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Transition Satisfaction and Family Well Being Among Parents
of Young Adults With Severe Intellectual Disability

Cameron L. Neece, Bonnie R. Kraemer, and Jan Blacher

Abstract
The transition from high school to adulthood is a critical life stage that entails many changes,
especially for youth with severe intellectual disability. The transition period may be especially
stressful for the families of these young adults, who often experience a sudden change, or decrease,
in services. However, little research has examined what constitutes a successful transition for the
families of these individuals. The present study examined parent perspectives of transition for 128
young adults with severe intellectual disability, specifically, parent satisfaction with transition. Re-
sults suggested that transition satisfaction is related to young adult, family, and environmental
characteristics, with environmental characteristics being the strongest predictors of transition sat-
isfaction. Furthermore, transition satisfaction is related to multiple measures of family well being,
indicating the tremendous need for considering the broader family system when planning for a
young adult’s transition. Implications and directions for future research are discussed.

DOI: 10.1352/2009.47:31–43

The transition from adolescence to young
adulthood is a critical life stage for all individuals.
The time period brings about many changes, which
can drastically affect the daily lives of young people
and their families. As a result, this transition period
may be an especially stressful time. In typically de-
veloping individuals, young adults usually go off to
college or enter the workforce. However, for young
adults with severe intellectual disability, postschool
options are often much more limited. In the United
States, after an individual with intellectual disabil-
ity exits the school system, which can occur as late
as age 22, services change from a system of entitle-
ment to a system of eligibility. Parents must find
appropriate programs and services for their young
adult and this can be very difficult. Indeed, research
has shown this transition period to be especially
stressful and difficult for young adults with intellec-
tual disability and their families (Gallivan-Fenlon,
1994; Thorin & Irvin, 1992; Thorin, Yavanoff, &
Irvin, 1996). Thorin et al. conducted focus groups
with parents of transition-age young adults with in-
tellectual disability and found families face many
common dilemmas, such as, ‘‘wanting to create a

separate social life for the young adult and wanting
to have less involvement in his or her life’’ (p. 19).
Because families experience increased stress and are
faced with these dilemmas during the transition pe-
riod, it is important to consider what factors make
a transition successful or unsuccessful to minimize
this potential stress.

Previous research on transition has focused on
young adult outcomes such as vocational place-
ments (Johnson, McGrew, Bloomberg, Bruininks, &
Lin, 1997; Luftig & Muthert, 2005; Mank, Cioffi,
& Yavanoff, 1997a, 1997b, 1998), social networks
(Johnson et al., 1997), residential placements
(Johnson et al., 1997; Luftig & Muthert, 2005) and
quality of life (Halpern, 1994; Kraemer, McIntyre,
& Blacher, 2003; McIntyre, Kraemer, Blacher, &
Simmerman, 2004). Currently, researchers with the
National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, (NLTS2;
see Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine,
2005) are attempting to measure factors that are
associated with positive outcomes for youth transi-
tioning out of high school. This sample of over
11,000 transition-age youth with disabilities is very
heterogeneous, containing participants from each of
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the 12 federal special education eligibility catego-
ries. NLTS2 outcome variables include, among oth-
er things, academic achievements, postsecondary
education participation, student involvement in
transition planning, employment after high school,
leisure activities, and social involvement (Katsiyan-
nis, Zhang, Woodruff, & Dixon, 2005; Wagner et
al., 2005; Wehmeyer, Garner, Yeager, Lawrence, &
Davis, 2006).

Although findings from the NLTS2 will con-
tribute significantly to our understanding of the
transition period for youth with disabilities, the spe-
cific outcome variables examined to measure tran-
sition success may not be as relevant for young
adults with more severe intellectual disabilities. Tra-
ditional indexes of transition success (e.g., paid em-
ployment, number of hours worked, wages, extent
of independent living in the community, and extent
of social networks), although certainly important,
may not be as appropriate an index of successful
transition for individuals with severe adaptive and
cognitive impairments. Thus, in this current study,
we proposed other indexes of transition success for
these individuals.

Because of cognitive and communication lim-
itations of young adults with severe intellectual dis-
ability, much of our understanding of their transi-
tion experiences depends on parent perspectives
and contributions. Moreover, much of the transi-
tion literature examining parents’ perspectives in-
cludes parental aspirations and expectations for
their young adults after they exit the school system
(e.g., Chambers, Hughes, & Carter, 2004; Hill,
Wehman, Kregel, & Banks, 1987; Kraemer &
Blacher, 2001; McNair & Rusch, 1991; Wehman,
Kregel, & Banks, 1987; Whitney-Thomas & Han-
ley-Maxwell, 1996). Many of these studies exam-
ining parent perspectives on the transition to adult-
hood found that most parents expected their young
adult with severe intellectual disability to work in
a segregated environment and to continue living at
home after high school. These expectations can
have implications for how the transition process
will affect families.

To date, however, little research has been con-
ducted examining how the transition process affects
families, beyond expectations, even though re-
searchers have found that families, not just the in-
dividual with an intellectual disability, are affected
by transition (Morningstar, Turnbull, & Turnbull,
1996; Szymanski, Hershenson, & Power, 1988). In-
deed, it has been suggested that the success of the

young adults’ transition may have direct implica-
tions for the well being of the family. Blacher
(2001) proposed a conceptual model in which var-
ious domains (young adult characteristics, environ-
ment, culture, and school programming) contribute
to transition success, which in turn may influence
family well being. Previous research has examined
how this transition process affects the young adult’s
quality of life (e.g., McIntyre et al., 2004), but to
date little research has examined how transition
will affect family well being.

The purpose of the current study was twofold.
First, we wanted to explore a measure of transition
success for individuals with severe intellectual dis-
ability because many of the traditional indexes of
successful transition may not be applicable. Because
of the level of cognitive, behavioral, and sometimes
physical limitations of many individuals with severe
intellectual disability, along with the idiosyncratic
nature of what each family considers a successful
transition, we deemed it critical to assess family per-
spectives. Specifically, we used parent satisfaction
with their young adult’s transition from high school
to adult life as an index of ‘‘transition success.’’

Second, we wanted to examine the relationship
between transition satisfaction and family well be-
ing. Blacher (2001) suggested that, ‘‘Satisfaction
with transition experiences and placements will
likely bear a strong relationship to family well being
during this developmental period’’ (p. 179). How-
ever, the extent to which well being of the family
is influenced by a successful transition of the child
with intellectual disability is unknown. Conse-
quently, three research questions guided this inves-
tigation: (a) Are there differences in young adult,
family, and environmental characteristics between
families who experience a satisfactory versus dissat-
isfactory transition? (b) Which of these character-
istics are the best predictors of transition satisfac-
tion? and (c) Are there differences in family well
being, determined qualitatively as well as quanti-
tatively, among transition satisfaction groups?

Method
Participants

Participants were parents (primarily mothers)
of 128 young adults with severe intellectual dis-
ability, all of whom were part of an ongoing lon-
gitudinal study. The young adults were between the
ages of 19 and 28 years (M � 23.0, SD � 2.6) and
all had exited the public school system.
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Table 1 Caregiver and Young Adult Characteristics

Characteristic M

Caregiver/family characteristics (n � 128)

Age (M years) 52.9 (SD � 6.7)
Education (% some college) 62.5%
Health (% good/excellent) 73.8%
Employment (% employed) 76.2%
Marital status (% married) 66.4%
Family income (% �$40,000) 55.7%
Ethnicity (%)

White 52.5%
Black 4.9%
Latino/Hispanic 36.9%
Asian American 3.3%
Other 2.5%

Young adult characteristics (n � 128)

Age (M years) 23.0 (SD � 2.6)
Gender (% male) 54.1%
Ambulation (% ambulatory) 82.0%
Diagnoses (%)

Undifferentiated intellectual disability 22.1%
Cerebral palsya 25.4%
Down syndrome 24.6%
Autism 11.5%
Other etiologies 16.4%

Residential status (% out-of-home) 12.3%
Adaptive behavior mean standard score 25.4 (SD � 10.5)
Mental health (% at risk, Reiss screen) 32.0%

aIn addition to intellectual disability.

Table 1 provides parental and family demo-
graphics. Respondents were primarily biological
mothers and ranged in age from 34 to 73 years. The
majority of the respondents were either White or
Latino and most were employed. Over half of the
participants had at least some college and an annual
family income of $40,000 or more.

Table 1 provides young adult demographics.
Just over half of the sample was male, and the av-
erage age of the young adult was 23 years. The
young adults in this sample had a variety of diag-
noses in addition to intellectual disability, such as
cerebral palsy (25.4%), Down syndrome (24.6%),
and autism (11.5%). The diagnostic labels were re-
ported by parents but were determined by service
agencies in California that specialize in identifying
and providing services for people with intellectual

disabilities. Overall, the sample had a mean Vine-
land Adaptive Behavior (Sparrow, Balla, & Cic-
chetti, 1984) standard score that was nearly five
standard deviations below the mean of the norma-
tive sample, indicating that these young adults had
severe cognitive and adaptive impairment.

Procedure
Families were recruited 6 to 8 years earlier

though the Southern California Regional Center
system in California, a statewide network in which
the majority of persons identified with intellectual
disability are registered. At that time, Regional
Center staff mailed letters of invitation to families
with adolescents with reported levels of moderate
to severe intellectual disability. Regional Centers
continued to send letters until the response crite-
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rion was met, so we cannot compute the percentage
of responses returned. However, given the size of
the sample and the relative homogeneity of the
young adult functioning, we regard the sample as
representative of young adults with moderate to se-
vere intellectual disability.

Prior to scheduling the interview used in this
study, caregivers received information about the
study by telephone. Families were asked to complete
mailed questionnaires and participate in an in-
home interview. If they were interested in partici-
pating, informed consent forms and questionnaire
packets were mailed to the family. Project staff then
conducted in-home interviews with the families, in
either English or Spanish, according to parental
preference. Most interviewers (and all interviewers
for the Latino families) were bilingual and Latino.
Interviewers received extensive training in the ad-
ministration and scoring of measures and question-
naires, general interview techniques, and protocol.
A clinical psychologist who was a consultant to the
study provided training in culturally sensitive inter-
view techniques and in the reporting procedures
(e.g., for child abuse, severe depression) in the
event they should be necessary. Home visits were
conducted in teams of two for reliability purposes
and for safety, as nearly all interviewers were women
and the interviews were at all times of the day or
evening. Typically it took between 2 and 3 hr to
complete the in person interview. During the home
visit, interviewers (a) explained and obtained
signed informed consent; (b) answered questions re-
garding the study; (c) collected the completed, pre-
viously mailed questionnaires; and (d) administered
additional measures verbally. Each family received
an honorarium for their participation in the study.

Immediately following the home visits, inter-
viewers wrote narrative, descriptive notes to capture
their perceptions and observations during the in-
terview. Interviewers also received group training
for writing these field notes by a consultant trained
in ethnographic research. The field notes were writ-
ten immediately after the interview, not during the
interviews themselves. Interviewers followed a pre-
established template with specific focus areas out-
lined. These areas included information about the
home and physical environment, as well as the in-
terviewers’ perceptions of family characteristics,
parent–child attachment, amount and types of sup-
port the family received, and parents’ expressed
views about how well the school prepared their son/

daughter to transition to life after high school, to
community living, and to the future.

Measures: Questionnaires
Questionnaires used in this study pertained to

demographics, transition experiences, parental in-
volvement in transition, parental depression, family
impact, young adult adaptive behavior, young adult
mental health, and young adult quality of life.

Family data sheet. This was an assessment of
family demographics and young adult characteris-
tics, which are listed in Table 1.

Transition Experiences Survey (TES; Kraemer &
Blacher, 2001). This is a 38-item interview protocol
that assesses the transition process and transition
outcomes for the young adult and his or her family.
It contains questions about their young adult’s par-
ticipation in school programming related to transi-
tioning from the school system to adult life. It also
contains questions pertaining to parent expecta-
tions of postschool outcomes, as well as items about
the current living situation and work outcomes of
the young adult. The measure includes both open-
ended and close-ended questions related to employ-
ment (e.g., young adult’s current work arrangement
[competitive employment, supported employment,
sheltered workshop, not working, young adult’s paid
work experience while in high school]), community
living (e.g., parent views of young adult moving out
of the family home, current setting where young
adult lives), and socialization (e.g., how often young
adult participates in social activities out of the
home, size and make-up of social network).

Parent Involvement in Transition Planning (Krae-
mer & Blacher, 2001). This is a 17-item measure
consisting of dichotomous and Likert-scale items.
Parent knowledge of transition services/supports,
their level and type of involvement in the transi-
tion-planning process, and their satisfaction with
involvement were assessed using this questionnaire.

Center for Epidemiologic Studies—Depression
Scale (CES–D; Radloff, 1977). Parental depression
was assessed using this 20-item, Likert-type ques-
tionnaire. A total score of 16 or greater designates
the clinical range for depressive symptomology.
This measure has been used frequently in cross-cul-
tural research (Blacher, Lopez, Shapiro, & Fusco,
1997; Blacher, Shapiro, Lopez, & Diaz, 1997; Ma-
gaña, 1997). Cronbach alpha for the present sample
was .93.

Family Impact Questionnaire (FIQ; Donenberg &
Baker, 1993). The FIQ is a 50-item questionnaire
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that asks about the ‘‘child’s impact on the family
compared to the impact other children his/her age
have on their families’’ (e.g., Item 1: ‘‘My child is
more stressful’’). Parents endorse items on a 4-point
scale, from 0 (not at all) to 3 (very much). Although
the FIQ has six subscales, the present study used
two subscales: the Negative Impact composite sub-
scale, which is a sum score of negative impact on
feelings about parenting (9 items) and negative im-
pact on social relationships (11 items), and the Pos-
itive Impact subscale (7 items). Alphas in the pres-
ent sample was .90 for maternal reports of child’s
negative impact and .86 for reports of positive im-
pact.

Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales (VABS; Spar-
row, Balla, & Cicchetti, 1984). This measure was
used to assess the young adult’s adaptive behavior.
This measure was administered as a semistructured
interview with caregivers. The overall adaptive
composite score was used to characterize the young
adult’s functioning. The VABS comprises commu-
nication, daily-living skills, and socialization do-
mains; it has a mean of 100 and a standard devia-
tion of 15.

Reiss Screen for Maladaptive Behavior (Reiss,
1986). This is a 38-item screening tool developed
to facilitate the identification of dual diagnosis
(joint presence of intellectual disability and mental
illness). We used it to assess young adult mental
health. Table 1 indicates the percentage of young
adults whose Reiss scores placed them at risk of
mental health disorder. As suggested by the Reiss
manual (1994), a cut-off score of 9 or above was
used to classify participants who were ‘‘at risk.’’ The
total score, a composite score of 26 items, was used
in the analyses for this study (� � .85).

Quality of Life Questionnaire (QOL-Q; Schalock
& Keith, 1993). The QOL questionnaire was used
to examine the young adults’ quality of life. This
measure, completed by caregivers, has 40 items that
assess quality of life in four domains: satisfaction,
competence–productivity, empowerment–indepen-
dence, and social belonging–community integra-
tion. The total score was examined for this study
(� � .87).

Measures: Outcome Measures Derived From
Field Notes

In addition to the more traditional quantitative
questionnaires discussed above, two outcome index-
es were created to examine the research questions
of interest. These indexes were created by coding

the narrative information contained in the field
notes. Here, we describe the development of the
indices.

Transition Satisfaction Index. A coding system
was devised to measure parents’ satisfaction with
their young adult’s transition out of high school
into adulthood. Themes drawn from the narrative
field notes created the criteria for three satisfaction
groups: transition satisfaction, transition dissatisfaction,
and cannot classify due to lack of information. This
coding system used a nominal scale; the criteria for
each category are discussed below. If the descrip-
tions in the field notes met only one criterion for
a code, the family was assigned to that category. If
a set of field notes contained criteria for multiple
codes, the family was assigned to the category that
best fit, as determined by coders. One coder read
all the field notes and classified them into the ap-
propriate category. As a measure of interrater agree-
ment, 20% of the field notes were also read and
classified by a second coder. There was 96% agree-
ment among the two coders using this system.

Transition satisfaction was indicated by (a) the
presence of diversified and stimulating services or
activities for the young adult, (b) a well-executed
transition plan, (c) competent and sensitive service
providers, and (d) parents’ explicitly stating their
satisfaction with transition. As an example, 1 moth-
er in this group was pleased with her son’s transition
and said, ‘‘It felt wonderful that [young adult’s
name] was moving out of the school system.’’

The main indicators of a dissatisfactory transition
were (a) a lack of transition preparation and/or
plan, (b) poor quality of services, (c) an inability of
the young adult to maintain his/her placement in a
job or day program, and (d) explicitly stated dissat-
isfaction with transition by the parent. The follow-
ing quote from a mother taken from a set of field
notes is an example of a family who was classified
as dissatisfied with transition: ‘‘Two years ago I had
hope that she would leave school and get a job.
Now, there’s no future outside her leaving school.’’

Cannot classify was used when field notes did
not contain enough information to classify the
young adult’s transition as satisfactory or dissatisfac-
tory. Sometimes the young adult had lived outside
the home for many years, and in a few cases the
parents were unaware of what occurred during the
young adult’s transition from high school. In addi-
tion, this category was used when the field notes
did not contain any information related to this
topic.
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Family Well-Being Index. A second coding sys-
tem was developed to assess family well being from
the detailed description in the field notes. The more
traditional measures of family well being (i.e., Cen-
ter for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression Scale
[CES-D; Radloff, 1977] and FIQ [Donenberg &
Baker, 1993]) that were administered as part of the
family interview were somewhat one dimensional,
consisting of subscale and total scores in one par-
ticular area. Thus, a broader, more encompassing
measure of family well being was created by analyz-
ing the field notes.

Family well-being codes were created using a
nominal scale, similar to the transition satisfaction
coding system previously described. There were
three groups: a high family well-being group, a low
family well-being group, and a cannot classify group.
The main indicators of high family well-being were
low or no family stress, family harmony, and satis-
faction with services. The main indicators of low
family well-being were family stress, family conflict,
and dissatisfaction with services. Similar to the
transition satisfaction coding system, if the descrip-
tions in the field notes met one criterion for a code,
then the participant was assigned to that category.
If a set of field notes contained criteria for multiple
codes, the participant was assigned to the category
that best fit, as determined by the coders. As with
the Transition Satisfaction Index, one coder read
and classified all the field notes and another coder
read and classified 20% of the field notes to serve
as a measure of reliability. There was a 97% agree-
ment between coders for this coding system.

Results
The distribution of the sample for the Transi-

tion Satisfaction Index was 52.3% (n � 67) in the
transition satisfaction group, 43.0% (n � 55) in the
transition dissatisfaction group, and 4.7% (n � 6)
in the cannot classify group. Six of the 128 sets of
family field notes could not be reliably classified.
There were no significant differences between the
demographics of these six families and the rest of
the sample except for mother’s education, where
the ‘‘cannot classify’’ mothers had significantly less
education than the mothers in the transition sat-
isfaction and dissatisfaction groups, t(126) �
�2.19, p � .05.

For the Family Well-Being Index, there were
42 participants (33%) in the low family well-being
group and 70 participants (55%) in the high family

well-being group. In 16 cases (12%), a family well-
being code could not be determined because an
equal number of low family and high family well-
being criteria were described in the field notes.
These 16 participants composed the ‘‘cannot clas-
sify’’ group and were not included in analyses.
There were no significant differences among the de-
mographics of these 16 participants and the rest of
the sample.

For the purpose of data analysis, independent
variables were identified that previous research has
shown to be important to transition and/or family
well being. These independent variables were
grouped into three domains: young adult character-
istics (variables pertaining to the young adult, such
as age and adaptive behavior), family characteristics
(variables pertaining to family demographics or the
family environment, such as family income and pos-
itive impact on family), and environmental char-
acteristics (variables related broadly to school pro-
gramming and service quality, such as young adult
work experience while in school and development
of a transition plan; see Table 2). Independent sam-
ple t tests and chi-square analyses were run to de-
termine which of these independent variables dif-
fered significantly among the Transition Satisfac-
tion Index.

Are There Differences in Young Adult,
Family, and Environmental Characteristics
Among Families That Experience
Satisfactory and Dissatisfactory Transitions?

As indicated in Table 2, two young adult var-
iables differed between the transition satisfaction
groups, ratings of mental health, t(120) � 2.02, p
� .05, and quality of life, t(120) � 4.38, p � .001.
In the transition satisfaction group, the young
adults exhibited fewer mental health problems. Par-
ents in the transition satisfaction group also rated
their young adults as having higher quality of life.

Three family characteristics significantly differ-
entiated transition satisfaction groups: negative im-
pact on the family, t(114) � 1.98, p � .05, maternal
depression, t(116) � 2.56, p � .05, and the effect
of worrying on the family, t(120) � 2.14, p � .05.
Mothers in the transition satisfaction group report-
ed less negative impact on the family, lower rates
of depression, and less worrying about transition on
the family.

In addition, three environmental characteris-
tics significantly differentiated transition satisfac-
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Table 2 Group Differences

Variable

Transition
satisfaction

M or %
(n � 67)

Transition
dissatisfac-

tion

M or %
(n � 55) t or �2

Young adult characteristics

Age (in years) 24.25 24.36 ns
Gender (% male) 52.2% 56.4% ns
Ethnicity (% White) 49.1% 63.3% ns
Vineland standard score 24.97 25.89 ns
Reiss total score 5.97 8.18 t � 2.02*
Quality-of-life total 81.54 73.15 t � 4.38***

Family characteristics

Family income 7.93 7.45 ns
Mother education 4.90 4.56 ns
Marital status (% married) 70.1% 61.8% ns
FIQ Negative Impact score 17.16 21.58 t � 1.98*
FIQ Positive Impact score 14.06 13.08 ns
CES-D total score 10.14 15.74 t � 2.56*
Effect of worrying on family 4.52 5.47 t � 2.14*

Environmental characteristics

Service quality

Parent aware of services (% aware) 83.6% 69.1% ns
Level of involvement parent has in transition 3.68 3.75 ns
Parent satisfaction with their involvement in transition plan-

ning (PIT) 4.28 3.58 t � 3.58***
Was there a plan before the YA exited school? (% with plan) 64.2% 47.3% ns

Social domain

How often YA participates in activities outside home (TES) 4.21 3.65 ns
How many friends the young adult has 1.66 1.29 ns

Residential domain

Parent’s expectations for YA moving out of home 2.25 2.27 ns
YA’s current living arrangements (% out of home) 10.4% 14.5% ns

Vocational domain

Young adult has had paid work (% with paid work) 46.3% 23.6% �2 � 5.76*
YA’s current work arrangements 2.42 1.89 t � 3.35**

Note. FIQ � Family Impact Questionnaire (Donenberg & Baker, 1993); CES-D � Center for Epidemiologic
Studies Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977); PIT � Parent Involvement in Transition Planning (Kraemer & Blach-
er, 2001); TES � Transition Experiences Survey (Kraemer & Blacher, 2001); YA � young adult.
*p � .05. **p � .01. ***p � .001.

tion groups: parent satisfaction with their level of
involvement in transition planning, t(120) � 3.58,
p � .001; whether young adults had any paid work
experience, �2(N � 122) � 5.76, p � .05; and the

young adults’ current work arrangements, t(120) �
3.35, p � .01. Parents in the transition satisfaction
group were more satisfied with their involvement in
transition planning, had young adults with paid
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work experience, and had young adults with more
normative work arrangements (i.e., holding a job in
the community or working in a sheltered workshop
vs. being in a day treatment program with no vo-
cational emphasis or at home not working).

Which of These Characteristics Were the
Best Predictors of Transition Satisfaction?

To address the second research question regard-
ing which of these variables were the best predictors
of transition satisfaction, a series of logistic regres-
sions were run. First, logistic regressions were run
for each domain (young adult characteristics, family
characteristics, and environmental characteristics).
The t tests and chi-square analyses performed to an-
alyze Question 1 were used to determine which var-
iables to enter into the logistic regressions. All var-
iables that differed significantly (p � .05) among
transition satisfaction groups in Question 1 were
entered into one of three logistic regressions (e.g.,
child, family, or environmental characteristics). In
addition, a final logistic regression was run to ex-
amine which of the characteristics across the three
domains were the strongest overall predictors of
transition satisfaction. In this regression, all of the
variables that were significant at the .10 level in
the first three regressions were entered into the final
model.

The first regression examined young adult char-
acteristics as predictors of transition satisfaction.
Two variables were entered into the model: young
adult Reiss score and young adult quality of life. As
shown in Table 3, the first logistic regression re-
vealed that the young adult’s quality of life was a
unique predictor of transition satisfaction (p � .01).
The second regression examined family character-
istics as predictors of transition satisfaction. In this
analysis, three variables were entered into the mod-
el: negative impact on the family, maternal depres-
sion, and the effect of worrying on the family. This
regression indicated that there was a trend suggest-
ing that both maternal depression (p � .10) and
the impact of worrying on the family (p � .10) were
unique predictors of transition satisfaction. The
third regression examined environmental charac-
teristics, and three variables were entered into the
model: parent involvement in transition, whether
the young adult had paid work during school, and
the young adult’s current work arrangements. This
analysis showed that parent involvement in transi-
tion (p � .001) and the young adult’s work arrange-

ments (p � .01) were both unique predictors of
transition satisfaction.

The final regression examined which charac-
teristics were the strongest predictors of transition
satisfaction. In this analysis, all five variables that
were significant predictors (at p � .10) in the three
domain regression models were entered into the
model. As shown in Table 4, the environmental
characteristics were the strongest unique predictors
of transition satisfaction: parent involvement in
transition (p � .01) and the young adult’s work
arrangements (p � .05) were the strongest overall
predictors of transition satisfaction.

Were There Differences in Family Well
Being Among Transition Satisfaction
Groups?

One purpose of this study was to examine the
impact of the young adult’s transition on parental
(mainly mother) well being. Well being was con-
ceptualized as having negative components (e.g.,
depression, worry, negative impact on parenting) as
well as positive components (e.g., positive impact
on parenting). The Family Well-Being Index was
used to establish evidence of well being derived
from interviewer narratives.

Independent sample t tests and a chi-square
analysis were used to examine if there were differ-
ences in family well being among transition satis-
faction groups. Differences in the traditionally used
quantitative measures of well being were examined,
as well as the researcher-derived index of well be-
ing.

Codes of well being from field notes correlated
with more traditionally used quantitative measures
of mother well being. The Family Well-Being Index
was significantly related to the FIQ Negative Im-
pact scale (r � �.52, p � .001), FIQ Positive Im-
pact scale (r � .39, p � .001), and CES-D total
score (r � �.28, p � .01).

A chi-square analysis revealed that there were
significant differences in the Family Well-Being In-
dex between the transition satisfaction and the
transition dissatisfaction groups, �2(1, N � 122) �
6.70, p � .01. The majority of the families in the
transition satisfaction group (64.1%) were classified
as having high family well being. As an example, 1
parent in the transition satisfaction group described
her young adult child as follows, ‘‘She is the most
joyful thing in this world. Nothing in life measures
up to her pure love . . . you cannot live with an
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Table 3 Logistic Regression for Young Adult Characteristics, Family Characteristics, and Environmental
Characteristics

Variable � SE Wald p OR 95% CI

Young adult characteristics regression

Reiss total score �0.02 0.03 0.39 .53 0.98 0.92–1.05
YA quality of life 0.07 0.02 12.11 .00*** 1.08 1.03–1.12

Family characteristics regression

FIQ Negative Impact Scale �0.01 0.02 0.16 .69 0.99 0.96–1.03
CES-D total score �0.04 0.02 3.44 .06* 0.97 0.93–1.00
Effect of worrying on family �0.16 0.09 2.98 .09* 0.86 0.72–1.02

Environmental characteristics regression

Parent involvement in transition 0.82 0.23 13.17 .00**** 2.28 1.46–3.56
YA has paid work 0.30 0.53 0.31 .58 1.34 0.48–3.79
YA current work arrangements 0.90 0.32 7.68 .01*** 2.46 1.30–4.64

Note. OR � odds ratio; CI � confidence interval; YA � young adult; FIQ � Family Impact Questionnaire
(Donenberg & Baker, 1993); CES-D � Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977).
*p � .10. ***p � .01. ****p � .001.

angel and not be touched.’’ A set of field notes for
another satisfied family read ‘‘Overall, she is not a
stressor . . . [and] the family is happy with what she
is doing right now.’’

Conversely, the majority of the families in the
transition dissatisfaction group (63.8%) were clas-
sified as having low family well being. One of the
parents in the transition dissatisfaction group ex-
plained that her young adult’s siblings ‘‘refrain from
bringing their friends to the house for fear of any
embarrassment that their brother might cause
them,’’ whereas another parent reported that she
‘‘has had trouble staying in a long term romantic
relationship because her son needs to always be
where she is.’’

Discussion
The purpose of the present investigation was to

develop an appropriate measure of transition success
for young adults with severe intellectual disability.
Traditional measures of transition success, such as
competitive employment, may not be appropriate
for this population. In addition, we suggest that a
successful transition is based, in part, on how well
the family is doing and how parents perceive the
transition. Previous research has shown the transi-
tion period to affect both the young adult and his
or her family (Morningstar, Turnbull, & Turnbull,
1996; Szymanski, Hershenson, & Power, 1988).
Therefore, this article focused on parent perspec-

tives of transition in a sample of young adults with
severe intellectual disability who were unable to
provide their own responses. Our index of transi-
tion success was parents’ satisfaction with the young
adult’s transition. In addition, we were interested in
how transition satisfaction related to family well be-
ing.

In the current study, transition satisfaction re-
lated to a variety of young adult, environmental,
and family characteristics, with variables in each
domain remaining in our final regression models.
Specifically, when we examined young adult char-
acteristics, transition satisfaction was related to
young adult mental health and young adult quality
of life. Interestingly, it was not related to adaptive
behavior. There was no significant difference in
adaptive behavior of the young adults in our tran-
sition satisfaction group and our transition dissat-
isfaction group. Thus, adaptive behavior of the
young adult was not as critical a variable in this
study as it has been in other studies (e.g., Mank et
al., 1997a, 1997b, 1998). In addition, given the se-
vere impairment of the young adults in this sample,
there was less variance in our measure of adaptive
behavior compared with other studies, thereby lim-
iting our ability to find a significant effect.

Young adult mental health was related to tran-
sition satisfaction. This was likely due to our mea-
sure of mental health being heavily influenced by
the presence of maladaptive behavior. Indeed, by
adolescence, estimates of mental health or psychi-



INTELLECTUAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES VOLUME 47, NUMBER 1: 31–43 FEBRUARY 2009

Transition satisfaction and family well being C. L. Neece et al.

40 �American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Table 4 Logistic Regression for Overall Model

Variable � SE Wald p OR 95% CI

YA quality of life 0.03 0.03 1.20 .27 1.03 0.98–1.09
Parent depression �0.02 0.02 0.70 .40 0.98 0.95–1.02
Effect of worrying on family �0.09 0.10 0.89 .35 0.91 0.76–1.10
Parent involvement in transition 0.72 0.24 9.23 .00 2.06** 1.29–3.29
YA current work arrangements 0.89 0.35 6.45 .01 2.43* 1.22–4.81

Note. OR � odds ratio; CI � confidence interval; YA � young adult.
*p � .05. **p � .01. ***p � .001.

atric disorder in intellectual disabilities has consis-
tently found from a third to half of these individuals
meet criteria for one or more mental disorders (Em-
erson, 2003; Gillberg, Persson, Grufman, & Them-
ner, 1986; Kaptein, Jansen, Vogels, & Reijneveld,
2008). It is often difficult to find quality adult ser-
vices for individuals with intellectual disability who
have concomitant behavior problems (Maes, Broek-
man, Došen, & Nauts, 2003; McIntyre, Blacher, &
Baker, 2002). Parents may be less satisfied because
they have experienced difficulty obtaining services
or disappointment that the current services do not
address the young adult’s individual needs. Thus,
they may view their son or daughter’s transition as
less successful than parents who do not have these
complications.

When we examined environmental character-
istics, or characteristics related to school program-
ming, parent satisfaction with their involvement in
transition planning was a key variable related to
overall transition satisfaction. This finding is not
unique. Several authors have demonstrated the crit-
ical relationship between involving parents in their
son’s or daughter’s school–transition programming
and more successful outcomes (e.g., Kim & Turn-
bull, 2004; Kraemer et al., 2003; Kraemer & Blach-
er, 2001; Salembier & Furney, 1997). Evidence has
shown that the majority of families want to be in-
volved in planning for their sons’ or daughters’
transition from school to adult life and that they
feel more empowered and more positive about their
sons’ or daughters’ experience if they are.

It is important to note, however, that we do
not know the direction of this relationship. It may
be that parents prefer to be involved with young
adults who have more interesting and satisfying
work arrangements or that parents’ high involve-
ment may lead their young adults to more satisfying
work arrangements. Nevertheless, these results are
encouraging because they suggest that there is a re-

lationship between what service providers do and
how satisfied parents feel.

An obvious implication of these findings is the
need for school personnel to create more opportu-
nities for parents to get involved in the transition
planning process. Such involvement opportunities
abound during the earlier school years, but many
school systems do not have well-defined roles for
parents of high school students. Perhaps if parents
were encouraged to have an active role in planning,
their satisfaction with transition outcomes might
increase. One way to do this may be to begin tran-
sition planning earlier, even before the mandated
age of 16, providing parents more time to prepare
for the transition and more opportunities to get in-
volved in the process. Implementing person-cen-
tered planning is another way to increase parent
involvement in the transition planning process and
has been shown to be beneficial for high school–
age students with intellectual and developmental
disabilities (Brown, Galambos, Poston, & Turnbull,
2007; Hagner, Helm, & Butterworth, 1996; Miner
& Bates, 1997).

A unique aspect of this study was the exami-
nation of family characteristics and transition out-
comes–transition success. Three family variables—
negative family impact, maternal depression, and
the effects of worrying on the family—were related
to transition satisfaction. Here, we begin to see how
family variables, including aspects of family well be-
ing, are potentially affected by the success or non-
success of the young adult’s transition out of the
school system. The young adult’s program is a crit-
ical piece of the broader family environment; when
the program fails or perhaps does not live up to
parents’ expectations, the family system is affected.
This could manifest as maternal depression or stress
in the overall family. Of course, the bi-directionality
of this relationship must be acknowledged. It may
be that parents who are depressed or are more neg-
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atively affected by their young adults disability are
more likely to view the world negatively, to be less
involved in their young adult’s transition, and, thus,
experience a dissatisfactory transition. The use of
cross-sectional data does preclude making causal in-
ferences.

To put these findings into context, there is a
strong literature attesting to the long-term care of-
ten provided by mothers of young adults with in-
tellectual disability (Heller & Factor, 1994; Krauss
& Seltzer, 1999; Seltzer, Krauss, Hong, & Orsmond,
2001). As caregivers themselves age, it is important
to have well-articulated plans for schooling, resi-
dence, social life, and work for the young adults
with intellectual disability. Our findings suggest that
future plans affect the well being of families as early
as the exit from high school.

Last, using a broader index of family well being
created for this study, we were able to further dem-
onstrate the relationship between family well being
and transition satisfaction. As a whole, parents who
were more satisfied with their son’s or daughter’s
transition had higher well being than parents who
were dissatisfied with their son’s or daughter’s tran-
sition. This underscores the important role that suc-
cessful transition plays in the overall ecology of the
family (Bonfenbrenner, 1979). Conversely, unsuc-
cessful transitions that are stressful may have col-
lateral effects on broader family functioning (Blach-
er, 2001).

This study contributes to the existing literature
by exploring a unique indictor of transition success,
examining predictors of a successful transition, and
investigating the relationship between transition
success and family well being. Given the limited
empirical research on families during the transition
period, future work must continue to examine the
implications of young adult transition outcomes for
family well being. In particular, it will be important
to examine the longitudinal relationship between
transition satisfaction and family well being, focus-
ing on how transition experiences influence family
well being across the lifespan of the young adult.
Longitudinal data would allow investigators to ex-
amine the immediate, as well as the distal, impacts
of transition on the families of these young adults.
Although this was a diverse sample that encom-
passed many regions and school districts in southern
California, the outcomes of the study may be influ-
enced by the policies of individual school districts
(e.g., some districts–programs may prioritize transi-
tion and life planning more than others). There-

fore, it is important to investigate the variables of
interest in samples in other areas of California or
in other states, in part to determine the generaliz-
ability of these findings. Last, future work should
continue to examine additional ways of measuring
transition success for young adults with severe in-
tellectual disability. This would expand opportuni-
ties for researchers and practitioners to evaluate
whether postschool outcomes for the young adult
and his or her family are optimal.
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