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Abstract
Introduction
Homesickness commonly affects students moving to college for the first time, 
causing physical, psychological, and emotional disturbances. Medical stu-
dents are particularly vulnerable to distressing feelings due to the already 
high prevalence of mental illness and burnout within this population. 

Aims & Objectives
This review aims to critically evaluate the current literature on homesickness 
and wellbeing of postsecondary students, assessing the impact of psycholog-
ical distress and investigating the relationships between mental illness, medi-
cal student burnout, and their implications in medical school.

Methods
Searches of PubMed, PsychINFO, and Psychology and Behavioural Sciences 
Collection databases were conducted to analyse literature on homesickness, 
student wellbeing, and burnout. These were screened according to pre-de-
fined criteria and articles were assessed for appropriateness.

Results
12 articles successfully met the eligibility criteria. Homesickness was found to 
affect the majority of freshman students, associated with both a significant 
decrease in college adjustment and an increase in depression. Within the 
postsecondary population, psychological distress varied, with medical stu-
dents having poorer mental health than their peers. The risk for burnout was 
found to be predictive of mental illness and was associated with unprofes-
sional behaviour.

Discussion
During the transition to college, students are under an enormous amount 
of pressure – academically and psychologically. Evidence suggests that 
homesickness is common, with associations found between homesickness 
and depression. A high prevalence of psychological distress among the post-
secondary population and a positive correlation between mental illness and 
burnout was also found. As such, medical student homesickness and burnout 
should be investigated to decrease potentially devastating consequences. 
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Introduction
Homesickness is defined as “the distress or im-
pairment caused by an actual or anticipated sep-
aration from home” and is considered a subcon-
struct of acculturative stress (1, 2). With higher 
education being marked by considerable change 
and transition, students moving for the first time 
are vulnerable to this feeling of distress (3). Those 
who have experienced intense homesickness have 
described symptoms including unstable emotions, 
isolating thoughts, severe loneliness, inability to 
concentrate, fluctuating sleep patterns, diet distur-
bances, and nausea, mirroring symptoms experi-
enced in mental ill-health and grief (2, 4, 5). Previ-
ous research found homesick women reported 
decreased physical wellbeing, intellectual function, 
and overall mood (6). While this feeling of distress 
can affect anyone, homesickness is commonly 
experienced by individuals away to university 
(2, 7). People are distanced from their previous 
support network with simultaneous exposure to 
new stressors and challenging environments (2, 7). 
With over 5.3 million students studying outside 
their home country and projections showing con-
tinuous global growth, understanding the effect of 
homesickness in higher-level education is impera-
tive (8, 9).
While much of the past research has focused on 
the personal risks and preventative factors of 
homesickness of first-year students, this review 

intends to consolidate the current literature on 
homesickness and mental health status in tertiary 
education (10-12). It will amalgamate data on the 
impact of mental illness within the postsecond-
ary population, with an emphasis on a high-risk 
sample of medical students. Studies have suggest-
ed that a consistently higher prevalence of psy-
chological distress exists among medical students 
compared to the general population and their 
non-medical peers (13). Further, burnout among 
medical school graduates has been recognized as a 
public health emergency, with over 80% of doctors 
at significant risk (13). With the emerging mental 
health crisis among medical students, the effect of 
psychological distress on medical student burnout 
will also be examined (14). 
By elucidating the relationship between homesick-
ness and wellbeing in students, this review will 
provide a foundation for third-level institutions to 
facilitate transition into postsecondary education, 
assist homesick students, promoting an environ-
ment allowing students to flourish. Further, by 
exploring the negative outcomes associated with 
mental ill-health in the medical student popula-
tion, efforts can be made to decrease potentially 
devastating consequences to individual wellbeing, 
patient care, and the overall healthcare system.

Table 1: 
Abbreviation used
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Aims & Objectives
This review aims to summarize, analyse, and 
evaluate the current literature on homesickness 
and wellbeing of postsecondary students, and the 
corresponding effect on burnout, by: 
1. Examining the effect of homesickness on the 

wellbeing of postsecondary students;
2. Assessing the impact of mental ill-health in 

the postsecondary and medical student popu-
lation;

3. Exploring the relationship between mental 
illness and medical student burnout;

4. Investigating the consequences of burnout in 
medical school.

Methods
Search Strategies

To identify the literature which satisfy the ob-
jectives of this review, four electronic searches 
were conducted on the 9th January 2020. Three 
databases were used. Final search terms were as 
follows: 

PubMed & PsychINFO
(higher education OR tertiary education OR 
third-level education OR postsecondary* OR 
university students OR college students) AND 
(homesick* OR student homesick*) AND ((stu-
dent mental health OR mental health OR mental 
well-being OR mental wellbeing OR psychological 
stress OR mental pressure) OR (prevalence OR 
statistic*))

PsychINFO & Psychology and Behavioural Sci-
ences Collection
(student burnout OR medical student burnout OR 
medical student distress) AND (risk factors OR 
contributing factors OR predisposing factors OR 
predictor OR cause OR correlation) AND (medi-
cal school OR medical student OR medical under-
graduates

Selection Process
After the initial searches were conducted, a total 
of 140 results were found on the databases. An ad-
ditional 4 papers were discovered from the refer-
ences of the aforementioned results. A total of 12 
successfully met the entire eligibility criteria and 
were read in full to be included for review.
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Table 2: 
Criteria to determine study eligibility 

Table 3: 
Rationale for literature 
exclusion
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Data Collection
Information was obtained and critically assessed 
using the EBL Checklist and all 12 articles were 
determined to be high quality. 

Results
Following the appraisal, data was collected from 
10 cross-sectional and 2 longitudinal studies. 
Analysis of the studies has provided a deeper 
understanding of homesickness, wellbeing, and 
burnout in the postsecondary population. 

Homesickness & Student Wellbeing
A study of undergraduates who had moved away 
from home found that 94% experienced home-
sickness within the first 10 weeks of their fresh-
man year, where level of homesickness was found 
to decrease throughout their first semester (15). 
Homesickness was found to lead to a significant 
decrease in college adjustment, negatively cor-
related with social and academic life satisfaction, 

feeling settled at school, and relationship quality at 
college (15). Females were found to have a higher 
prevalence of homesickness & a significant posi-
tive predictors of homesickness included feeling 
the need to belong (16). Alternatively, a significant 
negative predictor was the feeling of acceptance 
in the new location, independent of the number 
of friends made (16). Furthermore, homesick-
ness was found to be positively correlated with 
depression, acting directly and indirectly through 
self-confidence (17).

Psychological Wellbeing in the Postsecondary 
& Medical Student Population
Significant differences in mental illness were 
found to exist across different demographics, 
including place of origin, relationship status, and 
gender (17, 18). One study found that depression 
scores were highest among international students 
from Africa and Asia relative to their peers else-
where (17). Married students were also found 
to have significantly higher levels of depression 

Figure 1: 
Literature Search Strategy: Identification to selection
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compared to those who were single (17). How-
ever, it should be noted that the study did not 
include if this data pertained only to long-distance 
relationships (17). While one study did not find 
a significant difference between gender in the 
general postsecondary population, others found 
that female medical students were more likely to 
have moderate-severe depression (17-19). Male 
medical students were more likely to have depres-
sion rather than anxiety (17-19). Additionally, 
significant positive correlations of depression with 
homesickness, poor cultural competence, and low 
self-confidence were found to exist (17).
Further investigation into the medical student 
population revealed that 62% and 92% of medical 
students were classified as having minor psychi-
atric illnesses in India and Jordan, respectively 
(20, 21). Specifically, 2-10% of students were 
previously diagnosed with a mental illness before 
entering medical school and an additional 5-11% 
were diagnosed while in the program (20, 21). 
One study found that 14.3% of their students had 
moderate-severe depression and 22% had been 
suicidal since beginning the program, with stu-
dents in their clinical years more likely to report 
suicidal ideation (18). Another study found that 
medical students had poorer mental health than 
age-matched references, with significant differenc-
es in mean scores between these two groups (19).

Psychological Wellbeing and Medical Student 
Burnout

Using the MBI, 26.4-52.8% of medical students 
presented with burnout, increasing to 71% when 
examining the preclinical years alone (22-24). 

In particular, subscales of the MBI determined 
70.6% had high emotional exhaustion, 52.8% high 
cynicism, and 48.7% low academic efficacy, with 
personal characteristics accounting for 14.4% of 
burnout variability (23). A cross-sectional study 
found first-year students at the highest risk of 
burnout; however, a longitudinal study found the 
proportion of students at risk increased through-
out their medical education (19, 23). 

Consequences of Medical School Burnout
The risk for burnout was found to be predictive 
of depression and anxiety among medical stu-
dents, positively correlated with sleep deprivation 
and unprofessional behaviour (19, 24). Whereas 
altruistic views of the societal responsibility of 
physicians, feelings of control, and professional 
self-confidence were found to be negatively cor-
related (19, 22, 24). Burnout was the only feature 
of distress with a direct effect on these views and 
behaviours (24).

Discussion
Key Findings
The majority of students (94%) were found to ex-
perience homesickness at the beginning of college 
with feelings of distress caused by displacement 
from the home decreasing their satisfaction with 
student life, ability to form new relationships, and 
overall college adjustment (15). With the estab-
lished link between homesickness and depression 
and the high prevalence of mental illness among 
the postsecondary population, especially among 
medical students, students are under both im-
mense psychological stress and academic pressure 
(17-21).
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Table 4: 
Study Validity
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This review identified a relationship between 
mental illness and medical student burnout, which 
was pervasive across all years of study (19-21, 23). 
School stress and burnout predicted poor mental 
health and performance and up to 22% of medical 
students considered killing themselves whilst in 

the program (18, 19). Burnout was found to be 
associated with physical, emotional, and profes-
sional deficits as well, underscoring the negative 
impact of burnout in the healthcare field (22, 
24, 25). These findings build upon the extensive 
body of evidence that indicates the relationship 
between higher levels of burnout in the clinical 

Table 5: 
Summary of Studies
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environment and lower-quality patient care and 
satisfaction, increased medical errors, decreased 
professionalism, and reduced efficacy (26). Mental 
health problems have devastating consequences 
that medical professionals will continuously face 
throughout their careers. Evidence suggests that 
preclinical medical students appear to be affected 
by a complicated web of burnout, mental illness, 
and homesickness, predisposing students to an 
enormous amount of stress. This compromis-
es their feelings of professional self-confidence 
immediately before entering the clinical field. As 
such, students in the early years of medical educa-
tion must be provided with the necessary resourc-
es to help develop coping mechanisms needed to 
limit detrimental effects.

Study Quality, Strengths & Limitations
All studies were critically appraised and deemed 
high quality using the EBL Checklist, with overall 
validity scores ranging from 75-100%. Values were 
achieved by consistent population representation, 
acquisition of informed consent, use of trans-
parent methodology, and suggestions for future 
research. 
With self-reporting of sensitive topics, these ques-
tionnaires were vulnerable to recall, volunteer, and 
social desirability biases. Further, the scales mea-
suring mental wellbeing may have been skewed 
based on the participant’s mood or stress level. 
Nevertheless, many of the studies had large sam-
ple sizes and adequate response rates to minimize 
errors and increase validity. Confidentiality was 
also ensured to encourage truthful responses by 
participants. Additionally, while an array of con-
founds were adjusted for, it is possible that other 
factors were not accounted for and potentially al-
tered results, such as the depth of friendships, the 
overrepresentation of women, and socioeconomic 
status (1, 16, 18).
Furthermore, 10 studies included in this review 
were cross-sectional in nature. As such, the ma-
jority of the research was correlational and pro-
vided associations between homesickness, mental 
illness, student burnout, and their associated 
consequences. To provide a more complete picture 
of the connection between these factors, an addi-
tional 2 longitudinal studies were also included to 
explore their causative relationships. Also, 5 were 
single-centre studies limiting the generalizability 

of the results; however, data was collected from 
students from up to 94 countries, studying across 
5 continents.
Lastly, while many of these studies used the same 
validated instruments, variation did exist. Of the 
7 studies investigating medical student burnout, 3 
different instruments were used. Therefore, cau-
tion should be taken when directly comparing 
these results, as underlying subconstructs differ 
slightly. 

Future Research
Studies should be conducted to replicate results 
found, across various populations including dif-
ferent institution types, disciplines, years of study, 
and ethnic backgrounds to verify findings and al-
low broader inferences to be made (25). Causative 
factors should be determined to establish direc-
tionality and to identify targets for interventions 
aimed at decreasing the level of homesickness, 
psychological stressors, and negative outcomes 
among students, as homesickness prevention 
programmes facilitating a healthy adjustment to 
college are rare (2). Due to the vast population in 
postsecondary institutions with varied cultural 
backgrounds, continued research into the effect 
of interpersonal skills, interactive stressors, and 
intrapersonal factors on homesickness should be 
undertaken to develop programmes for students 
best suited to their needs (1, 16, 17).

Conclusion
Evidence suggests that homesickness is common 
among all university students and poorer mental 
health is associated with increased homesickness. 
With the higher prevalence of mental illness in 
medical school and the negative impact of psycho-
logical stress on individual wellbeing and patient 
care, further research is needed. Specifically, 
investigation into the relationship between med-
ical student homesickness and level of burnout 
and how it affects their overall wellbeing, and the 
healthcare system is essential.
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