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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

The transition to university life represents a significant developmental milestone
for many young adults, particularly those who must leave their family homes to
reside in dormitories. This geographical displacement, while offering educational
opportunities and social interactions, simultaneously exposes students to
challenges including reduced social support, loneliness, and environmental
unfamiliarity (Ron et al., 2019). Homesickness, understood in this study not as a
clinical diagnosis but as a lived, multidimensional experience of physical
separation from familiar environments, cultural unfamiliarity, and feelings of
alienation among others, emerges as a central psychological phenomenon during
this transition. It refers to a complex set of distressing emotions experienced after
leaving home, family, friends, and familiar surroundings. Fisher and Hood (1988)
conceptualized homesickness as a motivational-cognitive state fundamentally
centered on feelings of loss and longing for family, friends, and one's living
environment. Contemporary research indicates that between 65% and 78% of
dormitory-residing students experience some degree of homesickness during their
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first academic year, with 12% to 15% experiencing clinical symptoms including
severe anxiety, diminished academic performance, and sleep disturbances (Zaidi
et al., 2025; Walukouw, 2024). These findings underscore that homesickness
extends beyond a transient normative experience to potentially serious
psychological challenges requiring supportive intervention.

Gender differences in homesickness experiences have been well-documented,
with female students facing greater vulnerability due to higher emotional
attachment, heightened sensitivity to interpersonal relationship quality, and
distinct cultural expectations (Boudaghi & Nasayeh, 2024). In collectivist
societies such as Iran, these factors render the separation from family particularly
complex for female students. Recent qualitative Iranian studies have confirmed
the prevalence of this phenomenon. Rahmati et al. (2019), through in-depth
interviews with 24 female dormitory students at Shahid Bahonar University of
Kerman, identified homesickness and longing as among the most prominent
challenges experienced during initial dormitory residence, negatively impacting
mental health alongside psychological pressures from sharing rooms with
unfamiliar individuals, reduced study quality, and sleep pattern disturbances.
Similarly, Ghodrati and Maghsoudzadeh (2019) at Hakim Sabzevari University
found that female students confronting environmental limitations and lack of
freedom in dormitories reported homesickness as a primary challenge
significantly affecting their quality of life and social adaptation.

Despite quantitative studies demonstrating close relationships between
homesickness, depression, anxiety, stress, and their impacts on mental health and
quality of life (Yang et al., 2023; Azimi et al., 2024), no research has deeply and
qualitatively examined students' internal and individual experiences confronting
homesickness. While universities require supportive policies for dormitory
students, existing information regarding their emotional and psychological
challenges lacks sufficient precision and comprehensiveness.

Research Question
How is the lived experience of homesickness among female students residing in
dormitories at Allameh Tabataba’i University?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Foundations of Homesickness

Homesickness has been conceptualized as a multifaceted phenomenon
encompassing emotional, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions. Stroebe et al.
(2002) proposed that homesickness arises from the interaction between
attachment processes and coping resources, suggesting that individuals with



221 | Lived Experience of Homesickness and Coping ... ; Amiri et al.

insecure attachment styles may be particularly vulnerable. This theoretical
perspective aligns with findings from Nottage et al. (2022), who demonstrated
that insecure attachment styles relate to homesickness through inflexibility,
creating barriers to adaptation in new environments.

2.1.1. Psychological Correlates and Consequences

The psychological consequences of homesickness extend beyond transient
emotional distress. Thurber and Walton (2012) found that intense homesickness
among students can reduce concentration ability, impair memory, and create
social isolation and difficulties adapting to university life. These factors
collectively influence students' present and future circumstances precisely when
individuals must overcome academic challenges, make important decisions about
their futures, and determine life goals (Bakhtar & Rezaeian, 2016; Lang et al.,
2019). Moeini Babak et al. (2018) at Hamadan University of Medical Sciences
demonstrated that homesickness correlates negatively with happiness, health
status, and academic level serving as significant predictors of academic
performance.

Leaving home as a stressful factor can be perceived as threatening, with
individuals responding based on available resources and coping strategies. When
these coping approaches prove ineffective, individuals experience homesickness
(Isik Akin et al., 2024). The persistence of this feeling can yield long-term
consequences including depression, anxiety, increased probability of risky
behaviors such as smoking, substance use, alcohol addiction, shyness, and
decreased assertiveness (Esmailzadeh et al., 2018), subsequently negatively
affecting various domains including social relationships, academic performance,
and mental health.

2.2. Cultural and Contextual Factors

Research has examined predisposing factors and variables influencing
homesickness emergence, investigating individual characteristics and
environmental features. Valikhani (2015) found that maladaptive schemas
mediate the relationship between attachment and homesickness, while Dehmehri
et al. (2022) demonstrated significant relationships between maladaptive schemas
of mistrust, social isolation, dependence, and unrelenting standards with
homesickness.

2.2.1. The Iranian Context

The review of homesickness-related studies in Iran reveals limited research
employing Colaizzi's descriptive phenomenology with focus on female dormitory
residents (Rahmati et al., 2019; Mohammadi, 2022). This research gap indicates
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that how homesickness is lived from students' perspectives, not merely its
prevalence or consequences, requires deeper investigation. Allameh Tabataba’i
University, with its high geographical diversity of dormitory-residing students
(over 20 provinces with distinct cultures), specific structural challenges of central
Tehran dormitories (spatial limitations, restrictive policies), and its position as one
of Iran's largest humanities universities, provided rich grounds for
multidimensional homesickness experiences. This selection was based on
accessing experiential diversity, not merely physical access, to ensure descriptive
data richness, a principle prioritizing data saturation in phenomenological research
(Colaizzi, 1987; Creswell & Poth, 2018).

3. Methodology

This research employed a qualitative approach based on Colaizzi's descriptive
phenomenology to understand and explain the meaning of lived homesickness
experiences among female students residing in Allameh Tabataba’i University
dormitories. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted in
a secure, quiet, private environment at the Dormitory Health Counseling Center
(Gol-e-Narges Building, second floor) at times agreed upon with participants to
ensure concentration and comfort conditions. At each interview commencement,
research objectives and ethical principles including information confidentiality,
withdrawal rights at any stage, and pseudonym usage were explained, with
informed consent obtained for recording and note-taking. The population
comprised female students residing in Allameh Tabataba’i University dormitories
during the 2024-2025 academic year who reported homesickness experiences
during dormitory residence. The research sample included 12 female students
selected through a combined purposive convenience and snowball sampling
method. Following initial interviews with several students, these participants were
asked to introduce other students with similar experiences. Data collection
continued until data saturation, ultimately conducting interviews with 12
participants—data saturation in phenomenological research is achieved when new
interviews no longer yield new themes or codes, and collected data provide
sufficient richness for deep understanding of lived experience (Kalaei et al., 2025;
Vojdani Hemmat & Gholami, 2025; Saunders et al., 2018). Inclusion criteria
were: (1) female Allameh Tabataba’i University student with at least one semester
of dormitory residence; (2) having experienced homesickness confirmed through
screening question: “During dormitory residence, have you experienced
alienation, intense longing, or environmental unfamiliarity?”’; (3) reporting at least
two objective homesickness indicators in initial interview (e.g., reduced academic
motivation, sleep/appetite disturbance, avoidance of social interactions, or direct
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expression of “feeling like a stranger in the crowd”); (4) ability to verbally
express experiences and informed consent. Exclusion criteria were: (1)
unwillingness to continue cooperation at any stage, (2) severe psychological
disorder requiring immediate intervention, or (3) insufficient data for
phenomenological analysis. Data analysis followed Colaizzi's descriptive
phenomenological method. Interviews were fully transcribed and read multiple
times to obtain overall content comprehension. Meaning units were then extracted
and conceptually coded. Codes were categorized into common themes, with final
themes reviewed and interpreted for alignment with participants' lived experiences
to provide clear depiction of homesickness phenomenon essence. For qualitative
research quality assurance, Guba and Lincoln's (1994) four criteria—credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability—were employed. Methods
included peer debriefing (analytical findings presented to two experienced
qualitative methodology researchers for bias and conceptual accuracy review),
member checking (extracted themes presented to five participants with diversity
in origin province and academic semester for lived experience interpretation
accuracy confirmation), data triangulation (supplementary data including
participant journals or social media posts related to homesickness experiences
used for finding confirmation), thick description (cultural, social, and individual
contexts briefly mentioned alongside direct quotations), and detailed process
documentation (all analysis stages recorded for analytical decision traceability).
This research received ethics approval from Allameh Tabataba’i University
Research Ethics Committee (Code: ETHICS-2505-1304 (R1)), with all
participants informed of their rights including confidentiality, withdrawal options,
and pseudonym usage.

4. Results

Participants comprised 12 female students, including 6 undergraduate and 6
graduate students, aged 19-26 years, each with minimum one semester dormitory
residence experience. Data analysis yielded six main themes, nine subthemes, and
forty-eight initial codes. Table 1 summarizes these themes systematically.

Table 1. Summary of Themes in Lived Experience of Homesickness

Main Theme Subtheme N_u_mber 2l
Initial Codes
. . Experience of Emotional
Emotional and Cognitive P 5

. Fluctuations
Fluctuations

Changes in Cognitive Patterns

4
Inner Transformation and Inner Growth and Self-Discovery 5
Change Inner Empowerment 4
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Main Theme Subtheme N.u_mber of
Initial Codes

Leaving Comfort Zone and 5

Stepping Out of Safe Experiencing Instability
Boundaries Structural Limitations and 6

Experiencing Loneliness
Longing for Family and Familiar 4

Lack of Emotional Connection Environment -
Need for Empathy and Being 3

Understood

Individual and Institutional Individual Strategies 6
Coping Strategies Institutional Supports 5

4.1. Emotional and Cognitive Fluctuations

Emotional and cognitive fluctuations in homesickness experience reflect inner
engagement between familiar and unfamiliar domains, where students oscillate
between contradictory emotions (longing and excitement, fear and curiosity)
while attempting to redefine identity in new spaces. These fluctuations, though
stressful, provide opportunities for belief and cognitive pattern revision,
functioning as signals activating coping strategies.

Key codes of the experience of emotional fluctuations include: Sensitivity
and irritability, pervasive feelings of lump in throat and longing, self-blame,
emotional fluctuation, indifference toward certain matters. Participant 6, e.g.,
stated, “I was very homesick; now it seems this longing had cast a shadow over
everything, and everything had lost its color”.

Key codes of the changes in cognitive patterns are: Changes in thought
patterns, problem magnification, modeling beliefs of different people, visualizing
familiar memories. Participant 2, e.g., expressed, “If we want to return to our
cities, it might take as long as these four years we’ve been here in Tehran to get
used to it again because our intellectual and cultural space has completely
changed in some ways”.

4.2. Inner Transformation and Change
Inner transformation and change reveal the dual nature of homesickness
experience: psychological pressure from family separation and unfamiliarity on
one hand, and opportunity for personal growth and discovering unknown self-
aspects on the other. This process develops through two parallel pathways: inner
growth (self-discovery, independence, belief revision) and inner empowerment
(assertiveness, flexibility, responsibility).

Key codes of inner growth and self-discovery: Discovering new self,
experiencing growth, practicing independence, freedom in decision-making and
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autonomy, revising inherited cultural beliefs. “In the dormitory, you learn to be
yourself for yourself. You’re responsible for your mood, your time, taking care of
your work. Even if it’s hard at first, gradually a feeling of becoming stronger takes
shape in you. It’s like you’re discovering yourself” (Participant 8).

Key codes of inner empowerment: Assertiveness, flexibility, responsibility,
accepting circumstances, emotion management. “This solitude somehow made me
know myself better. | learned how to talk to myself, how to calm myself down,
how to be stronger even when my heart is heavy” (Participant 8).

4.3. Stepping Out of Safe Boundaries

Stepping out of safe boundaries represents the experience where students enter
unfamiliar, uncertain environments from familiar, predictable family spaces. This
experience has two dimensions: (1) leaving the comfort zone leading to instability
and unfamiliarity feelings; and (2) confronting structural dormitory limitations
reinforcing loneliness and freedom absence feelings. These interacting dimensions
create space for resilience development and flexibility learning.

Key codes of leaving comfort zone and experiencing instability: Leaving
comfort zone, unfamiliarity with new situation, experiencing cultural differences,
detachment from roots and origin, lack of place belonging. “With all my being, I
felt like a newborn baby who knows nothing and fears and is anxious about
entering an unknown world” (Participant 7).

Key codes of structural limitations and experiencing loneliness: Experiencing
freedom and structural control absence, lacking personal privacy, feeling
compelled to do things alone, loneliness during illness, adapting to collective
living rules, considering roommates’ preferences. “Everything here is limited and
controlled. For example, they lock the balcony after 12; I feel I can’t even breathe
anymore” (Participant 4).

4.4. Lack of Emotional Connection
Lack of emotional connection expresses a multidimensional experience where
students are not only deprived of family physical presence but also face reduced
quality of emotional interactions and need for empathy. This absence has two
aspects: (1) longing for family and familiar environment focused on objective
relationship absence; and (2) need for empathy and being understood expressing
lack of meaningful connections in new environment. This experience, though
painful, grounds revision of emotional connection conceptualization, from
physical dependence to meaning-based connection.

Key codes of longing for family and familiar environment: Longing for one’s
own city and neighborhood, longing for family meals, longing for leisure time



Fall 2026 | No.67 | Vol. 17 | Counseling and Psychotherapy Culture | 226

with family, seeking refuge in family photographs. “At nights more than ever, I
missed home and our city. That tranquility in the alleys and easy talking with
people wasn’t here. This homesickness was a special feeling; not just distance
from family, but being a stranger in the middle of a crowd” (Participant 8).

Key codes of the need for empathy and being understood: Need to confide,
need for safe and empathetic person, need to be understood. “Last year I felt really
bad, and my friends knew, but I couldn’t talk to them. Some things you have to
tell someone who wants to listen, but that person wasn’t there. It was like
everyone was together in the dorm, but there was no one you’d chosen yourself
who would understand your pain” (Participant 2).

4.5. Individual and Institutional Coping Strategies

Coping strategies in homesickness experience divide into two categories: (1)
individual strategies originating from within, including goal reminder, inner
dialogue, and solitude; and (2) institutional supports provided by university and
dormitory, including access to counseling, semi-private spaces, and social
programs. These strategies not only effectively reduce tensions but also help
students transform homesickness from challenge into growth opportunity.

Key codes of individual strategies: Recalling goals and values, recalling past
hardships, having academic achievement, engaging in work and study,
constructive self-dialogue, solitude. “Perhaps the main thing for me is motivation.
Because when I myself chose this field with purpose, I can’t easily give it up. I
must stand by my decision” (Participant 3).

Key codes of institutional supports: Access to transportation, access to
counselor and psychologist, organizing recreational camps and workshops, artistic
activities, diversifying dormitory environment. “I also want to tell university and
dormitory officials to take students’ psychological conditions seriously; for
example, by creating an active and accessible psychological counseling space.
Take it more seriously; it’s really important” (Participant 12).

5. Discussion
The experience of homesickness cannot be reduced to a collection of independent
themes; rather, these themes in dynamic interaction form an integrated process
where each experience simultaneously represents outcomes of preceding themes
and prerequisites for subsequent ones. This perspective aligns with Colaizzi’s
phenomenological approach emphasizing understanding the ‘“essence of lived
experience” rather than merely listing its components (Colaizzi, 1978; Kalaei et
al., 2025).

Emotional and cognitive fluctuations, as the primary challenge in
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homesickness experience, do not carry merely negative valence; rather, they
function as signals for revising prior beliefs. As Participant 8 expressed, “I learned
how to talk to myself, how to calm myself down,” these fluctuations ground inner
dialogue and consequently “inner growth” (third theme). This process aligns with
Kalaei et al.’s (2025) study on the “inner care process,” demonstrating that
emotional distress can transform into opportunity for deeper self-knowledge, a
process rarely occurring in the absence of homesickness challenge. Inner
transformation and change reveal the dual nature of homesickness experience:
psychological pressure from family separation and unfamiliarity on one hand, and
opportunity for personal growth and discovering unknown self-aspects on the
other. This process develops through two parallel pathways: inner growth (self-
discovery, independence, belief revision) and inner empowerment (assertiveness,
flexibility, responsibility). Without experiencing alienation, discovery of the
independent self would be impossible. This understanding aligns with Vojdani
Hemmat and Gholami’s (2025) research on “inner transformation in lived
experience.” Stepping out of safe boundaries represents the experience where
students enter unfamiliar, uncertain environments from familiar, predictable
family spaces. This experience has two dimensions: (1) leaving the comfort zone
leading to instability and unfamiliarity feelings; and (2) confronting structural
dormitory limitations reinforcing loneliness and freedom absence feelings. These
interacting dimensions create space for resilience development and flexibility
learning. This finding aligns with Rouhani et al.’s (2025) study on “pendulum-like
cultural adaptation.”

Lack of emotional connection expresses a multidimensional experience where
students are not only deprived of family physical presence but also face reduced
quality of emotional interactions and need for empathy. This absence has two
aspects: (1) longing for family and familiar environment focused on objective
relationship absence; and (2) need for empathy and being understood expressing
lack of meaningful connections in new environment. This experience, though
painful, grounds revision of emotional connection conceptualization, from
physical dependence to meaning-based connection. This semantic transformation
aligns with Worsley et al. (2021), demonstrating that students experiencing this
meaning change achieved higher levels of psychological resilience. Individual and
institutional coping strategies in homesickness experience divide into two
categories: (1) individual strategies originating from within, including goal
reminder, inner dialogue, and solitude; and (2) institutional supports provided by
university and dormitory, including access to counseling, semi-private spaces, and
social programs. These strategies not only effectively reduce tensions but also
help students transform homesickness from challenge into growth opportunity.
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This finding aligns with research on student coping strategies (Zaidi et al., 2025;
Karami et al., 2018).

These six themes in dynamic interaction form an integrated process of
homesickness experience: “Emotional and cognitive fluctuations” and “stepping
out of safe boundaries” as primary challenges ground “inner transformation and
change”; “lack of emotional connection” alongside “structural limitations” creates
space for emergence of “coping strategies.” These connections align with findings
from Iranian qualitative research; Rahmati et al. (2019) in their study on female
dormitory students at Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman conceptualized
homesickness as a transformative process where challenges and opportunities
exist in dynamic interaction. Similarly, Ghodrati and Maghsoudzadeh (2019) at
Hakim Sabzevari University demonstrated that structural dormitory limitations
alongside lack of emotional connections ground emergence of individual and
institutional coping strategies. These findings indicate that homesickness is not a
linear process but a dynamic cycle of challenge, adaptation, and growth where
each theme simultaneously represents outcome of previous themes and
prerequisite for subsequent ones.

6. Conclusion

Homesickness in dormitory students' experience emerges as a dual phenomenon:
on one hand, psychological pressure from separation and unfamiliarity; on the
other, opportunity for redefining meaning of self, family, and belonging. This
duality is precisely what quantitative studies focusing on "prevalence” and
"negative outcomes” have overlooked. In lived experience, homesickness not only
"causes” personal growth (causal language) but also reveals new meaning of
growth in the form of suffering, growth where loneliness is experienced not as
absence but as space for self-knowledge. This deeper understanding is possible
only through entering students' inner worlds and reflecting on changes in their
lived meanings (Colaizzi, 1978; Vojdani Hemmat & Gholami, 2025). The
findings of this research carry two key theoretical implications: First,
transformation in phenomenological definition of homesickness from merely
negative state (suffering and longing) to a dual process where suffering and
growth exist in dynamic interaction. This perspective aligns with Rahmati et al.
(2019) conceptualizing homesickness as a "transformative process,” but the
present research, by identifying semantic mechanisms (such as transforming
longing into signals for belief revision), enriches this definition. Second,
discovery of the mediating nature of emotional fluctuations: findings demonstrate
that emotional fluctuations (such as pervasive longing or self-blame) are not only
barriers to adaptation but also necessary conditions for inner growth, because
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these fluctuations compel individuals toward inner dialogue and revision of prior
beliefs. This understanding shifts homesickness theory from a "suffering
reduction” framework to a "meaning transformation™ framework (aligned with
phenomenological approaches; Kalaei et al., 2025). Based on the findings,
universities are recommended to transform the homesickness experience from
challenge to opportunity through creating organizational supports: (1) Conducting
pre-dormitory entry preparation workshops focusing on coping skills and emotion
regulation (aligned with Hasani and Esmaeili, 2023); (2) Designing semi-private
spaces in dormitories to reduce feelings of entrapment and increase sense of place
belonging (drawing on Worsley et al., 2021); (3) Creating peer support systems
where more experienced students provide emotional companionship and practical
guidance to newcomers (consistent with Zaidi et al., 2025); (4) Providing
accessible psychological counseling with acceptance and commitment therapy
approach to help students accept negative emotions and focus on personal values.

For newly arrived students, recommendations include: (1) Redefining the
purpose of homesickness, rather than viewing it merely as suffering, considering
it an opportunity for discovering the independent self; (2) Creating small
comforting rhythms, such as solitude in early morning hours or creating personal
space with family photographs; (3) Recalling conscious choice, remembering that
university presence results from personal choice and years of effort can increase
motivation and resilience (aligned with Vojdani Hemmat and Gholami's, 2025
findings). Ultimately, homesickness is not merely “something we suffer from" but
"a process through which we construct a new self", a self where dependence
transforms into independence, alienation into familiarity, and suffering into
growth. This deeper understanding is possible only through entering students'
inner worlds and reflecting on changes in their lived meanings (Colaizzi, 1978;
Kalaei et al., 2025).
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