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Abstract 

We argue that while a substantial proportion of emerging adults are in post-secondary education, 

there is relatively little consideration of this context within research and policy around youth mental 

health. The unique challenges young adults face in post-secondary education overlay underlying risk 

factors experienced by emerging adults. While post-secondary education facilitates social mobility, it 

also introduces stressors such as academic demands, financial insecurity, and social isolation. As we 

increasingly appreciate the social determinants of mental health and the influence of institutional 

systems, understanding the post-secondary context offers promise in transforming mental health in 

emerging adulthood. There are pockets of great practice. However, we argue that targeted efforts are 

now needed to bring together students, practitioners, policymakers and researchers to drive 

evidence-informed improvements in mental health within the post-secondary context.  

  



Emerging adulthood (aged 18 – 25 years) is a high-risk period for mental health problems (Arnett, 

2010). Most mental health problems onset before the age of 25 (Kessler et al., 2007; Solmi et al., 

2022). The prevalence of mental health problems among emerging adults is increasing, with countries 

around the world reporting a similar trend (Calling, 2017; Goodwin, 2020; McManus et al., 2016; Tabor 

et al., 2021; Tørmoen, 2020; Wiens et al., 2020).  

There are concerns about a youth mental health crisis (McGorry & Mei, 2018; McGorry et al., 

2022; McGorry et al., 2024; Murthy, 2023). While there are debates about the factors driving changes 

in youth mental health (Davis et al., 2024; Felfe et al., 2023; Foulkes & Andrews, 2023; Murthy, 2023; 

Schweizer et al., 2023), emerging adulthood is a time of developmental sensitivity (Arnett, 2010) 

rendering young adults susceptible to wider societal stressors. Significant biological and neurological 

changes occur throughout adolescence (Foulkes & Blakemore, 2018; Paus et al., 2008) against a 

backdrop of psychological and social change, characterised by occupational and financial insecurity 

(Buecker, 2021) and evolving social expectations and priorities (Albert & Steinberg, 2011; Arnett, 2010; 

Dumontheil et al., 2010; Foulkes & Blakemore, 2016; Larson & Richards, 1991; Larson, 1990; 

Somerville, 2013). Cultural changes in the way mental health is understood may be absorbed most 

readily by emerging adults, impacting how they think about their own mental health (Armstrong et 

al., 2023; Foulkes & Andrews, 2023). 

Emerging adulthood overlaps significantly with post-secondary education (GOV.UK, 2023; HESA, 

2023; Statistica, 2023; Statistics, 2023). Given the high percentage of emerging adults in post-

secondary education, students tend to be grouped together with other emerging adults in mental 

health research, policy, and practice (A GENERATION AT RISK: 

THE STATE OF YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH IN CANADA, 2024; Large et al., ND; McGorry et al., 2024; 

"National Action Plan for the Health of Children and Young People," 2019; "Transforming Children and 

Young People’s Mental Health Provision: a Green Paper," 2017). Yet evidence shows that the 

experiences and needs of post-secondary students are specific.  



While post-secondary education provides many societal goods (Collini, 2012), attending post-

secondary institutions can also be a transformational experience for the individual. Post-secondary 

education is intimately connected to social mobility (Southall, 2016); graduates are more likely to be 

employed, enjoy higher wages and have better job satisfaction (Milburn, 2012; Montenegro & 

Patrinos, 2014; Van der Berg & Van Broekhuizen, 2012). Post-secondary education also has positive 

impacts on mental health in the long-term and reduces health inequalities for some minoritised 

groups (Balloo et al., 2022; Gutiérrez-García et al., 2017). However, poor mental health persists as a 

barrier to accessing post-secondary education and contributes to attrition and reduced educational 

outcomes (Auerbach et al., 2016; Auerbach et al., 2018; Bantjes et al., 2021; Caitlin Faas, 2018; Challice 

et al., 2023; Lewis et al., 2021; Neves & Stevenson, 2023; Tabor et al., 2021).  

To improve equitable access to post-secondary education, we need a stronger understanding of 

the challenges that post-secondary education presents for student mental health. With an increasing 

recognition of the social determinants of mental health, there is awareness of the influence of 

structural inequalities in our institutional systems as opposed to individual vulnerabilities (Adler et al., 

2016; Alegría et al., 2018). Settings-based approaches are transformational in preventing mental 

health problems (Dooris et al., 2019; Fernandez et al., 2016; Whitelaw et al., 2001), and considering 

the local context in intervention development dramatically improves efficacy (Bonell et al., 2006; Craig 

et al., 2008; Oakley et al., 2006). All this, however, requires a robust understanding of the local context. 

Through the remainder of this paper, we highlight a few factors specific to the post-secondary context 

that demand further consideration in research.  

While emerging adulthood is a time of transition, the post-secondary experience prolongs a period 

of liminality, with students preparing to start their working adult lives. In contrast to high ambitions 

for their future, university support for helping young people have confidence about how they will 

achieve their future goals is limited (Baird, 2008). For many, this presents a real challenge to the basic 

psychological needs for competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Post-



secondary education brings unfamiliar academic demands and expectations (Wilbraham, In Press). 

Students encounter difficulties in adapting to higher academic standards and managing heavy 

workloads (Dyrbye, 2011). Performance anxiety, fear of failure, and imposter syndrome are common 

challenges faced by students (Gerwing, 2015; Hu, 2019; Kaser, 2021; Sullivan, 2020; Thomas, 2020). 

Unlike the transition from education to the workplace, there is pressure placed on university students 

to succeed now and secure the grades needed for their future careers; most students worry about 

future employment, and such concerns predict lower wellbeing (Larcombe et al., 2022). 

In the United Kingdom (UK), Canada, the United States (US) and other countries, it is common for 

young people to move away from home to study at university (Whyte, 2019). While emerging 

adulthood is characterised by separation from family, the relationship with parents can be critical for 

settling into university (Rice et al., 1990). This generation of students has been exposed to greater 

intervention by parents than previous generations (Malone, 2007), with such intervention suspected 

to reduce the opportunity to develop competency (Pedersen, 2017), thus making the transition away 

from home harder. Adjusting to a new support network and seeking help from unfamiliar sources can 

be difficult (Batchelor et al., 2020; Byrom, 2017). Young people prefer to access support from known 

sources of support (Reavley & Jorm, 2010), thus students’ support network through the transition to 

university is severely limited. Yet, examining countries in which students do not tend to move out of 

home during university suggests that living on campus may also be protective against loneliness and 

socioemotional problems during this period of life (Dingle et al., 2022; LaMontagne et al., 2023).  

The transition challenge is particularly pressing for international students (Frampton, 2022). Our 

universities are increasingly international, supporting young people to move from their home country 

to a new environment. Migration has additional challenges, including language barriers, acculturative 

stress, and discrimination (Lee, 2007; Smith, 2011). A recent Australian survey found that 86% of 

international students and 56% of domestic students would seek help from university services for 

mental health problems, underscoring the uniquely important role these institutions can play as a 



source of support for students (LaMontagne et al., 2023). There is a balance to strike between 

opportunities and obligations, as governments continue to explore how they regulate the post-

secondary education sector and set expectations for institutions. The legal and regulatory framework 

held nationally shapes the burden of responsibility and, thus, the approach adopted by institutions. 

Challenging questions persist around the boundaries between education and health services 

(Education, 2024).  

The dramatic changes in social connection associated with moving to university are a risk factor 

for loneliness (Bosma et al., 2015; Matthews et al., 2018; Matthews et al., 2019). Students commonly 

experience feelings of loneliness, social isolation, and homesickness (Peltzer, 2017), which in turn 

predicts decreased academic performance (Kaufmann & Vallade, 2020) and decreased mental health 

(Alsubaie et al., 2019; McIntyre, 2018). Increasing opportunities for meaningful social connection is 

important for mental health; social support buffers the negative effects of stressors (Lakey & Cohen, 

2000) and reduces anxiety, depression and loneliness (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005; Zimmerman et al., 

2002). While universities should play a role in cultivating social cohesion (Case et al., 2018), large 

classes, online learning (cost-saving and increasing flexible delivery)(Kaufmann, 2022), and single 

rooms in halls of residence (Brown et al., 2019), mean that young adults have minimal institutional 

infrastructure, material or psychological, to build relationships. 

Uniquely, university students are placed under extreme financial stress, working hard but not 

earning a salary. Most students are worried about their finances, and a substantial proportion 

experience housing and food insecurity (Broton, 2018; Bruening, 2017; Haskett, 2021; National 

Student Money Survey, 2023; Nazmi, 2019). Student debt is negatively associated with wellbeing 

outcomes, and difficulties affording daily living expenses have consistently been associated with a 

range of student mental health problems (Adams, 2016; Bemel, 2016; Benson-Egglenton, 2019; Jones, 

2018; Nissen, 2019; Porru, 2021; Richardson, 2013, 2015, 2018, 2017; Rogers, 2016; Walsemann, 

2015; Wege, 2016). Balancing work and study commitments to alleviate financial pressures can further 



contribute to mental health challenges (Potter, Jayne & Brett, 2020; Larcombe et al., 2016). Students 

from marginalized backgrounds may face additional financial challenges, exacerbating mental health 

disparities (Tran, 2018). 

For young people with a history of mental health problems, the transition to adult mental health 

services is challenging, with only a small minority experiencing a good transition (Street, 2023; 

Cleverly, Lenters & McCann, 2020). The complexity of this transition is amplified when young people 

move to university, usually moving to a different service provider (Byrom & Hambly, 2013; Byrom et 

al., 2022). While the transition to adulthood reduces the role that caregivers can play in co-ordinating 

care and advocating for access to services, for students, the desire to demonstrate independence may 

be particularly acute (Cage et al., 2020).  

While there are pockets of great practice across post-secondary education, practice innovations 

are often conducted independently from research. In the UK, the University Mental Health Charter, 

co-produced with thousands of staff and students across the country, provides an evidence-informed 

framework to support a settings-based approach to mental health and wellbeing (Hughes & Spanner, 

2019). This provides a case study for bringing together researchers, practitioners and policymakers to 

strengthen our understanding of the needs of the post-secondary context (Brewster et al., 2022; Jones 

et al., 2021; Priestley et al., 2022). However, targeted research is now needed to understand what 

works in implementing such a settings-based approach. Reviewing interventions globally for 

supporting mental health in post-secondary education, Upsher et al., (under review) found substantial 

knowledge gaps, especially for interventions embedded in educational practice, focused on public 

health or operating at an institutional or systems level (see also (Upsher et al., 2022). Challenges for 

driving research forward also exist at the intersection between education and health, with a need for 

clinical and health-focused research to give greater consideration to the experiences and needs of 

postsecondary students as a unique, diverse, population (Sampson et al., 2022). 
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