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With the increasing number of international students joining Malaysian universities, 

acculturative stress resulting from their attempts to adjust to the culture of the host 

country is one of the most challenging issues that affect their life in a general and 

academic career in particular. Therefore, it is necessary for international students to 

receive better orientation, education and culturally appropriate health services. 

Despite the importance of this research topic, a few studies have been conducted 

among international postgraduate students in Malaysian public universities and 

reported their experience of acculturative stress and adjustment difficulties to the 

host country.  

 

 

The main aim of the current study was to develop, implement and evaluate the 

effects of an educational intervention on the acculturative stress, adjustment and 

intention to drop out among new international postgraduate students joining 

Malaysian public universities in the first semester of their academic year of 

2017/2018. The study adopted an experimental quantitative research approach, 

specifically a cluster randomized controlled trial design. A randomization method 

was employed to allocate the universities to the intervention group (five universities) 

and to the control group (five universities), and the students were randomly recruited 

for the two groups. The study used a valid and reliable questionnaire and the primary 

outcome is acculturative stress while the secondary outcomes are adjustment and 

intention to drop out of university. The data were collected at three-time points, 

baseline (Time 1) before the intervention and immediately post-intervention (Time 

2) and three- month follow-up (Time 3). Finally, the data were managed and 

analyzed using descriptive statistics, chi-square, independent T-test (Mann-Witney U 

test) and General Estimating Equations (GEE) to evaluate the effect of the 

educational intervention.  
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The results of the current study showed that at baseline, the majority of international 

postgraduate students (78.5 %) reported their experience of moderate levels of 

acculturative stress, while 12.1 % of them experienced a higher level. However, 

50.96 % of the students were moderately going through social difficulties and 16.28 

% of them experienced a higher level of such difficulties. Similarly, while 42.72 % 

of the participants experienced a moderate level of psychological adjustment and 

30.65% of them reported their experience at a low level, 50.9 % of them held 

intentions to withdraw from the university. Moreover, there were no significant 

differences between the intervention and control groups in terms of the participants’ 

acculturative stress, adjustment and intention to drop out (P> 0.05) at the baseline. 

The results obtained from the GEE analysis indicated a significant difference 

between the intervention and control groups at the post-intervention and three-month 

follow up in terms of the participants’ acculturative stress, adjustment and intention 

to drop out. 

 

 

The results of the GEE analysis illustrated a statistically significant effect of the 

implemented educational intervention, time and group with time interaction on 

acculturative stress, adjustment and intention to drop out at the three-time points 

with the P value of < 0.01. Testing the model effect showed significant effects within 

groups across the three-time points, which called for further analysis of the 

differences within each group. The results revealed that the level of acculturative 

stress and intention to drop out of university reduced significantly within the 

intervention group from the baseline (T1) to post-intervention (T2 ), from the post-

intervention to the three-month follow up (T3) and from T1 to T3 (p < 0.001), while 

the socio-cultural and psychological adjustment increased significantly. For the 

control group, the level of acculturative stress and intention to drop out from 

university increased significantly from T1 to T2, from T2 to T3 and from T1 to T3 

(p <0.001), whereas the socio-cultural and psychological adjustment significantly 

decreased. 

 

 

The results of the current study indicate that the educational intervention was 

effective in reducing the level of acculturative stress and intention to drop out and 

increasing the level of socio-cultural and psychological adjustment among new 

international postgraduate students in Malaysian public universities. 

 

 

Keywords: International postgraduate students, acculturative stress, adjustment, 

intention to drop out, education intervention. 
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Semakin ramai pelajar antarabangsa memasuki universiti-universiti di Malaysia, 

tekanan akulturatif yang dialami semasa mereka ingin menyesuaikan diri dengan 

budaya negara tuan rumah merupakan salah satu isu yang paling mencabar, yang 

memberi kesan kepada kehidupan mereka terutamanya dalam kerjaya akademik. 

Maka, adalah amat perlu untuk pelajar antarabangsa menerima pendidikan orientasi 

dan perkhidmatan kesihatan yang bersesuaian dengan budaya negara ini. Walaupun 

topik penyelidikan ini penting, tetapi tidak banyak kajian yang telah dijalankan di 

kalangan pelajar pascasiswazah antarabangsa di universiti awam Malaysia untuk 

melaporkan pengalaman mereka mengenai tekanan akulturatif dan kesukaran yang 

mereka hadapi untuk menyesuaikan diri di negara tuan rumah. 

 

 

Matlamat kajian ini adalah untuk membangunkan, melaksanakan dan Menilaikan 

keberkesanan satu intervensi pendidikan terhadap tekanan akultratif, penyesuaian 

diri dan niat untuk menarik diri di kalangan pelajar pascasiswazah antarabangsa yang 

baru menyertai universiti awam Malaysia pada semester pertama mereka dalam 

tahun akademik 2017/2018. Kajian ini menggunakan pendekatan penyelidikan 

kuantitatif eksperimen, khususnya reka bentuk kajian terkawal secara rawak 

berkelompok. Kaedah rawak digunakan untuk memperuntukkan universiti-universiti 

ke dalam kumpulan intervensi (lima universiti) dan kumpulan kawalan (lima 

universiti), dan pelajar dari university direkrut secara rawak untuk kedua-dua 

kumpulan ini. Kajian ini menggunakan soal selidik yang sahih dan boleh dipercayai 

untuk mengumpulkan data. Hasilan utama kajian ini ialah tekanan akulturatif, 

manakala hasilan kedua ialah penyesuaian diri dan niat untuk menarik diri dari 

universiti. Data telah Dikumpulkan tiga titik masa, iaitu peringkat permulaan (Masa 

1, T1) sebelum intervensi, sejurus selepas intervensi (Masa 2, T2) dan Susulan 
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selepas tiga bulan (Masa 3, T3). Akhir sekali, data telah diurus dan dianalisis dengan 

menggunakan statistik deskriptif, khi kuasa dua, ujian t tak bersandar (Mann-Witney 

U test) dan General Estimating Equations (GEE) untuk menilai keberkesanan 

intervensi pendidikan. 

 

 

Keputusan kajian ini menunjukkan bahawa pada peringkat awal, majoriti (78.5%) 

pelajar pascasiswazah antarabangsa melaporkan mereka mengalami tahap tekanan 

akulturatif yang sederhana, manakala 12.1% daripadanya mengalami tahap tekanan 

yang lebih tinggi. Walau bagaimanapun, 50.96% pelajar sedang mengalami 

kesukaran social yang sederhana, manakala 16.28% daripadanya mengalami tahap 

kesukaran yang lebih tinggi. Di dalam aliran yang sama, didapati 42.72% peserta 

mengalami tahap penyesuaian psikologi yang sederhana dan 30.65% peserta 

mengalami tahap penyesuaian psikologi yang rendah. Terdapat 50.9% pelajar 

pascasiswazah antarabangsa baru mempunyai niat untuk menarik diri dari universiti. 

Selain itu, tidak terdapat perbezaan yang signifikan antara kumpulan intervensi dan 

kawalan dari segi tekanan akulturatif, penyesuaian diri dan niat untuk menarik diri 

(P> 0.05) pada peringkat permulaan. Keputusan yang diperolehi daripada analisis 

GEE menunjukkan perbezaan yang signifikan antara kumpulan intervensi dan 

kawalan selepas intervensi pendidikan pada pasca-intervensi dan susulan tiga bulan 

segi tekanan akulturatif, penyesuaian diri dan niat untuk menarik diri. 

 

 

Berdasarkan hasil analisis GEE, intervensi pendidikan yang dilaksanakan, masa dan 

interaksi masa dan kumpulan pada tekanan akulturatif, penyesuaian diri dan niat 

untuk menarik diri pada tiga titik masa telah menunjukkan kesan yang signifikan 

secara statistik dengan nilai P < 0.01. Pengujian kesan model menunjukkan impak 

yang signifikan dalam kumpulan pada tiga titik masa, yang mengharuskan analisis 

selanjutnya tentang perbezaan dalam setiap kumpulan. Hasil menunjukkan bahawa 

tahap tekanan akulturatif dan niat untuk menarik diri dari universiti dikurangkan 

dengan signifikan dalam kumpulan intervensi dari peringkat permulaan (T1) hingga 

ke pasca-intervensi (T2), dari pasca-intervensi hingga ke susulan tiga bulan (T3) dan 

dari T1 hingga ke T3 (p <0.001), manakala penyesuaian sosiobudaya dan psikologi 

meningkat dengan signifikan. Untuk kumpulan kawalan, tahap tekanan akultratif dan 

niat untuk menarik diri dari universiti meningkat dengan signifikan dari T1 hingga 

T2, dari T2 hingga T3 dan dari T1 hingga T3 (p <0.001), manakala penyesuaian 

sosiobudaya dan psikologi berkurang dengan signifikan. 

 

 

Hasil kajian ini menunjukkan bahawa intervensi pendidikan adalah berkesan dalam 

mengurangkan tahap tekanan akulturatif dan niat untuk menarik diri. Di samping itu, 

ia meningkatkan tahap penyesuaian sosiobudaya dan psikologi di kalangan pelajar 

pascasiswazah antarabangsa baru di universiti awam Malaysia. 

 

 

Kata kunci: Pelajar pascasiswazah antarabangsa, tekanan akulturatif, penyesuaian 

diri, niat untuk menarik diri, intervensi pendidikan. 

 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent and Merciful, I should express my deepest 

gratefulness and thankfulness to Allah, who is my Guide and the Omniscient of the 

world for providing me the health, patience, power and strong motivation throughout 

the journey of my PhD that has been finalized with this work.  

 

 

My decision to continue my PhD at the Community Health Department, Faculty of 

Medicine and Health Sciences, UPM, Malaysia, was an important one in my 

academic life for it was a decision on choosing my knowledge-seeking-path during 

this journey. I could expect that doing my PhD at UPM would be mind-enriching. As 

a matter of fact, it has assisted my acquisition of knowledge and improved my 

personality and experience through those great contacts of cherished and motivating 

academic people inside and outside the university that are worth mentioning here for 

their great and unforgettable constant support for me. 

 

 

To start with, my sincere gratitude should be expressed to my supervisor Dr. 

Muhammad Hanafiah Juni for his support, guidance and patience. Honestly, I do 

consider myself lucky for being supervised by a very considerate and encouraging 

professor like him. His constant support and unrelenting drive for excellence have 

both placed me in the path of success as an independent researcher today. Thank you 

once again for the time and effort you have invested in making who I am now, and 

for all the long hours you have spent in giving the present research its current shape. 

I should say “Thank you” for the opportunity he has granted me to enhance myself 

under his careful watch. 

 

 

My thanks should be also dedicated to my co-supervisors Dr. Hayati Binti Kadir and 

Dr. Siti Irma Fadhilah Binti Ismail for their support, guidance and encouragement to 

me during the journey of my PhD. They have been there for me and they have 

always provided me with valuable feedback on my work and thesis. It is undeniable 

that with their support and guidance, I would not have been able to successfully 

accomplish this work.  

 

 

I am also thankful to the UPM Vice Chancellor Professor Datin Paduka Dato’ Dr. 

Aini Ideris, Deputy VC (Academic and International) Prof. Dr. M. Iqbal Saripan, 

Prof. Dr. Robiah Yunus the Dean of School of Graduate Studies as well as the Dean 

of the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences and the Head of the Community 

Health Department for their support. I should thank all professors and doctors at the 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences who have enlightened my mind and 

fostered my knowledge through teaching me various useful courses that turned out to 

be the roots for my PhD research. My thankfulness should be extended to all the 

staff of the department and the faculty who have been always responsive and helpful 

to me. I should also thank my colleagues in the UPMISA for their support and the 

international students who took part in this study. 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

vi 

Knowing that my family would be the happiest people for my achievement, I do 

dedicate this work to them. I am most grateful to my father and my mother for the 

countless love that they have provided me since I was born, and which has been my 

power and guidance during my academic life. I also thank my lovely wife: Jazah 

Ahmed, my son Bashar, my daughter Miral for their love, support, patience and 

tolerance as well as thoughtfulness during these critical years of my life. I should 

thank my brothers and sisters for their love, support and sincere prayers to me during 

my PhD. I am so thankful for the great feelings and prayers given by my uncles and 

aunts for the success of my PhD. 

 

 

Finally, I owe my sincere gratitude to my classmates and all of my friends, 

especially Dr. Murad Saeed for his generous support to me as well as Dr. 

Mohammed Abdulrab, Dr. Gibreel Sadeq, Dr. Adnan Mukred, Dr.Naser Alareqi, 

Prof. Dr. Ahmed Almamari, Dr. Zeyad Ghaleb al-mekhlafi and Ms. Sarah Noman 

Abdulrahman for their help, support and motivation to me. They have been always 

supportive for me whenever I felt disappointed and encountered several challenges 

during my PhD journey. They have never given up sharing ideas and advice with me 

on my work and life in Malaysia. It has been truly a unique combination of self-

challenging and enjoyable experience with such supportive friends.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

viii 

This thesis was submitted to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia and has been 

accepted as fulfillment of the requirement for the degree Doctor of Philosophy. The 

members of the Supervisory Committee were as follows: 

 

 

Muhammad Hanafiah Juni, MD, MPH, MSc  

Associate Professor 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

Universiti Putra Malaysia 

(Chairman) 

 

 

Hayati Kadir @ Shahar, MD 

Associate Professor 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

Universiti Putra Malaysia  

(Member) 

 

 

Siti Irma Fadhilah Binti Ismail, PhD 

Senior Lecturer 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

Universiti Putra Malaysia  

(Member) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ZALILAH MOHD SHARIFF, PhD 
Professor and Dean 

School of Graduate Studies 

Universiti Putra Malaysia 

 

 

Date: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

ix 

Declaration by graduate student 
 

 

I hereby confirm that: 

 this thesis is my original work; 

 quotations, illustrations, and citations have been duly referenced; 

 this thesis has not been submitted previously or concurrently for any other degree 

at any other institutions; 

 intellectual property from the thesis and copyright of thesis are fully-owned by 

Universiti Putra Malaysia, as according to the Universiti Putra Malaysia 

(Research) Rules 2012; 

 written permission must be obtained from supervisor and the office of Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor (Research and Innovation) before thesis is published (in the 

form of written, printed or electronic form) including books, journals, modules, 

proceedings, popular writings, seminar papers, manuscripts, posters, reports, 

lecture notes, learning modules or any other materials as stated in the Universiti 

Putra Malaysia (Research) Rules 2012; 

 there is no plagiarism or data falsification/fabrication in the thesis, and scholarly 

integrity is upheld as according to the Universiti Putra Malaysia (Graduate 

Studies) Rules 2003 (Revision 2012-2013) and the Universiti Putra Malaysia 

(Research) Rules 2012. The thesis has undergone plagiarism detection software. 

 

 

 

Signature:                    Date: 

 

 

Name and Matric No.: Musheer Abdulwahid Abdo AL-Jaberi, GS44937 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Page 

  
ABSTRACT      i 

ABSTRAK iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS v 

APPROVAL vii 

DECLARATION ix 

LIST OF TABLES              xvi 

LIST OF FIGURES                 xix 

LIST OF APPENDICES xx 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS xxi 

  

CHAPTER  

1 INTRODUCTION 1 
1.1 General background 1 
1.2 Epidemiology of acculturative stress and adjustment among 

new international students 5 
1.2.1 Epidemiology of acculturative stress among new 

international students 6 
1.2.2 Epidemiology of adjustment among new international 

students 7 
1.2.3 Adjustment and coping strategies 8 

1.3 Factors associated with acculturative stress 10 

1.4 Problem statement 11 
1.5 Significance of research 14 
1.6 Research questions 16 

1.7 Research objectives 16 
1.7.1 General objective 16 
1.7.2 Specific objectives 16 

1.8 Research hypothesis 17 

1.9 Operational definitions : 17 
1.9.1 International student 17 
1.9.2 Acculturation 18 

1.9.3 Acculturative stress 18 
1.9.4 Psychological adjustment 18 

1.9.5 Sociocultural adjustment 18 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 19 

2.1 International students' experiences in studying abroad 19 
2.1.1 International students in Malaysia 20 

2.1.2 Challenges faced by international students in Malaysia 22 
2.2 Acculturation 23 

2.3 Acculturative stress 27 
2.3.1 Dynamic of acculturative stress 29 
2.3.2 Acculturative stress’ domains among international 

students 30 
2.3.3 Acculturative stress measurements 33 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xii 

2.3.4 The socio- demographic predictors of acculturative 

stress and adjustment among international students 34 
2.3.5 Role of technology and media 41 

2.4 Stress and intention to drop out among international students 42 
2.5 International student adjustment 43 

2.5.1 Psychological adjustment 44 
2.5.2 Sociocultural adjustment: 45 
2.5.3 Psychological adjustment and sociocultural adjustment 

over time 47 
2.5.4 International students’ adjustment and university 

services 48 
2.5.5 Programmes provided by Malaysian university for 

international students 48 
2.6 Systematic review on implemented interventions to reduce 

acculturative stress and enhance adjustment 50 
2.6.1 Introduction 50 
2.6.2 Methodology 51 
2.6.3 Search strategy 51 
2.6.4 Records identification 52 
2.6.5 Data extraction 53 
2.6.6 Strategy for data synthesis 54 
2.6.7 Results 54 
2.6.8 Outcomes 56 
2.6.9 Discussion 67 
2.6.10 Conclusion 70 

2.7 Theoretical perspective of acculturation and acculturative 

stress 70 
2.8 Conceptual framework 74 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 77 
3.1 Study location 77 

3.2 Study design 78 
3.3 Study population 81 
3.4 Sampling population 81 
3.5 Sampling frame 81 
3.6 Sampling unit 81 

3.7 Sample size: 81 
3.8 Selection Criteria for the universities 83 

3.8.1 Inclusion criteria for universities 83 

3.8.2 Exclusion criteria for universities 83 
3.9 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for student’s participation 83 

3.9.1 Inclusion criteria 83 

3.9.2 Exclusion criteria 83 

3.10 Sampling methods 84 
3.11 Randomisation 85 
3.12 Randomisation and blinding process 86 
3.13 Study phases 87 

3.13.1 Phase-I 87 
3.13.2 Phase-II: Educational intervention implementation 95 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xiii 

3.13.3 Phase-III: Evaluation of the educational intervention 97 

3.14 Study variables 97 
3.14.1 Independent variables (IV) 97 
3.14.2 Dependent variables (DV) 98 

3.15 Study instruments: 99 
3.15.1 Socio-demographic 99 
3.15.2 Acculturation 100 
3.15.3 Acculturative stressors 101 
3.15.4 Multidimensional scale of perceived social support 

(MSPSS) 101 
3.15.5 Acculturative stress scale for international students 

(ASSIS) 101 
3.15.6 Psychological adjustment instrumentation 102 
3.15.7 Socio-cultural adjustment 103 

3.15.8 Intention to dropout 103 
3.16 Data collection 103 
3.17 Data analysis procedure 104 
3.18 Quality control 105 

3.18.1 Pilot study 105 
3.18.2 Assessments of data collection instruments 106 
3.18.3 Trial registration 111 

3.19 Ethical approval 111 

 

4 RESULTS 112 
4.1 The response rates 112 
4.2 Data distribution 113 
4.3 First objective: to describe the participants’ socio-

demographic characteristics, acculturation, acculturative 

stressors and social support at the baseline 114 
4.3.1 Respondents’ personal characteristics 114 
4.3.2 Professional characteristics of the participants 117 

4.4 Second objective: level of students’ acculturative stress, 

psychological adjustment, sociocultural adjustment and 

intention to drop out at the baseline 122 
4.4.1 Level of students’ acculturative stress at the baseline 122 
4.4.2 Level of students’ psychological adjustment and 

sociocultural adjustment at the baseline 124 
4.4.3 Level of students’ intention to drop out from the 

university 125 

4.5 Differences in the socio-demographic charactersics and 

outcome variables between the study groups at baseline 126 

4.5.1 Differences in the socio-demographic factors 126 

4.5.2 Differences related to the outcome variables 131 

4.6 Third objective : To determine the effect of an educational 

intervention on participant’s acculturative stress, adjustment 

and intention to drop out between and within the study groups 

at the three-time points 132 

4.6.1 Comparison the study variables between the control 

and intervention groups at the three points of time. 133 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xiv 

4.6.2 Comparison of the study variables within the control 

and intervention groups at the three points of time 

(Within groups). 137 

 

5 DISCUSSION 150 
5.1 First objective: To describe participants’ socio-demographic 

characteristics, acculturation, acculturative stressors and social 

support at the baseline 150 
5.1.1 Socio- demographic characteristic 151 
5.1.2 Acculturation 154 
5.1.3 Social support 155 
5.1.4 Acculturative stressors 156 

5.2 Second objective: To determine the level of acculturative 

stress, adjustment (psychological and sociocultural) and 

intention to dropout at baseline 157 
5.2.1 International postgraduates’ level of acculturative 

stress 157 
5.2.2 Level of adjustment among new postgraduate 

international students 158 
5.2.3 Level of intention to drop out among new postgraduate 

international students 159 
5.3 Third objective: To determine the effect of an educational 

intervention on the acculturative stress, adjustment and 

intention to dropout between and within the study groups at 

the three-time points 160 
5.3.1 Effect of the educational intervention on international 

students’ acculturative stress between and within 

groups 161 

5.3.2 Effectiveness of the educational intervention on 

international students’ sociocultural adjustment 

between and within groups 163 

5.3.3 Effectiveness of the educational intervention on 

international students’ psychological adjustment 

between and within groups 164 
5.3.4 Effectiveness of the educational intervention on 

international students’ intention to drop out from 

university between and within groups 165 

 

6 SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 167 

6.1 Summary and conclusion 167 
6.2 Study strengths and limitations 169 

6.2.1 Study strengths 169 

6.2.2 Study limitations 169 

6.3 Recommendations 170 
6.3.1 Recommendations for international students 170 
6.3.2 Recommendation for universities and policy makers in 

Malaysia 170 

6.3.3 Recommendation for practice and health service 

management 172 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xv 

6.3.4 Recommendations for future research 173 

 

REFERENCES 174 
APPENDICES 214 
BIODATA OF STUDENT 257 
LIST OF PUBLICATIONS 258 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xvi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

 

1.1 Enrolment of new postgraduate international students in Malaysian 

Public Universities 4 

2.1 Berry’s Bidirectional Model of Acculturation 26 

2.2 The inclusion and exclusion criteria of eligibility 53 

2.3 The number of results per hit in each database. 54 

2.4 Study characteristics. 61 

3.1 Enrolment of new postgraduate international students in 

Malaysian’s public universities in semester 1 2017/2018 at the cut 

of point in October 2017 78 

3.2 Information used in the sample size calculation 82 

3.3 Number of new postgraduate international students selected of each 

included university 84 

3.4 Module contents, methods of delivery, application of the theory and 

evaluation 91 

3.5 Sequence of data collection and intervention 104 

3.6 Content validity index results for the module 106 

3.7 Content validity index results for the questionnaire 107 

3.8 KMO results for each variable 109 

3.9 KMO and Bartlett's Test for all variables 110 

3.10 Cronbach's Alpha for All variables 111 

4.1 Number of respondents in each time points assessments in the two 

groups 112 

4.2 Tests of normality results 113 

4.3 Description of respondents’ personal characteristics 116 

4.4 Description of the participants’ traveling experience 117 

4.5 Description of the participants’ language proficiency 118 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xvii 

4.6 Participants’ acculturation index at the baseline 119 

4.7 Description of the participants’ acculturation experience 120 

4.8 Description of acculturative stressors 120 

4.9 Description of acculturative stressors level 121 

4.10 Description of the participants’ perceived social support 122 

4.11 Acculturative stress’ scores at the baseline 123 

4.12 Level of students’ acculturative stress at the baseline 124 

4.13 Students’ adjustment scores at the baseline 125 

4.14 level of students’ adjustment at the baseline 125 

4.15 Level of students’ intention to drop out at the baseline 126 

4.16 Age difference between groups at the baseline assessment 127 

4.17 Demographic characteristics differences between the study groups at 

the baseline 128 

4.18 Differences related to the respondents’ country of origin and 

travelling experience between the groups on the baseline data 129 

4.19 Differences related to the respondents’ English and Melayu 

Language proficiency between the groups at the baseline data 129 

4.20 Differences related to the social support between the groups at the 

baseline 130 

4.21 Differences related to the respondents’ acculturation index between 

the groups at the baseline data 130 

4.22 Differences related to Acculturative stressors between groups at the 

baseline 131 

4.23 Acculturative stress difference between groups at the baseline data 131 

4.24 Differences related to the adjustment between groups at the baseline 132 

4.25 Differences related to the intention to drop out between groups at 

the baseline 132 

4.26 Comparison the study variables between the intervention and 

control groups at baseline 134 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xviii 

4.27 Mean differences in acculturative stress scores between the control 

and intervention groups on the immediate-post intervention and 3-

month follow-up 135 

4.28 Mean differences in sociocultural adjustment scores between the 

intervention and control group on the immediate-post and 3-month 

follow-up after intervention 135 

4.29 Mean differences in psychological adjustment scores between the 

intervention and control group on the immediate-post and 3-month 

follow-up after intervention 136 

4.30 Parameter estimates of intention to drop out from university 

between intervention and control groups 137 

4.31 GEE time, group, interaction and covariates effect analysis for 

acculturative stress 138 

4.32 Acculturative stress mean scores for the three-time points 139 

4.33 Within and between groups comparisons for Acculturative stress 139 

4.34 GEE time, group, and interaction effect analysis for sociocultural 

adjustment 141 

4.35 Sociocultural adjustment mean scores for the three-time points 142 

4.36 Pairwise comparisons for sociocultural adjustment 142 

4.37 GEE time, group, and interaction effect analysis for psychological 

adjustment 144 

4.38 Time points comparison of psychological adjustment mean scores 

within study groups 145 

4.39 Pairwise comparisons for psychological adjustment within groups 145 

4.40 Test of the model effects on the intention to drop out from 

university 147 

4.41 Parameter estimate effects for intention to drop out 148 

4.42 Percentage of intention to dropout within groups 149 

 © C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xix 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure Page 

 

1.1 Enrolment of new postgraduate international students in Malaysian 

public universities 3 

2.1 Flow chart of all stages of the systematic review according to 

PRISMA statement 55 

2.2 Theoretical Perspective of acculturation and Acculturative Stress. 71 

2.3 Theoretical Perspective of acculturation and Acculturative Stress 73 

2.4 Theoretical framework for acculturation research 74 

2.5 Study conceptual framework 76 

3.1 Study follow chart 80 

3.2 Phases of the study 87 

3.3 Schematic diagram for development of the educational module 90 

4.1 The mean scores for Acculturative stress between and across time 140 

4.2 Interaction plot between group and time on the sociocultural 

adjustment 143 

4.3 Interaction plot between group and time on the psychological 

adjustment 146 

4.4 Interaction plot between time and group on intention to dropout 149 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xx 

LIST OF APPENDICES  

Appendix Page  

 

A  Research ethical approval  214 

B  Approvals from participating universities  215 

C  Trial registration approval  225 

D  Participants information sheet and consent  226 

E  Research questionnaire  228 

F  Intervention module  235 

G  Intervention website  252 

H  Participated opinion  256 

 

 

 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

xxi 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

OECD Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development 

MOE Ministry of Education  

EMGS Education Malaysia Global Services  

HEIS Higher Educational Institutions 

CONSORT Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials 

ICC Intraclass Correlations 

CVI Content Validity Index. 

I-CVI   Item Content Validity Index 

KMO Kaiser-Mayer-Olkin 

EFI Exploratory Factor Analysis 

ASEIP Acculturative Stress Educational Intervention Programme 

ASSIS Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students 

AI Acculturation Index 

ISASS International Student Acculturative Stressor Scale 

MSPSS Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

 

1 

CHAPTER 1 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The first chapter provides an introductory background on international students’ 

enrollment around the world, including those joining Malaysian universities. The 

chapter also presents the various challenging issues and difficulties faced by new 

international students and it introduces the epidemiology of acculturative stress in 

addition to major relevant factors. Following this is a detailed description of the 

problem statement and its significance for international students and higher 

education in Malaysia. The chapter provides the main research questions, research 

objectives, and research hypotheses.  

1.1 General background 

The focus of organizations, regardless of its industry, is the quality of services since 

it plays an essential role in developing competitive advantage and in attracting new 

and retaining existing customers. In the same manner, in the context of higher 

education, providing good quality services is essential for the continuity of higher 

educational institutes (Trivellas & Akrivoula, 2010). Due to the contribution of 

higher education to the economic development of many nations, including Malaysia, 

internationalization of higher education becomes a top priority for the Malaysian 

Government. In this country, education has been recognized as one of the National 

Key Economic Areas,  and Malaysia is doing its best to position itself as a stable, 

safe and relatively cheap host environment for international students (Ali et al., 

2016). 

Due to globalization and internationalization of higher education and its highly 

recognized role in the national economic prosperity in many developed and 

developing countries all over the world, the number of international students joining 

higher educational institutions outside their home countries has grown rapidly 

(Altbach et al., 2009; Zolfaghari et al., 2009). As revealed by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2009), there were 

almost 2.5 million international students joining universities worldwide (Altbach et 

al., 2009), including Australia, South Africa (Mudhovozi, 2011), the United States 

(Lidy & Kahn, 2006), Turkey (Kağnıcı, 2012) and Malaysia (Mahmud et al., 2010). 

There was a raise in the enrollment of international students worldwide from 2 

million in 1999 to 5 million in 2016. This increase until early 2010 was exponential. 

However, there was a slight rise in the number of international students again in 

2014 (an increase of 9% compared to 2013) and in the following two years of 2015 

and 2016 an increase of 7% and 6%, respectively (OECD, 2017, 2018). This increase 

is significant for Masters and PhD international students. The rate of incoming 

students at least doubles between bachelors and postgraduates (OECD, 2017, 2018). 

This figure is predicted to rise to 7 million (Altbach et al., 2009) or 5.8 million (the 

British Council, 2003) by the year of 2020, which implies that the mobility of 
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international students is an increasingly important part of the higher education 

worldwide (Lasanowski, 2009). Recently, international students abroad have become 

the target of attention by both media and research, especially social science research 

(Shafaei & Razak, 2018)  

The largest increase in the number of international students has been recorded and 

reported in Estonia, Latvia, Poland and the Russian Federation. Other host countries 

that have attracted more international students are Brazil, Chile and Turkey. In 

contrast, the number of international students in Austria, Slovenia Korea and Japan 

has slightly declined between 2013 and 2015. Almost, the same shift in the number 

of international student has been recorded in the Asia-Pacific region, especially in 

Malaysia, Singapore and china (Bangkok, 2013). In the context of Malaysia, the 

Malaysian government has made practical efforts into changing the country into an 

international destination hub and an excellent center of higher education that can 

recruit 200,000 international students by the year 2020. As an important destination 

for higher education in the Asian region, Malaysia has succeeded in raising the 

number of international students from 18, 242 in 2001 to 86,919 by 2010. However, 

in 2011, the number declined to 71,101 and rose again to 83, 538 in 2012 to continue 

on the same line till 2013 with total enrolments of 83.633 of international students It 

increased again to 122,034 by 2015 (Madanian et al., 2013; Nachatar Singh, 2018; 

Singh & Jack, 2018). 

In addition, the number of international postgraduate students who registered in the 

first semester and second semester of the academic year of 2016/2017 in the all 20 

public universities reached 3981 and 1580 respectively. However, for the first 

semester of 2017/2018, it is noticed that while the enrolment for new postgraduates’ 

international students in the public universities rose to 4359, the number relatively 

declined through three semesters for long-term trends to reach 840 students in the 

second semester of the academic year of 2018 /2019 (Ministry of Education and 

Education Malaysian Global Service, pers. comm. 2016, 2017, 2018&2019). This 

can be clearly seen in Table (1.1) and Figure1.1. 
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Figure 1.1 : Enrolment of new postgraduate international students in Malaysian 

public universities 
[Source: Ministry of Education (MOE) and Education Malaysian Global Service (EMGS)] 

 

 

In the context of these statistics and figures and in accordance with the vision of the 

Ministry of Education, the Malaysia Prime Minster Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad 

(2019) has called on international students who are considering their path in 

education to join the Malaysian universities. It becomes important for the Malaysian 

higher educational institutions (HEIs) to identify international students’ needs and 

offer them appropriate services and to make sure they have adequate access to these 

services and information that can satisfactorily meet their needs and aspirations in 

order to ensure that international postgraduate students can successfully adjust to the 

host culture. International students' use of university services is an indicator of their 

adjustment to the host country (Abe et al., 1998a; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). 

However, failure of HEIs to manage and offer good quality services by which 

universities can attract high numbers of international students will probably 

accelerate students’ challenges and difficulties. In the context of Malaysia, the 

quality of services, particularly health care services need to be improved in order to 

meet the requirements of the increasing number of international students. According 

to the incumbent Health Minister, Chua Soi Lek, universities need to make constant 

efforts in raising their services to meet the expectations of international standards 

with a focus on enhancing the health care services so that they will attract more 

international students in a way that they influence institutional image, and student 

satisfaction and loyalty (Ali et al., 2016; Aljaberi et al., 2018; Chee & Barraclough, 

2007).  
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Therefore, the Malaysian higher education system should develop and implement 

efficient programmes, innovative ideas, strategies and interventions that will assist 

international students to adjust to the host environment (Abdullah & Rahman, 2011; 

Othman, 2011). Failure of Malaysian higher educational institutions, on the other 

hand, to achieve this according to the Internationalization Policy Document, will 

diminish their presence in the competitive global student market (Education, 2011). 

As noticed in the following Table (1.1), the increasing number of international 

students suggests the success of internationalization in Malaysia. International 

students’ mobility to Malaysia has played a role in contributing to the social, cultural 

, financial and academic growth of the host countries (Shafaei & Razak, 2018). 

However, this increasing number means increasing needs and issues related to their 

academic success (Nachatar Singh, 2018; Singh & Jack, 2018). In the context of 

these statistics of total enrolments in Malaysian universities, it becomes important to 

identify the needs of the international students and provide appropriate services to 

meet the needs and aspirations of students in consistent with the with the aim of the 

Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in increasing the number of international 

students from to 250,000 by 2025 (Blueprint, 2015). 

Table 1.1 : Enrolment of new postgraduate international students in Malaysian 

Public Universities 

 
Public 

Universities 

Sem1 

2016/2017 

Sem2 

2016/2017 

Sem1 

2017/2018 

Sem2 

2017/2018 

Sem 1 

2018/2019 

Sem2 

2018/2019 

UPM 597 298 670 499 246 137 

UIAM 526 163 574 540 250 113 

UTM 356 127 542 337 202 87 

UM 607 230 474 312 202 90 

UniSZA 118 87 297 76 116 33 

USM 292 108 295 270 184 89 

UTHM 145 73 292 80 75 35 

UKM 388 94 272 195 119 64 

UUM 294 129 270 128 124 41 

UPSI 170 77 157 69 56 15 

USIM 110 63 151 53 52 34 

UTeM 73 51 122 60 65 22 

UMP 45 0 72 15 23 17 

UNIMAP 94 32 46 24 40 6 

UiTM 29 5 31 51 39 29 

UMT 57 27 31 42 37 27 

UMS 28 12 29 0 0 0 

UNIMAS 29 3 29 0 0 0 

UMK 22 1 4 4 2 1 

UPNM 1 0 1 0 0 0 

Grand Total 3981 1580 4359 2755 1832 840 

Source: Ministry of Education (MOE); Education Malaysian Global Services (EMGS) 

 
IIUM: International Islamic University Malaysia, UM: University of Malaya, UPM: Universiti Putra 

Malaysia, UTHM: Universiti Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia, UUM: Universiti Utara Malaysia, UKM: 

National University of Malaysia, UniSZA: Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, UPSI: Universiti 

Pendidikan Sultan Idris, UTeM: Universiti Teknikal Malaysia Melaka, UMP: Universiti Malaysia 

Pahang, UiTM: University Technology Mara, UMK: Universiti Malaysia Kelantan, UMS: Universiti 

Malaysia Sabah, UMT: Universiti Malaysia Terengganu, UniMAP: Universiti Malaysia Perlis, 

UniMAS: Universiti Malaysia Sarawak, USM: Universiti Sains Malaysia, USIM: Universiti Sains 

Islam Malaysia, UPNM: National Defence University of Malaysia, UTM: Universiti Teknologi 

Malaysia. 
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Moreover, one of the main indicators of internationalization of Malaysian HE is 

international student mobility (Ministry of Higher Education 2011). However, the 

number of international students has increased from 18, 242 in 2001 to 83, 633 in 

2013 (Ministry of Higher Education 2007; Ministry of Education Malaysia 2014), 

which goes against this policy. Furthermore, research-intensive universities need to 

enroll at least 10% of the international postgraduates. However, this needs much 

improvement of its research capacity building as well as the outputs that can play a 

role in enhancing the rankings of universities. While the Malaysian government aims 

to make the country of Malaysia as an international hub for higher education 

excellence by 2020, research on international postgraduates is still limited. There are 

only a few studies on international postgraduate students, especially that explore the 

challenges they face in academic and social adjustment in Malaysia (Singh & Jack, 

2018; Singh et al., 2014).  

International students seek better quality services that will help them to overcome 

the challenges faced by them in successfully adjusting to the host environment. This 

requires, however, adequate access to these services and orientation about accessible 

and available resources that will improve health-care services. These available 

resources include cultural programmes, mental health services, academic assistance, 

physical activity groups, Malaysia cultural center, community services, student 

organizations, and international student resources (Jin, 2017). Although the Ministry 

of Higher Education together with Malaysian universities support multicultural 

education and enable international students to better adjust to the system and 

unfamiliar environment, Malaysian universities need to take into consideration 

international students' preferences and needs in order to satisfy them and assist them 

to smoothly adjust to the new environment and achieve high grades. As a result, 

universities will be more competitive in the global education market (Ali et al., 

2016; Othman, 2011). This means that international students' adjustment contributes 

to the success of universities and serves as a means to improving its service quality 

management (Ali et al., 2016). Moreover, offering good quality services will aid 

international students' feelings of loyalty to the university (Afrasiabi et al., 2018). 

Therefore, acculturative stress and cross-cultural adaptation are two important 

aspects that need to be further investigated (Fisher et al., 2007; Schneider et al., 

2001; Shafaei & Razak, 2018). 

1.2 Epidemiology of acculturative stress and adjustment among new 

international students 

Based on the literature review of previous studies, international students encounter 

challenges in relation to their adjustment to new environments, which negatively 

affects their academic success and psychological well-being as well as the 

effectiveness of educational institutions in retaining international students (Barratt & 

Huba, 1994; Charles & Stewart, 1991; Pedersen, 1991; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; 

Shafaei et al., 2016). A few other researchers have reported that the challenges 

encountered by international students may also intensify after a period of time and 

hence affecting their academic performance at universities (Poyrazli & Grahame, 
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2007). Therefore, the following sections provide definitions of the epidemiology of 

acculturative stress and adjustment among new international students. 

1.2.1 Epidemiology of acculturative stress among new international students  

In better understanding the individual’s stress, it is important to know the nature of 

the stress and its causes in order to cope with it well. Researchers defined stress as 

any event or circumstance which strains or even exceeds a person’s ability to cope 

(Blona, 2005; Mazo, 2015; Rodríguez et al., 2019). However, studies relate students’ 

stress to their attempts to cope with the requirements or needs imposed by their 

adjustment to a new living environment where they meet new peers, face academic 

pressure, and encounter sexual concerns. Similarly, Berry et al. (1987) define 

acculturative stress as a phenomenon experienced by individuals or a group of 

people while they attempt to adjust to a new culture (Berry et al., 1987). This means 

that acculturative stress results from the individual’s acculturation process between 

two different cultures. As people coming from a different culture attempt to adjust to 

a new incoming culture, they are faced by stress that is related to their physical, 

psychological and mental status (Berry, 2005). Acculturative stress is also known as 

the individual’s reduction in the psychological and social balance while he/she 

attempts to adapt to a new culture (Pena, 2019). The intensity of this stress varies 

according to the variation between the individual’s own culture and the new culture. 

It also varies among individuals depending on their personal characteristics such as 

being extrovert and introvert, their exposure to other cultures, their levels of 

education and skills as well as language, gender, psychological and spiritual 

strengths, race and political and social attitudes towards the people of the new 

culture (Nwadiora & McAdoo, 1996; Pena, 2019). 

International students’ lack of knowledge about the host cultural values, norms and 

ethics as well as the differences between their own cultures and cultures of people in 

host countries is more likely to be challenging for them. Although international 

students play an important role in contributing to the social, economic, and cultural 

aspects of the host country, they are expected to face several challenging issues and 

may feel frustrated by their movement to the new environment (Sumer, 2009).In 

other words, international students’ stress and anxiety are normally derived from 

their movement to a new and unfamiliar cultural environment (Berry, 2006b). 

However, if they overcome issues and challenges in their adjustment issues to the 

host society, they will achieve equilibrium and avoid such negative consequences 

(Earley & Ang, 2003; Molinsky, 2007).  

Previous research on international students’ stress described the process of stress in 

its three main conceptual domains: stressors, stress mediators, and stress outcomes. 

According to Thoits (1995), stressors are environmental, social, or internal demands 

that enable the individual to make adaption of his/her behavior. They fall into three 

main categories: life events, chronic strains, and daily hassles. As for international 

students, they normally face problems related to their adjustment, chronic strains of 

enduring separation, adjustment problems, and even conflicts. As a result, they may 
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suffer from stress and pressure. Social relationships, roles and stratification 

determine the manner in which people experience stress, the mediators they can 

mobilize and the stressors to which people are exposed (Misra et al., 2003). 

Stress has been investigated by a wide number of empirical studies (Barratt & Huba, 

1994; Charles & Stewart, 1991; Pedersen, 1991; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007). 

Results indicate that international students face a wide array of stressful events. This 

is due to their movement away from their native and previously learned support 

systems into new environments where they face challenges in their adjustment to the 

new life, including the different cultures and beliefs and even ways of knowledge 

and academic expectations as well as assuming responsibilities of their own needs 

(Hefferin, 1980; Hudd et al., 2000; Misra & McKean, 2000).Some previous 

researchers have also gone beyond this mere identification of challenges faced by 

international students worldwide by looking at the effect of stress. They reported that 

high stress levels can result in depression, serious health issues, poor academic 

performance and attrition (Hudd et al., 2000; Misra et al., 2000; Pengilly & Dowd, 

2000). These results have important implications for higher education services 

administrators. Being physically distanced from their native countries, international 

students have to seek new ways to adapt themselves to the new contexts especially 

with regards health care issues in a way that suits the different cultural norms in the 

host countries (Cheng, 2005). 

Since the current study focuses on students’ stress, excessive stress is of a potential 

harm to international students’ academic performance, and students with high level 

of stress are often subjected to depression, which in turns, results into other mental 

health problems, such as excessive drinking (Walton, 2002). Hence, academic 

stressors are those stressors related to students’ academic achievement, learning and 

adjustment to a new academic environment where students receive much content 

over a seemingly inadequate period of time (Kariv & Heiman, 2005). Furthermore, 

excessive stress is conducive to international students’ dropout (Shields, 2001). 

When students fail to deal with stress in an efficient manner, they will feel lonely, 

nervous, become excessively worried and suffer from sleeplessness. Therefore, 

intervention programmes should be designed and developed with the aim of 

addressing stress among university students. However, designing efficient 

intervention programmes requires identification of stressors that are specific to 

university students. 

1.2.2 Epidemiology of adjustment among new international students 

International student adjustment has been a major challenging issue for many 

international students studying abroad. Therefore, host universities attempt to offer 

services for international students based on staff and faculty members' assumption 

and knowledge about the needs of international students rather than on a structured 

assessment of their needs (Deitchman, 2014). Hence, understanding international 

students' adjustment becomes necessary in order to ensure that they are offered good 

quality services and enjoy their experience studying abroad. Moreover, it is 
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necessary to expand the research base by including more qualitative studies to 

uncover first-hand adjustment experiences of international students (Ahrari et al., 

2019). 

Studying abroad is a stressful time for many international owing to the difficulty in 

adjusting to new educational and social environments (Essandoh, 1995; Mori, 2000). 

In addition, the adaptation process itself can be even more stressful for international 

students, particularly students coming with diverse languages, cultural values, 

academic backgrounds, uprooting disorder (the feeling of separating from home 

environment which disturbs students’ well-being) and different study habits (Misra 

et al., 2003). Therefore, international students’ cross-cultural adjustment is regarded 

a crucial issue that needs care and attention (Shafaei & Razak, 2018). 

International students may not find adjustment easy to develop because they need to 

make much effort in adopting themselves to cultural and academic differences (Glass 

& Westmont, 2014). Studies have reported several challenges and barriers in 

international students' adjustment, including separation from home and academic 

styles (Hendrickson et al., 2011) as well as language barriers (Meng et al., 2018), in 

addition to poor social integration and daily life problems. These factors also play a 

role in contributing to students’ anxiety and stress, which have a negative impact on 

their acculturation (Meng et al., 2017; Yan, 2017b) because they respond to real life 

situations and events which are rooted in cross-cultural contact (Berry, 2006a). 

Furthermore, students’ failure to adjust to the new environment will determine 

various aspects of their university life, thus leading to students’ poor academic 

achievement, issues related to physical health and psychological well-being well as 

dropout from university (Hang et al., 2017; Martirosyan et al., 2015). However, in 

the process of self-adaptation to different cultural patterns and norms regarding 

healthcare, international students will probably experience uncomforting feelings or 

even uncertainty in cases when they visit health centers for a medical concern. They 

may be unable to meet their requirements, which in turn, will force them to leave the 

country (Ng & Rury, 2006) because of their failure to meet such requirements of 

academic achievements (Swinford, 2002). So for academic achievement of 

international students, their health care requirements should be met by health 

services management and institutions of the host country (Austin, 2013). 

1.2.3 Adjustment and coping strategies  

During stressful events, how an individual reacts to stress can assist students to 

maintain psychosocial adaptation (Idowu et al., 2019; Walton, 2002). Coping with 

challenging events plays a crucial role in successful adaptation to stress. Coping 

strategies are specific behavioral and psychological efforts that a person employs in 

mastering, reducing, managing and tolerating stress (Coyne & Racioppo, 2000; 

Jackson et al., 2019). They can be negative or positive and as well as active (dealing 

with actual stressful situations or events) or reactive strategies (reacting to an 

individual's own feelings and thoughts) (Kaur, 2018; Shields, 2001). Previous 

researchers (Folkman, 1984; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) classified coping strategies 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

 

9 

into two general kinds: problem-focused strategies and emotion-focused strategies. 

While the first group of strategies aims at solving problems or taking actions to 

change the source of stress, the latter group of strategies aims at declining or 

managing the individual’s emotional distress related to the stressful situation. 

Moreover, problem-focused strategies tend to predominate when the individual feels 

that something constructive will be done, whereas emotion-focused strategies tend to 

predominate when he/she feels that such stressor must be tolerated. 

In relation to the above classification of stress copying strategies, Folkman (1984) 

and Carver (1997) identified sixteen dimensions of stress copying strategies. Five of 

these dimensions are categorized under the problem-focused copying strategies 

(planning, restraint coping, seeking of instrumental social support, active coping and 

suppression of competing activities), and five dimensions are under the emotion-

focused copying strategies (acceptance, positive reinterpretation, seeking of 

emotional social support, turning to religion and denial). The remaining 6 

dimensions are used by the individual to assess coping responses that are less useful 

(substance use, humor, self-blame, venting of emotions, behavioral disengagement, 

and self-distraction). Moreover, Park and Adler (2003), pointed out that coping 

strategies are useful to overcome the unwanted effects of stress on the individual’s 

physical, emotional and mental wellbeing if they are used effectively. The role of 

higher educational institutions is to encourage and assist international students in 

their adaption through the use of strategies which facilitate their integration into the 

university system (i.e., developing student-friendly environment for students, 

internationalizing the curriculum and providing appropriate psychological and 

academic supports to students) (Guo & Chase, 2011). By so doing, both host 

institutions and their international students will experience a complex adjustment 

process. 

The above-mentioned classified stress copying strategies have also been referred to 

as active and avoidant coping strategies by Krohne (1993). While active coping 

strategies are either psychological or behavioral reactions of the individual to 

changing nature of stressors (how the person thinks about it), avoidant coping 

strategies are those strategies which result into activities such as alcohol drinking 

and withdrawal that steer them away from directly thinking of and addressing 

stressful events (Krohne, 1993). Active copying strategies are regarded as better 

means to dealing and managing stress, whereas avoidant copying strategies are 

regarded as a risk for the person’s psychological condition in facing stress (Holahan 

& Moos, 1987). In the same vein, Carver (1997) described active coping strategies 

as taking actions or making efforts, planning, thinking of how to overcome stress 

and accepting that stress is something that is real. However, Carver (1997) stated that 

avoidant strategies are actions taken to avoid stress rather than overcome it. These 

strategies include denying, rejecting the real problem or what caused such stress, 

disengaging and withdrawing or giving up efforts to overcome stress. It was also 

argued by researchers and practitioners that international students’ psychosocial 

adjustment in host countries can be improved by implementing a continuous and 

multi-pronged approach which is a combination of both traditional counseling and 

other more specialized groups and outreach services (Jackson et al., 2013; Smiljanic, 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

 

10 

2017). Students may also resort to using other methods as a means to reducing stress, 

such as leisure pursuits, positive reappraisal, social support and time management 

(Misra et al., 2000). However, their failure to cope with stress may lead to the third 

conceptual domain of stress, which is the outcomes of stress, including their 

excessive feeling of worries, nervousness and sleeplessness issues. Ultimately, this 

may lead to their dropout (Shields, 2001). In some cases, students may resort to 

drinking or even suicide. For instance, a qualitative study among Malaysian students 

by Aan et al. (2009) showed that students employed coping strategies such as 

praying, counseling, regular exercise, yoga and tai chi, watching cartoons or 

comedies as well as listening to soft music in order to cope with stress. In another 

study conducted by Abasimi et al. (2015) among nursing students in Tamale, Ghana 

indicates that the main coping methods adopted or used by students are cognitive. 

This was followed by coping methods which are categorized as behavioral, spiritual, 

social and avoidance methods. In relation to the course type, the results of this study 

demonstrated a significant difference in the behavioral coping method, but for the 

other four categories of coping methods and overall coping, no significant difference 

was found. The results also show significant differences in the use of coping 

methods and strategies between males and females. 

1.3 Factors associated with acculturative stress 

The process of acculturation involves language difficulties, incongruent cultural 

values, contrasting practices and even discrimination. Negative or challenging 

experiences create cognitive dissonance and accelerate cultural shock, which later 

turns into acculturative stress. Acculturative stress is known as the individual’s 

perceived inability to resolve new or unfamiliar practices, incongruent values and 

customs in their mainstream cultures. In cases when familiar norms and practices are 

lacking, cultural stressors are likely to lead the individual’s disorientation 

(Falavarjani & Yeh, 2018). Research on immigrants focused on the effect of 

acculturative experiences on their living abroad, particularly how and to what extent 

the dominant mainstream cultures influence immigrants and lead to feelings of 

marginalization and psychological concerns (Abu-Rayya & Sam, 2017). Many 

groups of those immigrants have been found to experience marginalization because 

of their different ethnicities, lacking access to educational practices and mobility as 

well as securing stability in new countries (Eroğlu, 2018). These acculturative 

challenges emphasize the links between international students’ perceived 

discrimination (Fischer-Neumann, 2014; Shafaei & Razak, 2018), gender (Kofman, 

2013) intergroup attitudes (Statham & Tillie, 2016), , age (Sun, 2016), and language 

(Soehl, 2016) as well as their adaptation to the environments of the host countries. 

Previous studies also indicated that sources of stress are not related to situational 

factors, but they are pertinent to other predisposing factors such as attachment, type 

of character or personality, self-esteem, gender, and age (Corradini et al., 2015). 

International students need to adjust to different educational systems, cultural 

conflicts, language barriers, emotional concerns, social isolation and racial 

discrimination (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Moreover, international students’ native 

cultures have an impact on their stress and stress coping. For example, Hofstede 
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(1991) revealed that those individuals coming from strong uncertainty avoidance 

cultures were exposed to higher levels of stress than those individuals coming from 

weak uncertainty avoidance cultures. Individuals coming from cultures that value 

mediation and contemplation instead of competitiveness are likely to develop lower 

levels of stress than others. Helman (2000) found that American students displayed 

more gastrointestinal stress symptoms whereas French students showed more 

changing moods, and Filipino students, particularly females, showed cardiac 

symptoms such as shortness of breath and rapid heartbeats. 

1.4 Problem statement 

Previous research has identified the challenges and needs of international students 

studying abroad (Abu-Rayya & Sam, 2017; Alavi & Mansor, 2011; Andrade, 2006; 

Arthur, 2003; Gebhard, 2012; Leon & Chmiel, 2013; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; 

Singh & Jack, 2018). The most challenging issues and difficulties are difficult living 

circumstances, barriers in accessing health care services, foods, climate, cultural 

norms and customs in the host country (Aljaberi et al., 2018; Andrade, 2006; 

Andrea, 2014; Barletta & Kobayashi, 2007; Bektaş, 2008; Mahmud et al., 2010; 

Mori, 2000; Olagoke-Oladokun et al., 2019; Sarwar, 2013; Shatkin, 2007) as well as 

interactions and communications with local students and people (Bonazzo & Wong, 

2007; Pandian, 2002; Pedersen et al., 2017; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Yan, 2017a). 

International students also face academic or educational challenges, such as 

unfamiliarity with new or different educational systems and language barriers 

(Andrade, 2006; Bektaş, 2008; Furnham, 2004; Mahmud et al., 2010; Rienties et al., 

2012; Shafaei & Razak, 2016). In addition, international students are challenged by 

their movement away from home countries, being distanced from their own 

previously learned and network support systems (e.g., family, friends), how to 

establish entirely new social contacts, responsibility for their own needs, how to 

adjust to more rigorous academic expectations, increasing workload and how to deal 

with individuals of differing beliefs and cultures (Hefferin, 1980; Hudd et al., 2000; 

Mesidor & Sly, 2016; Misra & McKean, 2000; Ross et al., 1999). Therefore, the 

most challenging issue encountered by international postgraduates is their adaptation 

to the new environment (Guidry Lacina, 2002; Hyun et al., 2007; Luo & Jamieson-

Drake, 2015; Mahmud et al., 2010; Shafaei & Razak, 2016). 

Such above-mentioned challenging issues and difficulties have been reported to 

result into international students’ stress (Al-Zubaidi & Rechards, 2010; Alavi & 

Mansor, 2011; Andrade, 2006; Hamid & Bukhari, 2015; Lin & Yi, 1997; Liu, 2009; 

Naeeni et al., 2015b; Sherry et al., 2010; Steele, 2008; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Known 

as stressors for international students (Gebhard, 2010; Kuo, 2011; Sherry et al., 

2010), these challenges are likely to result into students’ disorientation in familiar 

practices and norms. They also lead to their cognitive dissonance and contribute to 

their acculturative stress, which is the individual’s perceived inability to resolve 

incongruent customs, values and practices in a different cultural environment 

(Falavarjani & Yeh, 2018; Lee & Padilla, 2014). It has been as identified a serious 

and critical issue experienced by international students (Barratt & Huba, 1994; 

Charles & Stewart, 1991; Gebregergis et al., 2019; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Wu 
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et al., 2015). It results into deteriorated health conditions and serious health 

problems (Girmay & Singh, 2019; Gupchup et al., 2004; Lian & Wallace, 2018; 

Shields, 2001), feeling of anxiety (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007), depression, physical 

illness and wasted potential (Misra et al., 2003; Pereira, 1997; Walton, 2002) 

especially with the lacking support. Such stress was found to be the main cause 

behind Jordanian university students’ depression (Sulaiman, 2013), negatively 

affects students’ academic achievements (Whitman, 1985), reduces their academic 

performance and leads to their dropout from the university (Austin, 2013; Misra et 

al., 2000; Pereira, 1997; Thurber & Walton, 2012), especially when they experience 

an excessive level of stress (Shields, 2001). In this regard, students’ dropout is a 

challenging task in higher education (Austin, 2013; Tinto, 2006). Therefore, Pal 

(2012) suggested that development and implementation of programmes that can have 

positive effects on international students’ level of stress and intention to dropout. 

Despite the evidence on acculturative stress as a challenging issue, early research 

appeared salient in identifying the most important variables and outcomes of 

acculturative stress and adjustment among international students. Moreover, 

international students’ experiences at universities have not been well explored in 

earlier research (Lee & Ciftci, 2014). 

In contextualizing the issue to Malaysia, Malaysia holds the 11th  universal rank in 

the intake of international students (Cheng et al., 2013). The increasing number of 

international students coming from various countries, including the Middle East 

(Lam et al., 2017; Talebloo & Baki, 2013) and the plan to increase the number of its 

international students to 250,000 students by 2025 (Education, 2015) raises the need 

for enhancing the quality of services and enabling its institutions to meet the needs 

and requirements of international students , especially in regards to health care 

services. There is also a need to address acculturative stress and adjustment among 

international students. 

Studies show that acculturative stress among international students in Malaysia is 

caused by several stressors, including language barriers, academic barriers, racial 

discrimination (Nursyazana, 2011; Shafaei et al., 2016; Singh & Jack, 2018), 

perceived hatred (Desa et al., 2012). Other causes are difficulties accessing health 

care services and lacking information about available and accessible resources, such 

as academic assistance, physical activity group, cultural programmes and 

immigration policies (Ahrari et al., 2019; Ali et al., 2016; Aljaberi et al., 2018; Jin, 

2017; Othman, 2011; Saleh & Qasem, 2010; Sarwar, 2013) ,cultural shock, 

homesickness and perceived hatred (Rajab et al., 2014). Whereas Rajab et al. (2014) 

reported a moderate level of acculturative stress among international students, Par et 

al. (2015) reported a high level of acculturative stress among 40% of the 

international postgraduate students in Malaysian universities. According to Ye and 

Juni (2017), 77% of the international postgraduates joining Malaysian public 

universities were found to experience a moderate degree of acculturative stress, and 

5.2% of them appeared to experience a high level of stress. According to Falavarjani 

and Yeh (2018), 30.5% out of 328 international postgraduates were found to suffer 

from high levels of acculturative stress. Moreover, the consequence of acculturative 

stress reported by research in the Malaysian context is international postgraduate 
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students’ inability to adjust to the host country of Malaysia (Ahrari et al., 2019; 

Alghail & Mahfoodh, 2015; Olagoke-Oladokun et al., 2019). As a result of 

acculturative stress, international postgraduate students’ academic achievement and 

health were negatively affected (Misra & McKean, 2000; Puspitasari, 2011; Thurber 

& Walton, 2012). 

From the findings of the above-mentioned studies on international students in 

Malaysia, the issue of acculturative stress and the key variables that influence 

students’ cross-cultural adjustment becomes paramount to address and understand in 

order to ensure that they obtain the best services and living experience and to 

maintain the social, cultural and financial benefits brought by international students 

to the academic institutions of Malaysia. This needs high-quality health care services 

and management that are cost-effective (Ahrari et al., 2019; Fisher et al., 2007; 

Schneider et al., 2001). This, however, can be achieved by developing and 

implementing strategies and programmes that address all dimensions of student’ 

adjustment with the host culture and address their skills and information that are 

needed by them while attempting to adjust to the host environment (Colvin & Jaffar, 

2007). 

Although there is an emphasis on international students as stakeholders (Abdullah & 

Rahman, 2011), Malaysian universities provide programmes such as an annual 

orientation programmes, students ambassador programmes and other activities, 

which are insufficient since they focus on the academic system and the policies and 

rules for the university. In addition, students appear reluctant to seek counseling or 

psychological help and discuss their personal problems to strangers because of 

cultural stigmas and they may not be aware of the availability of support services, 

including health care services. Such international student resources are important for 

their adjustment to the new environment (Education, 2011; Heng, 2017; Jin, 2017; 

Jones, 2017; Khine, 2015; Nasirudeen & Josephine, 2019; Othman, 2011).While 

providing adequate services on all dimensions may appear attractive, failure to 

prioritize them may result in inefficient allocation of resources (Ali et al., 2016). 

Therefore, universities should act as providers of successfully managed exclusive 

value-added programmes and services that meet students' academic, social and 

cultural needs (Afrasiabi et al., 2018; Nazir, 2018; Sarwar, 2013; Wu et al., 2015). 

Such programmes should introduce students to effective coping methods, different 

cultures and social support by facilitating interaction among both Malaysian and 

international students to easy their adjustment (Ahrari et al., 2019; Yeh & Inose, 

2003). Moreover, the main objective of such programmes should be increasing the 

adjustment rather than spending a huge amount of money on marketing purposes and 

attracting more international students to the Malaysian universities (Ahrari et al., 

2019; Gebhard, 2012; Olagoke-Oladokun et al., 2019; Par et al., 2015; Shafaei & 

Razak, 2016, 2018). 

Although the above studies in the Malaysian context are useful for investigation of 

international students’ acculturative stress, these studies focused only on describing 

acculturative stress merely from students’ perceptions using surveys and they 
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suggested the need to implement proper orientation and training programmes to 

enable international students to avoid or at least alleviate the negative impact of 

culture shock on their life and to get ready to adjust to the host culture (Desa et al., 

2012; Pandian, 2008; Pandian et al., 2016; Puspitasari, 2011; Rajab et al., 2014). 

Moreover, these studies tend to be general when compared to those studies 

conducted on international students in other host countries (Saad et al., 2013). For 

example, whereas the trend of research on international students’ acculturative stress 

and adjustment is almost in its third phase of development in European countries 

(Dawson & Hacket, 2006), it is still in its early phase of development in the 

Malaysian context (Nachatar Singh, 2018; Saad et al., 2013). This is because studies 

in the Malaysian context looked at acculturative stress as experienced by 

international students, while ignoring implementation of any interventions to help 

them to reduce acculturative stress and successfully adjust to the Malaysian culture 

and improve their academic achievement and performance (Olagoke-Oladokun et al., 

2019; Saleh & Qasem, 2010). Based on the above issues and the gaps in previous 

research on international students in Malaysia, the present study attempted to address 

the effect of an educational intervention at Malaysian public universities on 

international students’ acculturative stress by developing and implementing an 

educational intervention programme. 

1.5 Significance of research  

Although acculturative stress negatively affects university students’ health and their 

academic achievement, students can cope with stress successfully, especially if they 

are provided with models and effective intervention programmes on stress coping 

strategies. However, there is a lack of empirical studies that can be useful guidance 

for carrying out stress coping interventions among international students. There is a 

need for empirical investigation of international students’ acculturative stress in 

Malaysia which can identify the sources of the stress–related problems in order to 

develop ways or programmes for acculturative stress coping intervention and 

prioritizing and solving their problems. As pointed out by Maslow (1971), it is 

important for good counsellors to assist the whole person to develop rather than 

allowing him/her to be squeezed by stress. 

Therefore, the current study is of significance in different aspects. Firstly, the study 

contributes to the knowledge relevant to the acculturative stress, acculturation and 

adjustment of international students. The significance of the study stems from its 

novel theoretical contributions to the body of multicultural stress and coping 

literature, especially to those previous studies which have ignored implementing 

interventions. This is because its investigation focuses on several independent 

variables in relation to acculturative stress of international students. Moreover, the 

study outcomes are expected to enhance international postgraduates' levels of 

awareness of the nature of acculturative stress. Based on the researcher’s (being an 

international postgraduate in Malaysia) observation of this phenomenon among 

international students in Malaysia, this issue became a source of motivation for him 

to explore it further, detect its sources and investigate different ways to help students 

to cope with it and adapt to the new host country. Furthermore, the study contributes 
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significantly to faculty members’ awareness of their international postgraduate 

students’ acculturative stress and provides them useful insights into how they can 

help students to avoid stress and perform well in their academic life in Malaysia. 

Hence, the significance of the study lies in its support of the view that emphasizes 

students’ frequent contact with their peers as well as college members and their 

sense of belonging to the university community, thus helping them to cope 

effectively with stress. The study is significant since the results are valuable for 

teachers as assistants who can assist stressed students by suggesting a variety of 

coping strategies, such as time management, improving studying habits and 

disclosing their feelings and thoughts about the course work. Another significance of 

the current study is its implementation of useful intervention and acculturative stress 

reduction educational programmes among international postgraduates. This will 

enhance our understanding of the factors or aspects that are related to international 

students' successful integration and adaptation to the host country. 

Secondly, the intervention programmes developed based entirely on acculturative 

stress of international students are expected to be significant for Malaysian public 

universities in developing better service management that can meet prior services 

and needs of international students. This implies that the results could be the basis 

for universities to develop policies, service management and programmes 

concerning international students. Previous research provided evidence on students' 

lacking positive perception of some university services, such as education service 

quality, welfare services, social activities, consulting and supporting services and 

health care services (Ahrari et al., 2019; Ali et al., 2016; Aljaberi et al., 2018; 

Olagoke-Oladokun et al., 2019), which could be due to the insufficient information, 

inadequate access or unavailability of the services. This suggests that there is still 

room for improvement in their service management and methods of attracting new 

international students and assisting the existing students. Therefore, this study will 

provide useful information about accessible and available resources that they can be 

utilized by students in improving their mental health, such as mental health services, 

physical activity group, academic assistance, Malaysian cultural center, student 

organizations, and international student resources. This will enhance the status of 

Malaysia as a provider of higher education regionally and internationally.  

Thirdly, international students' adjustment and enjoyment of the highest attainable 

standard of health are their right, yet influenced by several overlapping and 

intersecting social factors, such as integration, acculturative stress, exclusion and 

discrimination (Organization, 2017, 2018). Moreover, while obtaining high-quality 

health care needs consideration of culture, educational and health interventions 

should take into account the cultural element (Schneider et al., 2001). In this regard, 

(Fisher et al., 2007) suggested that interventions would be likely to remove 

disparities in health care, provide good quality and cost-effective services (Health & 

Services, 2001).Therefore, this research can inform decision-makers about 

developing effective interventions that aim at: (1) adopting health services and 

promoting the health of international students; (2) improving social services and the 

quality of the physical and social environments in the campus; (3) prioritizing 

community-centered approaches that mobilize the resources and assets within 
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international students’ community and build local capacities ; (4) investing in 

cultural support and health care services and (5) promoting cultural and diversity-

sensitive approaches to health care and build a culturally competent health workforce 

that is responsive to the unique needs of international students. Finally, the results of 

the current study are useful for the Malaysian government in terms of the identified 

factors associated with international students’ acculturative stress as well as the 

suggested ways on decreasing or avoiding the problems faced by international 

students in Malaysia. The findings will also assist the governments of the countries 

of origin of international students to better understand their students' needs and the 

conditions of acculturation to prepare them for studying abroad, especially in 

Malaysia. The results of the study can be also used by future research for 

investigating international students’ needs while encountering acculturative stress in 

the host country. 

1.6 Research questions 

The current research work attempted to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the baseline levels of acculturative stress, adjustment and intention to 

dropping out from university among new international postgraduate students 

joining public universities in Malaysia? 

2. What is the effect of the educational intervention programme on new international 

postgraduates’ levels of acculturative stress, adjustment and intention to drop out 

from the university? 

 

 

1.7 Research objectives 

1.7.1 General objective 

The general objective of the study is to develop, implement and evaluate the effect of 

educational intervention on the acculturative stress and adjustment among new 

international postgraduate students joining Malaysian public universities. 

1.7.2 Specific objectives 

The specific objectives are: 

1 To describe the participants’ socio-demographic characteristics, acculturation, 

acculturative stressors and social support at baseline.  

2 To determine the level of acculturative stress, adjustment (psychological and 

sociocultural) and intention to drop out from university among new international 

postgraduate students joining Malaysian public universities at baseline. 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 

 

17 

3 To determine the effect of the educational intervention on the acculturative stress, 

adjustment and intention to dropout between and within the control and 

intervention groups at baseline, post-intervention and three-month after the 

intervention. 

 

 

1.8 Research hypothesis 

The study findings may answer the following research hypotheses: 

1 The intervention group will score significantly higher than the control group at 

baseline evaluation of acculturative stress, adjustment and intention to drop out 

measures. 

2 The intervention group will score significantly higher than the control group on 

the immediate and three-month post-intervention evaluation of acculturative and 

sociocultural adjustment measures. 

3 The intervention group will score significantly lower than the control group on 

the immediate and three-month post-intervention evaluation of psychological 

adjustment measures. 

4 The intervention group will score significantly higher than the control group on 

the immediate and three-month post-intervention evaluation of intention to 

dropout measures  

5 The acculturative stress and sociocultural scores for the intervention group at the 

immediate and three-month post-intervention will be significantly higher than 

those scores of the baseline or pre-intervention. 

6 The psychological scores for the intervention group at the immediate and three-

month post-intervention will be significantly lower than those scores of the 

baseline or pre-intervention. 

7 The intention to dropout for the intervention group at the immediate and three-

month post-intervention will be significantly higher than those scores of the 

baseline or pre-intervention. 

 

 

1.9 Operational definitions : 

The following operational definitions used in this study: 

1.9.1  International student 

International student is defined as a student who comes from any country other than 

Malaysia. Postgraduate student is defined as a student in any master's or doctoral 

programme. 
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1.9.2 Acculturation 

The term acculturation refers to the process in which the individual undergoes 

psychological and sociocultural changes as a result of his/her first-hand contact with 

another culture, thus leading to changes in his/her original cultural patterns of either 

or both groups (Jin, 2017; Simpson, 2016). 

1.9.3 Acculturative stress 

Acculturative stress is known as the individual's psychological and physical tension 

taking place when attempting to adjust to a new culture (Ladum & Burkholder, 

2019; Shiverdecker, 2018; Simpson, 2016). 

1.9.4 Psychological adjustment  

Psychological adjustment refers the person's feelings of wellbeing or satisfaction 

while adapting to the new culture or cross-cultural transitions (Simpson, 2016). 

1.9.5 Sociocultural adjustment  

Sociocultural adjustment is defined as the individual's ability to adjust 

himself/herself to a new environment in order to acquire culturally appropriate skills. 

It is also known as a process in which the person is involved in negotiating new 

social or interactive aspects and cultural environments in the host country 

(Shiverdecker, 2018; Simpson, 2016). 
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