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Adjustment and commitment in tourism
higher education: A mixed-method

examination of change over time

Ankara Hacı Bayram Veli University, Ankara, Türkiye

Student adjustment to university life and commitment to higher education are critical for retention and
academic success, yet little is known about how these constructs change across the �rst semester or how
course-based interventions in�uence them in tourism education. This study examines changes in tourism
students' adjustment and commitment following a compulsory �rst-semester "Adaptation to University
Life" course, using an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. Study 1 followed 127 �rst-year
students from gastronomy and culinary arts, tourism guidance, and recreation management programs at a
Turkish state university. Adjustment (personal, social, academic) and commitment to higher education were
measured at the beginning and end of the semester using validated scales, and within-cohort change was
analyzed with the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test. Study 2 explored the dynamics underlying the observed
changes through semi-structured interviews with 20 students drawn from the same cohort, analyzed
thematically. Quantitative �ndings indicated a signi�cant decrease across all dimensions over the semester.
Qualitative �ndings suggested that growing awareness of academic demands, professional realities of the
tourism sector, and constraints of the peripheral campus prompted students to reassess their initial
expectations. The study contributes longitudinal evidence on adjustment and commitment in tourism
education and suggests that adaptation courses may function as awareness-raising mechanisms rather than
immediate enhancers of adjustment, with implications for course design and student-support practice.

 University adjustment, Commitment to higher education, Tourism students, Longitudinal
mixed-methods research, First-year adaptation course.
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1. Introduction 
The number of universities and students in Türkiye is growing. In the 2004-2005 academic year, approximately 2 million 

students were enrolled in different universities and programs. By the 2023-2024 period this number increased to 7,081,289 

students. While there were 76 universities in 2004, there are 208 universities in 2024 (Council of Higher Education, 2025). 

This statistical information shows that when candidate students consider enrolling in a program, they have too many 

opportunities. Programs related to tourism are one of these options. When candidate students enrolled in tourism related 

programs, their adaptation and commitment to the university may become a crucial factor to observe. There is research 

on university students’ adjustment (Bülbül & Güvendir, 2014; Daşkın & Öğülmüş, 2022) and commitment (Cownie, 

2019; Human-Vogel & Rabe, 2015). However, research is scarce on tourism related programs. A small but growing body 

of work has begun to examine these constructs in the context of tourism education. Şengel et al. (2020) explored career 

adaptability and academic motivation among undergraduate tourism students; Grobelna (2022) investigated the conflict 

between study and sector-based work for tourism and hospitality students; and Daşkın et al. (2024) focused on adjustment 

processes in a Turkish tourism faculty. These contributions notwithstanding, two gaps remain in the literature. First, 

existing studies typically rely on single-time-point measurements, leaving the temporal dynamics of adjustment and 

commitment in tourism students unexplored. Second, the role of course-based interventions particularly the compulsory 

"Adaptation to University Life" course offered in many Turkish faculties of tourism has not been systematically examined. 

Both research streams in this study are grounded in two classical frameworks of student persistence. Tinto's (1975) 

Student Integration Model conceptualises adjustment to university life as a process of academic and social integration 

into the institution and identifies institutional commitment as a key mediator of persistence decisions. Bean's (1983) 

Student Attrition Model complements this perspective by emphasising the role of background characteristics, external 

commitments, and institutional fit in shaping student outcomes. Together, these models provide the theoretical basis for 

examining adjustment and commitment as interrelated, dynamic constructs that evolve through students' encounters with 

the institution including, potentially, through course-based interventions designed to facilitate that encounter. 

University students’ adjustment was analyzed in different studies. Bülbül and Güvendir (2014) examined first-year 

university students' adjustment according to different variables such as family income, age, gender, major etc. The study 

of van Rooij et al. (2018) investigated the role of academic adjustment of first-year university students. They found that 

academic adjustment influenced university GPA and credits. Similarly, some researchers focused on commitment to 

higher education. For instance, Human-Vogel & Rabe (2015) revealed that satisfaction and self-differentiation affected 

the academic commitment level of the students. Another work indicated that life satisfaction had an effect on well-being 

via commitment to higher education as a partial mediator. Existing research provides valuable and important insight into 

student adjustment and commitment to higher education. Nevertheless, there is a gap which this paper aims to focus on. 

Although analyzing students’ adjustment and commitment to higher education in one time point suggested some 

implications, observing temporal changes in these variables may lead to useful insights into tourism students’ perceptions 

of higher education. Indeed, existing research indicates that the following a learning activity students’ response may 

change (Akdağ & Tok, 2008; Mohammed et al., 2024). 

Given this background information, this paper aims to analyze how adjustment to university life and commitment to 

higher education of tourism students change after a course dedicated to adopting student to the university life. Moreover, 

this paper targets to understand the reason behind the change. Considering the existing research gap in literature, this 

study is structured based on two research questions. These questions were investigated by two studies. While the first 

study focuses on the first research question, the second study addresses the second research questions. These are the 

research questions guiding this research: 

RQ1: How do adjustment to university life and commitment to higher education of tourism students change after the 

course titled adaptation to university life? 

RQ2: What are the reasons for the change in adjustment to university life and commitment to higher education among 

tourism students? 

This study makes three sets of contributions. Theoretically, it extends Tinto's (1975) integration framework and Bean's 

(1983) attrition model to a context that has received limited attention in the literature: a tourism faculty operating on a 

peripheral campus. By tracing adjustment and commitment across the first semester rather than measuring them at a single 

time point, the study provides rare longitudinal evidence on within-cohort change in these constructs and identifies 

professional identification with the tourism sector as a potential buffer against alienation when other adjustment 

dimensions deteriorate. Practically, the findings inform the design of first-year adaptation courses and student-support 

services in tourism faculties. They suggest specific intervention points including instructor mentorship, peer-network 

facilitation, and the scaffolding of professional identity and indicate that adaptation courses may function more effectively 
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as awareness-raising mechanisms than as immediate enhancers of adjustment. For policy, the findings contribute to 

institutional retention strategies, particularly for satellite campuses where spatial isolation, limited social infrastructure, 

and constrained student time interact to weaken institutional belonging. 

2. Literature Review 

Adjustment to university life 

When students’ first year start at a university, which is a meaningful change in their life (Friedlander et al., 2007), they 

may experience great stress (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). Hence, adjustment to university is considered a crucial factor for 

students (van Rooij et al., 2018). It is proposed that adjustment may be effective in obtaining some outcomes such as 

achievement and retention (Grayson, 2003). In order to ensure that the students are happy with different factors related to 

their universities and that they are brought into the tourism sector in the future, it may be important to analyze students’ 

adjustment. 

Friedlander et al. (2007) conducted a study by collecting data at two different times (i.e., first semester and the beginning 

of the second semester). They measured student adaptation to college as well as other variables. The scale that they used 

included four factors, namely academic, social, personal-emotional and institution attachment. Neither overall adjustment 

nor subscales of adjustment differed in two different semesters, although mean values slightly increased. Aslan (2015) 

developed a scale measuring adjustment to university life. The scale and conceptualization of Aslan’s (2015) study was 

used, because it was developed in Türkiye. The scale of Aslan consisted of three factors (i.e., personal, social and 

academic). Personal adjustment is measured based on the well-being of students, their personal characteristics and self-

perception. Social adjustment is related to empathy and social skills. Academic adjustment captures students’ evaluations 

on courses, academic work and adjustment to program (Aslan, 2015). 

Commitment to higher education 

Commitment is maintaining the feeling connected to a university (Cownie, 2020). Student commitment can be defined as 

“the level of dedication, interest, and responsibility that students exhibit in their academic endeavours” (Doğan & Akça, 

2025, p. 144). Considering the study of Çınkır et al. (2021), student commitment to higher education can be seen as related 

to beliefs that one receiving quality education, feeling happy at the university, and being loyal to the university. By relying 

on literature, Braxton et al. (2000) indicated that commitment level of students might lead to higher student persistence 

in higher education. Moreover, work by Wilkins et al. (2016) showed that student commitment had an effect on 

achievement. The participants of their students were selected from business or management programs.  Authors 

highlighted that student commitment is an important predictor of achievement compared to other determinants. A different 

study in which commitment was outcome variable displayed that identification affected commitment, whereas the effect 

of psychological ownership was not significant. It should be noted that the participants in the study included hospitality 

students.   

In organizational context, there is research examining the change in commitment. For instance, Yurumezoglu & Kocaman 

(2012) conducted a study to see the impact of evidence-based nursing management. They collected data from nurses three 

times (baseline, 5th month, and 10th month). Their test results showed that normative commitment changed in the process, 

whereas affective commitment and continuance commitment did not change significantly. Their study included other 

variables such as satisfaction.  

The Relationship Between Adjustment and Commitment 

Although adjustment to university life and commitment to higher education have often been examined separately in the 

literature, the two constructs are theoretically and empirically interrelated. Tinto's (1975) Student Integration Model offers 

the most influential conceptual framework linking them. According to this model, the degree to which a student becomes 

academically and socially integrated into the institution shapes both goal commitment (commitment to the goal of 

graduation) and institutional commitment (commitment to the specific institution). Adjustment in personal, social, and 

academic domains thus functions as an antecedent of institutional commitment: students who successfully negotiate the 

academic demands and the social environment of the university tend to develop a stronger psychological attachment to 

the institution and a stronger intention to persist. 

Subsequent empirical work has elaborated on this relationship. Cabrera, Nora and Castañeda (1993) provided one of the 

earliest and most influential empirical tests of this relationship by integrating Tinto's Student Integration Model with 

Bean's Student Attrition Model. Their findings showed that institutional commitment mediates the effect of academic and 

social integration on students' persistence decisions, thereby demonstrating that adjustment-related experiences shape 

commitment rather than operating in parallel with it. Pascarella (1980) demonstrated that informal student–faculty 

contact, an important component of academic and social adjustment, has measurable effects on persistence and 
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educational aspirations, both of which reflect institutional commitment. Braxton et al. (2000), in their revision of Tinto's 

theory, identified active learning as a mechanism through which academic adjustment fosters social integration and, in 

turn, institutional commitment, ultimately reducing departure decisions. In a large-scale comparative study, Strauss and 

Volkwein (2004) modelled institutional commitment as a direct outcome of academic and social integration across both 

two- and four-year institutions, and reported that academic integration emerged as one of the strongest predictors of 

institutional commitment in both settings. From the commitment side, Wilkins et al. (2016) reported that students' 

identification with and commitment to their institution predict academic outcomes, suggesting that commitment may also 

reinforce the engagement and effort that sustain continued adjustment. Taken together, these studies indicate that the 

relationship between adjustment and commitment is not unidirectional; rather, adjustment supports the formation of 

commitment, while commitment, once established, helps sustain the behaviours that support further adjustment. 

A small number of studies have followed these constructs over time. Friedlander et al. (2007) measured adjustment at 

two time points across the first academic year and found broadly stable mean values, although subscale-level changes 

emerged in association with social support and self-esteem. In a different setting, Yurumezoglu and Kocaman (2012) 

tracked organizational commitment at three time points and reported significant change in normative commitment over a 

ten-month period, while affective and continuance commitment remained relatively stable. These studies provide initial 

evidence that adjustment and commitment are dynamic rather than static, and that they may shift in response to ongoing 

experiences within the institution. However, longitudinal evidence remains scarce, particularly in the context of tourism 

education, where the combination of professional, emotional-labour, and field-placement demands may produce 

distinctive trajectories of adjustment and commitment. The present study addresses this gap by examining both constructs 

at two points across the first semester and by qualitatively exploring the experiences that underlie the observed changes. 

3. Study 1 

Procedure and Sampling Profile 

In order to address the first research question, data was collected from the students who took the course titled adaptation 

to university life in Tourism Faculty of Ankara Haci Bayram Veli University. This is a compulsory course in the first 

semester of curriculum; hence each student must register for it. Data was collected in two phases (i.e., pre-course and post 

course). The first phase was completed in the first week of the semester, before the instructor started to teach. The second 

phase of data collection was carried out at the last session of the semester, upon the completion of the course. This course 

was taught in four different programs of Tourism Faculty. Tourism management program was excluded from the study, 

because the instructor of the course was different, which may have a potential to affect the results. Hence, participants 

from programs of gastronomy and culinary arts, recreation management, and tourism guiding joined the study. This study 

was approved by the Ethical Committee of Hacı Bayram Veli University with decision number 25.09.2024, E-11054618-

302.08.01-295798. 

While 182 participants joined the first phase of the study (pre-course), 142 participants completed the questionnaire form 

in the second phase (post-course). However, 127 participants were suitable for the comparisons, since the nicknames of 

15 participants could not be matched exactly. The average mean value of age was calculated to be 19.28. The university 

in which they have been studying when they were included in the stud was the first university of 91.3 % participants and 

62.2% were female. When the programs were analyzed, it was found that gastronomy and culinary arts was represented 

by 47.2%, tourism guiding by 29.1% and recreation management by 23.6%. 

Instrument  

To measure the adaptation to university life, adjustment to university life scale was used. This scale was developed by 

Aslan (2015). This scale consists of 60-items, which were loaded on three factors in the original study. These factors are 

personal adjustment, social adjustment, and academic adjustment (Aslan, 2015). Student Commitment to Higher 

Education Scale which was developed by Çınkır et al. (2021) was used to understand the commitments of students.  This 

scale includes 14-items loading on one factor (Çınkır et al., 2021). All items were measured with a 5-point Likert scale. 

Participants also answered questions about their profiles.  

Data Analysis 

In order to test the hypotheses, Wilcoxon Signed Rank test was used. The reason for this is that high kurtosis and/or 

skewness values were observed in some items, which signals a violation in normality. This non-parametric test is applied 

to compare values obtained from two different time waves (Pallant, 2016). The median values were considered, as 

suggested by Pallant (2016). 
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Findings 

Before analyzing the data, Cronbach Alpha values for all factors were examined. It was found that personal adjustment 

(T1: 0.86; T2: 0.92), social adjustment (T1: 0.90; T2: 0.93), academic adjustment (T1:0.92; T2: 0.95), and student 

commitment to higher education (T1:0.93; T2:0.96) had satisfactory Cronbach’s Alpha values (Hair et al., 2019). 

Table-1 The Results of Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test 
Variables Median Positive 

Ranks (n) 

Negative 

Ranks (n) 

Mean Rank Z p 

Pre-test Post-test Positive Negative 

Personal adjustment 3.70 3.65 51 71 53.56 67.20 -2.61 0.01 

Social adjustment 4.00 3.94 41 74 51.16 61.80 -3.46 0.00 

Academic adjustment 3.90 3.79 31 88 48.76 63.96 -5.46 0.00 

Commitment to higher education 3.64 3.57 44 75 52.82 64.21 -3.31 0.00 

 

As presented in Table-1, the median value of personal adjustment decreased between tests conducted before and after the 

course. This change was found to be significant (p<0.05). Although the highest median value was observed for social 

adjustment, the analysis indicated that it was significantly lower in the second test (p<0.05). Academic adjustment of 

participants significantly lowered from pre-test to post-test (p<0.05). As seen in Table-1, the median value decreased 

from 3.90 to 3.79. Finally, commitment to higher education among participants was found to be significantly lower in the 

post-test evaluation than in the pre-test evaluation (p<0.05). The median value of commitment to higher education was 

lower in the post-test. Hence, it can be posited that both adjustment and commitment scores decreased in the time period, 

although participants were taught a course on adaptation to university life. 

4. Study 2 
Study 2 follows the same theoretical framework outlined in the Literature Review, drawing on Tinto's (1975) Student 

Integration Model and Bean's (1983) Student Attrition Model. The qualitative analysis specifically examines how 

academic, social, and personal adjustment processes, and the development of institutional commitment, unfold in the 

context of a peripheral campus serving a tourism faculty, where professional commitment and spatial constraints are 

expected to play distinctive roles. 

The second phase of this study critically analyses the construction of the personal, academic, and social adaptation 

processes, as well as institutional belonging, of tourism students within the dynamic context of the surrounding campus 

area (Gölbaşı), based on in-depth qualitative interview data collected from students of the Ankara Hacı Bayram Veli 

University (HBV) Faculty of Tourism. The study aims to reinterpret conceptual models in the literature through the daily 

life practices, spatial experiences, and pedagogical expectations of students. 

Methodological Design  

An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was adopted to examine and explain the quantitative findings in depth. 

The unexpected decline in adjustment and commitment scores observed in Study 1 motivated a qualitative phase aimed 

at interpreting the dynamics underlying these statistical findings. Participants in the qualitative phase were selected using 

purposive sampling, which allows for the selection of cases that can provide rich data relevant to the research question 

(Patton, 2014). A total of 20 undergraduate students were included: 7 from Gastronomy and Culinary Arts, 7 from 

Tourism Guidance, and 6 from Recreation Management. All had participated in Study 1. The Tourism Management 

department was excluded for the same reason as in Study 1 (different instructor). Although there are no strict limits 

regarding sample size in qualitative research, a sample of 20 participants is considered acceptable (Mason, 2010), and 

data collection was concluded when responses began to repeat and saturation was reached (Guest et al., 2006). 

Data were collected during the spring semester of the 2024-2025 academic year through semi-structured, face-to-face 

interviews conducted by the researcher. Aslan's (2015) three-dimensional adaptation model (personal, academic, social) 

guided the interview protocol. Under each dimension, participants were asked about their expectations versus current 

experience, the main challenges they encountered, and the support they received or needed. Three additional questions 

addressed institutional belonging: how their sense of belonging had changed over time, whether they saw themselves as 

part of the university, and what suggestions they would offer to improve the adaptation process. After these structured 

questions, participants were given open space to elaborate on any further topic. 

Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis. Open coding was followed by the 

development of conceptual categories, which were grouped into sub-themes and main themes. To increase reliability, two 

independent qualitative researchers reviewed the codes and themes, and the final thematic structure was reached by 

consensus. Three strategies were employed to enhance credibility: analyst triangulation through external review by two 

qualitative experts (Patton, 1999); transparent presentation of raw data via direct participant quotations in the findings 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006); and purposive sampling of participants able to provide in-depth responses (Patton, 2014). To 
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protect participant confidentiality, each participant was assigned a code (P1, P2, P3…). The themes identified through 

analysis are presented in Table 2. 
Table-2. Themes Based on Participant Responses 

Main Theme & Sub-themes 

Personal Adjustment: Expectations and Spatial Barriers 

   Expectation–reality gap 

   Commute burden and time poverty 

Academic Adjustment: From High-School Structure to University Autonomy 

   Academic literacy challenges 

   Instructor communication and classroom climate 

Social Adjustment: Peer Networks and Campus Isolation 

   Building peer connections 

   Exclusion, cliques, and satellite-campus isolation 

Institutional Commitment: Three Typologies 

   Integrated, pragmatic, and alienated commitment 

   Tourism-specific factor: professional belonging as a shield 

Three main strategies were followed to enhance the credibility of the qualitative research. First, analyst triangulation was 

employed by obtaining external audit support from two independent qualitative research experts during the process of 

evaluating the alignment of participant responses with the identified themes. This approach made a significant 

contribution to verifying and validating the analyses conducted (Patton, 1999). Second, to strengthen the reliability of the 

research, direct quotations from participants’ statements were included in the findings section; in this way, data sources 

were presented transparently and the consistency between the researcher’s interpretations and the raw data was 

demonstrated (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Finally, including only those participants who could provide in-depth answers to 

the research questions through purposive sampling strengthened the depth and accuracy of the data obtained (Patton, 

2014). 

5. Qualitative Findings 

Descriptive Information of the Participants 

The study group included in this research exhibited a diverse profile in terms of sociodemographic, academic, and 

psychosocial characteristics. The study group comprised first-year students enrolled in the Departments of Tourism 

Guidance, Gastronomy and Culinary Arts, and Recreation Management at the Faculty of Tourism, Ankara Hacı Bayram 

Veli University, who were in the early stages of their university adaptation process. The participants were pursuing their 

studies at the Gölbaşı campus, which is situated relatively far from the centre of Ankara and is characterised by more 

limited social amenities. 

The participants exhibited a heterogeneous structure in terms of accommodation and living conditions. In this context, 

the study group included students living in Ankara with their families or in their own homes, as well as students who had 

come to Ankara from different cities for higher education, living alone away from their families or staying in state or 

private halls of residence. Furthermore, some participants had entered the workforce concurrently with their studies and 

had gained work experience during this period. 

When assessed in terms of psychosocial characteristics, the participants included students who were more proactive in 

establishing social relationships and actively participated in campus life and school activities, as well as those who 

displayed a more reserved attitude regarding life in a major city, campus conditions, and adapting to a new social 

environment, and who experienced difficulties in the adaptation process. Furthermore, when examining the participants’ 

academic sense of belonging and future aspirations, it was evident that they possessed strong motivational drivers, such 

as securing their livelihoods through education, bringing pride to their families, pursuing an academic career, and 

achieving economic independence. In particular, it is noteworthy that in the narratives of some female participants, the 

desire to build a future where they are independent, able to shape their own lives, and have achieved economic freedom 

through education stands out distinctly. 

To protect participant confidentiality, each participant was assigned a code; direct quotations and participant views are 

presented in the analysis section as P1, P2, P3… 

Personal Adjustment: Expectations and Spatial Barriers 

The first stage of transitioning to university involves negotiating the gap between students' pre-existing image of higher 

education and the concrete reality they encounter on campus. The literature indicates that homesickness, housing 

insecurity, financial pressure, future-related anxiety, and adaptation to a new socio-cultural climate are among the most 
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common personal challenges in the first year (Korucuk, 2023). In the present sample, students' experiences varied 

considerably depending on demographic background, psychological resilience, and external conditions. 

• Expectation–reality gap 

Several students reported that their pre-university anxieties were unfounded and that adaptation proceeded more smoothly 

than expected. P9's statement “The course on adapting to university life proved my worries wrong; I was able to adapt 

very well” illustrates the role of early orientation in reducing anxiety. P2 similarly described an unexpectedly positive 

socialisation experience. Others, however, encountered a different form of difficulty: the broad autonomy and 

individualised structure of the university produced a sense of disorientation rather than freedom. P5 reflected: “I thought 

I would encounter more social people who understand what it means to be an individual. But now, even though I have a 

group of friends, I haven't been able to form a close one-on-one friendship. This has made me feel excluded and out of 

place in the process of belonging.” Several other participants (P1, P7, P19) described similar mismatches between 

expectation and reality, consistent with the transition-period challenges described by Tinto (1975). 

• Commute burden and time poverty 

The most consistently reported personal challenge was not institutional but spatial: the location of the Gölbaşı campus 

and the resulting commute. The literature documents that peripheral campuses impose significant logistical, financial, 

and temporal costs on students (Hope & Quinlan, 2021). P5's metaphorical observation “Coming from the centre to 

Gölbaşı felt like coming to a village” captures how expectations of a vibrant university experience collapse in a peripheral 

campus setting. Other participants described concrete daily costs: a two-hour commute (P16), waking two hours earlier 

than required for early classes (P14), and difficulties adapting to local cultural and dietary habits after relocating from 

another city (P19). Comparable findings have been reported in research on spatial belonging at the Muğla Kötekli campus, 

where the disconnection between campus and city centre produced feelings of insecurity and detachment from urban 

cohesion (Penpecioğlu et al., 2026). The “time poverty” generated by long commutes leaves students little discretionary 

time for libraries, clubs, or campus social spaces, and reinforces a perception of the institution as a building students enter 

and exit for classes only (Bean, 1983). 

Academic Adjustment: From High-School Structure to University Autonomy 

The transition from highly structured, teacher-centred secondary education to a university environment that requires 

independent research, critical thinking, and self-directed learning constitutes a substantial epistemological shift rather 

than a mere increase in difficulty. When asked to compare high school and university courses, participants emphasised 

qualitative depth rather than quantitative intensity: courses were described as “more oriented towards career and life” 

(P6, P9), “more comprehensive” (P18), and “more related to real life” (P13). For students whose autonomous learning 

skills were not yet developed, however, this pedagogical flexibility produced cognitive overload a recognised predictor 

of early departure (Tinto, 1975). 

• Academic literacy challenges 

Two recurring difficulties emerged: navigating independent research and managing information abundance. P17 

described initial insecurity “I was very insecure about how to conduct research and prepare assignments. In high school, 

nobody cared this much” while P5 highlighted information overload: “I struggled with determining how important things 

were amid the abundance of information. I needed support in finding the most accurate data among the surplus of 

information during research.” These statements indicate that the difficulty lies not in accessing information but in filtering 

and making sense of it. 

A second cluster of academic challenges concerned didactic communication and assessment. P4 pointed to the limits of 

slide-based instruction  “Slides pass by too quickly, making it hard to take notes, and when slides aren't shared, it's 

difficult to access learning materials” while P14 described assessment-related anxiety: “Even though I study for exams, 

sometimes I get low grades, which stems from being unable to provide the answer the instructor wants.” Similar concerns 

were raised by P18 and P20. A lack of transparent assessment criteria and formative feedback can alienate students from 

the academic system (Pascarella, 1980). 

• Instructor communication and classroom climate 

Pascarella (1980) and Tinto (1975) showed that informal student–instructor interactions strongly shape academic success 

and institutional belonging. In our data, instructor behaviour emerged as one of the most influential factors in students' 

sense of belonging. P4 articulated the role of academic mentorship clearly: “Most of our instructors see us, listen to us, 

show interest, and have a warm approach. We have instructors whom I believe would look for solutions together if we 

had a problem. This belief makes us feel valued.” Similar accounts were offered by P2 and P11. Conversely, P3 attributed 

a lack of institutional attachment to limited instructor interaction, and P6 referred to “some rude academics” as a source 

of demotivation. These findings indicate that instructor–student communication shapes not only academic outcomes but 

also the basis of belonging itself. 
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6. Social Adjustment: Peer Networks and Campus Isolation 
An important emotional foundation for persistence is a sense of belonging to the institution, the place, and the people 

within it. Peer culture, central to Bean's (1985) model, shapes how students experience the university as a living space 

rather than merely a place of attendance. 

• Building peer connections 

Students with strong social skills and an outgoing orientation integrated into peer networks through small everyday 

practices. P4 described the process simply: “I have an outgoing personality. I love meeting new people and establishing 

connections. Making plans to meet outside school helped as well.” P1 and P18 offered similar accounts of initiating 

contact and forming friendships through everyday social cues. These students achieved the social integration envisioned 

by Tinto (1975) largely through their own initiative. 

• Exclusion, cliques, and satellite-campus isolation 

For other participants, classroom dynamics worked against integration. Several pointed to polarisation and clique 

formation. P3 described “polarizations and cliques” in the classroom; P4 observed prejudiced “they're one of us, they're 

not one of us” attitudes accompanied by derogatory remarks; and P20 stated directly, “Because there's a lot of peer 

bullying, I had to get used to it.” Such exclusionary dynamics constitute substantial risk factors for the severance of 

institutional bonds, particularly for students from smaller settings adapting to metropolitan life (Tinto, 1975). 

These social challenges were amplified by the satellite-campus context. Research has documented those peripheral 

campuses, when poorly integrated into the urban metabolism and isolated from the main campus, produce perceptions of 

deprivation from the “real university experience” among students (Seri & Compagnucci, 2024; Alnaim et al., 2025). At 

HBV, students described the social limitations of Gölbaşı in contrast to the main Beşevler campus in particularly vivid 

terms. P5 observed: “The liveliness present at the Beşevler campus is absent in Gölbaşı (in terms of clubs and student 

activity). While we have a much larger and more beautiful campus than Beşevler, it is extremely lifeless socially.” P13 

and P14 similarly cited distance from the main campus as a barrier to participation in clubs and activities. When a campus 

is experienced as a transit zone rather than a living space, social integration loses its spatial foundation (Penpecioğlu et 

al., 2026). 

 

Institutional Commitment: Three Typologies 

In Tinto's (1975) model, institutional commitment refers to a student's psychological loyalty to the institution, pride in 

belonging, and intention to remain until graduation. Sense of belonging is not static but develops through accumulated 

academic, social, and spatial experiences. Three distinct typologies of belonging emerged in our data. 

• Integrated, pragmatic, and alienated commitment 

Integrated belonging characterised students who had internalised the institutional identity and experienced the university 

as part of their self-concept. The driving forces were instructor quality, the development of professional vision, and an 

emotional connection to the campus environment. P4's account is the clearest example: “I realized that the university has 

a scent. When I walked in during the spring semester, I noticed I missed that scent, the wind blowing, the sun, the blooming 

flowers, and I remember feeling grateful to be here. The more I get to know my instructors, the stronger my attachment 

becomes.” P2 and P19 described similar bonds, anchored in symbolic identification and respect for academic expertise. 

Pragmatic commitment characterised students whose attachment was instrumental rather than affective. P13 expressed 

belonging to the profession rather than the institution “I see it. Because I am where I want to be” while P12 drew a clear 

emotional boundary: “I have never been attached, I'm just studying here.” P3's concern about institutional reputation 

following the university's split from Gazi University illustrates how organisational changes in Turkish higher education 

can undermine pragmatic commitment by reducing perceived brand value. 

Alienated commitment characterised the most at-risk students. P11's account exemplifies the absence of goal commitment 

in Tinto's sense: “I realized I had chosen the wrong program. That's why even attending classes feels like torture. Unless 

I change my major, I have no intention of making any effort to adapt.” P15's response to the belonging question “No, I 

wish I could be an ODTÜ student” reflects dissatisfaction rooted in comparative institutional reputation, while P3 again 

emphasised spatial alienation at Gölbaşı as deepening this sense of exclusion. 

• Tourism-specific factor: professional belonging as a shield 

When evaluating tourism students' adaptation, the sectoral demands of the discipline cannot be set aside. Tourism is a 

service-oriented field requiring physical endurance, communication skills, cultural flexibility, and emotional labour. The 

academic motivation of students in such fields is strongly linked to sectoral identification and career adaptability (Şengel 

et al., 2020; Daşkın et al., 2024). When asked about their primary source of academic motivation, the majority of 

participants referred not to grades but to professional aspirations. Representative statements include P7's “Thinking about 

how happy I can be doing this job in the future”; P9's aspiration to become “a tourist guide who can speak more than one 

language and does their job properly”; and P2's reflection on a prior work experience that crystallised their career 
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commitment. Several other participants (P6, P8, P19) similarly cited career aspirations and self-realisation as their primary 

motivators. 

These accounts suggest that occupational identification can act as a stronger basis for institutional belonging than campus 

opportunities themselves. Students with strong professional commitment rationalised the disadvantages of the peripheral 

campus long commutes, limited social spaces, demanding exam processes as acceptable costs en route to their career 

goals. By contrast, students who entered the programme without clear professional ideals (such as P11) tended to attribute 

the first structural difficulty to the institution, lacking a sectoral refuge against alienation. In tourism education, 

professional belonging thus appears to function as a primary support for institutional belonging. International research 

has also documented that tourism and hospitality students who combine study with work in the sector face role conflict 

and academic burnout (Grobelna, 2022); P11's statement “As soon as I started university, I also started working… I can't 

spare time for myself” illustrates this conflict at the micro level. 

Evidence-Based Implications for Retention Strategies 

The findings suggest that effective student retention in tourism education requires proactive, context-specific strategies 

rather than generic interventions. Table 3 summarises the key problem areas identified in the data, links them to specific 

student feedback, and proposes evidence-based intervention strategies.  
Table-3. Key Problem Areas, Student Feedback, and Evidence-Based Retention Strategies 

Key Problem Areas 

Identified (Symptoms) 

Student Feedback / Specific Requests (Data 

Set Output) 

Evidence-Based Strategic Intervention / Policy 

Recommendation (Retention Strategy) 

1. Social Isolation and 

Conflict with Peer Culture 

(Polarisation) 

‘Polarization in the classroom’, ‘The “us 

versus them” approach’, ‘Lack of ownership in 

large classes’, ‘Bullying amongst peers’ (P3, 

P4, P5, P20) 

Structured Peer Mentoring and Buddy Systems: As directly 

proposed by P4, assigning successful senior students to act as 

academic and social mentors (buddies) for new students. This 

reduces feelings of isolation whilst serving as an early warning 

system in the fight against bullying. 

2. Spatial Disadvantage 

and Campus Environment 

Syndrome 

‘Coming to Gölbaşı is like coming to a 

village’, ‘The clubs in the city centre aren’t 

here; we feel excluded’, ‘More activities 

should be organised’ (P3, P5, P13, P14) 

Spatial Equity and Mobile Campus Initiatives: Mandating that 

clubs based at the main campus establish branches at satellite 

campuses. Increasing the frequency of shuttle services (as 

requested by P18). Leveraging the physical scale of the 

surrounding campus (as identified by P5) to host large-scale 

‘open-air gastronomy/tourism festivals’. 

3. Lack of Academic 

Literacy and 

PedagogicalCommunicatio

n 

‘I didn’t know how to conduct research’, 

Lecture hours are in blocks, and the slides go 

by too quickly; it’s hard to take notes’, getting 

lost in the abundance of information’ (P4, P5, 

P17) 

Early Academic Intervention and Cognitive Engagement: 

Establishing support workshops (peer tutoring) focused on 

research techniques and time management for first-year students. 

Providing training for teaching staff on technology integration 

and active/participatory teaching models. 

4. Insufficient Professional 

Practice and Linguistic 

Isolation 

‘As language learners, we realised that our 

language skills deteriorate if we don’t use 

them; there should be environments like a 

‘conversation club’, ‘There is a lack of 

practical opportunities’ (P5) 

Career and Intellectual Development-Focused Clubs: 

Establishing official ‘Conversation Clubs” within the faculty to 

maintain the foreign language practice-the greatest asset of 

tourism students-and integrating international students (if any) 

into this process. 

5. Lack of Interaction 

Between Students and 

Staff 

‘Some lecturers being rude’, ‘Lack of 

communication with students’, ‘Not being able 

to understand what the lecturer wants’ (P3, P6, 

P14) 

Personalised Academic Advising: Positioning academic staff not 

merely as lecturers, but as proactive career advisors. Establishing 

regular touchpoints with students throughout the term. 

These strategies require the reconceptualization of the higher education institution not only as an educational provider, 

but also as an inclusive “social state/ecosystem” model that guarantees the student’s holistic well-being, social 

development, and professional evolution. 

7. Conclusions And Discussions 
This mixed-methods study examined how tourism students' adjustment to university life and commitment to higher 

education change across the first semester and explored the dynamics underlying that change. Study 1 documented a 

statistically significant within-cohort decrease across all four constructs personal, social, and academic adjustment and 

commitment to higher education between the start and the end of the first semester. Study 2 interpreted this pattern not 

as a failure of the adaptation course, but as a process through which students critically reassessed their initial expectations 

as they encountered the academic, institutional and professional realities of tourism education. The discussion below 

triangulates each quantitative finding with the corresponding qualitative theme and with the broader literature. 

The decline in personal adjustment scores is consistent with prior accounts of the first-year transition as a stressful, 

identity-disrupting passage rather than a smooth incorporation (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000; Tinto, 1975). Qualitative findings 

suggested that this decline reflected a gap between students' pre-university expectations of personal autonomy and the 

disorientation they experienced once that autonomy was granted a pattern documented in earlier longitudinal work 

(Friedlander et al., 2007). The Turkish context further amplifies this gap, as students relocating from smaller settings face 

an additional layer of cultural and dietary adjustment (Korucuk, 2023). 



  

382 

 

Fulden Nuray Küçükergin 

The decrease in social adjustment is in line with Tinto's (1975) argument that social integration is not automatic but 

requires structural opportunities for peer connection, and with Bean's (1985) emphasis on peer culture as a determinant 

of departure decisions. Our qualitative data indicated two factors behind this decline: peer-level dynamics such as clique 

formation and exclusion, and the structural limitations of the peripheral campus, where the absence of student clubs and 

informal social spaces leaves integration largely to individual initiative. The latter pattern echoes findings from other 

satellite-campus contexts (Hlengwa, 2014; Hope & Quinlan, 2021; Seri & Compagnucci, 2024) and from recent Turkish 

work on the Muğla Kötekli campus (Penpecioğlu et al., 2026), where students reported that physical separation from the 

urban core weakened their attachment to the institution as a social space. 

The decrease in academic adjustment scores is consistent with the cognitive-shift literature, which describes the transition 

from highly structured secondary education to autonomous university learning as a substantial epistemological adjustment 

rather than a quantitative increase in workload (Van Rooij et al., 2018). Qualitative accounts pointed to two specific 

sources of friction: difficulties in independent research and information filtering, and concerns regarding instructor 

communication and assessment transparency. Pascarella's (1980) classic finding on the importance of informal student–

faculty contact, and Braxton et al.'s (2000) work on active learning as a mechanism of academic integration, both find 

clear echoes in our participants' accounts, in which instructor mentorship emerged as one of the strongest sources of 

academic belonging. 

The decrease in commitment is consistent with the theoretical position that institutional commitment is shaped by 

accumulated integration experiences rather than fixed at entry (Tinto, 1975; Bean, 1983). Cabrera, Nora and Castañeda 

(1993) showed empirically that adjustment-related experiences mediate the effects of background factors on persistence, 

and Strauss and Volkwein (2004) reported academic integration as one of the strongest predictors of institutional 

commitment. Our findings extend this evidence by showing that commitment can decline measurably within a single 

semester. Importantly, qualitative analysis revealed three distinct typologies integrated, pragmatic, and alienated 

commitment suggesting that the aggregate decrease conceals meaningful heterogeneity in how students relate to the 

institution. This finding is consistent with Yürümezoğlu and Kocaman's (2012) longitudinal evidence that different 

dimensions of commitment can move in different directions over time. 

Peripheral campus dynamics. Across all four constructs, the spatial configuration of the Gölbaşı campus emerged as a 

recurrent stressor. The literature on satellite campuses has documented that physical separation from the urban core can 

produce a sense of "academic exile" and weaken the formation of social capital networks (Hlengwa, 2014; Alnaim et al., 

2025). Hope and Quinlan (2021) and Seri and Compagnucci (2024) similarly report that satellite-campus students often 

perceive themselves as deprived of the "real university experience" available at the main campus. Our findings suggest 

that the satellite-campus condition does not act as a single, isolated barrier; rather, it interacts with personal, social, and 

academic adjustment processes, producing the cumulative time poverty and social isolation that participants described. 

A novel contribution of this study concerns the role of professional identification as a stabiliser of institutional belonging 

in the face of these stressors. Tourism is a service-oriented field requiring emotional labour, communication skills, and 

sectoral adaptability (Şengel et al., 2020; Daşkın et al., 2024), and our participants who held a clear professional vision 

tended to rationalise institutional and spatial disadvantages as acceptable costs en route to their career goals. By contrast, 

students without such professional anchoring were more likely to experience the first structural difficulty as a reason to 

disengage. This pattern is consistent with Grobelna's (2022) work on tourism and hospitality students, who navigate role 

conflicts between study and sectoral employment, and suggests that in tourism education professional belonging may 

operate as a partial substitute for, rather than merely a complement to, institutional belonging. 

Theoretically, the findings extend Tinto's (1975) and Bean's (1983) frameworks in two ways: they document longitudinal 

within-cohort change in adjustment and commitment, an empirical pattern rarely tested in tourism-specific contexts; and 

they identify professional belonging as a discipline-specific source of resilience that the original models do not 

foreground. Practically, the findings suggest that adaptation courses may operate more effectively as awareness-raising 

mechanisms than as immediate enhancers of adjustment, and that retention strategies on peripheral campuses require 

coordinated investment in social infrastructure, instructor mentorship and career-oriented support (see the Suggestions 

section for specific recommendations). The decline observed across all four constructs is thus best read not as a rejection 

of the institution but as evidence of students working to establish a more realistic and durable relationship with it. 

Suggestions 

The findings point to four interrelated areas in which tourism faculties operating on peripheral campuses can act 

proactively, rather than reactively, to support first-year adjustment and institutional commitment. 

A first set of recommendations concerns peer relations and social inclusion. The qualitative data showed that social 

integration on the Gölbaşı campus largely depended on individual initiative, with peer exclusion and clique formation 

emerging as recurrent obstacles. Structured peer-mentoring schemes, in which senior students take on academic and social 
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mentoring roles for first-year cohorts, offer a documented mechanism for accelerating social integration and providing an 

early signal when peer-bullying or withdrawal patterns appear (Braxton et al., 2000). Embedding such schemes into the 

adaptation course itself, rather than treating them as optional extracurricular activities, would extend the course's reach 

from awareness-raising into sustained relational support. 

A second set of recommendations addresses the spatial inequality between the main and satellite campuses. The literature 

on peripheral campuses suggests that physical separation from the urban core erodes social capital and weakens 

institutional belonging when it is not actively compensated for by institutional design (Hope & Quinlan, 2021; Seri & 

Compagnucci, 2024; Alnaim et al., 2025). In the context of Ankara Hacı Bayram Veli University, this would imply 

increasing the frequency and reliability of shuttle services between the Beşevler and Gölbaşı campuses, requiring student 

clubs based at the main campus to maintain active branches at the satellite campus, and leveraging the physical scale of 

Gölbaşı for community-building events such as open-air gastronomy and tourism festivals that draw students, faculty, 

and external partners into shared use of the space. 

A third set of recommendations concerns the academic transition itself. Participants described difficulty in moving from 

the structured, teacher-centred environment of secondary education to the autonomy expected at university, and identified 

independent research, information filtering, and assessment transparency as specific points of friction. Targeted 

workshops on time management, academic literacy, and research techniques during the first semester would help students 

develop the meta-cognitive skills this transition requires. On the teaching side, the findings echo Pascarella's (1980) 

observation that informal student–instructor contact and accessible pedagogy are central to academic integration; 

pedagogical development for faculty, particularly in moving beyond slide-centred, one-way instruction toward more 

participatory and technology-integrated models, would address the communication concerns repeatedly raised by 

participants. 

A final set of recommendations follows from the role of professional belonging as a stabiliser of institutional commitment. 

Because tourism students' attachment to the institution appears to be partially anchored in their identification with the 

sector (Şengel et al., 2020; Daşkın et al., 2024), instructor positioning matters: teaching staff who function not only as 

lecturers, but as accessible career advisors are likely to reinforce both academic and professional belonging 

simultaneously. Regular, scheduled communication points between students and faculty across the term, rather than 

informal availability alone, would institutionalise this advisory function. Discipline-specific support structures, such as 

foreign-language conversation clubs that combine professional development with socialisation, would help maintain the 

linguistic competencies that constitute one of the field's defining assets while also providing additional spaces for peer 

connection. Taken together, these recommendations frame retention not as a remedial response to attrition but as the 

cumulative outcome of coordinated investment in social, academic, spatial, and professional dimensions of the student 

experience. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting its findings, and that point to specific 

directions for future research. 

Given the research design, there are some limitations. First, Study 1 did not include a comparison group. The "Adaptation 

to University Life" course is a compulsory first-semester course in the undergraduate programs of the Faculty of Tourism, 

and all eligible first-year students were therefore required to enroll. Identifying a comparable cohort of tourism students 

at the same institution who did not take the course was not feasible. As a result, the observed within-cohort changes 

cannot be attributed solely to the course; first-semester maturation effects, broader contextual factors (such as encounters 

with academic demands, peer dynamics, and the campus environment) and self-selection into the program cannot be fully 

ruled out. Relatedly, the pre-test/post-test structure adopted here is vulnerable to history effects intrinsic to designs without 

a comparison group. Second, the observation window of a single semester does not capture longer-term trajectories of 

adjustment and commitment, which may stabilize, recover, or further decline as students’ progress through their programs. 

Future research could address both limitations by adopting quasi-experimental designs that incorporate comparison 

cohorts from programs or institutions where the course is not offered, and by extending the observation window to cover 

the full undergraduate cycle. 

Sampling of the study leads to several limitations. The study was conducted within a single faculty at a single Turkish 

state university, and within that faculty was further restricted to three of the four undergraduate programs (excluding 

Tourism Management, which was delivered by a different instructor). This design enhances internal validity by holding 

institutional, curricular, and instructor variables constant, but it constrains the generalizability of the findings. The 

dynamics observed here particularly those related to the peripheral campus and to tourism-specific professional 

identification may operate differently in other institutional, urban, and national contexts. Replication across multiple 

institutions, faculties, and national contexts is therefore needed before broader claims can be advanced. 
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Considering measurement and data analysis, this study has several limitations. First, the concepts were assessed through 

self-report scales, which may be affected by social desirability and common-method bias (see Podsakoff, 2024); future 

studies could complement self-report data with behavioral indicators such as attendance, engagement metrics, or retention 

records. Second, the use of the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test might offer less statistical power than parametric alternatives 

(Pallant, 2016). Future studies may consider using different techniques. Third, the qualitative analysis was conducted 

manually rather than with computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS). Although the use of two 

independent coders and consensus-based themes provided a measure of analytic rigor, future studies could enhance 

traceability and inter-coder reliability by using tools such as NVivo or MAXQDA, and by reporting formal agreement 

coefficients. 

Beyond addressing the specific limitations above, three further research directions emerge from our findings. First, future 

longitudinal studies could examine whether the decline observed in the first semester is followed by recovery, 

stabilization, or further deterioration in subsequent semesters, and whether such trajectories vary by student typology. 

Second, the role of professional belonging as a buffer against alienation, which emerged as a discipline-specific finding 

in our data, warrants direct empirical testing through quantitative designs that include measures of professional 

identification alongside institutional commitment. Third, comparative work on peripheral and central campuses building 

on the recommendations of Penpecioğlu et al. (2026), Hope and Quinlan (2021), and Seri and Compagnucci (2024) could 

clarify the extent to which spatial configuration shapes the first-year adjustment process across different national systems. 
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