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Abstract: The article presents the research results on the effects of a program for optimizing emerging adults’ behavior in 

Romania. Behavior optimization was achieved by improving maladaptive mental schemas through group cognitive-behavioral 

interventions. The research was conducted in two stages. The research's initial stage consisted of an investigation of a group of 

212 young people (19-30 years old) belonging to the NEET category (Not in Education, Employment, or Training). The 

psychological tools assessed the personality, the level of manifestation of cognitive and emotional maladaptive schemas, 

Personal Autonomy, and Self Efficacy. The second stage of the research involved 48 NEET young people who participated in 

a personal development program to optimize behavior for a period of 18 months. Participants experienced improvements in 

dysfunctional mental schemas, reported increases in personal autonomy and flexibility, and adaptive changes in personality 

structure. This research is a first in Romania and joins the efforts to improve the psycho-social condition of young NEETs in 

Romania (currently at 16.8%). 
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Introduction 

The concept of emerging maturity describes the period of development between 18 and 30 years (Arnett, 

2014). In the 2000s, J. Arnet studied this age group (called „millennials” at the time) and concluded that 

the tasks of development at this stage of life are: leaving the parents’ home, completing education, 

finding a job, developing a stable relationship or marriage, starting a family, reconfiguring and reframing 

relationships with parents on other bases, shaping and building the foundations of a career, moral 

development/belief system, vision and hope regarding the future. 

J. Arnett's research has concluded that the traditional markers of maturity have changed, becoming 

accepting of responsibility for oneself, the ability to make decisions independently, and financial 

independence. J. Arnett considers this paradigm shift to be the result of major changes in the western 

world in the 1960s and 1970s (the technological revolution, the sexual revolution, the feminist, and 

youth movement). Eastern Europe aligned itself with these societal changes after the revolutions of the 

late 1990s. As a result of the radical changes in society that have diminished the social pressure, it has 

been found that young people are late in maturing, they extend their studies, get married later and 

experience prolonged transitions to adulthood. The significant extension of the maturity period has 

generated new characteristics and tasks for the emerging adult: a. the exploration of identity, which 

seeks an answer to the question “who am I?” and trying different options, especially in the sentimental 

and professional sphere - reason for which the period is characterized by instability; b. self-centeredness, 

given the limited nature of obligations toward others; c. the feeling of being in transition, the in-between 

age, neither adolescent nor adult; d. possibilities and optimism, the period when people feel that they 

have their whole life ahead and can build their life the way they want. 

Within this category of people who are in the third decade of life in the terms described by J. Arnett, 

there is a subcategory of young people, whose number is growing and who have received the NEET 

label - an acronym for Not in Education, Employment, or Training, refers to a person who is unemployed 

and not receiving an education or vocational training. In the present study, disadvantaged socio-

economic environments were not investigated. Access to education and work is limited. Social 

exclusion, instability, and vulnerability are generated by objective causes, as in economically and 

socially disadvantaged areas. In this study, we were concerned with the psychological aspects of young 

NEETs who live in a large city, such as the capital of Romania, Bucharest, and come from middle-class 

families at a socio-economic and educational level. Also, young people who cannot find a job or 

continue their studies due to health/disability reasons are not discussed. The study was attended by 

healthy young people, high school graduates, who benefit from the extension of parenting practices in 

terms of age beyond adulthood. The study's hypothesis assumed the existence of maladaptive mental 

schemas that slow down the progress of development tasks in the new paradigm proposed by J. Arnett. 
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We considered that the development of the personality of these young people could result in a delayed 

process of starting in life, some of them never tried, while some others abandoned due to failures, which 

strengthened the manifestation of early maladaptive schemas (e.g., failure, vulnerability, punishment, 

etc.). In the initial phase of the present research, we confirmed that the levels of manifestation of the 

areas of maladaptive schemas were higher than in young people who do not belong to the NEET 

category. We also considered autonomy and self-efficacy as psychological risk factors to enter the 

NEET category. 

NEET young people - behavioral development and optimization 

For young NEETs, optimizing behavior could mean balancing the needs for autonomy, competence, 

relationships, security, and self-concept; identifying objectives that meet these needs and that match 

their own talents and aspirations; identifying self-regulation and adaptive coping strategies; identifying 

personal strengths and cultivating them; constant capacity for self-evaluation and implicitly the change 

of personal objectives when the conditions impose it. In other words, to be an optimal being, in a 

humanistic sense, means to work constantly to become the person that everyone is capable of being. 

These competencies would be autonomy, self-determination, self-efficacy, resilience, flexibility, 

internal attribution of responsibility, concordance, and coherence of the objectives with the motivational 

needs. In a study, Sheldon and Kasser (2001) started from the premise that self-concordance of goals, 

i.e., the consistency of a person's interests with their core values, is more likely to achieve goals and 

reap the benefits of achieving these goals. The effects of personal well-being are mediated by the 

satisfaction of the needs of autonomy, competence, and activity-based relationships. They accumulate 

during periods of effort to achieve these self-consistent goals. Objectives are cognitive structures 

characterized by uniqueness, invested with motivational energy, and functional autonomy. Objectives, 

in order to bring well-being to the person, must be in line with genuine values and interests based on 

themselves. Otherwise, the energy efforts required to achieve these goals can be painful? Carl Rogers 

believed that individuals possessed the necessary mechanisms to assess the self-agreement of objectives. 

The proposed psychological intervention program aimed at optimizing adaptive behavior by improving 

dysfunctional mental schemas (Young, Klosko, & Weishaar, 2003), increasing personal autonomy, and 

a sense of self-efficacy. 

Research design 

A simple randomized controlled study was used to evaluate the effects of psychological intervention on 

the domains of early maladaptive schemas, autonomy, and personal efficiency. The design of the study 

involved two stages. The first stage of finding out the particularities of young NEETs. The initial 

research sample consisted of 212 people (100 f, i.e., 47.2% and 112 m, i.e., 52.8%) aged between 19 

and 30 years. The average age is 24.33 years. The first stage of research aimed at identifying the 

differences between young NEETs and non-NEETs. Professional status: 41 employees (19%), 84 

students (40%), 43 (20%) without occupation, 44 (21%) employed students. In the second stage, NEET 

young people were selected for the intervention (plus students enrolled in the second or third faculty, 

without finishing the first one). 

We identified that NEET young people have higher levels of early maladaptation schemas, lower 

personal autonomy, and self-efficacy than non-NEET young people. In the second stage of the research, 

we evaluated a psychological intervention to reduce maladaptive patterns and increase personal 

autonomy and self-efficacy. 

Research participants 

The research involved 48 young people aged between 23 and 26 years. The procedure used to select the 

participants was performed in two stages. In the first stage, 212 young people were recruited who 

participated in the initial finding study. The eligibility conditions were as follows: (1) has never worked 

or has had only temporary/seasonal jobs with a duration of less than three months in a row, (2) has no 

completed university studies, (3) is not in training or education, (4) lives with and is maintained by 

parents, (5) does not have a special medical condition - physically and/or mentally. From the initial 

group, 48 young people were selected, randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups. 

Procedure 

The intervention program was based on the principles stated by Yalom and Leszcz (2008) for personal 

growth-development-healing groups. The methods and techniques belonged to the cognitive-behavioral 
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approaches, given that they represent the body of guidelines with the widest basis of scientifically proven 

effectiveness (e.g., Dobson and Dobson, 2018): The Cognitive Behavioral Model (A.T. Beck), The 

Rational Emotional and Behavioral Model focused on solving emotional and behavioral problems (Ellis 

and Maclaren, 2018), The Dysfunctional Metacognitive Beliefs model (Wells and Cartwright-Hatton, 

2004), The Early Maladaptive Schemas Model (Young, Klosko and Weishaar, 2003), The Emotional 

Schema Model (Leahy, 2019), The Solution-Focused Therapy Model (by Shazer et al., 2007; 

Macdonald, 2011), The Psychological Flexibility Model - ACT (Hayes and Strosahl, 2005), elements 

of philosophical counseling (Marinoff, 2001; Cohen, 2007), Neuro-linguistic programming techniques 

(Dilts et al., 1980). The principles of the psychological intervention program were: positive orientation 

on strengths (Pittman et al., 2002), universality or inclusion (Hamilton, Hamilton, and Pittman, 2004), 

acceptance of the process, respect for the principles of humanistic theories of personal growth and 

development, individual performance optimization through progressive personal development, 

balancing the personality system by being aware of what is realistic, achievable and personally relevant, 

respect for personal choices and interpretation of personal experiences. The characteristics of the 

program involved: identification of personal SMART objectives (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 

Realistic and Time-bounded); encouraging personal reflection on situational processes according to the 

principle that long-term personality development takes place due to repeated short-term situational 

processes (Wrzus and Roberts, 2016) and specific feedback as part of the development of 

communication and interrelationship skills.  

The program lasted 18 months, with the frequency of 1 session two days a month (weekend). Each 

session lasted 16 hours (8 hours per day). 

Measures 

Early maladaptive schemas were assessed with The Young Schema Questionnaire - Short form 3 (YSQ-

S3). The questionnaire has 114 items that evaluate 16 cognitive schemes organized in five main areas 

(Young and Brown, 1994): 

I. Disconnection-Rejection includes five schemas: Abandonment/Instability, Mistrust/Abuse, Emotional 

Deprivation, Defectiveness/Shame, and Social Isolation/Alienation. It describes feelings of 

disappointment/frustration experienced in relation to expectations of personal security, stability, 

affection, empathy, sharing feelings, acceptance, and respect. 

II. Impaired Autonomy and/or Performance includes 4 schemas: Dependence/Incompetence, 

Vulnerability to Harm or Illness, Failure, Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self. It describes disabling feelings 

that result from a person's beliefs that personal autonomy and confidence are diminished. 

III. Impaired Limits include two schemas: Entitlement/Grandiosity and Insufficient Self-Control and/or 

Self-Discipline. It expresses difficulties in respecting social norms and the rights of others and common 

goals and objectives. 

IV. Other-Directedness includes three schemas: Subjugation, Self-Sacrifice, and Approval-

Seeking/Recognition-Seeking.  It expresses focus on the needs of others in order to gain affection and 

approval. 

V. Over Vigilance/Inhibition includes four schemas: Negativity/Pessimism, Emotional Inhibition, 

Unrelenting Standards/Hyper criticalness, Punitiveness. Schemas in this area block spontaneity, free 

self-expression, relaxation. The person has strict rules and expectations regarding performance and 

ethical behavior. 

Personal autonomy was investigated with a Romanian tool that evaluates four dimensions of autonomy: 

cognitive autonomy, behavioral autonomy, emotional autonomy, value autonomy, and a global score. 

We work with the global score because the authors of the instrument briefly defined personal autonomy 

as the ability of the individual to control its own life together with the feeling that there is the possibility 

to exercise this control (Berar și Albu, 2006). 

Personal self-efficacy was investigated with the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE, Schwarzer, 1995). 

It contains 10 items that measure the self-efficacy defined as the person's confidence in their own 

abilities, especially in facing challenges and completing a task. It differs from specific self-efficacy 

(academic, sports, parenting, etc.), self-esteem, self-regulation, and motivation. 
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In addition to the results measured with quantitative psychometric instruments, the development of the 

intervention allowed secondary qualitative research on group dynamics, according to the model of 

Tuckman (1984). 

Data analysis was performed with SPSS Statistics 26 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) and JASP Version 

0.14.1 (JASP Team, 2020). 

Results  

The experimental group and the control group were homogeneous (demographic characteristics and 

pretest results). Table 1 shows the mean and standard deviations in the pretest, where the significance 

test for GE (the experimental group) and GC (the control group) in the pretest was insignificant for all 

investigated dimensions. 

The effects of the psychological intervention program on early schemas, autonomy, and self-efficacy 

The T-test for independent samples was used to assess the effects of psychological intervention on early 

maladaptive mental schemas, personal autonomy, and self-efficacy (Table 1). In the posttest, 

participants in the experimental group compared to those in the control group reported significantly 

lower scores for the areas of early maladaptive conditions and significantly higher scores on Autonomy 

and Self-efficacy (p <.05). These significant values represented dimensions with moderate and high 

effect, between ± 0.69 and ± 0.88). 

Table 1: Comparison of variables outcomes between experimental group and control group 
  Experimental group (N=24) Control Group (N=24)  Effect 

Variables Mean 

(SD) 

Mean 

(SD) 

T p Mean 

(SD) 

Mean 

(SD) 

t P Cohen d 

 
pretest posttest 

  
pretest posttest 

 
 

 

Self-efficacy 22.1 

(4.7) 

28.5 

(6.1) 

-4.772 .001 23.2 

(5.2) 

23.3 

(6.9) 

-.104 .692 d=.799 

Autonomy 61.1 

(10.2) 

74.5 

(13.8) 

-8.149 .002 64.3 

(12.1) 

65.2 

(12.9) 

-.149 .552 d=.696 

I. Disconnection 

-Rejection 

46.2 

(16.8) 

35.3 

(15.1) 

-2.479 .001 48.7 

(18.8) 

46.3 

(16.1) 

-1.24 .438  d=.705 

II. Impaired 

Autonomy and/or 

Performance 

46.5 

(16.2) 

35.6 

(16.1) 

-6.961 .001 48.9 

(17.3) 

49.2 

(15.4) 

-.938 .368 d=.863 

III. Impaired Limits 22.6 

(7.7) 

16.9 

(8.6) 

-5.993 .003 24.5 

(7.4) 

23.4 

(7.8) 

.432 .674 d=.792 

IV. Other-

Directedness 

38.2 

(7.1) 

28.2 

(8.2) 

-3.586 .002 38.4 

(6.6) 

36.2 

(9.8) 

1.037 .831 d=.885 

V. Over vigilance -

Inhibition 

24.3 

(4.3) 

18.9 

(7.3) 

-6.509 .005 25.2 

(3.9) 

24.1 

(6.5) 

.293 .786 d=.752 

Source: Author 

Discussion 

This study evaluated the effect of a psychological program on maladaptive mental schemas, personal 

autonomy, and self-efficacy in young NEETs in randomized controlled trials. The psychological 

intervention program improved the level of manifestation of the areas of early maladaptive schemas and 

increased the level of autonomy and perception of personal self-efficacy. Therefore, the principles of 

personal development and support groups, together with the methods and techniques of cognitive-

behavioral interventions, can be used to optimize the behavior of young NEETs. We started from the 

premise that the impasse of NEET youth, namely the diminished ability to perform emerging adult tasks 

(according to J. Arnett's theory), is caused by the manifestation of early maladaptive schemas and self-

perception of autonomy and diminished self-efficacy. 

This article presents the results of the experimental-formative stage, in which only young NEETs 

participated, constituted in an experimental group (GE) and a control group (GC). The results confirmed 

the effectiveness of group interventions and cognitive-behavioral methods and techniques, and positive 

psychology (e.g., Boiler et al., 2013). 

Studies have shown that autonomy and independence are important values at the age of emerging 

maturity, linked to autonomous self-development. Increased levels of autonomy were positively related 

to exploratory behavior and flexible engagement but negatively related to avoidance behaviors. The 

results suggest that one of the main tasks of emerging maturity is the consonantal orientation and 
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coherence of identity in relation to the degree of autonomy (Arnett, 2014). The period between 20 and 

26 years seems to be the most appropriate for the implementation of support programs to prevent the 

consequences of poor perception of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is also related to self-personal coherence 

(Stomff and Vasiliu, 2017). According to the Big Five model, decreasing early maladaptive schemas 

can improve personality factors (e.g., Sava, 2009; Thimm, 2010; Lungu and Stomff, 2017). 

Conclusion 

These results demonstrate an improved outcome of the participants in the psychological intervention 

group. The intervention facilitated the psychological development and behavioral optimization for 

NEET young people, which aims to hire, resume and complete studies, reduce parental dependence, 

helping young NEETs to overcome this condition, to continue their starting path in life. 
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