
 
	

ABSTRACT 

A Qualitative Exploration of Emerging Adults’ Experiences Seeking and Receiving Support 
From Their Parents During College 

 
Darby Sorrels 

Director: Dr. Jane Haas Damron, Ph. D. 

College can be a stressful period of time for emerging adults, and these years may also be 
marked by changes in the parent-child relationship (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). In order to cope 
with stress, college students frequently turn to their parents for support (Youniss and Smollar, 
1989), but it is unclear how students seek support from parents and how satisfied they are with 
the support they receive. In light of this, the current study examines parent-child communication 
during the college years, particularly as it relates to supportive communication during stressful 
times. This study used face-to-face interviews with 20 emerging adult college students to gain 
insights into this experience. Analysis revealed that college students learn to communicate with 
their parents in new ways while navigating issues of autonomy and that they primarily lean on 
their parents for emotional and informational support. In line with Expectancy Violation Theory 
(Burgoon, 1993), college students experienced positive and negative violations in relation to 
support they expected versus the support they received from their parents during this time of life. 
These findings contribute to our knowledge of parent-child communication during a distinctly 
stressful and transitional period of time. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
  
 

Overview 

 Parents can play a significant role in every stage of their child’s life, providing support in 

a myriad of ways throughout childhood and into adulthood. Often, when children leave home to 

further their education at a university, social support is important to the children because of how 

stressful the transition to college can be. Individuals adjusting to college life have been shown to 

experience more stress than peers who do not attend college, due to the challenges of adapting to 

a new social setting and/or a new town (Stallman, 2010). As a result of the stress of this 

transition, college students rely on their parents for different types of support (Carlson, 2014).  

Many individuals attending college fall within the age range known as emerging adulthood (ages 

18-25), during which adolescents are transitioning into fully-fledged adults (Arnett, 2000). For 

these individuals and their parents, the transition away from home can represent a crucial period 

of change in the parent-child relationship, as roles are shifted, autonomy is expanded, and 

communication is altered in response to these nuances. Yet, our knowledge of the parent-child 

relationship during the college years and during times of stress is limited. As such, the goal of the 

current study was to attempt to fill in some of those gaps. 

 

Background and Significance 

 For many emerging adults, an identifiable marker of the transition to adulthood is the 

transition to college. Moving away from home to a new place, meeting new people, and 

shouldering a more rigorous academic workload can be very stressful for many new college 

students. Though there are many stressors that emerging adults face when transitioning into 
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college, social support has been shown to ease this distress and promote a smoother transition 

(Carlson, 2014). Through the adversity, emerging adults are seeking support, yet they may only 

look to certain people for it because they might feel a sense of guilt at the thought of burdening 

others. As a result, they may seek support from their parents because they do not feel guilty 

seeking support from someone who has consistently been there for them (Burleson, Albrecht, & 

Sarason, 1994). Emerging adults, though wishing to become autonomous, still recognize that they 

must rely on their parents for things such as financial support, academic support, and relationship 

advice (Carlson, 2014). Research has shown that parents still play a significant role in their 

children’s lives because emerging adults still seek support from their parents (Carlson, 2014). 

Even so, emerging adulthood is a unique period of growth with a likely transition in the 

relationships between college students and their parents. There is still much more to be examined 

and understood about how college students and their parents seek and communicate social 

support during this stage of life, and whether or not what we have come to expect about the 

support process is also applicable in this stage of life given the nuances of the parent-child 

relationship during this time.   

 There are several other reasons why this current study will be beneficial in furthering our 

existing knowledge. Recently, scholars have examined the stage of life that we now know as 

“emerging adulthood” (Arnett, 2000). This period of time can create turbulence in the 

relationship between emerging adults and their parents because emerging adults are seeking 

independence, while their parents are attempting to find a balance in the amount of autonomy to 

give their children (Youniss and Smollar, 1985). The boundaries of their child’s newly created 

independence and autonomy; failure to acknowledge those boundaries can lead to problems in the 

relationship. As a result, these individuals may feel that the support they have received was 

ineffective because it invades their autonomy (Burleson, 2003). Thus, research has shown that 
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communication with parents is an important factor in the lives of emerging adults because of the 

possible changes it could make to the parent-child relationship during this stage of life.  

 Communication between emerging adults and their parents can also impact the quality of 

their relationships (Agliata & Renk, 2008). As they transition into college, it can be difficult for 

emerging adults to find the time to talk to their parents with new, busy, and unsettled schedules. 

Even if the communication is inadequate, studies have suggested that the frequency of 

communication in the parent-child relationship is less critical than the effectiveness of the 

communication and how well messages are interpreted between the two parties (Knapp & 

Vangelisti, 2011). Having sincere and honest communication can be beneficial for the parent-

child relationship. This open communication becomes valuable	in the relationship during this 

period of time because it allows college students to seek and receive social support from their 

parents when stress develops, which can relate to greater adjustment to the transition and an 

improved sense of self-worth (Agliata & Renk, 2008).  

The introduction of many different forms of technology and mediums of communication 

makes it much easier for college students to communicate with their parents than it may have 

been in past eras. Fortunately, the use of technology as a medium of communication encourages 

college students to seek support from their parents simply because the communication can 

become more frequent. In fact, studies have shown that the use of phone calls can help college 

students’ stress levels lower by hearing their parents’ voices through the phone (Ramsey, 

Gentzler, Morey, Oberhauser, & Westerman, 2013). Because there is much more to be learned 

about how these forms of communication can alter and affect the parent-child relationship, it is 

important to further study how communication between college students and their parents during 

this time comes to fruition. 

 After knowing someone for a period of time, individuals may develop an understanding 

and expectation of how they think another individual might respond in particular situations. In the 
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parent-child relationship at this stage of life, both the parent and child form expectations of what 

they think the other might, or should, say in response to stressful times, but these expectations can 

be violated and can impact the relationship by affecting future interactions between the two. 

Scholars within the field of communication, led by Judee Burgoon, have studied this phenomenon 

and developed Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) to help explain how individuals respond to 

having their expectations met or violated in the context of interpersonal interaction (Burgoon, 

1993). This theory has been studied within multiple interpersonal contexts, including romantic 

relationships, family relationships, and friendships (Afifi & Metts, 1998; Floyd & Voloudakis, 

1999). In the context of this thesis, Expectancy Violations Theory was applied to better 

understand how expectations, whether violated or met, affected the parent-child relationship.  

 

Summary 

 Having previewed the stressful transition emerging adults face as they enter into college, 

and understanding that parents are still be a source of support for them, it is important for scholars 

to further understand how the support seeking and receiving process plays out in the changing 

parent-child relationship of this time period. Past research has shown that communication can 

impact the parent-child relationship, but this thesis will further examine the unique 

communicative features that are present in the parent-child relationship during the phase of 

emerging adulthood. Expectancy Violations Theory has yet to be studied within the context of the 

parent-child relationship during the college years. As such, the current study will help to 

understand expectancy violations in this context in order to see how these dynamics affect 

ongoing communication between college students and their parents.  

Preview  

 The transition into emerging adulthood impacts the communication patterns and support 

seeking and receiving processes of the parent-child relationship during times of stress. This 
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chapter has provided a brief overview of the context and aims of the study. Chapter Two will 

review the relevant literature on the stresses of college and emerging adulthood, how the 

transition into adulthood affects the parent-child relationship, the communication patterns 

between college students and their parents, types of social support and supportive 

communication, and Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT). Chapter Three will explain the 

research design of the study, including recruitment methods, participant demographic 

information, interview and survey procedures, and the process of qualitative data analysis. 

Chapter Four will provide a thorough exploration of the themes that arose from the data, 

including clear explanations of each theme, interpretive commentary, and exemplar participant 

quotes. Chapter Five will review the findings and provide an in-depth discussion of the 

significance of the findings in relation to the existing literature, helping to position my 

conclusions within the larger scholarly context. This final section will also document the 

limitations of the study, as well as the potential future directions.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Review of Literature 
  
 

The Stresses of College and Emerging Adulthood 

College can be a stressful experience for students as they adjust to the academic demands 

of higher education and, in many cases, transition to a new city, living space, and social 

environment. As a result of these changes, college students can experience heightened levels of 

stress in comparison to individuals who do not attend college, in part because of an increased, 

specialized work load and other presumed life changes (e.g., new town, new social setting) 

(Stallman, 2010). According to researchers, stress is experienced when “the transaction between 

person and environment is perceived as threat, challenge, or harm to personal well-being” (Puri, 

Yadav, & Shekhawat, 2016, p. 353). Factors that lead to stress in college students can also 

include the increase in new opportunities, independent decision-making, new financial 

obligations, evolving maturity levels, and the development of social and civic skills (Puri, Yadav, 

& Shekhawat, 2016). It can be difficult for students to meet new people and become socially 

integrated while focusing heavily on academics. In addition, joining extracurricular organizations, 

such as clubs, can be difficult for college students because they may face complications learning 

how to successfully manage their time (Puri, Yadav, & Shekhawat, 2016). 

Overall, the academic transition from high school to college can create stress among 

students for a number of reasons. As Misra and McKean (2000) noted, “college students report 

experiencing academic stress resulting from taking and studying for exams, grade competition, 

and the large amount of content to master in small amount of time” (p. 41). Despite these 

potential stressors, college students are expected to quickly learn how to live independently from 

their families, maintain their own finances, and succeed academically (Brougham, Zail, Mendoza, 
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& Miller, 2009). Furthermore, for many, these new adaptions and transitions are taking place 

during a period known as emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000), which comes with its own unique 

challenges and dynamics.  

 

Emerging Adulthood 

 The transition into emerging adulthood, a period of time spanning ages 18 to 25, can be 

difficult for individuals (including traditional college students) because they are attempting to 

find a balance between autonomy from and reliance on their parents (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). 

Emerging adulthood “is a time of life when many different directions remain possible, when little 

about the future has been decided for certain, when the scope of independent exploration of life’s 

possibilities is greater for most people than it will be at any other period of the life course” 

(Arnett 2000, p. 469). College students in this age range are seeking to find their own identity 

away from their parents, yet they may still value their parents as authority figures and sources of 

support (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). According to Youniss and Smollar (1989), emerging adults, 

though wanting to establish their own identities, recognize that they still should maintain a strong 

relationship with their parents and continue to attempt to meet their expectations, seek their 

approval, and respect them because they are still seen as the authority figures in emerging adults’ 

lives.  

 College students note that becoming an equal with one’s parent is an important indication 

or turning point of becoming an adult (Arnett, 2000). Therefore, emerging adults who leave home 

recognize that their parents’ control is reduced, which can prompt reduced dependency as well 

(Aquilino, 1997). Thus, the expectations of communication, support, and the expression of 

closeness are reconsidered or perhaps recalibrated when emerging adults leave for college 

(Aquilino, 1997). In fact, studies have shown that conflict between parents and their children may 

decrease once the child leaves for college and transitions into adulthood (Aquilino, 1997). Even 
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though conflicts can decrease, parents may still have a difficult time acknowledging their child’s 

independence because this shift is new and requires adjustment from both parties (Carlson, 2014). 

Still, both emerging adults and their parents recognize that, during college, children may still be 

reliant on their parents for different types of support (Carlson, 2014), meaning they should 

maintain appropriate levels of communication in order to allow the child to learn how to become 

a successfully independent adult. 

 

Communication During College 

 Communication between emerging adults and their parents during college can impact the 

quality of the parent-child relationship (Agliata & Renk, 2008). Effective communication that 

positively impacts the relationship can create an open and sincere relationship between college 

students and parents, which can facilitate greater levels of support during times of stress (Agliata 

& Renk, 2008). In addition, communication between college students and parents can present 

remedies for the adjustment difficulties into college because college students’ perceptions of high 

communication reciprocity with their parents correlates to greater adjustment and self-worth 

throughout college (Agliata & Renk, 2008), meaning they can become more successful at this 

stage in their lives. 

 With the wide array of new technology mediums and apps that are used today, it is much 

easier for college students to communicate conveniently with their parents (Ramsey et al., 2013). 

Ramsey et al. (2013) studied college students’ use of different communication channels to 

communicate with parents, and the results illustrated that the use of technology has evolved. In 

particular, Ramsey and colleagues discovered that phone use between students and their parents is 

correlated with higher relationship quality (Ramsey et al., 2013). They note that email 

correspondence has increased over time, but only in regards to work purposes or attempting to 

contact groups of people. Instead, students in this particular study preferred phone 
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communication with their parents because they recognized that it is richer than any other type of 

communication due to the instant responses and cues, such as vocal tone (Ramsey et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, students reported that hearing their parents’ voices offered comfort to them 

(Ramsey et al., 2013). Students who preferred phone communication in this study indicated that 

their relationship with their parents was of higher quality and that their parents provided helpful 

support and instrumental aid (Ramsey et al., 2013).  

As previously discussed, there are many changes experienced by an emerging adult 

adjusting to college, including potential changes in the relationship with their parents. The 

transition can alter the relationship for better or worse depending on the quality of 

communication, yet emerging adults still typically rely on their parents because they know that 

parental advice and influence can aid their decision-making process as an emerging adult 

(Carlson, 2014). The transition into adulthood can benefit the parent-child relationship because it 

brings more equitable, honest, and open communication, which results in higher levels of 

satisfaction for both parties (Morgan, Thorne, and Zurbriggen, 2010). These scholars found that 

lower levels of communication and affection due to distance did not mean that there was more 

negativity or decreased relational quality between the two parties, but instead they found 

decreased conflict and increased family cohesion (Morgan et al., 2010; Parra et al., 2015). 

Therefore, it is important to note that, at times, parent-child relationships are not impacted by how 

often the parties talk, but on the quality of the conversations that the two have during 

communication.  

Regardless of the potential physical distance between college students and their parents, 

students report better relationships with their friends and healthier emotional adjustments, such as 

less depression and anxiety in college, as a result of communication with parents (Mattanah, 

Hancock, & Brand, 2004). Hartos and Power (2000) also found that communication between 

college students and parents is related to positive outcomes in the areas of academics, mental 
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health, and self-esteem. A study done by Agliata and Renk (2008) further confirms that increased 

communication between college students and parents resulted in greater feelings of self-worth 

and a better adjustment to college on the part of the student. Overall, a number of studies have 

demonstrated how beneficial open communication between college students and their parents can 

be, even benefitting other aspects of their lives.  

 

Social Support 

 Social support is “verbal and nonverbal communication between recipients and providers 

that reduces uncertainty about the situation, the self, the other, or the relationship, and functions 

to enhance a perception of personal control in one’s experience” (Albrecht & Adelman, 1987, p. 

19). Support is provided when individuals sense a need for it in others and attempt to give 

assistance to others in order to reduce their emotional stress (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002). 

According to Cutrona and Suhr (1994), there are six different types of social support: emotional 

support (the expressions of empathy, concern, caring, and trust and reassurances of worth), 

informational support (advice, information, or new ideas on an issue), tangible support (offers of 

favors and goods), appraisal support (providing useful viewpoints that are valuable for self-

concept), esteem support (providing reminders of self-worth), and network support (giving 

opportunities for being a part of a group). With each of these types of support, the purpose and 

clarity of the message’s content is particularly important because the supportive communication 

can help individuals reframe their perspective and feel less stressed (Goldsmith, 2004). In order to 

determine the helpfulness of the message, Goldsmith (2004) states that one evaluates if the advice 

received is wise, the information is accurate, and the sympathy is sincere. In addition, individuals 

seek support from people whom they have a close relationship with because they feel more 

comfortable (Wade, Howell, & Well, 1994). Though individuals seek support in close 

relationships, some people may not be skilled at providing constructive and genuine support 
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messages (Goldsmith, 2004). Therefore, individuals who are seeking support can be hurt by the 

support given and may feel that it was ineffective (Burleson, 2003).  

During their transition into college, emerging adults rely on their parents not only for 

tangible support, but for other types of support as well (Carlson, 2014). Studies have shown that 

parental advice is still sought by emerging adults (Carlson, 2014). Family is a fundamental 

support system to college students during this stage of their lives and the nature of the 

relationships with their parents continues to be necessary at this point because of the advice and 

support students seek from their parents (Powers, Hauser, & Kilner, 1989). College students seek 

parental advice on a range of topics such as academic assistance and relationship guidance 

(Carlson, 2014). When college students evaluate the received support as positive, it can help them 

reframe, reduce stress, provide useful information, and allow the student to implement the advice 

(MacGeorge, Feng, & Guntzviler, 2016). Sometimes, however, college students who receive 

support from their parents view it as inappropriate, ineffective, or unhelpful because it invades 

their autonomy (Goldsmith, 2004). Carlson (2014) found that emerging adults are also likely to 

seek advice from their parents with regard to their work and financial life, in addition to social 

and relational concerns. She noted that clear messages from students allow their parents to 

understand the needs and wants of their child. (Carlson, 2014).  

In line with the work by Goldsmith (2004), college students think that good 

communication with their parents involves sharing problems with one another and counting on 

each other for support. Even college students, who are trying to establish their own identities, 

report seeking and receiving support from their parents (Goldsmith, 2004). Because there are 

different forms of social support, different situations require a specific type of social support, and 

each type should attend to the needs of the person seeking the support in order to be evaluated as 

successful (Goldsmith, 2004). If the advice is effective and provides support to the seeker, it is 
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seen as more helpful, and will make the seeker want to continue to seek support from them in the 

future (Goldsmith, 2004).  

Goldsmith’s (2004) Normative Model of Social Support argues that support and advice is 

seen as constructive if it satisfies three conditions: “(1) it is an appropriate type of support for the 

problem, (2) the content of the advice is useful, and (3) the way in which the advice is 

communicated is responsive not only to the task of assisting with the problem but also to the 

identity and relational implications of directing another person’s behavior” (p. 56). In other 

words, “enacted support that is evaluated as having some positive value is more likely to facilitate 

coping, whereas enacted support that is evaluated negatively is less likely to assist with coping 

and could even prove harmful to coping efforts” (Goldsmith, 2004, p. 26). Specifically, for 

college students who are transitioning into adulthood, the third condition for how advice is 

helpful plays a role at this stage in their lives because college students are trying to understand 

their own identities as adults and they prefer support and advice that does not threaten their 

identities and relationships (Goldsmith, 2004). In other words, it is important that the support and 

advice they receive does not directly attack their newly formed and evolving adult identities. 

Goldsmith (2004) explains, “A failure to support identity performances can reflect on the 

closeness of relational partners, their degree of similarity and understanding, their power and 

expertise relative to one another, and their respect for one another’s autonomy” (p. 59). In line 

with these findings, the current study will attempt to better understand how college students’ 

newfound autonomy in the transition into adulthood affects the types of support that they are 

looking to receive from their parents and how they evaluate that support.  

While there are many studies on how social support is utilized in interpersonal 

relationships, there are few that highlight social support between college students and their 

parents. Because of the increase and evolution in technology use, there is more to understand 

about how phone calls and text messages still play a role in college students’ support seeking and 
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receiving processes. Furthermore, there is a gap in our knowledge of how support from parents is 

evaluated more or less positively based on whether receivers’ expectations have been violated or 

upheld.  

 

Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) 

Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) (Burgoon, 1993) has been utilized to help explain 

how individuals respond to having their expectations met or violated in the context of 

interpersonal interaction. People decide how to communicate with another person based on 

expectations of what the other person will say (Burgoon, 1993). Burgoon (1993) defines 

expectancies as “an enduring pattern of anticipated behavior” (p. 31) that is deeply rooted in 

social norms, and the individual’s past life experiences. Expectations arise from “characteristics 

of actors, their relationship to one another, and the context in which their communication takes 

place” (Burgoon et al., 2016, p. 25). For example, as it relates to advice, expectations can be 

confirmed or violated in an interpersonal interaction depending on whether the individual giving 

the advice communicates or deviates from what the seeker anticipates they will say (Burgoon et 

al., 2016). If expectations are violated, the receiver first recognizes the violation, attempts to 

understand it, and then assigns either a positive or negative assessment to the violation (Burgoon, 

1993). A positive violation is one that transcends the individual’s expectations in an agreeable or 

positive manner, in which case the perceived communication was more successful than 

anticipated (Burgoon et al., 2016). In such scenarios, there is more “mutuality, involvement, and 

interaction coordination between the violator and the target,” resulting in positive communication 

(Burgoon et al., 2016, p. 27). A negative violation is an unexpected or disappointing act, where 

the perceived communication was worse or less satisfactory than expected (Burgoon et al., 2016). 

Both positive and negative violations produce outcomes that develop in many forms, such as 

“performance, trust, partner influence, perceived understanding, and future interaction intentions” 
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(Burgoon et al., 2016, p. 26). As a result of both positive and negative violations affecting future 

interactions, relationships could ultimately change for better or worse. 

  Though Expectancy Violations Theory has been studied in multiple communication 

contexts, such as intimate relationships (Afifi & Metts, 1998), friendships (Floyd & Voloudakis, 

1999), and nonverbal behavior (Burgoon & Hale, 1988), it has yet to be applied to parent-child 

relationships or, more specifically, relationships between emerging adults and their parents. In 

examining the processes by which college students seek and receive support from their parents, 

this theory can provide a helpful lens through which to interpret receivers’ perceptions of the 

helpfulness of the support given to them and if and/or how positive and negative expectancy 

violations impact future communication between parents and children. Additionally, an 

examination of this theory in this context has the potential to contribute to our knowledge of how 

support processes influence the relationship between parents and emerging adult children.   

 

Summary and Research Questions 

 Individuals face many different stressors while in college, including but not limited to 

moving to a new city, making new friends, adjusting to heightened academic requirements, etc. 

This transition can be difficult and stressful for college students because it is something that they 

have never done before, or not without assistance. In addition, college students are attempting to 

transition into adulthood, looking to find their own identities and balance of independence. The 

literature above illustrates the shift in the relationship between emerging adults and their parents, 

as children seek greater autonomy. Even so, parent-child communication at this stage of life can 

be extremely beneficial for college students because of the potential support resources available 

within this relationship. For many college students, parents are still a primary source of support 

because they may believe that their parents’ advice, knowledge, or resources can be helpful to 

them at this stage in life. Previously mentioned research has examined communication between 
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college students and their parents and endorsed the idea that there are various potential benefits to 

maintaining close relationships with parents, including higher academic performance and positive 

mental health outcomes (Agliata & Renk, 2008). Overall, we know that the parent-child 

relationship can be an important source of connection for both parties (Carlson, 2014). College 

students may still be seeking support from their parents for many different reasons, such as help 

with school work, future career paths, and even relationships. At the current time, scholarship on 

this topic has not examined how parent-child relationships during this stage of life are affected by 

frequency of communication. Additionally, there is still more to explore about how social support 

processes manifest between college students and their parents. Specifically, we do not know how 

often college students seek and receive support from their parents throughout the college years, 

and which types of support are desired by students and evaluated as beneficial or not. In addition, 

Expectancy Violations Theory has yet to be applied to college students’ expectations of seeking 

and receiving support from their parents and how these expectation violations can affect the 

parent-child relationship. 

 Considering the relevant literature and the aims of the current study, the following 

specific research questions are proposed:  

RQ1: What are college students’ communication patterns with their parents? 

RQ2: What are college students’ experiences seeking and receiving support from their 

parents? 

RQ3: How do expectancy violations affect college students’ experience seeking and 

receiving support from their parents? 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Methods 
  
 

This research project examined the communication patterns of emerging adults and their 

parents during the college years and specifically during times of stress. Employing a qualitative 

approach, the study explored college students’ communication norms, support seeking, 

evaluations of received support, and expectancy violations during this time period. A total of 20 

students were interviewed in order to examine these topics. In this chapter, I will provide an 

overview of how this study was conducted, including details relating to the nature of qualitative 

methods, participants and recruitment, interview protocols, analysis methods, and procedures for 

ensuring trustworthiness of the data. 

 

Benefits of a Qualitative Approach 

The relationship between an emerging adult and his or her parents was the focal point 

throughout the collection of data, including (a) the nature of communication between the two 

parties, (b) students’ experiences seeking and receiving support from their parents, and (c) the 

relational and coping impacts of expectancy violations in relation to support. In line with these 

aims, a qualitative line of inquiry was an appropriate method to use in order to understand and 

analyze the questions posed by this study. A qualitative approach allows for in-depth interviews 

that can be used to interpret individuals’ perceptions of their communication with others. 

Qualitative methods and, even more specifically, thematic analysis allow researchers to analyze 

similar patterns of functioning, interpretation, and a sense of understanding for a group of 

individuals all experiencing the same phenomenon (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In order to examine 

communication between emerging adults and their parents during the college years through a 
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qualitative lens, the present study utilized semi-structured, face-to-face interviews in order to 

provide participants with more freedom to discuss their experiences at length in a comfortable 

setting. Interviews allow researchers to tap into phenomena which may not be easy to observe 

directly (Frey, Botan, Friedman, & Kreps, 1992) and they help to uncover the internal thoughts of 

participants, resulting in more extensive descriptions of experiences that provide a better 

understanding of the communication dynamics in question (Miles & Huberman, 1984). Thus, the 

use of interviews was appropriate and beneficial within this study because it facilitated the 

sharing of more in-depth accounts and stories.  

During the interview process, the final number of participants (20) was determined based 

on saturation of themes, meaning that there was no need to recruit more participants because the 

answers began to recur (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Within the realm of qualitative inquiry, 

saturation occurs when no new themes or ideas emerge from participants, and recurrent themes 

continue to arise as more individuals are interviewed (Bute, 2007). In this case, the decision to 

halt interviews was made after there began to be repetition across participant accounts. 

 

Data Collection 

 

Participants   

All participants included in the present study were undergraduate college students (N = 

20), ranging in age from 18 to 22 (M = 21). This sample included 8 male and 12 female subjects. 

Thirteen participants (65%) identified as White/Caucasian (7 female, 6 male), five (25%) as 

Hispanic/Latinx (3 female, 2 male), and two (10%) as Asian (1 female, 1 male). Though 

emerging adulthood ranges from ages 18 to 25 (Arnett, 2000), this study consisted of emerging 

adults who were currently undergraduates in college; therefore, based on the age range of many 

traditional college students, the sample was limited to the earlier years of the emerging adult 
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period. Among the participants, seven (46.6%) were graduating seniors, six (40.0%) were juniors, 

and two (13.3%) were sophomores. The study was conducted at a midsized, private university in 

the southwest.  

 

Recruitment  

 Once receiving approval and permission from the Institutional Review Board (see 

Appendix C), I began recruiting participants by means of convenience sampling (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) with the assistance of my thesis director who sent a recruitment email to all of 

her undergraduate students explaining the nature of the study and the requirements for 

participation. The director provided the incentive for student participation by offering extra credit 

in her course; the students provided their willingness to take part in a face-to-face interview about 

their communication with their parents. Individuals interested in being a part of the research 

project reached out to me via email, and I set up appointments with them on a first-come, first-

served basis. 

 

Interview Procedures 

After being contact by participants, a date and time was decided upon with each 

individual in accordance with the participant’s availability. The interviews ranged from 25 

minutes to 56 minutes, for 527 total minutes (approximately 9 hours) of active interviews. The 

interviews with each participant were conducted at a public place of the interviewee’s choice, 

such as Starbucks, the university library, or the campus student union building. Before the 

interviews began, I provided each participant a copy of the IRB approved consent form (see 

Appendix C) and reviewed it aloud with them. A short demographic survey (see Appendix A) 

was given to each participant to fill out that included basic questions about the individual and 

their parents (i.e., name, age, marital status, etc.). Each participant was notified that the interview 



19 
	

would be audio recorded and kept completely confidential. Additionally, I told the participants 

that if they felt uncomfortable at any point, they could choose not to answer a question or leave if 

they would like (although no one decided to do so). The participants were also given information 

about campus counseling resources in case some upsetting feelings came about as a result of 

discussing any potential family stresses from their past. At the end of each interview, I thanked 

the participant for choosing to take the time out of their day to help with my research and had 

casual conversations about what I would do next with their interviews. I conducted interviews for 

over the course of three weeks ranging from 2-3 each day, though no more than 3 interviews were 

conducted in one day alone. As time went on, I discovered that it was in my best interest to 

conduct a maximum of 2 interviews per day so that I could be fully interactive to the best of my 

ability with each participant.   

 

 Interview Guide 

 Interviews were conducted utilizing an organized interview guide (see Appendix B) that 

began with broad questions in order to make the participants feel comfortable and transitioned to 

more specific questions. Each question was included to facilitate discussion of issues related to 

my three research questions: college students’ patterns of communication in this stage of life, 

their accounts of seeking and receiving support from their parents as emerging adults, and the 

impact that expectancy violations had on the relationships with their parents. The interview guide 

provided structure and direction for the conversation, but due to the semi-structured nature of the 

guide and the open-ended questions, I was able to explore more through follow-up questions. 

These probing questions were tailored to each individual participant and were really helpful in 

allowing me to fully comprehend each of their own unique experiences regarding their 

relationships with their parents. I was able to successfully understand their experiences because I 



20 
	

asked for examples of what the participants were talking about and asked them to clarify what 

they meant by a feeling or thought process. 

 As the interviewer, who is also an emerging adult college student, like the participants in 

this study, I tried to approach each interview in a relatable and relaxed manner in order to make 

each person feel comfortable in the conversation. I established a connection and rapport with each 

interviewee to encourage openness to talk about their experiences. Before interviews began, I 

stated where I am from and why I chose this thesis topic to provide a little background about 

myself so that the participants would not feel unsettled when discussing the relationships with 

their parents with me. In addition, I told them that their responses would be taken seriously and 

used for the benefit of the research, thus allowing a professional demeanor to take place 

throughout the interview.  

 

Recording and Transcription 

 After obtaining consent from participants, each interview was audio recorded from start 

to finish using a small digital recording device placed on the table in front of the participant. In 

order to ensure anonymity, subjects were asked to choose a pseudonym before the interview 

began that I could use to refer to them as throughout the interview, thereby helping with de-

identification of the data. When the audio files were downloaded and then later transcribed, the 

participants’ pseudonym, along with the interview date, was used to label these files. Once all of 

the audio files were downloaded, I transcribed each interview verbatim, resulting in 2,280 

minutes of audio recordings translated to 88 single-spaced pages of transcriptions. After finishing 

my transcriptions, I went back and listened to each interview and re-read each transcription to 

make sure they were free of errors. Going back through each interview also allowed for the 

information to be refreshed in my mind and allowed me to begin to pick up on similarities across 

interviews, which I documented in my memos. Reviewing the transcriptions and writing down 
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my thought processes of how each related to one another played an important role in allowing me 

to ultimately discover the prevailing themes.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

Coding and Themes 

After all of the transcriptions were transcribed and checked for errors as previously 

described, I began conducting my analysis using a qualitative, phenomenological, thematic 

approach to interpreting the data. First, I created three separate documents for my three research 

questions and copied and pasted the parts from the transcripts that coordinated with each question 

in order to create a more organized document in which to code.  

Next, through the use of open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), I began a detailed line-

by-line coding process where I was able to analyze the transcripts sentence-by-sentence, 

simultaneously finding comparisons among the transcripts to determine the common themes 

across all participants’ interviews. This portion of the coding process enabled me to code each 

line of the text carefully and summarize what the participants were saying in just a few words for 

each sentence in the margins. While working through this step, I learned that it was best to go 

through the line-by-line coding fairly quickly, not getting too preoccupied with any one sentence, 

yet still paying close attention to the details of the data.  

Upon completing line-by-line coding, I then began focused coding (Charmaz, 2006), 

which means I was able to combine or “collapse” my codes, narrowing down to the most 

prevalent ideas across all of my codes. As themes began to emerge, I used regular memo writing 

(Tracy, 2013) to keep track of how they were forming, how they related to my research questions, 

and what they described or entailed. Memo writing was helpful because it allowed me to keep 

track of my thought processes and decisions to determine how the findings should flow smoothly.  
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Finally, having collapsed my codes into categories and my categories into themes, I was 

able to name and organize my final themes and subthemes and choose representative quotes from 

participants to illustrate each idea more clearly (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Throughout the entire 

coding and interpretation process, I learned that organization was key. I also learned that memo 

writing and jotting down important thoughts in each step of the coding process allowed me to 

track my discoveries more easily, which successfully helped me determine the prevailing, key 

themes that described common experiences among participants.   

 

Sensitizing Concepts 

 While it was important to me to allow the data to guide my interpretations and analysis 

process, two theoretical frameworks served to loosely underpin the study’s aims, research 

questions, and the way in which I sought answers to those questions. First, Goldsmith’s 

Normative Model of Support (2004) helped provide an overarching framework of supportive 

communication. This perspective argues that not all support is equal and that support can be 

evaluated as more or less helpful/effective by receivers. Second, Burgoon’s Expectancy 

Violations Theory (1993) also provided a lens through which to explore how students experience 

positive and negative expectancy violations in relation to support, and how those violations 

impact the parent-child relationship. Even though the participants’ experiences were the ultimate 

driver of the discovery of the themes, Goldsmith’s perspective and Expectancy Violations Theory 

provided a larger context for the thesis. 

 

Trustworthiness of the Data 

 When conducting qualitative research, ensuring the rigor of the project is important. 

Unlike quantitative research, which involves statistical measurement and verification, the analysis 

of qualitative data is subjective in nature, grounded in the unique context being studied and 
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influenced by the researcher. As such, it is critical to be able to demonstrate the trustworthiness of 

the process, and this is done through careful and thorough record-keeping. This record, known as 

the audit trail, is where the researcher keeps track of their progress, thought process, and 

decisions relating to the research process. (Farley & McLafferty, 2003). For example, after each 

interview, I recorded field notes in which I jotted down my reactions to the interview, any 

reactions or epiphanies I had, and any commonalities that were emerging across interviews 

(Tracy, 2013). Additionally, I utilized memo writing (Tracy, 2013) during the coding process to 

keep a record of my ideas as they came to me, to mark connections between ideas, and to help me 

organize and describe the categories and themes as they began to emerge.   

 Triangulation, which increases credibility by cross-referencing results, was also used to 

increase the trustworthiness of my data (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Within this model, I used source 

triangulation, or the participants’ actual words in the description of the findings, including 

multiple quotes as examples to illustrate each theme more clearly (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). I also 

used peer-debriefing throughout the process, whereby I consulted with my thesis advisor 

throughout the data collection and analysis process, to make sure I was on track and to enhance 

the clarity and credibility of the final project (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Overall, the use of 

triangulation was a vital piece in ensuring my data was trustworthy so that my themes were fully 

supported.  

 

Summary 

 In sum, this study utilized a qualitative approach that was beneficial in exploring the 

communication patterns, support seeking and receiving processes, and expectancy violations of 

college students in their relationships with their parents in this stage of life.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Findings 
  

 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand the dynamic relationship 

between emerging adult college students and their parents, more specifically in order to examine 

how college students seek and receive support from their parents during stressful times. The 

participants in this study were asked to describe their communication patterns with their parents, 

recount experiences they had receiving support from their parents, and discuss when their 

expectations of their parents’ support had been violated. Once the data from all of the participants 

had been analyzed, there were certain key themes that emerged across participant narratives. 

These results will be explored in the following pages (see Table 1 for an overview of themes). 

First, in answer to RQ1, I will illustrate how parent-child communication patterns 

manifest during the college years. Second, in response to RQ2, I will explain the types of support 

desired by college students, how they distinguish helpful and unhelpful support, how support 

seeking patterns change across the college years, and how autonomy impacts the support seeking 

process. Finally, in relation to RQ3, I will show how support expectancies and violations, both 

positive and negative, impact the parent-child relationship. 

 

Patterns of Communication (RQ1) 

 

Channels and Frequency of Communication   

Because the transition from high school to college can be difficult for college students, those who 

have moved away from home may have a hard time adjusting to less frequent communication 

with their parents (Parra et al., 2015). Conceivably, students saw their parents daily while in high 
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school but, due to increased distance and added responsibilities, regular communication can be 

more of a challenge. College students have to navigate how, when, and by what means to 

communicate with their parents during this new stage of their lives. The data in this study 

revealed that phone calls were the main channel used by the college students interviewed to 

communicate with their parents. Though it may seem like text messages would be a more 

convenient channel for college students to utilize, the students sampled preferred phone calls 

because it was a quicker, real-time way to talk to their parents, in comparison to texting. They 

acknowledged how much simpler it was to work out a problem over the phone in minutes, as 

opposed to potential hours of back and forth texts. In regards to these advantages, Sarah, age 22, 

explained why she liked using phone calls to communicate with her parents: “A lot of times what 

I need more than anything is to speak things out into the world and get them out of my head.” For 

Sarah, calling her parents calmed her down when she was stressed, but she also calmed herself 

down through discussing her stresses aloud, something that text messages did not provide her.  

Another aspect that emerging adults may take into consideration when transitioning into 

college life is how often they can or should communicate with their parents. Some participants 

had a hard time navigating this, which resulted in communication happening once a week or even 

less frequently because they were unable to find a balance in communication through the 

transition, or as a result of new freedoms that might have been distracting to them. Some 

participants showcased a lack of desire to talk to or have an open relationship with their parents. 

This disinterest, along with less frequent interaction with their parents, appeared to have a 

negative impact on the parent-child relationship because open communication was needed to 

maintain the relationship. Once these students recognized that quality communication with their 

parents was lacking, it created more positivity toward the relationship and shaped it in a better 

way. Mark, age 22, a business major, recognized the need to communicate with his father more 

often than he had been:  
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Freshmen year we didn’t really talk that much, honestly just because I was experiencing 
college and I didn’t feel like I needed to talk to him all that much. But once we started 
connecting regularly every week, I feel like we’ve gotten closer and able to talk about 
things that matter to both of us. 
 

Mark realized that once the communication became more frequent, he was able to become closer 

to his father and develop a more mature parent-child relationship. Like Mark, many other 

participants had discovered that having a set time once a week to talk to their parents allowed 

them to become more open and honest, because the frequency provided a stronger base in which 

the relationship could continue to flourish. Through this regular communication, the participants 

experienced a boost in their relationships. Joseph, age 21, a communication major, commented 

that having weekly phone sessions with his mother had improved their relationship: “Because we 

talk on the phone once a week, I can be open and honest with her. We have such a great 

relationship now that we have our weekly phone calls.” Similarly, Carly, age 21, also a 

communication major, said that she and her mother’s communication patterns had proved helpful 

and had allowed them to grow closer:  

We talk a lot more than we used to, at least once a week on the phone. I feel like we’ve 
grown closer this year. I think our communication has gotten more open this year since 
we’ve talked more, and it’s continuously making our relationship better. I feel like this 
year we’ve been way closer. It makes me happy, I love being close to my mom.  

 
By communicating more frequently, Carly and other participants had discovered a way to create 

communication patterns that continued to build a positive parent-child relationship, which was 

important to them through emerging adulthood and as they sought autonomy. Namely, the 

participants in the study had discovered the efficiency of phone calls and the importance of 

frequent communication in order to foster direct communication and maintain or build a stronger 

parent-child relationship.  
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Effects of Proximity and Distance   

 The transition from high school to college comes with many stressors for an emerging 

adult, including living by oneself without parents for the first time (Brougham, Zail, Mendoza, & 

Miller, 2009). Thus, there may be a shift in the parent-child relationship, as the child has to learn 

how to live without constant reliance on his or her parents. This was the case for the participants 

in this study. For many of those interviewed who attended a university away from home, the 

distance actually benefitted the parent-child relationship because they began to appreciate what 

their parents had done for them throughout their lives. Rob, age 22, a graduating senior, had 

begun to understand just how much his parents had done for him:  

Basically, growing up I didn’t appreciate them as much as I do now, which I feel like is 
something that everybody does growing up. When you really grow up and you are 
without your parents, this is when you start to realize how much they’ve been there for 
you. But the older I get, now I’m realizing that all of the times they were saying I could 
have been getting into situations that I shouldn’t have been getting in, or a lot of times 
when they were there for me, reasons that I have come to understand now that I’ve got 
more maturity under my belt. 

 
Rob was an example of a student living on his own, who was becoming more mature and 

recognizing and admiring his parents’ sacrifices. Additionally, Sarah, a graduating senior, had 

realized how much her parents had done for her throughout her life:  

I think a lot has changed. I think with both of my parents it was this transition of 
appreciating a lot of the things that they did for me and I think that gratitude translated 
into me wanting to be their friend. I realized that my dad has worked so hard to provide 
for me, and my mom has done so much just to care for me, and realizing that not only are 
these people who take care of me, but also cool humans that I enjoy being around. 

 
These two accounts from graduating seniors demonstrated that the longer they had been away 

from home and the older they became, they were able to gain a greater sense of appreciation for 

their parents. In turn, this understanding gave them more trust in the relationship and created a 

stronger bond between the two parties. For Steph, age 20, a communication major, the distance 

had helped her relationship with her parents: “I think it’s a little better because when we’re 

together for too long we bicker, so I would say the distance has helped.” Steph understood that 
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being with her parents for too long could create some conflict – an experience which resonated 

with other participants as well. Taylor, age 22, had grown to appreciate the distance from her 

mother because they constantly fought in high school:  

I definitely think our relationship has gotten better because I think in high school it was 
the worst time with my mom. We were butting heads a lot and my brother wasn’t around 
because he was in college, so I felt on my own even though I was living with her. Our 
relationship has definitely gotten better since senior year of high school and even within 
the past two years. I used to tell my friends that my mom and I weren’t close at all and 
now we’ve gotten so close. The distance really has helped us so much, even my 
roommate has noticed that my mom and I talk more now. 
 

Taylor believed that having space from her mother allowed them to become closer because they 

were not in constant conflict; rather, they could talk to each other in a more mature manner. As a 

whole, the college students sampled enjoyed the distance from their parents because it gave them 

a chance to improve their relationship by engaging in less conflict. 

Additionally, the students in this study appreciated the distance from their parents and 

having more space and independence because they realized that they did not have to tell their 

parents everything, as they may have done in high school. This space made them feel 

autonomous and as if they had more control over their lives. Emily, age 22, a communication 

major, recognized this change in her relationship with her mother once she moved away from 

home:  

I think the difference is that I feel like in high school I had to go to her for everything and 
now I get to choose what to get her opinion on, not because I need it, but sometimes she 
needs it.  
 

Emily understood and appreciated being able to decide what to tell her mother. She believed this 

openness had a positive impact on her mother because it affirmed that Emily wanted her mother 

involved in her life. Other participants in the study also recognized their ability to choose how 

much to reveal and conceal, but saw benefits to keeping their parents involved to some degree. 

This navigation of deciding when/what to share also gave subjects a sense of pride when they felt 

that they were making their parents’ day by sharing some information with them that they knew 
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would make them happy. These students learned that telling their parents the good things that had 

occurred in their lives, such as making good grades or booking a job interview, would make their 

parents proud of their success while living on their own. Mark, age 22, a business major, 

described his choice to tell his father the good things: “I would share something if it turned out 

well. I want him to think that I’m doing well and I want him to be proud of the work I’m doing.” 

The participants knew that telling their parents about their lives impacted the parents’ emotions, 

which made the participants feel proud of their ability to make their parents feel special. Thus, the 

distance allowed participants the ability to choose to share only the good things with their parents, 

which created positive results in the relationship. 

Conversely, there was a participant named Christopher who lived at home with his 

parents throughout college. In providing a counterpoint, his unique experience lent support to the 

idea that distance between parent and child can create a stronger relationship. Christopher, age 

22, had lived at home during his entire college experience and he did not think that the 

relationship with his parents had gotten any better than it was in high school. When asked how he 

thought the relationship with his parents would look after graduating and moving out, Christopher 

said,  

I think it has to get better, mainly because I will be out of the house so we won’t bump 
heads anymore. There will be time and space created between us and our relationship, 
and they will actually miss me and stuff like that. 

 
Christopher believed that living at home throughout college had been difficult, in part, because of 

the close proximity. Looking back, he said he wished he had moved away so that there would be 

less of an opportunity to fight with his parents. Christopher’s experience illustrated the idea that 

moving away from home can decrease the opportunities for conflict and make the parent and 

child miss each other, which can cause the child to appreciate everything their parents have done 

for them. According to participants, there were benefits to moving away from home when 

attending college that positively impacted the parent-child relationship. Overall, these 
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communication patterns (i.e., medium, frequency, proximity) played a role in the support seeking 

and receiving processes of the college students interviewed.  

 

Seeking and Receiving Support (RQ2) 

 

Types of Support Desired  

 Emotional support. While college students are transitioning into adulthood, they may 

reach out to their parents for support that could be beneficial to their newfound, “self-governed” 

life. One of the main types of support that the college students in this study were seeking from 

their parents was emotional support (i.e., reassurance of worth and expressions of empathy, 

concern, care, and trust) (Cutrona & Suhr, 1994). Many of the participants stated that in seeking 

emotional support what they really wanted was affirmation of their worth from their parents. 

They wanted to make sure that the actions they were taking and the decisions they were making 

were right and would set them up to be successful. Though they described wanting to become 

more autonomous, they admitted that they still relied on their parents’ support to some degree. 

Phil, age 21, stated, “My mom is definitely a part of my wise council in terms of relationships, 

wise council meaning those people who you want to go to about something.” Phil realized he still 

needed and wanted to rely on his mother because he knew how much she had been there for him 

throughout his life. Thus, Phil and other college students illustrated that they still had some 

reliance on their parents. As a form of this reliance, participants desired their parents’ affirmation. 

When parents approved of their child’s decisions, the child felt a sense of relief and was 

somewhat proud because they assumed they were on track to be successful in the situation at 

hand. 

 Informational support. Additionally, the college students in this study leaned on their 

parents for informational support (i.e., advice, information, or new ideas on an issue) (Cutrona & 
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Suhr, 1994), mainly regarding their careers and “big picture” advice that would allow them to 

make important, potentially life-changing, decisions, such as accepting a job or choosing to go to 

graduate school. They understood that their parents had been through the job search process, 

chosen career paths, and had learned how to become successful in their own way in life, so they 

sought advice about these things from them. Mark, a graduating senior, asked for his father’s 

advice about a job offer:  

When I made a decision to decline a job offer and pursue another job, it was a pretty big 
risk and the offer that I had was a really good scenario. Making that decision was a risk-
taking scenario, but my dad was super encouraging. I wanted his support to help me 
figure out which job to take because I know he had gone through the same thing. He 
helped me decide and it all worked out, so that was a really good experience. 

 
Since Mark knew his father had gone through the same situation, he wanted to reach out to him 

for informational support on a decision that would ultimately affect the rest of his life. Stacy, a 

communication major, also sought career advice from her father:  

I was really stressed about a job interview I had coming up and I was also overwhelmed 
at work. I asked him for advice on what to say in the job interview so that I could get the 
internship. He gave me support that was encouraging and reminded me that I could do it. 
It’s crazy how much our conversations about just life in general have changed now that I 
am on the job hunt. I feel like our conversations are more mature now. 

 
Stacy realized she sought different support from her father than she did in high school. For Stacy 

and other participants, their evolving autonomy levels enabled them to seek support in ways they 

could not or had not before, allowing them to seek informational support from their parents (e.g., 

interview help or job advice). Further, as the students became more mature, they recognized life 

after college was coming soon, which resulted in their desire to seek support from their parents in 

the area of what to do to prepare for post-college life.  

The students interviewed also sought informational support from their parents because 

they trusted them and recognized that their parents had been consistent supporters throughout 

their lives. Sarah, age 22, a communication major, recognized the importance of seeking 

informational support from her parents:  
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There’s something about sharing with someone and receiving support from someone that 
knows you to your core. I couldn’t think of going to anyone else for advice on figuring 
out what job I should take because no one knows me like my parents do. 

  
Because Sarah understood how much her parents had supported her throughout her life, 

she wanted to seek and receive informational support from them. She knew that the life-changing 

decisions she had to make would impact her future, and she recognized that her parents, who 

knew her “to [her] core,” were the people to seek this type of support from. The informational 

support that college students looked for from their parents illustrated the significant role that 

parents still played in their children’s lives, even though they were becoming mature, self-

sufficient individuals.  

Furthermore, the informational support that parents gave their children allowed the two 

parties an opportunity to bond over real-life experiences and permitted the parents to relate to 

their children. This bond created a more mature parent-child relationship, ultimately bringing the 

two closer together. John, a communication major, age 22, recognized the shift in his relationship 

with his dad after he became more mature:  

As the years have gone by my dad has seen me change dramatically in terms of my 
behavior and my attitude. When I ask him for support regarding jobs and things like that, 
he sees me growing into the person he wanted me to be and the person he raised, and he 
feels proud. In that sense, he wants to pursue a relationship with somebody that he’s 
actually really comfortable with, and he’s starting to see that and it’s making him really 
pumped to talk to me and get to know me, so it’s really cool. 

 
For John, asking his dad for informational support and advice had shown his dad the man he had 

become and made his dad proud, which strengthened their relationship and brought them closer, 

in a way that they have never been before.  

Being heard. Even though the college students interviewed mainly sought emotional and 

informational support, they sometimes simply wanted to be heard, meaning they might not have 

wanted any affirmation or advance from their parents at all. Rather, they wanted to know that 

someone was there supporting them and listening to them in a time when they felt alone. In fact, 

participants enjoyed being heard by their parents so much that it made their relationships 
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stronger. Megan, a journalism major, age 20, stated, “In college, it’s harder to find those friends 

that are immediately close to you, so I would lean on my mom. I go to her more now for support 

than in high school since I’m alone.” In going to her mother more frequently now than she did 

before, Megan gained a listening ear, which made them closer. John, a communication major, 

also hoped to be truly heard by his parents in regards to his college experience: “I don’t 

necessarily need them to try to find a solution for me or my problems, but I just sometimes want 

them to say that they are there for me.” 

Overall, the students sampled still recognized their parents as a strong support system 

throughout college and leaned on them for emotional and informational support. In doing so, the 

parent-child relationship became more mature and the two could relate to each other more 

honestly, creating a stronger relationship than in the past. 

 

Evaluations of Support  

 Helpful support. As mentioned earlier, many of the emerging adults in the study 

recognized the role their parents had played in their lives and grew in appreciation of all of their 

efforts to help them become successful. This appreciation was portrayed through the support 

seeking process, because they understood the significant role their parents still played in their 

lives and that they knew them on a level that others might not.  

 When the students in this study chose to seek support from their parents, they were 

looking for support that would be beneficial and would help lower their stress levels. Through 

growing in maturity, it appeared that participants had learned that, when they sought support from 

their parents, they should start with small talk and check up on them as well. They understood 

that their parents had lives too and that the world did not revolve around them as they used to 

think it did. Sometimes, through the small talk, parents could sense in their child’s voice that 

something was bothering them. When subjects heard this from their parents, it helped them want 
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to share their feelings because they perceived that their parents genuinely seemed interested. At 

times, the students did not know what to say because they were extremely upset or stressed, so 

when their parents recognized this in their voice, they were given a way to talk about what was 

bothering them. Rob, 22, had a best friend who passed away unexpectedly and he found out in the 

middle of the night. He had no idea what to do and called his mother in shock. Rob said that she 

could sense in his voice that something was wrong, which allowed him to completely break 

down. Rob did not have a specific expectation of what his mom was going to say, but he 

appreciated her in that moment: “I was at the point where if she had things to say, I knew they 

would be good, but she really helped.” For Rob, receiving this support was extremely beneficial 

because it allowed him to be open, which in turn calmed him down. 

 Participants reported that, occasionally, they would go to a parent for support on topics 

that they did not normally discuss with them. This was difficult for the students because they 

were unsure of what to say to their parent. However, when the parent provided effective support 

in response, students appreciated the support much more because it was support that was not as 

frequent or common. When Stacy, a communication major, went to her father for emotional 

support, it really helped her stress levels to decrease: “I think that it helps lower my stress levels 

more than when I get it from someone else because getting emotional support from him is not 

frequent, but when it is there it really helps.”  For Stacy and many other participants, receiving 

support from a parent who did not provide it often was seen as beneficial to the stressful situation 

and the relationship. It allowed the parent and child to grow closer as well. Steve, 21, also 

enjoyed the times when his father gave him emotional support and it made him feel better: “It’s 

more of a rarity. When we’re together now, we appreciate that time a lot more and dealing with 

more of our problems together.” Though it was rare for Steve’s father to give him emotional 

support, it allowed Steve and his father to create a stronger bond.  
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 As these students were seeking support from their parents, they enjoyed receiving support 

that was relatable. When parents could relate to their child’s stressful situation by sharing their 

own experience in a similar scenario, it allowed the student to feel like they were not alone and 

that others had been through this as well. Emily, 22, was diagnosed with anxiety, depression, and 

obsessive-compulsive disorder last year. Because her mother also had mental health problems, 

Emily was able to be open and talk about those issues with her:  

I think we’ve gotten closer after this year when I really became open with a lot of my 
mental health issues that I was struggling with because my mom could relate and she 
understood. We’ve gotten closer because I’ve been able to externally process things that 
were internal.  

 
For Emily, having a common issue with her mother that they could bond over and talk about 

really helped her stress levels to decrease. In addition, receiving support that allowed students to 

feel that they were not the only one to have gone through that difficulty made the parent-child 

relationship stronger. Joseph, a communication major, had noticed this positive change in his 

relationship with his mother:  

I would say our relationship is getting more like a friendship because she’s someone I can 
talk to about my depression. Since she also has depression, it made me feel understood 
and like I didn’t have to explain how I was feeling because she knew. 

 
Joseph was able to create a closer and stronger relationship with his mother because she could 

provide helpful advice and emotional support since she had gone through the same thing and 

knew what to say to him. The support that participants received could also be relatable in 

different scenarios, such as when a student made a bad grade in a class. When parents related to 

their children and said that they had been through the same thing, it allowed the students to feel 

like they had not let their parents down and that it was okay to make mistakes. Steph, age 20, had 

this experience with her mother:  

When I was struggling in a class, I told my mom I only had three tests and I got a D on 
the first test. My mom told me she failed a test too. I was expecting her to tell me to pick 
myself up, but she related to me instead. It made me feel better knowing my mom had 
done it before. 
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While the support Steph received lowered her stress, she also became more confident that she 

could pick herself back up and do well in the class. Thus, knowing that their parents had gone 

through similar things was really beneficial for these college students and served to lower their 

stress, according to their descriptions. 

 When seeking support from their parents, participants knew what they wanted to hear in 

the moment. Therefore, they appreciated the times when their parents directly asked what support 

their child might need at that time. When parents asked students what they wanted or needed in 

terms of support, it helped the students realize that their parents genuinely wanted to help them 

calm down, rather than just giving meaningless support. Taylor, a graduating senior, really 

appreciated the time when her father asked what type of support she needed when she was 

seeking help from him:  

A lot of the time he will just step back and be like do you want me to play devil’s 
advocate or do you want me to tell you what I really think? Sometimes in the moment 
you want comforting, not arguing, and he’s really good about asking what aspect I want 
before giving me advice or support and then he normally takes either route. After that, he 
will come up with things to fix it or things I could do to deal with the situation.  

 
Taylor understood that, in the heat of the moment, it was hard for her to receive support that was 

not tailored to her needs or that would not help decrease her stress levels, so she appreciated that 

he father wanted to know what she needed or wanted.  

Overall, these students were looking for support from their parents that would be 

beneficial in their stressful situation and help lower their stress levels. They appreciated the 

support their parents gave them when it was helpful, which made the participants feel like they 

could continue to reach out to their parents during difficult times. However, not all the support 

college students received was helpful in stressful situations.  

 Unhelpful support. When the college students in the study sought support from their 

parents, what they received in return was not always effective or helpful in lowering their stress. 

When this happened, students got upset with their parents because they were not giving them the 
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support they were looking for. As a result, participants dismissed the support their parents 

attempted to give and tried to move on from the situation. In some instances, participants were 

hesitant to go back to their parents for support regarding the same topic because they thought 

their parents might not be helpful again. Other times, some of the participants learned from the 

situation and, through their maturity, understood that their parents could not give the support they 

were wanting every single time. 

 Participants did not accept their parents’ support when they pointed out something the 

student already knew was wrong. Rather, it frustrated them because they had already been hard 

on themselves for messing up and did not need another individual to tell them what they had done 

wrong. As a result, it made their stress levels rise. Rob, who lost his scholarship during his junior 

year, had to make the phone call to his father to discuss what happened. While his father was 

yelling at him, Rob relayed that he told him,  

I understand that I’m screwing up and this is on me. I already feel as bad about it as I 
should and I don’t need you yelling at me a ton just because I already know that I messed 
up. I don’t need the punishment.  

 
Rob explained that he was frustrated because he knew that he had made a mistake, but instead 

wanted his father to be more sensitive to how he felt since he was extremely devastated. Other 

participants also recognized when they had done something wrong and did not need their parents 

to harp on their mistakes. Joseph, 21, made a bad grade on an exam and his father was upset with 

him for it: “He pointed out exactly everything I did wrong and I told him I agreed with him, but 

pointing it out won’t help me. I just wanted him to make me feel like I wasn’t alone and that it 

happens.” The students interviewed would rather have their parents try to understand what 

happened and why, and help them move forward. 

 If participants received support and it was something that they did not want to hear, it 

upset them because they did not want to feel like something they were doing was wrong. Upon 

further reflection, however, some subjects realized that the support and advice they received from 
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their parents – though something they might not have wanted to hear – was actually right all 

along. Steve, a communication major, was upset when he received advice from his mother that he 

did not want to hear:  

I was considering taking an extra semester and I didn’t have a ton of hours, but it would 
have freed up my schedule. I expected my mom to jump on board and she gave me more 
practical and objective advice and didn’t think I needed to do that. It took me a little time 
to accept that. I was upset with her at first but then I found it helpful. She was right, I 
didn’t need to stay an extra semester. 

 
Steve was seeking affirmation that what he was deciding to do was the correct choice, but when 

his mother did not agree, it confused and upset him. He later understood that she was right and 

appreciated her advice and support after this realization, but initially he was unsatisfied with her 

response. When participants did not hear what they wanted, they reported dismissing the support 

at first, but then they eventually realized their parents were right about the situations in question. 

Through this realization, participants understood after they refused to accept their parents’ 

support that they probably should have listened to them because the outcome would have been 

different. Sometimes, it annoyed students that their parents’ support was right all along after they 

did not listen and made decisions which did not work out as they wanted. However, these 

mistakes allowed the participants to learn to take their parents’ support and appreciate it because 

they realized that their parents were typically right with the support they gave. 

 

Changes in Support Throughout College 

 The participants in this study sought the most support from their parents at the beginning 

of the college years, less in the middle, and then more towards the end of college. In other words, 

their support seeking patterns loosely followed a curvilinear or U-shaped pattern. Throughout this 

“U-shaped curve” (Salkind, 2010), as it will be referred to in the following pages, the support 

students received fluctuated as their four to five years in college proceeded. The start of college, 

when students sought and received a lot of support from their parents while they were adjusting to 
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a new environment, school, and social setting, the participants may have felt used to regularly 

receiving various types of parental support as was common in high school. Therefore, the need 

for parental support and involvement was still present. As previously discussed in relation to 

communication patterns, it can be difficult for both college students and their parents to 

determine when to seek and receive support because they are also in the process of getting used to 

being distanced from each other. Students needed a great deal of support initially, but as they 

proceeded through college, they were not reaching out to their parents for support as often 

because they began to understand how to navigate their new life (and stressors) with greater ease. 

The U-shaped curve began to form since support was not given and received as frequently. 

Hannah, a junior, age 21, experienced the same process with her parents:  

In the very beginning, everything was so new so they didn’t really know when I needed 
support and I didn’t either, but once they realized I could manage, they knew I was going 
to be fine with my school work and that they didn’t need to check up on me as often. 

 
Hannah and her parents were able to recognize when she was getting accustomed to living on her 

own and knew that they did not need to reach out as often. However, once senior year drew 

closer, support seeking and provision tended to increase, creating the upward motion of the curve. 

The students interviewed reached out to their parents more often in their last year because they 

wanted to feel a sense of comfort and confirmation relating to their career path. They wanted to 

ensure that their life decisions were on the right track and that their parents approved. For 

graduating students who might not have known what their path in life was supposed to be yet, 

they also reached out to their parents for help with this uncertainty through the job search process.  

 The findings of this study suggest that, even though the parent-child relationship changed 

across the four years in a curvilinear, U-shaped manner, support seeking and receiving affected 

the relationship in two ways. First, in some cases, the parent and the child got closer as the child 

became more autonomous. Even if students did not seek as much support from their parents at the 

bottom of the U-shaped curve, they appreciated that their parents were still there for them when 
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they needed assistance. Further, the additional space that a college student had away from their 

parents when they were not receiving support as frequently could, at times, be beneficial for the 

relationship. Steve, 21, enjoyed the extra space between him and his mother:  

She was really involved in high school and had to learn how to take a step back and give 
me some space. I think our relationship is a lot better now and it’s a healthy amount of 
support that she gives me. Even in college she’s learned how to give me more space. 

 
Because of the extra space that Steve had created between him and his mom, they had actually 

strengthened their relationship and become closer. Conversely, in other cases, the U-shaped curve 

caused adverse changes in the parent-child relationship. Because college students did not reach 

out to their parents as often during the middle period of college, they were not maintaining the 

strong bond, which resulted in the relationship experiencing few positive changes. In certain 

instances, less support seeking and receiving weakened the relationship, causing the student to 

feel alone. Phil, who switched majors his sophomore year, had a decrease in communication and 

support seeking with his mother: “That semester was really rough for me and I felt very alone.” 

According to Phil, because he was not reaching out, this weakened his relationship with his 

mother because she did not know what he was going through or how to support him.   

 Overall, maneuvering through the curvilinear, U-shaped pattern of support appeared to be 

related to how and when support was sought and received by college students and their parents. 

The entire college experience was a transitional period for both the college students’ autonomy 

and the parent-child relationship, as the relationship underwent shifts and recalibrations. But the 

college students interviewed learned that they had to find a balance in the communication they 

engaged in throughout the years so that they could become more autonomous and create a 

stronger relationship with their parents. 
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Role of Autonomy in Support-Seeking Process 

   As emerging adults transition into college, they experience difficulty in finding a 

balance in the new roles of the parent-child relationship. Emerging adults have to rediscover how 

to communicate with their parents in order to establish a stronger relationship in this new context. 

Many of the participants in this study stated that it was hard to determine how much 

communication was enough in order to make the students feel satisfied with their relationships 

while maintaining their independence. As a result, they needed to establish boundaries with 

communication so that students could feel autonomous yet supported by their parents at the same 

time. Steph, a communication major, learned that she needed to verbally communicate to her 

mother that she did not need to talk to her all of the time:  

I think at the very beginning of college she stepped on my toes and was telling me what I 
needed to do in the day and when I should do things, but I knew I could do it so I kind of 
had to calm her down. When I told her this, she wasn’t offended, she just didn’t want to 
lose me. 

 
Steph realized she did not always need her mother’s assistance. Instead, she told her mother that 

she knew she was capable of doing things on her own and wanted to become more independent. 

Many of the participants in this study felt the same way, and those who verbally communicated 

that there needed to be more boundaries in the parent-child relationship saw an improvement in 

the relationship. Megan, age 20, felt like her mother was overstepping and communicated that to 

her: “Sometimes she will edge on too much and I tell her I don’t need her support. She’s very 

understanding about it and I think it’s helped us grow closer.” Like Megan, the participants’ 

relationships with their parents improved because they felt that they could be honest with their 

parents, especially when their parents were understanding and willing to abide by the boundaries. 

With increasing autonomy, these emerging adults were faced with new challenges in 

figuring out when and how to seek support from their parents. Since the participants in the study 

knew that they were supposed to be “on their own,” they did not feel they could reach out to their 

parents as often as they had in high school, or they were not sure when to reach out to their 
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parents about stressful circumstances. Rob, as a graduating senior, realized he wanted to become 

more independent and not rely on his parents as often:  

 I’ve tried to make an effort to rely less on them and become more independent, 
especially now that I am about to graduate and be in the real world. I need to be 
independent or as independent as I possibly can be, so I try not to reach out and bother 
them with anything that I need. 
 

Though Rob believed he needed to rely more on himself because he was about to graduate, there 

was a part of him that also knew he was still able to reach out to them if he really needed or 

wanted to because they were always there supporting him.  

 However, sometimes a participant did not have a parent who was supportive or who had 

been there for them. As a result, the student did not wish to reach out to their parent for support, 

but understood that their independence could help them cope on their own. Phil, whose father had 

been an alcoholic his entire life, said he did not reach out to his father:  

I’m usually the one who initiates our conversations. It sucks because it makes me feel 
like I’m the adult and he’s the child. I don’t mind reaching out to him, but it makes it 
seem like he doesn’t care as much. He’s not someone I would go to because he’s not 
invested in my life and I don’t think he has enough context to speak into those areas of 
my life. He’s not someone who has ever had it together. I used to wish that I could seek 
support from him, but I’m honestly perfectly capable of supporting myself now. 

 
As Phil’s account illustrated, if students did not have a healthy relationship with their parent, they 

were less likely to try to seek support from that parent. Instead, they learned that they were 

autonomous and mature enough to handle their stresses by themselves. Male students in particular 

preferred to deal with their stress independently. Christopher, the student who lived at home, did 

not feel the need or desire to discuss his stress with his father:  

I just never thought about it I guess. The main thing besides that is that I probably 
wouldn’t want to come unload my stress on him. I doubt he cares about everything I 
have. I just don’t really talk to many people when I’m stressed or if I’m stressed. I feel 
like I handle my stress very well, I don’t get worked up too bad. 
 

Even Christopher, someone who saw his parents every day, did not communicate about his stress 

to his parents. It would have been simple for him to do so, since he saw them daily, but he would 

rather have dealt with his stress on his own because he understood his capability of being 
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independent. As these students recognized their growing autonomy, they may not have felt the 

need to reach out to their parents when they were stressed because they realized they could reduce 

their stress themselves. Mark, a graduating senior, was another example: “I just don’t feel the 

need to communicate when I’m stressed during the fact. I like to handle it with myself rather than 

communicating it to someone else.” Mark preferred to deal with his stress alone and not reach out 

to his parents. He would rather have told them after the fact because he knew that he was mature 

enough not to have to constantly rely on them: “I guess I know I can handle things on my own 

and so I don’t really need to go to them for support in the moment.” Mark demonstrated his 

autonomy through limiting what he shared with his parents. Participants who coped with their 

stresses on their own felt a sense of autonomy in themselves because they understood that they 

were able to live on their own without their parents’ supervision and input.  

 Though it was hard for the students sampled to determine when they should reach out to 

their parents for support, the newfound autonomy allowed the students to notice their parents 

treating them with more respect and independence, resulting in better communication. John, age 

21, who had a hard time communicating with his mom in high school, believed he could 

communicate with her more now than he could before:  

She’s not as aggressive as she used to be. I think just her understanding that I can handle 
things on my own and the autonomy that I have now makes it a lot easier for me to 
communicate with her so I guess when I was able to find my own autonomy the 
conversation with my mom started to improve. 

 
For John, his appreciation for his mother’s recognition of his independence and maturity made 

him genuinely want to communicate and seek support from her. Overall, the college students 

interviewed appreciated when their parents acknowledged their autonomy and, in turn, desired to 

establish a stronger relationship with their parents.  

 In sum, during this phase of life, college students were navigating new dynamics in their 

relationship with their parents as they were becoming more independent. As showcased here, it 

may be difficult for college students to determine when to go to their parents because they want 
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to show that they can live on their own. As these students continued to become more independent, 

they did feel the need to reach out to their parents as often. In particular, the males in the study 

did not always tell their parents when they were stressed because they preferred to deal with it on 

their own. Even so, participants still recognized that, at times, they needed to go to their parents 

for support. Through communication and support seeking, college students demonstrated their 

autonomy, which allowed their parents to recognize how independent their child had become. As 

a result, the communication patterns between parents and children became more positive and 

adult-like, which was something the child appreciated.  

 

Support Expectancies and Violations (RQ3) 

 

Effects of Positive and Negative Violations 

 One of the goals of this study was to more fully understand how expectancy violations 

affect the support seeking process for college students. According to Expectancy Violations 

Theory, individuals have expectations for what they think another person might say or do in a 

certain situation, and these expectations can be violated (Burgoon, 1993). After seeking support 

from their parents throughout their lives, college students in this study had a pretty good idea of 

what to expect when they went to their parents for support. However, there were times when their 

expectations for what they thought their parents would say or do were wrong and it shocked 

them. In these instances, the tenets of Expectancy Violations Theory were at play because if 

emerging adults heard something they did not expect, this was viewed as a positive or negative 

violation and had an effect on the interaction and/or the relationship.  

 Positive violations. Positive violations occur when the communication is more successful 

and constructive than the receiver expected (Burgoon et al., 2016). Expectancy violations play a 

significant role in shaping the parent-child relationship because such an event can alter whether or 
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not a child goes back to their parent for that type of support. When the emerging adults in this 

study experienced a positive violation, meaning they received more support or acceptance than 

they expected, it was surprising and threw them off guard, but it was also eye-opening because 

they recognized the potential for a stronger relationship with their parent. This type of violation 

allowed participants to realize that they could be more open with their parents than they 

previously thought, and it gave them a sense of comfort and a realization that their parents were 

supportive. Receiving more support or higher quality support than expected helped the parent-

child relationship because students realized that their parents were willing to be supportive, which 

allowed them to be more honest with their parents. This honesty created a stronger parent-child 

relationship, according to participants. 

Positive violations also helped in lowering students’ stress, according to those 

interviewed. Maggie, a psychology major, age 21, experienced a positive violation when she 

thought her mother would be upset that she was not going to make an A in her class:  

I apologized to my mom for wasting her money and my mom told me to calm down and 
that it would be okay. It made me feel less pressure with school and that they didn’t have 
as high expectations as I thought. I was really thankful for her in that moment. 

 
Since Maggie was not expecting her mother to respond in this way, it lowered her stress and 

released pressure off of her. Other participants experienced violations similar to Maggie’s and it 

was beneficial for them because they did not feel as pressured to perform perfectly. In addition, it 

made participants feel much more appreciative of their parent’s support in that moment. 

Similarly, some subjects reported positive violations when they discussed their bad grades or 

were denied internship or job opportunities. During such times, students said they expected their 

parents to criticize them for not getting a better grade or not being good enough to get an 

internship or job. Instead, parents were supportive and understanding, which made students feel 

much better about the situation. Cole, an accounting major, age 21, had this experience when 

having to tell his father he did not do well on a test:  
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My parents have a high expectation of me in terms of academic performance, but they 
understood that I tried my hardest and they know that I actually did try to study but didn’t 
do well. My dad was supportive through it all and I was not expecting to get support at 
all. Getting that positivity from him really helped me feel better about the situation.  

 
Cole was very appreciative of his father in that moment because he knew that his parents trusted 

that he had really tried. When participants felt that their parents trusted them and believed in 

them, they reported having peace of mind. Receiving unexpected support helped them understand 

that their parents were there for them and wanted them to succeed. These times were important in 

helping the student gain appreciation for their parents, which resulted in more trust in the 

relationship. The trust that was built from these positive violations appeared to benefit the parent-

child relationship.  

 Negative violations. Conversely, negative violations occur when communication is 

disappointing or less helpful than an individual expected (Burgoon et al., 2016). This type of 

violation was disappointing for the students in this study who were expecting to receive positive 

support from their parents but received a negative response instead. It was particularly upsetting 

for participants when they were used to their parent responding in a certain way, yet – when faced 

with a new version of the situation – they did not respond in the predicted manner. The students 

became confused and upset because they were not expecting those responses. For example, Sarah, 

age 22, had torn her ACL in high school and her mother was by her side through it all, from every 

doctors’ appointment to every prescription pick-up. When Sarah tore her ACL again her junior 

year of college, her mother responded differently, and Sarah was very upset by this change:  

My mom has been overly supportive my whole life so I was like “Why are you not doing 
the things you always do?” I had the expectation that she’s always going to be like this 
and overly there for me and when she didn’t do this it was such a shock and I was like 
“What’s going on?” 

 
Because her mother had always been supportive, Sarah assumed that she would be there again. 

When she was not, their relationship was negatively affected because Sarah was so upset with her 

mother that she did not want to talk to her. Thus, this negative violation hurt the parent-child 
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relationship because it frustrated the student and made her not want to speak to their parent for 

some time.  

Additionally, when participants asked their parent for something they thought was minor, 

but the parent responded in a disappointing way in the eyes of the student, it was considered a 

negative violation. At times, participants indicated that they asked for something they expected 

their parent to be okay with, such as asking for money (tangible support). If a parent responded in 

a bitter manner or became angry, the result was that the child did not want to ask again. Rob, 

when he was a freshman in college, asked his mother for $15 and did not think she would care 

because he did not think it was lot of money. Instead, his mother yelled at him because she felt he 

always asked for money. His mother’s response shocked Rob and he decided he would never ask 

her for money again: “I didn’t realize I was asking for so much money but at that point I was like 

okay I’m never asking them for a dime again.” Rob’s confusion about this negative violation 

made him think that he could not talk about money around his mother. These negative violations 

affected the parent-child relationship because students then felt uncomfortable talking to their 

parents about certain topics, which served to decrease the openness and honesty in the 

relationship. In the same way, Christopher experienced a negative violation with his father when 

he asked if he could help him find paint to repaint the living room. His father responded by 

yelling, telling him to figure it out on his own, which disappointed Christopher:  

I feel disappointed and hurt when my dad tells me to figure things out on my own. 
Probably like the last five times I asked him for help for something he said to figure it out 
yourself. It didn’t used to be that way. I haven’t asked him for anything in a while.  

 
Because of the negative violations that Christopher experienced, he learned to alter his 

expectations of his father moving forward. This alteration served to impair the parent-child 

relationship because, in this case, the student believed he could never ask his parent for help 

again. Additionally, students in this situation may begin to feel like they have to walk on 

eggshells around their parent.  
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 Similarly, participants reported feeling shocked and upset when their parents did not take 

their side in an argument that they had with another person. The students interviewed typically 

expected their parent to understand and take their side when relaying conflict with a roommate or 

romantic partner. When the parent agreed with the other party, subjects felt that their parent was 

not being supportive and felt unsettled. Abby, a senior, age 21, told her mother about the fight 

that she had with her roommate. When her mother agreed with her roommate, Abby was stunned 

and did not want to talk to her mother:  

She didn’t provide the support I wanted to hear. She said that my roommate was right and 
I wasn’t and I thought that she would take my side no matter what. I was so upset with 
her that I hung up immediately. I couldn’t believe my mom would take her side!  

 
This negative violation caused conflict in their relationship and ultimately harmed the relationship 

because Abby said that she could not talk to her mother about her fights with friends again. When 

college students experienced a negative violation, it hurt the relationship because they did not 

want to discuss those topics with their parents anymore. Catherine, a senior, age 21, felt this way:  

I asked my mom for career advice and she was mad that I didn’t already have a plan. I 
was surprised she was so upset because I normally can talk to her about those things. She 
made me so made and I just wanted to hang up. I stopped going to her for career advice 
for a while, but I eventually got over it and hoped she wouldn’t react that way again. 

 
Catherine’s experience affected her future interactions with her mother because she did not want 

to ask for career advice again in case her mother reacted in the same way. Such violations altered 

participants’ future expectations of what they thought their parents would say. Due to past 

negative violations, Mary, a journalism major, age 21, learned that she had to downplay exciting 

news in her life:  

When I get a job opportunity, I downplay it because I’m not sure whether or not they 
would be excited. I feel like I can’t express my true feelings without my parents reacting 
the opposite what I expected, so now I see what kind of mood they’re in. If they’re 
happy, I’ll sound excited, but if they aren’t, I’ll just act like it’s not a big deal. 

 
 Mary recognized that she had to alter her expectations when it came to asking for affirmation or 

advice from her parents because of their previous responses to her good news. According to those 
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interviewed, having expectations and experiencing positive and negative violations played a 

critical role in shaping their future support seeking behaviors and their relationship itself. In line 

with Expectancy Violations Theory (Burgoon, 1993), positive violations produced favorable 

outcomes whereas negative violations produced unfavorable outcomes, both in regard to the 

support conversations themselves and the overall functioning of the parent-child relationship.  

 

Summary 

In conclusion, the participants in this study showcased the importance of communication 

patterns in the parent-child relationship, their unique experiences seeking and receiving support 

from their parents, and how expectancy violations impacted their future interactions with their 

parents. The emerging adults interviewed reported that phone calls were the preferred medium of 

communication with their parents and that frequent communication was important in order to 

maintain and develop a strong parent-child relationship. Additionally, they revealed that they 

mainly sought emotional and informational support from their parents as they were transitioning 

into adulthood. They desired this support because it could benefit them in difficult times and 

lower their stress levels, and they appreciated when their parents provided these types of support 

to them. On the other hand, participants did not value support that was not perceived as beneficial 

to them (i.e., things they already knew or did not want to hear in a stressful moment). Overall, the 

support seeking process was not easy for participants because they were trying to become 

independent and not rely on their parents as often. When participants did seek support, it tended 

to follow a U-shaped curve in which participants sought and received the most support at the 

beginning and end of college and the least support in the middle years. In exploring students’ 

support experiences, Expectancy Violations Theory (Burgoon, 1993) was found to play a role in 

the parent-child relationship because the positive and negative violations perceived by students 
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ultimately impacted their future interactions with their parents. The following table offers a 

snapshot of all the themes that arose from the current investigation:  

 

Table 1: Summary of themes, theme descriptions, and theme exemplars.   

 Theme Sub-theme Description Example 

1 
Patterns of 
Communication 
(RQ1) 

 

Discovering how 
communication patterns in 
the parent-child relationship 
play out in new stage of life 
for emerging adults. 

 

1a  Channels & Frequency 
of Communication 

Discerning which form of 
communication is preferred 
by emerging adults and how 
frequency of 
communication can alter the 
relationship. 

“Freshmen year we didn’t really talk that 
much honestly just because I was 
experiencing college and I didn’t feel like I 
needed to talk to him all that much, but once 
we started connecting regularly every week, 
I feel like we’ve gotten closer and able to 
talk about things that matter to both of us.” 

1b  Effects of Proximity & 
Distance  

Considering how distance 
affects the parent-child 
relationship. 

“I think a lot has changed. I think with both 
of my parents it was this transition of 
appreciating a lot of the things that they did 
for me and I think that gratitude translated 
into me wanting to be their friend. I realized 
that my dad has worked so hard to provide 
for me and my mom has done so much just 
to care for me and realizing that not only are 
these people who take care of me, but also 
cool humans that I enjoy being around.”  

2 Seeking & Receiving 
Support (RQ2)  

Understanding how support 
is sought and received by 
emerging adults over four to 
five years in the college 
experience. 

 

2a  Types of Support 
Desired 

Determining which types of 
support emerging adults 
desire from parents 
throughout college. 

“I was really stressed about a job interview I 
had coming up and I was also overwhelmed 
at work. I asked him for advice on what to 
say in the job interview so that I could get 
the internship. He gave me support that was 
encouraging and reminded me that I could 
do it. It’s crazy how much our conversations 
about just life in general have changed now 
that I am on the job hunt. I feel like our 
conversations are more mature now.” 

2b  Evaluations of Support 
Distinguishing helpful 
support from unhelpful 
support. 

“When I was struggling in a class, I told my 
mom I only had three tests and I got a D on 
the first test. My mom told me she failed a 
test too. I was expecting her to tell me to 
pick myself up, but she related to me 
instead. It made me feel better knowing my 
mom had done it before.” 
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2c  Changes in Support 
Throughout College 

Considering how support 
seeking processes change 
over the years throughout 
college. 

“In the beginning, everything was so new so 
they didn’t really know when I needed 
support and I didn’t either, but once they 
realized I could manage, they knew I was 
going to be fine with my school work and 
that they didn’t need to check up on me as 
often.”  

2d  
Role of Autonomy in 
Support Seeking 
Processes 

Understanding new 
independence and how it 
impacts seeking and 
receiving support from 
parents. 

“I’ve tried to make an effort to rely less on 
them and become more independent, 
especially now that I am about to graduate 
and be in the real world. I need to be 
independent or as independent as I possibly 
can be, so I try not to reach out and bother 
them with anything that I need.” 

3 Support Expectancies 
& Violations (RQ3)   

Understanding how 
expectancy violations have 
an impact on the parent-
child relationship. 

 

  Positive Violations  

Evaluating violations that 
are more helpful and 
positive than expected and 
how they can affect the 
parent-child relationship. 

“I apologized to my mom for wasting her 
money and my mom told me to calm down 
and that it would be okay. It made me feel 
less pressure with school and that they 
didn’t have as high expectations as I 
thought. I was really thankful for her in that 
moment.” 

  Negative Violations  

Evaluating violations that 
are worse than expected and 
how they affect the parent-
child relationship. 

“My mom has been overly supportive my 
whole life so I was like ‘Why are you not 
doing the things you always do?’ I had the 
expectation that she’s always going to be 
like this and overly there for me and when 
she didn’t do this it was such a shock and I 
was like ‘What’s going on?’” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Discussion 
  
 

Findings and Implications 

 

Communication Patterns (RQ1) 

This study examined the parent-child relationship during emerging adulthood focusing on 

how communication patterns affect these relationships. The results highlighted the importance of 

parent-child communication in this stage of life and showed that effective communication and 

frequency of communication (at least once a week) can be beneficial for the relationship. The 

participants understood the benefits of having a good relationship with their parents because they 

were still somewhat reliant on their parents for support. Through the adjustment to a more 

autonomous lifestyle, the participants found ways to communicate with their parents in order to 

maintain the relationship because they knew that this impacted the quality of the relationship 

(Agliata & Renk, 2008). The study uncovered that the frequency of communication was vital in 

establishing a high-quality relationship. The more frequently the child talked to the parent, the 

closer the parent-child relationship tended to be. Thus, some emerging adults in the study 

communicated with their parents at least once a week in order to strengthen their relationship. 

Further, some had set up a weekly date and time to talk to their parents, which had proved to be 

beneficial to the relationship. The participants recognized the convenience of phone calls and the 

ability to have quick conversations through this medium, which resulted in them preferring phone 

calls as their main form of communication with their parents. In this study, the preference for 

phone calls had not changed (to text messages or FaceTime, for instance) because these students 

enjoyed hearing their parents’ voices and having efficient conversations (Ramsey et al., 2013). 
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Thus, having frequent communication with parents through phone calls demonstrated these 

participants’ desire to talk to their parents, and that communication with parents was an integral 

part of these students’ lives as they were transitioning into adulthood. 

Further, the study demonstrated a relationship between distance and the parent-child 

dynamic. When students attended college away from home, the relationship appeared to become 

stronger because emerging adults began to recognize and appreciate all of the sacrifices their 

parents had made for them growing up (Aquilino, 1997). While they acknowledged this 

appreciation, emerging adults also recognized and enjoyed their new independence. They liked 

being able to decide what they wanted to tell their parents because it made them feel like they had 

a sense of control over their lives. They preferred to tell their parents the good things, such as 

making good grades or potential internships, because they wanted their parents to be proud of 

their ability to be independent. As students settled into their newfound autonomy throughout 

college, this played a role in the way in which they sought and received support from their 

parents.   

 

Support Seeking and Receiving Processes (RQ2) 

As emerging adults communicate with their parents, they seek certain types of support 

from them because they are still reliant on them (Carlson, 2014). The current study found that 

college students were mainly seeking emotional and informational support from their parents. 

Through emotional support, college students were hoping to receive affirmation that their parents 

agreed with the decisions they had made and were proud of them for making good decisions. In 

regards to potentially life-changing decisions, college students sought informational support, as 

they were looking for advice on choosing a career path. While these were the main forms of 

support they hoped to receive, college students also wanted to simply be heard by their parents 

and for someone to be a listening ear. Even though they might have been away from their parents, 
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students communicated their desire to receive support from the people in their lives that they 

were closest to (Wade, Howell, & Wells, 1994).  

The study also provided additional context for the importance of college students 

receiving the support that they were wanting from their parents. When their parents provided the 

type or amount of support they were looking for, they reported that this lowered their stress levels 

and made the parent a more desirable source of support. Sometimes parents did not give the 

support that their child was looking for, which hurt the relationship, according to participants. In 

these cases, parents might have overstepped their boundaries and given support that students were 

not wanting, which may in turn have pushed students away because they did not appreciate 

support that invalidated their autonomy (Goldsmith, 2004). As a result, participants’ reactions to 

this invalidation of their autonomy illustrated their desire for support that would be beneficial in 

reducing their stress levels. When the support they received was beneficial, the parent-child 

relationship became stronger. 

Additionally, the results helped to showcase a clearer understanding of when emerging 

adults sought support from their parents throughout college, as highlighted by the curvilinear, U-

shaped pattern across time. Both the beginning and end stages of the U-shaped curve were when 

participants sought and received the most support from their parents. The beginning of college 

was a hard transition for some of the emerging adults in the study, so they were still very reliant 

on their parents. According to their experiences, these college students felt very supported in their 

first year because their parents provided a lot of support and they realized their parents had 

consistently been there for them. During their final year of college, these students also reported 

support by their parents because they understood that they were about to transition into the real 

world. As a result, they sought and received more support from their parents during this time 

because they knew that their parents had gone through the same process. Support in the middle 

stages of college, sophomore and junior year, decreased and the U-shape curved downward as 
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participants sought and received support from their parents less frequently. They realized they 

were starting to get ahold of college and did not need their parents’ support as often. This 

realization negatively affected some of the relationships because less support seeking and 

receiving weakened the relationship, which resulted in participants feeling alone.  

 This study showed the difficulties emerging adults can face as they are trying to discover 

when to seek support from their parents, while simultaneously trying to become more 

independent. Because they still value their parents’ support and opinions (Youniss and Smollar, 

1985), emerging adults in the study continued to want their parents’ support in college, but also 

wanted to prove that they were capable of being independent. Thus, participants created 

boundaries with their parents, so that they would not interfere with their newfound autonomy. 

These boundaries gave them independence, but they were also still able to receive support from 

their parents. However, there was difficulty for some college students who had to determine 

whether to seek support from their parents or not, for if the parent-child relationship was weak, 

the child may not have sought support. Thus, the results show how students with inadequate 

parent-child relationships were able to discover their autonomy because they learned of their 

ability to cope with their stresses on their own. In particular, the males in the study had this 

realization and understood the role of autonomy in their lives. Thus, the study demonstrated how 

the role of autonomy can impact support seeking and receiving processes between college 

students and their parents. 

As emerging adults become more autonomous throughout college, parents can recognize 

their children’s autonomy. When parents acknowledged their child’s maturity and newfound 

independence, the communication became more open and honest, simultaneously allowing the 

child to feel that they were being treated as an adult. Parents who communicated in these ways 

made the child want to communicate with their parents and build a stronger relationship with 

them. My findings are consonant with Goldsmith’s perspective on support because the effective 
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support received from the child’s parent was labeled as helpful and allowed the child to maintain 

their new identity. As a result of the perceived effectiveness, the child wanted to continue to seek 

support from their parents in the future (Goldsmith, 2004). 

 

Expectancy Violations (RQ3) 

Findings from this study also provided more insight into what role expectancies, and 

violations of those expectancies, played in the parent-child relationship. The emerging adults 

sampled had expectations of what they thought their parents might say, or should say, in certain 

situations, and there were times when those expectations are violated. Positive violations allowed 

the students to appreciate their parents’ support in times where they thought their parents would 

have been hard on them. The study revealed that these violations brought the two closer together 

because the students realized they could be more open and honest with their parents (Burgoon et 

al., 2016). On the other hand, negative violations shocked the students and made them feel 

hesitant to talk to their parents in the future. These violations appeared to evolve the relationship 

because college students did not feel as comfortable going back to their parents for support again. 

Through experiencing positive and negative violations, emerging adults realized their need to 

change their communication patterns and expectations to maintain their relationships (Burgoon et 

al., 2016). Thus, the results showed that expectancy violations may have a shaping effect on the 

future parent-child relationship.  

 

Study Limitations 

 While this study is a contribution to the overall research regarding emerging adults’ 

communication patterns with their parents, there are limitations that should be mentioned. First, 

convenience sampling methods may have encouraged participation from individuals who were 

comfortable discussing their communication with their parents. In other words, there may have 
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been students who had unhealthy relationships with their parents and therefore would not have 

been interested in discussing this topic in an interview setting. As a result, this could mean that 

there was more positivity present in the interviews than is reflective of the entire population. It 

should be noted, however, that many participants readily admitted to difficulties in their 

relationship.  

Secondly, the number of participants in this study was relatively small, and interviewing 

people from only one university made for a fairly homogenous group of participants in regards to 

age, background, geographic region, and racial representation. Given the small subject pool, it is 

not possible to suggest that the experiences of these participants are the experiences of all 

emerging adults.  

Thirdly, the subjects’ ages ranged from 19 to 22 years old, which showed that the 

participant pool did not reach across the entire span of emerging adulthood (ages 18-25). Though 

the variations in participants’ experiences were helpful in contributing to our current, somewhat 

limited knowledge of the parent-child relationship in this stage of life, it would be ideal to have 

experiences from emerging adults across all ages. Such samples would strengthen the research 

and a give better understanding of how this significant stage in a person’s life affects the parent-

child relationship. 

Fourthly, the interviews were conducted only with the child and not the parent, creating a 

one-sided narrative. When analyzing dyadic relationships, it is best to interview and gather 

information from both parties in order to more fully understand their nuanced, interlocking 

experiences.  

Finally, the use of retrospective data could be seen as a limitation in that recollections of 

past experiences could be subjective and even inaccurate. I did not observe parents and emerging 

adults communicating but rather asked students to recall previous interactions. In sampling only 

one person’s perspective, there is a chance that participants misremembered or misrepresented 
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their experiences. However, self-report data is still valuable in analyzing communication 

dynamics (Baxter, 2011) and allows researchers a path to better understanding individuals’ 

experiences.  

 

Future Directions 

 While this study contributed in a small way to the existing research on parent-child 

relationships during emerging adulthood, there is more that can be done in order to have a better 

understanding of this complicated and dynamic relationship. More research is necessary to 

determine the full impact of expectancy violations on college students, how likely they are to seek 

support from their parents again after their expectations have been violated, and how this shapes 

future interactions with their parents. Future studies should attempt to include a bigger pool of 

participants from every age of emerging adulthood, better racial diversification, and individuals 

from all different backgrounds in order to have a broader understanding of the parent-child 

relationship at this stage of life. They should also take into consideration how developing 

technologies and apps can affect communication patterns between parents and emerging adults. 

With the constantly evolving forms of technology that come out, it is important to understand 

how these new technologies shape or impact the parent-child relationship. Additionally, this study 

touched briefly on emerging adults who live at home during college, but more research is needed 

to discover how these unique experiences play a role in the support process. Because there are 

many emerging adults who do live at home while in college, we should learn more about how 

living at home impacts the relationship and how the child’s desire for more autonomy is affected. 

Finally, future researchers should interview both the parent and child in order to attain more 

dyadic data that would be beneficial to the scholarship on family communication. It would be 

beneficial for researchers to examine how parents are trying to adjust to their child’s newfound 



59 
	

autonomy and balance the ability to provide enough support while still allowing them to have 

their freedom. 

 

Conclusion 

 This goal of this study was to further understand communication and support between 

emerging adults and their parents during the college years. Through a qualitative analysis, it was 

uncovered that students who had frequent communication with their parents were more likely to 

have a better relationship, and that physical distance between the parent and child could also 

contribute to a stronger relationship. Additionally, the results indicated that college students 

tended to seek emotional and informational support from their parents, and that they had clear 

ideas about what types of support conversations were helpful or unhelpful to them. Though 

students’ transition into adulthood can be difficult for the parent-child relationship, the results 

illustrated a maneuver through a “U-shape curve,” with more support sought and provided at the 

beginning and end of college and less in the middle. Finally, expectancy violations were shown to 

play a significant role in affecting the parent-child relationship, especially as it related to the ways 

in which positive and negative violations affected future interactions between college students 

and their parents. Through interviews with 20 emerging adult college students, the current study 

helped to add to our knowledge of parent-child dynamics and support processes during the 

college years.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

Demographic Survey 
 
 

Name:  ________________________________________________________________________  
 
Phone number:  _________________________________________________________________  
 
Email Address:  _________________________________________________________________  
 
Age:  _________________________________________________________________________  
 
Classification (year):  
 

Freshmen Sophomore Junior   Senior    
 
Major/minor:  __________________________________________________________________  
 
Current city/state of residence:  ____________________________________________________  
 
Where are you from (area/city/state you claim)?  _______________________________________  
 
Gender:  _______________________________________________________________________  
 
Race/ethnicity:  _________________________________________________________________  
 
Marital status (circle all that apply): 
 

Single   Married Divorced  Widowed  Separated  
 

 - - - - 
 

Father/Father Figure’s Name:  _____________________________________________________  
 
Father’s age:  ___________________________________________________________________  
 
Father’s highest level of education completed:  ________________________________________  
 
Father’s occupation:  _____________________________________________________________  
 
Father’s marital status (circle all that apply): 
 

Single   Married Divorced  Widowed  Separated  
 
How many children does your father have? (Provide the name and age of each)  ______________  
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______________________________________________________________________________  
 
Father’s current city/state of residence:  ______________________________________________  
 
Where is your father from? (any area/city/state he claims)  _______________________________  
 
Father’s race/ethnicity:  ___________________________________________________________  
 
All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied have you been with your relationship with 
your father? Circle the number that best describes how satisfied you are. 
 
Completely unsatisfied          Neutral    Completely satisfied  

              1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
How often do you talk to your father? Circle the number that best describes your communication 
frequency.  
 
Daily      Every other day      2-3 times per week       1 time per week       Other:  ______________  
 
Which communication medium is used when talking to your father? Circle all that apply. 
 
Phone call     Text message     FaceTime     Email     Other:  ______________________________  
 
When you experiencing stress in college, how likely are you to reach out to your father? Circle 
the number that best describes how likely you are. 
 
Very unlikely           Neutral    Very likely   

         1  2 3 4 5 6 7 

- - - - 
 
Mother/Mother Figure’s Name:  ____________________________________________________  
 
Mother’s age:  __________________________________________________________________  
 
Mother’s highest level of education completed:  _______________________________________  
 
Mother’s occupation:  ____________________________________________________________  
 
Mother’s marital status (circle all that apply): 
 

Single   Married Divorced  Widowed  Separated  
 
How many children does your mother have (if different from your father)? (Provide the name age 
of any additional children)  ________________________________________________________  
 
______________________________________________________________________________  
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Mother’s race/ethnicity:  __________________________________________________________  
 
All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied have you been with your relationship with 
your mother? Circle the number that best describes how satisfied you are. 
 
Completely unsatisfied          Neutral    Completely satisfied  

              1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

How often do you communicate with your mother? Circle the number that best describes your 
communication frequency.  
 
Daily      Every other day      2-3 times per week       1 time per week       Other:  ______________  
 
Which communication medium is used when talking to your mother? Circle all that apply. 
 
Phone call     Text message     FaceTime     Email     Other:  ______________________________  
 
When you experiencing stress in college, how likely are you to reach out to your mother? Circle 
the number that best describes how likely you are. 
 
Very unlikely           Neutral    Very likely   

         1  2 3 4 5 6 7 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interview Guide 
 
Thank you so much for participating in this interview with me! I’m conducting this study to 
determine how college students seek and receive support from their parents. Today, I am 
interested in learning about your own personal experiences, so feel free to answer the questions 
how you like. If there are some questions that you do not feel comfortable answering, that is 
okay, we will continue on to the next question. Please let me know if you have any questions at 
any time! Let’s get started. 
 

1. What are the main stressors you experience in college? 
a. Of these stressors, which weigh on/impact you the most?  
b. What does it look like when you are stressed (i.e., how does stress manifest in 

your life)? 
i. How do you typically manage your stress? What are the most productive 

ways you manage stress? 
ii. What Baylor-specific resources do you rely on the most and/or find the 

most helpful?  
2. Tell me a little bit about your relationship with your dad.  

a. What is your relationship like? Describe the feelings that you have towards him 
at this point in your life. 

i. Are you satisfied with your relationship with him? If not, why? 
ii. What, if anything, do you wish you could change about your relationship 

with your dad? 
b. What are your normal patterns of communication with each other? 

i. How often do you usually talk to him, and for how long? 
ii. Who typically initiates the conversations? 

iii. What channels/mediums of communication are most frequently used 
(face-to-face, phone, Facetime, text, other)?  

iv. What sorts of things do you communicate about on a regular basis? What 
are the main subjects/topics you cover with your dad?  

c. Are the stresses of college (or life in general) something you talk to you dad 
about? 

i. If so, what do these conversations look like? How do they start? What 
sorts of channels are most commonly used when talking about these 
things? What sorts of things do you and your dad discuss within these 
conversations? How do they end?  

ii. If not, why is this not a subject you frequently discuss with your dad? 
Are there any specific things about college or the stresses of college that 
you prefer to avoid talking about with your dad? If so, why?  

3. Would you say that you go to your dad for support? 
a. If so, in what circumstances? 
b. When you go to him, what kind of support are you usually wanting or hoping 

for? What kind of support does he usually give you? Do you feel there is a good 
match between the types and amount of support you’re wanting from him and the 
types and amount support you’re getting from him? Tell me more about that.   
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c. Can you describe one of the best experiences you’ve had getting (or trying to get) 
support from your dad about the stresses related to college (or life in general)? 
What made that conversation/interaction/experience a good one?  

d. Can you describe a disappointing, unsatisfying, hurtful, or unhelpful experience 
you’ve had getting (or trying to get) support from your dad? What made that 
conversation/interaction/experience a difficult one? What was particularly 
unhelpful or disappointing about it? If you could do that conversation over, what 
– if anything – would you do differently? Overall, would you go to your dad 
again about this topic?  

e. When do you feel the most or the least supported by your dad during these 
college years? What are specific examples of things he does that are helpful and 
supportive? Unhelpful and unsupportive? What would you like your dad to do 
more or less of?  

f. Can you think of a time your expectations were violated as it relates to your 
dad’s support (i.e., you got more, less, or different support than you expected)? 
What was this like?  

g. Overall, how satisfied are you with the types and amount of support your dad 
gives you? How do you feel the support you receive (or don’t receive) from your 
dad impacts how you handle the stresses of college life?  

h. At this point in your life, how do you feel about your relationship with your dad?  
i. How has your transition to and experience of college impacted your 

relationship with your dad, if at all?  
ii. What would you like your father to do more or less of in order to 

establish a better/different relationship? 
4. Tell me a little bit about your relationship with your mom.  

a. What is your relationship like? Describe the feelings that you have towards her at 
this point in your life. 

i. Are you satisfied with your relationship with her? If not, why? 
ii. What, if anything, do you wish you could change about your relationship 

with your mom? 
b. What are your normal patterns of communication with each other? 

i. How often do you usually talk to her, and for how long? 
ii. Who typically initiates the conversations? 

iii. What channels/mediums of communication are most frequently used 
(face-to-face, phone, Facetime, text, other)?  

iv. What sorts of things do you communicate about on a regular basis? What 
are the main subjects/topics you cover with your mom?  

c. Are the stresses of college (or life in general) something you talk to you mom 
about? 

i. If so, what do these conversations look like? How do they start? What 
sorts of channels are most commonly used when talking about these 
things? What sorts of things do you and your mom discuss within these 
conversations? How do they end?  

ii. If not, why is this not a subject you frequently discuss with your mom? 
Are there any specific things about college or the stresses of college that 
you prefer to avoid talking about with your mom? If so, why?  

5. Would you say that you go to your mom for support? 
a. If so, in what circumstances?  
b. When you go to her, what kind of support are you usually wanting or hoping for? 

What kind of support does she usually give you? Do you feel there is a good 
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match between the types and amount of support you’re wanting from her and the 
types and amount support you’re getting from her? Tell me more about that.   

c. Can you describe one of the best experiences you’ve had getting (or trying to get) 
support from your mom about the stresses related to college (or life in general)? 
What made that conversation/interaction/experience a good one?  

d. Can you describe a disappointing, unsatisfying, hurtful, or unhelpful experience 
you’ve had getting (or trying to get) support from your mom? What made that 
conversation/interaction/experience a difficult one? What was particularly 
unhelpful or disappointing about it? If you could do that conversation over, what 
– if anything – would you do differently? Overall, would you go to your mom 
again about this topic?  

e. When do you feel the most or the least supported by your mom during these 
college years? What are specific examples of things he does that are helpful and 
supportive? Unhelpful and unsupportive? What would you like your mom to do 
more or less of?  

f. Can you think of a time your expectations were violated as it relates to your 
mom’s support (i.e., you got more, less, or different support than you expected)? 
What was this like?  

g. Overall, how satisfied are you with the types and amount of support your mom 
gives you? How do you feel the support you receive (or don’t receive) from your 
mom impacts how you handle the stresses of college life?  

h. At this point in your life, how do you feel about your relationship with your 
mom?  

i. How has your transition to and experience of college impacted your 
relationship with your mom, if at all?  

ii. What would you like your mom to do more or less of in order to 
establish a better/different relationship with you? 

6. Between your mom and your dad, how do you decide who to go to for what topics/kinds 
of support? Who else do you seek support from in your life (and what does that look 
like)?  

7. Is there anything else you’d like to add?  
 
Thank you so much for your participation! Do you have any other questions for me?  
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APPENDIX C 
 

IRB Proposal, Approval Letter, and Consent Form 
 
 

A QUALITATIVE EXPLORATION OF COLLEGE STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCE SEEKING 
AND RECEIVING SUPPORT FROM THEIR PARENTS DURING TIMES OF STRESS 

 
 
 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:  Darby Sorrels 
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 One Bear Place #97368 Waco, TX 76798 
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 Jane_Damron@baylor.edu 
 
 
 
PROTOCOL VERSION:  3/6/2019 
  

Synopsis 
 

Title A Qualitative Exploration of College Students’ Experience Seeking and 
Receiving Support from Their Parents During Times of Stress 

Study Duration 
The study will begin, contingent upon approval, in late March 2019. 
Participation in the study will continue through May 2019. The thesis will 
be defended no later than December 2019. 

Study location(s) The study will take place on Baylor University’s campus. 

Objectives 

The goal of this thesis is to examine and further understand (a) the unique 
communicative features that are present in these types of interactions, (b) 
the perceived effectiveness of college students’ support seeking 
behaviors, (c) the perceived success/helpfulness of their parents’ attempts 
at providing support, and (d) the effects of these processes on coping and 
relational satisfaction. In depth, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews 
(and brief, accompanying surveys) will be utilized as a means of 
collecting data on these topics. 

Number of Subjects There will be around 15 to 20 participants. 
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Main Inclusion/Exclusion 
Criteria 

Participants must be within the ages of 18 and 25, considered an 
“emerging adult.” They must currently be enrolled in college at Baylor. 
They must be on speaking terms with a parent or parent-like figure. They 
must be willing to discuss their relationships with their parent(s). They 
must be willing to sign a consent form in order to participate. 

 
 
1.0 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 
  

College can be a very stressful experience for students as they transition to a new city, 
university culture, living space, social environment, and workload. In response to these 
adjustments, college students can experience higher levels of stress than individuals who 
do not attend college (Stallman, 2010). Factors leading to increased stress could include 
the weight of new opportunities, independent decision-making, financial obligations, 
evolving maturity levels, and the development and maintenance of social and civic skills 
(Puri, Yadav, & Shekhawat, 2016). These adaptions and transitions relating to college life 
may be compounded by students’ experience of emerging adulthood, which can involve a 
new/increasing sense of responsibility and decision-making (Arnett, 2007), as well as the 
impending transition from college to career.  

 
When faced with adversity, individuals seek support from their close relationships and 
social network; however, individuals are less likely to seek support from those whom 
they anticipate will not provide it or will make them feel guilty or invalidated (Burleson, 
Albrecht, & Sarason, 1994). Although parent/adult child communication can be 
challenging, communication with parents and support from parents can play an important 
role in the lives of emerging adults (Vangelisti, 2004). Emerging adult college students 
who seek support from their parents may be looking for either emotional support, 
tangible support, and/or informational support (Goldsmith, 2004), but there is more to be 
learned and understood about how emerging adults and parents seek and communicate 
support during this time, and whether what we have come to expect of support processes 
in general is also applicable within this unique time of life. As such, the following 
research questions will be explored: (a) What are college students communication 
patterns with their parents? (b) What are college students’ experiences of seeking and 
receiving support from their parents? (c) How do these support experiences relate to 
coping and relational quality?  
 
Overall, the current study explores a key phase in emerging adults’ college students’ 
lives, during which they are dealing with the unique transitions and stressors of college. 
College students need support during this time, but few studies have examined the 
strategies these individuals employ in seeking support from their parents, the features of 
support from parents that are viewed as most helpful and supportive, and the effects of 
this support on the college experience. Overall, this study seeks to better understand how 
students seek and receive support from their parents and how this support impacts how 
they handle stress in college. 

 
2.0 STUDY OBJECTIVES 

 
This study is an exploratory investigation of the following research questions (to be analyzed 
qualitatively):  
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• What are college students’ communication patterns with their parents? 
• What are college students’ experiences of seeking and receiving support from 

their parents? 
• How do these support experiences relate to coping and relational quality?  

 
3.0 SUBJECT SELECTION & RECRUITMENT (INCLUSION & EXCLUSION 

CRITERIA) 
   

• The participants will be within the ages of 18 and 25, considered “emerging 
adults” (Arnett, 2007). There will be 15 to 20 participants in total, comprised of 
both male and female subjects.  

• Participants must be currently enrolled in college and must be on speaking terms 
with a parent or parent-like figure, in order to participate in interviews. 
Participants must be willing to discuss their interpersonal relationship with their 
parent(s).  

• Recruitment for this study will utilize social media platforms, such as Instagram 
and Facebook, in order to solicit a convenient sample of participants.  

• This study focus specifically on parent/child communication that takes place 
during the college years, which is why current college students will be recruited 
to participate. This is an undergraduate honors research project, therefore there is 
no financial funding to reward participants for participation; this is why extra 
credit in certain courses is being offered for participation (with an alternative 
means of credit being offered to those who cannot participate). 

• Participants in this study must also be willing to sign a consent form before 
beginning the interview. The consent form will be explained and signed in-
person, directly prior to the interview taking place. The principal investigator will 
review the consent form with each participant. Once the consent form has been 
fully explained to the participant, the participant can decide if they are still 
willing and able to participate.  

• Participants who choose not to sign the consent form will not continue in the 
study. If a participant decides that they wish to discontinue an interview after it 
has started, they can substitute participation (and still earn extra credit) by asking 
the professor about other extra credit opportunities.   

 
4.0 RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODS   
 

• This is an exploratory, qualitative study which will utilize in-depth, semi-
structured, face-to-face interviews (and brief, accompanying, demographic 
surveys). Interviews are likely to last 45-60 minutes. Participant responses will 
then be analyzed according to qualitative analysis principles, with the goal being 
to uncover common themes within the participants’ experience, relating to the 
communication phenomenon in question.  

• The survey and interview questions will be designed specifically for this research 
study.  

• The study will begin, contingent upon approval, in late March 2019. Subject 
participation in the study may continue through May 2019. The honors thesis will 
be defended no later than December 2019.  
 

5.0 STUDY ACTIVITIES  
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• The current study employs a qualitative approach. In order to analyze emerging 

adults’ relationships with their parent(s), the use of in-depth interviews is helpful 
in gaining a better understanding of individuals’ perception of their situation, 
resources, and coping mechanisms during times of stress.  

• Following the completion of a short demographic survey, participants will 
answer questions in a semi-structured interview format. Participant profile and 
interview guide are attached. Follow-up questions will also be used to further 
explore topics that participants introduce. Interviews will take, on average, 45-60 
minutes. Transcribed interview data will be coded and analyzed thematically.  

 
6.0 RISKS & BENEFITS  

 
• There are no physical risks to participation in this study. Potential risks exist for 

psychological distress due to discussing relationship dynamics, but this risk is 
minimal due to the nature of the study. In order to prevent unanticipated 
problems, participants will be informed as to the nature of the interview before 
consenting to participate.  

• Though no more than everyday stress levels are anticipated in talking about 
parent-child communication, discussing personal matters can provoke strong 
emotions. Therefore, participants may decline to answer questions or withdraw 
from the study at any time. Participants will be given all contact information for 
the Baylor Counseling Center if they should need or want to seek additional 
support.  

• There is no direct benefit to participation in this study. Data analysis will attempt 
to reveal behaviors which can improve emerging adults’ communication with 
their parents during this time of their lives. 

 
7.0 DATA SECURITY & PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY 
 

• Interviews will be private, one-on-one, in-person interactions. They will take 
place at a quiet location of the participant’s choice, such as the library, a 
conference room or a coffee shop.  

• Participant confidentiality will be maintained by changing all names and other 
identifying information. Contact information (real name and email address) will 
be collected in order for the participants to receive extra credit for the courses 
that will offer credit for this study.  

• Interviews will be audio recorded and downloaded to the computer of the 
Principle Investigator. All audio recordings will be labeled by pseudonym and 
interview date.  

• Audio data will be transcribed by the Principal Investigator. Transcriptions will 
be completely de-identified and labeled by pseudonym interview date only. 
Audio and transcription files will be stored on a secure, password-protected 
computer, accessible only to the Principal Investigator.  

• Hard copy participant consent forms will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in 
the private, locked office of the Principle Investigator’s faculty advisor. No one 
other than the principal investigator and faculty advisor will see the identifying 
information of participants.  

• Audio recordings and transcriptions forms will be kept for one year, at which 
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point they will be destroyed. Original audio files (on the recording device) will 
be erased once the audio data is successfully uploaded to the secure computer of 
the Principle Investigator. Participant data (consent forms) will be destroyed one 
year after the completion of the study. 

 
8.0 DATA & SAFETY MONITORING  
  

• Though no more than everyday stress levels are anticipated in talking about 
parent-child communication, discussing personal matters can provoke strong 
emotions. Should participants feel that an emotional upset, they will be given the 
contact information of the Baylor Counseling Center, in case they need support.  

• Maximum effort will be employed to ensure participants’ comfort and ease. If at 
any point participants feel that they cannot continue, they may withdraw at any 
time. 

 
9.0 REFERENCES 
Arnett, J. J. (2007). Emerging adulthood: What is it, and what is it good for?. Child  

Development Perspectives, 1(2), 68-73. 

Burleson, B. R., Albrecht, T. L., & Sarason, I. G. (1994). Communication of Social  

Support: Messages, Interactions, Relationships, and Community. Thousand Oaks,  

CA: Sage.  

Goldsmith, D. J. (2004). Communicating Social Support. New York, NY: Cambridge  

University Press.  

Puri, P., Yadav, K., & Shekhawat, L. (2016). Stress and life satisfaction among college  

students. Indian Journal of Positive Psychology, 7(3), 353-355. 

Stallman, H. M. (2010). Psychological distress in university students: A comparison with  

general population data. Australian Psychologist, 45, 249-257. 

Vangelisti, A.L. (2004). The Routledge Handbook of Family Communication. Mahwah,  

N.J.: Routledge. 
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Baylor University 
Communication Department 

 
Consent Form for Research 

 
PROTOCOL TITLE:  A Qualitative Exploration of College Students’ Experience 

Seeking and Receiving Support from Their Parents During 
Times of Stress  

 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:    Darby Sorrels 
 
SUPPORTED BY:  Baylor University 
 
Purpose of the research: The purpose of this study is to better understand the interpersonal 
relationship between college students and their parents, specifically during times of stress. We are 
asking you to take part in this study because there is still more to understand and explore about 
how emerging adults and parents seek and communicate support, and whether what we have 
come to expect of support processes is also applicable within this unique, complex transition. 
  
Study activities: If you choose to be in the study, you will you will be asked to  

• Fill out a participant survey (5-10 minutes) 
• Go over the consent form with the principal investigator (5-10 minutes) 
• Sign the consent form 
• Conduct the interview (45-60 minutes) 

o The interview will take place either at a coffee shop or on campus, wherever the 
participant feels the most comfortable.  

• We would like to make an audio recording of you during this study. Audio recording is 
required for this study. If you do not want to be recorded, you should not be in this study. 
You will indicate your decision at the end of this form.   

 
Risks and Benefits:  
 
To the best of our knowledge, there are no risks to you for taking part in this study. 
 
You may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions.  Tell the interviewer at 
any time if you want to take a break or stop the interview. 
 
You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics we will ask about.  You do not 
have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. 
This research study involves sensitive topics. The questions being asked may be sensitive and 
personal in nature. It is possible that answering some questions may cause some stress. Therefore, 
you may decline to answer questions or withdraw from the study at any time. You will be given a 
phone number of the Baylor Counseling Center if you should need or want to seek any support. 
The phone number for the Baylor Counseling Center is 254-710-2467. They are open Monday-
Friday 8AM-5PM. The email is Counseling_Center@baylor.edu 
 
There are no benefits to you from taking part in this research. 
 
Others may benefit in the future from the information that is learned in this study. 
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You do not have to take part in this research study to receive course credit. You can ask your 
professor about other extra credit opportunities. 
 
Confidentiality:  
 
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality. Loss of 
confidentiality includes having your personal information shared with someone who is not on the 
study team and was not supposed to see or know about your information. The researcher plans to 
protect your confidentiality.  
 
Authorized staff of Baylor University may review the study records for purposes such as quality 
control or safety. 
 
If, during your participation in this study, we have reasonable cause to believe that child/elder 
abuse is occurring, this will be reported to authorities as required by law.  The researcher will 
make every reasonable effort to protect the confidentiality of your research information.  
However, it might be possible that a civil or criminal court will demand the release of identifiable 
research information. 
 
If, during your participation in this study, we have reason to believe that you are at risk for 
harming yourself or others, we are required to take the necessary actions.  This may include 
notifying your doctor, your therapist, or other individuals.  If this were to occur, we would not be 
able to assure confidentiality. 
 
Compensation: 
 
You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 
 
We will give you 15 points of extra credit for taking part in this study. 
Questions or concerns about this research study 
You can call us with any concerns or questions about the research. Our telephone numbers are 
listed below:   
 Darby Sorrels  

Phone: (713) 582-0117 
Email: Darby_Sorrels@baylor.edu 

 Dr. Jane Damron  
Phone:(254) 710-1472  
Email: Jane_Damron@baylor.edu 

If you want to speak with someone not directly involved in this research study, you may contact 
the Baylor University IRB through the Office of the Vice Provost for Research at 254-710-1438. 
You can talk to them about: 

• Your rights as a research subject 
• Your concerns about the research 
• A complaint about the research 

 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  You are free not to take part or to stop at any time for 
any reason.  No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of benefit to which you 
are entitled.  If you decide to withdraw from this study, the information that you have already 
provided will be kept confidential. Information already collected about you cannot be deleted.  
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By continuing with the research and completing the study activities, you are providing consent. 
 
 
SIGNATURE OF SUBJECT: 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. We will give you a copy of this 
document for your records. We will keep a copy with the study records.  If you have any questions 
about the study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information 
provided above. 
 
I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to take 
part in this study.  
 
 
 
______________________________________ 
 ____________________ 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions.  I will give a copy 
of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
________________________________________ _______________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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