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ABSTRACT 

     This study is a qualitative investigation of the role that social networks play in the adjustment and academic 

success of international students. With large numbers of international students enrolled on US campuses, it is 

important for practitioners to prepare, understand and address their dynamic needs. Based on social network, 

social capital and functional social ties integrated framework, the study focuses on how international students 

utilize social networks to adjust and for academic success. Data were gathered through 30 in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with international students. This study is important because as the increase of international 

students continues, competition for this population locally and globally has intensified. Competing effectively 

requires addressing the needs and challenges these students face. Social networks of friends, family members, 

faculty, and administrators address the different needs and challenges facing this population. Yet, few studies 

have investigated how the students utilize social networks. Despite their fundamental role in students’ 

adjustment and academic success, social networks have received little attention from higher education scholars, 

particularly on the role of social networks in the students’ adjustment and success. This study investigated 

social networks of international students in general, factors that facilitate and impede social networking, how 

different networks correspond to different needs, and ways in which these networks help the students adjust and 

succeed. The findings of this study confirm that social networks play an important role in the various needs and 

challenges international students encounter as they pursue their studies and as they cope up with a different 

environment. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

     Since the time of Greeks, scholars and students have traveled to the intellectually dominant countries in 

search of knowledge (Marion 1986; Pruitt, 1978). International students have been coming to the United States 

since 1784 (Hendricks & Skinner, 1977) and the number has increased tremendously over the years. This 

increase is due to the importance of the United States, the availability of good jobs in the US, unstable political 

and economic conditions in many other countries, and the availability of scholarship funds (Marion, 1986). 

Recently, the United States has been the leading destination for international students ahead of the world’s top 5 

receiving countries. In 2006/07, the United States received the largest number of international students 

numbering 595,874 which was a share of 20% worldwide. The United Kingdom hosted 351,470, or 13 percent 

of all international students worldwide. France and Germany each hosted 246,612 and 206,875 students 

respectively, or about 8 percent of international students worldwide. Australia enrolled 211,526 international 

students, or 7 percent share worldwide (Lewthwaite, 1996; UNESCO, 2010; Semenow, 2008; Green & Koch, 

2010). In 2008-2009 school year, the United States hosted 671, 616 international students, an increase from the 

previous years (Open Doors, 2009). At a time when efforts to counter global threat on terrorism have 

highlighted the importance of building ties and friendships around the world, US colleges and universities need 

a comprehensive strategy to encourage and enhance the ability of legitimate international students to pursue 

educational opportunities here. The international education student exchanges and openness are vital elements 

of long-standing US foreign policy, higher education, and economic interests. The benefits associated with such 

openness are immense and immeasurable. Openness to people and ideas from around the world is vital to 

American diversity, scientific talent and innovation. It is therefore important to draw a balance between being 

an open society that encourages students while maintaining security. As the number of international students 

entering US colleges and universities increases, worldwide competition for them is also expected to continue to 

rise. Continued US government visa and student-tracking regulations have impeded this competition, diverting 

students to opt for opportunities in the UK, Australia, Germany and France.         
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      In order for US institutions to compete more effectively, it is important to understand international students 

and the challenges they face. Understanding and addressing the adjustment challenges international students 

encounter and the role social networks play in their adjustment and academic success is important for 

competition, higher education, and US interests. While international students coming to the US are excited to 

experience a different environment, they face many adjustment challenges. Their adjustment challenges vary by 

country of origin, English language proficiency, and whether or not they come from collectivist or 

individualistic cultures (Constantine, Anderson, Berkel, Caldwel &Utsey, 2005; Surdam & Collins, 1984; 

Tafarodi & Smith, 2001; Wilson & Constantine, 2003). Major challenges international students encounter 

include general living, academic difficulties, socio-cultural problems, language difficulties, and personal and 

psychological stresses (Tseng & Newton, 2002; Lee & Rice, 2007). Trice (2007) found that international 

students often face significant challenges adjusting to the different culture, educational system, and language. 

Tseng (2002) found that international students’ challenges include adjustment to the US food, living 

environment, transportation, climate, and financial problems. Tseng noted that low proficiency in English and 

lack of effective learning skills to achieve academic success are examples of academic adjustment issues. 

Church (1982) and Zimmerman (1995) found that international students require different types of support 

including tutoring on language skills, housing, food, transportation, financial assistance, information, and 

friendship. These studies confirm that adjustment challenges are major problems that hinder international 

students from establishing social networks that lead to resources for adjustment and academic success. Social 

networks are therefore needed to counteract these challenges and to enable these students to achieve their 

academic goals.        

      International student adjustment is a major topic in the literature. Most previous studies cover the 

adjustment experiences of international students. Few studies cover the role of social networks in the adjustment 

and academic success of international students. Support through social networks represents an important area of 

focus when examining international students’ adjustment because such relationships help address the immediate 
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needs these individuals seek when they arrive in the US (Ying & Liese, 1990). Networks are important for these 

students transition, adjustment to the social and academic settings, and for their personal coping. Different kinds 

of social networks serve different challenges. To get appropriate help, international students establish and utilize 

appropriate interactions to access resources and vital information. For instance, social networks with co-national 

members help preserve cultural identity and to ensure a sense of belonging. Social networks with hosts can help 

with academic and professional needs. Those with other international students can address companionship and 

recreational needs (Kim, 1998). 

     According to Gao and Gudykunst (1980), social networks are useful for adaptation to a new environment. 

Ward and Kennedy (1993) noted that the quality and quantity of social networks with host nationals are 

significant across-cultural and psychological adjustment process. Olaniran (1993) found that international 

students experience less cultural stress when their network consists of host members with whom they develop 

close interpersonal ties. Besides scant coverage of social networks, previous literature tends to focus on 

international student experiences and offer solutions that have not succeeded despite wide use. These studies do 

not provide complete and in-depth research on social networks in a meaningful way. As a result, institutions 

have made decisions on services for international students based on inadequate assumptions and the notion that 

one size fits all. This study intends to close this gap by focusing on social networks of international students in 

general. This study also acknowledges that international students have needs that evolve and which require 

different networks at each stage.  

     Thus, this study explores the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of international 

students. My findings revealed that there are different types of social networks to correspond to different 

students’ needs and challenges. This study attempts to show how international students establish their networks 

and how they utilize these networks to attain resources for academic success. This study utilizes a qualitative 

approach to explore meaningful accounts from international students on their experiences and how the different 

networks they establish are utilized to address their diverse needs. This study also examines networks from both 
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supportive and non-supportive dimensions. This is important in order to provide appropriate intervention 

strategies that include encouraging networks that support students and addressing those that do not.  

 

Context of the Study 

Internationalization 

     In an increasingly interconnected and complex world, most US higher education institutions acknowledge 

the need for exposing students to cross-cultural experience through learning and interactions. The tradition of 

travelling abroad for adventure and knowledge is as old as learning itself. As a world center of information and 

technology, the US has become a major attraction of international students (Sandhu, 1994). Both students and 

scholars perceive higher education in the US as one of the best systems in the world (Johnson, 1993). 

International students from developing countries perceive that higher education in the US can help improve 

their professional opportunities in their native countries. As a result, the US ranks first among all countries of 

the world that host international students. For US institutions, hosting international students are economically 

and culturally rewarding (Sandhu, 1994), yet competition remains a major change to US institutions.     

    The context of this study is the higher education space and the US society in which international students 

interact with others as they pursue their academic goals. The academic landscape of international higher 

education has changed over the past 10 years. Increasing competition, commercialization, and cross-boarder 

delivery of higher education have changed the value of the tradition attached to exchanges and partnerships. 

The identification of education as a service in the context of GATTS and WTO in 1995 was an expression of 

the importance of this development (Alberts & Hazen, 2005). The US higher education system in particular 

attracts the largest number of international students than any other system in the world. In 2008-2009 academic 

year alone, the US higher education institutions enrolled a total of 671,616 international students. This makes 

the higher education context international. With globalization and the internationalization of the world, people 

are travelling across ethnic, geographical, national and cultural boundaries more frequently than ever before 
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(Altbach, 1989; 1991). According to Altbach (1989), higher education has become more international and 

international students are important and visible individuals of this internationalism. Research done in 

universities in one country has an impact elsewhere, journals are circulated internationally, computer networks 

provide immediate communication world-wide, scholars are involved in international networks and attend 

conferences, and English has become the international language, making it easier to communicate across 

borders (Altbach, 1989). The construction of international education as Anglo-American with English as the 

mode of communication has made the US an important destination for international students. Cantwell and 

Maldonado-Maldonado (2009) noted that in order to become global, institutions have emphasized the use of 

English language in instruction and publications and sometimes require students to speak English. Yet, such 

language orientation can exclude faculty, students and the diversity that other languages, such as Spanish bring 

to the academy.      

     The higher education context is not only social, but has been historically political as well. While the 

recruitment of international students to the US has a long tradition, the cold war rivalry between the US and 

Russia in 1950s shifted efforts to attract international students to the US. At the time, fewer students had 

graduated from science and engineering programs in the US, than in the Soviet Union (modern day Russia). The 

launch of the Soviet Sputnik satellite then proved to the US that they were indeed falling behind in 

technological development. To narrow the gap and overtake the Soviet Union, the US began to actively recruit 

scientists from overseas, especially Europe. Many of these scientists played a crucial role in the American 

technological lead.  Since then, the US has been committed to attracting overseas talent, including international 

students and has benefited from being the world’s major recipient of this population (Alberts & Hazen, 2005; 

Alberts, 2007). The competition to send a man to the moon became a political rivalry between the two 

Superpowers, enhancing the growth of scientific talent. Since then, international students have been coming to 

the US from different countries for various reasons. International students have also been going to other 

countries, but the US has remained a leading attractive destination. 
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Reasons for international students to study abroad 

        Why do many international students travel abroad for further studies? American colleges and universities 

have generally attracted international students to enroll to encourage international understanding and good will, 

provide technical knowledge to developing countries, broaden the perspectives of American students who 

interact with them and to increase institutional enrollment (Marion, 1986). These students represent the 

intellectual and social elite of their countries and frequently return to positions of authority and influence, either 

nationally or internationally (Marion, 1986). Cantwell, Luca, & Lee (2008) noted that push-pull models explain 

international student dispositions regarding studying abroad. Boyd (1989) noted that push-pull approaches 

sought to understand migration as the result of social, economic, and political factors in sending and receiving 

countries. According to the push-pull theory, people moved either because social and economic forces in the 

place of destination impelled them to do so or because they were attracted to places of destination by one or 

more social and economic factors (Boyd, 1989). 

      Lack of educational and employment opportunities and political unrest are some of the reasons international 

students leave home to study in another country. Knowledge of the institution in terms of culture and similarity 

in language is also a major factor for their mobility. Many of the students come to the US to learn English in 

addition to their programs of study. This is not surprising because English is becoming one of the major 

international languages besides French and German as described by Altbach (1989). Interacting with the hosts is 

important for English and culture learning. Surprisingly, when these students arrive in the US, they change tune 

and tend to interact less with host nationals. Researchers have attributed such change to simplistic conclusions 

that give the impression that international students do so by choice. Yet, complex circumstances to do with 

culture and language may underlie such isolation and may explain why there is less intercultural interaction. 

       International students also come to the US due to great educational and potential career opportunities. 

Altbach (1989) notes that international students and scholars are part of this knowledge, yet the education 

context is characterized by inequities that favor western nations over developing nations. Altbach stated that the 
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system puts countries in developing nations on the periphery at a considerable disadvantage. The very large 

majority of international students are from developing countries studying in industrialized nations. Once there, 

they study the curriculum of the host country, in the language and policies of the host country. This is one 

reason it is not enough to look at the benefits of international students solely on the basis of the diversity they 

bring. They also take away many elements of the host nation when they return through knowledge transfer 

(Altbach, 1989, 1991). Literature, however, seems to be one sided because it casts a blind eye on students from 

industrialized nations studying in developing countries. Cantwell, Luca and Lee (2008) noted that students who 

choose to attend universities in developing countries are often overlooked and the reasons they do so are 

therefore not quite understood. While this is true, developed nations offer better educational opportunities in 

terms of research and development, attracting most students to their institutions.  

 

Contributions of international students 

     The importance of international students in the US higher education should not be underestimated. The 

benefits international students bring to international education exchange, especially when they come to the US 

are enormous. International students contribute to the diversity of their campus by sharing their cultures, 

perspectives, language abilities, and life experiences. They help students in the home institution learn about 

different parts of the world and add different perspectives to classrooms. In addition to intellectual and cultural 

contributions, international students make a significant economic impact on their host countries’ economies.  

    The empirical evidence is apparent in the monetary contributions to higher education and the US economy. In 

2006-2007 academic years, international students contributed US $14.5 billion dollars to the US economy 

through their expenditure on tuition and living expenses. They also contribute to the economies of other 

competing countries. To Australian economy, they contributed AU$2 billion annually, over CAD$2 billion to 

the Canadian economy, and NZ$53 million to the New Zealand economy during the same period of time 

(Semenow, 2008; Ward, Bochner & Furnham, 2001). Monetary contribution is a very important consideration 
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for receiving US institutions when recruiting international students, yet it is just a narrow justification for the 

existence of international students in this country. The greatest impact of these students is not found in their 

monetary contributions alone, but in the unique characteristics they bring to US higher education system 

(Jacobson, 2003; Lee, 2007). They bring along a different set of knowledge. These students tend to pursue 

science and technical programs which are in high demand in the US. They contribute as research and teaching 

assistants for such and other programs. Not only do international students contribute to scientific and 

technological prosperity, but they also enrich the cultural diversity of the educational experiences of US 

students as well as enhancing the reputation of US universities as world-class institutions. The diversity they 

bring adds to intercultural exchange. For many American students, such exchange may be the first meaningful 

contact or relationship with a person from another country (Johnson, 2003; Davis, 2006). International students 

also impact diversity inside the classroom. In addition to bringing a unique perspective, they regularly fill 

under-enrolled science classes and hold teaching or research assistant positions (Johnson, 2003).  

      The benefits of international students do not end when they complete their studies. When international 

students return home, they potentially bring memories of a positive experience from the US. This can benefit 

US institutions by generating favorable publicity and possibly bringing new international students to the 

country. Most importantly, it promotes a mutual friendship and respect among people of both countries 

(Peterson, Briggs, Horner, Dreasler & Nelson, 1999). Altbach (1989) pointed out that international students are 

also important in the international knowledge system. They are the carriers of knowledge across borders. 

International students learn skills abroad and take them home or use them in the host nation. They consume 

knowledge through journals, books, equipment, ideas and create demand and take such knowledge with them 

when they return. Some remain in Western countries and become part of brain train, benefiting the host nations 

and contributing needed skills (Altbach, 1989, 1991).  
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Competition 

      While the influx of international students on US colleges and universities comes with great benefits, it also 

poses new challenges for higher education institutions. The US and its institutions have been losing the market 

share of international students. This is partly due to the absence of a comprehensive strategy for promoting 

access to higher education for international students. There are four factors that impede the access of 

international students to US colleges and universities. The failure of respective US agencies to prioritize 

international student recruitment, arduous visa requirements and student-tracking regulations, high cost of 

education, and the complexity of the higher education system in the US (NAFSA, 2003). In addition to these 

barriers, I would like to add the lack of strategy to assist in the adjustment of international students into the US 

as a means to ensure their academic success.  

       An effective strategy to manage the flow of international students is important because competition for this 

population has picked up in recent years. Such strategies may include designing effective strategies that attract 

these students and designing programs that are relevant to their unique needs. The top countries receiving 

international students have adopted recruiting strategies to garner a large market share to their advantage. All of 

the countries except the US have launched national recruiting campaigns on their central websites. They brand 

their efforts with slogans. France has a slogan that says “Choose France,” Australia has one that says “Live, 

Learn and Grow,” United Kingdom has one that says “Innovative, Individual, Inspirational,” and Germany has 

one that says, “Land of Ideas” (Green & Koch, 2010, p. 9). Each country has created an organization that 

provides information and varying levels of marketing activities. Germany’s (DAAD) German Academic 

Exchange Service has 64 offices worldwide, the UK has the British Council with offices in more than 100 

countries, France has CampusFrance, which has offices in 75 countries, and Australian Educational 

International has 25 offices in 17 countries. The US lacks a coordinated national strategy. The US department of 

state provides outreach through its 450 advising centers in US embassies (Green & Koch, p. 9). These efforts 

are aimed that attracting international students. 
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     Cantwell and Maldonado-Maldonado (2009) found that world-class higher education is vital to competing in 

the current high-tech global economy. Many international students apply to various institutions based on 

rankings and knowledge about these institutions because that is the only information that guides them. They do 

so by searching for these institutions through the Internet. Lee (2008) in a case study to understand international 

students’ access to US higher education found that the students selected research institutions based on national 

ranking and prestige. Cantwell and Maldonado-Maldonado (2009) noted that resources limit many institutions 

from competing at this level. Market-related research, partnership with businesses and other institutions all over 

the world are too costly for some institutions with scarce financial resources. Yet, international students tend to 

base their college choices to a large extent on rankings and the reputation of the institution, suggesting that to 

attract the brightest in the world, an institution needs to be among the top. This favors richer institutions.  

       Given new competitors, higher education institutions in the US are concerned over their ability to attract 

more and quality international students. After September the 11th terrorist attacks, the security concerns over 

international student visas are being supplanted by competitiveness concerns. Student visa debates have shifted 

from security to market-based discussions. Colleges are concerned whether the post September the 11th 

measures impede the entry of potential international students into the US education system. The ease and 

expense of obtaining a visa are important factors in a country’s ability to attract international students. US 

international student enrollment dropped after the events of September 11, 2001 due to increased visa 

restrictions and security scrutiny. The requirement for a personal interview at US embassies adds time and 

expense to the application process, limiting the number of new applicants. In 2009, the United Kingdom 

implemented the new points-based system and Australia has made it possible for international students to work 

20 hours a week, but has tightened policies enabling students to become permanent residents. The US and 

Australia have the highest entry/visa fees US$427 and A$331 respectively. Germany and France have the 

lowest, at US$86 and US$70 respectively. Such expenses may impact the attractiveness of these countries to 

international students (Green & Koch, 2010). Certain fields of study rely on international students. 
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     The fields of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) increasingly rely on international 

students and hold top priority with most research institutions. In addition, the US economy has shown a high 

demand for the skill-sets produced in these fields of study, and the STEM students provide a crucial link 

between the academic community and the labor market. With the easing of security concerns, many groups in 

higher education and the private sector are seeking to expand pathways for foreign students to come here. 

Legislation passed in the Senate (S. 2611) created pathways to citizenship for international students in the 

STEM fields of study (Davis, 2006; Johnson; 2003). These students now get at least two years of optical 

practical training while students in other programs get only one year. Practical optical training is a one year 

hands-on-work experience on a job related to one’s program of study available to international students. 

     Institutions both in the US and abroad have tried to compete for international students by addressing the 

students’ needs and challenges. On a global level, Lee (2008) found that there has been a growing trend of 

establishing branch campuses and use of recruiting specialists to increase the flow of international students to 

particular destinations. On a local level, the substantial number of international students in the US has generated 

new activities of dealing with international students. These activities include huge financial and human 

investments in recruiting these students, forming educational exchange and study abroad programs, 

internationalizing campuses, and marketing educational programs overseas. In addition, institutions have set up 

specific administrative policies, immigration rules, and college policies to regulate the flow of international 

students into these institutions. 

 

International Students’ challenges 

       There are increasing efforts to understand international students. The research on this topic has grown 

considerably. The courage, bravery, initiatives and ambitions of international students who leave their home 

countries to venture into a distant land away from their homes and families deserves admiration, praise and 

compliment (Sandhu, 1994). In the new culture, it is difficult for international students to establish a sense of 
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belonging because the culture and lifestyle may be at odds with what they are used to in their home countries. 

They have to make personal, social, and environmental changes upon arrival. The seriousness and severity of 

emotional pain associated with migration is real and traumatic. There is a general consensus that international 

students have more adjustment problems and fewer resources available to them than domestic students (Sandhu, 

1994). The sudden departure form family and friends to migrate causes a profound sense of loss and is the most 

painful experience for international students (Pedersen, 1991). These students suffer from status loss when they 

come to the US. Once successful in their native countries, they suddenly become vulnerable to numerous 

adjustment problems that produce a sense of inferiority (Sandhu, 1994). They lament their uncertainty when 

they will return home and worry about their future. A person’s self-esteem and self-image are validated by 

significant others who can provide emotional and social support in culturally patterned ways. Moving to a 

foreign culture deprives a person of these support systems (Sandhu, 1994). 

     Intervention approaches that have been put forward have generally not worked in addressing the students’ 

needs. It is time to gain a better understanding of the problems surrounding retention and recruitment of 

international students. There has been an extensive research on the needs and challenges of international 

students and yet solutions to these problems have not been addressed properly. Although international students 

are viewed on a positive note, there has been less effort in addressing their needs and challenges to correspond 

to such views. To provide a positive experience and ensure that the benefits associated with international 

students are reaped, campus practitioners must be cognizant of international students’ needs and challenges and 

actively work towards accommodating them. According to Tseng and Newton (2002), practitioners should be 

aware of several obstacles to international student adjustment. Some of the challenges are transitional in nature, 

such as adjusting to new food, climate, and types of housing. The greatest challenge is the adjustment to the 

new living and housing environment, language, educational system and climate variations. Other major 

challenges include acclimating to the socio-cultural environment, facing prejudices, and dealing with unfamiliar 

cultural standards. Finally, international students face the personal psychological adjustment which might 
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include isolation, loneliness, depression, and the loss of status or identity (Tseng & Newton, 2002). Peterson et 

al. (1999) warned that if these needs are not met, international students will not adjust successfully and their 

academic pursuits can be undermined. For instance, the lack of support has been identified as a problem for 

international students who are forced to create their own ethnic social and cultural networks in response to their 

exclusion from the wider US society. The friendships and comfort found in such ethnic communities are 

derived from the commonality in adjustment rather than the intended intercultural experience. Social networks 

play a vital role in addressing international students needs and challenges, which in turn leads to their academic 

success (Kim, 1998; Ward & Kennedy, 1992).There are certain challenges that are more challenging for 

international students to overcome and that can also impact their academic performance. One of these would be 

discrimination which they do not have control. Also, the passion, enthusiasm and expectations they had with 

regard to studying abroad can quickly turn into fear, distress and anxiety if the students do not fit in. 

      The large number of international students in the US and related issues such as retention, student 

satisfaction and academic success have created a concern for helping these students. Their presence and 

extensive activities around them provide a rationale for the study of this population. However, institutions of 

higher education in the US have not fully responded to the needs of these students. Cross-border educational 

literature for international students’ mobility identifies international student experiences, yet homogenizes and 

generalizes international students. These studies also have ignored the study of the role that social networks 

play and the few that do tends to ignore the complexity that exists in their social networks (Cargano, 2008). 

International students are members of network associations and communities that engage in cross-cultural 

exchanges, which make their social networks too complex to generalize (Cargano, 2008). 

     Those that have tried, lack the adequate strategy to address these students’ needs (Schram & Lauver, 1988; 

Parr, Bradley, & Bingi, 1992, Parr et al., 1992). The fact is that intervention strategies have been done by 

various institutions on numerous occasions to no success. One reason for this is that practitioners assume that 

international students are from the same backgrounds and thus their needs require similar solutions. While 
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researchers have consented that these students come from diverse backgrounds, they do not acknowledge the 

fact the challenges these students face are evolving and require different types of solutions. Social networks are 

important for addressing the different needs international students have. Different networks are needed as 

international students face difference challenges as they go through different levels of their education.  

      Support programs and services as well as social living environments can provide avenues for meaningful 

interactions for international students. International students can meet and socialize with others and learn about 

resources. Not everyone who interacts with international students is culturally sensitive. Each individual may 

bring to campus a unique perspective that includes bias. The bias could be to do with stereotypes others may be 

hearing about international students. Such interactions will help eliminate such stereotypes, especially with 

others realize international students are not who they are reflected to be. Lack of support has been identified as a 

problem for international students who are challenged to create their own social networks in response to their 

exclusion from the wider US society. International students on US campuses may have problems common to 

American students. However, there are problems that are unique to international students, such as language 

barriers, different educational system, cultural differences, discrimination, social interaction, living difficulties, 

and personal adjustment (Petersen, 1991; Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986). International students have fewer 

resources to establish informal social networks than American students (Leong & Sadlacek, 1986; Mallinckrodt 

& Leon, 1992). Participation in social activities can help buffer psychological and academic difficulties peculiar 

to international students. Their basic needs can be gratified through interaction with others. Interactions with 

campus social networks, such as students, faculty members, and staff helps bolster or maintain self-esteem, 

social identity, increasing social and academic competence among students. These interactions, however, 

require the willingness on those who have the resources to reach out to international students. International 

students may want to interact with other networks, but it is upon the other networks to respond in kind. It is not 

just enough to bring international students to an event, the socialization needs to also take place. 
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Purpose Statement 

       In order for the US to retain its attractiveness as the leading host country and for colleges and universities to 

compete effectively and continue to attract the best and brightest in the world, it is crucial to identify and 

understand the factors that affect the adjustment and academic success of international students. College 

administrators need to be more aware of the factors that affect the quality of international students’ 

psychological adjustment to university life in the US. Such awareness will help institutions identify the 

adjustment and social networks of international students, reduce frustration, disappointment, and provide social 

avenues that enable these students to succeed. They can also create culturally appropriate services and programs 

that bring diverse students together to learn from each other and about resources that are necessary to their 

transition and academic success. Thus social and academic integration of these students is imperative. 

        A key contribution of my study is on important differences among social networks and international 

students, and the way these students take advantage of the networks to address their challenges and needs. Thus, 

the purpose of this study is to investigate the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of 

international students. In other words, this study is intended to explore networks make the adjustment 

experiences of international students satisfactory and thus, enhance their academic achievements.  

       I focus on the students’ entire social network. This study will examine international students at a US 

university in the Southwest. This case study is important because it will inform practitioners in student affairs, 

administrative offices, and faculty members the importance of helping international students. Knowing the role 

of social networks will help campus constituents use the information to intentionally provide programs and 

social activities that bring diverse students together. Another reason is the hope that this study will enable a 

better understanding of how social networks work, how they can be utilized, strengthened and geared towards 

the academic success of the students. Ultimately, this study is to guide practitioners on how to best serve 

international students as they transition to campus and throughout their studies to graduation. 
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Outline of the Study 

    This dissertation is divided into six chapters. Following this introduction is chapter 2, which covers pertinent 

literature review of past studies on adjustment issues of international students. Most previous studies identified 

the problems and needs of student adjustment, such as social, cultural, and psychological issues. This chapter 

also covers various concepts related to social networks. Limited studies were done on the social networks of 

international students. A critique on past studies is provided at the end of the chapter, addressing the 

inadequacies of previous literature. Chapter 3 explains the theoretical framework used to examine this 

phenomenon. Chapter 4 covers the methods chosen for this study. Chapter 5 covers the findings of this study. 

Chapter 6 concludes the study and suggests implications for practice and further research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

      This chapter is based on major categories of appropriate literature related to the role of social networks in 

the adjustment and academic success of international students.  These areas include relevant literature on 

international students in the US, the adjustment challenges they encounter, academic success, social networks 

and college students, and deficiencies in the literature that leave many gaps.    

 

International Students in the US 

     The education of international students in the US has become a major activity of colleges and universities 

(Mori, 2000). Institutions value these students because of the diverse view points they offer to the student body 

(Wan, Chapman & Briggs, 1992). Literature on international students’ adjustment and experience is wide and 

tend to generalize the students’ needs, challenges, and intervention strategies. While it is not practical and 

feasible to provide a solution to every international student’s problem, using standard or uniform intervention 

strategies to address the needs and challenges they face is counterproductive and have not worked effectively. 

This study recognizes that these students come from diverse backgrounds and require different social networks 

to provide for their unique needs. Porazli and Grahame (2007) noted that the adjustment problems encountered 

by international students vary by country of origin, race, culture and language competencies. Previous studies 

on international students have primarily concentrated on adjustment and acculturalization issues (Cheng, Leong 

& Geist, 1993), and less on academic needs (Rai, 2002), and social networks (Maundeni, 2001).  

      Upon arrival in the US, international students face different challenges adjusting to living, learning, and 

socio-cultural environments (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2004). In order to better help international students adjust 

and succeed, it is imperative to understand who they are as well as address their needs and challenges. 

International students encounter similar transitional problems as domestic students, such as learning to be 

independent, establishing good study habits, balancing work, social life and studies, making new friends. What 

makes it hard for international students is that they have to adjust to linguistic and cultural challenges. These 
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problems may not be addressed by social support programs designated for domestic students. They struggle 

with English in both coursework and daily life, cultural differences affect social interaction and academic 

success. They report difficulties in comprehending lectures, reading, writing assignments, using unfamiliar 

vocabulary, dealing with different accents by both professors and students, and unfamiliar cultural practices that 

result in misunderstanding (Ladd & Ruby, 1999). 

     Although social networks are crucial for adjustment and academic success of international students, this 

topic is absent from international students’ literature (Fischer, 1982). A thorough understanding of their needs 

and challenges will inform strategies to effectively use social networks to address their different needs and 

challenges (Samenow, 2008; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2004). We can address international students’ needs and 

challenges by studying their personal relations, the context in which such relations are embedded and the ways 

that social networks shape the choices and constraints the students face (Fischer, 1982). Social networks with 

diverse individuals can enhance their transition, academic satisfaction, decrease stress, and provide insight into 

US cultural norms among students (Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Trice, 2004). When international students engage 

with those from a similar culture, they maintain their cultural identities and reproduce aspects of their cultural 

values and lifestyles. When they interact with those from different cultures, they learn appreciation and 

understanding of other people. Social support networks provide positive social, academic and non-academic 

experiences (Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986). 

      It is also important to acknowledge that most of the international student literature covering international 

students in the US is on Asian students. This could be because the majority of international students coming to 

the US are from Asian countries as demonstrated by the top ten countries where international students originate. 

The majority of the top ten countries sending international students to the US are in the Asian region. 

The following section covers who these students are, where they come from, what they study, the benefits they 

bring, where they study, and why they come to the US.  
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Who are they? 

    The US is the biggest host of international students from different backgrounds, with the majority coming 

from Asia (Chen, 2000; Zimmermann, 1995). Formally referred as foreign students, international students are 

individuals from other countries who are enrolled for courses and are admitted under a temporary visa to the US 

(Alberts, 2007). Most of them intend to obtain an American education and return to their countries when they 

complete it. In the past, the term used to refer to a student from another country was foreign student and today it 

is more international student. The label foreigner is a negative identity marker that undermines the nature and 

quality of intercultural interaction because the international student is considered distant or not to belong. While 

international students may not wish to be called foreigners and feel their presence serves to enrich the cultural 

diversity of the university, they may be forced to deal with situations in which other consider them as such. 

According to Paige (1990), international students are individuals who temporarily reside in a country other than 

their own for further studies. The definition of international students has become complex. A student may move 

from one country to another and may not fit this definition. For instance, a student may move from UK to 

Germany and the European Union may not consider such student international. This may be even complicated 

when one considers a student who takes online courses designed in other countries, while the student resides in 

home country (Paige, 1990). The prevalence of exchange programs such as ERASMUS in Europe means the 

majority of international students are exchange rather than degree-seeking students (Alberts & Hazen, 2005). 

     International students are considered non-immigrants. A non-immigrant is an alien legally in the US for a 

specific purpose and a temporary period of time. Non-immigrants are issued visas, monitored and tracked by the 

Department of Homeland Security. The three visa categories used by international students are F visas for 

academic study, M visas for vocational or non-academic study, and J visas for cultural exchange. The most 

common visa for international students is the F-1 visa, tailored for those pursuing a full-time academic 

education. Their spouses and children may accompany them as F-2 non-immigrants. To obtain an F-1 visa, the 

students must establish that they have an intention to return, been accepted by an institution in the US, sufficient 
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funds to cover all expenses for the first year, the scholarstic preparation to pursue a full time course of study and 

sufficient knowledge of English (US Department of Education, 2005). 

    International students are transient in that they are here for a temporary period of time during their studies. 

Sakurako (2000) noted that international students are a group in transition who live in a foreign country to 

pursue their educational goals. Most of them are at least 18 years old and are enrolled in higher education 

programs. Unlike immigrants some plan to return to their home countries upon completion of their studies. The 

students are often far from home and all that is familiar. These students are often homesick and making 

friendships with those they meet in the host country is one way for coping with potential loneliness and getting 

useful information (Brown, 2008). The majority of international students in the US are graduate students. Table 

2.0 below shows the number of international students by enrollment category for 2008-2009 academic year. 

Graduate students have outnumbered undergraduate students since 1980s. 

 

Table: 2.0. New International Students, by Enrollment Category 

Level           Count                    1-year % increase    2-year % increase 

Undergraduate  82136               20.4                      37.0 

Graduate            84828                               8.1                           38.3 

Non-degree           33496                                26.7                          214.4 

Open Doors, (2009) 
 
 
      The influx of international students in US higher education institutions has given an impetus to a variety of 

research. As international students continue to come to the US to study, the goals of international education 

remain as relevant today as they were many years ago. These goals are to broadly improve foreign relations, 

educational, and economic prosperity. Bochner (1982) observes international students in four different 
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perspectives: As a foreigner with special cultural learning problems, student adjusting to the stress common to 

all beginning students, maturing or developing person concerned about purposes, meanings and goals, and 

national representative sensitive about his or her ethnic background and national status (Bochner, 19820. 

Understanding the characteristics of international students can guide program and service design that address 

the needs of these students.  

 

Where do they come from?  

    US colleges and universities enroll the largest number of international students than any other country on 

Earth. In 2008-2009 school-years alone, there were 671,616 international students enrolled in US colleges and 

universities (Open Doors, 2009). While the US hosts international students from various parts of the world, the 

majority come from Asia. India remains the leading place of origin for international students with 103, 2060 

students, followed by China with 98, 510 students, South Korea with 75, 065 students, Canada with 29, 697 

students, Japan with 29, 264 students, Taiwan with 28, 065 students and Mexico with 14, 850 students. The 

number of international students whose places of origin are the leading four countries account for 41% of all 

international students enrolled. This remarkable growth of international students has benefited the US higher 

education system by increasing campus diversity, maintaining stability of enrollment, and sustaining tuition 

revenue (Peterson, Briggs, Dreasler & Nelson, 1999). Although the cost of US higher education is too high for 

those students from developing and poor nations, its colleges and universities offer humble scholarships that 

subsidize the education, especially at the graduate level. Undergraduate scholarships are also available on a 

competitive basis. While the number of these students and the leading countries of origin have historically 

varied in response to domestic, international, political, economic and academic factors, regional distributions 

have remained relatively stable since 2002/2003. The following table shows the top 10 countries where 

international students come from to join US institutions of higher education. India and China have mentioned 

leadership as the sending countries.  
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Table 2.1. Top 10 places of origin of international students 2008-2009 
_____________________________________________________ 

Country                                Count 
India                                        103,260 
China                                       98,235 
South Korea                            75,065 
Canada                                    29,697 
Japan                                       29,264 
Taiwan                                    28,065 
Mexico                                    14,850 
Turkey                                     13,263 
Vietnam                                   12,823 
Saudi Arabia                           12,661 

_____________________________________________________ 
Source: Open Doors, 2009 
 

    In terms of regions, Asia has been the leading distributor of international students, followed by Europe, Latin 

America, Africa, North America and Oceania. The following table shows the origin of international students 

studying in the US for 2008-2009 academic years (Open doors, 2009; Starobin, 2006). Table 2.2 below shows 

these regions in terms of the percentage of international students originating from there.  

 

Table 2.2. International students in the US by region of origin, 2008-2009 

Region                                                                                     (%) 
Asia                                                                                       62 
Europe                                                                                      13                                                                                                 
Latin America                                                                          10 
Africa                                                                                             5 
Middle East                                                                                4                                                                                       
North America                                                                    4 
Oceania                                                                                   1 
Source: Institute of International Education 

 

Where do they study?  

       While international students study throughout the US and its territories, they tend to be concentrated in 

certain regions and states. At the state level, California is the leading host, followed by New York, and Texas. 
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The three leading receiving institutions are University of Southern California with 7,482 students, New York 

University with 6, 761 students, and Columbia University with 6,685 students (Open Doors, 2009).  

International students chose these states and institutions for various reasons, ranging from presence of students 

from their home countries, programs of study, preference for certain institution sizes, and knowledge of these 

institutions while still in home country (Open Doors, 2009). This data illustrates the need to enhance 

understanding the experiences, social networks, and aspirations of these students. Table 2.2. below shows the 

top ten institutions in the US hosting international students. 

 
Table 2.3. Top 10 US institutions hosting international students 2008-2009 
 
Institution                                                                    Count                       Total enrollment  
University of Southern California                           7,482                                  33,747 
New York University                                                6,761                                      50,917 
Columbia University                                                   6,685                                      25,414 
University of Illinois - Urbana-Champaign                6,570                                      41,495 
Purdue University - Main campus                              6,136                                      40,090 
University of Michigan - Ann Arbor                          5,790                                      41,028 
University of Texas – Austin                                      5,703                                      50,006 
University of California – Los Angeles                     5,590                                      38,263 
Boston University                                                       5,037                                     31,766 
Michigan State University                                          4,757                                     46,648        
 
Source: Open doors, 2009. 

 

What are the benefits of having international students?  

       Students from other countries are an important constituency for colleges and universities due to the added 

cultural richness and diverse perspectives they bring to the academy (Tan, 1994). International students help 

host nationals understand other countries and the different cultures they belong and the native languages they 

speak. For instance, the student can share information on how he or she was raised, what is common in his/her 

country, and what type of food they eat and the type of education system they have. The diversity international 

students bring compliments the racial diversity of students in US higher education which has increased 
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significantly over the last two decades (Fleming, 1984). The US is a nation founded by immigrants and has been 

seen as a melting pot. The US growth as a nation is attributed to those from other countries who migrated here. 

The best and the brightest in many nations have chosen to come here as international students first, and then 

changed their visas to become permanent residents and citizens (Tan, 1994; Brown 2008). Thus, the US is made 

up of diverse cultures from all over the globe, which makes it a melting pot of people from different cultures.   

    For US colleges and universities to continue to take the lead in educating the global leaders of tomorrow and 

to capitalize on the benefits of international students, it is vital that higher education institutions promote 

international students access. While these students benefit US colleges and universities by adding to diversity 

and revenue, openness to international students is also vital for US national and global interests. When they 

return home, international students are likely to constitute a remarkable reservoir of good will and serve as 

ambassadors of human rights, rule of law, democratic and free market values that the US seems to advocate. 

      While international students continue to come to the US in large numbers, they face many hurdles trying to 

obtain immigration travel documents in light of new rules and regulations. International students have become 

the focus of media and research following changes in the US society after September 11, 2001 attacks. After 

these attacks, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) became part of the Department of Homeland 

security and changed the regulations for international students. Some of these rules include tougher visa rules to 

get into the country and a close follow-up of the student through a computerized system. US higher education 

institutions feared that they would financially suffer from these new regulations and international students 

would choose to study in closely competing countries, such as Canada, England, France, Germany and 

Australia (Poyrazli, S. & Grahame, 2007). Despite these concerns, a total of 586, 323 international students 

were enrolled in US colleges during the 2002-2003 academic year, an increase from the years before September 

11, 2001. This, however, does not mean that students from all sending countries continued to stabilize or rise. 

Students from Arabic countries dropped following strict visa regulations and scrutiny on their travel to the US. 

The table below illustrates this fall in numbers, particular those form the Middle Eastern countries. 
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Table 2.4. International students from the Middle East. 
 
                                     2000-2001                           2004-2005             % change 
 
Barhain                                         562                                                377      -32.92 
Iran                                         1844        2251        -22.07 
Irag                  155                 142       -8.39 
Qatar        463        290     -37.37 
Syria        713         498        -30.15 
Oman       702      354    -49.57 
Kuwait       3045      1720    -43.51 
Jordan         2187        1754     -19.80 
Saudi Arabia       5273      3035     -42.United 
Arab Emirates      2659      1158    -56.45 
Yemen     411       238     -42.09 
Source: Alberts (2007) 

 

     Also, visa processing in most countries was prolonged due to the new regulations, making the process 

discouraging and frustrating to students for these regions. In addition, some international students were either 

delayed or denied visas to travel to the US. The visa processing is often costly to international students, 

especially if they are not granted the travel documents. In the wake of September 11, 2001 attacks, the 

challenges international students confront have intensified due to the increased scrutiny they are subjected and 

the suspicion people from other countries are perceived in the broader community (Poyrazli, S. & Grahame, 

2007; Chapman, 2003).  The terrorist threat highlights the importance of building friends and allies across the 

world to counter those cause harm. While the congressionally-mandated student monitoring system is 

necessary, it must be enforced in a way that maintains the attractiveness of the US as a leading destination for 

international students without sacrificing national security and diverse benefits these students bring. Not only 

were declines recorded on individual countries but on the entire Middle East Region as well as Europe. Decline 

in international students has been followed by substantial losses in foreign income among various US 

institutions, particularly those that admit most international students. It costs more to recapture a steady flow of 

international students once the market share has been lost to close competitors, such as Australia and Canada. 
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Table 2.5. International students’ enrollment by region 

                                       2000-2001                            2004-2005                    % change 
Africa             34,217        36,100    5.5 
Asia                          302,058      325,112    7.6 
Middle East     36,858      31,248    -15.2 
Europe      80,584     71,609    -11.1 
Latin America    63,634    67,818    6.6 
North America      25,888    28,634     10.6 
Oceana      4,624     4,481     3.1 
Source: Alberts (2007) 
 
 
     International education provides an opportunity for cultural understanding and diverse ideas among host 

nationals and international students. The presence of international students in the mix presents an opportunity to 

examine the academic, psychological, and practical challenges facing them and the role social networks play in 

addressing these issues. Addressing these challenges is particularly important because worldwide competition 

for international students has increased and has become more aggressive (Andrade, 2008). Educational systems 

are developing rapidly in many parts of the world and have recently contributed to the decline in the US share 

of the worldwide flow of international students (Lee, 2008). International students from certain countries, 

particularly those from the Middle East have dropped precipitously in number and students from other regions 

may continue to drop. This reality can no longer be ignored and the time has passed when US colleges and 

universities assume they can continue to lead in attracting the world’s best and brightest. Instead, the US is 

likely to pay a price in scholarly exchanges and economically if institutions continue to ignore the concerns and 

needs of international students coming here. A competitive advantage is likely to go to countries that address 

challenges encountered by international students (Andrade, 2008). With the new immigration regulations and 

recent tuition hikes in the US following a slow economic growth, international students find attractive 

educational opportunities in other countries, such as Australia, Britain and Canada that have comparable 

education as that of the US to maximize their financial resources (Starobin, 2006).  
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     International students enrich American higher education and culture. The economic impact of these students 

to the recipient nations is substantial. In the academic year 2004-2005, international students paid about 1.5 

billion bounds in tuition and fees to UK colleges and universities. International students and their dependents 

contributed approximately $17.6 billion to the US economy during the 2008-2009 academic year. International 

students pay full tuition which helps subsidize many American students’ education. The reason for higher 

tuition expenses being charged to international students in based on the argument that the parents of American 

students pay taxes. International students also educate Americans on other cultures. This is important 

economically considering that the world’s economic growth is expected to increase in countries, such as China, 

India, and Brazil, which are cultures less familiar to Americans. The US must encourage the understanding of 

cultures in other countries if it is to compete in a competitive global economy (Semenow, 2008). 

  

Figure 2.0: Economic impact of internationals students on the US economy over 30 years.  

 

    Source: NAFSA (2009). 
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        The events of September 11, 2001 reduced revenues coming in from international students, but revenue 

generated picked up again for the remainder period through this academic year. The economic impact seems to 

have increased with the enrollment of the students, which has been steady except for few instances. The 

increased enrollment of international students means more revenue to the institutions that recruit them. The 

number of international students enrolled in American higher education steadily increased until 2003-2004 

academic year. That year saw the first decline of international students’ enrollment since 1949, reducing 

revenue as shown on the diagram above (Starobin, 2006). 

     At the state level, international students contribute millions of dollars to specific states.  

 

Table 2.6.  The Economic Impact of International Students on the Top Seven US states. 

State                                                                                              Revenue (US $ million) 
California                                                                                      2,756.7 
New York                                                                                                    2,230.1 
Texas                                                                                                             1,222.9 
Massachusetts                                                                                                 1,140.2 
Illinois                                                                                                             823.5 
Pennsylvania                                                                                                 820.3 
Florida                                                                                                            806.6 
Source: NAFSA (2009) 

 

     For many American students, college life provides an opportunity to interact with international students for 

the first time. The advantage is that host students do not have to go abroad to gain this experience. These 

contacts begin the process of preparing these students for diverse work environments and study abroad. 

Students who have had experiences with diverse individuals tend to adjust better and experience less concerns 

regarding culture shock. The presence of international students in under-enrolled scientific and technical 

courses often enhances the institution’s ability to offer those courses. International students also make important 

contributions to teaching and research, particularly in scientific and technical fields. Immigration opponents 

argue that international students compete with Americans for slots in the US higher education system and US 
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economy, as though the international education were a zero-sum game and any slot an international student gets 

is one an American does not get. They forget the diverse benefits these students bring to the academic table. 

The reality is that international students’ enrollments, teaching and research assistants also enable universities to 

offer classes to American students that would not otherwise be available (NAFSA, 2010). They also pay more 

tuition than domestic students that contribute to the institution’s operations especially at a time when state 

funding is diminishing (Andrade, 2008; NAFSA, 2003).  

     The US immigration laws and regulations allow international students to adjust their status to remain in the 

US and work temporary so that those with needed skills can work in the US economy. Although most students 

return to contribute to their countries, some remain legally in the US and contribute to the US economy. Some 

do both by becoming citizens of two countries, moving back and forth, and contributing to both countries. In 

any case, they contribute to long-term US interests (NAFSA, 2003; Gray, 2003). 

  

What do they study?  

     The leading field preferences for international include business management, engineering, information 

technology, math and computer science. US colleges and universities have a reputation for providing top notch 

education in these fields and many international students come here to take advantage of this education. In fact, 

many technically oriented programs have more international students than American students enrolled. 

International students contribute substantial revenue and knowledge to these programs. The backbone of the US 

technology industry comes from talented people who come from other countries to study and work for these 

industries. Their contributions imply that the US system of education could not simply function well without 

international students (Kagan & Cohen, 1990). Unlike domestic students, international students are under 

enormous pressure to do well academically in the US because of the large amount of money spent on their 

education by either their families or governments. This pressure is felt particularly by Asian students who make 

the majority of international students in the US. Chen (2006) found that the pressure for Asian students to 
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succeed stems from both culture and family influence. Asian families have high expectations of their sons and 

daughters to succeed academically to an extent of exempting them from house chores so that the students can 

concentrate solely on their studies. Such pressure is overwhelming to international students who are also trying 

to adjust to a new language, culture and climate. Due to the high costs, international students expect to do well 

in their studies. Failing or dropping from college is normally not an option for them (Ward, 2005). International 

students also experience difficulties obtaining travel documents. The regulations imposed on travel documents 

by the US government since September the 11th  give international students the negative impression that the US 

no longer welcomes students from other countries (Lee & Rice, 2007; Alberts, 2007). To obtain a visa, 

international students have to present themselves for an interview with consular officers in their home countries. 

This process often involves a long waiting period that may result in a delay or denial of travel. This is often 

frustrating to international students who may have spent a lot of money in the process (Hazen & Alberts, 2006; 

Borjas, 2002). These restrictions were imposed because several of those who were involved in the September 

11, 2001 attacks held student visas, suggesting to the public that international students may constitute a security 

risk. In addition to rules that apply to all international students, further restrictions have been imposed on certain 

groups deemed to be high risk, dependent on country of origin or field of study (Alberts, 2007; Bonner, 2002; 

Beyer, 2004) 

    After September 11, 2001, Presidential Homeland Security Directive, Combating Terrorism through 

Immigration Policies introduced procedures to scrutinize international students from certain countries who want 

to study or conduct research in sensitive science and technological fields. These restrictions sorted out which 

international students should be permitted to study in the US, what courses they may study, what research they 

should conduct, and how they should be monitored in the US. One of the visas subject to scrutiny is Visa Mantis 

clearance, which has been required for scientists working in sensitive fields, such as biochemistry or aerospace 

engineering. These students undergo additional security checks (Bonner, 2002). This process is mandatory for 

students from 26 countries, most of them are in the Middle East or predominantly Muslim countries, such as 



41 

 

Pakistan, Malaysia, Indonesia, those considered state sponsors of terrorists, such as Iran, Libya, North Korea, 

Syria, Sudan, and Iran (Beyer, 2004; Bonner, 2002). The screening to establish those pursuing scientific fields 

is conducted by the Interagency Panel on Advanced Science Security (IPASS) composed of representatives 

from US science and justice agencies as well as state and commerce departments. Some of the restricted 

programs included nuclear engineering and technology. These restrictions discourage potential students from 

coming to the US or encourage those who are here to return to their countries (Alberts, 2007; Borjas, 2002). 

The following table shows the top five US programs preferred by international students. 

 
Table 2.9. Top 5 international students’ fields of study 
 
Field of Study                                        Count                                               % Change 
                                                        2007/08                 2008/09                                                                                                                             
Business and Management                       110,906              138,565      -6.4 
Engineering                                                96,133                 118,980        23.8 
Physical and Life Sciences                         52,867               61,699         16.7    
Social Sciences                                           49,375                57,348         16.1  
Mathematics and Computer Science          46,313                      56,367    21.7 
Source: Open Doors, 2009. 
 

Why do they come to the US?  

       Despite drawbacks, international students continue to come to the US for further studies and other reasons. 

Studying in the US provides a range of benefits to international students. One of which is to serve as good will 

ambassadors to their countries (Andrade, 2008). Other reasons include the opportunity to learn a new language, 

gain valuable educational experiences, obtain a deeper understanding of another culture, and sometimes obtain 

employment in the US upon completion of their studies (Omotosho, 2005; Tseng & Newton, 2002). The 

primary reason international students come to the US is to get education and later pursue a career relevant to 

their education (Alberts & Hazen, 2005). Many believe the US provides a better education than that provided in 

their countries or elsewhere. The US provides attractive educational and career opportunities such as world-

renowned institutions, state-of-the art facilities and equipment, training with top researchers in the world, as 
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well as the chance to live and work in the US upon completion of studies (Lee 2007). The US also offers well 

established university systems, with variety of programs in virtually all fields. Given its large size and vast 

resources, the US offers international students almost every field of study they desire to pursue. One can study 

programs ranging from Russian history to nuclear physics. At the undergraduate level, for instance, programs 

exist in traditional as well as professional fields. At the graduate level, students have the opportunity to work 

directly with renowned scholars in their field of study, with the chance to become involved in exclusive 

research and teaching opportunities. Some US colleges and universities stress broad educational principles, 

others emphasize practical, employment-related skills, and still others specialize in the arts, sciences and 

technical fields. Practical experiences acquired in college are useful and offer a competitive edge (Andrade, 

2008; Alberts & Hazen, 2005).  

       More important to the large number of institutions, however, is the quality of these academic bodies. The 

US higher education institutions emphasize quality and tend to offer a better education than other institutions 

around the world. For instance, the world’s leading institutions such as Stanford, Harvard, Cornell, Yale, John 

Hopkins, Princeton, and Massachusetts Institute of Technology are located in the US (Altbach, 1989; Bartell, 

2003; Cummings & So, 1985). These institutions draw the brightest students from all over the world who desire 

to attend prestigious colleges and universities.  

       Besides offering top-notch education programs with well educated research and teaching faculty, US 

colleges and universities offer resourceful avenues for research. The research at many of these institutions is 

cutting-edge and often published in journals worldwide. Many of the professors in these institutions are leading 

authorities in their fields and their scholarly work attracts grants to the institution (Rao, 1995).     

      Accreditation is a process that has been implemented in the US for a while. Other institutions recognize 

their higher education institutions based on the US model. In addition, US colleges and universities are some of 

the leading in the world and other international students model based on the US system. This plays a role today 

in helping the US to have a better international position. The increase in private institutions around the world is 
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a case in point. These institutions sometimes form partnership with US institutions that are accredited to make 

their degrees credible. Most US colleges and universities’ degrees are globally recognized for their reputation, 

competitiveness, and legitimacy. A degree or certificate from a college or university is less useful if it is not 

legitimized by employers, other institutions or field authorities. These degrees are considered legitimate partly 

because most US Colleges and universities are awarded professional accreditation by different governing 

bodies. The institutions have to earn their accreditations by meeting certain criteria and going through a 

rigorous process, helping ensure a relatively quality education (Rao, 1995; Bartell, 2003; Altbach, 1989). Many 

international students come to capitalize on these programs, especially those from countries whose higher 

education systems are not well developed and have not been accredited (Altbach, 1989). 

        To better prepare students for the current information society, the US has integrated a cutting-edge 

technology into its college and university system. Universities and colleges in the US pride themselves on being 

at the forefront of technology, research and techniques. Even if a field of study does not involve science and 

engineering, there are usually opportunities to conduct research, obtain and process information, and connect 

with researchers, teachers, and experts in one’s field of study. Specialized technology such as in medical 

equipment and nano-technology allow students to maximize their potential and gain marketable global 

experience. Students at the graduate level gain valuable experience and tuition waiver by getting   involved in 

teaching and research. Colleges and universities utilize international students because they contribute new skills 

and ideas, especially in much needed technical fields (Feldman, Feller, Bercovits, & Burton, 2002; Alberts & 

Hazen, 2005).   

        Besides offering advanced technology, the US higher education is flexible. Such flexibility allows students 

to move from one institution to the other through transfer of credits. The college system utilizes credit units that 

make this transfer process seamless and available. For international students, this flexibility allows them to 

choose degree programs and courses they wish to take each semester unlike in some countries where these 

options are chosen for them. The US immigration laws require international students to stay in one institution 
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for at least a year before they can transfer to another. Such flexibility allows them to transfer credits and move 

to institutions they prefer and that are also cheaper. Although many programs are highly structured and specific 

coursework requirements must be met, there is generally flexibility and a wide variety of courses to fulfill such 

expectations. For example, liberal arts coursework for an undergraduate program include subjects in languages 

and history, but students still have several options to choose within other fields. When international students 

pursue graduate degree programs, they are able to choose subjects that meet specific academic goals important 

to their careers and relevant to the needs of their home countries (Feldman, Feller, Bercovits, & Burton, 2002). 

     The US also offers cultural and global experiences to both domestic and international students. When 

international students arrive in the US, they are exposed to a multi-cultural experience of students from all over 

the world. Some of these students have negative preconceived notions of the host nation. Others expect 

Americans to be hospitable, welcoming, friendly, kind, generous and accepting of foreigners. By coming here, 

international students get the opportunity to learn the US way of life and some of them adopt and take home 

these cultural experiences. International students also broaden their cultural and educational experiences by 

getting involved in a variety of clubs and organizations on campus. They get the opportunity to interact with 

other international students some of whom are their co-nationals. The variety of academic, cultural, and athletic 

activities add new dimensions to their experiences and adjustment. The students can take away these 

experiences when they return home (Gibson, 1984; Banks, 1995’ Alberts & Hazen, 2005).  

      The presence of international students can also shape classroom curriculum and discussion discourse. The 

US institutional administrators have come to realize they can no longer focus on just geographical areas while 

teaching. They now emphasize more comprehensive and global curriculum that focuses the subject matter on 

global issues.  Designing the curriculum to focus on the global aspects of each subject better prepares students 

to see things from a global perspective. Consequently, diverse class discussions allow students an opportunity to 

understand each other, appreciate other cultures and different viewpoints (Tseng & Newton, 2002).  
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     The other reason is the availability of funding. Funding in the US is far better than those available in their 

respective home countries (Alberts & Hazen, 2005).       

      Financial aid is one other reason that attracts international students to the US in terms of scholarships and 

assistantships. The Fulbright program sponsored by US Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural Affairs has attracted many international students. Approximately 294, 000 students, 111,000 from the 

US and 183, 000 from other countries have participated in the program since its inception more than 60 years 

ago. International students also benefit from campus based financial aid. Campus funding options include 

fellowships, scholarships, research, graduate, or teaching assistantships, and on-campus employment as a 

Residence Hall Advisor or Administrative Assistant. International students can also apply for loan schemes. 

This is less common because most loan schemes require US citizenship or co-signatures. Financial support for 

international students is typically reserved for graduate students. According to Open Doors 2004-2005, 25% of 

all international students relied primarily on graduate assistantships and research grants. Of this, 44% of 

graduate students received the aid and 9% of undergraduates received such support. Very few regions in the 

world offer such type of help, providing US colleges a competitive edge (Samenow, 2008; Green & Koch, 

2010). Although Australia, UK, Germany, and France have made considerable efforts relative to the size of 

their higher education systems, the US remains the top investor. The UK offers 1,885 Chevening scholarships 

(US$48 million), Australia offers 1000 Development Scholarships (US$85 million). France and Germany each 

provide a total of approximately 100 million pounds (US$150 million) (Green & Koch, 2010, p. 9). 

     Another important attraction of the US system is the diversity it offers in terms of cultures and nationalities. 

Students contribute to the diversity of campus by sharing their cultures, perspectives, language abilities, and life 

experiences. International students from many different nationalities come to the US to study. Their presence 

enriches cultural understanding among international as well as domestic students when they share cultural 

perspectives, languages, and stories about their homelands. Also, the US is a multi-ethnic society. This provides 

an avenue to meet students and learn about the different sub-cultures that make the US a melting pot of different 
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people. These attract many international students to the US system as well (Semenow, 2008). These attributes 

attract international students to US colleges and universities. In the following section, I discuss language and 

communication as vital to international students’ adjustment and success.  

 

Language and Communication 

     Language proficiency and communication are two components required for academic success. Language is 

the primary means individuals use to socialize with others. Competence in communication by use of English is 

important for adjustment and academic success of international students.  Through communication, people can 

convey information and maintain relationships (Miyamoto & Shwarz, 2005). The way people relate to each 

other is based on communication and language (Cheng, 2004). Language differences are powerful factors that 

influence relationships between people from diverse backgrounds (Miyamoto & Shwarz, 2005). Language 

barriers impede communication, making it difficult to communicate with another person (Collins, Cullette & 

Schenpf, 2004). Cheng (2004) stated that misinterpretation in communication can be a barrier to understanding 

and expressing ideas with individuals of other ethnicities and nationalities. Unique cultural norms and can 

hinder communication and make it difficult for individuals to form and maintain interpersonal relationships. 

Communication takes place when both parties understand what has been said (Cheng, 2004; Furgusion & 

Candib, 2002 

       International students present researchers and educators with a particularly difficult task because they come 

from different countries and differ with regards to language ability and English proficiency. Previous studies 

have shown that language proficiency is highly correlated with international students’ academic performance 

and adjustment (Stoynoff, 1997). These studies demonstrate that proficiency in English language is extremely 

important for coping with many issues the students encounter. A majority of international students arrive from 

countries where English is not the first language and require extra time to read their textbooks, write papers or 

speak during presentations (Xu, 1991). Because many of them find it difficult to grasp the English language, 
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they encounter challenges understanding the various accents of the host students and instructors, different 

teaching styles, and appropriate interaction skills (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998, Tseng & Newton, 2002). Parr, 

Bradley and Bingi (1991) found that one of the most prevalent concerns among international students was their 

ability to speak the English language. Not only is fluency in host language essential, but an understanding of 

non-verbal communication is necessary for interaction with the hosts, academic staff and international student 

advisors (Somenow, 2008). A lack of proficiency with English language is one of the greatest problems facing 

international students (Selberg, Choi, Ritsma & Jolly, 1994).       

    The students’ ability to develop and achieve confidence with communication in English language is critical to 

their overall adjustment and academic success, including socializing with others, completing class assignments, 

and finding employment (Heggins & Jerlando, 2003). Proficiency in spoken and written English is the greatest 

contributing factor toward the academic success of international students and it is the major determinant of the 

students’ adjustment more than age, gender, marital status or education level (Misra et al., 2003). Incompetence 

in English has been identified as the reason for the students’ lack of participation in class discussions, the 

motivation to ask questions, and full participation in tutorials (Barker, Child, Gallois & Gallan, 1991). 

One of the motivations for international students to come to the US is to learn English. This is because the 

Western culture and English language dominate the global scene. International students’ families recognize this 

and send their daughters and sons abroad to learn the language.  English is related to both social contacts with 

the hosts as well as psychological adjustment (Kagan & Cohen, 1990). English language skills and competence 

are also vital for cultural adjustment (Yen & Inose, 2003). 

      The importance of English language proficiency is illustrated by the increased use of standardized exams to 

make admission decisions. The Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) is the most commonly used 

measure of English proficiency and readiness for international students to begin their academic programs (Xu, 

1991). Although international students are required to demonstrate a minimum proficiency through scores on 

the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) to attend American institutions, not all of them have 
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practical or conversational usage of English.  For those who have not mastered the language prior to coming to 

the US passing the exam is insufficient and academic work loads could be incredibly tough for them (Stoyoff, 

1997). To do these tests, international students are taught how to pass the test rather than how to understand and 

communicate in practical ways that require coping with fast-talking hosts or learning the non-verbal cues. Even 

those who come from countries where English is an official language and who have done their education in 

English still struggle with the accent and learning different speaking styles. This means the English learning 

should encompass appropriate accents, non-verbal cues and idioms in order for international students to be 

competent communicators with the hosts and educators (Stoyoff, 1997). 

      International student adjustment happens at varying levels of the students’ English competencies. Some 

international students come to the US with intermediate English abilities whereas others come here as beginners 

to attend English as a Second Language (ESL) classes (Stoyoff, 1997). Many studies have shown that 

international students perceive their limited English language ability as problematic (Heggins & Jackson, 2003). 

Inadequate English and associated lack of confidence in self-expression have multiple consequences. For 

example, international students might require more time than their classmates to accomplish learning tasks 

(Heggins & Jackson, 2003), might find it difficult to participate in class discussions (Beaver & Tuck, 1998), and 

may have problems taking notes, writing papers, answering questions, writing assignments, and concentrating 

on lectures (Heggins & Jackson, 2003). Due to language problems, international students may experience 

difficulties listening to lectures, participating in class, asking and answering questions, and during presentations 

(Heggins & Jerlando, 2003). Yen and Inose (2003) found that lack of English skills is likely to affect 

international students’ academic performance. Not performing well may require the student to reduce course 

workload. Yet, immigration regulations require international students to maintain a minimum workload. This 

option may not be available to them. 

      The usefulness of English language competence can be explained by academic performance. Poor English 

usage was an impediment to academic performance. Verbal study techniques and test taking skills were 
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influenced by English proficiency (White, et al., 1983). The English language competence seemed to override 

all other concerns and the students believed it had the most influence on their academic performance. English 

language proficiency affects academic success, the ability to adjust to a new culture,  and can affect social 

relationships. Those who were proficient in English speaking, reading, writing and understanding were more 

equipped to negotiate academic related issues (Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Poyrazli, et al., 2002). The length of 

English training determined adjustment and academic performance (Xu, 1991). As students’ confidence in 

English language skills increased, they were more comfortable building relationships with US students (Surdam 

& Collins, 1984; Trice, 2004). 

      International students themselves have singled out language as the biggest obstacle to their adaptation and 

academic success. Academic performance in the US requires expressing oneself in writing, presentations and 

participation in class. International students who are not proficient in English find it difficult and take more time 

to accomplish such class expectations (Stoyoff, 1997). Participants reported that they never had to do lots of 

homework in their home countries and some complained about doing home work on holidays and weekends 

(Selby & Woods, 1966). Being in-proficient in English can pose problems with regards to communication 

apprehension, that is, the anxiety or fear related to oral communication (McCroskey, 2004). Olaniran (1996) 

noted that language is one of the main sources of social difficulty among international students. Language is one 

of the first steps toward developing competence in the host culture’s communication (Olaniran, 1996). 

International students come to the US with a wide range of language ability. For some students, a lower mastery 

of level of English may lead to frustration when communicating with English speaking individuals. They may 

be treated as if they are less intelligent by professors and other students due to their accents or difficulty 

expressing thoughts and ideas. It may take them more time to study due to the difficulty absorbing the material 

in English language. If unable to read English, international students may also find it difficult reading labels of 

products, subscriptions and following instructions. 
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     Learning a new language is difficult, particularly for international students. The learning alone can cause 

frustration and anxiety, especially getting to know English vocabulary (Kanaiaupuni, 1980). Language 

difference is a major cause of problems, such as psychological, cultural, academic, and living difficulties (Kim, 

1988). The lack of proficiency in conversational usage of English would intensify both academic and socio-

cultural problems (Olaniran, 1993). Weak English speaking is also seen as a barrier to interaction in the 

classroom. Those with stronger English skills tend to interact with the hosts and educators better. Many 

international students shy from interaction with the hosts due to their inadequate English proficiency and 

accents. They preferred to speak their native tongue, even when working or studying in the department. This 

was largely because their relationships were with their co-nationals (Trice, 2007). Many Americans have less 

patience listening to someone whose accent is different from their own or one who does not speak like them in 

terms of using the appropriate slang and idioms (Lacina, 2002). To respond to this lack of patience, some 

international students may nod their heads or smile to convey that they understand what is being said even if 

they do not understand. Asking closed ended questions, such as “Do you understand?” may not be the best way 

to determine whether the students have understood or not. Asking the student to summarize or paraphrase what 

was said may be a good way to confirm understanding (Charles & Stewart, 1991). Previous studies have 

demonstrated that language is indeed a vital factor that determines international students’ communication 

competence, adjustment and academic performance. Being proficient in English is important to help counter 

many of the adjustment problems that international students face. English language competence is not only 

helpful in the US, but international students can use it when they return. Today, English is considered universal 

and an official language for some countries. In many aspects, the issue of communication traverses many of the 

adjustment problems that international students experience (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007).  In the following 

section, I discuss the main adjustment challenges facing international students that are relevant to this study. 

These challenges are important because they impact the students’ transition and academic success. 
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Major Adjustment Challenges 

         After arrival in the US, international students have to adapt to new roles both as a student and as an 

international student. They have more problems than domestic students because they have to adjust to different 

cultural values, language, academic preparation, study habits, and resources to meet academic demands (Al-

Sharideh & Goe, 1998). Language and culture are unique adjustment challenges to the international student. 

Maundeni (2001) noted that any stay in an alien culture creates problems associated with adjustment and 

changes of sufficient magnitude to produce psychological and physical challenges. Adjustment is the process in 

which the individual enters into a relationship with his or her physical, social, and economic environment 

(Tanaka, Takai, Kohyama, Fujihara, & Minami, 1997). Two major studies capture international students’ 

research. Marion (1986) summarized research between mid 1950s and the mid 1980s into five broad areas 

namely admissions and academic performance, interactions between American and international students, 

psychological and social impact of sojourn, relationships between academic achievement, attitude and 

adjustment, and international students after returning home. Church (1982) reviewed over 30 years of research 

on international student adjustment focusing on problems and barriers experienced by international students. 

Church categorized the findings into three areas: academic, personal, and socio-cultural. Church’s research 

consistently found language, finances, homesickness, different education, cultural differences, and 

discrimination as the most cited challenges facing international students. The majority of research studies on 

international students address adjustment, adaptation and satisfaction. Limited of these studies cover social 

networks and those that do are limited to specific networks that do not integrate academic success. Despite their 

contributions, international students do not seem to be receiving adequate services as they adjust to their 

surroundings (Yao, 2006). Many international students have reported that they have not felt welcome and have 

been treated like uninvited guests in the US (Tan, 1994).Thus, in order to better understand the role of social 

networks in the student’s adjustment and academic success, it is vital to highlight some common adjustment 

challenges and needs.  
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      Several stage theories exist to describe the process of cultural adjustment (Torbiorn, 1982). The most well 

known is Oberg’s (1960) four stages of emotional reactions related to cross-cultural adjustment. The first stage 

is the honeymoon state, characterized by the initial excitement, curiosity, and enthusiasm of the newly arrived 

individual. Sometime after the initial contact, the individual is overwhelmed by the difficulties associated with 

the new culture. Oberg calls this experience the crisis stage, which is characterized by feelings of inadequacy, 

frustration, anger, anxiety, and depression. In the recovery stage, crisis resolution and culture learning take 

place and the individual is better able to function in the new culture. Finally, the individual achieves adjustment 

and is able to enjoy and function competently in the new environment or culture (Oberg, 1960). Oberg argued 

that the early period is most stressful after which the adjustment difficulties drop and then vary overtime (Ward 

& Kennedy, 1996). These researchers suggest that immediate assistance and attention to the needs of 

international students upon arrival are crucial for their psychological adjustment. This research, however, 

suggests designing programs to meet these needs as if the challenges were similar. After all, many institutions 

are already doing these programs. Different social networks can address these needs and challenges that seem to 

be unique to the students as individuals and as groups. Some international students adjust more easily to the US 

culture than others, suggesting the need for variation in solutions that is, providing different networks and 

resources.  

       Kagan and Cohen (1990) noted that international students adjustment is a result of interaction factors, such 

as age and gender (Manese, Sedlacek, & Leong, 1988), marital status (Surdam & Collins, 19840, nationality 

(Chataway & Berry, 1989), previous travelling experience (Basu & Ames, 1970; Bochner, 1972) and culture 

distance (Babiker, Cox, & Miller, 1980; Ward & Searle, 1991). International students also experience more 

adjustment challenges than their native counterparts (Church, 1982; Maundeni, 2001). In addition to adjusting 

to the new society, they also have to contend with the reality of having left their social networks back home. 

These challenges include general living, personal, educational, cultural, language, and neo-racism. 
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General living difficulties 

      The challenges commonly encountered by international students include adjusting to foreign food, living 

and housing, transportation, weather, financial problems, and health care concerns (Tseng & Newton, 2002). 

Adjustment problems are associated to differences in climate, food, and living conditions (Church, 1982; 

Heikinheimo et al., 1986, Maundeni, 2001). International students have difficulty adjusting to the different food. 

Some students prefer to cook their own food rather than having meals in the dining halls (Perdesen, 1991; 

Selvadurai, 1998). Others have expressed difficulties with the temperature, especially those from warmer 

climates. Some students get amazed when they see snow for the first time and sometimes find themselves off 

guard when they are not prepared for extremely cold and warm temperatures. The heavy snow in some regions 

confines international students from warmer climates to an alienated life style by keeping them in their rooms 

most of the time (Lucina, 2002).  

        Another problem arises from the currency. International students often complain about how expensive 

things are in the US, especially if their home currency exchange rates are weaker than the dollar. Some students 

are frustrated with the high cost of health care and the mandates associated with coverage. For some of them, 

health care was a subsidized service. This is unfortunate because in addition to paying higher tuition and fees 

and for health care, international students are subjected to strict employment restrictions that deny them the 

opportunity to work off-campus (Perdesen, 1991). Shopping for furniture, groceries, and other supplies can be 

challenging for new students who do not have vehicles, let a lone a driver’s licenses (Kagan & Cohen, 1990).  

 

Personal Challenges 

      Besides general living difficulties, international students also experience personal challenges. Personal and 

psychological adjustment problems include homesickness, loneliness, depression, frustration, alienation, loss of 

identity and a feeling of worthlessness (Tseng & Newton, 2002; Lee & Rice, 2007) and fear of political 

instability in their home countries (Maunden, 2001; Westwood et al., 1990, Stokes, 1983). International students 
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undergo unique and diverse psychological problems with special concerns. When international students fail to 

adjust to new, challenging, and diverse demands, they undergo high levels of loneliness, depression, physical 

and mental health challenges (Perdesen, 1991). Loneliness can cause serious psychological problems, especially 

when one is trying to learn a new culture and language. Once they adapt to the new demands of the US culture, 

international students exhibit better academic performance and psychological stability (Perdesen, 1991; Poyrazli 

& Lopez, 2007).  

      Other personal and psychological problems include international students’ fear of becoming a minority 

group in the US, concern about their relatives and losing some of their social networks back home, and fear of 

potential cultural conflicts (Mallinckdrot & Leong, 1992). Another important factor that creates fear among 

international students is that of assimilation. Assimilation requires people from other countries or from ethnic 

minorities to give up their own backgrounds and become entirely absorbed in the culture and values of the host 

country. The assimilation position is based on beliefs in cultural superiority where the cultures, traditions, and 

values of immigrants are considered inferior to those of the host society. Assimilation creates internal conflicts 

among international students. By abandoning their cultural values and beliefs, the students may feel that they 

are being disloyal to their cultures and disappointing to the expectations of their co-nationals. These can create 

guilt feelings among them if they assimilate (Maundeni, 2001). International students are sometimes not sure 

how to make friends with people from different cultures (especially people of the opposite sex), and are 

confused about the appropriate ways to interact with people in authority in the US (Lucina, 2002). For fear of 

being unable to succeed or perform well in college, many international students develop anxiety. This is often 

manifested in experiences such as lack of sleep, eating problems, fatigue or headaches. These students often 

seek medical help when in reality they may be having psychological stressors (Pedersen, 1991, Olivas & Li, 

2006). Personal challenges could be detrimental to their adjustment and academic success, especially those that 

affect the students negatively. 
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 Educational Challenges 

      Most international students are in the US primarily for academic purposes and educational challenges 

remain a major concern for most of them (Lucina, 2002). Although international students experience multiple 

adjustments within the campus culture, navigating the campus curriculum remains a change for them. Academic 

requirements in the US are different from what international students have known in their native countries. For 

many of them, academic demands in the US are heavier, challenging and fast-paced. Classroom experience can 

involve roles that are not familiar to them, such as class participation, group activities and challenging the 

discourse (Misra, et al., 2003).  Factors that affected the academic success of international students included 

English usage, test-taking strategies, and classroom instruction (White et al., 1983). 

      Many international students come from education systems that value memorization and repetition of facts. 

In order to navigate the US system of education, they have to speak up in class even if their English is limited, 

challenge ideas of others, and write papers. Due to socialization in their native cultures, their class behavior may 

sometimes be perceived as perceive and shy. Lack of assertiveness is not so much rewarded in the US 

classroom. In addition, most international students are not proficient in English and often have problems taking 

notes, answering questions, and writing essays. They face difficulty adjusting to the various accents of 

instructors, students and different teaching and learning styles. Difficulty understanding class lectures makes 

them reluctant to participate in class discussions. They find test constructions difficult to comprehend and 

require extra time to read their textbooks. They are unable to articulate their knowledge on essay exams or 

research papers due to their limited English vocabulary. Poor English speaking is a barrier to social networking 

with native students.  

      Although some of these students may have excelled academically in their home countries, marginal 

competence in English can affect their ability to concentrate and understand lectures because they have to 

translate what is said first in their language. Developing communication competence is critical to their success. 

Other differences these students encounter include reading academic materials, crafting quality during class 
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instruction, taking tests, and participating in academic discussions (White, Brown, & Suddick, 1983). Research 

shows that interactions with university faculty and staff increases academic success in the first year of college 

for international students (Anaya & Cole, 2001). Assigning international students mentors and advisors may be 

a helpful strategy to facilitate initial academic needs and connections to other helpful individuals (Lucina, 

2002).   

      Asian students in particular struggle most to adjust to the US education system (Abe, Talbot, & Geelhoed, 

1998). The academic adjustment problems include differences in academic culture and learning styles (Church, 

1982; Maundeni, 2001; Westwood et al., 1990), the lack of proficiency in the academic language, lack of 

understanding of the US education system, and a lack of effective learning skills associated with academic 

success (Kagan & Cohen, 1990; Maundeni, 2001). Language has been a major adjustment challenge for most 

international students, especially those from non English speaking countries. They are often unable to articulate 

their enormous knowledge very well on exams or research papers due to limited English vocabulary (Kagan & 

Cohen, 1990). 

      Adjusting to the educational system successfully is important for these students’ academic success. 

Academic success has been defined in various ways in the literature. Academic success involves mastering a 

program of study while also learning to work with others (Chhuon & Hudley, 2008). Academic success is also 

the expression of the student’s own individual talents and skills as reflected in arts, music, science, technical 

and physical areas (Plama & Casman, 2008). Academic success can be a personal accomplishment in any 

academic or social activity that is meaningful to the student and ultimately the society (Serberg, 2007; Teese, 

2000). Thus, academic success involves a combination of an individual effort as well as social interactions with 

others to gain resources. It is important to acknowledge the varying needs of international students, help them 

through social and academic challenges, and support them to attain their academic goals. On the other hand, the 

student should attend classes, be prepared to learn, compete for top grades among peers, maintain a strong grade 

point average, and graduate with a degree within a reasonable timeframe.  
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     International students find class lectures and class readings challenging and tests difficult to comprehend. 

Certain students are not accustomed to receiving assignments for completion out of class, to writing papers, and 

to the norms about plagiarism. Some may not be aware that faculty members schedule office hours in order to 

help them with course-related challenges (Lin & Yi; Mori, 2000). International students may feel depressed and 

frustrated with these differences and due to culture shock. Some may miss important deadlines for class 

assignments if they are not accustomed to it. Some may appear to instructors as poor candidates for the 

programs that they have selected, especially if the students are preoccupied with other struggles. These initial 

impressions by some faculty members can be lasting and can influence the quality of student-faculty contact 

and academic evaluation (Lin & Yi, 1992). 

 

Language Challenges 

      Besides the education system, language plays an important role. A lack of proficiency in English language is 

the greatest problem among international students (Solberg, et al., 1994). Learning in the US educational culture 

brings issues of language proficiency, knowledge of discipline-specific vocabulary or conversational English, 

and differences on how to interact with students and faculty in class (Day & Hajj, 1986). Students with better 

language competence adjust better, socialize better, and perform better than those with poor language 

competence (Lee, Abd-Ella & Burks, 1981). Language is important for socialization, academic assignments, 

taking class notes, reading and understanding text books, listening to lectures, doing exams, interviewing for 

internships and negotiating aspects of a new culture (Solberg et al., 1994). One of the pressing concerns among 

international students is not only their inability to speak English in the US, but to use the appropriate slang and 

accents (Parr, Bradley, & Bingi, 1991). Competence on the language of the host country is influential to the 

adjustment into that community (Furukawa & Shibayama, 1994). Language barriers can negatively impact 

international students’ wellbeing and their ability to adjust to college life and learning regardless of their 

abilities (Barrat & Huba, 1994; Stoynoff, 1997; Yeh &Inose, 2003). For instance, Asian students tend to do well 
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in quantitative courses that do not require much use of English, but score lower in English courses and courses 

in which extensive English language use is needed. The lower language scores in non-quantitative courses and 

the English section of the standardized tests among Asian students reflect the fact that English is often not 

spoken in the homes of many Asian international students and is normally their second language (Has, 1988).  

      Knowing the language and cultural norms of communication is essential to socializing with others. 

Although the US has a long history of bilingualism, many Americans may not have the patience to listen to 

someone whose accent or language is different from their own. The English Only Movement exemplifies such 

impatience because of a misguided belief that language diversity often leads to language conflict, reinforcing 

such impatience (Lacina, 2002). The way US born students speak could discourage international students from 

seeking social networks with them. For example, an American student might say “Get out of here” which 

literally means “leave,” but the speaker might be using this phrase when merely joking. Miscommunication 

occurs when international students interpret the statement literally and feel they are not welcome (Lacina, 2002; 

Phonsuwan, 1996). 

      Spinks and Wells (1997) used the phrase “cool dude” to illustrate another example. To the American college 

student, this phrase is the same as “OK,” but international students may think the speaker is referring to 

someone’s body temperature (Spinks & Wells, 1997). This could be confusing to international students who just 

arrived. Simply put, if an international student does not understand such phrases and does not speak with the 

appropriate accent, the student may find it difficult to network and find friends. Yet, one needs to speak to 

others appropriately to establish friendships, fit in, establish a sense of validation, belonging and inclusion 

(Lacina, 2002; Perdesen, 1991).  

       Although international students acquire academic English so that they can function successfully in their 

college classrooms in the US, many have little acquaintance with language idioms and college slang used in 

social settings (Lacina, 2002; Herbert, 1981). For instance, international students who are not quite proficient in 

English language have difficulty understanding US accents, different teaching styles, and class lectures. Being 
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less proficient in English language, international students have difficulty listening, speaking, reading, and 

writing in English. As a result, these students are reluctant to participate in class discussions, group activities, or 

social interactions (Pedersen, 1991). Although many international students are concerned about their grades, 

they are often not sure what to do to achieve higher grades given difficulty in communication.  Thus, 

international students struggling with English language may not be confident in their courses and other 

academic work no matter how hard they try (Lucina, 2002). In the following section, I discuss ways in which 

social networks contribute to the academic success of international students. 

 

Cultural challenges and Personal relationships 

     In addition to not being proficient in English, international students’ unfamiliarity with US customs, norms 

and values make it difficult for them to build relationships with the hosts (Trice, 2004).  Culture plays a pivotal 

role in intercultural friendships (Gareis, 1995). For social interactions and meeting new friends, international 

students need to be familiar with US idioms, college slang and non-verbal behaviors appropriate to the host 

culture (Lacina, 2002). It is easier for international students to make friends with others from their own 

countries because they may share a similar language, lifestyle and culture. However, a new socio-cultural 

environment, language, and host country’s social values, behaviors and norms pose problems to them (Church, 

1982). Coming from the same region or country does not necessarily mean you share things in common. 

Students from certain parts of Africa may differ in the language they speak, the culture they practice, and still, it 

may not be easy for them to make friends with others from the same continent.  For example, students from 

what used to be French colonies in West Africa find it hard to interact and develop friendships with those from 

what used to be British colonies in East Africa due to English and French language differences (Lacina, 2002). 

       Learning a new culture that has different beliefs and values can be difficult. Socio-cultural adjustment 

problems for international students include experiencing a culture shock, cultural fatigue, difficulties adjusting 

to customs, norms, values, and lifestyles that differ from those of their home countries (Ward, 2005; Reynolds 
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& Constantine, 2007). The academic success of the student may be hindered by inadequate or slow adjustment 

to the host culture (Traore, 2003). Studies have shown that cultural adjustment problems can lead to 

psychological stress, depression, and anxiety (Reynolds & Constantine, 2007). Because the US is an 

individualistic culture, friendship is sometimes viewed as less permanent (Pedersen, 1991). Engaging local host 

nationals through workshops and programs that allow for understanding of the independent nature of Western 

culture, issues of power and privilege can support cultural understanding and sensitivity on campus. This way, 

an ethos that is more accepting, supporting and welcoming to international students can be developed (Boyer & 

Sedlacek, 1988). The reality is that these interventions have been done by various institutions without much 

success. The solution lies so much on the host nationals’ willingness to interact with international students 

rather than the mere programs designed for this interaction to occur. The following example illustrates a cultural 

impact on international students on a personal level and how unintended behaviors are shaped by culture. 

       International students may notice when they first arrive on campus that everyone appears to be friendly to 

everyone else. US students may smile, say hello and ask “How are you?” Although the gesture sometimes is 

meant to be a statement rather than a question, it may appear odd to the international student when the speaker 

does not wait for an answer, thus seeming rude and insincere (Lacina, 2002). US students generally seem more 

interested in superficial socializing than becoming long-term, trusted friends with international students. This 

behavior often discourages international students whose cultural backgrounds misinterpret the action as being 

unfriendly (Pedersen, 1991). For example, international students who come from collective societies to 

individualistic US societies tend to experience difficulties during interpersonal relationships. For example, a 

host student may walk into the classroom, by-pass a table occupied by international students, and sit alone on 

another table. While this is a typical practice and a privacy gesture in the US, it may be interpreted as being 

anti-social by international students from communal cultures. This illustrates that the concept of friendship is 

often viewed differently given the diverse cultural backgrounds of international students and may determine 

their willingness to socialize and reach out to others (Lucina, 2002).  
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        Cultural orientation also determines whether international students can seek social networks. Hofstede 

(1980) through a large scale international study found that countries have either a predominantly individualistic 

or collectivist cultures. Compared with international students from individualistic cultures, those from 

collectivist cultures encounter high levels of obstacles developing friendships with US students (Olaniran, 

1996). For international students, making friends with members of the host culture is just as important as those 

people who live in their own cultures in need of fiends for help, social support, and common interests (Argyle & 

Henderson, 1985). International students from collective or high context cultures, such as Asian and African 

cultures, face more obstacles developing friendships with host nationals, hence struggle more with adjustment. 

Those from individualistic or low context cultures as host nationals, such as Canada and UK find it easier 

making friends among host nationals and tend to adjust better (Olaniran, 1996). Individuals from collectivist 

cultures, such as Asian, African and some Latin American cultures, place more emphasis on indirect 

communication patters and maintaining social relationships (Yum, 1988). Asians represent the majority of 

students in the US (Zimmermann, 1995) and yet their socialization with the host nationals seems distant and 

superficial. This has to do with cultural issues. 

       In the development of close friendships, self-disclosure is very important. Self-disclosure is the process of 

revealing and sharing personal information about oneself to another (Matsushima & Shiomi, 2002; Kudo & 

Simkin, 2003; Barnlund, 1989). People do not communicate or disclose the exact same information to all types 

of friendships. American or Western friendships prefer affection, support, trust, honesty and loyalty, but they 

differ in the affinity for various friendship types that are generally not formalized (Gareis, 1995). US host 

nationals tend to treat friends as primarily for socializing, activity-sharing, and fun-seeking (Argyle & 

Henderson, 1985). US friendships along with other individualistic cultures prioritize self-concerns, interests and 

short-term reciprocity (Yum, 1988). US friendships formed on the basis of similarities and shared interests, are 

more vulnerable and susceptible to termination due to fewer expectations, lack of institutional ties, and 

available alternatives (Blieszner & Adams, 1992; Cramer, 1988; Sias & Cahill, 1998). Friendships in US culture 
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play a more social and casual role, which is different from the more long-term oriented friendships based on 

sincerity and spirituality among collectivist cultures. For example, US nationals are more open and receptive to 

contact with strangers (Barnlund, 1989) and tend to have many friends of low intimacy (Triandis, 1995). 

Individuals from collectivist cultures do not talk to strangers and tend to have few close friends. When it comes 

to self-disclosure avoidance, Americans do so to gain control over their relationships while international 

students do so to avoid personal hurt and problems to others (Rosenfeld, 1979). This illustrates that those from 

collectivist cultures care more about how their actions will impact others, while those from individualistic 

cultures are concerned about how their actions will enhance them individually. 

        Cases in point are Chinese nationals. Chinese people tend to communicate and self-disclose more to best 

friends than others for reasons such as inclusion needs, similarity in personality and interests, increasing 

intimacy, alleviating loneliness, pleasure and affection (Anderson et al., 1998). Self-disclosure is influenced by 

international students’ spoken English skills and openness to communication (Kudo & Simkin, 2003). 

Researchers have found dimensions of friendship to be trust, support, and helping behavior (Cushman & Cahn, 

1985). LaGaipa’s (1977) reported four distinct levels of friendships as acquaintances, casual friends, good 

friends and best friends. Johnson et al. (2003) examined friendships of three intimacy levels as casual, close and 

best friends. Finn and Powers’ (2002) research classified four types of friendships as per-unit (testing friendship 

potential), unit (friend), super-unit (special friend). This illustrates that communication elevates from relatively 

shallow to greater depth of personal disclosure as relationships develop. Taylor and Altman (1987) identified 

four stages of relationship development based on communication as orientation, exploratory affective exchange, 

affective exchange, and stable exchange. Self-disclosure depends on the context and the levels of relationships. 

This research shows that people engage in different levels of social networks. Some of them are close whereas 

some are distance. Regardless of distance, each level serves different functions. Close friendships provide 

emotional support and care during times of need. Distant friends can be a source of information not usually 

found in close friendships.  
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     The high-context collectivist communication styles do not place great value on verbal openness (Irwin, 

1996). Thus, international students’ self-disclosure is influenced by language barriers, spoken English skills, 

cultural differences, and openness of communication (Kudo & Simkin, 2003; Gudykunst, 1996). Topics such as 

studies, tastes, interests, studies, work, personality, attitudes and beliefs are generally appropriate topics in all 

kinds of contexts. Topics like body and money are more intimate topics and may be considered inappropriate in 

contexts where there is lack of equal relational intimacy. Discussing one’s body with members of high-context 

collectivist cultures may cause feelings of embarrassment, vulnerability, and discomfort particularly for people 

to who one is not close to (Cramer, 1998; Bliesner & Adams, 1992; Sias & Cahill, 1998). This is important 

because it determines to whom international students go for different levels of needs. These students often share 

basic needs with people who are close, such as relatives and those coming from their own country. On the other 

hand, they share general information with distant friends, such as classmates, workmates, and other 

international students. 

       Hui (1984) took Hofstede’s (1980) worked one step further by bringing cultural orientation to the level of 

the individual. That is, individuals adapt the cultural orientation of their own countries in most cases. Cultural 

orientation whether similar or different to that of the host culture determines the ability to acquire social 

networks. The more collectivistic a person’s cultural orientation is, the more difficulties they would experience 

adjusting to social and academic situations in the US where the cultural orientation is individualistic. 

International students displaying more of a collectivistic orientation had difficulties interacting with host 

students and preferred social networks of their co-national members. On the other hand, those students who 

have individualistic orientation value self over group and may not benefit as much from resources that the group 

provides. Students who experience social difficulties in the US will also have difficulties adjusting to 

educational system and might struggle in their academic performance.  

      There are situations where individuals may change from the cultural orientation which they were born. For 

example, a person growing up in China, a country that is traditionally collectivistic may possess individualistic 
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values and beliefs. This person may be uncomfortable in their surroundings and may decide to move to another 

country and endorse the new cultural orientation he/she encounters. International students in this study decided 

to move to the US because they admired the education system and some embraced the culture. Some female 

students from the Middle East and China expressed an admiration for the US culture and the perceived freedom 

associated with it. The change on individual’s cultural orientation is also to do with individuals getting exposed 

to other cultures they never knew before. Some individuals may be accepting of either individualistic or 

collectivistic outlook on life. For instance, international students from collectivist cultures tend to make less use 

of counseling services because they associate such help with seeking self-interests and those from 

individualistic cultures tend to use more use of the services (Georgas, 1989). Thus, international students may 

seek social networks based on their cultural socialization and orientation to serve different needs. For instance, 

international students from Individualistic cultures value self-reliance, autonomy and personal identity whereas 

those from collective cultures value interdependence, affiliation, and group harmony. These variations shape the 

way they socialize with others. Generally, Western countries tend to be more individualistic cultures whereas 

South American, African and Asian cultures tend to be more collectivistic cultures. Thus, an international 

student is likely to perceive those from cultures similar to their own to be more helpful and may go to them for 

help (Ostede, 1984; Triandis, 1995). This explains why international students prefer to seek those from their 

country for help over American nationals.  

      Redmond and Bunyi (1993) found that that British, other European and South American students were more 

able to initiate interactions and maintain interpersonal relations with US host students than Korean, Taiwanese, 

and Southeast Asia students due to cultural similarity. Furnham and Bochner (1982) noted that people who are 

new to a culture will not have been socialized in the rules and routines of behavior pertaining to that society and 

will initially be socially unskilled in the new environment. Culture distance leads to difficulty in adjustment 

which then undermines academic success. Cultural orientation shapes international students adjustment, social 

networks and academic success.  
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       College adjustment can be explained by the path model. The path model describes the relationship between 

cultural orientation, social support, and college adjustment for international students. Furnham and Bochner 

(1982) noted that people who are new to a culture will need to be socialized in the rules and routines of 

behavior pertaining that society. Individualism and collectivism orientation can directly shape one’s ability to 

gain social support networks. Moving from a different culture in their native countries to a different culture in 

the host country leads to changes in life styles which can pose problems for adjustment and academic success. 

Social networks serve to mediate these challenges and facilitate transition and adjustment of international 

students into a new culture. 

       Some countries exhibit predominantly individualistic characteristics, others exhibit predominantly 

collectivist attributes, and still others are in a period of transition from one orientation to the other. Individuals 

living in a particular culture adopt the culture’s values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors as their own. These 

aspects are passed on from one generation to the other reinforced by families, schools, and society. One’s 

cultural orientation becomes the orientation of its individual members (Ofstede, 1980). 

      Cultural values that shape individual orientation and behavior can be summarized by studies by Ho and 

Chiu (1994) who developed a scheme on the components of individualism and collectivism. These studies 

demonstrate how components of social organization differ among individualism and collectivism. The 

individualism components are: the individual makes independent judgments; people should mind their business 

and privacy should be respected; keep personal matters private; prefers to be alone; self-reliance; fulfillment of 

individual needs and interests; security is found in individual’s strength. Contrary to individualistic social 

organization, the components of collectivist social organization described by Ho and Chiu (1994) are: 

conformity to societal or group compliance and harmony; one’s business is also the business of the group; 

personal matters may be made public; prefers the company of others; interdependence and mutual help; actions 

are guided by consideration of group interests; security is found in the group’s solidarity and integrity. This 

research by Ho and Chiu (1994) illustrates that social organization is a component of the individualist and 
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collectivist orientation as well as cultural orientation dominant among members. The works of Ho and Hiu 

(1994), Hofstede (1980), and Triandis, et al. (1988) illustrate that through socialization, individuals may 

develop coping mechanisms to establish maintain social networks within the environment. An international 

student from collectivist culture will draw upon collectivist components when faced with societal relationship 

issues. For example, might choose to associate with people who value the same cultural values as he/she does. 

The same can be said of an international student from an individualistic culture drawing upon individualist 

components. Yet, another international student may forgo his/her cultural orientation to blend both orientations 

to reach out to others. When an individual enters a culture whose cultural orientation differs from own, there is 

often a conflict and adjusting could be difficult. This is one reason why international students find it difficult to 

blend into the US mainstream culture.   

      Individualism and collectivism are two cultural orientations that shape the way people behave in social 

settings and get integrated into groups. On the individualist side we find societies in which the ties between 

individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after own needs and those of his/her immediate family. On 

the collectivist side, we find societies in which people from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive 

in-groups, often extended families (with uncles, aunts and grandparents) which continue protecting them in 

exchange for unquestioning loyalty (Ofstede,1980). Collectivist and individualist cultural orientations shape 

social networks for international students. International students possessing cultural orientations similar to that 

of the US (individualism) would be better equipped with the skills necessary to acquire social networks in the 

US which in turn leads to better adjustment and academic success. These students arrive equipped with similar 

rules and cues necessary for establishing meaningful social relationships for adjustment. Those who possess 

collectivist cultural orientations would find it difficult to find meaningful social support networks resulting in 

more difficulties with adjustment. Therefore, if one’s cultural orientation is similar to that of the host country, 

the rules and expectations of behavior would be similar, thereby facilitating acquisition of social support and 

more social support networks (Ho and Chiu, 1994; Hofstede, 1980). 
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      Americans do not believe in conforming to ideology or behavior. Individualism and self-expression are 

encouraged and Americans are very proud of their individual achievements. Americans believe that competition 

brings out the best in people and in businesses. This means you are responsible for taking control of your own 

life and determining your own future. Tradition is not valued in the US as it is in other cultures. Americans 

believe it is best to be honest and direct. They prefer to speak openly, even when giving a negative opinion or 

delivering bad news. In many cultures, it is considered impolite to speak too frankly and directly about an issue 

(Ho and Chiu, 1994). 

      These differences shape the dynamic nature of the social network context when international students 

encounter American nationals. An international student can likely be put off by a loud conversation if the 

culture the student comes from shuns such talk. This will discourage the student from forming meaningful 

friendships with people who talk loud. Another student by be offended by someone who is not direct about 

things and may be discouraged from reaching out to that person for friendship. Thus, cultural orientation shapes 

the social networks of international students. Although culture is an important influence on social networks, 

literature on international students do not highlight its importance. Culture is one aspect that underlies 

assumptions made about the behavior of international students. When literature asserts that international 

students choose to form their own cliques, it fails to recognize culture as an underlying aspect that tends to 

encourage such isolation. Culture is also hard to change and tends to be stable overtime. 

     Differences in interests are also determined by cultural orientation. Americans tend to talk more about topics 

such as marriage, love, and emotions whereas international tend to talk about topics such as interests/hobbies, 

school/work, and physical activities (Cahn, 1984). Americans discuss more intimate topics and prefer 

superficial friendships whereas international students discuss more superficial topics and prefer intimate 

friendships. When establishing intercultural friendships, it is important to respect cultural differences in depth 

and scope of conversational topics.  This ensures that the other person is not offended by our approaches. This 

ensures that the other person is not offended by our approaches (Cahn, 1984).  
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Personality 

       One’s personality also influences the extent of one’s social networks. Particular copying skills are required 

for one to take advantage of social network resources inherent in people or social capital. Several personality 

characteristics, such as attitude, expectations, approachability, patience, confidence, and competence have also 

been associated with the adjustment of international students. It has been associated with internal locus of 

control (Kennedy, 1994; Ward & Kennedy, 1993), extraversion (Halamandaris & Power, 1999, Searle & Ward, 

1990), flexibility (Ruben & Kealy, 1979), tolerance of ambiquity (Cort & King), mastery (Sam, 1998), 

achievement motivation (Halamandaris & Power, 1999), self-efficacy and monitoring (Poyrazli et al., 2002), 

openness and conscientiousness ((Wehrli & Zurich, 2008). These aspects explain whether international students 

reach out to others and what types of networks they engage. 

      Extraversion refers to the extent to which individuals are outgoing, active, assertive and talkative (Wehrli & 

Zurich, 2008, p. 5). Extroverts are expected to approach others more easily and engage in more social 

interaction. In contrast, individuals with low levels of extroversion tend to be reserved, serious and prefer to be 

alone or stay within close circles. Extroverted individuals have been found to have larger networks and show 

higher contact frequencies (Wehrli & Zurich, 2008). Openness has an influence on social and interpersonal 

phenomena. Open individuals display imagination, curiosity, originality, and open-mindedness. In contrast, less 

open individuals are practical and traditional. People who are more open tend to be approachable, to have more 

friends, and to be more likely to use new social networking technologies (Wehrli & Zurich, 2008). Agreeable 

persons tend to be courteous, kind, flexible, trusting, forgiving, are inclined to cooperate but known to avoid 

conflict and tend to favor social interactions. They are likely to accept an offer of friendship (Wehrli & Zurich, 

2008). Conscientious refers to the extent that an individual is dependable, careful, responsible, organized and 

has high well to achieve ((Wehrli & Zurich, 2008, p. 5). It has been known to be associated with performance in 

the workplace, education and learning, and persistence. Conscientious students have been known to have more 
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frequent contact with family members. This trait is good for strategic network formation (Wehrli & Zurich, 

2008). 

      Although certain personality characteristics of international students may affect the way they adjust, 

psychologically, socially, academically and culturally, it is important to understand that most of these traits are 

relatively stable and difficult to change. Personality traits, such as motivation, social skills, extroversion, 

introversion, attractiveness, and attitude influence social network formation (Furnham & Bochner, 1986; patzer, 

1985). Ruben (1988) identified interpersonal qualities as crucial to cultural adjustment and intercultural 

communication competence. Personal assertiveness is highly valued in the US society. Studies have shown that 

international students from certain countries are significantly less assertive than US students (Thompson, Ishii 

& Klopf, 1990; Thompson & Klopf, 1995). As a result, these international students may have problems 

adjusting to a relatively more assertive culture. Athen (1991) stated that lack of assertiveness is a challenge that 

affect many international students and Chen (1992) noted that assertiveness help international students handle 

adjustment difficulties. 

      Although culture is defined as shared norms and values, it is also the product of individual attitudes, 

believes, and behaviors within a group of persons who may share similar values and norms. The interdependent 

self is oriented toward connection to others and social relationships. These are values of communal cultures. 

The independent self is oriented to separation with others, autonomy and independence. These are all values of 

individualistic cultures. These values shape the way international students engage in social networks. Those 

international students from individualistic cultures tend to easily form networks with the hosts and adjust 

quickly. Those from communal cultures tend to take time to adjust to the US culture (Athen, 1991). 

      There are also situations where a person may come from a collective culture and yet the person’s self-

orientation could be considered individualistic. In this case, one’s personality determines the extent to which 

one will socialize and establish networks with others. Based on cultural orientation, individuals are socialized 

differently in certain cultures (Burt, Iannotta, & Mahony, 1998). An individual who has a high need for 
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approval and is considered an extrovert for instance may viewed favorably in US culture, hence socializes with 

others more. On the other hand, socially anxious individuals deeply care about the impression of them conveyed 

to others and think others take dim view of them and tend to withdraw from social interactions (Pozzo, Carver, 

Mellens, & Scheier, 1991). Individual characteristics and traits determine how easy international students can 

engage and reach out to others. Thus, social networks are shaped by personalities, which are influenced to some 

degree by cultural upbringing. Thus, cultural orientation shapes social networks in terms of whom they choose 

to befriend. This study recognizes the crucial role that culture plays, the different cultures that students come 

from, and how these differences shape their social networks. 

 

Academic Success 

      Resources for academic success are embedded in social networks. While social networks are relationships 

between individuals that involve resources, academic success has been defined in various ways in the literature. 

Academic success is based on the outcome obtained from going to college where the student completes 

educational goals, graduates, and obtains a degree (Fenollar, Roman, & Cuestas, 2007). College education 

provides the student with reading, writing, math, critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision making skills 

(Sterberg, 2007). Academic success also involves social dynamics such as understanding how to communicate, 

interact, respect, and appreciate others (Palmer & Casman, 2008). Academic success involves mastering a 

program of study while also learning to work with others (Chhuon & Hudley, 2008). Academic success is the 

expression of the student’s own individual talents and skills as reflected in arts, music, science, technical and 

physical areas (Plama & Casman, 2008). Academic success can be a personal accomplishment in any academic 

or social activity that is meaningful to the student and ultimately the society (Serberg, 2007; Teese, 2000). 

These researchers present academic success as encompassing both individual effort as well as the social 

networks in which an individual is engaged. Thus, academic success involves social interactions during class 

group projects, class discussions, interacting with faculty and classmates, as well as interactions that occur 
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outside class. All these combine to help a student succeed. Deil-Amen (2006) found that appropriate 

presentation during an interview, expressing talents clearly, making effective presentations, working as part of a 

team, and communicating well with clients and customers are some of the skills sought for by employers. After 

all, the ultimate goal of students is to get a job and make a living. Deil-Amen noted that community colleges 

have few mechanisms for teaching students relevant social skills that enhance their success in various 

occupations. Social networks can serve an important role in filling such gap. 

      Although international students face academic and cultural challenges, the primary goal of many 

international students is academic success (Halamandaris & Power, 1999). The ultimate goal of degree seeking 

undergraduate students is academic success leading to the baccalaureate degree. In support of this goal, are 

social networks that students form in order to access various resources. Commitment to academic success by 

Asian international students is a testimony of such academic orientation. Asian international students tend to 

emphasize academic issues in contrast to social issues (Mordkowitz & Ginsburg, 1986). Asian international 

students seek and obtain admission to well-respected universities (Depalma, 1991). Like other international 

students, they pursue majors in science, engineering, and health sciences often considered difficult but 

marketable fields (Hsia, 1988). These majors are often chosen because Asian international students tend to 

score better on quantitative skills tests than language skills tests and tend to remain in college till graduation 

(Hsia, 1988; Zuzuki, 1980; Tan, 1994). The academic orientation and success of Asian students is viewed as a 

logical outcome of traditional Asian values that emphasize hard work, discipline, and respect for authority 

(Suzuki, 1980). Yet these individuals are not rewarded as much as whites in terms of employment. This is partly 

due to the lack of communication effectiveness and assertiveness their socialization does not seem to 

emphasize. Social networks can serve as an avenue in which these students can supplement their excellent class 

performance with social competence. 

     Researchers on college student development and departure postulate that peer-to-peer bonding and social 

activities are important features of academic success as measured by academic performance and persistence to 
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graduation (Astin, 1993a; Bean, 1983; Tinto; 1993). Social relationships that students form with each other are 

important for academic success in general (Astin, 1993a; Tinto, 1993; Scott, 2000).  Astin (1984) stressed the 

critical role of student relationships with each other. Astin’s premise was that for student learning and growth to 

happen, students need to be actively engaged in their environment by engaging in social and academic 

relationships. Social relationships enable the students to have networks that are useful for their academic goals 

as well as that provide information regarding resources. Social networks are very important for student retention 

and success. According to Astin (1984) and Ellis (2004), students that are involved in campus life tend to have 

multiple social networks that support them, perform well academically, and persist to graduation. Social 

networks provide them with emotional support and a sense of belonging which leads them to acquire resources 

necessary for academic and career success.  

     Research on college student development demonstrates that when students get involved in academic and 

social activities, they tend to persist to graduation and to be more satisfied with their campus experiences 

(Astin, 1993a; Tinto, 1993; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Kuh, et al., 2005). This involvement has been 

measured by student self-reports of the amount of time spent on various college activities via survey 

instruments such as the National Survey of Student Engagement housed at Indiana University’s Center for 

Postsecondary Research and Your First Year created by the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA, or 

by exploring what works best for successful college students through extensive longitudinal interviews (Light, 

2001). These studies indicate that academic success is linked to students making connections to their college 

environment and engaging in social relationships. These relationships are part of social networks.  

     Although several researchers have cited academic performance as the most important predictor of 

educational success, social relationships are also important. Academic success is measured partly by college 

degree attainment and more important by student learning. Grades along is insufficient to determine whether the 

student has learned or not. Although increasing persistence to graduation is a high priority for most institutions, 

little research exists on how social networks can improve college outcomes. If a student were to drop out of 
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college, then academic success will not have been achieved. This indicates that persistence is critical to 

achieving academic goals. Bean (1980) found that the intent to leave college was the strongest predictors of 

eventual drop out, followed by grades, practical value, opportunity and marriage. Students often decide to drop 

out of college if they do not fit the environment socially. Tinto (1993) used Durkheim’s theory of suicide to 

highlight the importance of social and intellectual integration on persistence in college. Tinto (1993) postulated 

that those students who were not sufficiently integrated socially and academically into the college environment 

will make the decision to leave. Integration into college is shaped by the social networks that students engage 

and resources available to them. The academic interactions with classmates and faculty members will influence 

academic integration and success. Social interactions and participation in extracurricular activities among the 

students will influence their social integration and adjustment. Extracurricular activities serve as avenues where 

students can meet people, establish and sustain social networks, and get various types of help. Tinto noted that 

social and academic integration will lead to the students’ commitment and encourages them to stay. Tinto 

(1993) also noted that students who engage in more diverse and different subcultures tend to be more successful 

academically than those who are members of a fringe group. This means students who are members of a co-

national or ethnic group may need to branch out to other network groups, such as those of host students or other 

international students. 

     Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) conducted a study that was meant to capture Tinto’s (1993) model regarding 

environmental constructs that included peer-group interaction, interactions with faculty, faculty concern for 

student development, academic and intellectual development, and institutional and goal commitments. They 

concluded that social integration, student relationships and friendships play an important role in the decision to 

persist or leave college among students. The ways in which these relationships are connected are germane to the 

academic success of the students (Scott, 2005). 

     Social networks of classmates are important for students’ academic success. Students who engage in social 

relations and become popular are also good students. Students who perform poorly in class were the ones who 



74 

 

did not make connections with others and were isolated. This illustrates how important it is for students to have 

at least a few friends. If students are asked to nominate others in class who they consider a friend, they are 

likely to choose people they know and trust but who can also help them with academic issues. These people 

help them whether emotionally or academically with homework and other issues. In this case, the unit of 

analysis is at the class level. The students may also have their personal networks outside class that serve other 

needs beyond academics. The behavior of members of a group is influenced by the group’s social network 

density. The density of a social network is important for meaningful relationships which could be vital to 

positive academic outcomes (Haynie, 2001). Density can shape the attitude of network members towards others. 

Density is the general level of linkage among members of a network (Scott, 2005). A positive attitude leads to 

the desire to form social networks.  

      Attitudes and opinions occur in social relations. For instance, students who share conservative views tend to 

have ties that connect them more for lasting relationships with other conservatives. Ties in a network whether 

strong or weak determine the type of relationships that exist. Strong ties are direct links to someone else that are 

reciprocated and that characterize students who share things in common. Weaker ties are indirect and are not 

necessarily reciprocated because less is shared in common. Strong ties within a network are found to be 

stabilizing for the group (McPherson, et al., 1992). A dense network with only strong ties, where everyone 

knows everyone else directly is considered a closed system. New information from outside from the outside 

does not easily traverse into the network members. Although an international student may have a strong tie with 

another student from the same country, the student most often finds academic help from classmates or a tutor. 

Class interactions may facilitate formation of weak ties because of the chance for the students to interact with 

each other within the class. The type of tie can determine the kind and amount of social support that students 

exchange (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Tie strength determines the type of support a student may seek. 

      In a study of residents residing in a suburb, Wellman and Wortley (1990) discovered that the residents 

received most of their support through a small number of strong ties. Their networks consisted of densely knit 
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and broadly supportive relations with their kin and other segments composed of friends, neighbors and 

workmates in a sparsely knit relations that offered companionship, specialized types of support, and connections 

to other circles. They found that delivery of support is not based so much on who you know but how you know 

them, and that different networks lend different types of unduplicated support. If how you know someone 

determines the type and amount of social support one receives, then this could be important for students 

forming relationships, especially for the first time.  

       To measure academic success, a few studies have considered the role of friendships in college student 

development (Antonio, 2004; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Astin, 1993a). These studies used social networks 

to quantify the structural features of student relationships and correlate them with measures of college success 

such as persistence and grades. Other studies examined how student networks related to college outcomes 

(Thomas, 2000). Thomas explored the importance of students’ discussion network to determine persistence. 

Mayer and Puller (2008) used student friendships networks in facebook.com, the social networking website for 

college students to investigate aspects of campus acquaintance networks of seniors as they graduate (Portrova, 

Lock, Ladd, & Zimmerman, 2007). Antrobus and Salzinger (1988) studied the friendship networks formed by 

first year students at a college in New York. The students were sent a network questionnaire that asked them to 

name their on-campus and off-campus friends and the kinds of activities they engaged in with each of the 

friends. The researchers found that a larger on-campus social network was not associated with higher retention 

and higher grade point averages. More dense networks were associated with modesty grade point averages. This 

was contrary to other studies that postulated that a larger network provides avenues for more academic 

resources that enhance academic performance. Culbert, Good and Lachenmeyer (1988) did a study that 

examined the friendship networks of first and second year students at an ethnically homogenous (mostly white) 

suburban middle class private community college. The researchers found that white students had larger social 

networks both off-and on-campus compared to others. They found that students tend to name friends who are 

similar to themselves in ethnicity, gender, and grade point average. They also found that on-campus networks 
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were larger in the second year than during the first year. The researchers concluded that the more students 

engaged in activities with their friends in the second year, the higher their grade point average. This studies 

demonstrate that the network size of students increases with time and provides more resources for student 

adjustment academic success. 

       Thomas (2000) used social network analysis to explore Tinto’s Student Integration model and explored 

aspects on academic integration, social integration, institutional commitment, goal commitment, and persistence 

intensions among first year students returning to college for their sophomore year. The source of the network 

data was a question that asked students to list the names of those students with whom they frequently spoke. 

The researchers found that social networks are important and students who have bonds are generally likely to 

persist and succeed. They also found that students who are members of dense friendship groups and who are not 

connected to those in other groups had lower grades and slightly lower persistence on the average than students 

who are members of more open cliques. This finding is consistent with previous studies that found that 

international students who are more bound to their co-national group to the exclusion of others and who are 

more reliant on this group for various forms of support in unable to reach out to diverse resources outside the 

group. This result indicates that too much connectedness is not sufficient to achieving adequate resources. 

Thomas (2000) concluded that students who showed greater connectedness with others had a positive impact on 

persistence and tends to complete their studies. This conclusion illustrates that campus practitioners tasked with 

helping students should consider programs that foster inter-clique relationships to try to open up dense student 

networks to more different people. Thomas suggested that these findings may not be generalized given the 

small size of the college and suggested further research at a larger institution. This study fulfills this gap 

because it is based on a larger institution and a larger sample. 

      To determine academic success, Mayer and Puller (2008) used social network analysis to stimulate and 

quantify clustering coefficients and network degree calculations for students who formed friendships. The 

researchers concluded that students were far more likely to have friends who are like themselves. This similarity 
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held true for race, academic interests, drinking behavior, volunteerism and religious affiliation. They also found 

that students who engaged in social relationships with others were far more successful academically than those 

who were not involved. This conclusion demonstrates the importance of social networks in academic success. 

Previous researchers have also illustrated the importance of social networks for student success. One way to 

increase student involvement and facilitate learning is to organize college students into learning communities. 

This can be done by providing in-class and out-of-class avenues where students can interact with each other 

(Gabelnick, et al., 1990). In class, faculty members can encourage social interaction and learning through 

pedagogies that involve students in small groups where the instructor can facilitate the discussions (Merriam 

and Caffarella, 1991). This can be a departure from the traditional lecture style common in most institutions and 

which international students are most accustomed. Being enrolled in classes that could be broken down into 

small groups or clusters helped students to achieve a high GPA. Students who do not engage in small groups, 

get involved in discussions, and have fewer friendships tend to be more socially isolated and perform poorly 

than their counterparts who are engaged. These are sad news for international students whose educational 

systems may not have prepared them for class participation. The researchers also found that online friendship 

networks have some of the same characteristics as on campus networks in that they are more cliquish than 

random networks and students with many ties tend to be connected to more resources and opportunities that can 

be utilized to achieve academic success. 

       Another study was conducted by Portnova, Lock, Ladd, and Zimmerman (2007) at a private liberal arts 

college. One of the goals of this college is to provide an environment for students to work together and form 

close friends. The study was done to measure how well students know each other by the end of their senior year. 

The researchers used an on-line survey to measure the acquaintance networks of the entire graduating class. 

They found that the campus was highly connected, female students tended to interact in a wider circle of friends 

than male students, and tended to be more closely connected to others. The most connected students were those 

in science and math. This was attributed to the fact that student interactions were highly promoted in these 
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majors. Such interactions are particularly important to international students whose majors are likely to be 

quantitative, science and technical fields. The authors concluded that first-year programs can have a long-lasting 

influence on the social contacts that students maintain throughout their college years. Overall, these studies 

involved a good mix of online, first year, second year, and fourth year student social networks. The studies 

demonstrate that social networks are important for academic success. Although the student is expected to study 

and finish homework in order to succeed, social networks make such efforts fruitful because they expose the 

student to social capital, the academic resources for success.  

      The social network context on campus rests so much on the student affairs component of student learning. 

Student development theory is an important guide for student affairs professionals to help students negotiate 

many of the challenges they face when they join college, during their college experiences and beyond (Evans, 

1998). Student affairs professionals have the ability and knowledge to connect students with institution 

resources and support. These resources are embedded in social capital, which is the connections within and 

between social networks involving trust, reciprocity, and resource sharing. When students relate with student 

affairs professionals, they gain access to programs and services that they would not otherwise have known 

(Nuss, 2003). For instance, student organizations connect students with similar interests, passions, and hobbies. 

These interests shape how students develop and sustain social networks. Being part of a social network from the 

same background allows students to feel comfortable displaying their identity and sharing cultural beliefs and 

language. For instance, students from the same country, referred in this study as the co-national network tend to 

be part of such network. Chickering (2000) noted that the time students spend in college and their experiences 

mold their identity. Understanding how students develop and behave helps practitioners interact with students 

more effectively. When students arrive to begin their first year studies, they try to figure out their identities. 

Some of them join organizations made up of students from their own ethnic group. International students 

identify with an organization comprised of students from their own country. This is the group they will identify 

with throughout their four years in college. Chickering notes that at their senior year, these students develop a 
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purpose in life. This is when they start thinking about their careers after school. At this stage, these students 

may need different social networks than those they needed during their first year. As students develop in terms 

of identity, cognitive, emotionally and socially, practitioners need to be able to apply multiple theories to each 

need. This is due to the diverse student populations that have varying needs and interests. One of this diversity 

involves the international student population whose needs can be unique and far more demanding than those of 

the domestic students. A student’s college experience involves in-class and out-of-class an experience in which 

social networking is increasingly becoming important. Students develop, learn more effectively, and succeed 

when they interact frequently with students from diverse backgrounds. These interactions help them develop 

social, academic and personal skills important for career success (Saunders, 2003). 

      In order for students to succeed, they must engage in social networks within and outside their learning 

environment (Evans, 1998). Astin (1984) noted that involvement requires that the student devotes energy into 

the activity whether in the classroom or outside class. Student achievement is a function of how much time and 

effort the student devotes to activities designed to produce it. Astin noted that practitioners both in academic 

and student affairs compete for a share of the student’s time and energy. Astin pointed out that the effectiveness 

of any policy or practice depends on its capacity to increase student involvement and level of engagement with 

the institution. Pike (1999) research on integrating diverse curricular and co-curricular experiences found that 

relationships between students in-class and out-of-class experiences leads to student development, which in 

turn, leads to academic success. These experiences were related to student reports that suggest that such 

interactions lead to their learning and development. Campus housing provides a locale for bringing together 

many of these experiences by encouraging student relationships. Chickering (1974) found that students living in 

residence halls reported higher gains in personal and social development. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) cited 

the benefits of living in student housing including interpersonal relationships established by residents. 

      Research suggests that the more time and effort students invest in the learning process and the more 

intensely they engage in social interactions and their own education, the greater will be their growth, 
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satisfaction, and persistence towards achieving educational goals (Jacoby, 1989). Pace (1982) believes that 

students must take advantage of all that the college has to offer. Social interactions and involvement in 

educational purposeful activities leads to social development (Astin, 1993), persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991; Tinto, 1987), and academic performance (Bean & Vesper, 1994). Astin (1993) noted that satisfaction was 

associated with greater faculty-student interaction as well as frequent student-to-student interaction. Social 

networking with faculty and students leads to the students’ satisfaction which leads to academic success. Bean 

& Bradley (1986) noted that student satisfaction with the institution had a more positive influence on grades.                  

 

Figure 2.1.  Modeling Student Outcomes 

 

 

 

Causal Ordering of Engagement, Integration, and Learning Constructs  
(From Pike, Kuh), & Gonyea, 2003) 

 

       Pike, Kuh and Konyea (2003) Causal Ordering of Engagement can be used to illustrate how engagement 

leads to learning. The diagram above shows that when students engage in extra-curricular activities, they get 

integrated into the academic and social environment. When they are fully integrated into campus, they are likely 

to learn and persist till graduation. Astin (1984) noted that the more time and energy students expend in 

educationally purposeful activities, the more they will succeed. Astin described an involved student as one who 

devotes considerable amount of energy to studying, spends much time on campus, participates actively in 

student organizations and extracurricular activities, and interacts frequently with faculty or other students. 
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Uninvolved student on the other hand neglects studies, spends little time on campus, abstains from 

extracurricular activities, and infrequently interacts with faculty or other students. These descriptions illustrate 

that social relationships are important for academic success whether interacting with others or engaging in 

academic oriented activities with others. Astin (1999) found that the more students are involved in the academic 

environment, the greater will be the learning and personal development of the student, including the amount of 

effort students put in their academic experiences. Aspects such as frequency of student-faculty interactions, 

amount of time students spend studying, and collaboratively engage in educational activities tended to increase 

student involvement. By contrast, working off-campus, spending no or little time on campus outside class, and 

commuting to school tended to decrease student involvement.  

       Astin (1999) found that students living on campus are provided more opportunities to interact with other 

students, become involved in all aspects of campus life are more likely to persist, and be satisfied with their 

college experiences. These involvement influences cognitive and affective development of the students. For 

instance, students can get involved in co-curricular activities, intercollegiate athletics, honors programs, and in 

class projects. Tinto (1975, 1987) investigated student outcomes such as reports of academic skills acquisition, 

personal change, and progress towards educational goals (Trenzini & Wright, 1987). Educators help students 

become fully engaged in their college experiences by creating environments that provide experiences and 

activities that promote involvement and interaction.   

     The following integration model illustrates that students come from different backgrounds, get integrated 

into the college’s academic and social environment and utilize such integration experiences for success. The 

ability of the student to make use of such experiences is important for their adjustment and academic success. 

Students who are fully integrated are more likely to persist to graduation and achieve their academic goals. 

Those who are isolated and uninvolved struggle and sometimes drop out of college before they graduate. Thus, 

it is important for institutions to make available academic and social integration resources (Tinto, 1987, Astin, 

1999, Pike, Kuh & Gonyea, 2003). 
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Figure 2.2. International students’ social and academic integration to the institution 

 

Source: Pike, Kuh & Gonyea (2003) 

 

     Tinto (1987) hypothesized that students come to college with experiences and expectations that are subject to 

change during their enrollment. He believed that students are more likely to persist when their experiences and 

expectations are aligned with campus environment and when their interactions with others are positive. Students 

for whom this is not the case will drop out. Tinto concluded by stating that the degree of students’ involvement 

with and integration into the academic and social environment will dictate their educational commitment, 

persistence, and academic success.   

       Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory explains the need of support for transition and the opportunity to 

eliminate barriers to the transition. These barriers could be in the social networks that students are engaged. As 

the student moves through transition into and through college, the student needs to balance new activities and 

interactions with people with other things. Strategies and resources should be aligned to address such transition 
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(Schlossberg et al., 1995). Pressure to fit in and feel like full-fledged members of the community encourage 

students to seek out as many friends as possible by any means available to them (Schlossberg, Lynch & 

Chickering, 1999). The other challenge is the newfound freedom of being away from home and not being 

forced to attend class, complete assignments or study. This may be common for many of these students in high 

school, but college is a different setting. International systems of education also adhere to these rules and 

expectations and the new US education system is a challenge to them. Students want to address the transition of 

leaving their networks back home and filling that void in their lives by establishing new social networks. Unlike 

domestic students who may have their family members close by, international students need more support. 

           Pace (1984) stated that the quality of effort students invest in academic and social activities are important 

for student growth and success. This involves high quality encounters with faculty and peers in and out-of-class. 

Pace (1979a) argued that although institutions may provide opportunities for students to participate in wide 

variety of college events to participate in events and activities, the student’s effort, initiative, and responsibility 

determine the extent the student becomes involved in those experiences. Pace (1984) defined out-of-class 

experience as all activities in which students engage during undergraduate studies that are related to their 

learning outside class. These activities may include studying in the library, interaction with peers and faculty, 

participating in campus-based events and activities, working on-campus and off-campus, and using resources 

that college provides for learning and development whether instructors, advisors, administrators or physical 

aspects such as libraries, computer labs and residence halls. Pace commented that educators who only look at 

the product often fail to examine the processes that generate the product.  

       Student learning and development requires time (frequency dimension) and effort (quality dimension) on 

the part of the student to get involved in opportunities provided by the college. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) 

found that student learning and development are influenced by a variety of factors, including coursework, effort 

in studying, involvement in out-of-class activities and experiences and interactions with faculty and peers. Pike 

(1999) found that both in-class and out-of-class experiences were related to students’ positive reports 
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concerning their learning and development. Pike stated that for student growth to continue, academic work that 

is done in the classroom must find expression in other aspects of the student’s life outside the classroom, both 

academic and social. Welty (1976) noted that significant experiences of the resident student included the 

number of new student friendships formed, the amount of student-faculty interactions, and the amount of 

interactions with administrators.  Schroeder & Mable, 1994) commented that these experiences lead to gains in 

student development and learning, which in turn contribute to academic success. This study does not subject 

academic success to statistics.  

       However, the social role of networks in providing information, resources and support for achieving 

academic success is part of the investigation. Academic success in this case study is where the student attains 

educational goals, graduates, and obtains a degree from college (Esterberg, 2007). Esterberg further notes that 

academic success is measured by the ability of the student to achieve academic goals and graduate from college. 

Academic success, however, depends on the successful adjustment of the student to the social and academic 

environment. Social relationships and connections form the social networks of international students that 

provide them with resources that enable academic success. Social networks are vital for adjustment and 

academic success. Previous literature discussed here demonstrate that international students bring a long a lot of 

benefits to the US higher education. They also experience various challenges that require different needs to 

address. Addressing these needs is important for their academic performance and persistence to graduation. 

While academic success partly rests on class performance as measured by grade point average and abilities of 

the student as an individual, social networks are equally important to achieving academic goals. Social networks 

play a vital role in class group projects and assignments as well as reaching out to faculty members, advisors, 

tutors, and classmates who play an important role in such success. The following sections discuss academic 

success in light of social networks. Academic success requires forming relationships with those who have the 

capacity to provide resources and opportunities, whether informational, social or academic (Santon-Salazar et 

al., 1995). 
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Social Networks and college students 

     The increased nuance and complexity of social networks is apparent in current literature. As the interest in 

social networks has increased, so has the diversity with which researchers have approached a definition of these 

networks. Maundeni (2001) defines a network as a set of nodes and ties representing a relationship or a lack of a 

relationship. Michelle (1969) defines a social network as a “specific set of linkages among a defined set of 

persons with the additional property that the characteristics of their linkage as a whole may be used to interpret 

the social behavior of the persons involved” (p. 2). Barnes (1972) defines networks on the basis of their 

analytical capabilities, describing them as a “set of points which are joined by lines; the points of the image are 

people or sometimes groups and the lines indicate which people interact with each other” (p. 43). Walker et al. 

(1977) define social networks as “that set of personal contacts through which the individual maintains his social 

identity and receives emotional support, material aid and services, information, and social relations” (p. 35). 

Gottlieb (1981) defines a social network as a web of one’s relations with others that allows feedback and 

guidance needed in everyday life. In general, a social network can be defined as “a purposeful process of 

linking two or more people together and of establishing connections and chain reactions among them” 

(Lambert, 1983, p. 13). Social networks have recently become a faci of inquiry for both researchers and 

practitioners (Mitchell & Ricket, 1980). Theorists from a variety of fields have suggested that social networks 

are important for individual’s wellbeing. From social to organizational networks and beyond, this field has 

spanned many disciplines including economics, business, health care, sociology, physics, and psychology.  

   The literature on social networks is quite extensive. From social to organizational networks and beyond, 

networks continue to be an emerging and developing field of study that has spanned many disciplines. These 

disciplines include organizational theory and behavior, health care, public administration, sociology, physics 

and psychology (Provan, Fish, & Sydow, 2007). There has been a considerable progress in understanding what 

networks are, how they are structured, operate, and develop. Despite this progress, networks are becoming 
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complex and there is still a great deal we do not know (Brass, et al., 2004). Brass et al. (2004) defines a network 

“as a set of nodes and ties representing a relationships or a lack of it” (p. 795).  

     The complexity of social networks cannot be ignored. Mitchell and Trickett (1980) noted the fact that one 

seeks help from various networks is not related in any simple fashion to experiencing a positive outcome. The 

complexities emerge as one designs interventions intended to help each individual and yet different people have 

different needs. Social networks are often seen in terms of the some formally recognized entity, such as 

individual, family, neighbor, church group or social organization. The concept of social network presents one 

way of cutting across these formal boundaries and examining the total social field within which the individual is 

embedded (Mitchell & Trickett, 1980). These linkages surrounding an entity whether individual or an 

organization make social networks quite complex. Social networks involve relationships between and among 

people. There is often an overlap in the relationships where some of our friends can also be our work 

colleagues, neighbors or classmates. These cross-linkages make social networks quite complex.      

       Despite the complexity, social networks have been useful in providing resources for various needs of the 

individual. In general, there has been a considerable progress to uncover the complexity, understand the 

definition, development, structure, and operation of networks (Cargano, 2008). Sociologists, economists, 

physicists, and other professionals interested in complex networks recognize and utilize networks to achieve 

certain goals. To sociologists, it reveals people’s relationships in neighborhoods and communities. To 

physicists, it reveals the rich diversity of social and economic resources. To economists, it introduces the tools 

and techniques of random graphs and complex analysis (McCarty, 2002; Schweizer, Schnegg, & Berzborn, 

1998; Burt, 1985; Fischer, 1982; Wellman, 1979). 

      Coleman (1988) found that managers rely on social networks for resources, information, and support needed 

for career and business success. Theories of complex networks have also been applied in social environments 

including labor markets, peer group effects, trust and trade, and online communities (Cargano, 2008). The 

widespread use of social networks across disciplines is a testimony to its utility in addressing a variety of 
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research questions and challenges facing individuals. Through social networks, an individual can access 

resources, information, support, and friendships. This study investigates the role of social networks in the 

adjustment and academic success of international students. 

      International students are members of network associations and communities engaged in cross-cultural 

exchanges. Social networks comprise the individuals providing them with all types of support (Maundeni, 

2001). In coming to the US, international students typically break physical contact with social networks of 

family, friends, confidants, and neighbors back home (Tanaka et al., 1994). When they arrive in the US, they 

seek new types of social networks to transition, adjust and succeed in a new environment (Fujihara & Minami, 

1997). 

     Many international students are away from home for the first time and will have to learn to be independent. 

The impact of this lose of social networks is apparent when the students cite loneliness, homesickness, and 

alienation as part of their experiences (Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Ward & Kennedy, 1993). Social networks 

are important in facilitating the adjustment and academic success of international students.  Previous studies 

have shown that social networks affect the academic success of international students (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 

1992; Trice; 2004; Wan, et al., 1992). 

Students who establish social networks to facilitate social contact and social assistance were more likely to 

achieve their goals (Hayes, et al., 1994, Zimmermann, 1995), and to be satisfied with their sojourn and social 

wellbeing (Westwood et al., 1990).  

      Academic success is the international student’s primary objective for studying abroad. Why else would 

someone leave close friends and family members to begin social relationships from scratch in another nation? 

Social networks also help international students counter adjustment problems as well as academic challenges 

(Kagan & Cohen, 1990). These networks provide them with information that help them  maneuver the US 

socio-cultural environment, identify resources, and find housing, traditional food, transportation, financial 

assistance, entertainment, and social avenues to meet people (Tseng & Newton, 2002). To ensure adequate 
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support in different stages of their undergraduate education, international students must devote energy to create 

and maintain sufficient social networks that satisfy different needs at different levels of their studies (Walker, 

Wasserman, & Wellman, 1994). 

      Many of them seek out contacts of their co-nationals and family members to address immediate needs and 

challenges, such as housing, food, information, financial assistance, and to begin a new social network structure 

(Zimmerman, 1995). Tanaka and associates (1997) and Maundeni (2001) found that international students 

networks may include family members, other international students, classmates, friends, roommates, neighbors, 

organizations, hosts, administrators, faculty members, and domestic students. Relationships with these 

individuals enable them to access resources they would otherwise not find on their own. 

      The patterns of relationships either facilitate or restrict opportunities for the formation of new ties, 

maintenance of existing ties, and withdrawal of some of these ties. Ties represent a wide range of relationships 

including the type of relationship (e.g., friend), the type of support (e.g., language), intensity or strength of 

relationship (e.g., acquaintance), homogeneity, membership in a group, and frequency of contact (Campbell et 

al., 1991). Ties are also assumed to be positive (Granovetter, 1973), negative (Wellman, 1981), and often imply 

reciprocity (Burt, 1980). Networks are sustained by the exchange of resources through weak or strong ties. Tie 

strength is the amount of time, emotional intensity, intimacy or reciprocity and the functional nature of the 

relationship (Granovetter, 1973). The balance of weak and strong ties depending on one’s needs is importance 

for access to variety of resources (Granovetter, 1982; Nelson, 1989). Strong ties tend to reflect similarity in 

attributes, background and experience and are used for solidarity and social cohesion (Feld, 1982; Granovetter, 

1973; Lin, 1982). Strong ties reflect relationships among ethnic or co-national members of a network who tend 

to be characterized by more frequent interactions, high level of intimacy, emotional and resource exchange 

among members. Those connected by weak ties engage in fewer, less intimate interactions, and typically share 

less information and support than those linked by strong ties. Weak ties tend to reach out to new set of networks 

and gather unique information and diverse resources (Friedkin, 1978; Granovetter, 1973, 1982; Lin, 1982; Lin, 
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Ensel & Vaughn, 1981). Exposure to different or dissimilar others makes the study of weak ties significant and 

key to social interaction (Frank & Yasumoto, 1998; Burt, 1982; Granovetter, 1973, 1982). 

      Although a considerable amount of research has been conducted on the adjustment experiences of 

international students, little remains known about the role that social networks in their adjustment and academic 

success. Previous literature has discussed social networks in general as applicable to business, economics, and 

career connection. The way people meet and form social networks has caught the attention of many current or 

past researchers. Mayer and Puller (2008) and Wellman (1979) demonstrate that individuals use networks to 

achieve desired ends, to gain access to resources, and to manipulate the flow of goods, services, and 

information. Breton (1979) observed that critical resources are achieved through cohesive social networks, 

mutual trust, and effective means of communication. Anderson, Martin and Zhong (1998) and Granovetter 

(1974) emphasized networks as relevant for access to information about jobs. The process of building and 

forming social networks encompasses student interaction and establishing relationships (Lacina, 2002; Schram 

& Lauver, 1988). Previous studies demonstrate that social networks are instrumental in individuals transition to 

new settings and to gaining resources. This study is intended to investigate how social networks help 

international students adjust to the US culture, learn the language, deal with personal and psychological 

problems, and adjust to the US educational system.  

      There are benefits derived from forming relationships with those who have the capacity to access or deliver 

resources and opportunities (Stanton-Salazar et al., 1995). For international students, the individuals who 

control desired academic and cultural resources are the host students (Bochner, 1977). Social networks can be 

imposed upon international students including relations with workmates, in-laws, and so-on, although 

international students can decide whom to ignore, leave as casual acquaintances, and whom to keep (Fisher, 

1982). 

      International students resort to networks with people from their home countries who share similar aspects 

(Heikinheimo, 1986). International students tend to have homogeneous and dense social networks with their co-
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nationals (Tanaka, et al., 1994). These networks encourage isolation from those who different, limits access to 

new sources of information, academic resources, and opportunities to learn English. These limitations will have 

consequences in the adjustment and academic success of international students (McPherson et al, 2001). The 

co-national network is characterized by strong ties. Social networks linked by weak ties provide more 

opportunities for those involved to draw resources from outside and bring new information to the group 

(Granovetter, 1973). 

        While social networks are instrumental for international students during transition and adjustment, gaps 

remain in the literature. Research on international students’ social networks is very limited in terms of quantity 

and breadth. Cross-border education literature identifies the experiences of international students in terms of 

their social networks, yet generalizes the needs of these individuals (Selvadurai, 1998; Ward, 2005). They 

ignore the fact that needs change overtime. Little and partial research has been conducted regarding the role of 

social networks in the adjustment and academic success of international students (Olivas & Li, 2006; Yao, 

2006). This research is intended to fill this void.  

      Previous studies conducted by Tanaka and colleagues (1997) that examine social networks and cross-

cultural adjustment tend to be quantitative in nature. While quantitative studies are important because of their 

focus on outcomes, they overlook crucial processes and dynamics that take place when the students interact 

with network members. Yet, these social dynamics and relationships are important and deserve attention (Hayes 

& Lin, 1994). This study uses a qualitative approach to examine these interactions and the role they serve in the 

students’ adjustment and academic success.  

       Furthermore, the current generation of international students being studied and the context in which they 

seek social networks can be quite different from previous contexts and types of students (Palmer, 2007; 

Andrade, 2007). The increase in the number of students attending US institutions may be attributed to the 

improvement in the computer technology that allows easy access to a wide range of institutions, improved air 

travel that allows access to other countries, and increased study abroad programs that enable students to 
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experience other cultures and appreciate diversity (Andrade, 2007).  For example, while international students 

in the previous years used letters as one means to communicate with their social networks back home, this is no 

longer the case given advances in the use of email and calling software. Technology adds a new dimension to 

the study of international students social networks in that it allows faster and frequent communication with 

family members and friends back home. Some international students today use the Internet to connect with 

potential living mates, register for classes, and coordinate with their academic advisor, changing the context of 

social networks. This study takes this new ways of doing things into consideration. 

 Social networks sites, such as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, as well as the German Facebook clone StudiVZ 

have shown dramatic growth over the last few years. Social network sites such as such as Friendster, CyWorld, 

and MySpace allow individuals to present themselves, articulate their social networks, and establish or maintain 

connections with others. These sites can be oriented towards work-related contexts (e.g., LinkedIn.com), 

romantic relationship initiation (the original goal of Friendster.com), connecting those with shared interests 

such as music or politics (e.g., MySpace.com), or the college student population (the original incarnation of 

Facebook.com). Participants may use the sites to interact with people they already know offline or to meet new 

people. The online social networks enable their users to present themselves in an online profile, accumulate 

‘‘friends’’ who can post comments on each other’s pages, and view each other’s profiles. Facebook members 

can also join virtual groups based on common interests, see what classes they have in common, and learn each 

others’ hobbies, interests, musical tastes, and romantic relationship status through the profiles. 

    At the same time, these networks started attracting the attention of scholars due to the availability of ready-

made, process generated complete network data. Online social networks are especially important for connecting 

people because those using it can learn of others without necessarily having to meet those people. The we-based 

services allow individuals to construct a web presence usually including a photo and descriptions of location, 

age, study concentration and interests. It also publicly displays a list of others with whom they share a 

connection, and allows one to traverse that list of connections to view profiles of others within the system 
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(Wehrli & Zurich, 2008). Facebook constitutes a rich site for researchers interested in the affordances of social 

networks due to its heavy usage patterns and technological capacities that bridge online and offline connections. 

We believe that Facebook represents an understudied offline to online trend in that it originally primarily served 

a geographically-bound community (the campus). 

       Online networks initially evolved around special interests or shared contexts among students although they 

now represent a typical form of computer mediated communication where students use them to stay in touch, 

communicate with or spy on their offline friends. Scientists have collected network data of students by means of 

survey name generators. Online networks enable students to connect with acquaintances on their own, leading 

to a much wider and complete picture of social structure. The high numbers of connections and complexity of 

online networks means very low tie formation and maintenance costs, low propensity of being resourceful or 

useful in contrast to physical kinship or support networks (Wehrli & Zurich, 2008; Wang & Wellman, 2010). 

Online networks on the other hand are important directories for sharing email addresses, phone numbers, 

interests, pictures and messages. Granovetter (1973) noted that off-line and online networks provide emotional 

support and a sense of belonging. Online networks also help ease students’ transition to college. Some 

universities have encouraged orientation leaders to go on Facebook and search out their students before meeting 

them, some students search for prospective roommates online. Thus, online networks have been useful to 

international students in finding roommates, learning about events, forming friendships, to find better summer 

jobs, access class material, and learn about others. Facebook is used to maintain or solidify existing offline 

relationships as opposed to just meeting new people (Tapia & Ortiz, 2010, Granovetter, 1973).  

      Previous studies have concentrated on relationships consisting of friends, while excluding network of 

supervisors, counselors, administrators, host families, and faculty members that play a crucial role in the 

adjustment, and particularly in the academic success of these students. While there is voluminous literature on 

international students’ adjustment experiences once they arrive in the US, limited studies in general exist on 

social networks of international students. The few studies that exist on networks are focused on networks of the 
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students within the same institution. Yet, international students tend to have social networks outside the campus 

environment, such as in other states (Elliott & Gramling, 1990; Tapia & Ortiz, 2010). 

       McCarty, Bernard, Killworth, Shelley, and Johnsen (1997) found that a person’s entire social network 

would include all friends, acquaintances, and anyone else who provides help. Most studies of social networks 

focus only on a portion of one’s entire network, such as friends’ networks, off-campus or on-campus networks. 

This study is intended to fill this gap by incorporating the students’ entire networks, including those who reside 

on-campus, off-campus, in other cities, and countries. Tanaka et al. (1997) suggested that research takes into 

consideration students’ off-campus social networks and interpersonal relationships. This case study is intended 

to acknowledge the presence of other social networks for international students in their home countries, in other 

countries, and outside campus. An international student who has friends on campus may also have an uncle 

living in Chicago, a friend in San Diego, and cousins in Texas. Another student may still be keeping in touch 

with friends and of course family members back home despite having new networks established in the US. All 

these individuals should be considered part of the student’s social network in order to attain holistic and 

complete study. On-campus networks include host students, other international students, faculty members, and 

administrators who provide help to the students. Off-campus networks are those who reside outside the 

institution as well as in other countries.          

      Another gap in the literature is that an extensive number of studies are focused mainly on supportive 

functions of social networks and very little on non-supportive. This approach overlooks the fact that, while 

social networks can provide support, they could also be sources of frustration. The often overlooked conflicts 

and frustrations associated with networks have implications for both theory and practice. Exploring non-support 

aspects of networks can offer a balanced view and can challenge students to choose friends appropriately (Hays 

& Lin, 1994). On the other hand, ignoring non-support networks can lead to an overly optimistic view of social 

networks (Tseng & Newton, 2002; Hirsch, 1980). In addition, previous literature has been too general and fails 

to recognize the diverse and distinct needs and challenges of international students. Institutions of higher 
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education receiving international students may make decisions for these students based on an inaccurate 

assumption that “one size fits all” (Olaniran, 1999; Hayes & Lin, 1994; Olaniran, 993). For example, 

practitioners tend to offer the same programs to address adjustment and academic problems of international 

students until they complete their studies. Yet, this study acknowledges that the needs of these students change 

overtime. For instance, first year students do not have the same needs as fourth year students. International 

students may need basic needs and social programs during their initial adjustment. Such programs allow them to 

get settled and establish new social networks. These students, however, may need new types of help, such as 

academic and career related assistance as they near graduation. This is when they begin to think about 

employment opportunities and graduate studies. Although I have investigated international students from 

various countries, I recognize that these students have different needs that require different types of networks. 

The different networks that serve these different needs have been addressed in this study. 

         Culture is a vital component that deters many of them from engaging in social networks. While 

international students may come from the same country or region, there are crucial individual differences in 

terms of their backgrounds, religion, language, lifestyles, norms, values, customs, and types of challenges they 

face. Previous literature has discussed culture in light of adjustment experiences of international students. This 

study considers culture as important to social networking. Some international students may become involved in 

US culture and others may remain distant given their cultural orientation. Those from more individualistic 

cultures may indentify more comfortably with US mainstream culture whereas those from collective cultures 

may feel distant (Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007). International students from individualistic cultures are more likely to 

integrate easily into the US mainstream culture, network easier with host students, and adjust faster. Those from 

communal cultures are more likely to have a slow integration and may take time to adjust fully into the US main 

stream culture, which undermines their social and academic success. Not only does previous literature 

generalize these students in terms of their backgrounds, but also in terms of the solutions they provide to 

address adjustment challenges. An example of groups being lumped together when their needs are being 
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addressed include students from China whose cultures are communal with students from Canada and the US 

whose cultures are individualistic. Students from these different countries are assumed to face the same 

challenges, yet their experiences are different. For instance, students from communal cultures may be hesitant to 

seek individualized support because they believe everyone needs to be helped and doing so is pursuing self-

interests. Other students join student organizations affiliated to their regions and church groups because they 

feel more comfortable with those they share a similar culture (Heggins & Jehrlando, 2003; Bhawuk & Brislin, 

1992). Based on the limitations stated above, this study is intended to close the gaps described and help 

international students adjust and succeed in their studies. The following section describes the research methods 

employed for this study.  

 

International Students After Graduation 

     International students are often torn between returning to their home countries to join friends and family 

members they had left behind or wanting to stay in the US to take advantage of professional opportunities 

(Alberts & Hazen, 2005). Upon graduation, some international students remain legally in the US and contribute 

needed skills (Colebatch, 2005; Gray, 2003), return home to support the interests of their nations or end up in a 

third country (NAFSA, 2003). Those who remain in the US may decide to pursue another degree or engage in 

optical practical training. This is the eligibility to engage in temporary employment to gain some practical 

training in a relevant field of study. Many employers may find this a useful opportunity to hire a student with 

valuable international perspectives or with an expertise that is rarely available. Some colleges and universities 

have established affiliations with employers and researchers in different fields of study to create avenues for 

students to obtain practical experiences (Lee & Ray, 1998). Through these opportunities, international students 

gain practical experience and career advancement (Kagan & Cohen, 1990). Career concerns for international 

students is quite different from that of domestic students. When they complete their studies, some international 

students remain in the US while others return home for career opportunities. 
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Career Choice and Networks 

    International students who plan to stay in the US are in need of learning American job search skills while 

those who plan to return to their home countries need more resources in networking and seeking jobs in their 

home countries (Reynolds & Constantine, 2007). However, there has been limited literature examining the 

career concerns and needs of international students. This lack of knowledge makes it challenging for career 

services professionals and other practitioners to assist international students with career networking (Reynolds 

& Consantine, 2007; Singaravelu & Bringaze, 2005). International students possess strengths that may not be 

noticed by employers, such as strong motivation in learning and working, global perspectives and experiences, 

adaptability and resourcefulness, multi-lingual competence, and international connections. Moreover, 

international students may face unique challenges in the job search process including encountering different 

communication styles and ways of interaction, the American importance of self presentation could be different 

from their culture, and those from non-English speaking countries may develop low-language efficacy (Saks & 

Ashforth, 1999). 

    Some international students view their limited English ability as a potential career barrier (Reynolds & 

Constantine, 2007). These students may hesitate to pursue careers that entail communicating in English and 

instead consider fields that they do not perceive necessitate mastery of English speaking or writing. For 

instance, concerned international students may pursue mathematics, science and engineering that require less 

mastery of English and do not require extensive writing. Thus, language challenges can affect their academic 

performance and career decision making (Reynolds & Constantine, 2007). Some international students are 

subjected to racial and ethnic discrimination. When this happens, their awareness of race-based career barriers 

may be heightened, shaping their career choices. Those who initially considered pursuing careers in which 

people of their racial and ethnic groups are poorly represented might ultimately decide not to pursue such 

careers. International students who possess limited English speaking skills and who feel disconnected from their 

peers may experience heightened levels of interpersonal stress. Peer support can provide a sense of validation, 
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inclusion and career related information (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Reynolds & Constantine, 2007). The 

cultural values of international students may also affect their career choices and development. Communal or 

collectivist cultural orientation may shape these students decisions on career choice. They may be more 

dependent on their families’ career choice intentions rather than their own intentions (Reynolds & Constantine, 

2007; Singaravelu & Bringaze, 2005). 

      Networks are important for international students as well as skilled migrants across the globe. The effective 

units of migration are people linked by acquaintances, kinship, and work experience (Tilly, 1990). Boyd (1989) 

stated:  

 

Networks connect migrants across time and space. Once begun, migration flows often become self-

sustaining, reflecting the establishment of networks of information, assistance and obligations which 

develop between migrants in the host society and friends and relatives in the sending area. These 

networks link populations in origin and receiving countries and ensure that movements are not 

necessarily limited in time, unindirectional or permanent. (p. 641). 

 

     For immigration and non-immigrants alike, networks are crucial for finding jobs and accommodation, 

circulating goods and services, psychological support and information exchange. Local labor markets can be 

linked through specific networks of interpersonal and organizational ties surrounding migrants (Poros, 2001). 

Portes and Bach (1995) stated that “migration itself can be conceptualized as a process of network building, 

which depends on and, in turn, reinforces social relationships across space (p. 10). Migration depends on and 

creates social networks. Social networks in pre-migration are also useful to migrants. Meyer (2001) stated: 

 

Connections with earlier migrants provide potential migrants with many resources that they use 

to diminish risks and costs of migration, information about procedures (technical as well as 
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legal), financial support, job prospects, administrative assistance, physical attendance, emotional 

solidarity (p. 93) 

 

     Researchers have pointed out that people from other countries maintain contact with others in their places of 

origin through correspondence and sending of remittances. Linkages today are different and more intense and 

complex (Forner, 1997). Some networks have formed to help host nationals with career opportunities in the host 

country. Newer, cheaper and more efficient modes of transportation and communication allow immigrants to 

maintain transnational home-based relationships and interests. Portes (1995) noted: 

 

…dense networks across political borders created by immigrants in their quest for economic 

advancement and social recognition. Through these networks, an increasing number of people are able 

to live dual lives. Participants are often bilingual, move easily between different cultures, frequently 

maintain homes in two countries, and pursue economic, political, and cultural interests that require their 

presence in both (p. 812). 

 

   The immigration of professionals and students often necessitates checking immigration rules and procedures, 

dealing with related authorities, ensuring employability through by verifying qualifications, negotiating wages, 

arranging travel and accommodation. All these require social networks or agencies specializing on these issues. 

For many years, the migration of skilled workers from developing countries as regarded as a problem of brain 

drain. With the recognition of skilled worker circulation, many social scientists and policy makers have shifted 

from discourse of brain drain to notions, such as globalization of human capital, brain exchange, brain 

circulation, and the creation of a global mobile workforce. The idea is to accept the fact that people who migrate 

do so for personal, familial and career development. Transnational network of professionals are deemed crucial 

to realize such goals. Meyer (2001) identified formal knowledge networks linking countries to their skilled 
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nationals abroad. These networks broadly include student/scholarly networks, local associations of skilled 

expatriates, intellectual/scientific diaspora networks and expert pool assistance through TOKEN. Some 

examples of these networks include, The Network of Arab Scientists and Technologists Abroad (ASTA), 

Chinese Scholars Abroad (CHISA), The Colombian Network Researchers and Engineers Abroad (Red Caldas), 

Silican Valley Indian Professionals Association (SIPA), The Irish Research Scientists’ Association (IRSA), 

Latin American Association of Scientists (ALAS), Brain Drain Network (BGN) for Phillipines and The South 

African Network of Skills Abroad (SANSA). 

 

Brain Drain 

     Brain drain refers to the emigration of skilled and professional personnel from developing countries to 

advanced industrial nations. The phenomenon of brain drain has attracted considerable attention from 

economists. Employers in the host country pay commensurate wages and better skilled students have little or no 

incentive to return to their home countries because they can earn more (Miyagiwa, 1991).  Internationally 

comparable data on the migration of the highly skilled is incomplete, but sources confirm an increase in 

migration flows during the 1990s, from Asia to the United States, Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom. 

The increase comes from strong demand in OECD countries for IT and other skills in science and technology as 

well as the selective immigration policies that favor skilled workers. Not all skilled migrants are in search of 

educational, economic or intellectual opportunities. Sometimes, they are forced to leave their homes as a result 

of war, or political, ethnic and religious persecution. The United States is the main pole of attraction for foreign 

skilled workers; 40% of its foreign-born adult population has tertiary level education. But the United States is 

not the only magnet. Canada also attracts talent and, despite its modest loss of skilled migrants to the US, is in 

fact a net importer of human capital. Skilled migration to Germany and France has been lower in recent history, 

but these countries have now implemented policies to attract foreign students, researchers and IT workers. 
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     The phenomenon of brain train has attracted considerable attention from economists (Miyagiwa, 1991). 

Economists have raised the question of why countries have different levels of prosperity. Low levels of 

education has been considered a contributing factor to poverty and efforts to increase education in developing 

countries could lead to faster rates of economic growth and higher income levels (Miyagiwa, 1991). While 

highly skilled workers in many developing countries are scarce, many scientists, engineers, physicians, and 

highly trained professionals from these countries reside and work in the West. Well educated individuals from 

developing countries prefer to work in industrialized rich nations and the host countries give much more salaries 

to do so (Baruch, Pawan & Naresh, 2007; Grubel & Scott, 1966). 

      The outflow of highly educated individuals reaches over 30% in a number of countries in the Caribbean, 

Central America, and Africa. These countries have very high overall migration rates, but the outflow of 

educated is exceptionally strong. With regard to Africa, the biggest migratory flows to the US are from Egypt, 

Ghana, and South Africa. For these three countries, over 60% of the migrants have tertiary education. The 

picture is quite different for the migration flows from North America. Mexico is by far the largest sending 

country with 2.7 million people. This pattern is shared by smaller countries in Central America. In the 

Caribbean, migrants with tertiary education are a more substantial fraction of the total. Migrants from South 

America are relatively small in absolute numbers. Columbia has by far the largest number of migrants coming 

to the US, followed by Peru, Argentinean, and Guyana. There is an overall tendency for migration rates to be 

higher for higher skill levels, meaning migrants are better educated than the general population and are 

individuals with tertiary education. These numbers suggest that in several countries the outflow of highly skilled 

individuals from developing countries is a phenomenon that cannot be ignored by policy makers. The design of 

policies that improve educational opportunities in these countries should establish factors that induce so many 

highly educated individuals to leave or stay in the host country (Baruch, Pawan & Naresh, 2007). 

      For international students, they come to study in developed countries and there is a growing number of them 

who opt for business programs due to the nature of the labor market in developing countries. Much research has 
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been conducted on the trend of people coming to study in affluent countries. The scope of the trend is 

substantial and often based on the East-West or the South-North divide. For the US, the number of international 

students in 2006 was about 600,000 and in the UK it was about 165,000 (Cheng & Yang, 1998). 

These students may decide to stay in the host country upon completion of their studies due to better economic 

returns. This increases the human capital of developed nations, making them more competitive. In the short 

term, these students bring substantial revenue to these nations and in the long term, they cream the best potential 

students from developing countries and when these students stay, they add human capital to the host nations 

(Baruch, Pawan & Naresh, 2007).  

      The factors affecting brain drain push and pull issues. Push factors are negative economic, social and legal 

that influence international students to leave their countries to study abroad. The pull factors are economic and 

social factors that attract international students to developed nations or to stay upon completion of studies. In 

many cases, it is the individual choice that influences the final decision. Many young people opt for overseas 

education in developed countries for a variety of reasons. The high standard of living, quality of education, 

family ties, and social networks attract international students to developed nations. A match of values with the 

host country is a pull factor for staying while the legal system that presents international students with obstacles 

in getting work permits is a push factor. The adjustment process of international students to the host country and 

the university environment can play a prominent role on whether the student can stay or return. Smooth 

adjustment could generate positive attitudes towards the host country and its people are essential for 

international students to stay. For instance, international students may be induced to stay in the environment 

where they felt welcomed (Baruch, Pawan & Naresh, 2007). 

         When asked whether they were inclined to stay abroad after studies, only 30% of international students 

intended to return to their home countries after completion of their studies. While few admit an initial decision 

to stay, over 40% indicate that they plan to stay for a considerable time, which will probably lead to permanent 

stay (Colebatch, 2005; Gray, 2003). Students from strong emerging economies and with greater cultural 
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distance from the culture of the host country, such as China, Taiwan, and Thailand were less likely to stay upon 

completing their studies. Students from India and other countries which the cultural distances is not that great 

were likely to stay in the US. The perception of the labor market in home country, students’ adjustment process, 

and family ties in both host and home countries play a vital role in the students’ decision to remain in the host 

country or return home. These factors cannot be easily tackled by the home country, leaving decision makers 

vulnerable to brain drain. Brain drain is of great concern to developing nations which enable their best talent to 

travel overseas to study and hope to reap the benefits in the future. Unfortunately, this is not the case for poor 

countries whose economies are not attractive enough for these students to go back and help build them (Baruch, 

Pawan & Naresh, 2007). 

     Despite lose of talent through brain drain, international students return home. Some of these students come 

from countries where employment opportunities are available and with less competition for such jobs. Some of 

them are the top most educated individuals in their home countries when they return (Colebatch, 2005; Gray, 

2003). Others return due to positive factors in their home countries, such as less likelihood of isolation and 

discrimination, opportunity to pursue political ambitions, and existence of kinship social network (Lee & Ray, 

1998). Thus, international students either stay here, go back home or pursue graduate school upon completion 

of their studies. Decisions to return or stay in the US by international students are complex phenomena. Such 

decisions are not only determined by a wide variety of factors, including personal, economic, political, but also 

wider contexts. The students get torn between family ties back home and professional ambitions abroad and 

they have to choose one or the other. Many decide to opt for where employment opportunities are possible. 

Ultimately whether these professionals return home or remain in the US, their skills can greatly benefit the 

society in which they decide to serve. The costs and benefits of the brain drain and circulation of talent are hotly 

debated. International mobility of skilled workers can generate global benefits by improving knowledge flows 

and satisfying the demand for skills, contributing to innovation, entrepreneurship and skills that are needed in 

the host countries. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

     I have divided this chapter into two sections. The first section of this chapter covers approaches and 

theoretical models used by various researchers in the study of international students. The second section covers 

the theoretical framework chosen for this study. This section also explains how this theoretical framework is 

applicable to international students examined in the study. 

 

Theoretical approaches in the literature 

     Furnham and Bochner (1982) found that many researchers have extended and applied models and techniques 

to problems regarding adjustment to a new culture. Martin (1994) noted that most researchers focus on one or 

two dimensions, such as psychosocial health, increased functional fitness, and intercultural identity. Searle and 

Ward (1990) identified three theoretical frameworks as appropriate for the analysis of international students’ 

adjustment. First, clinical perspectives which focus on the role of personality, life events, changes, losses and 

social support. Second, social learning models that emphasize the acquisition of culturally appropriate skills and 

behaviors through contact with the host community. Finally, social cognitive approaches, which concentrate on 

attitudes, values, self concept, expectations and perceptions in cross-cultural adjustment process (Searle & Ward 

1990). Previous studies have used theoretical framework to explain specific phenomena regarding international 

students. For instance, previous studies have focused on student off-campus networks instead of the entire 

student network (Martin, 1994). 

     Searle and Ward (1990) pointed out that psychosocial and socio-cultural adjustment requires assessing the 

quality and quantity of interpersonal relationships between the hosts and co-nationals. These include attitudes 

towards the host community, value discrepancies, cultural distance, and expectations of the new culture, student 

personalities and life events of international students. Bochner, Lin & McLeod (1980) suggested looking at 

culture shock in specific domains such as social encounters, social situations, social episodes or social 
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transactions between international students and host members. Semenow (2008) pointed out that culture shock 

is the term used for the adjustment period in the transition between home and host country that involves 

“potentially confusing and disorienting experience, a set of emotional reactions to the loss of perceptual 

reinforcements from one’s own culture, to new culture stimuli which have little meaning and to the 

misunderstanding of new and diverse experiences” (p. 56). Semenow (2008) explained three kinds of 

adjustments people must make when going through culture shock. Physical adjustment that involves getting 

used to the more obvious differences, social adjustments that involves deeper acknowledgements and 

acceptance of the host country’s values, beliefs, and way of doing things, and internal adjustment is “where the 

person comes to terms with his or her own intercultural identity and is able to incorporate and integrate both 

cultures with minimum discord” (P. 56).  

    Semenow (2008) describes four phases of culture shock. The first stage is the honeymoon phase was the 

individuals have positive expectations and look forward to their experiences. The second stage is crisis phase 

where the individuals realize that aspects of the culture that were interesting at first are later perceived as a 

source of irritation and disappointment. In extreme, the individuals may reject the host culture by erecting 

barriers to viewing the host culture as rewarding. This is followed by feelings, such as lack of control, 

depression, anxiety, and psychological reactions of stress. Practitioners can help students by providing support, 

guidance, resources, and encouragement. The third stage is re-integration is where the individuals cope through 

trial and error as well as practices or interventions designed to address the transition. Some international 

students cope by limiting interaction with the host culture and by associating with other students from similar 

backgrounds. They also develop the attitudes and skills needed for effective problem solving. This is where 

practitioners can help these students develop these coping mechanisms through campus programming, 

counseling services, and academic support. The fourth stage of is the adaptation phase. At this point, students 

have acquired considerable cultural knowledge and may be confident in their abilities to communicate, but 

recognize there is much more to learn and understand. This will require maintaining original cultural identity 
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and engaging with other cultural groups. International students who are unable to maintain their original cultural 

identity assimilate into the new culture and those who strive to maintain their original identity and who do not 

actively engage in the new cultural context adopt a position of separation. It is imperative that practitioners 

provide forums for culture exchange so that international students are not pressured to assimilate or feel 

marginalized (Semenow, 2008; Pedersen, 1995).  

      Kim (1988) in her theoretical model of communication emphasized the role of communication in successful 

cultural adaptation and that an individual can decrease stress in an unfamiliar culture through conversations 

with the host members. Researchers have argued that although the above mentioned approaches have been 

identified as possible frameworks for analysis of international students’ adjustment, they may not be appropriate 

for other areas of inquiry. Searle and Ward (1990) postulated that a more appropriate theoretical framework for 

the examination of international students’ adjustment is one that reflects adjustment as an individual’s feelings 

of well being and satisfaction as well as the ability of the individual to fit in and negotiate the interactive aspects 

of the host culture. Ward and Kennedy (1993) suggested the use of diverse approaches to draw firm conclusions 

that facilitate competent coping in a new cultural setting. Ward pointed out the absence of an overarching 

framework as an integrative force in the student cross-cultural transition (Ward & Kennedy, 1993). Other 

researchers noted the lack of cohesive theoretical framework for the study of international students. Altbach 

(1989) pointed out that one reason for employing theoretical diversity is that many studies in international 

student literature have been too specific and tend to look at a particular segment of phenomenon, such as the 

economic impact of foreign study or issues relating to English language training. As a result, the full 

implication of the issue is not evident. 

      It is obvious from the literature review that the different approaches and theories discussed suggest the 

complexity of studying international students. These students come from different backgrounds and are unique 

as individuals and as groups. The frameworks discussed above while applicable to the study of international 

students, are not appropriate for this inquiry. Multiple theories have been employed for this study given the 
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complexity of international students in the literature. Borrowing from different theories will provide credible 

conclusions and intervention strategies of help these students succeed. The following section explains the 

theoretical framework I have chosen for this study. 

 

The theoretical framework chosen for this study 

The central theory used to frame this study is the social capital theory. The other theories are used as references 

to better understand the phenomena examined. Thus, this case study utilizes Bott’s (1957) social network, 

Coleman’s (1988) social capital, and Bochner’s (1982) three social ties functional frameworks to examine the 

role of social network in the adjustment and academic success of international students. These theories frame 

my discussion on social networks and the importance of addressing the needs and challenges facing 

international students. The social network map utilized in data collection is also described in this section. 

  

The Social Network Theory 

       The social network theory was developed by Bott (1957) in her study of conjugal roles in London families. 

This theory has been used to study individuals, groups, organizations, and their relationships. A social network 

is a complex, yet important phenomenon for symbiotic relationships. The premise for social network theory is 

that individual behavior is a function of one’s relationships with others. The relationship is the unit of studying 

social network analysis. This feature distinguishes social network study from other social sciences which tend to 

study attributes of the group or individual under study. Social network analysts are interested in what creates 

and sustains these social relationships. The relationships may be with friends, relatives, neighbors, students or 

organizations (Freely & Barnett, 1996; meyer, 1994). 

      Social network analysis provides a set of techniques for understanding patterns of relationships between and 

among people, groups or organizations. The social network theory seems particularly suitable for examining 

those relations because the most common unit of analysis is the interaction between actors (Hratinski, 2006). 
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Three types of exchanges in particular are important for building and sustaining networks, including 

information exchange, social support and task support. These exchanges are applicable to student interactions. 

Through information exchange, individuals ask or answer questions, share information, and express ideas or 

thoughts. Social support is the opportunity to talk about things other than class work, express companionship, 

emotional aid, advice and helping solve problems. Task support includes planning work, allocating tasks, and 

resolving conflicts. Students in this case need to be encouraged to achieve these exchanges by asking questions, 

seeking support and sharing information with the network members (Hratinski, 2006). Social networks form as 

individuals establish and maintain relationships. The more similar the agents, the more beneficial their 

interactions might be. Such agents may include friends, neighbors, other international students and 

organizations (Vryonides, 2004). 

     Social network theory views social relationships in terms of nodes and ties. Nodes are the individual actors 

within networks, and ties are the relationships between the actors. Individuals in a network have relations that 

allow for the exchange of tangible (information and services) and intangible (social support) goods. Individuals 

can be any actor or a group of actors from a group to entire nation states. Ties can be positive or negative 

(friendship or enmity) and can be symmetrical (equal) or asymmetrical (unequal). These sets of relations 

determine the relative positions of actors in the system. There can be many ties between the nodes. In its most 

simple form, a social network is a map of all of the relevant ties between the nodes being studied. The strength 

of a tie varies with the frequency, duration, intensity, and reciprocity quality of that relation. The network can 

also be used to determine the social capital of individual actors. These concepts are often displayed in a social 

network diagram, where nodes are the points and ties are the lines. Participants of this study were asked to 

create such diagrams of people who were important in their lives (Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Freeman; 1979; 

Haythornthwaite, 1996). 

      The social structure of nodes (members) that represent social relationships could be relationships among 

individuals, members of organizations, students, and any other groups. Social networks indicate the ways these 



108 

 

nodes (members) are connected through various social familiarities, ranging from casual acquaintances to close 

familial bonds (Marsden & Lin, 2006; Wasserman & Fraust, 1994). The way these nodes are connected identify 

varying types of ties between nodes (members), and hence the notion of strong and weak ties. A strong tie is 

one established directly between two people whereas a weak tie is a relationship between two people connected 

through another person. Social network concepts were incorporated in several early studies and advocated by 

various researchers (Graronvetter, 1973). 

     Relations defined by ties among units are fundamental component of network theories. The social network 

perspective is characterized by four tenets: actors and their actions are interdependent; relational links between 

actors are conduits for the transfer of resources; the structural environments of a social network either 

constraints or enables individual action; or network structure is perceived as lasting patters of relationships 

among actors (Wasserman & Faust, 1999; Galaskiewicz & Wasserman, 1994). 

     The study of social relationships among actors whether individual human beings, small groups, economic 

organizations, occupations, social classes, nations or world military alliances is fundamental to social sciences 

and other fields. Researches have investigated aspects of social networks that are relevant to their disciplines or 

interests. For instance, health care scholars have researched how social support positively or negatively affects 

the health and day-to-day coping of patients (Arbuthnot, et al., 2007); sociologists commonly research social 

integration and social capital (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002); Psychologists research cognitive and emotional 

processes of individuals, such as their perceptions of social support and how they are influenced by past 

exchanges (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002). Reflecting the variety of interests in social support, this research 

reviews studies from across various disciplines to identify common approaches to social networks, which is an 

important first step for framing how social networks are defined and understood in this study.  

      Social scientists in anthropology have long used network concepts to study social structures of communities 

(Freely & Barnett, 1996). The power of social network theory stems from its difference from traditional 

sociological studies, which assume that it is the attributes of the individual actors, whether friendly or 
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unfriendly that matter. Social network theory presents a different view, where the attributes of individuals are 

less important than their relationships or ties with other actors within the network. This approach has turned out 

to be useful for explaining many real world phenomena. Social networks have been used to examine how 

companies interact with each other, characterize the connections that link executives together, connections 

among employees. In this regard, these networks have been used to gather information, deter competition, and 

collude in setting prices and police (Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Granovetter, 1973; Freely & Barnett, 1996). 

 

     Historical perspectives and recent developments of networks: Networking is an old process that has been 

used throughout the ages. However, some services that at one time belonged to family and friends alone are 

now performed by social workers and other professionals. The history of people helping each other is relatively 

different from the highly specialized professional system of today. Previously, people relied solely on friends, 

neighbors, and family to provide for their emotional, social and economic support. There is a great deal of 

evidence that friends, relatives and neighbors helped each other, volunteered their services for the sake of the 

community, supported each other in groups against a threat, and networked as a community to develop their 

communities (Maundeni, 2001; Bott, 1957). Individuals’ relations to one another are the essence of the society. 

Individuals daily lives are preoccupied with people seeking approval, providing affection, exchanging gossip, 

falling in love, soliciting advice, providing aid, or keeping in touch. By doing these things individuals formed 

society (Fischer, 1982). Personal ties have historically been our greatest motive to act, protect relatives, impress 

friends, gain the respect of colleagues, and simply enjoy companionship. The network idea became popular in 

policy circles because networks are today considered support systems (Fischer, 1982).  

     Social work history gives evidence of a strong networking tradition. When mass immigrants where arriving 

in the US at the turn of the century, social workers used networking to help others. They helped to link up the 

new arrivals with others from their former homeland and tried before their arrival to locate friends and relatives 

who knew them. Irish, Polish, Italian priests, German and Swedish ministers, and rabbis from all over Europe 
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were brought into the US through networks. The networking that was performed by professionals through 

charitable agencies, settlement houses, and churches no doubt contributed to the amazing advances of this 

country at that time and in subsequent years (Maundeni, 2001). Thus, networking is not new, but it is simply 

improved. Today, we have more people who are skilled and more resources. Today, people whose relationships 

or linkages with potentially helpful family and friends are tenuous can be helped by an informed worker. The 

social network analysis that allow us to define clearly who should be involved in the helping network, as well as 

what that persona can provide, and when it should be provided are all available today. The old days were not 

good for those who were isolated and unwilling to make linkages. Today, these individuals benefit from more 

efficient, and effective linkages that sometimes seek them (Maundeni, 2001).  

     The development of network analysis has been of very recent origin. While several earlier anthropologists 

made metaphorical referrals to networks long ago, it was not until Bott’s (1957) network analysis of London 

families and marital network patterns that the field of anthropology began studying networks among the social 

sciences. Anthropology is the field that begun studying networks and among network supporters. However, it 

did not develop until 1960s and 1970s, with Mitchell’s (1969) Social Networks in Urban Situations, Barnes 

(1973) Social Networks, and Boissevain and Mitchell’s (1973) Network Analysis: Studies in Human Interaction. 

Sociologists and Psychologists have used survey methods to explore social networks on kinship and friendship 

connections. Modern social network analysis seems to appreciate the sensitivity of the ethnographic approach, 

while still retaining the precision and depth allowed by the social survey approach.  Mathematics has also 

contributed to social networking. By measuring and defining network terms such as connectedness, density, and 

centrality, mathematics not only clarifies the nature and functions of networks, it has developed the capacity to 

compare and contrast them with precision. By using graph theory, topology, and matrix algebra, and whole new 

analytical dimensions for understanding patterns of relationships within networks (Maundeni, 2001). The fields 

of social work, public health, counselor education had not really begun studying social networks. In 1900s, a 

woman concerned about her child’s behavior could only seek help from her mother or another relative or 
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neighbor. These people probably shared the same ethnic background, religion, geographical location, education, 

age, or number of children. This networking was not with just one family, but other family as well. It was social 

networking and it was not that complex. Networking is as vital, important and viable today as it was many years 

ago. But today, there are many alternatives to networking and the topic has become more complex . The 

individual at the turn of the century had relatively few options, and virtually none of them consisted of groups 

of experts or professional helpers. Maundeni (2001) noted “Today’s networking is potentionally far more 

efficient and effective because it includes social workers, as well as child psychiatrists, psychologists working 

with large support staffs and vast system of well trained social service and mental health professionals” (p. 19). 

There may not be much tendency of networks today to be homogeneous, although one’s network of friends 

remains the same in terms of general characteristics (Fischer, 1977).  

      

       Approaches from economists and sociologists: The network concept is not of recent origin, but the interest 

in it by social scientists, particularly psychologists and sociologists, as well as social workers, psychiatrists, and 

nurses, has increased markedly in the last few years (Maundeni, 2001). According to sociology, networks 

involve social relations, stratification, interaction and culture. The study of social relationships among actors is 

fundamental to sociology, whether these actors are individuals, groups, organizations, states or natiaons. The 

study of social relationships among actors whether individuals, small groups, organizations, social classes or 

nations is fundamental to the academia. Scholars have also begun to be very interested in studying how 

individuals function in more than one social world. Social networks involve interconnected relationships among 

people (Hirsch, 1979; Callander & Plott, 2005). In sociology, the concept of a network and use of network 

models are standard (Burt, 1980). Usage of the term networks is perhaps as ubiquitous as that of markets in 

economics and is used in a comparably broader range of contexts. In economics, networks are personalized 

exchange among many agents (Kortum, 2003). The central importance of networks in sociology has allowed it 

to define economic networks precisely in terms of economic exchanges, relationships among agents, and 
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structures of mutual orientations (Zukerman, 2003). Networks in sociology are not just an important descriptive 

device but a tool to explore direction of causality and the role of unobserved heterogeneity. In contrast to the 

extensive treatment of networks by sociologists, economists’ formal as well as qualitative understanding of the 

role of networks is much less developed. Interpersonal interactions relevant to economic outcomes by 

economists have influences sociological methodology. This is the case with the concept of social capital, which 

is particular relevant to this study. Social capital, a set resources resulting from family relationships and social 

organization that affect the social development of individuals has been utilized by economists. It has since 

found much fertile ground in sociology. Coleman (1990) helped popularize the concept of social capital and 

treated it as a form of social organization created when the structure of relationships among people makes 

personal achieving ends that would not otherwise be achieved (p. 300). 

      Another instance of interplay between economics and sociology is found in the most recent economics 

literature on job information networks (Granovetter, 1974). Granovetter findings in support of weak ties are 

widely cited in both economics and sociology literature. Granovetter pointed out that social networks are very 

important in helping people to find jobs and employers to find prospective employees. Granovetter (1974) also 

argued that a key strength in finding employment is the strength of the social tie. Strong links join close friends 

and weak links join acquaintances. Strong links tend to traverse a society a slowly. Economists are typically 

more likely to be interested in why a network forms, whereas sociologists take existence of networks as given 

and study their effects (Burt, 1980). 

     According to sociological research and random graph theory in economics, any two individuals can be 

connected by a few weak links. As a result, the overall size of the group of interconnected individuals will grow 

faster with weak ties. Within sociology, the notion of tie strength has been incorporated into more general 

analysis of job networks and social capital. Yet, Granovetter (1974) work has been much less influential in 

promoting job information networks within economics.  
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     Sociologists and economists have provided insightful for networks in which relatives, friends, neighbors, 

colleagues from work, and casual acquaintances relate to each other. Much of this information and methods can 

be utilized to assess the capability of an individual’s or family’s network in order to encourage it when it is 

working. By more clearly analyzing social structure, interaction patterns, and functions of intimate, socially 

supportive relationships, one can develop strategies that strengthen networks where they exist, develop them 

when they are needed, and leave them alone when they are working. The social network analysis has been very 

important in the literature of social networks. Through social network analytical methods, we are now able to 

establish precisely the specific purposes and functions of different types of networks, understand the process of 

how people make connections, and understand certain structural patterns of the of the organization of 

networking so that we can compare and contrast them (Maundeni, 2001).  

     Social networks provide specific purposes and functions. First, networks help maintain a social identity by a 

small, dense, culturally homogeneous, lowly dispersed network with strong ties. These networks are very 

supportive and helpful, but are less likely to encourage change or provide help and resources in circumstances 

that are not familiar to network members. Second, dense networks tend to have more frequent contact, greater 

degree of involvement, intimacy and emotional attachment. Third, a more dispersed and large network is likely 

to supply a wider variety of supplies and resources, but a high degree of density helps as well by supporting 

faster communication within the network. Finally, it is possible to use existing network members to bridge to 

new social contacts; helping reach out to more people. The process of social networking involves choice. One 

chooses his or her social relations and network members based on preferences, available options, views, and 

constraints (Maundeni, 2001).  

     Social networks also refer to a category of internet applications that help connect friends and business 

partners using a variety of tools (Harley, Winn & Pemberton, 2007). The social network theory represents the 

most useful and ecologically valid approach to study social networks and interpersonal exchanges, such as 

providing an individual with information, emotional support, and a sense of belonging (Mitchell & Trickett, 
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1980; Knoke & Young, 2008). This study examines the role of social networks in general in the adjustment and 

academic success of international students. Gottlieb (1981) noted that social network analysis represents the 

most useful and ecologically valid approach to the study of social support.  

      Social networks play a critical role in determining the way problems are solved, organizations are run, and 

the degree to which individuals succeed in achieving their goals. Knowledge is a social and collective outcome 

embedded in social context, sustained through on-going social relationships Social networks serve as a conduit 

for information and resource exchanges. For international students, this provides social capital, relationships 

that provide their members with the chance to cooperate, trust each other and access resources owned by 

network members (Cho, Lee, Stefanones, & Greg, 2005). The study of social networks involves analyzing the 

connections and relationships between and among individuals. In this study, social network is one involving 

international students and sources of support that enhance their adjustment and academic success. Thus, in the 

context of this study, social networks are the social units (individuals and groups) with whom a particular 

individual or group has had contact and continues to seek support (Maundeni, 2001; Bott, 1957; Granovetter, 

1973).  

       Social networks are considered useful in helping international students adjust to new environments through 

social interactions with other students, host family members, religious group members, and friends (Hayes & 

Lin, 1994). International students represent a group in transition, who are sometimes invisible, and who move to 

a foreign country to pursue their educational goals. These students need support and help from different 

networks in order to cope with the feelings of inadequacy, frustration, loneliness, and homesickness (Herbert, 

1981; Lucina, 2002). The social networks of international students are very different from those of the US 

students. Being distant from home, international students find it difficult adjusting to their new environments. 

The social network theory can be utilized as a development tool for campus administrators as they continue to 

offer support to international students (Marsden, 1982; Maundeni, 2001). Social network theory structure is 
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understood in terms of the certain concepts. The characteristics of a person’s network, such as its composition 

and size influence the extent to which networks are useful.  

         The following concepts of social network theory will be used to analyze the findings of the study: 

composition (size), function, durability, accessibility, density (solidarity), and homogeneity. The concept of 

network composition categorizes characteristics of network members; functions describes (emotional, 

informational, and instrumental support); durability involves stability of the individuals’ links with their 

network members; accessibility examines perceptions of the ease with which students make contact with their 

network members; density explores and analyzes the degree of contact students have with their network 

members, and homogeneity refers to the extent to which network members share common social attributes 

(Marsden & Lin, 1982, Maundeni, 2001). Large size and heterogeneity means greater access to diverse 

resources and unique information; frequent interaction and strength of relationships means strong support; 

network density (the extent to which network members know one another) and network density (closeness of 

network members) indicate convenient and strong support networks (Hurbert, Haines & Beggs, 2000).  

     These concepts correspond to international student networks the research questions were intended to answer. 

Density or the extent to which network members are interconnected had been extensively studied. Granovetter 

(1973) found that dense networks were likely to be useful in providing sociability and support. The availability 

of support from close friends and kin increased as the density of those links in the network increased. Some 

individuals may be insulated and deprived of information because their networks were both small and closely 

knit. The co-national networks in this study are characterized by these aspects of density. The co-national 

network is dense and closely knit and this is attributed to things shared in common, such as belonging to the 

same country, culture, and language. While resources are shared fast in a dense network, diverse types of 

information may not be available to participants (Fischer, 1982). 

      Composition is another vital structural feature of social networks. Boer (1981) observed three factors 

influencing the composition of the international student network; whether the student comes to the host country 
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alone, whether there is a need for frequent interaction with co-nationals, and personal motivation to interact 

with others. In this study, participants needed a diverse composition of networks in order to meet different 

needs; those that can help with academic issues, those that can help with social issues, and those that can help 

with emotional or personal issues. Most participants shared that relying solely on one network does not 

adequately serve their different needs (Fischer, 1982). Social networks can be supportive or non supportive in 

terms of having ties with people who can be positive or negative. This calls for making informed choices. 

     The idea of choice is an important matter in social network theory. In general, we each construct our 

networks. The initial networks are ascribed (imposed) upon us, such as parents, close kin members, and 

workmates. Overtime, we become responsible. We decide whose company to pursue, whom to ignore, whom to 

leave as a casual acquaintance, whom to ignore or break away from. By adulthood, most people have chosen 

their networks (Fischer, 1982). 

     Knowing which networks to choose to address different needs is vital for adjustment and academic success 

of international students. Every day, we decide to see people or avoid them, to help or not, to ask for help or 

not. We then make choices as best as we can. These choices are sometimes not free, but constrained by the 

number of people available to us, available information and personalities (shyness or temper may cause us to 

forfeit close relations (Fischer, 1982). 

     Once we have networks in place, we face the task of maintaining them. This is when people decide whether 

the network is worth the time, cost and attention it requires, other wise it is allowed to wither. Many 

circumstances can impede a relationship, such as chasing work schedules that restrict the opportunity for people 

to get together, moving to another city makes contact difficulty and expensive, or change in values can make 

conversation with old networks awkward. The range of choices people have in establishing and sustaining 

relationships varies. For example, a person who works can meet more people than one who stays at home. An 

affluent individual can travel, meet and maintain more people than a poor person. Distant contact is influenced 

by transportation, communication systems and individuals’ access to these structures (Fischer, 1982).  
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    Aspects of the social structure limit individuals’ discretion to form and maintain personal networks. They are 

bound by what would otherwise be a free expression of personality, taste, or will. The particular social structure 

that is of particular importance here is the institution or the context of this study. Where people reside can to a 

varying extent hold their networks, shaping the pool from which they draw and the ease with which they can 

sustain their relations (Fischer, 1982). 

     The other important issue is that within the constraints and preferences, people tend to build networks of 

other similar to themselves in terms of background, position, personality, and way of life. People of the same 

kin, race, religion, national origin and holding the same occupations tend to form homogenous networks that 

channel people into a specific structural location. These networks seem to share experiences, attitudes, beliefs 

and values and engage in similar activities. A group of people having overlapping personal networks, sharing 

common culture is a subculture, reinforcing the tendency to associate with others similar to themselves. They 

find the company of fellow group members more comfortable, enjoyable than that of outsiders. Thus, the 

cultural difference that emerges from social separation from others reinforces such separation unless lots of 

effort is made to branch out (Fischer, 1982). Sometimes a personal network is embedded in a single subculture, 

as might be in the case with an actor whose entire social life revolves around the theater or sometimes bridge 

other subcultures. For instance, an individual who has ties with colleagues further away as well as those of her 

or his ethnicity. The relations within any individual personal networks are part of a large social network, 

subcultures that link together and define society. These are the interconnections where individuals are linked 

with his or her personal network to a particular subculture and through that to society (Fischer, 1982). In the 

following section, I discuss the social capital, which is the central theory that frames my study. While social 

capital has been applied extensively in the literature, it has not been utilized to understand international 

students’ social networks. Yet, international students arrive, establish interpersonal relationships with other 

international or domestic students, and then strive to achieve their academic goals. Thus, social capital is 

important for their transition and academic success, especially when faced with a new environment. 
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The Social Capital Theory 

      According to Bourdieu (1986), capital exists in three forms; economic, cultural and social. Economic capital 

is to do with money and property. Cultural capital refers to legitimized knowledge present in a home 

environment, which allows parents and children to secure advantages from the educational process. Social 

capital refers to networks and connections, which can provide access to valued resources and information 

(Vryonides, 2004). Social capital theory asserts that social networks have value and increased social contacts 

affect individual and groups’ access to resources (McClean, Schultz & Steger, 2002). Social capitals are the 

resources accumulated through relationships among people (Coleman, 1988). Social capital is the number of 

people in a network, their willingness and ability to lend support (Bourdieu, 1980). Social capital provides 

company and information, advice, or resources. In social capital, there exists trustworthiness, information flows, 

and norms and obligations of members to each other. Another dimension of social capital refers to the position 

someone has in the network of relationships because it influences the willingness and capacity of others to 

provide help. Social capital is the investment in social relations by individuals through which they gain access 

to embedded resources to enhance expected returns (Lin, 2006). 

      Social capital has been linked to a variety of positive social outcomes, such as better public health, lower 

crime rates, and more efficient financial markets (Adler & Kwon, 2002). According to several measures of 

social capital, this important resource has been declining in the U.S. for the past several years (Putnam, 2000). 

When social capital declines, a community experiences increased social disorder, reduced participation 

in civic activities, and potentially more distrust among community members. Greater social capital increases 

commitment to a community and the ability to mobilize collective actions, among other benefits. Social capital 

may also be used for negative purposes, but in general social capital is seen as a positive effect of 

interaction among participants in a social network (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). For individuals, social capital 

allows a person to draw on resources from other members of the networks to which he or she belongs. These 

resources can take the form of useful information, personal relationships, or the capacity to organize groups 
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(Paxton, 1999). Access to individuals outside one’s close circle provides access to non-redundant information, 

resulting in benefits such as employment connections (Granovetter, 1973). Moreover, social capital researchers 

have found that various forms of social capital, including ties with friends and neighbors, are related to indices 

of psychological well-being, such as self esteem and satisfaction with life (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Helliwell 

& Putnam, 2004). Putnam (2000) distinguishes between bridging and bonding social capital. The former is 

linked to what network researchers refer to as ‘‘weak ties,’’ which are loose connections between individuals 

who may provide useful information or new perspectives for one another but typically not emotional support 

(Granovetter, 1982). 

        Research shows a widespread application of social capital in society. It has been applied to development 

(Putnam, 1993), interpersonal trust (Fukuyama, 1995), school choice and neighborhood associations (Portney & 

Berry, 1997), family migration and the Internet (Lin, Cook & Burt, 2001), collective action (Burt, 1992) and 

democratic governance (Putnam, 1993). The reconciliation of social capital into a flexible, yet coherent 

framework is not only important to the future of scholarship, but also for the world in which we live. A number 

of American tink tanks and foundations have dedicated resources to investigating public policy implications of 

social capital (Lang & Hornburg, 1998). The World Bank has funded the social capital initiative in an attempt to 

both understand the causes of poverty and to inform policy decisions. Social capital can help international 

students in a number of ways. Students who develop social capital gain opportunities both in school and beyond 

(Coleman, 1988). Social networks the students may have facilitated the flow of useful information, exposing 

them to useful norms they may not be familiar, helping them make contacts that are helpful socially and 

economically. Social capital is difficult to measure or observe, yet it is important to realize the potential it has 

on international students and foster relationships that lead to social capital among students. Social capital 

enhances the productivity of individuals by creating networks of people sharing information, providing mutual 

support, and enforcing norms of behavior that are beneficial to the group (Coleman, 1988). The creation of 

social capital entails four factors; the stability of the members of the group, the norms of the group that 
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reinforce the public good function of social capital, the consistency of contact given that social capital 

depreciates if not renewed (Putnam, 1993’ Coleman, 1990). Institutions recruiting international students ought 

to understand social networks inherent in social capital so that they can enhance the students contact with staff, 

other students and instructors. Students can draw upon such contacts to help complete challenging tasks rather 

than giving up. While international students bring along knowledge and norms of their own culture, they must 

learn to act appropriately under the new and unfamiliar conditions (Coleman, 1990). Most often, international 

students settle with others from their countries to form social capital that will give them a base to facilitate their 

adjustment to the wider US society. Social networks of reciprocity and trust improve student behavior and 

opportunities. Social capital can provide informational support which gives the student the ability to gather facts 

about upcoming opportunities, emotional support which involves those people who are available to the student 

to discuss matters of personal importance, and accompaniment support, which is the opportunity of having 

people to go places with and friends to accompany the student to various social events (Bourdieu, 1989; 

Putnam, 1993). In order for people to cooperate and achieve their goals, there is a need to not only know one 

another, but also to trust each other so that they will not exploit each other in the relationship. This way, each 

person can truly benefit from the relationship (Field, 2003). 

      Substantial disagreements on how to define operationalize, and measure social capital exists in the literature. 

Social capital in its various forms and contexts has emerged as one of the most salient concepts in social 

sciences. When much excitement has been generated, the divergent views, perspectives, and expectations have 

also raised questions. To better situate this theory, two major and different theoretical positions are presented 

whether capital should be seen from the societal group level or the relational level (Lin, 2006).       

       For Bourdieu (1998), social capital represents a process by which individuals in the dominating class, by 

mutual recognition and acknowledgment, reinforce and reproduce privileged group that holds various capital 

(economic, cultural, symbolic). Nobility and titles characterize this theoretical position as one that views social 

capital as a class (privilege) goods. The other position on social capital as a collective asset is represented by 
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networks of Coleman (1988) and Puntnam (1993). Coleman defined social capital in terms of social structural 

features or resources that are useful to individuals for specific actions and presents social capital as a public 

good. Social capital broadly refers to the resources accumulated through the relationships among people 

(Coleman, 1988). Social capital is an elastic term with a variety of definitions in multiple fields (Adler & Kwon, 

2002), conceived of as both a cause and an effect (Resnick, 2001; Williams, 2006). Bourdieu and Wacquant 

(1992) define social capital as ‘‘the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an 

individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 

mutual acquaintance and recognition’’ (p. 14). The resources from these relationships can differ in form and 

function based on the relationships themselves. The collective assets and features described by Coleman (1988) 

are available to all members of the group, social community and regardless of which members actually promote, 

sustain or contribute to such resources. Because social capital is a public good, it depends on the good will of 

the individual members to make such efforts and not be free riders. Thus, norms, trust, sanctions, authority, and 

structural features become important in sustaining social capital (Lin, 2006). If one where forced to trace the 

theoretical lineage of these two explanatory schemes, one could argue that the privileged good view is 

principally an extension and elaboration of the social relations in the Marx capital theory and that the public 

good view is primarily an extension and elaboration of the integrative or Durkheimian view of social relations 

(Lin, 2006). Some researchers discard the concept all together and work with manageable variables of this 

concept. It is important to recognize this complexity and understand that social capital is a multidimensional 

concept. The challenge often is to integrate the different dimensions into a single yet flexible framework 

(Coleman, 1988; Adler & Kwon, 2002; Puntam, 2000). Therefore, social capital is an elastic term with a variety 

of definitions in multiple fields (Adler & Kwon, 2002).  

       Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) define social capital as “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that 

accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintances and recognition (p. 14). These resources can differ in form and function 
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depending on the relationships type. Social capital has been linked to a variety of outcomes, such as better 

public health, lower crime rates, and more efficient financial markets (Adler & Kwon, 2002). Social capital 

allows an individual to draw on resources from other members of the network for which the individual belongs. 

These resources include useful information, personal relationships, or physical resources. Baker defines social 

capital as “a source that actors derive from specific social structures and then use to pursue their interests. It is 

created by changes in the relationship among actors” (Baker, 1990, p. 619). Schiff defines the term as “the set 

of elements of the social structure that affects relations among people and is inputs or arguments of the 

production and/or utility function (Schiff, p. 161). Burt sees it as “friends, colleagues, and more general contacts 

through which you receive opportunities to use your financial and human capital (Burt, 1992, p. 9).  

      According to Howard and Gilbert (2008), social capital has three dimensions: intrapersonal, interpersonal 

and behavioral. The intrapersonal refers to an individual’s life satisfaction and personal wellbeing. The 

interpersonal refers the trust among individuals and the behavioral involves active participation in the civic and 

political arenas. Social capital is about competitive advantage. Society is a market of people exchanging 

academic, cultural, economic, political and social goods in the course of pursuing their interest (Coleman, 1988; 

Bourdieu, 1992; Burt, 1992; Putnam, 1993). Inequality occurs when certain individuals do better in the sense of 

receiving higher returns to their efforts. Some people enjoy higher incomes, reach higher positions, and lead 

more important projects. Social capital is important for individual beliefs and behavior. The social capital is 

about the notion that those who do better are somehow better connected, whether that connection involves 

trusting, supporting, or depending on others. Bourdieu defines social capital “as the sum of the resources, 

actual, virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintances and recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). 

Coleman defines social capital as “a function of social structure producing advantage (Coleman, 1990, p. 302). 

Coleman (1992) noted that social capital is not a single entity but a variety of different entities. Social capital 

consists of aspects of social structure, and facilitates the actions of individuals in the structure. Social capital is 
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also productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that would not be possible without it. Putnam 

sees social capital as “features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks that can improve 

efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated action (Putnam, 1993, p. 167).  These perspectives are diverse, 

but the researchers agree social capital create for certain individuals or groups a competitive advantage in 

pursuing certain ends. Better connected people enjoy higher returns.  

      Participation in and control of information underlies the social capital of structural holes (Burt, 1992). The 

structural holes argument has generic research findings in sociology and social psychology. Social capital 

illustrates that information circulates more within than between groups due to strong networks. The weaker ties 

bridge connections between groups and these are considered holes in the social structure of the market. This 

does not mean the people in the groups are not aware of each other, but they do not have to attend to the needs 

of the other group. People on either side of the structural hole circulate different information. Structural holes 

are an opportunity to broker the flow of information between people and control the form of projects that bring 

together people of opposite sides of the holes.  

     The concept of social capital has evolved as an important aspect and has been put to test by increasingly 

diverse applications (Portes, 1998). Portes stated that the concept has been applied to so many events and so 

many different contexts to an extend where it is almost losing any distinct meaning. Despite its current 

popularity, it does not embody any idea new to sociologists. The novelty and heuristic power of social capital 

comes from two sources. First, the concept focuses attention on sociability while putting aside its less attractive 

features. Second, it places those positive consequences in the framework of a broader discussion. There are 

benefits accruing to people for participating in groups and sociability aimed at creating resources. Bourdieu 

(1985) asserted “the profits which accrue from membership in a group are the basis of the solidarity which 

makes them possible (p. 249). Whereas Coleman (1988) emphasized dense networks as a necessary condition 

for social capital, Burt (1992) argued that it is the relative absence of ties, labeled structural holes that facilitate 
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individual mobility because dense networks convey redundant information, while weak ties can be sources of 

new knowledge and resources. 

      Social networks are not naturally given and must be constructed through investment strategies oriented to 

group relations that allow individuals to access resources possessed by their associates and the amount and 

quality of those resources (Portes, 1998). The acquisition of social capital requires deliberate investment in 

economic and cultural resources. Coleman (1988) refined the role of social capital in the creation of human 

capital and stated that social capital could be utilized for the acquisition of educational credentials. Social 

capital consists of resources embedded in social relations and social structure, which can be mobilized when an 

actor wishes to increase a likelihood of success in supportive action. Social capital explains the importance of 

using social connections and social relations in achieving goals. It is what one knows and who one knows that 

leads to these goals. 

      Two components regarding social capital. First, resources are embedded in social relations rather than in the 

individual. The property of the network and an actor’s position in that network is more important than the actor 

himself. Second, access and use of these resources are dependent on an actor being aware of their presence. If 

an actor is not aware of the ties or relationships between him and other actors, he cannot use the resources 

available to him. Social capital then, seems not to exist and will only exist if the actor becomes aware resources 

at his disposal. The ability to identify networks and key role players in these networks will make it possible to 

access social capital. Social capital depends on the actors as well as the nature of resources to be appropriate for 

addressing particular needs (Palloni & Massey, 2001). 

 

      Sources of social capital: Sources of social capital are important and helpful in many ways. One of these 

sources is the intangible character of social capital. Bourdieu (1985) and Coleman (1988) emphasized that while 

economic capital is in people’s bank accounts and human capital is inside their minds, social capital is inherent 

in the structure of their relationships. This means to possess social capital, a person must be related to others 
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and those others other than himself are the source of important resources for achieving certain ends. The 

motivation of others to provide such resources varies. People may provide help in terms of information, 

academic support, or emotional support to others. The internalized norms that make such behaviors possible are 

beneficial to others (Portes, 1998). The other source is the Marx’s analysis of emergent class consciousness in 

the industrial society. By being brought together by common values, workers create a sense of identity and 

support each other and strive for common goals. In this case, the goals are not universal but bound by the 

common things they share in their community. Bounded solidarity refers to this behavior and has is the type of 

social capital that leads the wealthy to contribute to charity, people to join military to protect its others, and 

many collective movements to rally for ends that benefit others (Portes, 1988; Coleman, 1990). The final source 

of social capital rests in the Durkheim’s (1984) theory of social integration and the sanctioning capacity of 

group rituals. This regards reciprocity exchanges, such as donors providing with the expectation of repayment 

or someone giving help with the expectation of the other person giving back in kind. These returns may not 

come as they were given, but may take different forms. If an individual helps another by providing emotional 

help, the other may provide back material help, such as in monetary terms. An institution may sometimes 

provide a scholarship to a student, but expect approval and gratitude from the recipient not a repayment (Portes, 

1998).  

 

      Benefits of social capital: The literature distinguishes three forms of social capital applicable to a variety of 

contexts as a source of social control, as a source of family support and as a source of benefits through extra 

familial networks. Source of capital as source of social control is inherent in the rule enforcement. Individuals 

stand the chance of being relied upon by a lot of people and this reliance provides power over those people. The 

social networks created by community networks is useful to parents, teachers and enforcement authorities as 

they seek to maintain discipline and promote compliance among those under their charge. This is because if a 

child drops out of school  or falls in a gang, he or she brings shame not only to himself or herself, but to his or 
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her family (Portes, 1998).Coleman (1992) lamented the disappearance of family and community structures that 

produced this type of social capital. The source of capital as a source of family support is a contribution of 

Coleman (1992) while discussing parental and kin support. This source of capital is common in families where 

both parents rare children as opposed to one parent families. The beneficiaries of this capital are the children 

whose education and personality development are enriched. Hao (1994) analyzed kin support and out-of-

wedlock motherhood. Like financial capital, social capital influences transfers made by parents to daughters and 

behavioral outcomes such as teen pregnancy, educational attainment, and labor force participation. Social 

capital is greater in two-parent families, those with fewer children, and those were parents have high aspirations 

for their young. These conditions foster greater parental attention, more hours spent with children, and the 

emergence of an achievement orientation among adolescents (Portes, 1998; Hao, 1994). 

       By far, the most common function of social capital is as a source of network mediated benefits beyond the 

immediate family. Bourdieu (1980) noted that parental support of children’s development is a source of cultural 

capital and social capital refers to assets gained through membership in networks. Anheier et al. (1995) mapped 

social ties among artists and intellectuals and results of their analysis showed very strong networks among core 

members with more restricted access to those in peripheral and commercial pursuits. The most common use of 

this capital, however, is in the field of stratification in terms of access to employment, occupational mobility, 

and entrepreneurial success (Portes 1998; Anheier et al., 1995). Granovetter (1974) found that weak ties are 

useful outside the immediate circles of family and close friends and serves as informal employment referral 

system. This observation ran contrary to common sense notion that dense networks, such as those available 

through family circles would be most effective in findings jobs. Burt (1992) sees social capital as based on 

network ties rather than density (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1974; Portes, 1998). The role of social capital is also 

important in ethnic business enclaves that employ a significant number of co-ethnic labor force and community 

social networks are vital for resources for these firms, such as startup capital, tips for business, access to 

markets, and how to find disciplined labor force. Wacquant and Wilson (1989) emphasized how the departure 
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both industrial employment and middle-class families from black inner city areas have left the remaining 

population bereft of social capital, leading to high levels of unemployment and welfare dependency. Santon-

Salazar and Dornbush (1995) have investigated the relationship between outside social networks and academic 

achievement and aspirations among Mexican high school students in the San Francisco area. They found 

positive correlations suggesting the role of cultural capital in cultural attainment. 

       Social capital also provides access to a broader source of information. The size of the network determines 

the amount of information that is shared within the network. A person has much more better chance to receive 

timely, relevant information in a big than a small network. For information to be useful, access to a larger 

volume and ensuring that the type of information is diverse and non-redundant are important. This information 

could be useful for finding jobs, locating academic resources or learning about upcoming social events. Actors 

with strong networks tend to learn quicker and more about relevant information. Granovetter (1973), however, 

argued that the spread of information depends on weak ties to spread from one strong network to another. 

  

    Negative aspects of social capital: The research literature on social capital strongly emphasizes its positive 

consequences. Social capital can have less desirable consequences. Social ties can be a liability as well as an 

assent. Individuals can fall in with the wrong crowd and the desire to get accepted can induce people to take up 

harmful habits. Recent studies identified four negative consequences of social capital: exclusion of outsiders, 

excess claims on group members, restrictions on individual freedoms, and downward leveling norms.  

    The same strong ties that bring benefits to members of a group bar others from access. Wadlinger (1995) 

described the tight control exercised by Italian, Irish and Polish immigrants over the construction trades and 

police Unions of New York. The growing control of the produce business by Korean immigrants in Several East 

Coast cities, the traditional monopoly of Jewish merchants over the New York Diamond trade, and the 

dominance of Cubans over numerous sectors of the Miami economy (Walding, 1995; Portes, 1998).  
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     The excess claims on group members also presents negative outcomes of social capital. Group or community 

closure may prevent the success of business initiatives by their members. Intergroup relationships found in 

highly solidary communities can give rise to problems as less diligent members can enforce all kinds of 

demands that are backed by normative structure on more successful individuals or groups. In the process, 

opportunities for entrepreneuriaship are dissipated (Portes, 1998). Also, community or group participation 

creates demands of conformity. For instance in a small community, neighbors know each other, one can get 

supplies on a store at the corner, children play on the streets with the watchful eye of other adults. The level of 

social control in such settings is strong and quite restrictive to personal freedoms, which explains why young 

and independent minded have always left. Strong networks have their own rules on what is allowable and what 

is not. Being an important player in a well connected network can give one more bargaining power compared to 

other players, which means he or she can control many of the information flows within the network. Finally, 

there are situations where group solidarity is cemented by common experience of adversity and opposition to 

mainstream society. The result is downward leveling norms that operate to keep members of a downtrodden 

group in place and force the more ambitious ones to escape from it (Portes, 1998).  

       Review of literature shows that social capital involves networks, social trust, civic engagement, political 

participation, membership in a group or associations, volunteering, and a variety of other concepts (Bourdieu, 

1983; Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000 & Newton, 2006). Social capital broadly refers to 

the resources accumulated through the relationships among people (Coleman, 1988). Bourdieu and Wacquant 

(1992) define social capital in terms of the sum of resources that accrue to an individual for virtue of possessing 

a durable network. The resources from thse relationships can differ in form and function based on the level of 

the relationships. Adler and Kwon (2002) noted that social capital has been linked to a variety of positive social 

outcomes, such as better public health, lower crime rates, and more efficient financial markets. When social 

capital declines, a community experiences increased social disorder, reduced participation in civic activities, 

and more distrust among members. Social capital refers to the norms and networks that enable people to act 
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collectively in mutual trust and reciprocity (Coleman, 1988; Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). Social capital 

consists of resources embedded in social relations and structures which an actor can mobilize to access 

resources. Access to these resources is dependent on the actor being aware of their presence. If an actor is not 

aware of the ties or relationships between him/her and other actors, he/she may not use resources that are 

available. For individuals, social capital allows each to draw on resources from other members of the network to 

which he or she belongs. These resources can take the form of useful information, personal relationships, or the 

capacity to organize groups (Paxton, 1999). Accessing individuals outside one’s circle provides access to non-

redundant information, resulting in benefits such as employment connections (Granovetter, 1973). Various 

forms of social capital, such as social ties with friends and neighbors are related to psychological wellbeing, 

self-esteem and satisfaction with life (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). 

      The ability to identify networks and key actors in the network is important for achieving resources as well as 

social ties vital to adjustment and academic success. Such ties could provide information useful for 

employment. Many people obtain their jobs through friends and relatives. The social capital (the value of being 

in the network) depends on the people in that network (composition) and how they are connected. Social capital 

provides actors in the network access to broader resources of information, extended power and influence, and 

facilitates solidarity between actors. Putnam (2000) distinguishes between bridging and bonding types of social 

capital. Bridging is linked to weak ties, which are loose connections between individuals who may provide 

useful information or new perspectives for one another but typically not emotional support. Distant ties of like 

persons, loose friendships and workmates are examples of bridging capital (Granovetter, 1982). Bridging social 

capital is suitable for linking to external assets and for information diffusion (Putnam, 2000) and involves 

people from a broad range of backgrounds. Bonding social capital is found between individuals with similar 

situations, tightly-knit, emotionally close relationships, such as immediate family members, close friends and 

neighbors. These individuals can provide emotional support or access to scarce resources.  
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      Actors with strong (dense) networks will generally know more about relevant information faster than those 

who do not, yet such information is just limited to this group. Actors with weak (sparse ties) will know 

information slower, but such information can be broadly obtained. This illustrates that, the social ties can be 

both a blessing and blight in terms of obtaining information and accessing resources (Brass, Galeskiewics, 

Greve, & Tsai, 2004). Social capital illustrates that international students who adjust better and succeed in their 

studies are those who are somehow connected to others. The concept of social capital can broaden our 

understanding of social networks. It helps understand the dynamic nature of social networks and the resources 

they help people access. Such understanding can help practitioners in their efforts to help international students. 

It involves social relationships and networks that allow individuals to gain access to resources possessed by 

their associates. Social networks that form the basis of social capital must be created through strategies that 

formalize group relations that are reliable and that provide access to resources. Such resources include financial, 

informational, positive attitude, willingness to share experiences, and ability to provide emotional support. 

When people lack connection to others, they are unable to the veracity of their own views and are likely to be 

frustrated. The networks that constitute social capital serve as conduits for the flow of helpful information that 

facilitate achieving one’s goals. 

        Social capital is useful to international students. The benefits of social capital (connections) to any person 

are dependent on the size of the person’s network and the resources provided by each of the people in the 

network (Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital to international students depends on their ability to get at resources 

that would not normally be available to them. Some of these resources are ascribed and some of them need to be 

sought by the students. For example, students who have friends and family members already in the US before 

they arrive for their studies benefit from ascribed social capital, in that these people help them with information 

and resources. According to Coleman 1988, 1990) social capital could include networks, norms and 

involvement in voluntary organizations, such as student clubs to achieve certain ends.  
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International students and social capital 

      The success of international students hinges in the social networks they establish when they study abroad. 

Coming from educational systems and cultures that are different, they encounter difficulties accessing 

information and resources that are vital for their academic success. Social capital, which is the investment in 

social relationships, is important for the transition of international students to a new environment. Social capital 

refers to the intangible resources and connections within and between interpersonal relationships (social 

networks). Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988) and Putnam (1993) agree that social capital inheres in personal 

connections and interpersonal interactions. Through such interactions, international students access information 

on social events, resources for academic success and build trust and a sense of obligations. Social capital for 

international students is inherent in individual networks and organizational ties. Lin (2001) referred to such 

connections as social networks, which are the social relations between individual actors, groups and 

organizations that provide resources for success.  

       Social networks inhere in social relationships and can be informal based on kinship, neighborhood or co-

working. Social networks can also be formalized through community organizations, such as religious 

denominations, fraternal societies, political parties and clubs. One of the original and central insights in the 

literature is to view social capital as a means of enhancing the rate of human capital accumulation, particularly 

through personal support, trust and sharing knowledge that social capital provides (Coleman, 1988). This is 

appropriate for this study which examines the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of 

international students. Most international students establish friendships when they arrive in the US, but these 

friendships are often concentrated upon student peers from the same nation. Social capital constitutes an 

advantage for education performance and attainment because it consists of patterns of behavior that support and 

reinforce the goals of education.  

     These friendships provide a sense of empathy but limit opportunities to build connections with different 

types of people and learn the language and culture. Only a few students make little or no use of more formal 
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organization-wide networks that are widely associated with benefits of social capital in the literature. Social 

capital that can be derived from a network is determined by the size and type of the network. That is the number 

of ties that a person has in a network. The more ties a student has, the more resources are likely to be accessed. 

The network type shapes the network function. International students’ primary network is that of students from 

their own country. This is considered an homogenous network, the tendency towards similar actors in the 

network. Some international students associate with other networks besides the co-national. Networks with the 

hosts are heterogeneous in that it involves reaching out to diverse actors in the network. Such networks provide 

social capital that cannot be obtained through the co-national network (Coleman, 1988, Bourdieu, 1986). 

      Social capital is a feature of internal linkages that give actors associated benefits derived from the 

relationships (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 92). The network structure is the relative density of links among people 

within a network that facilitate the flow of information and support in which such person is embedded 

(Wellman & Frank, 2001). Bourdieu (1986) noted that social capital represents an aggregate of actual or 

potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network (p. 248). Coleman (1990) argued that 

social capital inheres in the structure of relations between and among persons (p. 302). Coleman (1988) noted 

that the structure or relations could help establish obligations between social actors, creates a trustworthy social 

environment, open channels for information set of norms and impose sanctions on social behaviors (pp. 102-

104). For Coleman (1990) social structure becomes social capital when an actor effectively uses it to pursue his 

or her interests (p. 305). Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1990) focused on individuals and their relationships 

with other individuals within a network as their primary unit of analysis of social capital. The individual’s social 

capital can be derived and facilitated by membership in social networks (Lesser, 2000). 

        Putnam (1993) defined features of social organization, such as trust, norms and networks to enable 

individuals to achieve certain goals (p. 664). Social capital has value and influence productivity of individuals 

through reciprocity, connectedness and sharing information. International students’ help each other succeed. 

Fukuyama (1995) referred to social capital as information, trust and norms of reciprocity inhering in one’s 
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social networks (p. 16). Social capital therefore comprises both the network and assets on benefits associated 

with it. Social capital is productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that in its absence would 

not be possible. A social capital that is useful in facilitating certain actions that may be useful or harmless to 

others. Social capital inheres in the structure of relations between and among actors. Social capital is logged in 

the actors themselves, but through exchange in relations among persons that facilitate action.  

      The extent to which international students form new relationships and develop social networks will impact 

their transition. When international students arrive in the US, building new friendships, networks and support 

systems are important for their adjustment and academic performance. Support network of family, institution 

and the community help improve their adjustment and academic performance. Such connections help them 

improve their language skills, understand behavioral patterns and learn the educational system. The enhanced 

happiness and sense of wellbeing such networks generate is likely to create a more conducive frame for mind 

for studying. Trust enables individuals to benefit from social networks. It is the idea of shared trust-based norms 

that foster cooperative behavior in the form of good will and reciprocity. The function identified by the concept 

of social capital is the value of these aspects of social structure to actors in terms of information and resources 

derived from the relationships.  

       Social capital can exist in three major forms. The three forms are expectations and obligations, information 

channels and social norms. The three forms of social capital apply to international students’ adjustment and 

success. The obligations and expectations of social capital which depend on trustworthiness of the social 

environment are held by people and cashed when necessary. In the context of higher education, social capital 

are in the forms of parental expectations, obligations and social relationships that exist within the family, 

institution, and the community that are important for the students’ academic success. Coleman (1988) argued 

that the educational expectations, norms and obligations that exist within a family or community are important 

social capital that influences the level of parental involvement and investment, which in turn affect academic 

success. International students who have family members in the US benefit from parental social capital who 
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provide them with financial capital as well as emotional support. The family members provide them with tips on 

how to survive in the US, tell them about the culture and the appropriate behavior, and help them learn the 

language. At the family level, parents’ cultural and financial capitals become available to the student if the 

social connection between the child and the parent is sufficiently strong.  

     The students benefit from cultural capital, the knowledge and possessions that are reflected in books, art, and 

other cultural artifacts. According to Bourdieu (1986) cultural capital includes the interest of parents and 

patterns of norms in the family that relate to education and similar relationships in the wider community. 

Cultural capital is related to knowledge and culture that is valued in the society and that is transmitted to others. 

Cultural capital is relevant in understanding how social groups are advantaged in plural and complex societies 

where there are social divisions with competing cultural capital. Thus, the important question is “Whose culture 

has more capital?” (Collins & Thompson, 1997). Because the notion of cultural capital is embodied in symbolic 

resources reflected in the curriculum, testing standards, classroom practices, similar activities and practices, the 

answer to the question depends on who makes decisions regarding these aspects, the social group with power or 

the dominant group. International students are at a disadvantage when it comes to cultural capital when they are 

in the US, particularly those who do not have family members here. The culture, language and education system 

in the US are different from what they were accustomed too and the host values are more legitimate than their 

own cultures. When international students arrive in the US, the type of capital they bring along conflict the 

acquisition of another and the new capital may be acquired through integration into the new society. Because 

capital is based on whose culture or education is valued, those from collectivist cultures may experience a 

conflict as they integrate into the new culture. Cultural capital acquired through family and schooling remain a 

positive resource throughout educational and occupational careers. Bourdieu (1986) recognized the existence of 

social capital as the total amount of a network of relationships which can be mobilized to support cultural 

capital.  
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    Social capital is also a source of information channels that provide appropriate information as a basis for 

action. At the institutional level, disciplinary climate and academic norms established by the institution are 

major forms of social capital. These norms create learning and caring campus climate, improves quality of 

education and ensure the welfare of the campus community. Resnick (2001) noted that weak ties are the 

foundation of bridging social capital. Bridging social capital support loose social ties, allowing users to create 

and maintain larger, diffuse networks of relationships from which they could potentially draw resources. 

According to Putnam (2000), bonding social capital reflects strong ties with family and close friends (co-

nationals) who are in a position to provide emotional support and access to resources. In the US, international 

students form an organization composed of their co-national group and hold the group to certain norms and 

obligation, including loyalty to the group. Social networks change overtime as relationships are formed and 

abandoned. Changes in social networks affect one’s social capital especially when a person moves from the 

geographical location which their networks were formed and thus loses access to those social resources. 

      In order for any relationship to exist, there needs to be trust among actors. International students, for 

instance, must trust that their friends will show up for a social activity they organized, for a group project to 

discuss class assignments or to help when needed. Thus, they expect their networks to help as needed and these 

people will have an obligation to help their friends. Social capital also ensures information flow capability of 

the social structure. Information regarding academic resources, social events, and courses to take are important 

for international students’ adjustment and success. This feature of social capital is quite important for new 

international students who may need such help to get acclimated to the new society. An important form of 

social capital inheres in social relations. Information is important in providing a basis for action. Acquisition of 

information is costly because it requires attention, which is scarce in supply. Information can be obtained social 

relations 

     Another form of social capital are norms that are accompanied by sanctions. When international students 

join a club associated with other students from their own country, they are bound to abide by the obligations or 
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sanctions of the group. This may mean not associating with organizations other than the co-national network. 

Those who violate these expectations are seen as betraying the organization. Norms that provide rewards for 

higher achievement facilitate school tasks. Norms that bind an organization encourage its members to help each 

other. They facilitate certain actions but constraint others. An organization with strong and effective norms can 

restrict its members reaching out to other networks (Putnam, 1993).     

      Scholars on social capital, such as Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988), Putnam (1993), Lin (2001), 

Fukuyama (1995) and Portes (1998) described on this section dwell on how social capital is applicable to 

people in general. All authors agree that social capital provides information and resources as people interact 

with each other. However, the literature does not discuss social capital in the context of international students. 

Most of the literature also focus on the positive aspects of social capital and there is a scant coverage of the 

negative aspects of it. This study explored social capital on the context of international students and both the 

negative and positive aspects of social capital in order to fill this gap. 

       

The Functional Social Ties Theory 

       According to Bochner (1982), international students engage in three different ties that serve different 

functions. These ties are mono-cultural, bi-cultural, and multi-cultural. The primary mono-cultural network 

consists of close friendships of international students with those from their countries. The main function of this 

network is to provide a setting in which the students can rehearse and express their cultural origin, values, and 

beliefs. This network is useful during the initial stages of adjustment. The secondary, bi-cultural network 

consists of bonds between international students and significant host nationals such as academic advisors, 

faculty members, administrators, and host students. The main function of this network is to instrumentally 

facilitate the academic and professional aspirations of the student. The third network is the international 

student’s multi-cultural circle of friends and acquaintances. The main function of this network is to provide 
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companionship (roommates) for recreational, non-cultural, and non task-oriented activities. These friends would 

include those residing off-campus, in other cities, and outside the US.      

         The functional purpose of social networking is vital for international students’ adjustment and academic 

success. According to Vaux (1988), most people at most points in their lives have an identifiable network of 

significant others to whom they can call for assistance. Such network may vary in size, structure and 

composition over the course of their life. Through tragedy, distant relocation, or personal conflict, some links 

may be cut off. This can influence the person’s future experiences of network relationships. Although a person’s 

network may fluctuate in size, structure and feature, its essential features persist. There is continuity in the 

functions served by different networks (Vaux, 1988).  

      While examining the functional purposes of social networks, it is important to understand that not all 

networks are beneficial. Some networks may have negative effects on individuals in the network. Networks can 

be too demanding on one’s time and resources. Some studies oversimplify many social relationships as being 

universally supportive when in fact some networks can be a source of stress (Elliot & Grambling, 1990). The 

lack of balance between support received and the one provided (reciprocity) is one negative effect of social 

networks. Support providers may not provide the kinds of support recipients consider as helpful.  

      The process of establishing social networks can be very daunting to those involved. It requires an active 

involvement by the person seeking support to develop network resources, solicit support behavior, and appraise 

supportive relationships and experiences. This also involves actively seeking appropriate network members and 

requesting assistance (Vaux, 1988). The social networks may vary depending on type or magnitude of need. 

The person seeking support may have to carefully select who could provide the kind of support needed, what 

kind of network would be most helpful in a certain situation, and learn how to decline inappropriate support 

(Vaux, 1988). 

     The strength of ties is an important component of this theory. According to Hirsch (1981) ties do not only 

vary in content but also in intensity. One tie may provide more emotional support or financial aid than another 



138 

 

(Hirsch, 1981). Weak ties can introduce individuals to other ties that they do not normally know. These weak 

ties could become strong ones given the social situation, circumstances, and frequency of interaction. 

Gravonetter (1973) emphasized the importance of weak ties in linking people to more diverse ties that may have 

unique information that is not found in strong ties. Weak ties can be lead to diverse kinds of resources that can 

be instrumental to individuals.  

     Network composition is important for addressing individuals’ needs and challenges. Network composition 

describes the members in an individual’s network. These are the people who offer support either directly or 

indirectly to enable access to resources. The network may include family members, friends, neighbors, 

classmates, advisors or co-workers. Network composition can be assessed in terms of the homogeneity of 

network members. Vaux (1988) noted that it is inaccurate to examine diversity in terms of network size as 

members may be from one ethnic group. Large social network sizes may mean more conflicts among members. 

Rather, the quality and appropriateness of network members in addressing different needs have implications for 

individual’s adjustment and success.  

      Social networks can serve as interventions to address needs and challenged encountered by various 

individuals. Gottlieb (1981) noted that training intervention can focus on network-building skills where people 

learn how to develop ties, help others form new connections, and learn how to reciprocate help. The other type 

of intervention would be to mobilize informal resources that bring people together so that they can get to know 

each other. For instance, people who share similar interests.  Bringing people together will help them become 

aware of their situation, encourage them to communicate, and encourage them to learn new information, or 

transitions they may be facing. They can exchange problem solving strategies, provide support to each other, 

and have empathy on each other being in a unique situation (Gottlieb, 1981). The structure and content of the 

social network ties do matter and are useful to international students’ adjustment and academic success. Strong 

and weak ties are both important because they serve different functions. While strong ties connect members of 

the co-national group, weak ties connect members to other individuals outside the group who can provide 



139 

 

unique resources. These resources may not be found in the co-national group. For instance, international 

students can gain from members from their own countries but they also need host nationals.  

     Many students utilize social capital to achieve their social, academic and economic goals. They look to their 

friends for social support and to close friends and family members for emotional and spiritual support. 

Interaction with social ties is not sufficient, but needs to be continuous and reciprocal in order for the 

relationships to be beneficial. People become friends with those they share similar interests through repeated 

contact, attending sports and social events together. Friendship groups provide a sense of belonging along with 

social and emotional support to members (Stanton-Salazar & Pina, 2005). The most successful students are 

those who tend to tap into multiple social and academic networks while still maintaining an intact cultural 

identity (Gibson, 1997). While a shared identity provides helpful starting point to connect, only through 

repeated and sustained interaction can students feel a sense of obligation and engage in meaningful relationships 

with each other. Social capital enables the context for such relationships. 

 

Social Network Map 

     During the interviews, international students were asked to draw a social network map of their own network 

such as friends, acquaintances, relatives, indicating how they relate with these people. Developed and used by 

Tracy and Whittaker (1990) to help high-risk families, the social network map is a semi-structured approach to 

obtaining information about a person’s social network. Diagram 3.2 illustrates how a social network map can 

look like. The social network map is an instrument used to explore in a systematic way an individual’s 

membership in a social network and key characteristics of relationships that exist, such as frequency of contact, 

length of time known, type and direction of support (Tracy & Whittaker, 1990; Gilligan, 1999). Social network 

maps enable people to describe diagrammatically who is in their life and what they think of these relationships, 

such as level of closeness, type and amount of support, how often they see them, and how long they have 
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known them. Mcguire (1983) noted that this exercise is supposed to be fascinating, revealing and sometimes 

surprising to participants when they list their social network members as a diagram, such as the one below. 

 

Figure 3.0. The social network map 

 

 

     With the social network map, international students can be encouraged to develop a wide range of contacts 

so that there are enough people to meet different functions to serve their needs. One way to do so is to 

encourage them to develop heterogeneous social ties. This could be done by using social network maps to 

establish the people that largely comprise the students’ network. Encouraging international students to reach out 

to host students who are often outside their close friends circle is one way to utilize the map. The students were 

asked to draw the diagram in any way they like to allow for variation and creativity.  

       The diagrams were compared to the three different ties that serve different functions (mono-cultural, bi-

cultural and multi-cultural) discussed above. It is encouraged that international students develop a wide range of 

contacts so that they can have people that serve different needs. Social network maps help establish the people 

that largely comprise the students’ networks. Making such networks diverse can ensure these students receive 

diverse resources. The social network maps reflect that type of needs that international students may need. For 

instance, a student who takes educational performance as a priority social network map my comprise more 

academic related social networks, such as academic advisors, tutors, classmates, and faculty members. One who 

is interested in sports may have a social network map that comprises primarily athletes. Because international 
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students have different priorities and interests, they tend of to have different social network maps which reflect 

that type of needs they seek in touch networks. Also, it is important to note that the students’ social network 

maps varied in size and diversity. For instance, one participant had a map consisting of only co-national maps. 

      The social network map is meant to be utilized in different ways. The social network map is made up of 

individuals who can assist with various needs. These individuals, however, help meet different or similar needs 

facing the recipient. In order to seek help, a student can, for instance, list all the needs or circumstances he or 

she is faced with. These may include intangible emotional needs as well as concrete practical tasks. Next, the 

student can list down the people who helped with these needs. Writing down the names of people who helped 

with each need can be helpful. In addition, groups or organizations can also be listed down, such as church 

groups, student organizations, and academic resources. The individual can then look at the map to see if there 

are additional needs that are unmet. If the individual does not know anyone who can help with a particular need, 

he/she needs to engage in new relationships with other people who can help. Examining at the people you are 

getting help from whether family members, friends or strangers can help determine whether the individual can 

reach out to others. The individual can then determine whether he or she is asking help from strangers, fearing 

to burden friends or family members. International students often are hesitant to burden their family members 

with too many needs. Whether the individual is calling a few people for almost everything or one person to 

meet various needs. This way, the individual can ask someone he or she rarely utilizes to assist more and seek 

out more social networks for where assistance is not adequate. Thus, the social network map guides the 

individual to identity who he or she gets help from, whether to seek new relationship or drop others that are no 

longer helpful. The social network map is therefore a useful tool that can guide individuals develop and 

effectively use social networks for social and academic purposes. Some networks can help with academic help, 

others can refer one to resources and others can provide recreational support in terms of being part of a team 

that plays a particular sport, such as basketball club. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESERCH METHODS 

       This is a case study of international students at a research state university in the Southwest region. Case 

study design provides and facilitates an in-depth study of the phenomenon and makes the study feasible 

(Creswell, 1994). Case study confines the study to single phenomenon-the role of social networks. Case study 

design facilitates an in-depth study of the phenomenon. Data collection was done through individual interviews. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the role of the social networks in the adjustment and academic 

success of international students. The study involves detailed accounts of the human phenomenon studied and 

underlying meanings identified. Thus, this section presents the research questions, describes the data collection 

procedures and data analysis. The section also describes the limitations, positionality, ethical considerations, 

validity and trustworthiness of the study. The study is designed to answer the following questions.  

 

Research Questions 

RQ1.  What are the social networks to which international students belong and to what extent do these social 

networks support or hinder their adjustment and academic success?  

 

RSQ 1. What adjustment challenges do international students experience and to what extent do their social 

network members help them adjust and succeed? 

 

RSQ 2. How do the needs of international students change overtime? To what extent do social networks serve 

the changing needs of these students? 

 

RSQ 3. What obstacles do international students experience while establishing social network members? 
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Strategy of inquiry 

       When considering methodology for researching phenomena, an investigator can choose from several 

approaches. Quantitative methods include experimental, non-experimental, or quasi-experimental designs. 

Qualitative methods may include a case study, ethnography, grounded theory, and phenomological studies 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Merriam, 1998). According to Merriam (1998), this type of qualitative research is 

commonly found in educational studies. The choice of methodology was crucial and required thoughtful 

consideration before embarking on this study. While researchers have focused their studies on the adjustment 

experiences of international students, little has been known about the social networks of international students 

and no research connects social networks directly to the adjustment and academic success of international 

students. Thus, qualitative research is appropriate in this study that focuses on a phenomena in which little is 

knonw. Field and Morse (1985) stated: 

 

Qualitative methods should be used where there is little known about a domain, when the investigator 

suspects that the present knowledge or theories may be biased or when the research question pertains to 

understanding or describing a particular phenomenon or event about which little is known (p. 11). 

 

    Qualitative methods describe phenomena from the epic perspective or the participants point of view. In this 

study, the focus on international students experiences with their social networks and gathers the point of view of 

those who have lived those experiences.  In this approach, individuals are considered active agents who define 

the nature of reality for themselves and the meanings generated through interaction and contacts with others. 

These meanings are generated and articulated through an interpretive process. Ericson (1977) noted that: 
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What qualitative research does best and most essentially is to describe the key incidents in functionally 

relevant descriptive terms and place them in some relation to the wider social context, using the key 

incident as a concrete instance of the workings of abstract principles of social organization (p. 50). 

 

     Qualitative method of inquiry was employed for this study. Qualitative research provides rich descriptions of 

the lived experiences of international students (Merriam, 1998). Stern (1980) noted that qualitative research is 

employed where there is a need to obtain details about phenomena feelings, thought process, emotions that re 

more difficult to learn through correlational research (p. 11). Qualitative research adds to the literature because 

it gave international students a voice to describe and make meaning of their experiences. A case study was 

employed because the investigation focused on one institution. With a qualitative study, one gets rich 

descriptive accounts of what is studied, intensive investigation of the subject overtime, opportunity to use 

multiple approaches (triangulation) and reflective accounts of researcher’s experience. The personal accounts of 

international students in this study involved intensive inquire where open-ended questions were asked and 

propping questions followed when it was necessary. While interview was the primary instrument used to collect 

data for this study, the feelings, thoughts, and emotions of the participants were also gathered (Conrad, 2001; 

Denzin, 2001). Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) found that qualitative study can be used to obtain details about 

phenomena, such as feelings, thought processes, and emotions that are difficult to extract or learn through more 

conventional methods.  For instance, if we want to know the experiences of someone earning a particular salary, 

it does not tell much information to just ask the person the amount of money they make in dollars. This is what 

quantitative research seeks. On the other hand, it makes sense to ask the person how they manage to survive 

with a given salary. This is what quantitative seeks to establish because then you can get responses that give 

meaning on how the person is surviving. 

     The purpose of this study is to understand unique international students’ social networks, how these 

networks enabled them to adjust and achieve academic success. I described the needs and challenges of 
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international students, the different networks that international students belong or establish, and the role of these 

networks in the adjustment and academic success of international students. I also analyzed the supportive and 

non-supportive nature of these networks. The interpretations of these experiences are intended to be shared with 

readers. The study uses a qualitative approach to examine meaning and understanding on international student 

social networks. Marriam (1988) stated that when attempting to experience human experiences, a qualitative 

approach should be chosen. Marriam mentioned six assumptions of a qualitative approach: qualitative 

researchers are concerned primarily with the process, they are interested in meaning, researchers serve as the 

primary instrument for data collection and analysis, that research involves fieldwork and the process of 

qualitative research is inductive. These aspects were integrated in this study. 

       My research seeks to understand the experiences of international students and how they utilized social 

networks to adjust to their new environments in the US and achieve their academic goals. The research seeks 

meaningful accounts from these students in order to draw accurate conclusions about how the students feel 

about their experiences and the meanings they assign to these encounters. Qualitative research is a naturalistic 

inquiry that analyzes people’s individual and collective social actions, beliefs, thoughts, and perceptions 

(Mirriam, 1988).    

      Merriam (1988) noted that qualitative research covers several forms of inquiry that help understand and 

explain the meaning of a social phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as much as possible. 

Qualitative researchers assume that meaning and knowledge are constructed in the social context and seek to 

understand participants subjective perspectives. This is unlike quantitative data where bias is unwanted. 

     The qualitative researcher is viewed as the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. Merriam 

(1988) noted that data is mediated through this human instrument rather than inanimate inventory or 

questionnaire. I decided to contact the research by interviewing the participants directly so that I could observe 

them closely, see their non-verbal reactions, and listen to sound bites that could be important for meaningful 

data collection and analysis. This happened in the participants’ context of their choice.  Miles and Hubberman 
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(1994) noted that qualitative research is well suited to understand phenomena within their context, uncovering 

links among concepts and behaviors, generating and refining theory. 

Marriam (1988) observed that qualitative researchers must spend sometime in the field to ensure that they 

thoroughly understand the phenomenon in context and that the conclusions being drawn are credible. This study 

could not be done otherwise. I participated in the research and interacted with the participants. 

     Marriam (1988) also noted that qualitative methods depends on the researcher’s ability to process 

information, respond sensitively to the social cues, and adjust the research design as the data are interpreted and 

new questions emerge. My experience interviewing international students sometimes made me empathize with 

them. Being an international student also, their experiences reminded me of my own experiences and I was 

more sensitive to their issues than would be someone who is an outsider.  

       In qualitative research the subjectivity of the researcher is viewed as a resource to be leveraged rather than 

a source of unwanted bias and invalidity that must be minimized common in quantitative research. Qualitative 

research seeks to build theory from observations of real-world phenomena in their specific and natural contexts. 

This is why participants in this research where given the opportunity to decide where the interviews would take 

place both for their comfort and to ensure their context. Qualitative research begins with theoretical ideas 

regarding possible codes to develop a theory that makes sense of data generated in the context of a particular 

investigation. The pilot study, literature review, and theoretical framework were utilized to develop initial codes 

for this study. Some of these codes were similar to those revealed during the data analysis. 

     Qualitative method was relevant for this study because it met the criteria described here. I asked open-ended 

questions and followed up with propping questions when necessary. The idea was to come up with meaningful 

data that would help draw credible conclusions about the participants. I also presented myself during the study 

so that I could observe the participants closely and took notes to catch up information that was not clear on the 

tape recordings. These notes were later used along with the tape-recording during data coding and throughout 

data analysis.  
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Research Site 

       This research required in-depth study involving collecting information from international students. Thus, it 

required an appropriate setting for conducting the study. The setting must encompass a substantial number of 

international students within the university and comprise the components relevant to the study. These 

components may include the efforts made by the university to help international students, availability of 

subjects for the study, and avenues for interacting with the subjects. Another important component is the 

familiarity of the researcher with the setting (to know these avenues).  

      I chose to conduct this case study at a research state university in the Southwest region. The institution 

enrolled about 38,057 students in the 2008-2009 academic year. Of the 38,057 students, there are about 2913 

international students enrolled at the institution, a decline from a total of 3000 international students it had 

enrolled in 2007. The institution is among the top 30 institutions in terms of the highest number of international 

students enrolled (Open Doors, 2009).  

       One of the goals of the university is to increase students’ understanding of other cultures through 

international education and exchange. Enormous efforts are focused on recruiting international students from all 

over the world for the purpose of increasing knowledge, financial gain, and cultural diversity. The university 

has an international student services programs center that provides support to facilitate the students’ adjustment 

to the campus environment, organizes various events and activities for the students, and assists international 

students to obtain travel documents. The center’s tasks include new student’s orientation, recruitment, 

admission, counseling and immigration issues. The center plans and implements programs and services to 

address the needs of international students. These characteristics made this context an appropriate venue for the 

study.  The institution also has a large international center, numerous international student organizations, study 

abroad, and scholar and student exchange programs. The center also serves as an avenue where students meet as 

they seek help from the academic advisors available. The center provides all types of all, including academic, 

personal and assistance to do with immigration issues. 
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Instrument 

        Semi-structured questions formulated according to the purpose of the study provided the basis for the 

interview. The questions developed from a review of literature and a pilot study is shown on the appendix 

section. The pilot study pre-tested the questions on two international students to allow elimination of unclear 

questions, double-barreled questions, modify directional questions, and inform the time frame for the 

interviews. The open-ended questions were designed to explore the role of social networks in the adjustment 

and academic success of international students. Berg (2004) found that use of focus groups, interviews and 

observation to collect data allows flexibility and better subject responses.  

       The Interviews were appropriate for this study for a number of reasons. This approach allowed me to ask 

the participants about other members of the network who may be willing to participate, creates best conditions 

for understanding participants own thoughts, and allowed emerging information that was not initially expected. 

It also allowed me to note down the feelings and other non-verbal behavior that is not possible with surveys.  

Utilizing interviews allowed me to clarify or repeat questions to international students who were not quite 

proficient in English.  Interviews also allow me to observe the participants and allow free sharing of information 

that normally would not occur if I were to conduct a survey.  

     Qualitative research requires explanations and interpretations of the participants and an interactive method of 

data collection. The purpose of interviewing is to find out what is in someone else’s mind. The preferred 

method was to record the interviews. Various issues were considered for the interviews. Fontana and Fray 

(1994) observed that during unstructured interviews, it is important to assess the setting, understand the 

language and culture of participants, decide how to present ourselves, locate the informant, gain trust, and 

establish rapport. One of my worries during the interview was that participants were going to tell me what I 

wanted to hear rather than what was realistic. I was concerned that this might lead to a biased and misleading 

data, especially if they were aware that I was an international student like them. However, it was important for 
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me not to hold preconceived ideas regarding the outcome of the study. Face-face-interviews were appropriate 

for this case study. The interviews were tape-recorded with the consent of the participants. 

      Prior to the interview, each participant was asked to sign a consent form which outlined the nature and 

purpose of the research. The participants were informed that their responses will be tape-recorded throughout 

the interview. Each participant was then given a formal introduction, the purpose of the study, benefits of the 

study, and assurance that the responses will be kept confidential. Weiss (2004) noted that participants are 

willing to participate in a study if assured confidentiality of any information they will be willing to share. I 

made every effort to create a comfortable setting to induce participants to share information freely. It was 

important to gain the confidence of participants especially those from cultural backgrounds where sharing 

information openly was uncomfortable. I had participants read the Consent form and to look at the questions 

prior to the interview to improve their comfort level. I reminded the participants to view the interview as an 

open sharing of how they felt and that the diversity of their views were welcome and appreciated. I engaged 

each participant in a short conversation to increase their comfort. I placed the recorder as near the participant as 

possible to minimize inaudible recording. Although most subjects stayed within the subject matter, unpleasant 

experiences sometimes took their sharing out of the subject and I allowed them to express their feelings.  

      Following the introduction, each of the questions was posed separately. Each participant was asked to 

describe his/her challenges, social networks, and how these networks have helped them adjust and succeed in 

their education. The participants were asked to explain their useful networks and any barriers impeding the 

process of their networking. Additional follow up questions were used to explore, expand, and clarify the 

responses as needed. Weiss (1994) suggested that the participants should be informed about who the 

investigator is, reasons for the study, the purpose of the questionnaire, and whether confidentiality is 

guaranteed. A comfortable setting to induce participants to share ideas as openly as possible, especially those 

from backgrounds in which sharing personal feelings may not be comfortable was provided. The interviews 

were tape recorded and labeled for later transcription. I encountered a few difficulties during the interview. 
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Some of the participants had difficulty expressing themselves due to English language difficulty. Here I waited 

patiently, listened carefully and nodded to welcome their views. I also gave them the chance to say it again if 

they did not understand or to ask me to repeat the question if they did not understand. I made sure that they 

were comfortable doing so. 

 

Data Collection 

     Data collection was obtained through face-to-face semi-structured and in-depth interviews. Semi-structured 

interviews are the most appropriate choice when the study concerns ascertaining the subjective meanings and 

experiences of the participants (Denzin, 2001). Semi-structured, open-ended interviews, allowed me to obtain 

comprehensive, in-depth information and flexibility in terms of follow up questions. The purpose of the open-

ended questions was to assess the perspectives of he participants. Denzin (1970) noted that semi-structured 

interviews are the most appropriate choice when the study concerns ascertaining the subjective meaning and 

experiences of the subjects. Open-ended interviewing enables the researcher to clarify questions and obtain non-

verbal information from the respondents (Weiss, 1994). Responses from the participants were tape-recorded and 

then transcribed. Notes were taken soon after each interview (meowing) to be added to the interview data. The 

data collected was organized in files and labeled. The interview took place in quiet rooms in the library to 

accommodate the convenience of the participants. Although the social network theory has a quantitative side, it 

was not necessary for this type of research that is qualitative in nature. The questions for this study were 

designed for collecting qualitative data, that is, the accounts of the participants in settings of their choice.  

 

Sample 

         A total of 30 international students were interviewed for this study. This size was appropriate for a case 

study qualitative research because the sample size should be informed by the research objective, questions, and 

research design (Sandelowski, 1995; Creswell, 2003). The shortest interview took 30 minutes and the longest 
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took 55 minutes. The students were undergraduate students who had been in the US for at least a year. Weiss 

(1994) noted that students need at least a year to have sufficient networks, be acquainted with the host society, 

articulate in-depth feelings, observations, concerns, ideas, and experiences.  

       The participants were enrolled for the 2008 and 2009 academic year. The participants were drawn from 

informal social gatherings and random interactions on-campus. The students were requested in person or sent an 

email invitation to participate (See Appendix section). Once the student responded to the email, he or she was 

given detailed information on where to meet for the interview. The same happened for those students whom I 

met face to face. Some of the students declined the interview and some did not show up. Snowball sampling 

was used for this study, where participants were asked to invite any friends who were willing to participate and 

as long as they met the interview criteria. I met a number of participants this way. 

      Snowball sampling is where the researcher identifies one or a few members of the population and asks them 

to identify others in the population that the researcher might speak to (Rothenberg, 1995).  This person or 

people are then asked to refer the researcher to yet another person, and so on. This method is applicable to 

group membership, such as international students, who may be difficult to locate as well as their networks of 

friends (Rothenberg, 1995). This method of recruitment allowed me to enter into the networks of international 

students. In addition, I met some fo the students on-campus, in the Union and library. After I met the 

participants, I asked them for a contact number or email address to confirm a place or time to meet. Most of 

them voiced interest in the outcome of the study and I told them it was going to be available in the library once 

completed. 

      Students from various regions were interviewed for this study in order to have a fair representation of 

international students in general. I tried to balance the interviewees to include about equal numbers of each 

gender. Table 2.4 below shows the participants of this study by country of origin. Weiss (1994) noted “potential 

respondents are those who are knowledgeable about the topic, experienced in different aspects, and can provide 

different perspectives about the topic” (p. 17). 
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Table 3.0. Participants of this study by country of origin 
 
Country                                                                                                                      Count 
Somalia                                                                                                                      1 
China                                                                                                                          7 
Zambia                                                                                                                      2 
Ghana                                                                                                                        3 
Nigeria                                                                                                                       2 
Canada                                                                                                                        1 
Kazakhstan                                                                                                                 3 
Malaysia                                                                                                                     2 
Palestine                                                                                                          1 
Kenya                                                                                                                        1 
South Korea                                                                                                                1 
India                                                                                                                            2 
Taiwan                                                                                                                        2 
Oman                                                                                                                         1             
Total                                                                                                                        30 
          
 

Data analysis 

     Case study investigation seeks what is common and what is particular about the case. Stake (2000) noted that 

conveying an understanding of the case is the paramount consideration in analyzing data. This section presents 

the procedure by which the data was analyzed. Bogdan and Taylor (1998) stated that data analysis involves 

systematically searching and arranging the interview transcripts, field notes, and other materials that enable the 

researcher to understand and present the findings to others. Bogdan and Taylor noted that this involves working 

with data, organizing the information, breaking the data into manageable parts, synthesizing the notes, searching 

for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what to tell others. Bogdan 

and Taylor suggested breaking down the process into stages. Data analysis occurred in four phases. 

      First, recordings from the interviews were listened to several times and then transcribed. I consolidated all 

the data according to the questions asked so that I could do a cross-section analysis. I constantly referred to the 

sets of transcripts in order to triangulate the data. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) stated that triangulation reduces 

the risk that the conclusions will reflect only the systematic biases or limitations of a specific method and it 

allows you to gain a better assessment of the validity and generality of the explanations that are developed. I did 
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a cross-analysis to identify and note the codes. Wolcott (1987) pointed out that, in data analysis, each interview 

should be compiled, recorded in informants actual words (transcribed), and then sorted out for themes and 

patterns. Data for each of the questions was next entered into a Microsoft Word document and kept confidential. 

      Second, a coding scheme was established from the interview data. The data was broken down into small, 

meaningful units based on informants own words.  Rigorous coding procedures that were systematic, recursive 

and collaborative described by Webster-Stratton and Spitzer (1996) were used. The data was coded into various 

categories. For this study, codes on international student networks such as friends, host family, other 

international students, host students, and family members emerged as expected. Emerging themes not expected 

at the onset of the study was integrated into the process as well. Bogdan and Taylor (1980) suggested looking 

for patterns and regularities as well as topics the data cover and developing coding categories is a crucial step in 

data analysis. The research questions and codes were revised further. The codes were then saved into a 

Microsoft Word document with a protected password to safeguard the confidentiality assured the participants.  

      Third, the codes were then grouped into categories. Categories reflected the purpose of this investigation 

and came from sources, such as interview data and literature review. 

The categories were developed, revised, and validated through comparison. Relationships among core 

categories were examined. Some categories raised questions about other categories that required revision. I 

moved back and forth to revise these categories, noting commonalities. I made notes to determine what aspects 

of the data were interesting, relevant and important to the study. The categories included reasons for coming to 

the US, social networks, needs and challenges, academic success, and plans upon completion of studies. 

According to Merriam (1998), the names of the categories help provide answers to the research questions. 

Contrasts and comparisons of the data sets were made to sharpen understanding and make meaning of the 

students’ experiences and feelings.  

      The themes were narrowed and final coding done. In other words, a more finely tuned coding scheme based 

on the themes, patterns that emerged during the interviews, and coded data were noted and compressed into a 
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few categories. For each transcription, existing, emerging, and common themes were noted and summarized. 

The emerging themes were compared across participants and common ones were noted. This process involved 

naming the categories and determining the number of categories that achieve the goals of the study. 

Berg (2004) noted that in order to asses the benefits and limitations of focus group interviews, it needs to be 

compared to the qualitative data collection approaches. Denzin (2001) added that the process of examining a 

problem from multiple approaches (triangulation) is suitable for a qualitative study.  

  After coding, analyzing and identifying categories on the data, I examined the categories further to see if there 

was more to be understood from this phenomenon. I used an excel spreadsheet to capture interaction or 

relatedness of the findings. The categories obtained from coding was then organized in an excel spread sheet 

and used to develop and discuss the findings. As applied to my study, I found that students from the same 

regions were important sources of support to each other given their close ties in terms of their status, 

characteristics, social norms, and lifestyles. I also found that some of the networks international students 

encountered were non-supportive. This was not surprising because there is often a positive and a negative 

aspect of any interaction.  

       The social network and student development theories were utilized for this study. The following concepts 

of social network theory were used to analyze the findings of the study: composition, function, durability, 

accessibility, density, and homogeneity. The concept of network composition categorizes characteristics of 

network members; functions describes emotional, informational, and instrumental support; durability involves 

stability of the individuals’ links with their network members; accessibility examines perceptions of the ease 

with which students make contact with their network members; density explores and analyzes the degree of 

contact students have with their network members, and homogeneity refers to the extent to which network 

members share common social attributes (Marsden & Lin, 1982, Maundeni, 2001). This study contributes and 

expands the limited body of research on the social networks of international students. Research on international 

students’ networks and adjustment is useful to academic administrators, recruitment and retention efforts, policy 
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implementation and offers better approaches to meeting these students’ needs. This, in turn, will draw more 

international students to invest and study in the US. Table 3.5 below shows categories of social networks that 

serve specific student needs. The family, co-national, host and academic networks emerged from this study. 

These networks serve specific needs and challenges experienced by international students. The co-national 

network is particularly important for addressing the students’ immediate needs. 

 

Table 3.1. The role of social networks 

Type of network Support provided 

Family network Intimate, emotional, financial,  

Co-national /international student network Identity, companionship, recreational, 

initial adjustment, organization affiliation 

Host network Culture and language learning 

Academic network (advisor, faculty, 

classmates, tutors, administrators) 

Academic support, advice, resources, 

career support 

 

Validity and trustworthiness 

     Numerous approaches were used to ensure overall reliability and validity of the research. A pilot study was 

conducted on two international students, one from Hong Kong and the other from China, who were chosen at 

random. The student from Hong Kong was in his second year and the one from China was in his third year of 

college. I met each participant separately on campus two weeks prior to the interview. Each participant agreed 

to participate in the interview at an agreed date and time.      Two weeks later, the participants were interviewed 

in my office. The interview was done in the evening when it was quiet. Prior to the interview, the individual 

interview protocol described on the methodology section was followed. First, I engaged each participant in a 

short conversation to increase the participant’s comfort. Next, I described the purpose of the interview and why 



156 

 

it was important for them to participate. I encouraged each participant to feel free to share and asked them if 

there were any questions they had prior to the interview. I also informed each participant that the interview 

would be tape-recorded. I explained them that they could withdraw their participation at anytime with no 

consequences if they chose to do so. Each participant expressed no concern and gave their consent to be 

interviewed under the prevailing circumstances. Each was interviewed separately.  

       I asked eleven questions and tape-recording the responses. I asked each participant some probing questions 

to encourage them to recall their experiences and social networks in the US. Each interview took approximately 

40-50 minutes. Upon completing each interview, I thanked each participant and took notes immediately to 

summarize the content of the interview. A day later, the interview data was transcribed and emerging themes 

were noted. The research findings were then refined and developed using the interview data. 

        The research proposal was reviewed by several peers as well as the instructors to lend more credibility to 

the study. The review of the literature and the theoretical frameworks were utilized to ensure that the study is 

credible.  Field notes transcripts of interviews were revised to ensure it answered the questions. The questions 

were designed to capture adjustment needs and challenges, social networks and the role of these networks in 

addressing these challenges and the academic success of international students.  

       I ensured multiple reviews of the interviews by listening to the audio-tape, reviewing hand-written notes, 

and transcription of the audio tape. Prior to the interviews, I had conducted a pilot study to guide any necessary 

adjustment on the instrument. Two international students, one from Hong Kong and the other from China, were 

chosen at random for this study. The student from Hong Kong is in his second year and the one from China is in 

his third year of college. I met each participant separately on campus two weeks prior to the interview. At the 

time, I had introduced myself, and described the reasons for the interview. Each participant agreed to participate 

in the interview. I then asked the students when they were available and decided on the time and venue. I 

thanked both participants for agreeing and willing to participate. 
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      Two weeks later, the participants were interviewed in my office. The interview was done in the evening 

when it was quiet. Prior to the interview, the individual interview protocol described on the methodology 

section was followed. First, I engaged each participant in a short conversation to increase the participant’s 

comfort. Next, I described the purpose of the interview and why it was important for them to participate. I 

encouraged each participant to feel free to share and asked them if there were any questions they had prior to 

the interview. I also informed each participant that the interview would be tape-recorded. Each participant 

expressed no concern and gave their consent to be interviewed under the prevailing circumstances. Each was 

interviewed separately.  

       I asked eleven questions, tape-recording the responses. I asked each participant some probing questions to 

encourage them to recall their experiences in the US. Each interview took approximately 40-50 minutes. Upon 

completing each interview, I thanked each participant and took notes immediately to summarize the content of 

the interview. A day later, the interview data was transcribed and emerging themes were noted. The research 

findings were utilized to refine the research questions and to guide preparation for data collection.  

 The University’s Review Board’s procedures for conducting ethical research were followed. The anonymity 

and identities of all participants was protected and ensured. Any information that might link a student 

participant to the university or risk breaching their anonymity was prevented. Informed consent was obtained 

from all participants. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they were free to 

withdraw from the study at any time. I also located myself, norms, values, beliefs, culture and my experiences 

in relation to the study. Field notes were kept and utilized in the study and voices of participants were utilized. 

Reactions from participants in terms of drawings of their social networks were also utilized. Emergent findings 

were incorporated with the theories. The participants were treated with respect throughout the entire process. 

The participants were clearly informed that their participation was voluntary and were given the opportunity to 

read the Informed Consent. All the individuals who participated in this study did so willingly and any questions 

they had were answered prior to the interviews.  
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Researcher’s Positionality 

   The welfare of international students has always been my primary interest and concern. I am deeply 

passionate about helping international students succeed. I believe the best way to help them is by experiencing 

what they go through everyday. I have had this experience firsthand as an international student and through 

interacting with other international students and sharing experiences and struggles. I enjoy interacting with 

people from diverse backgrounds and perspectives. 

    My passion is to help international students as they experience a wide range of adjustment needs from 

academic, financial, and social challenges. My personal experience as an international student for almost ten 

years in the US enables me to relate to the problems these students encounter. I have lived, worked, and 

interacted with international students at various settings, including class, residence hall, social activities, and as 

my roommates. My experience as a Community Director serving students in the residence halls gave me an 

opportunity to observe these students, to listen to their concerns, and to help them address these concerns. For 

example, I have numerous opportunities to help international students in the hall by giving advice, information, 

and by addressing their academic concerns. 

      As an international student, I know how difficult it is to have one’s family members far away. I also know 

the challenges associated with learning a different education system, language, culture, dealing with loneliness, 

and the need for information for various sources. There are many things I wish I had known during my 

undergraduate years here in the US. I wish I had known that there are international student scholarships, 

graduate assistantships, and programs of study that are in high demand in the US labor market so that I could 

explore them.     

      These are aspects that I came to know later. I know there are many other international students who are in 

the same situation of little knowledge of their surroundings. One thing I found useful was having good people to 

just talk to and sometimes ask for help when I needed. I asked friends for a ride to the grocery store and to 

accompany me to go pick up some food. I would call them when I was lonely so that we could hangout. When it 
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was time to apply for graduate school, I talked to my advisor on what I needed to do to prepare for graduate 

school and asked some of my faculty members to write me some reference letters.  

     I thought about these needs before I embarked on this study and wondered about those students who may not 

be aware of the importance of people in learning new things and getting different types of help. These 

experiences encouraged me to look deeper into the concerns of international students and researching this social 

phenomenon has deep implications for my efforts to assist new and present students to cope up with the new 

and unfamiliar environment. I want to understand and gain a broader perspective beyond just my personal 

experiences. I want to understand how social networks shape the adjustment and academic success of 

international students.   

       I will not be surprised if I find myself involved in the data collection process, asking the questions, and 

silently confirming some of the experiences shared. Holdaway (2000) stated that an investigator ends up taking 

the role of the other as one cannot be removed from what one is studying. Such involvement was not devoid of 

biases on my personal beliefs, values, conceptions, assumptions and generalizations. While my international 

student status and similar accent created a sense of belonging to make participants at ease and trust me, it also 

encouraged me see things from the participants’ point of view (Fretz & Shaw, 1995). It is important to be aware 

of these possible issues and biases in order to ensure the credibility of the study. It is also important to know 

that one cannot be removed from these biases, but remains part of the study, especially when it comes to this 

study. Being an international student here at the institution, I am familiar with the university’s context, 

operational and organizational structure.  

 

Ethical considerations 

     Ethics are codes or rules which govern the practices of a profession. When conducting research in an 

academic or professional setting, one needs to be aware of the ethics behind a research study. This study was no 

exception. I made an effort to follow the ethical considerations that guide human subjects’ research. Berg 
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(2004) noted a number of ethical issues that must be considered in most research projects involving human 

subjects. These include voluntary participation, informed consent, privacy of participant information, and the 

disclosure of the potential harm and benefits of the research to participants.  

    This study was submitted and received approval from the Human Subjects Committee at the University of 

Southwest. I sought permission from the participants of this study to be interviewed and obtained informed 

consent from all of them. I did everything possible to protect the participants from harm and discomfort by 

explaining to them about the research and assuring them confidentiality. I treated the data collected with 

confidentiality because the participants talked about their personal lives and stories. Even though there were not 

serious risks on the type of information they gave me, I still thought some of the answers were very personal. I 

was also very careful as much as possible respecting their personal views.  

     I made sure participants were not coerced in any way to provide information. All participants reviewed and 

signed the consent forms agreeing to participate willingly in the study and to opt out any time they chose to. 

The data collected were kept confidential through a protected password and participants were respected during 

data collection. 

 

Limitations 

     This study has some limitations which are worth highlighting. The study was conducted at just one 

institution. Student experiences in one institution cannot be accurately generalized to reflect the entire student 

population in the US because students’ may have unique needs. The study was based on the fact that students 

may come from different countries, but could still be united through religion, language, or academic goals, yet 

experience similar challenges. These students still need social networks for success only that these networks 

should meet unique needs by each student or group of students. Also, it is important to acknowledge that 

colleges and universities may not have enough resources to attend to the unique needs of every international 

student or group.     
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      Thus, there should be a way to still help these students regardless of their divergent needs or backgrounds. 

This study also is about international students at one time. Further studies should be oriented towards 

longitudinal designs that track changes in the role of international student social networks over time. This is 

because the role of social networks may change over time depending on the cohort of international students in 

the course of a particular period of time.  

     In order to fully understand the needs of international students’ overtime, it is more effective to do a 

longitudinal study of the same students and follow them up. That is, to interview them at different stages of 

their education. Interviewing them each year during the duration of their studies will give more accurate 

information about their experiences. Although I was able to interview a mix of students at different levels, the 

information provided by not be quite accurate. A senior student may not accurately remember her first year 

experiences. Interviewing them each year would make more sense as the students’ memory may be better. 

    I studied only one US institution, but the US system has so many institutions. I also did not study the 

differences among nationalities and ethnic groups. I acknowledge that there are national differences in the way 

people manage and use their networks. It is not going to be the same for a Canadian student verses a Chinese 

one. There are also differences in the way students from different countries get together. For instance, the way 

Indian students socialize verses those students from African countries or Latin America.  

    I was sensitive to what might have been personal questions and did not follow up on certain questions. This 

inhibited the richness of the study. Because participants were international students with English as a second 

language, there were many words missing in the audio-recordings. I listened to the audio-tape several times to 

detect the missing words and the correct words. I was hesitant to follow up in some instances because of my 

sensitivity to the participant’s time and limiting it to what was agreed upon as per the IRB protocol. This would 

have been an opportunity to ask follow up questions and learn more from the participants.  

    It was also difficult to measure academic success. Success to one student may be different from how we 

define it in the literature. A student may view success has having the opportunity to learn English and culture. 
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In this case, success to the student is not necessarily determined by class performance. Because my study was 

qualitative in nature, the measure for academic success was based on qualitative approaches that were based on 

success associated with social relationships. For instance, success was measured by the ability of the student to 

reach out and get resources from academic related networks, participate in academic related activities, and get 

involved in academic related clubs and organizations. Literature supported the notion that students who are 

involved and engage in interactions with faculty, classmates and academic advisors perform better in class.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

       A great deal of research has been done on the experiences and adjustment problems of international 

students. Moving from one country to another is a significant social transition where self-direction and 

independence in learning is emphasized. Becoming a new student in another culture not only entails the 

acquisition of academic skills, but also facing new challenges, the construction of a new identity, sense of 

belonging and establishing helpful social interactions (Harley, Winn, Pemberton & Wilcox, 2007). When they 

arrive in the US, international students encounter adjustment challenges, such as language difficulties, housing, 

academic, social-cultural, personal problems, and food. The inability of international students to cope with these 

problems may lead to social withdrawal, alienation, academic problems and depression. It is clear that 

international students experience various problems that inhibit their transition and academic progress. Seeking 

help through social interaction appears to be a beneficial coping mechanism. 

     This study extends beyond these problems by investigating how and to what extent students’ social networks 

help them adjust and succeed. Despite an extensive research on these issues, intervention strategies to address 

them have not been successful despite wide use. The challenges facing international students can be better 

addressed if practitioners and scholars understand these students and the different needs they face. Such 

understanding goes hand in hand with learning and challenging what has not worked, doing things differently 

by incorporating practices that work and suggesting better intervention strategies based on student voices and 

concerns. Social networks can play an important role in addressing international students’ needs and challenges 

if utilized appropriately. The process of renegotiating social support networks, redefining existing relationships 

with family and friends back home, and establishing new networks is crucial for successful transition into the 

new society (Harley, Winn, Pemberton & Wilcox, 2007). Students who are successful in developing social 

networks gain social, academic and emotional support. Interdependent networks of support become a surrogate 

family for the students away from home and can help address the various needs they face. 
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     Despite social networks’ obvious and important application, little is known about the role of these 

individuals in the adjustment and academic success of this population. My study is an investigation intended to 

close this gap.  Are there any benefits for international students who forge meaningful bonds with other 

networks? I investigated the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of international 

students. This study explored social networks in general and how different networks correspond to addressing 

the various challenges international students face. If these challenges are addressed adequately, the students are 

likely to achieve their academic goals. This is important because international students are in the US primarily 

for educational purposes.  

      While the social capital is the central theory that I have utilized to report my findings, the social network 

and functional social ties theories serve as references and are utilized to further analyze and understand the 

findings of this study. Thus, these theories serve as the lenses through which I report my findings. The social 

network framework serves as a reference to understand nature, frequency, durability of the relationship among 

other things. Aspects of social network structure (the aggregate of relationships among network members) are 

utilized to frame the findings of this study. The network structure provides information on patterns of network 

relationships. It entails aspects that include but not limited to the network size (the number of individuals in 

one’s network), homogeneity (the extent to which network members are similar), and density (a measure of 

closeness among network members and the extent to which they know other members). Burt (1980) found that 

size and density aspects of social network structure are among the most common when discussing social 

networks of individuals. 

      Social capital was utilized in this study as the central theory to understand the findings and explain the 

advantages host students and international students who knew people here have over international students who 

did not. Social capital involves trust, shared norms, shared knowledge and relationships among people. Social 

capital is valuable to international students by allowing them to acquire social and material resources inherent in 

social relationships. Increasing social contact affect the productivity of individuals and groups. Social 
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interactions serve an important role because access to resources and opportunities within an institutional setting 

are unequally distributed among members. Social capital can be helpful in enhancing trust and cooperation 

among people. Social capital is both an asset and liability. It becomes a liability when people of certain groups, 

such as tribes, associations, and religious sects, have a narrow radius of trust and in such cases social capital 

resides in families or within a narrow circle of friends. When social networks enable interactions among people, 

social capital ensures that the resources that accrue from the relationships are beneficial to participants. 

International students’ can benefit academic, social, recreational, emotional, and financial resources by 

engaging in meaningful social networks. Social capital is investment in social relations by individuals through 

which they gain access to embedded resources to enhance expected returns.  

    The social ties theory is used as a reference to further understand the findings of the study. The social ties 

theory involves the functions of social networks in addressing individual needs. There are three specific ties that 

serve different functions. The mono-cultural tie is made up of students from the same country. The function of 

this tie is to facilitate identity, rehearsing and maintaining of cultural values, beliefs and norms. The second one 

is the bi-cultural tie, which involves relationships between international students and members of the host 

country. These networks serve the academic and professional aspirations of international students. Finally, we 

have the multi-cultural tie which involves international students from different countries, engaging in 

relationships to help each other. This tie helps international students by addressing the companionship and 

recreation function. This theory is utilized because international students engage in all three network ties during 

their stay in the US. Also, international students have different needs and each tie serves a different function. 

There is often an overlap where one social network tie can primarily serve the social function but to a minimal 

extent serve the academic function. The students need all the social network ties to succeed. 

      This chapter is divided into five sections. In the first section, I discuss the adjustment needs and challenges 

facing international students. I also illustrate that these needs and challenges change overtime. I describe the 

initial and later stages of adjustment. In the second section, I discuss the social networks of international 
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students. I begin this section with initial networks of international students as they transition into the US 

society. These are the individuals whom the students knew before they left home. I utilize the social capital to 

frame this section. I also discuss the networks the students did not know before coming to the US but are 

important for their adjustment and success. In the third section, I discuss communication and socialization in the 

context of social networks, two important aspects that featured prominently from the accounts of participants. I 

also analyze the social network maps created by participants. In the fourth section, I show that social networks 

are not only supportive but they can also be non-supportive. I also point out barriers that impede social 

networks, undermining the adjustment and academic success of international students. While presenting this 

chapter, I utilize the codes listed on participant profile on appendix F to distinguish and identify the participant 

accounts. To conclude, I explain what international students plan to do when they complete their studies.  

 

Challenges Facing International Students 

      Before examining the social networks of international students, it is necessary to discuss common 

adjustment needs and challenges the students face. This will provide a better understanding of the different 

challenges these students encounter, how their needs change overtime, and the social networks that address 

them. Previous studies have presented the needs and challenges of international students as similar requiring 

“one size fits it all” solution. Furthermore, international students have often been spoken about as a group with 

similar problems and identities. Koehne (2005) noted that if international students are thought of as similar, then 

it is likely to design intervention strategies that are uniform. This could also mislead the design of relevant 

programs and services for the students. Accounts from international students in this study reconstruct storylines 

that differ from these assumptions. Previous literature present international students as others and make 

assumptions about them collectively. These assumptions have been used as an excuse for not addressing the 

students pressing needs (Chalmers & Volet, 1997). While research on the adjustment and experiences of 

international students is extensive in general and while some researchers do not generalize international 
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students, the intervention programs recommended are often standard across the board. While students from a 

particular country or regions may have some similarities, they still have distinct experiences that require 

different social networks to counter. These social networks ought to be chosen appropriately.         

     This study acknowledges that international student’s do not all have similar needs at all stages of their 

adjustment. This understanding guides practitioners to design programs relevant to the needs of these students. 

Bochner (1972) noted that international students need to attain adjustment to four different areas: as a foreigner 

with special cultural learning problems; as a student adjusting to the stress common to all beginning students; as 

a maturing, developing person concerned about purposes, meanings and goals; and as national representative 

sensitive about his or her ethic background and national status. International students come to the US with 

varying English language abilities, cultures, backgrounds, education systems, and goals. While it is costly to 

provide a solution to every individual need, it is important to recognize the different needs students bring along. 

Understanding that needs and challenges are unique to international students will improve their overall 

experience and mitigate mismatches between their needs and intervention strategies (Mullins & Guintrell et al., 

1995). Furnham and Alibhai (1985) presented three major problems facing international students. First are 

Problems of living in foreign cultures that include racial discrimination, language difficulty, accommodation 

difficulties, separation reactions, dietary restrictions, financial stress, and loneliness. Second are problems of 

late adolescents and young adults asserting their emotional and intellectual independence. Finally, academic 

problems associated with higher education study, class discussions, group projects, and presentations. Previous 

literature has generalized the needs and challenges faced by international students. Yet, international students 

are diverse, come from different countries and backgrounds. Some of these students come from countries were 

English is used in the academic circles as an official language, others are from countries where English is the 

native language and yet others are from countries were English is not used at all. These variations illustrates that 

their needs and challenges cannot be the same. This means, their needs and challenges ought to be discussed in 
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light of these differences and to acknowledge that they experience these challenges at different levels. In the 

following section, I report some of the needs and challenges international students shared.  

 

General living 

      Needs and challenges to do with general living were reported by almost all the participants of this study. 

Living alone for the first time, being away from family and friends, fending for own needs and paying bills 

were struggles international students go through on a daily basis. With regards to living, accounts from various 

participants confirmed the uniqueness of these needs to the students who reported them. While a number of the 

needs were similar, there were those unique to international students. Students from previously British colonies, 

such as India, Anglophone Africa, and Malaysia came to the US with better English proficiencies compared to 

students from China. The struggle with living was reflected by (K1), a student from Kazakhstan. 

 

I was living alone and had never lived alone before. I had never been away from my family before. I had 

a conflict with my roommate. I wasn’t getting a long well. He couldn’t speak English.  

 

   The social environment played a key role in the students’ adjustment. Students who lived in the residence 

halls found it easier to find friends and to interact with others. Their networks were larger than those of students 

who lived alone in an off-campus setting. A participant from South Korea found it difficult to find a place to 

live. This student did not know anyone in the US prior to departing her home country. International students 

relied upon co-national members, close friends, and family members for their initial transition and to find a 

place to live. This student did not benefit from the social capital that those who knew people here were able to 

take advantage of. Some participants who knew people here benefited from information regarding how 

residence halls operate, when to reserve a room, and how to make payments. This was not the case for this 

participant as he stated in the following quotation:  
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All the dorm rooms where full and I could not find a place to live on-campus. I could not find an 

apartment because they had all been taken. I found one, but it wasn’t good. 

 

Language 

Besides living, language was a major barrier to social networking among many international students. 

Language represents one of the major sources of social difficulty among international students and has received 

significant attention from researchers (Furnham & Bochner, 1982; Nishida, 1985). Because language is the 

primary means by which people are able to interact with others, social networks cannot be addressed separately 

from language, even though language proficiency is not sufficient for satisfactory socialization. Language was 

singled out as the biggest obstacle to their transition and social interactions. The English they learn prior and 

upon arrival teaches them how to pass tests rather than how to communicate and interact with fast-talking native 

speakers. Many participants in this study acknowledged language difficulties were a barrier to their interactions 

with others and stated that they consequently found it extremely hard to understand what was expected of them 

in their new environment. It was not only those international students who could not understand others but other 

people could not understand them. Despite having learned English, a student from Nigeria (N2) shared how it 

was still difficult for her to use the language: 

 

I am a foreigner not used to the language here. People could not understand me. My English was not so 

good. When American friends used slang, I could not understand it. Some locals could not understand 

my name because I don’t have an English name. 

 

      Language is one source of social difficulties and being unable to talk to others undermines adjustment and 

success. Language affects many aspects of living in the US. By not knowing the language, a student cannot 

participate fully in class, establish new friends, Knowledge on how to use English is one of the first steps 
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towards developing competence in the US culture’s communication. Social difficulty posed by language can be 

illustrated by an international student quoted as saying, “I think in Thai, I am fluent in Japanese, I read French, 

and I cry in English” (Cable, 1974, p. 34). The Graduate Record Exam (GRE) also highlights this language 

problem among international students. While international students perform as well as American students on 

quantitative aspects (which are less influenced by language), they perform lower on the verbal aspects, which 

are loaded with language components (Kaiser, 1986). Even those students who learned English in their home 

countries reported that the type they learned was different and was not applicable to the standardized tests. The 

participants in this study raised concerns regarding being unable to speak, write, read and listen well in English. 

A student from China (C3) remarked on how it was difficult for him to express things in English: 

 

English is my second language and my speech is not like that of the native speaker. I don’t know how to 

use the language or explain what I want to say clearly in English. This was one of the major barriers for 

getting information or getting to know others. 

 

    For some, it was not only about how to speak English, but how to use the accent, idioms, and non-verbal 

cues. Most of the participants voiced that being unable to speak English and use the appropriate accent limited 

their interaction with host students for fear of being seen as deficient. This problem was not only limited to 

those who were not proficient in English, but also those who knew the language but were limited by a different 

accent. A student from Ghana (G1) stated: 

 

Although I learned English back home, I still have an accent and everyone can tell when I speak. At my 

local home, everyone speaks our native language, but here everyone speaks English. 
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     Even students who speak British English, especially those from Anglophone Africa struggled speaking and 

listening to native speakers. This demonstrates that just knowing the standardized use of the language is not 

sufficient. One also needs to know the accent, the pace, and the jokes that go with the speech. A participant 

from India (I1) who was also familiar with British English spoke on how it was difficult for people to 

understand him. He thought he knew the language but this was not the case when he came to the US. He  had to 

learn the accent and the non-verbal cues that accompany appropriate communication. His remarks below 

demonstrate he had to repeat himself to be heard: 

 

Although I came here speaking English, I realized some of the people had difficulty understanding my 

accent. I kept repeating myself. 

 

    The language problem seemed to affect students at different levels regardless of where they came from. It 

was easier for those students who had learned English or whose systems use English as a second official 

language. A participant from Malaysia (M1) with a similar language problem stated:  

 

It was a bit easier for me because I spoke English in Malaysia. Talking and listening is still a problem 

because people here speak faster than in Malaysia. 

 

     It was interesting to learn how frustrating and wide spread the problem of language was felt by international 

students. One participant from China shared that she was almost keeping up studying because she could not 

interpret the vocabulary used in the text book. Another participant from Kazakhstan (K2) remarked that his 

English was very poor when he first arrived in the US. Not only was he not being understood, but he could not 

understand others. Another participant from China (C5) mentioned that language difficulty discouraged her 

from participating in class. For most participants, language was a major problem in both academic and social 
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interactions. The problem with language is a problem that may seem minor, but it is quite overwhelming for 

international students. Struggling with language exposes one to feelings of embarrassment, incompetence, and 

lower self-esteem. When students are speaking their native language, you could tell how enthusiastic they feel 

and how strongly they express each other in their own native language. When the conversation switches to 

using English, you could tell how the assertiveness that appeared before disappears. The participant from China 

stated: 

 

It is difficult for me to read the text and I use the dictionary a lot. It is hard to talk to   

people. 

     The quotation above may be short, but the impact on the student can be heartbreaking. Some participants 

resorted to their own mother tongue because it was more comfortable for them to talk with members of their co-

national group. Frequent use of native language, reinforced by a co-national group, impeded the process of 

gaining proficiency in the host language, undermining effective exchange of information and adjustment in 

general. Most of those who used native language in lieu of English frequently had difficulty forming friendships 

with hosts compared to those who did not. An inadequate command of English language reinforces the 

tendency to withdraw into co-national sub-cultures where there is less misunderstanding, potential for 

embarrassment and discomfort. Within their respective co-national groups, international students are reminded 

less of their minority status.  By sharing common things, co-nationals realized that they are not different. Thus, 

one’s identity was confirmed. Yet, co-national network by itself is not sufficient for international students’ 

adjustment and success. It is important for international students to interact with the hosts and other 

international students to adjust and benefit fully. Previous research supports this view. Kim (1988) argued that 

developing host culture communication competence requires an understanding of pragmatic rules about the host 

language. Arubayi (1981) provided examples of African students from English-speaking countries that, despite 

their background in English, have problems communicating with Americans because of intonation patterns. 
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Beavers (1986) noted that the problem is greater with students whose language is different from the host 

language. These descriptions illustrate that knowing how to use the language and having the competence to do 

so is important for international students’ adjustment and success. It also shows that international students are 

unique in terms of the needs that they bring to the academia. 

     To summarize, language difficulty was a commonly cited problem by the participants. As we have seen,  it 

was not only about how to speak the language but how to use the correct accent and idioms to build friendships 

and socialize with other students. Because English language is commonly used in everyday interactions in the 

US, the students had difficulty reaching out to others because they were not proficient in English. One 

participant felt that socializing with someone from his own country did not help the situation as they ended up 

speaking in their own language, yet he wanted to improve his English proficiency. For him, similarity in 

language was not helpful. While speaking to those from his country encouraged socializing with them, it 

hindered him socializing with those from other cultures whose language is different. The participant chose to 

socialize with the hosts in order to learn and improve.  

       We have also seen from the students accounts that not being able to speak English influenced their 

academic goals. The participants commented that language difficulty discouraged them from freely 

participating in class discussions as well as making friends and from engaging in social networks with others. 

Language was key to social networking and learning the host culture and frequent interactions with co-nationals 

adversely affected their ability to improve their English. Frequent contact with students from the same country 

meant that the language likely to be used would be their native languages, not English (Phongsuwan, 1996). 

This is not always true because even students from the same country may have difficulties communicating, 

especially if they do not have a universal language. For example, students from francophone Africa may have 

difficulties talking to students from Anglophone Africa, and it may not be easier for theses students to engage in 

successful networks due to language differences. Thus, network difficulties are not only limited to interactions 

with the hosts but other international students as well. International students come to the US speaking different 
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languages, making it difficult for them to communicate with each other. Thus, knowing how to use English 

would serve as a common means of communication and establishing new relationships. Language difficulties 

are also prevalent among students who are poorly adjusted to social and academic environments (Church, 1982; 

Phongasuwan, 1996). Proficiency in English is important because it allows international students to speak to 

other students, make new friends, and successfully complete class assignments and eventually complete their 

studies. 

 

Culture 

      Culture was also a challenge for most participants. Adapting to the customs and lifestyles of the host society 

presented a feeling of culture shock to some of them. Inadequate language skills and social interaction problems 

interweave. In order to learn the culture, you ought to learn the language. It was not only learning the host 

culture for international students but also the cultures of other students from all over the world. Host students 

are hesitant to accept those who are do not speak or act like them into their friendship circle. Previous research 

has covered mainly differences in cultures, but minimal research has covered culture in terms of social 

networks. International students come from different cultures, separated from the host culture by varying 

distances of similarity. Those students whose cultures were relatively similar to the US culture adjusted better 

than those whose cultures were distant. The accounts from various students illustrate such differences. Some of 

them found it hard to understand humor, jokes, and teasing by the hosts and this often led to frustration. One 

student from Kenya stated that some things are different and you just need to get used to it. A student from 

China (C6) reflected on the differences between her experiences with international students’ verses domestic 

students: 

 

The language is different. We have accents, they don’t. The way of thinking is also different. 

International students seem to be easier to know because we share similar situations. For example, we 
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left home to study in an unfamiliar country, we face the same academic problems in class, getting used 

to professors different ways of teaching and accents. 

 

     Cultural differences were a major obstacle to interaction with the hosts and for some international students. 

A participant from Palestine was amazed at how the local students go out to drink. Participants from Asia were 

amazed at how open Americans are. They pointed out that in their home countries, talking to strangers was 

unheard of and were surprised at the openness of the American people upon initial interaction. Adapting to US 

culture and new customs was a challenge for students, particularly those from the Middle East. Some 

participants were surprised at how little respect people here have for the elderly and instructors. Back home, 

they were not used to challenging a professor in class with a different view point or not listening to elders. A 

student from Oman did not quite understand why local students attend parties to consume alcohol. Islamic 

culture shuns alcohol and this behavior discouraged their interaction with local students because their interests 

differed. Those with co-national and family members were not affected as much by the cultural difference 

because the ethnic enclave provided them with a sense of belonging, to practice their culture, and to seek their 

co-national members when they felt lonely. As a participant from China (C4) shared,  

 

Most of my friends are from China. I hang out with them more. We speak the same language, come 

from the same country, same traditions and background. 

 

     An important strategy used by international students in the adjustment process is to establish homogeneous 

relationships with other people with similar cultural backgrounds or nationalities. Similar here does not mean 

identical. These commonalities included absence of families and close friends who were left back home, 

language, and food preferences. Most international students reported that a majority of their social network 

members were those from their home countries, referred in this study as co-nationals. These networks were 
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characterized by density or connectedness and were more frequent as compared to their networks with host 

students (Heggins Jerlando, 2003; Tseng & Newton, 2002). Social networks can be very supportive especially 

among students who have homogeneous characteristics, such as same experiences, beliefs, cultural values, and 

attitudes (Hirsch, 1980). These common values make it easy for them to get along, have a sense of belonging, 

and cohesiveness (Maundeni, 2001).  Some participants were surprised at how the living set-up was provided, 

especially those who had gone to one gender high school as a participant from Ghana (G3) shared: 

 

The culture was very different, especially having been in all boys school. Transitioning to a mixed 

school was very difficult. 

 

       Relationships among international students provided various kinds of support including information on 

survival skills, where to buy traditional food, and where to get advice on less expensive accommodations. 

Relationships among international students from similar cultural backgrounds were also reciprocal, that is, the 

students provided support to arriving international students and shared with them important information about 

life in the US. The huddling together by international students due to cultural and language differences with the 

hosts, however, created a narrow view amongst them about America (Olaniran, 1993). A student from China 

(C2) explained her collective culture verses US individualistic culture: 

 

People here are more individualistic than in China. Here, you have to work by yourself, while in China, 

we do things together. I buy food from Chinese stores and cook for my friends. 

 

   A student with tight support networks of students from his or her country may experience minimal anxiety for 

being from abroad, but may also fail to develop a deepened understanding of the host culture. In contrast, a 

student who builds relationships with members of the host culture may experience confusion and anxiety about 
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previously held values and beliefs, but may also be enriched by the process and gain a broader world view. A 

successful adjustment, however, is likely to be achieved by striking a balance between maintaining one’s ethnic 

identity and integrating with members of the host country (Krywulak, 1995; Ying & Liese, 1990). 

     Understanding dimensions of culture such as collectivist or individualist are important an can help with 

communication (Ofstede, 1980, Triandis, 1995) These dimensions were chosen because the were widely applied 

and comprehensive (Ofstede, 1980). Perdesen (1991)  noted that international students tend to be friends with 

other international students rather than domestic students due to cultural similarity. Pederson (1991) found that 

students from industrialized countries are more likely to be friends with Americans than those from non-

industrialized nations due to cultural similarity. International students view their lack of interaction with 

domestic students as a barrier to their adjustment (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007). 

 

Transportation 

     For most participants, transportation was a problem because they did not have a driver’s license or a car. It 

was difficult for them to move around, to go shopping, run errands. Most participants relied on their close 

networks for transportation, to learn how to drive, purchase and register a car, get a driving license, get a 

telephone line, and open a bank account. Some participants chose to live within walking distance from campus, 

grocery stores, or banks. This way, they could just walk to where they needed to go and not bother anyone for 

help. Yet, for others, it was to do with not having information on where to find transportation as the following 

participant from Nigeria (N1) stated: 

 

There were only a few taxis. I had to walk or call a ride. This was inconvenient. I didn’t have a car to 

drive around. 
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      A participant from China (C2) said she sometimes used the campus shuttle to get to classes and the Safe 

Ride to get home from the library later during the night. Safe Ride is a campus free transportation service that 

helps students to get home within the university campus during late hours. The participant from China said the 

fact that he did not have a car was a barrier to moving around and getting to know more people. However, he 

said his host family sometimes gave him a ride to do shopping. The participant from China mentioned relying 

on friends to learn how to drive and get a driver’s license. This participant remarked: 

 

I had to figure out how to get to where I was going and find my way through. When I first came, I didn’t 

have a car and my roommate took me around.  

 

    Another participant from China (C7) said she often shopped at stores near campus and had opened up a bank 

account within a walking distance to ensure convenience. Both participants felt that the public transportation on 

campus was more inconvenient than what they were used to back home. One participant from China (C3) who 

lived further away from campus because he could not find any close apartment shared: 

 

This depended on where you live. It was a problem because I was further away from campus. I had to 

buy food and clothes.  

      A participant from Kazakhstan (K1) shared that he found it hard to buy basic items because he did not have 

a car and the stores where further away from where he lived. Transition from an efficient form of public 

transportation in his home country to one that was slow and rare was quite a challenge to him as he shared 

below:  

 

Back home, we have small shops in every building that sell food. Public transportation is very efficient, 

but it is very inconvenience here. I had to rely on a taxi or bus when I lived off-campus. 
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    Most international students arrive during the summer when road construction tends to happen. A participant 

from Ghana (G2) lamented on how poor public transportation here caused him a lot of inconvenience. He stated 

how a new construction contributed to the inconvenience: 

 

I had to get used to the bus stop and schedule. Back home it picks you up everywhere. There was 

construction going on and this slowed down public transportation. It was hard looking for an apartment 

without a car. 

 

     Education System and Academic Issues 

     The education system in the US was a big challenge for most participants of this study. The education 

system experience also varied across participants. Some participants came from the British systems of education 

whereas others came from other systems. Thus, their reaction and adjustment to the new US system also varied. 

Some students came from systems where instruction was a lecture style and others came from participation 

based systems, such as the US system. These differences had implications for the adjustment and academic 

challenges the students experienced. The students were concerned partly because education was the primary 

reason they had decided to come to the US. It was also due to the fact that academic concerns affect their 

overall adjustment and success. Participation in class, giving presentations and working in groups were stressful 

to international students who were not quite proficient in English language and who were accustomed to the 

lecture style of instruction. These situations are exacerbated by the difficulty of transferring from systems were 

shinning in class is not encouraged to one where self-confidence is rewarded. A participant from Malaysia (M2) 

reflected on the different education system: 
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I felt stressful getting used to the classes here because they are quite different than what I was used to 

back home. Here, they focus on discussion and research, while back home, they focus on lectures. 

 

     The use of English in class participation, to write papers, study, do exams and assignments was a major 

problem for most subjects, particularly those from China, Japan and Kazakhstan. Some of the participants had 

never learned nor used English before they came here. Some of them had to translate what they hear or read in 

English into their own native languages before they could respond. A participant from China (C1) voiced a 

concern for being treated in the same manner as those who were already fluent in English language. He pointed 

out that professors do not consider their inability to speak English when evaluating class participation, and 

when offering time frame to complete an exam or an assignment. To the student, this was an advantage to those 

who are fluent in English at the expense of international students who are not. The pointed out that some faculty 

members spoke so fast he couldn’t keep pace. He had to borrow notes from classmates afterwards to catch up. 

Some were concerned about large classes, particularly those students who came from smaller schools. As a 

student from Ghana (G2) stated: 

 

The classes were large and the student population was huge than what I was used to, advising was slow, 

chatting with professors was difficult, and this school is also a lot harder than what I was used to. 

 

      The social dimension of learning has been of great significance to international students’ social networks. 

International students need support and information on what classes to take, where to go for tutoring services, 

location of campus academic resources, and advising from faculty as well as college advisors. The system of 

education was just quite different than what they were used to. A student from Palestine shared the quotation 

below to explain this: 
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This is a new school system of education, new courses, ways of teaching, exams, huge classes, large 

campus. Some classes were closed when I arrived and I could not get help trying to contact professors. I 

had to learn to register and catch because I was behind. 

 

     Some international students were used to being told what to do and accustomed to classes that required  less 

participation. When they came to the US, they were exposed to expectations of class participation and 

independent work. A participant from South Korea stated: 

 

There are so many people here, classes are large. Class attendance is not recorded in my classes and I 

am not used to it. Deciding a major was hard. 

 

      Another major difference between the US system and other systems of education is that the former is more 

practical oriented. In the US system, students are exposed to internships, practicum, and work study that allows 

practical activities to complement classroom learning.  A participant from India (I2) was quick to mention this 

and accounted that the system of education here is more practical oriented than the one they were used to. The 

student shared: 

 

I am used to the British system. Education here is more practical oriented. I wasn’t familiar with the 

system here. My junior year was the hardest. 

 

    In order for international students adjust, it was necessary for them to work with host nationals who 

understand the education system better. In order to get information, international students needed social 

networks, especially from host advisors who may be familiar with the campus environment (Lacina, 2002). 

American classmates helped them with homework, group activities, and served as acquaintances to talk with 
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prior and after class (Vryonides, 2004). When a student is assigned a group activity, success in achieving the 

goals of the activity depends on the contribution of all group members as well as the respect and trust among 

group members (Raynolds & Constantine, 2007). Social networks that are caring and committed are needed for 

adjustment to the education system as well as academic success. 

       

Personal challenges 

     This study also revealed that personal challenges were common among international students. Homesickness 

and loneliness were shared by most participants, including those who already knew people here. Those who did 

not connect with people on campus felt lonely and homesick. International students who had families and co-

nationals here found it easier to adjust compared to those who did not. A student from India (I1) who did not 

know anyone here reflected: 

 

My immediate need included finding contacts in terms of friends. I felt lonely. It was difficult to meet 

people in the lecture hall because there were so many students. 

 

     To deal with personal needs, some participants initially maintained close contact with their family members 

and friends back home by phone or email. Some visited their family members back home over the holidays. 

Some chose to get involved in campus activities, join student organizations, and attend events as this was an 

opportunity to meet people and not think so much about family and friends back home. Most international 

students chose to associate with students from their own countries for emotional and personal support, and to 

preserve their cultural identity. These students provided comfort to each other as they dealt with adjustment 

difficulties (Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007).  

       The emotional support students received facilitated adjustment because it assured students that others share 

their problems as well. International students felt better when they learned that certain experiences are not 
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unique to them, but other people were going through them as well (Tseng & Newton, 2002). Emotional needs 

are better served by co-nationals, close friends and family members. These relationships were characterized by 

strong ties, similar cultures and languages (Traore, 2003). It seems that social networks among students from 

the same country or region are crucial for adjustment and academic success. Such networks are vital during the 

initial stages of adjustment when these students arrive and throughout their studies in the US. Once students get 

settled, their networks increase and things get busy and these connections become infrequent or break up at later 

stages of adjustment. Besides personal challenges, international students reported that it took them a while to 

get used to the food and some decided to cook their own food to help.  

 

Getting used to the food 

     Getting used to the food was a major problem to most participants. Most of them were not used to fast food, 

the ingredients for making their own traditional food were not available here. Although co-national members 

introduced them to stores that sold traditional food, the meal items were much more expensive and most of 

them were not fresh. A participant from Kazakhstan (K1) shared his difficulty getting used to the food here: 

 

The food was a problem because I wasn't used to instant food, such as pizza, soups. I hate whatever was 

recommended and gained weight the first semester before I cooked for myself. 

 

   Some students had difficulties getting used to the different food and took them a while to adjust. A participant 

from Malaysia (M2) was not used to the fast food here. He was used to freshly cooked meals back home as he 

reflected below: 

 

The first time, the food was not good. Food here is done fast and left overs are common. Back home, we 

cook it three times a day because we don't have fast food. It was challenging getting used to it. 
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    Some international students lamented the distance they had to go to buy groceries which was not the case in 

their home countries. For some, it was the first time they cooked on their own. Some international students 

came from developing countries were most of the food was obtained from the garden and getting used to the 

grocery stores was a daunting task for them. A participant from Ghana (G1) commented regarding the 

challenges he had with the food: 

 

Where to get food here is different. Back home, you go to the market and bargain prices, but here you 

have to go to Fry's or Albertsons and buy things at quoted prices. 

 

Financial difficulties 

    International students coming to the US are often faced with financial problems they never anticipated and 

that emerge over the course of their stay in the US. International experience financial changes they were not 

used to back in their home countries. In the US, students are required to pay for full time classes, may not drop 

classes beyond a certain limit, do not qualify for various scholarships and are not permitted to work off-campus. 

These changes in financial status can have a negative impact on their adjustment. Hull (1978) noted that the 

availability of greater financial resources provide a sense of security and has been found to be positively related 

to adjustment and academic success in the host culture. One participant from Ghana (G3) remarked: 

 

One of my major problems was paying tuition. I had sought help from most appropriate departments, but 

could not get any and no one was helpful.  

 

      Some participants spoke about the difficulties they experienced looking for employment, whether an 

internship or an on-campus job to pay for expenses. A participant from Nigeria (N1) voiced a concern regarding 
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her inability to secure an internship or employment off-campus and yet such experience was required for a 

pharmacy program she wanted to pursue. A participant from Ghana (G3) voiced that the inability to engage in 

employment off-campus left him at a disadvantage when it came to competing for job opportunities. Lin and Yi 

(1997) noted that international students are legally prevented from assuming a part-time status or from dropping 

out of college. Otherwise they would have to forfeit their student visas. International students are not legally 

allowed to work off-campus and have no access to welfare benefits, loans and most scholarships, and have the 

responsibility of paying out-of-state tuition as well as additional fees. This makes their financial situation very 

difficult, especially those who are believed to be rich when in reality they are not. There is a misconception by 

host nationals that international students come from rich families. The reality is that some of the students come 

from poor families and do not have sufficient funds to pay for their college education. This participant reflected 

that her experience was frustrating: 

 

Just studying pharmacy and getting good grades is not enough. They require experience working in the 

pharmacy field and they don’t take volunteers and I can’t work there because I am not eligible to work. 

How will I get the experience to get into Pharmacy school? 

 

     The discussion above illustrates that international students come to the US with different types of needs. This 

needs change overtime as the students adjust to different language, education, personal, and socio-cultural 

adjustment. Although the literature covers voluminous research on the challenges facing international students, 

these studies do not distinguish the different needs international students face at each stage of their 

undergraduate education. For example, it is true that international students face language problems and learning 

new cultural norms. But their experiences vary by level of study. A new first year student, for instance, may not 

be familiar at all with the host culture whereas a student in his or her senior year might be better off in terms of 

understanding the host culture. The same applies to language. A new student from a non-English speaking 
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country may not be very familiar with the vocabulary used and may be more hesitant to speak in class or when 

he or she interacts with those. In contrast, a student from a country where English is taught as a second language 

may be better of in terms of speaking and writing in English. Thus, students vary depending on where they 

come from or the level of English proficiency they bring along. Previous literature does not make such 

distinction and practitioners on the other hand do not understand these aspects either. As a result, programs 

meant for international students are uniform and are not designed to target specific needs different students may 

be facing. When international students arrive in the US, they face initial challenges and when they get settled, 

they are exposed to more complex different challenges at a later stage of their adjustment. The challenges 

students face at both stages of adjustment are discussed below.  

 

Initial and Later Stages of Adjustment 

Initial Stage of Adjustment 

       It is important to understand the process in which international students go through as they adjust to their 

new environments. This is important than just understanding the problems. Pedersen stated “An overemphasis 

on identifying adjustment problems without exploring the process itself has inhibited development of theories 

(Pedersen, 1991, p. 14). In the initial stage of adjustment, international students looked to fulfilling their basic 

needs. These basic needs were very important in order for the students to be able to proceed with their studies. 

Their basic needs included a need for someone to pick them up from the airport, to provide temporary 

accommodation, to refer them to where to buy food or money to buy a meal plan. This is not an exclusive 

picture of their basic needs. Other basic needs when they arrived included registering for classes, meeting with 

their academic advisors, and taking care of simple errands, such as getting a phone plan, a social security as 

well as state and university identification cards. Students from the same country helped each other in fulfilling 

these needs.  



187 

 

       International students also spoke about orientation, the first major event they attended when they arrived. 

Some students thought orientation was a waste of time with a lot of information that was difficult to remember 

and less useful. Others thought the orientation organized through the International Student Programs and 

services office was helpful where they received information about the US culture, and adjustment. They also 

received information about financial planning resources, banking system, health care system, obtaining social 

security and drivers’ license, counseling services, university rules and regulations. The students also reported 

being informed about campus organizations, tutoring, and English writing help. Some of the students thought 

the orientation packet was useful and contained most of the information they needed to get settled. 

       For international students to adjust to the new environment, they had to reach out to others and to help them 

build their networks as well as preserve and maintain the structure of the networks. Most participants of this 

study cited joining the co-national group composed of other students from their home countries when they first 

arrived. Some students reported searching for their co-national group on the website whereas other learned 

about it through the office of International Student Programs and Services. The co-national organization serves 

the needs of current and future students and continues to serve as a setting for students to retreat to when 

experiences become difficult. The immediate help included transportation, accommodation, and information of 

basic resources. These findings are related to previous research. Lin and Yi (1997) suggested that activities such 

as picking up students in the airport, assisting students with moving in and finding housing, helping orient 

students to the community in terms assistance with food, shopping, transportation, and holding a gathering for 

students to network with other new arrivals could help reduce the stress from transition (p. 478).  

 

Later Stage of Adjustment 

          After going through the initial stages of their adjustment, international students’ needs at the later stages 

included academic, financial and career. The later stages of adjustment saw a lot more initiative by participants 

to seek new, maintain or replace networks. Participants were also more careful and selective in terms of which 
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networks to keep, which networks were supportive and which ones were not. In the later stage, most 

participants were more self-reliant, having their own transportation and accommodation. This allowed them to 

travel, reach out to more networks and invite others to their homes. These students became more self-reliant, 

self-sufficient, and less dependent on others for their basic needs. 

       Once the initial needs were fulfilled, then the students began to look for social events, join other 

organizations, and reach out to other international students and co-nationals. The later stage of adjustment 

involves the need to help international students with bi-cultural conflicts to achieve a balance between 

participating in a new culture and maintaining their own cultural identities.  

     Compared to their domestic counterparts, international students tended to experience greater adjustment 

challenges during their initial transition. At the later stage, the challenges were less, but more complex. It was 

helpful to encourage interactions with other students from the host country to reduce stress for new students 

during the first weeks. English level competency or discomfort about speaking English is a significant concern 

for adjustment. The level of written and spoken English proficiency either advances or impedes interactions 

with the host society. The voluntary organizations, such as the international students’ fellowship provided 

international students with basic needs during their initial stage of adjustment. These support included picking 

them up from the airport, providing them accommodation, and helping them run some errands. 

        Domestic students served as weak ties that connected international students to resources and other 

networks besides that of their co-nationals. Participants reported seeking networks that would provide direct and 

indirect help to other people outside their close friends. Weak ties can be important and relevant supportive 

networks. Weak ties served as indirect links to other ties and access to information they would not have 

received from their strong co-national networks. One subject from Nigeria shared that despite close ties she had 

with her family members here, she still needed to network with other international students to gain information 

regarding classes and social activities for young people. First and second year international students faced many 

challenges adjusting to the new environment and communicating with professors. It can be concluded that as 
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international students persisted through higher education, they developed strategies that enabled them to be 

successful students. Institutional support offices and programs were also important for academic purposes. They 

provided English writing, tutoring, resume writing, and job hunting. The office of International Student 

Programs and Services provided help with immigration paperwork, advising, and organized events.  

     The following table shows the initial and later stages of adjustment. The initial stage reflects a time of 

transition when the students arrive in the US. Some of these students arrive not knowing anyone and face more 

difficulties than other students who know people in the US. As international students progress from one 

academic level to the next, their adjustment challenges become complex. For instance, class assignments 

become harder as they progress from their first year to the second year. Also, as they continue to interact with 

the hosts and other students, they may experience incidences of discrimination and this may frustrate them. 

Also, the excitement initially experienceD disappears and reality begins to sink in and they have to fend on their 

own, managing their financial needs, learning to be independent, and experiencing feelings of homesickness. 

The most challenging experience is when international students begin to establish social networks and to 

interact with others. Some students who are outgoing, extroverted and who have social skills to interact with 

others were able make friends and widen their social network circle. Some of these people continue to be 

important social networks to the student while others may be dropped along the educational stages. 

    The different needs international students face at different stages of their adjustment is what is missing in the 

literature. The table below illustrates that uniform programs for international students have not been effective 

because the students have different needs at each level of their education. When students arrive on campus, they 

are more concerned about safety needs, a place to live, where to buy food, and how to register for classes. Once 

they get settled, their needs change to social, such as a place to meet people, a social group to belong, a church 

to attend, a place to seek academic help, where to find resources, where to exercise and play sports. As they 

approach their junior and senior years, they begin to think about internships, employment, graduate school, and 

travel. These different needs require unique intervention strategies in order to effectively address them. 
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       Table 5.0. International students needs at initial and later stages of adjustment. 

SELF-ACTUALIZATION 
Challenge and encouragement to achieve academic and career 
goals, reaching one’s potential,  

BELONGING & ESTEEM 
Establishing friendships, belonging to an organization, club or 
family, giving and receiving care, recognition, attention, self-
respect, identity, social events, a sense of community, valued. 

SAFETY 
Permanent shelter, living in a safe area, medical insurance, 

financial reserves, finding a job, immigration status 

PHYSIOLOGICAL 
Pick-up from the airport, temporary accommodation, 
transportation, food (meal plan, groceries, traditional food) 

 

Source: Created from interview data 

 

     The table above reflects the needs the participants of this study presented when they arrived in the US. I 

created this table based on data from participant interviews to fit the international students’ situation. Pedersen 

(1991) stated “In developing theories to understand the unique and complicated factors influencing international 

students’ success, it may be necessary either to modify theories now in use as we must do to meet the needs of 

minority student populations, in any case or to develop the theories (Pedersen, 1991, p. 15). 

      Their basic needs included a need for someone to pick them up from the airport, to provide temporary 

accommodation, to refer them to where to buy food or money to buy a meal plan. This is not an exclusive 

picture of their basic needs. Other basic needs when they arrived included registering for classes, meeting with 

their academic advisors, and taking care of simple errands, such as getting a phone plan, a social security and a 

state and university identification cards. Students from the same country helped each other in fulfilling them.  

     Once these needs were fulfilled, then the students could look for social events, join an organization, and 

reach out to others. As they interacted with these entities, they desired to be respected, cared for, and valued and 

to have a sense of belonging. These needs are more recreational and social and were provided to them by other 
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international students. After these needs were fulfilled, the students strived for academic and career goals, 

which included deciding a major, thinking about internships and on-campus employment, and what they wanted 

to do upon graduation. Academic and career needs were provided for by the host national network comprising 

faculty members, academic advisors, classmates, tutors, and teaching assistants.  

        Another important aspect is the size of the network. When international students arrive, their initial 

adjustment involves few people and some of them may not know anyone in the US at all other than distant 

friends and relatives. Social networks tend to increase overtime both in terms of size and diversity. The size of 

the network matters although it is not sufficient to conclude that meaningful interactions occur. Network size 

refers to the number of individuals in a network whereas density is the extent to which individuals within a 

network know and contact one another (Mitchell & Trickett, 1980). Structural attributes of a network include 

size, composition, density, homogeneity, and solidarity. Network size has both positive and negative effects on 

international students’ adjustment and success. Large social networks can be advantageous for obtaining a 

variety of resources and support. However, the effort required to maintain them can be difficult and stressful 

(Garton, et al., 1997; Stokes, 1983). Small social networks are limited in terms of knowledge regarding the 

surroundings and offer fewer opportunities to reach out to wider and diverse resources (Ibarra, 1993A). Larger, 

more heterogeneous and diverse networks allows greater access to unique information (Garton, et al., 1997). 

Initially, international students tend to go to the co-national network for help.  

      Although being with members of their own country is more comfortable and creates a sense of belonging 

for international students, it reduces the opportunity to meet people from other cultures. As the semester 

progresses, international students reach out to others in class, campus activities, and meet others through 

friends. International students with larger social networks tend to have better adjustment, which in turn leads to 

academic success. Research indicates larger social networks provide more resources, counter stress, facilitating 

the students’ adjustment (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Vaux, 1988). International students who have lived longer 

in the US tend to have lower adjustment problems. This is consistent with previous research that suggested that 
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the length of time in a host country can influence an individual’s degree of acculturation. For example, Tsai and 

Leverson (1997) found that the longer Chinese Americans had lived in the US, the more adjusted they were to 

the society.  

       International students with large and small co-national groups experienced different types of adjustment in 

the US. Those from large co-national group experienced a relatively smooth initial adjustment. Yet, social 

isolation from hosts and resistance to change slowed down their adjustment to the local culture, missing 

instrumental help accorded by hosts. Those with small or no co-national group experience a difficult initial 

adjustment. Lacking a co-national group, they are compelled to seek network ties with host nationals, gaining 

proficiency in English, learning host cultural and instrumental benefits, adjusting quickly and gaining cultural 

awareness. 

      At the initial stage of adjustment, international students’ networks are narrow and composed of a few 

individuals. At the later stage, they meet more people and expand their networks. Also, at the later stage, their 

needs are more diverse. The increase in network size at the later stages allowed participants to have a wider 

access to resources in terms of information, academic resources, and avenues to meet people. A typical example 

is a student from Nigeria (N2) who arrived here knowing some relatives. Once here, the student stayed with her 

sister and aunt who took care of her immediate needs ranging from accommodation, transportation, food, 

information regarding classes and culture. In addition, she was introduced to friends of her relatives in Tucson 

and her sister introduced her to people she knew on campus, including co-national members. When her sister 

later left for another city, she had established friends, continued to keep in close contact with her relatives and 

her sister’s friends. For this participant, it was easier for her to adjust both socially and academically as the 

student shared:  

 

I had family members in California and an auntie and sister in Tucson. They were very helpful to me 

because like a lot of things, I didn’t know about the culture here. They explained to me a lot of things I 
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could not figure on my own because they had experience to help me navigate my whereabouts. They 

gave me some advice and their experiences. 

 

        International students who did not have co-nationals and social networks had a different experience. It took 

these students longer to establish new social networks and took some until the second semester to have any 

meaningful friendships. A student from India is (I1) a case in point. The student did not know anyone in the US. 

He did not have any relatives either. It took this student a whole semester before he could establish few friends. 

When he arrived, he did not have anyone to pick him up from their airport and he took a taxi to campus. He had 

to look for an apartment on his own by searching the Internet and referring to advertisements posted all over the 

university. The student shared that he felt homesick frequently during his first semester and kept in touch with 

his family and friends in India twice a month. The only social networks he had was through classmates and a 

roommate from his country he met after getting settled. They decided to room together. The students reflected 

on his social networks that were from the Computer Science department: 

 

My friends circle is mostly from the CIS department. So most of my friends are from Computer Science 

department or my classmates. So since we don’t have enough time to hangout or to do any fun stuff, ah, 

we normally see each other everyday working in the lab, working late nights in the lab.  

 

      Tanaka and colleagues (1994) found that the frequency of support and number of providers of such support 

decreased overtime for academic, interpersonal and emotional issues. This is due to the fact that, as students 

become independent, they tend to do things on their own and no longer need the same help as they did when 

they arrived. Some participants experienced stability in their network composition, whereas for others they 

changed and they did not rely on their previous networks. Students who joined the church organization initially 

when they arrived but later detached themselves from such networks later when they got settled and busy. This 
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means replacement of old ties with new ties illustrates that not all networks are sustained and not all continue to 

be useful. The networks for those with partners changed because they no longer have much time to hang out 

with old friends as a participant from Kazakhstan (K3) whose girl friend came from his home country to join 

him shared: 

 

I now have a girl friend and do not have much time with guys from home. We used to do much more 

things before my girlfriend came here from home. 

     

    Those who had family members here saw their networks increase as their family members introduced them to 

other networks. They saw the ties as obligatory as for some of them their relatives served as their immediate 

help. They were also being introduced to the local community, giving them two types of networks with their co-

national group as well as the community members. The relatives served as important support during times of 

need and as stable and lasting sources of financial and emotional assistance for the participants. Those without 

relatives or a co-national group also expanded their social networks. Their network composition was, however, 

unstable and the people they went to changed overtime because they did not have a stable network in the first 

place. It also took a longer time for this group to expand their networks. There was no continuity of support 

from the previous networks as their needs changed overtime. Extended network in size and with more than one 

type provided participants with diverse networks for different types of needs. The type of network was 

determined by the type of needs. The functional value of these networks meant that they needed to be 

appropriate to the type of need, kept and sustained. In the following section, I discuss how different networks 

serve the different needs encountered by international students.  

       Lin & Yi (1997) called the later stage of adjustment the On-going Adjustment Stage.  Lin and Yi suggested 

that programs at this stage should emphasize to students the importance of belonging to social networks. It is 

important for students to continue to network with co-nationals for other needs beyond the initial ones. Most 
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participants continued to have networks with their co-national and family members regardless of a change in 

their needs. Even those whose social networks increased in size still went back to their co-national group for 

emotional support and to have a sense of belonging, not necessarily to the same people. As they developed new 

networks, international students ended up helping others in the process, especially those who were new to the 

country. The strong network tie sustained by the co-national group provided the new students a sense of identity 

and belonging. This demonstrates that networks serve different functions and certain functions may not be 

served adequately by certain networks.  

       The co-national group may not adequately provide culture and language learning and students may not feel 

comfortable going to academic advisors for emotional support. The students often went to those they trusted, 

such as close friends and family members for such help. The co-national network helped the students maintain 

their culture of origin, to be part of the organizational events and activities throughout their studies. This 

network also provided a setting where cultural values can be rehearsed and expressed.  

International students also need to network with other international students from different countries. 

Recreational and social opportunities were provided to them by other international students. This network 

provided an opportunity to make friends and acquaintances for companionship, recreational and non-task 

oriented activities. Networks with other international students are important because the students can learn 

social skills, other cultures and languages.  

      After these needs were fulfilled, the students strived for academic and career goals, which included deciding 

a major, thinking about internships and on-campus employment, and what they wanted to do upon graduation. It 

was also important to network with domestic students. Academic and career needs were provided for by the 

host national network comprising faculty members, academic advisors, classmates, tutors, and teaching 

assistants. This type of bi-cultural network consisted of bonds between international students and significant 

host nationals, such as international and academic advisors, faculty members, classmates, students and 
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administrators. The main function of the bicultural network is to instrumentally facilitate the academic 

aspirations of the students.  

    To conclude this section, I provide a detailed picture of international students as they interact with their 

academic and social communities. Major findings indicate that international students experience a number of 

concerns related to accommodations, communication, transportation, social interaction with the hosts, 

discrimination and academic life. This study revealed that international students experience multiple adjustment 

challenges once they arrive in the US. In their initial transition to college, major concerns include getting 

housing, transportation, getting the required immigration documents for their stay, and registering for classes. 

When they began classes and their studies, their challenges centered on understanding American students, 

faculty members, and how to participate in class. Communication and English language proficiency appeared to 

be an on-going concern since the time they arrived to the time when they left the programs. It is important to 

acknowledge that the ability of the international student depends not just on the individual but also on many 

aspects of their physical and social context. We often tend to see the student as lacking and associate such 

deficiency with the inability of the student to cope. For instance, while transportation may not be an issue for 

students who are in an urban area, it is for those studying in rural settings.  

       Although the findings of this study are unique to one institution, the challenges and recommendations are 

worth considering across many different campuses. While some challenges of transportation may be unique to a 

rural setting institutions, other concerns such as coping with the US culture can be common to all international 

students regardless of where they attend. While international students have the responsibility of making efforts 

to adjust, the institution has the responsibility for facilitating such adjustment by providing appropriate 

resources and support for academic, social and psychological wellbeing. International students’ interest in 

succeeding academically and socially and the institution’s interest in attracting and retaining these students 

require both parties to act and bring about the changes that would accomplish these goals. However, the 

institution has a very important role in providing the resources to help international students adjust and succeed. 
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Social Networks 

 

Different networks serve different needs 

      Previous literature generalizes international students as coming from the same backgrounds. This 

assumption is extended to the way their needs are being addressed. Assuming that international students come 

from similar backgrounds informs designing solutions that are standardized and that are based on one size fits 

all approach. The problem is that these strategies may lead to providing similar intervention programs to 

international students throughout their undergraduate studies instead of recognizing their different needs at 

different levels of their studies. International students come from different backgrounds and have unique needs 

that require different social networks to address. Accounts from participants of this study demonstrated that the 

diverse needs that international students bring require different types of networks. Different networks serve 

different functions and provide different amounts of support. In other words, as the needs and challenges of 

international students changed overtime, their social networks changed. The literature review suggested that the 

highest number of benefits derive from having access to a variety of social networks and not being limited to 

one kind of network (Elliott & Gramling, 1990; Hayes & Lin, 1994). This means not all the adjustment needs of 

international students can be satisfied by one network. Those students who limited their adjustment whether by 

choice or necessity to one network did not fully benefit from the social interactions. While it is clear that those 

who reached out to bi-cultural networks benefited, previous studies lumps international students as requiring 

similar needs. This study disintegrates their social networks and acknowledges that different types of needs 

require different types of networks. Walker and associates (1994) found that different types of relationships 

provide different types of support. Focusing on a specific type of network addresses a small portion of support 

in social networks. International students needs may include academic, emotional, friendship, and recreational 

and each need requires different network members to sustain. 



198 

 

     The understanding that different needs require different social networks downplays the assumption that all 

international students have similar needs at different stages of adjustment. This understanding should challenge 

practitioners to design programs relevant to different needs of international students at different stages of 

adjustment. Consistent with previous research this study found that international students have less contact with 

the host nationals compared to contact with other international students. Furnham and Alibhai (1985) found that 

international students prefer co-nationals first, other nationals second, and host nationals third. While previous 

studies do not elaborate why this is the case, this study goes further to establish that such preferences are 

determined by underlying circumstances that are too complex to simplify. 

       Bochner et al. (1976) and Bochner (1982) postulated that the social networks of international students fall 

into three categories that serve different functions. One of the research questions this study intended to answer 

was to identify the key social networks to which international students belong. Bochner etal (1976) and Bochner 

(1982) found that international students engage in three different ties that serve different functions. 

      The following sections discussions how different networks serve different needs presented by international 

students. The findings of this study revealed main social networks that serve different functions, needs and 

challenges. Social networks include friendships with co-nationals, the host nationals, and other nationals. 

Meaningful social interactions with co-nationals, hosts, international students from other countries, and other 

networks were important for facilitating international students’ adjustment and academic success. International 

students bring along different cultural norms for social behavior that differs from those of the host country. As a 

result, these individuals may be unable to form social networks to support them. Not having someone to talk to 

or ask for help leads to frustration and undermines adjustment and academic success.  

        Social networks provide different types of help to address international students’ changing or evolving 

needs. For instance, the help provided by the host network is different from that provided by other international 

students or co-nationals, meaning different types of networks serve different types of needs. Network changes 

can occur in the network relationship of its components or structure. When participants were confronted with 
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new needs and challenges, this changed their desire for new or different types of networks. As needs change, 

there is a need for different types of social networks that correspond to such changes. In some cases, the type of 

network remains the same but the people or the composition of the network changes. For instance, when 

someone leaves a network, the number of people is reduced. 

     The ability to choose appropriate networks by international students is vital for their adjustment and 

academic success. Changes in social networks are shaped by individual choice, personality, and the desire to 

satisfy certain needs and challenges. These factors play a significant role when an individual decides to 

continue, expand, and exit from networks. Networks are the result of individual choices made within social 

constraints (Cochran, 1990). Social networks may not help as much if the individuals involved are experiencing 

problems. People drop networks due to personal problems, emotional conflict, and change in interests. 

      Fischer (1977) constraint model describes how individuals make choices on social networks. Fisher saw 

relationships as a balance of costs and benefits. People weigh costs and benefits to determine whether they 

should maintain, replace or drop their network ties. International students’ academic studies surpassed other 

needs and so academic networks are important to them. Many felt a lack of time to socialize or maintain ties 

with others. Fisher observed that people are constantly choosing with whom they will begin, continue or cease 

their interaction. Participants chose their social networks based on their needs and challenges. Choice is too 

complex to be defined as just choosing friends. It is much more complex than what we may assume. Choice is 

determined by culture, socialization, interests, language, discrimination, prejudice, and personality. Students 

tend to choose those from similar culture and who share similar values, beliefs, and customs to be part of their 

friendship circle. The aspects they share in common ensure a comfort level for interaction. Other students 

choose friends if they have similar interests, such as partying together, watching sports, and travelling. Others 

choose friends based on whether they speak the same language. However, others may not choose others to be 

friends based on discrimination and stereotypes. These aspects make social networks quite complex.  
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     The notion of choice can shape environments which students choose to live, socialize or paly sports. For 

some participants, the context can shape their social networks. Often, research focuses on how students 

influence college and not how college influence students. It is imperative to understand that students and 

environment influence each other. The notion that networks influence individuals and individuals influence 

networks is applicable to this study. In other words, the social environment and the social networks shape each 

other. To illustrate, some participants who needed to improve their English and learn the US culture chose to 

live in the residence halls. The living arrangements of international students whether by choice or ascribed are 

important aspects that provide an opportunity for interaction with others. International students who wanted to 

improve their English language proficiency chose to live with an American roommate. Although 

accommodation with co-nationals results in fewer misunderstandings, Participants who resided with a co-

national roommate had rare opportunities establishing friends with the hosts. Whereas co-nationals help with 

initial basic needs, providing emotional support and guidance, they may not adequately address the academic 

and cultural needs of the international student. Some participants preferred to reside with the hosts not only to 

improve their language skills and learn the US culture, but because they did not have any co-nationals in the 

US. The residence halls were useful to some participants of this study. This setting gave them the opportunity to 

improve the language and socialize with locals. At the same time, this environment can take away time and 

attention from studies. This environment might be good initially when one needs friends and to learn the 

culture, but later other types of support may be needed, such as living off-campus with classmates or co-

nationals who would help in other ways. Thus, personal choice and the environment allowed building closer 

social network ties with either the locals or co-nationals. The following section covers the role of the initial 

networks of international students as they transition into the US society. Initial networks are those that the 

students encounter when they arrive in the US for the first time. These networks are useful for their transition 

because they provide them with basic needs, such as accommodation, information on where to find goods to 

purchase, regarding the city and the institution they have come to attend. 
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Initial networks of international students 

     I begin this section with a critical view of the international student literature and how it presents international 

students. Previous literature has presented international students as foreigners who have lost their social 

networks and who seek new social ties to survive in a new environment. Being from home for the first time, 

international students have to cope with the lose of support of friends and family. The impact of this lose is 

apparent since loneliness is one of the most frequently cited problems of international students (Furnham & 

Bochner, 1986; Ward & Kennedy, 1993). This picture reflects international students through the lens of having 

problems. Some of the literature presents international students as extremely deficient. Several studies state that 

international students face unique challenges, are poorly adjusted, experience a period of disorientation, lack 

skills and knowledge to succeed, and experience a gread deal of stress (Furnham & Alibai, 1985; Poyrazli, et al. 

2002; Pruitt, 1978; Westwood & Baker, 1990). Constantine et al. (2005) stated that international students 

particularly those from Africa have issues such as psychological stress and maladjustment problems can occur if 

they are away from their natural environment. Studies involving Asian students describe them as passive, shy, 

nonassertive, and as struggling. Their lack of English proficiency is one of their greatest problems (Heggins & 

Jackson, 2003; Lin & Yi, 1992). Asian students experience higher levels of stress than other international 

students and the hosts (Poyrazli, et al, 2004). This literature portrays international students from the perspective 

of deficiency. 

      While this may be an unintended presentation, the consequences of misunderstanding the true picture of 

international students substantially influences how their needs are addressed. One case in point is that 

international student literature presents this population as having lost their social networks back in their home 

countries and come here stripped of such ties. Research also presents international students as needing new 

types of networks to replace their old ties. Due to such assumptions, there is no literature covering how students 

studying abroad relate to their family members, relatives and friends back home. Such network ties are 
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considered to be non-existent. Yet, families and friends abroad play an important role in the adjustment and 

academic success of the students (Simmerman, 1995; Tanaka et al., 1994).. 

     Previous research supports the notion that international students have lost their networks and need to 

establish new ones in order to adjust well. Tanaka et al. (1994) stated that international students break away 

from their social networks of family, friends, neighbors and co-workers, leaving behind their traditional support 

structure (Tanaka, et al., 1994). When they arrive, international students establish new types of social networks, 

starting with those of their co-nationals (Heikinheimo, etal., 1986; Zimmermann, 1995). In describing problems 

of international students, Maundeni (2001) stated that international students’ breakaway from familial socio-

cultural, economic and social support networks, leading to psychological problems. Maundeni (2001) adds that 

social networks of family, neighbors and friends need to be replaced in order for international students to adjust 

from feelings of loneliness, depression, isolation or homesickness. Vryonides (2004) postulated that 

international students arrive in their host country denuded of supporting social networks and confronting 

unfamiliar cultural and educational challenges, an experience that adversely impacts on their well-being and 

academic performance. These studies give the impression that international students have broken away from 

their networks back home. 

      While literature presents international students has having lost ties with their networks back home, accounts 

from international students interviewed in this study, however, show otherwise. Contrary to the assumptions 

described, international students in this study reported that they continued to keep in touch with their immediate 

families, relatives and friends back home. The long distance communication through the Internet and mobile 

technologies has made it easier for international students to contact their relatives and family members back 

home, irrespective of time and place. Even before the new technology, international students wrote letters to 

their families and friends back home and occasionally visited them. Although some international students are 

unable to keep frequent contacts with everyone they knew back home due to expenses and distance, most of 

them still maintained relationships with close ties. What has changed is just the method they use to contact their 
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relatives, family members and friends. Due to the distance, international students contact their family members 

and friends by email, phone, and Skype. Skype is software that allows users to make voice calls over the 

Internet. The two individuals communicating should each have a computer and access to the software. In fact, 

most international students in this study keep in touch with close friends and families more frequently than 

before given the advancement in technology and the use of mobile phones. They contact family members for 

emotional and financial support and their friends to share experiences abroad and to learn the latest news back 

home. This illustrates that students have not actually broken away from their ties but only the means of contact 

has changed from physical to other ways. Literature also reflects the students networks with those in their home 

countries as one sided, suggesting there is no reciprocity. This is contrary to what actually happens when I 

listened to the voices of international students. When international students leave home, the people they knew 

are still intact but because of the distance, it is difficult to turn to these people for companionship, affection, and 

physical help as needed. Not only do international students contact their significant others back home, those 

individuals also contact them here in the US. However, international students can write, telephone or visit them, 

but they are not constantly near them as before. Although previous research portrays the notion that 

international students lost ties with their significant others back home, the following accounts from participants 

of this study highlights the important role played their families, relatives and friends in their adjustment and 

academic success abroad. The students’ family members and friends back home also played an important role in 

the adjustment and success. These individuals helped the students settle into the new environment by being the 

first ones to receive them, to provide temporary accommodation and financial assistance and to provide them 

with useful advice on how to survive in the US society. These initial help is considered the social capital from 

which the students can draw upon for resources, information, emotional, and material help. The social capital 

described may not be available to other students who do not know people in the US. Students who do not know 

anyone on arrival, may have to fend on their own and seek social capital for various types of needs. Students 

who have a readily available social capital adjust quick, experience less stress, and are more comfortable. 



204 

 

Family and Friends Back Home and Social Networks 

   Family, friendship and community networks underlie much of the recent migration to industrial nations. The 

compositions of migrant flows to industrialized nations were accompanied by the economic downturns of the 

1970s and 1980s in many countries. The trends reflect migration streams based on family, friendship and 

community ties and relationships.  Existing across time and space, social networks are highly relevant for 

studies of international migration (Boyd, 1989). By 1980s, a growing body of research focused on the role of 

social networks in the etiology, composition, direction and persistence of migration flows, and in the settlement 

and integration of migrant population in receiving societies (Boyd, 1989, p. 639). Social ties with friends and 

families transmit information about places of destination including places of return migration and sources of 

settlement assistance. The domestic unit is an important component in social network based on migration. 

Households and families are common representations of this domestic unit (Boyd, 1989). Family members are a 

source of social and cultural capital. As socializing agents, families transmit cultural values and norms which 

influence who migrates and why they do so. Families also transmit norms about the meaning of migration and 

the maintenance of familial based obligations over time and space (Boyd, 1989). 

     Previous studies on social networks did not include support international students in a particular may have 

obtained from their families or friends who were back in their home countries. This could be because they knew 

technology was not as prevalent as it is now by the time of the research. Today, international students get some 

form of social support, especially emotional and financial from their families and friends back home. They use 

telephone and email to contact these distance networks. Participants shared that social networks of family, 

family friends and co-nationals they knew before they came to the US were useful to them. These networks 

were a great social capital for obtaining useful information and basic needs for initial transition. Consistent with 

Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation, students may not be able to focus on their academic needs until their 

basic needs, such as living, food, and security are met. These networks helped them address these needs as well 

as their higher level needs. Most international students either knew someone or where referred to someone. This 
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is a social capital that is not possessed by many other students who sought college admission on their own. 

Sometimes family members suggested good institutions to their relatives, daughters and sons who wanted to 

come here. Thus, family members had a great influence in some of the participants’ decisions to come to the US 

and to choose this institution. This was an important social capital that many others did not have. 

     The family is an important social network for international students. Participants of this study reported 

having good family networks and felt validated seeking support from them. One participant from Ghana stated 

that when he needed financial support, his family promptly responded. The connections to family reflected 

aspects of self-identity, affiliation and strong cultural values. Constantine etal. (2005) stated that strong familial 

relationships reflected international students’ critical ways of coping. 

       International students also left their friends behind, but still keep in touch with them through telephone and 

email. These friends share with them information about home and such stories help relieved them from feelings 

of homesickness. The following reflection from a student from Ghana (G1) illustrates that international students 

did not break away from their families back home, but they still keep contact through means other than 

physical: 

 

I have a lot of friends in Ghana and I email them. They update me on what is going on, difficulties they 

go through, and I share with them my experiences here. I also have friends here from Japan, Korea, and 

Taiwan. I learn their cultures…they teach me some words in their languages. 

 

    Although international students keep strong ties with their families but weak infrequent ties with their friends 

back home, literature on international students can be credited for stressing the importance of family members 

close by in the adjustment of international students. Wimberly, et al. (1992) stated that family is necessary for 

the reduction of international students’ stress levels. Clearly, an international student who has a family close by 

does not go through a similar experience as another who does not. As accounts from participants of this study 
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reported, having family members close by, for instance, enables the student to visit them regularly during the 

holidays and the family can also visit the student in times of need, such as when the student is sick. In either 

case, international students still keep in touch with their families and friends back home and derive benefits 

from them. Although going abroad affected the tangible support that some students received from their families, 

most of the students indicated it had little impact on emotional and financial support they continued to receive 

from their social networks back home. The students maintained contact with their parents and grandparents by 

telephone and reached out to their siblings and friends by email. The students reflected that their siblings and 

friends were more familiar with the Internet while their parents, particularly their grandparents were not used to 

it. Surprisingly, none of the participants kept in touch with their families and friends through letters. This 

demonstrates a change from the letter writing communication medium to the Internet and telephone media. 

Through multiple media, the students shared their experiences, problems, and stories with people back home 

and received advice and support. The quotation below is from a student from China (C4) who keeps close with 

her grandparents: 

 

I call home twice a week because I have my grandma and grandpa. I grew up with them for about ten 

years. They know me a lot and I have to talk to them often. I miss them. 

 

      These contacts kept the students informed and sometimes instilled in them a sense of belonging. A student 

from Palestine commented that she contacts her family but also tries to understand and learn to live on her own. 

The reality of becoming independent and managing one’s lifestyle becomes reality when international students 

leave their families to study abroad and meet new friends. The participant shared her experience:  
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I contact my family members’ everyday by telephone, Internet and chatting. They all help me with what 

I have to do. They support me. I used to be homesick. I miss them, but I also love here and I am used to 

being on my own…I have good friends in my roommates. 

 

     Some international students struggled keeping in contact with their friends due to the distance. This is one 

issue that distinguishes international students over domestic students. Domestic students have the chance to 

contact their friends as they wish because they are here and contact is less expensive. For international students, 

the expenses and inconvenience may mean dropping some of the friends. A participant from Kenya reflected: 

 

I still have a few friends back home. I text them. I had many of them before but it is even fortunate that I 

can keep in touch due to the technology, but most of them do not have emails or cell phones. 

 

     Although coming to the US affected the instrumental or tangible support participants received from family 

members, they maintained contact with their families and felt comfortable to hear they were doing well. Some 

participants reported that not hearing the welfare of their families was just as daunting as not being with them. 

Through phone calls and email, students shared their frustrations, concerns and experiences with their family 

members. Their families in turn provided them with emotional, financial and advising support. Emotional 

support requires someone who can listen effectively and who can reflect about the problem without blame and 

criticism. Despite the distance, international students continued to contact their families for emotional and 

spiritual support. Family members are appropriate to provide such support because talking about emotional 

problems involves revealing negative aspects of the self and most participants felt comfortable revealing these 

issues to people who were close to them, such as family members. One participant from Kazakhstan (K2) spoke 

about keeping in touch with his family back home: 
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I communicate with my family once a week, with my parents through Skype and with my grandparents 

by phone because they don’t know Skype. 

 

     Although participants maintained contact with family members by telephone and email, some visited their 

family members. Such contact facilitated their adjustment as it reassured them that their families were still 

intact and cohesive. When participants spoke about their family members, they did not only refer to members 

of their immediate families, but also to extended family members, such as relatives. A participant from China 

(C6) spoke strongly about her grandparents because they raised her. She spoke of the emotional support they 

continued to provide her when they spoke. The student remarked: 

 

I talk to my family three to four times per week through msn phone. They give me some suggestions; help 

me make decisions and financial help.  

 

     When international students visit their family members back home, they also get the opportunity to see their 

friends. Their friends learn about the US and the educational opportunities here. Some of them follow their 

friends to the US. One student from South Korea often visited her friends and family members back home as 

she commented: 

 

I still have friends who went to school with me. I go to Korea every summer vacation and I meet them 

during break and they really want me to come. I chat with them every day. It is hard to call them 

because of time. 

 

     Student accounts illustrate that although international students are in the US for further studies, it does not 

mean that they have broken away from networking with their families or friends. Although they established new 
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social networks abroad, these networks supplement the networks they already have with their families and 

friends back home. While researchers on international student literature cite the importance of family members 

who are close by to the students, research contentions reflect international students as if they are stripped of 

their networks. The studies also give the impression that international students need to start over and establish 

social networks to replace those they had left behind.  

      Understanding and acknowledging that a relationship between international students and their family 

members and friends abroad exists is important for providing relevant intervention programs to them. Such 

understanding guides intervention methods that are reliable, accurate and that are not based on assumptions. 

Assumptions mislead program interventions aimed at addressing issues facing international students. For 

instance, efforts to make it seamless for international students to contact their family members and friends back 

home may not be realized because such relationships are assumed as non-existent if going by the literature. It is 

important to recognize the existence of such relationships in order to better help international students adjust 

and succeed. 

      The discussion above presented the importance of social networks back home in international students’ 

adjustment and success. Their family members provided them with advice and material resources, such as 

finances. Their friends shared the latest news with them about home and they in turn told them stories about 

their experiences in the US. On the other hand, social support from family members can encourage reliance so 

much on family members that can impede seeking other types of social networks. One participant from Nigeria 

stated that reliance on friends and family back home and here jeopardized her independence and the experience 

to fend on her own. Also, without the physical presence of the family, international students may still 

experience frustration because they are unable to visit them as often. Some students were sympathetic to their 

families and did not want them to worry given the distance and the fact that they can’t actually come by to help 

them with a situation. Some participants stated that they were reluctant to discuss certain issues with family 

members because they did not want to create stress to them.  Moore (2005) referred to this concern for their 
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families as forbearance, which is common in collectivist cultures for which most international students studied 

come from. 

     Some international students lamented that separation from their families meant they had to seek additional 

social networks. They pointed out that other networks were an inadequate substitute to their family networks. 

By suggesting that international students broke away from their social networks, researchers on international 

student literature also make a major assumption. That is, the researchers do not consider the fact that some 

international students migrate to the US with their family members or follow them afterwards. These networks 

serve a crucial role in the students’ transition to the new environment. 

        The notion of social and cultural capital is extremely important for students’ success in college. Parents 

who have college education understand what their daughters and sons need in college and they can draw upon 

their experience to help them succeed. Parents transmit cultural capital by informing their children the value and 

process for securing college education, including the quality of college chosen (DiMaggio, 1982). Social 

networks that are already in the US are in a position to help international students who are new by referring 

them to resources, sharing with them information about the appropriate use of the host culture and language, 

and helping them acquire their basic needs, such as temporary accommodation, transportation and running 

errands. Having someone here to recommend about the education and the many opportunities in the US is very 

significant. One can imagine the worries and uncertainty those who did not know anyone in the US were going 

through even by the time they boarded a plane here. Also, many other students remain in their home countries 

because they may not be aware of the opportunities here. Thus, students who knew someone here benefit from 

social and cultural capital that many other international students do not have.   

      Accounts from some participants of this study showed that international students knew a family member, a 

family friend or students from their countries in the US before they came here. Some of them moved to the US 

along with their family members and friends. These individuals may have come to the US to study or to live and 

encouraged those they knew back home to join them or to come here to study. These students learned from 
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these individuals the benefits of coming to the US and some of them made decisions based on the information 

shared. Therefore, knowing someone in the US was very important for these individuals. The students who 

knew someone here did not leave their entire family members behind nor friends, but the distance between them 

still made physical contact with those they left back home infrequent. Their networks here helped them in their 

initial transition to the new environment and continued to provide for them throughout their studies. This 

section explains how individuals they knew before they came here helped them address their immediate needs. I 

asked participants to explain if they knew anyone in the US and how useful this person was in their transition. 

For most participants of this study, knowing someone in the US was very important for their transition.      

Some international students began making connections with these individuals before they left home. These 

students reported speaking to friends and relatives in the US who shared useful information on what to bring, 

what to expect, and whether to purchase books and start preparing for certain courses. Before coming to the US, 

international students were accustomed to seeing their friends and family members on a regular basis. Some of 

these students had a large social network composed of family members, relatives, and other natives that had 

great influence on their lives. As these students transitioned from home to the US, their contact with previous 

networks became infrequent and they had to look for other sources of support. Most participants reported that 

their relatives and friends here motivated them to come here and join them. 

 

Family Members, Family Friends in the US and Social Networks 

Family members 

     Some participants followed the footsteps of family members who had studied in the US. A student from 

Zambia (Z1) reflected that her brother encouraged her to come here: 

 

My brothers had been in the US before and they recommended to me that it is a place where you get the 

opportunity and you get a good environment to study. I tried it and I liked it here. 
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      Some participants had their parents and siblings here and that made their transition easier than for someone 

else who did not have a family member. Having a family here reduces incidences of homesickness. It also 

means getting financial support and having someone to visit during the holidays and saving money that would 

otherwise be used to travel back home. When asked why he decided to come to the US, a participant from 

Canada shared:  

 

It was more a family factor for me because my family is established here in Tucson. I also have family 

members in Phoenix too. I have aunts, half cousins, and uncles from my dad’s side in Phoenix. My 

parents encouraged me to come here. My brother graduated from this school too and he told me it was a 

good place and the weather was nice. This made it easier for me and I was able to rely on them and this 

makes me different from other international students. 

 

    A participant from Kenya was also lucky to have her siblings here in the US. These siblings encouraged her 

to come to the US citing the many advantages that can be received here. She said having her siblings here 

helped her transition easier. The participant commented:  

 

My brother and sister were going to school in Washington and my brother was going to this institution. 

They encouraged me by telling me how good US is, told me about the opportunities I would get here, 

and all of them were an eye opener for me. I decided to come and join them and they helped me get 

settled and feel more comfortable. 

 

    Other participants moved here with their immediate families. A participant from Ghana (G3) shared that his 

dad was here and that was the reason they were here. While the participant was glad to have his immediate 
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family here and visited them more frequently than another student who had family members abroad, his 

relatives and friends were still in Ghana and he continued to keep in touch with them. The participant shared: 

 

My dad was doing his Ph.D. here and he brought us to the US to stay with him as he pursued his studies. 

It was very important that my dad had been here for about a year and he knew how life went here and he 

took care of us and supported us better. 

 

     For those participants who knew someone in the US, these people provided them with social and cultural 

capital that other international students were not able to get. Transition from one environment to another means 

a change in social capital. Social capital refers to the institutions and interactions that shape an individual’s 

social interactions. Social networks form as individuals establish and maintain relationships. Social capital 

refers to the resources based on group membership, relationships and networks of influence and support. 

Cultural capital refers to a behavior that is considered legitimate in a given society. In the US, instructors tend 

to reward certain behavior similar to their own or one that is legitimized in the mainstream US society. Students 

portraying behavior that is acceptable tend to have an academic advantage over those who don’t. Parents of 

American students provide their daughters and sons with such cultural capital to use in college, especially if the 

parents went to college. This may include how to study, conduct oneself in class, and appropriately socialize 

with others.  

       Parents of international students on the other hand may not be able to provide social capital because there 

are father away. Those who are here may not provide the same experience as would be native families due to 

differences in the educational system, language, and culture. Cultural capital increases educational achievement, 

a major objective that many international students aspire to attain. Yet, international students may not have the 

cultural capital that domestic students have. An individual’s social capital is determined by the person’s social 

network, cultural capital, and habitus. Habitus is the individual’s character or way of thinking influenced 
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through socialization. Social capital is the contacts formed through networks. Family members and friends who 

are already in the US share useful information and knowledge that many other international students without 

these opportunities are lacking. 

     As soon as international students arrived in the US, they encountered an environment in which the language, 

norms, laws, education and the people were different from those in their native lands. They had to deal with this 

change by engaging in social interactions with others whether in class, campus, or social gatherings. Some 

decided to join and identify with a student organization that aligns with their interests and needs. Some of them 

sought help from relatives who lived in the city, in other states, or who had attended the same institution. These 

individuals played an important role in their transition while still at home, when they arrived, during the first 

few weeks in the US, and through out their studies. Two key networks these participants reported knowing and 

who helped them with their immediate needs were family members and co-national network.  

       Another group that provided social capital and immediate social support to international students was that 

of family members in the US. The fact that some international students moved here with their family members 

challenges the notion that these students broke away from their social ties back home. Students who had family 

members had a different experience compared to those who had just co-national members unrelated to them. 

Members of the family, for instance, provided them with financial support, help that co-national members may 

not provide. When participants spoke about their family members, they referred to both their immediate family 

members and extended family members, such as relatives, grandparents, cousins and uncles. Some participants 

spoke strongly about the help they received from family members. They were glad they had relatives here who 

could help in times of need. Some remarked that their relatives here resumed the role of their parents and were 

available when they needed them. The family members provided immediate needs, such as accommodation, 

transportation, financial help, advice, and introduced them to other people. Family members who had viable 

social networks of their own provided links that the student could use in making new contacts. Presence of 

family members, including relatives determined the size and quality of social networks.  
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    Another advantage of having a family member here is that they were able to introduce the students to other 

people they knew in the local community.  Family members introduced international students to other people in 

the neighborhood and this was an opportunity for the students to expand their networks. Networks of 

neighborhoods identified other individuals through based programs and the students met more people. The fact 

that the students had various network sources to draw support, however, did not guarantee experience of 

positive outcomes. Some international students reported acts of discrimination towards them in some 

neighborhoods they visited, such as people not responding when they talked to them and insults being made 

towards them. This is consistent with Aldeman (1988) and Berno (1995) assertion that contact does not always 

lead to greater relationships or adjustment. For meaningful relationships to exist, both types of contact must be 

positive in terms of frequency and satisfaction. However, having relatives helped the students save expenses 

related to living, transportation, and food. There is limited literature covering international students’ relatives 

abroad and the role these networks enhance their adjustment and academic success. The following accounts 

from participants of this study demonstrate that international students had relatives here and not just those at 

home as depicted in the literature. As a participant from Nigeria (N2) stated: 

 

My aunt and sister live here and were very helpful. I lived with my sister and she drove me to campus 

and advised me about school. My aunt gave me some advice, explained to me the culture here as well as 

things I did not know. I am not sure how I would survive without them. 

 

     A participant from Lebanon stated that despite being offered a scholarship, she still needed people to talk to 

and share frustrations. The participant commented: 

 

I have relatives in the US. I have uncles, aunts, my mother’s relatives. We talk on the phone and because 

of the scholarship I have, I don’t need any other help other than encouragement and having family here 
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to talk to. They helped me learn the culture, the language, and the lifestyles here. They showed me the 

mosque and around the city. 

 

    Some family members encouraged their relatives to join them in the US. They shared with them the 

opportunities they were already enjoying and guided them on how to go about getting admission to US colleges 

and universities. One participant from Zambia (Z2) stated: 

 

My cousin who went here encouraged me to come here and to search for UA on the Internet as he 

thought it was the best option.  

 

     Some of the participants stated that choosing to go to an institution close to their relatives made their 

adjustment to the new environment easier because they received help from their relatives. They also saved 

money that would have been spent renting an apartment. Close relatives were also helpful with cultural and 

language orientation because they had been in the US longer and had more experiences. A participant from 

Canada who had relatives here reflected on his experience: 

 

Coming here was more of a family factor for me because my family is established in Tucson and I also 

have family members in Phoenix. My parents and brother encouraged me to come here. My brother 

recommended that this is a good school. I have aunts, half cousins, and uncles from my dad’s side in 

Tucson and Phoenix. Having a brother and my parents here made things easier for me. I can’t imagine 

the struggles that other international students who do not have anyone go through. 

 

      Some of the participants shared that some of their family members had established contacts with other co-

nationals on and off campus. Thus, they were introduced to these other networks by their family members. One 



217 

 

feature that distinguishes participants with families in the US from those without is that they benefited from 

additional networks already established by their family members. One participant from Nigeria (N1) said that 

her sister introduced her to other students from home and that she maintained close ties with these networks: 

 

When I arrived, I lived with my sister. She had a car and she very much drove me around. We lived at 

my aunt’s house when I arrived. My sister introduced me to her friends from home and I kept in touch 

with them even after my sister left for another city. My sister was really helpful giving me advice on 

what courses take and with which faculty members. She did Chemical Engineering as I do and she knew 

the department very well. 

 
    Other participants stated that they knew American families who later became their host families when they 

came here.  Host family for some participants occupied the role of a parent and provided financial, emotional, 

and familial support away from home. Many participants were grateful with the help they received from their 

host family members as this participant from Ghana (G2) shared he was grateful with the help he received from 

his host family: 

 

 
My host family provided me with accommodation and other necessities during an exchange program I 

undertook here. They were like my second family. I knew them before I came here. I met them when 

they visited my country. They provided me with advice and helped me learn the language and culture 

until I was comfortable. 

 

    Participants described their networks with family members as durable and dense. Some participants 

maintained contact with their family members for long and they kept these contacts very close. This happened 

through frequent conversations over the phone. Durable networks are stable overtime and this meant the 
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students continued to get support during this period of time. Participants spoke strongly of the emotional 

support that their family members provided, especially during stressful situations. Stokes (1983) attempted to 

predict the most important support attribute in a network structure. He asked questions on the general 

satisfaction with the network in terms of assistance in daily activities and with emotional support. Stokes found 

that a strong emotional support was the most powerful predictor of satisfaction. Satisfaction depended on the 

number of ties in the network. 

      Participants reported that they kept close contact with their family members by telephone, email and visits. 

Through these contacts, the students expressed their worries, concerns, and challenges related to adjustment. 

Their family members listened, provided them with emotional support, and assured them of continued help. 

Family members are in a good position to provide the students with emotional support because they can listen, 

show some care, and reflect upon the problems shared without blame or criticism. Wills (1985) noted that 

talking about emotional problems reveals negative aspects of self so that most people only feel comfortable 

revealing to people they are close to. In this case, family members are the closest members to international 

students and many of them felt comfortable sharing private information with family members. Emotional 

support can facilitate adjustment and academic success because it enhances a feeling of being valued, accepted, 

and listened to by the other person. These networks illustrate that in times of need, international students sought 

out close friends and relatives.  

     The above discussion illustrates the importance of the presence of family members in the US. Without the 

physical presence, international students may experience frustration and homesickness. The presence of family 

enables emotional and spiritual support. The families can visit the students during times of need and the 

students can also visit their families over the holidays and they can stay with them and save living costs. 

Emotional support contributes to family solidarity. In the following section, I discuss the social networks of 

international students who were already in the US and the students did not know them prior to arrival. These 

networks were very useful for the later transition and adjustment of international students. These networks 



219 

 

included the co-nationals, other international students, host nationals and academic support, organizations and 

institutional support. These networks served different functions at different stages of the students’ adjustment.  

     All participants of this study stated that their family members were useful in one way or another. They were 

the people they could contact when they had pressing problems, such as a desire to change a program, drop a 

course, and when they experienced financial problems. Some participants also contacted their family members 

for emotional support advice. Some participants stated that they shared any problem with family members 

although some chose not to bother. 

 

Family Friends  

    Another group that provided social capital and immediate social support to the international students was that 

of family friends. The students either knew these friends or their families recommended them. These family 

friends provided all sorts of help ranging from financial, accommodation, emotional, and advice. Some of the 

participants travelled directly to where these family friends lived and stayed with them temporary before they 

were in a position to live on their own. For one participant from Ghana (G1), her parents encouraged him to 

keep in touch and to visit with family friends once he arrived in the US as per his comments below:  

 
My parents told me to keep in touch with family friends we have in Florida. They are from back home 

and I have gone to visit them twice. They were a source of advice and financial help to me. I do not visit 

them often because it is expensive, but we talk over the phone and they provide me with advice that 

way.  

 
      Another participant from Burundi was asked by her parents to stay with a family friend until she was used to 

things and able to be on her own. This participant joined family friends in another state and went to college 

there for a year before she finally decided to move to the state where she lives now. She moved to here because 
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most of her friends and other family members are here and besides it is a warmer climate similar to the weather 

in her home country. She describes how her experience with her family friends felt like: 

 
When I first came to the US, I went to a college in Oklahoma because my dad has a friend over there and I 

knew no one in the US. My dad told them that I was coming to the US and they received me when I arrived. 

This family was very generous to me. They helped me get settled here since I didn’t have a car, I didn’t know 

anyone to go to. They showed me around and introduced me to life here. 

 

  Co-nationals in the US and Social Networks 

      The co-national network is composed of students who came from the same country as the participant. 

Literature indicates that an overwhelming majority of international students prefer to associate with students 

from their own culture. The co-national network was also a great source of social capital, information, 

companionship, and resources for adjustment and academic success. Most of these participants relied heavily on 

their co-national members for their immediate needs when they arrived. There was just a tendency to build close 

networks with those from one’s own country of origin. These participants reported that their co-national 

members helped them meet their immediate needs, such as picking them up from the airport, providing them 

with temporary accommodation, transportation, helping them look for a place to live and assisting them run 

errands, such as signing for a phone plan, obtaining social security, driver’s license and opening a bank account. 

To illustrate this, a student from China (C7) remarked: 

 

I met people from my country who picked me up when I arrived, helped me find a place to live, how to 

register for classes, buy Chinese food in Tucson. 
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     By providing them accommodation and transportation, their friends eased their transition and enabled them 

to focus more on academic related tasks, such as register for classes and meet with their academic advisors. The 

importance of the co-national network was apparent from the stories shared by participants. One participant 

from Kazakhstan mentioned that having a co-national here motivated him to leave his country to join him. This 

person continued to be a resource to him in many different ways. They got together to celebrate their country’s 

independence and to talk about how things going on back home. The friendship encouraged him to transition, 

stay positive, and reduced homesickness. For this participant, this friend from home was the first contact he met 

when he arrived. Some participants had developed contacts with this group even before they arrived and when 

they were here, these people helped them because they were more conversant with the place and how to survive 

in another country. A participant from India (I1) reflected: 

  

My friends from home came ahead of me and they are the only ones I knew before I came here. They 

encouraged me to join them. It is really good to have someone you know over here. I rely of them for a 

lot of things. 

    Looking for a place to live and finding living mates were some of international students’ immediate needs. 

When they arrived, most participants lived temporarily with their co-national members and eventually ended up 

finding a place to stay close by. This study shows that most participants chose to live with their co-national 

members, whether as roommates, sharing the same apartment, or living close by in the same complex. Such 

proximity allowed convenience when they needed temporary help, such as a ride to the grocery store. A student 

from India (I2) illustrates how important it is to live with someone from one’s country: 

 

I have a roommate from my country, India, who has been here for a while. We take courses together; we 

are in the same year. It is good to have someone you know in the class. We discuss home. He is very 

helpful. I rely on him and feel comfortable seeking his help. We understand each other.  
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     Some international students decided to live with their co-national members because they would help them, 

provide transportation, they could prepare similar food, and generally shared a lot of things in common. The 

following exchange between a participant from India (I2) and the interviewer demonstrates the importance of 

knowing someone here. 

 

Interviewer-Did you know anyone in the US before you came here? 

Interviewee-Yes, my uncle lives here. 

Interviewer: How important was it for you to have someone here? 

Interviewee-Well…he told me many things about the US how to live independently…it is   

                     good to have someone to talk to. 

 

     Participants also mentioned that it was easy and more comfortable to interact with co-national members. 

Compared to host networks, participants preferred co-national networks because they were easily and readily 

available. Maundeni (2001) noted that accessibility is the ease with which participants made contact with their 

network members. The following reflection from a student from South Korea demonstrates this comfort level: 

 

…they explain me things in Korean, we go to Korean church together where everyone is    

Korean, we go out to eat, bowl, watch movies and I feel more comfortable with these people. 

 

     One distinct behavior of social networking among co-national members is that they maintained a sense of 

identity and social cohesion. This sense of belonging encouraged them to help each other as needed. One 

participant from China pointed out that despite the fact that they came from different provinces, when they are 
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in the US, they see each other as one. The problems they share seemed to draw them together to help each other 

out. In reference to her co-national group, a participant form China (C4) stated: 

 

…they come from many parts of China. We speak the same language, share similar interests, language, 

and take some classes together. Our culture, education, and backgrounds are similar despite coming 

from different provinces back home. 

     Because co-national members came from the same country and shared many aspects in common, there was a 

tendency to just help each other out when one of them was experiencing financial problems, needed help with 

moving, or when one was sick and needed emotional help. The co-national network is also bound by 

homogeneous aspects, such as culture, interests, political views, and similar challenges. Homogeneity refers to 

the extent to which network members share common social attributes, such as background, cultural values, 

beliefs, values, and problems (Maundeni, 2001). This concept is used to explore the extend of values and beliefs 

to which students have in common with their network members and how this networks influence their 

adjustment and academic success (Maundeni, 2001). These common attributes encourage long lasting 

friendships and a sense of community. Participants reported it was much easier to connect with co-nationals 

because of the things they shared in common. Strong identification with co-national groups fostered contact 

with others and a sense of satisfaction. They strengthened their network ties through activities, parties, and 

travels they did together. 

      When asked who their closest friends were, participants often mentioned the co-national members. They 

shared confidential information with these individuals and felt comfortable going to them for help. These 

students also preferred to share information and political views with co-national members because they were 

close culturally and sometimes shared similar native languages. The things they shared in common ensured a 

close and long lasting relationship. Participants shared that the relationships among co-national members was 

dense and durable. According to McWilliams and Blumstein (1991) density refers to the degree of emotional 
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closeness between network members. High density networks were associated with a greater degree of perceived 

support, emphasizing the importance of a tight knit network that characterizes co-national membership. Most 

participants shared that they supported each other during times of need. One participant shared that most people 

from his country belonged to an organization that caters for their needs, such as helping with fundraising when 

one is unable to meet tuition expenses.  

      Participants also reported that they kept in touch with their co-nationals while back home and continued the 

relationships once they were here, suggesting durability. Network density influenced the degree to which 

network members maintained network ties throughout their stay in the US. The network characteristics also 

influenced help seeking behavior. The co-national network in particular is considered a closed network, 

meaning members do not often branch out to meet other people. One shortcoming of the co-national network is 

that the high density may put a normative pressure on members in order to maintain existing roles. This means 

providing less support to those interested in role changes. Sometimes members who are not loyal to the group 

are criticized and accused of betraying the network. While having people from home country is good given the 

benefits described here, for most international students, the co-national group does not provide adequate cultural 

aspects that one needs to behave appropriately in the US society. Such need is better provided by the host 

nationals. Gronavetter (1973) noted that if the need is seeking out new information, then dense networks with 

strong ties are not the most effective. Small dense networks of strong ties, however, are generally supportive in 

times of crisis, illness, or when one is in need of emotional support. These latter needs are better served by the 

co-national group. Yet, weak ties are important for individual members of one network group to connect with 

members of another group. 

      The co-national groups tended to have an organized structure that sustains it as a resource for new students. 

The organization provided avenues for social interaction and support that was durable (sustainable). According 

to Mitchell & Trickett (1980), durability refers to the degree of stability of the individuals’ links with their 

network members. The co-national network was characterized by dense or close knit and connected network 
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which meant that the students could share ideas, attitudes and information widely among all members. While 

there tends to be greater privacy in the co-national network, these contacts were more frequent and supportive. 

Type and frequency of interactions was important in providing various needs to the students. Students benefit 

when information is shared more frequently because it gives them up-to-date information on what is going on at 

the university. Participants reported that they shared career related information with their co-national group as 

well as social events on campus. Emotional support was one beneficial aspect shared by members of this 

network, help they were reluctant to seek from people outside the group. Maundeni (2001) suggested that 

expressive needs associated with need for emotional support are better served by strong ties, similar statuses 

and lifestyles, which are characteristics of this network. 

     When asked how frequently they kept in touch with their co-national members, participants noted that it was 

more frequent than with the other groups. They considered this group their close friends. Close friends share 

information and keep in touch more frequently than casual friends. Participants mentioned keeping in touch via 

telephone, email or interaction. For instances, acquaintances are not considered dense networks because they 

connect less frequently than co-national members.  A network structure of strong ties is likely to be dense and 

cohesive with members sharing redundant information. These networks are important in times of need, such as 

in times of illness. On the other hand, a network created for efficacy, such as one among acquaintances is 

characterized by weak links and facilitates access to unique resources and information. Homogeneity is 

associated with strong social networks. Heterogeneity in networks is associated with weak links, diversity and 

access to unique resources. The co-national network is a useful source of support for international students. 

According to Wellman et al. (1990) and Stokes (1983) individuals use social networks to navigate daily life, 

seize opportunities, and reduce uncertainty, provide technical and tangible assistance, emotional support, and 

reinforces a sense of being cared for and self-esteem. 

      Most participants of this study felt that an easy way to meet people was through close ties. These people 

comprise their strong co-national network which introduced them to other networks they knew. These close ties 
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comprise family members and close friends from home who were already here. These strong ties facilitated 

their ability to know other people who provided them with social and emotional support. New international 

students found friends among the co-national group whom they could do social activities together. They also 

shared information that would be useful to them. Such information included an update on social activities going 

on, where to find academic resources, where to buy native food, and where to shop for cheap items.    

    The co-national network provided for international students during their initial stage of adjustment. Most 

participants of this study preferred to associate with students from their own country when they first arrived. 

These relationships started as soon as the students arrived and continued throughout their stay. Participants 

explained their preferences for students from their own countries. They also shared similar problems in 

adjusting to a culture different from their own. A student from Kazakhstan (K1) remarked about the cultural 

connectedness he has with his compatriots: 

 

…We travel together places, celebrate our country’s holidays together, religious holidays. We help each 

other financially and hangout. 

 

     The co-national network ensured the students transition to the new environment because these were the first 

people new co-national members met. This network enhanced cultural and ethnic values of the group, provided 

for new students’ immediate or basic needs, such as temporary accommodation, transportation, and basic 

information on how to register for classes. The students reported that these individuals were a source of 

information, emotional, and spiritual support. They met some of them in the church and some would visit to 

pray for them when they get sick. The students did not just receive support, but they also provided help to new 

international students.  

     The finding that international students largely associated with others from their particular countries is not 

peculiar to this study. International students tend to interact with those they share similar culture, language and 
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similar backgrounds (Maundeni, 2001). These underlying circumstances include culture, language and 

discrimination. The co-national network served the mono-cultural function. That is, providing an environment 

where cultural values, a sense of security and belonging, and the students’ basic needs could be addressed. 

These basic needs included providing information on survival skills, tips in a foreign country, where to buy 

traditional food, advice on less expensive accommodation, companionship, and sharing cultural values and 

feelings of cultural identity. Accommodation was especially important for participants. Brown and Daly (2004) 

reported that international students tend to have more close friends with members of their own cultural groups 

than people from other ethnic backgrounds. When the students engaged in cross-cultural interactions, it tended 

to be for academic rather than for social reasons. A participant from Burundi stated: 

 

My closest friends are from home. I live with my sister and cousin. It is good to have someone who 

understands, cares about me, and helps me. 

 

     Maundeni (2001) noted that when arriving at a new place, it is critical that one finds a place to stay as soon 

as possible. For some students who resided in the residence halls, the housing office was very helpful to them in 

providing shelter. This eliminated fears of not finding an accommodation when they arrived. The office was 

also responsive to students’ grievances, such as roommate conflicts, maintenance issues, and administrative 

help. One notable characteristic about the co-national group is that they stayed close together. Hurbert, et al. 

(2000) noted structural factors, such as frequent interaction, strong ties, density, and solidarity and strong 

connectedness (tie strength) as indicative of the presence of convenient and strong support networks. The 

network ties between international students and their co-nationals are characterized as insular, dense, and 

homogeneous (Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Tanaka, et al., 1994). Participants of this study were more 

comfortable making friendships among their co-nationals. They believed these friends were stronger because 
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they understood each other better and shared a lot of things in common compared to other students. A 

participant from China (C5) commented below to reflect this close relationship:  

 

Most of my friends are from China. I hang out with them more. We speak the same language, come 

from the same country, and share same traditions and background. 

  

      It is important to understand that members of the co-national network are not strictly confined to that 

network. Although the co-national group is their main network, participants noted that they still reach out to 

other casual networks, such as international or host friends, neighbors, and workmates who provide sparsely 

knit relations and information that lead them to resources. These people provide specialized types of support 

and connection to other social circles. A few co-national members had a few friends outside the network. These 

networks included classmates and other host nationals. These networks are considered weak ties. The weak ties 

serve as alternatives to which international students can draw additional support. Gravonetter (1973) asserted 

that weak ties are more likely to link members of different small groups than are strong ties. Weak ties play a 

significant role in helping international students re-create and re-establish networks in the host country. 

Granovetter (1973) contends that weak ties are indispensable to international students’ adjustment and academic 

success. Members of the host country were important weak ties who played an important role in linking 

international students to resources and other social networks. Participants preferred to meet members of their 

co-national group given their similarity of condition, linguistic and cultural affinity, but sometimes this was not 

possible. The insufficient number of co-nationals on campus was the major factor contributing to the lack of 

desired number of friendships established with co-nationals. For some, close friendships developed more among 

the hosts because they were in the same classes, were involved in group projects together, or belonged to a 

student organization.  Participants defined close relationships primarily in terms of the help, support, and advice 

they provide to each other. The intensity of the tie established with co-nationals was found to be much stronger 
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than those established with hosts. Some participants branched out to networks other than their own. One 

participant from South Korea reached out to American students in order to benefit from help and resources not 

provided by the co-national network as she remarked regarding host students: 

 

…met most of them in class. They explain to me homework problems, we share cultural differences, and 

talking with them helps me improve my English. 

 

     Participants reported being closer to and interacting frequently with their co-nationals compared to other 

networks. Cohen and Wills (1985) contented that most people tend to confine serious problem discussions to a 

person they feel particularly close. Support received from close people ensures faster adjustment and that of less 

intimate relationship may not facilitate adjustment. The level of relationship whether intimate or casual 

acquaintances affects student adjustment and success (Cohen & Wills, 1985). When participants were asked to 

identify their closest friends in the host country, co-nationals ranked as the closest and strongest network. Cohen 

and Wills (1985) asserted that individuals who have strong networks will be better adjusted to a new 

environment than those without such network. Members of co-national group provided such strong network.  

      Although the co-national group is an important social network for international students, participants were 

quick to mention that the mere possession of common ethnic background was not sufficient to generate close 

friendships. Personal compatibility and sharing similar interests (sports, social activities) superseded ethnic 

origin as the primarily basis of close friendships. It is important to understand that similarity of cultural 

background is not a sufficient condition for friendship (Gudykunst, 1985; Gareis, 1999). Participants reported 

that one’s personality, attitude, and similarity of common interests could supersede similarity in culture. A 

participant from Zambia (Z1) reflected on the importance of personality in interacting with other students. 
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There are some domestic students that are receptive. It really depends on people and some 

personalities…..like in general, you want to associate with people that are like you or similar to you, 

especially with me being Zambian, I would definitely want to associate with other Zambians, but you 

don’t need to necessarily limit yourself to that. 

 

     Relationships between participants and their co-nationals were reciprocal. That is, they did not only receive 

support but they provided help to new international students. The fact that members of the co-national group 

helped each other is consistent with previous studies on international students’ literature explaining 

relationships between co-nationals. Most Participants saw those from the same country as important sources of 

emotional support associated with better adjustment. They felt comfortable sharing their feelings with their co-

national members. When co-national members shared their experiences with new international students, it 

facilitated their adjustment because it showed some of the students that others shared similar problems. 

Emotional and informational support is provided by those who were close or have strong ties with the 

participants and expressive needs are better served by strong ties that tend to be homophilous, who share similar 

experiences, characteristics, culture and values (Lin & Westcott, 1991). 

      Co-nationals are composed of segments of densely knit and broad relations with their kin or students from 

their home countries. Some of the co-national groups maintain a website with a phone directory and email 

addresses of members. They also conduct board meetings where members get the opportunity to interact with 

each other. During these interactions, they get the chance to share their problems, experiences and to help each 

other. Those who have been here longer provide advice on courses to take, faculty members to take, where to 

buy cheap items as well as native food. 

        The network of co-national group is considered a strong and stable tie whereas the casual network is 

considered a weak and unstable. Social network analysis classifies people as nodes and the connections between 

or among them as ties (Granovetter, 1973). A tie is characterized by mutual relationship, emotional intensity of 
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the relationship, amount of time spent interacting, and the reciprocation of the connection (Granovetter, 1973; 

Hampton, 1990). Although one’s relationship with family, close friends, and co-nationals (strong ties) are 

necessary and important to supporting that individual, maintaining a number of weak ties with a diverse group 

of acquaintances and other friends provide a wider base for support, information and knowledge. International 

students benefit from both strong and weak ties (Wellman, 1998; Granovetter, 1973). Both networks help new 

students know they have someone to talk to and share their problems and struggles. 

           Relationships among students from the same country were frequent and strong.   These students shared 

similar problems and challenges, such as similar experiences abroad, absence of family members and close 

friends left in their respective countries, similar beliefs, cultural values, and attitudes. Some were easily 

accessible to other co-national students as they did not live far or through interactions in the co-national 

organization. These common experiences created a sense of belonging. 

      Co-national group afforded international students a way of repairing self-esteem damaged by effects of 

prejudice and discrimination, problems related to language, and being a minority in the host country. 

Dependence can lead to lose of self-esteem, which in some cases reduces confidence. If a person is unable to 

offer resources but needs resources from the other, he or she may become dependent on the other. Maundeni 

(2001) notes that individuals seek to maintain independence, autonomy, and control over their situations or 

relationships. Maintaining reciprocity in their relations with others is one way in which international students 

attempt to retain a good image as independent. Lack of proficiency in English imposes a limitation on cultural 

and social life of international students. The students also lose the prestigious status they enjoyed in the 

respective home countries. Some of these students who were top of their classes back home find themselves less 

confident if they cannot express themselves in the host language and if they are struggling in class due to 

language problems. When these students experience lose of self-esteem, loneliness, boredom, and 

homesickness, they turn to their fellow co-national group for support, sense of security and belonging, mutual 

tolerance, and the opportunity for self-expression it affords. Engaging with their co-national group prevents 
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social disengagement and isolation from activities formerly enjoyed back in their home countries and allows 

them full participation and acceptance by the co-national group often denied by host country organizations. This 

is way the co-national network serves as a safety net for its members to retreat to when they feel insecure. 

      One important aspect of the co-national members is the connection they have established within their social 

network to strengthen their network ties. The co-national members ensured the network is sustained while other 

linkages, such as reaching out to the local community through other links are possible. Participants considered 

their relationships with co-nationals durable. According to Mitchell and Trickett (1980), durability refers to the 

degree of stability of individuals’ links with their network members. While participants of this study considered 

American students as casual friends, they saw their relationships with students from their own countries as 

durable. When asked whom they go for immediate needs, participants first seek help from co-nationals, second 

from other international students, and finally from the hosts. They also shared that same background, language, 

religion, and values influenced them to seek help from their co-national group. Some participants were 

indifferent in seeking help and said they would seek help equally among co-nationals and hosts. These 

participants said it depended on the type of help. For academic related needs, they went to the hosts, such as 

classmates, academic advisors or faculty members. For emotional needs, they went to family members or co-

nationals, and for recreational needs, they went to other international students. 

     Most participants mentioned that their co-national members helped them with their immediate adjustment 

needs information on where to buy a phone, open a bank account, and obtain a driver’s license. Most 

participants chose to live with their co-national members as this offered them convenience when they needed 

help with transportation and a sense of community. Most students where appreciative of the support they 

received from various people whether those where advisors, faculty members, administrators or students. More 

important, co-nationals played an important role as they provided a comfort level and initial help. The following 

comments from a Chinese participant (C4) reflect how most of them felt regarding the support they received 

from co-nationals. 
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All my living mates were Chinese. My neighbor and I knew each other before we came here. I knew the 

rest of the people through Chinese friends. They picked me up when I arrived and I helped some of them 

with rides when I bought a car. 

 
 
      Some participants commented that the co-national members offered a sense of belonging and an opportunity 

to rehearse and express their cultural values, beliefs, speak their own language, reflect on what is going on back 

home, and help each other with coursework as one participant from Kazakhstan (K3) commented: 

 

With my friends from my country, we speak the same language, share common culture, do things 

together, go through same problems, and I mentally find it easier to interact with people from home.  

 
      Frequency and intensity of contacts among co-national members are very strong and high. Tense or highly 

connected networks are more able to help each other and adjust faster to their new environments. Participants 

also reported that it was easy for them to make friends and contacts with those from their own countries as well 

as other students who were interested, approachable and have studied abroad. They reported that these contacts 

were more accessible compared to the hosts. Accessibility is the ease with which students made contact with 

their co-national members. They also reported that it was easy to access other students through international 

students’ organizations and events than in the classroom. When asked whether they found it easier to interact 

with American verses international students, most participants stated that interacting with other international 

students was more comfortable. A participant from Ghana (G3) made the following comment regarding his 

interaction with international students: 

 

We have similar experiences and what is beneficial to them is also beneficial to me. I met them during 

orientation, through other people, and through the African Students Association. 
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Disadvantages of having co-nationals 

       Although they were grateful with the help they received, participants reported that co-national members 

were non-supportive in other ways. The capacity of the co-national network to offer help was inadequate 

because the members were bound by some of the same problems new international students struggled with, 

such as adjusting to the culture and language. Participants recognized that their compatriots were still having 

difficulties with adjustment just like them. While the co-national network can help international students during 

the initial stages of adjustment, it is important to recognize that all these individuals are strangers in a strange 

land. While they provided participants with help such as on academic issues, good classes to take, places to buy 

traditional food or find cheap apartments, they may still be learning the host culture and may not help new 

students as much with English. Thus, weak ties are important for cultural understanding and language 

improvement. International students may need to reach out to ties beyond their strong networks to obtain useful 

resources that may not be possessed by the co-national group. 

       Participants reported that their association with those from their country adversely affected their ability to 

improve their English and to adjust. Frequent contact with co-nationals meant that the languages of 

communication used were native languages, not English. Studies show that students with language difficulties 

are poorly adjusted in both their level of comfort with the environment and in their studies (Pruitt, 1978; Brislin, 

1981; Church, 1982). Furthermore, spending time with co-nationals reduces the likelihood of learning the host 

culture and appropriate norms and behaviors expected in the host country (Pruitt, 1978). On the other hand, 

those who had contact with host students were criticized by their co-nationals that they were not united with 

them, but instead preferred to associate with host students. The students felt unhappy about such criticism and 

felt under pressure to associate more with other students from their countries just to please them in order to be 

regarded genuinely international. This trend and behavior is consistent with the contention that dense or highly 

connected networks are more able to develop common norms and are in a position to exercise control over 

individuals. Such internal conflicts stress the students and constraint social networking (Church, 1982). 
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         Maundeni (2001) noted that students with language difficulties are poorly adjusted in both their level of 

comfort with the environment and in their studies. While dense networks with co-nationals provide support, 

they are less effective when the purpose of the networks are to access unique information, such as navigating a 

new system, culture or language in which the members are not familiar. The co-national network members 

know each other and share the same information. With few links to the other networks through weak links, they 

do not receive much new information. Sharing redundant information is common in dense and homogeneous 

networks that characterize co-nationals. Thus, strong co-national network may reinforce norms and cultural 

identity, but provide limited access to unique resources and information. The host students’ network which is 

considered a weak link is associated with information regarding culture, educational system, and language 

because they are part of it.  

    Reliance soley on the co-national network may not be useful for career information. International students are 

new to the US and may not be familiar with the labor market, how to search, interview and secure employment. 

Host students, on the other, may be a useful network for international students to tap on when looking for 

employment. The host network members may know useful individuals who have connection with employment 

agencies and this could be a good reference to an international student who is graduating and looking for a job.  

      The above discussion covered the importance of co-national network in the adjustment and academic 

success of international student students. When students arrive on campus, they try to establish an identity. 

These students identify with the co-nationals when they arrive because this is the group they feel comfortable 

with given that they may share commonalities. While the co-national group serves an important monocultural 

function, it also hinders international students from reaching out to diverse networks. It is important that 

international students interact with students from other countries besides the US in order to gain multi-cultural 

skills and utilize resources that may not be provided by the co-nationals. 

     Previous literature seems to point out to one direction when it comes to who should adjust to the other’s 

culture. Most previous literature tends to support the notion that international students interact with the hosts in 
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order to be successful. In this case, success is dependent on interaction with the hosts. This notion is one sided 

because it does not encourage host students that their success depends on meaningful interactions with 

international students. It is through that interaction with people from different cultures encourages multicultural 

understanding and working successfully in multicultural settings. Previous literature also tends to reflect 

interaction of international students with those from their countries as lacking. Pruitt (1978) noted that seeking 

social networks of co-nationals may have adverse effects on international student adjustment. International 

students who socialized predominantly with co-nationals had lower sense of confidence to meet the challenges 

required to obtain an education in the United States (Poyrazli et al., 2002).  In order for international students to 

maintain their self-esteem, relationships with other co-cultural group cannot exceed a certain number. When 

students established a large network of co-nationals, it negatively influences their self-esteem (Al-Sharideh & 

Goe, 1992). Other studies provide conflicting perspectives and that interactions with co-nationals encourages 

self-esteem and confidence among international students. Al Sharideh and Goe (19920 noted that friendships 

with co-nationals provides social support the students needed for adjustment. Misra et al. (2003) noted that the 

largest factor that helped reduce academic stressors was contact with co-nationals. Heggins and Jackson (2003) 

supported this notion that interaction with co-nationals reduces the challenges of marginal language and social 

skills challenges in a new environment. What these studies do not show are the reasons students seek support 

from certain social networks.  

    This study found those interactions with co-nationals as well as other networks was useful depending on the 

type of need. This is because interactions with one network do not necessarily reduce ties with other networks 

and is not a sufficient condition to fulfill the diverse needs of international students. Relationships with co-

nationals can be augmented by establishment of networks with the hosts, other international students and useful 

academic networks. This is because one network may not provide support for the different needs that 

international students experience. For instance, the host network is useful for culture and language learning 
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whereas the co-national network is more useful for cultural identity and retention of cultural values. In both 

cases, both networks are useful but for different reasons. 

The following section discusses another important network for international students. On the other hand, social 

networks are useful when reciprocity is present. International students out to give back help as much as they 

receive. If international students keep to themselves or to their ethnic groups, they do not enrich their classmates 

with their unique culture and personality. Diversity becomes effective when students socialize with each other, 

understand and respect differences between each other.  

     

Other International Students and Social Networks 

    Other international students played an important role in the students’ adjustment and academic success. 

Participants established relationships with other people with similar backgrounds or nationality. Most 

participants reported that majority of their social network members were other international students. Some 

participants described their relationships with other international students as comfortable. They reported that 

although this network was not as strong as the co-national one, they were drawn close together because they 

shared similar transition problems and understood their experience better than the hosts. These contacts with 

other international students do not necessarily mean that the two groups were strong friends, but they still 

shared some help as one participant from Zambia (Z1) stated: 

 

I associate with them for social purposes and make sure I keep the right people around me. They help 

me with academics, we talk and this helps me. 

 

       Some of these contacts of international students were casual whereas some of them were close friends. 

Close friends are those who provided a continuing relationship with others based on sociable contact and mutual 

help when needed, maintained some degree of affection, emotional attachment, and spent time leisure time 



238 

 

together. Participants perceived relationships with other international students as instrumental but not durable. 

Not durable because these friendships are not maintained after graduation as other network ties with family 

members or co-national members. Maundeni (2001) and Mitchell and Trickett (1980) define durability as the 

degree of stability of the individual links with his/her network members. For some participants, this was the first 

time meeting students from other country as a participant from Somalia stated: 

 

This was my first time meeting students from the other African countries. The interactions enabled me 

with my cultural heritage as we shared same obstacles. 

 

     Although networks with other international students were non-homogeneous and less-dense, an important 

role of this network was that it provided international students with a weaker link to other social networks. It is 

through weaker links that unique information and resources are accessed and secured. The participants also 

cited various social networks. The participant from China mentioned having friends from India, France, and 

Mexico he had met during international student orientation and that they still keep in touch. The participant said 

he learned about his host family through the International Student Programs office. The student mentioned that 

it is harder to make friends here because people are busy and are hesitant to approach him or engage in a 

conversation. He also mentioned students who knew each other preferring to stick to each other in the 

classroom, forming their own group discussions and he often formed groups with other international students. 

But a participant from South Korea chose friends from many countries as she remarked below: 

 

I have friends from different countries, China, Vietnam, Japan, and Ghana. My African friends are 

funny, friendly and nice. I find it easier to talk to international students than American students. 
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    International students come from different countries and one needs to embrace differences in order to interact 

with them effectively. A student from Canada reflected: 

 

I am very outgoing and was able to connect with friends from different countries. We share the same 

interests, play basketball, and study together. 

 

 International students who had been here assisted those who were new to the country drawing upon their 

experiences in the US. A participant from Nigeria (N2) stated: 

 

Shared useful information with them helped new ones on what to do on immigration issues, how to look 

for a campus job, and how to adjust. 

 

      Some international students interacted with other students from other countries besides the US because they 

shared the same problems. The participants shared that they talked about such networks as they interacted in 

social activities and other events. Sharing common perspectives tends to draw international together because 

they can share their struggles, tips on how to survive, and useful information through meaningful conversations. 

A student from Ghana (G2) reflected: 

 

We have similar experience and what is beneficial to them is also beneficial to me. I met them during 

orientation, through other people, and through ASA. 

 

    Socializing with international students was beneficial to participants of this study both socially and 

academically. Some of the students were classmates and they did course assignments together. A participant 

from Zambia (Z1) reflected: 
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I associate with them for social purposes and make sure I keep the right people around. They help me 

with my academics, we talk and this helps me. 

 

Another student reflected on the role international students played in social, cultural and academic areas. A 

student from Ghana (G1) reflected: 

 

They are from different countries. They give me advice regarding classes, we have study sessions 

together, and we have a common understanding of the struggles it takes to get here and how important it 

is to be here. 

 

    Other students were drawn together by similarities in culture, language and religion. This made it easy for the 

students to interact and have a sense of community. A student from Palestine shared such experience: 

 

Most of my friends are from the Middle East and Arabic speaking countries and some came with me on 

the same scholarship I have. We help each other. 

 

    The above section illustrates that interactions with students from other countries was useful for multicultural 

understanding, companionship and recreational activities. Some participants reported that this was their first 

time meeting students from different countries, speaking different languages and sharing different cultures. A 

participant from Ghana who was used to interaction with members of his ethnic group back home was amazed 

to learn about other cultures and the way people live in other countries. Participants reported that international 

students were more curious to learn about other cultures and willing to their own. Other participants reported 

that international students were easy to talk to and they felt much more comfortable interacting with them.   
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While in the US, international students are hindered from interacting with other students by heavy workload, 

language difficulties, different interests, and conflicting schedules among other factors. For instance, they have 

to put more effort on studying given their incompetence with English language. Some reported that they have to 

read the text book twice in order to catch up with the host students. Heavy school workload and different 

interests are two major issues that serve as a barrier to social networking among international students. It is not 

surprising to find international students studying in the library during the weekend when domestic students 

rarely go to the library and are out socializing.  

 

Figure 5.1. Factors that hinder cross-cultural friendships for international students 
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Source: Baykal, Chen, Gu & Nulman (2005). 

 

     The diagram above shows some of the factors that hinder international students from interaction with other 

international students as well as domestic students. These factors include Language barriers, class workload, 

conflicting schedules, different interests, different programs of study, distance from campus and from others, 
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absence of traditional food on campus. While English is often a barrier to interacting with host students, 

international students come from different cultures and speak different native languages and these differences 

could be a barrier to interaction with students from other countries. Different interests and heavy school load are 

the major factors that hinder international students from interacting with others. International students are here 

primary for education and achieving this goal is a priority to them over, say social activities. This does not mean 

that international students are not interested or do not participate in social activities. It just means that they 

spend more time in academic related issues compared to social issues. While international students report 

problems with the food, it seems not to be a major issue compared to the other factors. Most international 

students learn to adapt to the food initially and then decide to cook on their own later during the semester.  

 

The Host Nationals and Social Networks 

      The host network served the bi-cultural function. These network assisted international students with 

academic and career goals, advising, and helped with later stage of adjustment. Most participants chose to 

network with international students and not the local students. Participants cited similarity in culture, 

background, and circumstances drew them closer to international students. Some participants established 

networks with other students because they shared similar language and religion. This was true for students from 

the Palestine, Oman and some African countries. Most participants relied on more than what type of network 

depending on the need. Those who relieved on their co-national group established a strong network that 

provided them with a sense of identity and belonging. Most of them shared that they were more comfortable 

with members of their ethnic group. A participant from Zambia said the Zambian community organized social 

gatherings that allowed them to interact.  

      The participants also expressed difficulty meeting people outside the international student circle. Although 

they met people through class, social events, and church gatherings, they said such meetings were superficial. 

The participants noted that it was harder to establish long-term friendships with the host students. When asked 
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why, they often cited that host students do not seem to have time and are often in a hurry. One participant cited 

sharing common interests with some of his friends, such as basketball, going out to eat, hanging out during the 

weekend, and studying together. A participant from China cited being overwhelmed by school assignments such 

that he had no time to socialize because he had to read the text book twice to inadequate English proficiency.   

      The task of forming social networks with members of the host country was made easier by previous cross-

cultural experience. A participant from Korea shared that because she had come here for an exchange program 

in high school, she know what to expect when she finally came to the US for college education. This shows that 

people’s earlier experiences shape their level of adjustment, the nature and functions of the networks they tend 

to establish. This network also provided them with language and culture learning, a role that could not be 

provided by the other networks. The social interaction between international students and members of the host 

country has been cited as important in the literature. Ward (2003) noted that greater interaction between 

domestic and host nationals are associated with psychological, social, and academic adjustment of international 

students. Studies have shown the benefits include lower stress levels (Redman & Bunyi, 1993; Olaniran, 1996; 

Ying, 2002), greater satisfaction with the new environment (Searle & Ward, 1990), greater communication 

abilities, including confidence in the second language (Barker, 1990), and exposure to other cultures and 

different perspectives (Eng & Manthei, 1984). Domestic students will gain from cross-cultural interactions by 

developing skills and knowledge for success in cross-cultural contexts that are highly sought in the global 

marketplace.  

      Social interactions with hosts occurred mainly in the classroom or the campus environment. Academic work 

was the most frequently mentioned activity participants engaged in with the hosts and social conversations were 

about academic matters.  Most participants shared that establishing friendships with the hosts was more difficult 

than with co-nationals or other international students. Participants mentioned inadequate knowledge regarding 

the host culture and language as the main obstacles to interaction. Although this could also be a barrier to 

interaction with other international students, the common aspects they shared with students from other countries 
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brought them together. This confirms the contention that sharing common interests enhances the establishment 

of social networks.   

     International students acknowledge these benefits and some try to capitalize on them. International students 

have high expectations of socializing with and being accepted by the local students and do desire greater contact 

(Ward, Berno & Kennedy, 2000). However, international students tend to report less confidence and more 

social difficulties when interacting with host nationals compared to the locals (Mark, 2000). Research has 

shown that domestic students are less interested in interactions with international students (Mills, 1997; Smart, 

Volet & Ang, 2000). 

      International students in the US generally experience great social difficulties and psychological obstacles in 

the process of establishing satisfying friendships with the host nationals (Gallier, 1996; Gareis, 1995; Olaniran, 

1996; Owie, 1992). Several reasons for limited cross-cultural relationships and interactions, including 

proficiency in English that influence the friendship network (Barker, Child, Jones, & Gallan, 1991) and level of 

cultural distance which shapes the intercultural contact. Kim (1998) and Ward and Kennedy (1993) noted that 

the greater cultural distance, the greater preferences for co-national internationals rather than host national 

friendships. One participant from China (C5) made the following statement regarding domestic students: 

 

Americans are more individualistic. They like to go to parties and do not want anybody to get on their 

side.  

 

     Trice (2007) noted that international students’ relationships with the host nationals have significant 

consequences for their overall level of psychological and emotional functioning, academic performance, and 

adjustment abroad (Trice, 2007). A social network with host nationals can provide an international student to 

learn aspects of the host culture and language. The interaction also enables the international student to acquire 
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appropriate cultural etiquette and appropriate skills necessary for adjustment and academic success. A 

participant from South Korea shared about how they benefit each other through the interaction: 

 

I have a few American friends I met in class. We do class projects together, which brings us close. I live 

in the dorm, meet many Americans everyday and this helps improve my English. I tell them about my 

culture and country and some want to learn Korean. 

 

     Bochner (1986) noted that international students who establish relationships with host nationals experience 

few social and academic problems and adjust better. Despite these benefits, few international students in this 

study established relationships with host nationals. The few friendships that occurred were superficial and 

temporary in nature. The paucity of these cross-cultural interactions between international students and the 

hosts suggest that interventions established by institutions are not working. This is illustrated by the following 

remarks by a participant from China (C7): 

 

Most of them are classmates. We don’t keep in touch or hang out because I think they are busy. We just 

say hi, but we do class work together. But they were nice. 

 

     Participants of this study cited a different culture as one of the reasons they did not interact much with the 

host nationals. International students cited that Americans tend to behave differently, talk openly, faster and 

loudly. International students from Asian countries considered this as being disrespectful because their cultural 

background endorse being polite and talking softly to the other person. Characteristics such as being outgoing 

and assertiveness while valued in the US, seemed to generally undermine interactions with international 

students. US students tend to be outgoing and extroverted in the classroom to an extent where they interrupt 

others. International students for this study tended to restrained and saw such behavior as impolite, reacted 
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negatively and were discouraged. It is important to understand these differences in approach are shaped by both 

personality and cultural factors. A student from Taiwan stated regarding the local students:  

 

I met most of them in class. They are nice to me, but because of different cultures, we don’t talk much. 

They talk very fast and it is hard to catch up with them, but they seem patient with me. 

 

      International students initially have high expectations in relation to their interactions with the locals (Ward 

2002).  However, most participants in this study had few local friends and they approached co-nationals for 

study and social support. Trice noted that many international students are isolated from the host nationals due to 

their strong ties with co-nationals, weak English language skills, and lack of time to invest in friendships, 

preferences for friendships, and structural barriers. 

     Heikinheimo and Shute (1986) analyzed international student interactions with host students and developed a 

model of factors that influence these interactions positively or negatively. They found language, personal 

characteristics, academic concentration, and perceived discrimination as inhibiting factors. They found 

willingness to learn another culture, host language, and common interests as stimulating factors. 

     The host network serves the bi-cultural function and is the least prominent of international students’ network 

(Furnham & Bochner, 1982). Social networks of international students that include host nationals have 

contributed to improved communication (Zimmerman, 1995) language and academic support (Ward, et al., 

2001) and in contributing instrumental support towards academic success (Tanaka, etal., 1994). Instrumental 

support involves giving or receiving tangible support through goods and services. This network provided 

international students with help with English language, homework and referred them to academic resources. 

      Some international students have a low level of interest establishing friendships with host students. Some do 

not have time to do so because academic demands take priority, leaving little time for anything else (Yang et. 

Al., 1994; Heikenheimo & Shute, 1986). Furnham and Alibhai (1985) found that international students strongly 
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preferred co-nationals as their first choice for friends when they needed help with a personal problem or when 

they wanted to go shopping, to a movie or a party. They preferred host-nationals only for more utilitarian 

functions, such as help with an academic or language problem. These studies found that many international 

students have little interest in establishing friendships with host nationals.  

     While previous studies are consistent with the findings of this study in that international students are hesitant 

to establish meaningful relationships with international students, participants reported multiple reasons for such 

tendency. In fact, some of the participants reported that they are interested in befriending American students to 

improve their English and learn the culture. Certainly, not all international students chose relationships with 

host students because of distinct cultural differences, but discrimination against them existed or English 

language competency was lacking. Some international students expressed dissatisfaction with the support they 

received from host students and lamented that the friendship they established with them was not based on trust 

or intimacy. Cohen and Wills (1985) reported that support based on casual relationships may not facilitate 

adjustment. 

       Previous studies do not put into consideration language and cultural differences that play a crucial role to 

shape these preferences. None of the studies pursued students’ reasons for these preferences. This study took a 

different approach by exploring the barriers international students cite as inhibiting intercultural relationships. 

Participants reported that different recreational and social interests, different values, beliefs, and cultural 

differences where reasons that inhibited friendships with the hosts. The host students do not understand these 

students’ backgrounds, traditions and values and thus, avoided closeness. The students also reported that host 

students lack interest in befriending them, are impatient, and tend to discriminate against international students. 

The fact contention that international students are unable to establish friendships with host nationals is 

explained by studies done by Hofstede (2001) on cultural differences. Ofstede noted that the US is an 

individualistic culture which means societal members value independence, privacy, self-reliance, respect for 

personal boundaries, and individual responsibility. Ties between these individuals are loose and tend to have 
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numerous relationships, which may last for a short time and may remain fairly shallow. In many individualistic 

cultures, one has to put extra effort to establish friendships through a small talk, smile, and the courage to 

introduce oneself.  

     Participants of this study were from collective cultures raised to have a high need for social interactions and 

lasting friendships. They were dissatisfied when they were unable to establish close and long-term friendships, 

and interdependence among the host nationals. Hofstede (2001) noted that in collective cultures, people have 

less need to make special friendships because one’s ties are predetermined by the social relationships into which 

one is born. They do not acquire as many skills in initiating friendships and are unsure how to pursue 

friendships with host nationals.    These contentions are consistent with the findings of this study. Participants 

were hesitant to interact with international students citing cultural and language differences.  

     Thus, the hesitance by international students and US students to interact is undermined mainly by language 

and cultural differences. Other factors, such as discrimination are not explicit and play a minor role in the way 

international and domestic students interact. Most participants in this study referred to culture and language 

when asked why they thought interactions with US nationals was challenging.  

          International students are hesitant to interact with the host students due to similar factors that hinder them 

from interacting with everyone else, except at varying levels. For example, language seems to be the most 

hinderance when it comes to interacting with domestic students, but different interests was the major barrier 

when it came to interacting with other international students. When interacting with other international students, 

these individuals feel more comfortable because they are in the same situation and share the same struggles. For 

instance, international students in this study mentioned that they felt comfortable talking to other international 

students even though they were not proficient in English. The students reported that even if they make mistakes, 

other international students would understand them because they have the same experience. However, 

international students cited that they were hesitant to speak to domestic students because they feared getting 

embarrassed if they were unable to articulate themselves well. Heavy school work remains a stable and 
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important barrier of international students interactions with others. Many international students spend time on 

campus libraries even during the weekends while domestic students rarely utilize the library on the weekends. 

This behavior illustrates the fact that international students spend more time on academic issues compared to 

domestic students. The table below shows factors that hinder international students from interacting with 

domestic students. 

 

Figure 5.2. Factors that hinder host-international student interactions 

 

Source: Baykal, Chen, Gu & Nulman (2005). 

 

    Living too far from each other seems not to be an issue for interactions to take place between domestic and 

international students. International students reported that even if they lived close to domestic students, it was 

still difficult for them to interact with domestic students. Again, food is not a issue when it comes to the 

students interaction with domestic students.  
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      As members of the host culture, host students had the upper hand to decide to befriend international students 

who often struggled to understand the language and cultural norms and who look and behave different from the 

host students (Tierney &June, 2001; Bourdieu, 1977). Establishing social relations with host students is among 

international students’ major concerns (Chen, 1999). Lulat and Altbach (1985) found that positive conduct with 

natives of the host country ranks at the top of international students needs after academic success. Yet, 

establishing relationships with host students in the US was important for the students’ academic success and 

overall satisfaction with non-academic experiences (Chen, 1999; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Lulat and Altbatch, 

1985). Limited social contact with host nationals is tied to feelings of loneliness, depression, stress, and slow 

cultural and academic adjustment (Chen, 1999; Zimmermann, 1995). 

      Ward and Kennedy (1992) found that meaningful interactions with members of the host country are central 

to international students’ adjustment and success. Trice (2007) found that students who participate in the 

activities of the host country, rather than passively view them from outside as bystanders, are generally more 

satisfied with their education and are better adjusted. Bochner (1982) suggested that the social support and help 

received from the host network is of far greater importance to adjustment than that of the co-national network.  

       In contrast, Gottlieb (1981) suggested that social support depended on the quality and quantity of social 

networks individuals are part of regardless of the type. This study found that the two approaches are confounded 

in that the help provided by the host country members is qualitatively different from the help provided by co-

nationals. This explains the fact that when they arrive, international students may not find it adequate to rely 

solely on the co-national network for their numerous needs and may seek the host network to satisfy needs that 

are not provided by the former. For initial needs, international students turn to selected members of family or 

co-national group while still maintaining some bonds with wide range of other networks. The host network 

members were solicited to provide help for needs that co-nationals were unfamiliar or unable to provide. The 

friendships they established with host network members were largely not characterized by trust and intimacy 

compared to those from the co-national network or those left in their home countries. 
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      Most participants reported that they studied, discussed academic issues, and work in class projects with host 

students and they found this beneficial to their academic success. Participants relied more heavily on host 

relationships for academic support and cultural learning. Most participants reported that other than with 

academics, host students played a minimal role in their adjustment. A participant from China (C4) reported: 

 

American students are very open, they say hello, but you really do not get to know them well. It is 

different to maintain relationships with them because they have different interests and don’t seek 

interested to continue the relationship. I am more comfortable with international students because they 

understand my problems and we can relate. 

 
      Some participants gave varying reasons why they had little contact with host students. Some of these 

students were unsure whether to initiate contact with the host students for fear of not knowing how they will 

react. Others did not speak English well and feared embarrassment not being able to communicate well. A 

participant from South Korea stated: 

 

With international students, I feel more comfortable. If I make mistakes in Engish, I don’t feel 

embarrassed. They don’t make fun of my pronunciation and grammar. I don’t feel the same way with 

Americans because I am afraid to make mistakes. I find it easier to befriend international students than 

Americans.  

 

Others felt that host students were reserved, prefer to keep to themselves, and are not eager to interact with 

people they do not know.  A participant from China (C3) stated: 
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Sometimes you meet domestic students that just want to keep away, does not want to say anything and I 

have a hard time saying something to them. 

 

    Host students on the other hand had similar pre-conceived notions of international students as reserved and 

prefer to keep to their own ethnic enclaves. These findings show how complicated it is for people of various 

backgrounds to establish relationships with each other. They also show that establishment and maintenance of 

relationships is a two-way process that both parties have to be committed. These findings have implications for 

practice in that, it is not enough to just bring international students to a social function aimed at inter-cultural 

understanding. Both host and international students need to commit to such understanding for harmony to exist. 

      Although participants regarded contact with host nationals as superficial, Zimmermann, 1995) found that 

frequent contact with host people facilitate their adjustment. Such contact enables the students to learn 

appropriate skills to survive in a foreign country and improve their ability to communicate in new cultures. 

Locke and Velasco (1987) found that effective communication involves one’s ability to understand cultural 

norms, non-verbal behavior, intensions of the other, and the ability to see the relationships between people in 

the same way as they are seen in the host community. Acquiring appropriate communication protocol can be 

achieved through interactions with hosts. These interactions also need to be reciprocal. Both host and 

international students need to be willing to keep up differences that keep them apart and come together. This 

requires the courage to intentionally break non-verbal walls between them as a participant from Oman 

attempted: 

 

It is easier to get along with international students. We are almost in the same situation; face almost the 

same problems, going back to where we came from. My other roommate is from Ukraine. It is easier for 

her because the culture here is almost the same as her culture. I try to accept that the culture is different 

but there are also very good things we can learn from each other. One thing I have known in my first 
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semester is that when I go out of my apartment people will not accept me. I am looking different. I am a 

Muslim. I wear Veil. Then I realized it starts from me and I started talking to my neighbors and realized 

they are good people. 

 
     The willingness of both international and domestic students to interact with each other is quite important. 

When individuals are willing to interact, such interactions are likely to last and to remain meaningful. Fisher 

(1977) constraint model best illustrates this. Fischer’s (1977) choice constraint model illustrates that social 

networks between international and host students depends on the willingness of both parties to befriend each 

other. Fischer examined the process of developing and maintaining networks. Fisher noted that one chooses his 

or her social relations and network members on the basis of certain limited alternatives and resources and these 

choices vary with preference and options. Fischer found that it is a person’s views, opportunities, and 

constraints rather than geographical mobility or population density that decides with whom an individual will 

relate. Networks are formed based on rewards, costs and social context. Relationships are maintained as long as 

the costs do not exceed the rewards.  

     If the cost of maintaining the network and one’s friendships increase (e.g. one friend loses interest in a 

sport), the link will be weaker and the friends will see each other less often. Individuals develop new linkages to 

new friends and networks based on shifts on rewards and costs, always seeking to maximize rewards and 

minimize costs. Long lasting friendships are more intimate and interact more frequently. Thus, host students 

tend to be casual friends and do not keep friendships for long. Encouraging social activities that lead to frequent 

interactions between international students and host students might help them establish long term and close 

friendships. At the same time, doing more than programming is yet to be seen. Once international students 

arrive at an event, they ought to be introduced to others through intentional efforts. For example, having 

domestic students accompany international students to some of these events so that they can introduce them to 

host students could be a starting point or having a residence hall that pairs host and international students.  
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Academic Support and Social Networks 

     Institutional and academic support was important for international student’s to achieve their academic 

objective (Zimmermann, 1995) and social networks that facilitate the educational goals are critical. Social 

networks of advisors, faculty members, and classmates are vital to achieving academic goals. Academic 

satisfaction has been linked to association with the host networks and the size of the networks (Tanaka, et al., 

1994; Zimmermann, 1995). Sam (2001) studied self-reports of satisfaction with life and factors predicting it 

among international students. He found that academic stress negatively affected satisfaction. Tanak et al., 1997) 

defined network development through variables such as equitable relations, frequent contact with members, on-

campus relationships, host members, and satisfying relationships. He found academic support and frequency of 

contact as the most important predictors of adjustment among network structure elements. 

      Advisors and faculty members play a significant role in acclimating students to their new education setting 

(Maundeni, 2001). In this study, both advisors and faculty members served the academic function of the 

networks. They helped them choose majors, courses to take, and getting useful reading. This network assisted 

the students to find academic resources, select appropriate course requirements, learn how to apply for 

graduation, complete graduate school application, and transfer courses from other institutions. Advisors helped 

with selecting courses, research topics, and advice on graduate school application and faculty members helped 

with academic support. 

      This network also played an important role in assisting international students with their academic tasks as 

well as introducing students to the academic department and how it operates, choosing a program of study, 

courses that lead to completion, and getting useful readings. Participants reported that advisors played a critical 

role in acclimating them to the new educational setting and have been critical to their academic success.  

Participants did not expect advisors and faculty to contribute to their adjustment other than in relation to their 

academic work and were generally satisfied with the support they received. Some participants understood that 

faculty and advisors served so many students and did not have much time for each individual student. 
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     Some students also spoke of the important role played by faculty members in discussing the subject matter. 

A closer examination of the participants’ accounts shows that the source of their academic problems was not so 

much the faculty per se, but the way the curriculum was formulated and the teaching styles. The participants 

lamented that the vast knowledge and experiences they had were not part of the curriculum and being unable to 

express themselves adequately in English limited their participation. The fact that the curriculum does not leave 

room for international students to share experiences from their countries shows that they are expected to absorb 

uncritically what is offered, even if inappropriate to their social, political, economic and cultural context. It is 

important to incorporate the unique contributions of these students in curricular activities.  

    Participants without co-national members or relatives shared that they met new people through their 

workplace, church and class. A few participants mentioned that their faculty members played an important role 

in their adjustment and academic success. A participant from India shared that his professor helped him secure a 

Graduate Assistantship. Another participant from Ghana said that his professor exposed him to research and 

helped him travel to other countries. Some subjects mentioned that the professors they interacted with helped 

provide advice on program of study and what courses to take. A participant from Ghana (G1) stated: 

 

One of my professors agreed to co-sign a loan for me to pay tuition when I was experiencing financial 

problems. I was grateful although I did not get the loan. A lot of people who were able to help me 

connect are people who knew me and did not know me from the classroom. They were administrators, 

advisors, faculty members. 

 

Another student from Oman stated the following regarding a faculty member who helped her: 

 

Most of the professors were really good and helpful. My professor helped me explain homework. They 

care about students. 
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     Such experiences discourage students’ participation and are not conducive to international students’ 

academic success. This study also found that international students relied on both the academic advisor and the 

international student advisor to provide for their needs. 

Participants spoke of the limited but important role their advisors play in their adjustment and academic 

success. One student from Canada shared his experience with an academic advisor: 

 

I go to my advisor for school help. I could not go to my brother because he travels a lot and my parents 

don’t know the education system here. My advisor helps me register for classes, what and what not to 

take, and checks on me to make sure I am on the right track towards graduation. I do not go to her often, 

but when I do, she helps me. 

 

      Some of these advisors go beyond their normal job expectations to help international students as one 

participant from Oman shared regarding her international student advisor:  

 

The advisor helped me a lot. She took me and my friends to wal-mat to buy stuff because we didn’t have 

a car. 

 

    International advisors provided international students with information on visa requirements, immigration 

regulations, and local rules on obtaining a driver’s license, social security card, and work permit. Participants 

shared the academic role their classmates played in the lives. Other participants shared that the only place they 

met people was through classes they took. A participant from India (I1) shared: 
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Most of my classmates are from the Computer Science Department. We see each other everyday 

working in the lab. We take a short break to smoke and talk, and we get together to party over winter 

break or thanksgiving.  

 

Another participant from Ghana (G3) shared:  

 

A number of my classmates are also close friends. I tend to associate with people who are smart and 

who have goals they want to achieve. 

 

      Participants also spoke of the importance of upper classmates in their adjustment and academic success. 

These are students who have been here longer, have become more accustomed to the academic system, and can 

provide advice on coursework and resources. One participant from Ghana (G2) spoke candidly about the help 

he received from classmates: 

 

Getting to know upper classmates was very helpful with homework and classes to take. They showed 

me educational and social resources. I continue to ask them for help when I get stuck with home in 

classes that we have both taken. 

 

     There were also instances were academic support networks were non-supportive of international students. 

Some students reported that they experienced discrimination from some lectures just because they were of a 

different gender. One Chinese participant was frustrated that her professor gave the impression that male 

students were smarter just because they were good in math. One participant from Oman spoke about how, on a 

couple occasions, her professor expressed negative attitude about Islamic countries as illustrated by the 

following quotation. 
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Most of the professors were good to me. But there was this one professor who used a bad example about 

Muslims. He showed us some problem and used something in Arabic that was offensive that also said 

we are tourists and arrogant. The message depicted Muslims as killing each other. I felt bad about my 

roommates who were in the class because they felt so mad. They didn’t like it. The professor apologized 

in class because people stated staring at me because I wore a head scarf. I felt another example could be 

much better than this example. I appreciate he apologized but should not have done it from the 

beginning. The professor is supposed to promote appreciation and understanding. 

 

        Some students also spoke of the important role played by faculty members in discussing the subject matter. 

A closer examination of the participants’ accounts shows that the source of their academic problems was not so 

much the faculty per se, but the way the curriculum was formulated and the teaching styles. The participants 

lamented that the vast knowledge and experiences they had were not part of the curriculum and being unable to 

express themselves adequately in English limited their participation. The fact that the curriculum does not leave 

room for international students to share experiences from their countries shows that they are expected to absorb 

uncritically what is offered, even if inappropriate to their social, political, economic and cultural context. It is 

important to incorporate the unique contributions of these students in curricular activities.  

    Some students reported that they experienced discrimination from some lectures just because they were of a 

different gender. One Chinese participant was frustrated that her professor gave the impression that male 

students were smarter just because they were good in math. One participant from Oman spoke about how, on a 

couple occasions, her professor expressed negative attitude about Islamic countries as illustrated by the 

following quotation. 

 

Most of the professors were good to me. But there was this one professor who used a bad example about 

Muslims. He showed us some problem and used something in Arabic that was offensive that also said 
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we are tourists and arrogant. The message depicted Muslims as killing each other. I felt bad about my 

roommates who were in the class because they felt so mad. They didn’t like it. The professor apologized 

in class because people stated staring at me because I wore a head scarf. I felt another example could be 

much better than this example. I appreciate he apologized but should not have done it from the 

beginning. The professor is supposed to promote appreciation and understanding. 

 

    Participants without co-national members or relatives shared that they met new people through their 

workplace, church and class. A few participants mentioned that their faculty members played an important role 

in their adjustment and academic success. A participant from India shared that his professor helped him secure a 

Graduate Assistantship. Another participant from Ghana said that his professor exposed him to research and 

helped him travel to other countries. Some subjects mentioned that the professors they interacted with helped 

provide advice on program of study and what courses to take. A participant from Ghana (G1) stated: 

 

One of my professors agreed to co-sign a loan for me to pay tuition when I was experiencing financial 

problems. I was grateful although I did not get the loan. A lot of people who were able to help me 

connect are people who knew me and did not know me from the classroom. They were administrators, 

advisors, faculty members. 

 

    Other students complimented their faculty members for being helpful. A student from Oman was frustrated 

with being unable to register for the courses she needed when she arrived because she thought domestic 

students were given a priority. However, she was quick to praise the good work done by her professor in 

providing assistance. The participant stated:   
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Most of the professors were really good and helpful. My professor helped me explain homework. They 

care about students. 

 

     Such experiences discourage students’ participation and are not conducive to international students’ 

academic success. This study also found that international students relied on both the academic advisor and the 

international student advisor to provide for their needs. 

Participants spoke of the limited but important role their advisors play in their adjustment and academic 

success. One student from Canada shared his experience with an academic advisor: 

 

I go to my advisor for school help. I could not go to my brother because he travels a lot and my parents 

don’t know the education system here. My advisor helps me register for classes, what and what not to 

take, and checks on me to make sure I am on the right track towards graduation. I do not go to her often, 

but when I do, she helps me. 

 

      Some of these advisors go beyond their normal job expectations to help international students as one 

participant from Oman shared regarding her international student advisor:  

 

The advisor helped me a lot. She took me and my friends to wal-mat to buy stuff because we didn’t have 

a car. 

 

    International advisors provided international students with information on visa requirements, immigration 

regulations, and local rules on obtaining a driver’s license, social security card, and work permit. Participants 

shared the academic role their classmates played in the lives. Other participants shared that the only place they 

met people was through classes they took. Participants also spoke of the importance of upper classmates in their 
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adjustment and academic success. These are students who have been here longer, have become more 

accustomed to the academic system, and can provide advice on coursework and resources. One participant from 

Ghana (G1) spoke candidly about the help he received from classmates: 

 

Getting to know upper classmates was very helpful with homework and classes to take. They showed 

me educational and social resources. I continue to ask them for help when I get stuck with home in 

classes that we have both taken.  

 

     The above discussion demonstrated the importance of institutional and academic support was important for 

international student’s to achieve their academic objective (Zimmermann, 1995) and social networks that 

facilitate the educational goals are critical. Social networks of advisors, faculty members, and classmates are 

vital to achieving academic goals. Academic satisfaction has been linked to association with the host networks 

and the size of the networks (Tanaka, et al., 1994; Zimmermann, 1995). Sam (2001) studied self-reports of 

satisfaction with life and factors predicting it among international students. He found that academic stress 

negatively affected satisfaction. Tanaka et al., 1997) defined network development through variables such as 

equitable relations, frequent contact with members, on-campus relationships, host members, and satisfying 

relationships. He found academic support and frequency of contact as the most important predictors of 

adjustment among network structure elements. 

      Advisors and faculty members play a significant role in acclimating students to their new education setting 

(Maundeni, 2001). In this study, both advisors and faculty members served the academic function of the 

networks. They helped them choose majors, courses to take, and getting useful reading. This network assisted 

the students to find academic resources, select appropriate course requirements, learn how to apply for 

graduation, complete graduate school application, and transfer courses from other institutions. Advisors helped 
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with selecting courses, research topics, and advice on graduate school application and faculty members helped 

with academic support. 

      This network also played an important role in assisting international students with their academic tasks as 

well as introducing students to the academic department and how it operates, choosing a program of study, 

courses that lead to completion, and getting useful readings. Participants reported that advisors played a critical 

role in acclimating them to the new educational setting and have been critical to their academic success. 

Participants did not expect advisors and faculty to contribute to their adjustment other than in relation to their 

academic work and were generally satisfied with the support they received. Some participants understood that 

faculty and advisors served so many students and did not have much time for each individual student. 

 

Other Important Networks 

        One emerging factor regarding participants of this study was the new use of technology to contact people. 

The advanced technology in terms of the internet, and calling software, such as Skype have played a vital role 

as convenient media for these students to be connected with other people and establish social networks 

regardless of the distance. A participant from China shared that she used the chat room to search for a roommate 

from home. When she arrived here, they met and ended up sharing an apartment. A participant from Kazakhstan 

used the Internet to connect with other students from his country. When he finally came to the US, he was able 

to connect with these individuals and they have since become part of his social network. A participant from 

Kazakhstan (K1) commented below on her experience using the Internet: 

 

I looked for friends through the Internet and found friends from Russia and Kazakhstan. I have friends 

back home and I go there twice a year visit. When I came here, friends from China, Indonesia, and 

Brazil helped me. I used to live in the dorm and we used to hang out more. They provided me with 

emotional and academic support. 
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     Some participants obtained contact information of their co-nationals through the group’s home page. 

Knowing someone here provided a sense of confidence and the opportunity to network with that person’s 

friends. For some participants having been to the US for an exchange program helped them prepare and 

transition. The individuals they had formed friendships with became important when they finally came here to 

study. These individuals continued to provide support. A participant from Ghana (G1) who had been to the US 

for a foreign exchange program said: 

 

I first came here in August 2004 as a foreign exchange student and I then went back home. I came back 

on another scholarship to a two year college and then transferred to this institution. I was selected among 

few students to come for an educational-cultural exchange program. So, I came and stayed with an 

American family for a year and went back home. So, it was easier for me to transition because I already 

knew what to expect. 

 

      Other participants emphasized the importance of prior experience and having been to another country 

besides the US or home country. One participant noted that previous intercultural experience helped his 

transition. A participant from Somalia shared the importance of such experience: 

 

   I lived in a few countries besides Somalia. I was born in Somalia, but I lived in Egypt, Tunisia and 

Netherlands. I would say these experiences prepared me well and this made my adjustment easier when I finally 

came to the US. Just experiencing other cultures helped reduce culture shock in a new country. It exposed me to 

other cultures and encouraged me to appreciate other people. 
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Host Family Networks 

     Besides host students, international students kept in touch with off-campus American people, such as the 

host families. Zimmermann (1995) noted that the host family plays an important role in facilitating adjustment. 

For some participants of this study, the host family for most of them played the role of a parent providing them 

with various types of support. Frequent contact with host family members helped reduce feelings of 

homesickness and facilitates adjustment and academic success. Participants’ accounts show that host families 

played a vital role in facilitating their adjustment and academic success. They provided recreational support, 

companionship, transportation, and for some students accommodation during the holidays. Contact with host 

families enabled the students to learn appropriate social skills to survive in the US, improved their English and 

ability to communicate, and to learn appropriate cultural etiquette. Locke & Velasco (1987) noted that in order 

to communicate effectively in a foreign culture, one needs to understand the cultural norms, non-verbal 

behavior and intentions of the other, and the ability to see relationships between people in the same way as they 

are seen in the host community (p. 117). Students contact with host families was important as shown by the 

following quotation from a participant from China (C2): 

 

I lived with my host family and they provided me with a place to stay, food to eat, stationery, and 

transportation when I stayed with them, and furniture when I moved to my own place. I knew them 

through an American Agency. 

 

Organizations, Non-academic Institutional Support, and Social Networks 

 

    Students without co-nationals 

        Another area where international student literature has not covered regards those students who did not 

know anyone in the US. Yet, this group is exposed to a unique experience compared to those who knew people 
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prior to coming to the US. While it was easier for participants who knew people in the US to transition, those 

who did not know anyone lacked social capital and were exposed to a different experience compared to their 

counterparts who knew people. These students had a very distinct experience compared to those who knew 

people in the US, ranging from the nature of their experience, the type of social networks they engaged in, the 

period of time it took for them to transition, and the size of their social networks. When they arrived, these 

students did not have anyone close to seek help and had to fend on their own for a while before they were 

introduced to people through other networks. One of the students stated that when she arrived, there was no one 

to pick her up and she had to take a taxi from the airport. Another participant said he had to ask a stranger where 

things are because he had no otherwise. Stokes (1987) noted that lack of close contacts of acquaintances can 

negatively affect adjustment and academic success. Participants of this study relied on other supportive 

networks for their transition. Those who did not know anyone here prior to their arrival had to wait until they 

arrived before they could get any type of help. These participants included those without an established co-

national group.         

      Due to their small number, they did not have an established organization on campus. Lack of close contacts, 

few acquaintances, and low feelings of closeness can slow adjustment and undermine academic success. There 

were also lone participants who did not have or did not know anyone from their home countries. An isolated 

individual would have minimal opportunity for increasing social networks. These individuals tend to reach out 

to weak ties, such as the host nationals to seek different types of support.  

        Students who are isolated have fewer overall linkages, fewer intimate relationships, greater asymmetrical 

(unequal) and dependent relationships. Students will struggle if their networks are small, low in density, and 

lacking in reciprocal relationships. Although the co-national network is small, it has a high density and 

reciprocal relationships where members support each other. This was not the case for these individuals who did 

not know other students from home or anyone in the US when they arrived. While there co-national members 

could be present on campus, they were not aware and did not know where to find them. These participants 
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relied on other international students or host students for support. These participants either actively searched for 

their networks or were referred to networks by someone else in the university or by an organization. Religious 

organizations played an important role in helping these students adjust to the new environment. 

       Various organizations played an important role in addressing lone students needs. The international student 

fellowship is a voluntary religious organization run by a local church. It is committed to helping new students. 

Members of the organization are comprised of international students from other countries as well as the hosts. 

This organization intentionally matches students from the same country together so that they can help each 

other. Those who are part of the fellowship have been here longer and can help those who are new to address 

different needs. Participants shared their gratitude for the help they received from this organization which 

provided for their immediate needs. Members of this organization provide new international students with 

shopping trips, English conversation partners, a pick up from the airport, and invited them to social activities. 

One participant from Zambia (Z1) spoke favorably about his religious organization:  

 

 Those people are like a family to me. They picked me up when I arrived, provided me with temporary 

accommodation and continue to help me. 

 

    The participants noted that they help each other out and they are brought together by the challenges they 

share. One Chinese participant (C5) noted that despite the geographical difference, when they are in the states, 

they see each other as people. The participant remarked about this sense of unity:  

 

My friends are from different parts in China. We speak the same language, share similar interests, 

language, and take some classes together. Our culture, education, and backgrounds are similar despite 

coming from different provinces back home. We Chinese have an obligation to help each other even if 

we didn’t know each other. 
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     This organization offered continuity, reliability and consistency of help to many new international students 

who did not know anyone in the US. At least, it served as an important stepping stone for most of these students 

who would later detach themselves from the organization as they established new networks and as things got 

busy. Another participant from South Korea noted her affiliation with a local church:  

 

I go to Korean church here so I can meet friends and I feel more comfortable there. Everybody is Korean 

in Korean church. We help each other, talk in our language and meet new members. 

 

    Other participants who do not have a co-national group here resorted to other students from their region. A 

participant from Malaysia (M2) who did not have a co-national member here felt that her strong networks were 

other Asian students because he identifies more with them due to relatively similar culture.   

 

My immediate need was friends. My brother was here so I wasn’t worried about basic needs, a place to 

stay or food to eat, stationery, furniture, transportation. In terms of friends, I probably have some 

hardship finding a suitable friend because Malaysians are very rare to be found here. I ended up going to 

Chinese students because they are closer than others. 

 

      Student organizations, such as the African Students Association, Chinese Student Assoication, and Hong 

Kong Student Association played important roles in acclimating students from their respective countries to the 

US. These organizations gathered together students mainly from the same country. It gave the students a sense 

of identity and belonging and an opportunity to interact and meet new people.  Students saw these organization 

as important stepping stones to get settled and get used to things in the US. Many students benefited from these 
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organizations because it gave them a place to go when they were new to the environment. This was not the case 

for those students without co-nations, hence absence of organization associated with their co-national group.     

 

Institutional Support 

      Institutional support networks were also important to students who did not have co-nationals in the US as 

well as those who had. The annual orientation program organized by the Orientation Office provided to 

international students by the institution was very useful to most participants. This program offered orientation to 

students and provided them with information on issues, such as safety, directions, climatic conditions and types 

of clothing required, obtaining a social security, driver’s license, telephone, academic resources, financial and 

health services, immigration issues, and seeking employment.  

     The International Students Office was also of great help to international students. This office organized 

programs for students once they arrive here. The international students’ office organized social gatherings for 

international students to meet informally. Students found such gatherings helpful as they had the opportunity to 

meet other international students and to establish contact with them. These gatherings could be held more often 

to ensure lasting friendships. Religious organizations also played an important but limited role. Participants of 

this study belonged to different religious organizations. A participant from Oman or Palestine spoke about being 

part of the mosque.  Participants remarked that members of these organizations provided them with spiritual, 

emotional and recreational support. They felt satisfied and happy about the role that their religious members 

played in their adjustment. Participants shared that the religious groups facilitated their adjustment because it 

helped them feel part of the group. Participants felt grateful to continue their religious beliefs abroad and these 

facilitated their adjustment. 

       The International Students Office also plans orientation and social programs for these students. The office 

was instrumental in introducing participants to co-nationals on campus as well as keeping them informed about 

new arrivals. The office staff emailed international students directly regarding events and activities organized 
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through the office as long as the students were on the list serve. A participant mentioned a trip to the desert 

museum and Grand Canyon as opportunities he received from this organization. The ISO office also coordinates 

a host family program that matches an American family with an international student. The host family plays a 

vital role in helping international students interpret their cultural environment. Host families convey valuable 

information concerning appropriate behavior in a given set of circumstances, facilitating these students 

understanding of the culture and language. 

       The International Student Organization played an important role in helping many international students 

transition to the new environment. The organization is housed at the International Student Office and 

coordinates all organizations made up of students from different countries. This organization was another 

important help to international students without co-national group. This organization took care of the students’ 

documents, paperwork, and immigration issues.  

      Another institutional support the students resorted to was getting involved in The Center for English As 

Second Language (CESL). CESL Coordinates the English program at this institution and brings together 

students from different countries. This center serves as a formal network for new international students. The 

center provided transportation from the airport, introduces students to each other, and provides information on 

academic and non-academic related matters.  Participants attending the English program relied mostly on the 

instructors and administrators and other international students for various needs. The staff and administrators of 

CESL are very proactive helping international students. They organize interaction and conversations partners to 

address the needs of these students. The center helps prepare students with the English language before they 

finally begin their programs of study at the institution. Some of the students who participated in this study were 

part of the program before they enrolled in different programs at the institution and were grateful of the 

transition help they received through the center. Although the students were no longer part of the center, the 

English they learned through the center and basic help they had received initially were key to their success. 
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      These findings demonstrate that students who did not have a host family or others from his or her own 

country relied very much on organizational networks. These students had to wait until they arrived before they 

could make use of these networks. These networks were helpful for these students transition. The contrast 

between them and those who knew people in the US was that they had to fend on their own for a while before 

becoming aware of institutional support or other organizations. These students also went through a very distinct 

experience. As the semester approached its end, some of them were pre-occupied with questions of where they 

could spend the holidays, especially if they did not want to travel back home. Such worries may affect 

adjustment and academic success. These students relied on their families back home for emotional and financial 

support. They learned to interact with anyone who could warm up to them and they mainly utilized institutional 

or societal support. The feeling of not knowing where to go was especially painful to some of the international 

students interviewed for this study because the institution does not provide international undergraduate housing 

during the holidays. While those with families and relatives in the US, could go home, those without had to rely 

on friends or well wishes for a place to stay over the holidays. While this may seem like a simple issue for 

anyone who does not experience the problem, it is daunting to international students who do not have relatives, 

families or friends to turn to in the US. This is even worsened by the fact that international students interactions 

with the hosts is quite minimal.  

       Other institutional support networks such as the orientation office were also helpful to international 

students. The annual orientation program provided to international students by the institution was very useful to 

most participants. This program offered orientation to students and provided them with information on issues, 

such as safety, directions, climatic conditions and types of clothing required, obtaining a social security, driver’s 

license, telephone, academic resources, financial and health services, immigration issues, and seeking 

employment. The International Students Office was also of great help to international students. This office 

organized programs for students once they arrive here. The international students’ office organized social 

gatherings for international students to meet informally. Students found such gatherings helpful as they had the 
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opportunity to meet other international students and to establish contact with them. These gatherings could be 

held more often to ensure lasting friendships. Religious organizations also played an important but limited role. 

Participants of this study belonged to different religious organizations. A participant from Oman or Palestine 

spoke about being part of the mosque.  Participants remarked that members of these organizations provided 

them with spiritual, emotional and recreational support. They felt satisfied and happy about the role that their 

religious members played in their adjustment. Participants shared that the religious groups facilitated their 

adjustment because it helped them feel part of the group. Participants felt grateful to continue their religious 

beliefs abroad and these facilitated their adjustment. 

 

Analysis of the Social Network Maps 

      At the end of the interview, international students were asked to indicate their personal networks using a 

social network map. Personal networks are a type of egocentric network consisting of, say, family, friends and 

acquaintances surrounding a person (McCary, Molina, Aguilar, C, Rota, L, 2007). Participants were asked to 

draw a diagram indicating their social network maps. The maps were utilized to explore participants social 

networks and key characteristics that exist, such as the frequency of such networks (how often they see them), 

length of time they have known them, type and amount of support they get from the networks, and what they 

think of the relationship or the level of closeness (Tracy & Whittaker, 1990; Gilligan, 1990). The Social 

network map is used to describe how people socialize or interact with each other throughout their stay in a 

particular place. Such people are brought together through a variety of shared interests, hobbies, or things they 

share in common. As per their consent, international students were free to provide this information or to choose 

not to offer it. About half of the students volunteered to diagram a map depicting their personal networks. The 

social networks maps that international students drew are available on appendix F. These maps represent 

students from various countries.  
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      Despite its simplicity, researchers have explored and utilized the social network map to understand and 

analyze personal networks of different people. In studies of social support, people are asked to name people 

whom they rely on for advice and material help talk to about important matters and to make decisions (Burt, 

1984; Wellman & Watley, 1990; McCarty, 2002). In this study, I asked participants to list people they relied on 

for various types of help, people they knew and who were close to them. According to Brewer & Young (1994), 

memories on information are not stored randomly in human mind, but in hierarchical sets that are quickly 

accessible. The same is true for names of people. When participants were asked to list names of people they 

knew, they tended to note successive persons (e.g. family, workmates, schoolmates, church members). This 

system of storing information in memory differed among participants and the labels also contrasted (Brewer & 

Young, 1994). The drawings the respondents made in the interviews represented their attempt to apply these 

labels to describe their social network. In social networks, questions are asked of participants to generate names 

of social networks, to describe these networks, and the existence of relationships between and among these 

networks (McCary, Molina, Aguilar, C, Rota, L, 2007).  

      Representing the relationships among individuals in the diagram allows practitioners to understand the 

social environment in which international students seek help. The visual representation can then inform how we 

can help individuals reach out to more useful or diverse networks. For example, the composition of the network 

can inform whether to advice the students to seek more of certain networks. For example, if a student network is 

composed of predominantly co-nationals, we know that the students may be lacking important host networks 

that are important for academic purposes, language and culture learning. In this case, we can encourage the 

student to reach out to academic networks, such as faculty members and academic advisors. 

      Social network maps can represent the social networks of individuals in three concentric circles (Maguire, 

1983). In the middle of the circle is the individual. Participants are asked to put the first names of people they 

know closely in the inner circle and those that are less close in the outer circle and so forth. The resulting maps 

give the investigator a picture of the individual’s social network and the size of such network. A smaller 
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network could inform helping individuals to see more networks and increase the size. The network also helps 

understand who individuals consider close or distant.  

    For this particular study, a simple, straight forward technique was used. I asked the participants to draw their 

networks free style after handing them a piece of paper. I gave them little instruction as how they could be 

represented (McCary, Molina, Aguilar, C, Rota, L, 2007). Free style drawing captures variability in the way 

participants represent their networks. The participants tried to structure and summarize relationships from 

memory. Thus, networks that were within memory are the ones which appear on the map. In this study, the 

participants were asked to name their circle of friends by representing them in a diagram. They were asked use 

names or connections to each person. Most participants in this study used arrows.  

      The shape and size of a social network map helps determine a network's usefulness to its individuals. 

Smaller, tighter networks (such as co-national network) can be less useful to their members than networks with 

lots of loose connections (weak ties) to individuals outside the main network. More open networks, with many 

weak ties and social connections, are more likely to introduce new ideas and opportunities to their members 

than closed networks with many redundant ties. In other words, a group of friends who only do things with each 

other already share the same knowledge and opportunities. A group of individuals with connections to other 

social worlds is likely to have access to a wider range of information. It is better for individuals to have 

connections to a variety of networks rather than many connections within a single network. Similarly, 

individuals can exercise influence or act as brokers within their social networks by bridging two networks that 

are not directly linked (called filling structural holes). This is important because the findings of this study 

revealed that relying solely on one network was insufficient for gaining academic as well as social resources 

that enhance adjustment and facilitate academic performance. 

     In the social network maps, some international students listed mainly social purposes networks whereas 

others listed academic type networks. These distinctions illustrate the type of networks that students consider 

valuable for various needs. Regardless of who listed what networks, these ties were useful to the students in one 
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way or the other for accessing various resources. Accessing and receiving information on a timely manner, 

learning the host culture and lifestyles and learning English were some of the beneficial aspects of these 

networks. Competence in English and appropriate ways of interaction in the host culture were very important 

for both the students’ adjustment and academic success. In other words, effective communication was a 

prerequisite to maneuvering the social, cultural, and academic environments. The following section discusses 

the importance of communication in the adjustment and academic success of international students. 

     The social network maps indicated that, in all cases, family members were very important. Participants 

reported that their families provided them with emotional and financial support. Participants reported that their 

relationships with family members were very close and frequent. Participants contacted their family members 

mainly by phone and email. The network of participants from India in appendix H, from South Korea on 

appendix I, from Kenya on appendix J, and from China on appendix N, all indicated that family members were 

very important to them for various types of support. Some indicated that they were important for their emotional 

support whereas others indicated seeking financial support from their family members.  

      The findings in this study indicated that relying on one network is insufficient for getting various types of 

support. The ability to balance networks, however, depends on the individual’s ability to reach out to others and 

be able to identify what support is provided by different networks. A participant, for instance, who relies solely 

on people from their home countries, may not be able to gain information outside the co-national network. Yet, 

some international students were able to reach out to networks that provided both academic and social support. 

Academic support networks comprised mainly the hosts. International students reported that they relied on these 

individuals infrequently and the relationship was often superficial. The participant from China whose network is 

indicated in appendix G mentioned that her roommates, family members and friends from other countries were 

important for social support whereas teachers of English lab assisted her learn English and with academic 

related help. The participant from Kenya whose network is indicated on appendix J had a more diverse network. 

Her social network consisted of coaches and athletes who participated in cross-country as she did, but also 
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relied on her family for financial help, advice and emotional support. She mentioned relying on family members 

in the US more frequently and those back home in-frequently. This example indicates that participating in 

sporting activities to expand one’s network, leading to a wider circle of support. A participant from Nigeria 

whose network is indicated on appendix T also had a balanced network that provided academic, social and 

emotional support. Her sister who was here in the US provided her with immediate help when she arrived and 

continued to be an important resource when she needed someone to talk to, to drive her to campus and to see 

her when she was not doing well. She also had an aunt in Tucson who provided her with accommodation when 

she arrived. She also relied on her parents and family members back home in her country for continued advice, 

emotional support and information on what is going on in her home country. She also noted that her academic 

advisor and professor helped her with academic support and advice. 

       Some participants went outside social and academic networks to rely on their recreational networks. The 

participants from Kenya whose social network is indicated on appendix J relied on her athletic colleagues for 

companionship and recreational purposes. The participant from South Korea whose networks are shown on 

appendix I relied on her pastor for accommodation, advice and spiritual support although she no longer keeps in 

touch as frequently as before now that she has moved to a different city. She knew the pastor through her uncle 

who lived in another city. The pastor agreed to accommodate her during the holidays and supported her when 

she stayed with them.  

     For other participants, diverse networks, such as that of other international students were quite useful. The 

participant from India whose social network is shown on appendix R noted that she had diverse friends who 

were composed of international students from other countries. Some of these friends were short term, such as 

those she met during orientation and others were long-term, such as those he took classes with. This participant 

had friends from the US, India, South Korea, and Saudi Arabia. These friends provided both social and 

academic support. The participant from Oman whose social network is indicated on appendix M noted diverse 

friends from other countries. She had friends from the US, English class, Italy, Spain and Saudi Arabia. These 
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friends provided emotional and social support. She noted that those who were close to her from Saudi Arabia 

provided her with emotional support whereas the rest provided social, academic and information support.  

    While examining the student social networks, I noticed that these ties varied in size and nature. The 

participant from India whose network is indicated on appendix H noted a small network of people comprising 

brother, family, and friends. While this network ensured a close relationship and was helpful, it may be lacking 

in terms of academic support. One needs to rely on academic network comprising classmates, faculty members, 

tutors and academic advisors for educational purposes. This is an example of a situation where the student ought 

to be encouraged to seek academic networks to achieve a balance in terms of diverse types of help. This 

network is smaller and limited in diversity compared to the participant from Burundi whose social network is 

indicated on appendix L. For this participant, her networks was more balanced because it comprised friends 

from class who provided academic support, family friends in Arizona who provided immediate help and advice, 

people from home outside Arizona whom she contacted on a regular basis, and other friends from home who 

were outside the US. One of the gaps in the literature noted in this study was that most previous research 

focused on international student networks on campus. The network shown on appendix L indicates that 

networks outside campus, such as those off-campus, in other cities, states and other countries were very 

important and worth exploring. The participant mentioned that her social network was very important for 

getting advice, academic help, companionship and financial support from family members. This was also in 

contrast to the social network of the participant from Kazakhstan whose network is depicted on appendix U. 

The social network for this participant composed of his girlfriend, mother, and his friend from Kazakhstan. The 

student mentioned that these people were close to him and they kept contact frequently. Although these were 

people close to the participant and to whom the participant contacted frequently, it was limited in terms of 

providing academic support. This participant mentioned that his English level was limited. Such limitation 

could be rectified by reaching out to networks comprising domestic students and academic related individuals. 
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This is another example of a situation where the participant could be encouraged to seek out to networks that 

could provide academic support, especially assistance with English learning.  

       The social network maps indicated that international students differ in terms of their social ties. Some 

students have diverse networks while others rely on narrow networks, such as the co-national one. It is 

important to understand the nature of student social networks in order to help them. For instance, if a student is 

lacking certain type of networks that could serve important functions, the individual could be advised to seek 

networks that fulfill such gap. Seeking networks outside the co-national group, such as those comprising host 

networks could help with culture and language learning. The social network map remains an useful tool for 

practitioners and educators to guide international students more effectively. 

 

Communication and Social Networks 

    Communication featured prominently among the participants of this study and is worth discussing to adjust 

the role social networks play in the adjustment and success of international students.  In order to communicate 

effectively, one ought to understand the host language and culture. Ruben (1989) and Kim (1988) noted that 

learning communication skills, including cultural etiquette and language was important for adjustment and 

academic success. Command of English language is the number one barrier to acculturation and and an 

important aspect of cultural adaptation (Misra, et al., 2003; Xu, 1991; Wan et al., 1992).  

     International students are reflected negatively in the international student literature as unwilling or 

uninterested to interact with individuals other than those from their countries. While such seclusion is often 

visible on campus among international students, the literature tends to give the impression that international 

students are unwilling to reach out to the hosts but prefer those from other countries. To demonstrate how 

international students literature misrepresent international students this way, I draw upon previous literature to 

illustrate my point. Chalmers and Volet (1997) stated that one of the biggest misconceptions is that international 

students stick together and do not want to mix with locals. Some researchers have pointed out that international 
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students are not interested in reaching out to others and instead prefer to form their own cliques composed of 

others from home country. Pedersen (1991) noted that international students like to isolate themselves into their 

own ethnic groups or enclaves and tend to befriend other international students rather than Americans. They use 

various clubs as an escape from American students. International students from Western industrialized nations 

are more likely to be friend Americans than are students from non-western countries (Pedersen, 1991; Poyrazli 

& Graham, 2007). 

       The impression one gets from this depiction is the assumption that international students choose whom to 

interact with and according to the above literature, the students select to join other international students rather 

than the host students. Yet, international student literature has been silent on why international students behave 

this way. The literature does not discuss the underlying circumstances behind such isolation. But the underlying 

factors for such low interaction are more complex than the assumptions suggest. Thus, I disagree with literature 

for two reasons. International students do not choose to isolate themselves rather they are secluded because of 

various reasons. In this section, I highlight two many reasons for these tendencies. One is culture and the other 

is language. My argument is based on my findings as described below.  

    Accounts from participants of this study show that certain underlying factors inform and contribute to 

seclusion of international students from interacting with host students. When participants were asked their 

reasons for coming to the US, the overwhelming majority of them gave  the cultural diversity of the student 

population and the desire to learn English. They wanted to live in a society different than their own, to pursue a 

program of study not available back home, and to build personal networks with US nationals. One participant 

from China told me that she preferred an American roommate because she wanted to improve her English. Such 

roommate could help her learn English.  

     These students were eager to meet US nationals, but they soon realized this was quite difficult. Insufficient 

English language proficiency, lack of common values, lack of understanding of the US culture, and 

discrimination all contributed to poor integration. A first negative impression from the hosts, for instance, 
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seemed to turn away international students who were interested in reaching out. International students 

understand that the possibility of improving English language proficiency depended on their interaction with the 

hosts. This meant understanding the culture and appropriate ways to interact. Culture and language are two 

major reasons that influence international students’ interaction with the hosts.  Contrary to the literature, the 

following exchange with a Chinese participant (C4) illustrates that international students are initially interested 

in learning the US culture and interacting with US nationals: 

 

Interviewer: Why did you decide to come to the US? 

Interviewee: Because of the multicultural environment and I think generally Americans  

                     are more easy going than other people from England, China and other     

                      foreign people. 

     International students have high predispositions of socializing with and being accepted by the hosts (Ward, 

Berno, & Kennedy, 2000). Once in the US, international students derive less satisfaction with the hosts and 

retreat to seek networks of their own co-national group or other international students. Why do international 

students who come here with an expectation of interacting with Americans change? The answer lies in the 

assumptions and circumstances that are sometimes beyond their control. This change is to do with culture and 

language. The fact that one was socialized in the culture one was born is not a matter of choice but 

circumstance. The fact that one is fluent in one’s native language could be because one did not choose to be 

born where that language is spoken. The fact that American students choose friends among other American 

students rather than international students is not something international students can control. All these are 

underlying factors contributing to the tendency of international students to seclude themselves. Accounts from 

international students show that language and culture influence social interactions. The other reason is to do 

with the unwillingness of some native students to embrace international students or some international students 

not interacting with host students due to conflicting interests. Conflict of interest does not only shape a lack of 
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interactions between the hosts and international students, but also among international students. To further 

illustrate the predisposition to learn another culture and language, a participant from Taiwan commented:  

 

I came here to study another language and to learn more from the other countries. I guess the social and 

the cultural. 

 

When asked why he decided to come to the US, a participant from China (C1)said: 

 

Because the US has the best education system in all world. Second, I really love the culture in America 

and Americans very much respect people. I want to be very independent and free and this is an amazing 

culture. I want a lot of life experience and the culture here because it can make me succeed in the future. 

 

    The accounts by participants of this study demonstrate that international students are eager to learn about the 

American culture and language, which means they are interested in reaching out to Americans. There is really 

no point why international students desire to mix with Americans and then change mind to retreat to their co-

national enclaves. Thus, the first impression they get upon contact with Americans could turn away 

international students from seeking social networks. The English language is the major barrier to social 

networking for most international students. In order to learn the culture, one will have to understand the 

language. This means culture and language are intertwined. Accounts from international students show that the 

reason they retreat to their own enclaves is due to English language and not a matter of choice as depicted in the 

literature. The literature assumes that international students choose to be part of their own ethnic enclaves. 

However, accounts by participants of this study illustrate that being unable to speak or understand English 

makes them uncomfortable to reach out to others other than those they share native language or culture. They 

prefer other international students because they experience similar problems and struggle with the language. 
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This means, they are less embarrassed if they misspeak in front of an international as opposed to in front 

Americans who they believe are very familiar with English language. A participant from China (C6) stated: 

 

I am a foreigner not used to the language here. People could not understand me. My English was not so 

good. When my American friends used slang, I could not understand it. Some locals could not 

remember my name because I don’t have an English name. 

 

    Participants of this study stated that it is not just learning English, but also the accent, idioms and cultural 

cues that go with it. Yet, international students literature interventions tend to focus on helping these students 

learn standardized English by taking English courses. Such strategy does not help much because when it comes 

to social informal interactions, it is not so much the standardized English that matter, but communication that 

involves using the appropriate slang, non-verbal cues, and making appropriate jokes that draw friends close. 

The struggle among students from English speaking countries illustrates this point. International students from 

Anglophone Africa, who are educated in English, reported that they struggled communicating and reaching out 

to others because of their accents. Intervention programs that focus on standardized English that are popularly 

used by student services may not do much because American students tend to use slang and jokes that may not 

be found in standardized English class. A student from Kenya formerly a British colony country stated: 

 

My accent is a problem because I am used to the British accent. Sometimes people have a hard time 

understanding me. You have to learn the use of words that are different than the words in the British 

English I had learned. For example, the word catch up here is a tomato sauce in British English. 

 

   Another participant from China (C7) explained how not knowing English could be a barrier to getting to know 

others, especially if one does not speak like the natives. The participant stated: 
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English is my second language and my speech is not like that of the native speaker. I don’t know how to 

use the language or explain what I want to say clearly in English. This was one of the major barriers for 

getting information or getting to know others. 

 

     Adjustment to the use of English varied between those students who did not know English, who knew basic 

English, and those who knew British English or were on the intermediate level. It was even harder for students 

who were far less proficient in English language as a participant from Malaysia (M2) stated: 

 

I felt the need for a translator when I arrived. When I spoke, people could not understand me. This 

makes school harder for me because it takes a long time for me to study. 

 

     These accounts from participants demonstrate that it is not enough to just say international students choose 

to isolate themselves, but to understand there are some underlying factors responsible for such seclusion. While 

language is definitely one reason, the other is to do culture. Coming from a different culture means one has to 

learn the appropriate behavior of another culture. Similarity in culture makes it easier to cope in another culture 

and cultural distance makes it harder to socialize and form relationships with host culture nationals. 

International students face this challenge when they come to the US. Most international students in the US come 

from communal cultures and experience difficulties adjusting to an individualistic US culture. A participant 

from China (C4) stated: 

 

There are different habits between Chinese and Americans. In China, we never greet strangers, but 

Americans do. This makes it hard for us to greet people we don’t know and be able to make friends here. 
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     Another student from China reflected on the different cultural values between the US and China. These 

values determine who befriends whom. Those with similar values tend to be comfortable befriending each 

other. The student’s remarks below illustrate these differences: 

 

We have cultural and personality problems. In Chinese culture, we should be humane, modest, polite 

and not aggressive. But people here seem to be the opposite and it is hard to befriend them. 

 

     International students also struggle when they find themselves in an unfamiliar culture, especially given that 

they are used to an environment where everyone speaks the same language and cherishes similar cultural 

values. Locals are not used to interacting with international students and responding to what they consider 

simple questions. As a participant from Ghana (G3) reported: 

 

Locals get surprised when you ask them a lot of questions. I came here from a city where we were all 

Ghanaians and not used to people of different cultures. It is different here because you have to learn the 

language and culture to interact with others appropriately. 

 

       The accounts from various international students here demonstrate that cultural orientation (individualistic 

verses collectivist) determine the way international students’ behave, shaping their social networking, which in 

turn determines adjustment and academic success. What happens when an international student from one 

culture enters one which differs from his or her own? Cultural orientation refers to the values, norms, beliefs, 

social rules, cues that one has learned as they grew up. International students from different cultural 

backgrounds move to the US for educational purposes. Once here, they experience difficulties due to 

unfamiliarity with the cultural environment. As a result, they become disoriented and find challenges interacting 

with the hosts. These feelings of insecurity have been labeled “culture shock,” which Oberg (1960) defined as 
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anxiety resulting from lose of familiar signs and symbols (Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Kim, 1988; Oberg, 

1960). When international students are from cultures that are similar to the host culture, they experience lower 

levels of social difficulty. For international students, social difficulty represents daily challenges as they try to 

maintain physical and emotional wellbeing in communication encounters with people from different countries. 

A student from Zambia (Z1) expressed her frustration of being unable to reach out below: 

 

One thing I have noticed about people here is that their tendency not to be very welcoming. Everyone 

keeps to their own space very much, adjusting to that was kind of hard because I was expecting a 

welcoming attitude. Sometimes it is hard because you are seeking help from this person and this person 

does not help you. 

 

     Ofstede’s (1980, 1983) found that the extent to which intercultural communication challenges affect 

international students may result partially from cultural similarity or dissimilarity between native student 

cultures and the host culture (Furnham & Bochner, 1982; Kim, 1988). The extent to which international 

students and hosts are similar and the more the students will adjust because this influences interactions. Olarian 

(1993) found that developing interpersonal ties with host nationals helps international students acquire 

appropriate social skills. While international students who are more actively involved in social interactions with 

American students expressed more satisfaction, few of these relationships develop into intimate (Olarian, 1993). 

This illustrates that simply having contacts with members of the host country is not sufficient for acquisition of 

necessary social skills and adjustment. Kim (1988) noted that for effective social adjustment, the relationship 

with hosts has to move from casual acquaintance to intimacy (best friend). A participated from Taiwan stated:  
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My American friends are outgoing and helpful. They help me pronounce English words better, and 

when I am stressed out, they either talk to me or ask other people to help me. I met a lot of them in class, 

working in projects together, and as a result, we got to know each other. 

 

        A newcomer to a culture must decide what help is needed and where and from whom to seek such help. 

This creates social challenges for international students who often have not developed adequate skills in host 

culture communication such as language and cultural etiquette. The students’ communication style is limited to 

their native cultural experiences which remain unchallenged until they encounter people of a different culture. 

Some international students in this study reported that it was difficult when they arrived because they did not 

know what to say when dealing with someone who was culturally different as opposed to dealing with someone 

who was culturally similar. A student from Zambia (Z1) expressed her frustration when she first arrived here: 

 

One thing I have noticed about people here is that they have a tendency not to be very welcoming. 

Everyone keeps to their space very much. Adjusting to that was kind of hard because I was expecting a 

welcome attitude. Sometimes it is hard because you are seeking help from this person and the person 

does not help. 

 

     One’s cultural orientation influences one’s ability to acquire social support networks, which have been 

shown to serve as mediators in times of need. Individualist cultures value the needs of the individual more than 

the needs of the group. Collectivist cultures value the needs of the group and consider individual needs 

secondary.  One participant from Nigeria (N2) had problems meeting and interacting with the hosts as she stated 

below: 
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My main problem was the Americans because we have differences with accents. When I speak, they 

don’t understand. When I say something, they laugh and I do not understand. That is why I felt more 

comfortable around Africans, communication was a problem.  

 

      Socialization during upbringing is part of cultural orientation. Many participants in this study cited culture 

as one of the major obstacles to interacting and socializing with the host nationals. They cited that Americans 

like to spend a lot of time socializing and going to parties and that they seem not to care about their studies and 

future. While this may not be entirely true, it illustrates how people from different cultures view what is valued. 

Due to socialization, most international students rarely endorse emotional or social issues but seem to be more 

concerned with academic and career issues. Mordkowitz and Ginsburg (1986) noted that parents of Asian 

students tended to motivate achievement in their youth by strictly controlling homework, excusing the child 

from daily household chores, indicating high expectations, and encouraging perseverance. The parents tended to 

place low emphasis on verbal expression and socialization. A student from Nigeria (N1) shared how she felt 

about American verses international students: 

 

International students are more serious in school than American students. We pay a lot of money and do 

not get scholarships and there is no way for us to not work hard. We have to make ourselves stand out. 

Domestic students take it for granted because the government supports them. 

 

    While culture can have a significant impact on how people behave, literature on international students is 

sometimes misleading. For instance, Ong (1989) noted that Asian international students tend to isolate 

themselves from the general population by socializing and studying only with other Asian international 

students. Yet, engaging in ethnic exclusiveness is not limited to international students. Depalma (1991) noted 

that students from various ethnic backgrounds often exclude themselves from the rest of the university culture. 
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Previous literature tends to associate such isolation with preference. When a student says he or she prefers a 

certain group, we often do not question further as to why that is the case. Yet, the answer to the further question 

is often the underlying one for the behavior. In fact, such isolation is to do more with culture than any other 

issue. Failure to consider the pressing issues for exclusion tendencies among international students could lead to 

faulty conclusions that could have serious consequences for practice and research. A student from South Korea 

expressed these cultural differences: 

 

For Koreans, we prefer to gather together. I like to hangout with Koreans because we can understand 

each other easier, and we have common knowledge of things, we share secrets, if I need help, I will call 

my best friends who are Koreans. Americans are more individualistic. They always like to party and 

don’t expect you to get on their way every second. 

 

       Previous literature as well as findings of this study confirms that social networks are very important for 

adjustment as well as academic success. Seeking support from others enable international students to learn 

about social as well as academic networks important for their success.  Some neither international students who 

did not have co-national groups nor family members in the US resorted to institutional support for initial help. 

Solberg, Choi, Ritsman &Jolly, 1994) found that international students used nontraditional help sources, such as 

religious leaders, church groups and student organizations to seek help. A student from Palestine stated joining 

an organization associated with her co-national group: 

 

I met people at the Student’s for Justice in Palestine (SJP) club. Many Americans and Mexicans join this 

club. They also learn Arabic and we have something in common to share, so we are now friends. 
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       Cultural orientation also shapes whom international students tend to go for help and what seems to be a 

priority to them. Most international students focus more on their education rather than social activities on-

campus. Asian international students underutilize counseling services because seeking help from a professional 

counselor may be perceived as bringing shame and dishonor on the Asian family (Tsai, Tseng, & Sue, 1980). 

They tend to seek help from elderly relatives or older members of the Asian community rather than professional 

counselors (Root, 1985). Although Asian international students’ educational attainment levels are higher, they 

do not typically enjoy the same return from education as whites (Suzuki, 1980). For example, Asian faculty 

members, especially those who are foreign born, are likely to receive lower rank and salary compared to their 

white counterparts. Hsia (1988) also noted that Asian Scientists and engineers are unlikely to be found in 

administrative and executive positions even in high-tech industry. This reality creates a tremendous challenge to 

examine the role of social networks in closing this gap. Participants from relatively close cultural orientations as 

the US or coming from countries which English is used still expressed adjustment difficulties. These 

participants did not experience so much of a difference, but the use of slightly different English words, idioms, 

and non-verbal cues was a struggle for them. A participant from Ghana (G2), an Anglophone region where 

English is used in schools and business stated: 

 

Despite speaking and using English back home, I still have to learn the accent and language use here. 

 

       Culture enhances a sense of belonging and commitment to preserve the social networks. International 

students’ adjustment is related to differences between cultures. The lack of knowledge of the host culture and 

expected appropriate behavior could lead to misunderstandings that impede social networks. Knowing the 

appropriate elements to use when one is in a different culture is important for interaction. Individuals who arrive 

from radically different cultures may experience difficulty establishing interpersonal relationships, particularly 

when the proper means of doing so are unfamiliar (Ward & Searle, 1991). Being unable to bridge cultural 
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differences may lead international students to experience alienation and social estrangement. While coming 

from a similar cultured aided international student’s adjustment and academic success, having experience with 

other cultures other than one’s own was also important. Students who had been to other countries or had been 

here as exchange students before they finally came here reported finding it easier to adjust. The students’ earlier 

cultural experiences shaped the nature and functions of their social networks as well as their ability to reach out 

to others. Students with prior travel experience adjust more easily than those who are away from home for the 

first time (Church, 1982). As a student from Ghana (G1) reflected when asked why he decided to come here: 

 

It was an opportunity that opened up where I was selected to come here for an educational-cultural 

exchange program. So I came and stayed with an American family for a year and went back home.  

 

     The exchange experience encouraged him to later come here for school. Previous socialization in 

intercultural encounters provided different social skills that shape how one reduces uncertainty during 

interactions with members of another culture. The extent to which an individual lacks the ability to know others 

influences how others are willing to interact with the individual. This leads to challenges developing long-term 

relationships and communication attributes such as trust, attraction, and intimacy needed for closer ties are 

undermined (Douglas, 1990).  By virtue of previous socialization, international students acquire certain social 

skills and experience to be able to adjust in a similar but not a different culture. Their past and different cultural 

socialization generally helped them deal with situations involving relationships with the hosts. Kim (1988) 

noted that old habits are difficult to discard and sufficient time is required for international students to learn 

appropriate skills for interacting with the hosts. This way they can be certain what to say and how to say it 

during social interactions with other students. Whereas an individual acquires the values, norms, behaviors and 

beliefs considered appropriate in individual’s native country, similarly the individual will learn and use what is 

considered appropriate behavior in the host culture.  Culture and language are not in any way the only factors 
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that encourage international students to establish ethnic enclaves. What is not covered in the literature is the 

importance of student interests in social networking.  

 

Socialization and Networks 

      Another aspect that featured prominently in the accounts of participants was socialization among 

international students’ verses domestic students.  There are significant differences in the ways in which 

international students interact with hosts’ verses other international students. Hosts and international students 

differ in terms of how they interact with each other (Chan & Cheng, 2004). Differences in interaction with the 

hosts account for prejudice, loneliness, homesickness, and discrimination that international students experience. 

This affects particularly those students that do not have co-national groups in the US. Sias and Cahill (1998) 

found that proximity, perceived similarity, shared work related activities, and perceived common ground in the 

workplaces enhances friendships in the work place. People form friendships with those they share similar 

interests and whom they interact with on a daily basis. International students fall victims to isolation because 

most of them leave their friends and families back home when they come to the US. They find that American 

students already have their own friends and may not be interested in new friendships. Yet, establishing contact 

and communication with the hosts helps ensure successful adjustment. Friendships in the US play a casual role. 

A student from China (C4) reflected on this casual role:  

 

With the local people, we just know each other. We don’t have very close relationships. For Chinese, we 

have the same background, culture and language and this makes things easy. With international students, 

have a strong relationship. 

 

      According to Ward (2003), numerous studies have highlighted that the most pronounced differences 

between international and domestic students are with classroom participation and intercultural relationships. 
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International students tend to compromise socialization at the expense of academic success. They tend to build 

social networks that can help them succeed academically (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1995; Trice, 2004; Westwood 

& Baker, 1992). International students networks are shaped by aspects shared in common, such as similar 

interests, culture, language, food, parties, sports, travel, politics, views, and challenges posed by a new 

environment. While friendships in the US are casual, in some Asian cultures and other countries, friendships 

tend to be long-term and based upon sincerity and trust. For instance, US nationals are more open and receptive 

to contact with strangers (Borlund, 1989) and tend to have many friends of low intimacy (Triandis, 1995; Ward, 

2003). 

     International students find social interactions in the US challenging because they are accustomed to different 

patterns in their home countries (Beykont & Daiute, 2002). Participants reported interactions with the hosts as 

superficial and unstable. Their interactions with hosts are considered weaker than their interactions with other 

international students. Differences in interaction with hosts shape networks, failure of which could lead to 

loneliness. If students perceive they have experience similar others, they tend to engage in frequent and 

meaningful contacts with others. Interests of international and American students differ and these differences 

shape social networks in terms of who befriends whom and the nature of the relationship. Previous literature has 

given various reasons why international students prefer to interact with co-nationals. A student from Nigeria 

(N2) stated: 

 

International students converse differently, stay indoors to cook and do more indoor things. For 

Americans, they are more adventures and like to go out. 

      Various misconceptions have been brought forward for this lack of interaction with host nationals. Some 

researchers postulate that international students are interested in academics and are not interested in socializing, 

that international students like to form their own co-national cliques and are not interested in being friends with 

host nationals, that international students are ignorant and prefer to form ethnic enclaves. Yet, the reason 
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international students behave this way does not lie so much on unwillingness to interact, but partly on the 

interests they prefer which shape the kind of social networks they associate with. The reason why this could be 

so complex to simplify is that, such interests are sometimes shaped by culture and socialization.        

      International students in the US proclaim a preference for co-national friendships. However, assuming that 

students prefer others may shield those who discriminate against international students. Some participants cited 

sharing of common interests as one way of meeting new people, such as playing sports, travelling, going 

camping, and drinking in bars. Some mentioned participation in campus-activities as a good way to meet 

people. Those who did not get involved cited course load as the most common reason. Not all international 

students shun friendships with American students. Others had positive attitudes about Americans and mentioned 

one’s personality as determinant of social networking. As one student from Zambia (Z2) remarked: 

 

There are domestic students that are receptive. It depends on people and their personalities. Sometime I 

met a domestic student that just wants to keep away, does not want to say anything, and I have a hard 

time saying something to her. 

 

     Other international students saw it differently and didn’t think there were differences between American and 

international students. When asked to describe any differences between interacting with American verses 

international students, a student from Cameroon stated that personality plays an important role and the 

differences were quite minimal. 

 

Depends on personality. There are really not many differences. Some people in both are friendly and 

others are not. 
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    International students found it difficult to reach out to American students. They stated that although 

American students are outgoing and open, it was difficult to make lasting friends with them. They felt 

Americans do not share similar interests, making it hard for them to do things with them. Instead, international 

students hang to their co-national networks or other international students who share similar interests. They felt 

Americans are superficial while international students are outgoing, easier to know, know each other’s needs 

more, and approachable due to similar interests they shared. This was contrary to contentions by other students 

that Americans are easy to know and tend to share a lot of things. This illustrates that openness does not always 

infer friendship. A student from Nigeria (N2) reflected on search differences:  

 

They can tell you everything about themselves and then when you meet them the following semester 

they either don’t remember you or do not want to continue the relationship. American students like to go 

out to drink and like fast food. International students on the other hand like to stay indoors and cook.  

 

    Contrast in interests shape social networks as students prefer to hang out with those who have similar 

interests like them. Also, international students stated that because American students do not understand their 

background and struggles, it makes them hesitant to initiate interaction. Accounts by participants of this study 

illustrated that while Americans are easy to talk to and can tell you about everything about themselves, 

international students are more reserved given their cultural backgrounds. International students encourage 

other students to reach out to other people, get involved in social activities, find a co-national organization, and 

to ask when unsure. A participant from Canada shared that he did not have a problem interacting with anyone 

because it was about choosing the right attitude.  
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Interactions with anyone are about the same. It is more about choosing your attitude. May be the way to 

approach a person is a little bit different, but the basics of being respectful, being polite, and being nice 

is the same, may be different body language, the basics are not different. 

 

     The above discussion demonstrates that although international students choose to interact with certain 

people, they do so because they share similar interests. Students who enjoy sports as part of entertainment are 

likely to be seen attending various sports or participating in particular sports. Some participants of this study 

stated that international students prefer to stay indoors to cook, watch a movie or a sport. American students 

prefer to go out to clubs and to parties. These preferences shape how students choose friends to socialize with. 

Students tend to socialize with like minded individuals and this is one reason why international students prefer 

friendships with other international students. This, however, is not to generalize those students whose desire to 

socialize with others is not driven by aspects other than similarity in interests, culture and language. Some 

students may just be too busy to participate or to socialize with others, but their number is usually minimal if 

going by the social network predispositions of the participants of this study.  

     Previous research often assumes that if students are from the same country, they share aspects in common 

and if from different regions they differ and may not be able to get along. Accounts from participants of this 

study demonstrated that sharing similarities does not always imply friendship or easy interaction. Students who 

share similar religion may be drawn closer by their faith, but they may come from different regions. Students 

from the Middle Eastern and Islamic countries may share similar language in Arabic and a similar religion and 

this could draw them together regardless of the distant regions they may come from. If students are from Africa, 

literature often presents them as sharing similar culture and languages. Yet, each country in Africa has so many 

languages. Take for instance Nigeria that has more than one hundred native languages. The cultures for various 

ethnicities in each country may also be different. While English may bring together students from English 
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speaking countries, those who speak French from West Africa may not be able to communicate from those from 

East African English speaking countries. Thus, assumptions based on place of origin may not be adequate.  

       Also, literature assumes that those from similar culture are likely to get along. Cultural orientation may 

change at an individual level. A participant from China spoke about how she admires the US cultures and shuns 

Chinese culture. She prefers the US culture because it was more democratic and allowed free discussion of 

issues. She described that while one could talk about the merits of capitalism and communism here, one could 

not do that in China. These illustrates that it takes more than sharing similar language, culture or interests to 

establish long-term meaningful social networks. 

    The difficulties international students experience with regards to language and education in the US play into 

their socialization. Because of the time needed to complete coursework due to difficulties with with English, 

they tend to prioritize coursework and limit social interactions (Lewthwaite, 1996). These problems can 

undermine confidence while encouraging homesickness and social isolation. 

 

Barriers and Non-Supportive Networks 

      While social networks are supportive, there are instances where they have not been supportive of 

international students. Social psychology researchers have consistently documented the detrimental negative 

aspects of social relationships, such as direct conflict, criticism, rejection, or intrusion on the lives of people 

(Antonucci, Akiyama & Lansford, 1998). Results of this research have concluded that negative aspects of social 

networks may be more consequential than positive social contacts. Shin, Lehmann & Wong (1984) noted that 

research typically ignore personal characteristics of the individual and environmental constraints, consider only 

consequences of social interactions although such relations may have negative consequenes. Actions that may 

be considered helpful can have harmful consequences if they do not fit the individual circumstances. Social 

networks are commonly based on frequency of interaction or on the importance of relationship without regard 

to the quality of the interaction. The social presence of others as a social network has been taken to indicate 
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social support or adjustment without considering the nature of the relationship. For instance, planning programs 

that allow interaction for international students do not mean problem solving. We must consider the 

consequences of the interaction as well have its detrimental effects. If social interactions were sufficient for 

international students’ adjustment and academic success, it would be easy to acclimate students to campus. If a 

host student is not willing to interact with an international student, it doesn’t matter how outgoing the 

international student is or how many contacts he or she has with the host student (Shin, Lehmann & Wong, 

1984) 

     Support can be diminished as friends choose sides, feel awkward about interacting with the other person, or 

falls away from an old association. Lack of time for leisure can undermine social networking or help someone 

who might need some help. Social networks can also be constrained by social or personal characteristics of the 

recipient. The physical environment may constraint social interaction in terms of distance, physical 

arrangement, and proximity of others (Shin, Lehmann & Wong, 1984). 

     Fisher’s (1977) Choice Constraint Model suggested that people choose those who will make up their 

networks according to their life situation (needs). For instance, domestic students have larger networks and 

more choice on who will belong to their networks compared to international students because they have a larger 

social space from which to draw networks.  

      Fisher (1982) stated that in the excitement of discovery, research enthusiasts have overstated the 

supportiveness of networks, yet the consequences of relations are double-edged. Although networks are helpful 

materially and morally, they cause loss and anguish too. Fisher illustrated this by providing examples from 

society. He stated that the child who spends long hours caring about an old parent may also make no effort to 

hide hanger and resentment towards the older person. The friend who holds your hand in times of crisis may 

also make burdensome requests for financial help. Other people are burdened by networks more than they 

helped them. A person whose networks are alcoholic friends or living mates may be burdened to worry about 

these people all the time either when they go out or when they are at home. Fisher concludes that we must not 
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exaggerate the supportiveness of networks as this may lead to faulty conclusions that mislead interventions. 

Once we have friends, Fisher notes that we face the task of maintaining them (Fisher, 1982). 

     There are also barriers to social networking. Aspects of the social structure limit the individual’s discretion 

to form and maintain personal networks. Where people reside can shape the pool from which individuals draw 

social networks and the ease with which they can sustain such networks. For example, for international 

students, the residence halls served as a good setting to interact with domestic students and due to close 

proximity, they were able to interact frequently with these individuals and keep the friendships longer. In the 

following section, I report the barriers to social networks as well as non-supportive networks of international 

students (Fischer, 1982). 

       International student literature tends to present social networks on a positive note and focuses only on 

supportive networks. Yet, the non-supportive networks seem to present overwhelming challenges to 

international students. Surdam & Collin (1984) found that acts of discrimination toward international students 

have far reaching consequences. International students who experienced acts of discrimination had more 

difficulty adapting than those who did not (Surdam & Collin, 1984). Those who were not discriminated were 

more satisfied in their academic programs (Perruci & Hu, 1995).  African international students reported 

prejudicial discriminatory treatment, such as being called names, racial slurs, and some domestic students did 

not want to room with international students (Constantine et al., 2005). 

    This is not in any way to undermine the important role by supportive networks, but to acknowledge the 

presence of non-supportive networks. Non-supportive networks have been reported as barrier to international 

student adjustment and academic success. International students reported that some networks were supportive 

and some were not supportive. This study explored supportive functions of networks as well as non-supportive 

ones. Whereas one’s co-national group is central in realizing and confirming the various dimensions of an 

individual identity, for some it can be a negative reference group. Social networks played supportive and non-

supportive roles. The supportive functions reported by participants included emotional, social, informational, 



298 

 

academic, spiritual, financial, and advice. The non-supportive aspects of network members included 

discrimination, stereotyping, neo-racism. While social networks can be important sources of social support, they 

are sometimes sources of stress. Examining both sides of networks informs a holistic approach to providing 

interventions rather than using a simplistic approach that leaves major aspects that imply detrimental 

consequences to adjustment. 

      One student who approached financial aid and international student offices for financial assistance was 

frustrated that he could not get any help. People assume that international students are all rich and do not need 

any help. While a good number of students studying in the US who are not sponsored by their government 

could be from wealthy families, there are many others who are not. The student from Ghana (G1) stated:  

 

When I was facing financial problems, I talked to almost everybody I could talk to here on-campus from 

financial aid…international students office and they said there was nothing they could do to help…I 

tried the African American student affairs, I spoke to them and they said they would try to see what they 

can to help me. I did not hear from them. I was just negative. I was in DC two years ago to lobby for 

international students. 

 

    A student from China (C7) was quite frustrated regarding non-supportive local people she met. The student 

thought that because she had an accent, she did not get any respect from the locals in the situation she 

encountered as she reflected below: 

 

The locals did not understand when it comes to accent. They take things for granted and don’t 

understand what international students go through. Communication was different due to language and 

accent and Americans make jokes and laugh and don’t care about you whether you understand the jokes. 
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    Sometimes the jokes that Americans make cannot be learned through standardized English, but through 

interactions with the locals outside the classroom and in social activities. Not understanding jokes could be very 

frustrating because one may feel one is being laughed at even if this is not the case. Social networks that are 

helpful could also lead to over-dependence on others for help. This affects ones ability to learn faster and be 

independent as a participant from Nigeria (N2) reflected: 

 

Personally, I like having people around although I might have used it as a scratch. I never really like got 

independent. It was convenient but it might not necessarily have taught me the lesson of 

independence…not knowing and finding your ground. 

 

    The international student orientation while designed to help international students adjust and learn about the 

resources on campus, some participants of this study stated that it was counter- productive. Some asserted that 

the time appropriated for orientation was too short for them to form any meaningful friendships and that the 

interactions were superficial. A student from Malaysia (M2) reflected on his experience with orientation when 

he first arrived: 

 

The interactions during orientation are kind of short-lived because you only see each other for a brief 

moment. We don’t talk so much because there are so many programs going on. Everyone is new and no 

one is able to answer your questions except the few leaders. Knowing each other for a few hours does 

not help make long-term friendships. 

 

   A student from Palestine also reflected that the orientation was not helpful as too much information was 

shared that was difficult to retain: 
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I didn’t make friends at orientation. I didn’t like orientation because they make the problem bigger 

instead of making it smaller. They just put you together; all the people attending are new like you and 

don’t know anything. They are searching for somebody who knows. Some of the details they tell you, 

you discover in a month that you don’t need it or never use it. They just complicate things. 

 

    A student from Kenya poke about how faculty where not understanding to her schedule as an athlete. This 

student cited that while many faculty were good people and understanding, some of them were not willing to 

listen and help her out make up quizzes or tests as she reflected below:  

 

Some faculty members do not understand. They refuse a make-up quiz or test even though the Dean’s 

office has approved. 

 

  Other participants shared that their living mates were not helpful and unfriendly. A participant from China 

(C5) commented her experience with a living mate: 

 

One of my living mates was not helpful. She didn’t talk to people. My American friends told me she as 

an exceptional typical American. 

 

   A participant from South Korea thought that the local students were not quite helpful nor understanding when 

she was struggling to communicate in English. Referring to American students, the participant shared: 

 

They explain things shortly when I ask questions. They don’t try to understand. They just say: What? 

Some were just making fun of our language by saying: What are they talking about? I didn’t speak 

English so I could respond and I felt so bad. 
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    When international students come to the US, they get surprised with the academic integrity expectation 

because for some of them, this is not an issue back home. A participant from India (I1) as surprised that 

American students were not able to help with homework due to academic integrity and he reflected below:  

 

I grew up in India where people were very helpful. Here it is a bit hard although I enjoy the honesty if 

they can’t help. Here, people are reluctant to help you with school work due to academic integrity. 

Friends from India would suggest things to me, give me advice, right approach. It was not easy for me to 

socialize until the second semester. 

 

Another participant from Kazakhstan (K3) shared the following regarding academic integrity: 

 

When you are really late with an assignment here, most friends are not helpful. Back home, they will let 

you copy. Due to academic integrity, it is hard here. Sometimes people look at you and say: Asian. 

Sometimes you feel it even if they don’t say it. They seem not to like Chinese people here, may be due 

to politics, power. 

 

     Other students had negative experiences in class. American students prefer to form class groups with other 

American students to international students. This could be frustrating to international students who may see this 

as discrimination, an experience they may not have heard back home. A participant from Burundi reflected 

below on her class experience:  

 



302 

 

My classmates tended to be socially awkward and that was not helpful. Some were less interested to 

socialize, some don’t like to form groups with you. It has changed now because we have known each 

other for a while. 

 

     A student from Kazakhstan (K1) felt that he experienced people who did not seem to like international 

student as he reflected below: 

 

I see people who don’t like international students. They sometimes should at me: I am from America, 

where are you from? 

    

     International students also experienced non-supportive networks amongst those from their own countries 

(co-nationals). Participants reported that frequent contact with students from their own countries was not 

supportive in terms of English learning. The students used their native languages to communicate and some of 

them felt this adversely affected their ability to improve their English. Church (1982) found that students who 

are not proficient in English take time to adjust to their environments and in their studies. Those who had 

contact with host students were criticized by their country people for not uniting with them. The students were 

compelled to reduce contacts with the hosts in order to please their co-nationals whom most of their social 

needs depended. This illustrates the kind of control a dense network such as the co-national one could pose on 

its members.  

     In the process of social networking, one cannot neglect the barriers to social networking. When asked the 

question on barriers to making friendships, participants said the host students were harder to get along with and 

not as friendly. On the other hand, they described international students as being more approachable, 

understanding, and sympathetic. When asked why it was hard to network with the host students, the participants 

stated that the host students did not understand their background, problems, culture, language, had different 
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interests, and were often busy working, exercising, or doing assignments. Some participants in this study shared 

some barriers to social networking during their adjustment. While many participants expressed an interest in 

networking with American students, they considered such networks superficial and short-term. Most 

participants brought up language as a major barrier. Not speaking the same language or not knowing English 

made communication with others difficult, creating barriers to networking with people of different nationalities. 

      The participant from Oman shared that not knowing the language meant not knowing the culture and she 

found it difficult to interact with the hosts. The participant said she had no problem communication with other 

students from the Middle East because they shared the same Arabic language, culture and religion. The need to 

preserve their own culture was one reason most participants interacted with those from their home countries and 

not those who were not part of their nationality. Understanding that people are brought up in different cultures 

helps understand and appreciate their differences. It is important that international students balance their native 

cultural beliefs and values with that of host culture in order to adjust successful and achieve their academic 

goals. 

       Self-segregation and social distance between members of different ethnic and racial groups are often due to 

misunderstanding embedded in intercultural relationships. These are frequently rooted in the stereotypes held by 

parties involved. The presence of prejudice or discrimination hastens withdrawal into ethnic enclaves, which 

leaves less interaction with the hosts. Prejudice presents a barrier to cross-cultural interaction contributing to 

adjustment challenges for international students. The lack of cultural interaction may also be due to racial 

tensions. 

        Such segregation may have negative consequences for establishing effective intercultural communication 

essential for achieving mutual understanding between the international student and the hosts. International 

students adjustment is influenced by the extent to which stereotyping impedes intercultural communication and 

mutual understanding. Racial and ethnic origin is an important basis for stereotyping because it encompasses 

significant broad differences. This brings up the issue of neo-racism. Neo-racism (new racism) is discrimination 
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that is based on cultural attributes and national origin (Lee & Rice, 2007). While traditional racism bases 

discrimination on biology and physical characteristics, neo-racism subordinates them through acculturation and 

maintaining racial hierarchies of oppression (Lee & Rice, 2007).   

       Lee and Rice (2007) discussed neo-racism forms including rejection of admission, negative remarks from 

faculty and fellow students, and barriers from forming interpersonal relationships in the host country, losing or 

not being able to obtain financial aid. Rudman & Fairchild (2004) noted that when people encounter others, 

they begin to categorize them first on physical features, then on overall impression from their characteristics, 

leading to stereotypes. Stereotypes are socially shared representations about social groups (Lyons & Kashima, 

2001). These preconceived notions about the other people can sometimes change through frequent direct 

contact with the group being stereotyped (Fujioka, 1999). 

       Some students have been exposed to feelings of discomfort, verbal insults, and restrictions on employment. 

Not all international students were subject to the same discrimination. Those from English speaking regions 

encountered minimal discrimination than those from other regions (Lee & Rice, 2007). This suggests members 

of different ethnic or racial groups enter into contact situations with fairly well structured negative stereotypes 

about the other group. While some studies have found that getting to know members of a particular group 

through interaction can lead to positive perceptions about that group and reduces stereotypes, increased contact 

between racial groups increased prejudice, especially when there is out-group discrimination. International 

students are often stereotyped as quiet, reserved and non-assertive because many of them are unwilling to share 

their feelings or emotions until you get to know them well. When international students might consider assertive 

communication as impolite, they tend to emphasize patience, harmony, and respect of others, particularly the 

elderly. 

      Participants cited negative perceptions host and international students have about each other was a barrier to 

social networking. Participants agreed international students have preconceived notions about Americans, and 

these notions deterred them from networking with Americans. Participants perceived Americans as superficial, 
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harder to get along, do not want to be bothered and always busy. Americans on the other hand had 

preconceptions of international students as cold, like to keep to their own ethnic enclaves, and do not speak 

English, even for those who knew the language. International students, however, described other international 

students as approachable, friendly, tolerant, understanding and helpful. 

        Participants remarked about American students alienating them in class and course group activities. A 

participant from Oman felt that the behavior from American students in class made her feel she was not 

welcome to their group and when she joined another group, they did not care about her contributions. She felt 

her struggle with English and her different culture seemed to be the main reason for such alienation. Another 

participant from Palestine felt that people talk negatively about Islamic countries and the media was in the 

forefront of such negative portrayal. She said such negative preconceptions created a barrier for her to socialize 

with Americans. 

      American students often remark that international students desire to form enclaves with those from their co-

nationals or other international students. Yet, international students in this study continued to emphasize the 

importance of forming friendships with American students. They believe being friends with Americans will 

improve their English proficiency, creating avenues to learn a different culture, and make use of informational 

resources that might be shared. Thus, the hesitance by international students to reach out to American students 

lay so much on the first impression upon initial contacts with Americans. International students expect strong 

long-term friendships upon interaction, while American students are superficial. 

      Equal status is necessary for interactions to remain in harmony. That is, personal associations with members 

of an ethnic group other than one’s own leads to favorable changes toward that group, if the parties are of equal 

status. The condition of “equal status” appears to be particularly untenable when applied to contact between 

individuals of different countries. Lambert (1983) found that symmetry (balance of power) encourages harmony 

and social networking while asymmetry discourages social networking. The host network retains many 

privileges and lays down the rules under which other immigrants are to be admitted and whether to reach out to 
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them or not. Even without international students, the hosts still have their families, friends and ethnicities here 

to seek for friendships and support. Entries status implies lower status. It is unfortunate that international 

students enter into contact situations with hosts on unequal terms.  

       Unequal status contact accentuates negative stereotypes, thereby undermining social networking. Moreover, 

negative stereotypes may become self-fulfilling prophecies. The label “foreigner” is considered a negative 

identity that undermines the nature and quality of intercultural communication. While international students 

may not wish to be regarded as foreigners and feel their presence serves to enrich he cultural diversity of the 

university campus environment, they may be forced to deal with situations in which others consider them as 

such.   The transition to the role of an international student may involve a shift from self-sufficiency to 

dependency, which influences positive identity, self-worth, and leads to powerlessness. Peoples’ attitudes on 

stereotyping are determined by the experience they have with individual members of those groups and such 

contact is likely to lead to a positive intergroup perceptions. Contact is likely to produce attitude change when 

participants from both groups have equal status, the outgroup members have characteristics that disconfirm 

previously held stereotypes. The contact situation allows individuals to get to know each other and the situation 

can encourage cooperation between group members (Stangor, Sullivan & Ford, 1991). Unequal status can play 

a role on daily interactions and dependence. A lone international student may rely solely on a conversational 

partner for English help or may become overly dependent on the faculty member for most academic tasks. This 

undermines the identity the student wishes to represent. In addition to dependency, lone international students 

may be the most vulnerable to losing significant ties especially if these ties have negative repercussions on the 

social networks this person is part of.  

      International students come to the US with different cultures (customs, habits, and norms), physical 

characteristics, language, ideas, and belief system. Prejudice is often expressed and directed to them as a whole 

or as individuals for being a group. Discrimination occurs when we deny individuals or groups of people the 

equality treatment they deserve just because they are different from us. Language is an important component of 
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identity for people from different cultures and may serve as a barrier to communication, distinguishing 

international and domestic students. The lack of proficiency in English among international students and ethnic 

enclaves serve as an important source of discrimination. Those who use their mother tongue are often 

discriminated because that alerts the hosts that they are not from here. These students retreat to their co-national 

groups and stay within the confines of the institution to shelter them from potentially more serious acts of 

discrimination. This is not helpful for culture learning. 

     Whereas remaining within the confines of the co-national group provides comfort, security, and helps to 

repair self-esteem damaged through the effects of prejudice and discrimination, it denies the students the 

opportunity to be integrated into the host culture and adjust better. Withdrawal into one’s co-national group 

reduces social interactions with the hosts denying these students resources that are not provided by those from 

their own countries. Relations with the hosts will be superficial and limited to contacts within the student or 

classroom context. 

       Discrimination, stereotypes, and prejudice undermines the desire to reach out to others  and restricts the 

opportunity to make contacts with hosts and make meaningful friendships with them, the opportunity to learn 

about the host culture, to gain proficiency in English, and is shown to engender feelings of estrangement, 

homesickness, and loneliness. Thus, instead of withdrawing into a social niche comprised of other co-nationals, 

internationals students should be encouraged to reach out to the hosts in order to gain diverse resources and 

adjust faster. If the host culture is hostile to an international student then the likelihood of interaction with the 

hosts is undermined and the same applies if the student’s attitude towards the host culture is negative.  

      Lack of avenues to interact with other people is one reason international students find it difficult to reach 

out. Lack of time to get involved in activities and for some, lack of transportation made it difficult for them to 

meet other people. In order to address these barriers, international students and hosts can learn to be open-

minded, understand and appreciate differences. Also, change of attitude and not being judgmental of other 

cultures can help. Students should be encouraged to interact with each other more because the longer they do so, 
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the more they get more positive about other cultures and discard stereotypes. When studying social networks of 

international students, it is important to consider the context in which these relationships take place. The 

environment in which social networks take place shape social relationships. Kelly (1977) stated that person and 

environment are reciprocal resources for the development of social networks. The environment and individual 

interact together to shape social networks. If a setting allows people to interact and get to know each other, 

social networks are likely to develop. For instance, students on a lower floor of a residence hall tend to establish 

friendships due to a better access to common spaces that facilitates interaction. Wilcox and Holohan (1978) 

noted that creating settings that allow interaction is therefore important for international students’ social 

networks. 

 

International Students Upon Completion of Their Studies 

International Students cannot work off-campus. For example, students cannot babysit, paint houses, or work in 

a family restaurant. Students can work on-campus and are limited to working 20 hours or less per week while 

school is in session. During semester breaks (e.g., winter break, summer), international students can work more 

than 20 hours a week on-campus only. International Students can work off-campus ONLY when they have 

registered for credit for a paid internship (Curricular Practical Training) that is related to their field of study. 

Prior to employment, they must meet with the Director of International Studies to discuss this option and to fill 

out the appropriate Moravian field study forms and USCIS forms. The student must get other supporting 

documents from the prospective employer and have his I-20 updated to reflect the permission to participate in 

the internship. International Students who are struggling financially can apply for "Severe Economic Hardship" 

through the Director of International Studies, which, if granted, allows them to work off campus for a limited 

time period. This approval is difficult to secure and is granted only by USCIS. The student must meet with the 

Director of International Studies who will assist them with the appropriate application forms. After graduation, 

international students have an opportunity to stay in the US and work for one year in their field of study 
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(Optional Practical Training). They must apply for this through USCIS with assistance from the Director of 

International Studies during their final semester of classes. USCIS must receive the application before the 

student completes their final coursework. Workshops on how to apply for OPT are offered during the fall and 

spring semesters. Some international students can visit the International Student Services and Programs office 

to seek help on how to apply for OPT. International students are advised as to when to apply, how much it costs 

and regarding the time they have to wait prior to receiving the authorization card. 

      Other students wanted to gain some experience during the one year period they are allowed to work and 

then go home or pursue graduate studies. A participant from Zambia said that given the opportunity, he would 

stay here for a year and work. A participant from China prefers to work here for one year or two to gain some 

work experience and save money for graduate school. A participant from Nigeria wants to work for a law firm 

for a year a job related to her major. When asked what he plans to do upon graduation, the participant from 

Ghana (G3) wants to see if he could get some sponsorship as he stated below: 

 

Possibly work and find sponsorship. I want to get into the field and learn what it is really about and then 

looking for a job in the area of my study. 

 

     Some spoke about their plans to pursue graduate studies. They shared the important role academic advisors 

and faculty members played in helping them navigate the application process and serving as references for 

them. Most of those who plan to pursue graduate studies plan to go back home afterwards as a student from 

Ghana (G1) reflected. 

 
I will finish my bachelor’s, I will take the GRE and then go to graduate school to do a master's or Ph.D. 
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   International students gave different reasons on what they plan to do upon graduation. Most of them plan to 

go to pursue graduate studies. The participant from Ghana wants to finish his Ph.D., the participant from 

Nigeria wants to go to law school, another participant from Nigeria wants to go to Pharmacy school, and a 

participant from Zambia wants to find a job, pay herself out of graduate school and stop relying on her parents 

support. A participant from India wants to go to medical school. A participant from South Korea and another 

from China want to pursue business graduate studies when they finish their undergraduate studies. Thus, an 

overwhelming majority of international students intend to pursue graduate studies before they go home. Others 

hope to find employment in the US and work for a couple years to gain some experience.  

     While most participants want to go back home or to graduate school upon completion of studies, these 

findings show that others intend to take an optional practical training that would allow them to engage in 

employment related to their major in the US for one year. Yet, these students were concerned that restrictions to 

work off-campus denied them the opportunity to gain work experience necessary for employment. Some 

participants, however, were able to secure employment on-campus through their own initiative or reference 

from friends. Some sought employment by visiting the Internet and career services website to see what was 

posted. Most participants found employment in the library, bookstore, and multicultural centers on-campus. For 

some participants, co-workers where their initial social network who played an important role in their 

adjustment. 

      It is important to also understand what happens to these students when they graduate. Besides helping 

international students with academic success, social networks are also useful for employment and livelihood 

after graduation. Broadly, social networks are crucial for finding jobs and accommodation, purchasing a house, 

psychological support, and providing continuous social and economic information (Daly & Finningan, 2009). 

Networking allows international students to build professional relationships and get to know employers. As job 

seekers, international students can attend numerous information interviews to meet employers, become a 

professional member of an association, and attend professional networking events within their field of study. 
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This way, the students can obtain information from people who work in a career area that interest them, 

understand the realities of their field, and expand the number of contacts on their career network (Daly & 

Finningan, 2009). The faculty members students work with and classmates can also remain resources to them. 

Faculty members can continue to serve as references to these students whereas classmates can share information 

regarding employment and job opportunities in the occupations they may be serving. This demonstrates that 

social networks are not only useful when international students are on-campus but even beyond. The following 

section concludes this study by providing recommendations for practice, implications for research and final 

thoughts. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Summary of Major Findings 

        International students continue to be an important constituency in US higher education. To restore US 

status as a magnet for international students and remain competitive, the adjustment challenges this population 

faces must be addressed. This study investigated the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic 

success of international students in the US. The findings indicate that the benefits of social networks are 

profound and far reaching. Although it seems clear that social networks are important for adjustment and 

academic success of international students, how they operate, whom they affect, and the ways they affect others 

are questions that were still largely unanswered in the literature but are addressed by this study. 

        Previous studies on social networks have been limited to quantitative studies. Such studies do not describe 

how social networks assist international students’ transition and succeed. They do not cover in-depth inquiry 

that helps understand the phenomena. The research questions in this study explored the adjustment challenges 

facing international students and how social networks help this population adjust and succeed. These questions 

explored how as opposed to how many? Because these questions are asking for descriptions, a qualitative study 

was optimal. Merriam (1998) noted that unlike quantitative study, these questions were not seeking to make 

predictions, test hypotheses, or use any statistical procedures to determine outcomes.  Padgett (1998) noted that 

qualitative studies have an open-ended nature that mitigates answering any of these questions with certainty and 

finality.  

     Participants in this study were asked to provide descriptions and detail of their challenges and social 

networks. Denzin & Lincoln (2000) noted that details and descriptions are crucial parts of qualitative research. 

One of the research questions, “What are the social networks to which international students belong?” required 

the investigator to capture the lived experiences of international students in the US. Merriam (1998) noted that 

narrative portraits provide detailed experiences that quantitative studies do not. This study makes a contribution 
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to the qualitative literature on international students. This study incorporated student voices and non-verbal cues 

in order to make the findings meaningful and interesting. In qualitative case studies, a personal voice is 

necessary for meaning and to enable the research to develop as participants evolved throughout the inquiry 

process. Padgett (1998) found that for a qualitative research, it is necessary that researchers give a personal 

voice and this aspect was accomplished in this study. 

      Previous literature has generalized international students as if they come from similar backgrounds and 

facing similar circumstances (Pavel, 2006). These studies assume that international students share similar 

cultures, languages, lifestyles, and similar expectations. Yet, these students have diverse needs and challenges. 

Sandhu (1994) noted that international students silently suffer a myriad of problems related to their adjustment 

to a new culture. The findings of this study revealed that international students come to the US speaking 

different languages, are from different ethnicities and cultures, different economic statuses and arrive with 

different levels of English competencies. The findings also revealed that international students encounter 

various needs and challenges that are unique to them as individuals and as groups. The main needs facing these 

students include general living, language difficulties, different educational system, personal problems, academic 

challenges, and dealing different socio-cultural challenges. These needs must be understood thoroughly and 

effective strategies be established to address them. Another interesting finding in this study is that international 

students face different needs at different stages of their adjustment. For example, new students have different 

needs from students who are about to graduate. New students may be looking for a place to live, where to buy 

food, how to register for classes, deciding an appropriate major and how to get a driver’s license. A student who 

is nearing graduation will be looking to applying for a work permit, graduate school or a job. Another student 

may not go to his co-national group for an issue he wants to keep secret and avoid gossip, but may decide to 

seek help from another network. The networks that international students seek and establish vary and serve 

different needs. 
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       One emerging discovery of this study is that international students are increasingly using the internet and 

the new voice software besides the telephone to contact their networks. Previous literature has not covered this 

voice software of communication in light of social networks. This new technology enables them to contact their 

networks more frequently and less costly regardless of distance from home. For example, Skype is a voice 

software that international students commonly use to contact their family members and friends in their home 

countries. The email, cell phone and Internet use is commonly becoming the new ways of communication 

whereas letter writing is diminishing. They used the telephone to contact elderly relatives, such as grand 

parents. The international students of today may have a different perspective regarding what adjustment means 

compared to previous groups of students. Access to Internet resources and opportunities to travel overseas 

increases students’ understanding and information about cultural differences. Such experiences also encourage 

understanding and appreciation of others, reducing prejudice. This is important because it enables socializing 

with different people. 

       This study revealed the importance of family in the adjustment and academic success of international 

students, whether immediate or extended family members. While scant literature exists on the way international 

students network with their families, this has often been with those members of the family back home. None of 

the studies involved members of the family in the host country. The findings of this study demonstrated the 

important role played by family members whether in the US or back in the students’ home countries. Contact 

with family members was by telephone, Internet and various voice software. Topics spoken included daily live 

in the US, progress in their studies, and sharing news about home country. One interesting finding in this study 

was that most participants were careful sharing problems with their family members because they did not want 

to worry them. This was consistent with Moore and Constantine (2005) studies that found that international 

students from Africa, Asia and Latin America carefully selected what topics to discuss with families for fear of 

creating anxiety.  
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       Family members provided financial and emotional support that other networks could not provide. They also 

provided encouragement and useful advice to international students. Many participants in this study stated that 

their family members were very useful and provided support whether they were present in the US or abroad. 

Participants of this study found their family members useful and they were the people they kept in contact when 

they were experiencing personal and emotional challenges. Students who had family members in the US could 

visit them during the holidays, the families visited the students where they lived, and help was faster when they 

needed money, material support or resources. Those students who had their family members back in their home 

countries did not benefit from such tangible support. They had to talk to their families over the phone or email 

to get emotional, advice and material help which often took longer to reach them. For some of them, their 

family members had to send money, gifts and native food items through mail. Students who knew people or had 

families in the use benefited from social capital by learning resources and benefiting from information and 

knowledge possessed by their networks as opposed to international students who did not have such support. 

This study makes such distinction by demonstrating the role of social capital provided by a family that is 

physically present in the host nation.  

    Previous literature assumes that the needs of international students are similar throughout their studies and 

suggest solutions that have been tried, but have not succeeded. The findings of this study recognize that social 

networks of international students change overtime. This study revealed that international students have 

different kinds of needs during different stages of their adjustment which require different networks. This study 

shows that diverse networks provide access to a wide range of information and instrumental resources. Fisher 

(1982) noted that international students must carefully choose different social networks that meet the different 

needs they have. Social networks play an important role in addressing the needs and challenges of international 

students. Previous studies have concentrated on social networks of friends and other international students while 

excluding important host networks of supervisors, counselors, administrators, host family members, and faculty 
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members. Also, previous studies do not separate between co-nationals and other international students, yet these 

networks are distinct in terms of the functions they serve.  

        The findings of this study revealed three key networks: the co-national network, other international 

students’ network, and the host network. Previous studies on international students tended to lump co-national 

and students from other countries as providing international students with similar types of help. Yet, this study 

has distinguished the two groups in terms of help and the nature of interactions. Thus, most previous studies 

have focused on international students and how they interact with host students overlooking the differences that 

exist across the three different social networks of students. This study acknowledges that social networks are 

diverse and are needed to correspond to the diversity in student needs. An international student may need 

financial help from networks of family to buy books, but may need a network of other international students to 

play basketball. The findings of this study have consistently shown that relationships and social networks with 

co-nationals (international students from the same country), international students from other countries, and 

host students helped participants adjust better and achieve their academic goals. All three social networks can 

help international students adjust and succeed. 

      Previous literature presented several assumptions regarding the limited interactions between the hosts and 

international students. This lack of interactions has been blamed on international students based on the 

assumption that students from other countries prefer to interact with their own and are not interested in reaching 

out to domestic students. Some studies have gone to point out the negative aspects of interactions overlooking 

the positive aspects associated with such relationships. Pruitt (1978) revealed that when international students 

interact only with co-nationals, it caused them stress and reduced the likelihood of learning another culture. His 

research focused only on the negative aspects associated with interactions solely with co-nationals. Pruitt’s 

conclusions inferred that adjustment is aided through interactions with the hosts and not the co-nationals. While 

interactions with co-nationals is beneficial in terms of learning the host language and culture, Pruitt overlooked 

the benefits that accrue to international students , such as sharing common language and culture, a place to live, 
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and having a reference group to consult during times of stress and loneliness. Pruitt’s study also lacked narrative 

portraits depicting any positive aspects related to international students choosing to interact with co-nationals. 

The narratives from participants of this study indicate that co-nationals were an important source of support, not 

necessary interfering with the adjustment to the host culture.  Also, participants in this study accounted that they 

looked primarily to co-nationals for social support. Although the participants narrated that they expected to 

establish relationships with the hosts, they lamented that such efforts were fruitless as the hosts preferred to 

interact with their own host nationals. Participants shared their frustration with hosts being unwilling to initiate 

a conversation with them. 

      What is missing in the previous literature is the fact that cultural differences contributed to the nature of 

interactions between international students and host students. According to Ofstede’s (2001) cultural dimension, 

collectivist cultures, such as India, Mexico, and Japan value group orientation and socialized more with each 

other. However, the US is an individualistic culture, meaning individuals look after themselves and their 

families only. Thus, friendships have to be specifically developed in a culture that favors individualism. The 

task of developing friendships with hosts was often difficult for participants of this study who came from 

cultures that favored collectivism. Participants in this study expressed mixed reactions regarding their 

interactions with the hosts. Some of the experiences were positive whereas others were negative. Participants of 

this study narratives indicated that US students were not interested in relationships with international students 

because they were often busy balancing work, school, family life. Some pointed out that the hosts did not 

understand the stressors international students face and therefore could not empathize with them. Stories from 

participants of the study indicated that international students were less likely to interact with the host students 

due to cultural differences and language barriers. These aspects shaped the nature of interactions. Heikinheimo 

and Shute (1986) and Trice (2004) found that international students were less likely to interact with US students 

especially if their cultural norms are different from their culture. Trice 2004) noted that Canadians and Western 

Europeans had the most frequent interactions with students from the US and that Africans and Asians interacted 
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less with students from the US. Yet, these studies did not elaborate the aspects of culture that make it difficult 

for such interaction to occur, especially with respect to social networks.  

      Research suggested that international students benefit from social contact with members of the host country 

and by engaging in campus life (Westwood & Baker, 1990; Pavel, 2006). There is a strong evidence that greater 

interactions between international and domestic students is associated with psychological and academic 

adaptation moreover, there are advantages to host students through interacting with those from other cultures 

and being exposed to different perspectives (Redman & Bunyi, 1993). The findings in this study indicate the 

importance of having a variety of networks and utilizing all of them for different needs. Domestic students 

speak the language and can help international students to improve their English. English Language learning is 

one of the motivating factors for studying abroad. Second, domestic students have more knowledge of the local 

culture and lifestyles and the potential to help international students understand the culture. Having domestic 

friends gives international students access to social life resources, such good restaurants, fun bars, and where to 

buy cheap items. Research on social networks postulate that access to resources makes social interactions useful 

and interesting. Having host student friends enable international students to access resources that would not be 

provided by other networks.  

       Social networks of students from the US are also critical for academic success. According to the 

participants of this study, the host network helped them build confidence, learn the language, to be assertive and 

gain self-esteem. Relationships with host nationals can help with inside information that other networks may not 

have and that can help these students succeed in the host culture. Such interactions enhance communication 

skills beyond language competency. Zimmerman (1995) noted that host students can be advocates for 

international students’ wellbeing and needs. Academic support networks were quite important for international 

students. Faculty members, academic advisors, and classmates played an important role in the academic success 

of international students. They provided advice, help with assignments, and the opportunity for the students to 

work in groups with others. The quality of the relationships with faculty members and their interest in the 
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students’ progress and success helped international students feel cared for and reduced stress. Mallinckrodt & 

Leong (1992) noted that mentorship was important for reducing stress among students. 

       The findings indicated that the host network was critical for the academic success of the student and 

meaningful social interactions with members of the host society were important. International students who had 

Americans in their social network experienced improved adjustment. Their interactions with host nationals 

facilitated cultural understanding and academic success. Interactions with the host members were important 

especially for those students with a small co-national network and those who were alone and had no one else to 

turn to. As these students interacted with the hosts, they gained proficiency in English, learned the norms of the 

host culture, and adjusted faster than students who belonged to a co-national network.  

      These students, however, lacked the benefits a large co-national network provided, such as security, 

comfort, emotional help, and a sense of belonging. As a result, these students tended to experience 

homesickness, loneliness, and sometimes depression. Yet, these findings also show that international students 

find difficulties establishing and maintaining meaningful relationships with host nationals. College practitioners 

should seek ways for international students to interact and develop close relationships with host nationals. Host 

nationals on the other hand, should be encouraged to seek interactions with international students, perhaps as 

peer advisors, conversation partners, study partners, and as roommates. This illustrates that establishing social 

relationships with either network is not sufficient for adjustment and success. The host network served mainly 

the academic function. It provided an avenue for students to improve English, learn about the host culture, and 

get academic help from classmates. 

       This study revealed the importance of interacting with co-nationals for adjustment and academic success. 

Conclusions from previous studies on international students indicated that having friends from the same culture 

enhanced the wellbeing of international students and reduced acculturalization stress (Constantine et al., 2005; 

Misra et al., 2003). Previous research, however, has not indicated the specific ways that co-nationals have been 

supportive to international students. Previous studies discussed how social support from co-nationals reduces 
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stress, however this literature lacked the rich narratives that explain how co-nationals have been supportive. 

This study revealed that international students’ networks were largely those from their own countries. The 

participants felt that their relationship with these individuals was close. The findings revealed that international 

students felt comfortable interacting and seeking help from those from their home countries due to the common 

language and culture. Such interactions made their transition easier and less stressful.  

     The co-national network was particularly important and helpful during the initial stage of the students’ 

adjustment and success. The co-national network provided a setting in which cultural values are rehearsed, that 

maintained traditional values and customs, and that was safe and ensured a sense of community. These 

networks were helpful when the students first arrived in the US. They gathered for the students immediate 

needs, such as food, transportation, establishing a phone line, and getting identification cards. Previous 

literature postulated that in order for international students to succeed, they ought to interact with the host 

students. However, relying on one network is not sufficient for adequate adjustment and academic success. 

Poyrazli, et al. (2002) argued that when international students look only to co-national support, it may hinder 

their academic success because they are neglecting the host network that helps with language, academic, and 

career support. Interactions solely with co-nationals prevent the students from learning the culture of the host 

country. Knowledge of culture and competence in English is important for building confidence, success and 

assertiveness.  

      While co-nationals and other networks were quite helpful to international students, these findings indicate 

that more work needs to be done to integrate international students with host students. Olaniran (1993) found 

that international students with a better network with local students tend to be less overwhelmed when dealing 

with cultural stress, and thus adapt to the new environment better. Getting to know people from other cultures 

and experiences as well as those coming from other countries are important for gaining multi-cultural 

experiences. Olaniran (1993) noted that it is not easy to form intercultural friendships given the obstacles of 

language, cultural and personality differences. It is important to identify and address factors that hinder 
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international students’ social networking with people from different cultures. Targeted programs that involve 

international and host students could encourage both groups to know each other. Studies have shown that when 

individuals interact for a period of time, stereotypes that they hold on each other tends to decrease and 

respectful relationships develop. The presence of social networks are relevant to international students when 

one considers that majority of them are in the US for the first time. In many accounts, the majority had left their 

friends and family members in their home countries and was alone for their first time in their lives. Care and 

attention from others are basic needs for all individuals regardless of cultural background. To become useful in 

guiding intervention within specific contexts, social networks will have to be aligned to these settings. This 

study found that different kinds of networks serve different needs for different individuals facing varying 

circumstances. It is important to understand these individuals and the circumstances they face in order to know 

which networks effectively serve their needs. However, the findings of this study revealed that international 

students generally tend to seek most support from their co-nationals, less support from other international 

students, and least support from host nationals. This study found that all these networks are useful in one way or 

another to a varying extent. This kind of support, especially culture and language learning aspect may not be 

provided adequately to co-nationals. 

      It is therefore important that international students establish a wide range of social networks so that there is 

a wide range of people (heterogeneous ties) who serve different functions to address their needs. Even 

interactions that qualify as social support because they are perceived as helpful by the recipient may be harmful 

if they fail to fit the situation. Social networks can be useful if they are preceded by an assessment of individual 

needs. Social network maps were utilized in this study to know people that largely comprised the students’ 

networks. Macquire (1983) noted that a social network map is an instrument used to explore in a systematic 

way a client’s social networks and key characteristics of the relationships with those network members, such as 

frequency of contact, length of time known, and type and direction of support. The social network map can help 

can guide international students to reach out to more diverse network ties that ensure the students receive 
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diverse resources. Looking at the social network maps that participants of this study created on the appendix 

section, the networks clearly show that their networks are not diverse. Most the networks are predominantly 

those from their co-national groups and composed of international students from other countries. Networks of 

the hosts as well as those of academic support are inadequate. It would be useful to encourage international 

students to reach out to others beyond their own co-nationals and develop new social networks with other 

students. Research has consistently shown that students having bi-cultural networks are more satisfied with their 

social and academic life than those whose friends are limited to their own co-national friends (Sandhu, 1994). 

     This study found that interaction with students from other countries was important for the participants’ 

transition, adjustment and academic success. Support from other international students aided in the adjustment 

to the culture and academic norms. The common challenge of being from another brought them closer. When 

international students interacted with co-nationals, they were likely to share similar language and culture. 

Interactions with other international students provided academic and social support. Previous literature did not 

distinguish between support from co-nationals and other international students (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998, 

Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Trice, 2004). Participants in this study sought out support from students from 

different cultures. Previous literature focused on the importance of support from co-nationals as a way to reduce 

stress, but not on how interactions with other international students could aid in academic transition. Thus, 

narratives from participants of this study add to the literature by describing how support from other international 

students made an academic transition smoother. Experiences with other international students provided more 

empathy, improved self-esteem and provided an opportunity for social networking.  

     Other networks also played an important role in the adjustment and academic success of international 

students. There is scant literature on the support provided by campus organizations to international students and 

very limited literature on the role of faculty and advisors. Most Participant narratives revealed a positive 

relationship with faculty and advisors. A few participants reported problems associated with classroom 

experiences and their inability to get help from their advisors and some faculty members. Such problems ranged 
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from faculty members being unwilling to allow a make-up test for athlete students, advisors not having 

sufficient time to address the student problems, and comments in the classroom the participants saw as biased. 

Most participants, however, spoke highly of the help they received from their academic advisors and faculty 

members. Previous studies on international students have been limited to social networks of domestic students 

and international students and have not covered networks of faculty members and academic advisors. Previous 

literature acknowledges the assistance faculty and advisors provide students, but such literature has not covered 

these networks in light of international students’ interactions. 

      Previous literature has focused on supportive nature of networks and not on the non-supportive dimension 

(Finch, et al., 1989). A major contribution of this study is that it covers both positive and negative aspects of 

social capital with regards to aiding international students adjust and succeed. Previous literature on 

international students has covered the positive aspects of social capital but not the negative notions. Research 

shows that supportive networks are useful because they enhance emotional, instrumental and information 

support. Studies on social networks should take negative social interactions into account. Looking at both 

supportive and non-supportive aspects of networks is important because international students are embedded 

within a social context that consists of positive and negative interactions that seem to play an important part in 

their adjustment and success. Negative aspects of social networks, such as conflict, criticism, rejection and 

intrusion are more consequential than positive aspects, such as the provision of emotional help (Finch, et al., 

1989). 

        Negative and positive networks tend to be independent of each other.  Many models of social support have 

focused primarily on the positive consequences of social interactions. Clearly, social interactions can have 

negative as well as positive effects on well-being. Social interaction involves benefits and costs for both 

recipients and providers. Providers may experience satisfaction to provide support, but they spend time, energy 

and resources in the process. Recipients can benefit from receiving support, but lack of reciprocity, equity, and 

dependence can undermine the relationship. This may discourage those who are being helped to hesitate to ask 



324 

 

for help due to feelings of inferiority having given nothing back. In this case, the social network threatens the 

recipient’s self-esteem if it implies superiority-inferiority relationship, conflicts with values of self-reliance and 

independence, or that require a person to admit impairment (Shinn, Lehmann, Wong, 1984, p. 61). Non-

supportive social interactions, such as troublesome neighbors, problems getting along with fellow co-workers, 

and difficulties with friends affect social networking. There are also situations where members of a social 

network are simply not helpful or where interactions are stressful (Fisher, 1982; Maundeni, 2001; Shinn, 

Lehmann, Wong, 1984). Providers of excessive amounts of help are considered negative ties who reminded the 

recipient or his or her dependent condition, undermining the image the person whishes to present (Finch, et al., 

1989; Antonucci, Akiyama, & Lansford, 1998). A comprehensive understanding of social networks requires 

examining the inherent interplay between positive and negative dimensions. Understanding negative and 

positive elements of social ties permits an evaluation of their interrelationships, how the two dimensions vary, 

their relative contributions to social relationships, and could have broad implications for intervention strategies 

to address the needs and challenges that international students face.  

     Another finding in this study is that network size matters and determines adjustment and academic success. 

International students who had larger social networks had higher levels of adjustment and were able to succeed. 

The network size provided individuals with greater resources to resolve problems they encountered. Some 

students who participated in this study did not know anyone in the US before they arrived. Some of them had to 

maneuver the new environment on their own and had to establish new networks. For other participants, it was 

easy for them because they knew people in the US. They knew family members and people from their home 

countries. These people introduced them to other people and their network size grew. For these students, they 

had more resources to draw. Research indicates that a larger social network will provide more resources that 

counter stress, lead to adjustment and academic success (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Duck & Silver, 1990 & 

Vaux, 1988). Some participants in this study also supported the idea that a larger network size leads to more 

resources. Students who came here knowing people were able to adjust quicker and to access lots of resources 
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compared to those who did not know anyone. The findings of this study, however, demonstrate that larger 

networks are not entirely helpful. Larger networks require more time and effort to maintain. There is also a 

tendency to have more non-supportive individuals if the network size is larger. Some members of a network 

sometimes can be very demanding of one’s time and resources. In this case, the larger network size means more 

demands and giving out more resources. But the benefits of a larger network size seem to override the 

shortcomings and can be useful to international students. 

      The size of co-national network determines whether international students were involved in other types of 

networks. Students who had a large co-national network were less likely to get involved in other networks 

because they already had a group to identify with that provided for their social needs. Students who had a large 

co-national group experienced a relatively smooth initial adjustment compared to those who did not. The co-

national group members provided them with different types of basic needs including accommodation, 

introduced them to co-national organizations, and to people they knew. While the co-national network played a 

vital role in welcoming and helping these students, it created isolation from the host culture. Such isolation is 

often resistant to change, slowing the pace of interactions with the host nationals. It also hinders adjustment to 

the host culture and language, particularly if the co-national members speak just their native language and 

socialize with only those from their countries.  

       Socialization and communication are important aspects for adjustment and academic success. Previous 

studies recognize communication and socialization as barriers to social networking and yet do not cover in 

detail the specific aspects that present such difficulty. For instance, previous literature overlooks the spoken 

language as a barrier to social networking but considers learning English courses as sufficient to improve 

interactions between international students and host students. This is a narrow view of examining the lack of 

communication as a social network problem. Previous literature also recommends providing programs that 

involve international students and domestic students with the assumption that friendships will occur. Yet, 

bringing individuals to a venue is not a sufficient condition for fruitful interactions or friendships. Thus, there 
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are underlying assumptions that previous literature on international students overlooked. The findings of this 

study cited communication competence as important for social relationships. This study also found that English 

language proficiency and cultural competence have a strong influence in social contact, adjustment and 

academic success. The findings support the notion that establishing effective communication through 

proficiency in the host language, previous cross-cultural experiences, and the ability to reconcile differences are 

factors that facilitate and shape social networks of international students. In order to communicate effectively, 

one needs to have motivation, tolerance, an open mind, and to be appropriate. Language skills are not only 

useful for communication, but also for academic performance and cultural adjustment. Participants of this 

study, however, mentioned the use of slang, jokes, and idioms as a major problem even if they were to master 

the written language. For this reason, college practitioners should continue to improve opportunities for students 

to enhance their language skills beyond language requirements for admission. This may include, encouraging 

English conversation partners to be paired with new international students and creating social avenues for 

interactions. Once students are in the avenue, introducing them to each other instead of waiting for them to 

interact on their own. While some students might be assertive to initiate conversations with others, many 

international students who have limited spoken English proficiency may be hesitant to reach out to others. 

Recognizing such students and introducing them to others would help them. English language ability has a 

significant role in the networks of international students. While some institutions already provide English 

classes, the conversational aspect of the language is lacking. Thus, opportunities to match international students 

with host student’s conversations partners may help enhance their English proficiency as well as learn the slang 

and idioms used during informal conversations. More important is to acknowledge that this problem exists and 

that standardized English used previously as a solution does not work. This way, intervention approaches that 

focus on non-verbal and interactional language is vital. 

      The findings of this study also demonstrate that there are differences in the way international students 

tended to socialize with domestic students. These findings illustrate that while it is important to have friends, 
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the kind of social networks matter. Students who were members of social networks that were dense (tightly 

organized) to the exclusion of others did not perform as well academically compared to those whose networks 

were more open to other people. These students selected themselves into cliques that were preoccupied with 

social affairs and identity-seeking issues rather than with academics ideas. It is important to not create friends 

that are not too dense by introducing others (weak ties) into the network who can provide new and different 

information. A tight network is one where people know each other and does not include people other than 

members of this group. These findings supported studies by Thomas (2000) on liberal arts college students who 

found that students whose personal social networks were more densely organized had lower grades and lower 

persistence compared to those who were connected to different students. This finding also supports Tinto’s 

(1993) notion that students who access more different groups or subcultures are more successful than students 

who do not have such access. Students who relied heavily on a narrow group of friends for support and 

information did not perform academically as those who had relied on many friends. More friends provided 

access to broader support and diverse information. This finding illustrates that academic success may need 

going beyond the co-national network to get unique information that is not provided by this group. Practitioners 

can also establish informal networks to address the needs of these students, offer orientation and social 

programs to facilitate interpersonal relationships, and provide living arrangements that foster cross-cultural 

relationships. 

       International students who had a small co-national network on-campus as well as lone students tended to 

reach out to the host network primarily for academic and advice purposes. They reached out to academic 

advisors, faculty members, classmates, and tutors for academic related help, whether assistance related to 

advising, homework or tutoring, or academic group projects. Students who belonged to a small co-national 

network tended to branch out more to networks consisting of other international students as well. Whereas the 

co-national network provided them with emotional support, other international students’ network gathered to 
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their recreational and social needs. Thus, different networks should be utilized for international students to 

adjust fully and succeed. 

     Previous literature had discussed scantly about culture in terms of its role in the students social networks, 

adjustment and academic success. Yet, culture plays an important role in the social networks of international 

students. Participants of this study came from different cultures and nationalities. Some came from communal 

cultures where group priorities are more important than individual priorities. Some were from individualist 

cultures, just like the host culture, where individual priorities overtake group priorities. These individuals also 

spoke different languages, came from different backgrounds and present different needs. Such differences make 

the topic on social networks and international students in general quite complex. This means a certain behavior 

may not just be attributed to one aspect, but a combination of them. Culture and language were two prominent 

issues that came up and that seem to be intertwined. These two aspects influence the way international students 

interact more than the other aspects discussed in this study. Cultural similarity is the distance between one 

culture and the other in terms of the values, lifestyles, norms and customs they cherish. These aspects determine 

the ease to which one person interacts with another person from a different culture. Most participants in this 

study came from communal cultures, hence experienced more difficulties adjusting to the US individualistic 

culture, undermining their adjustment and academic success. 

     One important finding in this study that is heartbreaking is in the area of self-reliance and self-confidence. 

Many international students lamented that, as a result of coming to the US, they lost the confidence and 

independence they had back home. Some of these students shared that they were the brightest in their countries 

and participated often in class because they had a good command of their native language and communication. 

Once here, they were disappointed to find themselves struggling with the language, which in turn affected their 

class participation, assignments, group presentations, social interactions with others, and more importantly, their 

self-esteem. Most participants reported that they were set a step back and they had to relearn the education 
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system here. These experiences presented important consequences for the students’ self-confidence and self-

esteem, which influenced academic performance and overall adjustment to the host society. 

       Social capital aids adjustment and academic success for international students. Yet, none of the current and 

previous literature covers social capital with respect to international students. Social capital refers to the trust, 

shared norms, and relationships among people and communities. One of the core ideas social of social capital 

theory is that social networks have value and increased social contacts affects productivity of individuals and 

groups. Individual studies by social capital theory researchers (Bourdieu, 1983; Lin, 2006; Coleman, 1988, 

Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 1993) explained social capital as an informal form that promoted cooperation and 

facilitated coordination between two or more individuals for mutual benefit. Putnam (1993) studies social 

capital as facilitating cooperation and mutually supportive relationships in communities and among nations. He 

looked at the collective value of all networks and inclination of those involved to do things for each other as 

measured by trust and reciprocity. Bourdieu (1983) distinguished between three forms of capital: economic, 

cultural and social. Bourdieu associated resources with social networks and relationships of mutual 

acquaintances and recognition. Coleman (1988) studies on social capital found that collective action is 

generated by networks of relationships, reciprocity, trust, and social norms. Lin (2006) found that investment in 

social relationships is associated with expected returns in the marketplace. Fukuyama (1999) studied social 

capital in terms of shared norms or values that promote social cooperation. While these researchers examined 

social capital in different dimensions, none of them covered social capital in the context of international 

students’ social networks. Shared knowledge, group norms and identity define some of the underlying concepts 

of social capital. Coleman (1988) stated that there are three forms of social capital: obligations and expectations, 

information channels and social norms. The first form, obligations and expectations depended on the 

trustworthiness of the social environment and that obligations could be repaid. Participants of this study 

reported that they had an obligation to their friends and co-nationals in terms of helping them and being there 

when they need them. The participants sought out others to help them with coursework, socialization, run some 
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errands, and to refer them to resources. The second form of social capital concerned how information could be 

provided for action (Coleman, 1988). Participants of these study sought information for academic, social, 

emotional, and recreation purposes. They sought information for academic purpose primarily from faculty, 

academic advisors, and classmates. They sought information on where to find places from co-nationals, other 

friends and resources. Access to resources requires a relationship with individuals who are willing and able to 

provide help. These relationships are pertinent to international students because they provide information on 

academic resources and social activities, moral and emotional support. They also resorted to their family 

members for continuous advice on a variety of issues, ranging from financial to academic help. The third from 

of social capital consisted of norms, such as trust, cooperation and reciprocity. The ability of international 

students to trust one another to provide help shaped his or her academic success and overall adjustment. By 

connecting with others, participants could study together and socialize. Having, someone to share thoughts and 

problems was important for both adjustment and academic success.  

 

Recommendations and Implications for Practice 

     Findings from this study identify recommendations for colleges and universities, practitioners and educators. 

Suggestions include actions that colleges and these individuals can take to ensure a smooth transition and 

academic success of international students. This study confirms that international students encounter various 

adjustment challenges. These challenges affect academic success. When an international student feels lonely, he 

or she is likely to withdraw from class, gets low grades or feels sick. Thus, social networks are important to 

relief them from such experience, enabling adjustment and academic success. This also means that knowing 

people in terms of friends, host students, relatives, advisors, instructors, and administrators matters for social 

and academic success. Thus, institutions need to provide avenues for social interactions to occur.  

       The findings revealed that when international students arrive, they experience problems with financial aid, 

transportation, accommodation, where to buy food items, how to register for classes, where to obtain driver’s 
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license and social security card, phone plans, and where to open a bank account. All these needs can be 

addressed by providing housing and transportation to where they can fulfill these other basic needs. The 

concerns about housing and transportation are costly for an institution to address and require long-term plans. 

However, pick up services from the airport can be provided free through volunteers or charged to the students. 

In the long term, a shuttle service could be provided to fulfill the students needs, including applying for social 

security card, getting a driver’s license, purchasing a car, household supplies and food. The shuttle could be 

provided to different locations at schedule times during the week in order to control costs. Students encountered 

problems finding a place to stay upon their arrival and consider hotels to be very expensive. Residential services 

could provide temporary housing to students until they find a place to live. The host family program could be 

expanded and families could be encouraged to host one international student per year.  

        In the findings, participants expressed the importance of social networks in adjusting to a new place. This 

implies, we must carefully plan programs to create access to more numerous and diverse networks for 

international students. Programs could improve the quality and effectiveness of the students’ support networks. 

Social interaction and integration could buffer an individual from depressing behavior by reinforcing self-

esteem and countering social isolation. Teaching these students appropriate interpersonal skills and culturally 

appropriate etiquette on how to use words, terms, simple polite gestures, and body language can help them 

adjust to the new environment. On the other hand, the host students can be taught cultural awareness skills to 

help them understand and appreciate differences, and welcome others.  As illustrated in this study, an 

individual’s personality shapes whether one can reach out to other people and initiate conversations while 

establishing meaningful friendships. International students should be taught important interpersonal skills that 

aid with such interactions. 

      Diverse social networks are useful to international students. The more diverse the social networks, the 

greater access to a wider range of resources that serve different needs. A notable finding in this study is that 

international students experienced different needs during their initial adjustment as opposed to the later stage 
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adjustment. Before arrival, students could be matched with another international student , preferably from their 

own country or a similar culture. This student could share information about housing, transportation, 

registration, campus life and so forth. This study found students from home country are helpful during the initial 

stage of adjustment. After arrival, the student can be matched with an American student for a few hours every 

other week who would help with the language and facilitate familiarity with American culture. Culture and 

language are needs that international students experience later and that were found be more associated with the 

hosts.  

   This study can also guide college policy in terms of designing programs that serve the needs of international 

students by creating spaces for interaction. This calls for colleges and universities to create avenues from which 

international students can socialize and meet people that can be helpful. An over emphasis in identifying 

adjustment problems without exploring networks that can help international students manage such challenges is 

a disservice to this population. Social networks are important for the students’ adjustments and academic 

success. Given the benefits associated with international students, it is important the satisfaction levels of this 

population are closely monitored and enhanced. A better understanding of social networks for international 

students will enable meaningful comparisons and allow university practitioners to manage critical decisions in 

program planning and educational policy. Ultimately, the goal is to enhance international students’ experiences 

in ways that can help them achieve their social, educational and economic goals. Students may come from 

different countries, yet still share challenges, such as English language difficulties, getting used to a new 

academic system and culture. Thus students may also share things in common despite varied origins, such as 

sharing the same religion and traditional heritage. Thus, it is insufficient to counter generalization based on one 

country of origin. Also, social networks in many respects help international students regardless of country of 

origin. The need for a friend to talk to, transportation, tutoring services, and learning the education system apply 

to all students regardless of where they come from. Social networks, however, should be provided considering 

the different backgrounds and unique personalities that international students bring to the academia. Similarities 



333 

 

of aspects does not imply identical. This is because even individuals from one family whom we often thing are 

similar, can be very different in terms of their experiences and needs. It is not realistic to provide a solution to 

each individual’s need, but it is important to acknowledge that there are differences among individuals. This 

way, available resources can be utilized to closely match these individuals’ needs.  

    The presence of reciprocal relationship is also important, that is receiving assistance but also providing help 

to others in return. This makes people feel they are significant in the lives of others. Greater awareness of 

networks encourages individuals to maintain current relationships and also expand their networks beyond 

current social networks. Ultimately, international students and host nationals can foster good will and mutual 

respect for the differences they share. If one group is over-dependent on the other group, there are likely to be 

tendencies of inequality, stereotypes, domination, and segregation. Many participants in this study remarked 

that their lack of English competence puts them at a disadvantage over their host counterparts. They reported 

problems taking notes, speaking during class discussions, following lectures, writing papers, and reading texts. 

Higher education practitioners need to reexamine how instruction in the classroom ensures a learner whose first 

language is one other than English understands the handouts as well as participates in class. These students can 

also be informed of various academic resources on campus that help with writing, homework and exam 

preparations. The host students on the other hand should be encouraged to ask help from international students 

and not just provide help. This ensures reciprocity, which can lead to self-esteem and a feeling of being valued. 

       Previous research tends to reflect international students on the reliance end. Yet, participants of this study 

did not only rely on others, but they helped students who were new adjust to the social and academic 

environment. While the levels of their experiences are unique, the students face relatively similar challenges in 

other areas, such as language difficulties, learning the new educational system, and coping with a different 

culture. Students should be encouraged to utilize all networks in order to satisfy not only a few needs but the 

many challenges they face. By looking at international students as dependent, we overlook the useful role these 
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individuals play in helping new international students instead of utilizing these students to help their colleagues 

transition to the new environment.  

       The findings of this study revealed that the co-national network assisted primarily with social and basic 

needs while the host nationals served the academic function, culture and language learning. Networks that 

address academic needs, culture and language learning should be encouraged so that the students can benefit 

fully from social networks. International students should be encouraged to reach out to other networks that 

serve different functions that can help them succeed. This in turn can facilitate their adjustment and academic 

success. The other way is for international students to develop a wide range of contacts that can serve different 

functions and to invite host students in programs and activities designed for international students.  

      International students share a core of needs and concerns. Literature on international students proposes that 

the reasons international students come to the US is to establish social contacts among the locals and gain 

benefits associated with such interactions. The findings of this study support this view. Some of the participants 

of this study stated that they wanted to room with a host student or have a conversation partner who is a host 

student so that they can improve their English and also learn things about the US culture. Yet the literature 

consistently shows that regardless of these ambitions, the level of interaction between host nationals and 

international students is generally low. Previous literature has given reasons for this lack of close friendships 

between host nationals and international students. Some literature has shown that international students like to 

form their own cliques, do not want to interact with Americans, and that they are too focused on education and 

do not care about social interactions. Yet, the literature does not explain the underlying reasons why 

international students behave this way. Lee & Rice (2007) supported this notion arguing that, although previous 

research has documented the tremendous difficulties that international students encounter, it frequently fails to 

critically examine the underlying reasons for their struggles (Lee & Rice, p. 405). 

Why do international students express a desire to interact with the hosts only to realize this does not actually 

happen, but easier said than done? It is important that practitioners understand underlying factors social network 
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such as culture and language. This way, intervention strategies can be focused on these factors rather than 

assuming that the problem rests on international students unwillingness to reach out to others. It is time we hold 

the social structure system more accountable than passing such responsibility to the student alone. 

      This study found that most international students are indeed interested in interacting with domestic students. 

When international students arrive in the US, they realize that it is not easy to interact with host nationals due to 

negative first impressions, English, cultural differences and interests. Accounts from participants of this study 

highlighted interesting experiences. First, when they attended class, host nationals preferred to choose friends 

among themselves to establish class study groups, presentations, and group projects. This preference for their 

own creates a first negative impression of the hosts among international students. Second, host students already 

have their own friends and have no desire for more friendships with international students. Third, host nationals 

have different interests. For instance, students from the Middle East and other countries who shun alcohol are 

reluctant to go to parties with American students. They tend to socialize with others who do not drink. Many 

international students like to watch soccer and dislike American football whereas American students are not 

interested in soccer. A choice to watch between American football and soccer is likely to divide both groups 

into distinct groups of host and international students. These preferences dismiss the notion that international 

students are unwilling to interact with the hosts and prefer to form their own cliques of co-nationals. They do so 

due to the factors explained here and other circumstances rather than choice alone. This illustrates how 

simplistic assumptions could obscure complex phenomena. 

      Previous solutions to international students needs have been too general. Same programs are often provided 

for students during the four years of their undergraduate education. This calls for the development of different 

programs or modification of existing “one size fits all” orientation programs to one that focuses specifically on 

the different needs of international students. Some international students come from cultures where things are 

done for them by their parents (laundering, food preparation, clothing selections). When they find themselves in 

US culture that stresses self-sustenance and outright competition, the resulting role conflict could be detrimental 
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to their adjustment. Also, understanding among host and international students can be encouraged to improve 

interpersonal relationships. Both parties can be encouraged to realize that their way of communicating is not the 

only way. Thus, the question of whose way is the right one needs to be secondary to why someone 

communicates in a certain way. It is important for both parties to be knowledgeable about cultural differences to 

allow meaningful interactions that lead to better adjustment and success.  

          Previous literature created the impression that the presence of international students would lead to mutual 

understanding and appreciation of culture through interactions. This goal is not being fulfilled and it is not clear 

why there is so much lack of cross-cultural interaction. While many international educational programs are 

founded on the premise that contact with other cultures heightens cultural sensitivity and increases 

understanding between national groups, the mere presence of international students on American campuses 

cannot be assumed to bring about cross-cultural understanding. Chun-Mei, Z, Kuh, G. D & Carini, R. M. (2005) 

argued that campuses cannot simply recruit a critical mass of international students, but it must also 

intentionally arrange its resource so that international and domestic students can benefit in desired ways from 

one another’s presence. Increasing the number of international students on campus makes it more likely that 

students from other parts of the world can find peers with similar backgrounds and interests, allowing them to 

form affinity groups and social networks. 

Individuals may have to step out of their comfort zone and confront cultural differences in order to have a 

meaningful inter-group communication because coexistence does not necessarily imply interaction. Paige 

(1990) noted that it is not enough to just bring international students to campus, but universities must also create 

conditions that encourage intercultural relationships and capitalize on the benefits associated with this 

population.  

     Furnham and Albinhai (1985) and Ward and Kennedy (1993) noted that there is little to show that 

interactions between US and international students actually occurs. Bochner (1977) indicated in a study of 

friendship patterns that only 29% of international students established friendships with host nationals. In most 
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cases, these limited interactions were not very meaningful and seldom progressed beyond a superficial level. 

The findings of this study revealed that language, culture and student preferences of interests shape social 

networking. This also explains why programs designed to help international students establish meaningful 

friendships with the hosts don’t seem to work. Participants of this study offered suggestions for addressing 

adjustment and academic concerns of international students. Many participants in this study made several 

suggestions for new international students. Most of the suggestions by participants of this study regarded social 

networks. Some participants encourage new students to be social and open minded, to try to meet as many 

people as possible, to get involved in organizations, and to ask questions. Other participants encourage new 

international students to take their academic work seriously and to seek help from classmates, faculty, and 

academic advisors. The host network comprised of academic advisors, faculty members, host classmates, 

academic advisors, and tutors gathered for the academic function of international students.  

          One thing that is lacking from the findings of this study is that there are inadequate student-faculty 

interactions and host student-international student interactions. Faculty members can make a concerted effort to 

reach out to international students by inviting them to their offices, being approachable, acknowledging these 

students in class and involving them in the discourse. In class, faculty members can assign individuals to group 

projects such that they do not consist of only students from one nationality. This will allow students to get to 

know each other as they learn together. Providing study rooms or other facilities within the department where 

students can informally spend time together outside of class could help them interact and get to know each other 

better. Creating avenues for informal interaction will help international students learn from each other and 

broadens their understanding of different cultural perspectives. Enabling students to interact through class 

projects may increase adjustment and academic success. For instance, faculty who work with international 

students can design class projects that incorporate both host and international students in a group.  

     Previous literature does not reflect social networks as part of academic success. Participants of this study 

reported that studying in groups promoted higher academic achievements than studying alone because of 
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knowledge transfer shared by others. This contradicts studies that postulate that increased hours spent studying 

and less time spent socializing leads to good grades. It is, however, important to remember that academic 

success is more than just good grades. It also involves acquiring social skills needed in the labor market. 

Students who were involved in social relationships were more satisfied in college. Classes with more satisfied 

students had higher performance than classes with less satisfied ones, suggesting that college satisfaction is 

important for academic success. Student’s performance as reflected in grades is extremely important in their 

decision to return to college and persist to graduation. This substantiates previous research on the importance of 

student satisfaction to academic success. This also illustrates that social networks can lead to academic success 

by allowing access to academic resources. Although previous studies have postulated that parent’s wealth, 

ethnicity, and high school performance are related to academic success, Spady (19714) noted that social 

relationships and friends are created during classroom activities and through interactions with others. These 

relationships positively influence college outcomes.  

       Although the most obvious predictor of semester grades is class performance, social networks were also 

important. Students who were engaged in social relationships had higher grades compared to those who did not 

make connections with peers. This finding illustrates that it is important for students to have at least a few 

friends during their first year in college. Astin (1993) stressed the importance of student-to-student interactions 

in college academic success.  

    These findings also revealed that international students struggle learning the academic system in the US. 

Student learning is in large part a function of the effort, frequency, and quality of interactions between 

international students and campus constituents. While institutions introduce international students to the US 

system of education when they arrive during orientation, this is usually a short period of time to cover 

everything. Participants in this study remarked that they could not remember what they were told soon after 

orientation. This needs to continue throughout the year. Training programs and workshops related to academic 

life and the educational system may help international students have a good grasp of the new system.  
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     The findings of this study also revealed the importance of cultural similarity in facilitating the adjustment 

and academic success of international students. Previous studies indicated that cross-cultural interaction needed 

to be researched further as a primary goal of international education. The cultural distance determined the level 

of ease in which international students established social relationships and networks, which in turn, enabled 

them achieve their academic goals. This study explored the importance of culture in the adjustment and 

academic success of international students. Considering the fact that friendships in American colleges are 

predominantly mono-cultural, there is little precedent for cross-cultural interaction even when host nationals 

come across international students. International students on the other hand come from different cultures and are 

unsure how to initiate interactions with host nationals. Meaningful cross-cultural interactions can occur when 

both the host national and the international student are willing to interact. Placing the burden of cross-cultural 

interaction on the international student is an unrealistic and unfair approach. The student is already 

overburdened by an unfamiliar culture and language. The US nationals are in a better position to initiate the 

interaction by virtue of being the host. College practitioners need to focus on ways to introduce these students to 

each other and that it is beneficial to interact with the other person. These studies indicate that culture distance 

lay partly on stereotypes and misconceptions the students have of each other. A way should be found where an 

understanding of each other through facts rather than stereotypes can ease interaction between host nationals 

and international students. Both American and international students can benefit from such interactions.  

      The other influence of culture on social networks is to do with social orientation. Two dimensions of culture 

shape social networks: Individualist verse collectivist. Students from individualistic cultures adjusted better to 

their environment in the US. Students who come from individualistic cultures shared similar cultural aspects 

with US nationals and seemed to posses’ superior social skills and active coping strategies. This promoted 

establishment and maintenance of larger social networks. International students from individualistic cultural 

orientations effectively utilized their social networks and tended to show greater satisfaction with their social 

networks only when they interacted with co-nationals and not when they interacted with the hosts. This 
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illustrates that international students can benefit from interacting with co-nationals as long as they also interact 

with the other networks. Those from individualistic cultures similar to American tend to have superior academic 

performance compared to those students from cultures that are not similar to the US culture. Thus, students 

should be encouraged to learn the culture of the host and be able to appropriately use it. 

      Based on this finding, practitioners should be sensitive and proactive in their support of students from 

regions that are culturally different, such as Asia, Latin America and Africa. Creating a campus environment 

conducive to multicultural diversity and amicable relationships between international students and host 

nationals should be a priority in such endeavor. Student affairs and academic affairs professionals can also 

increase interactions between host nationals and international students through intentional programs. Pruitt 

(1978) suggested providing pre-arrival information about the target culture and creating contact opportunities 

upon arrival. International students, particularly those from Asian countries tend to have high expectations and 

tend to do well in academics. They are constantly under pressure to demonstrate excellent academic 

performance. This pressure, especially for Asian students to succeed emanates from their culture as well as 

family influences. This pressure can be overwhelming to these students who tend to keep problems to 

themselves due to the stigma and shame associated with emotional expression. Strategies to establish better 

ways to approach and learn from these students should be established for them to share their stories. 

      One disturbing aspect regarding social networks among individuals is when certain physical characteristics 

can distinguish those from certain countries. Physical appearance, having an accent, and dress could be an easy 

way to identify and discriminate against people from certain regions or countries. Neo-racism is the notion of 

justifying discrimination on the basis of one’s cultural background or national origin, rather than by physical 

characteristics alone (Lee, 2007). Stereotypes and prejudice can create a setting that is ripe for neo-racism and 

discrimination to strive (Church, 1982). Neo-racism is a barrier to social networking, which if misunderstood 

can deter international students from interacting with both domestic and other international students. Some 

participants of this study spoke about experiencing neo-racism on campus. Verbal discrimination was reported 
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by some participants of this study. My study supports Lee & Rice (2007) study on international students where 

they found that international students were verbally or sexually harassed. This included faculty members 

commenting negatively on the students’ culture, intolerance and impatience with students who were not fluent 

in English. A participant from Kazakhstan told me that a domestic student shouted Asian one time when he was 

walking. He thought that people here did not like Chinese and because he looked like one, that was why he was 

subjected to the insult. Other students reported the same verbal intimidation on different occasions since they 

have been in the US. Such experiences can discourage international students who have had such experience 

from socializing with domestic students. 

      As they try to adjust to the campus climate, the students seek psychological help from social networks of 

family, religious groups, and friends (Whitely & Grim, 1990). To them, seeking emotional support is seen as a 

disruption of social and interpersonal harmony (Zander, 1983). The way international students seek support is 

based on their culture and socialization. For instance, international students from developing countries are 

brought up to respect the elderly and trust authority. Given that international students are uncomfortable seeking 

help from nontraditional sources, educators should help them network with the local communities, faculty 

members and classmates willing to serve as mentors. Religious organizations were a frequently cited link in this 

study, suggesting this could be a source of disseminating information and programs to international students. 

Due to their respect of the elderly for perceived wisdom, international students may seek help form older 

relatives and professionals. This demonstrates that it is important to help these students establish networks with 

networks that are appropriate for the adjustment and success. 

      The findings indicate that orientation programs provided information regarding resources, course 

registration, and how to navigate the campus environment. The students were able to meet other students going 

through the same challenges associated to a new environment. Some of these friendships lasted longer although 

most of them where short-term. This indicates that friendship formation needs to be a priority while designing 

orientation programs in the future. Westwood & Baker, 1990) pointed out that orientation programs have 
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traditionally acclimated students to the new educational system and related resources on campus. This should be 

expanded to introduce students to the US culture, communication and interaction skills. Some participants of 

this study also suggested that orientation programs provided too much information and the program is often too 

short to establish meaningful friendships. Useful information and programs that allow students to interact 

should be enhanced beyond orientation days so that students can continue to interact throughout the school year. 

Orientation programs for these students should encourage and facilitate friendships and social networks. Future 

orientation programs could be designed to encourage cross-cultural interactions that allow the students to 

establish social networks among host nationals and other international students. Orientation should be designed 

as a continuous process. Sandhu (19940 recommended coordinating contact with students before they arrive and 

throughout their studies. The purpose is to enhance intercultural understanding, development of meaningful 

social networks, and gain unique concerns and problems of international students. 

      The intervention strategies discussed here can only be beneficial if acted upon. Otherwise these 

recommendations can remain easier said than done. The way interventions are provided to addresses 

international students needs and challenges need to change. Traditional ways of dealing with students who 

isolate themselves as been to wait for them to seek help or design programs for them to choose to participate. 

There has to be a new direction on how to intentionally identify and seek isolated international students and 

engage them with other students for meaningful relationships to develop. For instance, practitioners can watch 

for students who consistently do not participate in group activities, who do not appear to be making friends, and 

who might be having personal problems. The success of these socially isolated students can be salvaged by 

involving them more deeply in social relationships and activities. This study demonstrated that social networks 

that international students were engaged were important to their academic success as measured by grades and 

persistence to graduation. The findings of this study indicated that composition, nature and size of international 

students’ social networks matter for their adjustment and academic success. There must be a renewed 

commitment to support the adjustment of all students through individualized, intentional, and culturally 
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sensitive ways. Students should be encouraged to reach out to diverse networks and to recognize which 

networks serve which functions.  

      It should also be understood that descriptive data cannot clearly translate into specific intervention 

strategies. Even if we determine that a particular international student is in need of a certain type of network, the 

intervention strategy would depend on resources available and the nature of the circumstances this person is 

facing. One intervener may develop training in social skills so that individuals would be more competent at 

developing networks and another intervener might influence network structure by changing the social climate of 

a particular setting. Such decisions are dictated more by values than by empirical evidence. Thus, there should 

be a more clear focus on the interpersonal and social context within which behaviors occur. On a personal level, 

another approach is to focus on the interpersonal skills and attitudes necessary for engaging and maintaining 

contact with one’s social network. For example, encouraging the importance of one’s network orientation, 

which is the willingness to utilize network resources in times of need, assessing and mobilizing networks and 

approaching networking with a positive attitude can help. An individual who is able to draw a wider range of 

resource networks is able to adjust faster and succeed. 

       The contexts in which international students operate shape their social networks. As we focus on how 

students impact college, we also need to focus on how college impact students. Lee and Robinson (1995) noted 

that a setting that allows social interactions is likely to allow international students to know each other and form 

meaningful friendships. Residential halls should continuously promote diversity by displaying pictures, cultural 

programs, and international food places. Such efforts send the impression that international students are 

important and welcome to the institution. Although many international students find it difficult and take time to 

adjust to the US society, some of them are able to adjust and avoid severe adjustment problems.  

      The setting is also vital for the students’ transition. Schlossberg, Waters, and Goodman’s (1995) transition 

model provides insights into factors related to transition, the individual, the environment, and the degree of 

impact a given transition will have at a particular point in time. Schlossberg et al. (1995) identified four factors 
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that influence a person’s ability to cope with transition. They are situation, self, support, and strategy. Each 

factor can influence issues related to matriculation, persistence, and retention of students. Schlossberg et al. 

(1995) defined transition as any event, or nonevent, which results in changed relationships, routines, 

assumptions, and roles (p. 27). The individual moves from preoccupation with the transition to an integration. 

Transitions may lead to growth or decline in individuals. Schlossberg noted that a transition exists only if it is so 

defined by the individual experiencing it. This opportunity was provided to international students who 

participated in this study. Social networks are vital for student transition, adjustment and success. Social 

networks can heuristically inform assessment, program development, and implementation and student growth. 

Yet this area of research is less known in the literature. Literature that is available tends to misrepresent 

international students and offer solutions that are standard. Yet international students are unique and require 

solutions that correspond to their changing needs.     

        Social networks have important implications for theory and research. This study implies that knowing 

people matters when you move into a new place. The participants of this study expressed the importance of 

social networking in addressing their adjustment and academic needs. Participants also mentioned a number of 

barriers to networking. This implies we must carefully plan programs to create access to more diverse networks 

for international students. Programs could improve the quality and effectiveness of the students’ support 

networks. Social interaction and integration could buffer an individual from depressing behavior by reinforcing 

self-esteem and countering social isolation. Teaching these students appropriate interpersonal skills and 

culturally appropriate etiquette on how to use words, terms, simple polite gestures, and body language can help 

them adjust to the new environment. On the other hand, the host students can be taught cultural awareness skills 

to help them understand and appreciate differences as well as understand contributions by international 

students.     

        The findings showed that international students have different kinds of needs across different stages of 

their adjustment and education, which require modification in their networks. These needs included language, 
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academic, cultural, and personal difficulties. International students should continue to make efforts to initiate 

contact with new members, determine who can be trusted with confidential issues, renegotiate their networks or 

withdraw from those that no longer work. The more diverse the social networks, the greater access to a wider 

range of resources. This highlights the importance of systematic attention to network building skills that help 

international students adjust to their new environment and succeed (Schram & Lauver, 1988).  

      The findings of this case study substantiate a theoretically grounded understanding regarding the role of 

social networks in the adjustment and academic success of international students. These students had contact 

with co-nationals, host nationals and other international students. An important strategy used by the students in 

their adjustment process was to establish relationships with other students, especially those of similar cultural 

backgrounds. These connections are important for them to adjust to their environment and hence succeed in 

their educational programs of study. The co-national network also provide continuity in serving the needs of the 

present and future international students, making them feel a sense of belonging and helping them succeed in 

their studies (Schram & Lauver, 1988). The host network on the other hand helps them with culture and 

language learning. Other international students address their recreational needs. Thus, different networks served 

the different needs these students brought along.  

    The study demonstrated that, while international students make enormous contributions to the US, they face 

numerous challenges that hinder their social and academic goals. These challenges range from cultural, 

language, personal, to academic. Despite these challenges, members of the students’ social network play various 

roles both supportive and non-supportive in their adjustment. Yet, international students’ interactions with other 

people form an integral part of their college experiences in the US. Despite their diverse cultural, social, 

religious, and political backgrounds, some international students tend to share the need to adjust and succeed in 

college.         

      While many of these students persist through graduation, there are also others who do not succeed and may 

have to go back to their home countries. One case in point regards international students who come here to do 
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English and take TOEFL in order to be accepted into various programs. If the student’s level of English 

proficiency is extremely deficient, the student may not do well enough to be accepted into a program of study. 

In order to do so, international students should be encouraged to develop a wide range of contacts so that there 

are people to meet different functions. This will ensure the students receive diverse resources from their 

networks, facilitating their adjustment and academic success.  

    The findings demonstrate that members of students’ social network played various roles in offering 

academic, cultural, communication, and personal problems. While most of their social networks were 

supportive, international students also experienced non-supportive networks. The students mentioned being 

uncomfortable meeting host students and that host students seemed disinterested in interacting with them. The 

students also mentioned cases of discrimination and verbal harassment. The students reported that such vices 

are directed to them by the host nationals. There is a need for host students to increase their awareness of 

international students and the benefits of getting to know them, such as learning other cultures and languages. 

Such awareness could be discussed in the classroom or the instructor can select student groups to ensure a 

mixture of international and domestic students. Similarly, international students should be encouraged to initiate 

more contacts with the host people. Making international student networks more diverse can ensure that 

students receive diverse resources from their network, which in turn facilitate their adjustment and academic 

success (Schram & Lauver, 1988). Such interactions can also reduce incidences of stereotypes. 

      As competition for students intensifies, many US institutions have a great need to attract and increase the 

number of international students to their campuses. These students are attractive because they contribute 

cultural diversity, enormous revenue and services to US institutions. This implies that if US institutions want to 

attract these students on their campuses, they must also take the responsibility to understand and cater to these 

students’ social and academic needs. US institutions can design activities and programs for international 

students that provide them with social and academic skills for success. When US colleges and universities 



347 

 

acknowledge the importance of international student social environment and take efforts to improve it, both 

sides benefit, enrollment will climb, and international students will be satisfied (Schram & Lauver, 1988).  

            In addition, the personal accounts of the participants’ experiences should be of interest to researchers 

studying social networks, as well as individual international students, colleges and universities, local and global 

communities. For example, higher education institutions should not limit their services to international students’ 

adjustment on campus during students’ period of study, but can also prepare them beyond graduation. It is 

important for higher education institutions to recognize the growing number of international students who 

choose to stay here and end up building their professional careers in the US or bringing their families here 

(Pedersen, 1991). It is important to know what happens to these students after graduation. 

      One area of interest indicated in the findings are barriers to social networking. One of the barriers noted was 

the language. It is often assumed that international students are not adjusting well because of their lack of 

English language proficiency. What the findings showed is that language difficulty barrier goes beyond 

mastering the standardized language. It is insufficient for researchers and practitioners to conclude that knowing 

the host language improves the adjustment of international students. This has been done repeatedly by various 

campus practitioners by exposing the students to English courses and English as a second language programs. 

However, such efforts have not been successful. Adjustment also requires the cultural aspects of communication 

such as the accent, the cultural phrases, and the idioms used in the US social settings. College and university 

student services personnel should make conscious efforts to encourage local students to be culturally sensitive 

by learning different accents. A lot of barriers to communication can be overcome if individuals are willing to 

acknowledge, respect, and accept differences among students from other cultures and countries (Lacina, 2002). 

International students on the other hand should make an effort to learn the non-verbal cultural cues and the host 

accents by initiating conversations with the hosts.  

       These findings change our perspective on how we approach the need to help international students. It 

challenges some researchers who postulate that international students can adjust better if they were to establish 
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strong ties with local students. As this study indicates, we must look at adjustment as understanding where the 

support comes from. The findings of this study acknowledged the importance and necessity of social networks 

that do not comprise students, but those of relatives, friends in other cities, states and in the students’ home 

countries. College and university professionals should encourage and help international students build diverse 

networks with other international students, local community, on-and-off campus students (Ying &Liese, 1990). 

      There are a number of ways higher education institutions can look to enhance social networking among 

international students and make such networks play a broader role in helping these students. It is insufficient to 

continually emphasize the importance of international students’ playing their part in fitting into the institutional 

environment. Higher education institutions should instead acknowledge the importance of the contributions 

international students provide in terms of revenue, scientific knowledge, and diverse cultural perspectives and 

find ways in which the institution can also welcome these students. As the literature stated, most international 

students work on campus as teaching and research assistants, student interns and administrative assistants. 

Institutions need to place a higher value on these contributions by considering these students’ welfare in the 

policy making, and acknowledging them as part of the forces building the institutions. A fee increase, for 

instance, may create a more severe burden for international students, who normally have a planned budget. 

Legal restrictions on international students to work off-campus should inform creating on-campus employment 

opportunities for them. Financial problems by international students should be countered by merit-based 

scholarship for these students because they can compete for them. Immigration regulations do not provide them 

with the freedom or flexibility to obtain additional funding. Thus, institutions should find ways to provide 

financial resources to international students (Thomas, 1996).  

       This study also emphasizes the role of social networks in the academic success of international students. 

Instead of spending huge amounts of money on overseas training and conferences for their faculty members, 

institutions should direct their attention to the readily available rich resources provided by international 

students. For example, faculty members teaching courses in international business, international studies, and 
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cross-cultural fields can utilize the input of international students. Counselors can learn and exchange ideas with 

international students by counseling people of different backgrounds (Maharaj & Connolly, 1994). This way, 

international students and the campus benefits. 

        One issue that my research did not explore is to do with the extent to which the success of international 

students depends on social networks. In order to answer this question, we need to study successful and 

unsuccessful students. It is important to acknowledge that while some international students do persist to 

graduation and succeed, others do not proceed during to being unable to pass entry exams, such as TOEFL, 

GRE and GMAT. Thus, it is important to compare the two groups of students to establish whether social 

networks contribute to success.  

      This study also implies that international student social networks should not be confined to campus, but 

efforts should be made to extend their networking to the broader community. Higher education institutions can 

take the leading role in integrating the local communities with students from different parts of the world. One 

way to do so is to provide access and opportunities in the fields of academic research so that the community and 

students can benefit from each other. International students can participate in the business economy. Local 

elementary and high schools can develop cultural enrichment programs with higher education institutions 

whereby international students can serve as speakers in classrooms to share their cultures. This effort can create 

cultural sensitivity among local residents (Maharaj & Connolly, 1994). While the host family programs are 

available in most campuses, this needs to be increased. This study demonstrated that the host family plays a 

crucial role in the students’ adjustment, particularly for those who do not have co-nationals and are alone. 

      The presence of international students on campus should be seen as an important resource to help promote 

multiculturalism in higher education institutions. These institutions should set the stage for diversity at both 

local and national level. The steady opposition to bilingual education and prohibition of dual citizenship reflects 

that cultural pluralism exists in the US context but is not always perceived as desirable. This kind of attitude can 

be changed through efforts and commitment to encourage and recognize international students’ contributions to 
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both academia and cultural diversity in the US. Increasing the visibility of international students can provide a 

stronger sense of belonging, ownership, and accountability to the institutions, hence helping these students in 

their adjustment and academic success. The institutions need to enhance diversity within the campus 

environment by cultivating cultural awareness, pluralism, and involving various cultural groups in festivities. 

These efforts will create avenues for international and local students to make acquaintances, to be more open, 

and to be accepting of cultural differences (Thomas, 1996, Pedersen, 1991; Ying &Liese, 1990). 

     Previous studies have been focused mainly on supportive functions of social networks and very little on non-

supportive networks. Fisher (1982) stated that people see the positives and minuses of networks from a positive 

perspective. The problem with overlooking the non-supportive aspects of networks may lead to intervention 

programs that do not adequately satisfy the needs and challenges of international students. For instance, one 

may focus only on the positive things someone does to another person without looking at the negative things 

that happen at the same time. For international students, frequent contact with co-nationals slows down their 

ability to learn the host language and culture. According to Maundeni (2001) the students association with their 

co-nationals affected their ability to improve English language, which is important for adjustment. Spending 

time with those from one’s country also reduces the likelihood of learning resources that are relevant to 

academic success, particularly if the hosts are the only people who can provide such resources. On the other 

hand, frequency of contact with domestic students may lead to assimilation. 

      This study has demonstrated that members of social networks played various roles (both supportive and 

non-supportive) in the adjustment and academic success of international students. Non-supportive interactions 

are unhelpful interactions. These included refusal to provide requested support, disrespect, excessive helping 

when not needed, offering assistance but not following up to fulfill it, lack of cultural sensitivity, negative 

interactions involving prejudice, discrimination were experiences that were not supportive to international 

students (Maundeni, 2001, Fischer, 1982). Most network members provided helpful information, emotional, 

recreational, social, financial and spiritual support. Other networks were not supportive. Such networks 



351 

 

discriminated, stereotyped, ignored, and segregated international students. Social networks have been found to 

influence international students’ transition to the new environment. Neo-racism creates a viable setting for 

stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. These vices generate social distance and encourage students to 

retreat into co-national enclaves, undermining adjustment and academic success.  

      Another area of interest indicated in the findings are the barriers to social networking. One of the barriers 

noted is language. This study shows that language difficulties go beyond mastering the language. It also 

requires understanding of the cultural aspect of communication. As participants had pointed out, it is important 

to know the accent, cultural phrases, and idioms. A large number of international students come from countries 

where English is not a spoken language. Sandhu (1994) noted that, while many of them pass the Test of English 

as a Second Language (TOELF), this test only measures proficiency in written and comprehension components. 

Oral communication is what generates difficulties for them because it entails differences in accent, 

enunciations, slang and the use of American English words. Faculty members and host students should be 

sensitive to these students special language needs. It would be useful if the students are exposed to frequent use 

of English until they are comfortable communicating with the language. A faculty member can make sure that 

international students are involved in class and presentations. Communication workshops that span the semester 

as part of orientation programs could be provided where the students can become familiar with the use of 

colloquial English, slang words, and social and cultural mores of the American society.  

     Previous researches postulate that international students can adjust better if they were to establish strong ties 

with co-nationals. Some went to an extent of suggesting minimizing contact with co-nationals for adjustment 

and academic success. We cannot deny the importance of every network, but studies cannot simplify 

international students’ adjustment and success by limiting it to one social network. International students have a 

range of needs ranging from academics, to cultural, to personal. Such needs may not be adequately addressed by 

just one network. This study revealed that this depends on the type of need. For academic, culture and language 
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learning adjustment, it is appropriate for the students to seek the host network whereas for advice regarding 

immigration paperwork, the International student advisor would be the right person to go to.  

     The findings in this study revealed that group projects were important, particularly for engineering students. 

In certain settings, certain factors promote or hinder group activities and outcomes. It is often encouraged that 

international students whose English is not adequate form group activities with host students in the class rather 

than other international students who may not be proficient in English like them. For example, group 

composition may affect how efficiently a group achieves its academic and social goals. Besides accomplishing 

the task, it also gives students the opportunity to meet both social and academic needs simultaneously. Social 

networks of students who are in the same program of study could benefit all members of the network and could 

be stable as students take courses together year after year. In addition, international students who engage in 

networks that comprise faculty members, classmates, tutors, and host students could benefit academically from 

such networks (Raynolds & Constantine, 2007). It is important that students know what networks provides 

which resources so that they can be selective when the specific need arises.  

 

Implications for Research 

     This study contributes to the existing literature on social networks. Despite voluminous literature on 

international students’ experiences and adjustment, little research has been conducted on the role that social 

networks play in the adjustment and academic success of international students. The findings suggest several 

directions for further research. This study contributes to international student literature in a number of ways. 

While extensive research has focused on international students’ adjustment problems and administrative ways 

to address them, limited research has dwelled on international student networks especially networks beyond the 

campus environment. This study will add to existing research on adjustment problems, on-campus networks, the 

dimension of off-campus networks within the US as well as networks outside the US which play a crucial role 

in the students’ adjustment and academic success. This study also recognizes the fact that international students 
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have different needs that require different types of networks. This is far from previous research that did not 

adequately recognize the diverse backgrounds of these students, their unique needs, and the fact that these needs 

require different social networks to address. 

      This study expands our knowledge of the significance of social networks for international students’ 

adjustment and academic success. It also contributes to international students’ literature and scholarship. 

Further research is needed to expand the findings of this study regarding how public policies, immigration 

policies, and higher educational policies affect network development and how social networks as a social 

structure can mediate the effects of these policies. Also, it will be interesting to know how professionals 

working in student services can form social networks that will have an impact on international students. Overall, 

individuals going through transitions in life require social networks to cope up with changing environments. 

      This research was done in one institution at the same time. The participants of this study may not have 

remembered vividly what happened in their first year. A longitudinal study covering various institutions will 

add more insight to the social networks of international students. By tracking the same students networks 

before, during and after their study abroad, the results would be more accurate.  

This way, the experiences of these students and their social networks can be tracked throughout their 

undergraduate study and even beyond. The longitudinal student will not only clarify the role of social networks, 

but also assess the stability of those interactions over a period of time. More research needs to be done on the 

role of social networks of family members back home and abroad and the functional differences of such 

support.  

        It is also important to consider that I studied only one US institution, but the US system has so many 

institutions. I also did not study the differences among nationalities and ethnic groups. I acknowledge that there 

are national differences in the way people manage and use their networks. It is not going to be the same for a 

Canadian student verses a Chinese one. There are also differences in the way students from different countries 
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get together. For instance, the way Indian students socialize verses those students from African countries or 

Latin America.  

 

Final Thoughts 

      This study was consistent with previous research in that international students had a preference for mono-

cultural relationships over host students. Meaningful interaction between international students and host 

students are still rare. An intervention should be designed where students can be paired with a conversation host 

partner that involves the usage of English so that the student can benefit from the language as well as the 

interaction. This can encourage international students to interact with host students if they see the benefits. 

Westwood and Baker (1990) developed an intervention where international students were paired with host 

students. As a result, students adjusted better, had low drop-out rates and better grades.  

       Colleges and universities must make active and persistent efforts to encourage positive social networks and 

make them available to international students. These students must be encouraged to get involved in social 

support networks to avoid isolation. Previous studies recommended that university and college programs stress 

test-taking skills, study skills, and cross-cultural communication (Surdam & Collins, 1984). To promote cross-

cultural communication and language skills, avenues where international students can interact with host and 

other international students should be created. Cultural events are one way to enhance such relationships.  

    The host family was mentioned by several students as important in this study. Colleges and universities can 

provide host family and buddy programs that help international students during transition to reduce culture 

shock associated with adjusting to differences in language, communication, food, climate and living conditions 

in the host country. For instance, pairing an international student with a host student could be a first step to do 

so. Westwood and Baker (1990) in a study of a peer-paring program recommended establishing one-to-one 

association between visiting and host students. Peers from the host culture could be trained on communication 
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skills, cross-cultural adaptation, community resources and university resources. The peer could serve as a 

facilitator, provide information, confidence, and friendship.  

      Domestic students can do their part to help international students with language difficulties and culture 

learning. Host students can join services and programs that help international students. Both groups of students 

can gain from each other, especially for those host students who want to study abroad. They can get tips from 

international students and international students on the other hand can get tips from host students.  

    Various organizations within the university were helpful in providing participants opportunities to socialize 

and bond with other students, celebrate important holidays, and support each other. International students 

should be made aware of such events through a consistent communication system, such as email to invite them 

to attend the events.  

     Previous research provided recommendations that are useful yet already being practiced with no much 

success. One such recommendation is designing programs that allow international and domestic students to 

come together and socialize. The international student offices and student affairs already have these 

opportunities in place when students arrive. Whether the interventions work, however, remains to be seen. The 

reality is that one can’t just bring together a group of students and assume that they will be friends. While this is 

an important step, intentional introductions and encouragement for these students to interact is vital. One way to 

do so would be to have workshops were host students, for example, can learn about other cultures and that 

international students are interested in interacting with them. They should also be told the benefits that accrue to 

them from such interactions, including preparation for multicultural work settings or study abroad programs. 

One of the findings of this study was that while co-national networks help international students address 

immediate needs, they may not provide adequate assistance when it comes to navigating the culture and 

learning English. Thus, social networks with weak links, such as the host students are crucial. Working with 

these students and providing cross-cultural programs that help them build new, non-homogeneous ties should be 

encouraged. These should include social and academic events where all students are encouraged to attend. 
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      This study supports research studies on the importance of social networks in the adjustment and academic 

success of international students. Findings of these study demonstrated that international students come to the 

US with various needs. These needs evolve and become complex as the students progress from one level of 

their education to the other. As the students needs change, so are their social networks to correspond to these 

needs. Various networks serve different functions.  

      The co-national networks help maintains a social and cultural identity as well as with addressing the 

immediate needs of new students. Unchanging identity is maintained by a small, dense, culturally homogeneous 

network with strong ties. Such closely knit network can be very supportive and helpful but less likely to 

encourage change or provide resources in circumstances not familiar to the network members. The co-national 

network addresses the basic needs of international students, ensures their cultural identity and serves as a venue 

where these students can socialize. The network composed of other international students’ addresses 

companionship and recreational needs of the students. The host network serves the academic and career 

function. The host network encompasses host students, academic advisors, and faculty members. Choosing 

appropriate networks for respective needs is a very important task for the international student. While most 

networks are supportive, there are also those that are non-supportive. If a network does not provide value to the 

recipient, it can be considered non-supportive because it could be irrelevant to what the student needs and may 

not be useful. Looking at both the supportive and non-supportive aspects of a network can give a good picture 

on how to establish intervention strategies that help address international student needs and challenges.   

      Another important finding in this study is that just having social networks is not sufficient for deriving 

benefits. The quality of support, which is, how closely connected the actor is to the network and how often they 

interact, as well as the degree of reciprocity are important. The source of support, for instance, should match the 

type of need for it to be beneficial. Networks that provide academic support may not be beneficial to someone 

needing emotional help. Rather, a network of family members can provide such support. The type of support is 

also important. If one is searching for a job, information support is important. It also depends on how the 



357 

 

recipient perceives the support in terms of satisfaction. The extent of contact one has with others can work both 

ways. Ideally, more contact is beneficial, but may increase stress if riddled with conflict and tensions. Conflict 

in relationships tends to override other beneficial aspects of the network by impairing an individual’s ability to 

connect and make use of resources. Thus, social networks usefulness or value is more complex than the way it 

has been presented in research. Research has presented networks as if they are supportive and does not consider 

the functional dimensions of the networks. This is one reason the social network and social capital theories 

where utilized to break this complexity in ways we can understood and apply to practice.  

      Overall, I hope to contribute in understanding this topic further. I relate to the difficulties and challenges 

that international students’ face given that I am an international student. There are further implications for this 

research that allow more opportunities to learn and expand the topic of international students’ social networks. 

Colleges, universities and other professionals need to be aware of the problems facing international students and 

plan activities that encourage social interactions. When this happens, enrollment climbs and international 

students are happy. 

     Many factors will shape the future distribution of international students. These factors include the 

attractiveness and quality of educational opportunities in the receiving countries, the success of a coordinated 

national strategy to recruit international students, and the relative ease of applying to institutions and obtaining a 

visa. Additionally, competition for this talent will intensify. There are new competitors on the horizon, 

including China, Malaysia, Japan, Singapore, the Gulf States, and countries seeking to become centers of 

excellence and regional hubs. The growing trend of offshore education and rise of private universities 

worldwide will enable international students to stay in their home countries or regions and receive a foreign 

education. This other alternatives will become attractive in light of greatly reduced costs to students and the 

attractiveness to governments that wish to reduce brain drain.  

    America remains a land of opportunity. It remains a place where an individual can come, receive an 

education, and make a valuable contribution to the society. The individual may return to their native country, 
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contribute and retain a positive impression of America. That contribution may also mean staying in the US after 

graduation and receiving a patent for a new technology, starting a business that creates jobs, or teaching US 

students. Despite obstacles that hinder significant enrollments, there is still room for policy improvements and 

the door has not shut on international students. There is still room to improve policy and enhance America’s 

standing as a place where one can come to study and learn. It is our national interest that we seize this 

opportunity and make it a better place for all students. 
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APPENDIX A: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B: CONSENTING DOCUMENT 
 

 
APPROVED BY UNIVERSTTY OF AZ IRB. 
THIS STAMP MUST APPEAR ON ALL 
DOCUMENTS USED TO CONSENT SUBJECTS. 
DATE  3/11/09 ExPIRATION: 3/10/10 

Informed Consent 

The Role of Social Networks in the Adjustment and Academic Success of  

International Students: A Case Study of a University in the Southwest 

Introduction 
You are being invited to take part in a research study. The information in this form is provided to help you decide 
whether or not to take part. The researcher will be available to answer your questions and provide additional 
information. If you decide to take part in the study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. A copy of this 
form will be given to you. 

What is the purpose of this research study? 
The purpose of the study is to explore the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of 
international students in the US. The findings of the study are intended to promote cultural awareness, 
appreciation, and sensitivity towards international students. 

Why are you being asked to participate? 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are an international student enrolled at The University 
of Arizona. You also share similar experiences that other international students have. The information that will be 
generated by your thoughts, reflections, and experiences will be a valuable resource for current and future 
international students coming to the US. 

How many people will be asked to participate in this study? 

 Approximately 30 persons will be asked to participate in this study.  

What will happen during this study? 

You will be asked 29 questions about your social and academic transition to being a student at the University of 
Arizona. Each of the questions will be posed separately. You may choose not to answer some of the questions, all of 
the questions or not to participate at all with no repercussions. The interview will take place (where and when). 
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Version: 3/9/09 Page 2 of 4  Participant's Initials  

The interview will be tape recorded, only if you agree to be taped, and notes will be taken. If you do not agree 
to be tape recorded, only notes will be taken. 

Version: 3/9/09Page 1 of 4 Participant's InitialsHow long will I be in this study? 
 
About 15-20 minutes will be needed to complete this study. Are there any risks to me? 

Although we have tried to avoid risks, you may feel that some questions may be stressful or upsetting. If this occurs 
you can stop participating immediately. We can give you information about individuals who may be able to help 
you with these problems. 

Are there any benefits to me? 

There are no direct benefits for your participation in this study. However, there is a possibility of benefits for 
international students in general. Understanding the existence and the role of social networks enables campus 
administrators to introduce international students to avenues where they can meet people, hangout, and study, benefiting 
them 

What are the alternatives for participating in this study?  

The alternative is not to participate in this study. 

Will there be any costs to me? 

Aside from your time (approximately 15-20 minutes), there are no costs for your participation in this study. 

Will I be paid to participate in the study? 

You will not be paid for participating in this study. 

Will video or audio recordings be made of me during the study? 

We will make an audio recording during the study so that we can be certain that your responses are recorded accurately 
only if you check the first box below. 

I give my permission for audio/video recordings to be made of me during  
 _______  my participation in this research study. 

I do not give my permission for audio/video recordings to be made of me during my participation in this 
research study. 

Will the information that is obtained from me be kept confidential? 

The only persons who will know that you participated in this study will be the researcher. Your records will be 
confidential. You will not be identified in any reportsor publications resulting from the study. Once data analysis has been 
done, any written or audio records of this study will be destroyed. 
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What if I am harmed by the study procedures? 

This is a minimal risk study and the possibility of harm is slight. You should contact the PI if you feel you have been 
harmed by participating in this research project. 

May I change my mind about participating? 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decide to not begin or to stop the study at any time with no 
repercussions. Your refusing to participate will have no effect on you. You can discontinue your participation with no effect 
on you. 

Whom can I contact for additional information? 

You can call the PI Ben Kisang (520) 621-6352 to tell him about a concern or complaint about this research study. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research subject you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects 
Protection Program office at (520) 6266721. If you have questions, complaints, or concerns about the research and 
cannot reach the Principal Investigator; or want to talk to someone other than the Investigator, you may call the University of 
Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office. (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) If you 
would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program via the web (this can be anonymous), please visit 
http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/. 

Your signature: 

By signing this form, I affirm that I have read the information contained in the form, that the study has been explained to me, 
that my questions have been answered and that I agree to take part in this study. I do not give up any of my legal rights by 
signing this form. 

Name (Printed)   

   Participant's Signature Date signed 

Statement by person obtaining consent 

I certify that I have explained the research study to the person who has agreed to participate, and that he or she has been 
informed of the purpose, the procedures, theVersion: 3/9/09 Page 3 of 4 Participant's Initialspossible risks and potential 
benefits associated with participation in this study. Any questions raised have been answered to the participant's satisfaction. 

Name of study personnel   

   Study personnel Signature Date signed 
 
 

Version: 3/9/09 Page 4 of 4 Participant's Initials 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

1. What country are you from? When did you come to the US? 
 

2. What is your program? What year are you? Previous to coming to the US to study have you been 
studying in other country? 
 

3. Why did you decide to come to the US? To this institution? 
 

4. Did you know anyone in the US before you came to this university? 
 

5. If so, how important was it for you to have this person here and in what ways has this person or people 
been helpful to you? 
 

6. When you arrived in the US, what were your immediate needs?  
 

7. Could you please describe me your first weeks here? Whom did you go to for help?  
 

8. Who came to you for help?  
 

9. How did you know these people and how did you identify who could have helped you? 
 

10. Could you tell me some examples on how these people helped you? 
 

11. What other not immediate needs did you have? Let’s say for instance emotional  
support or academic support. 
 

12. Can you tell me what your present needs are and how your needs have changed overtime you have been 
living and studying here? 
 

13. Looking at your present needs, whom do you go to for help or support?  
14. If not, how do you know them?  

 
15. Why did you go to them and not the former people? How different are they? 

 
16. Have these people helped you specifically with academic or other issues? Could you please describe 

some examples?  
 

17. Could you tell me a bit more on your international student friends? How did you meet them? Do they 
support or help you? In what ways? How often do you talk to them? 

18. Now, what about your non-international student friends? How did you meet them? Do they support or 
help you? In what ways? How often do you talk to them? 
 

19. What do you think about your interactions with US people? How are they different from interactions 
you have had back home? How much have these interactions impacted you?  
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20. In terms of your academic performance, have you found these interactions to have any type of impact on 
you?  
 

21. Could you please tell me about friends and other relatives you have living in this country? How often are 
you in touch? Have you gone to visit them? Do you think they have made any difference in your staying 
in the US? 
 

22. How often are you in touch with your family members in your country? How are you in touch with 
them?  
 

23. How about your friends there? Has family or friends in your home country helped you to making 
contacts in the US? In which ways?   
 

24. Has your university provided you with appropriate support and information to help you in your studies 
or adaptation here? Have they helped you to meet other students (international or domestic)? For 
instance, have they provided you with the spaces to meet people? How permanent have these contacts or 
friends been? 

 
25. What kind of obstacles did you experience trying to reach out to others? 

 
26. Was it difficult for you to be part of a network? In what ways? 

 
27. Now that you have been here for sometime, are you helping new students adjust to their new 

environment? What advice would you give them? 
 

28. When you finish your studies, are you planning to go back or stay here? If going back or staying here, 
for what reasons? 
 

29. In what ways have your needs changed since you came to the US? What are your needs now as opposed 
to when you arrived? How different are they? Do you interact with the same people or different people?  
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APPENDIX D : PARTICIPANT INVITATION 
 

Dear participant, 
 
    I am a doctoral student in the higher education department here at a University in the Southwest. I am doing a 
research study on the adjustment problems and social networks of international students. Part of the data 
collection for the research is to interview international students who are studying here at the university. I request 
your participation in this research and would like to know if you would be willing to be interviewed.  
 
    International students are the main focus of this research and the outcome will be your voice. This study is a 
very important part of international students’ exploration and could have some positive influence on the issues 
that international students face. The information that will be generated by your thoughts, opinions, and 
experiences will be a valuable resource for current and future international students coming to study in the US. 
 
    The purpose of the study is to explore the role of social networks in the adjustment and academic success of 
international students. The findings of the study are intended to promote cultural awareness, appreciation, and 
sensitivity towards international students. Therefore, your participation is very important for generating the 
initial research data. 
  
     Please email me if you would like to participate. You may also call me at (520) 621-6352. Thank you so 
much for your willingness to participation.  
Sincerely,  
 
 
Ben kisang  
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APPENDIX E 

CODING CATEGORIES 

Reasons for coming to the US  
PSTUD PROGRAM OF STUDY 
LANG LANGUAGE 
CULT CULTURE 
BEDU BETTER EDUCATION 
FEP FOREIGN EXCHANGE PROGRAM 
FAM FAMILY 

SCHOL SCHOLARSHIP 
HF HOST FAMILY 

GRE GENERAL RECORD EXAMINATION 

TOEFL 
TEST OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN 

LANGUAGE 
QLTYE QUALITY OF EDUCATION 

GTG GOING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 
FRI FRIEND 

Social Networks  
FAM FAMILY 

FAMF FAMILY FRIENDS 
HF HOST FAMILY 

CLMTS CLASSMATES 
LVMTE LIVING MATES 

FRI FRIENDS 
LOCF LOCAL FRIENDS 
ORG ORGANIZATIONS 

LVMATE LIVING MATES 
ADM ADMINISTRATORS 
ADV ADVISORS 

CONTLS CO-NATIONALS 
FAC FACULTY MEMBERS 

CLMTS CLASSMATES 
INTRL INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 
CWKS CO-WORKERS 
ORIEN ORIENTATION 

Needs and Challenges  
FAM FAMILY 

LVNG LIVING 
LANG LANGUAGE 
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CULT CULTURE 
DEDUS DIFFERENT EDUCATION SYSTEM 

FD FOOD 
FRI FRIENDS 

FINP FINANCIAL PROBLEMS 
TRANSP TRANSPORTATION 

PH PHONE 
HINS HEALTH INSURANCE 
CRC CREDIT CARD 
WEA WEATHER 
GTG GO TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 
CAR CAREER 
LOCP LOCAL PEOPLE 
BNK BANKING ISSUES 

Academic Success  
FAC FACULTY MEMBERS 
FRI FRIENDS 

INTRL INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

ADM ADMINISTRATORS 
CWKS CO-WORKERS 
CLMTS CLASSMATES 

ISO INTERNATIONAL STUDENT OFFICE 
CONTLS CO-NATIONALS 

ADV ADVISORS 
ORIEN ORIENTATION 

TUT TUTOR 
Help or Advice to International Students  

FRI FRIENDS 
ADV ADVISORS 
ORG ORGANIZATIONS 
ADM ADMINISTRATORS 
FAC FACULTY MEMBERS 

CONTLS CO-NATIONALS 
LVMTE LIVING MATES 
CLMTS CLASSMATES 

Plans Upon Completion of Studies  
GBH GO BACK HOME 
OPT OPTICAL PRACTICAL TRAINING 
GTG GO TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 
CAR CAREER 
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APPENDIX F 

PARTICIPANT PROFILE 

 

Home Country           Code                           Count            Gender                      Major 
 
China    CI   1  M   Biology 
China                  C2                                1                 F              Industrial Engineering 
China        C3      1                   M              Electrical Engineering 
China                          C4                               1                    F                   Business Administration 
China         C5                     1                F       Business Administration 
China                          C6                              1          F                 Business Administration 
China                           C7                               1           F     Business Administration 
Somalia                       S                                1             M    Molecular-Cellular Biology 
Zambia                      Z1                                1                  M         Computer Engineering 
Zambia                        Z1                                1                      M                  Economics  
Ghana                         G1                                1        M                    Political Science 
Ghana                         G2                                1            M          Computer Engineering 
Ghana                         G3                                1                    M      Mechanical Engineering 
Nigeria                        N1                              1                      F        Biochemistry 
Nigeria                        N2                                1                      F         Electrical Engineering 
Canada                        C                              1                  M        Microbiology 
Kazakhstan                K1                               1                    M      Public Management and Policy 
Kazakhstan                 K2                                1                   M          Computer Science 
Kazakhstan                 K3                               1                   M         Computer Science 
Malaysia                     M1                              1        M              Chemical Engineering 
Malaysia                     M2                               1                    M               Aerospace Engineering 
Palestine                      P                                1                  F                  Journalism 
Kenya                          KE                               1                  F                   Veterinary Science 
South Korea                S                                  1                  F                  Business Administration 
India                           I1                       1                  M                 Computer Science 
India                           I2                                 1                  F                   Biochemistry 
Taiwan              T1                                1                  F                    Electrical Engineering 
Taiwan                        T2                                1                  M                   Math 
Burundi                      B                                1                  F                  Chemical Engineering 
Oman                          O                                1                 F                  Information Technology 
 TOTAL                                                        30 
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SOCIAL NETWORK MAPS 

APPENDIX G 

PARTICIPANT FROM CHINA (C2) 
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APPENDIX H 

PARTICIPANT FROM INDIA 
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APPENDIX I 

PARTICIPANT FROM SOUTH KOREA 
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APPENDIX J 

PARTICIPANT FROM KENYA 
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APPENDIX K 

PARTICIPANT FROM INDIA (I1) 
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APPENDIX L 

PARTICIPANT FROM BURUNDI 
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APPENDIX M 

PARTICIPANT FROM OMAN 
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APPENDIX N 

PARTICIPANT FROM CHINA (C4) 
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APPENDIX O 

PARTICIPANT FROM CHINA (C3) 
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APPENDIX P 

PARTICIPANT FROM PALESTINE  
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APPENDIX Q 

PARTICIPANT FROM GHANA (G2) 
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APPENDIX R 

PARTICIPANT FROM MALAYSIA (M1) 
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APPENDIX S 

PARTICIPANT FROM CHINA (C5) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



382 

 

APPENDIX T 

PARTICIPANT FROM NIGERIA 
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APPENDIX U (K2) 

PARTICIPANT FROM KAZAKHSTAN 
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