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27, 19 First-generation students’ transitions to college are not 
only complicated by cultural differences, but also by the per-
ception of college and one’s identity as a college student. 

Many first-generation students have a mental representa-
tion of college that differs from that of some their continuing-
generation peers: they believe that college is a privilege, not 
a given nor a right.18 As this overarching belief colors what 
first-generation students deem to be a productive use of time 
on campus, they may feel increased pressure to succeed and 
tension between their identities at home and at school.17 As 
higher education may have been perceived as nearly unattain-
able, first-generation students feel added pressure to devote 
most of their energy to academic progress.18, 25 The interac-
tion of these beliefs lead to high expectations and increased 
academic pressure in first-generation students.

Early college GPA is an indicator of success for first-gen-
eration college students.8 Because first-generation students 
highly value college as a means of upward social mobility, 
their GPA affects their perceived ability to match their peers’ 
performance.8 If they perform poorly their first semester, 
then they are more likely to change majors or drop out.8 This 
emphasizes feelings of acculturative stress, during which 
most students believe that the difficulties of acculturation will 
decrease once they complete college and increase their poten-
tial for economic advancement.19 If students do not believe 
that academic success is attainable, they will not believe 
that they can overcome acculturative stress or the pressures 
of college, and will be more likely to quit. This also weaves 
into imposter syndrome, in which first-generation students 
believe that they do not belong in environments of higher 
education and are not fit to take on the role of an undergrad-
uate.7 As first-generation college students are more likely to 
enter college with feelings of underpreparedness, they men-
tally represent themselves as people pretending to belong in 
college, versus capable students deserving spots at their insti-
tutions.16 This mental representation that stems from incom-
patibility between student and home identities can also mani-
fest itself in helplessness when students struggle. Specifically, 
first-generation students are less likely to seek help and men-
tal health resources, as they are prone to stigma perceptions 
and believe it will confirm their imposter status.25 All of these 
factors directly contribute to the buildup of chronic stress and 
the proliferation of other stressors from being exposed to the 
university environment.20 While social support can mitigate 
these stressors’ effects on wellbeing, first-generation students’ 
financial situations and lack of cultural and social capital limit 
the on-campus relationships they can craft. 

Financial strain, in terms of perceived economic stress 
and lack of economic support, is a heavy stressor plaguing col-
lege students.1 Many first-generation students are low-income 
students that need to work to support themselves. This cre-
ates financial stress and disconnects students from campuses, 
especially if they have to work full-time and commute to miti-
gate costs.8 This disconnect hinders first-generation students 
from building faculty and peer connections, which hampers 
their acculturation to college and acquirement of cultural and 
social capital.11 Cultural capital is the general familiarity with 
college norms while social capital is the understanding of 

funding needs to be allotted to the creation of programs that 
ensure these students’ success in higher education. As first-
generation students report more financial stress, their choice 
of institution is highly based on financial feasibility. While 
many private colleges with large endowments have begun ini-
tiatives for low-income students, unmet financial need is still 
an issue. This makes public universities with lower endow-
ments, but lower prices, more attractive to first-generation 
students.1 Private and public four-year universities also have 
different cultures, with private universities’ general populace 
of wealthier, continuing-generation students contributing to 
first-generation students’ feelings of isolation.6

First-generation college students often perceive university 
stressors differently from their continuing-generation peers 

due to their unique lived experi-
ences, cultural capital before col-
lege, and identity formation pro-
cesses. This can lead to different 
coping mechanisms and differ-
ent mental health outcomes. As 
programs have aimed to increase 
enrollment of first-generation 
college students in American 

institutions of higher education, examination of first-genera-
tion students’  experiences and stressors is necessary.

ACCULTURATION AND IDENTITY

For most of higher education’s history, university has been 
reserved for the wealthy and middle class to enter the 

upper echelons of society. Due to their upbringing among 
college graduates, continuing-generation students are aware 
of what is expected in college and how to succeed.6 As first-
generation students did not grow up in this network, they 
need to consult sources outside of their family to acculturate 
to college.18 Acculturation is the adjustment in attitudes, val-
ues, behaviors, and beliefs individuals undergo when transi-
tioning from one cultural environment to another, and accul-
turative stress is experienced as a result.19 While acculturation 
has traditionally been studied in immigrant groups assimi-
lating to the U.S., first-generation students also experience 
cultural mismatch when they matriculate into a four-year 
university.10 American university culture is highly depen-
dent on American middle class norms of independence.10 As 
many first-generation students come from immigrant or low-
income families, collegiate culture is unfamiliar and uncom-
fortable.10 These feelings of alienation and isolation manifest 
as academic acculturative stress, which has been linked to low 
self-esteem, depression and anxiety, and increased attrition.12, 
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IN THE UNITED STATES, COLLEGE IS A CULTUR- 
ally accepted period of flux for teenagers transitioning to 
young adults. In the American collective conscious, col-

lege generally conjures feelings of stress and the image of an 
archetypal, confused college student. However, college demo-
graphics are shifting. While colleges used to be comprised of 
majority white, middle class, and continuing-generation stu-
dents, populations of low-income, ethnic minority, and first-
generation students are increasing.18 As college accessibility 
increases through encouragement to pursue higher education 
at the high-school level and new university programs aimed 
at diversifying campuses, studying of the effects of college 
stress on historically underrepresented groups is necessary. 

First-generation students, who make up 50% of under-
graduates, are students whose 
parents did not attain a 4-year 
college degree.16,1 In the U.S., a 
college education is a pathway 
to upward social mobility, which 
motivates many first-generation 
and low-income students to 
pursue a degree.1 Despite this 
motivation, only 10% of first-
generation and/or low-income students have college degrees 
by age 25, compared to 50% of their continuing and/or non 
low-income peers.1 Though not all first-generation students 
are low-income students, and vice versa, both populations 
face similar social and financial stressors in the college 
environment. 

Stress is the homeostatic emotional, physiological, cog-
nitive, and behavioral response to events that individuals 
perceive as threatening.13 Most notably, the stress response 
is triggered when individuals deem that their personal 
resources are not enough to meet the demands of a stressful 
situation.13 While there are many types of stressors, college 
students often fall victim to psychological stressors because 
of their social and academic commitments. As first-gener-
ation students are exposed to stress from acculturation and 
imposter syndrome, they exhibit heightened levels of per-
ceived stress and perceived inability to thrive compared to 
their continuing-generation peers.16 This perceived stress can 
lead to physical outcomes like increased levels of cortisol via 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis activation, which 
has been linked to weakened immune systems, metabolic 
syndrome, and increased risk of mortality.23, 3 College stu-
dents are also more likely to experience chronic stress, which 
is long-lasting and detrimental.5 While college stressors can-
not be eliminated, coping can mediate the stress response by 
encouraging individuals to reframe challenging situations.20 

While many colleges and universities have invested 
in increasing the enrollment of first-generation students, 

these cultural norms used to create mutually beneficial rela-
tionships and networks.16 As parents usually transmit college 
cultural capital to their children, growing up without parents 
familiar with American higher education promotes accul-
turative stress in first-generation students.14 This, with other 
concomitant stressors like racial and class-based discrimina-
tion, cause first-generation students to perceive more stress 
and cope with it in less active and effective ways.12

THE STRESS RESPONSE

College cultural capital is not only limited to the social 
sector. Cultural capital, or lack thereof, is directly related 

to the stressors first-generation college students perceive and 
their coping strategies. For some low-income first-generation 
students, having been exposed to neighborhood violence or 
racial/ethnic discrimination in childhood has affected their 
ability to cope with stress as young adults.12 Though one can-
not confirm causality between exposure to uncontrollable 
stressors and coping mechanisms, first-generation college 
students do tend to utilize more disengaged and less opti-
mistic coping methods.12 This may be due to first-generation 
students’ lack of knowledge regarding the best college-stress 
coping mechanisms, as they have not been able to discuss the 
unique stressors of college with parents or guardians. While 
continuing-generation students may know that active coping, 
or taking direct action like going to professors’ office hours, is 
the best way to handle academic stress, first-generation stu-
dents are more likely to cope reactively by distancing them-
selves from the stressor.16 Coping reactively overtime leads to 
stress proliferation and higher likelihood of adverse outcomes 
like nervous breakdowns and college dropouts.16 Active cop-
ing ability is a significant predictor of academic success, so 
first-generation students already facing an overwhelming set 
of stressors are also more likely to have lower social and aca-
demic satisfaction and GPAs.16 

First-generation students’ reactions to stress and coping 
abilities are also emotionally linked.1 Many first-generation 
college students report feelings of isolation, marginaliza-
tion, and loneliness.11 This form of chronic stress is often 
tied to emotional responses, and first-generation college stu-
dents have reported that they cope with stressors through 
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dissonance and feelings of anger and frustration.11 This may 
be due to the large emotional ties first-generation students 
have to pursuing higher education. As mentioned previously, 
while their continuing-generation peers view college as a 
natural progression of their lives, first-generation students 
associate college with the pressure of upward social mobility, 
the anxiety of not reaching success, and the guilt of disap-
pointing their families despite their sacrifice and hard work.15 
The underlying difference between first-generation students’ 
personal motives and college norms leads to increased levels 
of cortisol and negative emotions.10 

Some scholars believe that reframing emotional responses 
via value affirmation, which lessens the impact of imposter 
syndrome through attesting to personal values and empha-
sizing self-worth, can help first-generation students decrease 
their amount of perceived stress and adopt healthier coping 
mechanisms.10 This approach carries even more weight given 
the relationship between stress levels and perceived ability to 
cope. When studying first-generation student loneliness dur-
ing the transition to college, researchers found that students 
who reported high levels of loneliness and perceived coping 
efficacy showcased a more adaptive response to the transition 
in their daily cortisol levels.9 Findings also show that students 
with low coping efficacy perceived the college transition to be 
more stressful than they could handle, as their cortisol pat-
terns showcased a chronic, unhealthy stress-response.9 

MENTAL HEALTH OF FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS

While chronic stress has been proven to lead to negative 
physical health outcomes like metabolic syndrome and 

cardiovascular disease, the current state of wellness research 
in first-generation students is most focused on mental health 
outcomes. Though one study found an association between 
stress in first-generation students and somatic symptoms like 
pain and fatigue, this association was also considered a com-
plex manifestation of psychological problems.26 As first-gen-
eration students perceive a variety of stressors related to their 
families, their belonging, and their academic and financial 
responsibilities, they are more likely to suffer from PTSD, anx-
iety, and depression.12 This is compounded by first-generation 
students’ increased likelihood to have been exposed to more 
traumatic events as children if they come from a lower socio-
economic status.12 With this, acculturation stress in itself has 

been associated with anxiety, demoralization, decreased 
self-efficacy, and reduced psychological wellbeing among 
first-generation students.12, 27 As first-generation students 
deal with interconnected stressors, studies on mental 
health emphasize the role of self-efficacy and belonging to 
first-generation student psychological well-being. 

Psychological well-being is defined as one’s general 
psychological functioning measured through cognition 
and affected by life satisfaction and experiences.26 Of all 
the contributors to psychological well-being, studies on 
first-generation students focus on self-esteem and self-
efficacy due to their relevance in the college experience.26 
As self-esteem is one’s belief in their worth and self-effi-
cacy is one’s belief in their competence, students’ levels of 
self-esteem and self-efficacy impact their identities as stu-

dents and as employees post-graduation.26, 21 Self-esteem and 
self-efficacy have also been cited as predictors of depression.26 
As both measures are dependent on social support, first-gen-
eration college students are at risk for worse psychological 
outcomes due to their split social relationships at home and 
school.26 

This difference in cultural identity creates internal con-
flicts unique to first-generation students that affect academic 
self-efficacy and career expectations.26, 21 While continuing-
generation students are able to focus on building indepen-
dence and social relationships at school, first-generation stu-
dents focus more on familial support.26 This separates first-
generation students from campuses, promoting dissonance 
when school-related problems arise, and perpetuating a nega-
tive feedback loop that lowers self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 
life satisfaction. Decreased self-efficacy also creates internal 
limitations on career aspirations through the social cognitive 
career theory, which states that cognitive personal variables 
predict career outcomes.21 Given that many first-generation 
students’ priorities include attaining upward social mobility 
post-graduation, decreased self-efficacy bolsters students’ 
feelings of imposter syndrome and creates internal strife that 
increases stress, promotes poor mental health, and encour-
ages attrition. 

Feelings of belonging are important to psychological 
well-being and relevant to first-generation students. Based on 
perceived differences between peers and their own families, 
first-generation students report lower levels of belonging, less 
use of on-campus counseling services, and greater levels of 
depression and stress compared to continuing-generation 
students.22 Belonging is tied to perceived value in a commu-
nity, and when an individual is fully integrated into a com-
munity, feelings of value support psychological well-being.22 

Due to their increased likelihood of being a commuter and 
their off-campus commitments like working, first-generation 
students are more likely to feel like they don’t belong.22 First-
generation students also experience family achievement guilt, 
or guilt about their educational achievements because their 
families haven’t had access to education, which is associated 
with depressive symptoms.24 In an environment defined by 
middle class norms, first-generation students feel isolated 
and are negatively affected by lack of peer and institutional 
support.2 In this context, first-generation students are less 

likely to seek out counseling services due to their aversion 
to disclosing their stressors in fear of seeming weak to coun-
seling personnel based on their cultural and socioeconomic 
differences.24, 22 This creates a need for special counseling 
services with bias-aware counselors that address academics, 
family, and the transition to college. Mental health problems 
are critical public health issues on college campuses, and all 
the stressors first-generation students face have been linked 
to college attrition and even suicidal ideation.1 As research 
on the health effects of stress on first-generation students is 
based on psychological outcomes, many intervention pro-
grams target mental health. 

EXISTING PROGRAMS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Universities have implemented a variety of programs to 
meet the psycho-emotional needs of their enrolled first-

generation students. Living-learning programs are among the 
most effective types of interventions. Living-learning commu-
nities serve as organized housing cooperatives where students 
with similar identities and experiences live, take courses, and 
attend faculty-run programs 
together.16 Given that first-
generation students are 
more likely to experience 
loneliness and isolation, liv-
ing-learning communities 
have been shown to increase 
college-transition success 
and provide students with 
social networks and cultural 
capital.16 Though these pro-
grams are beneficial, they 
require a lot of funding and planning. Given that most insti-
tutions that serve higher proportions of first-generation stu-
dents are public colleges, their lower endowments limit the 
creation of specialized programs. With this, as first-genera-
tion students report high levels of stress and many off-campus 
commitments, their likelihood of committing to these pro-
grams, or even being aware of them, is low.16 

Another successful type of intervention is implemented 
during class and based on value affirmations. As mentioned 
previously, first-generation students often fall victim to  ste-
reotype threat and imposter syndrome. Value affirmation 
allows students to reflect on their experiences and core values 
to reaffirm their integrity and self-worth.10 By allotting time for 
this in large introductory classes, which are some of the most 
intimidating for students, professors give students space to 
reduce stress while validating their experiences. When imple-
mented in an introductory biology course at a large, public 
university, students’ grades in the biology class and other 
classes improved both that semester and the following one.10

Though these interventions have been successful, scholars 
have suggestions for crafting better programs for first-gener-
ation students. One program that can be implemented at the 
institutional level is limits on class size. As class size increases, 
student participation, attendance, and grades decrease.4  If 
universities follow enrollment size mandates, students will feel 
less threatened to interact with peers and professors.4  Though 

this would improve first-generation students’ experiences, it 
is very unfeasible for most universities to have enough faculty 
or the financial resources to hire multiple professors for one 
course. Universities could also implement a tiered approach 
that focuses on handling stress with all students and inter-
vening directly with students at risk for negative mental 
health outcomes. This model includes learning about coping 
mechanisms, meditation groups, support groups, and free 
yoga to first-generation and low-income students.1 Again, 
a program like this would need funding to be successful, as 
well as approval across departments to ensure that students 
are monitored with counseling staff available when necessary.

CONCLUSION

While the amount of literature available on the experi-
ences of first-generation college students has increased 

with their enrollment, there is still a need for more research. 
The majority of existing studies that focus on psychosocial 
factors and outcomes are heavily based on self-report. Though 
this research has elucidated findings regarding acculturation, 

first-generation identity, 
and the importance of per-
ceived belonging in a new 
environment, more stud-
ies are needed on the long-
term health effects of being 
a first-generation student. 
Of increased importance 
is research on the physical 
health outcomes of deal-
ing with heightened stress 
levels associated with first-

generation status, as very little information is currently avail-
able. More studies are also needed on non-health outcomes of 
first-generation students other than college attrition rate. As 
being first-generation influences one’s identity in the work-
force with the persistence of imposter syndrome, studies are 
needed to identify and address systemic factors that continue 
to challenge first-generation students post-graduation.

Once more information is available, there is a need for 
investment in first-generation students on college campuses. 
While many private universities are implementing pro-
grams to increase enrollment of underrepresented students, 
these programs can only do so much to alleviate accultura-
tion stress in a predominantly continuing-education envi-
ronment. Funding needs to be available for longitudinal 
programming that facilitates community and support for 
first-generation students throughout their four years. These 
programs need to be implemented both at private and public 
four-year universities, and staff needs to be culturally aware 
to limit bias and the tokenization of these student groups. 
First-generation students are just as capable of succeeding 
as their continuing-generation counterparts, and programs 
that encourage their enrollment in higher education need 
to be followed by programs that encourage their retention.
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that encourage their enrollment in higher 
education need to be followed by programs 

that encourage their retention.”


