Adolescents experiencing mental distress were
more likely to attend, or plan to attend,
university. By adulthood, mental distress was
not elevated for those who had attended, or
had planned to attend, university.
Mental distress during adolescence and participation in higher education
Kieran Balloo1, 2, Anesa Hosein 2, Nicola Byrom 3, and Cecilia A. Essau 4
1

USQ College, University of Southern Queensland, Australia; 2Surrey Institute of Education, University of Surrey, UK; 3Department of Psychology, Institute of
Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience, King’s College London, UK; 4Department of Psychology, University of Roehampton, UK

1

2

3

Adolescents experiencing mental
distress are more likely to go on to
attend university (Lewis et al.,
2021), but it is not clear why.

To determine whether social
comparison theory (Festinger,
1954) appears to explain why
mental distress is greater for
adolescents who go on to
participate in higher education.

Secondary data analysis of survey
responses from the Longitudinal

INTRODUCTION

Future university students might
make upward social comparisons
(Festinger, 1954) with peers who
they anticipate will perform better
than them on high-stakes
qualifications required for
university. These upward
comparisons may result in greater
mental distress (McCarthy &
Morina, 2020).

OBJECTIVE
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Weighted logistic regression
analyses revealed that adolescents
experiencing mental distress had a
greater likelihood (than those who
did not experience distress) of:
attending university (compared
to no university);
attending a more academically
selective university (compared
to a less academically selective
university);
having planned to apply for
university (compared to not
planning to apply).
By age 25, mental distress was not
elevated for those who
participated, or had planned to
participate, in higher education.

METHODOLOGY
Study of Young People in England
(LSYPE) (Ns = 3513-8168).
Aspects of mental distress
measured at the stages
respondents were preparing for
university admissions
qualifications (ages 15 and 17),
and at age 25, using the General
Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12;
Goldberg & Williams, 1988):
Anxiety/depressive symptoms;
Social dysfunction;
Loss of confidence.
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CONCLUSION
High-stakes qualifications could be
causing adolescents who are going
on to university to make upward
social comparisons, which results in
heightened mental distress.
Schools may need to provide
targeted support (e.g. emotion
regulation and stress management
interventions) around the time that
students undertake their university
admissions qualifications.
Universities need to be aware that
students may be particularly
susceptible to pressures during
high-stakes assessments.

University

Age 25

REFERENCES

FUNDING AND DATA

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7(2), 117–140.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202
Goldberg, D. P., & Williams, P. (1988). A users’ guide to the General Health Questionnaire. GL
Assessment.
Lewis, G., Mccloud, T., & Callender, C. (2021). Higher education and mental health: analyses of the
LSYPE cohorts. Department for Education. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/highereducation-and-mental-health-analyses-of-the-lsype-cohorts
McCarthy, P. A., & Morina, N. (2020). Exploring the association of social comparison with depression
and anxiety: A systematic review and meta‐analysis. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 27(5),
640–671. https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.2452

This work was supported by the Economic and Social Research Council [grant number
ES/T002255/1].
The data that support the findings of this study are available via the UK Data Service at
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-5545-7.

