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Migration Loneliness ‘and Family Links: A Case
Narrative

R.Narchal

Abstract—Culture and family structure provide a sense sgcuri
Further, the chrono, macro and micro contexts ofeligment
influence developmental transitions and timetalalgigularly owing
to variations in the macrosystem associated with mormative life
events like migration. Migration threatens familykls, security and
attachment bonds. Rising migratory trends havempted an
increased interest in migration consequences orilidnbonds,
developmental autonomy, socialization process, amhse of
security. This paper takes a narrative approach applies the
attachment paradigm from a lifespan perspectivegxamine the
settlement experiences of an India-born migrandesttiin Sydney,
Australia. It focuses on her quest to preserve lfatigs; her remote
secure base; her continual struggle to balance ndiepey and
autonomy, a major developmental milestone. As ost parental
power is culturally more potent in the Indian stgiethe paper
therefore raises some important concerns related cutiural
expectations, adaptation, acculturative stresssande of security.

Keywords—Attachment, family security,
loneliness, narrative, remote secure base
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|. INTRODUCTION

Further, families have the responsibility of assgtother
developmental pathways like, individuation and @wiadness
such that age related tasks can be attained foptigda
functioning[14]-[16]. Though authoritative parergitbalances
warmth, independence and compliance [17] howeveené of
power, autonomy and attachment are culture spefifig.
Structural family theory suggests balanced familesvide
feelings of belongingness whilst respecting diffeiation and
are healthy as they support both,
interpersonal boundaries [18]. Unlike Western coast
position-power balance is more formally and hienarally
structured in Indian society, supposedly a protecfunction
[19]. Consequently attachment security of childbern into
traditional joint family systems in India develofs close
contact with entire family resulting in the “We 8€[19] and
secure attachment [20]. Further, multiple care ngjyi
including care given by grandmothers is also natoammon
[21] - [24].

Highlighting the importance of social relationships well-
being, Bowlby [25] suggested that quality of chibdia

AMILIES are core to human Iif_e and e_xistence as lif relationships with caregivers, parents or significathers
begins in a family. Human beings enjoy a reciprocalpaples construction of mental representationgddfiternal

relationship of caring and sharing through theivedepment,
starting their own family whilst they grow olderdstrive to
maintain family links at the same time as they agefamily is

working models (IWMs) that get activated when confed
with stressful life situations. IWMs guide feelingmotion,
cognition and behavior in relationships through lifespan.

“a basic unit of human experience” [1], p. 7. Thbug gowiby [25] proposed that attachment anxiety, asoik, and

definitions of a family may have changed in thetpasnilies
continue to work and support individuals [2], theye
significant over the lifespan, central to human elegment
and embedded in a socio cultural context, [3] whgr
changes in the chronosystem influence the familgcess,
family systems and trends. For example, variationgving

arrangements, more single parent families and fehédren
or postponing marriage [4], greater father involeamin
parenting [5], [6] suggesting an increased accegtaof
egalitarian values [7].Families support emotion&eds of
individuals [4] and through a supportive family asithlings
[8] adolescents achieve an important milestone

development, a sense of autonomy. As this is pesgi and
mastered, parents entrust adolescents greater ptwsr
reducing conflict and bridging gaps [9]-[12]. Thiselps
adolescents and young people to develop a sensecafity
and maintain close attachment with their family rewes they
prepare to leave home or migrate to another cow#rgying
attachment reminiscences of parent child relatigssfi3].
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detachment, influence physical, emotional, men&lth and
consequently wellbeing. Consistent-inconsistene gaving is
key to secure or insecure attachment quality amdeseas
prototype for personality development and socitdrewctions
through the lifespan. Paradoxically then, initispeéndence
gives way to functional and emotional independeinc&ater
life. An attachment figure, for example, the mothean
provide physical or psychological care, cuddling arholding
environment when one faces unthinkable anxietieg;[2
secure base and safe haven to facilitate exploratind
competence [27]. Later research on attachment
'Bmphasized the significance of attachment in wilthend
has supported Bowlby's [27] theoretical proposititmat
resilience developed and demonstrated in seclaehatient is
expressed in a variety of situations in responsgtrigss, [28].
From a lifespan standpoint, the attachment paraf@$i[31],
furthermore has enabled researchers to be consabus
transitions, including leaving home; understandittgchment
relationships with primary caregivers and sociampetence
such that leaving home for college that can be idensd
synonymous to Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Walls'2]3
“strange situation” [33]-[34].
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As young adults move out of home or migrate fromartoy
of origin for varied reasons, they carry with thattachment
scripts and recollections of parent-child relatlips and
experiences of being parented [13]. Further, BowBY]
argued that separation and or loss of an attachfigeme leads
to a predictable sequence of reactions-protestpailesand
detachment. Though migration is complex and isitatalely
and quantitatively varied [35] yet invasive comiies in
altered living arrangements [36] and challengegdain the
process of acclimatization to a new culture did rexeive
much attention until recent past [37]. Life everlike
migration bring about isolation and loneliness [3@here,
loneliness is a vital expression or representatioadjustment
demands with potentially solemn outcomes [39].tA# same,
capitalizing on personal or social resources reslstess [40].

History of earliest India-born migrants to Austealdlates
back to 1800, working as labourers or as domestie Whilst
around 1860 to early 1900 in agriculture and gatt§. Due
to changes in Australian migration policy, Indiadvanigrants
from 1966 onwards include professionals,
doctors, engineers, individuals with computing lzackinds
and related fields to name a few. Interestinglyscsmat 2006,
when compared with the 2001 census in Australieonded a
54.1 per cent increase (55.2 per cent males & pér8cent
females) in India-born people. Further it is ofrsfigance to
know that 40.7 per cent arrived between 2001-200d@stv
only 13.9 per cent arrived between 1996-2000 [4fituring
on Australian shores to accomplish their hopes dm@ms.
Migration has been globally on the rise over thetmghecade
with over a million students pursuing internatiosaldy [42].
Many international students have opted for Ausirali
educational institutes to complete higher degreesairious
fields of interest.

Though most migrants and international studentsleset

comfortably and fulfill their educational requirenmts with
ease, some find it intimidating where variationshiabitual
patterns [43] may become challenging. Further distihg
new routines like travel and transport; maintainivayk-study-
life balance; experiencing elevated levels of lovesds [44],
[45]; racial discrimination [46], [47] along wittsdlation and
homesickness [46] and sometimes
career progression [48] may become functionabstnes [44]-
[47] causing distress during the acculturation psesc[49].
Additionally, gender differences in acculturatieess suggest
women experience and report greater acculturatiessthan
men [47] where acculturative stress may also biedinator of
adjustment [50]. Though stress experienced duriagsttions
may be important for growth as it provides “steglif51]
pp.44, [52] nonetheless elevated levels may hatendmtal
consequences for wellbeing; mental health issud®
depression, and lower levels of self-efficacy [37].

Thus migration is a process of modification, reatijient,
adaptation and an ongoing strive to make the hoshtcy a
home. Due to change in the macrosystem [53], [§fation is
consequently associated with lack of belongingngsy.
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Consistent with any group of migrants, India-borignants to
other parts of the world including Australia, camymental
schema of their home and culture that is consistétht their
sense of identity [55]. Yet marginality has potahto increase
self-awareness [56] when identities are challendadther,
significant life changes for example ‘leaving hone’college
students [57] and those due to migration may lead t
acculturation anxiety [58] initiating feelings ofsecurity;
“separation” from the culture of origin and may adue to
devaluing host culture [59]-[61]. This often encampes
“culture shock” [62], [63] due to altered socialttsegs and
social fabric [64], [65] having implications for tho physical
and mental health [66].

Previous findings [67] have also revealed attachhmen
security and social skills to be significantly tel to
loneliness where securely attached individuals destnate
better social skills, social competence and expeéelower
levels of perceived loneliness and diminished psiagical
distress [68]. Nevertheless fewer friends, shrigkisocial

for ex@&mplnetworks and lack of perceived social support helse been

linked to depression; [70], [71]. Sociological seslin the
past have attempted to explore socio-cultural &ajest of
South Asians in America [72], [73] and previouse@eh on
international student populations has reported beirt
confronted challenges, for example language batrier
academic difficulties, discrimination, loss of sacsupport,
alienation, and homesickness [74] to name a fewwedver
research on settlement experiences of India-booplpein
Australia including migrant and Indian internatibrstudents
settled in Australia is sparse. In recent wakettafcis in 2009
on Asian Indians living in Melbourne, and earliasidence
that suggests their lack of support seeking [45F important
to understand settlement experience from theipeets/e.
Thus taking a narrative approach [76], this paptenapts to
explore the sense of security; the meaning andriqpe of
loneliness through a narrative of an India- borngramt
student at an Australian university. Since a nameatpproach
is holistic in nature, it was considered more appgde to tap
telling accounts and recollections related to rigssettlement
experiences and loneliness. Moreover, whilst stglife

even a disadwhtagvents, narratives and lived experiences have @ phst

provided valuable information including those rethtto

trauma [77] and in educational settings from a ettd
perspective [78]. Since the participant has beeoutih a
major life event, namely migration and is an intional

student, a narrative approach was considered aropigte

methodology to elicit distinctively intense infortian in

understanding settlement and loneliness from armaibdrn

migrant student’s perspective.

Il. METHOD
A.Participants

Twenty five migrant students (17 female; 8 male)aat
Australian university who had spent less than Srgdmean
length of stay was 4.19 years) in Australia volergel to
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participate in the study (See Narchal, 45 for amtéc
analysis). However this paper presents a single sagly in
an attempt to provide an in-depth narrative whittends to
capture the vividness and intensity of migratorpesience
rather than less intense information from largembers [79],
[80].

B.Participant Profile

This participant, a 21 year old India-born femalenant
student, whom | will call Nidhi (pseudonym; namenged for
confidentiality reasons), was an on-campus resisieilying at
an Australian university at the time of this intew. Nidhi, a
Masters student at an Indian university, was eragrd by her
mother to leave her study program and country ia g
similar course at an Australian university. Priornhigrating,
she felt very secure; lived in a joint- family sst, with her
grandparents, uncle, parents and a younger brofack
home in India, she also had pet dogs in the fanhlighi
volunteered to participate in an interview to shdrer
settlement experiences. The interview took plater ahe had
had spent almost one year in Australia. This inéswasted
1.5 hours.

C. Procedure

The study received ethical approval from the ursitgr
ethics committee prior to commencement. Both qtetite
and qualitative approaches were adopted. Sinceetilement
and loneliness experience of migrants in a newallcontext
was of interest, semi-structured questions toifatél narrative
interviewing were developed to capture biographé&alounts
of personal life experiences, perceptions, storiasd
significant life events [76].
maintained through the study. Participants hadapion to

. RESULTS

Consistent with narrative approach [76], this pgpesents
a partial transcript from a narrative of a femdledia-born
migrant student, studying at an Australian uniwgrsihis case
was specifically selected for presentation as éthitesearch is
available on India-born migrants in Australia. dtof interest
to explore the settlement experiences of this gipetnt as she
came from a joint family. She attempted to keeoirch with
her family that perhaps continued to be her sebase whilst
she was in another country. Her low scores on tHéCRA
scale suggest she was low on loneliness. Based esn h
responses on the R@he was classified as securely attached
individual. The following data presents her expece of
loneliness, the extent of resilience and her orgsinuggle to
sustain and maintain an enduring relationship \wieh family
in India. Despite staying at the student residemndssre many
other students lived on campus, Nidhi felt lonehg ahat too
not once in a while, but as she sdgsobably every day or
something after | finish work"She recalled those times when
she was staying with her family and sdiBefore...l used to
go home but here...I live in the student residenoesven if |
finish early | just have to go and sit by myseltdese in
holidays and weekends everyone goes away and rittsyp
quiet. Even some of my neighbours don’t come ouheif
rooms, so | don’'t know why they're confined to thepms?
It's basically in the evenings or weekends... becéegere |
used to hang out a lot with my friends for the veeels. After
coming here ...1 feel lonely.

Speaking of times when she first arrived in AustraNidhi
said, ‘The first six months when | came here... | feelllikas

Complete anonymity swa lost basically. It was like my mum who wanted medme

here and study, | mean...... it just happened so sudleleause

withdraw at any stage if they were distressed dit fel was already doing a Masters degree back homestihad to

uncomfortable.
demographic information, the Revised UniversityCalifornia
Loneliness Scale [81] and the Relationship Questor (RQ);
attachment measure; [82]. Five highest and fiveekivécorers
on the R-UCLA scale of loneliness were interviewith
prior consent. Open-ended questions encouragecdtivas.
These were recorded and later transcribed for sisa[#5]
(See for thematic analysis).

D.Measures

(). Revised University of California Lonelinesa®d81].
This 20-item valid and reliable self reporting maas of
loneliness was used to determine self reported litews
ranging from, never (1), rarely (2) sometimes (8)dften (4).

Participants completed consent $ormquit that and | had my friends.... | came with my ,day

uncle, and there was another girl, so all four of came
together so it was really nice... | mean rather thaming
alone by myself. It was all right, the first six mios and the
first year went very quickly with the classes anergthing.

She compared and contrasted her life, the way $ lreck
home in India and how it was at that time for e Australia
and divulged; Back home my life was pretty eventless. | used
go to college, attend lectures, come back and d teespend a
good amount of time with my....I had like dogs, yitls my
parents and grandparents, my brother...it was regtpd. |
talk a lot on the phone... | used to talk to my fileon the
phone, yes that's it. | wasn’t going out much biatymg at
home... | was spending a good amount of time at hame...

(2). Relationship QuestionnairdRQ; attachment measure;yag good. | mean then it was just natural, it came

[82]. Based on Bartholomew and Horowitz [82] foategory

naturally...... But after coming here 1 felt like ohwas so

attachment  classification, the RQ was used to 8ssgfyuch worth ibbecause after coming here | was missing it”

attachment styles. The four-category framework satggthe
following classification: secure, fearful-avoidapteoccupied
and dismissing-avoidant. RQ consists of four sharagraphs
describing attachment styles that are self- rateda &/-point
scale on each of the four dimensions.
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After migrating to Australia, she suddenly foundamimg in
her eventless life, more so as she missed the dagnputines
that had become part of her life and readily elatsat on what
she was missing when asked, what was she missidbi $&id
that, “Back at home | had a very secure life...secure bseau
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I’'m coming from a family where | was always suppdrand something and then | can't make an hour long iragional
..... protected. That means my parents were always mvé call on my mobile...”.

and my parents would provide everything for mejtseas

secure. It's like, | mean I'm learning a lot andn’happy, at IV. DISCUSSION

least I'm going on a path towards my career and’ahat  Ajthough narratives are co-constructed and thenirgever
is more important to me.... because | came here 10js 3 participant in the construction of narrativélsey are
study...but... it's not that | want to be alone andigtiBeing perhaps constituted with contradictions in life Jj76or
lonely, I can still overcome that most of the tir88ll one way example, when events occur contrary to expectatica new
it's good, like my career is kind of getting definand I'm  context or emergence of unanticipated events thgtire
enjoying...One thing it's the fact that | have...likebhome | reworking. Nidhi's response indicates contradiction her
know whatever happens | have somebody.... but hisre Expectation, a marked change from what it was atenand
like... 1 don’t know but... they are like dar away, you \yhat she experienced in the host culture. She gmeso
know....". question her perception as it does not match heeaations
Talking of the distance, both physical and psychmal, ang then tries to understand why so? Why otherestiscdon't
Nidhi spoke about sudden urges to be back at heitheher  come out of their rooms? This may be challengingres may
family and said,"The distance, like it's, if at all...there are pot pave experienced similar situations in theimosulture
times | think, oh God, | can’t take it anymore kdea break, | [36]. Development is complex and individuals diffier the
want to go, | want to be with my parentsShe then suddenly yays they construct their narratives. Similar eigreres may
realizes thatit's just not feasible, | have to book my ticket,produce different outcomes, for example, an unple@s
probably the flights are booked or it's like 10-Iurs experience may end in positive outcomes [83] oe-viersa as
journey ... it doesn't happen in a week, | need enp@nd it these experiences define the self. Individuals tembrmalize
takes a lot of time, though it's possibleNidhi missed the pon-normative events or the unexpected in theiratiges.
closeness and security her family provided and Head,"A  Thjs is particularly evident when Nidhi contradi¢tsrself on
kind of security that my family used to provide de@sn't more than one occasion for example when she igifialt lost
exist anymore... | do feel close to my family but.enwthings  gn ner arrival to a new country, she later norneslit by
went wrong during initial settlement, there wasarne to fall suggesting that it was alright and first six monthsssed
back on, no one to confide in, no one to support anyickly. Similarly reflecting on her loneliness igHoneliness
understand”. was perhaps not expected) she thinks it is st fis she came
She recalled instances of difficult times in heademic g study. Her swift normalizing; suggesting thirags just fine
progression, the main reason for her presence istrélia. glossing over, are perhaps her attempts toraliice and be
She asserted thaAt one point | had this faith in my research, yggilient through transitions.
then, everything was going bad, | don't know whatds  Though females have been found to be more attathed
doing wrong”. One academic, she recalled, told H¥iou're  thejr families than males [33], [34] yet irrespeetiof gender,
a.....student, you're like terrible.....and it was bbbad like a ggcyre parental attachment in college studentbéas found
really tough time and I'd get my results...oh mydGthat's {5 pe related with reporting lower psychologicadteiss [68].
terrible but | couldn’t find anyone to tell what w:going on”.  Fyrther, consistent with attachment theory [29]2][3lata
Meeting deadlines, completing assignments that g&vea gemonstrates characteristics of adaptive functgpniand
sense of accomplishment were perhaps more posiigects secure base attachment. Her narrative echoes lassecure
and made her feel adequate and happy. She expressefase comprising of her immediate family and graneipis.
sudden urge to connect with her family. Thinkingthbse Both father and uncle (hierarchy in the Indian fgnsiystem)
times and a need to share those moments with ttiose to accompanied her when she first came to Australia, a
her, she uttered, There were also happy times, Whe”interesting mix of autonomy-dependency and doubt [fED]
everything’s going fine | could meet the deadlimavever anq or protection [24], [84]. Further, abandoningparse half
there was no one to share happiness either...| céufohd way through in India to restart a new one in Auiravas
anybody then. Of course | can always call home diillt jnitiated by Nidhi's mother. Acceptance of this ded move
sometimes...staying on this campus sometimes thphue may be obedience to authority or possible acceptasfc
is busy or my phone doesn’t have reception. Thalien I'm  pierarchy? This suddenness may have been overwigeknid
like, oh I have to tell stuff and there’s nobodgah call home. threatening for Nidhi as she had little or no titoeprepare
Yes | can call, my parents are like a phone calaywut | herself for the strange situation [33], [34]. Fertipressure to
should also look at the time difference, probahkgytre in the |jye up to and or fear of not living up to familygectations is
office and | don’t want to call up. Ifit's badwe | can't call  gepicted in her ambivalence and conflict resolutidine
them up and upset them in the office. It's likeltg the pay conflict of not making a phone call or making a pacall at
phone and somebody's sitting there, probably tleey'ran gppropriate time; not to upset her parents néths about
international or migrant students like me and tmeycalling  5cademic challenges when parents are at work,figigrtier
their loved ones and they want to talk for an ham capacity to manage affect and act appropriatelgusttessful
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conditions. She continues to access the holdingramment they experience acculturative stress as they moxsy drom
[26]; her secure base, though in her case, whall kaemote home. This also has implications for policy andrsrliling at
secure baséRSB) when distressed. This is further indicativestudent support services within universities andleges.
of secure attachment given that absence of confliciot a Encouraging migrant students to access their RS®& tan
sign of security but on the contrary, dealing viitis. uphold and preserve family links will help build eapiate

Connection and security is imperative over thespfn. resilience that is imperative for positive settleme a new
Nidhi’'s closeness with her family and an ongoingesiuto cultural framework.

maintain family links; to be connected to her sedmsse when
in need or distressed; trust in relationships aad ability to
seek family/parental and emotional support is eglab social
competence [67] which consequently decreasesnfgelof
loneliness. She articulates this clearly in her ratare
reiterating the sense of trust and security withifia being a
secure base [27]; expresses a need for dependamty ﬁ]
connectedness and affirms that her family will alsvae there

for her and continue to provide a holding environm@6]. [2]
High trusting individuals reduce the significancenegative 3]
events by viewing them in the broader context oframo
important positive experiences [85]. Nidhi demoaigts this
by reflecting over the reasons for leaving the faimo study
for a career she came to make. Activation of thesseof a 4]
secure base facilitates people to perceive infaomads less
threatening, manageable and less dissonant by pirgrtoust

and enabling individuals to augment and amplifystng
schema and consider contrary-to-belief informaf&6j. Nidhi  [5)
reported her life to be eventless back home andniental
schema suggested this to be normal and naturalt- Pos
migration, she missed the naturally occurring evémther life (g
as these were now special for her, and also a ehamger
schema, as she gradually adapts to new edifyingsor

Support for significant developmental pathways like
individuation, connectedness and age related tH®s [14] [7]
has also been found, where both individuation and
connectedness are indicators of adaptive functiprib].
Nidhi's narrative takes one through individuatiomere she
refers to planning, organising (travel plan) ansudden need
for connection with secure base followed by reséde and
capacity to cope with circumstances and challenggss]
Availability of personal and social resources [4[87] and
self-efficacy moderates stress [37] thus enablingeason-
environment fit [53], [88]. This is clearly convayen her
narrative.

Though this is a single case, yet it presents figslithat
have implications for social and psychological eesh.
Outcomes suggest maintaining family links and acess to
RSB whilst away from family is a sign of adaptiweétioning
as it assures individuals that they are worthy opport,
affection and love and security [27]. Furtheregpective of
gender, secure attachment with primary care giveg.(
parent/s) is related to lower psychological digrf&8]. This
has implications for wellbeing. Applying a mixed tmed
approach, future studies need to explore the sigmite of
family as a secure base, and for immigrants, a ,R&Bhe
development of a ‘we self;’ autonomy/individuaticend
protection that Indian families provide to younguks when

(8]

[12]
(13]

[14]

[15]

(16]

[17]
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