becomes a fixed form too early. Society has a responsibility to 
pay attention to the moratorium and not force the adolescent into a form, 
Erikson argues. One can regard Eriksson’s thoughts as precursors to social 
constructionism through the focus aimed at the identity-creating power of 
society. “The adolescent’s leaning out over any number of precipices is 
normally an experimentation with experiences which are thus becoming more 
amenable to ego control, provided they are not prematurely responded to with 
fatal seriousness by overeager or neurotic adults.” (p. 164). Adolescence is 
thus not a disease, but an age-adequate identity crisis where the response from 
society is of great importance. 
 
Laufer (1976), like Erikson, describes adolescence as an identity crisis, but in 
a specific way. The task of the developmental phase is to form and fix the 
content of sexual fantasies into an irreversible sexual identity. As distinct 
from the Oedipal solution in early childhood, the solution now includes the 
adult body. The teenage period has three tasks to solve: to change 
relationships with the Oedipal objects, to change relationships with the 
contemporary environment and to change the attitude to the own body. These 
tasks can be summarized in the main task, which is to establish a final sexual 
solution that includes the sexual body and the feeling of ownership of the own 
body. An important process is to integrate the image of the physically mature 
body in self-representation, which also includes the image of belonging to one 
sex. During adolescence, masturbation becomes an aid towards subordinating 
regressive fantasies to the genital sexuality. Like Erikson, Laufer emphasizes 
processes of trying out roles. The adolescent experiments with different roles 
and attitudes, where the space for fantasy is determined by the super-ego and 
pressure of drives. The super-ego reactions are concerned with both super-ego 
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demands and the expectations of the ego ideal. The internal identifications are 
also important, because they determine the individual’s positioning of the 
Oedipal triangle, whether he or she relates actively or passively for example.  
 
Kestemberg (1998) is an example of the continued emphasis on identity 
development during adolescence. She, like Blos, describes how regressive and 
progressive developmental leaps succeed one another. The search for identity 
is massive, and different roles are tried out by the individual, both consciously 
and unconsciously, and sometimes in a studied manner. Kestemberg describes 
that the question during adolescence is not “to be or not to be”, but who to be. 
The crisis of adolescence is to get over the disappointment based on an 
unconscious fantasy about becoming somebody new, which is frustrated. The 
disappointment that this awakens brings with it an underlying depression, 
which remains in the mental life of the individual.  
 
The psychoanalytical description of adolescence has changed over the years, 
from Anna Freud’s emphasis on conflict between drives and defences, to a 
focus closer to experiences. This emphasizes a conflict between self- and 
object-images, which entails changing a sense of the self, the identity. The 
developmental tasks of adolescence appear to relate to break-up and 
searching, where the break-up is made from a child identity, and the period is 
characterized by a new search for identity.  
 
Young adult. The period of young adulthood is a relatively newly defined life 
stage, which may be one reason why so little is written about it. Few 
researchers within developmental psychology have shown an interest in the 
period after adolescence. However, there are exceptions. Both Blos and 
Laufer have, in their descriptions of adolescence, also been interested in the 
subsequent period, but more as a contrast to adolescence and as a marker that 
adolescence develops into something else. This might be related to the fact 
that the end of a development phase is more difficult to discern than the 
beginning (Staples et al., 1980). Laufer (1984) counts the period of young 
adulthood as the age band 22–25 years. He considers that the character now is 
fairly settled. The young adult’s way of handling anxiety is more predictable 
than during adolescence, the quality of object relationships has settled and the 
way of achieving satisfaction is more stable and specific. Much of clinical 
work with young adults, says Laufer, consists of working through the 
experiences from breakdowns during adolescence, which is often the first 
time great psychological pain has been experienced. Many young as well as 
older adults have difficulties remembering their youth, because it held so 
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much psychological pain. It was a time that was frightening and which people 
do not want to remember, writes Laufer. But when one has an opportunity to 
understand what happened during this time, it also helps the emotional 
understanding of the own life history. Blos’ equivalent to young adulthood is 
the period he calls post-adolescence. Like Laufer, Blos considers the task to 
consist of working through and confirming the psychological maturity 
achieved during the previous years. The maturity during the age 18–25 years 
is also emphasized by Lewis (1980), who considers intellectual maturity as 
paving the way for making decisions and keeping them in another way than 
previously. 
 
Isay (1980) counts late adolescence from around 17 years, and describes it as 
a second adolescent individuation from the parents. The separation is 
culturally conditioned, with external expectations of increased independence, 
often connected to a physical move away from the parental home. This 
additional separation, with increased emotional distance to the parents, 
awakens feelings of depression and anxiety, which differs from the mood 
swings typical of the earlier teens, writes Isay. Levinson (1978, p. 71) regards 
the period of young adulthood as a period of its own. It is not an extended 
adolescence; it has its own task, which is “the process of entering into 
adulthood”. 
 
Other theorists are interested in developmental periods throughout life and 
therefore focus on young adulthood as a unique period beside other unique 
life stages. Erikson (1968) is one of those who interested themselves in 
developmental crises throughout life. According to Erikson, becoming adult is 
a crisis where flexibility is needed to use trial and error for finding favourable 
ways for action and self-realization. Erikson says that acute identity confusion 
appears when the young adult feels hit by a mass of experiences, which 
require him or her to enter into physically intimate contacts, make conclusive 
decisions about careers or experience intensive competition. The intimacy can 
cause anxiety regarding merging and loss of identity. The developmental 
crisis related to the period of young adulthood is, according to Erikson, about 
intimacy versus distantiation and testing the optimal distance to others. 
 
Erikson does not differentiate between the psychosocial moratorium of boys 
and girls, and bases his studies on men (Bjerrum Nielsen & Rudberg, 1991; 
Gramling & McCain, 1997). Bjerrum Nielsen and Rudberg placed the theory 
of a psychosocial moratorium in a gender context. The starting point was 
narratives from upper secondary school youths about their dreams for the fu-

 21 



ture (Adrian, Dideriksen, Mortensen, & Walter, 1980; Dahlgren, 1979; 
Malmgren, 1982, from Bjerrum Nielsen and Rudberg, 1991). The boys’ 
dreams for the future were realistic and peopled by professionals, while the 
girls’ dreams for the future were focused on relationships and well-being. 
“[The girls] draw an image of a world where everything is possible and noth-
ing is fixed.” (p. 294). The authors associated these differences with expecta-
tions on the women to prioritize family and work in the home, while the men 
were expected to be good providers. The narratives of these dreams where 
then compared to the career choices of the youths, where concurrent statistics 
showed that young women were over-represented in professions traditionally 
regarded as female and young men were over-represented in professions tra-
ditionally regarded as male. Research into the concordance between visions of 
the future and career choice showed that the concordance was lower among 
women than among men (ibid., p. 300). This was interpreted as an adaptation 
to the expected female role, where women downgrade their ambitions and, for 
instance, become nurses instead of doctors. Bjerrum Nielsen and Rudberg de-
scribes this socialization process against the background of the different fam-
ily circumstances for women and men, where men can let work take prece-
dence over family to a greater extent, while women are more often forced to 
take care of both family and work. The different dreams of the future are thus 
strengthened by the expected professional roles. This combination of early 
dreams of the future and external cultural influences is of particular interest 
during the period of young adulthood, as the influence of culture has been 
emphasized by several researchers. An investigation into similarities and 
differences between men and women during this period is therefore particu-
larly urgent. 
 
My starting point when it comes to the period of young adulthood is that it is 
a development period in its own right, and has its own developmental tasks to 
solve. Development during the period is to a large extent directed by social 
conditions. Considering the gender differences that may exist, it seems 
unfortunate not to focus on men’s and women’s narratives separately during 
the life stage of young adulthood. 
 
 

A social-constructionist perspective – I 
 
The self exists in the world and the world exists in the person, writes 
Levinson (1978). The concept of “self” is a sphere of experience that can be 
regarded both from a psychological and from a social perspective. In the 
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following, the self regarded from a social constructionist perspective will be 
presented. Not just the self, but also “young adults” as a concept is something 
that has been developed in a socio-cultural context. This means that it may 
later on be interesting to consider the phenomena that emerge from the 
narratives from a social constructionist perspective. For this reason, a 
presentation of social construction as described by Hacking (1999) follows 
later. 
 
The socially constructed self. How is the feeling of a self constructed in a 
social context? Giddens (1991, p. 2) writes about the self in an environment 
context: 
 

The self is not a passive entity, determined by external influences; in forging 
their self-identities, no matter how local their specific contexts of action, indi-
viduals contribute to and directly promote social influences that are global in 
their consequences and implications.  

 
The self, as it can be experienced by the individual him- or herself, is 
regarded by Mead (1934) as a social construction. He describes thought and 
speech as social gestures to oneself and to others. The total self is a reflection 
of the social processes, he considers. The social gestures are symbolic 
representations of a triadic relationship between the speaker, the symbol and 
the listener. The meaning of a gesture is found in how it is interpreted by 
somebody else, or by the same person if it is a thought. Mead describes how 
the self is first developed in the triadic relationship with somebody else and 
thereafter as a second step in the triadic relationship with the generalized 
other, that is to the expectations of society or the social group:  
 

A person is a personality because he belongs to a community, because he takes 
over the institutions of that community into his own conduct. He takes its lan-
guage as a medium by which he gets his personality, and then through a 
process of taking the different rôles that all the others furnish he comes to get 
the attitude of the members of the community. (ibid., p. 162) 

 
On this structure rests the basic construction of the self, which is also a 
precondition for the person’s participation in the community. But every self 
also has its own forms, writes Mead. He divides the self into “I” and “me”. 
We react as “I” to the attitudes of others. The moment “I” has reacted, it has 
become “me” in memory. “I” at this moment exists in “me” the next moment. 
In “me” are the community’s gestures, but they are felt to be subjective, like 
own values. Having a feeling of “self” is based on being able to imagine other 
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people’s thoughts about oneself, thus the “self” exists in “me”. The way Mead 
describes the self, it is by necessity influenced by society. All individuals 
have consciously and unconsciously incorporated the values of others, in a 
generalized sense. Mead presumes, as a general condition, that society 
constructs the human existence as a being. As I understand Mead, no age 
period and no living conditions make the individual more receptive or 
vulnerable. Mead regards it as a maturing process from the early years and 
onwards. 
 
Giddens (1991) criticizes Mead and considers that his formulation of the I/me 
pairing is wrong. In Mead’s theory, “me” is a social identity which “I” 
becomes aware of through the development of the child. “I” is the 
individual’s active and primitive will, which affects “me” as a reflection from 
social ties. He agrees with Mead that the child, with its early experience, starts 
developing a self as a response to a social context. But the I/me relationship is 
“one internal to language”, not one linking an unsocialized part of the 
individual (I) with a social self. “I” is a linguistic shifter, which gets its 
meaning from the network of terms by means of the discursive system of 
subjectivity that has been acquired. The ability to use “I” and other related 
terms of subjectivity is a condition for the development of self-awareness, but 
does not define it. Like in psychoanalysis, the theoretical development from 
Mead to Giddens has changed from descriptions of abstract models of an 
“ego” or “I” to accounts of subjectivity closer to experience, which may be 
easier to be aware of. 
 
What is then Giddens’ (1991) interpretation of the self from a social perspec-
tive? He describes late modern society as a highly technocratic expert society, 
where the expertise consists not of only one, but an infinite number who all 
are experts in different strata. Much of social life is lived along impersonal, 
broken lines in contexts far from the control of the ordinary individual. In a 
society with fragmented tendencies, where different experiences meet the 
individual in daily life and where the feeling of insecurity and 
uncontrollability must always be kept at bay, great demands are put on the 
self. The self becomes fragile and the feeling of a distinct identity must 
constantly be recreated in continuous narratives. This, Giddens considers, 
affects the feeling of a self. He considers that we live our lives actively and 
are forced to make decisions daily on the basis of the information flow, “how 
do I want…”, “what do I want…”. The self-concept is therefore active and 
continually formed. There is a dialectic between the local (self-image) and the 
global (society). In this way, media can for instance create a presence of that 
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which is distant, which produces an inverted reality. Media do not reflect 
reality, but form it, Giddens considers. Late modern society is a specialized 
society, with abstract systems that tax the feeling of a self:  
 

Living in the world, where the world is that of late modernity, involves various 
distinctive tensions and difficulties on the level of the self. We can analyse 
these most easily by understanding them as dilemmas which, on one level or 
another, have to be resolved in order to preserve a coherent narrative of self-
identity. (ibid., p. 188) 

 
A basic pre-condition that enables contemporary human beings to function so-
cially is to feel trust in the face of both actual and possible events. Because 
knowledge about the world, others and oneself cannot always be conscious 
and before one’s eyes, all actions and human existence build on a capacity to 
trust. This trust is also the pre-condition for experiencing security and hope, 
and for disregarding dangers in society. The ability to trust and feel secure 
becomes like a protective cocoon. “[A]voidance of dissonance forms part of 
the protective cocoon which helps maintain ontological security.” (ibid., p. 
188). The cocoon gives a feeling of invulnerability, which blocks the negative 
possibilities in favour of a generalized attitude of hope, generated by the trust. 
The protective cocoon gives more of a feeling of unreality than a secure 
conviction that all will be well. The cocoon can be punctured temporarily 
from anxiety, and then be recreated. Giddens provides an easily recognizable 
example from everyday life in the car driver who sees an accident and 
temporarily slows down for a few miles afterwards. Then the feeling of 
relative invulnerability reappears. Creativity, the ability to think or act 
innovatively in relation to the already established, is closely connected to this 
capacity for trust. But creativity is fragile, as the feeling of trust also means 
the presence of its opposite, the knowledge that loss is possible. This 
knowledge can be expressed by the person who tells about a success and then 
“touches wood”, reminded of the fragility of success.  
 

Images 
Creativity  

 
Action 

 
 
 

Fragmentary events Protective cocoon Action 
 
Figure 1. The functioning protective cocoon 
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The establishment of basic trust is a pre-condition for the development of the 
feeling of a self, Giddens considers, and the protective cocoon is the mantle 
that makes it possible to experience the continuity of oneself and the environ-
ment. Giddens describes that the ability to disregard parts of reality is also a 
pre-condition for being able to act. I have illustrated this process in Figure 1. 
 
Life has various transitions, such as moving away from home, starting work, 
marrying and divorcing. Today, these transitions rarely have the ritual 
ceremonies of long ago, Giddens considers, which means that they are 
experienced as identity crises that always involve both loss and new 
opportunities. In late modern society, the transition from childhood to 
adulthood is also an identity crisis. The child’s world has become the private 
world, separated from the public, adult life. The transition from being a child 
to becoming an adult is therefore also about the transition from the private to 
the public. As Giddens gives importance to becoming an adult, his description 
of a self is particularly interesting. For young adults in an identity crisis, the 
threat against the protective cocoon ought to become noticeable.  
 
The risks to the self described by Giddens come from two directions. One is 
that the protective cocoon leads to actual events being disregarded, which I 
have illustrated in Figure 2. One way of describing this is that the basic trust 
no longer is based on trust in the outside world, but is retained through 
internal images which no longer have anything to do with the on-going 
reality. In the process, the individual transforms fear into restraint. Despite 
this, or because of this, the possibility of action remains. One example could 
be a person who should be noticing symptoms of illness in him- or herself, 
but who disregards them and continues with life as usual, or the heavy smoker 
who, despite all available knowledge, continues to smoke. 
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                        Action  
 
 

 
Fragmentary events   Protective cocoon Action 

 
 Figure 2. The disregarding protective cocoon  
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The other risk for the self’s protective cocoon is when creativity and ability to 
act are lost, which I have illustrated in Figure 3. I understand this as the 
reverse side of trust. The realization of all dangers becomes overwhelming 
and the self becomes paralysed and loses the ability to act. One example of 
this is the over-protective mother, who lets the fear of dangers become 
stronger than the adventure, and stops the child from acting. The feeling that 
living is a deadly danger makes the person stop, in the illusion that death can 
be cheated.  

Images 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Fragmentary events  Protective cocoon Action 
 

Figure 3. The paralysed protective cocoon 
 
 
Social construction as a telescope on society. There are also other angles 
from which to focus on the concept of social construction. The period of 
young adulthood is relatively new in society and a further refined social 
constructionist perspective can also be applied. Social constructions can be 
described in different ways and leave more or less room for a developmental 
psychology view. As I see it, the social construction according to Hacking 
(1999) can be combined with a developmental psychology perspective. 
Hacking considers that the social construction builds on three basic premises: 
1, the phenomenon has to be uncoverable, an apparent truth, and 2, it has to 
be something constructed, not produced, and 3, it has to be constructed by 
social, not individual factors. 
 
1. The phenomenon must be uncoverable. Having an uncoverable purpose 
entails showing that the apparently obvious is something that has been 
constructed by social factors. With this uncoverable purpose follows that 
those phenomena that are clearly constructed will be ignored as pointless to 
consider as social constructions. Instead, the basis will be those things the man 
in the street regards as truth about existence, and this truth is analysed from 
the point of view of how it is constructed by social factors. If everybody 
knows that X is the result of temporary social conditions, then it is pointless to 
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consider it as a social construction. One starts to consider social constructions 
from the moment that X is taken for granted or seems to be unavoidable.  
 
2. The phenomenon must be something constructed, not produced. The 
phenomenon constructed should be distinguished from social products, such 
as being a product of one’s culture. The difference between product and 
construction is not that easy to see. But one example may be to mix up idea, 
such as relations between boys and girls, and conditions for men and women 
concerning the setting of wages. A confusion of product and construction can 
lead to focusing on men and women from a social constructionist perspective, 
although it may have been better to switch to focusing on the construction of 
the remuneration system. 
 
3. The phenomenon must be constructed by social, not individual elements. 
Being constructed by social elements indicates the scope of the construction. 
Private theories about a phenomenon are not enough, instead it should cover 
social expressions hidden in the spirit of the age, or which become hidden 
consequences of society’s institutions. I think that it could perhaps be 
described as different soft data axioms in society’s value base.  
 
Hacking describes different types of social construction, from historical to 
revolutionary. He considers that the aim does not always have to be a change 
or to change, but to provide several perspectives. But I wonder if it is not an 
artificial distinction, as a new perspective always entails a change, whether 
we want it or not. I found the social constructionist approach to be basically 
dialectical. The dialectics exists between the constructed and the constructing 
in a reciprocal action or constant feedback. The dialectics also exists between 
the uncovered and the position from which one does the uncovering. I 
understand it as placing oneself outside the phenomenon regarded as socially 
constructed. But the socially constructed phenomenon loses its value as a 
social construction once it has been uncovered, and what was previously the 
position to view from may in time turn out to hold a new social construction. 
Describing something as a social construction is a positioning that requires 
constant flexibility from the observer. As I see it, a threat to flexibility might 
be to settle on a solid base, and to use this for continued observation of the 
phenomenon that was uncovered, irrespective of how obvious it has become.  
 
I find the flexibility in Hacking’s view of social construction useful in that it 
provides an investigating, scientific attitude, where a grid, which can be com-
bined with other theories, is laid over reality. Whether social construction, as 
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described by Hacking, is a grid that is useful to place over the phenomenon 
young adults remains to be proved. 
 
 

A personal epistemological perspective – I 
 
A third theoretical perspective in the search for understanding of 
developmental tasks for young adults concerns how knowledge develops. 
Strains may be described as episodes where the existing “knowledge” is 
insufficient, which makes it interesting to see what an epistemological theory 
focusing on personal learning may add. The fact that the period does not 
include the double development of bodily and mental abilities of earlier life 
phases has been touched upon earlier. But increasing maturity, with 
development of emotional and cognitive functions, is a process that can be 
expected within the age group. I presume that development of knowledge 
always involves both emotional and cognitive processes, but would like to 
present an epistemological theory where the cognitive processes are in the 
foreground. The branch of epistemology described also offers a relevant 
gender perspective. Thereafter, knowledge processes where the emotional 
processes are in the foreground are presented. The section is about human 
beings’ intuitive learning, and therefore concerns the choice of the interview 
and coding model used for investigating young adults’ developmental tasks in 
this dissertation. The focus is here moved from the young adults’ 
developmental tasks to the “scaffolding” of the study in order to also present 
assumptions on which the research is based.  
 
 
A cognitive personal epistemology. Development within epistemology 
follows the same movement as psychoanalytic and social constructionist 
theories, towards a subjectivistic perspective in a relational context, as 
described by Hofer (2002): “[M]ovement from a dualistic, objectivist view of 
knowledge to a more subjective, relativistic stance and ultimately to a 
contextual, constructivist perspective of knowing.” (ibid., p. 7). Clinchy 
(2002) develops Perry’s (1979) model of knowledge processes in men 
through a study of women’s way of developing knowledge. She discusses 
various ways of relating to knowledge and finds differences between common 
ways for women and men respectively. Her findings have subsequently been 
confirmed in studies of men and women together (Baxter Magolda, 2002). 
Clinchy (ibid.) finds different ways of achieving knowledge, which increase 
in the degree of abstraction with advancing age, but which can also vary 
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between different cultures. For some reason, these appear to be different for 
women and men, even if the ways are not exclusive to either sex. Clinchy 
emphasizes the necessity of the culture to accept both ways as equally valid 
methods of achieving knowledge. Both ways are needed, and they may be 
needed in different circumstances. I have summarized her findings in Table 1, 
according to how I interpreted them. 
 
Table 1. Knowledge development for men and women respectively 

Type of knowledge Women Men 
The knowledge only exists 
outside the own person 

Silence: retiring into silence. 
The knowledge exists outside 
the person and cannot be 
reached. 

Received knowing: active 
asking. The knowledge 
exists outside and can be 
reached. 

The knowledge only exists 
inside the own person 

Subjectivism: the knowledge 
only exists in the own person 
and there is no way of 
reaching the knowledge of 
others. 

 

Knowledge is reached 
through processes 

Connected knowing: through 
empathy and understanding of 
somebody else’s knowledge it 
can be integrated with the 
own knowledge. 

Separate knowing: 
through critical examina-
tion and scrutiny of 
others' arguments, new 
knowledge can be 
integrated with the own 
knowledge. 

Constructed knowing Towards increased alternate 
use of connected and separate 
search for knowledge. 

Towards increased alter-
nate use of connected and 
separate search for 
knowledge. 

 
There is a qualitative difference in the view on where the knowledge “exists”. 
One view is that new knowledge is a pre-packed product that is placed some-
where. Another view is that knowledge is created in processes between the al-
ready existing knowledge and new knowledge.  
 
In the view that knowledge is a product, Clinchy distinguishes between two 
attitudes which are more common among women, and both, as I understand it, 
lack the capacity to relate. These ways are to be in the silence and to be in 
oneself. To be in the silence entails not understanding and not daring to ask. 
Those who are in the silence are serving their time, nodding, keeping up 
appearances and hoping not to be caught out. The knowledge exists outside 
the person and there is no way of reaching it. The other way is that the 
knowledge exists within the person, but there is no connection to new 
knowledge being created in dialogue with others. The subjectivist thinks that 
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there are many truths and believes in subjective validity, the truth is personal 
and exists within the person. Truth is felt by the heart or through gut feeling. 
For subjectivists, there are no fixed values, which makes it impossible to have 
any reflection and opportunity for dialogue. Tolerance towards the views of 
others is bordering on indifference and discussions with subjectivists become 
like bloodless games with different tracks that never meet. There is no 
listening. A woman who has this attitude looks out from her own subjective 
reality, but does not have the ability to reach anybody else's. The attitude does 
not give birth to any new thoughts.  
 
Among men who regard knowledge as a product, the attitude is to receive 
knowledge, to sit with a sharpened pencil wanting exact answers. The 
knowledge exists in authorities and it can be received. Knowledge is therefore 
objective and exact. Even if the relationship to knowledge is immature, it is 
more successful from a career point of view than the women’s attitude, 
Clinchy considers. Men who have just started at Harvard regard the sharp 
male professors as identification objects more than women do, which means 
that the men idealize the professors to a greater degree and try to approach the 
ideals.  
 
Clinchy (2002) highlights problems in the picture and describes that for many 
women, moving from the silence to actively receiving knowledge is hard 
work. She says that there are reasons to make a closer comparison within the 
different groups. Even among the silent, different groups exist. Some who are 
silent also listen and understand. If those who actively receive knowledge 
study natural science at further education level and subjectivists study 
humanities and social subjects, both types will encounter problems sooner or 
later. Both types are uncritical in the face of knowledge and are largely 
passive towards it. They do not investigate the knowledge, but accept it as 
truth and follow it. Clinchy describes them as non-thinking, without any 
system or deliberate procedure for developing new ideas or for testing the 
ideas they have. 
 
Achieving knowledge through processes requires work, Clinchy considers 
(ibid.). It requires one to have procedures for comparing different 
interpretations and to make a quality judgement about the knowledge of the 
person who claims to know. Clinchy distinguishes between separate knowing 
and connected knowing. Separate knowing is what has traditionally been 
regarded as good knowledge. By critically reviewing and questioning, one 
arrives at new knowledge. Connected knowing is based on first trying to 
understand how the theorist is thinking, placing oneself in his or her position 
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and judging the usefulness of the knowledge from this angle. The method is 
time-consuming and accurate, Clinchy considers. This is a method based on 
the good sides of subjectivity, with respect for subjectivity and the importance 
of the own experience. At the same time, the failings of the subjectivist are 
exceeded, as the reflexivity is not sufficient. Processes are needed to acquire 
new knowledge. One is not, like the subjectivist, trapped in one’s own way of 
seeing.  
 
For those with separate knowing, the attitude towards the person with know-
ledge is challenging and questioning, while the person with connected 
knowing creates a relating dialogue. Both types have objective ideals, but of 
different types. A person with separate knowing separates the knowledge both 
from the own values and from the person who has the knowledge. The person 
with connected knowing also disregards his or her own values and tries to see 
it from the other person’s perspective. The concepts are to be regarded as 
ideal types, which do not necessarily have any counterpart in actual persons; 
individual variations and situation-specific variations are to be expected, 
Clinchy considers. She has met students who have a separate knowing 
attitude, but who can play the devil's advocate, or women who have a separate 
knowing ideal, but who emphasize empathic relationship instead. The 
connected knowing way of acquiring knowledge has a worse reputation, 
Clinchy considers, as the prevailing culture supports critical thinking, which 
is the attitude of separate knowing. The different ways of acquiring 
knowledge are also reflected in the way of discussing, where the connected 
knowing attitude is questioning and investigative, while the separate knowing 
attitude is to be exact and critical. Finally, a further level of knowledge 
formation is described, in the form of constructed knowing. Flexibility in-
creases, and separate and connected knowing processes can be used in 
combination (ibid.).  
 
 
Intuitive learning. Let me start with Polkinghorne (1983), who writes that 
observations are metabolized through a thought process that results in an 
emotional understanding of the observed phenomenon. Peirce (1990) also 
considers that new knowledge is created through mental creativity, but with 
necessary nourishment from the things that surprise us in new observations. 
When one allows oneself to be surprised, new knowledge can be developed, 
he considers. All knowledge stems from the things we have become aware of 
through observations, which we compare with the knowledge we have. Peirce 
considers that it is in impressions such as in the surprise, in the meeting with 
the unexpected observation and in the intuitive insight into the thought 
process that the meeting with reality occurs. The subsequent testing of the 
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hypothesis is a knowledge process that creates a distance to reality. This is 
important for the researcher as well, who according to Peirce must have a 
constant dialogue with nature. Observations on their own are not enough, nor 
are thought processes. Constantly discovering the unexpected and reconciling 
it with existing knowledge creates new understanding, which is then tested 
against new observations. The process is alive and constantly on-going. 
 
Peirce considers that reality is reachable and indispensable for the scientific 
process. At the same time, we are creating a distance to reality when we 
formulate theories. Yet the theories lay claim to correspond to reality, Peirce 
writes. I think that Peirce is formulating a basic scientific problem concerning 
the relationship of research to reality. An idea of use to me is that theory 
creates distance to reality, but it still strives to find knowledge about the 
actual, existing reality. The research process strives towards truth, but the 
truth is never universal or enduring. Peirce describes abduction as a logic for 
perception, which entails a constantly creative process leading to new 
theories. Retroduction is then the process where the abductive finding is 
tested against new empirical facts.  
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Figure 4. Firstness, secondness and thirdness 
 
There is a constant movement between theory and reality, where the 
unexpected manifestations (relative to prevailing knowledge) of the reality are 
in special focus. These are theorized through the formulation of hypothetical 
answers, which provide understanding to the empiricism (Qvarsell, 1994). 
Abduction can be regarded as the method for formulating questions (ibid.) in 
the search for knowledge. To describe the relationship between reality, theory 
and that which is communicated between them, Peirce formulated the 
concepts “firstness”, “secondness” and “thirdness”. The concepts are 
illustrated by me in Figure 4. “Firstness” is the reality itself, nature, which is 
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independent of everything else and something that can be sensed but never 
named and still remain firstness. The expressions of this firstness are 
immediate emotional and sensory impressions. These sensory impressions 
are, as I understand it, as close to nature as we humans can get. I consider that 
the concept which in psychoanalysis is called “the unconscious” is also to be 
regarded as “firstness”. “Secondness” arises in the relationship between 
reality itself and the observer. The impressions from “firstness” are 
individualized and particularized to the fixed impression, which constitutes 
the actual experience of reality. The relationship between reality and the 
experience facilitates a person’s experience of an object outside him- or her-
self. The person relates the impression to something other than him- or 
herself. “Secondness” is the concept for the human existence as it relates or 
reacts to something else. The knowledge, the thinking and the forming of an 
identity requires a third category, “thirdness”, which consists of the 
conception of the relationship between subject and object and which 
determines its meaning. Löfberg (2001) describes this as the tools, 
preconceptions, knowledge and prejudices with which it is possible to observe 
reality. “Thirdness” is the concept for the attitude through which a first and a 
second are brought into a relationship with each other. This can also be 
understood as “thirdness” being the narrative or the private theories that a 
person inserts his or her impressions into. 
 
Polkinghorne (1988) writes that personal narratives create a context in which 
feelings and experiences are caught up, which can occur both in conscious 
and unconscious mental processes. According to him, these narratives capture 
an effect which is given a cause retroactively. Werbart and co-workers (2000) 
describe that a person uses private theories to create meaning contexts, which 
govern how reality is understood. In these private theories, incomprehensible 
events are fitted in. Peirce (1990) writes about conditions for perception and 
considers that what we do not know, we fill in. We fill in using the conscious 
or unconscious hypothetic constructions we already have. This filling in, or 
repetition, can be seen as a manifestation of the retroductive process. Time 
and time again, we use our theories for as long as they last. We create our 
narratives and fill in the unknown using our own private theories about what 
we perceive, through a drive to translate into familiar structures. The different 
perspectives on unconscious narratives, private theories, structural schemes or 
knowledge structures form different facets of the same or similar phenomena. 
The interview and coding model used in the studies take as its starting point 
the notion that human beings' unavoidable search for meaning creates internal 
narratives (Werbart & Levander, 2000; Werbart et al., 2002). The model 
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structures the interviews according to narratives about strains and the context 
in which the strains exist. 
 
 

Methodological starting points  
 
The selection of scientific method relates to more than just the technique for 
handling data, and it may be important to differentiate between the concept of 
technique, the practical realization, and method, the thought behind the tech-
nique – technique on a meta-level. Within psychoanalysis for instance, there 
are constant discussions between French psychoanalysis and psychoanalysis 
in the rest of Europe concerning technique and method issues. The 
endlessness of these discussions is to a great extent due to a confusion of 
concepts, where the method of French psychoanalysis corresponds to the 
English concept of technique (Kernberg, 2002). By separating the concepts 
and describing technique as the operational realization of a method that exists 
on a meta-level, the method is moved closer to theory. The relative 
relationship between the concepts is illustrated by me in Figure 5, which is 
intended to be congruent to the knowledge theory structure in Figure 4. The 
method will include the view on how the knowledge process occurs. The 
technique executes the investigation and in turn gives rise to new theory. The 
technique thus becomes the tool through which reality is reached.  
   

Method Theory 
 
 
 

Technique 
 
 

Reality 
 

Figure 5. Technique and method 
 

The perspective through which reality is focused is determined by the theory 
and method used by the researcher. The choices have consequences for issues 
about technical realization, the role of the researcher and the view of reality. 
Observable data are ambiguous and an interpretation of what is seen is 
required already in the process of perceiving. Even at the first steps in choice 
and decision, the conscious and unconscious choices of the researcher play a 
role. Previous knowledge, culture and blind spots are important for the way in 
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which the researcher both looks at and reflects on data. Killingmo (1999) 
found that observations can never be free from preconceptions. Implicit 
listening always organizes the understanding. There is a continuum along the 
process from sensory perception to making a selection. Killingmo coined the 
expression “listening perspective”, which is intended to cover the entire 
process. Perception is regarded as an active reconstruction process, which is 
carried out in a fraction of a second, and there is always an underlying pre-
understanding. Finally, Killingmo considers, the listening perspective is not 
static. It changes over time through experience and increased knowledge, and 
can be a silent change that one is not quite aware of oneself. It is therefore 
important to try to be observant of one’s own preconceptions as a researcher 
and not to believe one can be theoretically objective. 
 
 
Abduction and retroduction 
 
A scientific attitude which has been helpful for me is based on the concepts 
abduction and retroduction. The concepts have already been described in an 
epistemological context, but they also relate to methodology. Peirce’s (1990) 
theory about abduction and retroduction is a scientific philosophy based on 
semiotics and pragmatism. Peirce has become known as the father of 
abduction, his theoretical trains of thought still appear up-to-date and have 
been renewed by later theorists to a remarkably small extent. In the Swedish 
National Encyclopaedia, abduction is described as: “[A] syllogism whose 
major premise is true and whose minor premise and conclusion is more or less 
probable.” Further: “[The] name used by Peirce about the creative 
formulation of new hypotheses when explaining facts that initially appear 
strange (such as the strange fact that there are fossils of fish far inland) but 
which then can be deduced from the newly formed hypothesis (that the sea 
once came so far inland).”  
 
Abduction entails a surprising observation being interpreted using a hypo-
thetical overriding pattern which, if it is true, explains the observation. The 
interpretation is then confirmed retroductively by new observations. When the 
interpretation cannot be confirmed, a new abductive surprise arises, which 
again needs to be understood and thereafter confirmed retroductively, and 
thus the process of abduction and retroduction continues. The retroductive 
process can be understood as a constantly ongoing process, which is only 
noticeable in the active work of testing new abductive findings. The 
retroductive work can be assumed to continue, I imagine, but quietly and 
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unnoticeably as long as the observations captured are confirmed by existing 
hypotheses. The quiet retroductive process is interrupted by a loud abductive 
What!?! The process of abduction and retroduction is flexible, and the 
retroductively inserted knowledge is valid until it no longer manages to bring 
understanding to the observations made. The concepts are close to induction 
and deduction, but also include new aspects. Induction proceeds from 
empiricism and deduction from theory, while abduction proceeds from 
empirical facts that take account of theoretical conceptions. Both the concepts 
of retroduction and induction are used in combination with the concept of 
abduction. Thus for instance, retroduction is used by the Department of 
Education at Stockholm University (Löfberg, 2001; Qvarsell, 1994), while 
Rennie (1999) and Olsen (2003) use induction in combination with abduction. 
As I understand it, the concepts of retroduction and induction in this context 
cover the same process. I have preferred retroduction as it better describes the 
feedback direction in the process.  
 
Abduction creates theory and is not only a distillation of facts, which 
deduction is (Rennie, 1999). One can never generate theory only by 
condensing the empirical (Bunge, 1967, from Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994). 
In abduction, the researcher’s already existing knowledge and frames of 
reference are used to find theoretical patterns or deep structures which, if they 
are valid, can make the surface structures observed understandable. The 
underlying pattern brought out can give rise to new theories that may deepen 
the understanding. Abduction is not logically certain but permits faulty 
conclusions, therefore the new theory is tested against new observations 
through retroduction. When Peirce argues about how a hypothesis is 
formulated, he is pragmatic. The hypothesis shall be simple to test or have 
survived several other hypotheses, and it shall be close to previous 
experiences. Abduction is something that is also found in everyday life 
(Kirkeby, 1990). It is a way of describing important universal phenomena in 
everyday life, such as curiosity and the drive to make the incomprehensible 
comprehensible. 
 
Abduction is a concept that I think fits into the borderline between different 
theoretical perspectives. When something surprising in a phenomenon 
appears because two perspectives give an angle which otherwise is not 
visible, there is room for an abductive What!?! Psychological developmental 
tasks for young adults are just such a phenomenon, which appears between 
developmental psychology and something constructed by social conditions. 
The focus of social construction on the apparently self-evident, where an 
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unexpected question mark becomes the starting point for seeing something 
new, is well suited to an abductive attitude. In the same way, the 
psychoanalytic exploring style can be described as abductive and retroductive 
through its exploration of the individual’s assumptions, which have applied 
unspokenly to his or her truths and have been directing his or her actions. An 
active search is made for anomalies, such as why are there (mental) fossils on 
dry land?  
 
As a researcher, it becomes an endeavour to try to reach outside the 
“thirdness” in order to search for “secondness” and “firstness”, and thus 
increase the knowledge which then can only be expressed in “thirdness”. This 
is done by utilizing the experiences of surprise that arise when the knowing 
by “thirdness” does not cover the sensory impressions felt in “secondness”. 
The feeling of “Aha!” or “What!” expresses something that is not contained in 
the “thirdness” existing until that moment. This brings out the importance of 
the feeling as a decisive seismograph in the research. The feeling then 
becomes an important starting point for the continued search for meaning 
through a systematic investigation. The theories created are incorporated in a 
“thirdness” until further notice. I find Peirce’s theories about abduction and 
retroduction helpful, through the combination of the importance of the 
immediate feeling and the investigation in the scientific attitude. Abduction 
and retroduction move the knowledge process forwards, by focusing 
alternately on reality and theory. For this reason, a reconsidered theoretical 
chapter is included after the results. 
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  Chapter 3                                                . 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

METHOD 
 
To start with, methodological considerations in the dissertation and design 
will be set out. Thereafter the more technical sections on the procedures will 
be presented. After this follows a description of the group investigated and a 
report of drop-outs. The chapter ends with a discussion about the reliability 
and validity of the results, whether they can be generalized, the role of the 
researcher and ethical aspects.  
 
 

Methodological considerations 
 
Different methods have been used, depending on what was optimal for the 
study in question. The distance to the feature investigated has varied in the 
different studies, from case studies, via studies at group level to a bird’s-eye 
perspective. A close examination of single cases has been made to find out 
typical changes in the narratives of four individuals. However, the focus of 
the study is on strains and attitudes rather than on the individuals' 
personalities. Work on coding and a qualitative analysis, commonly used in 
studies of smaller groups, have been carried out in order to bring out central 
themes from the interviews. Statistical factor analysis was applied in a study 
of a larger group of individuals in order to bring out themes from a 
questionnaire. 
 
One aim of the investigation has been to find changes over the years of young 
adulthood. This was examined in a comparison between different age groups 
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in the Questionnaire study. The feature has also been investigated by 
following changes to the group over eighteen months. Furthermore, close 
examination of changes in the narratives of four individuals has also been 
carried out over three years. One ambition has been to integrate the different 
methods, as they are all, in their own respective contexts, relevant to the aim 
of the study, which is to increase the knowledge about the psychological 
developmental tasks encountered by young adults through investigating 
young adults’ narratives about strains. 
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Combining different perspectives and relevant methods can be expected to 
increase the possibility of making phenomena relating to strains and attitudes 
visible and of enriching a theory about developmental tasks among young 
adults. To facilitate an overview of the different studies included in the 
dissertation, their relationship to each other is presented (Figure 6). Despite 
the different perspectives, there are common meeting points. Central themes 
from the Interview study play an important role in the other studies. Central 
themes from the Follow-up study are compared to central themes in the 
Interview study, so that changes can be examined. In a retroductive 
movement, central themes from the Interview study form the foundation for 
the Case study and the Questionnaire study. The movement is retroductive, 
through the testing of the results in the Case study and the Questionnaire 
study. 
 
Three sets of interviews were carried out at eighteen month intervals. The 
Interview study is based on the first set of interviews. The findings from the 
Interview study constitute the foundation for a question form used in the 
Questionnaire study. The Follow-up study consists of the second set of 
interviews, which are compared to the results from the Interview study. The 
Case study closely examines four selected narratives from the Interview 
study. The selected informants’ narratives are followed during two follow-up 
interviews over three years in total. 
 
 

Sampling procedure 
 
 
The interviews 
 
Directed sampling was carried out (Barker, Pistrang, & Elliott, 2002). Various 
meeting places where young adults could be expected to be found, e.g. Youth 
Employment Office, restaurant chain etc., were contacted. Eleven informants 
were selected in this way. Another 12 informants were added through 
stratified convenience sampling and were chosen in order to complement the 
existing group with regard to gender, age and housing area. These informants 
were recruited through informal inquiries, a maximum of one informant from 
each source. The idea behind the selection was to find the type of informant 
who would best complement the group. For the Follow-up study, the same 
informants were contacted again. For the Case study, two women and two 
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men were selected as showing the best correspondence to the group results for 
men and women respectively in the Interview study.  
 
 
The questionnaire 
 
At the turn of the year 2001/2002, there were 171,167 persons in the age 
group 18 to 25 years living in Stockholm County. Of these, 1,600 persons 
were selected at random and the questionnaire was sent to them in 2002 in 
conjunction with Sifo. The selection from the group was unstratified. 
 
 

Data collection and procedures 
 
 
The interviews 
 
Interview study. During the first year of the YOUTH project, April 2000–
April 2001, interviews with 23 informants were carried out. All except one of 
the informants also answered a questionnaire with socio-demographic data. 
For the person who did not complete the questionnaire, the corresponding 
socio-demographic data was collected from the interview with the informant 
in question. Four psychologists, two of which were men and two women, 
carried out the interviews. 
 
Follow-up study. Follow-up interviews were carried out during the period 
October 2001–October 2002 with 21 of the informants from the Interview 
study. Two of the original informants did not participate (see Drop-out). The 
21 informants were interviewed by the same interviewers as on the first 
occasion. 
 
Case study. From the Interview study and the Follow-up study, the narratives 
of four informants were selected. The narratives of these four informants were 
examined closely on three interview occasions in the Case study. Apart from 
the two initial interview occasions, a further follow-up was carried out on a 
third occasion, with 18 informants who had taken part in the Follow-up study. 
The narratives of the four informants were selected from this third interview 
occasion. The narratives of the other 14 informants from the third interview 
were not part of any of the studies. The interviews were carried out during the 
period May 2003–February 2004. Three of the four informants were inter-
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viewed by the same interviewer on all three occasions. One informant was 
interviewed by the same interviewer on the two earlier occasions and by an-
other interviewer on the third occasion. The female informants were inter-
viewed by a female interviewer (myself), one male informant was interviewed 
by a male interviewer and the other male informant was interviewed by two 
different female interviewers. 
 
All the interviews were carried out at the Institute of Psychotherapy in Stock-
holm. One aim was to examine changes between the interviews. Changes can 
also occur through dialogue, and the narration in itself makes it possible to de-
velop another relationship to the narrative. The changes to be focused on in 
the interviews were not this type of development, but a process of maturity, a 
change which requires time. To increase the sensitivity towards which type of 
change was in question, the same interviewer was used for the informants 
during the follow-up. It can also be difficult to know if a follow-up interview 
reflects changes, or if it is about something that was simply not picked up on 
the first occasion. The period of eighteen months was considered to be of a 
reasonable length for making changes in maturity noticeable, and for avoiding 
the dialogue becoming a continuation of the previous occasion. On the second 
and third occasion, the same interview manual was used as on the first 
occasion, but with a new question where the informant was asked to say what 
he or she thought had changed since the previous interview. Thus the 
interview situation was kept as constant as possible during the various set of 
interviews.  
 
The informants were interviewed using a semi-structured in-depth interview 
(Appendix 1), the Private Theories Interview (Ginner, Werbart, Levander, & 
Sahlberg, 2001). The Private Theories Interview was originally designed for 
different clinical groups and the questions have been adapted to suit young 
adults in general. The interview model captures the informants’ narratives 
about different strains in life, ideas about what these are caused by, attitudes 
to the strains, now and in future. The same model was used at all interviews. 
A cinema ticket was given as a gratuity. 
 
 
The questionnaire 
 
The questionnaire “Young Adults Meet Strains in Life” was aimed at young 
adults in general. As mentioned, it was sent out in conjunction with Sifo, an 
institute for opinion and social polls, to 1,600 young adults between 18 and 25 
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years of age in Stockholm County during spring 2002. Two written reminders 
were sent to people who had not responded to the questionnaire, of which the 
first contained another copy of the questionnaire and the second just a letter of 
reminder.  
 
The questionnaire consists of 17 pages, the main part being the section 
Attitudes to Difficulties in Everyday Life, ADEL (Jacobsson & Werbart, 2002, 
Appendix 2). The point of departure for ADEL is the results from the 
Interview study. The Interview study showed that two areas were central in 
the experience of strains. Around these two recurrent types of strains two 
scales were constructed, with questions about attitudes. In order to get closer 
to the respondents’ experience of their attitudes, a third scale was also created 
with questions about how the attitudes were valued. A fourth scale concerned 
the background to the strains and questions were put about the respondents’ 
ideas about the background. The four parts of the questionnaire ADEL 
comprised 138 questions in total. Five-point scales were used throughout. 
 
The questionnaire also included a section regarding socio-demographic infor-
mation plus four further measuring instruments. Attachment style was 
measured using Relationship Questionnaire (RQ; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 
1991), somatic and psychiatric symptoms using Symptom Checklist -90 (SCL-
90-R; Derogatis, 1994; Derogatis & Savitz, 1999; Fridell, Cesarec, Johansson, 
& Thorsen, 2002) and coping resources using Coping Resources Inventory 
(CRI; Ekecrantz & Norman, 1991; Hammer, 1988). Stressful life events, both 
positive and negative, were examined using Young Adult Life Events Scale 
(YALES; Werbart & Dahlén, 1998). The Questionnaire study was limited to 
comprise the section ADEL, and some background data for the group. 
 
 

Data analysis 
 
 
The interviews 
 
Coding at individual level. All interviews were audio taped and transcribed 
verbatim by a secretary, who was instructed to transcribe everything carefully, 
and also to mark pauses and sounds (such as sighs). For the coding work, a 
specially designed coding manual (Appendix 3), the PT coding manual 
(Ginner et al., 2001) was used. All interviews were coded by two independent 
judges, of which I was one. Each judge separately coded all the transcribed 
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interviews, with the opportunity to check any uncertainties against the tape. 
The contents of the interview were sorted into the categories: Strains, 
Attitudes, Background or ideas about Future attitudes. These categories were 
set in advance in the PT coding manual. The next step was to thematize the 
statements for each informant within each category. This was done by 
grouping similar statements within each category made by the individual 
informant into a condensed statement. The condensed statement was 
formulated as close as possible to the informant’s own way of expression and 
were interpreted as little as possible.  
 
Joint coding at individual level. As the next step, the two judges jointly 
coded their results for each informant. This part of the coding work resulted in 
each informant having a number of condensed statements within the four 
different categories: Strains, Background, Attitudes and Future attitudes.  
 
Coding at group level of the Interview study. In a third step, which I carried 
out, of coding for the Interview study, all the condensed statements by the 
informants within each category were grouped together. The individual 
informants were no longer the central point. Instead, the focus was on 
different statements within each category. Thus, all the informants’ condensed 
statements regarding Strains were analysed separately, thereafter all the 
informants’ themes for Background, all the informants’ themes for Attitudes 
and finally all the informants' themes for Future attitudes. Within each 
category, thematic groups were developed, consisting of condensed 
statements with similarities from the various informants. Thereafter, the 
familial connections (Varvin, 2002) of the different thematic groups were 
focused on and brought together into central themes. If the same informant’s 
statement occurred in several thematic groups within the same central theme, 
it has only been given one label in the central theme in question. It has been 
an aspiration to keep the thematizing of the groups as free as possible from 
theoretical pre-understanding. As a final step in the processing of the results, a 
first interpretation of how I understood the results is presented. 
 
Coding at group level of the Follow-up study. In the third step of coding in 
the Follow-up study, the thematic groups and central themes from the 
Interview study were chosen as the point of departure. This was done in order 
to focus on changes since the first interview occasion. It also offered the 
possibility of seeing which new thematic groups and central themes had 
appeared or disappeared compared to the first occasion. At the follow-up 
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interview, the informants were asked about what they themselves thought had 
changed since the previous time.  
 
The Case study. A close examination was made of the condensed statements 
from four cases relating to Strains and Attitudes at all three sets of interviews. 
The condensed statements have been joined together into a coherent narrative 
for each informant. Thereafter, the narrative was condensed further as far as 
possible without changing the content of the narrative. One aim was to see 
how the most common central themes from the Interview study emerge from 
the narratives of two women and two men. Another aim was to see changes in 
the narratives over a three years period. 
 
 
The questionnaire 
 
The questionnaire was distributed in conjunction with Sifo, who scanned the 
questionnaire answers into computer files. Thereafter the results have been 
summarized and processed (Jacobsson, Lindgren, Werbart, & Boalt Boëthius, 
2004).  
 
As a first step, patterns of unanswered questions were examined and 
respondents who had skipped 12 or more questions in ADEL were excluded. 
Then, those who had skipped four or more questions within any particular 
section of the form were excluded. In total, 25 individuals were excluded. In 
other cases where data was missing, median imputation of the unanswered 
questions was carried out. In total, 173 individuals had at least one imputed 
value and on average 1.62 values (SD=0.92) were imputed in this group. 
 
In order to group the answers according to their co-variance, factor analysis 
with orthogonal rotation (Varimax) was carried out on the three sections of 
ADEL, which concerned Attitudes to strains in close relations and Attitudes 
to important life choices, as well as ideas about the Background to the strains. 
Each section was analysed separately. In order to find solutions that were as 
stable as possible, answers were removed where less than 50% of their 
variation was explained by the factor solution at the first examination. After 
this, no further answers were removed, even if they received a low 
explanation rate in the continued analysis. The factors were extracted on the 
basis of Eigen values 1 and above. 
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The differences in answer patterns for the factors were studied in general, and 
for the youngest and oldest respectively, as well as for men and women 
respectively. A preliminary examination of the answer patterns showed that 
the different age bands within the age group 18–25 years had rated themselves 
very similarly. In order to still investigate any differences, a comparison was 
made between the group consisting of 18–19 year olds and the group 
consisting of 24–25 year olds. Women appeared to rate themselves more 
highly than men throughout the sections. In order to check any gender-
dependent general answer patterns, comparisons were made between the 
sexes, not just from total but also from standardized factor points within each 
sex. The difference between genders has also been investigated in the answers 
excluded from the factor analysis.  
 
When scrutinizing the distribution of the factors, it was apparent that some of 
the factors diverged strongly from the normal distribution. For this reason, all 
analyses are based on the median value for factor points and supported by the 
Mann-Whitney U-test or Kruskall-Wallis test (Bland, 2000). To avoid any 
mass significance during the repeated calculations, p≤0.001 was selected as 
the critical significance level. It was considered that a Bonferroni correction 
of the significance level (ibid.), that is where the selected significance level is 
divided by the number of calculations, would be too conservative for an 
exploratory study.  

 
 

Socio-demographic characteristics 
 
 
The interviews 
 
The informants were men and women, in the age range 18–25 (Table 2). The 
gender distribution was 12 (11) women and 11 (10) men (The number of 
informants in the Follow-up study is shown in brackets.). All ages between 
18–25 were represented, but more in the upper age bands than in the lower. 
 
Table 2. Distribution of age and gender. N=23 (occasion two: N=21) 

Age  18–19 20–21 22–23 24–25 Total  

Women 2 2 4 (3) 4 12 (11) 

Men 3 1 (0) 4 3 11 (10) 

Total 5 3 (2) 8 (7) 7 23 (21) 
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All informants lived in Stockholm County. Different types of housing areas 
(Table 3) were represented, varying from sparsely populated areas to the inner 
city. The living format was relatively evenly distributed between living with 
parents, living alone or with a partner or a friend. 
 
Table 3. Housing area and living format. N=23 (occasion two: N=21) 
 City Close to city Suburb Sparsely popu-

lated area 
Total 

With a friend/partner 5 (4) 3 1 1 10 (9) 

On one’s own 1 3 2 0 6 

With parents 1 2 3 (2) 1 7 (6) 

Total 7 (6) 8 6 (5) 2 23 (21) 

 
Ten of the young adults were born in Sweden of Swedish parents, six (five) 
were born in Sweden with one or both parents born in another country, and 
seven were born in another country. Two informants had children of their 
own. The situation varied with regard to work, with many of the group being 
engaged in a number of activities and only a few limited to one. Only three 
informants reported working full-time and only two were full-time students. 
For most of the young adults, life was a combination of periods of leisure, 
back-packing holidays, unemployment, studies and work. The sample 
included students at different levels of education, nursing staff, security 
guards, restaurant staff, gardeners, artists, employees in the field of 
information technology, as well as persons who were unemployed and others 
who were on maternity leave.  
 
Many of the informants reported having parents with a university education, 
although many of the parents were not in professions that required university 
qualifications. The father had at least further or university education in 15 
(14) cases and the corresponding figure for the mother was 14 (13). In 4 (3) 
cases, both parents had an educational level of less than three years of high 
school. 
 
 
The questionnaire 
 
The gender distribution among the persons responding to the questionnaire 
was 220 (36.0%) men and 386 (63.2%) women.  
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Concerning living conditions (Table 4) among the respondents, half stated 
that they lived with parent(s), a quarter lived with a partner and one fifth lived 
on their own. 26 (4.2%) of the respondents had children. The distribution be-
tween different housing areas was not investigated, as the large sample should 
ensure a random distribution.  
 
Table 4. Living format (N=611) More than one alternative is possible 
 No  % 

With parent(s) 303 49.6 

With partner 149 24.4 

On one’s own 116 19.0 

Other 84 13.8 

 
With regards to country of birth, 85.3% stated that they were born in Sweden 
and roughly one quarter that at least one of the parents was born outside Swe-
den. As to occupations, just over one third stated that they were studying, 
barely one third that they were full time employees and just over one fifth that 
they were both studying and working. 
 
Just under half, 297 (48.6%), had at least one parent with further or university 
education, the father in 217 cases (35.5%) and the mother in 233 cases 
(38.1%). In 114 cases (18.6%), the educational level of both parents was less 
than three years of high school. 
 
 

Drop-outs 
 
 
The interviews 
 
The interviewed group reduced by two persons for occasion two; one person 
could not be contacted and one person did not want to participate. For this 
reason, the figures for the second interview occasion are shown in brackets in 
the text and the tables. 
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The questionnaire 
 
Of the 1,600 asked, 611 (38.2%) responded to the questionnaire. Of the 611, 
five did not respond to the question about gender, 220 (36.0%) were men and 
386 (63.2%) were women. This is a very skewed response pattern compared 
to the even gender distribution in the population. The gender distribution of 
the response frequency is similar to the gender distribution among men and 
women seeking psychotherapy (Claesson et al., 2002; Sundblad et al., 1999). 
The same tendency was noted in a drop-out analysis carried out in 
conjunction with the questionnaire, where 22.5% of the asked men and 42.5% 
of the asked women could be interviewed (Edenius, Jacobsson, & Werbart, 
2003). The direction of the gender differences follows the pattern that usually 
arises in surveys: women are more willing than men to respond to 
questionnaires (SCB, 2003). However, the skewness does lead to the men’s 
responses being marred by greater uncertainty, as the results are based on a 
smaller sample than for the women. 
 
 

The reliability and validity of the study 
 
The reliability of the results is dependent on the quality of the data collection. 
The interviews must be carried out in a way that is mutually concordant. The 
processing of texts and method for coding and analysis of interviews must be 
relevant. In the interview studies, each informant with one exception was 
interviewed by the same person. All four interviewers were psychologists and 
familiar with in-depth interviews. For the interviews, an interview guide 
(Appendix 1) was used. The interviewers put a great deal of effort into 
following the informants' narratives and not interpreting them. All tape-
recorded interviews were transcribed by the same secretary, who was 
instructed to transcribe them verbatim, with pauses and sounds, such as sighs. 
If the meaning in the text was unclear, it was possible to listen to the tapes for 
additional elucidation of the meaning. The data processing was done by two 
judges, who first coded separately and independently of each other. After this, 
joint coding was carried out until a consensus could be reached. For transcript 
processing, a fixed and tested coding manual (Appendix 3) was used, with 
good inter-rater reliability (Ginner et al., 2001). When scrutinizing the 
interview style and interview structure, no interview stands out as different, 
which can be interpreted as an indication of good inter- and intra-rater 
reliability.  
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With validity is meant the extent to which the study studies the feature it is 
claiming to study. One question is then whether the investigated young 
adults’ strains in the first instance are strains among young adults or some-
thing else, such as strains among persons potentially seeking psychotherapy 
or strains among middle class post-graduates. Every person in him- or herself 
harbours a multitude of roles. One way of determining the composition of the 
interview group is to choose certain variables, for which an even distribution 
is desired. In this case, these variables are gender, age, housing area and 
housing type. In the Questionnaire study, the skewed response distribution 
between men and women and the large drop-out rate may reduce the validity. 
The fact that the selection is not stratified may be a limitation, but in view of 
the size of the selection, this is still of negligible importance. In the study, the 
validity was strengthened further by phenomena within the group young 
adults being examined from different perspectives. Using method triangula-
tion, the phenomena were examined in close scrutiny, at group level and in a 
larger group. Testing the concordance of the result using different theories, 
theoretical triangulation, is another attempt at testing whether the study has 
validity. Peirce’s pragmatism means that truth is approximative, it is true as 
long as it is useful and there is a consensus around it (Rennie, 1999). The use-
fulness of the study, its practical relevance, will determine the validity, Kvale 
(1983) considers, but these criteria can also be understood as an expression 
for how generalizable the study is.  
 
 

Generalizability 
 
The generalizability of the study refers to the validity of the study outside the 
examined group. The total number of informants in the Interview and Follow-
up studies was 23 (21), in the Questionnaire study 611 and the Case study 
four, but the unique individual is of secondary interest in the studies. The 
number of interviews contained in the studies is 48 and the number of themes 
used as the basis for the qualitative studies is infinitely greater still. When 
searching for general themes, the basis may be described as the sum of all the 
themes within all categories. What does this basis then say outside itself? The 
combination of the Interview study and the Questionnaire study entailed an 
empirical triangulation (Kvale, 1983; Olsen, 2003; Stake, 2000; Starrin, 
Larsson, Dahlgren, & Styrborn, 1991), as several groups of young adults were 
examined. The combined methods will be discussed further in the section 
Method discussion in the Discussion chapter. 
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A consensus criterion might entail that the results are generalizable, until any-
one raises an objection against them, but this is a risky criterion (Barker et al., 
2002), which might lead to an emperor without any clothes. This could be the 
case if the consensus criterion is passive; the generalizability exists because 
no-one is protesting, or if the consensus criterion exists within the own re-
searcher group without any independent testing being done. Merrick (1999) 
describes good generalizability for qualitative research as a combination of 
consensus and continued support by new observations. As I understand it, a 
combination of good reliability and fulfilled consensus and pragmatic criteria 
vouch for good generalizability. But it is important not to hollow out the crite-
ria. Consensus is not without an addressee, but entails scrutiny and approval 
from that part of the research community who have mastered the research area 
in question, in the form of a “validation fellowship”. In this sense, one part of 
the consensus criterion for this study is the assessment made at the time of 
presenting this dissertation. An internal validation of the findings, by ensuring 
that each abduction is supported by observations providing feedback, is an-
other important aspect of generalizability (Rennie, 1999).  
 
The three criteria, reliability, validity and generalizability, can be interpreted 
as credibility “checkpoints” at different times and by different authorities. The 
reliability and validity are tested in the first instance by the researchers 
involved before a study is presented. The consensus criterion is tested by the 
relevant part of the research community when the study is presented. The 
usefulness, as a concrete expression of the generalizability, is tested by other 
researchers or authorities in the community after the publication of the study. 
 
 

The role of the researcher 
 
It has been quite a process to leave the role as psychoanalyst and instead take 
on the role as researcher. The roles have both similarities and differences. A 
special, evenly distributed attention and the feeling sometimes of being on the 
track of something, to “sense” something that is yet not formulated, is present 
in both roles. This feeling was described by Peirce (1990), who considered 
that the researcher instinctively knows when a hypothesis is right, and the 
finding is then tested against reality. He emphasized the flash-like insight of 
the researcher, which gives the immediate feeling an important part in the 
research process. This is also true for psychoanalytical work. Kvale (2003) 
emphasizes the concordance in careful training and attitude between 

 52 



interviews in psychoanalysis and interviews in qualitative research, which 
makes it considerably easier for psychoanalysts, psychotherapists and 
psychoanalytically trained psychologists to carry out research interviews. 
 
The similarity between the roles as psychoanalyst and researcher also entails 
difficulties. Who is the informant meeting? The interviews were carried out at 
the Institute of Psychotherapy in Stockholm, by researchers who are also psy-
chologists. What impact does this have on the informants’ choice to 
participate and on the content of the narratives? Would the responses in the 
interview studies have been different if the interviews had been carried out in 
a different setting? One might think that, at the first interview, several of the 
informants were attracted to meeting a psychologist, that they really were 
interested in psychotherapy and that the interview was a first step towards 
approaching psychotherapy. However, this receives no support in the 
subsequent interviews. 
 
The difference between the roles of psychoanalyst and researcher respectively 
is, among others, the relationship to theory. As a psychoanalyst, I do not have 
the psychoanalytical theories in front of me, or hardly even at the back of my 
mind, when I meet patients. The role as researcher has to an even larger 
degree meant an effort to free oneself from theories and pre-conceived ideas 
when encountering interview texts and questionnaire responses. This has also 
meant an acceptance of findings I felt were banal, and I have then forced 
myself to think beyond these, without pre-conceptions. Despite this, perhaps 
the greatest difference of all is that which Kvale (1983) describes as the 
direction of the need. A psychoanalyst is sought out by a patient requesting 
help, while a researcher seeks out an informant and asks him for help. This 
difference is important and leads on to the question of ethical aspects. 
 
 

Ethical aspects 
 
The project has been reviewed and approved by the Regional Research Ethics 
Committee at the Karolinska Institute. The respondents to the questionnaire 
were guaranteed anonymity. The survey was carried out by Sifo, who 
destroyed the mailing register after handing over the data. In the Interview 
study, the Follow-up study and the Case study, each informant was given 
information about the project and signed their approval to participate. Each 
informant was guaranteed anonymity and given guarantees that the material 
would only be used for research purposes. I deliberated whether further 
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approval should be sought from the informants for the Case study. A decision 
to seek further approval can be said to consist of two independent parts: that 
the informant yet again gets to know what he has approved, which may be 
called the approval criterion, and the question of whether anonymity is 
sufficient, the anonymity criterion. The first criterion has become considered 
to be a process by many, as it is often difficult to know from the start what the 
qualitative study will contain (Cieurzo & Keitel, 1999). In this study, this has 
not been a problem, as it was stated clearly already in the information given to 
the informants that the study aimed to find out the strains encountered by 
ordinary young adults and how they are handled. A renewed approval was 
therefore not relevant for the study. The other important issue concerns 
anonymity. There is concordance regarding the issue that anonymity is 
complicated and requires careful consideration by the researcher (Barker et 
al., 2002; Christians, 2000). Cierzo and co-workers (1999) also recommend 
explicit approval from informants who are quoted verbatim. Stake (2000) 
emphasizes the necessity of protecting the informant and not to use rules 
about anonymity to protect one’s own skin and that of the institution, but to 
show care for the informants in the first instance. The question as to whether 
the anonymity criterion has been fulfilled has not been easy, but finally I 
chose to de-identify the narratives in such a way that the probability of 
anybody recognizing the persons was deemed to be practically non-existent. 
The reason for not giving the material to the informants is a desire to retain 
the opportunity to carry out further follow-up interviews without influencing 
the informants through the reinforcement of themes that seeing their own 
narratives in writing would entail. I also consider that it would be an 
unfortunate influence on the individual to nail down, in black and white, 
processes that would otherwise glide past in a psycho-social moratorium. The 
question of whether the quotes and the condensed narratives would be 
detrimental to the informants, after de-identification, was also taken into 
consideration. It is my assessment that the narratives held common themes 
and subjects, which may be painful for the individual, but which, through 
their universality, are themes that may concern very many and therefore 
reduce the risk of identifying the individual.  
  
Another important ethical aspect concerns how psychological suffering was 
handled in the interviews. Even if such suffering is expressed, the context for 
the interview is still that the researcher is asking for help from the informant, 
and not vice-versa. Unless the informant him- or herself expressly asked for 
help, the assessment was therefore to do nothing other than continue the 
interview. Thus, there was a preparedness to assist informants if they so 
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wished. On one occasion during the first follow-up, one informant no longer 
wanted to participate. She related by telephone to the interviewer that the first 
interview had aroused feelings that had then been difficult to handle. This led 
to the informant being offered some psychotherapeutic sessions. Issues 
concerning the handling of psychological suffering were discussed in depth 
within the project during the interview process. 
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Chapter 4                                                .    
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RESULTS 
 
The results consist of four parts: The Interview study, the Questionnaire 
study, the Follow-up study and the Case study. In the Interview study, 23 
young adults talk about strains in life, the background and attitudes to these, 
now and in an imagined future. The results are presented at group level. 
Thereafter, an overview of the young adults’ attitudes to strains and ideas 
about the background to these follows in the Questionnaire study. This 
presents results from a questionnaire responded to by 611 young adults. In the 
third study, the Follow-up study, the informants from the Interview study are 
followed up eighteen months later. The Case study is the final study, 
consisting of an in-depth examination of the narratives from four informants. 
They were part of the Interview study and were selected as representing 
typical strains and attitudes. The narratives of the four informants were 
followed over three years, on a total of three occasions. Each study ends with 
an initial interpretation of how I understand the results. 
 
 

The Interview study 
 
The results are accounted for according to four categories: Strains, 
Background to the strains, Attitudes and Future attitudes. The structure for 
these groups was pre-determined through the selection of the PT interview as 
method. Within each category, thematic groups have been developed, which 
are then combined into central themes. The thematic groups are followed by 
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quotes. The quote should be regarded as an example, specially selected to 
illustrate the theme in question.  
 
 
Strains  
 
The strains mentioned by the young adults were thematized as Relations, Im-
portant choices, Illness and socially related strains, The problem of being one-
self and Being the problem oneself (Table 5). The figures in the table show 
the number of informants who expressed the central theme in question and the 
thematic sub-groups. Even if the informant is present in several of the 
thematic groups, this only gives one score in the central theme (in bold). 
 
Table 5. Strains (N = 23, women =12, men =11), the number of informants/theme is shown 
 Total Women Men 

Relations to others 21 10 11 
Own generation 12 6 6 
Parental generation 12 6 6 
Anger affecting those closest  6 3 3 

Important choices 18 10 8 
Study or work related choices 16 9 7 
Existential choices  6 5 1 

Illness and social circumstances 11 7 4 
Illness/accidents in family 6 3 3 
Financial situation 3 3 0 
Housing 2 1 1 

The problem of being oneself 11 6 5 
Separations 10 5 5 
“The blues” as strain 3 2 1 
 Being the problem oneself 9 6 3 
Performance inhibition  6 5 1 
Negative traits  6 4 2 
Insecurity 2 1 1 
Inability to change 2 2 0 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
 
Relations to others 
Strains in relation to others are experienced to the same extent within one's 
own generation as with the parental generation.  
 
With regard to their own generation, the informants report longing to meet a 
partner, as well as difficulties involved in doing so. They also long for close 
friends. “I feel a bit unsatisfied about not having the sort of friends I really 
want to have.”  
 

 58 



The following will serve as an example of the difficulties encountered with 
the parental generation: “When I was younger I had good contact with my 
father. Today I’m sort of detached; he’s out travelling. I’m a little bit 
disappointed in him.”  
 
Some of the informants talk about outbursts of rage and of suddenly flying 
into a temper. This mostly affects those around them: “You have distressing 
quarrels with those around you and it can be pretty tough.” 
 
Important choices 
One phenomenon concerns strains related to the different choices to be made 
in life. 
 
Many themes concern insecurity about a career and feelings of having no aim 
in life: “It feels like so much in life depends on what job you have. The kind of 
work you do shapes much of your life, since you spend so much of your time 
working. A great part of life and a great part of your day, life is somehow 
moulded around it.” 
 
A theme frequently taken up is insecurity regarding choice of studies: “I fin-
ished high school a year ago. I’ve been working and studying a bit and I’m a 
little confused like everybody else, so that you don’t really know what to do.” 
 
Nearly half of the young women, but almost none of the men, raise questions 
of an existential nature: “It’s difficult to stand outside the great play as I want 
to have some feedback regarding my existence, and an identity, which you get 
if you take part in the play, but then you have to climb a few rungs on the 
ladder and get a title, it’s not enough to be yourself…” 
 
Illness and social circumstances  
Half of the informants report having experienced strains related to accidents, 
illness among relatives or problems of a social nature. 
 
Accidents and illness are part of life and affect the informants or their 
families: “My dad is ill, he has Alzheimer’s and it affects me a lot.”  
 
Some of the young women raise the question of financial worries: “I suppose 
it’s the usual financial stuff, whether you get the student loan in time to pay 
bills and suchlike.” 
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The housing situation is brought up by a few informants: “The only thing is 
that I don’t have a place to live and it feels as if I am quite creative just now, I 
try at any rate and one can’t do much more than that.” 
 
The problem of being oneself 
Separations, parting and “the blues” are included as recurring themes among 
just under half the young adults. 
 
Several young adults bring up parting and separations as strains in life: “I 
think it is mostly about the fact that nothing will be like it used to be. You 
went to school, and it was secure, and you lived with mum and dad, and now 
you have to be adult, and it’s really hard. I don’t know how to handle it, I 
mostly cry, I think.” 
 
“The blues” is not just a way to react, but was also brought up as a strain in it 
self by some: “I have never slept as much as this year, I think. In principle, I 
only do what I have to. I go to work, and to school and so on, then I go home 
and sleep. Then I’m over-sensitive, if I watch a program or something awful, I 
can’t watch the news any longer for instance. Then I just sit there crying over 
some elk that has been run over or something like that.” 
 
Being the problem oneself  
When the problem is ascribed to one’s own person it is like a feeling of 
inhibition, insecurity or a sense of having negative personality traits. This 
theme is found among about half of the young adults and more commonly 
among the women. 
 
Some, mostly women, talk about a performance inhibition: “There are a lot of 
things I would like to do, but I don’t have the nerve, so to speak.” 
 
Some experience negative personality traits as a strain: “I have difficulty in 
committing myself.…” 
 
Other problems associated with ‘oneself’ concern insecurity as to whether or 
not one is doing the right thing: “And you harp on about the same thing, have 
I done the right thing, should I continue in this way or some other way, what 
am I to do?” 
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A few informants say that they know they would have to change. Despite this 
they are unable to do so, and therein lies the strain: “I need to change, become 
more structured in a way that I haven’t been or thought of before in order to 
function more easily today and perhaps it is that that is the difficulty for me, 
making such an adjustment.” 
 
 
The background to strains  
 
How do young adults talk about the background to strains? A salient 
component in their narratives is the idea of oneself as being the cause. The 
next themes concern: Circumstances, Parents, Experiences and the lack of 
them, as well as Not knowing why (Table 6). 
 
Table 6. Ideas about the background to the strains (N=23, women=12, men=11), 
the number of informants/theme is shown 
 Total Women Men 

Oneself 19 11 8 
Own failings 12 5 7 
Positioning relative to others 10 5 5 

Circumstances … 18 10 8 
Be subjected to  10 6 4 
Time indication  8 4 4 

Parents and childhood  11 7 4 
Experiences  9 5 4 
Do not know why  7 3 4 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
 
Oneself 
The young adults often ascribe the cause of strains and difficulties to them-
selves: “I suppose it’s very much I myself who has influenced, in other words, 
the way I am affects my relations to other people. They have influence too, of 
course, but it is my way of being that is the central thing, because it’s that 
that’s present in all relations.” 
 
Oneself being the cause covers ideas about different backgrounds, such as 
thoughts about own failings, of something lacking in oneself: “I suppose it’s 
just that I give up before other people do, or others struggle on even if things 
are not much fun.” 
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Further ideas connected to “oneself” concern how to position oneself relative 
to others: “You don’t want to drag in other people when you feel so awful” 
 
Circumstances  
Accidents and illness are further examples of external circumstances to which 
the background to strains is ascribed. Other external factors of importance can 
be society’s rules and regulations, an unsuccessful journey or education, 
myths or educative surroundings such as, for example, the world of sports. 
The informants describe many of the circumstances as if they had been 
subjected to them, i.e. circumstances beyond their control: “In the first place I 
didn’t have any real supervisor, or it was, I didn’t grasp how important it was 
to have a supervisor until it was too late, so to speak.” 
 
Circumstances can also be used as a way of dating important events with 
regard to background: “The day after the final exam at high school, you are 
no longer innocent, then you are supposed to move directly into the world of 
adults, to take on responsibility and you are not prepared at all.” 
 
Parents and childhood 
Half of the informants, more women than men, say that they regarded their 
parents and the period of childhood as the background to current strains. 
Some of them bring up the parents’ deficiencies or a feeling of “not having 
had enough”: “Mum has never talked about feelings with me, ever.” 
 
Other informants raise questions related to upbringing, genetic factors and the 
home situation. Some women voice a fear of becoming like their mothers, to 
whom they already feel similar. Some express thoughts about their parents’ 
own childhood. Divorce is also mentioned as an important background factor: 
“I’ve always been commuting between two different worlds and haven’t 
really fitted in anywhere, I haven’t had the time to learn all the codes from 
either world. I’ve been a bit half and half in both.” 
 
Experiences 
Experiences are also mentioned as background factors in the development of 
strains, whether they are insufficient, bad or good experiences: “It demands a 
lot of experience and self-discipline to do something like that and I’m bloody 
awful in that way.” 
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Do not know why 
Some informants do not know what is behind the problem or think that it is 
not anything in particular: “No, I don’t know, no. It just happens.”  
 
 
Attitudes to strains in life 
 
In the following section, the attitudes towards the strains in life as the young 
men and women describe them are presented. The main attitudes for women 
and for men are presented separately, as the attitudes differ so much between 
sexes that common themes are difficult to find. 
 
 
Attitudes among the women 
 
Three different attitudes stand out among the young women: Daydreaming, 
Talking and Keeping a dairy. The young women’s attitudes to Professional 
help are also presented (Table 7). 
 
Table 7. Central themes for attitudes among women (N=12), the number 
of informants/theme is shown 
 Women 

Daydreaming 11 
Talking 9 
Keeping a diary 4 
Professional help as a possibility  7 

Each informant may figure in several central themes.  
 
Daydreaming  
Almost all women speak of daydreams as a usual attitude; one sleeps, lies in 
bed or thinks about a solution to a strain without any intention of putting it 
into practice. Several different attitudes, closely related to each other, are 
summarised as vegetative daydreaming. They all consist of a transitory, 
forceful, mental cutting-off of the world: “I imagine myself in situations as I 
wish they had turned out, or would develop, I think it’s a defence. It feels 
good while it lasts, then it feels sad when you’ve finished daydreaming and 
reality is something else.” 
 
Talking 
Talking is a common attitude, which turns out to fulfil many different 
functions. To talk means to turn to other people, to direct oneself towards 
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another person, but it does not necessarily mean the desire for a dialogue. 
Some informants describe talking as a way of setting about things, doing 
something to solve a problem, seeking a constructive solution. Some consider 
talking rather as a way of seeing oneself through the eyes of another person 
and as a help in adopting different perspectives in relation to the problem. 
This type of talking seems to strengthen the self-reflective function. The other 
person helps in the taking up of different positions in relation to the problem: 
“It makes me see things from another perspective than I am used to, they give 
their reactions to what I’m telling them.” Other women can talk in order to 
unload themselves: “I told mum and it felt good, like shedding a large load of 
stones.” 
 
Some choose the person they talk to based on the answers they expect. This is 
like picking a mirror that will confirm the desired perception: “Maybe some-
times you want to hear you’re right and sometimes you want the other side of 
the argument, so of course you choose who you talk to.” 
 
Finally, a few stray informants say that they do not think that talking was of 
any help: “It’s just somebody listening to you, in fact it’s nothing, if you’re 
really sad there is often nothing, no cure.” 
 
Keeping a diary 
Some women are used to writing: “I write a bit, I keep a diary. When I write 
it down, when it gets down onto the paper in words, thoughts inside my head 
become clearer, suddenly, it’s like, yes, I’ve got it! That’s the way I’m 
thinking.”  
 
Professional help as a possibility 
None of the women are in psychotherapy, but many of them regard it as an 
opportunity to receive help: “I’ve been wondering whether the Student Health 
Care Service might have a social worker you can talk to.” 
 
 
Attitudes among the men 
 
The central themes mainly found in the young men are working out 
Strategies, routines and being in control, Avoiding talking, Talking, 
Rootlessness and searching for confirmation, and Thinking through and then 
acting. The view about Professional help is accounted for at the end (Table 8).  
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Table 8. Central themes for attitudes among men (N=11), the number 
of informants/theme is shown 
 Men 

Strategies, routines and being in control 7 
Avoiding talking 6 
Talking 5 
Rootlessness and searching for confirmation 4 
Thinking through and then acting 4 
Professional help is not an option 10 

Each informant may figure in several central themes.  
 
Working out strategies, routines and being in control 
A common attitude among the men is to work out strategies, make a daily 
routine of things, and be in control: “I think it’s routine also, if I start to make 
a routine thing of it… Sometimes I write things on a piece of paper, things I 
must go through and do a little bit every day.” 
 
Avoiding talking 
Views differ within the group regarding talking as a method of solving prob-
lems. More than half of the men voice the view that thinking and talking 
make things worse. This is vividly described by one young man: “A conflict 
leads to war, in general. I suppose it’s the hardest thing for humans to 
handle. If you start to bring up an issue, it may turn into a new conflict just 
because you don’t understand. Perhaps you cannot manage to understand 
each other. I keep quiet and let things be. It doesn’t get worse when you leave 
it alone. Quite the reverse! Perhaps you forget about it and everything turns 
out OK!”  
 
Talking 
Nearly half of the young men think that it is good to talk, but for them talking 
partly fulfils another function than that of seeking a reflecting dialogue. The 
men talk in order to feel the presence of someone else, or to obtain comfort 
from their mother or girlfriend, for example: “My mum comforted me”. For 
some men, talking means getting something out of their systems. The most 
important thing is not the other person, but to unload oneself, obtain relief: “I 
can never keep quiet about anything, it’s very important for me to get 
everything out of my system, verbally, I think it’s the most important thing, 
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that’s the way I’ve handled most of the conflicts and crises I’ve been 
through.” 
 
Rootlessness and searching for confirmation 
One difficulty in remaining adaptive towards strains in life seems to be a 
feeling of rootlessness, which several young men express: “Would need to 
come down, come down to earth a little, and not, well, and concentrate on, 
focus on what is important just now. It would help one hell of a lot.” There is 
also a search for confirmation: “You need some kind of confirmation that you 
have done something, it doesn't have to be much.” 
 
Thinking through and then acting 
The theme of daydreaming, which can be found in women, does not exist in 
the same way in the men’s narratives. Fantasizing is more about thinking 
through, and this means that they have access to fantasies and reality at the 
same time. The attitude is to think through, but there is also a reality that 
reaches the fantasy: “You often think, no, now I'll grow up, now I'll bloody 
well pull myself together. So I stopped working for a while and started 
studying.” 
 
Professional help is not an option 
Men and women differ again in their view of psychotherapy. Only one of the 
men regards psychotherapy as a possibility for getting help. Nearly all young 
men think that the help is available within themselves. “It ought to be 
possible to solve it yourself in some way.” 
 
 
Ideas about future attitudes 
 
How do the young adults think that they will approach strains later on? It is a 
hypothetical question, which is answered from the position where the young 
adult is at that moment, and perhaps the question is mainly about the degree 
of hope they have about the future. Most of the young adults (Table 9) 
express confidence and think that they can use their experiences, that with 
increased maturity they will be able to approach strains in a way that they are 
more pleased with:“Instead of daydreaming I will try to think more, it’s 
probably important to think more practically, about how things really are, 
and what I’m going to do about them.” 
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Table 9. Future attitudes to strains (N=23, women=12, men=11), the number of  
informants/theme is shown 
 Total Women Men 

It will be different in the future 19 10 9 
 Own experiences  8 5 3 
     Other circumstances 5 3 2 
 Other people will change 4 2 2 
 Distance to the problems  4 3 1 
 Do not know how  4 0 4 
 The passing of time 4 1 3 
It will not be different in the future 9 6 3 
 Satisfied with own attitude  5 3 2 
 Disapproving of own attitude  4 3 1 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
 
It will be different 
Most of the young adults think that they will have a different attitude in the 
future, although the reason for this varies. It can depend on their own 
experience, or just the course of time. It can also depend on circumstances, or 
on others changing their minds, or on one actually not knowing. 
 
Many young adults think that they can use their experiences, that with 
increased maturity they will be able to approach strains in a way that they are 
more pleased with: “I shall get older, I will learn new things and develop as a 
person and of course things will change. I suppose I shall certainly think in a 
different way, value things differently, see new things in life to which I shall 
give preference, different from what I do now today.” 
 
Changes in circumstances may lead to changes in attitudes. Some informants 
put their trust in other people changing. “Your friends will be more accepting, 
although many of them have been, but not all, will have a more accepting atti-
tude.” 
 
Some place their trust in another environment and see no possibility of change 
through themselves: “I think it is a short-term solution, but it is that I am 
trying to get away from Stockholm to a completely different environment. 
Then I will force myself into a situation where there is a completely new 
environment where I experience everyday life in another way. I experience 
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culture in a different way and I will force myself to get one or several friends 
I can turn to. Then work will still be a priority, because that is why I am 
there, but it will be put into relation with so much else. But this is only a 
brave attempt at trying to change something that I am not sure what it is.” 
 
Things will be different, as one can create a distance to the problems: “You 
have to try to avoid ending up there again, but if such things should happen 
again, it’s more like standing on the outside of everything anyway.”  
 
Some think that it will be different, but do not know how: “I have no idea, I 
don’t know how things will be. I hope things will be better, it’s not certain, 
but I hope it will be better.” 
 
The passing of time can also make things change: “Time, I think.” 
 
It will not be different 
Many of the young adults think they will have the same attitudes in the future. 
Some have this idea because they are content with their current attitudes and 
some because they can see no alternative. 
 
One example of being satisfied: “I think I shall react about the same, as 
based on what I know now and existing conditions, I think we’ve handled the 
situation as well as possible.” 
 
One example of not seeing alternatives: “Don’t know, I have no solutions be-
sides those I’ve applied.” 
 
 

A first interpretation of the Interview study 
 
The most common strains are connected to relationship problems. These are 
equally prevalent with regard to the informants’ own generation as with the 
parental generation. This is different compared to a group of informants who 
have sought psychotherapy. These young adults prior to psychotherapy 
mainly talked about relationship problems with the parents (Wiman & 
Werbart, 2002). It is a reasonable difference, as the age period brings with it 
an expected emancipation from the parental ties. A conscious or unconscious 
reason for seeking psychotherapy can be the feeling of “being stuck” in the 
relationship to the parents. Correspondingly, young adults in general 
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experience less strains in relation to the parents than a clinical group does. 
Proportionally, more strains are experienced in relation to people of the same 
age. One informant reported that relationships had turned into a “performance 
thing” among young adults. This means that the pressure to meet somebody is 
experienced as an internal, as well as an external force, while at the same time 
it is an effort to build a good relationship with the right partner. In the 
adjustment from a child-identity to an adult-identity, it is perhaps not possible 
to let anyone get too close without experiencing an overflow of emotions. It is 
therefore difficult, when meeting others, to get close to somebody and still be 
oneself. At the same time, the distance must not be permitted to grow too 
large, as many of the young adults spoke about strains connected with 
separations. 
 
The dilemmas about the multiplicity of choices associated with work and 
studies seem to include two elements: There are so many possibilities and it is 
not easy to know what one wants, dares, or whether or not one has the ability 
and capabilities required. Choice of direction with regard to studies is also 
important for identity, as it gives the choice a personal meaning, centred on 
who one wants to be. Even a person who is satisfied in him- or herself with 
the choice of studies can feel strain from the fact that the study choice is like a 
brand on the own personality. One reason for study- and work-related choices 
being some of the most common strains is thus that they cover both the issue 
of what one wants to spend one’s working life doing, and the issue of who 
one is and wants to be. Roberts, Caspi, and Moffitt (2003) show that 
experience of working life as a young adult can strengthen personality traits 
considered to be stable towards external events. This can demonstrate the 
strength of the identity-creating processes during young adulthood. Having 
adult role models with different professions, representatives for working life 
with whom one can identify, instead of the cliché of a profession, takes on 
great importance. In view of this, internships and other forms of visits to the 
adult world become an urgent necessity through the opportunity they provide 
of meeting different types of persons at work. The strains related to the field 
of study, profession and existence are partly overlapping. The questions about 
existential issues may be centred on work or studies, but the core conflict 
expressed contains the meaning of life. The questions concerning identity and 
existence are related to each other: Who am I? What is my, and others’, place 
in this life? And what is life about? 
 
Most informants describe the background to the strains as located in the own 
person, in the form of some experienced shortcoming, or in the positioning 
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relative to others. In the study by Wiman and Werbart (2002) of young adults 
seeking psychotherapy, it is more common for the subjects to think that the 
problems are due to the parents. A comparison between the ideas of men and 
women regarding the background to strains does, however, show that there is 
a difference between young women and young men. Women mention ideas 
about the parents being a background factor for the strains more often. The 
difference thus appears to be gender-related rather than related to differences 
between the groups studied. 
 
The women’s attitude is to reflect, to talk and to be in a relationship with 
someone. Another common attitude among young women is vegetative 
daydreaming. One possible interpretation is that it is a lingering in the past, 
and a mental being in the future. The here-and-now and the possibility of 
action are out of focus. The lingering is also about maintaining the infantile 
relationship to another, a lingering on the threshold before standing on one’s 
own feet. The diary-keeping can be understood as a digression from the 
daydreaming, the writing being an externalization of the self. As yet, one is 
not aiming at another object but still at oneself, and even more at another part 
of oneself in the form of the “dear diary”. Diary-keeping and related talking is 
one way of reflecting, of being in a creative relationship with oneself and with 
another. This is analogous with something that Arendt (in Larsson, 2002) 
describes as the feminine “being-in-the-world-with-others”. The women’s 
most prominent attitude can be understood as either problem-distancing, such 
as vegetative daydreaming, or problem-solving, such as reflective talking to 
others. These types of attitudes can be described as different ways of being in 
relation to the strain. 
 
The fantasizing of the young men seems to have another quality than that of 
the women. The men’s fantasies strive to be fulfilled: one thinks things out in 
order to do them. This is also described by Levinson (1978), who has 
identified dreams about how one wants things to be when adult, and the 
realization of these dreams, as something significant for young men on the 
way to adulthood. He differentiates these dreams from daydreaming: “It has 
the quality of a vision, an imagined possibility that generates excitement and 
vitality.” (p. 91). Another attitude can be found in men who have lost touch 
with an earlier security and are trying to avoid thinking, where doing 
something distracting in real life becomes important. An example is working 
when one feels strains in relationships. Many express this as having lost 
something and not yet having gained anything else instead. Perhaps it is an 
expression for being in the middle of a leap, the old ground has been left 
behind and one has not landed yet. Men often describe the absence of a 
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previously experienced security and a longing to get an encouraging pat on 
the back. The image of getting a pat on the back contains oneself and another 
person, and can be interpreted as a longing to get support in the world of men. 
Vaillant (1977 from Emde, 1985), and Levinson (1978) have noticed the need 
among young men to have someone as a mentor. The feeling of not being 
properly anchored seems to be a spur towards doing something to distance 
oneself from the strains. The young men’s attitudes can be understood as 
either problem-distancing, such as distracting oneself, or problem-solving, 
such as thinking through in order to do something about the strain. The types 
of attitudes can be described as different ways of doing something when 
encountering strains. 
 
Talking seems to have various functions, and the young adults have different 
attitudes about talking to others about strains in life. This seems to be an 
important finding in the quest for why men seek psychotherapy less often than 
women do. Strikingly many of the men avoid talking, and voice the opinion 
that to do so may make things worse. For the young men who do talk, the 
indirect functions of talking, such as the need for someone to contain the 
incomprehensible or talking as a concrete action, are more noticeable than 
talking as a problem-solving, reflecting attitude. Among the women, the 
meaning of talking also varies: seeking support, a containing function, 
reflecting their own opinions, but primarily a wish to reflect over a strain with 
someone and to have it illuminated from another angle in order to better 
understand and solve the problem. This is a gender difference that has been 
captured by feminist philosophers, who describe the dialogue as women’s 
specific search for knowledge (Mazzarella, 2002). 
 
Most of the young men and women transmit a hopeful view of the future re-
garding their own ability to solve the corresponding strains if they should 
reappear later in life. Perhaps this is the reason why the informants, despite 
the strains in their lives, belong to the non-clinical population. They believe in 
their own ability to solve problems. If they are not satisfied with their attitude 
today, they believe in doing differently in future. Alternatively, they are 
satisfied with their attitude today, and believe that they will do things the 
same way in future. Only a few are dissatisfied with their attitude today and 
believe that it will remain as bad in future. Of those who think things will be 
different, more women than men think that this is due to own experiences, 
and more men than women do not know what would make it different or think 
that it is the passage of time. The question, how would one do in the future, is 
based on the belief at that time that the problem may remain; it is a reflective 
question. This is probably part of the reason why more women than men say 
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that they would avoid getting into the same difficulty later on. Meanwhile, 
men disregard the thought that the difficulty may remain in the future to a 
greater extent. 
 
      
 
In the Interview study, a number of central themes and thematic groups could 
be developed. Using the questionnaire constructed on the basis of the results 
from the Interview study, a larger group of young adults could be investi-
gated. The two most prominent areas of strains, Relationships and Important 
choices, each have their own scale listing alternative attitudes. In order to get 
closer to the respondents’ own views, a third scale shows answers to the 
question of how they valued their attitudes. A fourth scale concerns ideas 
about the background to the strain. 
 
 

The Questionnaire study 
 
The Questionnaire study is reported according to the four scales: Attitude to 
strains in relationships, Attitude to strains relating to important choices, 
Evaluation of these and Background to the strains. In order to investigate 
changes over time, different age bands were compared. A comparison 
between the youngest group, 18–19 years, and the oldest group, 24–25 years, 
did not show any differences in answer patterns. For this reason, the answers 
from the different age groups are not shown separately. When the answer 
patterns of women and men were compared, it turned out that the women had 
a tendency to rate themselves higher on all scales than the men. In order to 
take account of this difference, both significant differences in the total group 
(“non-standardized” in the tables) and significant differences when 
standardization has been carried out separately within the female group and 
the male group (“standardized” in the tables) are shown. 
 
 
Attitude to strains in close relationships 
 
Factor analysis produced seven factors, described as attitudes (Text box 1) in 
strains in close relationships: Experiencing hopelessness, Talking to someone, 
Controlling, Expressing anger, Experiencing hopelessness but trusting in help, 
Seeking others and thinking of other things, and Distracting oneself.  
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Text box 1. Attitudes and associated statements 
Experiencing helplessness 
I feel fairly helpless; I think about committing suicide; I cry; I have difficulty sleeping; I 
accuse myself; I feel worried; My body hurts; I don’t know what to do; I feel like I am 
losing control; I feel as if I cannot go on; I can’t think out any solution; I feel like a 
failure; It is difficult to understand the meaning of what is happening. 
 
Talking to someone 
I talk to someone else to unload myself; I talk to someone to understand better; I avoid 
talking about it [negatively related]; I do things to solve the problem. 
 
Controlling 
I put all my efforts into work/studies; I control my behaviour, my thoughts or feelings; I 
try to keep to fixed routines for everyday life; I try to work out a solution. 
 
Expressing anger 
I row with someone close; I feel grumpy; I argue until it is solved; I shout or throw 
things. 
 
Feeling hopelessness, but trusting in help 
I think about seeking psychotherapy; I think that it will solve itself. 
 
Seeking others and thinking of other things 
I meet other friends: I try to think of something else. 
 
Distracting oneself 
I play computer games, watch films, chat or surf on Internet. 
 
Table 10 shows the median for factor scores and the average ranking for stan-
dardized and non-standardized scores. Significantly higher values are shaded 
in the table. 
 
Table 10. Significant differences between men and women (p≤0.001) for achieved factors for 
attitudes to strains in close relationships, Mann-Whitney U-test for non-standardized and for 
standardized scores. Significantly higher values for average rankings mean that they are stated to 
occur more frequently 

 

Factor Median for factor scores 
and average ranking for 
non-standardized scores 

 Median for factor scores 
and average ranking for 
standardized scores 

 

 Men Women z Men Women z 
Experiencing helpless-
ness 

1.77   209 2.38   349 -9.53 -1.08   261 -0.51   320 -4.05 

Talking to someone 2.75   231 3.00   338 -7.27 0.99   264  1.01   319 -3.73 

Expressing anger 2.00   218 2.75   346 -8.74 -0.59   259  0.40   323 -4.33 

Experiencing helpless-
ness but trusting in help 

2.50   259 2.50   323 -4.46    

Distracting oneself 2.00   237 3.00   337 -7.03    
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Women rate themselves significantly higher than men for the attitudes 
Experiencing helplessness, Talking to someone, Expressing anger, 
Experiencing hopelessness but trusting in help and Distracting oneself. After 
standardizing the factor scores within each gender, significant differences 
appear for the attitudes Experiencing helplessness, Talking to someone and 
Expressing anger. Of the statements not included in any factor, women rate 
themselves significantly higher than men for Writing down one’s thoughts, 
Comfort eating or starving and Sleeping more than usual. Men do not rate 
themselves significantly higher than women for any statement. 
  
 
Attitudes to strains from important choices 
 
Factor analysis produced six factors, described as attitudes (Text box 2) in 
strains from important choices Experiencing helplessness, Thinking and 
agonizing, Talking to someone, Feeling trust, Controlling and Distracting 
oneself.  
 
Text box 2. Attitudes and associated statements 
Experiencing helplessness 
I feel fairly helpless; I cry; I feel like a fraud; My body hurts; I have difficulty sleeping; I 
have a bad conscience for some reason; I feel worried; I lose my self-confidence; I don’t 
know what to do; I feel as if I’m losing control; I feel as if there are no solutions. 
 
Thinking and agonizing 
I am afraid to leave the past behind; I think how the choice will affect others’ image of 
me; I wonder if I made the right choice; I think about what I am de-selecting; I am afraid 
of changing my mind; I think about how others see me. 
 
Talking to someone 
I discuss with someone close to me; I talk to someone else to lessen my worries; I talk to 
someone else to hear others’ opinions; I talk to someone to make sure I made the right 
choice; I avoid talking about it (negative correlation).  
 
Feeling trust 
I try to work out a solution; I see the situation as an opportunity for development; I take it 
easy; I think that everything will solve itself. 
 
Controlling 
I put all my efforts into work/studies; I try to control my behaviour, my thoughts or 
feelings; I try to keep to fixed routines for everyday life. 
 
Distracting oneself 
I sleep much more than usual; I play computer games, chat or surf the Internet. 
 

 74 



The median for factor scores and average ranking for standardized and non-
standardized scores are shown in Table 11. Significantly higher values are 
shaded in the table. 
 
Table 11. Significant differences between men and women (p≤0.001) for achieved factors for 
attitudes to strains from important choices in life, Mann-Whitney U-test for non-standardized and 
for standardized scores. Significantly higher values for average rankings mean that they are stated 
to occur more frequently 
Factor Median for factor scores 

and average ranking for 
non-standardized scores 

 Median for factor scores 
and average ranking for 
standardized scores 

 

 Men Women z Men Women z 
Experiencing helplessness 1.55   228 2.18   339 -7.56    

Thinking and agonizing 2.67   263 3.00   321 -4.00    
Talking to someone 2.80   232 3.20   338 -7.23 1.10   263 1.51   320 -3.84 
Distracting oneself    -0.59   340 -1.46   278 -4.26 

 
Women rate themselves significantly higher than men for the attitudes 
Experiencing helplessness; Thinking and agonizing and Talking to someone. 
After standardizing the factor scores within each gender, the women rate 
themselves significantly higher for the attitude Talking to someone. Men rate 
themselves significantly higher for the attitude Distracting oneself. Of the 
statements not included in any factor, women rate themselves significantly 
higher than men for Daydreaming, Thinking how the choice will affect one as 
a person, Comfort eating or starving oneself, and Not wanting to become 
adult. The men do not rate themselves higher than the women for any of the 
alternatives not included in any factor. 
 
 
Evaluation of the attitudes 
 
The most positively evaluated attitudes (Table 12) are Meeting friends, 
Writing down one’s own thoughts, Talking to someone to unload oneself or to 
understand better, Doing things to solve problems, Trying to work out a 
solution and Thinking that everything will solve itself (score 4 and 5). The 
most negatively scored alternatives are Rowing at someone who is close, 
Feeling grumpy or helpless, Hurting oneself, Comfort eating or starving 
oneself, Accusing oneself, Not knowing what to do, Losing control, and 
Having difficulty understanding the meaning of what is happening (score 1 
and 2).  
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Table 12. Evaluation of attitudes to strains in close relationships 
Statement                                                                                                                     Score1

I meet friends. 5 

I write down my thoughts; I talk to someone to unload myself; I talk to under-
stand better; I do something to solve the problem; I try to think out a solution; I 
think that it will all sort itself out. 

4 

I daydream; I argue until it is solved; I think about seeking psychotherapy; I try 
to thing of other things; I cry; I put all my efforts into work/studies; I drink 
beer, wine or spirits; I play computer games, films, chat or surf the Internet; I 
control my behaviour, thoughts or feelings; I make fixed routines for everyday 
life; I go away; I exercise more than usual. 

3 

I shout or throw things; I avoid talking; I sleep much more than normal; I fanta-
size about revenge; I use drugs or pills. 

2 

I row with someone close; I feel grumpy; I feel fairly helpless; I hurt myself; I 
comfort eat or starve myself; I accuse myself; I don’t know what to do; I feel 
I’m losing control; I find it difficult to understand the meaning. 

1 

1 1=“… do not like at all” and 5 = “… like a lot”. All statements are accounted for, irrespective of 
whether they are included in any factor solution. 
 
The median for factor scores and average ranking for non-standardized scores 
is shown in Table 13 as well as significant differences between men and 
women. Significantly higher values are shaded in the table. 
 
Table 13. Evaluation of attitudes: median for single statements, distribution between the factors ar-
rived at for the area strains in close relationships and significant gender differences (p≤0.001) in 
Mann-Whitney U-test  
No Statement Median Attitude in Rela-

tionships 
Median and average 
ranking men/women 

Z score 

9 Talking with someone to 
unload myself 

4 Talking to someone 3 / 4   (229/288) -4.29 

10 Talking with someone to 
understand better 

4 Talking to someone 3 / 4   (215/292) -5.73 

1 Daydreaming 3  3 / 4   (232/288) -4.24 
The median value for the group as a whole is shown. 
 
Men and women rate their attitudes in the same way, with the exception that 
women rate Talking to someone to unload oneself, Talking to someone to un-
derstand better, and Daydreaming more positively than men do. 
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The background to the strains 
 
Factor analysis produced five factors, described as ideas about background to 
the strains. These were Personal traits, Parents, Demands and expectations, 
Own limitations and Others’ betrayals. Text box 3 shows statements that are 
part of each background factor.  
 
Text box 3. Background to strains 
Personal traits 
My own traits and way of being; My lack of ability; My poor self-image; Not having an 
outlet for my feelings; Always having been withdrawn. 
 

Parents 
My parents’ betrayal; My parents’ own problems; Having experienced difficult things 
while growing up; My parents' quarrelling and/or divorce; Having had to take too much 
responsibility. 
 

Demands and expectations 
Others’ expectations and conceptions; Having too high expectations of myself; Others’ 
way of being; Society’s expectations; All advertising and media images of how one 
should be. 
 

Own limitations 
My body; Financial difficulties; Not knowing what I want; Not having the right 
experience or right education. 
 

Others’ betrayal 
Having been badly treated by my partner; Having been betrayed by others; Having been 
abandoned by my partner. 
 

Responses not included in any factor 
Bad circumstances; Becoming like my parents although I absolutely do not want to; Not 
coping with my studies or my work. 

 
The median for factor scores and average ranking for standardized and non-
standardized scores are shown in Table 14. Only significantly higher values 
for either men or women are shown and are shaded in the table. 
 
Table 14. Significant differences between men and women (p≤0.001) for achieved factors for ideas 
about background to strains in life, Mann-Whitney U-test for non-standardized and for 
standardized scores. Higher values for average rankings, which are shaded, means that it was stated 
to occur more frequently 
Background Median for factor scores 

and average ranking for 
non-standardized scores 

 Median for factor scores 
and average ranking for 
standardized scores 

 

 Men Women z Men Women z 
Parents 1.40   269 1.60   317 -3.31 -1.86   351 -2.45   270 -5.52 
Demands and expecta-
tions 

2.00   238 2.60   333 -6.51    

Own limitations 2.00   253 2.25   325 -4.89    
Others’ betrayal    -2.70   372 -3.11   259 -7.75 
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Women rate themselves significantly higher than men for stating the 
background to the strains as Parents, Demands and expectations and Own 
limitations. After standardizing the factor scores within each gender, men rate 
themselves significantly higher for stating the background as Parents and 
Others’ betrayal. There was no difference between men and women for the 
statements excluded from the factor analysis. 
 
 

A first interpretation of the Questionnaire study 
 
Concerning differences between the attitudes of women and men to strains in 
life, there is a tendency for men in general to rate themselves lower than the 
women. There are at least two ways of interpreting this result; one that it is 
about differences in the frequency of strains in life and the other that it is 
about differences in attitudes. If there is a difference in how often one 
encounters strains, the lower response frequency from the men is an 
expression of them not meeting or registering strains as often as women. 
McNelles (1999) describes “the pathway” to goals as gender-specific in 
adolescence, but emphasizes the importance of not confusing pathways with 
goals and wishes, since the latter are held in common. In analogy with this, I 
assume that the strains of men and of women are similar, and this is also 
supported by the Interview study. Let us take the wording of the question 
seriously: “When you experience…” and look at the response pattern as a 
manifestation of the men’s attitudes. Then the interpretation is that men to a 
greater extent have the attitude of actively disregarding the strains. It is also 
Distracting oneself which appears as a male attitude to strains from important 
choices, while women more often report Talking to someone.  
 
Attitudes among the men are less pronounced than among the women, but 
attitudes reported more often by women also say something about the men. 
For strains from close relationships, there is no particular attitude that is more 
common among men. On the other hand, women experience helplessness, talk 
to someone or give vent to their anger to a greater extent. Daydreaming as an 
attitude is more common among women than men as a response to strains 
from important choices, as is the feeling of not wanting to grow up. Women 
also rate daydreaming and talking to someone else more positively than men 
do. It can also be valuable to investigate which attitudes women do not use 
more than men. These are attitudes such as Controlling, experiencing 
Hopelessness but trusting in help, Searching for something else and Thinking 
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about other things, or Distracting oneself. One reasonable conclusion is that 
the latter attitudes are closer to men’s attitudes. 
 
For women, the attitudes Talking to someone and Expressing anger can be 
summarized as being different ways of relating. The problem-solving attitude 
of talking is valued positively. Expressing anger is valued negatively, which 
could be interpreted as aiming towards someone, where the problem-solving 
relationship is breaking down. Other types of attitudes among women are 
Daydreaming, feelings of Helplessness or Not wanting to grow up, which can 
be interpreted as retiring, problem-distancing attitudes. Men’s attitudes appear 
less visible than women’s. The attitude that dominates can be interpreted as 
problem-distancing. 
 
There are other differences worth noticing between the ways in which men 
and women respond to the questions. Women place the background to strains 
with Parents, Demands of others and Own failings, which together create a 
relationship context. After standardizing raw scores within each gender, it 
appears that men place the background with Parents and Betrayals by others. 
This produces an image of the background being outside the own person. In 
this way, men keep the strains away from the own person, which can be 
interpreted as there being less reason to work out a solution that changes 
something within the own person. The strains being due to something outside 
the own person can also be interpreted as a lack of trust in others. This is 
important for the view of whether help can be found in private or professional 
relationships, or has to be found within the own person. 
 
It is interesting to note that there is no difference between the response 
patterns for the youngest and the oldest respondents. The period of youth is 
considered to be richer in symptoms than later periods in life (Todd, 
McKenna, & Deane, 1997). One could therefore also assume attitudes to be 
specific for the age period and to be different at the beginning of the period 
compared to at its end. The fact that the response pattern does not show any 
difference between the youngest and the oldest respondents may mean that 
age has no importance for the attitude. But it can also be interpreted 
differently. The age limits for the period are arbitrary, and the answer may 
actually be that the period is longer, perhaps from 18 to 28 years. It could also 
be about the difference between biological and psychological age. The 
questionnaire captures responses that express a psychological age, which does 
not necessarily correspond to the same biological age. This may mean that 
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when one compares 18- and 25-year-olds, one might, from a psychological 
point of view, be comparing 18-year-olds with 18-year-olds. Using a narrow 
age interval, it is possible to miss differences in psychological development 
between the youngest and the oldest. A broader age interval may be needed to 
demonstrate variations in attitudes caused by age. 
 
 
 
 
 
A different way of investigating changes within an age interval is to see what 
happens to a group from one time to another. The question will now be posed 
of how things have worked out eighteen months later for the informants from 
the Interview study.  
 
 

The Follow-up study 
 
The Follow-up study consists of interviews with 21 of the 23 informants who 
took part in the Interview study eighteen months earlier. The study presents 
the results at group level, as in the Interview study. In order to investigate 
what the informants themselves think has changed, a question about this has 
been added to the Follow-up study. Their own experience of change is also 
presented at group level.  
 
The results from the first set of interviews have been re-calculated, in order to 
exclude the scores from the two informants who did not participate in the 
second set of interviews. This means that the two sets of interviews comprise 
the same informants in the following account. Each part of the results is 
shown together with the corresponding part of the result from the first 
interview in order to clarify differences between the two occasions. The 
second set of interviews is compared with the first, and the current state of the 
themes that emerged from the first set of interviews is investigated. Where the 
old themes are insufficient, new ones have been created. Only newly created 
themes are illustrated with quotes. The quotes have been selected in order to 
exemplify the theme. 
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Strains 
 
The same themes of strains exist in the second set of interviews as in the first. 
In addition, two new thematic groups appear: Role conflicts and Feeling 
lonely (Table 15).  
 
Table 15. Strains (N = 21, women =11, men =10), the number of informants/theme is shown 

 Interview two Interview one 
 Total Women Men Total Women Men 

Relationships with others 18 9 9 20 10 10 
Own generation 15 8 6 12 6 6 
Parental generation 4 0 4 11 6 5 
Anger affecting those closest  3 2 1 6 3 3 

Important choices 18 9 9 16 9 7 
Study or work related choices 17 8 9 14 8 6 
Existential choices 4 4 0 5 4 1 
RRoollee  ccoonnfflliiccttss 7 3 4 X X X 

Illness and social circumstances 10 5 5 10 6 4 
Illness/accidents in family 4 1 3 6 3 3 
Financial situation 4 3 1 3 3 0 
Housing 4 3 1 2 1 1 

The problem of being oneself 11 8 3 10 6 4 
Feeling lonely 7 5 2 X X X 
Separations, partings 5 4 1 9 5 4 
“The blues” as strain 2 1 1 3 2 1 

Being the problem oneself 11 5 6 8 5 3 
Performance inhibition  5 3 2 5 4 1 
Negative traits  10 5 5 6 4 2 
Insecurity 0 0 0 2 1 1 

  Inability to change 0 0 0 2 2 0 
Each informant may appear in several central themes and thematic groups. X marks that the theme 
did not exist at the first set of interviews. 
 
Within the central theme Important choices, a new theme of Role conflicts is 
added. This entails a feeling of being influenced by one’s own and others’ 
attitudes in such as way that a role is assumed to match expectations. It does 
not include the feeling of the own identity, but it is something constructed 
around the person in a compelling manner: “It is part of the same pattern, it 
really is, but it has turned out like this. That role was imposed the first week 
and there it remains, which means that I have the right to arrive too late at 
any time, and that’s a bit stupid, like.” Within the central theme The problem 
of being oneself, a new thematic group has been added, which concerns 
Feeling lonely: “I am overwhelmed by this social need. I feel terribly lonely in 
the evening if I don’t do something, which I then usually don’t. I’m climbing 
the walls.” 
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As in the first set of interviews, strains in relationships are described as being 
the most common. The strains were as common in relation to parents as to 
friends and partners. Now, in the second set, the most common strains are in 
relation to friends and partners and less common in relation to parents. A 
comparison between women and men shows that this change appears mainly 
among women. Similar change can also be found in the thematic groups 
within the central theme illness- and socially related strains. The central 
theme is unchanged between the two sets of interviews. But the thematic 
groups point towards a shift from accidents/illness in the family to strains 
related to housing and finance, and this change is also mainly to be found 
among women.  
 
Important choices is still the other great strain, but comprises more expressed 
role conflicts. The strain of being oneself is spoken about to the same extent 
as during the first set of interviews, but a comparison between men and 
women shows that women more often experience loneliness as a strain. 
 
 
The background to the strains 
 
The themes concerning the background to strains are the same as in the first 
set of interviews (Table 16). No new themes emerge and no old ones 
disappear. 
 
Table 16. Ideas about background (N=21, women=11, men=10), the number of informants/theme 
is shown 

Interview two Interview one 
 Total Women Men Total Women Men 

Oneself 19 10 9 17 10 7 
Own failings 18 10 8 10 4 6 
Positioning relative to 
others 

16 9 7 10 5 5 

Circumstances  16 10 6 17 9 8 
Being subjected to  13 8 5 9 5 4 
Time indication  4 3 1 8 4 4 

Parents and childhood  11 6 5 10 7 3 
Experiences  9 4 5 8 4 4 
Do not know why  5 3 2 6 3 3 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
 
As in the first set of interviews, most place the background to the strain as 
being due to Oneself. The next most common background is Circumstances. 
Slightly fewer mention circumstances as a time indication and slightly more 
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describe being subjected to circumstances as the background. When it comes 
to Parents and childhood, the earlier difference between men and women has 
disappeared, and the distribution of responses is now the same between 
genders. For Experiences and Do not know what it is due to, the picture is 
fairly unchanged compared to the first occasion.  
 
There are more young adults, in particular young women, who can consider 
several backgrounds to strains compared to the first set of interviews. Nearly 
all the women describe the background in terms of own failings, but also of 
oneself in relation to others. 
 
 
Attitudes to strains in life 
 
The attitudes to strains differed markedly between men and women in the first 
set of interviews. The attitudes of men and women are accounted for 
separately in the second set of interviews as well. In the comparison with the 
first set of interviews, the focus has been on what has happened to the 
attitudes from that time, and whether any new themes have been added. When 
investigating the attitudes of the women in the second set of interviews, the 
joint male and female attitudes from the first set of interviews form the 
starting point. Correspondingly, the male attitudes have been investigated in 
the light of both the male and the female attitudes from the first set of 
interviews. 
 
 
Attitudes among women 
 
Among the women, the same central themes emerge as in the first set of inter-
views (Table 17). Furthermore, Thinking through and then acting has been 
added for the women. The number of women who have sought psychotherapy 
since the previous interview is shown. 
 
Table 17. Central themes among women (N=11), the number of informants/theme is shown 

 Interview two Interview one 

Talking 10 8 
Daydreaming 9 11 
TThhiinnkkiinngg  tthhrroouugghh  aanndd  tthheenn  aaccttiinngg 9 X 
Writing a diary 3 4 
Have sought psychotherapy since the first interview 2 X 

Each informant may appear in several central themes. X shows that the theme was not  
present at the first set of interviews. 
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Among the women, a comparison with the first set of interviews shows that 
the attitudes Talking and Daydreaming are still among the most common, but 
have changed places. Turning outwards has become the most common and 
there is less said about withdrawing. Also, a new attitude compared to the first 
occasion has emerged, Thinking through and then acting: “Instead, I try to 
take it a bit easy and think that I’ll concentrate on the situation as it is today, 
what I can do, the best possible. If the situation is bad, to make the best 
possible out of it, to lift the problem up to something that can help me.” This 
is an attitude described by the men in the first set of interviews.  
 
In the first interview, more than half the women would consider 
psychotherapy as a help. Since then, two of the women have sought 
psychotherapy. Both women have had some psychotherapy sessions, one in a 
crisis situation after a divorce. The other woman sought help and, after a few 
sessions, was referred elsewhere, which was such a great strain that she did 
not take up the referral: “I had a friend who had attended here (at the Institute 
of Psychotherapy), who said that I should try calling here. So I did that and 
went and saw someone a few times, who then referred me on somewhere else. 
But then it was the same thing again, I felt quite bad by that time again, and 
really didn't have the strength to get in contact with some new place.” 
 
  
Attitudes among men 
 
Among the men, the four most common attitudes are Doing something to dis-
tance oneself from the strain, Doing something to solve the strain, using Work 
strategies and routines or Talking to someone (Table 18). Compared to the 
first set of interviews, Doing something to avoid the strain has been added as 
a central theme for the men. The theme Talking to someone is unchanged 
from the first occasion, but, within the theme, Talking to reflect with someone 
emerges as a new thematic group. 
 
Table 18. Central themes among men (N=10), the number of informants/theme is shown 
 Interview two Interview one 

DDooiinngg  ssoommeetthhiinngg  ttoo  aavvooiidd  tthhee  ssttrraaiinn 9 X 
Thinking through and then acting 7 4 
Strategies, routines and being in control 5 6 
Talking 5 5 
Avoiding talking  1 6 
Rootlessness and searching for confirmation 1 4 
Have sought psychotherapy since the first interview 0 X 

Each informant may appear in several central themes. X shows that the theme was not present at 
 the first set of interviews.  
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Nearly all men described attitudes of doing something to avoid the strain: “I 
think I handle my problems fairly normally sometimes by not thinking too 
much about them, trying not to think about them. They're there always, the 
problems are always there, you try to hide them by just trying to make 
yourself do as many things as possible and forgetting about things.” For the 
men, it is just about as common as during the first set of interviews to use 
work strategies, routines, being in control and talking to someone. The 
attitude of talking to someone has not changed as a whole, but within the 
group there are more men who talk in order to reflect on the strain during the 
second set of interviews. There is hardly anybody who says that the strains get 
worse through talking about them, which was common during the first set of 
interviews.  
 
In the first interview, hardly any of the men would consider psychotherapy as 
a help. Nor has any of the men sought psychotherapy since the first interview. 
One man now expresses his view of this matter like this: “I think that there is 
no help to be had, as the help I would need in such cases is a new girlfriend, 
and that would be like, well, psychologists or institutes opening brothels, so 
that you could go there and, like, heigh-ho.” 
 
 
Ideas about future attitudes 
 
Prominent central themes about future attitudes to strains in life are It will be 
different in future, but also It will not be different with some strains (Table 
19). No new themes have been added or disappeared since the first set of 
interviews. 
 
Table 19. The future (N=21, women=11, men=10), the number of informants/theme is shown 

 Interview two Interview one 
 Total Women Men Total Women Men 

It will be different  19 10 9 17 9 8 
Own experiences  15 9 6 8 5 3 
Other circumstances 8 4 4 3 0 3 
Other people will change 7 2 5 5 3 2 
Distance to the problems  4 2 2 3 2 1 
Do not know how  3 1 2 4 2 2 
The passing of time 1 1  4 1 3 

It will not be different 14 7 7 9 6 3 
Satisfied with own attitude  8 4 4 5 3 2 
Disapproving of own attitude  7 4 3 4 3 1 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
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Still, most of the themes that emerge show hopefulness concerning the future. 
This is shown in the belief that things will be different, and also in being 
satisfied with current attitudes and therefore not thinking that these will 
change. Nearly everyone believes that some attitudes will change in the 
future. This was the belief of most at the first interview too. There is no 
difference between men and women at the time of either interview. The most 
common reason for believing that things will change are own experiences. 
This was the case both at the first and at the second interview. 
 
A comparison with the first set of interviews shows a slight increase in 
themes about future attitudes not changing. The number of response themes 
about attitudes changing has not decreased. Some, and more than in the first 
set of interviews, put forward a pessimistic view that bad attitudes will 
remain, for example one woman who talked about disordered eating 
behaviour. 
 
 
Own image of change 
 
A summary of the themes emerging from the informants’ own descriptions of 
changes is shown in Table 20. The themes are summarized under the headings 
Personal change, Changes in relationships, and External changes. 
 
Table 20. Changes (N=21, women=11, men=10), the number of informants/theme is shown 
 Total Women Men 

Personal change 21 11 10 
More mature, thinking differently 17 10 7 
Happier, freer mood 10 5 5 
Negative change in mood 4 1 3 

Change in relationships 18 9 9 
Improved relationship with parents 7 3 4 
Improved relationship with partner 5 1 4 
Impaired relationship with partner 5 4 1 
Improved relationship with friends 5 4 1 
Impaired relationship with friends 4 1 3 

External changes 18 10 8 
Change in work or studies 10 6 4 
Life-changing travel 6 3 3 
Moving together/apart 4 3 1 
Moving away from home 2 1 1 
Having children 2 1 1 

Each informant may figure in several central themes and thematic groups. 
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All informants describe a positive personal change. The most common is a 
feeling of increased maturity: “I am more aware of my own role in my life. 
They are, actually they are my problems, it is my responsibility to take care of 
them. I’m probably more aware of this today than I was then, somehow.” The 
change can be connected to an improved mood: “I have become much, much 
happier, and even more go-ahead (chuckle).” The same informant is also one 
of the few to describe a negative change. When this is described, it is linked 
to events experienced as negative, such as divorcing: “Of course, you can’t go 
through this sort of thing without ill effects, it creates a large hole. How can 
you dare to trust in other people?” 
 
Changes in relation to the parents are described as positive changes: “It was 
my dad I had problems with before, but now there is nothing. We can joke as 
much as we like, so that’s no problem now, we’re having fun.”  
 
Among the men, a change for the worse is described in relation to friends: 
“Then I’ve lost some friends, even more than I had before. Or I’ve changed 
friends, but there are some that have disappeared somehow.” Among the 
women, improvements in relation to friends are described: “I've found it 
easier to get in touch with people, both in difficult situations and also in 
ordinary, social company. I find that I dare trust in myself much more.” 
 
Among the men, a change for the better is described in relation to partners: 
“It has got better now actually, although it wasn’t planned. We’ve noticed 
that, or it's just happened somehow, like.” Several women describe that they 
have broken up with their boyfriends or that the relationship has deteriorated: 
“It’s only because I have been with this guy for so long, as if this is what the 
heart recognizes, it isn’t necessarily good just because of that.” 
 
Changes in studies and in work are described by both men and women: “I 
wanted to go to the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm, I don’t think 
that I.... it feels rather good now, knowing that it is something I really want.” 
 
The importance of travel emerges: “I felt more or less like a new person after 
my travelling. I’m feeling much calmer and more hopeful. I think more 
hopeful about humanity, I had no high thoughts about humanity before I went, 
but now I still think that perhaps there is hope.”  
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A first interpretation of the Follow-up study 
 
The large change in relation to strains concerns improved relationships with 
parents. The family of origin has moved to the background as an arena of 
strains for the informants. As a group, the informants have taken a further step 
away from the home of their childhood. This change is accompanied by 
experiencing relatively greater strains in the relationship with their own 
friends and partners, their own housing and their own finances. The fact that 
less strain in the relationship to parents is mentioned emerges both in the 
comparison between the two sets of interviews and in the informants’ own 
narratives about change. Strains in relationships with friends and partners 
remain, as shown both in the informants’ own narratives about change and in 
the comparison between the two sets of interviews. 
 
On the first occasion, the strain was mainly about not wanting to become a 
person working as e.g. an accountant, where own conceptions were projected 
onto others. Eighteen months later the struggle concerns how to merge several 
roles, with greater awareness of them being different aspects of oneself, 
coloured both by the own expectations and those of society. This change is in 
line with adolescence being in identity crisis, while young adulthood is more 
about “re-finding oneself” and moving towards increased maturity. So the 
difference for the group may be a reflection of the distance to the adolescence 
period being eighteen months further away. The psychological work with role 
conflicts may also mean that the men, to a greater extent than at the previous 
interview, are wrestling with being part of the problem themselves. At the 
second interview, this strain is as common among men as among women.  
 
The problem-solving attitudes among women and men are less gender-
specific at the second interview. In particular, the women have moved closer 
to the attitude described by the men at the first interview. Even if the men 
have moved closer to some attitudes of the women, this tendency is not so 
prominent as among the women. The attitude to talking about strains is less 
negative among men, and shows greater variation compared to the previous 
interview. There are also more action strategies among the women. At group 
level, the attitudes among women and among men still differ, but there is a 
tendency for the gender-specific attitudes to become less divergent, especially 
among the women.  
 
The problem-distancing attitudes for women and for men have not moved any 
closer to each other. However, there are changes within the female group and 
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the male group respectively. Among the women, the problem-distancing atti-
tudes occur slightly less often than the problem-solving ones. Such a tendency 
is also discernable among the men, but to a lesser extent. For the men, it is 
uncertain how important the increasing number of themes concerning doing 
something to avoid the strain and the decreasing number of themes 
concerning rootlessness and confirmation-seeking are. The change may be in 
line with the switch from the identity crisis of adolescence to young 
adulthood’s struggle with intimacy and distantiation (Erikson, 1968). The 
change can also express a shift of manifestation, from action to conversation, 
while the content of the need, confirmation-seeking, is the same.  
 
Fewer of the men seek confirmation in concrete actions, and more choose to 
talk to someone, where the meaning is to seek support and confirmation. If so, 
the process of maturation consists of a shift from concrete action to the more 
symbolic level of conversation, which also permits a greater distance than the 
concrete action. If this is the case, there is a change in the group investigated. 
But it can also be a sign of the researcher inevitably working within the con-
text of his or her previous knowledge, and that an earlier “blind spot” has 
been noticed and changes the knowledge. The typical attitudes of the men in 
the first set of interviews made us interviewers more aware of the various 
meanings of doing. With the men’s attitudes becoming clearer during the sec-
ond set of interviews, it was easier to notice differences between problem-
solving and problem-distancing doing. This might unconsciously have influ-
enced the listener perspective (Killingmo, 1999). In this way, the interviewers 
may have had a slightly changed attentiveness compared to the first set of in-
terviews.  
 
Part of the psychological work that both men and women struggle with seems 
to consist of seeing oneself in a different way. For the men, the change 
consists of seeing oneself in a new role or in a new context. This can be 
interpreted as an effect of reduced warding-off of strains. For them, the 
contours of a new strain emerge, the strain of increasingly being part of the 
problem. For the women, the change could be described as a striving to 
differentiate oneself, which can be noticed in the lessened strains in the 
relationship with parents and the reduction in the psychological filler that 
daydreaming can represent. For them, a new strain is feeling lonely. The 
focus of both men and women has moved from parents to people of the same 
age, and they describe a feeling of increased maturity. They are thinking 
about their problems in a different way and half of the informants have also 
experienced a change for the better in feelings. Neyer and co-workers (2001) 
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point to a connection between being able to develop a close relationship with 
a partner and psychological maturity in young adults. They describe the 
development towards a broader repertoire of ways of being. Increased 
knowledge about when different ways should be used becomes a favourable 
pre-condition for the ability to develop closer relationships.  
 
Important journeys are a feature that emerges from the informants’ narratives 
about change, but not when one compares different interviews. The 
importance of journeys is interesting, and leads one’s thoughts to the 
travelling that was common among young journeymen in Europe in the 
Middle Ages. Pösteni (verbal communication, 1994), described the drive to 
journey among young people, something he called “the manifestation of the 
nomad soul”. The Hungarian psychoanalyst Hermann was interest in 
humankind’s archaic drives, and has written about the drive to go-in-search 
(Hermann, 1976). He interpreted the spur to this as being an unconscious 
fantasy of seeking the lost mother. This seeking had nothing to do with the 
actual mother, but with an inner movement between two positions: clinging – 
going-in-search. The movement was activated by an inner liberation or 
feeling of emptiness.  
 
A change in ideas about the background to strains is that the number of 
themes has increased. This may be interpreted as an increased ability to 
reflect and view in different ways. The narratives about future attitudes also 
have an increased number of themes, for both women and men. The image of 
the future has become more facetted compared to the first set of interviews. 
The change can signify an improved capability to differentiate between 
strains, or a capability to use several ways of interpreting the same strain. It is 
possible to imagine a maturity process behind this type of change. 
 
Those who are not satisfied with their attitudes and think they will be as bad 
in future have other strains, which they regard in a better light. Perhaps for 
them a known area of difficulties colours the view, which is an expression of 
good self-knowledge. But individual strains can be separated out, and the 
attitude to other strains can be viewed differently. Although no new themes 
are found, and no old themes have disappeared, an important change has 
occurred. This concerns the ability to differentiate between situations. A 
corresponding change is observed by Waldinger and co-workers (2000), who 
described young adults as having a broader repertoire of narratives than 
adolescents.  
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In the Follow-up study, changes over time are demonstrated in the central 
themes and thematic groups at group level. An important difference compared 
to the Questionnaire study, where no difference between the youngest and the 
oldest could be observed, is that the Follow-up study consists of narratives 
from the same group of individuals on two occasions. Another difference is 
the change in perspective. The Questionnaire study entailed a change to the 
bird’s eye perspective, and one interpretation may be that the chosen method 
was too indiscriminating to capture differences within the age span. What 
happens then if one moves in the other direction from the Follow-up study 
and uses case studies to scrutinize the narratives about strains and attitudes 
from a few young adults? In order to do this, the narratives of four informants 
from the Interview study were chosen for an exploration in depth of changes 
in strains and attitudes.  
 
 

The Case study 
 
From the Interview study, four cases were selected as having the most 
common strains and attitudes for women and for men respectively. The 
purpose of the Case study is twofold: Firstly, to find out whether similar 
themes of strains and attitudes vary between individual narratives. Secondly, 
to investigate changes over a three year period in the narratives relating to 
strains and attitudes. A total of three sets of interviews for each informant, at 
eighteen month intervals, were analysed. 
 
 
Two women 
 
The most common strains experienced by women are relationship problems 
and dilemmas concerning the multiplicity of choices to be made in life. The 
most common attitude, regardless of type of strain, is daydreaming or talking 
to somebody in order to reflect. At the first interview, both Anna and Bella 
talk about typical strains and attitudes to these. We will see how they differ 
from each other, and whether they have changed eighteen months and three 
years later.  
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Anna at the first interview 
Anna does not think there is very much that is difficult in life, but perhaps 
relationships. It may be difficult to meet someone, but it is not felt to be 
anything very heavy. She talks about her first boyfriend. During their 
relationship, she did not know where he stood, figuratively speaking. She 
solved the problem by thinking out explanations that excused his behaviour. 
She still does this when she does not get what she wants from others. She 
builds up defences, daydreams a lot about how she would like things to be. In 
her mind, she enters into situations as she wishes they had occurred. She 
describes feeling good while she is doing this, then she might feel sad when 
she has finished daydreaming and the reality is the same as before. It feels 
like a short-term solution, but for the moment it feels good to daydream. But, 
she says, you dream about something that perhaps is never going to happen 
and never has been. It feels like time wasted but it is hard not knowing how 
things are. Perhaps she does not really want to see how things are, and 
interprets signs to her advantage. If you interpret too much, so that it becomes 
exactly as you want it, then you can believe that things are different from 
what they are.  
 
When it subsequently became obvious that she had fantasized a defence, e.g. 
for her ex-boyfriend, she felt stupid. She realized she had been deceiving 
herself, because she had not understood how things were earlier. She thinks 
about how others interpret reality and that perhaps everybody, except herself, 
had understood what he was really like. She became disillusioned and was 
suddenly able to see her boyfriend in a new light. What helped her was 
talking to other people. Anna says that if you only reason inside your head, 
you can get tangled up somehow. Talking to someone who asks questions 
back makes things better defined. Then the situation becomes clearer, and less 
distorted by fantasies and wishes. You can see yourself and decide that this 
role is not the one I want. Later relationships with men have been like that for 
Anna. She says that this might be connected with her not knowing who she is, 
and then it can be scary to let anyone else get too close. 
 
Another difficulty is knowing what she wants to do in life. She thinks she has 
made her own decisions in shaping her own life. Even so, she wonders 
whether she may have merely chosen the most secure path. Why has she 
made these particular choices and are they what she really wants? It is tough 
knowing that other people assess the choices she has made. They will judge 
her by her decisions and speculate as to why she has made them. You are 
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what you choose. People she meets see her in a way she does not see herself, 
and that is tough. 
 
Anna eighteen months later 
Anna is feeling quite happy at the moment. But one strain is that she cannot 
see herself in a close relationship. Sometimes she can also feel lonely, for a 
short while. She does not know what to do if she is alone one evening, it 
becomes like a vacuum. There are lots of people she spends time with, but 
they are fairly new friends. 
 
If someone is showing feelings and she does not know if she feels the same 
way, she becomes scared and keeps a distance. She does not know how to 
handle it. It is almost like a feeling of panic, and she becomes cold and 
unpleasant. She would like to go away and think the matter over, and then 
return, but it is not always possible to do so. But the more situations she gets 
into where she goes cold and wants to run away, and which she manages to 
endure, the closer she gets to the experience of sometimes daring to remain, 
she thinks.  
 
If Anna feels a bit sad she can deliberately start thinking about unpleasant-
nesses. They make her feel really sad, so she may have a good cry and then 
start thinking a bit more rationally again. She realizes that although there are 
bad things, most are fairly good despite all. Issues that make her cry may be 
persons she would have liked to have been with. But it feels more as if she is 
not thinking about real people whom she would actually like to be with today. 
She daydreams about how relationships could have developed differently and 
how things could have been if she had done things another way. She dreams 
about something she has not got; something that perhaps she could have had 
and that she wants to be different, but it is not, and probably never will be. 
Then, when she feels too exhausted to be sad, she changes the type of music 
she is listening to and starts doing something practical instead. 
 
Anna’s own narrative about change. Anna says that she has become more 
extrovert and has got to know more people. This has made her happier. It is 
good for the self-confidence to meet people who find her pleasant. She has 
discovered that it feels great to see people and be counted as a member of “the 
gang”. She still daydreams, but perhaps more planning daydreams, which are 
more realistic. They can for instance be about how she would furnish a larger 
flat when she gets one. She does not think she daydreams as much as before. 
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It is a question about the amount of time she has to herself. If she has not got 
time, there is no room for daydreams. 
 
She feels she has become more self-confident. She also thinks more and asks 
herself more than she did before, even if she does not have the answers. 
Perhaps this has contributed to her having found her place in life, such as 
knowing what her own values are. She has tried out different views and 
arrived at some kind of core, which she perhaps may have had all along. She 
knows why she is studying the subject she does, and if people are prejudiced 
against this, that is their problem. It can feel bad to consider that she worried 
so much about what others thought. She has chosen her field herself and is 
aware of her own competence.  
 
Anna three years later 
Anna still has problems in relation to men. She has just stopped seeing a man. 
Not because anything really happened, it just turned out that way. She recog-
nizes this pattern from nearly all relationships she has had. Everything just 
comes to nothing. It is not that she withdraws, but she waits and sees and lets 
them end it. Perhaps she should have talked about it all coming to nothing, in-
stead of just letting it drift. It would be more comfortable knowing how the 
other person thinks, instead of just going around thinking about it. After all, 
she cannot find an answer herself. But now it feels as if it is too late to talk 
about it, because it is already in the past. It is a feeling she often gets, that it is 
too late. Her friends worry even more than she does herself about her 
relationship to men. It feels natural to talk to them about it. Above all, it gives 
her a bit of a perspective on her own way of thinking. Her friends think she 
should seek psychotherapy. She has thought about it, but does not know quite 
what she would talk about. She does not really know how she could formulate 
a problem. Sometimes she thinks it is just fate. She would like to be more 
demanding, yet she is a kind person and thinks that this is a good 
characteristic that she does not want to change.  
 
She also thinks it is about the passage of time. As time passes, you find out 
and accept the things you like, but you also choose what you want to do more 
and more. Anna feels much better about her studies, now that she has chosen 
to specialize even further within her subject. Her field has narrowed, and she 
is satisfied with the feeling of having made an active choice. 
 
Anna’s own narrative about change. She can still feel that she has achieved 
something when it comes to relationships. Before, when she went out with 
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men, she continued seeing them even when the relationship was not at all as 
she wanted it to be. Now, at least, she does not have a relationship she does 
not want, even if she is still fairly passive in relationships. But the situation 
does not feel quite satisfactory, she thinks a lot about it and would like it to be 
different.  
 
She is feeling better; she has finished her studies and is moving forwards. 
About six months ago, she thought quite a lot about what she wanted to do 
and why she had chosen to study the subject she did. She has become more 
content with it, and is also satisfied with her hobbies. She is doing what she 
wants to do, she likes the fact that she is doing lots of things that are fun, and 
this feels good. She is quite satisfied with life and likes it well. Before, she 
worried about what others thought about her choice of study. Then she 
thought that, after all, she had chosen it herself. She finds it great fun and she 
can still be the person she is, although she is working in the place she does. 
 
Bella at the first interview 
Bella believes she has ordinary problems. Will she pass her exams? Has she 
chosen the right subject? Should she have studied something else, is she 
wasting her time? Bella describes that she either inflates problems very much, 
or ignores them entirely and deals with them only when she has to. She shuts 
out awkward things she must do. They build up into huge heaps, which make 
things really difficult for her. When she switches off in this way, she sleeps a 
great deal. Getting up is a major struggle every morning. This is a very 
difficult situation and she finds it impossible to set up routines in life. 
Because of this, she has been forced to abandon studies and jobs on numerous 
occasions. She says she has always hopped from one thing to another and has 
had difficulty in committing herself to anything. She thinks that she is scared 
to death of routine, when everything in life is done according to a schedule. 
She is worried about how to manage her life, since sooner or later she will 
have to work. At the same time, she has to have a solid ground to stand on 
that belongs to her alone. This ground is something she repeatedly leaves, 
longs for and then regains. Behind her changeability, there is a fear she will 
expose herself as someone who is not good at anything. She notices this as a 
constant problem. No matter how much she hops from one thing to another, 
the problem follows her and she is unable to get rid of it. 
 
The best thing for her to do is to take part in short-term projects. She can 
work intensively in order to put the past behind her and, if the project is of 
short duration, she will not have time to become stuck in something new. She 
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finds it very difficult to be sitting there, knowing exactly what to do, and yet 
her thoughts keep “wandering off”. She tries to focus, but finds it impossible. 
Then she becomes angry with herself and goes to bed to sleep. At those 
moments, she longs for her mum and dad, to be a little child looked after by 
her parents. Bella has tried to talk to herself, telling herself to pull herself 
together, “You know it’ll get worse if you keep on like that”, but nobody is 
listening. During these periods, dreams become more important than reality. 
She controls the dreams, builds up an inner world that she can govern. She is 
not at all comfortable with these periods, because she knows something is 
wrong. In fact, she thinks there is something seriously wrong with her, that 
she has a mental disorder. The reason for this is her mood swings and the fact 
that she can become so angry. When she gets angry she becomes frightened 
and goes away, and persons really close to her have to face everything, they 
will remain there, although she is angry. There must be something wrong, she 
thinks, or otherwise she would not behave so self-destructively. One result of 
all this jumping around is that Bella disrupts everything that seems to go well, 
everything that looks bright. 
 
Bella eighteen months later 
Bella has just come back from a long journey. When things got difficult on 
the journey, her first reaction was to phone home and say that everything had 
gone to pot and that she might as well just lie down and die. The second 
reaction was to work out alternative plans and develop them further. She did 
this, and things turned out well. It is much easier to get away from the feeling 
if she first can just sink into it for a while.  
 
Now she is working, but she has just found out that she may lose her job, 
which shocked her. After the first paralysis, her impulse was to flee, but she 
did not do this. To begin with, she cried. Then she got angry with her boss, 
but he is difficult to talk to. Instead, Bella is seeking support from her 
colleagues and talks to them about what has happened. She has begun to 
think that the situation may be an opportunity to do something better. It 
almost makes her cross that she cannot only feel anger. She notices that men 
and women are treated differently and she hates herself, because deep down 
she shares the view that the men are better. She knows she is doing a good 
job, but feels indoctrinated by society’s values. At the same time, her time as 
an employee has been important to her. It is her first real job, she can take 
responsibility for her financial situation and she feels “Big”.  
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Bella thinks it is difficult to just remain friends with men, and that it is 
difficult to find female friends. You cannot go to a club and say: “Hi, do you 
want to be friends?” to a female. The consequence is that she is finding lots 
of male friends. If she meets them at a club, there is always the fear that the 
man will be interested in her. This she finds annoying, because she is very 
happy being single and just wants to have lots of people around her.  
 
Bella’s own narrative about change. A lot has happened, but really not all 
that much, says Bella. She went to school and then left school. She broke up 
with her boyfriend and this was good. She feels more or less like a new 
person after her journey, she feels calmer and more hopeful. She knows she 
can cope with an awful lot, and this makes her calm. She is scared of failure, 
but takes things a lot easier herself now than she did before. She probably 
does not act differently, but has definitely changed her way of thinking. She 
has lived a bit more, experienced a bit more and thought a lot more. Bella still 
gets angry, but it passes by more quickly. She does not get as angry as before, 
when she used to frighten herself silly. Before, she was ready to do murder 
when she got angry. Today, she gets almost as angry, but it runs off her much 
quicker. 
 
Bella three years later 
Bella had a relationship that went pear-shaped some time ago. She was 
dependent on having a good relationship with the man for the sake of her 
work. Every time she tried to break it off, he said he would sabotage things 
for her. She tried breaking up with him so many times; said that she could not 
accept being treated in this way. She had never been so understanding and 
tried so much before. She has also had conflicts at work. The employer laid 
employees off. She was one of those who should have got the boot, but she 
stayed on. It was difficult, because she felt that the others did not think she 
should stay, yet she knew that they really wanted her to. It became double-
edged and she did not quite know how to handle the situation. She felt really 
bad about having to go to work and could not sleep at nights. There was 
warring everywhere, and she did not feel welcome anywhere. She often 
locked herself into her office. This contributed to the others talking and 
wondering why she did not want to be with them. Her boss arranged for the 
work team to see a psychologist, but she does not know how much help a 
two-hour meeting is. The situation has continued for a long time and is based 
on several factors, such as there being too few employees, too much to do, 
and too much pressure. She has stayed so long because she does not want to 
be a quitter, but it does not feel as if she is doing any meaningful work. Being 
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there is making her feel bad. The work place is not “spiritual”, and very far 
from being well functioning. She has tried suggesting they keep minutes of 
meetings, so that they know what has been decided. When she says it, it is not 
taken seriously, then, when later, one of the old men comes up with exactly 
the same words, everybody says it is a brilliant idea. Still nothing happens. 
She thinks it is difficult for her to be taken seriously, because she is young 
and a woman. 
 
You have to question what the goal is, says Bella, the goal cannot just be to 
survive everybody else. Her workplace makes her feel unwell; it does not 
seem particularly productive to stay on. Nothing has made her feel as bad as 
this workplace, from beginning to end. She has done her bit to try to change 
the situation; she does not think she can do much more there. Now she is 
going to study abroad. It feels as if the world is on its way down, as if there is 
nothing she can do. This feeling grew strong with the Iraq war and the actions 
of the USA. She just feels so exhausted. She wonders whether the EMU is a 
woman-trap, if it is dangerous for the public sector, if we will be going 
backwards in time, if women are going to be sent back to the kitchen sink 
again. Why are salaries unjustifiably low for important jobs, while a small 
group at the top of industry is earning all the money, Bella wonders. It feels as 
if she must do her best to improve matters. Starting to study is one step 
towards getting a hold on the situation. She has realized how important 
education is if you want to get anywhere. Before, she thought that you only 
had to get your foot in the door of a company, and then you could always 
work your way up. But now she is no longer so sure about this.  
 
When she looked at the re-runs of The Thornbirds, she became absolutely 
terrified, because she got hooked immediately. It is so bewitchingly gorgeous, 
wonderful and right on television (laughter). So she must not watch television 
any more. She does not think it is good to end up in a dream world. There are 
some series that really trigger this behaviour or thinking, which she enters 
into so terribly. She cries and cries when it is sad, and when it is happy she 
can be happy for several days. 
 
Bella’s own narrative about change. Nothing has changed, she says in 
response to the question. She runs along well-worn tracks, has more or less 
the same problems all the time. They vary in severity, but are more or less the 
same. Outside work, things are looking rather good. She is about to start a 
course while waiting for the studies abroad to start. She will have a full 
timetable, but feels more positive about having something to look forward to. 
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She has joined the choir again with her old gang, which she left due to 
conflicts. They do not talk to each other more than they have to, but becoming 
best friends again was not really the point. She has become more forgiving 
towards herself and others and is very happy that she has taken up singing 
again and that relationships are working.  
 
She thinks she was more hopeful three years ago, but cannot remember. She 
had more to look forward to then. Now she feels very exhausted. But at the 
previous interview, eighteen months ago, she remembers that things were not 
that good. Then, she had the threat of redundancy hanging over her. What has 
made her less hopeful over these years is harsh reality. She could never have 
imagined that working life would be so stressful and insecure. Instead, she 
thought that it would be secure to have a job and money and the things 
everybody has. She thought that, because everybody lives this kind of life, it 
must be a fairly good way of living, but now it feels as though it is all wrong. 
We should not live this way, says Bella, we should re-do the structure right 
from the start and really focus more on persons and less on the product or the 
production. She wonders if things are meant to go on like this until 
retirement; that is if you ever get a pension, because this is unsure too. She is 
involved in the trade union and works at raising salaries, although it would 
probably be much easier not to bother about whether things are fair or not, or 
to take any responsibility for influencing. 
 
She had periods of hyper-activity earlier, and she no longer thinks she does. 
Then she really pulled people along with her. Perhaps it is all her positive, 
carefree attitude that has gone (chuckle). Then, the idea was to have fun, and 
now she is less carefree; she is gloomy and serious. 
 
 
Two men 
 
The most commonly experienced strains in the young men’s narratives are ap-
parently linked to work, but a closer inspection shows that the strains concern 
relationships and important choices. The most common attitudes are to work 
more and to set up routines. Conny and David are two men with typical 
strains and attitudes and we will now follow how they develop over a three-
year period. 
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Conny at the first interview 
If he has any problems in life, then they are about work, says Conny. As time 
passes, more and more responsibility is put on his shoulders. He has to be fo-
cused on everything all the time, making sure that nothing goes wrong at 
work.  
 
Another problem is that his girlfriend will soon be studying in another city. 
He is worried about her being unfaithful and about missing her. The feeling 
will be a tough one to endure. He also finds it stressful, now, knowing that it 
will become stressful. He worries about becoming worried. Now, when he 
talks about the situation, he thinks it is a strain, so he does not usually think 
about it. He knows he is more jealous than most people. He cannot stand the 
combination of alcohol and jealousy. When he drinks, he flies into a rage. 
Earlier, he decided that this should not happen any more, but he had no 
control over his temper and his jealousy when he had been drinking. He 
thought that he did not want to behave in this way. So, a year ago, he said to 
himself: “No, I’m giving up alcohol, this is just stupid.” And so he did. He is 
still jealous but just disconnects this feeling when it appears. He does not 
know how he would react to beer today, but thinks that it would be foolhardy 
to test it. Giving up drinking has worked for him, so he has just continued. 
This thing about alcohol is, he thinks, the best thing he has ever done and he 
is really proud of himself. 
 
When he encounters difficulties in life, he tries to forget and to disconnect. He 
thinks that hard work is the best solution, and that focusing on work is the 
best thing to do when you do not feel well. Talking to his parents or to a 
friend is usually good. He does not know what in particular is good about it, 
perhaps having someone who listens. They understand him, and why he 
thinks things are difficult. He does not usually go up to someone and say that 
he is having a tough time. Instead, he finds an indirect way of broaching the 
subject. The conversation can start by focusing on something practical. He 
says that it is easier to get started like that, and then you can talk freely. He 
usually ends the conversation by saying everything will be such fun, that 
everyone thinks it is such fun. During the past weeks, he has been thinking 
about the strain of his girlfriend’s departure. This is because it is moving ever 
closer. If you keep brooding on it, it only gets worse and worse. He says: 
“You have to pinch yourself and think: Damn! Pull yourself together!” 
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Conny eighteen months later 
Conny has worked an awful lot, and has not had any time at all to do anything 
else, which has been stressful. He worked more than 200 hours each month, 
and was feeling that he only worked and slept and worked and slept. He 
pondered a fairly long time about what to do, but in the end he gave notice. 
He shut his eyes and left. So now there is no great strain from this any longer, 
says Conny. He is very much for trying just to push things away. If something 
happens, he tries not to think about it, only to forget and to think of something 
else instead. 
 
He has a new girlfriend and there are quite a lot of arguments with her, but 
not too bad, all things considered. He has tried not to take the relationship too 
seriously, but a bit more passively instead. He thinks to himself that he should 
try not to tie himself up too much, all at once. He does not see his friends as 
much, which is a bit sad. There is not much time for this. There have been 
several deaths around Conny in his circle of friends, and this has been the 
hardest thing in his life. But he feels as if he has handled the deaths very well. 
When he thinks back, he only remembers having fun with his friends. It was 
really bad that they died, but so does everyone after all. He does not know if 
he has repressed it, but he thinks it is a natural way. He has a very good 
friend, and they both reacted in exactly the same way in this situation. They 
both decided not to go to the funerals, they hardly even talked about it. This 
was rather comforting, because when they talked about it, it was from the 
same distance. He and his friend went to the cemetery once and looked, and 
that was enough. It feels as though it would just be re-opening wounds instead 
of letting them heal.  
 
Conny’s own narrative about change. Conny cannot think of any changes in 
his life. He does not see his friends as much as before. This is because he is 
older and because he works such long hours. Playing cards or computer 
games is not as much fun any longer, either. He has started to think a bit 
differently, which must have to do with having had death a bit closer to home. 
He has not consciously thought much about death, but probably still does so 
automatically. Sometimes, he wonders how long he can go on as he does, 
perhaps he should do something fun before he dies. You have to do 
something, after all. Two years ago, the only thing he thought about was 
advancing at work, but now he feels no longing for this at all. 
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Conny three years later 
His girlfriend’s father died six months ago. He gets depressed because his 
girlfriend is depressed. Conny was sad to begin with too, but as he did not 
know his girlfriend’s father that well, he did not really miss the man himself. 
Sometimes he sleeps badly, and thinks about his girlfriend, because she feels 
so sad. When he experienced deaths before, they did not affect him that badly. 
This time, it is really hard. He goes around thinking about what to do, how to 
help his girlfriend. At the same time, Conny feels that no-one is bothering 
about him. Everybody feels sorry for her, but he has to shoulder an awful lot. 
He gets irritated, because it is he who has to take care of her the whole time, 
6-7 days a week. Conny does not have a minute to spare for himself, and that 
is the problem for him. Not that her dad has died, but that this has changed his 
own life so much. He hardly ever sees his friends any more. He has absolutely 
no idea what it feels like when your father dies, and the difficult thing is that 
his girlfriend does not think he is helping her. It feels very pointless trying to 
comfort someone whose father has died when you do not understand. Conny 
talks a lot to his parents about things that he does not know how to handle. 
There is a lot he does not know, and he thinks that his girlfriend almost over-
reacts sometimes. Then he asked his mum, who, after all, has lost a father 
herself and who has experience. He has asked around his friends too, 
probably, but not for advice. 
 
He thinks that men and women react differently. He really only has male 
friends, and it was a large circle of friends before. Then a few dropped out, 
but those that remain talk almost daily to each other. They went through the 
deaths in the circle of friends together, and somehow they know. They can 
talk about feelings with each other if they need to, but on the whole they think 
the same. Of course, they do not think the same about everything, but the 
female friends he has who have experienced mourning, they are much more 
dramatic and take things much, much more to heart. Conny would really like 
his girlfriend to seek help. He himself does not know where to go and does 
not want to ask other people where he can send her. For himself, it would be 
very difficult to conceive of becoming so sad. If you have friends you can talk 
to, they are a fairly good medicine. He likes to be with his friends and do 
things that they do. He talks to his friends, but does not feel that he needs any 
help to the extent of seeking professional help. He is not in that situation; he 
feels well; he is fairly happy generally. 
 
Conny has financial problems at the moment. It is no great problem, but it has 
been tough for a bit. As things are now, a lottery win would just hit the spot. 
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Then life would be grand again. He tired of this last job, handed in his notice 
and has not caught up financially yet. He had to give up some things he did 
before, stop some subscriptions, sell old computer games and do some 
weekend work sometimes. He tries not to worry too much about it. He thinks 
of other things instead, or else he gets angry. This is how it has always been. 
He has always had a short fuse. When he really gets angry, he likes to break 
things, hurl a telephone at the wall, but this does not happen that often. He 
feels fairly calm afterwards, but is irritated by what he has done. Still, it feels 
quite good. 
 
He can feel anxiety for a while after he has done something. Like when he 
handed in his notice – two days later, he felt anxious and thought: “Hell, how 
stupid can you be? Why did I hand in my notice? I actually earned a good 
salary and had a fairly good job.” When Conny feels anxious, he wants to do 
something about it. Giving up drinking was not difficult, because on the 
whole he felt anxious every time he drank. So then he just stopped. He 
suffered from severe anxiety a couple of months after breaking up with his 
ex-girlfriend, when he realized that he really had been bloody stupid when she 
had ended the relationship with him. When the anxiety comes over him, he 
might be sitting by himself reading a book. Then he starts thinking about 
something else; this is what he often does when he starts reading a book. So 
he closes the book after a while and starts thinking, and then he realizes what 
he has done. Then, he can see it from another perspective and is no longer in 
the heat of the moment. It just comes to him that he starts thinking about it, 
says Conny. This makes him anxious or he might think: “How stupid I’ve 
been, I shouldn’t have done like that!” This makes him mad and he has to 
think of something to do. Usually, he does it, too. But not always. Sometimes 
it does not happen. Then he might phone a friend to check if the friend has 
any idea about what they could do.  
 
Conny’s own narrative about change. He started to feel unhappy at work, so 
he handed in his notice. Now he is earning less at his new job, but it finishes 
earlier. He cannot do the same things he did before, and not do as much. He 
does fewer activities that cost money now. 
 
Conny thinks about the time nearly three years ago, when his ex-girlfriend 
broke up with him. When he considers that situation, he would not react the 
same way today, he says. Then he was desolated, and this he found really 
tough. Now he would not at all react like that. He is a bit embarrassed about 
the situation. He was extremely naive and ignorant. Firstly, he was completely 
unprepared for her breaking off the relationship. He himself thought the 
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relationship was really good and that it would remain like that throughout life. 
Then she broke it up, just like that. He was completely flattened. He does not 
think that his current girlfriend will break up their relationship but, if it should 
happen, he would not react the same way at all. Then he got angry and sad. 
Now he would be sad of course, but not at all so explosively cross and angry. 
He would be much cooler about it. Afterwards he started thinking, after it had 
happened, says Conny. After a few months he met a new girl and then he 
realized how “off the wall” he had been. There are other girls after all, Conny 
thought. He was, after all, only 20 and his life had not actually ended, 
although it had almost felt that way. He realized he had been “bloody crazy” 
to react in that way. Conny thinks that you change a lot as a person. He had 
been rather a problem pupil at school when he was young. Overall, he has 
always been a bit troublesome. Experience makes you a bit smarter, on the 
whole. You think differently the older you get.  
 
David at the first interview 
David says that strains in life have to be divided into two categories: career 
and private life. According to him, he is very single-minded about his career 
and, in a way, this attitude is reflected in his private life. The fact that he is so 
incredibly single-minded leads to stress when he fails to reach his goal. For 
example, he has a goal in his work and has two different ways of achieving it. 
He has difficulty in deciding which way is the best. He thinks about it all the 
time, and does not stop thinking about it just because he leaves work. He can 
lie down and think about it repeatedly. It affects his relations, because he 
always gives priority to his career. With regard to relationships with girls, he 
once had a bad experience. He had to drop a girlfriend in favour of his career. 
Since then, he has been afraid of having to go through a similar experience. 
He does not regret his choice, but it was a tough decision to make. Sometimes 
he wonders whether he made the right decision. Would it have been better to 
give priority to his social life instead? Sometimes he feels that he might have 
made the wrong choice and, in order to escape that feeling, he works even 
harder. He fools himself into thinking that he does not have time for anything 
other than work. In the end, David does not have a good solution and he 
understands that what he is doing does not work. However, a short-term 
solution is to work even more; it is the easiest way of escaping for the 
moment, says David. 
 
He often has an idea about how to solve a problem, but he likes to have it con-
firmed by somebody else. He then chooses whom to talk to, depending on the 
sort of answer he wants. David usually seeks confirmation for his decisions or 
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ideas. He can experience a certain degree of boredom in his social life. He 
meets the same people, does the same things and is unable to do anything 
about it. The few hours he has spare for his friends are spent according to 
certain routines, because it is the easiest way of doing things. It is hard for 
him to let anyone get too close to him, and this might be the reason why he 
does not have lasting relationships. In fact, he thinks it is very important to 
have a relationship, someone to share everyday life with. He is not afraid of a 
relationship in itself. What he is afraid of is what may happen after the 
relationship, if it should fail. How will he manage? This dread is strong 
enough to stop him from entering into a relationship. He likes to plan 
everything, to know how things will proceed and end, and he knows that this 
is impossible in the context of a relationship. 
 
As the major part of his life circulates around his work, it is in this sphere that 
the strains arise. They can be triggered by various situations, e.g. a high work-
load or a tough competitive atmosphere. 
 
David eighteen months later 
David feels no security at work. His solution is to make himself irreplaceable. 
At the same time, this is a new strain, as he then gets more to do. David works 
in a managerial position and his behaviour becomes a guideline for others. 
This in itself is a strain to him. He has been off work through illness, due to 
working too much. Leaving that job was the first measure he took afterwards. 
He learnt how to give up trying to be responsible for everything, but this does 
not always work. Just now, he is handling it a bit better. He is new at work 
and can start all over again. The more responsibilities David assumes, the 
better feedback he receives from others. He is young, he has not worked for 
that long, and he is very keen on his career. He hopes things will get a bit 
calmer over the years. He is beginning to feel a bit more secure, is more 
settled in his hometown. He has his flat and his car. It is probably this that is 
keeping his feet on the ground a bit too, he thinks. 
 
David comments that he only talks about work, but this is reflected in his 
private life too. If he loses his spark at work, then he loses his spark outside 
too. His friends and parents play a large part in his life. He likes to discuss 
what it is he wants to achieve, and they can make him change tracks. He and 
his friends can talk about the worst-case scenarios that could happen, because 
there is always someone who has a worse situation. If he was to be made 
redundant and the world collapsed about him, he would like to find someone 
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whose situation was even worse, in order to be able to count himself a bit 
lucky after all. This also means that he does not feel entirely alone. He 
compares himself to other people of the same age and sees the positive 
aspects in their lives. This makes him think that he would like to have those, 
too. He needs a counterpoint to his demanding job. These can be no-holds-
barred boozing parties. Getting as pissed as a newt for a few hours can be 
really good on the odd occasion, but it is an artificial world. Now, he has 
started doing more sports and is trying to reach physical exhaustion instead. 
He clears his brain and feels well the next day. He needs to unwind 
completely a few times a week. 
 
David’s own narrative about change. He has got a bit older and more experi-
enced. He can see things in a different way, and sometimes he can bring 
himself down to earth. David feels as though he has more of a distance to his 
strains. He does not know if they have diminished or whether he handles them 
in a different way. Basically, he is the same person, so the aspects of life that 
are a strain in life remain the same. He is very full of purpose and this has 
consequences. He can hardly remember what he focused on in the last 
interview. David can imagine that it was high pressure at work, a lot about the 
job and surely relationships as well. At heart, they are the same things he is 
struggling with now, too. But he looks at them in a different way now than he 
did then. He accepts how things are, and this can be both positive and 
negative. If he looks at work, it is fairly negative if one starts accepting 
instead of doing something about the problems. If he looks at relationships 
with girlfriends, then he regards it as more positive. He accepts that he might 
not find any great love.  
 
David three years later 
David thinks that his greatest difficulty is that he is somewhere in life and 
does not really know where he is going, either career-wise or privately. He is 
a person who likes structure and plans. He wants to know what will happen 
next year, and in two years’ time, preferably in detail. Now, it is some form of 
semi-structured chaos. When things are not clear enough, he gets a bit 
frustrated. Because if it is not clear enough, then neither can he do anything 
about it. Then he cannot plan and cannot change anything. The previous job 
was terrible, with negative stress from having too little to do. David could not 
get confirmation of whether what he did was any good, either. Instead, when 
he has a lot of things to do at the same time, then he can handle stress fairly 
well. David thinks that one should solve a problem or accept the situation. 
Now he has recently changed jobs, and he is mentally prepared for it 
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becoming really tough periodically and really fun some of the time. He tries 
to avoid talking about how things will be before he himself has answers to his 
questions, otherwise it will just be speculation. This makes David a bit 
stressed, because he starts building up some image that he knows will not be 
fulfilled.  
 
He mixes up work and private life very much and always takes his work home 
with him. This spreads into his social life and becomes a “Catch-22” 
phenomenon. In particular, work gets tough when he mixes in a lot of private 
feelings. If one thing falls, everything falls. Just now, David has a splendid 
opportunity to change a bit, as he has just changed colleagues. He still has his 
friends from the old job and seeing them privately works really well. He is 
trying to keep a bit more distance to his new colleagues; they can stay at 
acquaintance level. This is how he is trying to think now at least, says David. 
 
David has started to reflect backwards and forwards in time during the inter-
view. He wonders if he has performed as he wanted to and thinks: “All those 
things I haven’t done yet, I must try to find time to do now, before I start a 
family or before I turn 40.” He also says: “You think you are standing on 
some damned mountain peak. You have climbed to the top and from then on 
it is just downhill, but that’s not how it is.” David feels a kind of panic: “But, 
for God's sake, I really have to grow up soon”, and start the “keeping up with 
the Joneses bit”, he thinks. The business about settling down is really nothing 
he feels any stress about. It might be rather nice not to have anyone else to 
worry about. But sooner or later, David wants to share everything that 
happens, have someone to play ball with. Possibly it is this kind of frustration 
he is feeling. He does not do anything special in order to meet someone. If 
things change, they change. It is nothing he can plan, David decides.  
 
He can feel a bit scared of conflicts concerning difficulties that are not related 
to knowledge but to feelings. David would rather draw back and go round it 
somehow, or come back when he is better prepared. He does not think this is 
always a good thing. Perhaps he should rush into situations a bit more. Try to 
solve them there and then, instead of just backing off and ignoring them. If 
you never experience such situations, then you never know how to behave, 
David considers. As an example, he says that, before, he was scared of 
speaking in front of a large group, but he is not at all now, as he has forced 
himself to do it. 
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David has rather a lot of friends that he turns to with different issues to get 
feedback in tricky situations. He has someone he turns to if he has problems 
with one thing, and another if he has other problems. He has a great need to 
do this, because otherwise he keeps everything inside himself. This gets 
destructive after a while, if he cannot find an outlet. He slips into old ways 
with his friends and they never get any further. They do not meet as often, and 
it is the same thing every time. He did possibly feel he wanted to seek 
professional help during the period he was off work with illness, but it was 
just a couple of weeks. At that time, he felt that he really should sort 
everything out with someone who could get him onto the right track. It was 
hard turning to his friends, because they considered his best interests in an 
emotional way and this gave him no good advice. The feeling of wanting to 
seek help ran out into the sand. But he thinks it would probably have been a 
bit quicker if he had had objective help. He is a bit of a stranger to seeking 
help. David does not know how he could have profited from it, and is a bit 
sceptic about it. 
 
David’s own narrative about change. An awful lot has changed actually, 
David says. He has probably got a bit calmer, a bit more secure and he is 
beginning to know a bit more about in which direction he wants to go. 
Previously, things went up and down, particularly his career. This has been 
really stressful. Between the first and second interview, life was extremely 
stressful. He travelled around a lot and worked 17 hours a day, and it ended 
with him having to be off work with illness. Afterwards, he continued the 
same way and ended up ill straight away again. It was after he left his 
previous job, where he also was unhappy, that he really started calming down. 
When you start taking deep breaths, it transforms everything you do, says 
David. 
 
The best thing he could have done was to leave the old job and the whole mad 
chase that he had had for many years. He tried that lifestyle and he learnt an 
awful lot. However, he does not suit that role and it is not good for him. It is 
not until you know it and can say so to yourself that you can do anything 
about it, David considers. He thinks it was a combination of realizing he was 
unhappy and the feedback he got from his surroundings. They could see what 
he was becoming like as a person and told him about it. So he put two and 
two together and realized that: “No, but this, this won't do anything for me, it 
might possibly give me a higher salary, but nothing else.” It was then he 
realized that he must do something about it, and he started looking for a new 
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job. David thinks he has become a better listener and that he has matured 
through growing older.  
 
The worry about not knowing how things will be and the need for back-up 
plans is probably fairly much like it has always been. But he took it harder 
before than he does now. He can leave some things to chance now. He knows 
that he has fuel left in the tank and can do something about it later. It is 
different compared to the first time he got into such a situation. Then 
everything was new, he had moved away from home and had to do everything 
himself. If David had got into that situation today, he would have handled it 
in a completely different way. But leaving anything to chance still feels a bit 
lousy, David thinks. It is not quite him. 
 
 

A first interpretation of the Case study 
 
First, the individual expressions of strains and attitudes appearing at the first 
set of interviews are commented upon. Thereafter, changes in strains and 
attitudes over the three years are considered. 
 
 
 The repertoire of strains and attitudes in typical cases 
 
What similarities and differences are there between the two women’s 
narratives and the two men’s narratives about the most common strains and 
attitudes? Which different ways of expression can be found in a close scrutiny 
of features, which at group level are one theme, such as daydreaming? 
 
One strain that Anna brings up is the uncertainty of whether she has chosen 
the right direction in her studies. What makes it difficult is the uncertainty of 
why she made the choice she did, both what she chose to study and what she 
chose not to study. But it is also important that the identity is formed by the 
choice. The person is regarded as being coloured by the profession or subject 
chosen. What recurs in both of Anna’s problem areas, relationships and 
important choices, is the feeling of being in the middle of an identity-shaping 
process. She does not quite know who she is and dares not let anyone get too 
close. Bella also thinks about her studies and whether she is wasting her time. 
However, it seems as if she never stands still long enough to reflect upon her 
choices. The urge to interrupt, hop onto the next thing in order to avoid 
becoming stuck in an ordinary and scheduled life is overwhelming. The 
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crucial aspect of the choice is that the jobs she chooses are short, such as 
projects. They can help her flee from where she was and their duration is 
short enough to avoid her getting stuck where she is.  
 
Both Anna and Bella describe daydreaming. However, if we look closer at 
them we can see differences. Anna protects herself through daydreaming and 
creates an inner image of how she would like things to be. This creates an 
image which she at first believes to be real. By talking to others, that is meet-
ing reality, the power of the daydream disappears for her. Suddenly, she sees 
the boyfriend as he really is. She says that she is disillusioned. And the 
daydream can be understood to be just an illusion, an image so real as if it 
was reality itself. What makes it possible to let go of the image are other 
relationships, other people that she can talk to. With this, she lets her own 
thoughts out of their own closed-in thought system.  
 
Bella’s attitude is different to Anna’s. It is not, as for Anna, in a dialogue with 
others that she can disillusion herself. Instead, Bella is more at the mercy of 
an inner pressure. The daydreaming has the character of being a dream where 
she skips away and creates an illusion where she herself directs the content. 
Through the imaginary power of the daydreaming, Bella nourishes her 
infantile omnipotence. It is at these moments that she can long for mum and 
dad, which is also an indication of a regressive movement within her. Only 
when she has nearly destroyed everything does she pull herself out of the 
daydreaming. She just has to hurl herself out to save her existence. Then she 
swishes away from reality into the daydream again. These are sharp jerks. It is 
as if she exists in a force field, where she travels outside her own control be-
tween daydreaming and reality. It is the strength of the own feelings, in 
particular anger, that frightens her and makes her convinced that there is 
something seriously wrong with her. She exists in a closed system even when 
she is not daydreaming, and other people fill more the function of being 
recipients of her rages without being able to give her new nourishment.  
 
With Anna, it is possible to see a development. The daydreams fulfilled a 
function, although it was possible to leave them when reality demanded her 
attention. The retreat into daydreams was replaced by dialogue with other 
people. With Bella, nobody answers when reality knocks on the door. Other 
people are assigned the role of recipients of her overwhelming feelings. Both 
Anna and Bella describe daydreams. Anna is on her way towards a 
constructive solution by relating to others, whereas Bella is still the captive of 
a vegetative daydream from which she has been unable to escape. 
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Both Conny and David at first claim that work is the area in life which is 
stressful. However, it fairly soon becomes apparent that the narratives are also 
about problems in relationships. The narratives of both concern more their 
attitudes to strains than the strains themselves.  
 
Although both Conny and David adopt doing as their main strategy, there are 
observable differences. Conny uses trial-and-error. He first tried to handle his 
feelings by controlling his reactions. This did not work. Then he tried to 
control his jealousy by not drinking and focusing his thoughts elsewhere. 
There is a flexibility in his way of handling strains. He tries alternatives and 
repeats the ones that work and avoids those that do not work. The flexibility 
means that non-functioning attitudes can be abandoned. David works a lot to 
get away from having to think about strains in life. It is as if he, in his 
narrative, re-traces a track he normally does not follow. He sees different 
strains which he, time after another, has left and which are linked to each 
other. The attitude throughout is to leave and to avoid strains by working 
more. He is frightened of the unpredictable, frightened of uncontrolled 
changes. He keeps to the old, habitual friends, who at the same time bore him. 
Being in control gives him security. Meanwhile, he is aware that by 
controlling too much he locks away the possibility of change. His attitudes are 
stereotypical. He repeats the same attitude time and time again, although it 
does not produce any satisfactory solution. David feels that uncontrollable 
relationships are frightening, and therefore he flees into work. He has a 
rigidity in his attitudes that he is aware of, but is unable to break.  
 
The four informants describe talking in different ways. Anna seeks a dialogue 
to help her reflect, Bella uses others in order to be contained, Conny seeks 
company and understanding and David looks for confirmation. Both the 
meaning of talking, as well as the attitudes described thus have different 
qualities, depending on the unique person they are found in. A close scrutiny 
of the features appearing as general at group level shows the variations in 
individual persons. 
 
In the four examples, we can surmise that Bella and David still look 
backwards and think that adult life “sucks”, while Anna and Conny look 
forwards and are probably keener on progressing into the adult world. Perhaps 
there is also a point in development when the view is turned round from 
mainly focusing on what has been. Differently expressed, this means from 
mainly having a child - identity, to mainly looking forward and also having 
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the beginning of an adult - identity. This brings in the importance of the time 
axis. In the next section, the development of the informants over a three-year 
period will be discussed. 
 
 
Changes over a three-year period 
 
A big change can be seen in Anna’s level of strain from important choices. 
She now feels satisfied and secure in her choice of study and work and no 
longer thinks about how the choice affects the image others have of her. The 
change is in Anna herself, who has become secure in her choice. The choice 
of profession has become an integral part of her self-image. When it comes to 
strains in relationships to men, she still has more or less the same difficulty in 
letting anyone get too close.  
 
The attitude has partially changed in Anna. At the first interview, she day-
dreamed and created her own untested explanatory systems, which she then 
had started to change. By talking to others, she was disillusioned. At the 
second interview, she had stopped daydreaming the way she used to. Instead 
of distancing herself psychologically, there is in her an impulse of wanting to 
run away physically. At the third interview, Anna remains standing, but feels 
cold and bides her time. The daydreaming has not entirely disappeared, but 
Anna can control it better. She can conjure it up when she feels sad and it 
makes her able to have a good cry. Then she can do something to take her 
away from the daydreaming. 
 
For Bella, much has changed. Her temper has got milder and no longer 
frightens her. It was as if, at the first interview, she was so filled up with her 
own difficulties that other persons did not appear with any clarity to her. 
Instead, they were functions for her, who could receive her anger or give her 
security. On the second occasion, a longing for friends appears. In the third 
interview, she has had a troublesome love relationship. Her difficulty with 
study and work choices at the first interview concerned the impossibility of 
staying put. Her jumpy attitude meant that she was seeking employment on a 
project basis, and doing short educational courses. On the third occasion, she 
has remained in a difficult work situation in order not to become a “bolter”. 
She has landed in harsh reality. 
 
For Bella, the strains and attitudes are intertwined on the first occasion, and 
the changes in the strains coincide with the changed attitudes. She has become 
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less jumpy. At the first interview, she suffered from getting stuck in 
daydreams, which she could not control the scope of. Her daydreaming is 
gone at the third interview, and she is shocked at finding it can be triggered 
again. But she can choose to avoid the trigger. Bella has developed a capacity 
to control her daydreaming actively. 
 
A large change in Conny’s life is that he has chosen not to work so much as to 
endanger his health, because he felt that this was not good for him. At the first 
interview, he had a relationship where he suffered from jealousy. This does 
not happen in the relationship he is in at the third interview. 
 
Conny’s attitude to strains is more or less the same, but with a greater 
sensitivity to what is good and bad for him. He has developed his capacity to 
reflect, and can move from reacting in the heat of the moment to letting his 
thoughts wander. This allows him to reach another perspective. But still the 
attitude he uses primarily is to remove himself from the problems and try not 
to think about them. For example, his attitude in relation to his girlfriend is to 
be a bit guarded, so that he cannot become as emotionally exposed as in the 
previous relationship. 
 
At the first interview, David was experiencing great problems at work. He 
fled into work. The problem was compounded by work being both a strain 
and an attitude. By working a lot, he could avoid having to think about his 
relationship problems. At the follow-up interview, David describes that he 
first cut down on his work rate, so then he ended up with too little to do. This 
made him feel negative stress. At the third interview, he has just changed jobs 
again, and thinks that he has a good chance of solving the problem. The work 
is less stressful for David, even if the situation is not completely resolved. 
Perhaps the greatest change is that he has good hopes of reaching a solution, 
compared to the hopelessness he expressed at the first interview. He longed 
for and was frightened by the thought of a love relationship at the first 
interview. On the second occasion, he was experiencing less strain in 
relationships by thinking that he would not meet anyone. At the third 
interview, he was still experiencing less strain in relationships, but now by 
thinking “if it happens, it happens”.  
 
David’s main attitude at the first interview was to work to excess in order to 
avoid thinking about strains. During the three years that have passed, he has 
felt both the stress of working too much and the stress of working too little. 
He knows that he wants to work a lot and is aware of the risk of passing a 
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limit where it is no longer good for him. He had a conflicting attitude in 
wanting to keep full control, yet not directing his life at all on the first 
occasion. Today, he is experiencing a “semi-structured chaos”. Even the 
thought “if it happens, it happens” is an expression of coping with not having 
full control. He is feeling calmer and more secure today, and has greater 
hopes for the future than three years ago. 
 
In work-related strains, the four informants have gone in different directions. 
Anna has integrated her choice of profession in her self-image and has thus 
freed herself from an experienced external pressure. Bella had a conception of 
working life as something pleasant and enriching. She has landed in harsh 
reality, but has remained in it and works actively against issues she considers 
to be wrong. Conny and David have decided to use work in a different way, 
which for them both means not fleeing into work. In addition to wanting to 
work, Conny also wants to safeguard other qualities in life. David has the 
self-knowledge of actually wanting to work a lot, but not to flee into it. 
Despite everything, perhaps they have it in common that they have all 
actively decided what they want in the professional part of life. They have 
become adults in accordance with the survey by the Swedish Youth Board: 
one becomes adult when one takes responsibility for one’s own decisions. 
When it comes to strains in relationships, all four are wrestling, albeit in 
different ways, with bringing about a functioning love relationship. The 
common factor for the two women is that they have partly abandoned the 
daydreaming, which they have better control over. The ability to control has 
improved for the women. The common factor for the two men is that they 
have partly abandoned their excess of problem-distancing attitudes through 
more flexible control. For the men, the need to control has lessened. 
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Chapter 5                                                 .            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
THEORY REVISITED AND RECONSIDERED 

 
Theoretical reconsiderations arising from the results are presented. The theo-
ries revisited are the previously set out theoretical starting points. To begin 
with, the results from the four studies are summarized. 
 
 

Summary of the results 
 
In the Interview study, two themes of strains are particularly prominent. The                      
first is strains in close relationships, which occur as often in relationships with 
friends and partners as in those with parents. The second theme is strains in 
important choices, such as studies and work. These strains relate both to diffi-
culties in making such a choice, and the effect on the identity that follows 
from the choice. Most informants describe the background to the strains as 
being in the own person, in the form of some experienced shortcoming, or in 
the positioning relative to others. There are some differences between the at-
titudes of men and those of women. To a large extent, the women resolve 
their strains by reflecting, talking and being in a relationship with someone. 
Another attitude among the young women is to retreat into vegetative day-
dreaming. The fantasizing of the young men appears to have a different qual-
ity compared to the women’s daydreaming. In the men, the fantasies are 
striving towards realization, one thinks in order to do. Another attitude among 
the men is to avoid thinking and occupying oneself with something to distract. 
Strikingly many of the men avoid talking as an attitude to the strains in life, 
and believe that talking can make the situation even worse. For the young 
men who do talk, the indirect functions of talking, such as the need for some-
one to contain the incomprehensible or talking as a concrete action, are more 
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noticeable than the problem-solving and reflecting functions of talking. The 
women also have several different reasons for talking. Support-seeking, a 
containing function and mirroring of the own attitude do exist, but in particu-
lar there is a desire to talk in order to reflect upon a strain with someone. This 
illuminates it from another angle, so that the problem can be better understood 
and solved. The women’s most prominent attitude can be understood as either 
problem-distancing, such as daydreaming, or problem-solving, such as reflec-
tive talking to others. The types of attitudes can be described as different ways 
of being in relation to the strain. The young men’s attitudes can be interpreted 
as either problem-distancing, such as distracting oneself, or problem-solving, 
such as thinking through in order to do something about the strain. The types 
of attitudes can be described as different ways of doing something about the 
strains. Most of the young men and women convey a hopeful view of the fu-
ture regarding the own ability to solve the corresponding strains if they should 
reappear later in life.  
 
The Questionnaire study shows that for strains in relationships, women rate 
themselves significantly higher than the men for the attitudes Experiencing 
helplessness, Talking to someone, Expressing anger, Experiencing hopeless-
ness but trusting in help and Distracting oneself. After standardizing the factor 
scores within each gender, significant differences appear for the attitudes Ex-
periencing helplessness, Talking to someone and Expressing anger. In single 
statements not included in any factor, women rate themselves significantly 
higher than men for the following alternatives Writing down my thoughts, 
Comfort eating or starving oneself, and Sleeping much more than usual. For 
strains from important choices, the women rate themselves significantly 
higher than the men for the attitudes Experiencing helplessness, Thinking and 
agonizing, and Talking to someone. After standardizing the factor scores 
within each gender, the women rate themselves significantly higher for the 
attitude Talking to someone, while the men rate themselves significantly 
higher for the attitude Distracting oneself. In single statements not included in 
any factor, women rate themselves significantly higher than men for the fol-
lowing alternatives Daydreaming of how things could be, Thinking about how 
the choice will affect me as a person, Comfort eating or starving oneself, and 
Do not want to become adult. The most positively evaluated alternatives are 
Meeting friends, Writing down one’s own thoughts, Talking to someone to 
unload oneself or to understand better, Doing things to solve problems, Try-
ing to work out a solution, and Thinking that everything will solve itself. The 
most negatively evaluated alternatives are Rowing with someone who is 
close, Feeling grumpy or helpless, Hurting oneself, Comfort eating or starving 
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oneself, Accusing oneself, Not knowing what to do, Losing control, and 
Having difficulty understanding the meaning of what is happening. Of the 
factors, Talking to someone and Seeking others and thinking of other are 
clearly positively rated. The factors Feeling helplessness and Expressing an-
ger are clearly negative. The attitudes for the women are interpreted as relat-
ing or retiring, problem-distancing. Men’s attitudes appear less visible than 
women’s. The attitude that dominates can be interpreted as problem-distanc-
ing.The women’s ideas about the background lie within a relational context. 
Men place the background to the strains outside the own person, which can be 
interpreted as the trust in others being less than the trust in oneself. 
 
In the Follow-up study, the same themes of strains emerge as in the Inter-
view study. In addition, two new ones emerge: Feeling lonely and Role con-
flicts.  Strains in relationships are still the most common. But in the first inter-
view, strains were as common in relation to parents as to friends and part-
ners. Now, the most common strains are in relation to friends and partners 
and less common in relation to parents. The change is mainly found among 
the women. Important choices is still the other great strain, but comprises 
more expressed role conflicts. Themes concerning the background to strains 
are the same as at the first interview. The difference is that there are more in-
formants, particularly among the women, who can consider several ideas 
about the background. The problem-solving attitudes among women and men 
are less gender-specific at the second interview. In particular, the women 
have moved closer to the attitude described by the men at the first interview. 
Even if the men have moved closer to some attitudes of the women, this ten-
dency is not so prominent as among the women. The attitude to talking about 
strains is less negative among men, and shows greater variation compared to 
the previous interview. There are also more action strategies among the 
women. At group level, the attitudes among women and among men still dif-
fer, but there is a tendency for the gender-specific attitudes to become less 
divergent, especially among the women. The problem-distancing attitudes are 
still as gender-specific. However, there are changes within the female group 
and the male group respectively. Among the women, the problem-distancing 
attitudes occur slightly less often than the problem-solving ones. Such a ten-
dency is also described in the male group, but is less pronounced. Future atti-
tudes are the same, but the number of themes has increased. This can be 
understood as the picture having become more multi-facetted. All the infor-
mants are describing a positive personal change. The importance of travel 
emerges. The big change is in improved relationships with parents. The focus 

 117 



has moved from the parents to people of the same age, and increased matur-
ity is described.  
 
The Case study, describes the repertoire of strains and attitudes in four typi-
cal cases. Strains in the choice of studies comprise both identity-creating 
processes and fending-off functions. Areas of strain among the men, which 
were stated as relating to work, proved to be about strains in relationships as 
well on closer inspection. A more detailed scrutiny of the daydreaming shows 
different expressions in different persons, such as being stuck in vegetative 
daydreaming or being on the way out of it. The attitudes entailing doing 
something also contain differences: flexible trying-out or stereotyped repeti-
tion. Controlling can mean both mastering and locking away possibilities. The 
meaning of talking to someone is described in different ways in the narratives 
of the four informants: as a dialogue in order to reflect, as unloading oneself, 
and as seeking company, understanding, and confirmation of own opinions. 
The attitudes that occur commonly therefore have different qualities, de-
pending on the unique person in whom they are found. A scrutiny of changes 
in the narratives over three years show that the work-related strains in the 
narratives of the four informants have developed in different directions. One 
woman has integrated her choice of profession in her self-image and has thus 
freed herself from an experienced external pressure. The other woman had a 
conception of working life as something pleasant and enriching. She has 
landed in harsh reality, but has remained in it and works actively against what 
she considers wrong. The men have decided to use their time at work in a 
different way, which for them both means not fleeing into work. For one of 
them, in addition to wanting to work, it also entails a feeling of wanting to 
safeguard other qualities in life. For the other man, it means a self-knowledge 
of actually wanting to work a lot, but not to flee into it. Despite individual 
differences, perhaps they have in common that they have all actively decided 
what they want in the professional part of life. When it comes to strains in 
relationships, all four are struggling, albeit in different ways, with bringing 
about a functioning love relationship. The problem-distancing attitudes have 
decreased and the problem-solving attitudes have increased for all four infor-
mants. The two women have partially abandoned the daydreaming. The two 
men have partially abandoned their excess of problem-distancing attitudes. 
The women have gained more control, and the men have been able to relax 
their control slightly. 
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A developmental psychology perspective – II 
 
What developmental psychology conclusions can be drawn from the phenom-
ena that appear from the different studies? The most prominent strain arenas 
are of two kinds. One is strains in relationships, where a movement away 
from strains in relationships with parents and towards a new feeling of loneli-
ness can be noted, in particular for the women. The other is strains from 
important choices, where a movement away from identity-creating factors 
towards role-conflicts can be noted. There seems to be an important process 
that concerns the feeling of who one is, or expressed differently: the feeling of 
a self. The loneliness and the demarcation against others, which the infor-
mants talk about, can be understood as the expression of a new, important de-
velopment period. The three development periods described earlier, the devel-
opment of a dual, a triangular and a group relationship, in this way appear to 
have a continuation in the period of young adulthood with a renewed indi-
viduation process. The process in which the young adults are involved can be 
understood as a fourth developmental period in life. It concerns being able, 
from a psychological perspective, to see the world and endure the feeling of 
being alone in it.  
 
The different individuation steps create a logical order in the process of be-
coming a psychologically separate being. This is illustrated in Figure 7. The 
first step is to have a conscious thought of being someone, together with the 
experience that others can have both wishes and feelings. This step usually 
coincides with the child’s ability to distance itself physically from the mother. 
The distance stimulates the psychological process that leads to the child being 
able to experience itself in relation to the mother in a new way. The next step 
is being able to change perspective, which coincides with the child’s ability to 
see itself from the outside. This can be expressed in simple role playing, such 
as playing families, where the child often plays the role of the parent and is 
not always playing the child. There are now three persons who can act to-
gether in the child's world. The third individuation step is taken when the 
child, in a psychological sense, can understand the meaning of the group. The 
child now knows that there are authorities beyond the parental couple. The 
fourth individuation step is enduring being one among others in the world. 
This is a complex task that builds on the feeling of being unique, a single en-
tity in the world. The feeling comprises both possibilities and being alone. 
But the task also entails enduring being one among others, which builds on 
the capacity to abandon the child’s egocentricity, as the ability to endure be-
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ing alone is necessary from this aspect too. The complexity can be summa-
ized in an expression with a double meaning: being match-less.  r  

 
Becoming someone in the world 

   
 

 
Seeing oneself in a social context 

 
 

 
Being able to change 

perspective 
 

 
 Being 
 some- 
   one 

 
Figure 7. Development periods in life 

 
Becoming someone in the world means being able to endure being alone. This 
is a necessary experience when individuals are on their way, on their own and 
about to stand on their own feet. It should not be confused with actual loneli-
ness, which is a problem for many young people living in large cities. To 
solve this problem, it is important that adults are available. But perhaps it is 
also necessary to have the space to endure the feeling of being alone and the 
feeling of standing firmly on one’s feet. Young men and young women share 
this developmental task of becoming someone in the world. 
 
The attitudes used to solve developmental tasks are different for men and for 
women. For the women, vegetative daydreaming is prominent. Daydreaming, 
as a way of relaxing by sinking into thought, also occurs in adult life. The 
phenomenon is described in psychoanalytical literature by, among others, 
Bion (1962a) in terms of “reverie”, as daydreaming containing a communica-
tive potential. Freud (1912) writes about an “evenly suspended attention” as 
an instrument for the psychoanalytical method. Steiner (1993) describes “psy-
chic retreat”, a mental cave to which a person can retire as a defence against 
painful relating. The emotions that appear in the young adults’ vegetative 
daydreaming are sorrow, “the blues” and feelings of not having any control. 
This means that the young adults’ daydreams differ from similar phenomena, 
such as the relaxing quality that can be found in adults’ daydreams, or the 
communicative possibility described by Bion (1962b). The daydreaming in 
young women is more a flight into fantasies. Perhaps it has something of the  

 120 



 
defensive meaning described by Steiner, but it does not appear to be a par-
ticularly pathological form. The phenomenon can be included in Erikson’s 
(1968) concept, the psycho-social moratorium of youth. The moratorium 
contains movement between intimacy and distantiation, but does not describe 
any difference between young women and young men. This has also been no-
ticed by Bjerrum Nielsen and co-workers (1991). Koestler (1978) described a 
closely related phenomenon, a retiring into the world of fantasy before a new 
development step is taken. Daydreaming appears to fill a special function for 
women in the age group and appears to be like a vegetative being, which 
closes off reality and the possibility of realizing wishes. When the daydream-
ing ends and reality takes over, many describe a feeling of sorrow.  
 
The vegetative daydreaming can be placed beside another phenomenon that 
concerns what young women experience as the background to strains; a feel-
ing of performance inhibition, entailing a state of withdrawal. The day-
dreaming can be understood as a phenomenon on the threshold to the adult 
world, where cocooning oneself in daydreams is a way of retaining an infan-
tile omnipotence (Steiner, 1993) and protecting oneself against the feeling of 
loneliness. The attitude is understood as problem-distancing. Among the men 
there are also problem-distancing attitudes, expressed for example by fleeing 
into work when relationships are strained, or by avoiding thinking or talking 
about the strain. 
 
Men and women use problem-solving attitudes which are gender-specific. For 
men, this might be working out a solution to the problem and then carrying it 
out. For women, it appears more common to seek a solution by reflecting on 
the problem with others. The women’s attitudes could be classified as mainly 
variations on the theme being, while the men mainly show variations on the 
theme doing. The concepts of being and doing each cover several different 
attitudes. Both concepts contain both active and passive attitudes towards 
strains, and both being and doing can be either problem-solving or problem-
distancing. The concepts have been formulated by me into a spectrum: 
vegetative being – creative being – productive doing – warding-off doing 
(Figure 8). 
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Vegetative 
being: 
Fantasize in 
order to flee 

Productive 
doing:  
Fantasies to be 
realized 

Creative being:  
Problem-solving 
and reflecting 

Warding-off 
doing: 
Doing in order 
to avoid 

 
Figure 8. Four basic dimensions in attitudes towards strains 

 
The Follow-up and Case studies show that, with time, the problem-solving 
attitudes are used to a slightly larger extent by both men and women, but the 
gender-differences remain in the attitudes. The problem-distancing attitudes 
decrease over time among both women and men. This can be interpreted as 
the age-specific feature being the movement back and forth between the 
problem-distancing and the problem-solving attitudes. This development in-
dicates that the problem-distancing attitudes decrease and the gender differ-
ences remain, but are not as clearly divided. 
 
 

A social constructionist perspective – II 
 
The socially constructed self. Let us see how strains in the social feeling of a 
self as described by Giddens (1991) can be applied to the results. Giddens de-
scribes how the feeling of a self always must be created and re-created 
through a protective cocoon which filters the experience of events. In this 
way, a meaning can be created from the fragmented multitude of events of 
late modern society. The protective cocoon is, however, at risk from two dif-
ferent directions. In one direction, there is the risk of ignoring actual events 
excessively. The self then becomes “unrealistic” and disregards reality too 
much, while retaining its capacity for action. In the other direction is the dan-
ger of breaking the basic trust, the thread of which the cocoon is spun and 
which is the pre-condition for daring to act without knowing everything. The 
cocoon then becomes too permeable, and the experienced conceptions are ac-
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companied by a risk-filled imagined counterpart. In every feeling of trust 
there is also a potential for experiencing that which the trust protects against. 
When this happens, the opportunity for creative action is lost and the individ-
ual becomes paralyzed by the thought of all the risks. 
 
A comparison between Giddens’ theory about the social self and my inter-
pretation of the results from this study shows that there are clear points of 
convergence, but also differences between them. In general, transitional peri-
ods in life are dangerous, argues Giddens, but he is not paying attention to the 
triggering strain against the cocoon. He describes what happens when the 
feeling of a self is threatened. So, irrespective of the background, the feeling 
of a threatened self is the strain. Then Giddens describes two variations of 
what happens to the self’s protective cocoon, which could be described as two 
general and basic attitudes. The part of Giddens’ model that coincides with 
this study therefore relates to what happens to the cocoon when it is strained 
(Figure 2 and Figure 3). This can be ranged alongside the attitudes (Figure 8) 
to strains in life. Giddens has not applied any gender perspective on his 
theories about the social self. 
 
In Giddens’ model of the acting person who disregards reality, there is no 
connection between the action and the realistic pre-conditions (Figure 2). The 
situation is in line with the age-typical attitude found in the young men as a 
warding-off doing. For instance, among young men with new driving li-
cences, there are many with a disregarding cocoon, which is expressed in the 
relatively high mortality among young drivers (Brüde, 2000). In young men, 
disregarding risks in reality might possibly be a general attitude to strains 
against the self. Drawing out and speculating around Giddens’ line of thinking 
about the life stage as a strain in itself, a possible understanding of the speed-
ing men's age-typical strains may be a feeling of vulnerability and internal 
change. This feeling may collide, metaphorically and literally, with manly 
ideals of bravery, strength and immortality, which may be expressed in driv-
ing a car. 
 
Giddens’ second model of risks against the self’s protective cocoon is the 
visualization of all risks inhibiting the ability to act (Figure 3). This condition 
shows some convergence with the age-typical attitude of vegetative day-
dreaming, in the young women. In both cases, the individuals loose their ca-
pacity for active doing. The difference in the models is, as I understand it, that 
Giddens thinks it is the excess of envisaged dangerous situations that para-
lyzes. This gives a partially different perspective from the present study, 
which points to the excess of ideas, daydreaming, being activated as protec-
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tion against strains. In both models an excess of “thinking” becomes paralyz-
ing. A possible interpretation that comprises both models is that they concern 
the development of the ability to reflect, which is typical of the life stage. This 
ability is thus still fragile and sometimes leads to an excess of “thinking”. 
 
Doing (Figure 8), in its problem-distancing form, has the same meaning as the 
disregarding, strained self described by Giddens. Being (Figure 8), in its prob-
lem-distancing form, has the same meaning as Giddens’ paralyzed strained 
self. 
 
Social construction as a telescope on society. Let us return to the phenome-
non “increased psychological ill health among young adults” and remind our-
selves of Hacking’s view of social construction. As a group, young adults 
have increasingly been seeking psychiatric outpatient care. The Interview 
study shows that depression-like conditions are part of the normal develop-
ment of ordinary young adults. If depression-like conditions exist in normal 
development, can one then be sure that the increased number of psychiatric 
outpatients reflects an increase in pathological depression? The fact that more 
young adults than before are seeking help for symptoms of anxiety and de-
pression and that more anti-depressants are being prescribed is alarming. 
Young adults’ feeling of being unwell is a matter of great concern. The ques-
tion is whether one can assign any meaning to this without also looking at the 
context that determines the perspective. This means not just looking at what is 
visible, but also looking at who the observer is. There has been a change in 
Swedish psychiatry over the last decade. Every problem to be treated must be 
diagnosed first, and suffering without a label is dismissed. This is part of the 
criteria set for receiving psychotherapy and psychoanalysis financed by 
Stockholm County Council (Cullberg, 1995). Restricted finances and in-
creased medical knowledge within the psychiatric sphere have both been in-
volved in this development. The consequence is that the suffering of young 
adults has increasingly become a psychiatric and diagnosed issue. 
 
In a special issue of the British Medical Journal, the increased use of diagno-
ses in society was illuminated (Moynihan, Heath, & Henry, 2002). A phe-
nomenon named “disease mongering” was presented, and it means that suf-
fering and strains in life are treated as diseases and medicated against. There 
is a risk that when the strains of everyday life are medicalized, the attitude of 
the “patient” to his or her own life changes. The medicalization tends to make 
us more passive (ibid.). By regarding reactions to strains in everyday life as 
symptoms of illness, we create a meaning context which makes us irresponsi-
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ble and unable to achieve any changes through our own strength. When, in-
stead, the own reaction is interpreted as a response to a situation we do not 
like, we also have an opportunity to change it or endure it. In this way, the 
ability to endure different feelings can increase and eventually produce the 
strength to pass through the difficulties we encounter. The passivisation is 
particularly serious at moments of decisive importance, such as for instance in 
young adults on the threshold of adult life, who are just about to enter a new 
phase of life where identity-forming processes are active.  
 
The increase in psychiatric diagnoses among young adults can be understood 
both as a direct and an indirect consequence of social cut-backs and channel-
ling of all psychological strains towards psychiatry departments within the 
health service. The direct consequence of the increased pressure of patient 
numbers means that there are not enough resources to meet the care needs that 
arise. It then becomes necessary to prioritize sharply within healthcare, and 
people who need care must sometimes wait until their conditions deteriorate. 
The direct consequence is easy to see, but the indirect consequences are 
harder to notice. One such indirect factor is described by Cederblad (1996):  
 

This new name for an old phenomena, which has been studied also in the 
school setting since 1940s, mirrors the attention that the school medical team 
has gradually re-focused on psychosocial problems rather than on traditional 
medical problems, since the latter have diminished drastically during the last 
decades of the 20th century, at least in industrial societies. (p. 58)  

 
The indirect consequences can concern such a shift of focus within the sphere 
of medicine. Furthermore, “increased psychological ill health among young 
adults” may be understood as a phenomenon caused by the adaptation to a 
one-sided medical perspective. When most of the professional corps consists 
of medically trained persons, the result is that the medical, psychiatric mark-
ers get noticed more in the meeting with the person seeking help. Recipro-
cally, the person seeking help adapts to the questions asked and to the general 
psychiatric knowledge being disseminated among young adults, like “He went 
completely mental”. Both those that meet young adults within psychiatry, and 
the young adults themselves, shape their narratives according to the institution 
– psychiatry – in which they meet. We are formed over time, without noticing 
it, by our institutions. This means that the phenomenon “increase in psychiat-
ric suffering” can be understood as a social construction.  
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A personal epistemological perspective – II 
 
A cognitive personal epistemology. One way of investigating how impres-
sions are organized is to look at how people seek knowledge. Clinchy (2002) 
describes the development of increasing complexity in the processing of 
knowledge, something that I understand as a development from knowledge as 
product to knowledge as process. This development is common to both men 
and women, while the way of achieving knowledge differs between the gen-
ders, Clinchy shows. Men develop from initially being active in relation to 
knowledge as product, and continues to be active and discerning in a process-
directed search for knowledge, called “separate knowing”. Women’s develop-
ment moves from being encapsulated in themselves in various ways, either 
with the knowledge as product within themselves or cut off from the know-
ledge. Women’s more mature seeking after knowledge is described as active 
relating and adopting the perspective of the other in a more process-directed, 
“connected knowing”, as Clinchy puts it.  
 
In the Interview study, strains from important choices regarding studies and 
work were found, and a common feature here was the importance of identifi-
cation. The significance of identifying oneself with an important person is 
marked in Clinchy’s study too. When men use “immature” knowledge meth-
ods – knowledge as a product – it is not as obstructive as when women do. 
This is because men can identify with the successful male professors they 
meet at university. An interesting picture of men’s and women’s experience 
of strains emerges. Among women, there are two different versions of ob-
structions in relation to knowledge. This is because “the quiet one's” way is to 
be unable to reach knowledge, and the “subjectivist’s” way is to encapsulate 
herself and deny all other knowledge than her own. In the men, the obstruc-
tion that the immature knowledge would entail is removed through the op-
portunity for identification.  
 
On the whole, the strain in the process of acquiring knowledge seems to be 
lesser for the men than for the women. Also, the picture of how men solve 
their educational situation becomes visible – they can identify with important 
persons. This should be compared with men generally rating themselves 
lower on the scale in the Questionnaire study relating to strains in relation-
ships, while for strains from important choices, there was one attitude of Dis-
tracting oneself, which was significant among the men. The men’s attitude be-
comes clearer in a study about the processes of acquiring knowledge, and for 
choices related to studies and work than in questions concerning relationships. 
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Perhaps concentrating on both the way out from strains and on the way to-
wards success could widen the focus, so that the strains and attitudes of both 
men and women would be more visible. 
 
It is interesting to note the difference that emerges from Clinchy's study be-
tween the ways of talking used by men and by women in the knowledge proc-
ess. Here, the women are more questioning and investigating, while men use 
the language more exactly and critically. In the Interview study and the Case 
study, a similar difference emerges between men and women in their narra-
tives about talking to someone. 
 
The development from knowledge as product to knowledge as process, is pre-
sented in Clinchy’s study. No similar phenomena emerge from the Follow-up 
and Case studies. Perhaps it is a change that has mainly occurred before the 
period of young adulthood. Another possibility is that the search light needs 
to be adjusted more carefully, with specific questions concerning only the de-
velopment of knowledge. A glimpse of the change can be noticed in the 
importance of identification, which shows more clearly in the first interview 
than in the second. As to the next change described by Clinchy, knowledge 
constructions, there is a corresponding tendency in the Follow-up study. In 
both studies, a change emerges over time or with increasing maturity, where 
both men and women use the attitudes that are gender-specific for the other 
gender more. This means that the individual variation becomes greater. 
 
Women’s vegetative problem-distancing being seems to correspond to the 
two encapsulated forms, the quiet one and the subjectivist. Being (Figure 8) in 
its relating, problem-solving form, has the same meaning as Clinchy's know-
ledge concept “Connected knowing”. Doing (Figure 8) in its active, problem-
solving form, has the same significance as Clinchy's knowledge concept 
“Separate knowing”. 
 
Intuitive learning. Let me switch to the epistemology of my own four studies 
to investigate whether the chosen construction for how humans organize the 
flow of impressions from everyday life, which is the starting point for the 
various studies, has been relevant. The construction is based on four catego-
ries, the first category being the experience of Strains, sorting out and defin-
ing the flow of experiences. The second category is one half of a time axis, 
ideas about the Background to the strain. The Attitudes towards the strain cre-
ate the third category. A fourth category, the forward extension of the time 
axis, is ideas about how to handle similar situations in the Future, which also 
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reflects the degree of hopefulness. Has it then been useful to make construc-
tions of the informant’s own narratives about strains, the background for these 
and attitudes, now and later? 
 
Strains and Attitudes have emerged as the categories that change the most 
during the life stage of young adulthood. To use only an expert perspective, 
instead of seeking the informant’s own experiences, would probably have 
given a more psychopathologic impression of the group, as the attitudes of the 
young women in particular are in many ways depression-like. The subjective 
narratives could contribute to increased understanding of what the young 
adults are struggling with. In the Interview study, the Follow-up study and the 
Case study, the data is based on collected narratives from “ordinary” young 
adults. It is striking how both the men and the women in the age group move 
between problem-solving and problem-distancing attitudes. In the analysis of 
the attitudes, the apparently maladaptive, problem-distancing attitudes emerge 
as age-adequate for handling difficulties in life. Distancing oneself from 
problems, mentally or physically, becomes a way of enduring. Over time, 
these are replaced by more problem-solving attitudes. Backing and then going 
forwards repeatedly in this way becomes an important life experience for 
developing the own mental and emotional capacity and a way of enduring 
life’s ups and downs. By freeing the phenomenon “increased ill health among 
young adults” from a psychiatric perspective and letting the own narratives 
emerge, recurrent phenomena become visible which might lead to a 
reconsideration of developmental psychology. 
 
The other two categories in the construction, Background and Future attitudes 
appear to differ from the categories Strains and Attitudes. Together, they cre-
ate an inner time axis, a dimension that does not change as easily as the di-
mension consisting of Strains and Attitudes. The latter are about active meet-
ings with on-going life. Perhaps the inner time axis requires active focusing in 
order to change. Psychotherapy or philosophical discussions are examples of 
methods that can stimulate the self-reflecting ability. The difference found in 
these categories is that more informants in the second interview appear to find 
several different alternatives for each strain. This broadening of possible 
narratives is an important change. Whether this change is specific for the pe-
riod of young adulthood, or specific for having acquired increased experience, 
is an open question. The four categories together create two dimensions which 
can be said to produce an echo of an individual’s repetitively played, albeit 
over time rearranged, gramophone record of “I did it my way”.  
 

 128 



Chapter 6                                                . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 
 
Questions relating mainly to the technique will be discussed first. Thereafter 
follows a section with issues that are mainly method-related, and finally there 
is a discussion of the results. 

 
 

Technique discussion 
 
The drop-out rate in the questionnaire, which is partly gender-related, is dis-
cussed. After this comes a discussion about the repercussions of the data col-
lection technique. 
 
 
Drop-outs 
 
For the interviews, I feared a high drop-out rate among the men in the follow-
up interviews. However, on the second occasion, the drop-out rate was as low 
among men as among women. As mentioned earlier, one man and one woman 
dropped out. When attempting to set up follow-up interviews, more work was 
required to get the men to come along, but several of them expressed great 
satisfaction at having the opportunity to talk about their lives and were grate-
ful that we had been “persistent”.  
 
A weakness of the Questionnaire study is its high drop-out rate of just over 
60%. The drop-out rate in itself means that the responses are generally marred 
by uncertainty. It is also the case that only just over one third of the 
respondents to the questionnaire were men. In the drop-out analysis (Edenius 
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et al., 2003) made in conjunction with the questionnaire, there is nothing that 
points towards the men who responded to the questionnaire differing in 
attitudes from those who did not respond. In contrast to the women, the men 
in the drop-out analysis expressed a need to feel a personal benefit in order to 
fill in a questionnaire. To a greater extent than the women, they considered 
that the questionnaire was too long and that they simply did not have time to 
fill it in. Possibly one interpretation can be that the women were relating more 
and responded to those questions they felt were directed at them. One 
conclusion to be drawn is that the attitudes of men and women towards 
questionnaires differ.  
 
The questionnaire is about attitudes towards strains in life, a subject that can 
be assumed to be close to psychotherapy. The questionnaire is, so to speak, 
created within a psychotherapy culture. Perhaps the drop-out among men has 
to do with a “psychotherapy filter” having been laid over the issue in this dis-
sertation, which investigates strains in life. Men are also less liable to seek 
psychotherapy, even if there does not seem to be any gender difference in the 
usefulness of psychotherapy (Zlotnik, Elkin, & Shea, 1998). It may be im-
portant to note that the accumulated experience-based knowledge mainly rests 
on women’s way of experiencing strains in life. In order to reach outside the 
knowledge circle, whose hub is permeated by a relating and reflecting culture, 
we need a more wide-ranging discussion about how to acquire better know-
ledge about the way men experience strains in life. Using a technique that is 
not adapted to “problem-directed thinking” may perhaps be better in order to 
reduce the drop-out rate and get a clearer picture of the men’s developmental 
tasks. 
 
 
The data collection 
 
The Interview, Follow-up and Case studies investigated the informants’ own 
narratives, which were structured into questions relating to strains in life, 
ideas about the background to the strains and the attitudes towards them, now 
and in future. As ideas are versatile and therefore continually lead to new 
ideas, a fixed model by implication becomes a format that cannot capture eve-
rything. The different parts are indissolubly woven into each other; the one is 
often a part of the other, or in the process of changing into a third. Despite 
this, the interview model appears to have captured much of what appears to be 
central in the young adults’ narratives about strains in life. The fact that this is 
possible can be interpreted as an expression for the interview model following 
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the way natural human thinking organizes impressions and creates meaning 
(Becker, 1997; Werbart et al., 2000). 
 
In the Questionnaire study, the scales for attitudes to strains in life are based 
on two typical problem areas, selected from the findings from the Interview 
study. The number of possible problem areas is of course large, and there may 
be other important types of strains than those included in the questionnaire. 
However, for the Questionnaire study, we elected to limit the number of 
problem areas to the two most common ones from the Interview study. To the 
questionnaire was added a scale, on which the respondent was asked to value 
his or her attitude. This value scale does not follow the questions throughout, 
as for some responses, such as: “I think about committing suicide”, we con-
sidered it unethical to ask whether the respondent was satisfied with his or her 
attitude. The intention was also to avoid too many potentially provocative 
questions, so as not to risk an increased drop-out rate. The consequence is that 
the rating scale cannot be used throughout for all questions, which means that 
it has been difficult to integrate the results with the other parts. 
 
In a questionnaire, it can be difficult for respondents to choose between am-
biguous answer alternatives. Several questions concern different functions of 
talking to someone, such as unloading oneself, understanding better or 
strengthening one’s view, where it is uncertain whether the answers differen-
tiate between the various alternatives. Another problem arises when the re-
sponse alternatives are too general, and leave too much room for interpreta-
tion. Certain closely related attitudes have been gathered together into one 
alternative, for instance daydreaming. Such questions would benefit from be-
ing broken down into more specific response alternatives. The rating scale for 
ideas about the background also needs further development. For persons using 
the strategy of disregarding strains or for those who have not experienced 
many strains, the question about background is difficult to answer correctly. 
As there is no opportunity to write down that there are no strains, the alterna-
tive is to fill in low values. It is also not clear whether the background refers 
to the background to the strain or to the attitude. Furthermore, the rating scale 
disregards the fact that people can have different opinions in different con-
texts. 
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Method discussion 
 
The implications of combining methods for the researcher and for the subject 
researched are discussed. After this follows a consideration of the concepts 
abduction and retroduction, as applied throughout the studies.  
 
 
Method combination 
 
Giving legitimacy to qualitative research as a hypothesis-producing phase, 
which is then tested using quantitative methods, is a kind of normative think-
ing which is questionable, Kvale (2003) considers. According to him, qualita-
tive research has had a much stronger position historically than this. I believe 
that the normative thinking about the relative position of the different 
branches of research has unnecessarily obstructed fruitful combinations. 
Many researchers have also pointed to benefits from using combined methods 
(Malterud, 2001a; 2001b; Michell, 2003; Ponterotto & Grieger, 1999). Al-
though the Interview study and the Follow-up study could have been used on 
their own, I chose to add two further perspectives, one of which is based on 
quantitative methods.  
 
Ponterotto and co-workers (1999) emphasize the advantage of the researcher 
becoming bi-cultural through integrating qualitative and quantitative methods. 
However, it is possible that the same is true for this combination as for a pair 
of eyes: one remains dominant. Ponterotto and co-workers (ibid.) emphasize 
the importance of researchers not just combining techniques, but also that a 
socialization process which includes the methods occurs in the researcher. 
Despite one of the studies, the Questionnaire study, being quantitative, I re-
gard the final processing as qualitative, just as I regard the dissertation as a 
whole as a qualitative study. It is difficult to understand the sharp contrast 
between quantitative and qualitative research (Sciarra, 1999) as a contrast 
between methods. I consider that qualitative processing by necessity occurs in 
a quantitative study, in the same way as quantitative elements are included in 
qualitative research. The incompatibility is rather between experimental 
studies and non-experimental studies, which does not detract from the value 
of experimental studies in a suitable context. The problem is easier to under-
stand as a socialization phenomenon in the researcher, which turns it into 
something more fundamental than the question of which tool is brought out 
from the scientific toolbox. For myself, I can state that I am a researcher-to-be 
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who identifies with researchers who use qualitative methods. But I have also 
found it useful to use quantitative tools. 
 
What has been the benefit of combining methods, what becomes visible in the 
researcher’s telescope depending on the method used? The different studies 
have all focused on the developmental tasks of young adults in a wider sense, 
but the distance to the feature investigated has differed in the various studies. 
The core of the study has been the Interview study, and the other parts have 
taken their point of departure from it. In the Questionnaire study, the distance 
to the feature investigated has increased, and the field is larger. The Case 
study zooms in on narratives by four of the informants from the Interview 
study. The results relating to the attitudes of the age group is described 
(Figure 8) in a spectrum of vegetative being – creative being – productive 
doing – warding-off doing.  
 
The attitudes to strains that appear in women in the Questionnaire study can 
be summarized as relating attitudes and retiring attitudes. These could be ex-
emplified by Talking to someone or Feeling helplessness. Among the men, 
Distracting oneself is more usual. The results do not contradict the Interview 
study and can be interpreted as a confirmation of the results for women.  
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being 
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ness 

 Warding-
off doing  
Distracting 
oneself 
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Figure 9. Attitudes from a bird’s eye perspective  
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The picture is less differentiated, but does not conflict with the results from 
the Interview study. Perhaps the results from the Questionnaire study could be 
described as: vegetative being – creative being – warding-off doing (Figure 9).  
 
 
Abduction and retroduction 
 
How well has the abductive and retroductive approach fitted the design using 
different methods? I think that the approach has been very suitable. Combin-
ing different methods and theoretical perspectives really does give a view-
point where it is possible to be surprised by similarities and differences. Be-
sides the elements of abductive findings and retroductive tests that have oc-
curred during the processing of the texts, the combination of methods has 
been fitted in well with an abductive and retroductive approach. The differ-
ences in attitude themes in the Interview study could be studied retroductively 
in both the Questionnaire and Case studies. In the Questionnaire study, the 
abductive finding that no difference could be found between the oldest and 
the youngest could be tested retroductively in both the Follow-up study and 
the Case study. The differences that became visible in the Follow-up study 
could then be tested retroductively in the Case study. 
 
In the Interview study, a picture emerges of the background to strains being 
assigned to the parents more often by women than by men. This difference no 
longer existed in the Follow-up study. In the Questionnaire study, it emerges 
that women assign the background to Parents, Demands and expectations and 
Own failings. After standardizing the scores, men assign the background to 
Parents and Betrayals by others. It is uncertain if the difference between re-
sults is contradictory, which is the first impression. The changed response 
pattern from the women in the interview studies can be understood as expres-
sions of increased maturity, where the parents are given ever-decreasing im-
portance. In the Questionnaire study, Parents as a background emerges in dif-
ferent contexts; for women in relationship contexts and for men in a pattern of 
less trust in others’ than in oneself. Another difference is that in the interview 
studies, the background is talked about in continuous narratives relating to 
specific stressful situations for the informants. In the Questionnaire study, the 
response alternatives relate to a general strain, and the question can be 
interpreted as more projective, which may explain the emergence of different 
contexts based on inner conceptions. 
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The findings from the Interview study first emerged as clichés about attitudes 
among women and men. But by taking the clichés seriously, the thinking 
around them could be developed. What we call clichés are the banal, the 
commonplace and the simplified. As a researcher, it is important not to be 
embarrassed by the banal findings, but to think outside the box. There may be 
a point about not getting stuck on women “being” and men “doing”, but to go 
further and differentiate between different “beings” and “doings”. I consider 
that this was done by formulating the attitudes according to the spectrum in 
Figure 8. Formulating the attitudes in this way makes it clearer that both be-
ing and doing can be either adaptive or maladaptive attitudes for women and 
men respectively. Likewise, both being and doing can express passive and 
active attitudes in relation to a strain. 
 
In the Case study, the differing personal expressions of the attitudes become 
clear. They illustrate not only the attitudes from the Interview study, but also 
show the necessity of knowing something specific about the individuals. In-
vestigating different individual expressions of phenomena at group level may 
be a way of seeing variety in something that may seem like a cliché. It is im-
portant to remember that the interview studies try to capture phenomena 
within the age group that occur often. Winnicott (1971) describes elements 
from men and women, saying that “to be” is feminine and “to do” is mascu-
line. Winnicott studies the feminine and masculine elements, not men and 
women. He says that individuals consist of both female and masculine 
elements and it is pathological for individuals to split one part off. The 
phenomena observed in the present study can be regarded as feminine and 
masculine elements in line with Winnicott’s theories. One way of investigat-
ing the validity of the phenomena may be to scrutinize the expression of the 
phenomena more closely at individual level, which is possible in the Case 
study. Contrasting general findings at group level with individual variations in 
this way may be a way of enriching the thinking. This was done by Jarrick 
(1987), who in a study about Herrnhutism, that is the Moravian church, found 
general characteristics among women and men within the Herrnhutist move-
ment and tested this “typical” picture against different individuals. It is valu-
able to know something about general phenomena, but in order to know 
something about a person, we need to know the importance of the phenomena 
to that specific person. And at the same time we need to know something 
about general phenomena in order to see the unique and personal in the indi-
vidual person. 
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Result discussion 
 

In this section, clinical and social aspects that can be extracted from the dis-
sertation are discussed. 
 
 
Clinical aspects 
 
For people working within the domains of psychology and psychiatry, the 
study may hopefully be used in practice. In this study, great emphasis has 
been laid on the importance of listening to the informants’ own narratives. 
This is also relevant when working with patients. The patient’s own narrative 
about his or her suffering as the basis for understanding increases the chance 
that a proposed treatment is in line with his or hers ideas and increases the 
likelihood that a treatment will be followed. To listen also to the patient’s own 
silent narrative, which includes expressions of the inner time axis, can be im-
portant for a first decision regarding the optimal type of psychotherapy. The 
spectrum with the four attitudes, vegetative being – creating being – problem-
solving doing – warding-off doing, illustrate different attitudes towards 
strains in life, and the different attitudes have relevance for clinical thinking.  
 
Daydreaming is encompassed with sorrow and can seem like clinical depres-
sion. Much in the process is depression-like, but it is important to differentiate 
between pathological depression and development-related sorrow (Adatto, 
1980; Gramling et al., 1997). Gramling describes that feelings of sorrow are 
often included in retrospective narratives by women when they reflect on their 
time as young adults. The situations are interpreted as “when life does not 
match the romanticized dream.” (p. 317). Gramling emphasizes the develop-
mental psychology context and the importance of not confusing this with 
clinical depression. The increased prescribing of anti-depressants and the in-
creased numbers of psychiatric out- and inpatients (Dalman et al., 2000; 
Läkemedelsstatistik [Medication statistics], 2001; 2002) can be suspected to 
be signs of such confusion. The fact that the incidence of psychological ill 
health among young people varies by as much as between 5 to 30% in differ-
ent studies (Barnpsykiatrikommittén [Swedish Child Psychiatry Committee], 
1998) also points to the notion that there is a grey zone among “young adults 
with depression”. There is a risk that a depressive condition, which is part of 
emerging adulthood and the giving up of infantile attitudes, is taken to show 
clinical depression among young adults. In this sense, there may be a risk that 
young adults who seek help from general practitioners or from psychiatry are 
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wrongly diagnosed. The treatment should vary depending on whether the 
need is judged to spring from pathology or is a strong reaction sprung from a 
developmental task. What are the implications for young adults, if 
developmental depression is confused with clinical depression? What are the 
consequences, physiological and psychological, for the ability to endure the 
ups and downs in the life to come?  
 
In a clinical context, it is important to differentiate between reflecting and ap-
parently reflecting attitudes, which in reality envelop a vegetative being. With 
the latter, “as if” reflecting attitudes, psychotherapy may be going on without 
achieving any change. In psychotherapy, there may be a risk of collapsing the 
process, unless the special character of daydreaming is noticed. A psycho-
therapeutic dialogue can have the function of conserving the daydream. The 
patient and the psychotherapist together unconsciously keep away the neces-
sary mourning by preserving the verbalized daydream to excess. The process 
is sterile and gives birth to no change. Focusing on the content of the day-
dream then retains the psychotherapeutic process in a vegetative being. A spe-
cial focus should instead be aimed at the structure of the narrative, and it be-
comes important to make an assessment of whether there is a structural resis-
tance. In such cases, it is the form of the narrative rather than the content of 
the narrative that carries the importance (Killingmo, 2002; Ponsi, 2000).  
 
Another hidden rock on the psychotherapeutic ocean can be to fail to differ-
entiate enough between productive doing and warding-off doing. If the 
psychotherapist does not notice the productive doing, but misinterprets all 
action as maladaptive, the patient does not feel understood and helped, and 
consequently gains no benefit from the psychotherapy. In psychoanalytic and 
cognitive psychotherapies, the attitude is usually to reflect, to draw close to 
the problems, to increase the understanding of internal processes in the rela-
tionship that arises. One danger for a psychotherapist may be to become blind 
to the culture of the own method. In therapies focusing on behaviour, there is 
a risk of not noticing the warding-off doing. If such doing gets positive rein-
forcement, the patient risks intensifying non-constructive strategies, which 
provide short-term relief, but in the long run lead to exhaustion. A more ade-
quate help in these cases would be focusing instead on the patient’s lack of 
containing capacity paired with seeking after productive doing. 
 
The Interview study seeks general patterns at group level. When these pat-
terns are scrutinized in detail in the Case study, individual variations become 
visible. This requires consideration in clinical treatment. Often, general care 
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programs for individuals are based on the diagnostic group they belong to. 
Such knowledge is necessary for general understanding of psychological con-
ditions. But it is also important to notice that individuals vary, despite the 
common group label.  
 
The questionnaire shows differences that are worth considering between the 
responses from men and from women. Men responded to the questionnaire to 
a lesser extent, and generally rated themselves lower than the women for all 
categories. After correction of this gender difference, young men appear to 
assign the background to strains outside themselves more often than women, 
who appear to be more inclined to blame relationships. The men react to 
strains by distracting themselves, while young women react by feeling help-
less, talking to someone and expressing anger. Talking is also an attitude that 
is rated less positively by men. If one chooses to disregard problems to a 
greater extent, this would naturally have consequences for the extent to which 
one is inclined to talk about them. Does this then mean that men gain no bene-
fit from the psychotherapeutic dialogue? Ogrodniczuk (2004), in gender-
based psychotherapy studies, has, in preliminary results, found no difference 
in the benefit from psychotherapy gained by men and by women. There is 
some support for the notion that women like relationship-based psychother-
apy best, but gain most benefit from psychotherapy with links to events in 
life, while men like psychotherapy focusing on events in life best, but gain 
most benefit from relationship-based psychotherapy (ibid.).  
 
Assessing the quality of the analysis of themes from narratives is a delicate 
task. The context for the narrator as well as for the listener must be consid-
ered. In the first interview, typical male attitudes appeared, which could be 
summarized into the central themes doing to solve a problem and doing to 
avoid strains. At the second interview session, the men’s attitudes emerged in 
clearer thematic sub-groups of doing to solve problems and doing to avoid 
strains. When this was scrutinized in the processing of the second set of inter-
views, a suspicion arose that the same thematic sub-groups had been present 
the first time, but had not been noticed. However, a second reading of the 
men’s narratives about attitudes from the first interview produced the same 
impression as the first reading. The fact that the second set of interviews pro-
duced clearer phenomena of problem-distancing and problem-solving atti-
tudes respectively may have to do with the interviewers having greater sensi-
tivity to these variations through knowing the results from the first interview. 
The changed context for the interviewers can have produced consequences 
such as minor follow-up questions, interested glances, a continued slightly 
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forward-leaning position, all marking the wish to hear more. This is of signifi-
cance also for people working within the domains of psychology and psy-
chiatry. Without consciously doing much, the inner attitudes are still notice-
able in the attitudes we take. We construct information according to our pri-
vate and professional narratives. This circumstance may seem like a weakness 
in the study, but at the same time it is important to highlight the phenomenon, 
which can also be used actively in clinical situations. Using sensitivity in the 
dialogue is a way for practicing psychotherapists and psychoanalysts to elabo-
rate the psychotherapeutic setting in order to optimize the conditions for men 
and women respectively. 
 
 
Social aspects 
 
Irrespective of the age that society defines as being the moment of transition, 
the period between youth and adulthood contains age-typical attitudes which 
can be discerned in everyday myths, fairy tales and legends. The stories are 
loaded with symbols, which carry on from generation to generation. The vi-
tality of these can be interpreted as containing knowledge about human beings 
which appeals to listeners for generation after generation, and in this way 
plays an important part in society. Interpretation of the fairy tales has been 
carried out by Bettelheim (1989) among others. So what do the fairy tales that 
take place on the threshold to the adult world say, what do the princesses and 
princes struggle with before they marry and live happily ever after in their 
kingdoms? What are the most famous women’s tales, Sleeping Beauty, Cin-
derella and Snow-White about? They are stories about daydreaming! Sleeping 
Beauty slept, Snow-white lay in a coma and Cinderella daydreamed. What 
changed this behaviour was not anti-depressants, but psychological maturity. 
When the women were ready for the kingdom, they could leave the day-
dreaming behind with the help of someone else. Among the young men, the 
prototype tale concerns challenges to be met. Repeatedly, the princes fail to 
solve the problem (non-problem-solving doing, carried out by themselves or 
by alter egos in the form of elder brothers, for instance). When the time is 
ripe, it becomes possible to carry out a problem-solving doing (the youngest 
prince) and to kill the dragon, the troll or the witch. 
 
The fairy tales live on from generation to generation, despite changes in soci-
ety. A lot has changed during the last decade, and one big change in society is 
the increased tempo. The group of young adults in this investigation had a 
higher level of self-rated symptoms (Jacobsson et al., 2004) than the Swedish 
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norm for the age group (Fridell et al., 2002). For the women, the difference 
was significant. It would probably be significant for the men as well, if the 
norm group did not consist of only 49 individuals. The norm group was also 
put together over a ten-year period, and from different parts of the country. It 
is therefore an open question as to what extent the increase in symptoms 
among young adults in Stockholm County is dependent upon socio-geo-
graphical factors, and to what extent it reflects a time-related change in soci-
ety. Other investigations point towards the time aspect being important. 
Investigations into living conditions (SCB, 2002) show that self-rated anxiety 
among ordinary young adults has risen over time. It then becomes particularly 
important not just to “psychiatrize” the phenomenon of increased reported 
anxiety. It is worth considering the increase as a problem and to view it from 
a broader social perspective, such as for instance as a consequence of the in-
creased tempo in society. Learning at school how to prioritize and de-select 
could be one consequence of the reported increase in self-rated symptoms. It 
is easy to translate “higher level of self-rated problems” as psychiatric suf-
fering, but it is far from being the only conclusion. 
 
It is important for society to safeguard more than just the psychiatric perspec-
tive on the emotional expressions of young adults. Developmental psychol-
ogy, pedagogic and social perspectives are needed to avoid too one-sided an 
illumination of problems that society needs to know more about. Within the 
psychiatric perspective, the knowledge of counsellors and psychologists is a 
valuable complement to medical knowledge. It should also be important 
within psychiatry not to link a diagnosis requirement to the availability of 
funding for psychotherapy, as is the case in Sweden at present. This, in com-
bination with setting up help and advice centres for young adults outside psy-
chiatry can make it possible to get help without creating a self-image of hav-
ing a psychiatric disorder. It is important to increase our knowledge, through 
research into how the young adults themselves regard the strains that they 
meet in life, and how they themselves talk about their attitudes to these. By 
getting to know more about young adults' own narratives, we get better tools 
for reacting as a society: supporting where support is needed, curing where a 
cure is needed and allowing to grow where there is growth. 
 
There is also reason to discuss issues that were not talked about in the inter-
views. Sexuality is conspicuously absent. Perhaps this has to do with this 
question being “hidden” among the relationship strains, or perhaps, for differ-
ent reasons, it was not talked about where no explicit question was posed. 
Eichorn, Clausen, Haan, Honzik, and Mussen (1981, from Emde, 1985), have 
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found that sexuality is expressed strongly during adolescence, and less during 
the period of young adulthood. This tallies with the findings of Laufer (1976), 
who considers that integrating mature sexuality is one of the main tasks dur-
ing adolescence, and not during the period as a young adult. Nor are issues of 
religion included in the narratives. Surprisingly few mention housing prob-
lems. Perhaps, when housing is a problem, it is defined as an actual circum-
stance, and the strain is more the consequence of it, such as in friction in the 
relationship to parents. Where finances are mentioned, they often figure as the 
introduction to a narrative about something else, and without a particularly 
large emotional pressure being placed on the issue. 
 
The difference between the attitudes of women and men is great, but it is im-
portant to notice that the difference relates to the attitudes per se, and not the 
type of strains or wishes (McNelles et al., 1999; Clinchy, 2002; Way & Pahl, 
1999; Zlotnik et al., 1998). McNelles and co-workers (1999) have found that 
the experience of an intimate relationship is as strong in 18 year-old men do-
ing some activity or discussing non-personal issues with others, as in 18 year-
old women exchanging intimacies in their relationships. They emphasize the 
importance of not confusing task with method, which is not least important in 
society-related issues for young adults. Similar results are found by Way and 
co-workers (1999) in a study of teenage boys’ relationships, which are deep 
and meaningful, but are expressed in different ways than the relationships of 
girls. In an epistemological context, Clinchy (2002) has shown the different 
ways that men and women develop knowledge. It is important here to notice 
that the different methods are of equal value. The type of strains and wishes 
felt by young men and women are similar, but it is urgent to notice and 
differentiate between typical male and typical female pathways. Or, as 
Kraemer (2000) expresses it:  
 

Before concluding that maleness is a genetic disorder it is important to note that 
the foregoing data [about gender differences] are embedded in social values 
about normality. (p. 5) 

 
 

Further studies 
 
How can one differentiate between age-typical and general phenomena? Part 
of what is described concerns the actual achievement of adulthood: leaving 
behind the hitherto known and habitual, creating a new identity and making 
decisive life choices. These are strains that belong to this stage in life. This 
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also applies to the complex meaning of study and professional choice, which 
probably does not have any equivalent later in life. The step of breaking up 
awakens depression-like reactions, even if the attitudes of women and of men 
appear to be dissimilar. Several attitudes probably do not differ in any signifi-
cant way from attitudes later in life. This could apply, for example, to the 
various meanings of talking. The results from the Follow-up study and the 
Case study indicate that the gender difference that existed remains, but is less 
pronounced. Likewise, the mentally or physically withdrawing attitudes ap-
pear to be specific for the age period. Continued investigation of the interview 
group may give clearer answers to the questions. 
 
It is also important to continue the follow-up of the informants in order to find 
out when the period of young adulthood ends. The significance of social 
influences has been noticeable, and it is important to investigate in a contin-
ued study not just at which age people consider themselves as adults “for 
real”, but also what helps them in this process. What living conditions or life 
events, rather than which biological age, makes us adults? An analysis of the 
attitudes showed no significant differences between the youngest and the old-
est in the Questionnaire study. The fact that the questionnaire did not show 
any significant differences between the youngest and the oldest does not nec-
essarily mean that age is of no importance. The questionnaire about attitudes 
captures reactions, conceptions and values associated with the psychological 
age, and this does not exactly correspond to the biological age. If one uses 
relatively narrow biological age intervals, it is possible that they do not match 
the psychological changes. Changes in attitudes as seen through a question-
naire can probably only be shown through a longitudinal study over a more 
extended period. Together, these issues provide good reasons for a continued 
follow-up of the group investigated. 
 
Active meetings with life as it goes on seem to keep strains and attitudes mo-
bile. Conversely, the inner time-axis created by background and future seems 
less mobile. One issue for continued research may be to investigate if strains 
and attitudes differ for people seeking, or not seeking psychotherapy respec-
tively. Another issue is whether the inner time-axis is influenced by psycho-
therapy and if, in this case, there is any difference between psychotherapies 
that work only with manifest attitudes compared to psychotherapies that also 
work with the inner time-axis. One way may be to compare people before and 
after various types of psychotherapy to see if the inner time-axis has changed 
in a way that is associated with the type of psychotherapy. 
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A new questionnaire for continued study of male and female attitudes requires 
further development of the question form. An analysis of the items and the 
psychometric characteristics of the scale may be the next step for constructing 
an improved questionnaire. 
 
Mörch's (1995) description of the late-modern, individualistic society which 
unintentionally creates new tensions between groups of successful young 
adults and marginalized young adults is significant. An important question for 
continued research may be to use the interview and analysis model of the 
study to investigate how strains and the context in which these are experi-
enced differ between these two groups of young adults. 
 
A recurring conclusion has been a need to go outside the knowledge sphere 
that uses relating as its hub. A combination of the results from this study and 
from Clinchy’s study may open up new possibilities. One way of achieving a 
better picture of men’s attitudes is to investigate not just the way out of 
strains, but also the way into success. An anonymous young man expressed 
the gender difference recently: “Girls just see problems, guys are more for 
finding solutions.” Investigating both what hinders, the problem, and what is 
hindered, the goal itself, may be different routes for describing what young 
women and men are struggling with. As a first pilot study, all the interviews 
could be scrutinized again with the focus on narratives “beyond the strains”, 
with categories such as Goals in life, the Route to achievement and Obstruc-
tions on the way.  
 
A concordance expressed in different studies is that the strains or wishes are 
similar in men and in women, but that the way of getting there differs. The 
combined impression from different studies within the research area, young 
adults, legitimizes always using a gender perspective for research into human 
beings. I see it rather as a grid through which all research about humans 
should be interpreted. 
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Appendix 1. Instructions for the Interview 
 
 

Aim and approach for the Private theories interview 
 

The aim of this interview is to focus on the informant’s own attempts to give 
meaning to strains in life. The starting point is consistently subjective and 
“narrative”. The task of the interviewer is to collect the informant’s private ideas 
and own narratives about strains in life, attitudes, how they have arisen and future 
attitudes. This interview therefore differs in many ways from ordinary clinical 
interviews and necessitates the interviewer adopting a distinct attitude. The 
interviewer must refrain from and ”bracket” his or her own professional knowledge 
in an attempt to understand and interpret the informant’s narrative. The interviewer 
also needs to endeavour to make it easier for the interviewee to formulate his or her 
own private, “silent” knowledge.  
 
Through his or her approach the interviewer conveys that it is the informant him- or 
herself who has the interpretative privilege, and that the interviewer is genuinely 
interested in the informant’s own perceptions. The interviewer thus seeks (1) the 
informant’s own subjective views and explanations within the given area, and (2) 
concrete examples and episodes that illustrate these notions and explanations. Do 
not satisfy yourself with the informant’s reference to other’s views. Ask, for 
example, “What do you think yourself?” ”How do you see this?” Note that the focus 
in the interview is on the informant’s perceptions and thinking.  
 
The interview is semi-structured and needs to cover the following main areas:  
1. What is the strain? 
2. How did the strain arise? 
3. What is the attitude?  
4. Future attitudes to the same strain? 
5. What has changed? 
6. Something more I have to know to understand? 
 
Each new area is introduced with general questions and followed-up with questions 
seeking concrete examples and specific episodes. Feel free to formulate the follow-
up questions yourself (suggestions in normal brackets). Try to further develop and 
investigate the response, look for its background and illuminate specific areas (use 
the follow-up questions). Investigate further each concrete example and episode by 
asking: “What are your thoughts about this?” “How do you think this is connected 
to what you said earlier?” Do not make artificial efforts to obtain exhaustive 
answers within these areas, and avoid influencing the responses. Do not summarise 
the interviewee’s narrative and refrain, during the interview, from making your own 
interpretations (even “trial interpretations”). The task of the interviewer is instead to 
be open to the interviewee’s own descriptions, ideas, explanations and links 
between them. One way to investigate further is to repeat the interviewee’s own 
formulation. 
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 Appendix 2. Attitudes to Difficulties in Everyday Life 
 

ADEL – A questionnaire in four parts, A - D. 

 
Example: 

When I have too much

…I go to the gym 
…I feel stressed 
This is what it should l
have too much to do. 
 
A. Strains in relationshi
When I feel abandoned or

  1…I daydream about ho
  2 ...I row with someone 
  3…I feel grumpy 
  4…I feel fairly helpless 
  5…I row until it is sorte
  6…I hurt myself 
  7…I shout or throw thin
  8…I write down my tho
  9…I think about commi
10…I talk to someone in 
11…I talk to someone to 
12…I avoid talking about
13…I do things to solve t
14…I think about seeking
15…I meet other friends  
16…I try to think of some
17…I cry  
18…I put all my efforts in
19…I comfort eat or starv
20…I drink beer, wine or
21…I sleep much more th
22…I play computer gam
23…I control my behavio
24…I try to keep to fixed
25…I go away 
26…I fantasize about rev

HOW 

do you react? 

 

 
When they encounter strains in life, people react in different 
ways. Please answer how you react in different situations by 
circling the figure you think is the best fit. 1 means that you never 
react like this and 5 means that you always react like this. If 
several of the alternatives correspond to how you usually react, 
then give a high rating to each of these alternatives. 
   This is how I usually react  to do..... 
never sometimes always 

 1               2             3           4            5 
 1               2             3           4            5 

ook like if you rarely go to the gym and often feel stressed when you 

ps 
        This is how I usually react  quarrel with someone important… 

never sometimes always 
w things could be   1            2            3            4            5 
close to me   1            2            3            4            5 

  1            2            3            4            5 
  1            2            3            4            5 

d out   1            2            3            4            5 
  1            2            3            4            5 

gs   1            2            3            4            5 
ughts   1            2            3            4            5 
tting suicide   1            2            3            4            5 
order to unload myself   1            2            3            4            5 
understand better   1            2            3            4            5 
 it    1            2            3            4            5 
he problem   1            2            3            4            5 
 psychotherapy   1            2            3            4            5 

  1            2            3            4            5 
thing else   1            2            3            4            5 

  1            2            3            4            5 
to work/studies   1            2            3            4            5 
e myself    1            2            3            4            5 
 spirits   1            2            3            4            5 
an usual   1            2            3            4            5 
es, watch film, chat or surf   1            2            3            4            5 
ur, my thoughts or feelings   1            2            3            4            5 
 routines for everyday life   1            2            3            4            5 

  1            2            3            4            5 
enge   1            2            3            4            5 
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27…I try to think out a solution   1            2            3            4            5 
28…I have difficulty sleeping   1            2            3            4            5 
29…I exercise more than usual   1            2            3            4            5 
30…I accuse myself   1            2            3            4            5 
31…I feel worried   1            2            3            4            5 
32…my body hurts   1            2            3            4            5 
33…I do not know what to do   1            2            3            4            5 
34…I feel as if I am losing control    1            2            3            4            5 
35…I use drugs or pills   1            2            3            4            5 
36…I feel as if I cannot go on    1            2            3            4            5 
37…I cannot think out any solution    1            2            3            4            5 
38…I feel like a failure      1            2            3            4            5 
39…it is diff. to understand the meaning of wh is happening   1            2            3            4            5 
40…I think that everything will solve itself   1            2            3            4            5 
 
 
B. Strains from important choices 

           This is how I usually react When I have to make important choices in life, such as what 
to study, what work to do, moving in with a partner …             never sometimes always
  1…I daydream about how things could be   1            2            3            4            5 
  2…I discuss it with someone close to me   1            2            3            4            5 
  3…I feel fairly helpless   1            2            3            4            5 
  4…I am afraid to leave the past behind   1            2            3            4            5 
  5…I think about how the choice will affect me    1            2            3            4            5 
  6…I think about how the choice will affect others’ image of 

me   1            2            3            4            5 

  7…I wonder if I have made the right choice   1            2            3            4            5 
  8…I think about what I am deselecting   1            2            3            4            5 
  9…I am afraid of changing my mind   1            2            3            4            5 
10…I talk to someone else to lessen my worries   1            2            3            4            5 
11…I talk to someone else to find out others’ views   1            2            3            4            5 
12…I talk to someone to confirm that I made the right 

choice   1            2            3            4            5 

13…I avoid talking about it   1            2            3            4            5 
14…I try to think of something else   1            2            3            4            5 
15…I cry   1            2            3            4            5 
16…I put all my efforts into work or studies   1            2            3            4            5 
17…I comfort eat or starve myself    1            2            3            4            5 
18…I drink beer, wine or spirits   1            2            3            4            5 
19…I sleep much more than usual   1            2            3            4            5 
20…I play computer games, watch film, chat or surf   1            2            3            4            5 
21…I try to control my behaviour, thoughts or feelings   1            2            3            4            5 
22…I try to keep to fixed routines for everyday life   1            2            3            4            5 
23…I go away   1            2            3            4            5 
24…I exercise more than usual   1            2            3            4            5 
25…I feel like a fraud   1            2            3            4            5 
26…I try to think out a solution   1            2            3            4            5 
27…I think about how others see me   1            2            3            4            5 
28…I see the situation as an opportunity for development   1            2            3            4            5 
29…my body hurts   1            2            3            4            5 
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30…I have difficulty sleeping   1            2            3            4            5 
31…I exercise more than usual   1            2            3            4            5 
32…I get a bad conscience for some reason   1            2            3            4            5 
33…I feel worried   1            2            3            4            5 
34…I take it easy   1            2            3            4            5 
35…I lose my self-confidence   1            2            3            4            5 
36…I do not know what to do   1            2            3            4            5 
37…I feel as if I am losing control   1            2            3            4            5 
38…I use drugs or pills   1            2            3            4            5 
39…I feel as if there is no solution    1            2            3            4            5 
40…I do not want to become adult    1            2            3            4            5 
41…I think that everything will solve itself   1            2            3            4            5 

 
 

C. Evaluation of the attitude                                   I…. 
The fact that I...                         …do not 

do this 
...do not 
like at all 

...like 
 

...like a lot 
 

  1…daydream      0               1            2            3            4            
  2…row with someone close to me     0               1            2            3            4            
  3…feel grumpy     0               1            2            3            4            
  4…feel fairly helpless     0               1            2            3            4            
  5…row until it is sorted out     0               1            2            3            4            
  6…hurt myself     0               1            2            3            4            
  7…shout or throw things     0               1            2            3            4            
  8…write down my thoughts     0               1            2            3            4            
  9…talk with someone to unload myself     0               1            2            3            4            
10…talk to someone to understand better     0               1            2            3            4            
11…avoid talking      0               1            2            3            4            
12…do something to solve the problem     0               1            2            3            4            
13…think about seeking psychotherapy     0               1            2            3            4            
14…meet my friends      0               1            2            3            4            
15…try to think of other things     0               1            2            3            4            
16…cry       0               1            2            3            4            
17…put all my efforts into work/studies     0               1            2            3            4            
18…comfort eat or starve myself     0               1            2            3            4            
19…drink beer, wine or spirits     0               1            2            3            4            
20…sleep much more than usual     0               1            2            3            4            
21…play computer games, watch film, chat or surf     0               1            2            3            4            
22…control my behaviour, my thoughts or feelings     0               1            2            3            4            
23…try to keep to fixed routines for everyday life     0               1            2            3            4            
24…go away     0               1            2            3            4            
25…fantasize about revenge     0               1            2            3            4            
26…try to think out a solution     0               1            2            3            4            
27…exercise more than usual     0               1            2            3            4            
28…accuse myself     0               1            2            3            4            
29…do not know what to do     0               1            2            3            4            
31…use drugs or pills     0               1            2            3            4            
32…it is difficult to understand the meaning of what 

is happening     0               1            2            3            4             

33…think that it will all sort itself out     0               1            2           3             4            
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D. Background to the strains 

I agree… I think that the strains in my life are due to…                not at all           partly fully 
  1…others’ expectations and conceptions   1            2            3          4           5         
  2…my parents’ betrayal   1            2            3          4           5         
  3…bad circumstances   1            2            3          4           5         
  4…my parents’ own problems    1            2            3          4           5         
  5…experiencing difficult things while growing up   1            2            3          4           5         
  6…becoming like my parents although I absolutely do 

not want to   1            2            3          4           5         
  7…having been badly treated by my partner   1            2            3          4           5         
  8…my parents’ quarreling and/or divorce    1            2            3          4           5         
  9…my own traits and way of being    1            2            3          4           5         
10…my lack of ability   1            2            3          4           5         
11…my poor self-image    1            2            3          4           5         
12…not having an outlet for my feelings   1            2            3          4           5         
13…always having been withdrawn   1            2            3          4           5         
14…having too high expectations of myself   1            2            3          4           5         
15…others’ way of being   1            2            3          4           5         
16…others’ betrayal   1            2            3          4           5         
17…having been abandoned by my partner   1            2            3          4           5         
18…not coping with my studies or my work   1            2            3          4           5         
19…my body   1            2            3          4           5         
20…society’s expectations   1            2            3          4           5         
21…financial difficulties   1            2            3          4           5         
22…having to take too much responsibility   1            2            3          4           5         
23…not knowing what I want   1            2            3          4           5         
24…not having the right experience or education   1            2            3          4           5         
25…all advertising and media images of how one should 

be   1            2            3          4           5         
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Appendix 3. The coding manual  
 
Before the begin  
Open ATLAS.ti and create your own Hermeneutic Unit (HU). A new HU is created for every new 
interview that is coded. Open the document that is to be coded. Proceed to ”Save as”. Go to ”File 
name” and give the file a name according to the following:  
1. An abbreviation with capital letters for the project to which the interview belongs, YP for 

YAPP, YH for YOUTH and PSA for the psychoanalysis project. 
The code for the current interview and your own initials.  
Use capitals and write without spaces. For a YAPP interview with the code 2001, coded by Malin 
Claesson, the file name will therefore be YP2001P1MC. If the document in question is in Word 
you also need to go to the file format and choose ”Only text with text wrapping”. Save. Open Atlas 
and go to ”Documents”. Select ”Assign”. Choose the document you are to code and open it. The 
document name will now appear in the left of the four boxes on the bar and you open it by double-
clicking on it!  
When you finish When you leave ATLAS.ti click OK on everything! 
 
Manual for coding of Private Theories Interviews in ATLAS.ti 
Every interview is coded independently for each rater. The raters are blind as to the person 
and point of time. Read through the manual prior to coding of each interview.  
 
Step 1. Categorise and code the utterances in the primary document  
Note that Step 1 and 2 (Co-coding) can be carried out in parallel. 
In the primary document the utterances are categorised and coded. Note that the same 
utterance can be sorted under several categories. Definitions of the various categories are 
provided below and the headings specify the code that is to be used in ATLAS.ti. The 
coding instructions for ATLAS.ti can be found below in the instruction boxes.  
 
10strain. Utterances about current and earlier strains as well as how these affect the 
person’s daily life, regardless of whether these utterances are direct responses to the 
question about the strains or to another question. If the utterances are direct responses to 
the question about the strains and also contain ideas about how these have arisen, the 
attitudes to strains, they are given a code for all the categories to which they belong. 
Utterances containing manifest notions that are expressly connected to the background to 
the strains are categorised only as background (20background). Utterances containing 
manifest notions that are expressly connected to the attitude to strains are coded only as 
attitude (30attitude), even if they are direct responses to another question. The decisive 
factor in doubtful cases is whether the narrator him- or herself regards his or her utterance 
as a formulation of a strain, as a description of the background to the strain, as a description 
of the attitude, or as thoughts about changes or future attitudes to strains.  

 
20background. All direct responses to the question about how the strains arose, the 
strains’ background and manifest notions that are expressly connected with the background 
of various strains. These utterances contain ideas about how things have become this way, 
thoughts about how things have developed in this manner, or accounts of significant 
experiences or events that the narrator him- or herself associates with how the strains 
began. 

 
30attitude. All direct responses to the question about attitudes and the ways of managing 
strains, as well as episodes and manifest notions that are expressly connected with the 
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attitude to the strains. These utterances contain ideas about what may have been active or 
an obstacle concerning the attitude to the strains.  

 
40change. (Not used in the coding of the first interview.) Only manifest descriptions of 
what has changed after the first contact in the interview situation.  

 
60future. Descriptions of how similar strains could be managed or how one would like to 
manage them in the future.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instruction for ATLAS.ti 
1. Create codes: Go to the third box on the toolbar above the text and double-click on the icon 
beside it. A box will now appear with the heading ”Coding”. Click on the icon furthest to the 
left (white rectangle). Write in this dialogue box (”Open coding”) the code and name of the 
interview with which you are working (e.g. 10problem9811P1), click OK. Repeat this until you 
have written in those codes that you are going to use. Close the dialogue box.  
2. To code utterances: To code an utterance, select it and then right-click. Go to ”Codes” and 
then ”Code by list”. A list will appear with the codes you have created. Mark the code for the 
category the utterance belongs to and then press OK. If the utterance belongs to several 
categories then you choose all the codes in question by pressing Ctrl at the same time as you 
select them and then press OK. 

 
Step 2. Co-coding  
The two coders who have formulated, independently of one another, the main areas for the 
themes in each of the categories. These main areas for the themes are discussed until 
consensus is attained. 
 
Step 3. Formulation of central themes 
Central themes within each category are formulated in third person. The theme that is 
repeated in several utterances or in similar terms is integrated within the same theme. The 
themes do not need to encompass each individual utterance. An utterance should be 
excluded if it occurs only occasionally and is therefore assessed as not having a connection 
to the narrator’s ”inner world” of wishes, fears, fantasies etc. Try to maintain the 
distinctive nature of the language in the utterances when formulating the themes.  
 
Strive to formulate so few and concise themes as possible – without sacrificing the 
essential meaning and content of the narrative. For each category is formulated as many 
themes as are necessary to reflect the central aspect of what is recounted in the utterances 
that have been extracted.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instruction for ATLAS.ti 
Write the themes in Memo that is linked to Code. 
The themes are to be written in a Memo. Go to the fourth box on the toolbar above the text and 
double click on the icon beside it. Click on the white rectangular symbol furthest to the left in the 
window that is opened and assign a name to the Memo according to the following: Theme and the 
name of the code to which the theme belongs, e.g. Theme10problem9811P1 (no spaces). Mark the 
Memo and right-click. Go to ”Link Memo to” and choose ”Codes”. A list of codes will appear. 
Choose the code to which the theme belongs, select it and press OK. Your memo is now linked to 
the code to which it belongs.  
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