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FAMILY COHESION AND AGE AS DETERMINANTS
OF HOMESICKNESS IN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
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Despite the negative psychological effects associated with the transition to
university, little is known about the relationship between homesickness and
family functioning. One hundred first-year university students completed a
questionnaire incorporating the Dundee Relocation Inventory (Fisher & Hood,
1987) measure of homesickness, and a measure of family functioning. A high
level of homesickness was reported among students, with 18% of the variance
in homesickness scores accounted for by family cohesion and chronological
age. Implications for further research are discussed within the context of an
unambiguous operationalization of homesickness and its effects.
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Homesickness has long been considered an adverse effect of the
transition to university (Fisher & Cooper, 1990). Although prior
researchers suggest that depression, anxiety, and poor academic perform-
ance do indeed result from an educational transition (e.g., Burt, 1993; Lu,
1990; Thurber, 1995; Zimmerman & Bijur, 1995), there have been few
studies designed to examine the familial and demographic factors that may
predict homesickness.

A theoretical model of homesickness and the effects of change and
transition has been formulated by Fisher (1989). Similar to attachment
theory, in the model it is suggested that the main reason for stress and
homesickness during the transition from home to a new environment is
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the immediate loss of physical proximity with family and friends. Home-
sickness is theorized to represent a form of separation anxiety, and family
cohesiveness (emotional bonding or dependency between family members) is
likely to be reflected in a fewer number of voluntary absences from home.
Evidence from descriptive and correlational studies has supported the theorized
relationship between previous mobility and family relationships (Baier &
Welch, 1992; Eurelings-Bontekoe, Vingerhoets, & Fontijn, 1994; Hill, 1996;
Smrcek & Stiksrud, 1994). Although several researchers have examined the
effects of previous mobility during the transition to university, the relationship
between previous mobility and homesickness remains unclear.

In an early study Fisher, Murray, and Frazer (1985) showed that homesick-
ness was predicted by lower levels of responsibility for the decision to make the
educational transition, and greater geographical distance from home. Similarly,
increased levels of psychological distress have been found among first-year
students who had moved from home before the transition to university (Lopez,
Campbell, & Watkins, 1988a). More recently it has been demonstrated that
previous mobility was significantly related to increased homesickness (Fisher,
Elder, & Peacock, 1990; Thurber, & Weisz, 1997; Van Tilburg, Vingerhoets,
Van Heck, & Kirschbaum, 1996). The effects of previous mobility are likely to
be particularly high among individuals who perceive themselves to be highly
reliant on their family.

The results obtained by Brewin, Furnham, and Howes (1989) showed that
dependency on others was a significant predictor of the experience of home-
sickness. They found that a measure of anxious attachment and greater reliance
on others predicted homesickness. However, no researcher has sought to
investigate the relationship between overall family dependency, or cohesive-
ness, and homesickness. This comes as something of a surprise given the strong
empirical support demonstrating the negative effect of family cohesion, on
adjustment to university (e.g., Craddock, 1983; Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins,
1986, 1988b).

The main purpose in the present investigation, then, was to investigate the
relationship between family cohesion and homesickness. Given the negative
effect of strong family cohesiveness on successful adaptation to university, it was
hypothesized that students with higher levels of family cohesion and previous
mobility would have greater levels of homesickness. Since it is still unclear
whether there are any age or gender differences in the experience of
homesickness (see review Van Tilburg, Vingerhoets, & Van Heck, 1996), the
relationships between these factors and homesickness were also considered.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS
One hundred first-year university students (age range 18 to 33, M = 19.61,
SD = 2.77 years) participated. The gender distribution of this non-probability
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convenience sample was 43% male and 57% female. All respondents had
left home and were permanently resident at Massey University Turitea
campus.

MEASURE

A seven page questionnaire was designed to examine three areas
relating to student’s transition to university. The first section elicited data
on the extent of homesickness with the Dundee Relocation Inventory
(DRI; Fisher & Hood, 1987). The DRI is a 26-item measure of homesick-
ness designed to assess student attitudes and feelings towards; home,
security, family, future events, and general satisfaction. In a factor-analytic
study Smrcek and Stiksrud (1994) demonstrated that these five dimensions
of homesickness are reliably measured in the DRI, and other psychometric
work (Fisher, 1989, 1994) indicates high test-retest reliability (» = 0.71; r =
.81) across two weeks and six months, respectively. Respondents were asked
to rate how often the experience described in each item occurred for them
on a three-category rating scale from 0 (never) to 2 (often). Scores on the
DRI have a maximum possible range from 0 (not homesick) to 52
(homesick).

The next section obtained data on family cohesion using the cohesion
subscale of the Family Functioning Scale designed by Bloom (1985). The
cohesion subscale is a 5-item self report scale that measures family
cohesion on a 3-point rating scale ranging from 1 (very untrue for my
family) to 4 (very true for my family). Cohesion scores have a maximum
possible rage of 5 (low cohesion) to 20 (high cohesion). The cohesion
subscale shows high (o = .84) internal consistency (Hampson & Beavers,
1987) and high convergent and criterion validity (Pennick & Jepson,
1992). The final section secured data on basic demographics, and
previous mobility (defined as frequency of previous moves, number of
schools attended, and previous boarding school attendance).

PROCEDURE

The questionnaires were distributed among first-year campus hostels at
Massey University. Participants were asked to read a cover letter attached to
the questionnaire. The cover letter outlined the purpose of the study,
guaranteed the anonymity of individual responses, and explained that the
survey was being conducted in accordance with the guidelines for ethical
research defined by the Massey University Human Ethics Committee.
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RESULTS

PREVIOUS MOBILITY

The results showed that 51% of respondents indicated that they had
moved once while living with family, whereas 49% indicated that they had
moved twice or more. Overall, 68.7% of participants had attended one
high school, and the remaining 31.3% had attended two schools or more.
Only 25.5% of respondents had attended boarding school.

FAMILY COHESION

Internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was .75 for the cohesion scale.
Overall, the sample reported a high level of familial cohesion (M = 11.1,
SD = 2.7). As expected, the correlation between homesickness and family
cohesion was significant 7(89) =-.28, p <.0l.

TABLE 1
MEAN HOMESICKNESS SCORES AS A FUNCTION OF PREVIOUS MOBILITY AND DEMOGRAPHIC
VARIABLES

Homesickness

Variable M SD n

Moves from home

Once 30.0 73 51

Twice or more 327 6.2 49
Schools

One 31.8 7.0 68

Two or more 30.1 6.5 31
Boarding school

Attendance 30.8 8.5 25

No attendance 31.5 6.3 73
Age

Under 19 years 324 6.2 74

Over 19 years 27.8 8.0 21
Gender

Male 315 73 43

Female 31.3 6.6 57

HOMESICKNESS

Overall, students indicated high levels of homesickness (M = 31.4, SD =
6.9) on the DRI, where internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for the DRI
was .86. Table 1 shows that while students reported high levels of
homesickness, there was little evidence to suggest that the experience of
homesickness depended on previous mobility or demographic factors. Not
surprisingly, independent samples ¢ tests showed that all observed
differences were not significant (all ps >.05).

Having identified the relationship between homesickness and
family cohesion, the combined effects of family cohesion and
demographic factors on homesickness were examined via multiple reg-
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ression. Prior to regression analysis, the variables were screened for
assumptions of statistical analysis. Following suggestions made by
Tabachnik and Fidell (1989), a conventional but conservative alpha level (p
< .001) was used to evaluate skewness and kurtosis. While
transformations of the variables was deemed to be unnecessary and there
were no univariate outliers, one case was identified as a multivariate
outlier using Mahalanobi’s distance, and was subsequently excluded from
the regression analysis.

In order to identify those factors that are associated with the
experience of homesickness, a standard multiple regression analysis was
conducted with homesickness affect as the dependent variable and the
demographic variables (age, mobility, number of schools attended,
attendance at boarding school) and family cohesion variable entered
simultaneously as independent variables. Demographic and mobility factors
were dichotomized; age (19 years or under vs. over 19 years), mobility
(moved home once vs. more than once), and boarding school attendance
(attendance vs. no attendance) were dichotomized as binary coding
provides interpretable mean differences as regression coefficients
(Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan 1990).

The correlations between the variables, the standardized regression
coefficients (beta), the semipartial correlations (s7°), and R, R?, and adjusted
R? are displayed in Table 2. Squared semipartial correlations indicate the
amount by which R*> would be reduced if an independent variable were
omitted from the equation. The sum of the squared semipartial correlations
for the significant independent variables in the regression equation is the
amount of R? attributable to unique sources. The difference between R? and
unique variance represents variance that the independent variables jointly
contribute to R?. The difference between R’ and adjusted R* reflects
adjustment made for expected inflation in sample R as a function of sample
size, number of independent variables, and the value of R%.

TABLE 2
SUMMARY OF STANDARD MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR VARIABLES PREDICTING
HOMESICKNESS

Variable Homesickness ~ Age Mobility ~ Cohesion  Schools b sr?
Age -29 -.26 .06
Mobility .19 -.04
Cohesion -28 11 -17 -23 .05
Schools -12 .19 .09 12
Boarding school .04 -.10 -.10 =22 =12

Note. R* = .18*, Adjusted R? = .13, R = .42** A unique variability = .11; shared variability = .07.
*p <.05, **p < .01.
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The R for regression was significantly different from zero, F(5, 85) =3.75, p
<.01. Two of the variables contributed significantly to homesickness scores, age
(s”? = .06) and family cohesion (s7* = .05). The five independent variables in
combination contributed another .07 in shared variability. Taken together, 18%
(13% adjusted) of the variability in homesickness was predicted by knowing scores
on these variables.

DISCUSSION

The main finding from the present study was that family cohesion was a
significant predictor in the experience of homesickness among first-year
university students, a result consistent with Brewin et al. (1989). They
reported that dependency on others was a significant predictor of the experience
of homesickness. Almost all students in the present study reported homesickness,
with homesickness scores similar to scores on the DRI obtained by Smrcek and
Stiksrud (1994) in a sample of German freshmen.

It was hypothesized that student homesickness would be predicted by previous
mobility and demographic factors such as age and gender. As Table 2 shows, the
results did not support this hypothesis. However, it should be noted that
regardless of previous mobility or demographic factors, mean DRI scores for the
sample showed little variation (scores ranged from 27.8 to 32.7). That is, while
students had experienced completely different educational and residential
transitions, the majority were homesick. Taken together, the results of the present
study and those of prior research on the adjustment to university (e.g., Lopez,
Campbell, & Watkins, 1986, 1988b) suggest that while a range of familial and
demographic factors may contribute to the experience of homesickness, this
adverse response to the transition to university is a prevalent phenomenon.

However, because the sample obtained in the present study was relatively small,
some caution must be exercised in the interpretation of the regression analyses
(Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1989). Despite this limitation, it is worth noting that a
similar rate of homesickness was found in a representative sample of the same
student population reported by Ward and Kennedy (1993).

At any rate, further homesickness researchers should focus on a larger and
more representative population of students. In addition, while the DRI has
been specifically designed for the assessment of homesickness among students, a
more recent measure designed to assess vulnerability to develop home-
sickness (Eurelings-Bontekoe, Verschuur, Koudstaal, Van der Sar, & Duijens,
1995) has shown promising preliminary results, and may provide additional
information on homesickness not captured in the DRI. As with any clinical
condition, homesickness needs to be defined accurately so that a diagnosis can
be attained on the basis of self-report measures, and ultimately, effective
treatments formulated.
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As suggested by Van Tilburg, Vingerhoets, Van Heck , and Kirschbaum
(1996), additional operationalization and further investigations of
homesickness are required to determine whether homesickness is
predicted by other familial variables. Some individuals may perceive
homesickness to serve as a positive affirmation of the importance of
family relationships rather than a wholly negative experience. However,
homesickness has featured as a core component of psychotherapy
formulations for international students (e.g., Charles & Stewart, 1991).
Clearly more work is required before effectiveness of the treatment of
homesickness can be evaluated.

In conclusion, then, results gained in the present study support prior
research in showing that homesickness is a widespread phenomenon
during the transition to university, and extended these studies by
showing family cohesion as a significant predictor of homesickness.
Future homesickness researchers should at least consider the pre-
dictive effects of family cohesion, for without this component, a complete
definition of homesickness and its debilitating effects will continue to
elude researchers.
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