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Abstract
Graduating from higher education is characterized by a complex set of changes, including the transition into employment 
as well as residential changes and identity shifts. We explored how wellbeing and depressive symptoms are associated with 
retrospective appraisals of developmental crisis in the year after leaving university, and the impact of living with parents 
following graduation. Data were collected from graduates based in the UK over the course of the 12 months following 
completing an undergraduate degree, via a 3-phase longitudinal design. One-third of the sample reported experiencing a 
developmental crisis within the year following university. Those who reported a crisis scored significantly lower on measures 
of environmental mastery across all time points and higher on measures of depression. Those living with parents scored 
significantly lower on measures of self-acceptance and autonomy and higher on measures of depression. In light of these 
findings, we conclude that interventions and targeted support to help students manage the psychological challenges of life 
after university should be developed and implemented.
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Graduating from higher education is a multi-faceted and 
complex life transition. Upon leaving university, graduates 
experience shifts across a variety of life domains including 
relationships, friendship networks, personal finances, work, 
residence, recreation and daily routine (Robinson 2019). 
There are major challenges to self-identity as individuals 
transition from their role as a student to the more auton-
omous role of a young professional (Crebert et al. 2004). 
Indeed, there are few transitions in adult life during which 
such significant life domain changes occur within a short 
space of time. This makes the post-university transition 

arguably one of the most challenging turning points of adult 
life, yet it has been rarely studied in terms of its effects on 
identity, mental health and wellbeing. In this introduction, 
we briefly define a set of relevant concepts and theories—
life transition, emerging adulthood, and quarter-life cri-
sis—before reviewing the literature on the post-university 
transition.

Transitions are qualitative changes in a person’s psy-
chosocial life structure. In other words, they are changes 
in kind, rather than change in amount (Robinson 2013). 
In the case of the post-university transition, a key qual-
itative change is from being a student to a worker (or 
unemployed in some cases). Transition periods require 
the dismantling of pre-existing life structures to make 
way for new ones, and with this disintegration and frag-
mentation of existing structures comes a high probability 
of crisis. A developmental crisis is a transitional episode 
in life during which a person struggles to cope (with 
changing demands?) and is forced to question their social 
environment and their sense of self while exploring new 
ways of behaving (Robinson and Wright 2013; Slaikeu 
1990). Crisis episodes are distressing but common devel-
opmental phenomena. They have been argued, by many 
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developmental theorists, to be functional insofar as they 
stimulate adults to evolve their behavioural repertoire to 
find an increased level of inner–outer balance and hier-
archical integration (Erikson 1968; Levinson 1978, 1996; 
Robinson 2013).

Crises can affect a person’s life on various levels. 
At the psychophysical level there will be high levels of 
stress and a mixture of powerful negative and positive 
emotions (Lazarus 2000). At the level of identity and 
meaning, a person in crisis will often question their own 
beliefs, identity and “personal paradigm” (O’Connor and 
Wolfe 1991). At the interpersonal level, crises can lead 
to alterations and disruptions to roles, relationships and 
systems of social support (Slaikeu 1990). At the socio-
cultural level, crises often involve a re-consideration of 
one’s relationships with social structures and norms, and 
whether they are just and worth upholding (Crafter and 
Maunder 2012).

For the majority of graduates, the transition out of 
higher education occurs within the life stage of emerg-
ing adulthood (Arnett 2000; Arnett 2016). This period 
is defined by high levels of instability in relationships 
and residence, ambiguity in adult status and a high level 
of self-examination and self-exploration. Higher educa-
tion has been found to foster a form of ‘semi-autonomy’ 
that defines this life stage, and indeed emerging adult-
hood can be construed as a life stage that has evolved 
in tandem with the rising popularity of higher education 
(Arnett 2016).

As a person endeavours to move out of the unstable 
and footloose life structure that defines emerging adult-
hood, into more stable adult roles such as long-term rela-
tionships, long-term residence and stable employment, 
the kind of crisis that they encounter is referred to as a 
quarter-life crisis (Robinson 2016). Such crises can be 
encountered in two forms, the locked-out form (feeling 
unable to enter adult roles) or the locked-in form (feeling 
trapped in newly acquired adult roles). In the locked-out 
form of quarter-life crisis, individuals feel unable to access 
meaningful adult roles, for example gaining employment, 
forming stable relationship, or become residentially and 
financially independent. Locked-out crisis is likely to be 
prevalent in the post-university transition, given the chal-
lenges of seeking work during this time (Robinson 2019).

For mature students who graduate after the period of 
emerging adulthood, the post-university transition brings 
other challenges. Although evidence suggests that mature 
students generally do well in finding employment after 
university (Woodfield 2011), they may find themselves 
with a higher level of worry over financial concerns and 
debt than traditional age students after leaving university 
(Cooke et al. 2004), and find that some graduate career 
paths are biased towards younger applicants (Hill 2012).

The Post‑university Transition

The process of leaving higher education and searching for 
work brings with it a range of potential stressors (Chang 
and Hancock 2003; Johnson 1991). Recent developments 
in the higher education sector in the UK have added to 
the potential for stress after graduating. The expansion 
of higher education has meant that there are now many 
more students competing for graduate-level jobs than in 
the past (Purcell and Elias 2004). Given that almost half 
of young people now get a degree, the value of a degree is 
increasingly in question (Bathmaker 2003). Furthermore, 
the nature of what constitutes a suitable graduate job has 
been a point of controversy and debate (Purcell and Elias 
2004). A further change affecting the experience of the 
post-university transition is the rise in tuition fees, leading 
to higher levels of debt upon graduation.

Around half of UK graduates enter a period of relative 
limbo after leaving university, during which they remain 
unemployed or attain non-graduate work to build up rel-
evant experience and wait for a full-time paid graduate 
opportunity to open up (CIPD 2017). Unemployment can 
lead to self-esteem decline, anxiety and depression in 
young adults (Feather and Bond 1983; Ryan 2001). Many 
young graduates express surprise at how difficult it is to 
gain access to their desired area of work (Pollard et al. 
2004). Even when recent graduates find employment, chal-
lenges may continue as they may struggle to adjust from 
the formally assessed learning style of higher education 
to the informal task-based learning style of the workplace 
(Candy and Crebert 1991).

A previous study following young individuals from 
adolescence into emerging adulthood found that perceived 
failure or underachievement in education and employment 
can predict increased sense of entrapment, higher levels 
of anger and difficulties in finding fixed residence even 
six years later (Wickrama et al. 2012). Conversely, suc-
cessfully entering into employment can have long-term 
positive consequences for the mental and physical health 
of the individuals, as well as their social and professional 
evolvement (Schulenberg et al. 2004).

Irrespective of situational factors, research suggests 
some personality traits predict how well graduates per-
form in their jobs. For example, Extraversion and Consci-
entiousness reliably predict transfer of skills from higher 
education to work, and also predict career success and 
salary (Abele and Spurk 2009; Eby et al. 2003; McManus 
et al. 2004; O’Reilly and Chatman 1994; Rode et al. 2008).

In addition to personality factors, motivation to find a 
job after graduation is linked to mental health. According 
to a 4-year longitudinal study from Germany (Haase et al. 
2012) and a 2-year study from Finland (Nurmi et al. 2002), 
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if a young person has clear and committed career goals 
and thus measures high on ‘goal engagement’, they are 
more likely to find a job and have robust wellbeing after 
university. However, for those who do not find a job and 
whose career does not progress well in the early years after 
university, goal engagement is likely to lead to depression. 
In other words, to really want a particular job makes rejec-
tion and failure that much harder.

The Challenge of Residential Status 
in the Post‑university Transition

One of the challenges in forging a fully autonomous lifestyle 
after university is that about half of UK students either return 
to live with their parents or continue to do so (National Union 
of Students 2016). According to the traditional housing ladder 
model, the step following education was home-leaving, fol-
lowed by renting and then eventually house ownership (Beer 
et al. 2011). However, that predictable sequence has now 
ceded to a more complex and non-linear set of pathways for 
young graduates and other young adults seeking independ-
ent living (Rugg et al. 2004). The instability in the graduate 
labour market and high property prices in the UK has cre-
ated an obstacle towards the direct transition from university 
to employment and fully independent living arrangements 
(Bentley and McCallum 2019). Increasingly, graduates find 
themselves in jobs that do not provide sufficient income to 
live independently, and this is compounded by the burden of 
student debt and high property prices in both the rental and 
purchase market (Chevalier and Lindley 2009). This pattern of 
increasing numbers of graduates living with parents has also 
been found recently in the USA (Fry 2016).

Students and graduates can be influenced by parents 
through the provision of economic support and accommo-
dation, and this can affect career decisions and emotional 
wellbeing, leading to a feeling of not being in control (Jones 
et al. 2006; Whiston and Keller 2004). It has been found 
that ‘helicopter parenting’ (parenting that is involved to the 
point of being overbearing) in tandem with perceived low 
parental warmth while at university is associated with lower 
self-worth and a greater extent of risk behaviours (Nelson 
et al. 2015). Furthermore, research suggests that living with 
parents after university can undermine a graduate’s sense of 
independence and autonomous identity (Goldscheider and 
Goldscheider 1999), and has recently been shown to predict 
poor occupational attainment in graduates (Manzoni 2018).

Aims and Hypotheses

The aims of the current paper were to build on the research 
currently available on how eudaimonic wellbeing and 
depressive symptoms change over the course of the year 

after graduating from university, and how these relate to ret-
rospective appraisals of personal crisis. To explore this, we 
followed a sample of graduates longitudinally for one year 
following graduation, assessing employment status, residen-
tial status, psychological wellbeing and depressive symp-
toms on three occasions at 6-month intervals. At the end of 
the 12 months, we asked participants if they had experienced 
the past year as a time of crisis. Based on the aforemen-
tioned studies on crises in young adults, our first hypoth-
esis was that the group of individuals reporting a crisis, 
compared with the group who did not report a crisis, would 
express lower levels of eudaimonic wellbeing and higher 
levels of depression at all time points, when controlling for 
relevant covariates. In addition, we set an exploratory goal 
to establish which facets of psychological wellbeing were 
associated with crisis. Our second hypothesis, based on the 
past research on residential status in young adults, was that 
depression levels would be higher, wellbeing levels lower, 
and crises more likely in graduates who were living with 
their parents, in comparison with those who were not living 
with parents.

Method

Design

The study employed a repeated-measures three-phase 
longitudinal design that lasted 12 months. The first phase 
took place 1 month after the individuals involved had com-
pleted their university studies. The second phase took place 
6 months after that. The third phase occurred a further 
6 months later.

Participants

Participants were students from a university in London who 
had just completed their undergraduate studies and were 
not intending to go into postgraduate study over the fol-
lowing year. Participants were invited from all departments 
across the university, and the eventual subject distribution 
across the university’s formal subject groupings was: Sci-
ence (5.6%), Architecture, Design and Construction (5.6%), 
Humanities and Social Sciences (22.8%), Business (23.3%), 
Computing and Mathematical Sciences (12.8%), Education 
(7.8%), Health and Social Care (17.8%). The full number of 
individuals invited via email is not known precisely as stu-
dent group email lists were used; however, it is approximated 
at 1500. In Phase 1, there were 240 participants; in Phase 2, 
188 participants, and in Phase 3 185 participants, showing a 
completion rate of 77%. Of the final 185 completers, the sex 
ratio was 80% female, 20% male. The ethnic mix was as fol-
lows: 55% White British, 12% White other, 9% Black, 16% 
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Asian, 3% Chinese, 6% Mixed ethnicity, 6% other. The mean 
age of the final sample was 24, with a range of 20 to 48. 
90.4% of the sample were aged 30 or under. We conducted 
analysis on complete cases only given that the majority of 
missing data represented participants who only completed 
one phase. There were no demographic or outcome-based 
differences between completers and non-completers.

Measures

Wellbeing: PWB 18‑Item Version (Ryff and Keyes 1995)

The Psychological Wellbeing Scales (PWB) assess six 
aspects of eudaimonic wellbeing. These scales, along with 
an indicative item from each, are: Purpose in Life (“I don’t 
have a good sense of what it is I’m trying to accomplish in 
life”), Personal Growth (“For me, life has been a continuous 
process of learning, changing, and growth”), Environmen-
tal Mastery (“The demands of everyday life often get me 
down”), Positive Relationships (“People would describe me 
as a giving person, willing to share my time with others”), 
Autonomy (“I have confidence in my own opinions, even if 
they are different from the way most other people think”) 
and Self-Acceptance (“When I look at the story of my life, 
I am pleased with how things have turned out so far”). 
Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert Scale from 1 
(Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The 18-item ver-
sion was used in this study. Cronbach’s α for the subscales 
in the current sample ranged from α = 0.59 to 0.67.

Depressive Symptoms: CESD‑10 (Zhang et al. 2012)

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the CESD-10. 
This is a 10-item scale for non-clinical populations that 
assesses feelings over the past week. Example items are 
“I felt lonely” and “I felt depressed”. Answers are given 
on a four-point scale: Rarely or none of the time (less than 
1 day); Some or a little of the time (1–2 days); Occasionally 
or a moderate amount of time (3–4 days); All of the time 
(5–7 days). The sum of answers to the 10 items is used as a 
numerical indicator of depressive symptomology. A score 
of 10 or more is indicative of mild depression. Cronbach’s 
α for the current sample was α = 0.73.

CDQ Crisis Definition‑Question (Robinson 2019)

The appraisal of developmental crisis was assessed using the 
retrospective version of the Crisis Definition and Question 
(CDQ; Robinson and Wright 2013; Robinson et al. 2017). 
The definition that is presented was developed based on a 
series of in-depth qualitative studies on developmental cri-
ses in younger and older adults (Robinson and Smith 2010; 
Robinson and Stell 2015), along with a literature review on 

definitions of developmental crisis (Robinson and Wright 
2013). The standard definition describes the typical duration 
of a crisis as several years, but to fit with the 1-year longi-
tudinal study the wording was adapted to point to a typical 
minimum duration, i.e. lasting 6 months or more. The fol-
lowing definition of developmental crisis was first presented 
to participants: “A crisis is a time in your life during which 
your emotions were more negative and unstable than normal, 
and you experienced changes and transitions that challenged 
your capacity to cope with stress, making you feel at times 
overwhelmed. During a crisis people often question things, 
including their goals, values and sense of identity. Typically 
crises last six months or more.”

In the 12-month after university phase, participants were 
provided with this definition and then the following question 
was presented: “Do you feel that you have been through a 
crisis since leaving university?” to which they were required 
to respond using a binary forced-choice—yes or no.

Residential Status

Residential status was assessed using a single item at all 
three time points, phrased as follows: please state your resi-
dential status at the current time: Living with friends; Living 
with parents or a parent; Living with partner/spouse; Liv-
ing as a lodger; Living with other relatives; Living on your 
own; Other.

Work Status

Work status was assessed using a single item at all three time 
points, with the following seven response options: Unem-
ployed; Job secured but not started yet; In postgraduate edu-
cation; Part-time paid employment; Full-time paid employ-
ment; Part-time voluntary employment; Full-time voluntary 
employment. For the purposes of creating a two-level vari-
able for analysis purposes, response options were re-coded 
into of ‘in paid employment’ (job secured but not started 
yet, full-time and part-time paid employment) vs ‘not in paid 
employment’ (unemployed, in voluntary employment).

Procedure

Questionnaires were completed online. Participants were 
sent links to questionnaires via email at the allocated time 
and asked to complete them within one month of receiving 
the email. Participants who completed all three phases of 
the research received a £20 shopping voucher as a reward.

Statistical Analysis Plan

Our first aim of exploring the trajectory of depressive symp-
toms (CESD-10) and psychological wellbeing (PWB) across 
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crisis vs. no crisis groups during the 12-month post-Uni-
versity transition period, was examined with a multilevel 
growth model. Fixed effects were time (level 1), crisis event 
(level 2: a participant level variable) and a Time × Crisis 
cross-level interaction term. We additionally included living 
with parents (yes/no) and employment status (not in paid 
employment/in paid employment) as time-varying covariates 
and sex (male/female) as a level 2 time-invariant between-
persons covariate to explore whether they represented addi-
tional influences on depression/wellbeing. If no significant 
effect of time emerged, we tested for a quadratic effect of 
time by squaring the centred value of time (see below) and 
including this as an additional fixed effect term.

We modelled participants as a level 2 variable and esti-
mated random coefficients for the intercept and time slope. 
These random coefficients provide an estimate of how much 
individual participant variation exists in wellbeing/depres-
sion scores (i.e. the intercept) and the trajectories (i.e. the 
time slope) of wellbeing/depression. The latter is particu-
larly valuable for assessing whether any changes in mean 
wellbeing/depression across time are accompanied by sig-
nificant variation in individual trajectories.

Prior to analysis, time was centred (at month 6) to avoid 
multicollinearity with the Time × Crisis term. Significance 
values for individual fixed effects were assessed against a t 
distribution and random effects were assessed with likeli-
hood ratio tests (Hox et al. 2017). All multilevel analysis 
was performed using the nlme packages in R (Pinheiro et al. 
2019), with full maximum likelihood used to estimate model 
parameters.

To examine our second hypothesis that crises were more 
likely to occur in graduates living with their parents, we 
conducted χ2 tests with variables of living with parents (yes/
no) and crisis (yes/no) at each of the three phases.

Results

Given that we are testing two hypotheses simultaneously, the 
required value for ascertaining significance was reduced to 
p < 0.025, according to the Bonferroni correction process.

With regards to the prevalence of reported crisis, out of 
the 185 individuals who completed the longitudinal study, 
61 individuals (33%) reported experiencing a crisis during 
the year. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics showing 
work status data and living at home data for each phase of 
the study.

Depressive Symptoms (CESD‑10)

As can be seen from the results of the multilevel model 
analysis in Table 2, there was a significant effect of crisis 
(p < 0.001), with those reporting a crisis event scoring 3.03 

points higher on the CESD-10 (indicating greater depres-
sive symptomology) than those who did not report a crisis. 
As can be seen in Fig. 1, the time trajectory of depressive 
symptoms did not appear to vary overall or within crisis 
groups, with no main or interactive effects of time observed. 
The addition of a quadratic term for time demonstrated no 
significant effect (p = 0.693), suggesting no evidence for a 
non-linear effect of time over the periods assessed. Random 
coefficients also suggested no significant variation in indi-
vidual participant time trajectories of depressive symptoms 
(LRT = 0.47, p = 0.789).

Results also indicated a significant effect of residing with 
parents (p = 0.017), with the mean depression score 1.45 
points higher when participants reported living with parents. 
Finally, a significant effect of employment status was found, 
with depression scores 1.31 points higher when participants 
reported not being in paid employment.

Psychological Wellbeing

As can be seen in Table 3 and Fig. 2, there was a sig-
nificant effect of crisis on wellbeing, with overall wellbe-
ing scores lower for those who reported the occurrence 
of a crisis by 0.31 points compared to those who did not 

Table 1   Descriptive frequencies (in percentage of total responders for 
phase) on employment status and living arrangements over the three 
phases of the study

Phase 1 (%) Phase 2 (%) Phase 3 (%)

Living with parents 53.5 53 52.4
Not living with parents 46.5 47 47.6
In paid employment 63.2 63.2 84.3
Not in paid employment 35.7 20.0 9.7
In postgraduate education 1.1 16.8 11

Table 2   Depressive symptoms: results of multilevel model for fixed 
effects

a Crisis, sex, living with parents and employment status are coded 
such that positive coefficients indicate higher depression scores for 
a crisis event, being male, residing with parents and being in paid 
employment, respectively

Independent variablesa Estimate t p

Intercept (baseline depression) 8.10 11.23  < .001
Crisis 3.03 4.09  < .001
Time 0.03 0.52 .601
Sex  − 0.76 0.84 .401
Living with parents 1.45 2.38 .017
Employment status  − 1.31 2.38 .017
Time × Crisis 0.11 1.26 .207
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(p = 0.001). No overall change in mean wellbeing across 
time (p = 0.618) was observed, and there was no significant 
variation in individual participant trajectories of wellbeing 
(LRT = 2.26, p = 0.322). The addition of a quadratic term 
for time also demonstrated no significant effect (p = 0.716).

In line with our hypotheses to identify which specific 
components of wellbeing that may be affected by crisis, we 
reran the multilevel analysis on each wellbeing dimensions 
after removing non-significant predictors. Results found 
consistently lower scores for crisis on all facets of wellbe-
ing as follows, with the regression coefficient B indicat-
ing the difference in scores for crisis vs. no crisis groups: 
Environmental Mastery (B =  − 0.51, p < 0.001), Positive 
Relationships (B =  − 0.22, p = 0.091), Personal Growth 
(B =  − 0.16, p = 0.068), Autonomy (B =  − 0.26, p = 0.038), 
Purpose in Life (B =  − 0.26, p = 0.043), Self-Acceptance 
(B =  − 0.34, p = 0.023). Only two of these facets, Environ-
mental Mastery and Self-Acceptance, were significant at 
the corrected level of p < 0.025.

To test the relative frequency of crises across the living 
with parents and not living with parents groups, three χ2 test 
were conducted; for all, the two-level categorical variables 

Fig. 1   MLM wellbeing change 
profiles over 12 months for cri-
sis and non-crisis groups. Note 
errors bars = standard error

Table 3   Overall wellbeing: results of multilevel model for fixed 
effects

a Crisis, sex, living with parents and employment status are coded 
such that positive coefficients indicate higher depression scores for 
a crisis event, being male, residing with parents and being in paid 
employment, respectively

Independent variablesa Estimate t p

Intercept (baseline wellbeing) 4.71 61.09  < .001
Crisis  − 0.31 3.31 .001
Time  − 0.00 0.34 .728
Sex  − 0.01 0.16 .871
Living with parents  − 0.08 1.13 .189
Employment status  − 0.03 0.66 .509
Time × Crisis 0.00 0.10 .915
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of crisis vs non-crisis was entered, and for each one living 
with parents and not living with parents was entered for one 
of the three phases. There was no relationship found between 
crisis and residential status in any of the three phases.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to establish how, over the 
12-month period following departure from university, 
reports of developmental crisis relate to wellbeing and 
depressive symptoms in graduates, and also whether living 
with one’s parents after leaving university relates to negative 
wellbeing over this time period. We hypothesized that the 
presence of a developmental crisis would predict low wellbe-
ing and depression—this hypothesis was partially supported, 
insofar as both depression and one facet of wellbeing (envi-
ronmental mastery) were strongly related to crisis apprais-
als. We also predicted that living with parents would relate 
to low wellbeing and depression. This hypothesis was also 

partially supported; in the first phase after leaving university, 
living with parents is related to low levels self-acceptance. 
In the second and third wave, it is related to a sense of low 
purpose in life, depression, and in the third wave only, it 
is strongly related to low autonomy. Time itself during the 
12-month period showed little effect on wellbeing; in our 
statistical models, there were no significant within-subjects 
effects of time; this is illustrated by the fact that in Figs. 1 
and 2, in which time is presented along the x-axis, all lines 
show a flat, or nearly flat, gradient.

With regards to the group that retrospectively self-defined 
as going through a developmental crisis in the year after 
leaving university; there is little by way of precedent for 
ascertaining whether this prevalence of 33% is high or 
low, other than the study by Robinson and Wright (2013), 
which also used the CDQ. In that study, 45% of adults aged 
30+ reported having been through a developmental crisis at 
some point between ages 20 and 29. Extrapolating from this 
previous finding, the fact that 33% retrospectively reported 
a crisis in one particular year is very high. We therefore 

Fig. 2   MLM change profiles 
over 12 months on depres-
sion symptoms for crisis and 
non-crisis groups. Note errors 
bars = standard error
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surmise that the post-university transition is a relatively 
crisis-prone period. This fits with the findings summarized 
in the introduction of this article, which portray the post-
university transition as one that is a complex and demanding 
life transition that contains notable potential for stress and 
identity challenges (Crebert et al. 2004; Johnson 1991).

With regards to crisis and wellbeing there was some evi-
dence to suggest that the strongest effects may be evident 
for Environmental Mastery, although further research would 
be needed to confirm this. Of all the wellbeing subscales, 
this is the most externally focused one; it focuses on issues 
of managing responsibilities, employing constructive goal-
directed action and keeping on top of tasks and demands. 
Low levels on this wellbeing subscale represent a feeling 
of being unable to keep a sense of healthy control over the 
external features of life. This in turn fits with the locked-out 
form of quarter-life crisis, which has been found to be one 
that is common in the transition out of education into work 
(Robinson 2019).

Ryff and Keyes (1995) found that Environmental Mastery 
is higher in midlife adults than young adults, suggesting a 
normative upward developmental trajectory. It may be that 
it is precisely the difficulties of taking control over life that 
graduates face, rather intensively, that explains why environ-
mental mastery is generally lower in young adult individuals 
relative to older adults.

When we examined wellbeing in the groups of gradu-
ates who were living with their parents, compared to those 
who were not, we found that graduates who were living with 
parents were overall more depressed. The same was true of 
graduates who were unemployed—they had higher ratings of 
depression than those in paid work. Causality may be work-
ing in either or both directions; it may be that individuals 
who struggle with depression and cultivating a clear sense 
of purpose or autonomy are more likely to live with parents 
after university and remain unemployed, but it also likely 
that living with parents and being without paid work induces 
a sense of feeling down and purposeless, when young adults 
who find themselves living in the family home, and com-
pare themselves negatively against their peers who have 
residential and financial autonomy. This finding is salient 
as a topic of future research because there are increasing 
numbers of graduates moving back, or continuing to live 
with parents (Dickler 2016). This in turn reflects a wider 
societal trend; the proportion of people aged 20 to 34 who 
live with their parents has risen from 19.48% in 1997, equat-
ing to 2.4 million people, to 25.91% in 2017, equating to 3.4 
million (Mohdin 2019). There is a marked lack of research 
exploring the relationship between living with parents after 
leaving university and wellbeing or mental health, but what 
little exists supports the notion that living with parents may 
be a causal factor in low wellbeing among graduates (Gold-
scheider and Goldscheider 1999; Robinson 2019).

This study of participants within a single university is 
designed to act as a pilot study for future studies conducted 
across multiple universities and potentially across different 
countries. The study has a number of limitations, all of 
which point towards ways of conducting future studies in 
this area. Firstly, due to logistical limitations in terms of 
when the study could viably start, we did not collect data 
from graduates before they left university and so have no 
pre-transition baseline variable against which to compare 
the three phases of post-university data. It would be ideal, 
in future longitudinal studies, to collect at least one phase 
while participants were still at university, followed by 
multiple phases after leaving university. A methodologi-
cal ideal would be to follow students through their whole 
studying journey, and then continue to study them after 
they leave. The sample that we achieved was predomi-
nantly female, which is likely to be a product of a differ-
ential participation motivation between males and females 
in the sample universe. The high proportion of females 
could have influenced the data in the direction of higher 
depression and crisis rates, given that there is a robust sex 
difference on both these variables (Robinson and Wright 
2013). Future research could aim at a purposively strati-
fied sample in which males and females are intentionally 
sampled to similar numbers. The purely random sampling 
approach, as achieved here, was beholden to take all those 
who offered to participate. It is also important to consider 
that the economic and social circumstances of graduates 
differ by country, so that generalization of the findings to 
other UK establishments is more justifiable than to other 
countries.

In terms of how crisis was assessed, we used a modified 
structured-autobiographical question that was developed 
for the purpose of assessing developmental crisis episodes 
in adults. We used this retrospective, single assessment 
appraisal of crisis vs. no crisis as an independent variable 
in a multilevel analysis, which necessarily precludes attri-
butions of causal direction (Northcott 2008). It would be 
appropriate in the future to assess crisis using a screening 
instrument at all phases of the study, to explore whether 
the appraisal of crisis is one that evolves over the period of 
study, and how that relates to a later retrospective appraisal. 
A further issue to take into account is that crisis and well-
being overlap as constructs in terms of their defining fea-
tures, and that relationships between the two may be, in 
part, a function of this construct overlap. The first author is 
currently in the process of developing a multi-item Likert 
scale-based psychometric measure of crisis, the discriminant 
and convergent validity of which will be established. This 
will have a number of benefits over the vignette-based self-
appraisal approach used here, including the elicitation of 
continuous rather than categorical data, and will be used in 
future studies of crises and wellbeing in graduates.
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A further limitation of the study is that we do not have 
data from an age-matched control of non-graduates, to 
explore whether what we have found by way of crisis preva-
lence, crisis features and the effects of living with parents 
would be different in this comparison sample. We strongly 
recommend to researchers to investigate this area using 
forms of data analysis that assess within-person change, such 
as latent growth modelling or multilevel modelling.

The implications for HE institutions of our findings, if 
replicated in further studies, are considerable. A full third 
of graduates in our sample reported experiencing a develop-
mental crisis, and this manifested in a sense of feeling out of 
control and depressed. Living with parents after graduation 
may be a situation that compounds this challenge, given that 
it is associated with low self-acceptance, low purpose and 
low autonomy. Interventions to support students prepare for 
the psychological challenges of the post-university transi-
tion must be an important next step, along with research to 
evaluate their effectiveness longitudinally. Indeed, it could 
be argued that HE has done negligibly little at all to make 
students aware of the psychosocial challenges that the tran-
sition out of university brings and to help them prepare for 
this. We envisage a systematically designed and delivered 
brief course of workshops to imminent graduates to help 
them prepare for the challenges ahead, which eventually 
becomes standard delivery across HE institutions. It is our 
aim to develop such a course, provisionally entitled the 
PLUS course (Preparing for Leaving University and Study), 
and to evaluate it in subsequent research studies.
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