Coping with Change: Exploring the Lived Experience of moving to a new university campus


Abstract 

This paper investigates coping with change, through the lived experience of students moving to a new university campus. Studies have suggested that individual differences, support structures and familiarity with change will impact the attributed distress of an event, and thus the coping outcome. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with three students, investigating their experiences of dealing with a campus change and analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA was chosen to analyse in order to allow the individual accounts of participants to be considered, three primary themes were identified within the analysis: sense of belonging, comparison and experience of transition. In line with previous literature findings, familiarity with change and individual differences appear to have impacted the coping mechanisms employed by the participants in order to deal with moving to a new university campus. 












Introduction 

A wealth of research exists investigating the coping mechanisms employed by undergraduate students moving away to university. However, the impact of structural changes, such as a change of study location during the course of one’s time at university, is less understood. It is suggested that first year undergraduate students experience an intense need to develop a sense of place or bondedness within their term time location (Hay; 1998; Chow & Healey, 2008; Holton, 2015). Change is strongly associated with the onset of stress, developing as a result of an individual appraising a situation or event as exceeding his or her resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Individual differences in personality (e.g. playfulness is associated with successful coping: Magnuson & Barnett, 2013), the presence and strength of support and familiarity with such events (e.g. an individual used to environment change may experience less stress; Pritchard & Wilson, 2006), can affect the amount of change, and the effect that change will have on an individual (Callaghan, 2011). 
In order to investigate the subjective accounts of dealing with change, semi-structured interviews will be conducted and analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) a form of qualitative analysis that aims to explore lived, personal experiences in great detail, whilst examining the way in which an individual is making sense of their social and personal world (Smith & Etough, 2012). Due to the small participant pool being utilised to gather data, IPA has emerged as the most appropriate method of analysis for the research aim, which is to explore the lived experience of university students moving to a new campus. 

Method 
Participants

Three full time psychology students from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2 male, 1 female), were recruited through opportunity sampling methods. All participants were mature students, local to the area, living in non university residences. 
Design 

A semi-structured interview was conducted, investigating the lived experience of moving to a new university campus. The interviews were recorded using a Dictaphone and later transcribed and analysed using IPA. The interviews were transcribed within six hours of the interviews taking place, as this allowed for accurate recall and inclusion of gestures, and body language that occurred during the interview. 









Materials 

Paper based consent forms (appendix.1) were issued to the participants prior to data collection taking place. An interview schedule (appendix. 3) was developed to guide the interview process, including five questions with prompts to follow where appropriate. Due to the nature of semi-structured interviews the wording of the questions and the nature of follow up questions can vary. This allows for a personal account to be given by the participant. The questions were designed to stimulate discussion about participant’s feelings towards the new university campus, investigating their feelings from the point of arrival to the present day. Once the interviews were concluded, a debrief form (appendix. 2) was presented, alongside a brief verbal explanation of the research question. The interviews were recorded using a Dictaphone. 

Procedure 

Upon entering the lab, participants were invited to take a seat at a table and presented with a consent form. The researcher offered to answer any questions and if consent was gained, collected the form. The researcher then sat across from the table, allowing for eye contact to be made to encourage conversational fluency, asked if the participant was ready to begin and with permission began to read the transcript. Once permission had been granted to begin recording the Dictaphone was placed in the middle of the table and switched on, at which point the interviewer began to work through the five questions. The first question was broad and open encouraging a dialogue to build before asking more specific, personal questions. Once all questions were answered, the Dictaphone was switched off. Participants were thanked for their time and presented with a debrief form, alongside a brief verbal explanation of the research question. 
[image: ]
Results 


Table 1. Superordinate themes and subthemes 




Theme 1: Experience of transition

Different coping mechanisms appear to have been employed during the transition, as a result of individual differences, and differences in frequency of change encounters. 

Sub theme: preparedness 

‘I came for the tour so I did feel quite prepared for my first day’ (Dennis: line 69). 
‘About as much as I normally do, yeah’ (Charlie: line 61). 
‘We weren't given any, we weren't given much information at all’ (Mac: lines 55-56)

Different levels of preparedness were highlighted by each participant. This appears to be more as a result of individual differences than participation within preparation events, as all participants report attending a tour, thus receiving similar information in preparation.


Subtheme: Indifference 

‘It’s basically just a place that I go in the daytime. I am used to like moving around with jobs so it’s just another building really’ (Charlie: lines 118-119). 

Through familiarity within changing environment’s, Charlie’s situational appraisal of moving location does not evoke a stress response, as such he reports indifference to the experience of change. 


Subtheme: Change in feelings 

‘I am liking the campus more as I found sort of my own spaces that I like to go to do things’ (Dennis: lines 129-130). 

This quote is illustrative of increased comfort within the environment over time, with familiarity Dennis reports finding his own spaces where he prefers to spend time, developing a sense of identity and familiarity with the new campus environment. 


Subtheme: Stress response

‘I feel as it, if I didn’t have the cohort with me I probably would have gotten lost more than I did’ (Mac: lines 66-67) 
‘I was stressed, I was very stressed the first day’ (Mac: line 72)

Mac identifies himself with the cohort, finding comfort in their presence allowing some relief from the stress of the situation, moving to a new university campus. 
	

Theme 2: Comparison 

It was quickly evident that in the old university acted as a ‘standard’ to which the new campus was being compared. 

Sub-theme: Exceeding expectations 

‘I think that it’s a lot better than the old one, I really do like it’ (Dennis: line 16).
‘I thought that it was going to be good, but it seems better than that’ (Charlie: lines 49-50).
‘What we walked into was much better than how I had visualised it’ (Mac: lines 59-60). 

The opening question was responded to in all three instances with a direct comparison to the previous environment. The new campus has been approached and evaluated in line with the previous environment to which a degree of emotional attachment was present. Interestingly being able to outperform the previous campus. 

Subtheme: Negative 

‘I think that they have thought about what they need, but not necessarily about what students might want’ (Dennis: lines 129-130) 

Demonstrating a sense of ‘us and them’ considering that ‘they’ have fulfilled their needs without enough consideration of the needs of the student population. This quote was in reference to a lack of social spaces, and an environment geared heavily towards the working elements of university, rather than the social elements. 


Theme 3: Sense of belonging  

The association with the institution was evident within all transcripts. The use of ‘we’ when referring to experiencing new events and experiences in preparation highlights a sense of belonging on the account of the students. 

	‘We came down to the building site’ (Mac: line 57)

The use of ‘we’ throughout the transcripts highlights a sense of institutional identity, the transition was experienced as a cohort, both of staff and students and this appears to have provided a significant support structure within the transcripts examined. 








Discussion 


The emergent themes identified through analysis of all three interviews were: experience of transition, comparison and sense of belonging. Strength of place (Hay, 1998) to the previous university campus is not strongly emergent within any of the interviews, however is suggested through the multiple comparisons made, the value of the new campus appears to be decided based on evaluations the new location in direct comparison with that of the old campus. Bondedness appears to have occurred, more strongly to the establishment and peers in all instances, rather than to the location itself. In line with Chow and Healey (2008) when entering a new environment the need to develop bonds is strong, within this instance of an institutional move of campus, bonds that already exist to peers and academic staff appear to have been strengthened through the shared experience. During the interviews, participants made frequent reference to the experiences of the group ‘we had to visualise what we would be walking into’ (Mac: line 59). 

The reported experience of the transition varies considerably between participants. Ranging from Dennis’s account of feeling prepared for the move through attending events such as tours, to Mac’s account of feeling unsupported and without required information despite attending such instances. The detailed nature of IPA allows differences in coping to be analysed and understood. In line with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) definition of stress Dennis felt more able to deal with the events through preparation and engagement, whereas the same level of information was not sufficient for Mac, who experienced considerably greater stress during the transition. Charlie references having moved around a lot for work in the past, and verbalises no signs of distress at any point of the move. Considering Callaghan (2011) the familiarity with similar events has likely led to a more robust coping mechanism, and as such stress is not invoked by situations such as encountering a move of location. 

This study question was to explore the lived experience of moving to a new university campus. For the participant’s interviewed, moving to a new campus does not appear to have been a highly emotive event. Other than Mac’s reportedly highly stressful first day, the participants did not disclose a great deal of personal information, perhaps through extending the interviews and considering emotional elements in greater detail, more information could have been gathered regarding the emotional and personal elements of dealing with change. 
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Appendix 3. Interview Schedule 
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Appendix 4. identifying themes 
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Superordinate Theme Example of llustrative quotation
Sense of belonging “Iturned up for the fresher’s fare as well because | am  part of the society’ (Dennis: line 67)
“Didn’t really see much difference from up in town hill... The staff were brilliant’ (Charlie: lines 66-68)
“We came down to tour the building site’ (Mac: line 57)
Comparison Exceeding expectations ‘I think thatit’s a lot better than the old one, | really do like it’ (Dennis: line 16)
‘I thought that it was going to be good, but it seems better than that’ (Charlie: lines 49-50)
“What we walked into was much better than how | had visualised it’ (Mac: lines 59-60)
Negative I think that they have thought about what they need, but not necessarily about what students might want’ (Dennis: lines 129-130)
Experience of transition  Preparedness ‘I came for the tour so | did feel quite prepared for my first day’ (Dennis: line 57)
I feel like if someone hadn't turned up for that [in reference to the tour].... they would be completely lostand I think that a few people were
ontheir first day here (Dennis: lines 58-60)
(in reference to feeling prepared) ‘as much as | normally do, yeah' (Charlie: line 61)
‘We weren't given any, we weren't given much information atall (Mac: lines 55-56)
Change infeelings ‘I am liking the campus more as | found sort of my own spaces that I like to go to do things’ (Dennis: lines 129-130)
Indifference “It's basically just a place that | go in the daytime. | am used to like moving around with jobs so it's just another building really’ (Charlie: lines
118-119)
Stress response ‘Ifeelasif, if | didn't have the cohortwith me | probably would have gotten lost more than I did’ (Mac: lines 66-67)
‘I was stressed, | was very stressed the first day’ (Mac: line 72)
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