
288

The Professional Counselor™ 
Volume 14, Issue 3, Pages 288–303

http://tpcjournal.nbcc.org
© 2024 NBCC, Inc. and Affiliates

doi: 10.15241/mln.14.3.288

Counseling Emerging Adults: A 
Phenomenological Investigation of 
Professional Counselors’ Lived Experiences

Emerging adults (18–29 years) are at a vulnerable developmental stage for mental health issues. The 
counseling field has been slow to adapt to the evolving landscape of the specific needs of emerging adult 
clients. The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the experiences of professional counselors 
who primarily counsel emerging adult clients. Using interpretative phenomenological analysis, data was 
collected from 11 professional counselors to produce four major themes of their experiences working with 
emerging adult clients: parental pressures, self-discovery, transitions, and dating and attachment. The 
findings from this study provide insights regarding practices and preparation for professional counselors to 
work with emerging adult clients. 

Keywords: emerging adults, professional counselors, experiences, phenomenological, qualitative study

     Emerging adulthood (18–29 years) is a distinct human developmental stage between adolescence 
and adulthood. Arnett (2000) defined emerging adulthood after interviewing hundreds of young 
adults around the United States about their developmental experiences over several years. It is a 
period of life that is both theoretically and empirically different than late adolescence and early 
adulthood due to the psychosocial factors that young adults experience during this time in their 
lives (Lane, 2020). It is a time when individuals often leave their parents’ or guardians’ home, enter 
college or begin a career, seek romantic relationships, and begin to make decisions independently 
(Arnett, 2004). Emerging adults no longer experience the restrictions from their parents/guardians or 
teachers and they are not yet burdened with normative adult responsibilities. These freedoms allow 
individuals to develop qualities (e.g., self-sufficiency, new adult roles, major responsibilities) that are 
required during adulthood (Arnett, 2004). 

     As a result of this shift in human development, individuals in their twenties are marrying and 
starting families later, changing jobs more frequently, and pursuing higher levels of education than 
they were in previous decades (Arnett, 2015). Thus, the developmental factors and needs of this 
age group have been increasingly shifting. Although emerging adulthood is the most well-studied 
theory of young adult development, it is not without limitations. The most notable of these is the 
applicability of emerging adulthood features to young adults in all contexts. For example, the college 
experience offers young adults new opportunities to explore their identities and to try new things 
that non–college-going young adults may not experience (Mitchell & Syed, 2015). Additionally, 
emerging adulthood may be a Western-centric experience that young adults in other parts of the 
world may not experience in the same way (Hendry & Kloep, 2010).
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     Emerging adulthood is distinguished by its five defining features: identity exploration, sense 
of possibilities, self-focus, instability, and feeling in-between (Arnett, 2004, 2015). These features 
indicate normative developmental affordances and challenges, as well as help to define the common 
experiences of emerging adulthood (Nelson, 2021; Nice & Joseph, 2023). Identity exploration refers 
to emerging adults’ process of self-discovery in education, careers, and romantic partnerships. Sense 
of possibilities refers to emerging adults’ tendency to look to the future optimistically, imagining 
the many avenues they may take in their lives. Self-focus, not to be confused with selfishness, is the 
normative process in which emerging adults have the opportunity to focus on themselves without 
parental constraints, and before the responsibilities of marriage or parenthood. Feeling in-between is 
the developmental limbo between adolescence and adulthood, when emerging adults do not identify 
as an adolescent or an adult. Lastly, instability refers to emerging adults experiencing unstable and 
frequently changing life conditions, such as change in romantic partnerships, transitioning to and 
from college, or moving in and out of living situations (Arnett, 2015). 

     Experiencing these normative developmental features often results in challenges to emerging adults’ 
mental health (Arnett et al., 2014; Lane, 2015a; Lane et al., 2017). Navigating identity exploration and 
new possibilities by experimenting with anomalous life roles and experiences may lead to distress and 
failure (Lane, 2015b). The subjective experience of not feeling salient in adulthood but being tasked 
with new adult responsibilities that were not present in adolescence may cause periods of identity crisis 
and various psychological difficulties (Lane et al., 2017; Weiss et al., 2012). The various transitions such 
as entering and leaving college, starting and ending careers, or moving out of the house of a parent/
guardian and moving in with roommates or living alone may contribute to instabilities and significant 
distress (Murphy et al., 2010; Nice & Joseph, 2023). Additionally, the salience of emerging adults’ cultural 
identities affects the ways in which they experience satisfaction with their lives (Nice, 2024). Although 
not every emerging adult will experience all of these difficulties (Buhl, 2007), many will respond with 
significant distress that may affect the critical juncture in mental health development that occurs during 
the emerging adulthood years (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022; Lane, 2015a). The mental 
health needs of emerging adults is often overlooked, as society may only see the opportunities for new 
growth, fun, freedom, and promise of being a young adult, and may overlook the instabilities and 
distress that accompany this developmental period (C. Smith et al., 2011).

     Although emerging adults are some of the most vulnerable of the age groups for developing 
mental health issues (Cheng et al., 2015), including being particularly prone to anxiety and 
depression (American College Health Association, 2019), the counseling field has been slow to 
adapt to the evolving landscape of these individuals. Many counselors are challenged with using 
outdated developmental models to conceptualize their work with emerging adult clients that do 
not adequately address the nuances within this age group (Lane, 2015a). During high school years, 
school counselors are often tasked with prioritizing students for college and career readiness, but 
not for their upcoming transition into emerging adults (Nice et al., 2023). Given these circumstances, 
counselors who work with emerging adult clients are uniquely positioned to foster resilience, 
wellness, and navigation of various challenges during this often tumultuous stage of human 
development (Lane, 2015a). Understanding the experiences of professional counselors who work 
primarily with emerging adult clients may be necessary to assess the unique needs and support 
that emerging adult clients can benefit from in the counseling setting. Although other studies have 
examined the lived experiences of counselors working with specific clients (e.g., Wanzer et al., 2021) 
and other phenomena (Coll et al., 2019), no studies have examined counselors’ experiences working 
with emerging adults. 
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     Given that there is little systematic research exploring how counselors experience working with 
emerging adult clients, qualitative research is a warranted methodological approach to understanding 
these social phenomena. Conceptualizing this study using the theoretical lens of emerging adulthood 
(Arnett, 2000, 2004, 2015) and its five features can assist in exploring the experiences of counseling 
emerging adults through a developmental perspective that accounts for the current circumstances of 
young adults. The present research addresses this by investigating the following research question: What 
are the perspectives and experiences of professional counselors working with emerging adult clients? 

Method

     The present qualitative study used interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) by collecting 
data through semi-structured interviews. The IPA approach was selected as the methodology for this 
study in order to reveal the experiences of counselors working with emerging adult clients because 
it permits an abundant level of data collection and interpretation and allows for consideration of 
participant accounts within a broader context/theory (Hays & Singh, 2023). During the interviews, 
participants were given the opportunity to discuss their experiences of working with emerging adult 
clients in order to give voice to their thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes surrounding these experiences. 

Research Team and Reflexivity
     The research team consisted of the first author and principal investigator, Matthew L. Nice; four 
research assistants, Arsh, Rachel A. Dingfelder, Nathan D. Faris, and Jean K. Albert; and an external 
auditor, Michael B. Sickels. Nice holds a PhD in counselor education and supervision and has studied 
and worked with emerging adults in various settings. Albert is a doctoral student in a counselor 
education and supervision program who has worked with emerging adults in a clinical setting. Arsh, 
Dingfelder, and Faris were master’s students at the time of this study who were enrolled in a clinical 
mental health counseling program and who indicated interest in counseling emerging adults after 
graduation. Arsh and Faris identified as emerging adults. Sickels served as the external auditor and 
is a counselor educator who holds a PhD in counselor education and supervision and has several 
years of clinical experience counseling emerging adult clients. Nice pursued this study as part of 
a research agenda that includes emerging adulthood mental health. Arsh, Dingfelder, Faris, and 
Albert were research assistants who worked on this study because they had communicated interest 
in collaborating on this topic and as part of their paid graduate assistantships. Both prior to and 
throughout the study, these research assistants were trained on the qualitative research process, 
conducting qualitative interviews, and data analysis. 

     We engaged in bracketing to minimize the ways in which our experiences, expectations, or any 
potential biases might influence the study. We discussed our experiences in relation to being or 
having been an emerging adult, our roles as scholars who have researched emerging adults and 
clinicians who have counseled emerging adults, and our overall commitment to the counseling 
profession. During these discussions we identified our experiences, acknowledged any biases that 
we may have had, and talked about ways to bracket while conducting interviews. We kept analytic 
memos and personal notes during the data collection and coding process. Sickels examined our 
reflexivity in relation to data collection and coding to provide us with critical feedback.

Participants
     This study consisted of a purposive criteria sample of 11 professional counselors who met the 
following criteria: graduation from a CACREP-accredited counseling program, a minimum of 2 years 
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of professional counseling experience post-graduation, and a full-time caseload of at least 60% or 
more emerging adults (ages 18–29) during their time as a professional counselor. Demographic data 
for each participant are displayed in Table 1. Pseudonyms are used for each counselor selected for the 
study to maintain confidentiality (American Counseling Association [ACA], 2014), along with their 
age, gender, race/ethnicity, highest counseling degree, years of experience as a counselor, and the 
type of work setting. We chose to require 2 years of counseling experience as inclusion criteria given 
that most states require no less than 2 years of experience to become a fully licensed professional 
counselor (e.g., Pennsylvania Department of State, 2024), which is a benchmark of demonstrating 
experience as a professional counselor. We chose not to require that participants hold licensure as a 
professional counselor, as we hoped to include college counselors in our study, many of whom may 
not seek licensure as a professional counselor, as many universities do not require counselors to hold 
licensure to work in counseling centers. We elected to require a full-time caseload of at least 60% 
of clients currently within the ages of 18–29 years to ensure that the experiences of the counselors 
working with this age group were substantial enough to provide generalizability. 

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Pseudonym Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Education

Total 
years as a 

professional 
counselor

Type of practice

Judy 30 Female White MA 5 Private practice

Lorraine 31 Female White PhD 8 Private practice

Peter 48 Male White MA 10 College counseling center

Claire 40 Female White MA 16 Private practice

Christine 30 Female White MA 5 College counseling center

Patricia 48 Female White MA 20 College counseling center

Mark 32 Male White PhD 7 College counseling center

Theresa 30 Female White MA 5 Outpatient practice 
agency

Emily 39 Female White MA 2 College counseling center

Stephen 37 Male Asian MA 7 Community mental health

Sarah 27 Female Hispanic MA 3.5 Outpatient agency & 
private practice

Note. N = 11.
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Procedures and Data Collection
     After we obtained university Institutional Review Board approval, participants were invited 
to participate through convenience sampling from agencies, private practices, and university 
counseling centers in the northeast region of the United States. We also searched online counselor 
directories for counselors who fit the criteria of our study. Upon completing interviews, we also 
recruited participants via snowball sampling by asking initial participants for recommendations 
for new potential participants to interview who also met our inclusion criteria. Given that many 
college counselors’ clients are almost all within the emerging adult age range, they served as valuable 
participants in our data collection. However, these counselors only see clients in the college context 
and do not see non-college emerging adult clients, an important and often forgotten population of 
emerging adults (Nice & Joseph, 2023). To assure the study focused on professional counselors, we 
limited our participants who worked in college counseling centers to account for less than half of our 
total participants (n = 5).

     Interview questions were developed by the research team by first examining the extant counseling 
and young and emerging adulthood literature. Nice developed questions grounded by the literature 
and sent the questions to the research team for their suggestions, additions, and edits. The interview 
questions approved by the research team were sent to Sickels, who provided feedback for creating 
the final interview protocol. Prior to interviews, participants signed a consent form and completed 
a demographics questionnaire. Participants were also provided with a document outlining the five 
features of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004, 2015) that they were asked to review prior to the 
interview in order to better understand and answer the interview questions pertaining to these features. 
We conducted semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 60 minutes via Zoom over an 8-month 
span. Participants were offered a $20 electronic gift card as an incentive for participation. At the start 
of each interview, participants were reminded that questions pertaining to their clients only pertained 
to their emerging adult–aged clients, within the years of 18 to 29, and not any clients outside of that 
age range. Each interview consisted of eight open-ended questions (see Table 2). Participants were also 
asked follow-up questions for clarification. These questions were guided by Arnett’s (2000) theory of 
emerging adulthood, a well-studied and accepted understanding of the developmental markers and 
features that individuals experience during young adult development. 

     To understand participants’ experiences of counseling young adults during this developmental 
phase, we asked several questions pertaining to their experience of their clients’ developmental features 
of emerging adulthood (i.e., identity exploration, sense of possibilities, self-focus, instability, and 
feeling in-between) in counseling sessions. For consistency across participants, we asked each interview 
question in the same order during each interview (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The pace of each 
interview was determined by the participant to allow for the development of richer data (Hays & Singh, 
2023), with impromptu questions asked between established questions when elaboration was needed.
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Table 2

Interview Questions
Question 
Number Question Content

1 What is your process for working with emerging adult clients?
1a •	 Why do you choose to work with this population?

2 What developmental considerations do you make when working with emerging adult clients?
2a •	 Can you provide an example or case using developmental considerations working with 

emerging adult clients?

3 To what extent does clients’ “identity exploration” factor into your counseling of emerging 
adult clients?

4 To what extent does clients’ “sense of possibilities” factor into your counseling of emerging 
adult clients?

5 To what extent does clients’ “feeling in-between” factor into your counseling of emerging adult 
clients?

6 To what extent does clients’ “instability” factor into your counseling of emerging adult clients?

7 To what extent does clients’ “self-focus” factor into your counseling of emerging adult clients?

8 When you look back on the process of counseling emerging adults, what other thoughts stand 
out which we have not discussed about the outcomes of counseling emerging adult clients?

8a •	 How have those implications affected the outcome of the counseling process with 
emerging adult clients?

8b •	 How did you respond to these outcomes as a counselor?

 

     To enhance the trustworthiness, credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of 
the data, we enlisted several procedures during data collection (Morrow, 2005; Prosek & Gibson, 
2021). Field notes, researcher observations, and experiences pertaining to each interview were 
expressed and processed during research team meetings, which assisted in triangulation of data by 
confirming interpretations of interview data (Anney, 2015). Nice used member checking by sending 
each participant documents that outlined summaries of the emergent findings, quotes, themes, 
and data (Flynn & Korcuska, 2018). Of the 11 participants, 10 responded to member checking by 
confirming the accuracy of the documents to the best of their knowledge or suggesting new thoughts 
or ideas regarding the documents. To establish the confirmability of findings, analytic memos and 
a reflexivity journal were used to assist with objectivity in the interpretations during data analysis 
(Saldaña, 2021). Analytic memos were also kept to record thoughts around the meaning behind 
participants’ statements.

     Nice used a reflexivity journal throughout the interviews and data analysis processes and made 
efforts to bracket assumptions as a professional in the counseling field (Hays & Singh, 2023). The 
purposive sampling method of clients based on their experiences of counseling emerging adults 
assisted in establishing transferability of the findings of the study (Anney, 2015). The trustworthiness 
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and dependability of the study was assisted using an external auditor and peer briefer. Sickels served 
as the auditor throughout the study, reviewing interview transcripts, data collection, data analysis, 
themes, and overall processes, procedures, and coherence of the study (Flynn & Korcuska, 2018; Hays 
& Singh, 2023). Nice and Sickels met face-to-face or by phone to engage in peer-debriefing during 
all major points of the study, including Nice’s positionality, thoughts, emotions, and reactions to the 
procedures of the study. 

Data Analysis
     Data was analyzed by following Pietkiewicz and Smith’s (2014) guidelines of data analysis. 
The process involves three stages: immersion, transformation, and connection. This process began 
with Nice listening to recordings of each interview to review the content as a whole and to mark 
any additional observations. Nice and the research team manually transcribed each interview. All 
transcribed interviews were reviewed by Nice concurrently with recordings to ensure accuracy of the 
transcripts and to create a deeper immersion into the data. During this process any new insights or 
observations were recorded in field notes and a reflexivity journal (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The 
rest of the research team also engaged in this three-stage process by reviewing each team member’s 
recordings and processing them in team meetings. Research team members participated in consensus 
coding team meetings after every two or three interviews, resulting in a total of five meetings. Prior 
to meetings team members all examined the materials for coding and submitted them to Nice. During 
meetings Nice led the discussions about each participant interview and the research team discussed 
how and why they arrived at specific codes. Intercoder reliability was maintained by Sickels, who 
examined each initial coding from all research members as well as the coding results from consensus 
coding meetings (Cofie et al., 2022).

     Following IPA qualitative methodology, Nice and the research team reviewed and interpreted their 
notes regarding the transcripts in order to transform them into emergent themes using both hand 
coding and ATLAS.ti coding software (J. A. Smith, 2024). These initial themes were linked together 
by their conceptual similarities, which developed a thematic hierarchy (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). 
Finally, Nice and the research team created a narrative account of each theme, which included direct 
quotes from the participants. The interpretations of these emergent themes and the overall interview 
content were reviewed by Nice and the research team in order to reach agreement on the final, distinct 
themes. Afterward, Sickels conducted an independent cross-analysis on the interview transcripts, 
notes, and emergent and final themes to ensure the accuracy and clarity of the final themes.

Results

     The data analysis process using IPA qualitative methods resulted in four distinct themes. These 
themes were identified and designated based on the meaning related with professional counselors’ 
experiences working with emerging adult clients. It should be noted that anxiety/stress was initially 
considered as a fifth theme; however, further coding and team meetings concluded that anxiety/
stress is grounded within the other four themes and was not an independent distinct theme. Hence, 
the following four phenomenological themes emerged: parental pressures, self-discovery, transitions, 
and dating and attachment. The results of this interpretative phenomenological study are outlined in 
the following section.

Theme 1: Parental Pressures
     This theme indicates the expectations, criticisms, and imposed beliefs that emerging adult clients 
often process in the counseling session. Participants expressed that much of their experiences 
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counseling emerging adult clients involved working on their clients’ relationship with their parents. 
Within this theme, participants expressed that their clients struggle with meeting their parents’ 
expectations, criticisms, standards, and imposed beliefs. Sarah shared:
 

A lot of people, whether they had good or bad relationships with their families, are 
learning how that looks now in their adulthood, like how they incorporate their family. 
So like creating more boundaries and what not, boundaries is a huge thing for this.

     Mark asserted: “Parents are always into the stuff [emerging adult clients] are doing and criticizing it, 
saying ‘no, do this or that instead.’ I think it pushes them into feeling like they are still this adolescent 
or kid.” Additionally, Stephen mentioned: “Clients might be going through, let’s say, gender identity. 
There’s this rejection of themselves from their parents when they were younger, and they struggle 
exploring who they want to be, because they were never fully accepted by their parents.” Participants 
largely expressed that although their emerging adult clients are adults, their parents still have a 
profound effect on them and what they bring to counseling sessions. Counselors experiencing their 
clients navigating their parental relationships is likely due to the individuation process (Youniss 
& Smollar, 1985). Individuation is an age-normative co-constructed process occurring in emerging 
adulthood in which young adults redefine their relationship with their parents after transitioning 
into emerging adulthood (Zupančič & Kavčič, 2014). This process often involves young adults’ fear of 
disappointing, seeking approval, and navigating parent intrusiveness (Nice & Joseph, 2023). 

Theme 2: Self-Discovery
     The theme self-discovery refers to counselors’ experiences of assisting emerging adult clients in 
finding who they are, how they fit into society, and their exploration of being an adult. Judy expressed:

I just recognize that there’s a really great impact for folks during these [emerging 
adult] years to explore themselves and really get to know who they are, but in a 
space that feels comfortable and accepting. And, hey, however, you want to show up 
to session, you know that the counselor there has got your back.

     Similarly, Emily stated: “You know [emerging adult clients] are trying these identities possibilities 
on for size, you know, I could be this! What would that feel like? What would that be like?” Claire 
also had similar experiences working with emerging adult clients. She expressed: 

Finding who they are is probably the biggest type of stress that I see [as a 
professional counselor]. What does it mean to be by myself? What does it mean to 
be outside of a family? What does it mean to be alone and not alone? But you know 
just kind of out there in the world.

     This theme likely speaks to the features of emerging adulthood, namely identity exploration and 
instability (Arnett, 2000, 2004). Exploring identities can be a stressful time for young adults, especially 
when some identities are marginalized (Pender et al., 2023). Participants expressed the importance of 
being a stable and safe place for clients as they explore who they are, who they want to be, and their 
place in society. 
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Theme 3: Transitions	
     This theme highlights the worry and indecisiveness emerging adult clients struggle with as they 
transition to their new roles. Based on their experiences focusing on the transitions of emerging adult 
clients in therapy, participants identified and articulated the stressors and challenges to mental health 
experienced by clients facing frequent transitions. To this point, Theresa noted:  

So there’s a lot of transitions that are happening within young adulthood that I 
find really helpful to not only manage within therapy, but just to help clients better 
understand themselves. It’s such a pivotal time to really test out the way in which 
they’re experiencing the world.

     Judy also experienced how transitions can be difficult with some of her emerging adult clients. 
She shared: “I had some [emerging adult clients] who have not had a traumatic background, but 
the instability and chaos of all these changes and transitions really threw them for a loop.” Christine 
noted some specific transitions she sees in her emerging adult clients:

There’s a lot of like hopping around with sort of short timelines, especially if 
they’re not living at home. Their room, their dorm, their apartment, whatever it 
is, is changing every year. A lot of students are transferring in or transferring to 
other schools. Their jobs are changing. They’re getting internships. Their classes 
are different every semester. And so the entire emerging adult experience is pretty 
much based on some level of instability with transitions . . . that plays into the work 
that I do, because I’m trying to give them a place that is stable and consistent, and 
somewhere that they can go and feel safe and comfortable. 

     The frequent transitions and changes that occur in emerging adulthood often lead to instability 
and distress (Howard et al., 2010). Participants noted these transitions, their role in assisting clients 
with these transitions during emerging adulthood, and the importance of the counseling session 
providing clients with stability that they may not be receiving in other areas of their lives. 

Theme 4: Dating and Attachment
     This theme signifies the instability of romantic relationships and learning healthy attachment 
styles that emerging adult clients bring to the counseling session. When discussing some of the most 
prevalent concerns emerging adult clients bring to counseling sessions, Lorraine indicated:

Dating is an interesting time in early adulthood. So I pay attention to that and I 
spend a lot of time on psychoeducation, paying attention to healthy, unhealthy 
attachment styles, unhealthy and healthy relationship characteristics, and what 
people would identify as like red flags. And then going into attachment styles and 
how they’re attaching to others is serving them or not serving them.

     On that note, Christine discussed a specific emerging adult client she is working with: 

Someone I’m working with now is going through a breakup. She was with the same 
person for the past 3 years, and it recently ended. And so, a lot of the work that 
we’re doing now is processing who she is apart from the relationship and doing so 
in a way that feels safe for her.
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Mark identified similar experiences working with emerging adult clients:

[Emerging adult clients say] “my dating relationships are nonexistent. So now I feel 
that I don’t have any worth because I know I can’t take somebody out on a date or go 
to the movies or whatever.” So I think that plays a huge role because it’s almost like 
something that clients that I work with experience. . . . like everything is just not stable.

     Dating and navigating romantic relationships in therapy has been widely researched in counseling 
scholarship (Feiring et al., 2018). Exploring these concepts with emerging adults in therapy may be 
especially crucial given that emerging adulthood is the formative stage in which individuals explore 
romantic relationships (Shulman & Connolly, 2013). Participants indicated that they process healthy and 
unhealthy attachment styles with clients as they navigate dating, which may be significant given the 
effects of emerging adults’ attachment styles on their overall mental health (Riva Crugnola et al., 2021).

Discussion

     Eleven professional counselors provided insight into their experiences and perceptions working 
with emerging adult clients in this study. Four phenomenological themes—parental pressures, self-
discovery, transitions, and dating and attachment—were derived from participants’ perspectives. 
These findings support the available literature on the mental health needs of emerging adults (e.g., 
Cheng et al., 2015; Lane, 2015a) and extend this knowledge with increased direction. 

     The results of this study supported Arnett’s (2000, 2004, 2015) theory of emerging adulthood. 
Participants reported that their clients experience stress and anxiety from age-normative 
developmental experiences. The transitions and dating stress that emerging adults process in 
counseling can be linked to the emerging adulthood feature of instability (Arnett, 2004). The stress 
of self-discovery that is present in emerging adults’ counseling sessions is related to the emerging 
adulthood features of identity exploration, sense of possibilities, self-focus, and feeling in-between 
(Arnett, 2004). The parental pressure that counselors expressed are often prevalent when counseling 
emerging adults is consistent with individuation in emerging adulthood (Youniss & Smollar, 
1985). Komidar and colleagues (2016) found that emerging adults often experience both a fear of 
disappointing their parents and feelings of parental intrusiveness in their lives while traversing the 
individuation process of redefining the parent–child relationship during emerging adulthood. The 
parental pressures that emerging adults process in counseling sessions is likely due to emerging 
adults individuating by establishing their own independence while sustaining a healthy level of 
connectedness with their parents (Nice & Joseph, 2023). 

     Participants’ experiences of their emerging adult clients expressing issues related to pressures from 
their parents stem from many contexts. These pressures came from parents exerting their expectations 
for their emerging adult children to choose specific education and careers and to perform well in them. 
Although emerging adults have newly entered adulthood and can explore their own belief systems, 
counselors still experienced their emerging adult clients feeling pressured to conform to the beliefs that 
their parents imposed on them. Emerging adult clients who were not meeting the specific expectations of 
their parents often expressed stress and anxiety from criticisms they received from their parents. These 
experiences are not to be confused with poor parenting. Mark reported that many parents are “helicopter 
parents” (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012) who are overly involved in their emerging adult children’s 
lives; this increased involvement often results in their children experiencing stress and pressures. 
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     The self-discovery that participants experienced their emerging adult clients undergoing was 
related to emerging adults not only determining who they are, but who they want to be. Given that 
individuals may not feel comfortable exploring their identities in the high school setting (Palkki & 
Caldwell, 2018), emerging adulthood may serve as a safer time for young adults to explore who they 
are. Discovering who they are is a formative task that is often met with much stress and instability 
(Arnett, 2004). Participants found that emerging adult clients often experience stress and anxiety 
about learning what they want in terms of careers, jobs, family roles, and communities. 

     Several participants used the word “scared” when describing how their emerging adult clients 
express their feelings about the many transitions they experience. Counselors noted that their 
emerging adult clients are facing many transitions, such as entering and leaving college, entering and 
leaving jobs, moving out of their parents’ home, moving in with roommates or romantic partners, 
and changing friend groups. With these transitions, counselors reported that their clients expressed 
a level of indecisiveness in knowing if they are following the correct path. Many of these transitions 
come with an increased level of new independence that counselors noted their clients had difficulty 
navigating. In line with prior research (Leipold et al., 2019), counselors expressed that promoting 
resilience and fostering coping methods during these transitions is beneficial to establishing 
consistency, safety, and security for emerging adults in counseling sessions. 

     Internet dating applications have led to emerging adults being more aware of the characteristics 
and criteria for who they want to date (Sprecher et al., 2019). Participants expressed that emerging 
adults often feel distress from the ending of relationships, conflicts with romantic partners, 
navigating who they want to date, and traversing internet dating applications. Several participants 
mentioned that their emerging adult clients’ self-worth was tied to their relationship status or who 
they are in a relationship. Participants reported that their clients’ attachment styles often lead to 
issues in dating. Participants noted that in their experiences, psychoeducation about healthy dating 
and attachment is often necessary to assist clients with these issues in the counseling session. 

Implications for Counselor Practice and Training
     The findings from this study provide valuable insights regarding counselors’ clinical experiences 
with emerging adult clients with several practice implications. Professional counselors can benefit 
from understanding the roles that emerging adults’ parental pressures, self-discovery, transitions, and 
dating and attachment have on their mental health. Counselors can benefit from asking about these 
four themes during the beginning of the counseling relationship to build rapport and immediately 
assist emerging adult clients with common developmental issues experienced by these clients. 

     To assist emerging adult clients with negative feelings regarding parental pressures, counselors can 
offer clients the opportunity to bring their parent(s) to therapy. Marriage and family counselors can 
also intentionally address and process parental pressures in applicable family systems. Attending to 
emerging adult clients’ issues surrounding self-discovery has potential implications for multicultural and 
social justice counseling (Ratts et al., 2016). For example, emerging adult clients who identify as gender 
diverse or as a sexual minority may be discovering themselves in new ways that can elicit transprejudice, 
discrimination, and stigmatization in society (Wanzer et al., 2021). Utilizing the Multicultural and Social 
Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCCs; Ratts et al., 2016) in the counseling session provides a 
framework for emerging adults who are discovering and exploring their cultural identities (Nice, 2024). 
Counselors can use the MSJCCs to understand emerging adults’ specific intersections of their identities 
(e.g., race/ethnicity, sexual identity, gender identity, spirituality).
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     Counselors can assist clients with feelings of distress regarding self-discovery, identity, and fitting 
in by normalizing these developmental experiences and processing their values and life desires. 
Regarding transitions, counselors should be intentional to assure that the counseling session is a safe 
and stable environment for emerging adult clients. Given the stress and instability during emerging 
adulthood from frequently changing contexts in college, jobs, families, friends, romantic partnerships, 
and living situations, assuring that the counseling session remains stable and safe can provide clients 
with a sense of ease and security that they may be lacking in other areas of their lives. 

     Addressing dating and attachment in emerging adulthood can prove to be a difficult task, as some 
emerging adults may be seeking monogamous relationships while others may be more interested in 
hooking up or casual, no-strings-attached sexual encounters that are increasingly common during 
emerging adulthood (Stinson, 2010). Meeting clients where they are in terms of dating can be beneficial 
to supporting them in their specific needs. Given the relationship between dating and self-worth (Park 
et al., 2011), counselors may benefit from counseling modalities such as cognitive behavioral therapy 
to assist clients with cognitive distortions and feelings surrounding dating and their worth. Regarding 
attachment, counselors can consider using attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) with emerging adult 
clients struggling with their attachment types in romantic relationships. 

     Lastly, findings demonstrated that counselors encounter unique developmental issues when 
counseling emerging adult clients. It may be beneficial for counselors to be instructed on these unique 
needs of emerging adult clients during their counselor education programs, given the vulnerability 
of this age group to mental health difficulties, and the needs that participants reported (Cheng et al., 
2015). Counselor educators can implement case studies surrounding emerging adult clients struggling 
with parental pressures, self-discovery, transitions, and dating and attachment to prepare them for 
real-world scenarios that they are likely to encounter while working with this population. Information 
on Erikson’s (1968) stages of development, specifically aspects of identity achievement versus role 
confusion, can align with instruction on emerging adulthood. Counselor educators should also 
acknowledge that the majority of counselors-in-training may be within the emerging adulthood age 
range and consider developmental implications for these students during instruction and mentorship 
(Nice & Branthoover, 2024). The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational 
Programs (CACREP; 2023) standards highlight lifespan development as a foundational counseling 
curriculum, with lifespan development standards addressing: “1. theories of individual and family 
development across the lifespan” and “7. models of resilience, optimal development, and wellness 
in individuals and families across the lifespan.” Counselor education should include training on the 
unique developmental needs and issues of emerging adulthood such as the themes found within this 
study in order to assist in meeting these standards. 	  

Limitations and Future Research
     Given the subjective nature of qualitative research, we implemented multiple measures of 
trustworthiness to account for our influence and positionality on this study. Regardless, our influence 
should still be considered a limitation of this study (Hays et al., 2016). Although we limited the total 
number of professional counselors working in college counseling centers to less than half of the total 
sample (n = 5), those participants only experienced emerging adults within the college context and 
could not speak to experiences of counseling emerging adults who have never attended college, 
an understudied population of young adults (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2013). The semi-structured 
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interviews were grounded in emerging adulthood theory and asked specifically about the five 
features of emerging adulthood. These questions may have influenced participants’ thoughts and 
feelings about their experiences with this population and affected the overall findings of the study. 
Finally, some members of our research team were master’s students who did not have doctoral-level 
research design and qualitative research classes or training. To combat this limitation, several steps 
were taken to assure the research team members were appropriately trained for their participation in 
this study, such as online trainings, training from Nice, reflexivity journals, and numerous research 
team meetings between interviews.

     The findings from the present study suggest future investigation concerning the practices for 
counseling emerging adults is warranted. Whereas this study provides a distinct contribution to the 
professional counseling and emerging adulthood literature, studies can use these findings to explore 
future methods for counseling emerging adults. Given that the present study is a phenomenological 
examination of counselors’ experiences of counseling emerging adults, future studies should use a 
grounded theory methodology to generate the best practices for working with emerging adults in 
therapy. Interviews from both professional counselors and emerging adults currently in counseling 
would assist in providing a complete perspective of the needs for emerging adults in therapy. 

     Quantitatively, the four themes from this study can be examined in relation to stress, anxiety, 
wellness, and life satisfaction in order to understand the levels of distress these factors have on the 
mental health of emerging adults. For example, survey research seeking to understand emerging adults’ 
levels of stress and wellness can include the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Busby et al., 1995) and 
the Short Version of the Individuation Test for Emerging Adults (Komidar et al., 2016) to examine 
dating and attachment (i.e., Theme 4) and parental relationships and pressures (i.e., Theme 1) in relation 
to stress and wellness scales.

Conclusion

     Counseling with emerging adult clients presents professional counselors with a unique task that 
includes important developmental implications to address. Consistent with emerging adulthood 
theory (Arnett, 2000, 2004), counselors experienced their emerging adult clients demonstrating high 
levels of stress and anxiety from developmental phenomena exclusive to this age range. Specifically, 
counselors experienced their emerging adults consistently bringing issues to counseling sessions 
related to parental pressures, self-discovery, transitions, and dating and attachment. Applying these 
insights derived from professional counselors’ experiences of counseling emerging adult clients in 
clinical settings and counselor education training programs can support counselors to better serve 
the specific needs of this frequently served population and, consequently, better address the mental 
health of emerging adults in therapy.
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