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ABSTRACT

Studying abroad is increasingly becoming a popular choice for many students and their

families. Pursuing a degree in a foreign country not only signifies academic achievements, but it

also contributes significantly to their personal growth and life accomplishments. International

students face the challenge of adapting to a new environment, managing life’s difficulties, and

establishing connections within the host society.

Adjusting to this new environment, rebuilding their lives in an unfamiliar place, and

successfully earning a degree in a foreign country all require a strong and mature personality.

When international students accomplish these tasks, they undergo a process of self-renewal and

self-identification. The pursuit of a degree abroad necessitates that international students

undertake the challenge of “mastering a new language, adapting to a different culture, and

adjusting to an unfamiliar academic environment” (Zhang, 2016, p 7). These challenges often

lead to significant personal growth, fostering heightened focus on understanding cultural

differences, increased tolerance for diversity, and the cultivation of greater individual

responsibility (Zhang, 2016). This transformative journey makes them more resilient, boosts

their self-efficacy, and ultimately shapes them into stronger and more mature individuals, paving

the way for a successful life. This paper conducts an in-depth analysis of a wide range of

research studies related to international students in order to examine the fundamental factors and

processes influencing the self-identity of these students.

Keywords: international student, self-identity, ethnic identity
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

Background Information

As the global economy continues to develop and the world becomes increasingly

interconnected, studying abroad has become a common and widespread phenomenon. In

2020, for example, 6.4 million students across the world were enrolled in educational

institutions outside their home countries (Campus France, 2023). As reported, Asian

students constitute 53% of the foreign students enrolled worldwide, while the highest

numbers of foreign students are from China, India and South Korea (Campus France,

2023). Because of their advanced economies, strong social systems and reputable

academic institutions, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development

(OECD) countries attract a large number of international students to higher education,

receiving more students than they send abroad (OECD, 2014). Approximately three times

as many foreign students are enrolled in tertiary education in OECD countries as OECD

citizens studying abroad. About 82% of foreign students study in G20 countries, which

comprise major global economies, and 75% of foreign students study in OECD countries.

These proportions remained stable over the past decade (OECD, 2014).

Research focusing on international student experience in Canada and elsewhere

has gained significant prominence as a result (Chao et al., 2017; Jiang, 2021; Marom,

2022). While academic achievement remains a primary objective for those studying

abroad, the experience of learning in a foreign country presents unique challenges and

opportunities for international students. During their educational journeys abroad,

international students must adapt to different educational systems, often in a language
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that is not their own, and navigate the complexities of daily life in a foreign environment.

These challenges can be both demanding and enriching. For example, international

students often have the opportunity to learn about communities other than their own

thereby enhancing their prospects building sociocultural and economic networks and

opportunities.

Furthermore, countries that host international students and immigrants can gain

significant advantages from the diversity and dynamism they bring to their economies

and cultures. Canada, for instance, as a culturally diverse nation, has witnessed a notable

increase in its international student population over the years (Statistics Canada, 2023).

According to a Statistics Canada report (Crossman et al., 2022), the number of

international students in Canada increased from 200,000 in 2009 to 621,600 in 2021. As

many as three out of every 10 international students choose to remain in the country after

completing their studies, actively contributing to its development (Crossman et al., 2022).

It is widely accepted that international students have agency, and that they

generally have a choice regarding where to pursue their studies. Often, such a destination

aligns with their personal and career goals and allows them to maximize their potential

(Sharp, 2023). Therefore, it is meaningful to understand international students’ feelings

and mindset changes to help them achieve a successful societal adjustment. As Sharp

(2023) claimed, the decision to migrate also brings duties to the destination country to

create a more welcoming environment for newcomers. This not only includes external

assistance but also requires emotional support, which involves understanding the feelings

and expectations of newcomers, in this case, international students, and providing

suitable assistance.



3

Outline of Paper

The purpose of this systematic review is to provide an overview of current

research findings and emerging trends concerning the self-identity of international

students and its implications in their new environments, which enhances our

understanding of international student self-identity. The insights derived from this paper

can serve as valuable resources for educational institutions and local organizations

seeking more effective strategies to bolster the self-resilience and self-efficacy of

international students. Additionally, this research aims to identify gaps in current

knowledge, paving the way for further exploration and investigation in this field.

This study is categorized into several parts based on the literature. To commence,

it establishes the understanding of self-identity, highlighting its significance in the

context of studying abroad, and offers an overview of prevailing theories on the

formation of self-identity. Following this, the research delves into an examination of the

positive outcomes associated with the successful development of self-identity during

international education experiences. Secondly, the paper addresses the diverse array of

factors that exert influence on an individual’s self-identity, categorizing them into two:

internal factors, encompassing personality traits and individual characteristics, and

external factors, comprising socio-economic circumstances and cultural and social

influences. Furthermore, the study explores the intricate relationship between ethnic

identity and self-identity, shedding light on how ethnic identity can shape and mold the

formation of one’s self-concept. In the final section, this paper extends its focus to offer

practical implications for both international students and educational institutions in the

host countries. It outlines recommendations for cultivating a healthy self-identity,
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provides strategies to facilitate effective adjustment into the host country, and

underscores the pivotal role that educational institutions can play in supporting the

development of international students’ self-identity.

Rationale for the Study

Nowadays, studying abroad has become increasingly prevalent. The experience of

studying abroad not only fosters academic achievements but also facilitates personal

growth. On the other side, international students not only make considerable

contributions to the local economy by directly spending money but also enhance the

educational experiences of domestic students. Further, many international students

choose to stay in the community where they received their education, bringing a global

perspective to existing businesses and, in many instances, launching new entrepreneurial

endeavours (Owens et al., 2011). Therefore, governments worldwide are actively

engaged in a competitive pursuit of talent, often referred to as the “great brain race”, as

they strive to attract and retain well-educated students (Sá & Sabzalieva, 2018).

Furthermore, upon completing their degrees in another country, many international

students opt to remain in the city or country where they completed their studies. This

decision necessitates a profound process of self-reinvention and self-identity to adapt to

their new circumstances and accomplishments.

In the context of adapting to a new society and building a life far from one’s home

country and establishing social connections, international students face significant

challenges. The process of resettling in a foreign land, forging new relationships, and

constructing a sense of self-identity and ethnic identity assumes a pivotal role. It acts as a
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buffer, aiding them in navigating the hurdles of their new environment, enhancing their

self-resilience and self-efficacy, and ultimately contributing to their success. Being

distanced from their families, international students must independently confront fresh

challenges and acclimate to unfamiliar surroundings. This solitary journey offers them

the opportunity for introspection and self-discovery (Castiello-Gutiérrez, 2022).

Concurrently, it shapes their growth, making them more mature and resilient in the face

of the challenges and obstacles that lie ahead.

Admittedly, delving into the self-identity of international students and its various

influences is a multifaceted and enduring endeavour. Self-identity is highly personal,

challenging to quantify, and susceptible to external factors, making it subject to variation

in different contexts (Hsieh, 2006). Furthermore, the ethnic and developmental

backgrounds of international students can further shape their self-identities (Crane et al.,

2004).

Researcher Positionality

As a Chinese student pursuing a Master of Education program in Canada, my

educational journey abroad has been enriching. Upon arriving in Canada, I found myself

immersed in a dynamic academic environment that required not only subject knowledge

but also a nuanced understanding of the local educational culture, and I had to adapt to

new teaching methods, different assessment methods, and diverse classroom settings.

During this time, I encountered everyday challenges, such as adjusting to a new society

and managing occasional negative emotions. Over time, I observed a transformation in

my thoughts and self-identity as I navigated the experience of living independently in a
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foreign country. This personal growth has bolstered my confidence and resilience,

equipping me with a greater capacity to face life’s challenges.

These changes and developments are not unique to me. I have witnessed similar

transformations in my fellow international student peers. This observation has sparked a

deep interest in me and compelled me to delve into this topic further. I am driven to

explore the factors that influence international student’s self-identity and gain valuable

insights into how best to support them, promote their self-resilience and self-efficacy, and

enable them to grow into more resilient and empowered individuals. I bring this

background with me as I enter this study.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

Research Method

This study focuses on international students’ self-identity and ethnic identity in a

new environment. In this study, the bibliometric approach (Donthu et al., 2012; Wallin,

2005) and content analysis methods (Krippendorff, 2018) are employed. First, I used

bibliometric to select relevant research about international students’ self-identity and

ethnic identity between 2013 to 2023. After the initial search, additional articles are

selected from the reference lists. Second, I analysed the content of selected papers for

further filtering and categorization based on common themes across the selected articles.

Bibliometric

Bibliometric analysis of peer-reviewed literature is a method commonly used in

research to examine a vast quantity of research outputs and data. The advantage and

advancement of bibliometric analysis benefited from its strength in managing substantial

amounts of scientific data and generating significant research influence. It allows

researchers to analyse scholarly work within a particular field and explore subcategories

or specific topics within that area. Moreover, available bibliometric software makes

bibliometric analysis an effective method for summarizing and categorizing literature

(Donthu et al., 2021).

In this stage, the University of Windsor Leddy Library’s electronic database was

the primary resource for searching out articles. Specifically, the following databases were

accessed: Google Scholar, ProQuest Social Sciences, Gale Cengage Academic OneFile,

and Taylor & Francis Journals Complete.
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The keywords used for article search were international student self-identity,

international student ethnic identity, study abroad, self-resilience, and self-efficacy.

These keywords ensured a comprehensive search for relevant peer-reviewed publications.

A total of 50 articles published between 2013 and 2023 were identified. Of these, 37 were

the most relevant to the purpose of this study and therefore were analyzed as source of

data using content analysis approach (Krippendorff, 2018).

Content Analysis

Through searching out the relevant research papers, I identified two angles to look

into international students’ self-identity. One is about the matureness of their

personalities and the other is their ethnic identity. The maturity of international students’

personality focuses on individual growth, which is how international students become

stronger and more adaptable to challenges and changing environments, while racial

identity focuses on the impact of their home culture and racial community on the

development of international students’ self-identity. Both personal growth in a new

environment and a sense of belongingness to their home culture will impact international

students’ their feelings and the maturation and redefinition of their personalities, which

will further impact their achievements in their abroad journey. Furthermore,

subcategories under these two main angles were identified through analysing the content

of selected papers.
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International Student Self-Identity

According to Rise et al. (2010), self-identity refers to prominent and lasting

aspects of individual’s self-perception. It can also be considered as a way that people use

to form themselves (Marginson, 2014). Self-identity is not like a fixed label that always

shows or describes one individual in the same way; rather, self-identity changes with the

new conditions arising in internal and external circumstances. For international students,

a transformation of self-identity and perspective is crucial in their overseas experience.

As they live and study in a new cross-cultural environment, they need to, and inevitably

do, ask profound questions about their own identity in the new environment (Liu &

Rathbone, 2021). Living in a foreign country, international students may encounter

challenges in communicating and interacting appropriately with the host culture, and poor

communication and interaction will cause identity gaps for international students. Identity

gaps are associated with negative impacts on international students, such as depression

(Jung et al., 2007).

Studying across borders leads to profound changes in students and could impact

international students’ self-formation (Marginson, 2014). International students are not

only pursuing educational credentials in foreign countries and under various educational

systems but (for many of them) they are also immersed in different language

environments and distinct cultural contexts. Marginson (2014) contended that during this

phase of their lives, international students frequently experience a newfound sense of

freedom. The freedom mentioned here “was understood less as negative freedom,

freedom from constraint, and more as positive freedom to do and to be.” (p.2)
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What is more, self-identity is the view that individuals see themselves when they

adopt the viewpoint of particular individuals or groups, which means that they integrate

the significance and anticipations linked to a pertinent categorization into their own self-

perception, individuals’ self-identities may vary to their distinct roles, for example, one

may show different identities when they as a teacher/student or a parent/child. Self-

identity may also be impacted by culture and social circumstances. Waite-Jones and

Rodriguez (2022) stated that “An individual’s self-concept and level of self-esteem are

influenced by their biology and culturally specific experiences” (p.79). Culture shapes

people’s self-concepts and self-definitions, the way people see themselves is impacted by

the external environment and the interactions in different cultural practices and everyday

lives (Holmes, 2020).

International students from diverse countries and cultural backgrounds often face

challenges and discomfort when they arrive in their host countries. Nevertheless, it is

crucial to recognize that amidst these challenges, they also encounter opportunities for

personal growth (Oloo, 2022). To better adapt to the host society, previous research

suggests that international students undergo changes in their self-identity in response to

evolving circumstances. Anandavalli et al. (2021), for example, write that international

students reported experiencing self-discovery while studying abroad, with their

experiences leading to increased self-reliance and boosted self-confidence. Teng et al.

(2023) asserted that changes in identity represent a fundamental adaptive strategy

employed by learners to establish contexts for mutual identity verification. A qualitative

study conducted by Onosu (2021) confirmed that engaging in a cultural immersion

experience supports the construction, conceptualization, and growth of one’s self-identity.
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Cultural experiences enabled international students to recognize commonalities shared by

people, even in the presence of cultural distinctions. Consequently, this newfound

understanding served as a source of empowerment and motivation for many participants.

Accordingly, the newfound understanding will initiate a shift in their perspectives,

transitioning from a narrow cultural viewpoint to a more global one. While this

experience might have felt unusual and jarring for many participants, it compelled them

to re-evaluate their perceptions of both themselves and others. According to Onosu

(2021), when individuals encounter unfamiliar situations, it prompts them to change from

their usual thought patterns. This experience can lead to the formation of new viewpoints.

Mezirow (2009) proposed that individuals develop these viewpoints through a lifelong

process of interaction and socialization. These perspectives serve as the framework that

shapes their beliefs, values, ideas, and perspectives. When individuals encounter

disruptive events, it initiates a transformative learning process and establishes a new

reference point (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). This, in turn, prompts them to contemplate

their beliefs, norms, values, ideas, and expectations. Through this process of reflection,

individuals can develop fresh perspectives, which become central to how they relate to

themselves, others, and society. Conversely, if individuals do not encounter or undergo

experiences that challenge their perspectives, their viewpoints will remain unaltered.

What is more, international students living in a foreign country often undergo

transformative experiences that lead to the development of new perspectives, which

nurture new identities, and can occasionally result in identity conflict (Sung, 2022). For

example, Van De Mieroop & Schnurr (2017) found that “simultaneous enactment of

different identities may not always be in harmony but can often lead to potential conflict,
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especially when the expectations associated with the different identities clash” (p. 9).

Sung (2022) also pointed out that identity conflicts can emerge not only from experiences

in diverse social contexts but also when others neglect to recognize or respect the

identities that individuals hold dear. Consequently, reconciling these different identity

conflicts becomes a significant individual task.

Identity conflict can be seen as a particular task for international students, who

experience different cultural and educational backgrounds and often need to adapt to the

normative values and beliefs of the host country. It is important to note that identity

conflict is not always negative. In fact, individuals may explore new potentials as a result

of the conflicts they encounter. Yuan et al. (2019) conducted an analysis of identity

conflicts observed in Chinese higher education students, and their research revealed that

these conflicts foster interactions among students, thereby offering new opportunities and

directions for their identity development. In other words, resolving identity conflicts is

also a process of personal growth (Sung, 2022).

The Development of Self-identity

The changing self-identities not only give individuals new angles to see

themselves but also show them new potential when facing challenges. Studying abroad

will make an individual’s self-identity change considerably because the huge changes in

lives at each angle shape people’s thinking patterns. International students who study

cross the border commonly experience extensive changes emerging in their lives,

consequently, these changes from all aspects of their lives change their identities, such as

their perspectives, expectations, and assumptions of self and others.
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Studying and living abroad shape one’s identity, values, and beliefs. Marginson

(2014) defined international education as ‘a process of self-formation’ in which students

manage their lives reflexively. They do so by reflecting on their experiences and making

deliberate choices that shape their identities. According to Marginson (2014), the self-

formation process is complex and cannot be simplified because it involves multiple

factors such as education, finances, career, family, culture, social interactions, language,

and more. It cannot be distilled into a single measurement on a universal scale. This

indicates that it is essential to integrate and synthesize these various components to

comprehend the self-formation process and, the result of the process, the self-identity of

an individual international student.

Self-formation highlights the role of reflexive agency in which students actively

monitor and continuously nurture their own personal development (Marginson, 2023).

Although the process of self-formation is experiences everyone at one point or another,

international education makes the process more challenging, and international students

tend to grow to stronger salient in pursuing higher education in a new environment where

they are relatively disadvantaged because the local social circumstance is out of their

control and they sometimes have to manage their lives reflexively. Additionally,

Marginson (2014) also stated that rather than viewing international students simply

within the normative framework of higher education, international education grounded in

reflexive self-determination helps to build “conscious international student agency” and

involves a “never-finished” process of fostering international students as worthy of

respect for their histories, identities, perspectives and learning practices rather than “a

journey of conversion to a (non-existent) stable equilibrium” (p. 19).
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During their study abroad experiences, students embark on a complex journey,

shaping not only their individual “self” but also navigating the interplay between their

identity from their home country, their identity in the host country, and a broader range of

cosmopolitan possibilities.

Self-identity is an important topic to talk about because it helps with one’s self-

resilience and self-esteem, and self-identity is a key factor in the regulation of emotions

(Rajan-Rankin, 2014). In other words, as international students engage in the process of

constructing and reconstructing their self-identities, they develop more mature and

resilient personalities. Studying abroad affects international students' career development

and attitudes towards life (Moskal, 2020). In the study that investigated international

graduates’ mobility, identity and career development, Moskal writes that students

reported that after their cross-country study trips, they became more open and courageous

to explore new job opportunities, became more independent, and became more confident

in life. These growths not only equipped them to navigate life’s challenges effectively,

but also motivated them to aspire for greater success. The next section of this paper

identifies factors that may impact the formation of international student self-identity.

Intercultural Interaction and Communication

Intercultural interaction and communication with the host country impacts

international student’s self-identity (Li, 2015). In transitional situations like studying

abroad, it is crucial to have a greater capacity for reflection in order to maintain a strong

self-identity and remain mindful of the new set of norms and expectations (Ye & Edward,

2017). To better adapt to and have effective cultural interactions in the host society,
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international students international students show behaviours that are geared to the local

culture when interacting with another ethnic group. Ye and Edward (2017) posit that

international students’ endeavour to interact with the local people to tell them more about

their home country demonstrates their intercultural competence. These actions promote

the building of students’ personal capital, offering chances for self-improvement, and

building their self-identities.

Living in a new environment, international students are relatively more

susceptible to experiencing negative feelings such as being unconnected and loneliness,

and previous research indicated that experiencing a deep sense of connection or

belonging with at least one peer or social community will benefit their well-being and

therefore help to build a healthy self-identity (Kiang et al., 2021).

The sociocultural differences among countries may impact intercultural

interaction and communication. Looking into the challenges that international students

encounter during their study abroad journey, one should not underestimate the impact of

sociocultural, economic, and political factors (both common and unique) in the students’

home country and the host country (Brown & Brown, 2013). Such factors (for example,

economic power, political orientations, and media perceptions) have an impact on

international students’ construction of self-identity. It has been observed that

international students originating from ‘Western countries’, typically characterized by

higher economic development and societal advancement, tend to experience smoother

adjustments to their destination countries, especially when those destinations are also

‘Western countries’. This ease of adaptation is often more noticeable when compared to

their counterparts from ‘non-Western’ backgrounds (Bailey, 2017). This, according to
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Brown and Brown (2013), is a reason for educational institutions that are attended by

international students to better know their students and to be able to provide them with

relevant supports as needed. Similarly, international students in a foreign country are

more likely to build connections with others who have the same cultural and

socioeconomic backgrounds as them (Brown & Brown, 2013). Social networking in the

host country impacts international student’ self-identity, while the establishment of new

social networking is significantly impacted by the social-economic situation of

international students’ home countries. A similar socioeconomic situation nurtures

similar values, attitudes, and lifestyles. In a foreign country, international students

actively establish diverse social networks that are shaped by the intricate individual social

and cultural identities of each member, and their identities is also shaped by many factors

such as culture, language, religion, academic pursuits, workplace environment, housing

situation, and personal interests (Gomes et al., 2014).

The effects of intercultural interaction on self-identity are not only seen in long-

term programs such as master’s programs and Ph.D. programs that usually take more

than one year, but also in short-term programs such as short-term exchange programs. In

one study on the impact of short-term programs (5-week in this case) on international

student self-efficacy, cultural intelligence, and adjustment in their host country, Nguyen

et al. (2018) found that studying abroad aided the students who participated short-term

programs in their personal growth and enhanced their intercultural skills. Nonetheless,

instances of feeling marginalized and not fully belonging, can potentially contribute to

the formation of personal and social identity and raise awareness of racism and other

forms of oppression.
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Diverse Constraints Abroad Due to Temporary Status

Being strangers in their host countries, international students often have a feeling

of being discriminated against, exploited (international student tuition is about three times

that for domestic/ Canadian students), or marginalized (Yao, 2018). Such feelings,

whether perceived or real, can erode international students’ self-esteem and sense of

belonging (Tran, 2017). As Tran puts it, “International students’ non-citizenship status in

the host country has [sometimes] led to less than equal entitlement and protection,

exclusion and discrimination” (p. 6) on campus, in the workplace, and the host society in

general. Therefore, international students have frequently found themselves compelled to

reaffirm and redefine their identities as they adapt to a new educational and social

environment (Sung, 2022). Many international students, placed in novel and unfamiliar

situations, tend to encounter challenges in shaping their identities.

While studying abroad offers international students opportunities to engage with

the host society and explore different cultures through interactions with their peers, it also

presents challenges. Sobkowiak's research (2019) suggests that the academic journey

abroad may not provide sufficient chances for students to fully immerse themselves in the

host society, particularly for those in short-term programs. To overcome this limitation,

international students must actively seek opportunities to learn about foreign cultures

from local and other international peers surrounding them. This active engagement is

crucial for enriching their experiences, broadening their horizons, and contributing to a

culturally diverse personality. On a positive note, the expanded knowledge and broader

perspective gained from exposure to different cultures can enhance international students’
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self-identity, fostering the development of more mature and well-rounded personalities

(Sobkowiak, 2019).

Special times and events may magnify these challenges for international students

as was the case during the COVID-19 pandemic. Deuel (2023) explores the uncertainty

experienced by international students during the pandemic. He concludes that

international students were impacted by travel restrictions which left many feeling

abandoned, stranded at home, and experiencing financial strain. Despite these challenges,

international students also exhibited strength and resilience in dealing with challenges.

For example, international students in the study by Tran (2017) employed strategies to

find a ‘space’ for comfort, mutual support, and communal strength, as well as to resist

what they regarded as injustice. Deuel (2023) suggests that one of the most effective

ways of empowering international students is to enable them to achieve their potential

and becoming stronger individuals. The diverse cultural and educational backgrounds of

international students can make it challenging for them to adapt to the host country.

These differences may also pose challenges to power dynamics in both education and

society. It is important for international students to recognize and be educated about their

abilities in navigating these challenges. The studies cited above provide useful

suggestions to institutions and university staff who work with international students, but

they still need to pay extra attention and be creative when working with different students

and in various periods, such as their initial arrival and efforts to foster deeper connections

with the host country.

Educational Background and Personal Experience



19

Education serves as a vital factor that affects individuals’ interaction with their

inner selves and the outer world (Marginson, 2014), and the past learning experiences of

international students profoundly influence their early interactions within a new culture

(Rabbidge & Banerjee, 2022). The development and engagement of international

students’ self-identity are influenced not only by external factors but also by internal

elements such as their personalities, life experiences, and educational levels. These

internal factors play a significant role in shaping their new identities. Notably, these

differences become more pronounced when we consider international students from

various age and educational level groups. While a considerable amount of research has

concentrated on international students pursuing bachelor’s and master’s degrees, some

valuable studies have focused on Ph.D. students (Gao, 2019, 2021; Soong et al., 2015;

Zhang et al., 2021). This broader research perspective provides us with a more

comprehensive understanding of the process of self-identity formation among

international students during their study abroad experiences. Soong et al. (2015)

conducted an autobiographical research to illustrate the transformation of doctoral

students as they engage in self-reflection regarding their management of academic,

personal, and cultural identities within the context of international doctoral education. In

comparison to bachelor’s and master’s students, Ph.D. students tend to be more mature

both in terms of their personality and academics. However, they often face greater stress

due to personal life and academic demands. In this research, Soong et al. (2015) analysed

challenges encountered by international Ph.D. students, some difficulties are commonly

faced by international students, such as restriction, marginalization, and unrecognised

prior (academic) experiences. Soong et al. (2015) concluded that international Ph.D.
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students who participated in their study often mediated the multiple identities emerging

during their doctoral study. This process is described as “process of self-empowerment

and re-construction of oneself as a flexible and reflexive human being” (p.11).

Similarly, Ye and Edwards (2015) focused on Chinese Ph.D. students in the UK

to assess the degree to which personal experiences in an intercultural environment can

impact one’s self-identity. Having richer lived experiences and a relatively mature

personality, Chinese Ph.D. students in this study showed that they were actively engaged

in a process of self-identity construction, employing varying levels of introspection and

personal agency. They proactively employed diverse coping mechanisms to address

challenges in order to adapt to the novel social, cultural, and academic landscapes in the

United Kingdom. Ye and Edwards (2015) noted that the Chinese Ph.D. students in the

UK who participated in their study is not a homogeneous group. Rather, the students

possess diverse personalities, and each individual’s efforts to navigate life’s challenges

and pursue success should be acknowledged and respected.

Furthermore, a qualitative study conducted by Lin et al. (2022) employed the

autoethnographic research method to investigate the developmental pathways of Chinese

international students in Australia. This research identified three distinct phases within

the self-formation process of international students: 1) self-exploration, 2) self-

positioning, and 3) self-determination. From master’s students to doctoral researchers, the

participants in this study not only achieved academic maturity but also experienced

personal growth. Studying abroad and completing degrees represented not just academic

pursuits but also higher aspirations for their lives.
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Language

The language barrier is an unignorable challenge for international students, which

impacts their interactions within campus and off campus. As language works not only as

a tool that international students complete their studies in different linguistic settings but

also as an important medium through which international students express and receive

information and make social and emotional interactions with the host society. Wilczewski

and Alon (2023) stated that proficiency in the host language enhances students’

understanding of the host culture, diminishes their sense of uncertainty, and fosters

effective intercultural communication. Conversely, the deficiency and unfamiliarity in the

local language make it harder for international students’ adjustment and strengthen the

feeling of otherness. Previous research (Dewi Zakiya et al., 2022) found that language

acquisition and proficiency are closely related to an individual’s social practice with the

host society, and that these two are mutually reinforcing.

Learning and using a second language can be a big challenge that could cause

anxiety. This is often complicated by the fact that many language learners do aspire for

perfectionism when using the language that they are not familiar with (Yasuda, 2018).

Both anxiety and perfectionism impede individual expression and communication in the

language naturally, which further impacts the process of social adjustment.

English-speaking countries are among the most popular destination countries for

international students (Soong et al., 2015; Ye & Edwards, 2015); and English proficiency

is increasingly necessary for a successful academic experience and social interactions.

Therefore, most research focusing on the impact of language barrier on international
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students are based on English-speaking societies, while relatively less research has

highlighted lived experiences of international students who use English as their second

language and are completing their studies in English in another language-speaking

society. For example, Dewi Zakiya et al. (2022) conducted a study focusing on

international students from Thailand pursuing their degrees in Indonesia. The study found

that a lack of confidence in English language proficiency led to anxiety among the

international students. Dewi Zakiya et al. also suggested that difference in classroom

practices (such as classroom settings, classroom interactions, role of the students and

instructors, etc.) between international students’ home country and their host countries

made some international students anxious. Anxiety among international students was

exacerbated in cases where the students did not have a ‘close’ connection to the host

society. According to Dewi Zakiya et al. (2022):

‘Using Bahasa Indonesia helped them to maintain good social relationships.

However, this situation was not supportive to their being English

department students. Not only that they had very limited home country’s

friends to speak or practice English, but also their Indonesian peers did not

use English in and outside campus contexts. It is dissimilar from anxiety of

EFL students who studied English in the context where English is a first

language where they could benefit from surrounding community who use

English in daily life for acquisition’. (p. 21)

Language is a crucial element in the lives of international students as it

significantly influences everyday communication and is intricately connected to cultural
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traditions, which, in turn, is linked to their ethnic identity. The following section of this

paper will further explore the topic of international students’ ethnic identity.
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International Student’s Ethnic Identity

When entering a new environment, newcomers, especially international students,

typically face a range of challenges in their daily lives, including acculturation,

academics, and emotional well-being. Moreover, their temporary status often limits their

access to certain social benefits and supports (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In such

circumstances, local ethnic communities can play a pivotal role in assisting international

students as they navigate the challenges of their new environment, facilitating

connections that may have a lasting impact on their well-being and career opportunities

and trajectory (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998). Furthermore, international students are likely

to receive both emotional and practical support from these communities. In essence,

ethnic communities serve as valuable pillars in aiding international students in their initial

adjustment to the new environment, particularly during their early days in a foreign land.

These ethnic communities may also reinforce international students’ ethnic identity,

which can be instrumental in helping them cope with emotions like homesickness and

culture shock.

Self-identity at the personal level and ethnic identity often share a close and

interconnected relationship. A study by Anderson (2020) highlighted this connection and

revealed that international students perceive their identities as shaped by the cultural

values, perspectives, and traditions of their home countries. International students who

participated in the study by Anderson emphasized the significance of their heritage and

cultural values in influencing their identities, and expressed a deep appreciation for

tradition while also exploring alternative ways of thinking.
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Ethnic identity is a form of identity rooted in a shared cultural heritage with a

specific group of people (Phinney, 1996). It extends beyond self-recognition to

encompass a sense of belonging, the pursuit of knowledge about one’s ethnic group, and

one’s attitudes toward and involvement in the customs and activities associated with that

ethnic community.

Living and studying in a new environment often fosters a stronger ethnic identity

tied to one’s home country or culture among international students (Brown & Brown,

2013; Batterton & Horner, 2016). This ethnic identity can serve as a buffer, helping

international students confront the challenges they encounter in the host society. In a

study conducted by Glass et al. (2014), researchers identified obstacles faced by non-

European international students when it comes to engaging in recreational activities. The

findings highlighted that students from Eastern/South-Eastern Asia encounter more

limitations in this regard compared to their counterparts from Southern Asia and the

Middle East/North Africa. Furthermore, non-European students tend to form closer

friendships with fellow co-nationals rather than host nationals. Additionally, this group of

non-European students expressed a lower sense of connection to their universities in

comparison to their European peers. Such disconnection can lead to feelings of loneliness

among international students. In contrast, a strong sense of belonging to their mother

country offers comfort and reinforces their ethnic identity. The importance and

effectiveness of finding solace in their ethnic identity and a sense of ethnic belonging are

particularly pronounced during times of special significance.

When international students arrive in a new host country, they leave behind their

familiar surroundings and the social support systems they had back home. This transition
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often results in a temporary sense of disconnection from their usual social networks. As a

result, one of the primary goals for international students, especially during their initial

stay abroad, is to establish new social connections. Research by Cao et al. (2017) has

shown that for many international students, primary social networks often consist of

individuals from their home country. This could be the case in Canada where over 50%

of international students come from just six countries. Thus, establishing connections

within a community that share a similar cultural background strengthens international

students’ ethnic identity. This reinforced ethnic identity, in turn, has an impact on the

formation of their self-identity.

Ethnic communities can play a crucial role in providing emotional support to

international students. Jang and Choi (2020) demonstrated in their research that ethnic

communities, including online communities, effectively mediate information and address

negative feelings, particularly for those who may feel insecure due to language barriers

and immigration status. Similarly, a study conducted by Bailey (2017) focused on

Caribbean students studying in the U.S. and found that individuals tend to identify more

strongly with their stigmatized reference group when they have encountered a higher

number of racial experiences, such as discrimination and stereotypes. In this study,

Bailey noted that the Caribbean international students were deeply concerned about the

persistent focus on race, the categorization based on racial identity, and the subtle acts of

racial discrimination present in the United States. This atmosphere consistently

underscores the notion that the Caribbean international students in the United States are

seen as outsiders, and as a result, they “continue to cherish their national or regional

identity” (p. 14). Similarly, in a recent article by Oh et al. (2023), ethnic identity is
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presented as a sociocultural asset that plays a pivotal role in promoting positive

adjustment and personal development, particularly among individuals who face

discrimination. The study by Oh et al., which involved Asian international students and

workers, found that those with higher levels of ethnic identity responded to instances of

racial discrimination during the COVID-19 pandemic by cultivating a stronger sense of

belonging, heightened feelings of unity, and increased social support within their ethnic

communities.

One’s living experiences in their mother country and immersion in their native

culture significantly contribute to the formation of their ethnic identity and also play a

role in shaping their self-identity, while the experiences and perceptions they received in

the host society help with the self-identity process as well. Studying abroad provides

international students with the opportunity to immerse themselves in different cultures,

ultimately leading to transformations in their identities. Biwa (2022) introduces the

concept of multicultural identity, rooted in self-identification, which pertains to

individuals adept at navigating and seamlessly integrating two or more cultures, enabling

them to function effectively within diverse cultural contexts. Biwa emphasizes the mutual

reinforcement of multicultural identity and cultural adaptation. As stated in the article,

“Sojourners can benefit from unpacking the meaning-making processes involved in their

ever-evolving and expanding identity” (p. 7). Likewise, Anderson (2020) described the

phases that Muslim international students experience their religious, ethnic/racial, and

gender identities. This research underscored four phases of Muslim international student

experiences. During Phase 1 their identities were shaped by the cultural values,

perspectives, and traditions of their home countries. In Phase 2, as they faced challenges
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and obstacles, they discovered unexpected opportunities for personal growth and

development. During Phase 3, Muslim international students expressed a strong

connection to their heritage and cultural values as integral components of their identities.

In Phase 4, they acknowledged the importance of tradition while also exploring

alternative ways of thinking and living.

Studying abroad often necessitates international students to use another language,

commonly English. Language holds a significant role in shaping an individual’s ethnic

identity, and adopting a new language can have a profound impact on their original ethnic

identity and, consequently, their self-identity. Research conducted by Lee (2015), which

focused on Korean undergraduates who embarked on early study abroad programs in the

U.S., revealed that these Korean youths experienced shifts in their self-identities due to

the process of learning English and adapting to American culture. The study participants

expressed that their self-identities were influenced by their engagement with English and

their assimilation into American culture. One participant in the study noted that speaking

in English had a notable effect on their ethnic identity:

‘You know…I am obviously different from Korean-Koreans who are born

and stay there forever. I live in the [United] States and I can speak both

language, English and Korean. And I have my life here and back in Korea,

too. English helps me…helps me to have my second life in the states, and I

am different from other Koreans in terms of that. I’m not telling you that I

want to show off my English ability or something, but I just want to say I’m

different’. (p.6)
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This result underscores the significance of language in shaping an individual’s

ethnic identity and its subsequent impact on their self-identity. Language is deeply rooted

in culture, serving as a reflection of the cultural logic and ideological perspectives carried

by that culture. Therefore, the adoption of a new language during the process of learning

abroad assumes a pivotal role in shaping and transforming one’s identity.

Interestingly, similar to adapting to a language, the changes in name can also

reflect the changes in self-identity of international students and their attitudes toward

growing a new self. In exploring the changes and formatting process of international

students’ self-identity, the change of international students’ names is always an

interesting topic that draws scholars’ attention. Quaglia et al. (2016) stated that the role of

names is significant in initiating critical psychological processes during the development

of one’s personality. Additionally, it plays a decisive role in either facilitating or

hindering an individual’s socialization. According to Quaglia et al. (2016), “Many

preconceptions revolve around names, since in our name there is often imprinted a code

that identifies us as belonging to a sex, a social class, a political or religious creed, a

geographical place, or a race” (p.15). When studying abroad, especially in a country that

has a distinct cultural and linguistic context, many international students choose to find

themselves a name in the local language, which reflects international students’ attitudes

towards their learning abroad lives and the formatting process of their self-identities in

the host society.

It is commonly seen that Chinese international students, as well as international

students from other Asian countries, change their names while studying abroad,

especially when their original names may be challenging for English speakers to
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pronounce (Edwards, 2006; Zhao & Biernat, 2017). This change is often made to ease

communication and better integrate into the local community, particularly in English-

speaking societies. Many Chinese international students opt for an English name for their

daily use.

Traditionally, Chinese names are comprised of characters that indicate

expectations and wishes from parents and family members to the individual. International

students selecting names that conform to the host society’s expectations can be seen as

their way of trying to adapt and become the person they aspire to be. In other words,

choosing a new name is an action through which international students re-evaluate and

refine their self-identity. Guccini (2017) presented that names are employed strategically

in various social contexts, primarily with the aim of establishing a ‘sense of recognition’.

This desire is driven by the need for one’s identity or a range of identities to be evident

through the chosen name. For international students who find themselves in a

transnational context face a complex process of shaping their identities. They depend on

ever-changing identities that offer glimpses into both their current selves and the

individuals they aspire to become (Xu, 2020). Similarly, research conducted by Fang and

Fine (2020) argued that naming is a multi-layered action for most Chinese international

students, and some of them suggested that the English name, in this article, helps them

reconstruct a new identity. Fang and Fine describe the use of a new English name by

Chinese international students thus, “Their naming practices respond to their life choices

with identities embedded in those names” (p.11).

These research studies (Xu, 2020; Fang & Fine, 2020) examine the relationship

between name change and the evolving identities of international students. Within these
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articles, both personal and ethnic identities are explored. Some international students

mentioned changing their names multiple times in an effort to find a name that aligns

with their personalities. This reflects their evolving self-identity. Furthermore, the

process of changing names provides insights into the transformations occurring within

the stable identities of international students, encompassing both their personal and ethnic

identities. These two aspects of identity are interconnected and mutually influence each

other.

The presence of a strong and positive ethnic identity has been found to have a

significant impact on the well-being and academic success of international students. A

study conducted by Gu et al. (2019) suggests that ethnic identity and ethnic socialization

play a crucial role in safeguarding and fostering international students’ motivation to

learn and their academic achievements. These ethnic minority students, who are pursuing

higher education, align their ethnic and academic identities, demonstrating ‘a sense of

agency’ (p.1). They engage in critical self-reflection regarding both the host society and

their heritage communities. Additionally, they perceive themselves as responsible for

promoting community advancement and cultivating a more positive social image for

ethnic minorities within their generation.

Living and studying in a different cultural society often necessitates individuals to

make adjustments and meet the expectations of two distinct cultures: their own mother

culture and the culture expected by the host society. As a result, studying abroad

promotes the development of international students’ bicultural self-efficacy, which refers

to an individual’s personal belief in their capacity to effectively navigate and fulfill the

expectations of two separate cultural norms—the culture of their heritage and that of the
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host country or culture. Jin et al. (2022) conducted a study examining the effect of

bicultural self-efficacy among international students in Korea. Their research findings

indicated that bicultural self-efficacy plays a significant role as a complete mediator in

the relationship between acculturation to the mainstream culture and career decision-

making self-efficacy.

Furthermore, a profound sense of belonging to one’s home culture fosters

increased cross-cultural interactions. Research conducted by Tian et al. (2019) reveals

that individuals who exhibit a stronger commitment to their own ethnic group tend to

display greater openness to engaging with other ethnic groups. This, in turn, contributes

to a reduction in the stress associated with adapting to a new culture. In essence,

maintaining a connection to one’s ethnic group not only enhances psychological well-

being and successful college adaptation but also promotes a greater willingness to

establish social connections with individuals from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

However, the connection between an individual’s ethnic identity and their home

country does not always guarantee positive emotions or attractiveness. Previous studies

(e.g., Brown, 2009; Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011; Pazil, 2019) have indicated that

transient migrants and international students often form close bonds with fellow co-

nationals as a coping strategy for dealing with their transitory status. Simultaneously,

they may uphold or establish class distinctions while residing abroad. For instance,

international students and white-collar professionals typically do not socialize with co-

nationals engaged in low-skilled or unskilled occupations. In other words, while ethnic

identity can play a positive role in the lives and academic pursuits of international

students, it may not always serve as a primary source of assistance or a buffer when they
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confront challenges in overseas life, particularly when considering factors such as socio-

economic situations (Gomes, 2019).

Ethnic identity differs from national identity, and while many research studies

(e.g., Tian et al., 2019; Rienties et al, 2012; Iwamoto & Liu, 2010) have focused on

ethnic identity among international students based on their citizenship or even larger

cultural groups, it is important to note that international students from the same country

may belong to different ethnic groups. This complexity adds an additional layer to the

study of ethnic identity. Sude et al. (2020) conducted an examination of ethnic minority

students from China, all hailing from the same home country, to explore how they

expressed and shaped various facets of their identities. This qualitative study revealed

that different ethnic groups within the same national context may undergo distinct

experiences in terms of self-perception and how they are perceived by others while

studying in a foreign country. These findings underscore the need to question and revise

the overly broad and homogeneous definition of a “Chinese student”. Both Chinese and

Western scholars should embrace diversity and consider the internal diversity within the

Chinese nation when analyzing the figure of the “Chinese student”. Furthermore, this

consideration should extend to the analysis of international students originating from

ethnically diverse countries.
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CHAPTER III: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Research Gaps

During my literature review about international student’s self-identity, and the

link between self-identity and self-efficacy, I have found extensive articles on how

learning abroad experiences contribute to these students’ self-formation and personal

growth; as well as their academic experiences, career prospects, and overall health and

wellness. A significant amount of research has been conducted in the most popular

destinations for international students like the U.S. (e.g., Quinton, 2020; Suh et al., 2023),

the U.K. (e.g., Tran, 2015; Barron et al., 2010)., and Australia (e.g., Lin et al., 2022;

Wang et al., 2015), while there is comparatively less research in the Canadian context.

Despite Canada being a popular destination with similarities in language and educational

systems, its unique multicultural and socially tolerant background, emphasized by official

policies (Kubota, 2015), sets it apart.

Therefore, conducting research in this Canadian context is valuable and can be

highly beneficial for international students and educational institutions they attend.

Furthermore, there exists a noticeable research imbalance between international students

in non-English-speaking countries and those in English-speaking countries. It is essential

to acknowledge that diverse cultural backgrounds in different countries lead to unique

experiences and emotions among international students, influencing their multifaceted

self-identity formation process. As a result, research in this area has the potential to

become more comprehensive and enriched. Additionally, one’s self-identity may be
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linked to their choice of majors and future career prospects. Further research could delve

into the impact of their academic and career development experiences during their studies.

Implications for International Students

Undoubtedly, learning abroad is a precious and meaningful opportunity for

individuals to explore different cultures and societies, challenge themselves and

experience personal growth. Various socio-cultural interactions that international students

encounter during their time abroad influence their self-identities. These interactions can

be both random and structured, shaping how students perceive and construct their new

identities.

However, the benefits and personal development one can gain from learning

abroad will not always happen automatically after one arrives in their destination country,

and the benefits and personal growth will be different from individual to individual.

Therefore, it is important for international students themselves to seize the moment and

the opportunity to build themselves and grow mature personalities. It is crucial that

international students themselves recognize such opportunities for direct and meaningful

engagement. As a result, they will have higher capabilities for observation, acceptance of

ambiguity and uncertainty, and will be more adaptable to unfamiliar cultural settings

(Sobkowiak, 2019).

Similarly, Kudaibergenov (2023) suggested that international students not only

adapted their behaviour to fit into the local society but also actively crafted a new

personality by choice. That is, international students consciously behaved and acted in a

manner that aligned with the person they aspired to become.
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Implications for Educational Institutions - Academic

International student enrolment at Canadian universities has been growing

steadily in recent years. To foster a more inclusive and multicultural educational

institution and society with higher energy and more dynamic, institutions and staff should

make efforts to support international students more effectively. The implication for

educational institutions can be divided into two aspects, one is implication from the

academic side, and the other is from the non-academic side.

For most international students, academic pursuit is an investment with academic

accomplishment and enhanced career prospects as their main goal. While they come from

different regions with distinct educational system backgrounds, institutions and

instructors should consider those differences and employ multiple strategies according to

the student’s educational levels, majors, educational backgrounds, etc.

Smith and Zhou (2022) suggested that in order to improve students’ academic

performance and experiences, instructors should consider the students’ satisfaction and

perceptions when they design and deliver their courses. Although the content is always an

important criterion for the course, teaching styles and instructor’ characteristic also

matter (Smith & Zhou, 2022). Moreover, instructors using appropriate teaching strategies

corresponding to different academic areas will make lessons more effective.

In addition, the diverse cultural backgrounds of international students serve as

valuable assets for educational institutions. They offer students and educators a broader

perspective within their respective fields. Ng et al. (2014) suggested that institutions can

work to foster stronger connections among local students, teachers, and students from



37

diverse backgrounds. By encouraging mutual acceptance and integrating international

perspectives into the curriculum, institutions can enhance their programs with a broader

range of viewpoints and content.

Implications for Educational Institutions - Non-Academic

On the non-academic side, universities can work on facilitating interactions and

communications between students with diverse cultural backgrounds. Institutions serve as

crucial platforms for international students, providing multiple ‘international social

spaces’, such as dormitories and classrooms (Batterton & Horner, 2016). Within these

settings, students have the opportunity to immerse themselves in distinct cultures and

engage with peers from diverse cultural backgrounds. Various places within universities

or colleges may afford international students the chance to assume multiple roles,

including those of discoverers, ambassadors, and negotiators, which, in turn, impact their

identity development. Regarding the services and resources offered by institutions to

promote their students’ success on campus, it is important not only to offer what students

need but also to ask them for their input on what would help students succeed. This way,

universities can identify what international students think would improve their success

and create a campus environment that supports their achievements (Oloo, 2022).

Secondly, for student workers, one important thing is that they should

acknowledge international students’ ability to build and rebuild their self-identities and

grow stronger personalities. It is unnecessary to always try to “help” international

students manage the challenges they encounter during their first arrival time. As every

student has different personalities and personal experiences in different situations, it is
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hard to make a process that can assist everyone at the most effective. Therefore, it is

necessary for staff who work with international students to help the students build and

boost their self-efficacy so that they will be able to cope with the challenges that arise in

their lives on their own. Such staff who work with international students should avoid

labelling international students such as using the term “international student” all the time

because these words may work as a stereotype or preconception that will restrict those

students’ ability and achievement. In the study conducted by Starr-Glass (2017), it was

suggested that when someone is categorized as an "international student," they are

effectively marked as separate and distinct from a "domestic" student. This labelling

places international students into a uniform category, which may serve institutional

purposes but can also perpetuate stereotypes, mask the richness of diversity among them,

and gradually erode their individual identities. In this article, Starr-Glass (2017)

described an educational setting that avoids the use of the term “international students” to

label their students. This setting boasts remarkable national diversity. In 2016, statistics

revealed that the college where the researcher worked housed an international program

with 550 individuals originating from no fewer than sixty distinct countries. This college

adopted a student-centric approach, aiming to identify and address each student’s

individual needs instead of providing generic assistance or workshops for groups of

students. This approach is commendable as it prioritizes the unique needs of individuals

and avoids stereotyping students. However, I also believe that institutions offering

general assistance or workshops for specific student groups, such as international students,

can be highly beneficial. This approach allows a broader range of students, including

those who may require assistance but are hesitant to seek it due to their personality or a
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lack of information, to choose and participate in activities tailored to their specific needs.

In my view, the key is to ensure that students have the autonomy to make these choices

for themselves.

Additionally, Arias-Valenzuela et al. (2016) have argued that international

students studying in Montreal have the autonomy to select which cultural identities they

want to embrace or adapt to. Essentially, international students are not simply influenced

by their surroundings, they actively participate in the process of cultural adaptation and

identity formation. They make choices based on their backgrounds and interactions with

various cultural communities. This discovery implies that institutions should aim to

comprehend why international students opt for particular cultural identities and,

accordingly, can introduce policies, initiate programs, and organize activities to foster

positive and successful acculturation experiences.
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