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The transition to university is a time of great change. A recent literature

has shown that adaptability (a personal resource) and social support (a

conditional, situational resource) are associated with psychological wellbeing

and distress among university students. However, the precise nature of these

relations are unclear and there is a paucity of work investigating whether

adaptability and social support are predictive of psychological wellbeing and

distress over longer periods of time. In the present study, first-year university

students (N = 411), were surveyed for their adaptability, social support, and

psychological distress, and were then re-assessed for their psychological

wellbeing and distress 1 year later. A series of moderated regression analyses,

revealed that adaptability and social support were independent predictors of

psychological distress concurrently, and psychological wellbeing 1 year later.

Adaptability, but not social support, was also found to predict psychological

distress 1 year later. No interaction effects were observed. The findings

demonstrate the importance of adaptability (and social support to a lesser

extent) in predicting psychological wellbeing and distress among university

students both at course commencement, but also over the course of their

studies 1 year later.

KEYWORDS

adaptability, social support, psychological wellbeing, distress, university, follow-up
study

Introduction

The transition to tertiary or higher education (referred to as university from
hereafter) is a time of great change. For example, Holliman et al. (2020) argue that
this transition often involves a change in locality (e.g., many reside in university halls
of residence), social networks (e.g., older ties may be broken, and new relationships
forged), a change of subject focus and depth (i.e., engagement with subjects not offered
previously and taught at a higher level), as well as increasing demands for independence,
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autonomy, and personal responsibility (not exhaustive). If
not managed effectively, these changes (demands) threaten to
negatively impact upon students’ psychological wellbeing and
distress, which are reportedly considered a major concern in this
population (Office for National Statistics, 2020).

In the present study, we explore the contribution of
two protective factors (resources) that have begun to receive
some attention in discussions of the transition to university
(see Holliman et al., 2021, 2022): “adaptability” (a personal
resource, referring to one’s capacity to adjust in situations
of change, novelty, and uncertainty: Martin et al., 2012) and
“social support” (a conditional, situational resource, referring
to one’s perceived support from those within their social
network: Slotkin et al., 2012). To extend on existing work, we
examine whether adaptability and social support are predictive
of wellbeing outcomes concurrently, but also over an extended
period of time, 1 year later. Moreover, given the complexities
surrounding the construct of “wellbeing” (Buzzai et al., 2020),
and inspired by the writing of Hone et al. (2014), we incorporate
measures of both mental health (e.g., linked to anxiety and
depressive symptoms) and mental wellbeing.

Conservation of resources

In the Conservation of Resources (COR) model (see Hobfoll,
2001), it is posited that individuals can be protected from stress
via at least two resources: those within the individual (i.e., their
personal resources) and those within their social environment
(i.e., the conditions or situations surrounding them)—see Hall
et al. (2006), for a discussion and evaluation of conservation
of resources theory. In line with other recent work in this area
(e.g., Holliman et al., 2021, 2022), we consider adaptability to
be a “personal” resource and social support to be a conditional,
situational resource.

Adaptability, as a construct, is firmly rooted in a number
of theoretical frameworks, which emphasize the importance of
adjusting to changes in one’s environment via self-regulatory
processes (see Holliman et al., 2020, for greater conceptual
discussion of adaptability and its location within theoretical
frameworks and traditions). This is where cognitions and
behaviors (as well as emotions) are monitored, controlled,
and directed, and sometimes adjusted/modified to help deal
more effectively with the environment (see Zimmerman, 2002;
Winne and Hadwin, 2008). A developing literature has shown
adaptability to be associated with psychological wellbeing and
distress among university students from different backgrounds,
including home UK students (Holliman et al., 2021), Chinese
international students at UK universities (Holliman et al., 2022),
and students studying in non-UK countries, such as China
(Zhou and Lin, 2016).

Social support refers to one’s subjective awareness of
assistance and support offered within one’s social environment
(Slotkin et al., 2012). It has been argued that social support may

act as a buffer (Dollete and Phillips, 2004) and offer protection
against stress. It may also support the effectiveness of coping
strategies (Lakey and Cohen, 2000) and minimize the impact
of negative life events (Cohen and Wills, 1985). It follows that
social support has been found to be associated with wellbeing
outcomes among college (e.g., Berndt, 1989) and university
samples (e.g., Yildiz and Karadaş, 2017). In relation to the COR
model (Hobfoll, 2001), social support may also help protect
the individual from losing personal resources (e.g., Hobfoll
et al., 1990): therefore, it seems plausible that relations between
adaptability and wellbeing outcomes might be moderated by
social support. However, the evidence for this moderation effect
is mixed, with some studies reporting significant moderating
effects (e.g., Zhou and Lin, 2016; Holliman et al., 2022) and
others not (e.g., Holliman et al., 2021).

The present study

In sum, the resources of adaptability and social support are
likely to impact upon wellbeing outcomes among university
students, although only a sparse literature has investigated
this. There are at least two further issues in the current
literature, that are addressed in the present study: (1) as the
literature yields mixed results regarding the moderating effect
of social support, further research is warranted to investigate
independent and moderating effects (of social support) in
relation to wellbeing outcomes; and (2) prior work in this
area (on adaptability, social support, and wellbeing) has almost
exclusively utilized concurrent designs (with the exception of
Zhou and Lin (2016), who used a lagged design with a 1-month
interval), which are insufficient for establishing longer-term
effects on psychological wellbeing and distress. We therefore
examine whether adaptability and social support are predictive
of wellbeing outcomes currently, but also over an extended
period of time, 1 year later.

There were two major research questions:

1. Do adaptability and social support contribute significantly,
and independently, to psychological wellbeing outcomes
concurrently, and 1 year later?

2. Is there an interaction effect between adaptability and
social support on psychological wellbeing outcomes
concurrently, and 1 year later; specifically, is there a
moderating role of social support?

Method

Participants and procedure

All participating students in this study (N = 411) were
recruited from a single higher education institution (university)

Frontiers in Education 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1036067
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


feduc-07-1036067 December 1, 2022 Time: 16:12 # 3

Holliman et al. 10.3389/feduc.2022.1036067

in the West Midlands, UK. Students were included from 31
undergraduate courses based in the Faculty of Health and
Life Sciences. Approximately three-quarters of the sample were
female (74%; n = 303), students were aged between 17 and
50 years (M = 19.89, SD = 3.65), and 42 students (10%) disclosed
some form of disability. Most participating students were from
the UK (63%; n = 259), followed by Portugal (6%; n = 26), Poland
(4%; n = 17), and Romania (3%; n = 12). The ethnic background
of most students was “White British” (49%; n = 203), followed
by “Black or Black British–African” (10%; n = 42), “Asian or
Asia British–India” (9%; n = 38), and “Asian or Asia British–
Pakistani” (5%; n = 22).

Ethical approval was obtained by the University’s Research
Ethics Committee and followed the Code of Ethics and Conduct
set out by the British Psychological Society. The study was
advertised by Course Teams. Students who were interested in
taking part completed the survey during a campus-based lecture
(92%; n = 377) or online (8%; n = 34), in the first semester of
their studies. Information sheets and informed consent forms
were provided, which clarified the aims and nature of the
research, what was involved in participation, and made students
fully aware of their rights, i.e., to anonymity, confidentiality,
and withdrawal. Students’ course and demographic details were
extracted from the University Records System and/or provided
by the University’s Planning and Performance Team. One
year later, at the end of Year 1 of their studies, participating
students were re-contacted via email and invited to complete
some follow-up questionnaires that were designed to measure
psychological wellbeing. Note, fewer participants provided data
1 year later (N = 72), and this attrition is addressed in both the
“Results” and “Discussion” section. Participants were debriefed
at the end of the study and signposted to relevant university
support (e.g., welfare services).

Measures

Measures at baseline

Adaptability
The Adaptability Scale (Martin et al., 2013) provided

a measure of students’ cognitive, behavioral, and emotional
adaptability. Participants responded to 9 items (e.g., “I am
able to revise the way I think about a new situation to help
me through it”) using a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha in the present
study was 0.85.

Social support
The Instrumental Support Survey (Slotkin et al., 2012)

provided a measure of students’ perception that people in one’s
social network are available to provide material or functional aid
in completing daily tasks, if needed. Participants responded to

8 items (e.g., “There is someone around to help me if I need
it”) using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.93.

Psychological distress
The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) (Kessler

et al., 2002) provided a measure of students’ general level of
psychological distress, which can be used to identify symptoms
of anxiety and depression. Participants responded to items 10
items (e.g., “During the last 30 days, about how often did you
feel depressed?”) using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (none of
the time) to 5 (all of the time). Cronbach’s alpha in the present
study was 0.91.

Measures at the end of Year 1
At the end of Year 1, we measured students’ psychological

distress via the aforementioned Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale (K10) (Kessler et al., 2002)—Cronbach’s alpha in the
present study was 0.81—along with one other, alternative
measure of psychological wellbeing (see below), which was again
selected based on its credibility and age-appropriateness.

Flourishing
The Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2009) provided a

measure of students’ self-perceived success and psychological
wellbeing linked. Participants responded to 8 items (e.g., “I am
engaged and interested in my daily activities”) using a 7-point
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.72.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations
among the key variables are presented in Table 1. As indicated,
adaptability and social support were significantly negatively
associated with distress at baseline. However, only adaptability
was significantly related to distress 1 year later. Both adaptability
and social support were significantly positively related with
flourishing (wellbeing) 1 year later. Mann–Whitney U tests
revealed no significant differences in age (U = 11,087, p = 0.26),
adaptability (U = 10,182, p = 0.07), social support (U = 10,407,
p = 0.17), or distress (Time 1) scores (U = 11,867.5, p = 0.77) by
attrition group (completed only baseline survey; completed both
surveys).

Moderated regression analyses

All regression assumptions for this dataset were met for
each model. Moderated regression analyses were conducted
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between key
variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Adaptability

2. Social support 0.05

3. Psychological distress
(baseline)

−0.25** −0.13*

4. Psychological distress
(1 year later)

−0.26* −0.00 0.60**

5. Wellbeing (1 year
later)

0.29* 0.24* −0.31* −0.23*

Mean 45.50 23.15 26.16 26.15 37.69

SD 7.36 9.21 8.53 7.60 6.38

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.001.

to examine social support as a moderator of the relationship
between adaptability and psychological wellbeing outcomes
(wellbeing and distress), respectively. The total scores of the key
predictor variables (i.e., Adaptability) and the moderator (i.e.,
social support) were first mean-centered and an interaction term
computed by multiplying the centered predictors (Aiken and
West, 1991).

Distress at baseline

It was found that there was a significant negative
relationship between adaptability (β = −0.25, p < 0.001, 95%
CI = [−0.39, −0.17]), and social support (β = −0.11, p < 0.05,
95% CI = [−0.19, −0.02]), on psychological distress. There was
no significant interaction effect observed (β = 0.02, p = 0.53,
95% CI = [−0.00, 0.01]). The variance explained by the
predictors was 8%.

Distress 1 year later

It was found that there was a significant negative
relationship between adaptability (β = −0.28, p < 0.05, 95%
CI = [−0.57, −0.04]) on psychological distress 1 year later.
However, there was no effect for social support (β = −0.06,
p = 0.59, 95% CI = [−0.25, −0.14]) or an interaction effect
observed on psychological distress (β = 0.18, p = 0.14,
95% CI = [−0.05, 0.00]). The variance explained by the
predictors was 10%.

Flourishing

It was found that there was a significant positive relationship
between adaptability (β = 0.29, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.49]),
and social support (β = 0.24, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [0.00, 0.32]),
on psychological wellbeing. However, there was no interaction

effect observed (β = −0.00, p = 0.95, 95% CI = [−0.02, 0.02]).
The variance explained by the predictors was 14%.

Discussion

The present study examines the influence of adaptability and
social support on university students’ psychological wellbeing
concurrently, and over the course of their studies, 1 year
later. This therefore extended on prior concurrent studies
(e.g., Holliman et al., 2021, 2022) and those utilizing shorter
longitudinal approaches (e.g., Zhou and Lin, 2016). In line with
prior work, we found that adaptability and social support were
independent predictors of psychological distress concurrently,
and psychological wellbeing 1 year later. The findings, therefore,
provide support for the COR theory (see Hobfoll, 2001),
which signifies the importance of both personal resources (e.g.,
adaptability) and conditional, situational resources (e.g., social
support) to protect oneself against current and future stress
(Hobfoll, 2001; Dollete and Phillips, 2004). It was observed that
individuals who were higher in the resources of adaptability and
social support were less likely to experience distress and more
likely to experience positive psychological wellbeing.

Interestingly, adaptability was a stronger predictor than
social support in each case, and adaptability (but not social
support) was also found to predict psychological distress 1 year
later. This finding corroborates the results reported in Holliman
et al. (2021) where adaptability (relative to social support) was
found to be more important in relation to wellbeing outcomes
in university students (higher education) compared with earlier
education levels, i.e., those in further (college) education. To
explain this finding—the increasing importance of adaptability
(relative to social support) in relation to wellbeing outcomes at
university—perhaps the increasing demands for independence,
autonomy, and personal responsibility at university coupled
with the change in social networks (Holliman et al., 2020)
mean that students need to draw upon personal resources
(adaptability) rather than conditional, situational resources
(social support), which are less readily available, in order to
reduce stress and promote positive psychological wellbeing.
Further research is warranted to test this novel finding. Taken
together, it can be seen that adaptability (relative to social
support), is particularly important in relation to wellbeing
outcomes among university students.

Moreover, we found no evidence of a moderation effect of
social support. This seems to conflict with the suggestion that
social support may help protect individuals from losing personal
resources (e.g., Hobfoll et al., 1990) as well as the studies where
a moderating role of social support was observed (e.g., Zhou
and Lin, 2016, Holliman et al., 2022). Instead, our findings were
in line with Holliman et al. (2021) who found no moderation
effects. Taken together, the findings suggest the importance of
adaptability (and social support to a lesser extent) in predicting
psychological wellbeing and distress among university students
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both at course commencement, but also over the course of their
studies 1 year later.

Limitations and further directions

There are some limitations of the study that will now be
acknowledged. First, the concurrent sample in this study was
411, which is well above the 99 used in Zhou and Lin (2016)
and the 102 used in Holliman et al. (2021); however, there was
a significant level of attrition resulting in a depleted sample
size. Although our analyses revealed no main effect of attrition
group on any of the measures at baseline, future research
should explore relations between the variables in this study,
using longitudinal designs with larger samples. Second, and
not unlike existing work in this area, we utilized quantitative
methodology, which is insufficient for understanding in-
depth students’ experiences of adaptability, social support, and
wellbeing (qualitative approaches may be fruitful). Third, all the
constructs in this study were measured via self-report scales.
As such, there is the potential risk of inaccurate or biased
responding (Podsakoff et al., 2012), although this could arguably
be leveled at most other studies in this area. Finally, although
significant variance in psychological distress and wellbeing was
explained by the predictors in this study, it ranged from just
8 to 14%. Thus, other variables not included in the model are
likely to be of importance. For example, this research focused
on individual-level variables and did not consider variables
beyond the individual, such as teacher influence or institutional
practices (see Gravett et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The present study showed that among university students,
where there are concerns about the management of stress and
their overall wellbeing, resources such as adaptability and social
support are of importance. The resources seem connected to
wellbeing not only concurrently, but also over the course of their
studies 1 year later. These findings have important implications
for educators and researchers, who wish to identify protective
factors for intervention efforts, mitigate stress within university
contexts, and improve the overall student experience.
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