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Abstract

Changes in the working, study and social lives of emerging 

adults due to the COVID- 19 pandemic have led to greater 

need for external supports. Many who lived independently 

may have sought that support by returning to live with 

parents. This study identifies factors associated with re-

turns made between 2019 and 2020. It describes supports 

needed and obtained, relationships between parents and 

their resident emerging adults and identifies correlates of 

poor coping and high psychological distress. Data from 

the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth and the 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children were used and 

showed half of the emerging adults who moved did so due 

to COVID- 19 restrictions. Loss of work and increased 

need for emotional and financial support were key drivers 

of moves. Nineteen per cent who returned found spending 

more time with family difficult and over half did not have 

their support needs fully met, increasing their odds of poor 

coping at that time (OR = 2.9, 4.3, respectively) and sub-

sequent psychological distress (OR = 6.0). Families were 

an important source of support but could not necessarily 

mitigate all challenges; for some emerging adults, return-

ing to live with parents gave rise to additional difficulties 

which negatively affected mental health.
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1 |  INTRODUCTION

As the COVID- 19 pandemic emerged in early 2020, many countries introduced strict public 
health measures to control the spread of the virus. In March 2020, Australia imposed a nation-
wide lockdown; people were only allowed to leave their homes for limited and strictly defined 
reasons including shopping, caregiving, exercise and essential work. This resulted in sudden 
disruption to employment, study and social connections. The longer- term consequences of 
these restrictions on individuals' social and emotional lives are not yet fully understood and 
will likely vary by individual across his/her lifecourse. This research focuses on emerging 
adults in Australia, aged 19– 21 in 2020. Specifically, we concentrate on those who returned 
to live with parents during that time, after previously living away from the parental home. 
Understanding housing transitions and the role of parents and family in providing support is 
important for identifying those at risk of negative outcomes and for informing strategies for 
future disruptive events.

1.1 | Emerging adulthood and leaving the parental home

“Young or emerging adulthood” is a phase in the lifecourse following adolescence where indi-
viduals take on “adult” roles and responsibilities and have increasing independence and auton-
omy (Arnett, 2000). While there is no clear consensus on the age range covered, this term widely 
refers to individuals in their late teens and mid- to- late twenties (Sawyer et al., 2018). Frequent 
and significant changes in education, employment, residential settings and social landscapes 
also characterise emerging adulthood in addition to age (Côté, 2006; Scales et al., 2016).

Two key markers of developing autonomy and independence are transitioning out of the 
parental home and entering and establishing oneself in the workforce, both of which are in-
fluenced by societal and economic conditions (Preetz et al., 2021; Scales et al., 2016). In recent 
decades, moves out have occurred at an older age, resulting in higher proportions of young 
people living with parents into their twenties or later (Tomaszewski et al., 2017). In 2001, 47% 
of men and 37% of women aged 18– 29 in Australia lived with their parents; in 2017 these fig-
ures were 56% and 54%, respectively (Vera- Toscano, 2019).

1.2 | Pandemic disruptions during the emerging adult phase

The COVID- 19 pandemic resulted in disruptions to daily life for people across all age groups. 
Emerging adults are a particularly vulnerable population due to the often precarious na-
ture of their employment and the importance of quality peer interactions to their well- being 
(Arnett, 2000; Subrahmanyam et al., 2020), which can protect against depression and anxi-
ety (Magson et al.,  2021). Periods of unemployment in this age group have been linked to 
concurrent psychological distress (Clark & Lepinteur, 2019), as well as future unemployment 
and ill- health (Franzén & Kassman, 2005). During the pandemic, Australian emerging adults 
have been especially disadvantaged compared with older adults by changes to employment 
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021a;O'Keeffe et al., 2021). One study of over 
7000 Australian adults estimated that 21% of those under 30 were made redundant or lost 
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their job or business due to COVID- 19 compared with under 10% of the entire sample (Hand 
et al., 2020).

Research suggests reductions in physical peer interactions during COVID- 19 restriction pe-
riods were associated with increased loneliness and lower social well- being (Biddle et al., 2020; 
Killgore et al., 2020), which in turn was associated with stress, anxiety and depression (Horigian 
et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2020). These impacts were particularly apparent among those living in 
states with higher COVID- 19 case rates and more severe or multiple restriction periods (i.e. 
Victoria and New South Wales [NSW]) (Biddle & Gray, 2021).

1.3 | Emerging adults returning to live with parents

Disruptions during the COVID- 19 pandemic gave rise to an increased need for both financial 
and non- economic support among emerging adults from parents, other family members and 
government (Hand et al., 2020). Parents and family can promote resilience and provide support 
during times of difficulty and disaster (Banks & Weems, 2014; Swartz et al., 2011), and fam-
ily connectedness is a protective factor against physical and mental health conditions (Viner 
et al., 2012). Hence, while returning to live with parents could be conceived as a backwards step 
in independence (Scales et al., 2016), it also represents a shift within an emerging adult's sup-
port network towards aid and assistance in times of need. Returning to live with parents could 
allow emerging adults to continue or commence positive developmental pathways (Scales 
et al., 2016) although as Fingerman et al. (2012) suggest not all necessarily receive the desired 
level of support. In their study of grown children, which included some residing with parents, 
one in seven received less parental support than they would like.

Evidence from before the pandemic suggested the likelihood of returning to live with par-
ents, and of any resultant positive outcomes, was dependent on factors including emerging 
adults' relationship status; gender; family relationships; financial, housing, health and socio-
economic backgrounds of parents and location (Burn & Szoeke, 2016). Single emerging adults 
are more likely than those married or in de facto relationships to return to living with parents 
(Copp et al., 2017; Warner, 2013), as are females (Vera- Toscano, 2019). Parents with higher so-
cioeconomic backgrounds and with higher levels of education may be better placed to support 
emerging adults to live independently (South & Lei, 2015; Stone et al., 2014).

The Australian government implemented financial support programmes to alleviate the 
impact of COVID- 19- related public health measures on the labour market and personal in-
comes, including the “JobKeeper” subsidy and the “Coronavirus Supplement” (see Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (2021b) and Whiteford (2020) for details). Receipt of such pay-
ments may have been sufficient for some individuals to remain living out of the parental home. 
Alternatively, ineligibility or the extent of costs not covered might have increased the reliance 
of some emerging adults on parental resources, and the likelihood of returning to live with 
parents where continued independent living was not supported. Those who returned to live 
with parents may have faced differential employment outcomes as opportunities are, to an 
extent, determined by location (Gustafsson, 2021), which is often influenced by family wealth.

There is a growing body of literature examining the consequences on well- being of emerg-
ing adults residing with parents (Copp et al., 2017). For some, living with parents may neg-
atively impact depressive symptoms (Copp et al.,  2017) and subjective well- being, although 
this can be mitigated if there is a degree of autonomy and free choice over the move (Kins 
et al., 2009). Given the unforeseen and sudden introduction of pandemic- related restrictions, 
many emerging adults may have had limited choice or control over their circumstances and 
any resulting housing transition, impacting their ability to cope and psychological well- being. 
Furthermore, additional time spent with parents or family could cause tension with the emerg-
ing adult, rather than reduce stress. This could arise from limited opportunities for those living 
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with parents and under pandemic restrictions to socialise away from parents and conduct work 
or study; or conflict over rent or bills (Preetz et al., 2021). Existing evidence of relationships 
between emerging adults residing with parents is mixed, with instances of minimal conflict but 
also reports of negative feelings and irritation (Casares & White, 2018; Fingerman et al., 2017).

1.4 | Aims and research questions

Using data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) and the Longitudinal 
Study of Australian Children (LSAC), this article investigates experiences of single emerging 
adults who began to live with parents during the first year of the COVID- 19 pandemic. The 
aims were to:

1. Identify factors associated with moving to live with parents in 2019/20 and determine 
whether they differed between emerging adults who made this move due to COVID- 19 
restrictions and those who did not.

2. Investigate the types of support needed by emerging adults who began living with their par-
ents during the first period of restrictions introduced between March and May 2020.

3. Describe the relationships between parents and their children who began living with them 
during the restriction period.

4. Examine the extent to which emerging adults who began living with their parents coped dur-
ing the restriction period and their levels of psychological distress towards the end of 2020 as 
the pandemic progressed.

5. Identify factors associated with poor coping and with high psychological distress.

2 |  M ETHODOLOGY

2.1 | Data

The structure of the LSAY and LSAC studies is detailed elsewhere (New et al., 2020). The 
studies received ethics approval from the Australian Institute of Family Studies Ethics 
Committee. In brief, LSAY follows several cohorts of young Australians annually from 
their mid- teens to mid- twenties across a 10- year period. This research uses Waves 5 and 6 
from the 2015 cohort who were aged 15 at commencement. Most Wave 5 interviews took 
place between August and December 2019 when participants were typically 19 years old. 
Wave 6 was administered between June and December 2020 when most were 20 years old. 
LSAC is a biennial, multi- informant survey of two cohorts of children which commenced 
in 2004. This paper uses information from the kindergarten (K) cohort, who were 20/21 
at Wave 9C1 in 2020. This Wave collected information about two periods of time: the ini-
tial restriction period March– May 2020, and when the survey was administered, between 
October and December 2020.

The Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth and the Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children contain socioeconomic and demographic measures of the individual and their 
origin family throughout late adolescence and emerging adulthood. One key measure in 
both studies asked whether a residential change occurred specifically due to the COVID- 19 
pandemic, thus enabling the following analyses. LSAY provided a larger sample, which 
was used to model residential transitions, while LSAC contained nuanced information on 
family relationships and multi- dimensional measures of support to better characterise such 
transitions. LSAY Wave 5 and LSAC Wave 9C1 had high rates of attrition, which limited 
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statistical power to identify genuine effects. Survey weights did not effectively address this 
due to weak links between model predictors and weighting variables, treatment of extreme 
weight values in the studies and possible inapplicability of weights to surveys conducted 
online (Haddad et al.,  2022; Lim,  2011; Mohal et al.,  2021; The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children,  2021). The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
(HILDA) dataset was considered but discounted as participants' residential moves could 
not be attributed to COVID- 19 restrictions.

2.2 | Measures

Methods are described separately for LSAY and LSAC below.

2.2.1 | Moved to live with parents and reason for change

LSAY In each of Waves 5 (2019) and 6 (2020) an indicator of living with parents or not living 
with parents was derived (see Appendix A for details). Emerging adults who changed status 
from not living with a parent in 2019 to living with a parent in 2020 were designated as having 
moved to live with parents between the two surveys. There was no precise date available as 
to when the transition occurred, and it is possible that individuals made more than one such 
transition during that period.

Wave 6 respondents were asked to indicate the nature of any changes to their housing 
situation that they had “experienced due to government restrictions during the COVID- 19 
pandemic.” This included “you had to move in with your parents or other relatives.” Of the 
individuals identified as having moved to live with parents, those who indicated “yes” to this 
item were designated as having moved because of restrictions.
LSAC Respondents were asked whether they had moved house and/or changed the peo-

ple they lived with during the restriction period March– May 2020. Those who responded 
“Yes” were asked whether they “began to live with their parents or their parents moved to 
live with them” (“Yes” or “No”). They were asked whether beginning to live with parents 
was “a result of coronavirus restrictions,” with response options of 1 = Entirely, 2 = Partly 
and 3 = Not at all.

2.2.2 | Employment and work

LSAY A categorical variable summarising work history was based on set of items from Wave 
6 that indicated whether an individual had been in work for each month between March and 
June 2020 inclusive. This period was chosen because pandemic restrictions began in March 
and June was the latest month for which all LSAY respondents were asked about work activity. 
Categories were as follows: 1 = Worked continuously or started work (i.e. changed status from 
not working to working); 2 = Not worked in any month and 3 = Left work (i.e. changed status 
from working to not working).

LSAC One indicator captured changes to work during the initial restriction period 
(1 = Experienced a loss or temporary break from paid work, 2 = Did not have that experience; 
see Appendix A for details). A second captured respondents' self- reported employment status 
at time of interview (1 = Full- time employee, part- time employee, self- employed, employed un-
paid in family business; 2 = Unemployed, seeking employment; 3 = Unemployed, not seeking 
employment).



6 |   PRATTLEY et al.

2.2.3 | Types of support needed

The Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth participants were asked whether, in the past 
12 months, they needed each of the following types of support from parents or other family 
members: financial; advice; emotional; practical assistance; technical support or guidance. 
Further explanation is in Appendix  A. Response options for each were 1  = Yes, 2  = No. 
Those who replied “yes” were asked how much support of that type they needed since 
the beginning of the restriction period compared with usual, with choices ranging from 
1 = Needed much more support to 5 = Needed much less support. For each type of support, 
an indicator was constructed with 1 = No support needed in last 12 months; 2 = Support 
needed in last 12 months but no change or less needed than usual; 3 = Support needed and 
more than usual.

Participants were also asked how often they felt they needed support or help but could not 
get it from anyone during the restriction period (1 = Very often; 2 = Often; 3 = Sometimes; 
4 = Never).

2.2.4 | Worries and concerns during restriction period

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children respondents were asked to rate how difficult 
each of the following was for them during the restriction period (1 = Very difficult to 5 = Very 
easy): not seeing friends/family in person; having to spend more time with family; not knowing 
how long isolation would last; missing events that were important to them.

2.2.5 | Parent– child relationship

As stated above, emerging adults were asked how difficult they found having to spend more 
time with family. Parents were asked how often they and the study child disagreed and fought; 
got on each other's nerves; yelled at each other; and argued and stayed angry at each other, 
with options from 1 = Not at all to 5 = Almost all or all of the time. Questions were asked to 
families where the emerging adult was living with a parent at the time of the interview and were 
asked firstly about their current relationship, and secondly, retrospectively about the restric-
tion period.

2.2.6 | Coping and psychological distress

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children respondents were asked overall, how well they 
thought they coped during the restriction period (1 = Not at all; 2 = A little; 3 = Fairly well; 
4 = Very well; 5 = Extremely well).

Psychological distress was assessed using the Kessler Psychological Distress scale (K10) 
(Kessler et al., 2002). Ten items asked about experience of anxiety and depression in the 4 weeks 
prior to interview. Scores were summed and totals categorised as: Very high (scores of 30– 50), 
High (22– 29), Moderate (16– 21) or Low (10– 15) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012).

2.2.7 | Demographic measures

A number of other measures from LSAY and/or LSAC were used in the analyses and summa-
rised here. Further details are available in Appendix A. Briefly, indicators from both surveys 
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were: sex (1  = Male, 2  = Female); single status (1  = Single, separated, divorced, widowed, 
0 = Otherwise); state of residence (1 = NSW; 2 = Victoria; 3 = Combined other states).

Unique to LSAY were indicators of parental education (1  = Tertiary level or higher, 
0  = Lower than tertiary); study status (1  = Full or part- time, 0  = Not studying); receipt 
of Youth Allowance/ABSTUDY (0  = No, 1  = Yes) and government payments, including 
JobKeeper (0  = No, 1  = Yes); provision of care for at least 1 month between March and 
June 2020 (1 = Yes, 0 = No), and who care was for (including own child, parent[s], other 
adult relative). Self- assessment of general health at the 2019 interview was categorised as 
1 = Excellent, very good or good, 2 = Fair or poor. The same item was available from the 
2020 survey, and responses to both were used to derive an indicator of change in health 
(1 = Improved; 2 = Same, 3 = Worse).

From LSAC, unique measures were socioeconomic status (1 = High advantage, 2 = Middle, 
3 = Low advantage); study stress during initial restriction period (0 = Average, low, very low 
or did not study; 1 = High or very high); receipt of JobKeeper or the Coronavirus Supplement 
(1 = Yes, 0 = No); provided unpaid care as at time of interview (1 = Yes, 0 = No).

2.3 | Sample selection and analysis

LSAY The LSAY analytic sample comprised single individuals who were living away from 
their parental home at time of interview in 2019. In the first stage of sample selection, indi-
viduals who were single at both their 2019 and 2020 interviews were selected (N = 2532). The 
sample was then restricted to those not living with a parent in 2019 (N = 486). Each of these 
respondents had a known residential status for 2020; missing data on other measures ranged 
from 1.0% to 1.6%. Eighteen cases with missing data were removed from subsequent analysis 
(see Appendix A for details).

LSAC The LSAC sample was identified from positive responses to the item “began to live 
with their parent(s) or their parents moved to live with them,” detailed above (N = 105). Missing 
data on variables ranged from 1.0% to 8.6%, and cases affected were removed from the analy-
sis. See Appendix A for details.

2.4 | Analytic methods

We firstly calculated descriptive characteristics of the LSAY and LSAC samples according to 
whether respondents moved to live with parents and whether that move was attributable to 
COVID- 19 restrictions.

Next, to address Aim 1, a multinomial logistic regression model was constructed to identify 
factors associated with moving to live with parents. LSAY data were used due to the larger 
sample size, availability of items indicating living arrangements prior to the pandemic, and 
monthly data on work. Outcome categories were as follows (1) not living with parents in 2020, 
assumed to have made no transition (2) moved to live with parents in 2020, attributed move 
to pandemic restrictions and (3) moved to live with parents in 2020, did not attribute move to 
pandemic restrictions.

Descriptive and regression methods were used to address Aims 2– 5, using LSAC data about 
support needs, parent– child relationships and experiences during the initial COVID- 19 re-
striction period. A series of logistic regression models examined firstly, associations with cop-
ing at that time and secondly, the presence of high psychological distress 7– 9 months later. 
Each model was adjusted for sex, socioeconomic status and state of residence.

Analysis was undertaken in the R software environment (R Core Team, 2021), and data 
were unweighted.
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3 |  RESU LTS

3.1 | Sample descriptions

LSAY Table 1 shows unweighted selected characteristics of the single emerging adults who 
were not living with parents in 2019 (N = 486), as well as according to whether they were living 
with parents in 2020 or had moved, and the reason for moving.

Those not living with parents in 2019 were majority female, full- time students and had 
tertiary- educated parent(s). Most had worked in the March to June 2020 period with over half 
(55.6%) having worked continuously or started work and 13.2% having left work during that 
time.

In this sample, 23.5% of respondents moved to live with parents between 2019 and 2020. 
Half of them (11.9% of those sampled) attributed the change to restrictions imposed during the 
COVID- 19 pandemic. Respondents living in NSW or Victoria were over- represented in this 
group as were those who had not worked or left work between March and June 2020.

LSAC Ninety per cent of respondents who began living with their parents reported the 
change was either entirely (n = 67, 63.8%) or partly (n = 27, 25.7%) due to coronavirus restric-
tions. Table 2 contains selected characteristics of those who began living with parents during 
the initial restriction period (March– May 2020). Measures refer to status during that period, 
time of interview (Oct– Dec 2020) or both.

TA B L E  1  Selected characteristics of LSAY analytic samplea at time of 2019 interview (aged 19) and according 
to housing status in 2020 (aged 20)

Total 
(N = 486)

Not living with 
parents 2020 
(N = 372)

Moved to live 
with parents 
due to 
restrictions 
(N = 58)

Moved to 
live with 
parents 
not due to 
restrictions 
(N = 56)

n % n % n % n %

Female 287 59.1 220 59.1 35 60.3 32 57.1

Lived in NSW or Victoria 192 39.5 140 37.6 28 48.3 24 42.9

Work history March– June 2020

Worked continuously or started work 270 55.6 211 56.7 24 41.4 35 62.5

Not worked any month 152 31.3 116 31.2 23 39.7 13 23.2

Left work 64 13.2 45 12.1 11 19.0 8 14.3

Study status 2020 interview

Full- time 364 74.9 287 77.2 41 70.7 36 64.3

Part- time 23 4.7 18 4.8 3 5.2 2 3.6

Not studying 94 19.3 64 17.2 13 22.4 17 30.4

Received government payment 139 28.6 116 31.2 8 13.8 15 26.8

Parent education

Tertiary level 374 77.0 286 76.9 47 81.0 41 73.2

Secondary level or below 104 21.4 80 21.5 10 17.2 14 25.0

Provided unpaid care for others March– 
June 2020

54 11.1 34 9.1 10 17.2 10 17.9

Source: Y15 cohort, Waves 5 and 6.
aSingle individuals living away from parental home in 2019.
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Three- quarters of the sample were female and half lived with parents at time of interview. 
More participants were employed at the time of survey than during the restriction period 
(67.6% vs. 47.6%). One- quarter of the sample reported poor coping during the restriction pe-
riod and 44.8% high/very high psychological distress at time of interview.

3.2 | Factors associated with moving to live with parents

Table 3 presents results for key variables from the multinomial logit regression model predict-
ing the odds of being in each of the two categories of returning to live with parents between 
time of interview in 2019 and 2020, relative to not living with parents in 2020. Results for con-
trol variables are in Appendix A.

After controlling for all variables in the model, results indicate those who were signifi-
cantly most likely to move to the parental home due to COVID- 19 restrictions lived in 
Victoria (RRR = 2.030, p = 0.059), had left work during the first 4 months of the pandemic 
(RRR = 2.148, p = 0.041) or were continuously out of work during that time (RRR = 2.095, 
p = 0.035). Government payments (e.g. JobKeeper) decreased the likelihood of moving to live 
with parents due to restrictions by approximately 68.3% (RRR = 0.317, p = 0.010). No associa-
tion between these factors and moving to live with parents was found among emerging adults 
who moved for reasons other than COVID- 19 restrictions. Those studying were less likely to 
move than non- students, irrespective of reason.

Among the individuals who moved to live with parents for other reasons, a significant pro-
portion provided care for others (RRR = 2.683, p = 0.019) in the first 4 months of the pandemic. 
There was some evidence of this among those who moved due to restrictions (RRR = 2.446, 
p = 0.063). It was not possible to determine the extent to which caring activities took place prior 

TA B L E  2  Descriptive statistics of 20/21- year olds who began living with parents during restriction period 
(n = 105)

During restriction period 
March– May 2020

Time of interview 
Oct– Dec 2020

n % n %

Female 79 75.2

Lived with parents 105 100 52 49.5

High/very high psychological distress 47 44.8

Lived in NSW or Vic 52 49.5 48 45.7

Employment status

Employed 50 47.6 71 67.6

Unemployed, not seeking employment 24 22.9 18 17.1

Unemployed, seeking employment 28 26.7 14 13.3

Loss or temporary break from paid work 31 29.5

Received JobKeeper or Coronavirus Supplement 55 52.4

Coped not at all or little 27 25.7

Socioeconomic status

High advantage 19 18.1

Middle 55 52.4

Low advantage 27 25.7

Source: LSAC K cohort Wave 9C1.
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to a move occurring and when the emerging adult was living away from the parental home, or 
whether this finding reflects care given after the transition. Regardless, these results suggest 
provision of care occurred more frequently among those who moved to live with parents than 
their peers who did not. Across all who provided care (N = 54), 20.4% did so for their own 
parent(s), 44.4% for a child relative, and 29.6% for an adult relative who was not a parent (data 
not shown).

3.3 | Types of support needed by emerging adults who began living 
with parents

Seventy per cent of emerging adults who began living with parents needed at least four types of 
support from parents or family in the previous 12 months (Table 4), most commonly emotional 
support (81.9%), advice (89.5%) and financial assistance (69.5%).

Higher levels of support were needed by those who began living with parents across all 
domains since COVID- 19 restrictions began. Compared with usual (i.e. prior to restrictions 
starting), more than half (53.3%) needed more emotional support, 51.4% needed more advice 
and 35.2% more financial support.

Nearly two- thirds (63.8%) of emerging adults who began living with parents reported they 
at least sometimes needed support or help but could not get it from anyone during the initial 
restriction period.

TA B L E  3  Parameter estimates for multinomial logit regression model for moving to live with parents

Moved to live with parents due to 
restrictions (N = 55)

Moved to live with parents not due to 
restrictions (N = 52)

Reference: Not living with parents (N = 361)

RRR SE p- Value RRR SE p- Value

Female (ref: male) 1.194 .313 .572 .911 .285 .764

State of residence (ref: combined other states and territories)

NSW 1.101 .407 .814 1.041 .435 .923

Victoria 2.030 .374 .059* 1.665 .646 .188

Studying at time of 
interview 2020 (ref: not 
studying)

.477 .419 .077* .474 .176 .045**

Work history March– June 2020 (ref: stable or started work)

Transitioned out of work 2.148 .840 .041** 1.122 .501 .796

Consistently out of work 2.095 .351 .035** .745 .280 .435

Received government 
payment (ref: no)

.317 .444 .010** .650 .236 .235

Provided unpaid care for 
others (ref: no)

2.446 1.075 .063* 2.683 1.129 .019**

Constant .634 .677 .670 .480 .437 .420

Note: Model controls for general health 2019; change in general health 2019– 2020; receipt of Youth Allowance/ABSTUDY; parent 
education.

Source: LSAY Y15 cohort, Waves 5 and 6.

Abbreviations: RRR = relative risk ratio; SE = standard error.

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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3.4 | Relationships between parents and emerging adult

For some emerging adults, the move to live with parents during the restriction period was 
short- term whereas for others, it was a longer- term arrangement. LSAC data showed that half 
of those aged 20/21 who began living with their parents during that time were living with them 
7– 9 months later. The experience was not easy for all; 19.0% of those who began living with 
parents found having to spend more time with family difficult or very difficult. Half (50.5%) 
found it easy or very easy and 23.8% neither easy nor difficult.

Parent/child relationships were also studied from the perspective of the parent (n = 42 after 
cases removed for non- response). Responses relating to the restriction period suggested a pos-
sible decline in parent/child relationships over time (Table  5). A higher proportion replied 
“not at all” to items about bugging each other or getting on each other's nerves (47.6%), yelling 
(81.0%) and arguing and staying angry (90.5%) during the initial restriction period than at 
time of interview. Appendix A contains more details on parent responses to all four items.

Despite the above, results indicated generally positive relationships in late 2020. Only one 
parent indicated disagreements happened “pretty often.” Half responded “not at all” to dis-
agreeing or fighting; 35.7% gave that response to bugging each other or getting on each other's 
nerves; 71.4% for yelling at each other and 36% for arguing and staying angry for a long time. 
The remainder of responses were “a little” or “sometimes.”

3.5 | Factors associated with coping during the initial restriction period 
March- May 2020

One- quarter of emerging adults who began living with parents in the initial restriction period 
reported that overall, they coped “not at all” or “a little” during that time; that is, they coped 

TA B L E  4  Forms of support needed from parents or family by those who began living with parents during the 
restriction period (N = 105)

Financial Emotional Advice Technical Practical

n % n % n % n % n %

Needed in the 
last 12 months

73 69.5 86 81.9 94 89.5 53 50.5 63 60.0

Needed in last 
12 months, 
more than 
usual since 
restrictions 
started

37 35.2 56 53.3 54 51.4 17 16.2 27 25.7

Needed in last 
12 months, 
same as 
usual since 
restrictions 
started

24 22.9 29 27.6 36 34.3 36 34.3 32 30.5

Needed in last 
12 months, 
less than 
usual since 
restrictions 
started

10 9.5 1 1.0 4 3.8 0 0 3 2.9

Note: Figures may not add to 100% due to missing data.

Source: LSAC K cohort Wave 9C1.
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less well than their peers who replied “fairly well” or better. Table 6 contains the results of 
models used to determine factors associated with not coping. Results for control variables are 
in Appendix A. Needing support but not receiving it at least sometimes was related to coping 
less well (OR = 3.450, p = 0.044), as was reported difficulties in spending more time with fam-
ily (OR = 3.552, p = 0.028), not knowing how long the isolation period would be (OR = 5.392, 
p = 0.016) and not seeing friends or family (OR = 9.176, p = 0.038).

3.6 | Factors associated with psychological distress Oct– Dec 2020

Around half of emerging adults who began living with parents during the restriction period 
were still doing so at the time of the survey. Those not with parents lived with others including 
partners, siblings, and non- relatives.

Results suggested an association between not coping well during the restriction period and 
psychological distress (Table 7; OR = 7.235, p < 0.01). No evidence was found for a gender effect 
or differences across states (see Appendix A), nor according to employment status or provision 
of caring. Assuming that those living with parents at the time of survey did so continually since 
the restriction period and, therefore, spent longer in that living arrangement than their peers, 
results showed no association between the length of time spent living with parents and distress 
levels, on average.

4 |  DISCUSSION

This research explored the transition of independently living emerging adults back to living 
with parents during the COVID- 19 pandemic. We aimed to understand: (1) reasons for return; 
(2) the role of parents and family in providing support; (3) parent– child relationships and (4) 
who was at risk of having difficulty coping and poor mental health. Findings suggest parents 
and families played an important support role during the restriction period but did not always 
fulfil the needs of emerging adults, with consequences for coping and mental health. This 
paper contributes to an expanding body of literature concerning the well- being of emerging 
adults who reside with parents (Copp et al., 2017).

TA B L E  5  Responses to items on parent/child relationships from parents residing with study participant 
(N = 42)

Restriction period Time of interview

March– May 2020 Oct– Dec 2020

n % n %

Disagree and fight Not at all 20 47.6 21 50.0

A little/sometimes 21 50.0 20 47.6

Bug each other or get on 
nerves

Not at all 20 47.6 15 35.7

A little/sometimes 22 52.3 27 64.3

Yell at each other Not at all 34 81.0 30 71.4

A little/sometimes 8 19.0 12 28.6

Argue and stay angry Not at all 38 90.5 36 85.7

A little/sometimes 4 9.5 6 14.3

Note: Figures may not add to 100% due to missing data.

Source: LSAC K cohort Wave 9C1.
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Financial factors emerged as a strong driver of returning to live with parents, with those 
who were out of work/had lost work or not in receipt of government payments more likely 
to return due to COVID- 19 restrictions (Aim 1). Similar findings were observed in a study of 
emerging adults in the UK (Gustafsson,  2021). Victorian residence was also independently 
related to returning home. After the nationwide lockdown in March– May 2020, the state of 
Victoria experienced a second virus wave, resulting in a strict restriction period spanning 
July– October. This likely led to some other reasons necessitating returns, such as increased 
need for emotional support.

Indeed, findings show that large numbers of returning emerging adults needed more emo-
tional support and advice from their parents/family since the start of restrictions (Aim 2), 
confirming results from other studies (Hand et al., 2020; Tam et al., 2021). However, nearly 
two- thirds of those who began living with parents felt they at least sometimes could not get 
necessary help or support, placing them at higher risk of poor coping during the initial restric-
tion period. Thus, while families are acknowledged as important sources of assistance in times 
of need (Swartz et al., 2011), this research shows they cannot necessarily mitigate all challenges 
and as discussed below, familial involvement can give rise to additional difficulties.

Findings suggest the experience of emerging adults and parents being confined together 
may have negatively impacted parent– child relationships (Aim 3). The majority of returning 
emerging adults reported positive family experiences during the restriction period, but one- 
fifth reported difficulties spending more time with family, and this was related to poor cop-
ing and subsequent psychological distress. Parent responses suggested a possible decline in 
relationship quality in half of cases where their resident offspring were still living with them 
several months after the restriction period. A follow- up study with a larger sample is needed 

TA B L E  6  Parameter estimates from logistic regression models predicting coping during the COVID- 19 
restriction period among young adults who moved to live with parents

Coped not at all/a little during restriction period 
(ref: coped fairly well or better)

OR SE p- Value

High or very high study stress during restriction period (ref: 
average or lower)

.737 .364 .536

Had loss or temporary break from paid work during 
restriction period (ref: no)

.399 .238 .123

Employment status during restriction period (ref: employed)

Not employed, not seeking work 1.445 .923 .564

Unemployed, seeking work 2.551 1.460 .102

Received JobKeeper or the Coronavirus Supplement .763 .370 .577

At least sometimes needed support but did not get it during 
restriction period (ref: always got support when needed)

3.450 2.120 .044**

Difficult or very difficult spending more time with family 
during restriction period (ref: easy/very easy/neutral)

3.552 2.050 .028**

Difficult or very difficult not seeing friends or family 
during restriction period (ref: easy/very easy/neutral)

9.176 9.820 .038**

Difficult or very difficult having unknown isolation period 
(ref: easy/very easy/neutral)

5.392 3.780 .016**

Difficult or very difficult missing important events during 
restriction period (ref: easy/very easy/neutral)

1.641 .976 .405

Source: LSAC K cohort, Wave 9C1, N = 105. Each model controls for sex, socioeconomic status, state of residence during 
restriction period.

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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to fully understand the nature and extent of relationship changes between parents and co- 
resident emerging adult children over the course of the pandemic.

In examining coping and psychological distress (Aims 4 and 5), this study highlights a po-
tentially vulnerable group of emerging adults. Although most who returned to live with par-
ents coped at least fairly well during the restriction period, one- quarter did not. Consistent 
with other studies suggesting high levels of psychological distress among emerging adults 
during the pandemic (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021b), a notable proportion 
(45%) reported high or very high psychological distress later in 2020. Congruent with evidence 
demonstrating difficulty with limited in- person interactions with non- household members 
during restriction periods (Biddle et al., 2020; Killgore et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2020), our results 
showed that respondents who moved to live with parents and who found it difficult to not see 
friends or some family members, tended to cope less well.

Findings from this study align with emerging research suggesting that COVID- 19 restric-
tions and their consequences have implications for developmental trajectories of emerging 
adults (Shanahan et al., 2020; Vehkalahti et al., 2021). Emerging adulthood is a time when young 
people predominately draw on parents and peers for support (Scales et al., 2016); however for 
some, excessive time with parents was detrimental to coping. This may reflect perceived loss of 
independence in moving to live with parents and frustrations arising from shifting dynamics 
of parent– child relationships (Burn & Szoeke, 2016). For those who moved to live with parents, 
restrictions limited in- person interactions with friends or peers and thus access to associated 
support, potentially impacting the way emerging adults satisfied their social and emotional 
needs. Further research on emerging adults who coped less well and experienced high psy-
chological distress will help determine whether unexpected/unforeseen returns to living with 
parents during the pandemic has longer- term implications for mental health and the establish-
ment of traditional adult roles.

A notable strength of this study was the use of LSAY and LSAC datasets to gain insight into the 
experiences of emerging adults who moved to live with their parents during 2020. Results should, 
however, be interpreted with key limitations in mind. The emerging adult samples from each data-
set differed in composition and, to an extent, findings might be biased by those differences. The 
LSAC sample may have included cases where the parent(s), rather than the child, moved and it was 

TA B L E  7  Parameter estimates from logistic regression models predicting psychological distress among 
emerging adults who moved to live with parents

High/very high psychological distress, Oct– Dec 
2020 (ref: low/moderate)

OR SE p- Value

High or very high study stress at time of interview (ref: 
average or lower)

2.234 .266 .061*

Employment status time of interview (ref: employed)

Not employed, not seeking work 2.517 1.470 .115

Unemployed, seeking work .658 .417 .509

Lived with parents at time of interview (ref: yes) 1.176 .514 .710

Household gets along poor or fair (ref: good or better) 0.269 0.234 0.132

Provide unpaid care (ref: no) .757 .484 .663

Coped not at all or a little during restriction period (ref: 
coped fairly well or better)

7.235 4.060 .0004***

Source: LSAC K cohort, Wave 9C1, N = 105. Each model controls for sex, socioeconomic status, state of residence at time of 
interview.

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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not possible to determine the number of cases affected. The individuals in LSAY who moved for 
reasons not related to restrictions may have moved for other pandemic- related reasons or due to 
unrelated issues. Sample and attrition bias may impact how representative the LSAY and LSAC 
samples are to the broader Australian emerging adult population and the relatively small sizes 
limited our ability to produce population- weighted estimates and conduct in- depth multivariate 
analyses. LSAC participants self- reported coping and distress levels and observed associations 
may be subject to related bias. Lastly, potentially important factors relevant to emerging adult-
hood transitions were unavailable for examination; for example, relationship breakdown, paren-
tal health, study completion and access to government services.

5 |  CONCLUSION

Compared with previous years, the COVID- 19 pandemic resulted in greater numbers of 
Australian emerging adults returning to live with parents. This study provides novel insight 
into their early experiences and contributes to the literature by examining factors related to 
this change and resulting impacts on family relationships and mental health. Findings suggest 
that although a positive experience for many, for others, returning to live with parents was as-
sociated with negative outcomes. Further research on this group will inform intervention and 
prevention efforts aimed at improving the mental health of vulnerable emerging adults in the 
years following the pandemic.
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A PPEN DI X A

A.1 |  Der ivat ion of  i nd icator  of  mov ing to l ive  w ith parents  ( LSAY )

In Wave 5 (2019) and Wave 6 (2020), LSAY participants were asked a series of questions about 
their living arrangements, including “Do you usually live with your parents (or your partner's 
parents), family members, a guardian or somewhere else?” Response options were 1 = With 
parents, family members or guardian and 2 = Somewhere else. Items relating to the number 
of people in the household and the relationship of each person to the respondent were used to 
identify emerging adults who lived with non- parental family members only, from those who 
chose the first option. These cases, along with individuals who responded, “Somewhere else,” 
were collectively denoted as not living with a parent in the relevant wave.

Emerging adults who changed status from not living with a parent at their interview in 2019 
to living with a parent at their interview in 2020 were designated as having moved to live with 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.235
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parent(s) between the two surveys. Note there is no precise date available as to when the transi-
tion occurred, and it is possible that individuals made more than one such transition during 
that period.

A.2 |  DE SCR I PT ION OF DEMOGR A PH IC A N D OT H ER M EASU R E S 
( LSAY A N D LSAC)
The following measures were common to LSAY and LSAC and took the same structure in 
both, unless stated otherwise: Single people were identified as those who self- reported as 
single; separated; divorced or widowed. Sex was a binary indicator of 1 = Male, 2 = Female. 
State of residence was categorised as 1 = New South Wales; 2 = Victoria; 3 = combined other 
states and territories (including Queensland; Tasmania; Western Australia; South Australia; 
Australian Capital Territories; Northern Territory). In LSAY, state was taken at the time of 
interview (2019). In LSAC, respondents reported their state of residence during the restriction 
period March– May 2020 as well as at the time of their interview, October– December 2020.

Options for measuring parental socioeconomic status were limited across both surveys. 
Parents' highest education level was used from LSAY (1 = Tertiary level or higher, 0 = Lower 
than tertiary) as it had fewer missing data than alternatives. We used the SEIFA indicator from 
LSAC; however, there was a high level of missing data in the parent measure and to preserve 
sample size opted to use the study child rather than parent value. Where both parent and child 
data were available, most values were identical.

Different aspects of studying were captured from the two surveys. From LSAY, study status at 
the time of the 2019 interview was a binary indicator of 1 = Studied full or part- time, 2 = Not stud-
ying. From LSAC, we used a measure of each participant's level of stress related to studies during 
the initial restriction period (0 = Average, low, very low or did not study; 1 = High or very high).

Receipt of government payments and allowances was indicated differently. LSAY respond-
ents were asked in the 2019 survey if they or their partner were currently receiving any govern-
ment payments including JobKeeper (0 = No, 1 = Yes). Given only single people were selected 
for this research, most positive responses should indicate payments received by the respondent 
rather than a partner. Receipt of Youth Allowance/ABSTUDY was indicated separately (0 = No, 
1 = Yes). In LSAC, all participants were asked if they had received the Coronavirus Supplement 
since March 2020, and those who were in work during the restriction period were asked if their 
income had been subsidised through the JobKeeper payment. This information was combined 
into an indicator of whether participants received either payment (1 = Yes, 0 = No).

Caring for others in LSAY was indicated using a variable that captured whether the re-
spondent provided care for at least 1 month between March and June 2020 (1 = Provided care 
in at least 1 month, 0 = Otherwise). Respondents were also asked who they cared for (including 
own child, parent(s), other adult relative). Provision of care at time of interview in LSAC was 
indicated where participants responded “yes” to helping someone with a long- term health con-
dition, disability or was elderly, for at least 6 months and unpaid, and “no” otherwise. It was 
not possible to indicate caring provision during the initial restriction period.

Two indicators of health were used from LSAY. The first showed self- assessed health at the 
time of the Wave 5 (2019) interview. Response options were a five- point scale from 1 = Excellent 
to 5 = Poor. The same item was available in the Wave 6 (2020) data, and both were used to derive 
an indicator of change in health. Improvement was indicated where the response in 2020 had a 
lower numerical value than in 2019; decline where it was higher; and no change if it was the same.

A. 3 |  T Y PE S OF SU PPORT ( LSAC)
LSAC contained items on the following types of support:

• financial support: giving/loaning money, or helping with purchase of goods, paying bills or 
fees
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• advice: helping with a decision or suggestions about things the respondent could do
• emotional support: listening to concerns or supporting the respondent when they were upset 

or unwell
• practical assistance: fixing something, running errands, cooking a meal, driving places, car-

ing for the respondent's children
• technical support or guidance: teaching the respondent how to fix or make something or 

financial skills

A.4 |  PA R EN T R E SPONSE S TO I T EM S ON PA R EN T/CH I LD 
R ELAT IONSH I PS ( LSAC)
Table A1 shows the number of responses to items on parent/child relationships at time of sur-
vey compared with during the COVID- 19 initial restriction period, as given by parents. Parents 
were asked in cases where the child was residing with the parent.

A. 5 |  I T EM S ON CH A NGE S TO EM PLOY M EN T DU E TO 
CORONAV I RUS R E STR ICT IONS ( LSAC)
Wave 9C1 included 24 items on changes to work due to COVID- 19 restrictions and nine of 
these related to loss or reduction in wages through, for example, loss of job, being temporar-
ily stood down, a reduction in the rate of pay, having to take unpaid leave or a self- employed 
business ceasing trade (Table A2). These items in LSAC helped distinguish instances where an 
individual may experience no technical change to employment but faced significant changes to 

TA B L E  A 1  Number of responses to items on parent/child relationships from parents (N = 42)

Time of survey, Oct– Dec 2020

Restriction period, March– May 2020

Not at all A little/sometimes

Disagree and fight Not at all 14 0

A little/sometimes 6 21

Bug each other or get on nerves Not at all 15 0

A little/sometimes 5 22

Yell at each other Not at all 30 0

A little/sometimes 4 8

Argue and stay angry Not at all 35 1

A little/sometimes 3 3

Source: LSAC K cohort Wave 9C1.

TA B L E  A 2  Items on changes to employment due to coronavirus restrictions

Asked to respondents who were an employee during COVID- 19 restriction period

I was temporarily stood down*

My hours of work were reduced*

My hours of work were increased

My patterns of work changed

My employer stayed the same but the type of work I did changed (e.g. home delivery rather than table services 
for a restaurant)

My rate of pay was reduced*

My rate of pay was increased

I did not receive a bonus or pay rise that I was anticipating

My employer's business ceased operating permanently*
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work in terms of working hours and/or income. By comparison, the wording of the LSAY data 
leads to the simple interpretation of work as the actual supply of labour.

Specifically, respondents were asked: “As a result of the coronavirus restrictions did any of 
the following happen to you?” Response options in each case were 1 = Yes, 2 = No and partici-
pants were designated as either 1 = Experienced a loss or temporary break from paid work or 

TA B L E  A 3  Number and percentage of missing values by variable

n %

LSAY sample of single emerging adults living independently of parents in 2019 (N = 486)

Study status 2020 interview 5 1.0

Received government payment 8 1.6

Parent education 8 1.6

Change in general health between 2019 and 2010 interviews 5 1.0

LSAC sample of emerging adults who started living with parent(s) during initial restriction period March– May 
2020 (N = 105)

State 4 3.8

Socioeconomic status 4 3.8

Employment status at time of interview 2 1.9

Difficulty spending more time with family during restriction period 7 6.7

Difficulty not seeing friends or family during restriction period 5 4.8

Difficulty having unknown isolation period 6 5.7

Difficulty missing important events during restriction period 9 8.6

Provide unpaid care 1 1.0

Coped during restriction period (ref: coped) 1 1.0

Psychological distress at time of survey 3 2.9

Source: LSAY Y15 cohort Waves 5 and 6; LSAC Wave 9C1 K cohort.

My employer's business ceased operating temporarily*

I lost my job, but my employer's business did not cease operating*

I was required to take paid leave

I was required to take unpaid leave*

My employment was not affected by coronavirus restrictions

Asked to respondents who were self- employed during the COVID- 19 restriction period

My business hours were reduced*

My business hours were increased

My patterns of work changed

The type of work my business conducted changed (e.g. home delivery rather than table service in a 
restaurant)

I earned less money*

I earned more money

I needed to reduce staff

My business ceased operating permanently*

My business ceased operating temporarily*

My business was not affected by the coronavirus restrictions

*Denotes used to derive employment change variable. Source: LSAC Wave 9C1 K cohort.

TA B L E  A 1  (continued)
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2 = Did not have that experience, if they indicated “Yes” to any of the nine items marked in 
Table A2.

A.6 |  M IS SI NG DATA
Table A3 shows variables from each of the LSAY and LSAC samples that had missing data. 
Cases with missing data were removed from the analysis.

A.7 |  FACTORS AS SOCI AT ED W I T H MOV I NG TO LI V E W I T H 
PA R EN TS: F U LL R E SU LTS
Table A4 replicates Table 3 from the paper but includes results for control variables of general 
health 2019; change in general health 2019– 2020; receipt of Youth Allowance/ABSTUDY; pa-
rental education.

TA B L E  A 4  Parameter estimates for multinomial logit regression model for moving to live with parent, 
including control variables

Moved to live with parents due to 
COVID- 19 restrictions (N = 55)

Moved to live with parents not due to 
COVID- 19 restrictions (N = 52)

Reference: Not living with parents (N = 361)

RRR SE p- Value RRR SE p- Value

Female (ref: male) 1.194 .313 .572 .911 .285 .764

State of residence (ref: combined other states and territories)

NSW 1.101 .407 .814 1.041 .435 .923

Victoria 2.030 .374 .059* 1.665 .646 .188

Studying at time of 
interview 2020 (ref: not 
studying)

.477 .419 .077* .474 .176 .045**

Work history March– June 2020 (ref: stable or started work)

Transitioned out of work 2.148 .840 .041** 1.122 .501 .796

Consistently out of work 2.095 .351 .035** .745 .280 .435

Received government 
payment (ref: no)

.317 .444 .010** .650 .236 .235

Provided unpaid care for 
others (ref: no)

2.446 1.075 .063* 2.683 1.129 .019**

Fair/poor general health 
2019 (ref: good or better)

.374 .760 .195 .771 .581 .654

Change in general health 2019– 2020 (ref: improved)

Same .279 .902 .157 .605 .757 .507

Worse .041 1.393 .022** .739 .930 .744

Received Youth Allowance/
ABSTUDY (ref: no)

.980 .361 .956 .604 .406 .214

Parent tertiary educated 
(ref: no)

1.048 .402 .908 .991 .376 .980

Constant .634 .677 .670 .480 .437 .420

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Source: LSAY Y15 cohort, Waves 5 (2019) and 6 (2020).

Abbreviations: RRR, relative risk ratio; SE, standard error.
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A. 8 |  COPI NG A N D PSYCHOLOGICA L DISTR E S S W I T H 
SOCIODEMOGR A PH IC CON TROLS
Table A5 contains results of an unweighted logistic regression model for coping during the 
COVID- 19 restriction period controlled for sex, state of residence during restriction period 
and socioeconomic status (SEIFA). Table A6 shows the same for levels of psychological distress 
between October and December 2020.

TA B L E  A 5  Parameter estimates from logistic regression model for coping during the COVID- 19 restriction 
period adjusted for sociodemographic factors

Coped not at all/a little during restriction period (ref: coped fairly well or better)

OR SE p- Value

Female (ref: male) 1.404 .840 .571

State of residence during restriction period (ref: combined other states and territories)

NSW 1.789 .997 .297

Victoria 1.088 .666 .890

Socioeconomic status (ref: high advantage)

Low advantage 1.206 .827 .785

Middle advantage .460 .304 .240

Source: LSAC K cohort, Wave 9C1, N = 105.

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

TA B L E  A 6  Parameter estimates from logistic regression model for psychological distress at time of interview 
adjusted for sociodemographic factors

High/very high psychological distress, Oct– Dec 2020 (ref: low/moderate)

OR SE p- Value

Female (ref: male) 1.948 0.996 0.192

State of residence at time of interview (ref: combined other states and territories)

NSW .677 .334 .428

Victoria 1.428 .772 .510

Socioeconomic status (ref: high advantage)

Low advantage .891 .575 .859

Middle advantage 1.001 .579 .998

Source: LSAC K cohort, Wave 9C1, N = 105.

*Denotes p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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