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Abstract

Social support at university is key for student wellbeing and retention. The majority  

of undergraduate students live with same-age housemates, so examining the relationship 

that  students  have  with  their  housemates  may  be  critical  for  understanding  student 

adjustment. However, to date, social relationships within university accommodation have 

not  been examined in  detail.  In  the current  study,  N=90 undergraduates  at  universities 

across  the UK took  part  in  an  online  qualitative  study  examining  the relationships  that 

students have with their housemates, and the role that this might play in student wellbeing. 

Four themes were constructed from the data using inductive qualitative content analysis: 

Proximity  and  shared  experience;  Emotional  and  practical  support;  Conflict  stems  from  

disrespect; and Loneliness,  isolation and distress.  Together,  the themes demonstrate the 

divergent impact that housemates can have on student wellbeing: they can be a source of 

immense support or great unhappiness. The findings could have practical implications for 

how to foster more positive or functional peer relationships in university accommodation 

(such as mediation services), which could enhance and support student wellbeing.
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Introduction

The number of students declaring a mental health condition when they arrive at UK 

universities has increased in recent years: from 1.4% in 2012-2013 to 3.5% in 2017-2018 

(Office  for  Students,  2019).  Once  at  university,  more  students  than  ever  are  referring 

themselves  to  psychological  services:  94%  of  higher  education  institutes  reported  an 

increase in referrals from 2006 to 2015 (Thorley, 2017). It is unclear whether the increase in 

presentations  reflect  an  increase  in  mental  health  problems  or  is  a  consequence  of 

awareness raising and destigmatising. Either way, rates of distress in this population are 

evidently high (Akram et al., 2019; Lewis & Cardwell, 2018); understanding the sources of  

this distress is therefore critical.

Of the students who started their undergraduate degree in the UK in 2017/18, 80% 

were aged 24 or younger (Mantle, 2019). A recent paper suggests that adolescence, the 

period  of  substantive  biological  and  psychological  development  between childhood and 

adulthood, occurs between the ages of approximately 10 and 24 (Sawyer et al., 2018). Most 

undergraduate students are therefore still in adolescence. To understand the factors that 

might contribute to psychological wellbeing at this age, the distinct developmental aspects  

of adolescence must be considered (Duffy et al., 2019; Erb et al., 2014). For example, most 

mental  illness develops in this  period—the majority (75%) of  all  mental  disorders begin 

before the age of 24 (Kessler et al., 2005). This highlights that the undergraduate years are a  

likely time for psychological distress to manifest, and therefore an important time to study 

factors that might cause or exacerbate this distress.

A second aspect of adolescence, which is often overlooked in the student mental 

health literature, is  that it  is  a period of  considerable social  development (Blakemore & 

Mills,  2014; Crone & Dahl,  2012).  At this time, individuals are particularly susceptible to 
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social influence (Foulkes, Leung, Fuhrmann, Knoll, & Blakemore, 2018; Knoll, Leung, Foulkes, 

& Blakemore, 2017; Steinberg & Monahan, 2007) and are hypersensitive to social exclusion 

(Sebastian et al.,  2010).  In late adolescence, as at all  ages,  close social  relationships are 

positively associated with wellbeing and negatively associated with symptoms of  mental  

health problems (Bagwell et al., 2005; Miething et al., 2016). As such, understanding the 

specific role of social factors in undergraduate wellbeing may be particularly relevant. 

First-year students around the world adjust better to university, academically and 

emotionally, when they have social support (Friedlander et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2014; Tao et 

al.,  2000). Qualitative studies with first-year students highlight the importance of making 

friends at the start of university (Chow & Healey, 2008), and that failure to do so can lead to  

unhappiness and homesickness (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013).  Relationships with flatmates 

or housemates deserve specific attention, since the majority of undergraduate students live 

with their peers: of the 41,600 first-year students at UK universities, 70% live with other 

students (Knight, 2018). One study interviewed first-year students in the UK who had either 

completed or dropped out of their first year; the latter reported that accommodation was 

the key place to establish friendships and that being put in a flat with incompatible others  

was a major factor in deciding to drop out (Wilcox et al., 2005). 

Conflict  amongst  housemates  is  common,  and  can  be  detrimental  to  student 

wellbeing (Dusselier et al., 2005; Erb et al., 2014). Noise is a widespread issue, particularly  

noise  from music  or  partying,  and  students  often  feel  unwilling  or  unable  to  ask  their  

housemates to be quiet (Dusselier et al., 2005; Foulkes, McMillan, & Gregory, 2019; Walsh, 

Taylor,  & Brennick, 2018). Anecdotally, arguments about cleaning are common, although 

only one empirical  study (of US college roommates) has explicitly mentioned this (Keup, 

2007). Whatever the topic, conflict likely arises because students are living independently 
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for the first time, and each student transfers habits and behaviours from their family home 

into the new accommodation (Holton, 2016). When these habits and behaviours are at odds 

with those of other students, some renegotiation or behaviour change may be demanded or 

required, which can lead to tension and disagreements (Holton, 2016).

 In this qualitative online study, we explored the nature of housemate relationships in 

UK  undergraduate  students,  and  how  this  might  impact  student  wellbeing.  This  study 

addressed a number of limitations of the existing research. First, of the studies that have 

reported  positive  effects  of  social  support  at  university,  few have  explored  the  role  of 

housemates specifically. Second, studies of social support at university have focussed only 

on  first-year  undergraduates  and  the  specific  context  of  the  transition  to  university. 

However,  other  year  groups  are  of  concern:  one study  found that  subjective  wellbeing 

decreases across three years at university (Bewick et al., 2010); another found that second 

year students had the highest level of psychiatric symptoms as measured by the General 

Health Questionnaire (Macaskill, 2013). In their second year, most UK students move from 

university halls to privately rented housing, which often involves a change of housemates 

(Rugg et al., 2004), and sometimes a third move occurs in the third year (Card & Thomas,  

2018). This shift in accommodation, possibly with new peers, highlights that exploring the 

impact  of  housemates  on  wellbeing  should  cover  the  whole  duration  of  the  university 

experience, not just the first year. A final limitation of existing research is that qualitative 

studies,  which  enable  an  in-depth  exploration  of  a  phenomenon,  have  typically  been 

interview studies with correspondingly small sample sizes within a single university (Chow & 

Healey, 2008; Denovan & Macaskill, 2013). Therefore, to overcome these issues, the current 

study examined specifically the role of housemates in student wellbeing across year groups, 

with a large sample of students at multiple UK universities.
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Method 

Participants.

Participants  (N=90)  were  UK  undergraduate  students  who  lived  in  shared 

accommodation with other students in the most recent academic year (data were collected 

during the summer). The questionnaire was started by 136 participants, but 46 terminated 

before completion, leaving a final sample of N=90 (74 female, 15 male, one did not disclose 

gender).  Participants were aged 18 to 29 (mean=20.47, SD=1.25), with the majority (98%) 

aged 19-22. N=75 participants were White British; N=15 reported other ethnicities. Most 

participants (N=85) reported attending one of 18 universities in England and Wales (N=5 

chose to not disclose their university),  and had just completed their first (N=14),  second 

(N=36),  third  (N=33)  or  fourth  (N=7)  year  of  undergraduate  study.  (Note  that  specific 

universities are not listed here in order to protect participant anonymity.) The number of  

housemates ranged from 1 to 24 (mean=6.38, SD=4.27) and participants had lived with at  

least one of their current housemates for 1-3 years (mean=1.35,SD=1.09). Participants were 

studying for 52 different subjects, including science and medicine (N=49), humanities (N=30) 

arts (N=2) or other (N=9). Participants were recruited through Twitter and Facebook; posts  

advertised a study investigating the effects of housemates on student wellbeing, and asked 

for current undergraduate students who had lived with other students in the most recent 

academic year.

Ethics.

Ethical  approval  was  obtained  from  the  first  author’s  departmental  ethics 

committee. There was a possibility that participants with particularly negative experiences 

with housemates might find it upsetting to take part in the study, so several steps were  
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taken to mitigate this risk.  First,  the consent form detailed the nature of the study and  

explicitly stated that those who would find it distressing to describe their relationships with 

housemates should not consent to taking part. Second, contact details were provided about 

organisations that  offer support for  difficult relationships.  Third,  it  was emphasised that 

participants  were  free to stop  completing  the questionnaire  whenever  they  wished.  All 

participants were given the option to enter a prize draw to win one of two £50 shopping 

vouchers; these participants were selected at random once data collection was completed.

Procedure.

Data  were  collected  using  the  online  survey  software  Qualtrics.  An  initial  

questionnaire  of  eight  open-ended  questions  was  developed  to  assess  respondents’ 

relationship with their housemates and the impact that these relationships had on their  

wellbeing. This initial questionnaire was piloted on five undergraduate students to assess 

clarity of questions. Based on this feedback, some minor changes were made. For example, 

the question ‘What do you like most about living with your housemates, if anything?’ was 

changed to ‘What do you like most about living with your housemates? If nothing, please  

expand.’ This was done to ensure that respondents who did not have positive experiences 

with housemates would still describe their experiences in detail. The final questionnaire can 

be seen in Table 1. Note that these questions did not directly ask participants about how 

they thought their housemates affected their wellbeing. This was intentional, as we wanted 

to elicit a broader discussion of support and conflict within housemate relationships, and 

whether  this  would  spontaneously  involve  discussion  about  how  this  affected  overall 

wellbeing.
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Table 1

Open-ended questions asked of all participants

Q1. How would you describe your relationship with your housemates?
Q2. How did your housemates affect your experience of life at university?
Q3. Are you likely to stay in touch with your housemates? Please explain your answer
Q4. What did you like most about living with your housemates? If nothing, please expand
Q5. What do you wish was different about your housemates or your relationship with them? 
If nothing, please expand
Q6. In what ways have your housemates helped or supported you? If nothing, please expand
Q7. Have you ever argued with or fallen out with any of your housemates? Please explain your answer

Q8.  Have you changed or considered changing your  accommodation or  university due to 

issues with your housemates? Please explain your answer

Analysis.

The  data  from  the  questionnaire  were  analysed  using  an  inductive  qualitative 

content  analysis  (Bengtsson,  2016;  Hsieh  &  Shannon,  2005).  In  order  to  maximise 

transparency,  details  of  all  stages  of  analysis  were  recorded  and  are  reported  in  the 

supplementary materials (Long & Johnson, 2000); see details below.

In the first step, three authors (LF, AR, JW) individually read all the data and then 

independently coded the data from the first five participants, during which words or phrases 

were  tagged  as  potential  units  of  meaning.  The  three  researchers  discussed  their 

interpretation at this stage and a list of codes was devised (see Supplementary Table 1 for 

the initial codes generated by each author). In all qualitative analysis, there is a risk that the 

researchers’  preconceived  knowledge  of  the  topic  will  affect  interpretation  of  the  data 

(Bengtsson, 2016; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). This was pertinent in the current study, as  

the authors conducting the analysis had their own experience of living with housemates at 

university. Therefore, this initial triangulation step, in which three researchers coded data  
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independently,  was  conducted  to  ensure  that  all  potentially  relevant  content  had been 

captured and to minimise researcher bias (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 

In the second step, the first author (LF) then coded the remainder of the scripts,  

adding to the list of codes as new ideas emerged (see Supplementary Table 2 for complete  

list  of  codes  at  this  stage).  In  the  third,  the first  author  then re-read the  original  data 

alongside the list  of codes, to ensure that all  relevant concepts had been captured and 

appropriately labelled (no changes occurred at this stage). In the fourth step, the first author 

then read all extracts captured by the codes and began to construct potential themes. This 

resulted in an initial thematic map that established a preliminary structure between codes 

and broader themes. This map was revised after further reading of the codes and extracts,  

until a final thematic map was determined (see Supplementary Figure 1).
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Results

Four themes were constructed from the data and are discussed in detail below. The 

themes highlight the conflicting nature of university housemates: they can be a source of  

immense support, but also a source of great difficulty and  distress. Before describing the 

themes, some brief quantitative data is presented to demonstrate how many participants 

had  positive  compared  to  negative  relationships  with  their  housemates;  this  is  to  give 

context to the qualitative analysis.

Quantitative  analysis:  How  many  participants  had  positive  or  negative 

relationships with housemates?

For  the  first  question  (see  Table  1),  participants  were  asked  to  describe  their 

relationship  with  their  housemates.  Responses  to  this  question  were  coded  into  four 

categories:  all  positive  relationships;  all  negative  relationships;  mixed  (either  positive 

relationships  with  some  housemates  and  negative  with  others,  or  mixed  positive  and 

negative  aspects with all  housemates);  and  neutral (cordial  relationships but not  close). 

Example quotes and the number of participants in each category are given in Table 2.
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Table 2 

Count of participants who reported positive or negative relationships, in response to the  

question ‘How would you describe your relationship with your housemates?’

Category N % Example quote/s
All positive 44 49 ‘Amazing, my best friends, feel like family’
Mixed 33 37 ‘Bad apart from with one of them’/’Good with most 

apart from one…because she is crazy’
All negative 7 8 ‘Very rocky. I’m civil and have tried to maintain some  

sort of a friendship but have got nothing in return.’
Neutral 6 7 ‘Cordial. I  would say hello but would not hang out  

socially’

This demonstrates that just under half (49%) of participants had exclusively positive 

relationships  with  all  their  housemates,  and  that  the  majority  (86%)  had  at  least  one  

positive  relationship  with  a  housemate.  While  the  number  of  participants  who  had 

exclusively negative relationships was low (8%), 44% participants lived with at  least  one 

person with whom they had a negative relationship. A relatively high number of participants 

(17%) reported they had no positive relationships within their accommodation.  Below, I  

describe the themes that explore these relationships in more detail.

Qualitative content analysis

Four key themes were constructed from the data: Proximity and shared experience;  

Emotional and practical support; Conflict stems from disrespect;  and Loneliness, isolation  

and distress.
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Theme 1: Proximity and shared experience.

A  key  reported  feature  of  positive  housemate  relationships  was  the  constant 

presence of housemates. Many participants reported liking that housemates were ‘always 

there’: they were individuals with whom participants could talk, eat and socialise, especially 

after a long or difficult day at university. 

“It made it easier knowing I had close friends to come home to if I ever had a bad day or if I 

was ever feeling down there was always someone to talk to”

“The thing I liked the most was that there was always someone around that I love and trust. 

If I needed support or reassurance or even just a break from uni work, they were always 

there.”

“It was super nice to have some company in the mornings and evenings, just some general 

chitchat so I don't feel alone.”

Others liked the frequent entertainment, humour and partying that living with good 

friends offered (“Going out with them was a lot of fun and we bonded through funny times”  

). What is clearly special about the university experience is that when housemates are close,  

they offer a constant, easily accessible source of support and fun. Many reported explicitly 

that without their housemates, they would feel lonely: that without the constant presence 

of housemates, university would be an isolating experience. Several participants described 

their housemates in familial terms (“We call each other our uni family”; “They are like my  

brothers”).
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In  addition to being  a  constant  presence,  housemates  were a  source of  support 

because  everyone  was  at  the  same  life  stage:  being  away  from  home,  dealing  with 

university work, navigating friendships/relationships and finances.

“Living with other students was really nice because everyone was going through the same 

thing.”

“[My housemate] helped to support me throughout uni as we spent a lot of time together 

chatting and exploring how we felt about first year, which made me feel less alone.”

“They understand how stressful uni can be so it helps to rant to them.”

Theme 2: Emotional and practical support.

In  part  because  of  their  physical  proximity  and  the  sense  of  shared experience, 

housemates provided participants with a great deal of support. Some examples of support 

were clearly practical: housemates let each other in if someone had forgotten their key, for  

example;  others  mentioned proofreading  each  other’s  essays  or  discussing  assignments 

together.  In  other  cases,  housemates  offered  practical  support  as  a  means  of  relieving 

emotional stress, like cooking dinner for someone who was busy with work or having a hard  

time.  Housemates  often  took  on  a  pseudo-parental  role,  in  which  they  monitored  and 

supported each other’s physical and psychological wellbeing.

“[My housemates] accompanied me to medical professionals when my mental health was 

particularly bad.”
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“They supported me through exams when I was really stressed and made sure I was eating 

and sleeping right.”

“We would go to the library together and make sure people were not in their room all day.”

Many  other  participants  reported  that  housemates  were  helpful  because  they 

offered an opportunity to talk through personal and academic challenges, and to provide 

emotional  support  with  these.  Again,  there  was  a  sense  that  the  omnipresence  of 

housemates  was  helpful:  that  whenever  a  participant  encountered  something  difficult, 

there was always and immediately someone who could offer emotional support; this meant 

that support was offered for many different issues. 

“I constantly went to their rooms for a chat or a hug if I was stressed or upset.”

“They have been there for me through everything e.g. times of stress, emotional challenges, 

personal and family problems.”

“We're really close and rely on each other. I go to them with all my issues and they will come 

to me.”

Themes 1 and 2 highlight that positive relationships with housemates can be a great 

asset  to  a  student’s  university  experience,  providing  a  constant,  accessible  source  of  

intimacy, entertainment and support. However, by the same token, a lack of closeness to 

housemates can leave students without these social resources. Across many participants,  

conflict was common, and this is the topic of the remaining two themes.
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Theme 3: Conflict stems from disrespect.

Conflict and disagreement was very common, to varying degrees, across participants. At the 

core  of  most  conflicts  was  disrespect  for  others:  a  lack  of  understanding,  or  a  lack  of 

concern,  about  what  was considered reasonable  in  a  shared living  space or  about  how 

actions affected others. The most frequent sources of conflict were issues with cleanliness,  

particularly in the kitchen; participants reported that old food, used dishes and even vomit 

was left in shared spaces, sometimes for days. There was often a sense of unfairness, in that  

participants felt that the responsibility for domestic tasks was not shared evenly:

“One girl never washes up and we all have to clean up after her so it is creating a rift.”

“The most difficult thing was buying household items, such as washing up liquid, as no one  

would want to spend their own money on something for the group. It ended up mostly being  

the same two of us who bought most things.”

“Some people were not taking responsibility for their own mess which caused resentment to  

those who ended up cleaning it, including me.”

A second common source of conflict was noise, often from hosting parties or coming 

home very late at  night.  Again,  there  was a sense that  housemates were making noise 

without  due  consideration  of  how  this  would  impact  other  people  in  the  house.  For 

example, participants reported that housemates did not offer prior warning about parties or 

ignored requests to reduce noise.
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“My housemates… are loud and keep throwing parties in our kitchen without the consent of  

everyone in the house, often late at night, and not even inviting us.”

“Some flatmates were harder to get on with due to them being disrespectful (e.g. having a  

party and not cleaning it at all or having really loud fights with their significant other at 3am  

for hours).”

“[My housemate]  would listen to music through speakers until 4am most nights. (I had to  

buy earplugs because [they] would just laugh it off).”

Several participants referred to the inevitably of conflict in shared accommodation (“I wish 

they'd be quieter when they came in after nights out and I wish they cleaned the kitchen - normal  

housemate stuff”). However, there was an interesting divergence in what happened in the aftermath 

of a disagreement. Some issues were resolved quickly: participants reported that housemates would 

talk  about  the  problem,  apologise  and  move  on  (“We were  fine  after  like  two  minutes”; “The  

arguments  never  last  longer  than  a  day  and  we  know  that  we  still  love  each  other”).  Others 

lamented that there had been a lack of communication about disagreements:  “I wish they were  

more open with problems, a large issue was due to a lack in communication and very few of them  

were open to communication”. A third group of participants reported that they tried to discuss issues 

openly, but found that this then escalated into more serious difficulties and arguments:

“[I] asked them to do simple things like clean dishes etc and then they'd turn it around on me  

and become manipulative.”

“One had a party and did not ask the house, when I asked her about it she didn't say sorry 
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and started saying I was out of order. I felt this was unfair and we argued over that.”

“I asked could we all do more to keep the house clean as it was a mess and they all said that 

I was being controlling and a [expletive].”

For those with the most severe conflicts, there was a serious negative impact on 

some participants, which is discussed in the final theme.
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Theme 4: Loneliness, isolation and distress.

Participants  who  were  not  close  to  their  housemates  reported  how  lonely  and 

isolated this made them feel (“It was like living in a six person house all alone”; “I did feel  

quite  lonely  a  lot  of  the  time”).  Sometimes  there  was  explicit  social  exclusion,  where 

participants reported being left out of conversations or not invited to social  events. For  

some participants,  they were excluded along with one or more other housemates (“The  

majority of them have a large group that go to the pub and socialise together but there are  

about five of us not included.”). For others, they alone were excluded. 

“Sometimes I feel a bit like an outsider because two of them are very close. I can feel quite  

easily excluded from stuff they do together.”

“One  housemate  in  particular  would  leave  me  out  of  things  that  the  other  two  were  

automatically included in and instead of being respectful of me in doing so she'd talk about  

what they were doing without me in front of me.”

Interestingly,  some  participants  reported  that  other  housemates  had  accused  them  of 

leaving out others. These participants always reported that these accusations were not accurate, or  

that the person had chosen to isolate themselves from the group.

“When tensions were high arguments happened constantly over everyone bitching 

about each other or someone, usually [housemate name], feeling left out, even 

though they were not.”

“There was one girl however who was always sort of an outcast, she didn't have 
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much interest in being close with us other girls.”

“Some people have got very angry thinking they are being left out when they have 

been isolating themselves from the house.”

Some participants reported that their  housemates did not attempt to even interact with 

them (“They provided me no support; some would often not even acknowledge me in the hallway”). 

For 12 participants (13%), relationships had deteriorated to the point where they felt intimidated or  

uncomfortable in the house, particularly in the communal spaces like the kitchen, which meant they 

either remained in their room or stayed out of the house altogether. Some participants said they 

were unable to go into the kitchen because of their housemates drinking or partying in that space;  

this lack of access to cooking facilities then affected participants’ eating habits.

“Sometimes  I  couldn't  eat  because  people  would  host  parties  in  the  communal  

kitchen and I could not access my food.”

 “I felt alone and stressed by common areas and ended up retracting into my room  

and not having much communication with them as they became a source of stress.  

Normally when I needed to use the kitchen I would listen if anyone was there and  

would wait in my room for them to leave. I ended up depending mostly on takeout to  

avoid the kitchen.”

“It's hard to live somewhere you feel uncomfortable so my life at uni consisted of me  

waking  up  early  and  coming  home  late  and  eating  out  a  lot.  Became  pretty  
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unhealthy.”

Unsurprisingly,  participants  reported  that  these  difficult  relationships  with  their 

housemates negatively affected their psychological wellbeing.

“The poor relationship with [my housemate] was so bad it ruined third year socially.  

It caused me anxiety so bad I was unable to eat in the house. I was in constant fight  

or flight in there so became underweight as when I tried to swallow food I would  

gag.”

“I became afraid and nervous to be in my own house and had to swap rooms with  

another housemate so there was a floor between me and [my housemate].”

“Living  with  a  housemate  who  made  my  life  difficult  affected  my  [university] 

experience negatively. It made me feel paranoid and unwelcome in my own home  

and  stressed  me out,  leaving  me anxious  to  go  into  shared  spaces  and  see  [my 

housemate].”

In this study, participants were explicitly asked whether they had changed or considered  

changing accommodation due to issues with housemates (see Table 1). Only one participant had  

officially  changed  accommodation,  with  a  second staying  in  a  hotel  for  a  period  to avoid  their 

housemates. However, 31 participants (34%) reported that they had considered moving. A number 

of  factors  prevented  them  from  doing  this:  they  either  thought  it  wasn’t  an  option  at  their  

university, or it was too expensive (“I did consider it due to an especially low occasion which resulted  

in some negative thoughts, however due to financial reasons I was unable to”). Some felt it was too 
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much effort, particularly when they knew it  was a temporary situation (“The stress of having to  

change close to exams was too much so I decided to stick to the house for a few more months until I  

moved  to  my  new  house”)  or  were  concerned  that  new  housemates  might  be  even  worse 

(“Changing accommodation could have made my situation a lot worse—better the devil you know”). 

Others gave more complex social reasons for feeling unable or unwilling to move accommodation:

“Yes [I considered moving], I have emailed to complain about the noise from parties,  

but decided that I shouldn't try to change because then people would know that I  

was the one who tattled, and since these housemates are popular, no one would like  

me. I decided to just persist and be subjected to the noise.”

“No [I didn’t consider moving] because it would be complicated legally speaking and I  

would not want to abandon my close friend in the house to fend for herself.”

Therefore while many students reported conflict with housemates that made them 

unhappy, most felt that moving was not an option; instead, they reported needing to live in 

that environment for the remainder of the academic year.
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Discussion

In  this  study,  we  investigated  how  housemates  affect  the  wellbeing  of  UK 

undergraduate  students.  Four  themes  were  constructed  from  the  data:  Proximity  and 

shared experience;  Emotional  and practical  support;  Conflict  stems from disrespect;  and 

Loneliness, isolation and psychological distress. These themes highlight the divergent impact 

that  housemates  can  have  on  undergraduate  student  wellbeing.  The  first  two  themes 

demonstrate  that,  when  relationships  are  positive,  housemates  can  be  a  source  of 

invaluable social support, enhancing wellbeing and the university experience. The latter two 

themes demonstrate that, when relationships with housemates are poor, students at best 

feel lonely and at worst feel actively afraid to be in their own home. 

The finding that social relationships affect students’ experience of university is in line 

with existing evidence. Several studies have demonstrated that establishing social support is  

a key predictor of successful adjustment to university life (Friedlander et al., 2007; Lee et al.,  

2014; Wilcox et al., 2005). However, the current study expands on these existing findings in 

several ways. First, previous studies have typically focused on first year students, and the 

initial transition to university as a new environment. In the current study, the majority of 

participants were in their second or third year; the findings highlights that peer relationships 

continue to affect adjustment and wellbeing throughout the duration of university.

The current study also focuses specifically on housemates, rather than considering 

social  support  more  generally—which  could  encompass  friends  from courses,  teams  or 

clubs. Focusing on housemates is critical, in part because this is the most common and easily 

accessible  context  in  which  students  make  friends  (Wilcox  et  al.,  2005).  Focusing  on 

housemates is also important because if these relationships deteriorate, students must then 

live in a home that can feel hostile and intimidating. Moving to university is a considerable  
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transition point in a young person’s life (Duffy et al., 2019), and experiencing both safety  

and comfort are critical for a place to feel like a home (Smith, 1994). As such, difficulties 

with housemates are unique because they can prevent students establishing a secure home 

at this vulnerable period of transition. Efforts to support students at university and enhance 

wellbeing, then, should incorporate efforts to reduce conflict amongst housemates.

The current study provides the first in-depth exploration of the prevalence, nature 

and  consequences  of  problematic  relationships  within  student  housing.  Conflict  was 

common: 44% of participants reported at least one difficult relationship with a housemate,  

and 17% reported no positive relationships within their accommodation. Although only one 

(1%) participant had moved accommodation because of their housemates, a third (34%) had 

considered  doing  so.  This  highlights,  for  the  first  time  to  our  knowledge,  that  many 

undergraduate students are living with people with whom they have difficult relationships.

Conflict  largely  occurred  when one or  more housemates  behaved in  a  way that 

others  felt  was  unreasonable  or  unfair  in  shared living  spaces.  One  common source  of  

conflict was the kitchen, typically with respect of cleaning and tidying, but also in terms of 

sharing cupboard space or using others’ food or equipment. The second common source of  

conflict  was  noise:  either  noise  of  housemates  coming  back  from a  night  out,  or  from 

hosting  parties  or  playing  music.  Prior  to  the  current  study,  there  had  been  limited 

investigation of the nature of conflict in student accommodation. One study in Austria found 

that students often perceive unfairness in how domestic chores are divided up (Mikula et 

al.,  1997).  Conflict  around cleaning chores has been found in shared housing outside of  

university (Clark et al., 2018)  but not in university settings, to our knowledge. The current  

study demonstrates that conflict is not only common in student accommodation, but that 
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poorly managed conflict can escalate to the point where individuals do not want to be at  

home. 

There are a number of potential policy implications that could arise from this work.  

The  first  relates  to  housing  design,  particularly  communal  spaces.  In  the  current  study, 

communal  spaces  (primarily  kitchens)  were  described as  either  being  positive  spaces—

somewhere  to  eat  and  chat  with  close  friends—or  spaces  fraught  with  difficulty.  For 

participants with difficult housemate relationships, the kitchen became the source of much 

conflict,  either  because  they  argued over  keeping  the  kitchen clean  or  because  people 

hosted unwanted parties there. In some cases, kitchens became intimidating spaces that 

participants were afraid to enter. 

Some existing studies have highlighted the interplay between communal spaces and 

wellbeing.  One study highlighted that deterioration in relationships can lead students to 

avoiding  each  other  in  common  spaces,  increasing  physical  isolation  (Holton,  2016).  A  

second  found  that  students  with  en  suite  rooms  and  no  communal  areas  had  fewer 

accidental meetings with their housemates, which was associated with poorer relationships 

and decreased wellbeing (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2015). As such, student kitchens should 

be viewed not simply as a practical space to cook and eat but as a space that reflects the  

quality of relationships in the household, both positive and negative. Future research should 

examine  what  can  be  done,  from  the  perspective  of  housing  design  and  residential 

management,  to  increase  the  likelihood that  communal  spaces  are  positive  places  that 

contribute to student wellbeing. For example, student residents could be given more control 

over their design and décor (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2015). In addition, the importance of  

communal spaces, particularly kitchens, should be considered when attempting to resolve 

student conflict, for example in mediation settings.
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The current study raises interesting questions regarding whether anything can be 

done  to  ameliorate  the  suffering  caused by  poor  housemate  relationships.  Importantly, 

others  have  argued  that  engagement  at  university—which  includes  successful  social 

integration—is  partly  the  responsibility  of  the  institution  (Kift,  Nelson  &  Clarke,  2010).  

Universities  have  specific  policies  for  conflict  or  dispute  resolution—for  example,  the 

University of Surrey offers students the ‘Work It Out’ service, in which a mediator helps  

facilitate more productive discussion between students. It may be that these services need 

to be more readily advertised to students, or that such policies need to be co-produced with 

students in order to better understand their needs (Piper & Emmanuel, 2019). In the current 

study,  participants  who  had  difficult  relationships  were  rarely  in  a  house  that  was 

universally bad; this could be potentially be harnessed by pastoral staff offering support and 

mediation so that positive relationships could be used to buffer the effects of negative ones. 

If  such  approaches  are  unsuccessful,  students  should  be  given  the  option  to  transfer 

accommodation without prohibitive financial costs.

For first year students, it is interesting to consider whether anything could be done 

before  they  arrive  at  university  that  would  reduce  the  risk  of  conflict  in  their 

accommodation. UK undergraduate students do not choose their housemates in their first 

year of university, but some universities ask questions in advance and attempt to match 

students  on  the  basis  of  their  answers.  For  example,  some  universities  ask  incoming 

students about their hobbies, their desire to socialise, their cleanliness and/or their typical  

bedtime (Rosenbaum, 2018). Of 100 UK universities surveyed, 39 offered specified quieter 

flats  or  blocks,  and  17  offered  alcohol-free  accommodation;  some offer  online  booking 
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where specific rooms can be selected (allowing existing friends to book adjacent rooms, for 

example; Rosenbaum, 2018). In theory, this could improve compatibility and reduce conflict 

in student accommodation, but to our knowledge there is not yet empirical data examining 

this. In addition, matching students in advance on characteristics raises complex questions 

regarding social engineering and integration (Rosenbaum, 2018). For example, if students of 

specific religions are more likely to choose alcohol-free accommodation, or if students with 

mental health conditions choose quiet accommodation, then this may create undesirable 

and problematic segregation amongst students.

All  this matters because student wellbeing, and the extent to which students feel 

settled in their accommodation, can affect educational outcomes. At the most simple level,  

if students do not feel a sense of belonging and social integration at university, they are 

more at risk of dropping out (Murphy et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2005). Even among those 

who stay,  a  sense of  belonging is  associated with better  engagement with the learning 

process and university more generally (Masika & Jones, 2016; Strauss & Volkwein, 2004). 

Since housing is a key site in which this sense of social belonging is forged, housing should 

therefore be considered ‘pivotal in the learning process’ (Parameswaran & Bowers, 2012). 

When policy makers consider the design of university accommodation, they should consider 

not only what might be considered luxurious and comfortable, but also what can facilitate  

better  social  relationships  and  therefore  better  educational  outcomes  (Brown,  Volk  & 

Spratto, 2019). 

Some limitations of the current study should be noted. First, while the sample size 

was  generous  for  qualitative  data,  it  is  still  small  when  considering  the  number  of  

undergraduate  students  in  the  UK.  As  such,  future  studies  should  examine  housemate 

relationships  in  a  larger  sample,  one  that  has  been  systematically  recruited  to  be  as  
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representative as possible. The majority (82%) of the current sample were female; it would 

be pertinent for future designs to recruit more males to examine whether gender affects 

experience with housemates.

A larger, quantitative study would also allow researchers to examine the impact of  

the many practical aspects of university housing. Accommodation quality and policies vary 

significantly  across  and  within  universities.  For  example,  some  housing  blocks  have 

contracted  cleaners  while  others  do  not;  there  is  variation  is  how  much  residential  

managers  and support  teams monitor  the  health  and wellbeing  of  students;  and  some 

places have stricter policies regarding noise levels and parties than others. Students in their 

second  year  and  beyond,  in  particular,  are  often  in  private  rentals,  which  have  no  (or 

minimal) direct monitoring from the university. In the current study, none of these variables 

were measured, and with participants in different year groups from 18 different universities, 

there was likely considerable variation across the group. It is essential that future research  

examines how practical aspects of accommodation and housing policy are associated with 

housemate relationships and wellbeing. 

Individual  differences  in  students  themselves  likely  affect  how  they  relate  to 

housemates, but this was not examined in the current study. Future studies could examine 

whether individual differences in variables such as personality and mental health traits (e.g. 

anxiety) would affect relationship with housemates, as well as demographic variables such 

as age and home/international student status. Finally, while the online design meant we 

could collect  data  from a large number of  students  from many institutions,  this  format 

meant there was sometimes a lack of depth to participants’ answers, which could not be 

developed as they might in an interview study. As such, it would be valuable to follow up 
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this  study with one using interviews or  focus groups,  to fully  explore ideas surrounding 

housemates and wellbeing.

Conclusion

In this study, we explored the relationships that UK undergraduate students have 

with their  housemates, and the impact this has on psychological  wellbeing.  The themes 

constructed from the data highlight the divergent effects that housemates can have on the 

lives of undergraduates. In one respect, housemates can considerably enhance wellbeing.  

When a student is close to their  housemates,  these peers offer  an invaluable source of 

entertainment, friendship and support—a bond that is enabled by their close proximity and 

strengthened  by  their  shared  life  experience.  In  contrast,  when  relationships  are  poor, 

housemates can be a source of great stress and unhappiness. Conflict is common in student 

houses, often underscored by a lack of respect, and at its worst can mean students feel  

anxious  and  intimidated  in  their  own  home.  Together,  the  findings  demonstrate  that 

housemates can have an extensive impact on undergraduates’ university experience, and 

should be a target when considering how to best support and improve student wellbeing.
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