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Comparing Psychosocial Adjustment Across the 
College Transition in a Matched Heterosexual 
and Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Sample
Alexandra C. Kirsch  Colleen S. Conley  Tracey J. Riley

We compared a matched sample of heterosexual 
and lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) students 
on 5 psychosocial adjustment composites, 
longitudinally across the transitional first year 
of college. Both LGB and heterosexual students 
experienced a significant increase in psychological 
distress over the first semester, along with 
significant decreases in psychological well-being 
and cognitive-affective strengths. Across the entire 
first year, LGB students demonstrated consistently 
greater psychological distress, greater cognitive-
affective vulnerabilities, and less social well-being 
compared to heterosexual peers. This research 
indicates specific challenges that LGB students 
experience during the first year of university, 
suggesting opportunities for promoting successful 
transitions through this developmental milestone.

Research has demonstrated that lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual (LGB) youth and adults are at an 
increased risk for psychological distress and 
mental health symptomatology (for example, 
see Cochran & Mays, 2000; King et al., 2008; 
McAleavey, Castonguay, & Locke, 2011). 
Specifically, LGB individuals are at greater 
risk for depression and anxiety disorders 
(Biernbaum & Ruscio, 2004; Cochran, 
Mays, & Sullivan, 2003; King et al., 2008) 
and are more likely to engage in risk-taking 
behaviors including suicide attempts (Balsam, 
Beauchaine, Mickey, & Rothblum, 2005; King 
et al., 2008), self-injurious behaviors (Balsam 
et al., 2005), and alcohol abuse (King et al., 
2008) than heterosexual individuals.

 Many psychosocial factors are important in 
understanding this relationship between sexual 
minority status and mental health adjustment. 
The environment and consequences associated 
with sexual minority status often put LGB 
youth and adults at an increased risk for 
negative and adverse life events (Oswalt & 
Wyatt, 2011). Specifically, LGB individuals 
are much more likely to experience alienation, 
discrimination, victimization, and abuse as a 
result of their sexual minority status (Robinson 
& Espelage, 2011; Williams, Connolly, 
Pepler, & Craig, 2005). Sexual minority 
youth also typically report feeling less social 
support and lower satisfaction with their 
support networks than do heterosexual youth 
(Safren & Heimberg, 1999) in both familial 
and peer domains (Ueno, 2005). Evidence 
suggests that the lack of social resources 
and increased experiences of discrimination 
that LGB individuals encounter mediate, 
or account for, part of the relationship 
between sexual minority status and mental 
health (Williams et al., 2005), signifying 
that this relationship is likely complex and 
multifactorial. These findings indicate the 
need to explore other aspects of both positive 
and negative adjustment and mental health 
and how they unfold differently for LGB and 
heterosexual people. Thus, in this study we 
examine the impact of sexual orientation not 
just on mental health symptomatology but also 
on broad psychosocial and cognitive-affective 
constructs, both positive and negative.

Alexandra C. Kirsch is a graduate student of Psychology; Colleen S. Conley is Associate Professor of Psychology; and 
Tracey J. Riley is an undergraduate student of Psychology; each at Loyola University Chicago.
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 Transitioning to college is widely recog-
nized as a stressful experience for many 
emerging adults (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Ross, 
Niebling, & Heckert, 1999), as they must 
master various developmental tasks including 
exploration, changes in relationships and 
roles, and new expectations and experiences 
that accompany this life stage (Arnett, 2006; 
Schulenberg, Sameroff, & Cicchetti, 2004). 
Life transitions, and especially the transition 
to college, have been shown to increase the 
risk for mental health problems (Fisher & 
Hood, 1987; Schulenberg et al., 2004) which 
might be especially challenging for LGB 
adolescents who are already at an increased risk 
for psychosocial concerns. As first-year college 
students are most intensely experiencing this 
transition and the changing relationships that 
accompany it, it is not surprising that the 
first year of college has been shown to be the 
most distressing (Sher, Wood, & Gotham, 
1996; Towbes & Cohen, 1996). While the 
college transition is stressful for most entering 
students, LGB students may experience the 
transition and adapt differently because of their 
increased risk of mental health challenges and 
differing experiences of the college climate.
 Researchers have theorized that sexual 
minority status may complicate the transition 
to college; specifically, LGB students who are 
struggling with their sexual identity may be less 
able to cope with the stressors of the college 
transition than their heterosexual counterparts 
(McAleavey et al., 2011). On the other hand, 
college might also provide many LGB students 
with their first opportunities to interact with 
other LGB students (Rhoads, 1997), which 
has been shown to reduce psychological 
distress (Ueno, 2005).
 Despite possible benefits of the college 
environment, the college climate may still 
be more challenging for LGB students, as 
homophobia is still influential on many 
college campuses (Evans, 2002). A recent 

study found that a quarter of LGB students 
experienced harassment or violence on their 
campuses as a result of their sexual orientation 
(Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 
2010). Additionally, Rankin and colleagues 
(2010) found that half of the LGB students 
who did not experience harassment had 
not come out about their sexuality due to 
fear of mistreatment. Some LGB students 
in the study who had been open with their 
sexual orientation in high school did not 
feel comfortable being out in the college 
environment due to a lack of social support. 
Given the array of challenges, it is important 
to understand how the transition to college 
may affect various aspects of psychosocial 
adjustment for LGB students, compared to 
their heterosexual peers.
 A few researchers have examined sexual 
minority status and psychosocial adjustment 
in the unique college context. Debord, Wood, 
Sher, and Good (1998) found that LGB 
students and heterosexual students experienced 
similar decreases in symptomatology and 
psychological distress after the first year 
of university; however, other studies have 
demonstrated that, similar to broader samples 
of LGB youth, adolescents, and adults, LGB 
college students are at an increased risk for 
mental health symptomatology (Soet & Sevig, 
2006) and are more likely to feel lonelier, be 
more depressed, and report fewer reasons 
to live than heterosexual college students 
(Westefeld, Maples, Buford, & Taylor, 2001). 
Using a national sample of college students, 
Oswalt and Wyatt (2011) compared LGB and 
heterosexual college students on a variety of 
mental health items, finding increased rates 
of anxiety, suicide attempts, help-seeking, 
and negative feelings and behaviors for the 
LGB students. Of note, this research did not 
thoroughly consider differential patterns of 
positive aspects of adjustment and functioning 
in LGB versus heterosexual youth. Taken 
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together, these mixed results and the primary 
focus on negative aspects of adjustment 
indicate a need to further explore a broad 
spectrum of psychosocial adjustment during 
the college transition for LGB students.
 In several ways this study builds on past 
research related to minority sexual orientation 
status and psychosocial adjustment during the 
first year of college. First, while many researchers 
have considered the impact of sexual orientation 
on general youth or adult samples, fewer have 
focused specifically on college students. Because 
past research suggests unique and potentially 
detrimental experiences for this population, 
we examined college students with a particular 
focus on the impact of the transition to college 
and the pivotal first year. Second, although 
research has suggested that the transition to 
college may be difficult for youth in general 
(Towbes & Cohen, 1996), it has not directly 
considered how the college transition may 
affect LGB students as compared to their 
heterosexual peers. Third, much research on 
sexual minorities has focused on special LGB 
populations, such as those seeking counseling 
(McAleavey et al., 2011) or LGB adults of 
color (Meyer, 2010). Although this research is 
important, our study advances knowledge of 
LGB students by including a general college 
student population making an important 
developmental transition. Fourth, whereas 
previous studies have focused on limited 
outcomes, in this study we considered a broad 
array of positive and negative psychosocial 
factors, examining differential patterns of 
adjustment to college in LGB and heterosexual 
youth. Finally, this study builds on the 
longitudinal analysis of Debord and colleagues 
(1998) by focusing on changes in mental health 
and psychosocial development over time, across 
the first year of university, an important life 
transition for many emerging adults.
 We examined changes in LGB and hetero-
sexual students’ psychosocial adjustment over 

time, starting with a precollege baseline and 
following students longitudinally across their 
first year of college. Specifically, we examined 
changes in five domains of psychosocial 
adjustment—psychological well-being, 
psychological distress, cognitive-affective 
strengths, cognitive-affective vulnerabilities, 
and social well-being—longitudinally across 
the transition to college in a matched sample 
of heterosexual and LGB students. Guided 
by past research, we utilized a theoretical 
framework that recognizes transitions as 
periods of risk for a variety of psychological, 
social, and behavioral changes. Additionally, 
in this study psychosocial adjustment is 
viewed as a broad concept that includes 
various self-perceptions, social-emotional 
skills, cognitive strategies, thinking styles, 
coping methods, internalizing symptoms, 
externalizing symptoms, feelings of stress, and 
factors related to social satisfaction and feelings 
of support. Further, different groups of people 
can experience and manage these transitions in 
different ways, necessitating an understanding 
of different trajectories. These important 
theoretical and methodological features were 
intended to broaden current understanding of 
adjustment to college and potential variations 
in how LGB and heterosexual students 
experience this important life transition.

MeThod
Participants

A matched sample of heterosexual (n = 46; 
M = 18.39 years of age) and LGB first-year 
students (n = 46; M = 18.39 years of age) at a 
midsized urban university was selected from a 
larger sample (N = 1,332; Cohort 1 n = 564; 
Cohort 2 n =  768, M = 18.5 years of age; 
71.8% female; 73.6% White, 12.2% Asian, 
6.9% Hispanic or Latino, 2.6% other race/
ethnicity, 2.3% Black or African American, 
1.5% Puerto Rican, 0.5% two or more 
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categories, 0.4% American Indian or Alaskan) 
that participated in this research. Students 
were matched on three important identifying 
demographic variables: sex, age, and race/
ethnicity. Demographic characteristics for each 
sample can be seen in Table 1.

Procedure
Data collected for this study came from 
a large-scale, multi-cohort, longitudinal 
research project being conducted at a single, 
private, Jesuit-affiliated, midsize university 
in an urban Midwestern setting. This larger 
project tracks psychosocial adjustment across 
the transition to university with subsequent 
yearly follow-ups. All entering first-year 
students for 2 years were recruited via e-mail 
to complete an online survey composed of a 
variety of psychosocial adjustment measures 
and demographic information during the 
week prior to enrollment (Time 1). Those 
who participated in the survey at Time 1 were 
invited via e-mail to complete subsequent 
rounds at the end of the first semester (Time 2) 
and the end of the first year (Time 3).

Measures

Demographics. With participants’ consent, the 
university provided information on age, sex, 
race, and ethnicity that had been gathered 
as part of other institutional research. The 
question related to race allowed for multiple 
selections among the following U.S. Census 
Bureau categories: American Indian or Alaska 
Native, Asian, Black or African American, 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 
or White. Students separately indicated 
whether they considered themselves Hispanic 
or Latino. Finally, incorporating citizenship 
information, a separate category was created 
to represent students who identified as Puerto 
Rican. Depending on the answers to these 
questions, race/ethnicity was recoded as 
American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, 
Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino 
of any race, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander, not reported, other, Puerto Rican, 
two or more races, and White. Participants 
also self-reported their sexual orientation. 
The LGB group consisted of those who 

TAble 1.
demographic Information for Matched lGb and heterosexual Samples (N = 92)

LGB Sample (n = 46) Heterosexual Sample (n = 46)

Count % Count %
Age (Years) M (SD) 18.39 (.33) 18.39 (.33)

Gender
 Male 17 37.0 17 37.0
 Female 29 63.0 29 63.0

Race/Ethnicity
 Asian 6 13.0 6 13.0
 black or African American 1 2.2 1 2.2
 hispanic or latino 4 8.7 4 8.7
 Puerto Rican 1 2.2 1 2.2
 White 33 71.7 33 71.7
 other 1 2.2 1 2.2
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responded as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, while the 
heterosexual group consisted of self-reported 
heterosexual students.
 Composite Measures of Adjustment. As 
psychosocial adjustment encompasses many 
facets of well-being, distress, cognitive-
affective styles, and social functioning, this 
study incorporated numerous validated 
measures of mental health and psychosocial 
adjustment that were used to create five broad 
composite measures: psychological well-being, 
psychological distress, cognitive-affective 
strengths, cognitive-affective vulnerabilities, 
social well-being. In LISREL (version 8), we 
performed a maximum-likelihood confirm-
atory factor analysis (CFA) to test this 
hypothesized a priori 5-factor measurement 
model for 21 measures used in this study using 
the larger sample (N = 1,332) from which the 
final sample was drawn. Following established 
psychometric procedures, we randomly 
divided the total sample in half (stratified by 
sex), using one half (i.e., the development 
sample, n = 666, 31% male) to develop the 
measurement model, and the other half (i.e., 
the confirmation sample, n = 666, 31% male) 
to confirm the cross-sample generalizability 
of the model. When subscales were derived 
from the same instrument, we allowed the 
unique error variances for these measures 
to intercorrelate in the model. Confirming 
the hypothesis, the proposed 5-factor model 
provided an acceptable goodness of fit at 
each time point: Time 1: χ2(178) = 4574.56, 
RMSEA = .0962, SRMR = .0756, CFI = .94, 
NNFI = .92; Time 2: χ2(178) = 2973.64, 
RMSEA = .0993, SRMR = .0780, CFI = .94, 
NNFI = .93; Time 3: χ2(178) = 2624.67, 
RMSEA = .0992, SRMR = .0725, CFI = .94, 
NNFI = .93. Thus, we used the five CFA 
factors as primary dependent measures, 
standardizing scores on each measure across 
time points and averaging standardized scores 
to create composites. Listed below are the 

measures that comprise each composite and 
the reliability of those composites across time.
 Psychological Well-Being. Psychological 
Well-Being was assessed at each time point 
(αs = .82–.84), with a composite of five 
measures: self-efficacy (17-item General 
Self-Efficacy Subscale; Sherer et al., 1982), 
self-esteem (10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale; Rosenberg, 1965), resilience (10-
item Connor–Davidson Resilience Scale; 
Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007), hope (8-item 
Adult Dispositional Hope Scale; Snyder et al., 
1991), and life satisfaction (5-item Satisfaction 
with Life Scale; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, 
& Griffin, 1985).
 Psychological Distress. Psychological 
distress was captured at each time point 
(αs = .80–.87), by a composite of four 
measures: depression, anxiety, stress (7-item 
subscales from the Depression Anxiety Stress 
Scale; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995), and 
perceived stress (10-item Perceived Stress Scale; 
Cohen & Williamson, 1988).
 Cognitive-Affective Strengths. A cognitive-
affective strengths composite was composed 
of four measures, assessed at each time point 
(αs = .76–.77): positive thoughts (30-item 
Automatic Thought Questionnaire–Positive; 
Ingram & Wisnicki, 1988), reappraisal (6-item 
subscale of Emotional Regulation Question-
naire; Gross & John, 2003), problem-focused 
coping (8-item subscale of Brief COPE; Carver, 
1997), and active-emotional coping (10-item 
subscale of Brief COPE; Carver, 1997).
 Cognitive-Affective Vulnerabilities. A 
cognitive-affective vulnerabilities composite 
was composed of three measures, assessed 
at each time point (αs = .79–.80): negative 
thoughts (24-item Dysfunctional Attitudes 
Scale; Power et al., 1994), suppression (4-
item subscale of Emotional Regulation 
Questionnaire; Gross & John, 2003), and 
avoidant coping (10-item subscale of Brief 
COPE; Carver, 1997).
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TAble 2.
Results of Repeated Measures ANoVAs and Planned Contrasts Across Time

df F p  η2 Effect Size

Psychological 
Well‑Being

 Time 2, 180 6.63 .002** .069 medium
 Sexual orientation 1, 90 1.62 .206 .018 small
 Time × Sexual orientation 2, 180 0.45 .638 .005 null
heterosexual
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 11.15 .002** .199 large
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 1.13 .294 .024 small
lGb
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 5.44 .024* .108 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 1.54 .221 .033 small

Psychological 
Distress

 Time 2, 180 3.44 .034 .037 small
 Sexual orientation 1, 90 10.65 .002** .106 medium
 Time × Sexual orientation 2, 180 0.06 .940 .001 null
heterosexual
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 3.08 .086 .064 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.28 .601 .006 null
lGb
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 3.77 .059 .077 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.54 .467 .012 small

Cognitive‑
Affective 
Strengths

 Time 2, 180 8.95 <.001** .090 medium
 Sexual orientation 1, 90 0.52 .471 .006 null
 Time × Sexual orientation 2, 180 1.68 .190 .018 small
heterosexual
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 13.03 .001** .225 large
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.10 .756 .002 null
lGb
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 7.24 .010* .139 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 3.33 .075 .069 medium

Cognitive‑
Affective 
Vulnerabilities

 Time 2, 180 1.31 .272 .014 small
 Sexual orientation 1, 90 6.22 .014* .065 medium
 Time × Sexual orientation 2, 180 1.82 .166 .020 small
heterosexual
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 6.19 .017* .121 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 2.23 .142 .047 small
lGb
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 0.06 .801 .001 null
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.00 .986 .000 null

Social 
Well‑Being

 Time 2, 180 1.80 .168 .020 small
 Sexual orientation 1, 90 3.86 .053† .041 small
 Time × Sexual orientation 2, 180 1.44 .239 .001 null
heterosexual
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 5.86 .020* .115 medium
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.27 .605 .006 null
lGb
 Time 1 vs. Time 2 1, 45 0.00 .947 .000 null
 Time 2 vs. Time 3 1, 45 0.01 .923 .000 null

Note. Small (η2 ≥ .01), medium (η2 ≥.06), and large (η2 ≥.14) effects (Cohen, 1988).

*p  <  .05. **p  <  .01.
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 Social Well-Being. Social well-being was 
composed of five measures, aggregated into a 
composite, at each time point (αs = .73–.77): 
satisfaction with friends and satisfaction 
with parents were single-item assessments 
developed for this research. Participants were 
asked “How satisfied are you, on the whole, 
with the following relationships (Friends/
Parents)?” Support from friends (7 items), 
support from family (8 items), and general 
social support (8 items) were subscales of the 
Social Support Appraisals Scale (Vaux et al., 
1986). The Cronbach’s alphas for the social 
well-being composite were adequate at each 
time point (αs = .73–.77).

ReSulTS
Comparing heterosexual and lGb 
Students over Time

Repeated measures analyses of variance 
(ANOVAs) were conducted for each domain 
across the three time points, comparing 
heterosexual and LGB students as a between-
subjects factor. A priori planned contrasts 

probed the significant differences across time 
separately for heterosexual and LGB students. 
In addition to statistical significance, we 
examined effect size (as recommended by the 
American Psychological Association, 2009), 
through η2 values using Cohen’s (1988) 
standards for small (η2 ≥ .01), medium 
(η2 ≥ .06), and large (η2 ≥ .14) effects. We 
noted effects that cross these thresholds and 
have indicated which effects are null (i.e., fall 
below the threshold for a small effect). Table 
2 presents the results of the repeated measures 
ANOVAs and planned contrasts across the five 
domains of adjustment.
 Psychological Well-Being. As displayed in 
Table 2, there was a medium-sized, significant 
main effect of time on psychological well-
being. Although there was a small effect for 
sexual orientation on psychological well-being, 
the effect did not reach statistical significance. 
There was not a Sexual Orientation × Time 
interaction (null effect). Planned contrasts 
reveal a significant decrease in psychological 
well-being from Time 1 to Time 2 for 
heterosexual students (large effect) and LGB 

FIGuRe 1. Psychological Well-being 
Across the First Year of College Comparing 

heterosexual and lGb Students: 
Significant Main Effect of Time

* Indicates a significant difference between time points.

FIGuRe 2. Psychological distress Across 
the First Year of College Comparing 

heterosexual and lGb Students: 
Significant Main Effects of Time and 

Sexual orientation
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students (medium effect). There was not a 
significant change from Time 2 to Time 3 for 
either group (small effects).
 Psychological Distress. As depicted in 
Table 2 and Figure 2, there were significant 
main effects of time (small effect), and sexual 
orientation (medium effect), but not a Sexual 
Orientation × Time interaction (null effect), 
on psychological distress. Planned contrasts 
illustrated the main effect of time: specifically, 
they revealed medium-sized increases in 
psychological distress from Time 1 to Time 
2 for heterosexual and LGB students. While 
the overall effect of time was significant, these 
medium-sized effects only reached marginal 
significance. There was no significant change 
for either group from Time 2 to Time 3 
(small effect for LGB students; null effect for 
heterosexual students). Group means in Figure 
2 indicate that LGB students experienced 
significantly more psychological distress than 
did their heterosexual peers.
 Cognitive-Affective Strengths. As depicted 
in Table 2 and Figure 3, there was a significant 

main effect of time (medium effect), but not 
sexual orientation (null effect). The Time × 
Sexual Orientation interaction was small but 
did not reach significance. Planned contrasts 
revealed a significant decrease in cognitive-
affective strengths from Time 1 to Time 2 
for heterosexual students (large effect), and 
LGB students (medium effect). There was 
medium-sized rebound from Time 2 to Time 
3 for LGB students, but this effect was only 
marginally significant; there was no change 
from Time 2 to Time 3 for heterosexual 
students (null effect).
 Cognitive-Affective Vulnerabilities. As 
displayed in Table 2, there were small, but 
nonsignificant, effects of time and the Sexual 
Orientation × Time interaction on cognitive-
affective vulnerabilities. As depicted in Figure 
4, there was a medium-sized significant 
main effect of sexual orientation, such that 
LGB students reported greater levels of 
cognitive-affective vulnerabilities across 
time. Planned contrasts indicated that for 
heterosexual students there was a medium-

FIGuRe 3. Cognitive-Affective Strengths 
Across the First Year of College 

Comparing heterosexual and lGb 
Students: Significant Main Effect of Time

* Indicates a significant difference between time points.

FIGuRe 4. Cognitive-Affective Vulner-
abilities Across the First Year of College 

Comparing heterosexual and lGb Students: 
Significant Main Effect of Sexual Orientation

* Indicates a significant difference between time points.
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sized significant increase in cognitive-affective 
vulnerabilities from Time 1 to Time 2, but a 
small nonsignificant change between Time 2 
and Time 3. For LGB individuals, there was 
no change in cognitive-affective vulnerabilities 
from Time 1 to Time 2 (null effect) nor from 
Time 2 to Time 3 (null effect).
 Social Well-Being. As depicted in Table 2 
and Figure 5, there was a small nonsignificant 
main effect of time and no Sexual Orientation 
× Time interaction (null effect). There was a 
small main effect for sexual orientation, such 
that LGB students reported poorer social well-
being across the year than did heterosexual 
students, but it is important to note that 
this effect fell right at the border of statistical 
significance (p = .05). Planned contrasts 
revealed that for heterosexual students there 
was a medium-sized significant decrease in 
social well-being from Time 1 to Time 2, but 
no change between Time 2 and Time 3 (null 
effect). For LGB students, there was no change 
from Time 1 to Time 2 (null effect) nor from 
Time 2 to Time 3 (null effect).

dISCuSSIoN

This study extends previous research on LGB 
mental health by considering both changes 
across the first year of college and differences 
between LGB and heterosexual students on 
five broad aspects of psychosocial adjustment. 
The transition to college is characterized by 
personal exploration, increased responsibilities, 
and changes in personal and social functioning 
(Sher et al., 1996; Towbes & Cohen, 1996). 
It is important to consider the effect of this 
transition on LGB students, in particular, 
due to their increased risk of mental health 
symptomatology across the life span (Cochran 
& Mays, 2000; King et al., 2008; McAleavey 
et al., 2011). This study demonstrates that 
for both LGB and heterosexual students 
there is a significant increase in psychological 
distress, coupled with a significant decrease 
in psychological well-being and cognitive-
affective strengths, over the first semester 
of university. Furthermore, LGB students 
demonstrated greater psychological distress, 
greater cognitive-affective vulnerabilities 
and less social well-being in comparison to 
their heterosexual peers. These main effects, 
combined with a lack of interactions between 
time and sexual orientation, suggest that 
LGB students and heterosexual students 
demonstrate similar psychosocial trajectories 
across time, but that LGB students demonstrate 
greater psychosocial challenges throughout the 
transitional first year.
 Closer examination of Figures 4 and 5, 
along with the combination of main effects 
for sexual orientation and planned contrasts 
over time within groups, reveals a slightly more 
complex pattern: in two cases heterosexual 
students began with demonstrably healthier 
levels of functioning (in cognitive-affective 
vulnerabilities and social well-being), but then 
evidenced significant worsening over the first 
semester (though not steeply enough to meet 

FIGuRe 5. Social Well-being Across the 
First Year of College Comparing 

heterosexual and lGb Students: Main 
effect of Sexual orientationa

a At the border of significance; p = .05.

* Indicates a significant difference between time points.
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up with their LGB peers). Main effects for 
sexual orientation indicate that, in contrast, 
LGB students began with and maintained their 
relatively worse levels of adjustment across 
the entire academic year. Thus, although the 
Sexual Orientation × Time interactions did 
not reach significance, the overall pattern of 
findings, including planned contrasts that 
differed by group over time, suggests that LGB 
and heterosexual students might experience 
different trajectories in cognitive-affective 
vulnerabilities and social well-being over the 
first year of college.

Psychological distress and 
Cognitive-Affective Vulnerabilities
While previous studies have demonstrated 
increased mental health symptomatology in 
the LGB population (e.g., Cochran & Mays, 
2000), few studies have examined mental 
health across time or in the midst of life 
transitions. This study demonstrates that LGB 
college students also reported greater levels 
of psychological distress across the first year 
of college compared to heterosexual peers. 
Additionally, while both groups experienced 
a similar increase in psychological distress 
that is characteristic of the first year of 
college, and particularly the first semester 
(Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Towbes & Cohen, 
1996), LGB students experienced an increase 
on top of their already elevated levels of 
distress. This indicates that LGB students 
may be at particular risk for mental health 
symptomatology during the college transition, 
suggesting the need for services that cater 
specifically to this population. Further, these 
findings illustrate that the life stress that 
often accompanies major life transitions can 
further increase psychological distress for an 
already at-risk population. In this study, the 
transition to college had an additive effect of 
increasing already elevated levels of distress 
in LGB students.

 We compared LGB and heterosexual 
students on a wide range of cognitive-affective 
strategies. Previous research has indicated that 
LGB adults are more likely to make use of 
negative cognitive-affective strategies, such 
as avoidant coping (Lock & Steiner, 1999) 
and other unhealthy coping styles (Rosario, 
Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2009). This study 
indicates that LGB individuals display a 
tendency to engage in an even wider variety 
of cognitive-affective vulnerabilities, including 
negative thinking and emotional suppression. 
While there was not a significant interaction 
between time and sexual orientation, the 
significant main effect of sexual orientation, 
combined with a differential pattern of 
planned contrasts by group, revealed an 
important distinction: heterosexual students 
began with lower levels and then experienced 
significant increases in cognitive-affective 
vulnerabilities over the first semester, while 
LGB students demonstrated no significant 
changes over time, but maintained consistently 
greater cognitive-affective vulnerabilities 
over the course of the year. Perhaps LGB 
students’ reliance on such high levels of these 
cognitive-affective vulnerabilities at the outset 
left little room for increases, even during 
a time of known stress. It is possible that 
since LGB students have had to deal with 
more negative life events in their youth and 
adolescence (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011), such as 
discrimination and victimization (Robinson 
& Espelage, 2011; Williams et al., 2005), 
they may have developed more maladaptive 
methods of interpreting and handling negative 
events. The increased feelings of distress and 
cognitive-affective vulnerabilities might hint 
at an underlying reciprocal relationship, 
with greater distress contributing to LGB 
students’ relying on negative cognitive-affective 
vulnerabilities; or their use of cognitive-
affective vulnerabilities may contribute to 
the greater experience of distress. Overall this 
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study demonstrates that the college transition 
is a period of increased maladjustment for 
college students in general with LGB students 
at particular risk for elevated distress and 
cognitive-affective vulnerabilities, both at the 
cusp of college entry and throughout the first 
year. Additionally, this study indicates that 
interventions focused on decreasing cognitive-
affective vulnerabilities might be an important 
means to improve mental health functioning.

Social Well-being
Research has indicated that sexual minorities 
experience less social support and satisfaction 
with their support networks (Safren & Heim-
berg, 1999) than do heterosexual adolescents 
and adults. Supporting those findings, LGB 
students reported lower social well-being 
across the first year of college compared to 
heterosexual students in this study. While 
there was not a significant interaction between 
time and sexual orientation, planned contrasts 
revealed that LGB students who entered 
with lower social well-being experienced 
little change across the first year, while 
their heterosexual peers initially reported 
greater social well-being but experienced a 
significant decrease during the first semester. 
While much research has indicated that social 
roles and support changes across the college 
transition (Ross et al., 1999), this does not 
seem to be representative for LGB students 
who demonstrated a lack of social well-being 
throughout the transitional first year. This 
lack of change might be a result of combining 
familial, friend, and general social support and 
satisfaction in the social well-being composite. 
While heterosexual students experience a 
general decrease in support across domains 
during the transition, LGB students may 
experience differing relationship patterns. For 
example, the college transition might produce 
a loss of familial social support for heterosexual 
students, while LGB students might experience 

an increase in satisfaction as they are no longer 
living with their unsupportive families, who 
are often in conflict (Ueno, 2005). While 
these analyses focus on the broad domain 
of social well-being, future research might 
disentangle a complex pattern within specific 
relationship types. Additionally, this study 
indicates that the presumed experience of 
encountering greater numbers of LGB youth 
at college does not contribute to an increase 
in social well-being, as some have suggested 
(Rhoads, 1997; Ueno, 2005). Overall, this 
study indicates that although LGB students do 
not report worsening social well-being across 
the transition to college, their social well-being 
remains more limited than their heterosexual 
peers across the entire first year.

Psychological Well-being and 
Cognitive-Affective Strengths
LGB youth and adolescents are at an increased 
risk for negative life events and mental 
health struggles (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011). 
However, few studies have compared LGB and 
heterosexual students on positive aspects of 
psychological well-being and cognitive-affective 
strengths. For many students the transition to 
college is accompanied by increases in stress 
and loss of well-being (Towbes & Cohen, 
1996). The results of this study support the 
understanding that the college transition is a 
difficult time period, as LGB and heterosexual 
students experienced a significant decrease 
in general well-being and cognitive-affective 
strengths over the transitional first year, with 
a particular dip in the first semester. Although 
much past research has focused on the increase 
in negative adjustment during the college 
transition (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Fisher & 
Hood, 1987), this study demonstrates that the 
first semester of college also is characterized 
by a loss of positive aspects of adjustment—
including well-being and use of positive 
cognitive-affective strategies—regardless of 
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students’ sexual orientation.
 The results also indicate that while 
LGB college students experience greater 
struggles in terms of psychological distress 
and cognitive-affective vulnerabilities, they 
do not demonstrate less psychological well-
being nor fewer cognitive-affective strengths 
than their heterosexual counterparts. This 
supports previous research findings that have 
demonstrated few differences between LGB 
and heterosexual adults on more specific 
aspects of well-being, such as self-esteem or 
life satisfaction (Balsam et al., 2005). Although 
LGB students experience greater negative 
life events that can cause stress, anxiety, and 
depression (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011), these 
might not alter how LGB students view or 
understand themselves or their lives. It is 
intriguing that LGB students demonstrate 
similar patterns of well-being and cognitive-
affective strengths as heterosexual students, but 
concurrently demonstrate greater psychological 
distress and cognitive-affective vulnerabilities. 
Previous research has indicated that positive 
and negative psychosocial elements are often 
related to each other (Veit & Ware, 1983; 
McNicholas, 2002), but our findings suggest 
the association might be more complex 
for LGB students. It is possible that LGB 
students can experience both well-being and 
distress concurrently, as they have had to 
adapt to environmental difficulties related to 
their sexual orientation while also developing 
resilience in the face of life stressors such as 
marginalization, similar to other minority 
populations (Nicolas et al., 2008); thus, 
these students might demonstrate a weaker 
link between distress and well-being than the 
heterosexual population. While most past 
studies have focused on negative aspects of 
identifying as LGB, there are positive elements 
of being a member of a sexual minority that 
might buffer against the effect of distress on 
general well-being and cause LGB individuals 

to demonstrate greater resilience to many of 
life’s stressors (Nicolas et al., 2008; Riggle, 
Rostosky, Whitman, Olson, & Strong, 2008). 
Future research should tease apart these unique 
psychosocial elements of development and 
attempt to identify how sexual orientation 
affects the associations between positive and 
negative adjustment and aspects associated 
with a minority sexual orientation that might 
promote positive outcomes.

lIMITATIoNS ANd FuTuRe 
dIReCTIoNS

Building on previous research, we assessed 
differences in the college transition across 
sexual orientation on a variety of psychosocial 
factors. Two key methodological strengths, 
using a matched sample and assessing five broad 
domains of psychosocial adjustment, provided 
a unique perspective on evaluating the first-
year transition for LGB students. Although it 
is important to examine the unique differences 
in LGB and heterosexual students, it also is 
crucial to take into account the intersection 
of racial identity with sexual orientation. 
The sample size and limited demographic 
variability left little room for examining the 
effect of race on either the heterosexual or LGB 
participants, or on the interaction between 
time and sexual orientation, and likely does 
not accurately represent the psychosocial 
adjustment of LGB students across all races 
and ethnicities. It also is important to note 
that the demographic groups included in this 
study, though derived from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s classifications, contain much diversity 
and heterogeneity within them, and many of 
the categories continue to be too broad to 
accurately represent many aspects of racial 
and ethnic differences. Additionally, although 
students were reminded of the confidential 
nature of their responses, some students may 
have withheld reporting or falsely noted their 



March 2015 ◆ vol 56 no 2 167

College Transition

sexual orientation. Thus, it is possible that this 
study did not represent the full experience of 
LGB students, especially those who are not 
open with their sexual orientation. Future 
studies could compare the mental health 
functioning of LGB students at various stages 
in the coming-out process on college campuses 
and examine if there are stages of sexual 
orientation identity development that promote 
worse or better functioning, as has been 
demonstrated for other minority populations 
(Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1991).
 Due to the modest sample size in this 
study, some of the small and even medium 
effects failed to reach statistical significance. 
Future research with a larger sample is likely to 
evidence an even stronger pattern of findings. 
Additionally, the grouping of lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual participants into a single group 
does not provide the most comprehensive 
examination of sexual orientation status, 
given these distinct groups may experience the 
college transition in different ways. Research 
also could examine more specific aspects of 
social well-being, as LGB students may have 
different experiences of peer and familial 
social support and satisfaction. Recent U.S. 
Supreme Court decisions (Hollingsworth et al. 
v. Perry et al., 2013; United States v. Windsor, 
2013), indicate that social attitudes related to 
the LGB population might be changing, and 
future research needs to examine the effect of 
this on psychosocial functioning. Examining 
this population during this evolving time 
period can help researchers understand the 
impact of changing social ideas on psychosocial 
functioning for minority populations. Finally, 
it is important to note that this research was 
conducted at a fairly liberal, though religiously 
affiliated, university where LGB students 
are likely to have unique experiences. The 
school’s religious affiliation could have been a 
factor in participants’ willingness to disclose 
information about sexual orientation. Although 

transitioning to university encompasses many 
of the same developmental challenges (Bayram 
& Bilgel, 2008), transitioning into a religious 
institution as an LGB student may prompt 
lower feelings of acceptance compared to other 
institutions. Future research should examine 
if the current study’s pattern of findings are 
replicated in other college settings and across 
larger populations.

Implications and Applications
Our findings of significant changes in psycho-
social variables—specifically psychological 
well-being, psychological distress, and 
cognitive-affective strengths—across the transi-
tion to college for both LGB and heterosexual 
students indicate the need for additional 
research and increased services for entering 
first-year students. College administrators 
should provide psychoeducational resources 
to first-year students regarding the increased 
stress and mental health struggles that 
often characterize the first-year experience, 
regardless of sexual orientation. Specifically, 
as LGB students transition to university, they 
experience a significant increase in distress 
during the first semester compounding 
their already elevated experiences of distress. 
Further, they display consistently greater 
use of cognitive-affective vulnerabilities and 
worse social well-being across this first year. 
This underscores the need to provide services 
specifically catered to entering first-year LGB 
students. Programs that bring LGB students 
together, create a comfortable and safe campus 
atmosphere, and put LGB students in touch 
with mental health services should be provided 
on college campuses to best serve the needs of 
increasingly diverse student populations.

Correspondence concerning this article should be 
addressed to Alexandra C. Kirsch, Department of 
Psychology, Loyola University Chicago, 1032 W. 
Sheridan Road, Chicago, IL 60660; akirsch@luc.edu
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