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Abstract

Introduction: The expectations that individuals hold about the future can influence the decisions they make
toward achieving their goals. Existing research suggests that parents of autistic adolescents hold expectations
about the future that are significantly related to the postsecondary outcomes they achieve. However, less
research exists about the adolescents’ own expectations and the extent to which autistic adolescents and their
parents agree about the future.
Methods: We used a scoring procedure to ‘‘quantitize’’ semi-structured interview data about what 46
adolescent–parent dyads envisioned for the future of the autistic adolescent across three areas of adulthood
(postsecondary education, employment, and living situation). Adolescents ranged in age from 13 to 19 years
(85.1% male) and were able to participate in a verbal interview. We scored the dyads’ interviews on the extent
to which they agreed or disagreed about the postsecondary future of the adolescent, as well as whose expec-
tations were higher (when they differed).
Results: Fewer than half (37.0%–47.8%) of adolescents and their parents partly or strongly agreed about their
visions for the future in each of the three areas. Only 17.4% of dyads partly or strongly agreed across all three
areas, and 23.9% did not agree in any area. When adolescents’ and parents’ views differed, adolescents were
significantly more likely to have a higher expectation across all three areas ( p’s < 0.01).
Conclusions: Future research is needed to examine the differences in autistic adolescents’ and parents’ visions
of the future, and to explore interventions to support families to work toward shared goals for the future. This
study contributes to a growing body of literature emphasizing the importance of including the perspectives of
autistic adolescents in research and for them to have an active and substantial role in their own transition
planning.
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Community Brief

Why was this study done?

Research shows that the ways that autistic adolescents and parents think about the future can affect their lives in
adulthood. When preparing for adult life, families make decisions based on what they expect and want to
happen (their ‘‘expectations’’). However, parent and adolescent expectations may not be the same. It is im-
portant to know how those expectations are similar and different.

1Department of Occupational and Recreational Therapies and 2Department of Family and Consumer Studies, University of Utah,
Salt Lake City, Utah, USA.

3Kansas University Center on Developmental Disabilities, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas, USA.

AUTISM IN ADULTHOOD
Volume 4, Number 1, 2022
ª Mary Ann Liebert, Inc.
DOI: 10.1089/aut.2020.0061

32



What was the purpose of this study?

In this study, we set out to examine what autistic adolescents expect for themselves as they prepare for
adulthood and compare those with the expectations of their parents. We focused on expectations in three areas
of adult life: higher education, employment, and living arrangements.

What did the researchers do?

We interviewed 46 pairs of parents and autistic adolescents. We asked each parent and adolescent separately
about their expectations for adulthood. Then, we evaluated the information to determine how much agreement
there was between parents and adolescents.

What were the results of the study?

We found that parents and adolescents agreed and disagreed about the same number of times. We consider this
a moderate level of agreement. Fewer than half of adolescents and their parents agreed about their visions for
the future in each of the three areas (higher education, employment, living arrangements). Only a few pairs
(17%) agreed in all three areas. About one-fourth of the pairs (24%) did not agree in any of the areas. In most
pairs, adolescents expected that they would be more independent in adulthood than their parents did.

What do these findings add to what was already known?

Other studies have looked at parent and autistic youth perspectives, but this study directly compared their
visions of the future based on descriptions in their own words. Moderate agreement between parents and
children is seen in families of youth with and without disabilities. Our results show that autistic youth and
families are similar to other families in this way. Earlier studies have also concluded that autistic adolescents
think more positively about their futures than parents do. We measured that, and confirmed it was true for most
of the included participants.

What are the potential weaknesses in the study?

This study allowed for a structured look at the qualitative interview text for 46 parent–adolescent pairs.
However, we did not have enough participants to find out whether characteristics such as age or gender
influenced parent–adolescent agreement. We also did not ask adolescent participants whether they agreed with
their parents. We collected information through spoken interviews, which excluded participants with limited
speech communication. Our participants were also similar in their racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic back-
grounds. More research is needed with participants from different backgrounds.

How will these findings help autistic adults now or in the future?

This study provides evidence that parents and adolescents often have different expectations for adulthood. It is
important that adolescents are included in discussions and planning about their future. Otherwise, providers may
focus on parents’ expectations, which may not fully support the adolescent. These findings also point to the
need for studies helping parents and autistic adolescents to communicate about their goals and desires for the
future.

Introduction

As autistic people age into adulthood, many expe-
rience challenges and frustrations finding a satisfying

adult life path.1,2 Studies suggest that many autistic people
and their families desire community employment, self-
determined living arrangements, social engagement, finan-
cial security, quality of life, well-being, and happiness in
adulthood.3–7 However, evidence on autistic adult outcomes
indicate that those goals are not often met. Review data
show challenges in areas such as employment, independent
living, and social participation.8 Autistic adults’ reported
quality of life is also lower than in the general population.9

However, each individual and their family may have their
own perspectives about desirable adult outcomes.10 The

transition to adulthood—beginning in adolescence—is a
critical time when adolescents and their families often begin
to think about and make preparations for adult life.11–13

What individuals expect for their own futures (i.e., ex-
pectations) can influence their decision making, leading to
differences in what ultimately happens.14 This relationship is
supported theoretically by the Expectancy-Value Theory of
Achievement Motivation (E-V theory) and in empirical
work.14–18 Kirby19 extended E-V theory to consider the role
of parents’ expectations in influencing the transition process
for autistic adolescents. Using structural equation modeling
with a nationally representative sample of autistic youth,
Kirby found that parents’ expectations during their child’s
adolescence acted as a significant mediator predicting their
later postsecondary outcomes.19 Further evidence suggests

PARENT–ADOLESCENT ALIGNMENT 33



that parent expectations for autistic youth influence transi-
tion preparation activities20,21—clarifying the ways that
parents’ expectations can ultimately inform adult outcomes.
However, the availability of evidence about parents’ ex-
pectations does not imply that they replace the importance
of adolescent expectations for the future. As the E-V theory
posits, adolescent expectations play a critical role in de-
termining their own efforts and choices related to preparing
for their futures.14,15

Existing qualitative and quantitative studies offer insights
about the relationship between parent and adolescent per-
ceptions during the transition to adulthood. Qualitative
studies illustrate complex tensions in the parent–child rela-
tionship during the transition to adulthood22; Cheak-Zamora
et al.23 identified that although both parents and autistic ad-
olescents desire adolescent independence, parents may have
more concerns about the transition to adulthood than autistic
adolescents. A quantitative study also looked at the parent–
adolescent agreement related to transition; a longitudinal
analysis of 1940 students with a wide range of disabilities
(including autism) suggested that the postsecondary expec-
tations of parents and adolescents weakly-to-moderately
correlated with each other.24 Adolescents’ expectations were
consistently more independent (e.g., living in the community
and earning enough to support themselves) than the expec-
tations of their parents.24 The authors also found that both
adolescents’ and parents’ expectations predicted youth
postsecondary outcomes. Specifically, adolescents’ expec-
tations were stronger predictors of their postsecondary out-
comes in the areas of education and independent living,
whereas parents’ expectations were stronger predictors of
employment and financial independence.24 Thus, although
they may disagree, both parent and youth expectations relate
to future outcomes in different ways.

Disagreements between parents and youth about the
youth’s future may lead to confusion about goals and prior-
ities during the transition planning process.22 According to
studies of school transition involvement, parents are often
involved in goal setting and decision making during the
transition, whereas autistic youth participate infrequent-
ly.25–27 Further, research shows that documented transition
goals often do not align with the stated desires of autistic
youth.26 Thus, when there is disagreement, goals may rely
only on parental or professional perspectives.28 Meanwhile,
evidence shows that youth require opportunities to make
decisions and set goals for themselves to develop self-
determination skills that are critical for adult life.28–30

As described, studies show that both parent and adolescent
expectations for the future influence postsecondary out-
comes, yet autistic adolescents and their parents may have
differing perspectives about the future. Prior qualitative
studies have examined similarities and differences in how
parents and autistic youth broadly discuss transition, and a
prior quantitative study has specifically compared Likert
scale ratings of future expectations from parents and youth
with disabilities. However, no studies have compared and
contrasted autistic adolescent and parent visions of the future
in their own words (similar to how differences could present
during discussions at home or during a transition-planning
meeting). In the current study, we aimed at comparing visions
for the future that autistic adolescents and their parents dis-
cussed in separate semi-structured interviews to assess: (1)

how aligned their visions were in the areas of postsecondary
education, employment, and living situation, and (2) whose
expectation was higher across those same three areas.

Methods

The current study used semi-structured interview data
collected as part of three different projects led by the same
principal investigator in two U.S. states. We obtained In-
stitutional Review Board approval from the University of
North Carolina and the University of Utah.

Participants

Our analysis included interviews from 46 autistic adoles-
cents (ages 13–19 years) and their parents. Two of the parents
were fathers (4.3%), and the majority (95.7%) were mothers.
We recruited participants through flyers sent to clinics and
community organizations supporting autistic youth or their
families. Inclusion criteria differed slightly across the three
projects, but all participants had previously received an au-
tism diagnosis, all had the speaking ability to participate in an
in-person spoken semi-structured interview, and most antic-
ipated receipt of a high school diploma. Two of the three
projects focused on youth anticipating a diploma, since they
often receive fewer transition supports31 and we aimed at
developing an intervention to improve transition support.
Prior publications provide additional details about recruit-
ment and study criteria for the three studies (see also Sup-
plementary Data, Supplementary Tables S1 and S2).5,32,33

For the current study, we removed three sets of interviews
from our dataset to ensure independence in the sample

Table 1. Participant Descriptive Information

Characteristic n (%)

Adolescent age, mean (SD) 15.7 (1.3)
Adolescent gender

Male 39 (84.8)
Female 7 (15.2)

Adolescent race and ethnicitya

White 39 (84.8)
Black 4 (8.7)
Mixed race 3 (6.5)
Hispanic 4 (8.7)

Adolescent autism traitsb

Subclinical 4 (8.7)
Mild–moderate 18 (39.1)
Severe 24 (52.2)

Adolescent cognitive estimate,c mean (SD) 105.8 (15.7)
Household income

p$29,000 5 (10.9)
$30,000–$79,999 17 (37.0)
q$80,000 24 (52.2)

aEthnicity was asked separate from race, so total does not add to
100%.

bAutism traits were classified by using the Social Responsiveness
Scale (1st or 2nd edition).34,35

cCognitive estimate was derived by using the Wechlser
Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (2nd edition)36; the total N = 35
for cognitive estimate, as we did not collect it in all of the studies
from which we drew data.

SD, standard deviation.
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(removed one adolescent each from two sets of siblings [one
selected randomly and the other due to missing data], and the
first set of interviews from the one dyad who participated in
two of the projects). Table 1 contains additional information
about participant characteristics.

Data collection

In all three projects, we conducted semi-structured quali-
tative interviews with autistic adolescent and parent dyads. We
conducted the interviews with each adolescent first and then
their parent separately. During interviews, we asked adoles-
cents and parents what they envisioned for the adolescent’s
future after high school, and we prompted them to consider
various aspects of postsecondary life including education,
employment, and living situation (as well as additional ques-
tions not analyzed in the present study; see Supplemental Data
for full interview guides, Supplementary Table S3). We con-
ducted all interviews in person, audio recorded them when
permitted (two adolescents opted not to be recorded, so the
interviewer took notes), and finally transcribed them verbatim.

Other relevant data collected at the time of the interview
included demographic information (collected from parents),
the Social Responsiveness Scale (1st or 2nd edition)34,35 as an
estimate of autistic traits (collected from parents), and the
Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (2nd edition)36 as a
cognitive estimate (collected from adolescents). Participants
provided consent and/or assent (if younger than 18 years) to
participate in the study and received compensation for their time.

Scoring procedure

To achieve the aims of this study, we transformed the
qualitative data from semi-structured interviews into a nu-
merical format.37 The process of converting qualitative data
into a numerical format for quantitative analysis is referred to
as ‘‘quantitizing’’ and falls under the umbrella of mixed-
methods research approaches.37 We had not planned to
quantitize the data before data collection, but we made this
decision after examining the data and noticing a range of
similarities and differences in adolescents’ and parents’ vi-
sions for the future. Prior qualitative studies have included
both autistic youth and their parents, and we developed
themes about the transition to adulthood relevant to both
groups.3,22,23 Those studies examined broader themes (e.g.,
‘‘Desire for Independence’’23), and they qualitatively com-
pared parent and adolescent perspectives. In the current
analysis, we sought to more specifically compare and contrast
the described future visions within each dyad.

As this was a secondary data analysis, the approach our
team used in the current analysis differs from the original
intent and epistemological orientation for the interviews. In
particular, the designed intent of the interviews was to ex-
plore how parents and youth each discuss the future within a
realist/essentialist qualitative framework.38 However, to
conduct the quantitizing process and compare perspectives
within each dyad, our research team adopted a pragmatic
approach consistent with a mixed-methods orientation.39 We
developed a coding scheme to score the future visions re-
ported during interviews on the degree of dyad agreement or
disagreement in three areas of adulthood (i.e., postsecondary
education, employment, and living situation; each of which
was prompted by the interviewer during the semi-structured

interviews if they had not been discussed) as well as to in-
dicate whose expectations (the parent’s or adolescent’s) were
higher (more independent) in each area.

We rated agreement and disagreement on a 5-point scale
from ‘‘strongly disagree’’ (i.e., dyad made statements in di-
rect opposition) to ‘‘strongly agree’’ (i.e., dyads’ visions were
very closely aligned), with a score of 3 representing ‘‘neither
agree nor disagree.’’ We also scored each area on a 3-point
scale to indicate that the (1) parent’s expectation was higher,
(2) neither expectation was higher, or (3) youth expectation
was higher. Although the identification of a ‘‘higher’’ ex-
pectation is not a completely objective determination, we
developed criteria for operationalization. In our scoring, we
considered a higher score to be one that would require the
adolescent to demonstrate greater independence (e.g., living
away from home) and a lower expectation was less inde-
pendent or the interviewee specifically discussed doubts
about the vision of the other (e.g., ‘‘I don’t know that he has
the stamina to make it through the schooling’’). While we
acknowledge that this determination is subjective and cul-
turally situated, we developed the criteria in an attempt to
compare the desires of members of the individual family. If
one member described a vision of independence, we labeled
that as a ‘‘higher’’ expectation. If neither member of the dyad
referred to aspects of independence, then we assigned the
neutral score. As a research team, we regularly discussed our
intention to remain impartial as to whether certain desired
outcomes were ‘‘better’’ or whether certain visions were
‘‘realistic’’ during the scoring process. Rather, we aimed at
focusing on the desires and visions expressed by participants
within each dyad and at comparing them within the dyad.

Before analysis, we inputted key information and quotes
from each interview into a table, with adolescent and parent
perspectives side-by-side, separated by the area of adulthood.
A second team member reviewed the table and transcripts to
ensure that the table captured all relevant information. We
then scored each dyad in all three areas on both scales. Two
team members first independently scored the data. The team
then reviewed and discussed disagreements, and three team
members completed consensus coding. The coding agree-
ment for the scoring system was 81.5% (75.5% for agreement
scores and 86.4% for expectation scores). In the analyses
(described next), we utilized collapsed versions of the
agreement variable (reducing it from five levels to focus on a
binary of agree or disagree)—when calculating coding
agreement by using the collapsed scores, we had 85.4%
agreement (84.4% for collapsed agreement scores).

Data analysis

To answer our research questions, we tallied and calcu-
lated percentages for each score level. We then compared
proportions of agreement and disagreement (with collapsed
scores), as well as proportions of higher expectations, using
non-parametric binomial tests to determine whether the
proportions differed from 0.50 (comparing two proportions;
neutral scores excluded from analysis).

Results

Table 2 presents tallies and percentages showing each le-
vel of agreement and expectation scoring across all three
areas of adulthood. Table 3 contains example quotes for each
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score. Binomial tests indicated that proportions of agreement
and disagreement did not significantly differ within all
three areas of adulthood. For visions of postsecondary edu-
cation, 47.8% of dyads partly or strongly agreed, whereas
37.0% partly or strongly disagreed (proportions = 0.56 and
0.44; p = 0.52). For employment, 47.8% of dyads partly or
strongly agreed, whereas 30.4% partly or strongly disagreed
(proportions = 0.61 and 0.39; p = 0.24). For living situation,
37.0% of dyads partly or strongly agreed and 37.0% partly or
strongly disagreed (proportions = 0.50 and 0.50; p = 1.00).
Only 8 dyads (17.4%) partly or strongly agreed across all
three areas, whereas 32 (69.6%) partly or strongly disagreed
about at least one area of adulthood. Eleven dyads (23.9%)
did not have any agreement.

Adolescents were significantly more likely to have higher
expectations than their parents across all three examined ar-
eas. Overall, 43.5% of adolescents had a more independent
vision of their future postsecondary education, compared
with 6.5% of parents (proportions = 0.87 and 0.13; p < 0.001).
Overall, 45.7% of adolescents had a more independent vision
of their future employment, compared with 2.2% of parents
(proportions = 0.95 and 0.05; p < 0.001). Overall, 43.5% of
adolescents had a more independent vision (e.g., living in the
community, outside the family home), compared with 10.9%
of parents (proportions = 0.80 and 0.20; p < 0.01).

Discussion

Several studies have collected qualitative data from au-
tistic adolescents and their parents and provided impressions
about similarities and differences in how they talk about the
future and the transition process.3,22,23 However, these tra-
ditional qualitative approaches have not allowed for a spe-
cific comparison of dyad visions for the future. In the current

study, we used quantitative scoring to systematically com-
pare autistic adolescent and parent perspectives about visions
for the future from interviews about adulthood. We found
that very few of the adolescent–parent dyads we interviewed
agreed about their visions of the future consistently across
three areas of adulthood (postsecondary education, employ-
ment, and living situation). However, the majority of dyads
showed some degree of agreement in at least one area. This
suggests that families may be discussing the future in their
households and working to attain some shared visions for the
future, despite disagreements in some areas. In a prior study
by our team (that used N = 15 of the participants included in
the current study), we asked parents of autistic youth what
transition preparation activities their families did across an
academic school year, finding that having discussions about
the future was the most highly endorsed activity.40 Prior re-
search also shows that having discussions about the future at
home predicts greater involvement in school-based transition
planning, which is associated with higher rates of postsec-
ondary education participation.25,26

Based on our analysis, autistic adolescents and their
parents agreed and disagreed about their visions of the future
at similar rates and consistently across different areas of
adulthood. Our finding of moderate agreement between
parent and adolescent perspectives is generally consistent
with prior literature. A study measuring congruence of the
perspectives of adolescents with special health care needs
and their parents about transition readiness indicated that
30%–40% of dyads were noncongruent.41 A review sum-
marizing findings from more than 10,000 parent–child dyads
on health-related assessments found moderate to poor
agreement.42 Although one may not expect parents and
adolescents—especially across a broad age range—to agree
about their visions for the future, there is practical relevance.

Table 2. Agreement and Expectation Ratings in Postsecondary Education,

Employment, and Living Situation

Code Description

Postsecondary
education,

n (%)
Employment,

n (%)

Living
situation,

n (%)

Strongly disagree Statements are in direct opposition of one another 6 (13.0) 6 (13.0) 3 (6.5)
Partly disagree Statements do not align with parts of the other

person’s vision, but some parts do align. Includes
statements questioning if the main vision of the
other is possible and/or listing concerns

11 (23.9) 8 (17.4) 14 (30.4)

Neither agree nor
disagree

Statements reflecting visions that could both turn out
(i.e., not agreeing but not in opposition);
complementary

3 (6.5) 7 (15.2) 9 (19.6)

Partly agree Agreeing about the majority or main visions but not
exactly matching; questioning smaller aspects of
the vision

11 (23.9) 17 (37.0) 12 (26.1)

Strongly agree Very closely aligned visions 11 (23.9) 5 (10.9) 5 (10.9)
Parent’s expectation

is higher
Parent expects adolescent to be more independent as

an adult than adolescent expects, and/or youth
identified doubts about the outcome

3 (6.5) 1 (2.2) 5 (10.9)

Neither expectation
is higher

Neither expectation is higher 19 (41.3) 21 (45.7) 18 (39.1)

Adolescent’s
expectation is
higher

Adolescent expects to be more independent as an
adult than parent expects, and/or parent identified
doubts about the outcome

20 (43.5) 21 (45.7) 20 (43.5)

Missing Interview data were not codable 4 (8.7) 3 (6.5) 3 (6.5)
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Table 3. Examples of Matched Adolescent and Parent Quotes for Various Codes

Agreement Adolescent quotes Parent quotes

Strongly disagree ‘‘If [I live] in the U.S., here in [same state]. If it’s
somewhere else in the world, probably either
Slovenia, Austria, Belgium, Thailand, or
Vietnam..I’ve gone to all of them.’’

‘‘I have a hard time imagining that she’s going to
be independent, that she can manage the basic
needs as budget and physical appearance and
eating habits.’’

‘‘My longest-term goal is to get married and have
children.I would like to be able to provide for
that family.I try to be as self-sufficient as I
can.that is essential for me moving out’’

‘‘We wouldn’t mind him having opportunities for
either living with some other people on his
own. You know in a, I don’t know, do they
call them group homes?’’

‘‘Well I want to go into the [local public
university’s video game design program].I’m
big into video game design and, uh I’ve done a
lot of camps’’

So is [that program] a bachelor’s degree?
‘‘Um, I think it’s four years, yeah.[Then] after I

get the degree I want to start my own company.
So I want to be like, kind of like Microsoft in a
way. Where I make my own consoles and
games and then also publishing other people’s
games. And I’ll want to get big into virtual
reality stuff; I feel like it’s going to be the
future.’’

‘‘[His] understanding of the future is that he’s
going to design an app and he’s going to get
paid millions of dollars and that’s going to take
care of everything.’’

So you’re feeling right now like a four year
school’s not really.?

‘‘It breaks my heart but I don’t see it happening .
So I mean I would like to see him do you know
a trade school or there’s all these things,
[maybe] a shorter program.’’

Partly disagree ‘‘I do plan on going to college at some point after
high school.I do have my eye set on [named
specific large university with >30,000
students]’’

‘‘You know maybe he could transfer down to a
university, or up to a university at any time, but
right now I kinda see the smaller. Something
that’s a little more manageable for him.’’

‘‘I’m going to major in veterinary medicine.’’
‘‘I might do a sub major in aquatic so that way I

might be able to help at the, at the SPCA, at the
shelters.’’

He talked about being a vet, do you see that as a
possibility for him? ‘‘Um, but I don’t know that
he has the stamina to make it through the
schooling or the discipline to be able to make it
through. I worry about his ability to be
organized enough to get through college and
particularly that school.’’

‘‘I’m interested in being a medical
assistant.that’s my dream job. Like when I’m
out of [my high school] I’m planning to go to
[local community college] to join a nursing
program.Soon as I get my diploma [I’m]
probably gonna [go to community college] and
get a job.’’

So you think you’ll work part time and take
classes?

‘‘Yes.Probably [take classes] at night time’’

She was talking about working and then going to
school at night or something like that.‘‘I think
it’s a great plan. Um, physically and mentally,
I’m not sure she could handle that big of a
schedule’’

Neither agree
nor disagree

‘‘I want to live in [different state].’’ ‘‘I do see him making enough to provide for
himself.’’

And you said providing for himself.Is that him
living on his own, you think?

‘‘Mhmm. Yes those are my goals, that’s what I
envision’’

Partly agree ‘‘[small out-of-state private university]’s my
number one. I’d say [medium-size out-of-state
private university]’s my number two. And
number three is.I kind of use three as my
fallback. That’d probably be the [large local
public university] or [small local private
college].’’

‘‘Our goal has always been for our kids to go
away for college. We think it’s really important
but, looking at reality, my husband and I have
talked about how that may not happen.We’ve
looked at smaller schools, five thousand
students or less.I’m really afraid that he’ll get
lost at the [large local public university]’’

(continued)
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Visions for the future can shape transition goals and transition
preparation activities.20,21 If only parent or professional
perspectives are driving goal setting and decision making,
then youth may not have access to the opportunities needed to
work toward their goals.28

We also found that parents most often had less independent
views of their adolescents’ futures than the adolescent had,
meaning that parents planned to provide much more support
for their adolescent than the adolescent envisioned needing.
Parents have a broad view of the developmental trajectory of
their child and opportunities to see potential challenges and
needed supports for youth to be successful.43 In the inter-
views, parents who disagreed with their child’s visions of the
future often presented concerns and doubts about their ability
to achieve those visions.32,43 These findings are consistent
with research indicating that parents of autistic adolescents
perceive greater problems than their child perceives, such as
in the areas of anxiety and social functioning.3,44–46 Although
our results may not be surprising, they are concerning given
research that suggests a relationship between parent expec-
tations and employment for youth with disabilities, including
autistic youth.19,47 The findings from this study suggest that
more research is needed to understand the degree to which
differences in parent and adolescent expectations of the fu-
ture relate to more restrictive adult outcomes (e.g., living or
working in nonintegrated settings). In addition, this research
highlights the need for more research on effective methods
for aligning future visions and increasing expectations for
autistic youth, which can promote the development of self-
determination and positive adult outcomes.

Prior studies examined predictors of parent–child agree-
ment in autism literature as well as more broadly, finding that
characteristics such as age, gender, and level of functioning

were not significantly related to the level of agreement.42,48

In our study, we did not have adequate statistical power to test
for differences based on adolescent or parent factors. Future
research should attend to parent factors since prior studies
suggest that parent psychological factors (e.g., beliefs, de-
pression, anxiety) relate to parent expectations.32,49 Further,
although we could not examine the linkage between adoles-
cent or parent visions of the future and their longitudinal
postsecondary outcomes in the current study, we know from
prior research among youth with disabilities that both can be
significant predictors of outcomes.24 This study contributes
to a growing body of literature emphasizing the importance
of including the perspectives of autistic adolescents in re-
search and for them to have an active and substantial role in
their own transition planning, rather than focusing only on the
perspectives of parents.1,3,5

This study has several limitations to consider. First is the
subjective nature of the scoring system. Although it offers a
more structured examination of qualitative data, it does not
reflect the strengths of a well-designed, psychometrically
validated quantitative study. Further, because we did not plan
for this analysis before data collection, we did not consis-
tently prompt adolescents and parents about where their vi-
sions aligned and differed. Although we considered a large
sample for qualitative interview research, our sample was
relatively small for quantitative analyses and we lacked the
statistical power to examine potential associations between
the scored variables and participant characteristics. In addi-
tion, as is the case with much research in this area, our sample
was primarily White and had more financial resources. Al-
though about a quarter of our sample represented racial or
ethnic diversity, more research is needed to understand the
unique transition needs of autistic adolescents of color.

Table 3. (Continued)

Agreement Adolescent quotes Parent quotes

Strongly agree Do you know what you’re going to do when you’re
18?

‘‘Wildlife. Wash the animals, wild animals.’’
Okay, so working with animals?
‘‘Yeah.’’

He mentioned to me that he might want to work
with animals.for a job, is that something you
see him doing?

‘‘Oh yeah, definitely, yeah, I think he would be
very competent. we’ve talked about doing
wildlife rehab, and um, you know, being able to
feed animals and um, chop up vegetables for
them, or, doing cage, maybe clean the cage, or
even socializing animals, um, so yea, that I
think that’s a good possibility.’’

‘‘Something in animation video game or
something with, dealing with writing maybe.
I was hoping to, becoming like a game
designer.’’

‘‘I mean she definitely has expressed interest in
computers and that has kind of changed over
time. At first it was coding and now it is a little
more animation and like she definitely wants to
do stuff. She has worked a little bit with a
company downtown.. They (the company)
have an apprenticeship, which, I thought
wouldn’t be a bad idea, um, to work with some
companies and see how she does’’

‘‘I’m hoping to get into college.I’m currently
scoring points [earning credits] in [large local
public university], so I might actually attend
[there].But since there are other colleges, I’d
like to see what’s out there.’’

‘‘I think she can do college because when she
finds something that she loves.she just eats it
up.’’

Note: Text in italics indicate quotes from the interviewer.
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Finally, the inclusion criteria for some of the contributing
projects eliminated adolescents with less speech communi-
cation and those who were not planning to receive a high
school diploma. Future research should examine the per-
spectives of a broader range of autistic adolescents and their
transition planning needs.

In practice, providers supporting transition planning
should avoid over-valuing the perspectives of parents, con-
sidering that these may not align with adolescent goals and
likely are less independent than adolescent goals. Interven-
tion approaches such as person-centered planning may be
effective at supporting adolescent-focused goals,50–52 yet the
contributions of families in this process are less clearly de-
fined.53 There is some promising evidence in the area of
family-focused transition interventions,54–58 and future re-
search should examine interventions to support families to
work together toward shared goals for the future.

Conclusion

By comparing interviews conducted separately with au-
tistic adolescents and their parents, we identified moderate
rates of agreement across several areas of adulthood. Future
research is needed to explore interventions to support fami-
lies to work toward shared goals for the future. The findings
of this study emphasize the importance of including the
perspectives of autistic adolescents in research and for them
to have an active and substantial role in their own transition
planning.

Authorship Confirmation Statement

A.V.K. developed the idea for the project, conducted data
collection, conducted data analysis, and wrote the article.
M.L.D. and E.E.D. developed the idea for the project, as-
sisted with data analysis, and edited the article. A.N.D., A.M.,
and J.H. transcribed interviews, conducted data coding and
analysis, and edited the article. All authors have reviewed and
approved of the article. This article has been submitted solely
to this journal and is not published, in press, or submitted
elsewhere.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank the organizations in Utah
and North Carolina that supported recruitment, Michael
Himle who provided mentorship on this project, and addi-
tional team members who worked to collect and/or transcribe
the interviews included in this article. They especially thank
the adolescents and parents who participated in interviews.

Author Disclosure Statement

No competing financial interests exist.

Funding Information

Funding to support the data collection included in this
article came from a number of sources, including a Society
for the Study of Occupation (SSO:USA) Student Research
Grant, a University of Utah College of Health Seed Grant, a
Consortium for Families and Health Research Pilot Grant,
and an American Occupational Therapy Foundation grant.
A portion of Dr. Kirby’s and Mr. Henderson’s time was also

supported through the University of Utah Program in Per-
sonalized Health and National Center for Advancing Trans-
lational Sciences of the National Institutes of Health under
Award Number KL2TR001065.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary Data
Supplementary Table S1
Supplementary Table S2
Supplementary Table S3

References

1. Cheak-Zamora N, Teti M, First J. ‘‘Transitions are scary for
our kids, and they’re scary for us’’: Family member and
youth perspectives on the challenges of transitioning to
adulthood with autism. J Appl Res Intellect Disabil. 2015;
28(6):548–560.

2. Kapp SK, Gantman A, Laugeson EA. Transition to adulthood
for high-functioning individuals with autism spectrum disor-
ders. In: Mohammadi MR, ed. A Comprehensive Book on
Autism Spectrum Disorders. China: InTech; 2011;451–478.

3. Cribb S, Kenny L, Pellicano E. ‘‘I definitely feel more in
control of my life’’: The perspectives of young autistic
people and their parents on emerging adulthood. Autism.
2019;23(7):1765–1781.

4. Henninger NA, Taylor JL. Family perspectives on a suc-
cessful transition to adulthood for individuals with dis-
abilities. Intellect Dev Disabil. 2014;52(2):98–111.

5. Kirby AV, Schneider M, Diener M, Henderson J. ‘‘Who is
going to pay for the Wi-Fi?’’ exploring adulthood from the
perspectives of autistic youth. Autism Adulthood. 2019;
1(1):37–43.

6. Poon KK, Koh L, Magiati I. Parental perspectives on the
importance and likelihood of adult outcomes for children
with autism spectrum disorders, intellectual disabilities or
multiple disabilities. Res Autism Spect Disord. 2013;7(2):
382–390.

7. Sosnowy C, Silverman C, Shattuck P. Parents’ and young
adults’ perspectives on transition outcomes for young
adults with autism. Autism. 2018;22(1):29–39.

8. Steinhausen HC, Mohr Jensen C, Lauritsen MB. A sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis of the long-term overall
outcome of autism spectrum disorders in adolescence and
adulthood. Acta Psychiatr Scand. 2016;133(6):445–452.

9. Mason D, McConachie H, Garland D, Petrou A, Rodgers J,
Parr JR. Predictors of quality of life for autistic adults.
Autism Res. 2018;11(8):1138–1147.

10. Taylor JL. Editorial: When is a good outcome actually
good? Autism. 2017;21(8):918–919.

11. Arnett JJ. Emerging adulthood: A theory of development
from the late teens through the twenties. Am Psychol. 2000;
55(5):469–480.

12. Hendricks DR, Wehman P. Transition from school to
adulthood for youth with autism spectrum disorders: Re-
view and recommendations. Focus Autism Other Dev
Disabil. 2009;24(2):77–88.

13. Keller TE, Cusick GR, Courtney ME. Approaching the
transition to adulthood: Distinctive profiles of adolescents
aging out of the child welfare system. Soc Serv Rev. 2007;
81(3):453–484.

14. Wigfield A, Eccles JS. Expectancy-value theory of
achievement motivation. Contemp Educ Psychol. 2000;25:
68–81.

PARENT–ADOLESCENT ALIGNMENT 39



15. Eccles JS, Wigfield A. Motivational beliefs, values, and
goals. Annu Rev Psychol. 2002;53(1):109–132.

16. Betz NE, Hackett G. The relationship of mathematics self-
efficacy expectations to the selection of science-based
college majors. J Vocat Behav. 1983;23(3):329–345.

17. Hollinger CL. Self-perception and the career aspirations of
mathematically talented female adolescents. J Vocat Behav.
1983;22(1):49–62.

18. Eccles JS, Barber B, Jozefowicz D. Linking gender to ed-
ucational, occupational, and recreational choices: Applying
the Eccles et al. model of achievement-related choices. In:
Swann WB, Jr., Langlois JH, Gilbert LA, eds. Sexism and
Stereotypes in Modern Society: The Gender Science of
Janet Taylor Spence. Washington, DC: American Psycho-
logical Association; 1999;153–192.

19. Kirby AV. Parent expectations mediate outcomes for young
adults with autism spectrum disorder. J Autism Dev Disord.
2016;46:1643–1655.

20. Holmes LG, Kirby AV, Strassberg DS, Himle MB. Parent
expectations and preparatory activities as adolescents with
ASD transition to adulthood. J Autism Dev Disord. 2018;
48:2925–2937.

21. Kirby AV, Feldman KJC, Hoffman JM, Diener ML, Himle
MB. Transition preparation activities and expectations for
the transition to adulthood among parents of autistic youth.
Res Autism Spect Disord. 2020;78:101640.

22. Van Hees V, Roeyers H, De Mol J. Students with autism
spectrum disorder and their parents in the transition into
higher education: Impact on dynamics in the parent–child
relationship. J Autism Dev Disord. 2018;48(10):3296–3310.

23. Cheak-Zamora NC, Teti M, Mauer-Batier A, Koegler E.
Exploration and comparison of adolescents with autism
spectrum disorder and their caregiver’s perspectives on
transitioning to adult health care and adulthood. J Pediatr
Psychol. 2017;42(9):1028–1039.

24. Kirby AV, Dell’armo K, Persch A. Differences in youth
and parent postsecondary expectations for youth with dis-
abilities. J Vocat Rehabil. 2019;51:77–86.

25. Griffin MM, Taylor JL, Urbano RC, Hodapp RM. In-
volvement in transition planning meetings among high
school students with autism spectrum disorders. J Spec
Educ. 2014;47(4):256–264.

26. Wei X, Wagner M, Hudson L, Yu JW, Javitz H. The effect
of transition planning participation and goalsetting on col-
lege enrollment among youth with autism spectrum disor-
ders. Remedial Spec Educ. 2016;37(1):3–14.

27. Wagner M, Newman L, Cameto R, Javitz H, Valdes K.
A national picture of parent and youth participation in IEP
and transition planning meetings. J Disabil Policy Stud.
2012;23(3):140–155.

28. Hodgetts S, Richards K, Park E. Preparing for the future:
Multi-stakeholder perspectives on autonomous goal setting
for adolescents with autism spectrum disorders. Disabil
Rehabil, 2018;40(20):2372–2379.

29. Wehmeyer ML, Shogren KA, Little TD, Lopez SJ. De-
velopment of Self-Determination Through the Life-Course.
Netherlands: Springer; 2017.

30. Shogren KA, Wehmeyer ML, Palmer SB, Forber-Pratt AJ,
Little TJ, Lopez S. Causal agency theory: Re-
conceptualizing a functional model of self-determination.
Educ Train Autism Dev Disabil. 2015;50(3):251.

31. Taylor JL, Henninger NA, Mailick MR. Longitudinal patterns
of employment and postsecondary education for adults with
autism and average-range IQ. Autism. 2015;19:785–793.

32. Kirby AV, Bagatell N, Baranek GT. The formation of
postsecondary expectations among parents of youth with
autism spectrum disorder. Focus Autism Other Dev Disabil.
2020;35(2):118–128.

33. Warren N, Eatchel B, Kirby A, Diener M, Wright C,
D’Astous V. Parent-identified strengths of autistic youth.
Autism. 2021;25(1):79–89.

34. Constantino JN, Gruber CP. The Social Responsiveness
Scale: Manual. Los Angeles, CA: Western Psychological
Services; 2005.

35. Constantino JN, Gruber CP. Social Responsiveness Scale–
Second Edition: Manual. Torrance, CA: Western Psycho-
logical Services; 2012.

36. Wechsler D. Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence–
Second Edition. San Antonio, TX: Pearson; 2011.

37. Sandelowski M, Voils CI, Knafl G. On quantitizing. J Mix
Methods Res. 2009;3(3):208–222.

38. Terry G, Hayfield N, Clarke V, Braun V. Thematic anal-
ysis. In: Willig C, Stainton-Rogers W, eds. Qualitative
Research in Psychology. London: SAGE; 2017;17–37.

39. Plano Clark VL, Creswell JW. The Mixed Methods Reader.
London: SAGE; 2008.

40. Kirby AV, Diener ML, Adkins DE, Wright C. Transition
preparation activities in families of youth on the autism
spectrum: Preliminary study using repeated assessments
across a school year. PLoS One. 2020;15(4):e0231551.

41. Knapp C, Huang I, Hinojosa M, Baker K, Sloyer
P. Assessing the congruence of transition preparedness as
reported by parents and their adolescents with special
health care needs. Matern Child Health. 2013;17(2):352–
358.
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