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A B S T R A C T   

In recent years, there has been a rise in studies aimed at better understanding the needs and traits 
of emerging adults and the role that higher education institutions play in their development and 
success. Despite the relevance of higher education institutions to the emerging adulthood 
development, there has been scant work done to synthesise the literature on this topic. A bib-
liometric method was utilised to retrieve 2484 journal articles from Web of Science (WoS). Uti-
lizing co-citation analysis and co-word analysis, we determined the most influential publications, 
mapped the knowledge structure, and predicted future trends. The results of the co-citation 
analysis indicate five clusters, while the co-word analysis indicates four. The results could be 
used as a roadmap for the future of research on emerging adults by a variety of interested parties, 
including policymakers, university administrators, funders, and academics.   

1. Introduction 

Emerging adulthood is a critical period of development and transition for young people, as they leave adolescence and become 
more independent, establish their identities, and make important decisions about their careers, relationships, and lifestyles (Wood 
et al., 2018). This stage, typically defined as the period between the ages of 18 and 29, is marked by a range of physical, cognitive, and 
social changes that can have significant implications for individuals’ development and well-being [11]. One important aspect of 
emerging adulthood is the alignment of individual values and capabilities with the broader social context, including a focus on ed-
ucation for development and sustainable development [34]. Higher education institutions play a significant role in supporting the 
development and success of emerging adults, particularly in terms of promoting education for development and sustainable devel-
opment [97]. These institutions have the responsibility to not only equip students with the knowledge and skills necessary for their 
personal and professional growth, but also to foster a sense of social responsibility [30]. 

Research on emerging adulthood in the context of higher education has increased significantly in recent years, as researchers and 
practitioners seek to understand the challenges and opportunities faced by this age group in the postsecondary environment (Murray & 
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Arnett, 2019). This research should also address the role of higher education institutions in fostering education for development and 
sustainable development among emerging adults [16]. Key research areas to explore include the unique developmental, social, and 
cultural factors that shape the experiences and outcomes of emerging adults in higher education with regard to sustainability; the key 
challenges and opportunities faced by emerging adults in college in relation to sustainable development; and the strategies for sup-
porting the development and success of emerging adults in higher education with a focus on sustainable development and social 
responsibility [23,25,27,29,36,80]. By identifying these key areas, emerging adult research in higher education can inform the design 
and delivery of educational programs and support services that meet the unique needs of this important age group, while also pro-
moting sustainable development and social responsibility [12,13,49,74]. Ultimately, this approach will help to create a generation of 
individuals who are not only well-prepared for their personal and professional lives but are also committed to making a positive impact 
on society and the environment. 

1.1. Literature review 

One important reason for conducting research on emerging adulthood in higher education institutions is to better understand the 
population’s unique developmental needs and challenges. Emerging adulthood is marked by a number of developmental tasks and 
transitions, such as gaining independence, developing a sense of self, and forming intimate relationships [9,73]. The demands and 
challenges of higher education, such as academic and financial pressures, adjusting to new social environments, and navigating re-
lationships with peers and authority figures, frequently exacerbate these tasks [38,84]. We can better understand the specific chal-
lenges faced by this population and identify strategies to support their successful navigation of these tasks and transitions by 
conducting research on emerging adulthood in higher education institutions. 

Examining the effect of higher education on long-term outcomes and well-being is another crucial factor in research on emerging 
adulthood in higher education institutions. Emerging adulthood is a critical time for laying the groundwork for long-term success and 
well-being [72]. Higher education has the potential to provide a variety of benefits, such as increased economic opportunities, personal 
and professional development, and social connectedness [24]. Higher education, on the other hand, can have negative effects on 
emerging adults, such as increased stress and anxiety [56], or a lack of support and resources to navigate the challenges of this stage of 
development [72]. We can better understand the long-term outcomes and wellbeing of this population and develop strategies to 
support their success and wellbeing by researching emerging adulthood in higher education institutions. 

Research on emerging adulthood in this context can inform policies and practises within higher education institutions in addition to 
examining the unique developmental needs and long-term outcomes of emerging adults in higher education. Higher education in-
stitutions have a unique opportunity to support the development and well-being of emerging adults through a variety of policies and 
practises, such as academic and financial assistance, social connectedness and engagement promotion, and mental health and wellness 
resources [76]. However, research on the effectiveness of these interventions in supporting the development and well-being of 
emerging adults is lacking [10,33]. We can identify evidence-based interventions and practises that support the growth and wellbeing 
of this population and provide guidance for policies and practises within higher education institutions by researching emerging 
adulthood in these institutions. 

Additionally, studies of emerging adulthood in higher education settings can advance knowledge of how higher education in-
fluences the experiences and outcomes of emerging adults. Higher education is frequently regarded as a critical stepping stone to adult 
success and well-being [95], and emerging adults are increasingly expected to pursue higher education as a means of achieving these 
goals [4]. However, the relationship between higher education and emerging adult outcomes is complex and nuanced, and more 
research is needed to better understand higher education’s impact on this population [83]; (Wood et al., 2018). 

1.2. Present study 

This study seeks to gain a comprehensive understanding of the literature on emerging adulthood in the context of higher education 
institutions. According to the authors’ knowledge, no bibliometric analysis has yet been conducted in this domain. Accordingly, this 
study placed an emphasis on comprehending the literature on emerging adulthood in higher education institutions through a bib-
liometric approach. Based on two bibliometric studies, this research fills a gap by giving a lens on past, present, and future research 
fields. 

Consequently, the following study objectives are based on the specific bibliometric analysis. 

Table 1 
Search string, inclusion, and exclusion criteria.  

Wos Database Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) and Science Citation Index Expanded (SCIE) 

Time Period Up to May 9, 2023 
Search field Topic 
Search keywords (“Emerging adult*“) AND (“Universit*” OR “higher education institution” OR “institution of higher learning” OR “college*") 
Citation Topics Meso All 
Document Type Article 
Languages English  
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1. To evaluate notable past research and investigate current trends in emerging adulthood research in higher education using co- 
citation analysis.  

2. To identify emerging trends in emerging adulthood research in the context of higher education by using co-word analysis. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Search string 

The search string applied in this bibliometric analysis is shown in Table 1. The investigation was conducted using the Web of 
Science (WOS) database’s Topic Search (TS) function, with the search limited to article titles, abstracts, and keywords. The search 
string for emerging adulthood includes “emerging adult*" while for higher education institutions include “Universit*” OR “higher 
education institution” OR “institution of higher learning” OR “college*". All the articles retrieved was from the year 2002 and 2023. 
The search in the WOS database was conducted on May 9, 2023. The preliminary search returned 2926 publications. Only the article is 
used to determine the document type. We chose to focus our bibliometric research on articles because they provide the most relevant 
and reliable literature, since they are the peer-reviewed in their full version [46]. Despite this, the number of publications in the journal 
is sufficient. Before conducting the bibliometric analysis, all the publications were examined for inconsistencies and duplications to 
ensure data integrity. The next criterion is that all articles must be written in English to ensure consistency and uniformity. Finally, we 
only selected the Science Citation Index Expanded (SCIE) and the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) databases in the Web of Science 
(WoS) Core Collection. The inclusion and exclusion criteria for this review are detailed in Table 1. According to the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, the screening procedure retained 2484 articles. 

2.2. Procedures of bibliometric analysis 

Bibliometric analysis is a data-driven research method that enables researchers to identify and interpret patterns and trends in 
scientific literature [64]. It entails employing various statistical techniques to examine the characteristics and patterns of scientific 
publications, such as co-citation patterns among different authors and journals, and keyword co-occurrence in scientific articles. 
Bibliometric analysis can identify research gaps that must be filled as well as the most promising areas for future research [39]. 

Co-citation analysis involves the examination of co-citation patterns among various authors and journals [100]. [99] defines 
co-citation as the citation of two or more documents in the same context. Co-citation analysis begins with the collection of biblio-
graphic data from various sources, such as databases, journals, and books. The data is then analyzed to determine how many times two 
or more scholarly works have been cited in conjunction. The information is then used to build a co-citation network, which is a 
measure of the connections between scholarly works [69]. 

Another bibliometric analysis procedure that identifies relationships between keywords and phrases in the literature is co- 
occurrence keyword analysis [89]. Co-word analysis, as defined by Ref. [26]; is a method for determining the relationships be-
tween the keywords used in a set of documents. It can be used to evaluate the quality and validity of scientific research, because articles 

Fig. 1. Quantity of publications and citations between 2002 and 2023.  

W. Wider et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         



Heliyon 9 (2023) e16988

4

with keywords that frequently co-occur with other keywords are generally thought to be more influential and impactful [103]. The 
strength of co-word analysis is that it can predict future trends by producing the meaning of a field structure [19]. 

However, there are several limitations to bibliometric analysis that must be considered when employing these procedures. Ac-
cording to Ref. [69]; bibliometric analysis can be biased toward specific languages, disciplines, or geographical regions because it is 
dependent on the availability of scientific literature in a specific database. It is also influenced by the use of various citation styles and 
practises, as well as the inclusion or exclusion of specific types of publications, such as conference proceedings or grey literature. 
Despite these limitations, bibliometric analysis can be a useful tool for researchers in assessing the impact and influence of scientific 
research, as well as identifying emerging research trends and key players in a specific field. Bibliometric analysis, according to 
Ref. [89]; can be used in conjunction with other research methods, such as qualitative analysis or expert interviews, to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of a specific topic or issue. 

3. Result and discussion 

3.1. Trends in publication and descriptive analysis 

According to the WOS database, these papers (N = 2484) were cited 46,920 times, with 42,347 times without self-citations. With an 
H-index of 88, the average number of citations per item was 18.89. These 2484 papers demonstrate a rising tide of interest in the topic 
of emerging adulthood among academics in higher education institutions. The first publication appeared in 2002 and since then the 
publication has grown exponentially with a total of 340 publications in 2021, and a slight decrease in 2022 with 321 publications. The 
quantity of scholarly works devoted to the study of emerging adulthood in higher education institutions is expected to rise in the years 
ahead. The quantity of articles published and their corresponding citation counts from 2002 through 2023 are shown in Fig. 1. 

3.2. Co-citation analysis 

The co-citation analysis threshold citation was set at 45, bringing the total number of cited references to 60. Fig. 2 depicts a network 
analysis of emerging adulthood in higher education institutions based on the cited references. Table 2 displays the top ten highest co- 
cited total link strength. The top three cited works are [4] (1158 citations) [40], (215 citations), and [7] (231 citations). 

Based on the co-citation analysis, the following describes each cluster and its label. The clusters represent a collection of items 

Fig. 2. Co-citation analysis.  

W. Wider et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         



Heliyon 9 (2023) e16988

5

related to a single theme. Items that appear in similar themes are clustered together and are denoted by a node of the same colour 
(McAllister et al., 2022).  

• Cluster 1 (red) consist of 21 publication is labelled as “emerging adulthood and mental health” [4]. defined emerging adulthood 
as a distinct developmental stage between adolescence and full-fledged adulthood, typically occurring from the late teens to the 
twenties. This stage is distinguished by identity exploration, instability, self-focus, and a sense of being in-between [9]. Emerging 
adults frequently face unique mental health challenges as they navigate this period of transition [15]. According to research, 
college students and their non-college attending peers have a higher prevalence of mental health issues than other age groups [20, 
57]. These issues include depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem [45,101]. Changes in weight-related behaviors [79], decreased 
life satisfaction [37], and decreased social support [113] are all factors that contribute to these mental health issues. It is critical to 
address these mental health challenges as emerging adults transition to adulthood in order to promote overall well-being and 
successful adaptation to adult roles and responsibilities [94]. Understanding emerging adults’ unique experiences and their im-
plications for mental health can help inform prevention, intervention, and treatment strategies for this critical age group. 

• Cluster 2 (green) comprises 13 publications labelled as “emerging adulthood and transitional challenges”. This cluster high-
lights research on the concept of “emerging adulthood” and the various challenges and developmental changes faced by individuals 
during this period of transition. This cluster of publications examines several facets of emerging adulthood, including family re-
lationships and support systems [2], cultural and ethnic differences [6], and the role of college context in development [12]. In 
addition, they investigate how emerging adults perceive their transition to adulthood [5,77] and the obstacles they face, such as 
forming romantic relationships [98]. The recognition that emerging adulthood is a crucial turning point in human development is a 
central theme throughout the cluster [104]. For instance, the transition to university life has been associated with significant 
developmental changes [60]. In addition, self-identification as an adult [77] and reorienting during this period [104] are deemed 
necessary for individuals to successfully navigate the challenges of emerging adulthood.  

• Cluster 3 (blue) includes 13 publications labelled “alcohol and substance use in emerging adulthood”. This cluster examines the 
role of social influences, developmental transitions, and personal motivations in shaping alcohol and substance use patterns among 
emerging adults, particularly college students. Peer influences on drinking behaviors [22], the effects of social interaction and role 
model status on alcohol consumption [31], and the motivations for alcohol use among adolescents [32] are central themes within 
this cluster. The research also emphasizes the significance of understanding the epidemiology of alcohol and drug use among 
college students [81], the changes in substance use during the transition to adulthood [109], and the role of protective factors in 
preventing substance use and problem use in emerging adulthood [102]. In addition, this cluster examines trends in alcohol-related 
morbidity and mortality among college students in the United States [52].  

• Cluster 4 (yellow) comprises of 7 publications is labelled as “identity formation in emerging adulthood”. These publications 
examine the development and exploration of identity during emerging adulthood, focusing on the processes of exploration, 
commitment, and crisis resolution, as well as the role of personal agency in shaping an individual’s identity during this crucial 
developmental period [40]. seminal work on identity formation emphasizes identity crisis as a fundamental aspect of adolescent 
development. He stresses the significance of resolving this crisis in order to attain a coherent sense of self [67,68]. extends Erikson’s 
work by introducing the concept of ego-identity status, which classifies the identity development of adolescents into four statuses 
based on their levels of commitment and exploration [66]. contribute to this body of knowledge by extending Marcia’s 
four-dimensional model to include ruminative exploration. They highlight the importance of considering both adaptive and 
maladaptive identity formation explorations [96]. introduce the concepts of identity and agency in emerging adulthood and 
describe two developmental pathways in the process of individualization. They emphasize the significance of personal agency in 
identity formation and the transition to adulthood.  

• Cluster 5 (purple) comprises of 6 publications is labelled as “parental control and emerging adult well-being”. The publications 
focus on parental control and its effect on the well-being and development of adolescents and young adults [18]. reintroduced the 

Table 2 
Top 10 documents with the highest co-citation and total link strength.  

Documents Citation Total link 
strength 

[4]. Emerging adulthood: A theory of development from the late teens through the twenties.American psychologist, 55 (5), 469. 1158 2639 
[40].Identity youth and crisis (No. 7). WW Norton & company. 215 805 
[7].Emerging adulthood: The winding road from the late teens through the twenties.Oxford University Press. 231 736 
[87]. The CES-D scale: A self-report depression scale for research in the general population.Applied psychological measurement, 1 (3), 

385–401. 
171 594 

[53]. Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives.Structural equation 
modeling: a multidisciplinary journal, 6 (1), 1–55. 

198 544 

[75]. (2017). Mplus User’s Guide. Muthén & Muthén. 172 540 
[9]. Emerging adulthood: What is it, and what is it good for?Child development perspectives, 1 (2), 68–73. 182 499 
[67]. Development and validation of ego-identity status.Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 3 (5), 551–558. 110 452 
[8]. The developmental context of substance use in emerging adulthood.Journal of drug issues, 35 (2), 235–254. 139 441 
[77]. Distinguishing features of emerging adulthood: The role of self-classification as an adult.Journal of adolescent research, 20 (2), 

242–262. 
89 392 

Source: Author interpretation based on VOSviewer analysis. 
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notion of parental psychological control and emphasized the significance of studying this understudied aspect of parenting [78]. 
examined parenting in emerging adulthood and identified clusters of parenting styles and their associated variables [82]. refined 
the concept of parental control by defining helicopter parenting as a distinct construct characterized by excessive involvement and 
control in the lives of emerging adult children [90]. focused on the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and 
well-being via the self-determination theory, which resonates with the study of parental control and its effects on emerging adults. 
Last but not least [92], investigated the impact of helicopter parenting on the well-being of college students, shedding light on the 
consequences of this form of parental control. 

The co-citation analysis summary, which includes cluster label, number of articles, and representative publication, is shown in 
Table 3. 

4. Co-word analysis 

A total of 74 keywords were found from a minimum of 60 occurrences. The co-word analysis revealed that ‘emerging adulthood’ 
was the most frequently occurring keyword (1057 occurrences), followed by college-students (528 occurrences) and ‘emerging adults’ 
(505 occurrences). Table 4 shows the top 15 co-word analysis keywords. As a result, Fig. 3 depicts the network structure of keyword co- 
occurrence. There are five identifiable clusters in the figure. All can be inferred to be closely related. Based on each cluster, the 
following were further discussed and elaborated.  

• Cluster 1 (Red): This cluster is made up of 19 keywords titled “college binge drinking: patterns, predictors, and consequences”. 
The phenomenon of binge drinking among college students is multifaceted and requires additional research to understand its 
patterns, predictors, and consequences. Students frequently engage in binge drinking in this age group of emerging adulthood [35]. 
Some students increase their alcohol consumption during their college years, while others maintain a moderate level [106]. 
Developing targeted interventions to reduce the harmful effects of excessive alcohol use requires identifying the predictors of these 
distinct patterns [55]. Peer influence, family history, mental health problems, and socio-cultural norms may be risk factors [1,21, 
48]. Academic performance, social relationships, mental health, and long-term physical health are all negatively affected by binge 
drinking [47,108]. Understanding the complexities of binge drinking in college will aid in the development of effective prevention 
strategies and support systems to mitigate the negative effects on young adults. 

• Cluster 2 (green): This cluster contains 19 keywords titled “university adjustment”. First-year university students face a signif-
icant transition as they move from high school to university during the crucial phase of emerging adulthood [61,86]. This period is 
characterized by the development of their identity, personality, and perception of life, as they explore new associations and at-
tachments [59,105]. The well-being and satisfaction of college students are directly influenced by the support networks they 
receive from their peers, families, and educational institutions [70,71]. As young adults navigate this complex and transformative 
phase, it becomes crucial to comprehend the role of effective adjustment strategies. By fostering a sense of self and cultivating 
resilience, students can successfully embrace the challenges and opportunities of their university experience, resulting in a more 
stable and satisfying life [51,65]. Universities can improve students’ overall well-being by emphasizing supportive environments 
and student-centered interventions, paving the way for a smooth transition into adulthood.  

• Cluster 3 (Blue): This cluster consists of 12 keywords titled “mental health disparities and coping mechanisms”. This cluster 
examines the prevalence and impact of mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and stress, with a focus on gender dif-
ferences, self-esteem, and social support [41]. Mental health is a growing concern in modern society, with symptoms manifesting in 
various ways and affecting individuals differently. Men and women experience unique stressors and societal expectations that 
impact their overall well-being [63,85,107]. Individuals with low self-esteem are more susceptible to developing anxiety and 
depression [42,112], making self-esteem an additional important factor. Social support is essential for mitigating the effects of 
mental health problems, as it provides individuals with a network of emotional, informational, and practical assistance to manage 
stressors and symptoms [54,62]. Understanding these dynamics can facilitate the creation of targeted interventions and the 
development of effective strategies for promoting mental health and resiliency in diverse populations.  

• Cluster 4 (Yellow): This cluster contains 10 keywords titled “youth and family dynamics”. This cluster focuses on the interplay of 
multiple factors influencing the growth, development, and well-being of young people within the family context. This cluster 
investigates the influence of diverse experiences, attitudes, and behaviors on adolescents and children, with a focus on the roles of 
gender and family dynamics in shaping their health and overall development [28]. This cluster seeks to comprehend how the 
attitudes and behaviors of family members can influence the experiences of youth and children, both positively and negatively 

Table 3 
Co-citation clusters on emerging adulthood in higher education institutions.  

Cluster Cluster label Number of articles Representative publications 

1 (red) Emerging adulthood and mental health 21 [4,9,15,20,37,45,57,79,94,101,113]. 
2 (Green) Emerging adulthood and transitional challenges 13 [2,5,6,12,60,77,98,104]. 
3 (Blue) Alcohol and substance use in emerging adulthood 13 [22,31,32,52,81,91,102,109]. 
4 (yellow) Identity formation in emerging adulthood 7 [40,66–68,96] 
5 (Purple) Parental control and emerging adult well-being 6 [18,78,82,90,92]  
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[88]. It also investigates how gender roles and expectations affect adolescents’ mental and physical health, as well as their ability to 
navigate complex social environments [17]. This cluster aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors that 
contribute to the well-being and development of young people by delving into their diverse experiences, with the ultimate goal of 
informing policies and interventions that can foster healthy and resilient youth. 

Table 5 provided a summary of the co-word analysis of emerging adulthood in higher education institutions, which included cluster 
labels, the number of keywords, and representative keywords. 

Table 4 
Top 15 keywords in the co-occurrence of keywords analysis of emerging adulthood in HEIs.  

Rank Keyword Occurrences Total link strength 

1. Emerging adulthood 1057 3817 
2. College-students 528 2048 
3. Emerging adults 505 1846 
4. Adolescents 418 1691 
5. Depression 284 1296 
6. Transition 284 1238 
7. Substance use 269 1176 
8. College 278 1142 
9. Adolescence 260 1076 
10. Mental-health 242 1030 
11. College students 223 924 
12. Gender 224 923 
13. Stress 178 876 
14. Young-adults 204 855 
15. Health 193 822  

Fig. 3. Co-word analysis of emerging adult and higher education institution.  
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4.1. Implications 

This article reviews the current state of research on emerging adulthood in the context of higher education and offers valuable 
insight into the nuances of this new and coherent body of work. It provides a comprehensive conceptual map of the field to deepen our 
knowledge of the interconnections between the most researched topics and the most powerful figures in the field [43]. The article 
sheds light on the intellectual structure of the emerging adulthood field of study within the context of higher education institutions by 
means of a systematic bibliographic analysis of co-citations and co-words. By using these findings, scholars can better orientate their 
work within the field and pinpoint gaps in the current body of knowledge [58]. For instance, further research could expand on the five 
overarching theme clusters that emerged from a more comprehensive review of specialised literatures to examine key findings and 
major debates within each theme. Mental health, transitional challenges, alcohol and substance use, identity formation, and parental 
control are all interconnected and have important theoretical implications. 

Alcohol and substance use in university students suggest that specific factors contribute to the development of substance abuse in 
this population, including social influences, developmental transitions, and personal motivations. This underscores the importance of 
future research into these risk factors to prevent and intervene in alcohol and substance abuse among university students. Recognizing 
the significance of exploration, commitment, and crisis resolution in identity formation during the transition to adulthood is essential. 
As first-year university students navigate the complexities of emerging adulthood, it is vital to understand the role of personal agency 
and effective adjustment strategies in shaping their self-identity. By fostering supportive environments and student-centered in-
terventions, universities can contribute to a more stable and satisfying transition into adulthood for their students. Furthermore, 
understanding the intricate dynamics of mental health in emerging adults, including the role of gender differences, self-esteem, and 
social support, is crucial for early intervention and prevention. By comprehending the complex factors contributing to mental health 
issues, researchers and practitioners can develop targeted strategies to promote mental well-being and resilience in diverse pop-
ulations, ultimately reducing the long-term negative outcomes associated with untreated mental health concerns. Parenting control 
highlights the importance of understanding the impact of parenting on the mental health and self-identity of emerging adults. 
Comprehending how individuals navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by parental control and its effect on the well- 
being and development of adolescents and young adults, as well as how this process influences their growth and sense of self, is 
essential. 

4.2. Limitations and conclusion 

While this review paper does much to shed light on the burgeoning field of research on emerging adulthood in the context of higher 
education, it is not without its foibles. The practise of conducting systematic literature reviews utilizing bibliometrics is widely 
accepted in other fields, such as higher education [44], but it is just starting to gain traction in psychology. This review of the literature 
only includes WoS-indexed sources; any potentially relevant publications that were not WoS-indexed were omitted. It is also essential 
to acknowledge the constraints of the search string and inclusion/exclusion criteria with the key term. To make the results easier to 
interpret, publications that were not indexed by SSCI and SCIE, were not written in English, and were not articles were excluded from 
the analysis. The interpretability of the authors’ inductive reasoning determines the subjectivity of classifying the research theme. 
Depending on how these results are interpreted, one might arrive at a different conclusion regarding the study’s main finding. 
Additionally, due to the search being conducted on May 9, 2023, the dataset may not comprehensively cover articles published in 2022 
and 2023. This limitation could result in an incomplete understanding of the most recent trends and findings in the research area. 

This bibliometric study provides a unique and valuable new angle on the topic of emerging adulthood in the context of higher 
education institutions. This research uses co-citation and co-word analysis to survey scholarly articles on emerging adulthood in the 
context of higher education institutions; map the network of this particular topic; and forecast future developments in this field. There 
was a total of 2484 publications retrieved from the WoS database. An increasing body of research has been conducted on the topic since 
2002, and this trend is expected to continue in the years to come, making the topic increasingly relevant to higher education in-
stitutions. As a result, the co-citation analysis yields five research themes, whereas the co-word analysis yields four themes related to 
emerging adulthood in higher education institutions. 

Table 5 
Co-word analysis on emerging adulthood in HEIs.  

Cluster No and 
colour 

Cluster label Number of 
keywords 

Representative Keywords 

1 (red) College binge drinking: Patterns, 
predictors, and consequences 

19 Alcohol-use, binge drinking, college students, consumption, emerging adults, risk, 
substance use, trajectories, predictors, consequences, patterns 

2 (green) University adjustment 19 Adjustment, associations, attachment, college, emerging adulthood, identity, life, 
perceptions, personality, satisfaction, self, students, support, transition, university, 
well-being 

3 (blue) Mental health disparities and coping 
mechanisms 

12 Anxiety, depression, gender-differences, mental health, prevalence, self-esteem, 
social support, stress, symptoms 

4 (yellow) Youth and family dynamics 10 Adolescents, attitudes, behaviors, children, experiences, family, gender, health, 
impact, youth.  

W. Wider et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         
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[74] M.J. Montgomery, J.E. Côté, College as a Transition to Adulthood, Blackwell handbook of adolescence, 2003, pp. 149–172. 
[75] L.K. Muthén, B. Muthén, Mplus User’s Guide, Muthén & Muthén, 2017. 
[76] L.J. Nelson, The theory of emerging adulthood 20 years later: a look at where it has taken us, what we know now, and where we need to go, Emerg. Adulthood 

9 (3) (2021) 179–188. 
[77] L.J. Nelson, C.M. Barry, Distinguishing features of emerging adulthood: the role of self-classification as an adult, J. Adolesc. Res. 20 (2) (2005) 242–262. 
[78] L.J. Nelson, L.M. Padilla-Walker, K.J. Christensen, C.A. Evans, J.S. Carroll, Parenting in emerging adulthood: an examination of parenting clusters and 

correlates, J. Youth Adolesc. 40 (2011) 730–743. 
[79] M.C. Nelson, M. Story, N.I. Larson, D. Neumark-Sztainer, L.A. Lytle, Emerging adulthood and college-aged youth: an overlooked age for weight-related 

behavior change, Obesity 16 (10) (2008) 2205. 
[80] M.L. Nice, M. Joseph, The features of emerging adulthood and individuation: relations and differences by college-going status, age, and living situation, Emerg. 

Adulthood (2022), 21676968221116545. 
[81] P.M. O’Malley, L.D. Johnston, Epidemiology of alcohol and other drug use among American college students, J. Stud. Alcohol 14 (2002) 23–39. 
[82] L.M. Padilla-Walker, L.J. Nelson, Black hawk down?: establishing helicopter parenting as a distinct construct from other forms of parental control during 

emerging adulthood, J. Adolesc. 35 (5) (2012) 1177–1190. 

W. Wider et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref37
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref40
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref43
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref43
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJM-05-2022-0247/full/html
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref45
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref45
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref46
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref47
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref48
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref48
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref49
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref49
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref52
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref52
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref53
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref53
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref54
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref54
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref55
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref55
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref56
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref56
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref57
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref57
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref58
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref58
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref59
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref59
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref60
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref60
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref61
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref61
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref62
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref62
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref63
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref63
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref64
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref65
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref65
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref66
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref66
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref67
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref68
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref69
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref69
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref70
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref70
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref71
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref72
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref73
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref74
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref75
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref76
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref76
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref77
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref78
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref78
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref79
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref79
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref80
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref80
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref81
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref82
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(23)04195-6/sref82


Heliyon 9 (2023) e16988

11

[83] L.M. Padilla-Walker, L.J. Nelson (Eds.), Flourishing in Emerging Adulthood: Positive Development during the Third Decade of Life, Oxford University Press, 
2017. 

[84] G. Parameswaran, The social historical roots of the concept of emerging adulthood and its impact on early adults, Theor. Psychol. 30 (1) (2020) 18–35. 
[85] A.M. Parenteau, C.J. Boyer, L.J. Campos, A.F. Carranza, L.K. Deer, D.T. Hartman, C.E. Hostinar, A review of mental health disparities during COVID-19: 

evidence, mechanisms, and policy recommendations for promoting societal resilience, Dev. Psychopathol. (2022) 1–22. 
[86] H. Park, J.J. Chiang, M.R. Irwin, J.E. Bower, H. McCreath, A.J. Fuligni, Developmental trends in sleep during adolescents’ transition to young adulthood, Sleep 

Med. 60 (2019) 202–210. 
[87] L.S. Radloff, The CES-D scale: a self-report depression scale for research in the general population, Appl. Psychol. Meas. 1 (3) (1977) 385–401. 
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