
Geogr. Helv., 80, 261–274, 2025
https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-80-261-2025
© Author(s) 2025. This work is distributed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

Temporary stay or new home? Exploring university
students’ perceptions of temporality and home

Caroline Kramer1, Carmella Pfaffenbach2, Leonie Wächter1, and Maya Willecke2

1Institute of Geography and Geoecology, Karlsruher Institut für Technologie, Karlsruhe, Germany
2Department for Geography, RWTH Aachen University, Aachen, Germany

Correspondence: Carmella Pfaffenbach (pfaffenbach@geo.rwth-aachen.de)

Received: 30 July 2024 – Revised: 6 May 2025 – Accepted: 5 June 2025 – Published: 29 August 2025

Abstract. While housing is often viewed as constant and permanent – both in everyday life and academic
discourse – temporary living arrangements and mobility are increasingly common. Among university students,
spatio-temporal patterns are particularly dynamic. Although parental homes often continue to play a significant
role, new “homes” are frequently established in shared flats or apartments within university cities. However,
these arrangements are often temporary, lasting only until the completion of students’ studies. Students’ per-
ceptions of the temporality of their living arrangements during their studies results in complex relationships
between spatial attachments – such as rootedness and spatial identity – and mobility. To contribute to this area
of research, we conducted a study in the German university cities of Frankfurt am Main and Leipzig. Employing
a mixed-methods approach, we combined a largely standardised questionnaire with semi-structured interviews.
This methodology enabled us to generate a substantial dataset comprising both quantitative and qualitative data,
yielding valid results. In this paper, we examine the extent to which students who relocate to university cities
perceive their place of study as either temporary or permanent. Furthermore, we explore how these living ar-
rangements impact their sense of place attachment, belonging and perception of home. By evaluating students’
perceptions of their temporary living arrangements, we aim to highlight the significance of the temporal di-
mension in shaping their feelings of belonging. Our findings reveal that students’ perceptions of temporality
significantly influence their emotional spatial attachments to university cities. Focusing on students who have re-
located to university cities provides valuable insights, as they represent a considerable portion of the population,
and many express intentions to become permanent residents.

1 Introduction

Every year, thousands of new students begin their studies in
German university cities, relocating to these urban centres
during a relatively fixed timeframe, particularly for Bache-
lor’s and, to some extent, Master’s programmes, with the po-
tential to extend their stay as young professionals. Students
must navigate tight housing markets in these cities in search
of accommodation; therefore, some may elect to continue liv-
ing with their parents and commute to university until they
find a place to live in the city. This paper explores the expe-
riences of these new student residents in German university
cities, focusing on their aspirations and opportunities to cre-
ate a sense of home during their studies and beyond.

The higher education landscape in Germany has under-
gone a significant change over the past two decades, charac-
terised by a substantial increase in the number of university
students (Glatter et al., 2014; Destatis, 2022). This growth
can be attributed to several factors, including a higher pro-
portion of high school graduates and university entrants and
a rising influx of international students (Glatter et al., 2014).
The majority of students in Germany live in rented accom-
modation (59 %), while smaller percentages live in owner-
occupied housing, typically owned by their parents (21 %),
or in student dormitories (17.5 %). Rental costs vary sig-
nificantly depending on the type of housing, with average
monthly rents of approximately EUR 260 for student dor-
mitories and EUR 490 in the private rental market (Kroher
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et al., 2023). The average monthly expenditure for students
in Germany is around EUR 1000, and rent typically consti-
tutes their largest expense. Students can apply for govern-
ment financial support through BAföG,1 with the average
monthly assistance amounting to EUR 611. Without parental
support or BAföG, many students rely on part-time employ-
ment, with 63 % working alongside their studies, averaging
about 15 h per week (Kroher et al., 2023). German univer-
sities do not impose general tuition fees; instead, students
are required to pay a semester contribution that covers vari-
ous services, including student union membership and public
transportation passes.

The most recent study on the mobility of German students
indicates that two-thirds establish their own households at the
beginning of their studies, 12 % do so later, and only 18 %
continue living at home with their parents for the duration of
their studies (Infas, 2015). The tendency to continue living
at home is associated with proximity to the university city;
among those who relocate, 55 % choose institutions located
less than 100 km from their hometown, 29 % selected univer-
sities between 100 and 300 km away, and only 15 % attended
universities more than 300 km from home (Infas, 2015). This
pattern suggests that students prefer convenient distances to
their families’ residences, facilitating weekend visits to par-
ents and friends. After completing their studies, 85 % of Ger-
man students assume that they will (very or rather likely)
move to another region of Germany to start their career
(Statista GmbH, 2022). Consequently, taking their relocation
intentions into account, many students could be regarded as
temporary residents of their university cities – at least from
an external perspective. Nevertheless, the question remains
open and is worth investigating as to whether they themselves
perceive their living arrangements in their university cities as
temporary.

Given that, for the majority of students, the university city
represents a new environment where they begin to live inde-
pendently, it raises important questions about the significance
of this place and the extent to which they feel at home there,
despite often viewing their stay as temporary. Conversely, it
is essential to consider students’ impact on these university
cities during their temporary residence, especially since they
constitute between 10 % and 30 % of the total population in
these towns (Glatter et al., 2014). This demographic creates
what has been described as a “standing wave”, characterised
by a consistently high number of residents coupled with sig-
nificant fluctuation (Kramer, 2019).

In a study conducted in the German university cities of
Frankfurt am Main and Leipzig, we explored the significance
of these cities for students who have relocated there in recent
years. To achieve this, we employed a mixed-methods ap-

1BAföG” (Bundesausbildungsförderungsgesetz) is a German
federal student financial aid programme that provides grants and
interest-free loans to support students during their studies (Federal
Ministry of Education and Research, 2024).

proach comprising a quantitative questionnaire survey with
673 respondents and 50 qualitative interviews, allowing us
to explore this phenomenon from two methodological per-
spectives. This paper examines the extent to which university
students perceive their place of study as temporary or perma-
nent, as well as the implications for their sense of home, be-
longing and place attachment. We begin by introducing the
conceptual and theoretical framework surrounding temporal-
ities and the temporary living arrangements of university stu-
dents, alongside discussions of place attachment, belonging
and the concept of home for those who have moved to these
cities. Following the introduction of our mixed-methods ap-
proach, we will present our findings in relation to three key
research questions. (1) Why and from where do students re-
locate to these university cities? (2) How do these students
perceive the temporality of their living arrangements in these
cities? The insights gained from these two questions will pro-
vide the context for the third question: (3) to what extent do
students who have moved to these university cities develop
emotional attachments to their new environments? We will
conclude by discussing the implications of our findings and
by summarising the key insights derived from our research.

2 Conceptualisation

2.1 The temporalities of students’ living arrangements

Whereas earlier studies, such as those by Hägerstrand (1985)
and Urry (1999), treated time and space as analytically con-
nected yet distinct dimensions, more recent conceptualisa-
tions emphasise the dynamic, relational and processual na-
ture of spatio-temporal relationships (Massey, 2005). This
perspective reframes mobility and dwelling as intercon-
nected processes that unfold across space and time, rather
than opposing concepts. Within this framework, mobility
is understood not merely as movement through space; it is
shaped by formative place experiences, interpersonal rela-
tionships and broader structural conditions (Bailey et al.,
2021). The concept of “fixities and flows” (Di Masso et al.,
2019) enhances this perspective by demonstrating that mobil-
ity and place attachment are interdependent constructs within
spatio-temporal dynamics rather than mutually exclusive or
contradictory.

Recent geographic studies have explored how everyday
practices, such as dwelling – traditionally viewed as spatially
fixed – are influenced by temporal factors. Increased mobility
has transformed travel and location practices into a new form
of “geographicity”, defined as “the spatial embeddedness of
human life” (Stock, 2014), blurring the boundaries between
residing and relocating. In contemporary contexts, practices
like dwelling are increasingly detached from a single, fixed
location. Temporary stays and the rhythmic use of multiple
places reflect a departure from the concept of “monotopic-
ity”, which suggests a tie to a single place (Stock, 2014). In-
stead, individuals engage in “polytopicity”, the practice of
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creating and occupying several meaningful places (Stock,
2024). This shift contributes to an expanded understanding
of dwelling, shaped by both symbolic and material practices.

For students, the period of study represents a distinct phase
in their lives, characterised by a defined spatio-temporal
framework. Typically, students pursue their university de-
grees at the location of their institution within a specific
timeframe. Concurrently, they maintain connections to their
hometowns, where family and friends reside. As a result, stu-
dents become multi-local residents (Greinke, 2023), with a
temporary presence in both their university cities and home-
towns. This duality leads to significant differences in their
everyday spatio-temporal practices (multi-locality) and dura-
tion of residence (temporality) compared to the general pop-
ulation.

The impact of students on their chosen neighbourhoods
has been examined and critically labelled as “studentifica-
tion” (Smith, 2005). The effects of this phenomenon can be
particularly pronounced when daily life is influenced by the
seasonality associated with the academic semester or when
there is a high concentration of students in specific neigh-
bourhoods. However, the influence of students on neighbour-
hoods tends to be less pronounced in Germany, as the struc-
ture of city districts is often more diverse compared to uni-
versity cities in the UK (Kramer, 2019).

2.2 Concepts of place attachment, belonging and home

The existing literature presents various approaches to con-
ceptualising emotional bonds and spatial attachments. In our
study, we have selected the concepts of “place attachment”
and “home” to investigate the emotional and spatial attach-
ments formed by university students. Place attachment is de-
fined as the emotional bond individuals develop with specific
places (Altman and Low, 1992; Tuan, 1980). Unlike related
concepts such as “sense of place” or “place identity”, place
attachment offers a more process-oriented and multidimen-
sional framework for understanding the formation of spatial
bonds. Raymond et al. (2010) applied this concept in a quan-
titative empirical study, proposing a four-dimensional model
of place attachment. This model includes (1) place identity,
(2) place dependence (or functional rootedness) within a per-
sonal context, (3) social bonding (which includes attachment
to a neighbourhood, feelings of belonging and familiarity)
within a community context and (4) nature bonding (the con-
nection to nature and environmental identity) within an en-
vironmental context. Given this differentiated perspective on
the various dimensions of place attachment, we will employ a
multi-dimensional framework to analyse the extent to which
students who consider themselves temporary residents per-
ceive their attachment to a university city (see Sect. 4.3).

In our qualitative analysis, we utilise the concept of home,
as it offers a broad and multifaceted framework for under-
standing spatial and emotional attachment. Home can be
seen as an even stronger and more intimate form of attach-

ment than the place attachment, as Easthope (2004) also de-
scribes it as a “significant kind of place”. This concept op-
erates on multiple scales and supports a dynamic, process-
oriented perspective. The concept of home is inherently com-
plex, incorporating spatial, social, psychological and emo-
tional dimensions (Easthope, 2004). While the term “home”
may suggest a singular physical location, it may be used to
refer to multiple places that can exist both successively and
simultaneously, spanning various spatial scales – from an
individual’s primary dwelling to broader regions and even
a homeland (Boccagni and Kusenbach, 2020). Furthermore,
the emotional experience of home can transcend specific lo-
cations and be grounded instead in ideas, values or language
(Winther, 2009). The feeling of home is closely linked to
spatial identity (Weichhart, 2019) and may be shaped by
social interactions, emotional relationships, material objects
and environments (Blunt and Dowling, 2022).

Contemporary literature increasingly recognises that home
is not a static concept confined to a specific time and place;
rather, it is continually reinvented across different locations
(Cieraad, 2010). Therefore, the experience of home should
be understood as a process (Dowling and Mee, 2007) that is
continuously reconfigured through everyday practices. Ger-
man scholars often differentiate between Heimat (place of
origin) and Zuhause (current home), a distinction that does
not have a direct equivalent in English: Heimat is understood
biographically, linked to one’s roots and past, serving as a ret-
rospective imagination, while Zuhause is shaped by current
life contexts and holds significance in the present (Nadler,
2013; Weichhart, 2019).

2.3 Current research on students’ emotional spatial
attachments

A systematic literature search on various concepts of emo-
tional spatial attachment – using keywords such as “place
identity”, “sense of community”, “place attachment”, “sense
of belonging”, “home” and “student” – identified several
publications in both German and English, published after
2010. This timeframe was selected for heuristic reasons to
capture recent developments and to provide a robust foun-
dation for interpretation. Quantitative studies have primarily
addressed place attachment and place identity (Cicognani et
al., 2011; Moghisi et al., 2015; Qingjiu and Maliki, 2013;
Rioux et al., 2017; Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010), while qual-
itative research has focused on the sense of belonging (Bet-
tencourt, 2021; Dost and Mazzoli Smith, 2023; Holton and
Finn, 2020; Pokorny et al., 2017) and the concept of home
(Balloo et al., 2021; Cieraad, 2010; Landolt and Frey, 2020).
The following sections will provide a detailed summary of
these concepts, referencing the most relevant articles.

Previous research in mobility studies has demonstrated
that place attachment and a sense of belonging are often as-
sociated with permanence in a specific location, with the as-
sumption that the relationship with a place intensifies over
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time (Gustafson, 2001; Lewicka, 2010). Similarly, studies fo-
cusing on students have found that place attachment tends to
strengthen with the duration of their studies and time spent
in their university city (Moghisi et al., 2015; Kramer, 2019;
Cicognani et al., 2011). This phenomenon is related to the
fact that, as students’ progress through their semesters, an
increasing number spend their lecture-free periods in the
university city, gradually making it the centre of their lives
(Kramer, 2019; Rioux et al., 2017). International studies
from the USA and Malaysia emphasise the importance of
the campus in fostering bonds among students (Bettencourt,
2021; Qingjiu and Maliki, 2013). This phenomenon is partly
due to the common practice in these countries of moving into
campus accommodation during the early years of study.

In the UK, the debate surrounding studentification (Smith,
2005) has prompted several studies to examine students’
attachments to university cities. These studies particularly
differentiate between local and non-local students, reveal-
ing that their attachments and feelings of belonging to
these cities, and to their hometowns, can differ significantly
(Holton, 2015; Holton and Finn, 2020). As demonstrated in
studies on mobility and multi-locality, students can develop
attachments to multiple places (Hilti, 2013; Nadler, 2014;
Stedman, 2006; Williams and Patten, 2006) as well as to
the spaces in between (Holton and Finn, 2020). This phe-
nomenon aligns with the concept of “polytopicity” proposed
by Stock (2024).

Research that explicitly addresses home as a form of emo-
tional spatial attachment has shown that university students
are often aware of their temporary status and that they will
only be residing in their university city for a limited time,
with their next move already in mind. Consequently, many
students are reluctant to form strong attachments to their cur-
rent place of residence (Balloo et al., 2021). This aware-
ness can lead to uncertainty regarding the concept of home
– whether they have a home at all or regard multiple places
as home (Balloo et al., 2021). Various studies have identi-
fied social networks, relationships and (social) interactions
as crucial in fostering a sense of belonging among university
students (Dost and Mazzoli Smith, 2023), leading to higher
levels of place attachment (Moghisi et al., 2015).

In the German context, where relocating to another city
for studies is common (Infas, 2015), aspects such as place
attachment, belonging and home have received relatively lit-
tle attention. Furthermore, there are currently no studies that
investigate (1) the reasons why students choose a particular
university city, (2) how students who have moved to these
cities perceive the temporary nature of their living arrange-
ments and (3) the extent to which they develop emotional
spatial attachments to their university city. In this paper, we
will examine these three aspects and support our findings
with results from a mixed-methods study in two German uni-
versity cities.

3 Method

3.1 Research design

Our approach employed both qualitative and quantitative
methods to ensure a comprehensive understanding of stu-
dents’ perceptions of temporality and their feelings of home.
We used a standardised questionnaire that inquired about stu-
dents’ housing, work and study situations, as well as their
emotional attachments to their city. To facilitate participa-
tion, we distributed flyers and posters featuring QR codes
that provided online access to the survey in both English and
German. This survey targeted all students, including those
who relocated to the university city for their studies and those
who had been living there prior to commencing their studies.
This article will focus exclusively on the datasets of students
who relocated to the university city.

Additionally, we conducted qualitative semi-structured
interviews with students who had relocated to university
cities. These interviews provided further insights into their
decision-making processes, future aspirations and strategies
for establishing a sense of home. Interviewees were ap-
proached directly on campus and through social networking
sites.

Both datasets addressed the same core research questions.
The quantitative data provided a broad statistical overview,
while the qualitative data offered in-depth insights into in-
dividual experiences and perceptions. The alignment in the
content across both datasets allowed us to relate and com-
bine the respective results. Triangulating data from multiple
sources contributes to our understanding of the phenomena
under investigation and enhances the validity of the results.

3.2 Research area

With a population exceeding 750 000, Frankfurt am Main is
the fifth largest city in Germany within a polycentric city re-
gion in western Germany. It is also the fifth largest university
city, hosting over 70 000 students, making up 9.3 % of its
residents. Frankfurt is home to more than 20 state and pri-
vate universities, with Goethe University Frankfurt being the
seventh largest in the country, enrolling over 41 000 students
in the winter semester of 2023/2024 (Universität Frankfurt,
2024).

Leipzig, with a population of over 600 000, is the largest
city in a monocentric city region in eastern Germany and
ranks as the eighth largest city in the country. The city is
home to over 40 000 students, accounting for 6.8 % of its res-
idents. The majority of these students attend the University
of Leipzig, which offers a diverse array of subjects across 14
faculties and more than 130 institutes (Universität Leipzig,
2024).

Frankfurt am Main and Leipzig differ structurally in sev-
eral significant ways, and we anticipate that these differ-
ences will be reflected in our findings. While Frankfurt
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serves as a financial and service hub, hosting numerous glob-
ally operating companies (Stadt Frankfurt am Main, 2024),
Leipzig is characterised by innovation-driven sectors, in-
cluding research institutions, IT, media and the creative in-
dustries (Stadt Leipzig, 2025a). Both cities are grappling
with a tight housing market due to rising rents; however,
students in Leipzig still have access to affordable housing
(Stadt Leipzig, 2025b). In contrast, Frankfurt faces a signif-
icantly more constrained supply of affordable apartments in
the lower and mid-range price categories (Schipper, 2023).

By selecting two cities, we employ a comparative method-
ology that integrates both universalising and differentiating
perspectives. The universalising perspective seeks to iden-
tify commonalities between the cities, enabling us to draw
structural conclusions about students’ temporary living ar-
rangements. In contrast, the differentiating perspective high-
lights specific variations between the cities, uncovering di-
verse expressions of this phenomenon. This combination of
approaches reveals underlying spatial processes and facili-
tates a nuanced assessment of their significance (Vogelpohl,
2013; Belina and Miggelbrink, 2010). In presenting our re-
sults, we will explicitly address differences when they arise
while adopting a universalising perspective where appropri-
ate.

3.3 Sample description

A total of 1010 students participated in the quantitative sur-
vey. Among the participants, 67 % (n= 673) had moved to
the university city in recent years. In terms of their temporary
living arrangements, 7 % had lived there for less than 2 years,
while only 8 % had resided in the university city for more
than 6 years. Additionally, we conducted 50 qualitative inter-
views with 21 students in Frankfurt and 29 in Leipzig. The
interviewed students had been living in their respective cities
for periods ranging from 1 to 12 years; however, the 12-year
duration is an exception, as it includes a student who worked
for several years between their Bachelor’s and Master’s de-
gree programmes. The students represent diverse fields of
study, including social work, education, sociology, political
science, geography, medicine, computer science, economics
and law. Some students in Frankfurt also participate in dual
degree programmes in collaboration with companies.

3.4 Evaluation methods

For the quantitative data, we aggregate several items from the
questionnaire, particularly those related to students’ living
situations and feelings of belonging, into appropriate vari-
ables. Our survey design incorporates nominal categorical in-
quiries and multidimensional Likert scales, which are recog-
nised as reliable tools for measuring opinions, perceptions
and behaviours (Carifio and Perla, 2007). For this article,
we use items from two different subject areas: firstly, state-
ments about the students’ living arrangement and, secondly,

items to measure place attachment (Raymond et al., 2010). In
analysing the data, we focused on the items related to place
identity and social bonding, as these provided the most in-
sightful findings. By applying these items, we can analyse
differences in emotional attachment based on living situa-
tions using ordinal logistic regression (McCullagh, 1980).

The guidelines for the qualitative interviews were struc-
tured around four topics: reasons for selecting the residential
location, type of housing, self-perception as temporary resi-
dents and feeling of home. The questions primarily targeted
individual experiences, perceptions and emotions. We anal-
ysed the qualitative data using a coding process facilitated by
MaxQDA software, which allowed us to identify significant
patterns within the collected data (Flick, 2007). This analysis
enables us to capture and understand the diversity of intervie-
wees’ individual experiences, opinions and perspectives.

Using a triangulation design (Plano Clark et al., 2008), we
merged the results of the qualitative and quantitative data col-
lection and analysis in equal measure to facilitate compari-
son and interrelation. This mixed-method approach provides
a rich and nuanced understanding of the underlying dynam-
ics and implications of the phenomena under investigation,
leading to a more comprehensive interpretation and explana-
tion of the research findings.

4 Results

4.1 Students’ reasons for relocating to university cities
and places of origin

An initial examination of the quantitative results revealed
that, out of 1010 respondents, 67 % relocated to their uni-
versity city in recent years. A closer analysis of migration
rates for studying in Frankfurt and Leipzig identified vari-
ations. Specifically, 59 % of respondents in Frankfurt (n=
307) moved to the city recently compared to 75 % in Leipzig
(n= 366). The average length of residence for students who
moved to the university cities in our sample is 3.8 years,
which aligns with the age structure (over 50 % between 20
and 24 years old) and study semesters (over 50 % are be-
yond the fourth semester). Interestingly, the average length
of residence in Frankfurt (4.2 years) is higher than in Leipzig
(3.4 years).

Based on the qualitative data, we identified specific rea-
sons and motivations for moving to the respective cities, cat-
egorised as study-related, city-related or person-related. Al-
most all students interviewed in Frankfurt cited study-related
reasons for their relocation, while the motivations expressed
by students in Leipzig varied significantly.

Study-related reasons for relocating to Frankfurt include
the university’s respected reputation and the variety of degree
programmes offered. For some, the opportunity to participate
in a dual study programme in collaboration with a company
was a decisive factor. Some interviewees highlighted their
preference for a campus university where all facilities are
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in close proximity, complemented by green spaces that pro-
vide recreational and social opportunities. Other reasons for
choosing to study in Frankfurt include advantages over other
universities, such as more favourable application deadlines;
the option to study with an “advanced technical college en-
trance qualification” (Fachhochschulreife); and, particularly
for international students, the financial benefits available in
Hessen, where tuition fees can be avoided, unlike in states
such as Baden-Württemberg.

Person-related reasons include motivations linked to
friends or family. Proximity to their parental homes and
friends is particularly important for students in Frankfurt, as
their families often reside nearby (see Fig. 2). As one student
noted in an interview, the short distance between his resi-
dence in the city and his parent’s home allows him to fulfil
obligations in both locations: “It’s very convenient that you
can always go home when something comes up” (F14). In
contrast, as many Leipzig students have families that live fur-
ther away, these students often mention friends who already
reside in the city as a motivating factor for relocating. Addi-
tionally, some students indicated that a partner who lives in
the city or nearby, or wishes to move there, influenced their
decision to relocate.

The city-related reasons mentioned in the interviews were
quite diverse, encompassing factors such as the city’s size;
available facilities and amenities; and its overall image,
“vibe”, and “hype”. In both university cities, students noted
the city’s size as a reason for their choice, describing it as
having “exactly the right size”. They also mentioned its sta-
tus as a major city with efficient public transport connections
to various other locations. Frankfurt students highlighted the
variety of banks and commercial enterprises as additional
reasons for moving, particularly in relation to potential fu-
ture job prospects. Conversely, Leipzig students emphasised
the abundance of green spaces in the city and its surround-
ings, with one student remarking, “You walk ten minutes in
one direction, and suddenly you’re standing in the middle of
the forest, and it’s absolutely [beautiful]; wild trees and the
river” (L4).

International students, in particular, appreciated the multi-
cultural character of both cities. Additionally, affordability
emerged as a significant factor. In Leipzig, low rents and
a lower cost of living were decisive reasons for relocating,
while in Frankfurt high rental costs were noted as a draw-
back. Interestingly, most students in Leipzig opt for shared
flats primarily for social reasons, while students in Frankfurt
choose shared accommodation primarily to reduce rental ex-
penses.

Other city-related reasons are linked to the distinct images
of each city. For Leipzig, the left-wing political scene and the
LGBTQ∗ movement play a crucial role. In the interviews,
students expressed a positive “gut feeling” (L2) and a spe-
cific “vibe” (L5, L2) associated with the city. One student
remarked, “I think . . . . it’s more of a vibe thing. It’s really
nice here, I’ve always felt really comfortable here and that

hasn’t changed to this day. It was a very strong good feeling”
(L2). Another stated, “I fell in love with the vibe of the city
straight away” (L5).

The analysis of the qualitative interviews revealed that stu-
dents who moved to Frankfurt found the study programmes
and campus more appealing than the city itself. Conversely,
in Leipzig, students are drawn to the city’s “vibe”, with the
study programmes being of secondary interest.

Regarding the primary focus of this paper – the tempo-
rary nature of students’ stays in university cities – the various
reasons for initially relocating may impact their intentions to
remain or move away after completing their studies. Specif-
ically, study-related reasons for moving likely suggest that
students will return to their hometowns or relocate elsewhere
after graduation. In contrast, city-related or person-related
reasons may indicate a greater likelihood of students staying
in the university city beyond their studies. Unfortunately, we
cannot quantify this potential influence, as the standardised
survey did not capture reasons for moving. However, we can
explore whether students perceive their stay in the university
cities as temporary; this aspect will be discussed in Sect. 4.2,
and the impact of this perception on their emotional spatial
attachments will be addressed in Sect. 4.3.

Turning to the second question of this section – students’
places of origin – the results again revealed clear structural
differences between the two cities (see Fig. 1). It is evident
that the families of students in Frankfurt predominantly re-
side within the polycentric Rhine–Main metropolitan region,
which has a population of nearly 6 million (Region Frank-
furt, 2024). In contrast, Leipzig’s monocentric structure and
smaller regional population result in fewer families living
nearby. However, the families of many students in Leipzig
still reside in the same federal state. Additionally, Leipzig ex-
hibits a somewhat broader catchment area, leading to greater
distances between students and their families compared to
those in Frankfurt.

4.2 Students’ self-perception as temporary residents

In the quantitative survey, we asked students, “Would you de-
scribe yourself as a person who only resides in this place for
a certain period of time”? This unique approach relies on stu-
dents’ own perceptions of their living arrangements as tem-
porary rather than predefined categories. The survey revealed
that 65 % (n= 433) of students who relocated to the univer-
sity cities perceived themselves as temporary residents, with
no significant difference observed between the two cities. In
contrast, only 33 % of students who had already lived in the
city prior to their studies identified as temporary residents.
This finding suggests that moving to the university city for
the purposes of higher education is associated with a greater
sense of temporality than is experienced by those who have
resided there for a longer period.
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Figure 1. Family places of residence for students who have relo-
cated to their university city.

To further explore students’ perceptions of this sense of
impermanence, we asked those who relocated to the univer-
sity city and consider themselves as temporary residents to
indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with four
statements (see Fig. 2).

The figure illustrates that students in both Frankfurt and
Leipzig share largely similar perceptions of temporary res-
idence. A substantial majority of students in both cities in-
dicated that the temporary nature of their living arrange-
ments does not hinder their ability to form emotional attach-
ments to their place of residence (Frankfurt: 63 %; Leipzig:
69 %). Furthermore, a significant portion of these students
believe that temporary living does not hinder the develop-
ment of friendships, as indicated by 71 % in Frankfurt and
81 % in Leipzig. This finding suggests that students can es-
tablish social networks even when they perceive their stay
as temporary. The slightly higher agreement among stu-
dents in Leipzig may reflect the city’s appealing “vibe”
and student-oriented environment, which fosters connections
among young individuals at similar life stages. Nearly all stu-
dents in both cities recognise temporary living as a preva-
lent practice in contemporary society, highlighting its signif-
icance within the student demographic. Nevertheless, over

60 % of students in both cities express a desire to settle down
in the future. Additionally, a majority (67 %) report a positive
assessment of their temporary living arrangements. Impor-
tantly, no significant differences were observed across spe-
cific sociodemographic variables, such as gender or age. This
lack of variation is likely attributable to the relative homo-
geneity of the student sample, which predominantly com-
prises individuals at similar life stages.

Future residential preferences also influence how stu-
dents perceive their current living arrangements as tempo-
rary. Among those who relocated to the university cities,
27 % expressed a desire to continue residing in their current
residence as they transition to the next stage of their lives.
Interestingly, this preference is slightly more pronounced in
Frankfurt (32 %) compared to Leipzig (23 %). Conversely,
32 % of students expressed a preference to live elsewhere,
with this sentiment being fairly consistent across both cities
(Frankfurt: 34 %; Leipzig: 30 %). However, a noteworthy dis-
tinction arises in the level of uncertainty regarding future liv-
ing arrangements: 41 % of students reported being unsure
about where they would like to live in the future, with a
lower percentage of uncertainty in Frankfurt (34 %) com-
pared to Leipzig (47 %). These findings suggest that students
in Frankfurt are more inclined to remain in their current res-
idence, while those in Leipzig exhibit greater uncertainty
about their future places of residence.

During the qualitative interviews, we asked students
whether they considered their living situation in the univer-
sity city as temporary or permanent. Definitions of “tempo-
rary” and “permanent” varied widely among respondents; for
some, “permanent” meant “forever” or, as one student put it,
“until I die” (L12). However, most students associated “per-
manent” with a timeframe of “for a while” or “for an indefi-
nite period”. Generally, “temporary” was understood as “for
a certain time”, with the specifics shaped by various aspects.
Ultimately, students’ self-perceptions of their situations as
temporary were influenced by temporal boundaries, aspira-
tions for the future and emotional attachments to their current
places of residence.

Interestingly, while the distinction between “temporary”
and “permanent” is fundamentally temporal, the duration of
residence is frequently considered less significant in the indi-
vidual definitions. Many interviewees associated their time-
frames with the duration of their studies, typically corre-
sponding to specific academic programmes – such as 3 years
for a Bachelor’s degree or 6 years for both Bachelor’s and
Master’s. However, one interviewee, despite being on a sim-
ilar timeline, perceived themselves as a permanent resident:
“As I have already lived here for 6 years and will probably
be here for at least another 2 or 3 years, I feel I have arrived
here and actually live here permanently” (L5).

The students’ aspirations for the future revealed a diverse
range of perspectives: approximately one-third expressed a
desire to leave the city for the next stage of their lives, an-
other third wished to remain, and the final third was uncer-
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Figure 2. Evaluation of statements to assess the impact of temporary living arrangements (participants who moved to the university city and
identify as temporary residents; n= 433/673).

tain about their plans. For some, the intention to leave is
a key factor in their identification as temporary residents,
as one student noted: “Afterwards, I would like to move”.
(L9). Many students view their time at university as a dis-
tinct phase that will eventually conclude, as illustrated by the
following quote: “Well, it’s temporary. I don’t think I want
to spend the rest of my life here; it’s a stage, but it’s a stage
of my life that is of equal value to the others” (L14). The
limited employment opportunities in their fields further con-
tributed to some students’ perceptions of themselves as tem-
porary residents, as they anticipated needing to relocate for
employment. Conversely, some students identified as perma-
nent residents due to the lack of clarity regarding their future
plans: “I think that as long as there is no specific alterna-
tive plan, I would say that I live here permanently” (L2). For
many, the transition to a more permanent living situation is
associated with significant life milestones, such as starting a
family or securing full-time employment.

Another foundation for students’ perceptions of temporal-
ity is their sense of emotional attachment to their place of res-
idence. As illustrated by the statement “I have arrived here”
(L5), this emotional “arrival” appears to be the decisive fac-
tor for many considering themselves as permanent residents,
even within a limited timeframe. For some interviewees, the
sense of being established in the university city signifies a
permanent residence that transcends temporal boundaries.
The process of building a social network and familiarising
oneself with the city also plays a role in this context. One
student expressed that they “already feel like a local” (F5),
while another student noted feeling “comfortable with the
fact that Leipzig is now my new home. I can definitely imag-
ine staying here for quite a while” (L16). These feelings of
place attachment will be discussed further in the next section.

4.3 Perceptions of place attachment, belonging and
home among university students

This section focuses on students’ emotional spatial attach-
ment to their university cities. Through qualitative interviews
with students who relocated to a university city, we ex-
plored their attachments, identification and feelings of home
within the city. Most students expressed attachment to the
city (place attachment), attributing this sentiment to various
factors. The most frequently cited reason for this attachment
was the social environment. As one student explained, “Be-
cause I have built up my whole social environment here. . . .
All my friends and girlfriend and, of course, my flat share.,
. . . I would say that makes me feel attached to Leipzig” (L3).
The presence of friends and peers appeared to play a decisive
role in shaping students’ attachments to the city. Additional
factors contributing to their sense of attachment included the
city’s amenities, such as recreational areas, cultural offerings
and specific locations like a favourite pub. A sense of belong-
ing as a student in a vibrant academic community enhances
this attachment, with particular places – such as the campus
– serving as key triggers for feelings of belonging.

Students who relocated to the university city often iden-
tify with the community, attributing this to various cultural
aspects. In Frankfurt, for instance, local customs, humour,
and traditional dishes – such as the iconic “green sauce”
and apple wine – play a significant role in this identifica-
tion, along with support for the local soccer club. For some
students, embracing these elements signifies their integration
into the urban community. Furthermore, students resonate
with characteristics commonly associated with the city, such
as its internationality, multiculturalism and vibrant “young
student population” (L24). In the case of Leipzig, students
also identify with the political environment as “a left-wing
stronghold” (L24) and its alternative cultural scene. This
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sense of belonging can be so profound that some students de-
scribe themselves as “Frankfurters” or “Leipzigers”. As one
student noted, “After 5 years, I would definitely describe my-
self as a Leipziger, as a Leipzig resident. I definitely feel very
comfortable here” (L21).

When exploring the concept of home, a differentiated per-
spective emerges among students. Many described their uni-
versity cities as home, viewing them as the centre of their
daily lives, which includes their physical residences. Stu-
dents’ definitions of “home” were often quite pragmatic, de-
scribing it as “where you always go and go to sleep” (F20),
“where my cell phone automatically logs into the Wi-Fi”
(F21) and “where you come back at night drunk and still
know where you are” (L27). However, the notion of home
is also influenced by the social environment. As one student
noted, “Home is often also the people and not necessarily
the city” (L25). Generally, home was associated with “feel-
ing good”, “feeling safe” and “feeling accepted”. In some
instances, students mentioned multiple “homes”, with their
family residence typically serving as a second home. The
term Heimat (home, place of origin) was often used to de-
scribe their “roots” (F15, L9, L19). For international stu-
dents, Heimat typically refers to their country of origin, often
linked to where parents and family reside. This connection is
imbued with memories and experiences, resulting in strong
emotional and physical ties to these places. Overall, the term
Heimat appears to convey a stronger sense of connection than
the term Zuhause, suggesting that Heimat is associated with
a feeling of being “truly settled” (L1).

Many interviewees expressed that their feelings of attach-
ment and sense of home have developed over time. A home
can evolve into a Heimat through the development of strong
emotional connections and the establishment of social net-
works. For some participants, their university cities have be-
come a Heimat, with one student describing it as a “chosen
home” (L1). In certain cases, feelings of home are accompa-
nied by a distancing from their parental homes, particularly
when the connection to that place is weak or diminished.

In the quantitative survey, four statements were employed
to assess students’ sense of place attachment, reflecting
four dimensions of this concept as outlined by Raymond
et al. (2010): attachment to the university city, identifica-
tion with the university city, perception of the city as home
and feelings of belonging to the university city. Figure 3
compares students’ emotional attachments to their univer-
sity cities in Frankfurt and Leipzig. Overall, the response
patterns are quite similar across both cities, with only mi-
nor variations in the levels of agreement. The findings in-
dicate that students who relocated to the university city in
recent years predominantly expressed agreement with the
statement regarding their connection to the city (Frankfurt:
77 %; Leipzig: 87 %) and their feelings of belonging (Frank-
furt: 72 %; Leipzig: 80 %). Notably, students in Leipzig were
more inclined to perceive the city as their home (76 %) com-
pared to those in Frankfurt (65 %). Across all four statements

pertaining to emotional attachment, students in Leipzig re-
ported slightly higher levels of agreement than their counter-
parts in Frankfurt. The most significant disparity is observed
in the statement, “I identify with the city”, where 70 % of stu-
dents expressed agreement compared to 51 % in Frankfurt.
This observation aligns with the earlier finding that many
students choose Leipzig because of the city’s overall “vibe”.
It is suggested that Leipzig’s vibrant, student-oriented atmo-
sphere, coupled with its diverse cultural and social offerings,
cultivates an environment that fosters a strong sense of iden-
tification with the city among students despite being tempo-
rary residents.

To investigate the impact of temporality on students’ emo-
tional attachment, the following ordinal regression analysis
(Table 2) compares students who perceive themselves as tem-
porary residents with those who do not share this perception.
Consistent with the qualitative data, it is evident that students
identifying as temporary residents report a statistically lower
level of agreement with all four statements. This finding sug-
gests that they generally experience a weaker emotional at-
tachment to their current city compared to those who do not
consider themselves temporary residents.

An analysis of the differences between the statements re-
veals that students identifying as temporary residents are
most likely to agree with the statement regarding their sense
of belonging in the city (−1.065) and their feelings of con-
nection to it (−1.131). However, they are less likely to
identify with the city (−1.152) or to perceive it as home
(−1.206). These findings highlight the crucial role of tem-
porary living arrangements in shaping students’ connection
and sense of belonging to their city.

Both the quantitative and qualitative results indicate inter-
actions between self-perceptions as either temporary or per-
manent residents and the feeling of being at home. A strong
emotional attachment strengthens the perception of perma-
nence and fosters an intention to remain in the city. Con-
versely, viewing oneself as a permanent resident can also re-
inforce feelings of attachment to the city.

5 Discussion

In the following section, we will analyse the results to ad-
dress our research questions. The first two questions explore
students’ reasons for relocating to the university cities and
their self-perception as temporary residents. These insights
provide context for the third question, which examines how
these factors influence their emotional attachment to the uni-
versity city.

Our findings indicate that the reasons for relocating to
Frankfurt are primarily study-related, while city-related fac-
tors play a more significant role in students’ decision to re-
locate to Leipzig. In Frankfurt, in particular, familial prox-
imity emerges as a key factor influencing students’ choice
of university city, a trend also observed by Hardouin and
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Figure 3. Student’s emotional attachment to the university city (only those who moved to the university city; n= 671).

Table 1. Results of the ordinal regression model (only those who moved to the university city).

Variables Place attachment statements

Attribution of the
temporal dimension of
the living situation

I feel connected to the
city (n= 669)

I identify with the city
(n= 668)

The city is my home
(n= 666)

I feel like I belong in
the city (n= 667)

Not temporary 0a 0a 0a 0a

Temporary −1.131 (0.163)b
−1.152 (0.159)b

−1.206 (0.158)b
−1.065 (0.166)b

Ordinal regression model
Model fitting information
x2 (p)

50.528 (< 0.001) 55.353 (< 0.001) 61.799 (< 0.001) 42.996 (< 0.001)

Linking function: Logit
Pseudo R-squared:
Nagelkerke

0.082 0.087 0.096 0.070

a Parameter is set to zero because it is the reference category. Standard errors in parentheses. b Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. Place attachment items were measured
on a scale ranging from 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Agree, 4=Strongly Agree.

Moro (2014) in France. Additionally, the broader social and
economic contexts of the two cities contribute to these dif-
ferences. In Leipzig, affordable rents and a generally lower
cost of living are decisive factors for many students, whereas
higher rental costs in Frankfurt were frequently cited as a
drawback. Furthermore, many students are drawn to Leipzig
due to the city’s “vibe”, which is closely linked to their sense
of place attachment. Overall, the influx of students is closely
linked to the reputation of the university and the image of
the city. It can be assumed, that the reasons for relocation
influence the extent to which students perceive their living
arrangements as temporary.

Regarding students’ self-identification as temporary res-
idents, it is noteworthy that the majority of those who relo-
cate to the university cities view themselves as such. Interest-
ingly, students in temporary living arrangements do not per-
ceive these circumstances as negatively impacting their emo-
tional attachment to their place of residence or their ability
to form friendships. However, qualitative interviews reveal

that the perceptions of what constitutes “temporary” or “per-
manent” vary among individuals. Some students identify as
permanent residents despite being aware that their time in
the city is limited, as they experience a strong sense of be-
longing. This finding contrasts with the results of a study by
Balloo et al. (2021) in the UK, which revealed that students
are aware of their temporary status in the university city and,
as a result, tend to avoid forming deep attachments. This dif-
ference may be due to structural variations in the housing
markets or expectations around student life and transitions to
adulthood between Germany and the UK. Another reason for
these differences in the emotional attachment of students in
the UK and Germany is probably that German students are
much more likely than UK students to stay at their univer-
sity residence during the lecture-free period (Kramer, 2019;
Smith, 2005). Nevertheless, many students associate mile-
stones such as starting their own family or securing perma-
nent employment with the transition to a more permanent
living arrangement.
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To examine the perception of temporary living arrange-
ments, we analysed various dimensions of emotional spatial
attachment to the university cities. The results clearly demon-
strate that students in temporary living arrangements exhibit
lower levels of place attachment and identification with the
city, a weaker perception of the city as their home and a
diminished sense of belonging compared to non-temporary
students. These findings align with previous studies in the
UK that differentiate between local and non-local students
(Pokorny et al., 2017; Holton and Finn, 2020). Importantly,
a strong emotional spatial attachment appears crucial for stu-
dents, as it is associated with increased subjective well-being
(Lee et al., 2015) and a reduction in homesickness (Scopelliti
and Tiberio, 2010).

The qualitative interviews further revealed that the con-
cept of home can encompass multiple locations rather than
being confined to a single place (Boccagni and Kusenbach,
2020). Students with multiple residences often report feel-
ing at home in the university city, aligning with the notion
of “polytopicity” proposed by Stock (2024). However, their
emotional attachment to their family’s place of residence
tends to be stronger, corroborating the findings of a quan-
titative study by Cicognani et al. (2011) in Portugal, which
investigated place identity and sense of community among
university students who had relocated for academic reasons.

Insights into the extent to which structural factors influ-
ence students’ future plans can be derived from individual
statements made in the qualitative interviews. These state-
ments revealed that employment opportunities significantly
shape students’ intentions to either remain in or leave the
city, as well as their perceptions of temporariness. Addition-
ally, the housing market, which students perceive as signif-
icantly tighter in Frankfurt, was frequently cited as a rea-
son for potentially leaving the university city after complet-
ing their studies. The influence of citizenship status on these
decisions could not be examined, as international students
were underrepresented in our study. Additionally, the qual-
itative interviews indicated that new communication tech-
nologies may influence students’ attachments to their living
environments, an aspect that warrants exploration in future
research. Integrating these dimensions into subsequent stud-
ies could provide a more nuanced understanding of how vari-
ous factors contribute to the development of place attachment
among students.

6 Conclusion

In this study, we employed a mixed-method approach to ex-
plore how students who relocate to one of two university
cities perceive themselves as temporary residents and the im-
pact of this perception on their emotional spatial attachments.
Our research is grounded in a standardised survey, and qual-
itative interviews conducted in the German university cities
of Frankfurt am Main and Leipzig. The move to a university

city marks the beginning of a distinct living arrangement,
making the reasons for relocation significant. Our findings
indicate that the students’ decisions to move are shaped not
only by individual motivations but also by the urban structure
and image of the university city, revealing notable differences
between Frankfurt and Leipzig. A key analytical contribution
of this study is how students themselves classify their living
arrangements as “temporary”, rather than having this clas-
sification imposed externally. This self-identification reflects
individual negotiations of place attachment, future planning
and the meaning of residence. A substantial proportion of
respondents describe themselves as temporary residents and
view their living arrangements positively. Nevertheless, these
students also express a desire to settle down in the future.
Additionally, we analysed various dimensions of emotional
attachment and found that students in temporary living ar-
rangements exhibit significant differences in their emotional
spatial attachment to their university city compared to non-
temporary students. Overall, our results suggest that percep-
tions of temporary and permanent living arrangements are
highly subjective but are simultaneously influenced by the
structure of the cities where students live. For example, stu-
dents in Frankfurt have developed somewhat less strong ties
to the city, which may indicate that they are worried about
being able to afford the city in the long term in view of the
tight housing market. These complex findings highlight the
necessity for a nuanced understanding of temporary living
arrangements and their effects on students’ lives. Such an un-
derstanding is essential for grasping the specific aspirations
of this demographic, which not only constitutes a significant
proportion of the population as a “standing wave” but also
includes many individuals who could potentially transition
into permanent residents in the future.

The findings of this study offer valuable insights for vari-
ous stakeholders, enhancing our understanding of how stu-
dents adapt to their university cities, establish a sense of
home and navigate specific living situations. For researchers,
our results provide a foundation for further investigation into
the dynamics of students’ living arrangements and their im-
plications for social cohesion and urban development.
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