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The stress of prioritizing the future: using video diaries and 
interviews to understand the everyday pressures experienced 
by adolescent girls
Rachel A. Starr and Joanna Farr

Department of Psychological Sciences, Birkbeck, University of London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Evidence suggests that adolescent girls are struggling in everyday 
life, possibly contributing to rising mental health difficulties in this 
group. A better understanding of their situation is required, yet 
accessing their daily lives is challenging. This study adopted a novel 
approach, combining Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
with mobile-phone video diaries to explore how adolescent girls 
experience and make sense of their everyday lives, with a particular 
focus on what matters most to them. Participants aged 16–17 
recorded diaries for two-weeks and were interviewed about the 
areas identified. Three themes: Sacrificing now under the weight of 
the future, The future is coming frighteningly fast and I’m not ready to 
be an adult and Don’t relax: struggling with relentless pressure and 
worry, reveal anguish caused by constantly looking towards the 
future, bringing a new perspective to this area and highlighting 
the need to help adolescent girls create space and value in their 
lives.
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Introduction

The prevalence of diagnosed mental illnesses in adolescents has risen dramatically in 
recent years (Campbell et al., 2021; Santomauro et al., 2021). Girls are particularly affected 
(Guo et al., 2022; Krokstad et al., 2022), and are more likely than their male counterparts to 
experience an emotional disorder (NHS Digital, 2017, 2022) or episode of major depres
sion (Essau et al., 2010). This imbalance emerges during adolescence, with the largest 
increase in difference occurring at 15–18 years (Essau et al., 2000). The onset of difficulties 
during this period is associated with higher levels of mental health problems and poorer 
functioning in adulthood (Copeland et al., 2021) making it a major public health concern 
(Kirk-Wade et al., 2023; Lancet Public Health, 2024).

It is increasingly acknowledged that adolescent psychological illness needs to be 
approached in the broader context of psychological health (Reinhardt et al., 2020). 
Adolescent psychological disorders are commonly preceded and predicted by subsyndro
mal or non-clinical difficulties (Arslan & Coşkun, 2020; Colizzi et al., 2020). Similar trends 
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occur in clinical and non-clinical contexts, for example declining positive mental health and 
well-being levels echo the negative trends in mental-illness (Marquez & Long, 2021). Gender 
disparity is also present in non-clinical contexts (Yoon et al., 2023). Girls report worse 
outcomes in measures such as life satisfaction (Eriksson & Strimling, 2023), academic 
worry (Lessard & Puhl, 2021) and perceived stress (Steen et al., 2020). Again older adolescent 
girls are at a particular disadvantage (Cosma et al., 2020; Schwartz et al., 2021).

Coupled with growing emphasis on prevention and early intervention (Colizzi et al.,  
2020), this has led to the recognition that better understanding the mental lives and 
experiences of adolescents who are not clinically unwell is critical to cultivate the 
conditions which promote healthy functioning and mitigate against the development 
of psychological disorders (Avedissian & Alayan, 2021; Llamas-Díaz et al., 2022). This 
requires meaningful involvement with adolescents in the context of their everyday 
lives, not only in periods of psychological dysfunction (Gómez-López et al., 2019; 
Patton et al., 2016).

The importance of engagement with teenage everyday life has driven policy develop
ment. Recognising school as central to this, the UK Government called for a whole school 
approach to supporting young people involving ‘promotion of positive mental health and 
wellbeing being integrated into a normal school day’ (Health and Social Care Committee,  
2021, p. 70). This stance is not restricted to the UK, but has been deemed an urgent global 
priority (Mohan et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the everyday experiences of adolescents 
without diagnosed mental-illness remain largely underrepresented in research 
(Buchanan et al., 2023; Fledderjohann et al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2023).

Identifying and promoting the conditions which confer positive mental life and protect 
against psychological distress necessitates investigation of the experiences of young 
people without diagnosed mental illness, to see how they navigate positive and negative 
aspects of day-to-day life. To have any meaningful application, this needs to be from their 
perspectives and on their own terms, requiring an approach that foregrounds adolescent 
voices and reflects their everyday worlds (Moreno & Radesky, 2023; Mulholland & Parker,  
2024).

This research therefore seeks to understand how adolescent girls experience everyday 
life and what matters to them from their own perspectives. Consistent with this, qualita
tive methods offer researchers a powerful means to prioritize their participants’ outlooks 
and concerns, and reflect them in rigorous experiential accounts of adolescent life (Newby 
et al., 2022; Woodgate et al., 2017). In support of these aims, we now focus specifically on 
empirical qualitative literature concerned with the everyday experiences of participants 
closely aligned to the population of this study.

The everyday experiences of adolescent girls – the qualitative literature

A scoping review of qualitative literature on the everyday experiences of adolescents 
revealed a paucity of studies focusing on older teenage girls. Existing qualitative work that 
explores adolescents' daily lives, without restrictions by age or gender, tends to concen
trate on bounded events such as COVID-19 (González-Ceballos et al., 2021; Stänicke et al.,  
2023), or on specific activities in everyday life such as food practices (Neely et al., 2014), 
pain management (Lagerløv et al., 2016) gambling (Spångberg et al., 2023), partying 
(Demant & Østergaard, 2007), having sex (van Bohemen et al., 2018), or being in nature 
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(Wiens et al., 2021). A significant portion of this literature has focused on adolescents’ use 
of social media or consumption of digital content (Awan & Gauntlett, 2013; Bengtsson & 
Johansson, 2022; Loh et al., 2023; Toh et al., 2019).

Work which does not focus on a single activity is limited and tends to consider the 
everyday lives of special groups such as those who are deaf or hard of hearing (Zaidman- 
Zait & Dotan, 2017), living with obesity (Øen et al., 2018), in foster care (Hedin et al., 2012), 
or who have a somatically ill parent (Eide et al., 2020). Given the particular concern with 
older adolescent girls, it is notable that only a small number of studies have focused on 
the everyday lives of this group specifically.

Haraldsson et al. (2011) investigated stress in the everyday lives of 17-year-old school
girls. Drawing on interviews and grounded theory, the authors generated a model of 
voluntary and forced social responsibilities. A second paper (Haraldsson et al., 2010) 
highlighted three areas that were seen to alleviate daily difficulties; enjoyment and 
recovery, insight and influence, and trust. Larsson et al. (2013) interviewed girls aged 13 
to 19 about their perceptions of feeling well in everyday life. Using a phenomenological 
approach, the importance of bonds with those in their environment day-to-day, was 
revealed as central to feeling well, offering a conception of health for teenage girls that 
transcended typical approaches to the construct.

Only Einberg et al. (2015) have examined adolescent girls’ everyday experiences 
directly. A descriptive phenomenological approach, drawing on interviews, was used to 
capture the meaning of everyday life for participants aged 13–16. Findings highlight the 
importance of feeling connected and secure, along with manageability and meaningful
ness when faced with the demands and unfairness of everyday life. However, their 
applicability for older adolescents is unclear.

This body of work offers valuable insights into specific aspects of adolescent girls’ 
everyday lives, but also demonstrates significant knowledge gaps: (a) There is an absence 
of studies that inductively and holistically identify what adolescent girls themselves see as 
important on a day-to-day basis; (b) No work looking directly at everyday experience has 
focused on late adolescence (ages 16–18), a notable omission given the difficulties 
associated with mental wellness for this group; (c) No studies have been conducted in 
the UK.

To address these gaps, this study investigates the everyday lives of girls aged 16–17 in 
UK further education (FE), to better understand, from their perspective, how they feel and 
what matters on a day-to-day basis.

The perspectives of girls of this age have been overlooked, yet there is an urgent need 
to understand the everyday challenges of this group. Late adolescence is associated with 
steep rises in psychological difficulties (NHS England, 2023) and significant educational 
pressures (Wuthrich et al., 2020). This stage also coincides with important transitions that 
shape the daily life of adolescents in the UK. At 16, young people reach the age of sexual 
consent, can leave home, start fulltime employment and manage their own healthcare, 
but are not granted the full range of freedoms associated with legal adulthood until 18.

Methodological approach – accessing adolescent girls’ everyday lives

Accessing and identifying the experiences of everyday life from the perspective of 
adolescents raises several methodological challenges. A research focus selected by adults, 
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such as stress or health in previous studies, can lack resonance with the way young people 
think about their lives and worlds. Researchers such as those conducting this study, and 
adolescent girls may not consider the same factors important in shaping their experi
ences, highlighting the need to develop a sensitive inductive approach that increases 
young people’s agency in formulating the research agenda and focus (Danielsson & 
Berge, 2020).

Examination of everyday life requires methods that access its temporal dimensions, 
including both the regularity of ongoing day-to-day experiences and their spontaneous 
immediacy (Karadzhov, 2021) To help address this, a novel methodology was developed 
that combined Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA: Smith et al., 2022), inter
views and video-diaries, recorded on personal mobile phones.

IPA is a qualitative approach that is committed to exploring individual experiences and 
meaning. Grounded in phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography, IPA is well suited 
to examining adolescents’ personal experiences. It stands in contrast to methodologies 
such as Grounded Theory, which focus on social processes and theory building. IPA’s 
idiographic, case by case analysis distinguishes it from other methodologies, such as 
thematic analysis, making it uniquely positioned to investigate the nuanced aspects of 
adolescents’ experiences. Standards for quality and rigour are outlined in Smith (2011) 
and include clear experiential focus, evidencing of findings with sufficient participant 
quotes and indication of thematic prevalence across the group.

M. Larkin et al. (2006) suggest the shared phenomenological and interpretative com
mitments of IPA offer a unique affordance to both give voice to participants and position 
their experiences contextually reflecting their situatedness. Following this framework, the 
researchers’ (first and second author) position is phenomenological and interpretivist, 
prioritizing the exploration of each participant’s experience on its own terms, freeing it 
from prior (adult) notions of adolescent life.

Video diaries via mobile phones were used to ensure that participants were central to 
identifying the everyday experiences that mattered to them. Mobile phones were used 
because adolescents are comfortable using them in their everyday lives (Anderson et al.,  
2023). For this age group, videoing themselves and their daily activities to send to friends 
and post on social media is a familiar and natural activity (Grist et al., 2018; Kennedy,  
2020). This format, therefore, offered an accessible way to reveal the temporal aspects of 
teenagers’ everyday worlds, such as ongoing daily routines, interactions, or emotions, 
which are hard to distil via cross-sectional methods (Karadzhov, 2021).

Data collected via video diaries was used to direct and formulate interview questions. 
This ensured that the study focus was relevant for the young participants, reducing the 
risk of imposing adult ideas about what aspects of life were meaningful or emotionally 
salient (Alderson, 2001). This approach offered the means to empower participants as 
they could determine the content and circumstances of their contributions, reducing 
asymmetry in the research relationship (Crane & Broome, 2017; Kirby, 2004).

Mobile phones have not been used with video diaries or in combination with IPA in any 
other studies with this age group. Mobile phone text surveys and tracking apps have been 
used to collect data on teenagers’ sleep or moods (Al-Dajani et al., 2022; Lev-On & 
Lowenstein-Barkai, 2019), but video diaries are less prescriptive and more expansive, 
allowing young participants to communicate in their own way. This is ideal for inductive 
work and can help reveal aspects of life that are not readily verbalized (such as in 
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interviews) (Jefferies, 2015; Kaur et al., 2018). Camcorders (Lundström, 2013) or iPads in 
a dedicated school room (K. Larkin & Jorgensen, 2016) have been used, but lack the 
portability, ease and normative integration offered by smartphones.

Method

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted by Birkbeck University ethics committee. Researchers had 
Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) clearance. Potential participants were informed from 
the outset that their involvement was voluntary. They were reminded of their right to 
withdraw at any time without explanation. It was also made clear that risk of discomfort, 
psychological issues and safeguarding concerns would be monitored throughout the 
study. If distress was reported during the diaries or interviews, participants would be 
contacted and offered a break or the option to stop. If psychological issues arose, 
participants would be offered an independent counsellor linked to the study. 
Safeguarding concerns would be reported to the participant’s school in line with recruit
ment protocol.

Recruitment and participants

The study was supported by state-funded sixth forms and colleges in London whose 
staff identified potential participants. Participants were girls1 aged 16–17 in the 
first year of studying for A-Levels, BTECs or GCSEs to be examined in their second 
year. Given the difference in wellbeing and mental health outcomes between gender 
groups, including agender, genderqueer, transgender, female and male gendered 
youth (Tebbe & Budge, 2022), and growing concern with the lack of disaggregation 
by gender categorizations in adolescent research (Keyes & Platt, 2024) only young 
people who identified as female or a girl, as determined by self-report, were 
included. Those involved in legal investigations, hospital psychiatric or child and 
adolescent mental health services were excluded. Students were invited to an 
information-giving meeting where the researchers and project were introduced. 
Interested students were invited to contact the researcher who conducted further 
information giving and consenting, facilitating a fully informed, transparent process. 
Fifteen participants were recruited (Figure 1). They were racially and ethnically 
diverse, some being first and some second-generation immigrants, and were from 
a range of socioeconomic backgrounds as representative of UK inner-city educational 
culture.

Video diary procedure

Participants were invited to complete a daily video diary for two weeks. The quali
tative research platform Indeemo2 was used, providing a secure App that participants 
downloaded to their personal mobile phones. Video diaries were chosen as they 
reflect the everyday communication style favoured by adolescents and participants 
were encouraged to use them according to their own preference and comfort. Diary 
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instructions were broad to allow participants to set the agenda e.g. We’re really 
interested in your everyday experiences, how things are going for you, what was good 
or not so good in your day, what makes things better or worse. Participants were free 
to decide the time, length, duration and number of entries each day.

Diary analysis

The participants’ diaries commonly echoed the format teenagers’ favour to commu
nicate their everyday experiences such as facetime, Snapchat or video call. Analysis 
therefore primarily involved spoken rather than visual content. A young advisor of the 
same generation and gender, with similar experiences of FE as participants, was 
consulted throughout the project. She confirmed the typicality of the communication 
preferences in the diaries, often through a similar style of voice-memo sent to the 
researchers. Her contribution was important during the analysis as the researchers’ 
position differed from that of the participants being from a different generation, 
having no direct experience of current FE, and not working in or involved in the 
school system. The young advisor’s input was therefore valuable in highlighting ways 
that the researchers’ perspective could influence the analysis and ensuring that the 
adolescent perspective was understood and closely represented. The analytic 
approach maintained the key principles of IPA which made it ideal for the project: 
its idiographic, interpretative, and inductive commitments. Each participant’s diary was 
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analysed as a whole, to get a gestalt sense of the important aspects of their day-to-day 
life. This was done for each participant independently to form personal expressive 
themes as follows:

(1) For the first participant, the diary was logged: spoken content was transcribed and 
important visual material noted e.g. Visual: feet walking down the street. Text 
caption: ‘my journey to school’.

(2) A series of expressive statements capturing salient aspects of the data, verbal or 
otherwise, were developed, each traceable to a specific log point.

(3) Connections and patterns across statements were explored and statements clus
tered into a series of personal expressive themes. These represented meaningful or 
important aspects of daily life expressed by the participant.

Table 1. Formulating the interview schedule from diary group expressive themes.
Group 
Expressive 
Theme (from 
diaries) IPA Interview Base Question

Personalised Participant & Diary Prompts*

Example 1 Example 2

Time  
and 

Productivity

In your diaries you described 
[Time & Productivity] can you 

say some more about what 
you meant?

[how long you spend on 
schoolwork] 

Yeah, you know, I’d spent all day 
doing work. I still kind of feel 
like inadequate about it. It’s 

making me feel a bit, bit 
anxious

[how busy days make you feel] 
I hate it so much [. . .] If I have 

a busy day it will affect me so 
much, so much and there’s 
nothing I can do about it

Rituals and 
Routines

In your diary, I noticed that you 
[Ritual/Routine] quite a lot, 
can you tell me some more 

about that?

[go boxing a lot] 
I didn’t really want to go to the 

gym [. . .] but I’m really glad 
I did because now I feel, like 

I haven’t done any more 
revision or anything, but I feel 

a lot less stressed

[watch TV to finish the day] 
I’m just currently watching Derry 

Girls before I go to sleep. To 
just like end the day good 
because er it was quite an 

anxious day.

Friends, 
Family and 
Social life

Something that came up a lot in 
your diary was [Friends/ 
Family] - can you tell me 

some more about that? What 
is it like with your friends on 

a day-to-day basis?

[being with your friends] 
Visuals of the park. We walked 

her dog and we just sat and 
chat about life for like 2 hours. 

So that was really good.

[talking to your Mum] 
It was really good to have like 

a just a nice conversation 
about what was going on and 

not having to think about it. 
Like all on your own

Ability and 
Success

I’d like to think about a time 
when you felt good about 
yourself or that something 

went well e.g. [Ability/ 
Success] - can you tell me 

more about that?

[turning round a bad day] 
I kind of like pushed through it 

and realized that like just 
because my day started badly 

it didn’t have to end badly. 
[. . .] I ended up having a really 

good day

[being good at dancing] 
Visuals: Smiling. Dancing on 

platform of empty train 
station. Dark with lots of 

lights.

Fear and 
Failure

You described [Fear/Failure] - 
what was that like? Do you 

feel like that a lot or is it 
unusual?

[worries about exams] 
if I fail these exams after this 
week, then I’m I’m done for like 

I’m done.

[nerves before socializing] 
I was feeling quite nervous just 

because I barely knew anyone 
there because we were going 
to different schools and I felt 

very out of place.

*Due to the personalized nature of this material, examples are taken from a mixture of participants across the sample and 
pseudonyms have been removed.
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The above process was repeated for the remaining participants resulting in a set of 
personal expressive themes for each. A cross-case analysis was then conducted to identify 
five group expressive themes for all participants (Table 1).

Development of interview schedule

The five group expressive themes identified during diary analysis formed the basis of the 
semi-structured interview questions. To maintain idiography, the questions were perso
nalized for each participant using their own diary content. This process is illustrated in 
Table 1; the group expressive theme provides the focus for the IPA interview base question, 
for example ‘Time & Productivity’. The base question is personalized to each participant by 
referring to an example from her diary; for instance, ‘how long you spend on schoolwork’ 
and ‘how busy days make you feel’.

The interview

The use of personally relevant examples during each participant’s interview ensured 
that it focused on what mattered to that individual; it was based in what she had 
chosen to include in her diary. Participants were shown selected extracts from their 
own diary during the interview, helping them to remember and reflect on specific 
aspects of their everyday life. This also allowed the researcher to demonstrate interest 
in the participant’s experiences and helped both participant and researcher develop 
confidence that they were understanding one another. The interviews took place at 
the participant’s school in a private classroom. They lasted approximately an hour, 
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Participants were given pseudonyms 
which are used throughout.

IPA analysis

Interviews were analysed following the steps described in Smith et al. (2022). The analysis 
was conducted on a case-by-case basis, with themes generated for each individual case, 
before proceeding to the identification of patterns across cases. The first case was read line- 
by-line and detailed exploratory notes completed. Experiential statements were generated 
and then clustered to form personal experiential themes (PETs). The process was completed 
for each case. Finally, connections between PETs were identified, leading to the formation of 
group experiential themes (Table 2).

One member of the research team monitored each stage of the analytic process, 
checking the researcher’s interpretations and connections between analysis and the 
data. Group themes illustrating the participants’ experience of temporal and emotional 
challenges in daily life were generated; this paper will focus on the former.

Results

Three themes highlight the participants’ day-to-day struggle with time-related anxieties. 
Sacrificing now under the weight of the future, describes pressure to prepare for the future 
and the burden this places on the present. The future is coming frighteningly fast and I’m 
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not ready to be an adult, captures how scarily rapid the advance of the future can feel, and 
- Don’t relax: struggling with relentless pressure and worry - illustrates the daily anxieties and 
sense of inadequacy created by living with perceived insurmountable pressure.

Sacrificing now under the weight of the future

The participants’ activities and concerns during daily life often revolved around preparing 
for their future. The focus on exams, university and a career felt inescapable and burdened 
their daily actions and choices. They described feeling under pressure to work towards the 
future with an almost intrusive anxiety about how day-to-day actions might impact their 
lives further down the line.

Amina’s concern with the detrimental impact of her studies on her future was ever- 
present in her daily diaries, for example:

Oh my god chemistry is so. . . I only picked it because I had to like, because I had biology and 
I had psychology and then I had chemistry and I hate chemistry so much. I just, like I can’t 
drop it now either. I can’t swap it out for anything so if I fail these exams after this week, then 
I’m, I’m done for like, I’m done.

In her subsequent interview, she spoke further about feeling compelled to choose a subject 
and her ongoing anxieties about the future. By this time, she had failed her exam and was 
trying to work out what to do:

I feel like I should’ve just stuck to what I wanted, but it was constant, he [tutor] kept saying, 
‘you guys need to do things to help plan for your future’. That makes sense, but at the same 
time, you can’t really do a subject that you don’t enjoy, because if you don’t enjoy it, you’re 
not going to do well in it. So, I should’ve stuck to that, but it’s a bit too late. [. . .] I don’t know. 
It’s scary because I feel like my future could be affected by it.

Amina describes an inescapable ‘constant’ pressure to think about the future; a repeated, 
harrying message – ‘he kept saying’. Persuaded to forfeit her preferred subject for one she 

Table 2. Prevalence* of participants contributing to each theme.
Participant 
Pseudonym

Sacrificing now under the 
weight of the future

The future is coming frighteningly fast 
and I’m not ready to be an adult

Don’t relax: struggling with 
relentless pressure and worry

Amina √ √
Phoebe √ √ √
Jada √ √
Nnenne √
Chloe √ √ √
Selena √ √ √
Tula √
Gabriella √ √
Kayleigh √ √ √
Dora √ √
Ruby √ √
Lavinia √ √
Oya √
Mena √ √
Ivy √
Total 11 8 10

*Smith (2011) suggests that for a theme to be considered representative of the group, it must be present in at last half of 
the individual cases. Accordingly, group level themes contained material present in at least 8 individual participant 
cases. In addition to this indication of prevalence, as per Smith (2011) each theme is evidenced with data extracts from 
at least 3 different participants.
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disliked, she is left struggling to engage or do well. Tension between the needs of the 
present and the demands of the future create a difficult bind for Amina. Planning ahead 
feels sensible and important (and has been encouraged by an adult in an advisory role) 
but taking a potentially hated subject means struggling in the present. The real sting in 
the tail for Amina is that, despite her regret at prioritizing the future, its threat remains 
a powerful source of anxiety, and she is frightened that she has done permanent damage, 
and it might be ‘a bit too late’ to get back on track.

The idea that an intractable path to the future could be set in motion at school, and the 
pressures and conflicts this caused, were also evident in Phoebe’s interview. She discussed her 
feelings towards a language class she attended at weekends:

I’ve started to not like it, because I feel like I could be doing my time at other places. Maybe 
I’m thinking I want to go edit at home, which isn’t always great. But that’s what I want. [. . .] 
I already speak Japanese quite well, so do I want to just be sitting in a lesson? But my mum’s 
like ‘this will be good for you in the future. Don’t worry. You’ll thank me’. I’m like, ‘Will I?’ But 
I’m sure I will, but we’ll see.

The expression ‘doing my time’ brings an obvious association with imprisonment, echoing the 
inescapable pressure and restriction described by Amina. For Phoebe, the idea that struggling 
now is worthwhile for her future creates tension and confusion. Is the activity a pointless waste 
of time ‘just’ sitting in a lesson or something more meaningful? She worries that sacrificing 
what she enjoys (editing) won’t be worth it in the long run. Neglecting the now for the sake of 
the future has a sting in the tail for Phoebe. It is endorsed by her mother who promises – ‘you in 
the future’ - will see the benefits. Phoebe’s final remarks hint at scepticism and potential 
resentment, the confidence of ‘I’m sure’, laced with a sliver of a threat ‘we’ll see . . . ’.

Adults weren’t the only source of pressure concerning the future. Selena described 
something more intuited:

It’s like a better [version] of myself, like self-assured and kind of just want to do better with 
myself and have like a good future and like a successful future I’d really want. I think that’s 
practically it. I’m not scared of really, in a way, what other people think, but or like my parents 
because they support me no matter what, but it’s like I don’t know, it’s just from me. I just feel 
like worried about all my grades and what’s going to happen to my future, that’s what I think 
about.

Unlike the other participants who identify adults, teachers, parents, as complicit in this 
pressure, Selena feels it as an internal compulsion: ‘just from me’. Her instinctive accep
tance speaks to how normalized it has become to feel that the future is fragile and needs 
constant vigilance to preserve. For Selena, grades not only signify academic performance, 
they metre out possibility. Grades are needed to maintain hope that life could be fulfilling 
in the future, but they can also diminish or destroy potential, restricting the possibility of 
her future self. With so much at stake, she is acutely aware that ‘all my grades’ matter 
regardless of subject or significance, resulting in a pressure far greater than the sum of its 
parts.

Jada’s diary illustrates the degree to which this type of thinking seems widely accepted 
and promoted:

Going to school um you know they, they tell you, you know, that you have to go to Uni and 
you have to do this and that and the other and you get into like ‘the’ job. The one job for your 
career
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Gabriella’s anxieties about working hard enough to protect her future were exacerbated 
by the sense that time felt limited:

It used to be the stress because I thought, ‘Ohh I’m 17 I’m like I should actually be getting 
a move on with my life’ [. . .], but I was having a talk with somebody [. . .] he was saying like 
I have so much time and people they don’t even figure out what they’re doing in their life to 
like they’re in, they’re 20 years old. [.] It felt like a big relief like off my shoulders. Yeah, just 
a big relief. Like a revelation.

Gabriella describes concern about doing enough to work towards her future. The impor
tance of getting a move on towards the future pressurizes her present, even at 17 years 
old. This pressure feels like an uncomfortable weight upon her, imparting the same 
feelings of restriction in the present to which the other participants alluded. The sugges
tion from an older friend that many people don’t figure out their lives until ‘they’re 20 years 
old’ represents a complete about-turn in perspective. It feels revelatory, as if someone has 
lifted the world from her shoulders, helping her escape the pressure that Amina, Phoebe 
and Selena could not.

For all participants, the notion that the primary purpose of school is to prepare for the 
future, even at the expense of life in the present, is pervasive. But these messages are 
slippery, their destructive potential easy to overlook. As indicated by Amina, they encou
rage something that on the surface seems so reasonable and ‘makes sense’. However, the 
result is Phoebe wishing her weekends away at 17, Amina frightened that she has 
permanently messed up her life and Selena worried that test results at the age of 16 
might prevent her from being a good version of herself.

The future is coming frighteningly fast and I’m not ready to be an adult

The forward-oriented focus which seemed to dominate the participants’ lives meant that 
the future was always looming and never far from their attention. It seemed to be 
approaching at a terrifying speed and adulthood felt frighteningly imminent. There was 
a sense of everything going too quickly and of hurtling towards a future for which they 
were unprepared. Nnenne expressed the feeling of the world moving past her:

I feel like its cos everything’s just going so fast for me, like I feel like September [the start of 
the school year] was literally last month yeah everything’s kind of moving so fast and I’m just 
not moving at the pace everyone is moving.

Nnenne talks about the alarming pace at which time seems to be moving and her inability to 
keep up. She sees this as a personal failing. Compared to ‘everyone’, she is slow and unsure 
because ‘everything’s just going so fast for me’. Nnenne’s description emphasizes the sheer 
speed at which things appear to be changing and the seemingly unstoppable momentum of 
time. It gives the impression of someone left behind alone, a person stranded in the middle of 
the motorway with the traffic rushing past; confused, disoriented, unhappy.

For Kayleigh, the challenges began the moment she started sixth form:

Going from being babied in school in year 11 to sixth form just being thrown into it, like they 
sort of expect you to know what to do and everything’s a lot harder, the actual course is a lot 
harder and they sort of expect you to know how to find universities and find courses and find 
what you want to do with your life.
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Kayleigh describes the move to sixth form as like being ‘thrown’, from a state of innocence 
into a world of challenges. This transition feels not only fast but also potentially brutal, the 
‘babied’ infant hurled into a place where ‘everything’s harder’. To make things worse, the 
demand to have life goals mapped out only heightens the strain of this fast and furious 
advance towards adulthood.

For most participants, speeding towards a future one does not feel ready or equipped 
for was frightening. Amina described this explicitly in the context of her ongoing worries 
about her failed exam:

It’s scary. I only have two years until I leave and get into university. It’s already been 
a whole year, so I have one year left. But I think because I’m retaking another subject, I still 
have those two years.

The limited time between now and the future worries Amina and the focus on the 
next stage of life seems to speed things up. Getting into university is important but 
also means leaving things behind. The advance towards this change feels rapid and 
frightening. Indeed, for Amina, retaking the first year of A-levels seems to provide 
welcome relief, enabling her to reclaim precious time.

Although Phoebe expected to perform well in her exams, she also elected to retake her 
first year:

I didn’t feel prepared for university, whether it was knowledge-wise for school or just daily life, 
doing laundry and stuff. So, I was like the best thing is to redo, and it’s the best thing I’ve 
done. I’m really happy I did it [. . .] Miss [her teacher] said, ‘Oh, it’s going to be really hard. 
I don’t think you understand. Because your friends aren’t there, you’re going to want to even 
drop out’.

Phoebe’s fears about the fast approach of the future outweigh her teacher’s concerns. Like 
Amina, she sees the move to university as a sharp point of change from one stage of life to the 
next and feels unprepared. This is a new world where everything from the practicalities of 
laundry to the requirements of education seem foreign. By putting the brakes on, Phoebe 
delays this moment and the feeling of relief is such that, although she is repeating academi
cally, she sees it as an accomplishment; ‘the best thing I’ve done’

The sense of a fast-approaching future shaped how the participants thought about the long 
term. They saw themselves on a trajectory towards the future that sped up as feelings of 
unpreparedness grew. This was frightening and influenced their decisions, such as retaking 
a school year or trying to slow down.

The pressure of needing to get ready for the future also impacted how their day-to-day life 
was experienced in the shorter term. Each day was associated with a sense of urgency 
concerning how time was spent. The pressure exerted on time each day is the subject of the 
third theme.

Don’t relax: struggling with relentless pressure and worry

With the rapid approach of the future demanding preparation, the pressure to use time 
wisely became ever-present in the participants’ daily lives. There never seemed to be 
enough time and this, coupled with the demands of school, left them feeling anxious and 
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inadequate. Much of the participants’ discussion involved exams and tests which they 
took throughout the school year. Take Selena, who felt persistently stressed:

I always have, like, anxiety, like, when any, like, a minor test, even [. . .]. Like, oh, what if I don’t 
do as good. [. . .] That is, like, giving, like, a lot of pressure now because - how am I supposed to 
cram in three months’ worth of knowledge into a test in two weeks, that I’ve just moved in? 
That’s probably why intensity is worse. In a way like, your like heart races. I think you’re 
thinking of the worst, the consequences. I feel like, ‘Oh, my God!’.

The acute awareness of time constraints mean that even minor tests create feelings of extreme 
pressure. Describing it as seemingly impossible, Selena’s anxiety creates physical and mental 
overdrive and her heart races as she anticipates ‘the worst, [. . .] consequences’. Her description 
pushes the emotional and bodily discomfort into the present as she attempts to ‘cram’ herself 
full to bursting with information while time constricts around her.

This impression of pressure which builds up and tightens, and the sheer amount of 
time and effort it demands, is also evident for Chloe who took extracurricular music exams 
as well as school assessments:

I just try to do as much as I can. And like unless I’m like really tired and I know that I’ve been 
working for a long, but I feel like even if I’m working for a few hours, I feel like it’s not enough 
for some reason, I just feel like, yeah, because there’s just so much work to get through. And 
like then I’ll start to like repeat stuff I’m revising, like going over and over and over. I’m just 
like, is it ever enough?

Chloe describes a sentiment, echoed by many of the participants, that the need to keep 
working is insatiable. No matter how much they do, it never feels like enough, creating an 
ongoing cycle of inadequacy and stress . Like Selena, Chloe describes struggling with the 
volume of ‘so much work’ and of pushing uncomfortably to capacity; ‘as much as I can’. 
Although there are moments when she recognizes that she has been ‘working for a long’ 
time, this thought is instantly overridden by another: ‘it’s not enough’. For Chloe, the notion of 
having done enough is beyond comprehension. Like Selena, she describes going into overd
rive, repeating revision of the same content ‘over and over’, a response to an extreme, perhaps 
impossible demand.

Relentlessness also characterized Dora’s experience of day-to-day pressures. Even when 
doing ballet after a day’s work, she remains concerned with being ‘productive’:

I was revising. And although I was revising the whole day, I kept thinking, oh, I could be doing 
a bit more now. But then I did just tell myself, look, this is ballet. You’re still doing something 
productive. And also, you can’t be working 24–7.

Dora describes needing to persuade herself to stop working, so prohibited is relaxation. Like 
Chloe, the feeling of never having done enough is difficult to shake; she could always ‘be doing 
a bit more’. After a full day of revision, Dora can only coax herself to stop and assuage her 
nagging guilt by reasoning that she is switching to another worthwhile activity.

For Ruby, the feelings of not doing enough are associated with such inadequacy that she is 
unable to see any achievement; her hard work and effort become ‘nothing’.

I’ve not done enough. I’ve been revising, I think I definitely said this in the diary a lot. And I still 
feel like it now, even after a day of revision, a day of school, a day of revision after school, I still 
feel like I’ve done nothing. And it’s such a weird feeling it’s like, all right, well, I’ve done 
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nothing, I’ve achieved nothing, I’ve done nothing all day. But it’s like I’ve done so much. Like, 
I’ve been sitting there for hours but I’ve done nothing.

Although Ruby’s exams have finished, the feeling of not having done enough remains. 
Her sense of trying to manage insurmountable extremes is evident; on the one hand, she 
knows the amount of work and time she has devoted has been relentless, yet this is set 
against the feeling of having done and achieved nothing for the whole day. Like Dora, she 
attempts to reason with herself, trying to untangle feeling tired and having ‘done so much’ 
from the berating anxiety that ‘I’ve done nothing’. The overall sense of exhausting relent
lessness is exacerbated by her self-critical evaluation that her feelings are nonsensical and 
‘weird’. Ruby said the pressure to do enough overtook everything else in her life, some
thing she disliked but felt unable to prevent: ‘Honestly, um school’s like my whole life. Like 
not in a good way. I don’t want it to be, but it’s like, it’s very, I don’t really have room for 
anything else.’

It is not only the lack of time and volume of schoolwork that feels relentless for the 
participants, the on-going sense of not doing enough, means feelings of inadequacy are 
a persistent experience in day-to-day life. In Ruby’s case this leaves no ‘room for anything 
else’.

As Kayleigh explains, the end of exams brings no respite, only concern about the next 
stage of the future, which has just come one step closer:

They’re good grades [her GCSE exams] so I’m quite happy with it [. . .] I’m like oh summer’s 
soon I can just relax, but then I’m like ‘Oh no, after that you’ve got year 13 you’ve got actual 
A levels’. [. . .] We finish exams and now we have to think about UCAS and uni and stuff so 
they’re sort of drilling universities at us now so I guess it’s sort of one stress to the next stress 
kind of thing.

Like the other participants, Kayleigh describes being unable to stop feeling stressed. 
For the others, the sense of pressure and need to keep working was often described 
over the course of each day, but for Kayleigh the feeling has a far longer life span. 
Exams are finished and she is pleased with her results, yet thoughts of relaxation are 
quickly overtaken by fear of what comes ‘after that’. She describes her present self 
being bored into by the demands of the future that are drilled ‘at us now’, the 
relentlessness being given moment by an acute awareness of what comes next and 
the need to be prepared.

Kayleigh describes her school experience as a succession of stresses. Like the others, her life 
revolves around progression through school towards university, employment and to one 
single future. Each step is dependent on the one before and involves the risk of destroying 
the one which follows.

Taken as a whole, the three themes highlight how the considerable emphasis placed 
on preparing for the future creates a task that feels urgent but has no end point. Efforts 
and achievements have little worth in the present because the pay off, like the future, is 
always still to come. This makes it hard to have a sense of accomplishment now. As 
Phoebe indicates in the first theme, the answer to ‘is it enough?’ or ‘is it good enough?’ 
can only ever be ‘we’ll see’. As a result, the participants fall into cycles of worry, inadequacy 
and overwork, and struggle to appreciate the present in any other way. In these 
circumstances day-to-day life doesn’t allow a moment for relaxation.
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Discussion

This study uniquely highlights that adolescent girls’ daily lives are disproportionately con
sumed with preparing for and worrying about the future. This has substantial impact on their 
experience of the present, placing them under a constant feeling of time pressure, which 
negatively affects their mental health. The negative impact of future-oriented thinking on 
wellbeing has not previously been recognized and emphasis on working towards the future in 
school-based wellbeing initiatives and educational policy makes this insight especially 
significant.

For the participants, everyday life was dominated by a multi-layered anxiety concerning 
time and its passing with several concerning repercussions.

Sacrificing now under the weight of the future captured the way use of time in the present 
was structured around preparation for the future. Literature exploring adolescent time use 
predominantly considers how long young people spend on activities evaluated by adults as 
having implications for health and wellbeing. Time using screens or social media (Marsh et al.,  
2024; Siebers et al., 2022), being sedentary or active (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2020), and sleep 
duration (Hisler et al., 2020) are popular topics.

In contrast, participants evaluated their time primarily in terms of its perceived value for the 
future. This meant that the same activity could be deemed a guilty escape or a worthwhile, 
permissible engagement. Dora justified spending time on ballet instead of school work by 
reasoning that it was ‘still doing something productive’. With their focus firmly set on the 
future, the pressure to be productive was continuous, rendering the duration of their efforts 
largely irrelevant. No matter how long Chloe studied, it still felt ‘like it’s not enough for some 
reason’. How the girls thought about time had more relevance than any particular activity. It 
was extremely forceful in shaping their everyday experiences and engagements, and the way 
they felt about themselves and their lives.

This is notable given the prevailing discourses around future orientation and productivity in 
contemporary social and research cultures where both are regarded as desirable (Fan, 2025; 
Hipson et al., 2021). The scarcity of time and the pressure to manage it efficiently are central to 
modern sociopolitical narratives, which prioritize speed and productivity (Gregg, 2018). Within 
this framework, leisure becomes entangled with work as activities are increasingly compressed 
in the pursuit of doing more in less time (Sugarman & Thrift, 2020). Consistent with this, the 
participants in this study needed to justify even relaxing activities as ‘productive’. Time off 
school work was sanctioned as a means to work better and more.

In educational research, cultivation of future-oriented thinking is commonly 
explored with a view to increasing student motivation, interest, achievement, and 
study time (Brown & Jones, 2004; Burns et al., 2021; Destin & Oyserman, 2010; 
Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Mello & Worrell, 2006; Peetsma, 2000). This study, however, 
highlights the negative impact of future-orientated thinking on adolescent well
being, bringing a new perspective to the area. For these participants, the future 
overshadowed the present, instilling enduring stress, fear and an inability to live in 
the now. Their willingness to sacrifice the present for future outcomes, as reflected 
in this theme may have important wellbeing implications. Research involving older 
students has demonstrated that the sacrifice of emotional and/or leisure needs in 
the attainment of future goals is associated with increased psychological distress 
(Holding et al., 2020). Indeed, adolescents may be especially vulnerable to making 
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these kinds of sacrifices when future thinking is prioritized. According to 
Carstensen (2006), adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the perception of 
time as limited and prioritizing future goals at the expense of present-day 
wellbeing.

A second impact of emphasis on the future, described in The future is coming frighteningly 
fast and I’m not ready to be an adult, involved participants’ feelings of being flung forward 
through time or the future rapidly advancing. Research on future time perspective (FTP), which 
examines individuals’ orientation towards the future, has consistently revealed gender differ
ences (Greene & DeBacker, 2004). Compared to males, adolescent females tend to view feared 
possible selves as more likely, while ascribing more importance to their hoped-for selves (Knox 
et al., 2000). In addition, their FTPs do not extend as far into the future as those of males 
(Greene & DeBacker, 2004). This shorter outlook is associated with a heightened sense that the 
future is approaching rapidly and a diminished sense of control over life (Hilpert et al., 2012; 
Shell & Husman, 2001; Simons et al., 2004). Consistent with this, in our study participants’ 
anxieties around the speed of futures’ advance were described as involving a diminished sense 
of control or agency and lack of confidence in evaluating day-to-day activities.

The findings reported here provide novel insight into the everyday time perspective 
of adolescent girls and its psychological impact. Given the well-documented mental 
health and wellbeing concerns within this group, this may be an important area for 
research to pursue. Evidence suggests that a higher frequency of thinking about the 
future or past, rather than the present, is associated with increased anxiety, particularly 
among adolescent girls, a relationship that warrants further attention (Finan et al.,  
2022)

In the theme Don’t relax: struggling with relentless pressure and worry, the girls specified 
pressure in their everyday lives related to the requirements of school. Exams and career- 
related academic decisions placed heavy demands on their time so regardless of how 
many hours they put in, they never felt they had done enough and were often left with 
the anxious feeling of having accomplished nothing.

The effects of school stress on well-being have been explored in the context of mental 
health (Ahn et al., 2023; Bortes et al., 2021; Wuthrich et al., 2020). Results are mixed 
suggesting that an increasingly demanding education system is responsible for well- 
being declines (West & Sweeting, 2003) but that levels of school stress are unrelated to 
changes in the education system (Löfstedt et al., 2020) and have remained mainly stable 
over time (Högberg, 2021). Nevertheless, recent evidence suggests educational pressures 
impact girls differently; girls are more likely than boys to prioritize school and invest more 
time and effort in schoolwork, potentially leading to higher stress (Garcia, 2025). Stress in 
adolescent girls has also been associated with self-originating demands such as their own 
striving to succeed, a phenomena that is proposed to be heightened for older girls 
(Spencer et al., 2018).

In contrast, for the participants in this study, school stress was bound up in their pressurized 
experience of time leaving them feeling unproductive, anxious and inadequate. They were 
engaged in an ongoing effort to prevent damage to the future, rather than a quest for success. 
Unlike the measures of academic pressure described, demands of school were experienced as 
woven into a broader whole-life anxiety. In their eyes, a bad grade had far greater implications 
than indicating a moment of imperfection, it could cement a trajectory towards a bad life in the 
future and bring about a bad future self.
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Strengths and limitations

The type of results sought using in-depth qualitative methods are different from those 
generated in experimental or large-scale studies and do not confer generalizability equivalent 
to quantitative work. Instead, findings are credible and confirmable, offering important utility 
for understanding the stressors of the participant group.

With this distinction in mind, the findings should be considered within the following 
limitations. Participants were all recruited from state-funded London Sixth Forms situating 
findings in a particular context. Post-16 provision in London differs from the rest of the country, 
more schools offer sixth form places and sixth forms tend to be larger and far more ethnically 
diverse (UCL Institute of Education, 2020). However, funding per pupil is 90% lower in state 
compared to private schools (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2023) and while London schools are 
generally associated with higher levels of achievement, at post-16 this declines notably (UCL 
Institute of Education, 2020). Findings, therefore, may not be transferable to adolescents in 
very different circumstances such as more highly resourced private sixth-forms, or localities 
where further education provision is more limited. Furthermore, the study reflects the per
spectives of young people who have experience of girlhood or identify as female, and findings 
may not be relevant to other gender groups.

However, the methodological value of using video-diaries with interviews does not 
share such restriction, and research adopting a similar approach to consider the 
experiences of other groups is encouraged. Indeed, a key strength of this study is 
its use of an inductive approach to understand adolescents’ everyday lives, evi
denced by the new insights generated. This approach offers potential value for 
research with adolescents, particularly, those whose perspectives may be misrepre
sented or excluded through dominant discourses or agendas. The diary material itself 
was illuminating. Future work foregrounding visual analysis such as Day et al. (2024) 
could also be beneficial, particularly for topics or participant groups where verbaliza
tion is difficult.

Recommendations

Issues for adolescent wellbeing commonly foregrounded by researchers such as the 
‘staggering’ accumulation of work on social media use (Valkenburg et al., 2022, p. 1), 
may well be important, but the primary challenges highlighted by young people in 
this study involved time-related pressure and emphasis on preparing for the future. 
This indicates the need to further investigate the role of focus on the future in 
adolescent wellbeing. Furthermore, it is recommended that researchers consider the 
use of inductive participatory methods to better pinpoint those aspects of young 
people’s lives that matter to them.

A core theme of programmes implemented in school settings aimed at primary 
prevention of psychological illness is helping adolescents ‘have a sense of purpose 
and future-oriented goals’ (Keyes & Platt, 2024, p. 400; Werner-Seidler et al., 2021). 
Evidence on the efficacy of such programmes is mixed (Andrews et al., 2023). The 
findings reported here point to the clinical value of school counsellors and adoles
cent mental health practitioners gaining insight into the stressors experienced by 
adolescents in relation to their future. Young people should be helped to develop 
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a more balanced approach to demands on their time, recognize their needs and 
worth in the present, and see the future more flexibly. Similarly, Mental Health 
Support Teams involved in developing whole-school wellbeing approaches should 
consider encouraging activities that provide present-day fulfilment and help adoles
cents appreciate the here and now.

Conclusion

This study draws attention to the pressures and anxieties surrounding emphasis on the future 
experienced by adolescent girls in the context of school. Importantly, the findings paint 
a strong picture of life lacking breathing space, where ultimately, because so much energy 
and time is devoted to securing an adult future, there is limited time to be a teenage girl. The 
power of time-perspective revealed in this study, combined with its recognized significance in 
the literature, suggests the need for greater sensitivity to this matter in policy development 
and application, given the prominence of school and school life as vehicle for well-being 
interventions and initiatives.

In sum, it may be that encouraging orientation to the future has suffered from over- 
enthusiastic empirical and pedagogical pursuit. Research concerning future thinking has 
focussed mainly on its motivational, goal-orienting and educational utility, particularly as 
a means to facilitate academic engagement (Pawlak & Moustafa, 2023). Meanwhile, future- 
oriented thinking is being built into curricula at earlier and earlier ages with Governments 
advising career guidance begin well before adolescence (Board of the Governors of the 
European Schools, 2020; UK: Department for Education, 2023; OECD Career Readiness project,  
2017; U.S. Department of Education, 2022).

The findings in this study highlight the need for a greater focus on the value of the present 
for its own sake and a greater priority and space made within the educational curriculum for 
activities that have no specific future currency but help adolescent girls enjoy and relate to 
their current life-stage. Thinking about the future has a role in growing up, but as adults we 
know that many varied aspects of life have value, and that serendipity can be the source of 
great joy. Our study indicates the need to stop insisting that the main imperative of an 
adolescent’s day-to-day life should be to secure her future, and step outside the notion, 
promoted particularly in educational contexts, that ‘The knowledge and skills we gain today 
would have little value if we did not use them at some point in the future’ (Husman et al., 2015, 
p. 131). Otherwise, the message we continue to impart is that life as a teenage girl today has no 
intrinsic worth.

Notes

1. The descriptors girl and girls were used as they are common parlance particularly in the UK 
education system from which participants were recruited. We acknowledge these terms 
might be variously understood, for example, as subjective self-identifiers, as a discursive 
construct, or as a stage in life of a person of a particular sex. We used the term for its everyday 
flexible application, without further definition, allowing young people for whom it was 
meaningful to indicate interest in participation.

2. This app was chosen as it provided GDPR compliant secure data storage and management of 
uploaded diaries as well as anonymous logins meaning participants diary data was not 
associated with their personal details.
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