Narchal: Migration & the Self

55

Migration: Destruction and Reconstruction of the Self
Renu Narchal (r.narchal@uws.edu.au)
School of Psychology
University of Western Sydney, Penrith South, DC 1797 Australia

Abstract
Attachment experiences in early childhood assist
development of mental representations of the self and
others. However significant life changes like migration,
disrupt attachment patterns formed during the
developmental process with families and significant
others. Though plasticity enables human beings to adapt
to new situations, these variations bring immense stress
on individuals. The present study explored attachment
styles and loneliness narratives of migrant university
students (N = 25). Both quantitative and qualitative
measures were employed. Loneliness narratives (N = 8)
insinuate rich themes linked to migratory experience, a
revelation of a journey from the known to the unknown,
from the destruction of the self to the reconstruction of
the self.

Keywords: Migration; Loneliness; Attachment;
Social isolation; Loneliness narratives; culture.

Introduction
Human beings have customarily migrated from one
part of the world to the other, sometimes across the
globe in the pursuit of economic, political or
educational enhancement for themselves and their dear
ones. With them they also carry a deep sense of loss,
loss of a family, homeland, childhood friends, culture
and language (Mirsky, 1991). These deliberate
voluntary shifts in social environments are inescapably
stressful as they bring about a sudden change in
‘everyday rootedness’ (Norberg-Schultz, 1977) thereby
intensifying potentiality for wellbeing (see, Aronson,
1999; Bhugra & Jones, 2001; Charalabaki, Bauwens,
Stefos, Madianos, & Mendlewicz, 1995; Nesdale,
Rooney, & Smith, 1997).
Despite extensive preparation before departing,
accepting a new host country, a relatively new
language, dissimilar social norms and varied
conventional living can prove to be devastating and
distressing for some migrants. Within this transition,
there are a number of psychological issues facing
migrants (Charalabaki et al., 1995; Haasen, Lambert,
Yagdiran, & Krausz, 1997; Nesdale et al., 1997;
Ponizovsky & Ritsner, 1999) exacerbated by social
exclusion (Cattell, 2001), a lack of social capital
(Harpham, Grant, & Rodriguez, 2004; McKenzie,
Whitley, & Weich, 2002) and the effects of
globalization (Featherstone, 2000; Jones, 2004; Smart,
2003). While increasing attention is given to social

capital and globalization, there is still much conflict and
contradiction regarding the effects the migration
processes and so called ‘global communities’ have on
those in their midst. The privileging of ‘the West’ in
global markets and literature, gives rise to a number of
problems for non-English speaking immigrants
migrating to Western cultures. In Australia, nonEnglish speaking immigrants in particular are at a
disadvantage in the work force given their facility to
demonstrate educational and occupational skills is
impeded by their deficiency in mastering the English
language (Forrest & Johnson 1999). While exploring
current research regarding transitory dilemmas facing
immigrants, scrupulous attention needs to be given to
the issues of loneliness (DiTommaso, Brannen, & Best,
2004; Hughes, Waite, Hawkley, Cacioppo, 2004) and
their implications for migrants to Australia.
This loneliness perhaps arises out of social isolation
or social loneliness associated with the absence of an
engaging social network (Weiss, 1973) that is disrupted
due to migration or because of cognitive mediators
between difficult circumstances and loneliness (Peplau
& Perlman, 1982) and, or because of the loss of a
family that provides a sense of belongingness
(Minuchin, 1974). Though both connectedness to the
family and individuation (Erikson, 1968) are important
during student years and markers for psychological
maturity, some theorists have argued that attachment
and individuation need to be viewed as distinct and
equally important pathways to development (Franz &
White, 1985; Josselson, 1988) and adaptive functioning
(Grotevant, 1989). The attachment system is most
apparent during infancy and childhood nevertheless it
continues to be influential across the life span. Its innate
parameters are steadily shaped and modified by social
experiences with significant individuals, consequently
developing reasonably stable individual differences in
attachment style, resulting in a systematic pattern of
relational behaviors and emotions, emanating from
attachment portrayal (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan &
Shaver, 1987).
Interest in the attachment paradigm from a life span
perspective (Ainsworth, 1989; Collins & Reed, 1990)
has resulted in the application of attachment theory to
the
understanding
of
late
adolescent-parent
relationships during leaving home transition and
throughout student years. Having positive connections
with peers, family, and adults is significantly related to
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ability to adapt to life stressors (Masten & Coatsworth,
1998). According to Bowlby’s (1969) ethological
theory, attachment is viewed as an enduring and
affective bond that promotes autonomy where the
attachment figure provides a secure base and support
allowing mastery of the environment leading to social
and emotional competence. Strong feelings of
attachment therefore are not viewed as dysfunctional.
Early attachment experiences become internalized
affecting the development of the self and expectation
about others (Bowlby, 1977; Wilkinson, 2004)
influencing the formation of internal working models of
self as worthy or unworthy of love and of others as
trustworthy or untrustworthy. Ainsworth, Blehar,
Waters, and Wall, (1978) extended Bowlby’s theory
suggesting
the
caregiver’s
sensitivity
and
responsiveness to infant signals and needs to be
important prerequisites during the child’s first year of
life. When a child’s needs are met, security and
confidence develop when dealing with others (Bowlby,
1982) when not met, the child experiences insecurity
prompting hostility, negative and mistrusting views
about the self, world and others (Mikulincer &
Nachshon, 1991). Vogel and Wei (2005) suggest that
securely attached individuals get less distressed and
more capable of obtaining support when distressed.
Thus individuals with insecure attachment style are
characterized by a lack of confidence and trust in others
(Collins & Feeney, 2004). Further, Mallinckrodt
(2000); Mallinckrodt and Wei (2005) have argued that
individuals lacking the capacity for a secure attachment
also lack skills for adequate social functioning; have
problems with developing friendships, resolving
interpersonal conflicts and communicating their needs
clearly (Perrine & King, 2004). This has implications
when individuals move away (as in the case of
migration) from their attachment figures. A
fundamental tenet of attachment theory is that a
particular attachment style developed in the infantcaregiver relationship influences the development of
future relationships (Bowlby, 1973; Waters, Merrick,
Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000).
The four-category model of adult attachment styles
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) is derived from a
positive and negative working model of self and others.
This model of adult attachment describes prototypic
forms by combining the model of self and other,
logically deriving four categories of attachment by
combining two levels of image of self (positive versus
negative) and two levels of image of others (positive
versus negative).
With the image of self and other dichotomised as
positive or negative, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991)
suggest four patterns of attachment: secure,
preoccupied, fearful and dismissing, where securely
attached individuals demonstrate a sense of worthiness
and a belief that others are usually receptive and
accepting. Preoccupied indicate a sense of unworthiness

combined with an optimistic assessment of others. It is
expected that this combination would lead the
individual to strive for self-acceptance by gaining
acceptance of valued others. People with preoccupied
attachment view others positively but themselves as
unworthy (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994), are anxious
and engrossed with their attachment needs, appearing
needy and dependent because of inconsistent caregiving
(Kidd & Sheffield, 2005; Larose & Bernier, 2001). Due
to hypersensitivity they also interpret information from
others as threatening, therefore they usually experience
anxiety in relationships, tend to maximize or exaggerate
emotion and attachment behavior (Riggs, Jacobvitz, &
Hazen, 2002).
Individuals with a fearful attachment pattern
demonstrate a sense of unworthiness combined with the
belief that others are untrustworthy and rejecting. A
fearful attachment style is associated with negative
models of others and self (Griffin & Bartholomew,
1994). To guard against disappointment, intimate
relationships are eluded, maintaining a sense of
independence
and
invulnerability.
Dismissing
individuals have a positive image about themselves and
a negative view of others. They lack trust and avoid
intimacy. They tend to have an idealistic image of their
parents and childhoods or may claim strength and
independence (Adam, Gunnar, & Tanaka, 2004)
emphasizing achievement. However flexibility in
human beings enables them to learn, adjust and modify
their schemas through experiences and facilitates
acculturation, a process which allows groups of
individuals from different cultures to come in contact
with subsequent cultures.
Thus “Attachment style can be interpreted as a
fundamental way by which people relate to the world,
and loneliness may be interpreted as an important
manifestation of adjustment difficulty” (DiTommaso,
Brannen-McNulty, & Best, 2004, p. 103). Consequently
different attachment styles should relate differently to
loneliness. The experience of loneliness is “an aversive
and distressing experience with potentially serious
consequences” (DiTommaso, Brannen, & Best, p. 99).
The core experience of loneliness is, “being isolated
socially and absent both from relational and collective
connectedness” (Hughes, Waite, Hawkley, & Caciopo,
2004, p. 657)
The present study attempts to explore the relationship
between attachment styles and loneliness in migrant
students at University of Western Sydney (UWS).
Further it also attempts to understand the meaning of
loneliness in the lives of migrant students and how it is
expressed through narratives.

E-Journal of Applied Psychology: Migration and the Self. 3(1): 55-64 (2007)

Narchal: Migration & the Self

57

Method
Design
This study incorporated both quantitative and
qualitative approaches to examine construction of
loneliness of migrant students most of whom (except 2)
spoke English as their second language. The main focus
of the study was the meaning and experience of
loneliness in the lives of migrant students by
considering personal accounts of loneliness that
provided detailed pictures about a person’s beliefs,
perceptions and life events encompassing the richness
of emerging themes.

Participants
The sample consisted of 25 volunteer migrant students
(17 female and 8 male) at the University of Western
Sydney. All except 2 participants spoke English as their
second language and had migrated with their family or
by themselves to Australia in the last 5 years (mean
number of years spent in Australia was 4.19 years).
Eleven participants migrated to Australia alone, 11 with
their families, 1 with a friend and 2 with their partners.
Twenty participants were single, 2 married and 3 in defacto relationships. Fifteen participants were
unemployed while 10 participants were employed.

questionnaire and scales are unrelated to any
discriminatory personal attributes, and are only related
to attachment styles and perceived loneliness.
Stage – 2: In the second phase of the study, in-depth
semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight
participants. Earlier, 25 volunteer participants had
completed the consent form, personal data
questionnaire along with revised UCLA loneliness
scale and RQ. The loneliness scale helped to classify
participants on loneliness (based on their obtained
scores) and RQ facilitated the identification of
attachment styles. Later, 8 participants, (4 highest and 4
lowest scorers on the revised UCLA Loneliness Scale)
were interviewed and their narratives audio taped.
Individual interviews lasted from 25 minutes to 1 hour.
The interview questions were finalized after pilot
interviews were held with 3 volunteer participants.
Semi-structured interview questions: Qualitative
Data was collected through semi-structured interviews
initiating loneliness narratives. Participants responded
to the following questions:
a.

We all feel lonely at some points in our lives.
I’d like to know about a time when you
experienced loneliness after immigrating to
Australia.

b.

How is life different for you in Australia?

c.

Tell me about some significant events that
happened for you in terms of migration. You
could do this on a time line, say first six
months, then one year … and now.

d.

From your experience, what would you like to
say to those who were considering
immigration to Australia?

e.

Tell me about your experience at UWS

Material
Measure of attachment: Relationship Questionnaire
(RQ) developed by Bartholomew and published by
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) is a self-report
instrument designed to assess adult attachment under
Bartholomew’s 4-category framework. Styles A and B
correspond to the secure and fearful attachment
patterns, respectively while styles C and D correspond
to the preoccupied and dismissing attachment patterns
respectively. Four short paragraphs describe attachment
styles and a 7-point scale provides self ratings on each
of the four dimensions. (for scoring procedures, see
Bartholomew & Horowitz).
Measure of loneliness: The Revised University of
California Los Angeles (R-UCLA) Loneliness scale
was used to measure loneliness. It is a 20 item self
report measure, (Russell, Peplau & Cutrona, 1980),
consisting of 4 categories in each statement allowing
the participant to rate himself or herself for all the
statements in terms of never (1) rarely (2) sometimes
(3) and often (4) Norms are based on male and female
college students belonging to an Eastern Liberal Arts
College. It has validity – range between .41-.44 and a
reliability of .94.

Procedure
Stage–1: Participants completed the questionnaires
independently during the first phase of the study. They
were however free to interact with the researchers. The

Results
Quantitative Data
Quantitative data collected through questionnaires
during the first phase was analyzed. The quantitative
section focused on both RQ as a self-report measure of
attachment style, and the R-UCLA Loneliness Scale,
assessed current loneliness. Five participants classified
themselves as securely attached (M= 33.2, SD= 28), six
selected the fearful style (M=46.17, SD= 11.96), and
eight indicated a dismissing style (M= 37.75,
SD=11.40). No respondents selected the preoccupied
attachment style. However six failed to tick a style. Due
to a small and uneven distribution of respondents in
each group the non-parametric equivalent to the Oneway ANOVA, the Kruskal-Wallis test, was performed
on the mean UCLA scores for each style. No significant
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differences between the attachment styles was
observed, χ2 (2, N = 19) = 2.89, p = .24. Further
analysis on RQ allowed exploration of the relationship
between attachment style and loneliness. Results
suggest a significant negative correlation between
ratings of secure attachment and loneliness, r(23) = .53, p = .006 indicating that the securely attached
experienced less loneliness. Further, a significant
positive correlation between fearful attachment ratings
and loneliness, r(22) = .49, p = .02 suggests that
fearfully attached were significantly more lonely.
Finally, weak negative correlation between the
preoccupied rating and loneliness, r(22) = -.02, p = .92,
and between the dismissing rating and loneliness, r(23)
= .04, p = .85, failed to achieve significance.

Qualitative Data
Qualitative data collected through open-ended questions
helped to elicit personal narratives of loneliness and
migration from each participant. Data gathered from the
interviews was analyzed using thematic narrative
analysis. The interviews were transcribed and coded,
line by line, under major themes. The themes were then
compared across participant variables (attachmentstyle; high/low ULCA) for emerging variability and
consistency. Names of participants are withheld for
confidentiality reasons.
This paper presents data from three categories,
derived from the interview data, identified as impacting
experiences of identity formation and loneliness. These
categories were as follows: (1) Coping with the position
of the other/alienation (2) Loss of family supports and
friends (3) Destruction and reconstruction of the self.

1. Coping with the position as other
Own ethnic identity Vs Western/ Australian identity:
Narratives reveal experiences of migrant students on a
time line starting from the initial days to how they
currently felt. Five participants (62.5%) recalled feeling
isolated and overwhelmed by the unfamiliarity of the
landscape:
“In the initial few days it was flatness of place, couldn’t
breathe…I don’t know if this makes sense”.
Another felt that there was a change in her self and said:
“Lack of my personality…I felt like I hadn’t had my
personality at all, I was someone else, like I was living
someone else’s life”
Participants (N= 6, 75%) spoke of their heightened
levels of visibility as a minority in relation to the
dominant culture. They mentioned being aware of their
position as ‘Other’ in a new country. Participants spoke
about invisibility and a feeling of being disconnected
and said:

“You try to develop a deeper friendship it just doesn’t
work so you just leave it and people……. I felt I’ve
been ignored, not that I want to be noticed but I think
it’s just the way I grew up. I feel disconnected, invisible
and frustrated I think. Disconnected in that I couldn’t
become connected and knowing that those things were
really important but not being able to find a way in and
invisible just because nobody sees you because nobody
knows you”.
These feelings were supported by other participants
who felt:
“Disconnected …… and maybe a little bit desperate
because you meet people and each new person you meet
might be really important but they all have all of that so
you can feel that you’re desperately clinging to people
because you really need to have people around. And
sometimes that’s not a very nice way to feel about
yourself. And it can mean that you compromise on
things that, you know, you have people because you
need them but you mightn’t like them very much and
that’s not very nice”
Participants revealed feelings of loneliness and
insecurity due to lack of familiar cultural structures and
routines. Minor, everyday simple routines became
challenges.
“So I think those first nine months were very, were
more difficult than I think we could allow ourselves to
kind of admit...I guess trying to find my way in a new
environment as a student in Western Sydney and then
finding my way where we were living, which was in the
eastern suburbs, and trying to work out how to find
people who could be found or how to find”…
“The first year was difficult …..I cried about other stuff
and probably I took everything so serious because I
didn’t have anything else to think about so if there was
something wrong with my work I would be really upset
about it even though it was little things but probably
because I was lonely and nobody was there who would
understand. I would get really upset about things”
“I do find quite a few people are, this is just in general,
quite ignorant of other cultures in Australia…..I mean
Australians, I don’t know, many people don’t know
where Hungary or Serbia is and I was shocked by that.
So saying that you are from this country they have no
idea where it is, like so you can’t even expect them to
understand the background you’re from and the
lifestyle and the rest of it so that can be a bit
disappointing. I always thought that they would look at
me through the fact that I was coming from a not so
popular country ….and that they would picture out who
I was and what personality I was and I felt like I was
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presented by my country, something like that. I didn’t
like to be asked where I was coming from and at the
same time I felt kind of ashamed because I should have,
or somehow this element of feeling you belong to your
home country was missing”…

2. Loss of Family Support, Friends and Self
Participants highlighted feelings of loneliness and
marginality, loss and lack of supports, social
deprivation and a sense of disconnection from family
and friends and said:
“I think loneliness is quite broad so, I don’t know,
that’s my opinion. I was homesick, I was missing my
friends, my grandparents and I was lacking friends and
I couldn’t connect to people and it was a new
environment and there was a big contrast between this
environment and the culture in Australia to where I was
coming from, so that’s probably why I was feeling
lonely”.
“Missing a family ….who ‘love you no matter what’; I
feel disconnected from family rituals (Christmas,
Easter) so feel more isolated during these times”
Participants mentioned about missing family and
friends. Five participants (62.5%) felt that they could
not depend on the relationships they made with others:
“I missed my friends and it was weird……not having
friends or anybody to talk to like face-to-face. I mean
I’d send e-mails and stuff and I would call my friends
sometimes but it’s not the same, like not seeing them
was weird. So the first month was tough”.
You feel you can’t really relate to other people so it
can make you lonely, you can’t depend on other people,
you’re sort of on your own and you’re not understood
by other people.
“It………..just feels quite dumb because you don’t have
any friends, if you have a spare day and
………………..and you can’t find anyone to go out with
you, you just stay at home. Pretty much, yes, I’d just
stay at home. But at home I had friends that I could
call if I was too bored and here before school and
before work I was just sitting around unpacking and I
didn’t know anybody, so it was strange”.
“Ok that was the first year that I came here. I don’t
remember the particular time during this first year; I
would say all year was more or less like that. So I felt
like this was a time that I was looking for a friend.
Actually I didn’t have friends.”
Changes in routines and lifestyle were also
highlighted and reflected in the narratives.

“Back at home before coming here I had my life, I had
developed a professional life, I had family support
which is very important for me, I had friends, most of
them childhood friends so again a very well developed
set of routine habits, everything. Then I came here and
suddenly all what I had been before and everything
what I’d done before wasn’t that important anymore. I
had to start from beginning. There was no my parents
to back me up, there was no my friends to love me no
matter what, there was no my profession anymore
because back at home I used to be a teacher of Serbian
language so this is something not really, something that
is not to bring job here, Australia. So I had to start
everything from beginning. Although I used to write a
lot back at home for newspapers so somehow language
wasn’t a really important part of my life.
For some not having family and friends to confide in
and lack of social support was overwhelming and
clearly visible in their narratives:
“Depression and also it’s quite just like you have
nothing to do …..supportless, no one to give you any
support and just like if you have some problem and you
want……..yourself. It’s something that’s not good, I
mean, you prefer not to talk to family maybe the next
……………..would be a friend but if you don’t have any
friends then they’re hard to tell
Yet others perhaps missed their families more. Their
narratives support this by saying:
“It’s easier if you come with like a family, or husband,
wife, relatives, you have someone to rely on, especially
during the first… I would say the first few months are
the hardest but if you have a support around like family
support or spouse, or even a brother or sister, it’s
easier to handle the difficulties. Now I would like to
think that if my family was here I wouldn’t have had to
do that, I mean I just could have gone and fallen on the
couch and said, oh somebody please look after me”…
An effort to maintain contact with their families and
development of a sense of individuation is mentioned in
the following narrative:
“Here, this kind of security that my family used to
provide me doesn’t exist anymore in terms of I do feel
close to my family, I go to visit them as much as I can
and as often as I can, I speak to them at least twice
weekly and we write to each other almost every day, but
I don’t want them to help me financially even if I have
problems, I don’t want them. So this is where I guess
my sense of being an adult and finally growing up and
finally got shaped up.
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3. Destruction and Reconstruction of Self
Feelings of sudden change in the self and identity are
well articulated in the following narratives:
“Everything that was happening during my first year
here was completely unlike me before and unlike me
now so that was a new experience. feeling lonely,
desperate, very frequently I felt like going back home
also, very frequently, that is unlike me and I knew if I
went home at that time that would be giving up but I did
think about that”.
While language barriers and absence of family were
identified as isolating factors in the initial stages of
migration, respondents frequently spoke about the
difficulties associated with establishing connections
with others.
“It's hard like not knowing anybody and plus it’s like
they’re Australian and they have different words for
things and you don’t understand”.
“Different culture, different words and… Well, it’s still
English but they have different sayings and sometimes
it’s confusing what they’re talking about but you ask
them and they tell you and it’s ok”..
“Feeling ‘out of self’ – desperate actor, lost part of self,
I was different, different person in my native language.
I still think that…I don’t feel like I have to change the
world as I felt before I came here, maybe that’s part of
growing up, I’m not sure”
“I was not a speaker of good English, more than
anything I was shocked, felt isolated, I was a far more
social person, behaviour changed completely…didn’t
know was it because of me?”
“I think it felt alien, I think we weren’t expecting it to
be such a culture shock. And I think that it was that
shock of, the rules are different, the way that people
make friends is different, the way that, how do you use
public transport, everything was… I felt like I knew
nothing and I think that was the most difficult in terms
of loneliness because it felt like, I don’t know how I’m
going to… I don’t have people to ask how to do these
things and they make me feel much more outside and
much more isolated because if I can’t get these things
right then however am I going to feel like I’m settled”
Participants mentioned lack of goal directedness,
feelings of numbness and an effort to reinvent life. An
overwhelming number of participants (n=7, 87.5%)
reported feeling a ‘need’ to make connections with
others, and reflected on community interaction as an
important step towards achieving a positive sense of
belonging.

“Being helpless, feeling helpless, not feeling…
Sometimes for example I wouldn’t see a reason to wake
up; to get up in the morning so that certainly wasn’t me
and again it’s not me now. “And somehow I felt like I
have no purpose here, like I’m doing job like I’m a
machine, it doesn’t matter whether I’m cleaning
windows or… I know it sounds ridiculous now “I felt it
from the first day I had to somehow build up my life
again and to be involved for myself I guess, it was
something like race with nobody but myself”; “And that
was important for me to build up my own life, not to be
in his (partners) shadow”; “You have to adjust, if you
don’t you will be miserable…no one cares if you do
not”
“I had a friend and she felt so lonely and depressed,
she actually migrated, she got her residency and then
she just couldn’t stay without her family. She had a
nice job, she quit everything and she went back, she just
sits at home back home. I mean if you don’t have
determination, if you don’t have a goal then you
probably won’t survive here”.
Efforts to become recognized and known seemed to
be important to establish a sense of identity. The
following narratives vocalize this by saying:
“I think also one of the really important things that
happened was that where I live people started to
recognize me so, people in shops, people in cafes. I and
my partner spent a lot of time going to the same kinds
of places and becoming known and I think that was
really important for feeling like if I disappeared
somebody would notice and that sometimes people said,
oh I haven’t seen you for a while, have you been away?
And that was amazing! how significant that was! And
getting a hairdresser who became the hairdresser I
always went to, those kinds of habits of things that
you’ve done them enough that they’re habits that you
can rely on them, I think made it much easier”.
“But when I started to interact with people, it was
really really slow, a slow process. When I enrolled in
the English course, after I don’t know how many
months when I took pottery classes, when I started to
step by step do things I liked to do before.
“Then I found other people. And I kind of knew that
I’m the one who has to do something to find new people
and I did that and in Sydney it’s pretty easy, people
were really friendly and they could probably see that I
don’t have many friends and they were all from
overseas and they didn’t have many friends and you’re
kind of not that selective anymore when you’re in a
different country, you just… I talked to everybody and
everybody is your friend suddenly or kind of like a
friend.
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Three participants (37.5%) spoke about experiencing
a disruption to their sense of self in the transitionary
phase of migration. Only one participant classified as
having an insecure attachment style indicated that the
re-invention of self was integral to their experience.
This is supported by Sengun’s (2002) position. He
argued that positive integration must be precluded by
some recognition of loss, whereby individuals
experience a breaking away from their primary cultural
self/identity. Importance of change and stability in the
process of developmental change is visible in the
following paragraphs:

reliable, there’s a kind of a foundation which I can rely
on so if something happened and I’m not feeling great
or there’s a crisis of some sort, I can rely on all of that
to be still there and I think that that sense of kind of a
secure base or something”.

“I feel like I know a lot more people and the friends
that I have I’ve had now for a while and there are some
new people who are becoming friends and that feels
really good. I’m about to move house to a different
area and that feels really important that it’s safe to
leave where I’m recognized to go somewhere where
nobody knows me and that feels very significant.
People have stopped asking me, do you think you’ll
stay? And that’s made a big difference. I used to find it
very difficult that I would meet people, like even just
people in shops they would notice my accent and they
would assume I was traveling and I’d be going, no, no,
no I live here. And that was really….., after three years
for people to still think that you’re just traveling Or
estate agents who’ve said, are you sure you’re going to
sign a 12 month contract and you’re not going to bring
lots of backpackers in? Are you or your whole family is
not going to come and stay?....or… So that’s kind of, I
think now I don’t get asked those questions.

Understanding one’s own self and feeling settled in a
new cultural context is stated as:

Coming to terms with social change and developing
an understanding of other’s perceptions can also be
observed.

“It’s like, I mean I’m learning a lot and I’m happy, at
least I’m going on a path towards my career and that’s
what is more important to me. Being lonely, I can still
overcome that most of the time. Still one way it’s good,
like my career is kind of getting defined and I’m
enjoying…

“I still felt a bit insecure of course but this kind of
insecurity was significantly different than insecurity I
felt during the first year because that was insecurity due
to new environment due to new challenges I knew I was
going to face. It wasn’t insecurity coming from me
inside because I couldn’t find my place or myself here,
it was just somehow normal. And then during last
maybe 10, 12 months, I’d say 10 months, I felt and I
still feel finally like being myself, myself as I used to be
before I came here. I’m completely happy and satisfied
with what I’m doing and how I’m doing. Problems that
I might had are now more everyday problems that most
people face, it’s not something that is due to me coming
here from somewhere far away from Australia, it’s not
due to my language problems”.
“I realize that over the years that you sort of become
more individual rather than depend on other people for
support”.

Discussion
“Yes I don’t feel offended anymore. I used to feel
offended if someone just asked where are you coming
from? That is so innocent and simple question and
probably all the people here, most of them are being
asked something like that almost on a daily basis. I
used to feel very offended like, why do you care? Now I
simply answer the question and I know that who I am,
not where I am coming from. And also I know that
there are many beautiful things in my home country and
if someone is interested I am always ready to talk about
that. If people are not interested, I understand. Again,
I guess that was a part of secure life I had at home.
And also I would tell them they don’t present their
country and that their home country doesn’t present
them that is also important”.
“I think it’s belonging, I think that I feel like I’ve made
a place for myself here and I’ve developed links to
people and places and like have been to the classical
music in the park every year, and I can say, oh three
years ago it was like this… There’s something that’s

Results suggest secure attachment to have a negative
relationship with loneliness and fearful attachment to
have a positive relationship with loneliness. Both these
relationships were found to be significant. Further,
though a weak negative correlation between the
preoccupied rating and loneliness and between
dismissing rating and loneliness indicate a trend, they
failed to achieve significance. This could also be
attributed to a small sample size. Nevertheless, student
narratives (irrespective of attachment style) have
provided an insight into the reconstruction of the self.
Migration, a journey from the known to the unknown,
brings about a change in personal, ancestral and cultural
space (Hay, 1998). Weiss (1991) suggests children see
attachment figures as wiser, stronger and protective and
this relationship is also observed to be true between
young adults and their parents and significant others.
Since attachment behavior other than that with parents
is strongest during adolescence, breakdown of these
relationships is extremely painful, and begets a sense of
grief when disrupted (Weiss, 1982). This invariably
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happens when migration takes place. In adult
attachments (similar to childhood), proximity seeking is
observed under stress (need to be close to the
attachment figure) distress is experienced upon
inexplicable separation and under go grief at the loss of
a secure base (Ainsworth, 1991; Weiss, 1982, 1991).
Results of this study clearly support this. Narrative
accounts also support ‘two dimensions of attachment’
namely loss of rootedness (depends on the duration of
stay at a particular place) and bondedness (feeling a part
of the environment, family, neighbourhood) (Riger &
Lavrakas, 1981) affecting the self.
Emotional loneliness (anxiety, restlessness and
emptiness) and social loneliness exemplified by
boredom, feelings of marginality and lack of or
complete loss of emotional relationships (Weiss, 1973)
signifying ‘cultural homelessness’ a feeling of ‘not
having a home’ (Vivero & Jenkins, 1999) is distinctive.
Student narratives provide vivid accounts of how first
generation immigrants experience intense yearning of
‘feelings to go back home’ thus contributing to the
understanding of loneliness, emotional dilemmas and
identity issues experienced by them (Cui & Van Den
Berg, 1991). Prior research suggests “prevalent feelings
of culturally homeless individuals are loneliness and
intense sadness” (Vivero & Jenkins). Both these are
well articulated in student narratives of loneliness.
Language acquisition, a foremost axis of human
development is achieved through interaction with
trusted ones, generally the mother. The idiom “mother–
tongue” is supportive of this. Immigration is
accompanied by the loss of native language, “loss of
self-identity and of internal objects” (Mirsky, 1991).
“Learning a new language involves internalization of
new object and self-representations and reactivates the
internal process of separation” (Mirsky). Ethnic
minority groups generally have different verbal and
nonverbal forms of communication as compared to
members of the host culture. This is attributed to
contentious cueing systems. Code-switching cues may
be non-verbal and challenging to understand. This leads
to hypervigilance, perplexity and bewilderment in the
frame-of-reference of social situations complicating
attachment or identification with dominant culture,
brings about cultural alienation (Oetting & Beauvais,
1991) and difficulty in learning socially appropriate
behaviours (Hershel, 1995). Similar patterns and
themes suggesting basis for their inability to ‘make
friends’, understand peers and find meaning in every
day conversations can also be observed. This probably
enforces self alienation and self imposed isolation while
agonizing and distressing struggles to integrate appear
to be coping mechanisms when stressed or distressed.
Not surprisingly, migrant students face two fold
problems, problems that are faced by students in
general along with challenges that they confront by the
virtue of being a migrant (Bochner, 1972). These have
implications for their psychological and social

adaptation within the host culture and loneliness that is
related to social acceptance (Neto, 1995). This is also
accompanied with the sense that migrant students are
living away from their country of origin, social
connections, sometimes from their families and other
interpersonal relationships. In their quest to rediscover
themselves, migrant students do have a choice: to
assimilate or alienate themselves. They learn to cope
with initial loss of attachment figures and or families
that provided a secure base to eventually reestablish
new relationships. Permanent settlers to Australia in
2003/4 were 111,590 and in NSW 40,561 (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2004). Since these issues concern
large numbers, their awareness and acknowledgment of
cultural differences is extremely significant. This then
makes it possible to address concerns related to
developmental
vulnerability
of
multicultural
experiences in a world that is fast becoming less
defined across borders. This also provides options to
immigrants in regards to what they want to embrace and
what they would like to move out of. This study has
implications for current and future migrants as
appropriate supports and strategies will assist the
settlement and reconstruction process to make their
migration experience less stressful.
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