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Abstract
Rising student debt has sparked concerns about its impact on the transition to adulthood. In this paper, we
examine the claim that student debt is leading to a rise in ‘‘boomeranging,’’ or returning home, using data
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 Cohort and discrete time-event history models. We
have four findings. First, student loan debt is not associated with boomeranging in the complete sample.
However, we find that the association differs by race, such that the link between student debt and returning home is stronger for black than for white youth. Third, degree completion is a strong predictor of
returning home, whereby those who fail to attain a degree have an increased risk of boomeranging. Fourth,
young adult role transitions and socioeconomic well-being are associated with boomeranging. Findings
suggest that rising debt has created new risks and may reproduce social inequalities in the transition to
adulthood.
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Leaving the parental home is a key marker in the
transition to adulthood (Furstenberg 2010; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999) and a signal for
economic independence (Sironi and Furstenberg
2012). But recently, scholars have become concerned with reversibility of the transition to adulthood (Shanahan 2000), and the phenomenon of
‘‘boomeranging’’—whereby young adults return
home after attaining residential independence
(Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999). Dubbed
‘‘the boomerang generation’’ (Parker 2012), the
most recent cohort of young adults is returning
home at a faster rate than previous cohorts.
Although research has begun to interrogate the
causes and consequences of boomeranging (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999; Sassler, Ciambrone, and Benway 2008; South and Lei 2015;
Stone, Berrington, and Falkingham 2014),

relatively little is known about this shift in the
transition to adulthood, particularly among
college-going youth.
Many have argued that the rapid increase in
student debt explains the recent rise in boomeranging among young people (Bleemer et al. 2014;
Davidson 2014). While these arguments raise
important questions, there is little evidence regarding the link between debt and boomeranging.
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Figure 1. Theoretical associations between student debt, college completion, and boomeranging:
Student debt increases the risk of boomeranging.
Note: *Key theoretical causal mechanisms in
grayscale.

Moreover, despite a growing and diverse collegegoing population and a large proportion of college
goers that leave college without a degree (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006), no research to date has
examined how postsecondary educational (PSE)
experiences are linked with boomeranging.
In this study, we ask whether student debt is
associated with boomeranging among a cohort of
college-going young adults. Specifically, we test
three distinct claims: first, that student debt hastens
boomeranging, because it creates social and economic difficulties for youth; second, that there is
heterogeneity in the association between debt and
boomeranging by race; third, that failing to complete college, not student debt, creates difficulties
in young adulthood and leads youth to boomerang.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The transition to adulthood—the period of life when
young people exit adolescent social roles and enter
adult social roles, such as full-time employment,
marriage, and residential independence—has undergone dramatic changes over the past several decades
(see Shanahan 2000 for review). Chief among these
changes is that young adults delay entry into traditional adult roles, in part because they spend more
time in PSE institutions (Furstenberg 2010). This is
reflected in the dramatic expansion of higher education throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, as changes in the structure of the labor market
have made it necessary for youth to pursue a college
degree to obtain middle-class jobs (Danziger and
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Ratner 2010). From 1967 to 2012, the percentage
of 18- to 24-year-olds enrolled in college increased
nearly 61 percent, from 25.5 percent to 41 percent
(National Center for Education Statistics 2013b).
Simultaneously, the cost of higher education
increased and student aid stagnated, leading students
and their families to take on historic levels of debt to
fund college-going. Student debt has doubled in the
past decade, topping $1 trillion in the aggregate, with
the average college graduate debtor owing $30,000
(Federal Reserve Bank of New York 2013; Project
on Student Debt 2011).
Rising debt levels have fueled scholarly and
public concern about the potential impact of student debt on the well-being of young adults,
though findings have been mixed (Addo 2014;
Dwyer, McCloud and Hodson 2011; Houle and
Berger 2015; Nau, Dwyer, and Hodson 2015).
Recently, scholars have expressed concern that
rising student debt is contributing to the boomerang generation of young adults returning home.
Estimates of boomeranging vary, with recent studies reporting that between 20 percent and 50 percent of young adults return home after leaving
(Parker 2012; Sandberg-Thoma, Snyder, and
Jang 2015; South and Lei 2015; Stone et al.
2014). Indeed, the percentage of young adults
who boomerang at least doubled over the course
of the twentieth century (Goldscheider et al.
1999; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1994,
1999). And recent reports suggest that the rise in
boomeranging is particularly pronounced among
college-going young adults (Stone et al. 2014),
who are struggling with student debt and have
diminished labor market prospects in the wake
of the Great Recession (Dettling and Hsu 2015;
Fry 2015). Below, we review existing research
and theories centered around three distinct claims
regarding the link between student debt and boomeranging: (1) that student debt hastens boomeranging, (2) that this association is stronger for
black than for white youth, and (3) that college
completion, not debt, is the key predictor of boomeranging. These claims are summarized graphically in Figures 1 through 3.

Student Debt and Boomeranging:
Evidence and Mechanisms
That student debt is leading a generation of young
people back home is a compelling, plausible
hypothesis: when young people leave home, debt
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Figure 2. Theoretical associations between student debt, college completion, and boomeranging:
Student loan debt more burdensome for blacks
than whites.
Note: Correlations between mechanisms implicit,
not shown; key theoretical causal mechanisms in
grayscale; confounders not depicted.

payments may become burdensome—particularly
given that this type of debt cannot be discharged
in bankruptcy—and debt may lead to other pernicious outcomes that hasten a return home. Below,
we consider four (nonindependent) pathways
through which debt may influence boomeranging:
economic strain, college completion, delayed transition to adulthood, and youth well-being.
First, student debt may lead young people to
boomerang because it creates economic strain as
they struggle with payments. Life course scholars
find that economic strain is an important proximate determinant of boomeranging among young
adults (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999), suggesting that student debt may increase the risk of
boomeranging to the extent that debt is tied to economic strain. For example, becoming unemployed
and declines in wages increase the risk that young
adults boomerang (South and Lei 2015; Stone
et al. 2014). Just as wages and unemployment
are predictive of boomeranging, high debt loads
among college-going youth may be an important
contemporary indicator of economic distress,
whereby those struggling with debt face a heightened risk of boomeranging.
Relatedly, student debt may lead to boomeranging if it interferes with degree attainment.
High debt burdens are associated with an
increased risk of dropping out of college (Dwyer
et al. 2011). Although there is no evidence of the
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Figure 3. Theoretical associations between student debt, college completion, and boomeranging:
College completion and postsecondary characteristics more important for boomeranging than
debt.
Note: Correlations between exogenous variables
implicit, not shown; key theoretical causal mechanisms in grayscale; dashed line indicates anticipated
nonsignificant association; confounders not
depicted.

link between degree attainment and boomeranging, young people who leave college without
a degree face higher unemployment rates and
lower wages than college graduates (Cellini and
Chaudhary 2014; Lang and Weinstein 2013) and
thus may be at a higher risk for boomeranging.
Third, student debt may increase the risk of
boomeranging because it leads to delays in other
adult role transitions. For example, young adults
with high student debt are less likely to transition
from cohabitation to marriage (Addo 2014), and
high debt is also associated with delayed fertility
(Nau et al. 2015). Boomeranging research shows
that delays in such transitions—as well as union
dissolution, leaving college, and nonmarital pregnancy—are associated with an increased risk of
returning home (Sandberg-Thoma et al. 2015;
South and Lei 2015; Stone et al. 2014).
Finally, the association between debt and boomeranging may operate through youth well-being.
Student debt is linked to poor young adult mental
health (Walsemann, Gee, and Gentile 2015), and
young people with emotional problems are more
likely to boomerang (Sandberg-Thoma et al.
2015). To the extent that student debt affects emotional well-being, this may be a mechanism
through which student debt affects boomeranging.
In sum, the above arguments, summarized in
Figure 1, suggest that we would expect to find
a bivariate (positive) association between student
debt and boomeranging, and this association should
be partially or fully mediated by young adult
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economic circumstances, college completion, transition to adulthood status, and youth well-being.
Few studies examine the link between student
debt and boomeranging, with the exception of
two reports produced by the Federal Reserve
Board. Dettling and Hsu (2015) use credit-report
data to show that student debt is positively associated with boomeranging and that this association
is larger for subprime borrowers. While the study
provides important evidence of the relationship
between student debt and boomeranging, it is limited in several ways. First, the credit-report data
omit nondebtors (those without credit reports).
Second, the credit-report data lacks information
on individual-level socioeconomic and PSE characteristics, which are crucial to fully understand
the association between debt and outcomes (Houle
2014). Third, residence with parents is largely
inferred using mailing addresses and differences
in ages among individuals living in a household
rather than directly identifying parent–children
pairs or using respondent reports of residence.
Another study (Bleemer et al. 2014), using aggregated data from credit reports, finds that statelevel debt loads are associated with state-level
rates of co-residing with parents. These studies,
while illustrative, do not directly measure boomeranging at the individual level, do not include nondebtors with no credit history, and do not consider
individual-level mechanisms and confounders of
the association between debt and boomeranging.
Our study, which utilizes longitudinal individuallevel survey data of a nationally representative
sample, allows us unique leverage regarding this
question.

Student Debt and Boomeranging:
Variation by Race
While the above argument implies that student
debt may be uniformly negative for young adults,
other scholars have argued that debt may be more
burdensome for some groups than for others and
may have differential consequences across groups,
particularly by race. Research in this vein shows
student debt may be more burdensome and difficult to repay for black young adults than for white
young adults for two key reasons. First, black
young adults have significantly higher debt burdens than whites (Cunningham and Santiago
2008; Houle 2014; Jackson and Reynolds 2013),
such that blacks are both more likely to borrow,
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owe $5,000 to $10,000 more than white debtors,
and are more likely to default on loans (Houle
2014; Huelsman 2015; Jackson and Reynolds
2013). Second, black young adults experience
greater hardship and discrimination, making debt
more burdensome to repay and leading debt to
have more pernicious consequences.
Discrimination in credit, college, and labor
markets is a key mechanism by which debt
becomes more burdensome (and difficult to repay)
for blacks than for whites. Although student debt
is often used by black students to bridge the gap
between family resources and the rising costs of
college, black youth are more likely to have private loans, which carry high and variable interest
rates, have high fees for deferment and forbearance, and offer less protection for borrowers than
federal loans (Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen and Houle
2014; Project on Student Debt 2014). In this
way, the student loan market is not unlike the
mortgage market, in which blacks often lack
access to fair credit and instead are more likely
to have access to predatory, high-interest loans
that are difficult to repay (Williams, Nesiba, and
McConnell 2005). Black youth also have more
difficulty repaying loans due to discrimination
and hardship in the college market. For example,
black young adults are often funneled toward
predatory for-profit institutions and underfunded
schools, which offer fewer labor market benefits
and have high dropout rates (Ruch 2001). Finally,
even among college graduates, black youth experience discrimination in the labor market. They
are less likely to obtain job offers and often
receive offers for lower-paying positions with
fewer options for career advancements than their
white counterparts (Gaddis 2015). More broadly,
black–white disparities in earnings, employment,
and wealth are observable in young adulthood
(Cancio, Evans, and Maume 1996; Zhang 2008),
and due to their precarious economic position,
black youth may have more difficulty repaying
student debt after leaving college.
Additionally, recent evidence suggests that student debt has more negative consequences for
black youth than for white youth. For example,
69 percent of blacks who drop out cite student
debt as a primary reason for not completing their
degree, compared to 43 percent of white students
(Johnson, Van Ostern, and White 2012). After
leaving college, blacks also report being significantly more concerned about being able to afford
student loan payments than whites (Ratcliffe and
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McKernan 2013) and have more difficulty paying
off equivalent amounts of debt than white young
adults (Addo, Houle, and Simon 2016), which
may be a result of the higher interest rates and
lower labor market returns to a college degree
they commonly experience. That is, black young
adults not only face higher debt burdens than their
white counterparts, and are thus exposed to greater
risks in their college experience, but they also
experience fewer rewards to a college degree
(Addo et al. 2016). This suggests that to the extent
that student debt creates economic strain that
drives young people back to the parental home,
the impact of student debt on boomeranging may
be stronger for blacks than it is for whites, as summarized in Figure 2. Although one could reasonably hypothesize that the consequences of debt
may vary by other characteristics (such as gender
or class), we focus on race because (1) black–
white differences in debt are substantially larger
than gender and socioeconomic background in
debt (Addo et al. 2016; Houle 2014), and (2) the
burden of student loan debt is uniquely racialized,
for the reasons stated above.1

A Completion Crisis, Not a Debt Crisis:
Implications for Boomeranging
A third claim in the literature is that college completion and subsequent labor market attachment
better explain the rise in boomeranging than
does student debt. While many argue student
debt has disastrous consequences, other scholars
argue that the student debt crisis is not a debt crisis
but a degree completion and for-profit crisis
(Dynarski 2015; Dynarski and Kreisman 2013;
Looney and Yannelis 2015). That is, those who
are struggling with loan repayment are not struggling because they carry high loan balances but
because they leave college without a degree and
attend institutions with low completion rates and
fewer labor market benefits, such as for-profits
and two-year institutions (Akers and Chingos
2016). For example, Houle and Berger (2015)
challenge recent claims that student debt is dragging down the housing market, finding only a trivial association between student debt and home
ownership outcomes. Instead, they find that degree
completion is a stronger predictor of home ownership. Indeed, recent estimates suggest that student
debt may not be as burdensome as is suggested in
popular discourse. For example, the median
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student debtor pays only 3 to 4 percent of their
monthly income on student loan payments, a figure
that has remained relatively constant since the
early 1990s (Akers and Chingos 2016). As such,
degree completion may be a stronger predictor
of boomeranging than student debt, ceteris paribus. Unlike the above argument, which suggests
that college completion and PSE characteristics
may mediate the link between student debt and
boomeranging, this argument suggests that PSE
characteristics and completion are independent
predictors of boomeranging and implies that debt
is not a culprit in the rise of boomeranging.
This argument dovetails with sociological
research on higher education. While access to
PSE in the United States has increased over the
twentieth century, these institutions have also
become more stratified and diverse in ways that
exacerbate inequality (Dwyer, McCloud, and Hodson 2012). Much of the growth in higher education
has been in two-year and lower-tier institutions
(such as for-profits) that primarily cater to disadvantaged students (Roksa et al. 2007). While
attending such institutions may serve as a steppingstone for upward mobility, graduation rates at
these institutions are significantly lower than at
traditional four-year nonprofit institutions. Indeed,
only 31 percent of students at two-year institutions
(National Center for Education Statistics 2013c)
and 23 percent of students at four-year for-profit
institutions graduate within 150 percent of normal
time (National Center for Education Statistics
2013a), and those who do not complete their
degree do not experience the labor market benefits
associated with a college degree (Hout 2012).
Moreover, graduates of these institutions tend to
have lower-status and lower-wage jobs than fouryear nonprofit college graduates, suggesting that
degrees from these types of institutions do not confer the same benefits as four-year degrees from
public and private nonprofit institutions (Cellini
and Chaudhary 2014; Lang and Weinstein 2013).
Given that noncompletion and low-status PSE institutions are linked with fewer social and economic
rewards, these factors may be important predictors
of boomeranging, as summarized in Figure 3.
Recent research provides suggestive, but not
conclusive, evidence that college degree completion is associated with returning home, and no
research has yet explored how PSE characteristics
are linked with boomeranging. South and Lei
(2015) find some support for the above argument
and show that leaving college is associated with
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an increased risk of returning home. Similarly,
Stone et al. (2014) find that young adults transitioning out of school and into the labor market
in England have a higher risk of returning home
than young adults who are stably employed. However, these analyses conflate leaving school with
degree completion, and thus it is not clear whether
there are differences in risk of returning home by
completion status. Moreover, both studies include
young adults with less than or equal to a high
school degree who never attended college in their
reference group, thus raising further questions
about whether noncompleters are more likely to
return home than degree completers. Thus, the
link between student debt, college completion,
PSE characteristics, and returning to the parental
home is unclear.
In sum, in this study we test three claims
regarding the impact of student debt on boomeranging; first, that student loan debt is associated
with an increased risk of boomeranging; second,
that this effect is stronger for black youth, for
whom debt is more burdensome; and third, that
college completion, rather than debt, is most germane to boomeranging. In doing so, we contribute
to two distinct literatures on the consequences of
student debt and young adulthood, as well as to
research on the changing transition to adulthood,
by examining the link between student debt, college completion, and the changing landscape of
the transition to adulthood.

DATA AND METHODS
Data
Data for this study are drawn from the National
Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 Cohort
(NLSY-97). The NLSY-97 is a nationally representative sample of 8,984 respondents born
between 1980 and 1984. Survey respondents
have been interviewed yearly since the original
round of data collection in 1997 except for
a two-year gap between the 2011 and 2013 waves.
The NLSY-97 data are particularly well suited for
our analyses because the panel follows a recent
cohort of youth that hold historically high levels
of student loan and consumer debt during their
transition into adulthood. We restrict the original
sample of 8,984 respondents in several ways. First,
we limit our analysis to respondents who ever
attended college, and thus were at risk to
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accumulate student debt (n = 5,615). Second, for
the main analysis, we keep only those collegegoers who achieve residential independence (n =
5,063), eliminating those respondents who fail to
launch.2 Third, we drop 32 respondents who report
living independently or returning to the parental
household before the start of the data series.
Fourth, we drop six college-goers who report
returning to the parental household before they
reported living independently (n = 5,025). We
then restructure the data into a person-wave format
(person-waves = 90,468) and drop all observations
following a return to the parental household (n =
5,025; person-waves = 31,731). To account for
missing data, we use multiple imputation using
the ICE command in Stata 14.0 (Royston 2005).
Multiple imputation is a more efficient and less
biased strategy for dealing with missing data
than listwise deletion (Lee and Carin 2010). The
procedure iteratively replaces missing values on
all variables with predictions based on random
draws from the posterior distributions of parameters observed in the sample, creating multiple
complete data sets (Allison 2001). We average
results across 15 imputation samples and account
for random variation across samples to calculate
standard errors (Royston 2005). The multiply
imputed results presented here are similar to
results seen when using listwise deletion.

Measures
Boomeranging.

Prior research has relied on
annual household rosters to measure exits from
and returns to the parental household (see
Sandberg-Thoma et al. 2015; South and Lei
2015). Respondents are considered residentially
independent when a parent no longer appears on
the household roster, and boomeranging is coded
as 1 if a respondent who becomes residentially
independent later reports a parent on the household roster. We argue that such a measure is not
ideal for a college-going population. First, the
NLSY asks only about one’s current household,
which may bias estimates for populations whose
current or usual residence is ambiguous, such as
college-going youth (Martin 1999, 2007). Relatedly, many youth report their parents on the
household roster while enrolled in college and living on campus (Thompson 2014), which creates
measurement error. Finally, shorter spells of residential independence (especially those lasting less

Houle and Warner
than one year) are not captured by the annual
household roster. For these reasons, the Bureau
of Labor Statistics has not relied on household
roster measures in the NLSY when examining
boomeranging (Dey and Pierret 2014).
A measure based on respondents’ own reports
of their residential independence is preferable.
Starting in 2003, NLSY-97 respondents were
asked retrospective questions about the month
and year in which they first exited and the month
and year they returned to the parental home (if
applicable).3 After 2003, respondents are asked
about these transitions at every subsequent wave.
As part of this question, respondents are given
a direct definition of living on their own and are
asked if they have ever established their own
household for at least three months.4 Those who
lived independently are then asked if they ever
returned to the parental household for a period
of at least three months and, if so, the month and
year when that occurred.5 Residentially independent respondents are coded as 1 in the year they
report moving back home. This measure is less
biased than the household roster measure for several reasons. First, respondents are asked specifically about residential transitions, rather than
inferring the transitions from the household roster
of one’s implied current residence. Second, the
measure avoids bias associated with shorter-term
living situations (such as dorms or residential
spells in college) because respondents are first
prompted with a definition of permanent housing:
‘‘Sometimes people live in places temporarily
while attending school or working a job or for
some other reason, but they consider their permanent residence to be elsewhere. Do you consider
the place you are currently living to be your permanent house?’’ (Bureau of Labor Statistics
2013). Because they are prompted with a clear
definition of permanent housing, respondents are
less likely to consider short-term or temporary
moves when discussing their boomeranging history (Martin, Fay, and Krejsa 2014). Third,
because respondents report the month and year
of each transition, we can capture exits and returns
that last less than one year. This is an important
group, as nearly 11 percent of residentially independent respondents who return home do so in
the first year. By asking youth specifically about
their residential independence that is not temporary, we get a direct, rather than in indirect, measure that is likely less biased than the household
roster measure (Dey and Pierret 2014). However,
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one potential shortcoming of our measure of boomeranging is that respondents are asked if they
‘‘move[d] in with their parents or someone else’s
household’’ (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2013).
Because that someone else could conceivably be
a romantic partner, we include controls for cohabitation and marital status in our analysis. To the
extent that this boomeranging measure captures
moves with other family members, this likely
reflects family structure variation in the United
States. Given the variety of family structures in
the United States, we contend that moving in
with other relatives (rather than parents) is conceptually similar to boomeranging. However, as an
additional robustness check, we construct a boomeranging measure based on the household roster
and briefly report these findings below.

Student debt. Our focal independent variable is
student debt. Respondents are asked questions
about types and amounts of debt holdings and
assets, including student debt, at approximately
ages 20, 25, and 30 as part of the NLSY debts
and assets modules (YAST). We then adjust
debt for inflation and standardize it to reflect
2010 dollars using the Consumer Price Index
Research Series (Bureau of Labor Statistics
2010). While accuracy of self-reported debt data
is a concern, evidence shows that borrower selfreports and credit reports are extremely similar
for nearly all forms of debt, including student
debt (Brown et al. 2011). We use linear interpolation to impute debt between YAST modules and
include the natural log of this measure in our
empirical models.6
Covariates. We include an array of time-invariant and time-varying covariates in our models that
may confound, suppress, or mediate the link
between student debt and boomeranging. Because
sociodemographic background is associated with
debt accrual (Houle 2014) and boomeranging
(South and Lei 2015), time-invariant controls
include race (white [referent], black, and other),
sex (female [referent], male), region of residence
at baseline (Northeast [referent], North Central,
South, West), parents’ highest education in 1997
( high school degree [referent], some college,
four-year college degree or higher), parental
wealth in 1997 (coded in thousands of constant
2010 dollars), number of siblings in household
at baseline, and family structure in adolescence
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(two-parent biological [referent], single parent,
stepfamily, other family structure). We also capture parental attachment, which may suppress
the association between debt and boomeranging,
through questions about a respondent’s relationship with his or her parents. Respondents are
asked the extent to which they agree with the following statements regarding their parents (measured on a 5-point Likert agree/disagree scale):
(1) I think highly of him/her, (2) He/she is a person
I want to be like, and (3) I really enjoy spending
time with him/her. We take the average of
a respondent’s responses for each question and
create a time-stable parental attachment scale by
combining the measures into a single summed
scale.
We also control for an array of time-varying
variables that reflect annual measures of respondents’ PSE experiences and their social and economic characteristics as young adults. This is
important, as young adults who consume more
PSE (attend longer or attend more expensive
schools) accrue more debt than those who consume less PSE, and PSE characteristics may suppress the association between debt and boomeranging (Houle 2014). In addition, degree
completion may be a mediator or independently
predict boomeranging (noted above). PSE characteristics include degree pursued and attained
(graduate school with degree attained [referent],
graduate school with no degree, four-year institution with degree attained, four-year institution
with no degree, two-year institution with degree
attained, two-year institution with no degree
attained), current enrollment status (not enrolled
[referent], currently enrolled), number of years
enrolled in college, percentage of years enrolled
full-time, percentage of years enrolled in a private
institution, a weighted average of the sticker price
of the cost of institutions attended over the
respondents’ postsecondary career, and a dummy
indicator of whether the respondent ever attended
a for-profit institution.
To test whether delays in the transition to
adulthood mediate any association between debt
and boomeranging, we control for annual measures that reflect a youth’s life stage, including
age, marital and relationship status (never
married/single [referent], cohabiting, married,
divorced or separated), and parental status (childless [referent], has a biological child). In addition,
because young adults’ economic resources are
likely to reflect their ability to pay down their
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debt and may mediate the association between
debt and boomeranging, we control for full-time
employment (1 = yes) and wages (measured in
2010 dollars and transformed using a natural logarithm). To the extent that emotional problems
spurred by student debt may drive young adults
back home, we also adjust for problem drinking
and emotional distress. Problem drinking is an
annual dichotomous measure coded 1 if respondents reported binge drinking in the past 30 days
(five or more drinks in one sitting) or reported
drinking before school or work. Emotional distress
is measured biannually (2000, 2002, 2004, 2006,
2008, and 2010) with a composite score of the
amount of time respondents reported (1) being
nervous, (2) feeling calm and peaceful (reverse
coded), (3) feeling downhearted/blue, (4) being
a happy person (reverse coded), and (5) feeling
so down that nothing could cheer them up. Higher
scores indicate greater emotional distress. Survey
waves where these indicators are not measured
were backfilled from the next available wave.
We also adjust for contemporaneous conditions
in young adulthood that are correlated with and
may confound the link between debt and boomeranging. To account for the recessionary period—
which was associated with a rise in student debt
and boomeranging—we include a dummy coded
1 for survey years 2007 to 2010 and 0 for all other
years. To ensure our estimates of student debt and
boomeranging are not biased by other forms of
debt that are correlated with student debt, we control for mortgage debt (1 = yes, 0 = no) and the
natural log of reported consumer debt (auto and
unsecured) recorded at each YAST module. To
the extent that parental support suppresses the
association of interest (above and beyond parental
attachment), we control for instrumental support
with a dichotomous indicator coded 0 if respondents got no support from parents and 1 if respondents received financial support (other than an
allowance) in the past year. We also control for
urban residence (nonurban [referent], urban).

Analytical Strategy
Over 85 percent of the NLSY-97 sample reported
living independently at some point. Those who did
not were omitted from the analyses, and among
those who did, their observation period starts in
the year they first report living independently.
The time series for residentially independent
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respondents end (are censored) when they either
return to their parental household or reach the
end of the survey period. Because our data are in
yearly intervals, we use discrete time proportional
hazard models as opposed to Cox regression models. We conducted exploratory analyses to determine the proper functional form of the baseline
hazard. Among the various options, including linear time since independence and nonlinear time
since independence, a fully nonparametric model
(with dummy variables for time) was the best fit
for the data. To maintain temporal ordering of
the dependent and independent variables, we set
up our models such that independent variables at
time t predict boomeranging at time t 1 1. As
such, all independent variables (including interpolated debt) are measured at the same point in time
(time t).7 We use Stata v.14 and standard errors are
clustered by respondent to adjust for nonindependence of observations across time.

RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics
We present descriptive statistics for the full sample and by boomerang status in Table 1. The
means and standard deviations in Table 1 are interpreted as averages across all residentially independent person-year observations. Among those who
become residentially independent, 59 percent
report they boomerang (9.3 percent annually).
Notably, if we were to measure boomeranging
based on the household roster, only 39 percent
of residentially independent respondents would
be classified as boomerangers, suggesting that
the household roster underestimates boomeranging. This is likely due to household rosters missing
short-term moves. Aligning with this, the risk of
boomeranging is highest in the first two years of
independence (11 percent in the first year and 23
percent in the second year) and then declines
precipitously.
Average student debt among debtors in this
sample is $17,570. While this figure is lower
than the national average, this is because it represents average debt for all person-years since the
respondent becomes residentially independent.
For comparison, average debt among debtors is
$12,777 at YAST-20, $22,358 at YAST-25, and
$25,397 at YAST-30, which is consistent with
national estimates (Houle 2014).
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We find several key differences across
respondents by boomerang status. Contrary to
our expectations and the dominant narrative,
young adults who boomerang report significantly
less student debt than those who do not return
home. Young adults who boomerang are also
more likely to be younger, to be black, and to
have lower PSE attainment and are less likely to
attain a degree and more likely to attend for-profit
institutions. In young adulthood, boomerang
respondents are less likely to have transitioned to
adult roles (marriage, parenthood), have lower
socioeconomic status than their counterparts
(lower wages, lower employment), and experience
more emotional distress. Overall, the descriptive
statistics in Table 1 confirm recent research showing that young adult characteristics are tied to boomeranging but do not support the overall expectation that student debt is driving young adults back
to the parental home. Indeed, the bivariate association shows just the opposite—those who boomerang carry less student debt than those who do not.
To further interrogate this association, we turn to
a series of discrete time event history models predicting boomeranging among college-going young
adults.

Discrete Time Event History Models
In Table 2, we show results from a series of discrete time event history models. In Model 1 we
show the relationship between logged student
debt and the hazard of returning home, controlling
only for the baseline hazard (captured with
dummy variables for each residentially independent observation, but not shown) and sociodemographic background variables. In Model 2 we
add PSE characteristics. We then add young adult
characteristics in Model 3.
Across all models in Table 2, we find no evidence that student debt is associated with an
increased risk of returning to the parental home.
Indeed, the negative association observed in Table
1 is completely explained by sociodemographic
background variables. As such, we find no evidence to support popular claims that student debt
is driving young people back home.
In Model 2, we find support for claims that
completion, rather than debt, may be driving people home, as postsecondary degree completion is
a strong predictor of returning home. Young adults
who pursue a two-year or four-year degree but do
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics.
Unit of analysis = person-years
Variable
Ever boomerang
Annual boomerang
Student debt
Proportion with debt
Debt among debtors (thousands of dollars)
Social background
Race
White (reference)
Black
Other race
Sex (male = 1)
Age
Family structure
Two-parent biological (reference)
Stepfamily
Single-parent family
Other family
Parents’ highest education
Less than or equal to high school degree
Some college
College degree or higher
Parents’ net worth (thousands of dollars)
Parental attachment
Household size (1997)
Postsecondary educational characteristics
Two-year college, no degree
Two-year degree
Four-year college, no degree
Four-year college degree
Graduate school, no degree
Graduate school degree
Currently enrolled in college
Years enrolled college
% Years enrolled full time
% Years enrolled in private school
Ever enrolled in for-profit school
Tuition and fees

Full sample Never boomerang Ever boomerang t test
0.590
0.093
0.351
17.57
(21.73)

0.397
18.42
(21.91)

0.247
14.50
(20.73)

***
***

0.763
0.138
0.099
0.465
23.44
(3.82)

0.775
0.131
0.094
0.474
24.59
(3.55)

0.735
0.153
0.111
0.446
20.87
(3.11)

**
*

0.562
0.141
0.253
0.044

0.555
0.142
0.256
0.047

0.577
0.138
0.245
0.039

0.322
0.306
0.372
163.27
(199.8)
8.71
(2.12)
2.30
(1.22)

0.330
0.306
0.364
161.4
(196.6)
8.70
(2.14)
2.30
(1.22)

0.307
0.305
0.388
167.5
(206.6)
8.73
(2.07)
2.31
(1.24)

0.321
0.089
0.344
0.179
0.028
0.039
0.391
3.334
(2.647)
0.646
(0.439)
0.146
(0.315)
0.112
7128.8
(6379)

0.289
0.104
0.299
0.221
0.037
0.050
0.356
3.902
(2.663)
0.685
(0.416)
0.156
(0.320)
0.106
7047.1
(6344)

***

0.390
0.055
0.445
0.086
0.009
0.014
0.468
2.063
(2.157)
0.558
(0.476)
0.122
(0.304)
0.124
7311.9
(6449)

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
**

(continued)
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Table 1.
(continued)
Unit of analysis = person-years
Variable
Young adult characteristics
Respondent is a parent
Full-time employed
Wages (logged)
Consumer debt (logged)
Homeowner (1 = yes)
Cohabiting
Married
Divorced/separated
Emotional distress
Problem drinking (1 = yes)
Instrumental support (past year)
Recession year
Observations

Full sample Never boomerang Ever boomerang t test
0.258
0.509
8.254
(3.547)
4.017
(3.766)
0.261
0.142
0.311
0.036
9.265
(2.333)
0.394
0.230
0.293
31,731

0.306
0.570
8.700
(3.406)
4.412
(3.765)
0.334
0.151
0.388
0.041
9.101
(2.275)
0.388
0.185
0.346
21,767

0.151
0.371
7.254
(3.657)
3.132
(3.658)
0.098
0.122
0.138
0.025
9.632
(2.411)
0.407
0.332
0.173
9,964

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

***
***

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 Cohort respondents who attend college.
Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Significance tests denote difference of means between never and ever
boomerang (standard errors corrected for nonindependence). Bivariate associations corrected for survey design
effects. Data are multiply imputed.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.

not complete the degree have the highest risk of
returning home. In Model 3, comparing completers to noncompleters in their appropriate reference group, two-and four-year noncompleters
have over 40 percent higher risk of returning
home than their counterparts in similar institutions
who complete their degree (two-year: exp..521-.159
= 1.43; four-year: exp..569-.206 = 1.44; p \ .05).
Moreover, this association is partially explained
by young adult social and economic characteristics in Model 4, suggesting that degree noncompletion increases boomeranging in part because it
creates economic and social strain.
Young adult social and economic characteristics are also associated with returning to the parental home, and these patterns are in line with recent
research. Young adults who have transitioned into
adult roles, such as cohabiting or marital relationships, are significantly less likely to return home,
as are homeowners. While wages and employment
status are not significant predictors of boomeranging, the coefficients are in the expected direction,
and these associations are significant when not

controlling for the marital/relationship status
variables.
So far we have shown that student loan debt is
not associated with boomeranging and instead find
that college completion is a strong determinant of
returning home. However, student debt may be
more burdensome for blacks than for whites and
thus have a stronger association with boomeranging for this group. We test this in Table 3 by interacting race with student debt.
In Table 3, we find support for the argument
that debt is more strongly associated with boomeranging for black youth than it is for white youth.
Given the specification of the interactions, the
main effect of student debt in Model 1 represents
the effect of debt on returning home among white
respondents with debt, and the reference category
is white respondents with no debt. The race coefficients represent the risk of returning home for
black and other-race respondents who have no
debt, and the interaction terms represent the effect
of debt on returning home among racial-minority
respondents. The results in Table 3 suggest that
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Table 2. Discrete Time Event History Models of Risk of Return to the Parental Home.
Variable
Student loan debt (logged)
Social background
Race (white = reference)
Black
Other race
Male (female = reference)
Age
Family structure (two-parent biological = reference)
Stepfamily

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

–0.001
(0.005)

0.001
(0.006)

–0.003
(0.006)

0.151**
(0.053)
0.115
(0.064)
–0.024
(0.041)
–0.122***
(0.009)

0.133*
(0.054)
0.116
(0.065)
–0.043
(0.041)
–0.056***
(0.012)

–0.004
(0.059)
0.061
(0.066)
–0.064
(0.044)
–0.022
(0.013)

–0.159*
–0.179**
(0.064)
(0.065)
Single-parent family
–0.127*
–0.129*
(0.053)
(0.053)
Other family
–0.340**
–0.343**
(0.110)
(0.111)
Parent net worth (thousands of dollars)
0.000
0.000
(0.000)
(0.000)
Parents’ highest education (less than or equal to high school degree = reference)
Parent some college
0.064
0.072
(0.052)
(0.052)
Parent college degree
0.052
0.061
(0.054)
(0.056)
Parental attachment
0.005
0.003
(0.010)
(0.010)
Household size (1997)
–0.021
–0.022
(0.017)
(0.017)
Postsecondary educational characteristics
Postsecondary education (graduate school, degree = reference)
Two-year college, no degree
0.521*
(0.212)
Two-year degree
0.159
(0.223)
Four-year, no degree
0.569**
(0.204)
Four-year degree
0.206
(0.210)
Graduate school, no degree
0.148
(0.266)
Currently enrolled in college (1=yes)
0.298***
(0.054)
Years enrolled in college
–0.098***
(0.018)
% Years enrolled full time
0.199***
(0.061)
% Years enrolled in private school
0.065
(0.081)

–0.159*
(0.066)
–0.172**
(0.054)
–0.374***
(0.114)
0.000
(0.000)
0.029
(0.053)
–0.052
(0.058)
0.021
(0.011)
–0.015
(0.018)

0.465*
(0.213)
0.116
(0.224)
0.422*
(0.206)
0.156
(0.211)
0.056
(0.270)
0.209***
(0.057)
–0.083***
(0.018)
0.179**
(0.063)
0.145
(0.084)
(continued)
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Table 2.
(continued)
Variable

Model 1

Respondent attended for-profit (1 = yes)
Tuition and fees

Model 2
0.054
(0.063)
0.000
(0.000)

0.076
(0.064)
–0.000
(0.000)

0.192
(0.216)

–0.891***
(0.083)
–0.764***
(0.080)
0.187
(0.133)
–0.007
(0.068)
–0.088
(0.051)
–0.011
(0.006)
0.011
(0.006)
–0.603***
(0.080)
0.058***
(0.009)
0.080
(0.047)
0.168***
(0.048)
0.067
(0.062)
–2.671***
(0.362)

Young adult characteristics
Marital status (never married = reference)
Cohabiting
Married
Divorced/separated
Respondent is a parent (1 = yes)
Full-time employed (1 = yes)
Wages (logged)
Consumer debt (logged)
Homeowner (1 = yes)
Emotional distress
Problem drinking
Instrumental support
Recession year (1 = yes)
Constant

–2.179***
(0.047)

Model 3

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 Cohort respondents who attend college.
Note: N = 31,731 person-years, 5,025 persons. Models also include dummy variables for time since independence and
controls for urban residence and region. Standard errors in parentheses and corrected for nonindependence.
Multivariate results are unweighted. Data are multiply imputed.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.

the association between student debt and boomeranging is stronger for black young adults than it is
for white young adults. In Model 3, a 10 percent
increase in student debt is associated with a 20
percent increase in the risk of boomeranging
among blacks, but an equivalent increase in debt
has essentially no effect for whites. Interestingly,
this interaction is reduced below conventional levels of statistical significance (but is still positive, p
\ .07) after adjusting for young adult social and

economic characteristics. This suggests student
loan debt is more burdensome and has greater consequences for black youth than for white youth,
and this is in part due to economic and social
struggles in young adulthood. Additional models
that use categories of debt (no debt, low debt
[\$15,000], midlevel debt [$15,000–$30,000],
high debt [.$30,000]) reveal that while the magnitude of the interaction effect is large for all debt
categories, it is statistically significant for the
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Table 3. Discrete Time Hazard Models Predicting Return to the Parental Home.
Variable

Model 1

Student loan debt (logged)

–0.011
(0.007)

–0.008
(0.007)

–0.011
(0.007)

0.074
(0.061)
0.067
(0.075)

0.064
(0.062)
0.070
(0.076)

–0.060
(0.066)
0.031
(0.078)

0.029*
(0.011)
0.020
(0.016)
0.208
(0.216)

0.026*
(0.011)
0.020
(0.016)
-1.664***
(0.331)

0.021
(0.012)
0.013
(0.016)
-2.659***
(0.362)

Yes
No
No

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
Yes

Race (white = reference)
Black
Other race
Race 3 Debt interactions
Student Loan Debt 3 Black
Student Loan Debt 3 Other Race
Constant
Model covariates
Social background characteristics
Postsecondary educational characteristics
Young adult characteristics

Model 2

Model 3

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 Cohort respondents who attend college.
Note: N = 31,731 person-years, 5,025 persons. Models also include dummy variables for time since independence and
controls for urban residence and region. Standard errors in parentheses and corrected for nonindependence.
Multivariate results are unweighted. Data are multiply imputed.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.

low-debt group only—suggesting that small
amounts of debt are significantly associated with
increased risk of boomeranging for black college-goers. This supports recent literature that suggests those who struggle most with loans (and are
at high risk of default) have relatively low balances (Dynarski 2015), though we would caution
that the effect sizes are large at higher debt levels
but may have failed to reach statistical significance due to small sample size.

Additional Analyses
We conducted additional analyses to test the
robustness of our findings and to further examine
plausible sources of heterogeneity in the association between student debt and boomeranging.
One explanation for the null debt findings in the
full sample is that debt is preventing youth from
becoming residentially independent, which would
bias its association with boomeranging toward
zero. To test this, we show results from models
that predict the risk of residential independence
in the appendix. We find that debt is positively

associated with leaving home but that this coefficient is reduced to nonsignificance when we adjust
for postsecondary educational experience. As
such, we find little evidence that student debt is
leading to a ‘‘failure to launch,’’ and thus that is
unlikely to bias our main findings.
Another concern is that there may be some heterogeneity among young adults who boomerang,
such that some young adults are ‘‘slowly detaching’’ and temporarily moving in and out during
and after college, while others are returning
home for longer periods of time after attaining
independence (who we might refer to as ‘‘true
boomerangers’’).8 To examine this, we use the
household roster to construct a residential history
that measures the number of times that respondents enter and leave the parental household. Of
those who do boomerang, almost 80 percent return
to the parental home only once. Furthermore,
fewer than 3 percent of those who boomerang
leave and return three or more times. This, coupled
with our self-report measure that prompts respondents to consider permanent rather than temporary
housing, suggests that this is unlikely to bias our
findings.

Houle and Warner
Moreover, our results are consistent across
additional measures and operationalizations of
debt, such as the annual measures of outstanding
student debt reported when respondents are
enrolled in college and when limiting our measure
of debt to the YAST-25 measure of debt. In addition, given the discrepancy in the estimates of boomeranging when using household rosters versus
self-reports, we also test whether our results are
robust to the measure of boomeranging used.
Our results are substantively equivalent across
these measures. Thus, while relying on household
roster data appears to underestimate the prevalence of boomeranging, it does capture many
important correlates. Finally, to further examine
heterogeneity in the association between debt
and boomeranging, we test whether the association differs by completion status or for-profit
attendance, as recent research suggests that college noncompleters and for-profit attendees may
struggle with debt (Looney and Yannelis 2015).
We also test whether the association varies by gender, socioeconomic background, or other college
characteristics. Further analyses reveal no support
for the hypothesis that the link between debt and
boomeranging varies across these groups, suggesting that student loan debt is racialized and has
greater negative consequences for black youth
than for other social groups.

DISCUSSION
Life course scholars have argued that residence
with parents in young adulthood is a sign of
stunted development and a problematic reversal
of one of the core aspects of the transition to adulthood (Sandberg-Thoma et al. 2015; Sassler et al.
2008; South and Lei 2015; Stone et al. 2014). A
growing population of young people who attend
postsecondary institutions, coupled with rising
costs and debt, has raised popular and scholarly
concerns about the impact of student debt and college experiences on boomeranging. In this study,
we contribute to this small but burgeoning area
of research and test three claims regarding the
link between student debt and boomeranging: first,
that student debt increases the risk of boomeranging because it creates economic strain, increases
the risk of college noncompletion, delays adult
transitions, and undermines mental health; second,
that the association between debt and boomeranging is stronger for blacks than for whites because
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for blacks, debt is more burdensome due in part
to discrimination and hardship in credit, college,
and labor markets; third, that college completion,
rather than debt, is most consequential for boomeranging. We find support for the second and
third arguments and find little evidence that student debt is linked to boomeranging in the total
population.
Though our main findings do not align with
popular claims about student debt, they are in
line with recent literature that has found null or
mixed findings regarding the effect of debt on
the transition to adulthood (Addo 2014; Houle
and Berger 2015). These mixed findings likely
reflect that student debt is, as Dwyer and colleagues (2012:1136) note, a ‘‘double-edged
sword’’—on the one hand, a valuable resource to
help bridge the gap between their resources and
rising costs but, on the other hand, a burden that
must be repaid, which may be more challenging
for some groups than for others. In other words,
rising college costs and debt have made college
a riskier proposition for some groups than for
others.
To this end, our findings, coupled with recent
research on racial disparities in debt, suggest that
taking on debt is more consequential for black
young adults than for white young adults. Black
students are more likely to have trouble paying
down debt and may be more likely to drop out
of college in response to high debt burdens than
are whites (Jackson and Reynolds 2013). Given
that blacks experience lower labor market returns
to college than whites (Gaddis 2015), while also
facing higher debt burdens and dropout risk, black
young adults take a great deal more risk in enrolling in college and reap fewer rewards to that risk.
This growing body of evidence suggests that rising
debt may contribute to growing racial differences
in the transition to adulthood (Furstenberg et al.
2004) and may contribute to the fragility of the
next generation of the black middle class (Addo
et al. 2016). To the extent that student debt may
reinforce and reproduce racial inequalities within
and across generations, future research should
continue to interrogate the causes and consequences of racial disparities in debt and heterogeneity
in the consequences of debt by race.
Finally, our findings also demonstrate that college completion—much more so than student
debt, in terms of effect size—is a key correlate
of returning to the parental home. Young adults
who attend either two- or four-year institutions
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and fail to achieve their degree have a significantly
higher risk of returning home than their counterparts, and the coefficient size is among the largest
of all model covariates. These findings are consistent with recent scholarly assertions that higher
education does not have a debt crisis per se but
a completion crisis (Akers and Chingos 2016). In
an era of rising college costs, and amid a deteriorating labor market, the economic stakes of college completion are high. In this environment,
those who start but do not finish college are in
a vulnerable position and, as we show, at an elevated risk of ending up on their parents’ doorstep.
Although we do not find an association between
for-profit attendance and debt, the coefficient is
in the expected direction and may fail to achieve
statistical significance because only a very small
proportion of respondents attend for-profit institutions. Small sample size may also explain why we
do not find evidence for an interaction effect of
for-profit attendance by student debt. Moreover,
consistent with prior research, we find that young
adults’ transition into adult social roles, including
marriage, homeownership, and successful employment, are negatively associated with boomerang
risk. As such, this suggests that broader demographic changes in the transition to adulthood
play a large role in shaping whether college-going
youth return home (Fry 2016; Houle and Berger
2015).
While this is the first study to our knowledge to
examine the link between student debt, college
completion, and boomeranging using longitudinal
survey data from a contemporary cohort of young
adults that has record levels of student debt, it is
not without limitations. First, our student debt
measure is limited to three time points, and thus
we may miss annual variation in student debt,
which could bias our results downward. However,
given that our results are robust when using the
annual measure of student debt when respondents
are in college, and we do not expect student debt
to fluctuate dramatically between observations,
this is unlikely to severely bias our results. Second, measurement bias in our boomeranging
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measure (recall and social desirability), is a concern, though our results are consistent with the
household roster measure. Third, it is possible
that young adults in our sample may not have
been residentially independent long enough to
observe an association between debt and boomeranging. However, we find this to be unlikely,
because most young adults who return home do
so very quickly after attaining residential independence, and we find no evidence for an interaction
between student debt and time since residential
independence. However, future research should
continue to follow this cohort as it ages and examine potential long-term effects of student debt on
adult outcomes. Finally, we advise caution in
causal interpretation of our findings, as student
debt is not randomly assigned, and there are likely
unobserved differences between students with
varying debt loads that may be associated with
risk of boomeranging.
Taken together, the findings suggest that college completion, transitioning into adult social
roles, and labor market success may better explain
rising rates of boomeranging among college-going
youth than student debt, but student debt may be
exacerbating racial inequalities in transition to
adulthood outcomes. Thus, our findings suggest
that downstream policies intended to alleviate
debt hardship should be targeted toward particular
vulnerable groups rather than universally. For
example, private lending markets should be better
regulated to protect minority students from undue
burden. Upstream policies would benefit from
greater focus on reducing debt burden through
decreasing costs (Goldrick-Rab 2016) as well as
policies and programs that promote college completion and labor market success. In sum, the
rise of student debt in the United States has created
a new form of risk for college-going young adults.
For many young adults, that risk may pay off. But
for others, taking this risk will create hardship that
complicates the transition to adulthood and perhaps will follow young people across the life
course, perpetuating social inequalities that have
persisted for generations.
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Appendix Discrete Time Event History Models of First Residential Independence.
Variable
Self-report residential independence
Student loan debt (logged)
Constant
Model covariates
Social background characteristics
Postsecondary educational characteristics
Young adult characteristics

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

0.016**
(0.005)
–7.397***
(0.559)

–0.004
(0.005)
–7.066***
(0.621)

0.003
(0.006)
–5.779***
(0.660)

Yes
No
No

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
Yes

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1997 Cohort.
Note: N = 32,886 person-years, 5,266 persons. Models also include dummy variables for time since independence and
controls for urban residence and region. Standard errors in parentheses and corrected for nonindependence.
Multivariate results are unweighted.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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NOTES
1. However, we take these hypotheses seriously and test
for moderation by other social groups in the supplementary analyses section.
2. In supplementary analyses, we estimate the association between debt and residential independence using
the full sample.
3. Because recall bias may create concerns for moves
prior to 2003, we conduct additional analyses where
we interact debt with a dummy variable for pre2003 survey wave. The interaction is nonsignificant
and the results were similar to results presented here.
4. Respondents are asked, ‘‘The next questions are
about living on your own—that is, being the head
of your household or sharing that role equally with

8.

others. If you do not live on your own, you live in
a household that is headed by someone else. What
month and year did you first move out on your own
for at least three months, even if you moved back
in to someone else’s household after that?’’
Those who have established residential independence
are asked, ‘‘Did you ever move back in with your
parents or into someone else’s household for at least
three months after that?’’
For example, a respondent observed at age 28 is
assumed to have debt levels that fall between his or
her reported values in the YAST-25 module and
YAST-30 module. We also operationalized debt
with dummy variable categorical measures (no
debt, low, mid, high). The results from these models
were substantively equivalent to our main findings,
and model fit statistics suggested logged debt provided a slightly better fit. We report where these findings differed in the Results section.
We recognize that our control variables may be both
a cause and a consequence of debt. To more explicitly deal with this, we conducted additional analyses
where time-varying postsecondary characteristics
and youth social and economic variables were lagged
and leaded relative to debt. These models were substantively equivalent to the models presented here.
We thank an anonymous reviewer for this valuable
insight.

REFERENCES
Addo, Fenaba R. 2014. ‘‘Debt, Cohabitation, and Marriage
in Young Adulthood.’’ Demography 51(5):1677–701.
Addo, Fenaba R., Jason N. Houle, and Daniel Simon.
2016. ‘‘Young, Black, and (Still) in the Red: Parental

106
Wealth, Race, and Student Loan Debt.’’ Race and
Social Problems 8(1):64–76.
Akers, Beth, and Matthew M. Chingos. 2016. Game of
Loans: The Rhetoric and Reality of Student Debt.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Allison, Paul D. 2001. Missing Data. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.
Bleemer, Zachary, Meta Brown, Donghoon Lee, and
Wilbert van der Klaauw. 2014. Debt, Jobs, or Housing: What’s Keeping Millennials at Home? Staff
Report No. 700. New York: Federal Reserve Bank
of New York.
Brown, Meta, Andrew Haughwout, Donghoon Lee, and
Wilbert van der Klaauw. 2011. Do We Know What
We Owe? A Comparison of Borrower- and Lenderreported Consumer Data. Staff Report No. 523.
New York: Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
Buchmann, Claudia, and Thomas A. DiPrete. 2006. ‘‘The
Growing Female Advantage in College Completion:
The Role of Parental Resources and Academic
Achievement.’’ American Sociological Review
71(4):515–41.
Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2010. Updated CPI-U-Rs, All
Items and All Items Less Food and Energy,
1978–2009. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved
August 15, 2011 (http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpiurs1978_
2009.pdf).
Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2013. National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth 1997 Cohort, 1997-2013 (Rounds
1-16). Computer file. Chicago: National Opinion
Research Center [Producer]. Columbus, OH: Center
for Human Resource Research [Distributor].
Cancio, Silvia A., David T. Evans and David J. Maume.
1996. ‘‘Reconsidering the Declining Significance of
Race: Racial Differences in Early Career Wages.’’
American Sociological Review 61(4):541–56.
Cellini, Stephanie Riegg, and Latika Chaudhary. 2014.
‘‘The Labor Market Returns to a For-profit College
Education.’’ Economics of Education Review 43:
125–40.
Cunningham, Alisa F., and Deborah A. Santiago. 2008.
Student Aversion to Borrowing: Who Borrows and
Who Doesn’t? Washington, DC: Institute for Higher
Education Policy.
Danziger, Sheldon, and David Ratner. 2010. ‘‘Labor
Market Outcomes and the Transition to Adulthood.’’
Future of Children 20(1):133–58.
Davidson, Adam. 2014. ‘‘It’s Official: The Boomerang
Kids Won’t Leave.’’ New York Times Magazine,
June 22, p. MM22.
Dettling, Lisa J., and Joanne W. Hsu. 2015. ‘‘Returning
to the Nest: Debt and Parental Co-residence among
Young Adults.’’ Finance and Economics Discussion
Series. Washington, DC: Federal Reserve Board.
Dey, Judith G., and Charles R. Pierret. 2014. ‘‘Independence
for Young Millennials: Moving Out and Boomeranging
Back.’’ Monthly Labor Review, December 2014.

Sociology of Education 90(1)
Dwyer, Rachel E., Laura McCloud, and Randy Hodson.
2011. ‘‘Youth Debt, Mastery, and Self-esteem:
Class-stratified Effects of Indebtedness on Self-concept.’’ Social Science Research 40(3):727–41.
Dwyer, Rachel E., Laura McCloud, and Randy Hodson.
2012. ‘‘Debt and Graduation from American Universities.’’ Social Forces 90(4):1133–55.
Dynarski, Susan. 2015. ‘‘An Economist’s Perspective on
Student Loans in the United States.’’ CESifo Working Paper Series, Ludwig-Maximilians University,
Munich.
Dynarski, Susan, and Daniel Kreisman. 2013. Loans for
Educational Opportunity: Making Borrowing Work
for Today’s Students. Washington, DC: Hamilton
Project.
Federal Reserve Bank of New York. 2013. Student Loan
Debt by Age Group. New York: New York Federal
Reserve Bank. Retrieved October 12, 2013 (http://
www.newyorkfed.org/studentloandebt/).
Fry, Richard. 2015. More Millennials Living with Family
Despite Improved Job Market. Washington, DC: Pew
Research Center.
Fry, Richard. 2016. For First Time in Modern Era, Living with Parents Edges Out Other Living Arrangements for 18- to 34-year-olds. Washington, DC:
Pew Research Center.
Furstenberg, Frank F. 2010. ‘‘On a New Schedule: Transitions to Adulthood and Family Change.’’ Future of
Children 20(1):67–87.
Furstenberg, Frank F., Sheela Kennedy, Vonnie C.
McLoyd, Ruben G. Rumbaut, and Richard A. Settersten. 2004. ‘‘Growing Up Is Harder to Do.’’ Contexts 3:33–41.
Gaddis, S. Michael. 2015. ‘‘Discrimination in the Credential Society: An Audit Study of Race and College
Selectivity in the Labor Market.’’ Social Forces 93:
1451–79.
Goldrick-Rab, Sara. 2016. Paying the Price: College
Costs, Financial Aid, and the Betrayal of the American Dream. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Goldrick-Rab, Sara, Robert Kelchen, and Jason N.
Houle. 2014. The Color of Student Debt: Implications of Federal Loan Program Reforms for Black
Students and Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Madison: Wisconsin HOPE Lab.
Goldscheider, Frances, and Calvin Goldscheider. 1994.
‘‘Leaving and Returning Home in Twentieth Century
America.’’ Population Reference Bureau Bulletin 48:
1–35.
Goldscheider, Frances, and Calvin Goldscheider. 1999.
The Changing Transition to Adulthood: Leaving
and Returning Home, edited by B. N. Adams and
D. M. Klein. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Goldscheider, Frances, Calvin Goldscheider, Patricia St.
Clair, and James Hodges. 1999. ‘‘Changes in Returning Home in the United States, 1925-1985.’’ Social
Forces 78(2):695–728.

Houle and Warner
Houle, Jason N. 2014. ‘‘Disparities in Debt: Parents’
Socioeconomic Status and Young Adult Student
Loan Debt.’’ Sociology of Education 87(1):53–69.
Houle, Jason N., and Lawrence Berger. 2015. ‘‘Is Student
Loan Debt Discouraging Homeownership among
Young Adults?’’ Social Service Review 89(4):589–621.
Hout, Michael. 2012. ‘‘Social and Economic Returns to
College Education in the United States.’’ Annual
Review of Sociology 38:379–400.
Huelsman, Mark. 2015. ‘‘The Debt Divide: The Racial
and Class Bias behind the ‘‘New Normal’’ of Student
Borrowing.’’ New York: Demos.
Jackson, Brandon A., and John R. Reynolds. 2013. ‘‘The
Price of Opportunity: Race, Student Loan Debt, and
College Achievement.’’ Sociological Inquiry 83(3):
335–68.
Johnson, Anne, Tobin Van Ostern, and Abraham White.
2012. The Student Debt Crisis. Washington, DC:
Center for American Progress.
Lang, Kevin, and Russell Weinstein. 2013. ‘‘The Wage
Effects of Not-for-profit and For-profit Certifications: Better Data, Somewhat Different Results.’’
Labour Economics 24:230–43.
Lee, K. J., and J. B. Carin. 2010. ‘‘Multiple Imputation
for Missing Data: Fully Conditional Specification
versus Multivariate Normal Imputation.’’ American
Journal of Epidemiology 171(5):624–32.
Looney, Adam, and Constantine Yannelis. 2015. A Crisis in Student Loans? How Changes in the Characteristics of Borrowers and in the Institutions They
Attended Contributed to Rising Loan Defaults.
Washington, DC: Brookings.
Martin, Elizabeth. 1999. ‘‘Who Knows Who Lives Here?
Within-household Disagreements as a Source of Survey Coverage Error.’’ Public Opinion Quarterly 63:
220–36.
Martin, Elizabeth. 2007. Strength of Attachment: Survey
Coverage of People with Tenuous Ties to Residences.
Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.
Martin, Elizabeth, Robert Fay, and Elizabeth Krejsa.
2014. Census Duplication and Ambiguities of Census
Residence. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.
National Center for Education Statistics. 2013a. ‘‘Table
302.10: Graduation Rates of First Time, Full-time
Bachelor’s Degree-seeking Students at 4-year Postsecondary Institutions, 1996–2006.’’ Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Education.
National Center for Education Statistics. 2013b. ‘‘Table
302.60: Percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds Enrolled
in Degree-granting Institutions, by Level of Institution and Sex and Race/Ethnicity of Student: 1967
through 2012.’’ Washington, DC: U.S. Department
of Education.
National Center for Education Statistics. 2013c. ‘‘Table
326.20. Graduation Rates of First Time, Full-time
Degree/Certificate-seeking Students at 2-year

107
Postsecondary Institutions, 2000–2009.’’ Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.
Nau, Michael, Rachel E. Dwyer, and Randy Hodson.
2015. ‘‘Can’t Afford a Baby? Debt and Young Americans.’’ Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 42:114–22.
Parker, Kim. 2012. The Boomerang Generation: Feeling
OK about Living with Mom and Dad. Washington,
DC: Pew Research Center.
Project on Student Debt. 2011. Student Debt and the
Class of 2010. Oakland, CA: Institute for College
Access and Success.
Project on Student Debt. 2014. Private Loans: Facts and
Trends. Oakland, CA: Institute for College Access
and Success.
Ratcliffe, Caroline, and Signe-Mary McKernan. 2013.
Forever in Your Debt: Who Has Student Loan
Debt, and Who’s Worried? Washington, DC: Urban
Institute.
Roksa, Josipa, Eric Grodsky, Richard Arum, and Adam
Gamoran. 2007. ‘‘United States: Changes in Higher
Education and Social Stratification.’’ Pp. 165–91 in
Stratification in Higher Education: A Comparative
Study, edited by Y. Shavit, R. Arum, A. Gamoran,
and G. Menchem. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press.
Royston, P. 2005. ‘‘Multiple Imputation of Missing Values: Update of Ice.’’ Stata Journal 5(4):527–36.
Ruch, Richard S. 2001. Higher Ed, Inc.: The Rise of the
For-profit University. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.
Sandberg-Thoma, Sara E., Anastasia R. Snyder, and
Bohyun Joy Jang. 2015. ‘‘Exiting and Returning to
the Parental Home for Boomerang Kids.’’ Journal
of Marriage and Family 77(3):806–18.
Sassler, Sharon, Desiree Ciambrone, and Gaelen Benway. 2008. ‘‘Are They Really Mama’s Boys/Daddy’s
Girls? The Negotiation of Adulthood upon Returning
to the Parental Home.’’ Sociological Forum 23(4):
670–98.
Shanahan, Michael. 2000. ‘‘Pathways to Adulthood in
Changing Societies: Variability and Mechanisms in
Life Course Perspective.’’ Annual Review of Sociology 26:667–92.
Sironi, Maria, and Frank F. Furstenberg. 2012. ‘‘Trends
in the Economic Independence of Young Adults in
the United States: 1973-2007.’’ Population and
Development Review 38(4):609–30.
South, Scott J., and Lei Lei. 2015. ‘‘Failures-to-launch
and Boomerang Kids: Contemporary Determinants
of Leaving and Returning to the Parental Home.’’
Social Forces 94(2):863–90.
Stone, Juliet, Ann Berrington, and Jane Falkingham.
2014. ‘‘Gender, Turning Points, and Boomerangs:
Returning Home in Young Adulthood in Great Britain.’’ Demography 51(1):257–76.

108
Thompson, Derek. 2014. ‘‘The Misguided Freakout
about Basement-dwelling Millennials.’’ The Atlantic,
July 14.
Walsemann, Katrina M., Gilbert C. Gee, and Danielle
Gentile. 2015. ‘‘Sick of Our Loans: Student Borrowing and the Mental Health of Young Adults in the
United States.’’ Social Science & Medicine 124:
89–93.
Williams, Richard, Reynold Nesiba, and Eileen Diaz
McConnell. 2005. ‘‘The Changing Face of Inequality
in Home Mortgage Lending.’’ Social Problems
52(2):181–208.
Zhang, Liang. 2008. ‘‘Gender and Racial Gaps in Earnings among Recent College Graduates.’’ Review of
Higher Education 32(1):51–72.

Sociology of Education 90(1)

Author Biographies
Jason N. Houle is an assistant professor of sociology at
Dartmouth College. His research interests include social
stratification and mobility, the sociology of mental
health, and medical sociology. His current work examines the causes and consequences of rising debt in the
United States.
Cody Warner is an assistant professor of sociology at
Montana State University. His research interests include
criminology, incarceration, and mobility and stratification. His current work examines the intersection of
mass incarceration and inequality in the United States.

