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“Distress or impairment caused by an actual or anticipated 
separation from home” (Krouner, 2013)

Homesickness

ClipartPal.com. “Designer Dog Bed.” 



Universal experience                        

• Incidence > 90% (Thurber and Weisz, 1997)

• Under-reported condition (Van Tilburg, et al., 1996)

• due to denial   
• due to lack of single definition

How significant is homesickness?

The Telegraph. “Odysseus is tempted by the sirens.” 
12 March 2014.



Everyone can experience homesickness, but some have↑ risk:

Military

Refugees                                                             

Boarding students

Institutionalized persons

International students

Foreign employees

Summer campers

Who are “at risk” groups?

Clip Art Etc. “Missioner.” 
12 March 2014. 

Glogster.com. “Depression.” 14 
March 2014

“Prisoner Roadmap to 
Heaven.” 12 March 2014. 

Sodahead.com. “What Country Do You Live In?” 14 
March 2014. 



Not a single condition-mild to severe effects

Effects: Common Symptoms: 

-Somatic -Sadness

-Cognitive -Lack of appetite

-Psychological -Sleep disruption
-Obsessive thoughts 
about home or loved 
ones 

American Psychiatric Association  estimates 10-15% develop  
“pathological” homesickness-defined as severe or persistent with 
potential for job loss, school failure, even suicide
(Vingerhoets, 2005; Thurber and Walton, 2007; Van Tilburg, et al., 1996)

What are negative effects?



• 5 million U.S. children attend overnight summer camps 
• 1 in 5 experience “quite distressing” homesickness
• 1 in 12 develop debilitating, severe homesickness 

• High levels of homesickness 
• Psychological, social, physical and behavioral problems: 

acting out, leaving camp early, prolonged depression, fear of 
future separation (Fischer, 1989; Thurber and Walton, 2007)

What does that mean for  campers?

Thuber, et. A
l. 1999



How to Prevent
• survey tools to detect persons at risk

(Thurber and Weisz, 1997; Thurber and Walton, 2007)

How to Reduce
• use of medications
• writing letters home
• role of physical activity 

(Thurber and Weisz, 1997; Thurber and Walton, 2007; Verschuur, 2001).

Proven interventions to prevent and 
reduce homesickness City of D

enton, Texas. 
“Survey.” 12 M
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• Two small studies with international students using internet 
access: mixed results for loneliness-some had ↑ and some ↓
(Ong et al, 2011; Smith and Shwalb, 2007)

• To date, no one has looked at cell phones and  homesickness

Electronic devices?

Clipart Lord.com. “Simple 
Smartphone Clipart.” 12 March 
2014. 



Hypothesis 

Research Question

Wayne Lodge No. 112 F & A M of 
Michigan. “Hospitalized Patient.”14 
March 2014. 

What is the difference in reports of homesickness 
between campers who use cell phones at overnight 
summer camp and campers who do not use cell phones 
at overnight summer camp?

Campers using cell phones at overnight summer 
camp will report more homesickness than 
campers who do not use cell phones at 
overnight summer camp.



• Design: Cross-sectional  

• Questionnaire:
• 11 item demographic survey 
• 15 item homesickness checklist, Rate Your Day® 

(Thurber and Sigman, 1998)

• Sampling sites: Two Girl Scout Council camps
• Hudson Valley (no cell phones) and Western 

Pennsylvania (cell phones)

• Recruitment: all camp participants, grades 3 to 9 
attending camps in July-August 2015 

• Informed consent: passive parental consents on Day 1 
of camp; camper assents obtained just prior to survey

Methods 



Participant Matching: 2 Survey Sites
Matched for: Western PA Camp

• Gender (girls)

• Grade in school (3 to 9)

• Type of camp (cabin and tent)

• Length of camp stay (1 or 2 weeks) 

• Primary language (English)

• Cell phone use at camp (Hudson Valley-no; Western PA-yes) 

Hudson Valley Camp



• Sampling days:

• Administered on Day 4 for one week camp sessions

• Day 6-9 for two week camp sessions

• Participants: 220 

• Data collection: Surveys 

• Analysis: Excel program

• T-tests

• Chi square

• Statistical Program for the Social Sciences-23) with help of 
mentor and Montefiore epidemiologists 

Procedure

Social Planning Council of Kitchener-Waterloo. 
“Summer Camp.” 12 March 2014.



Camper Survey I:

Results



Camper Survey II: Rate Your Day® Mood Checklist
Please read each of the words or phrases below and think about how much you felt that way TODAY.

Circle an answer for each word or phrase on the number scale.  You can circle any number between 0 and 10.
NOT AT                  SORT OF                     VERY

ALL                                                           MUCH

I felt HAPPY..........................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt SAD..............................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt WORRIED.....................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt EXCITED.......................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt AFRAID.........................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt RELAXED......................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt HOMESICK....................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt DOWN...........................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt LONELY.........................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt CALM............................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt CHEERFUL....................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I missed my family.................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt PEACEFUL....................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I felt NERVOUS.....................................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10

I wanted to be home..............................  0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10



Description of Participants: Previous Camp Experience and Presence of Sibling or Friend 



Description of Participants: Grade in School and Distance from Home



Reports of Homesickness
Cell Phone Users vs Non-Users

The difference was found to be 
significant (.027). 



Response Rate: 97%
• 102 in the non-cell phone camp
• 124 in the camps allowing cell phones

Reports of Homesickness 
• Campers with cell phones: 67.6% 
• Campers without cell phones: 51.6% 

Pearson Chi-Square test

• Cell phone users (M=3.34, SD = 3.256) 

• No cell phone use (M = 3.51, SD =2.789)
• The difference was found to be significant (.027). 

Results



• Girl campers using cell phones: 
• ↑homesickness reports 

• Study Limitations:
• Girl Scout camps only
• Limited sampling period (6 weeks)
• Only girls

Camp Reactions
• Enthusiastic support of the camp directors
• Suggestions in the literature to improve recruitment

Discussion 



• Hypothesis accepted
• Campers using cell phones reported statistically significant 

more homesickness reports as compared to campers with no 
cell phone use 

• Study can add to our understanding of the topic and 
research methods using RYD® survey

• Results can help camps make informed decisions about 
cell phone policies

• Other at risk groups at risk for homesickness may 
benefit from these results 

Conclusion



Dr. Miranda Van Tilburg
• Expert in health psychology

• Professor of Medicine at UNC, Chapel Hill

• Widely published on the causes and consequences of 
homesickness
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