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ABSTRACT

Research has found that international students expect and desire quality and quantity
of social interaction with host national students as such interaction is generally
associated with psychological, social and academic benefits for international
students. The satisfaction derived from quality and quantity of social interaction
between international students with host national students is also a significant player
in institutional choice. This study reports the findings of a study involving
undergraduate international students pursuing their first degrees in four higher
institutions of learning. Using the quantitative methodology, a total of 400
questionnaires were distributed to international students with a return of about 318
questionnaires. Results showed that many international students desire quality and
quantity of social interaction with host national students especially in the areas of
their personal development and academic benefit. Focus group interviews revealed
that the quality and quantity of social interaction with host national students were
limited especially for international students from the Middle East. Suggestions are
made to institutions of higher learning to expedite and enhance support services and
activities for international students especially those that involve host national
students.

Keywords: Social interaction, quality and quantity, international students, host
national students

INTRODUCTION

International Higher Education Post September 11, 2001 has witnessed an upsurge of
international student enrolment into Malaysian higher institutions of learning as a result of
the efforts of the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in intensifying
internationalization (Morshidi, 2008). Verbik and Lasanowski (2007) estimated that Chinese
students accounted for about 35% of Malaysia’s total international student enrolments each
year for the past decade, and this was most probably due to the socio-cultural and linguistic
similarities between the ethnic Chinese in Malaysia and China. However, in recent years, the
flow from China to Malaysia has declined as a result of China developing its own higher
education system (Morshidi, 2008). As an alternative, Malaysian recruiters widened their
search for international students in United Arab Emirates (UAE), Oman, Yemen, Saudi
Arabia and Lebanon (Sedgewick, 2004) and their numbers have been growing steadily ever
since.

Recently, MOHE announced its aims to attract at least 200,000 international students to
Malaysian higher institutions of learning by 2020 (MOHE, 2011). In the internationalization
policy outlined by MOHE (2011), one of the outcomes expected was to increase positive
experiences of international students. From the aspect of challenges of social integration and
community engagement, the policy stressed on the importance of integrating the Malaysian
community and the international students whereby the Malaysian community “must be able
to adapt and accept the international students as part of the community, allowing a full
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integration and the delivery of a positive Malaysian hospitality” (MOHE, 2011).
Additionally, there is a concern voiced in this policy that Malaysians may find it difficult to
embrace international students as part of the community.

PROBLEM

Research has found that international students expect and desire a certain level of quantity in
their social interaction with host national students and such interaction is generally associated
with psychological, social and academic benefits for international students. Ward &
Kennedy (1999) found that most international students expect to develop relationships with
the host community and such interactions are a major factor in determining their social-
cultural adjustment. In Malaysia, host national students with their multiethnic and
multicultural backgrounds (Malays, Chinese, Indians and the indigenous groups) have
maintained a comfortable level of interaction among themselves doing activities--social,
cultural and academic—with one another (Mustapha, Azman, Karim, Ahmad & Lubis, 2009).
However, the initial investigations and observations of the researchers of this study revealed
that the quality and quantity of interaction between host national students and international
students is minimal, thus this situation may lead to loneliness and a sense of dissatisfaction
among international students. Consequently, this social distance has brought about closer
interactions among the international students themselves especially those who share similar
socio cultural backgrounds.

PURPOSE OF STUDY

Having a group of diverse international students will further enhance Malaysia’s ethnic,
racial and cultural diversity. This creates a need to look into the issue of interaction between
these two groups of students. Therefore, this longitudinal study with the support and funding
from Universiti Sains Malaysia, sought to investigate the quality and quantity of social
interaction between host national students and international students in four institutions of
higher learning in Malaysia with the hope of gauging some degree of integration between
host national students and international students. The research questions for this study are:

1.  What is the quantity of contact between international and host national students?
2. What is the quality of contact between international and host national students?
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Many studies on international students have been conducted in countries such as Australia,
New Zealand, Britain and the United States of America but in Malaysia, the setting is
different from other countries. Malaysia is rich in its multiethnic and multi cultural diversity,
thus the presence of international students who bring their individual cultures to Malaysia,
would help widen this diversity. In addition, the findings of this study hope to provide data to
MOHE in the planning and execution of its internationalization policy especially in “creating
conducive environment for international students, staff and researchers such as simplifying
immigration procedures and increase the quality of social amenities and safety as well as
building a strong and active global network” (MOHE, 2011).

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Quantity of Contact

International students often experience difficulties in adjusting to campus life in foreign
universities and among those difficulties are a state of confusion, feelings of loneliness and
helplessness, and very often, feelings of rejection by host national students. As many studies
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(Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Volet & Ang, 1998; Evans, 2000; Guifoyle, 2004) have
indicated, international students desire frequent contact with host national students in the
universities.

In an Adelaide University Overseas Students’ Association survey (2005), it was reported that
429% of international students made friends with more than 10 host national students
compared to only 14.3% host national students who made friends with international students.
The survey also found that both international and host national students spent less time
interacting with each other compared with the time spent interacting with students from their
own countries. Overall, 60% of the 105 international students in the survey yearn to have
more interaction with host national students, while 34.3% desired “much more” interaction
with host national students. Similarly in another survey carried out by Yoong (2009) in
University of Nottingham in Malaysia, 31.4% of international students found the process of
making friends difficult while only 15.4% of the host national students experienced the same
difficulty.

An Australian study on loneliness and international students found that 65% of the
respondents agreed that they experienced periods of loneliness or isolation (Sawir,
Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2007). Causes of loneliness were attributed to the
students’ longing for their families, difficulties in adapting to the culture, barriers to social
networking and overcoming problems. Sawir et al. (2007) quoted Weiss that social
networking as opposed to social isolation, provides a “base for social activities” where
students can gratify their loneliness, share things in common and find companionship. Many
students in the study felt the presence of their “loneliness in their academic work and
institutional relationships, sometimes triggered by those relationships”. Most of their coping
strategies included relationships with intimate friends or spouses, while host national students
and university staff members featured the least among their relationships. An obvious
conclusion formed would be that international students desire more contact with host national
students besides the desire to learn more about the host country’s culture.

International students who spent the most time in the host country were found to be more
inclined to interact and forge friendships with host nationals (Mak & Tran, 2001). These
international students would be more predisposed to grasp and discern the different ethos in
the host country unlike their own. Arguably, the length of time spent by international students
in the host country can significantly alter their friendship patterns with host nationals. These
international students would have an improved sociocultural adaptation towards the host
country’s culture as well (Endicott, Bock & Narvaez, 2003).

Besides, international students who had more contact with host nationals have been observed
to exhibit higher levels of satisfaction (Hendrickson et al, 2011). This in turn would lead to a
decrease in the feeling of homesickness and loneliness whilst pursuing their studies abroad.
As suggested by Collier and Bornman (1999), competent intercultural communication
between international students and host nationals may be shaped and guided by the
friendships formed between those two groups seeing that friends typically are more accepting
towards the cultures and norms practised by one another. International students who
experienced prolonged contact with host nationals are able to easily adapt to life in the host
country in addition to facing fewer social difficulties (Hendrickson et al, 2011). What is
more, international students who are likely to have positive feelings about the host culture are
usually initiated by an increase in contact with host nationals (Hendrickson et al, 2011). It can
be said that an increase in contact between international students and host nationals would be

beneficial for both parties.
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Harrison (2012) observed that progressive relationships that are formed between host
nationals and international students would bring about enjoyment for the relevant parties.
Therein lies the conundrum as to why some individuals experience and deal with intercultural
relationships differently. Having discerned the factors involved, proactive measures can thus
be put into place to provide a conducive environment for host nationals and international
students to intercultural connect with one another.

Quality of Contact

Based on the model of friendship network put forward by Bochner, McLeod and Lin (1977),
international students tend to have three distinct social cliques, co-national, multinational and
host national friends. To understand these terms better, conational friends can be defined as
friends from the same country of origin; multinational friends on the other hand are other
international friends in the host institution whereas host national friends are friends from the
host country. It should then be noted that interaction is the highest between international
students and their co-national friends (Bochner, McLeod and Lin, 1977).

What this entails is the minimal presence of quality interaction between international and host
national students across different academic environments (Brown, 2009; Ward, 2005). The
reason being different cultures appear to be a perceived hindrance for international students
to mingle and interact with their host national counterparts (Ward, Bochner & Furnham,
2001). This view is further echoed by the research carried out by Ward and Kennedy (1993)
who found that Malaysian and Singaporean international students studying in New Zealand
are more comfortable and inclined to build relationships with other co-national students as
they share a familiar cultural background.

For that reason, cultural familiarity inadvertently affects the quality of contact between
international and host national students both inside and outside the confines of the classroom
walls (Ward and Kennedy, 1993; Ward, Bochner & Furnham, 2001; Chang, Astin & Kim,
2004 & Brown, 2009). In this case, the quality of contact can be further diminished between
international and host students.

To counter this lack of interaction, Allport (1954) suggested that the quality of contact
between individuals from different social backgrounds can be boosted by taking into account
mutual understandings, commonalities, equalities and explicit institutional backing, where in
the present circumstance would be the university or college administration. Additionally,
institutions of higher education can heighten such multicultural interaction by offering the
provisions and opportunities necessary to facilitate all students to participate in campus
activities (Chang et al, 2004).

When quality interactions involving host national and international students exist, positive
psychological well-being can be fostered (Ward & Searle, 1991). Following the research
carried out by Parsons (2010), it was indicated that positive outcomes were observed in all
aspects from the study when cross-cultural interaction takes place in institutions of higher
learning.

Moreover, Chang et al (2004) regarded quality multicultural interaction to be a pertinent
factor in accruing a host of developmental advantages ranging from social skill to academic
prowess. Other positive effects are that of world-mindedness, widened global perspectives,
intercultural competences and general international knowledge (Parsons, 2010). Ward and
Kennedy (1993) also suggested that cultural identity can also be improved when host and
international students socialise whether or not that interaction happens within the academic

confines.
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Therefore, to understand better the reasoning for promulgating quality interaction between
host and international students, such quality contact can be correlated with mutual personal
interests, social circles, intellectual capabilities and academic goals (Chang et al, 2004). From
this, multicultural interaction helps in sociocultural adaptation for students to lessen the
incidence of discrimination, stereotyping and inequity (Li & Gasser, 2005).

Even though cross-cultural contact between host national and international students is
minimal, more can be done to further improve such interaction (Ward, Bochner & Furnham,
2001). The reason being, the qualitative aspect of the contact between host and international
students is just as imperative as the quantitative side of it. However, Hendrickson et al (2011)
found that high quality relationships between international students and host nationals were
linked to higher satisfaction and improved psychological acclimatisation.

By examining the linkage between the quantity and quality of contact between host nationals
and international students, researchers would be more informed about how these two qualities
are somehow not mutually exclusive and rely upon one another to facilitate intercultural
contact.

Theoretical Perspectives

Using the functional model of friendship network advocated by Bochner, McLeod and Lin
(1977), it was theorized that international students develop three groups of social interaction,
namely conational, multinational and host national friends. Co-national friends are friends
from the same country of origin, multinational friends are other international friends and host
national friends are friends from the host country. International students tend to have different
relationships with each of these groups of friends: personal relationships with co-national
friends, recreational and social relationships with multinational friends, and academic and
professional relationships with host nationals. Therefore, it can be concluded that
international students are likely to form intimate relationships with their co-national friends
and maybe with their multinational friends to a certain extent, yet their relationships with host
nationals are somewhat distant and instrumental.

METHODOLOGY

Using the quantitative approach, this study involved undergraduate international students
pursuing their first degrees in four Malaysian higher institutions of learning, namely,
Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Universiti Malaya (UM), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
(UKM) and Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM). A total of 400 questionnaires were distributed
to international undergraduates in the four universities with a return of 318 completed
questionnaires.

Participants

The participants in this study comprise international students in four institutions of higher
learning in Malaysia. The distribution of 318 respondents is displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. Distribution of respondents according to universities

Universities Number of respondents
UKM 47
UM 57
UPM 62
USM 152
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Research Instrument

The two-page questionnaire used in the collection of data was designed by a team of
researchers of this study. The questionnaire comprise a demographic section including
gender, age of respondents, current year of study, number of years spent in Malaysia and
respondents’ field of study and the sections on quantity and quality of social interaction. The
options in the Likert scale for this section are: “Never”, “Seldom”, “Sometimes”, “Often” and
“Always”.

Method for Analyzing Data
Item Analysis

Information regarding the interaction was cross-tabulated with the results from a 5-point
Likert Scale dealing with the quantity of contact and quality of contact. These items were
analysed using SPSS 15.0 for Windows. For the purpose of this study, significance has been
set at p<0.05.

Factor Analysis

Exploratory factor analysis was used to look for sets of responses which have a high
correlation with each other. The internal consistency of the items in each factor of the
questionnaire established was checked using Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient. The
items in each factor were considered reliable as the established readings were high at 0.951.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The findings are presented in two sections. The demographic data are firstly presented,
followed by the data for quantity and quality of social interaction.

Demographic Data

A total of 164 (52%) female and 154 (48%) male international students participated in this
study. Meanwhile, 22% were in the age group ranging from 16-20 years old, while the
majority, 68% of the participants were in the age range of 21-24. Only 8% were aged
between 25-30 years old while 2% were aged between 31-35 years old (Table 2).

Table 2
Age Groups Percentage (%)
16-20 years 22
21-24 years 68
25-30 years 8
31-35 years 2
Total 100%

The countries where the participants came from include China, Japan, India, Southeast Asian
countries such as Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand, African countries including Kenya,
Nigeria, Chad, Ethiopia and Somalia as well as the Middle Eastern countries.

Quality and Quantity of Social Interaction
Quantity of social interaction

In terms of quantity of social interaction, most of the international students responded
favourably to the following items as most of the mean scores are higher than 3.00. 54.8% of
the international students generally agreed that they are treated fairly by host national
students (mean score = 3.56) while a higher percentage, 65.8% felt that they are accepted by
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host national students (mean score = 3.72). Meanwhile, 54.9% often feel happy when they are
in the company of host national students (mean score = 3.68). However, it is surprising to
find that 55.6% of the international students do not find it easy to make friends with host
national students (mean score = 3.40). On the same note, 77.7% do not find their best friends
in host national students (mean score = 2.59).

Table 3
It Never Seldom  Sometimes  Often  Always Mean
ens % % % % % Score
I make fnequ with host national 41 11.9 396 8.9 15.4 3.40
students easily
My best friends are host national 223 255 299 157 6.6 259
students
I am treated fairly by host national 48 96 30.8 346 202 3.56
students
I am accepted by host national 4.4 63 234 44.0 218 372
students
I'feel happy when I'am with host 1.9 8.5 32.9 326 241  3.68
national students
I feel comfortable when I amin the 35 9.8 31.9 35 »4 3.61
company of host national students
Quality of Social Interaction
Table 4
It Never Seldom Sometimes Often  Always Mean
ems % % % % %  Score
I d1.scuss cultural issues with host 79 17.9 327 26.4 15.1 323
national students
I d{scuss religious issues with host 20.2 01 28.0 20.5 92 276
national students
My friendship with host national 28 15 311 308 270 372
students is important to me
I take pa}rt in social activities with 12.3 1.9 358 20.4 11.6 3.00
host national students
My host national friends invite me to 15 o g5 34.3 236 107 3.0l
join them during meal times
My host national friends invite me to 195 217 318 17.6 91 275

celebrate their festivals with them

As seen in Table 4, 57.8% felt that their friendship with host national students is important to
them (mean score = 3.72) even though 65.4% agreed that host national students seldom or
never invite them to have meals together (mean score = 3.01). Furthermore, 67% admitted
that they are seldom invited to take part in social activities with host national students (mean
score = 3.00) and 73% felt that host national students seldom or never invite them to
celebrate the host national festivals (mean score = 2.75). It is also interesting to note that
although a higher percentage (58.5%) of the international students discuss cultural issues with
host national students (mean score = 3.23), an even higher percentage (70.3%) seldom or
never discuss religious issues with host national students (mean score =2.76).

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study are in tandem with Ward’s (2001) analysis that international
students desire more quality and quantity in social interaction with host national students. As
indicated in the studies of Evans (2000) and Guifoyle (2004), many international students
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have difficulty in interacting with host national students which may result in feelings of
loneliness and helplessness. In terms of quantity of social interaction, a high percentage of the
international students found it difficult to make friends with host national students which
could be due to a less conducive environment. At the same time, a possible explanation for
the lack of best friends in host national students could be due to a communication barrier
between international students and host national students as postulated by Ward, Bochner &
Furnham (2001).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As postulated by Ward (2005) and Brown (2009), the failure of communication between
international students and host nationals has detrimental implications on the quality of social
interaction. International students value interactions with host national in terms of learning
the host culture and improving their language acquisition. Nevertheless, if inapproachability
is deemed to be an obstacle in their efforts to reach out to the host community, the
consequences might be somewhat harmful to the progress towards intercultural competence
whereby it could induce anxiety and alienation in some individuals (Harrison, 2012).
Therefore, promoting the long-term benefits of engaging and interacting with international
students to host national students and encouraging international students to interact and
engage more outside of their studies are some of the suggestions made to institutions of
higher learning to expedite and enhance support services as well provide a more conducive
social environment for international students. The implication of a low quantity and quality of
social interaction between international and host national students may affect institutional
choice and the enrolment of more international students.
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