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Abstract: International students’ enrolment in higher education in Malaysia has expanded widely in scope,
volume, and complexity, giving rise to a myriad of challenges and difficulties in their adjustment process, which
have to be understood and addressed. In this study, the cross-cultural factors that influence psychological, socio-
cultural, and self-realization adjustments amongst international students studying in Malaysian public universities
were examined. The purpose of this research was to gauge a better understanding of the difficulties and challenges
encountered by them when pursuing higher education opportunities in Malaysian public universities, and how they
had managed to overcome the necessary adjustments. A research survey based on 31-item questionnaires was
formulated. Stratified random sampling methodology was adopted in the distribution of 250 questionnaires, with
a total of 218 responses received. Data were coded and analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences’
software. The variables, socio-cultural adjustment, and self-realization adjustment showed negative correlations
towards their adjustment process. The outcomes should enable university faculties and staff to recognize foreign
students’ needs, and effectively offer supportive campus resources and services to assist them in their adjustment

process.
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relationships with family and colleagues, financial
problems and lastly, social inequality [3]. After
overcoming homesickness and loneliness for the
second time, they would have realized that they had
actually adapted to their new life as an international
student unnoticed. International students in
Malaysia enjoyed equal learning opportunities with
local students, with access to local language, gender
roles, religious conservatism, and temporary
accommodation. International students must strive
to gain access to information about the host
country’s geographic region, educational system,
and cultural context [4]. Any culturally
heterogeneous group of international students have
atendency to experience umpteen challenges in their
educational ventures [5]. For instance, American
students in foreign countries had encountered
difficulties such as language differences, education
and economic issues, housing, inability to become
socially accepted, and racial prejudice [6].

With their growing influx in Malaysia, greater
studies have been directed towards understanding
and accommodating to their adjustment process,
including addressing psychological, socio-cultural,
and self-realization adjustment [7]. Nevertheless,
researchers have not examined the correlations
between cross-cultural factors that influence the
above three types of the adjustment process, which
this study aims to achieve. Previous studies have
explored adjustment on one or a limited number of
variables, but this study has sought to investigate a
range of variables that seemed to influence their
adjustment process, and ultimately increasing public
understanding of the issues.

The specific objectives are 1) To determine how the
factors of life conditions will affect the
psychological adjustment among international
students in Malaysian public universities; 2) To
examine the impacts of adjustment of own culture to
host country’s culture, affinity relations and
adaptation to socio-cultural adjustment of foreign
students in Malaysian public universities, and 3) To
study the relationship between students’ adjustment
factors in Malaysian public universities.

Owing to a dearth of current research information or
data on the factors impacting international students’
adjustment process, this research seeks to explore in
more details on the cross-cultural factors that lead to
adjustment process for international students in
Malaysian public universities.

LITERATURE REVIEWS

Difficulties are encountered by any international
students when integrating into any local university
environment, and several study themes on the
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psychological adjustment, such as Berry’s
acculturation framework [8] or social identity theory
from ABC [9], yielded various results, all showing
positive  correlations  between  psychological
adjustment and academic achievement of
international students [10]. There is a positive
correlation between impacts of adjustment of own
culture to host country’s culture to socio-cultural
adjustment of international students [11] and a
significant relationship between the levels of
acculturative stress and overall socio-cultural
adaptation of international students. These results
implied that, as acculturative stress levels decreases,
foreign students’ socio-cultural adaptation level to
the university’s environment increases and vice-
versa [12]. In examining the cross-cultural factors
that affect adjustments of foreign care workers in
Japan the researchers classified the cross-cultural
adjustment of care professionals into three
categories, namely psychological, socio-cultural,
and self-realization [13]. Cross-cultural adjustment
themes have been investigated in terms of:
psychology-related variables, such as increased
psychological health; socio-cultural-related
variables, such as learning skill or knowledge in the
host culture and motivation to learn host language
[14]; self-concept variables, such as sense of
meaningful life [13]; academic achievement, and
behavioural variables, particularly the acquisition of
culturally appropriate skills. Their investigations
showed that there are basically two cross-cultural
domains, namely psychological and socio-cultural
for international students. Adjustment refers to the
response to the demands and pressures of social
environment imposed by the individual [15]. Hence,
the factors that influence psychological, socio-
cultural, and self-realization adjustments of
international  students in  Malaysian public
universities were examined throughout this research
study.

Psychological Adjustment

Psychology describes the consciousness, behavior
and social interaction. Mental health status and other
factors (biological, environmental) are predictors of
international students’ psychological adjustment.
Mental health refers to cognitive, behavioral and
emotional well-being, and also includes the ability
of one to enjoy life - a balance between living
activities and efforts to achieve psychological
resilience [16]. Psychological adaptation in this
study refers to psychological well-being and life
satisfaction. Well-being and life satisfaction are
some of the concepts that represent different levels
of specificity in studying positive adaptation [17].
Support  services to international students’
adjustment encourage them to maintain a
multicultural openness, reducing cultural conflicts
and minimizing academic difficulties [18]. The
psychological adjustment of international students is
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related to the emotional aspects of adapting to the
new cultural environment, including evaluations of
anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and life satisfaction
[19]. Studies have demonstrated the psychological
distress and the state of cultural shock, where they
felt lost and confused when experiencing unfamiliar
lifestyles, are significantly and negatively correlated
with  both psychological and socio-cultural
adaptation of newcomers [20]. Another research
found out that Afghan students in University
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) felt depressed as it
was their first time being away from home in
pursuing higher education in a foreign country [21].

Socio-Cultural Adjustment

Socio-cultural adjustment refers to the acquisition of
skills that are appropriate in the host culture and be
able to master the general abilities of daily life in a
new cultural context, in overcoming learning
shocks[19]. It also consists of adaptation to social
living condition, adaptability with host-country’s
nationals, acquisition of specific cultural knowledge
skills, and the ability to fit into the host’s culture by
interacting with their peers [22]. It is a combination
of social and cultural elements, and their
adjustments are often seen as the level of comfort
and familiarity of the individual. It can be broadly

divided into two categories; internal factors
(personal characteristics) and external factors
(degree of differences in the new living
environment) [23] and these factors include

customs, lifestyles and values, all considered as
social characteristics. Social factors include family,
reference groups, role, and status in society, while
cultural aspects include language, religion, belief,
material culture, education, technology, and
attitudes. Learning shocks refers to the difficult
emotions and experiences faced in adapting to a new
learning environment [24]. Inability to speak the
host country’s language can make them excessively
be dependent on their colleagues or make them feel
isolated [25]. Understandably, local students would
have own groupings and rarely talk to people outside
their groups and thus not being interactive with the
international students. Canadian Bureau for
International Education [26] suggested that local
students lack interest in making international
friends. Lack of interest and enthusiasm can often
lead to in-differences and isolation.

Self-Realization Adjustment

Self-realization means developing an individual's
readiness and harmonious development of different
aspects of human beings, and applying enough
efforts to expand personal potential. Scientists have
emphasized the importance of student motivation,
implying that students' learning direction forms
professional self-realization and determines their
performance intensity in the educational
environment [27]. The importance of collaborative
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coercion in cultivating their self-realization is a way
to overcome inner hesitation and personal problems.
Once the self-realization stage | reached, new vision
and understanding of oneself would be sustained
with permanent happiness, better relationships with
others, and freedom from fears and anxieties.
Establishing a strong relationship with their peers
(Americans) is the most important factor that affects
personal adjustment of international students [28].
Developing strong social network with local
students can provide them with the solid foundation
and motivation to explore an unfamiliar cultural
environment. Self-determinant theory is a broad
motivational framework that is centred on the beliefs
that all humans have basic innate psychological
needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competency,
and that social environment plays an important role
in the actualization of these needs [29]. In recent
years, research on SDT in the field of education has
shown that higher levels of self-determination can
lead to positive educational outcomes (more in-
depth participation, better conceptual learning and
higher persistence).

METHODOLOGY

Quantitative data collection methodology was used
in the questionnaire technique, using a list and a
rating scale, with the sample size determined by
using Krejcie and Morgan [30] table.

Hi: There is a relationship between the factors of life
conditions with the psychological adjustment among
the international students in Malaysian public
universities.

Ha: There is a relationship between the impacts of
adjustment of own culture to host culture, affinity
relations and study place adaptation with socio-
cultural adjustment of international students in
Malaysian public universities.

Hs: There is a relationship between the adjustment
factors among the international students in
Malaysian public universities.

Results
Overall, an 87.2% response rate was received from
the respondents, summarized below.

Number of Questionnaires Distributed 250
Number of Questionnaires Collected Back 218
Response Rate 87.2%
Number of Questionnaires Used for 218
Analysis

Table 4.1: Sample Profile

Table 4.2: Demographic Profile of Respondents (n=218)
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Primary Sub-Category  Frequency  Percent

Category

Gender Male 145 66.5
Female 73 335

Level of Diploma 0 0

Study
Degree 142 65.1
Master 45 20.6
Ph.D. 31 14.2

Duration in  Less than 1 46 21.1
year

Malaysia 2-3 years 85 39.0
4-5 years 53 24.3
More than 5 34 15.6
years

Marital Single 182 83.5

Status
Married 36 16.5

Country of  Africa 32 14.7

Origin
China 26 11.9
Yemen 26 11.9
Indonesia 15 6.9
Myanmar 13 6.0
Jordan 13 6.0
Nigeria 11 5.0
Bangladesh 8 3.7
Pakistan 7 3.2
Afghanistan 7 3.2
Somalia 7 3.2
Vietnam 7 3.2
France 6 2.8
Korea 5 2.3
Iran 5 2.3
Philippines 4 1.8
Iraq 4 1.8
Finland 4 1.8
Morocco 3 14
Libya 3 1.4
Sri Lanka 3 14
India 3 14
Fiji 2 0.9
UK 2 0.9
Sudan 2 0.9

Out of the 218 respondents, a total of 145 (66.5%)
and 73 (33.5%) respondents were males and females
respectively. In terms of level of study, none
enrolled for Diploma courses and for higher tertiary
levels, 65.1%, 20.6%, and 14.2% were first-time
degrees, Masters, and Ph.D categories respectively.
A total of 46 respondents had stayed in Malaysia for
less than 1 year, 85 for 2-3 years, 53 for 4-5 years
and lastly 34 for more than 5 years. Majority of the
respondents (83.5%) were singles. On the country of
domiciles, Africa accounted for 14.7%, followed by
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China and Yemen (11.9%), Indonesia (6.9%) and
6.0% from Myanmar and Jordan, with small
numbers from The United Kingdom, Fiji, Sudan,
Morocco, and Sri Lanka.

Reliability Analysis

The survey questionnaires comprised five parts:
demographic  profiles, adjustment  process,
psychological adjustment, socio-cultural
adjustment, and self-realization adjustment. On the
dependent and independent variables (DV and 1V
respectively), the answer options were given in a-
five scales rating, from ‘“Highly Disagree”,
“Disagree”, “Neutral”, “Agree” and to “Highly
Agree”. The reliability analysis for each dependent
variable and independent variables were computed
with results in Table 4.3, showing that the dependent
variable - adjustment process, has a poor Cronbach’s
alpha value with only 0.339 (lower than 0.6),
indicating that the dependent variable is less reliable.
However, two of the independent variables:
psychological and self-realization adjustment have
shown an acceptable Cronbach’s values, of 0.681
and 0.670 respectively, signifying being moderately
reliable. Socio-cultural adjustment has the highest
Cronbach’s value (0.794), and thus it is more closely
to reach high reliability.

Table 4.3: Reliability Statistics

Variables N of Cronbach’s
items Alpha

Adjustment Process 5 0.339

Psychological 7 0.681

Adjustment

Socio-cultural 8 0.794

Adjustment

Self-Realization 6 0.670

Adjustment

4.5 Descriptive Analysis

The descriptive statistics of the responses were
computed and shown in Table 4.5, depicting both the
mean and standard deviation values for each DV and
all the IVs. The Self-Realization adjustment (an IV)
has the highest mean and lowest standard deviation,
illustrating that most of the positive responses came
from questions of this section, whereas the Socio-
Cultural adjustment (an 1V), had the second-highest
mean value and second-lowest standard deviation,
followed by the Adjustment Process (DV) and lastly,
the Psychological Adjustment (an [1V). This
indicates that the least positive responses came from
questions in this section.

Variables Mean Std. Deviation
Adjustment Process 3.3688 0.59533
Psychological 3.1107 0.65112

Adjustment
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Socio-Cultural 3.8131 0.60685
Adjustment
Self-Realization 4.1254 0.55573
Adjustment

Table 4.5: Descriptive Statistics

A total of 122 respondents (56%) and 96
respondents (44%) had perceived the Adjustment
process to be at “High” and “Moderate” levels
respectively. On Psychological adjustment, the
perceptions were 60.1%, 36.2%, and 3.7% at the
“High”, “Moderate” and “Low” levels respectively.
169 respondents (77.6%) felt that there was a “High”
level of Socio-Cultural adjustment followed by 49
(22.4%) at “Moderate” level. Majority of the
respondents were conscious of the “High” level of
Self-Realization adjustment (91.7%).

Table 4.6: Level of Dependent Variable and
Independent Variable

30-38
Adjustment | Psychological | Socio- Self-
Process Adjustment cultural | Realization
Adjust | Adjustment
ment
Adjustment 1.000 0.341™ -0.171" -0.010
Process
Psychological 0.341™ 1.000 -0.130 0.127
Adjustment
Socio-cultural -0.171" -0.130 1.000 0.556™
Adjustment
Self- -0.010 0.127 0.556™ 1.000
Realization
Adjustment

Variables Level Frequency  Percent
Adjustment 0-1.67 Low 0 0
Process
1.68 - Moderate 96 44.0
3.35
3.36 - High 122 56.0
5.00
Psychological 0-167 Low 8 3.7
Adjustment 1.68 - Moderate 131 60.1
3.35
3.36 - High 79 36.2
5.00
Socio-cultural 0-167 Low 0 0
Adjustment 1.68 - Moderate 49 225
3.35
3.36 - High 169 775
5.00
Self-Realization 0-1.67 Low 1 05
Adjustment 1.68 - Moderate 17 7.8
3.35
3.36 - High 200 91.7
5.00

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Research has established a linear relationship and
association between cross-cultural factors that
influenced the adjustment process of these
respondents at 95% and 99% confidence levels
respectively (Strong relationships between any
variables exist at 95%and at 99% levels of
confidence).
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Table 4.7: Correlations

Regression Analysis

Table 4.8 showed that the standardized beta for
psychological adjustment, socio-cultural
adjustment, and self-realization adjustment were at
0.318, -0.146and 0.030 respectively, indicating that
psychological adjustment has the strongest effect
towards the adjustment process. Significant value
(p-value) was applied to determine whether the null
hypothesis was accepted or not. A p-value of less
than 0.01 means acceptance of the null hypothesis
and at more than 0.05 means otherwise. Here, only
the p-value for psychological adjustment was less
than 0.01 (at 0.00).

r-values Strengths of Relationship
0.00 until 0.29 Negligible correlation
0.30 until 0.49 Low correlation
0.50 until 0.69 Moderate correlation
0.70 until0.89 High correlation
0.90 until 1.00 Very High correlation

Table 4.8: Pearson Correlation Coefficient

However, the other two independent variables:
socio-cultural  adjustment and self-realization
adjustment showed p-values of more than 0.05.
Hence, the null hypothesis for psychological
adjustment variable was accepted, whereas the null
hypothesis for both the socio-cultural adjustment
and self-realization adjustment variables were not
supported and rejected.

The Durbin Watson statistic is a number (from 0 to
4) that tests for autocorrelation in the residuals from
a statistical regression analysis, where values
approaching 0 indicate positive autocorrelation and
values toward 4 indicate negative autocorrelation. A
value of 2 means no autocorrelation in the sample.
In this research, the value was 1.847 (almost equal
to 2), thus safe to conclude that there were no
autocorrelation in the samples.

SUMMARY

Results of the hypothesis tested are described in
Table 4.9.
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Hypothesis

Statement of Hypothesis

Results

universities.

Hi There is a relationship between the factors of life conditions such as living
environment, accommodation and infrastructure, and a person’s psychological health
such as degree of nervousness, depression, stress and homesickness with the
psychological adjustment among the international students in Malaysian public

Accepted

H2 There is a relationship between the impacts of adjustment of own culture to host
culture, affinity relations and study place adaptation with socio-cultural adjustment
of international students in Malaysian public universities.

Rejected

Malaysian public universities.

Hs There is a relationship between the adjustment factors such as personal goals and
meaningful life with self-realization adjustment among the international students in

Rejected

Table 4.9: Results of Hypothesis Testing

From the 3 hypotheses examined, the first
hypothesis (H1) was accepted and the remaining 2
hypotheses (H2 and Hs) were rejected. Life
conditions and a person’s psychological health
influenced their psychological adjustment, whereas
the other two factors:- 1) impacts of adjustment of
own culture to host culture, affinity relations and
study place adaptation had no influence on their
socio-cultural adjustment, and 2) the adjustment
factors and meaningful life had no influence on the
self-realization adjustment.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings revealed that psychological adjustment
process was more prominently noted among the
respondents compared to the other two adjustment
process. Psychological adjustment factors (Hi)
indicated positive correlation but both socio-cultural
and self-realization adjustment factors (H. and
Hsrespectively) had shown negative correlation
towards the adjustment process.

It was positively tested in H that overseas students
had encountered difficulties to adapt with local life.
This outcome is consistent with the previous study
by Alghamdi & Otte [31], asserting the challenges
and toughness for the overseas students to change
and adapt in a new country. Luna and Hassan [32]
discovered that African students in Malaysia were
able to cope with the cross-cultural challenges. In
acknowledging the large cultural disparities between
foreign and host countries, they would need to
undergo the psychological adjustment process in
order to cope with adjustment. Failure to cope would
have negative consequential ramifications. The
findings also implied that the higher level of
adaptation was primarily due to higher the level of
psychological adjustment. On the level of a person’s
psychological health, the higher the level of coping
with their personal emotions, the higher would be
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the level of psychological adjustment process. These
two findings have been proven by Wang et al. [33].

Outcome of the second hypothesis (Hz) contradicted
the research by (Abdullah, Adebayo and Talib, [34],
the latter stating that there is a significant
relationship between socio-cultural factors among
the international students with their socio-cultural
adjustment. This situation had resulted in depression
and uncertainties in the new study place. Thus their
presence in Malaysian public universities would not
have significant problems of adjustment to host
culture. This is inconsistent with the findings by
Taylor & Ali [35], in concluding that most
international students face difficulties in adjusting to
socio-cultural environment of the host country. The
negative correlation relationship between socio-
cultural factors and socio-cultural adjustments were
attributed to isolation issues, making it difficult for
the former to join into the latter’s social life events
and no initiatives were taken to communicate.

The third findings (Hs) was inconsistent with the
research by Hatanaka and Tanaka [35], who had
stated that social interactions between the
international students with the Japanese colleagues
had increased their motivation for self-advancement
in studies. The extracurricular sessions availed on
inter-relations with the Japanese had improved the
life satisfaction of the respondents that led to the
development of goals for their future or academic
life. There is a dearth of researches conducted on
examining the relationship  between these
adjustment factors (personal goals and meaningful
life) with self-realization adjustment, thus this
present study can be considered as a breakthrough or
a new discovery. Anne [36] stated that international
students who learned foreign languages to achieve
specific goals were instrumentally motivated and
those lacking in cultural curiosity or even prejudice
against the target culture are likely to struggle with
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learning foreign languages, resulting in a lower level
or no self-realization adjustment.

Implications of the Findings

This study imparts the public’s awareness and
having a better understanding of the difficulties and
challenges encountered by future respondents. It
highlights the factual reasons on psychological,
socio-cultural, and self-realization adjustment
factors among them, and how they managed to make
the necessary adaptation in the adjustment process.
Going forward, continuous improvements can be
made by the government and universities to address
the acculturation and adaption challenges of aspiring
respondents.

Recommendations

In order to overcome language proficiencies, foreign
students should be provided with adequate training
in Malay or English and they are encouraged to
apply for internships in local companies or
participating in local charity activities. These would
enable them to learn about the new culture of the
host country. In adapting to a new socio-cultural
environment, they will experience acculturative
stress, thus cross-cultural training is warranted as
guidance to succeed in their academic learning and
overcome psychological stress. Universities can
create environmentally and culturally sensitive
adjustment programs by roping in the seniors and
ex-foreign students to share their experience on the
adjustment process.

Limitations of Research

Time was the main limitation owing to shorter
period on data collection process, mode of
questionnaires’ (250) distribution, geographical
coverage and involving varied nationalities. The
second limitation was lack of cooperation as not
many were willing to participate and lastly, the study
scope involved only Malaysian public (no private)
universities. These limitations had given rise to
insufficiency in the number of respondents
participating (218). Future research should address
all these and should also consider other variables
such as academic adjustment and/or environment
adjustment. Comparative analysis should target
respondents from other sectors, such as care

workers, teachers or lecturers, doctors, and
engineers.
Conclusion
The results indicated a significant positive

relationship between the factors of life conditions
and a person’s psychological health against the
psychological adjustment of the respondents. Two
important findings were that there were no
significant correlations between 1) the impacts of
adjustment of own culture to host culture, affinity
relations and study place adaptation with that of
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socio-cultural adjustment, and 2) the adjustment
factors with self-realization adjustment. Several
study limitations highlighted should be addressed in
future research, such as time constraints, limited
variations in the nationality of the respondents, lack
of accurateness, respondents from the private
universities and targeting them from other sectors as
well. The study outcomes have enabled better
awareness and understanding of the difficulties and
challenges experienced by them when seeking
higher education opportunities in Malaysia, and how
they managed to acculturate into the new living
environment. From this perspective, it can be
concluded that psychological adjustment factor was
more prominently noted as compared to the socio-
cultural adjustment and self-realization factors.
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