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Abstract 

 
This study examined the relationship between demographic factors, social support and sociocultural adjustment among 
international post graduate students enrolled in a Malaysian public university. A descriptive correlational research design was 
utilized to address the research objectives.  A total of 150 international students studying in the faculty of educational studies in 
one of the public university in Malaysia participated in the study. Two research instruments were used to collect the research 
data.  The Multidimensional Scale of perceived social support was used to assess the level of social support perceived by the 
respondents, while the Socio-cultural Adaptation Scale was used to measure international students’ level of sociocultural 
adjustment. Demographic information such as gender, marital status, and year of study were also collected. Findings show that 
the respondents have a moderate level of socio-cultural adjustment (M=2.38). The results of independent sample t-test show 
that there were no significant differences in the level sociocultural adjustment based gender (t[150]=-1.50, p>.05), marital 
status (F[2, 147]=1.18, p=.31), and year of study (F[3, 146]=.37, p=.78).  The result of simple linear regression analysis reveals 
that social support significantly (β=.27, p=.001; R2=.07) predicts students’ sociocultural adjustment. Lastly, specific adjustment 
difficulties reported by the international students were found to be related to making friends, communication, transportation, 
accommodation, food, job, climate, and time differences. In this study, we can conclude that social support from family, friends 
and significant others is the key indicator of international student’s sociocultural adjustment in Malaysia.  Implications of the 
study and suggestions were also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Moving from one academic environment to another and relocating to a new country to study is becoming an increasingly 
common occurrence (Brisset, Safdar, Lewis, & Sabatier, 2010; Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 2011). Studying in another country 
can be very exciting for many but it can also be challenging as they have to adapt to new ways of doing things, new 
culture and meeting people who their way of life and system of educational policy is different from where they are coming 
from. Living in a new environment trigger a lot changes in one’s  life including leaving family and friends, meeting new 
friends and developing networks, learning new social customs and behaviors, experiencing a different climate and 
different foods, and also adjusting to the language spoken by the people if English is not the first language. Hence, 
international students experience difficulties in adjusting to a new way of life along with the rigroous academic demands 
which can put an international student at greater risk than the local students. Problems faced by international students 
among others include language problem, finacial stress, loneliness, accomodation difficulties, and also problem in 
adjusting themselves to the culture and believes of their host country etc.  Many research and studies have been carried 
out on campus adjustment of international student in the western world and few studies have been carried out in Asian 
countries like Malaysia.  Therefore, this study intended to contribute to the Malaysian Institution of Higher Learning 
literature pertaining to this subject.  

In Malaysia, the number of international students studying in the Malaysian universities has been increasing 
throughout the years since 1996 due to various higher education reforms introduced to encourage the entry of 
international students all around the world into higher education institutions and universities at large. In a bid to make 
Malaysia an education hub for southeast Asia, the Ministry of Higher Education targets 200,000 international students by 
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2020. International students in Malaysia come from about more than 182 different countries all over the world, with 
majority from Iran, Indonesia, China, Nigeria and Yemen.  As they are placed in a new environment which is completely 
different from where they are from,  smooth campus adjustment plays a vital role to ensure the success of these students 
in completing their studies in Malaysia.   
 
2. Problem Statement 
 
Encouraging international students in Malaysia to make a successful campus adjustment is important because many of 
the international students experience difficulties in adjusting to environment different from theirs. Although, the number of 
international students on Malaysia campuses continues to increase, only a few numbers of studies have examined 
international student’s adjustment in Malaysia (Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 2011). Moving from one academic environment to 
another and relocating to a new country to study is becoming an increasingly common occurrence (Brisset et al., 2010, & 
Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 2011). International students pursuing studies in a foreign country have to overcome the 
challenges that are related to their adjustment experiences. Some of the challenges include transition and adjustment 
issues such as the food, weather, language, culture etc. Together with other cultural backgrounds and differences, these 
conditions exacerbate the difficulties associated with the adjustment process of international students, especially in 
cross-cultural environments. They are required to deal with the differences between their own cultural values, norms and 
customs and those of their hosts (Ang & Liamputtong, 2008, & Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 2011).  The process of adjustment 
to these new environments can be a stressful for international students who have the added strain of adjusting to new 
cultural values, language, and study habits (Li & Gasser, 2005; Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008; Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 
2011).  Many research and studies have been carried out on campus adjustment of international student in the western 
world and few studies have been carried out in Malaysia. Therefore, it is necessary to carry out a research to study 
international student’s adjustment in Malaysia.  The focus of the current study is to address the adjustment issues and 
challenges that international students encounter when they come to Malaysia for higher education.  The main objective of 
the study is to examine the relationship between students’ demographic factors and social support and international 
student’s sociolcultural adjustment in one of the public universities in Malaysia.   Specifically, the study aims to:  

(1) idnetify the level of sociocultural adjustment among the international students in university Putra Malaysia,  
(2) examine the specific adjustment difficulties experienced by international students in UPM  
(3) determine the deferences in sociocultural adjustment based on demographic factors (gender, year of study, 

marital status) among the international students in a public university, and  
(4) determine whether social support is a significant predictor of students’ sociocultural adjustment. 

  
3. Sociocultural Adjustment of International Students 
 
According to Rathus and Nevid (1986) and Mudhovozi (2012), adjustment is a psychological concept that refers to the 
behavior that permits people to meet the demands of the environment. Adjustment can be also be viewed as a 
transitional process that unfold over time as students learn to cope with the exigencies of the university environment (Al-
sharideh & Goe, 1998; de Araujo, 2011).  In the current study, sociocultural adjustment among international students has 
been investigated.  Sociocultural adjustment refers to cultural specific skills, the ability to negotiate the host culture, or 
effectively interact with the members of the host culture (Searle & Ward, 1990; Yusliza Mohd Yusoff & Shankar, 2010). 

Therefore, in this study sociocultural adjustment is the ability of the international students to interact effectively with 
Malaysians and adapt successfully with the social and the culture of the people in Malaysia.  Sociocultural factors are the 
elements that are related to or pertaining to the combination or interactions of social and cultural habits. Some of these 
factors are; social taboos, gender roles, religious conservatism etc.  Successful acculturation can contribute toward the 
international students’ quality of accademic achievement, productivity and quality of life. As a result of individual 
diffrences, international students’ level of adjustment to a new situation differ.  Some may adjust easily while others may 
find it very difficult to adjust to the circumtances.  
 
4. Social Support and Adjustment 
 
According to Cutrona (1990),  social support can be defined as behaviours that assist persons who are undergoing 
stressful life circumstances to cope effectively with the problems they face.  However, social support is a factor that 
appears to improve adjustment, which may provide international students with opportunities to develop an understanding 
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of the new culture. Social support is considered within the stress and coping framework and has been found to be an 
important predictor of psychological adaptation during cross-cultural transitions of international students (Brisset et al., 
2010; O’Reilly, Ryan, & Hickey, 2010; Safdar, Struthers, & van Oudenhoven, 2009; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 2000; Yusliza 
Mohd Yusoff & Shankar, 2010). Therefore, in this study, social support is the supportive social network received by 
international students schooling in Malaysia from (family, friends and significant other) to effectively cope with life 
circumstances or problems they face. 
 
5. Methodology 
 
5.1 Participants 
 
A descriptive correlation research design was employed to address the objectives of the study. The target population of 
this study consisted of post-graduate international students from various countries enrolled in various post-graduate 
programs in a public university in Malaysia. The accessible population is drawn from faculty of Educational Studies with 
the population of 179 post-graduate international students. Based on Cochran’s formula (1977), a sample size of 150 
international students was determined for the study.  The samples in the study were then selected using a simple random 
sampling method.  150 post-graduate international students from various countries in the university was randomly 
selected using fish bowl technique.  
 
5.2 Instrumentation 
 
Two research instruments were utilized to collect the research data.  The instrument used to assess students’ 
sociocultural adjustment was the Sociocultural Adjustment Scale questionnaire (SCAS) developed by Ward and Kennedy 
(1999).  SCAS has 29 items and was designed to measure the degree to which international students perceived 
difficulties in understanding the local values and cultures, interacting with the hosts, meeting the demands of daily life, 
and behaving in a culturally appropriate manner.  SCAS contains two constructs namely behavioural adaptation difficulty 
(22 items) and cognitive adaptation difficulty (7 items) dimensions.  Participants will be asked to respond to all the 29-
items in the questionnaire using a 5-point likert scale ranging from no difficulty (1) to extreme difficulty (5). An open-
ended question was added to identify the specific adjustment difficulties experienced by the respondents.  Students’ 
social support was assessed by using the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support questionnaire (MSPSS) 
developed by Zimet, Dahlem, and Farley (1988).  MSPSS has 12 items.  Demographic data of the respondents with 
regards to their age, gender, marital status and year of study was collected as well. 
 
6. Results and Discussion 
 
Results obtained from descriptive and inferential statistical analyses are presented and discussed. 
 
6.1 Objective 1: Level of Sociocultural Adjustment 
 
Analyses in Table 1 reveal that the level of overall sociocultural adjustment among international students was in 
moderatel level (M = 2.38).  Results also indicate that students experience moderate level in behavioural adjustment 
difficulties but low in behavioural adjustment difficulty. The moderate level of sociocultural adjustment of international 
student can be attributed to the ability to learn and understand or see two sides of inter-cultural issues and also the ability 
to adapt to a changing sociocultural environment. According to Searle and Ward, (1990), Socio-cultural adjustment refers 
to culture specific skills, the ability to negotiate the host culture, or effectively interact with members of host cultures. 
Theoretically, the model suggested that sociocultural adjustment can be understood by a social learning context (e.g. 
socializing with host nationals). 
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Table 1. Students’ Level of Sociocultural Adjustment  
 

Variable M SD Level* 
Overall Sociocultural
Adjustment  2.38 .65 Moderate 
Behavioural Adjustment 1.86 .66 Low 
Cognitive Adaptation 2.38 .65 Modearate 

Note: *Low: 1-2.33, Moderate: 2.34-3.66, and High:  3.67-5.00; N=150  
 
6.2 Objective 2: Specific Adjustment Difficulties Experienced by International Students 
 
Based on the answer given by the respondents in the open ended question, the specific adjustment difficulties 
experienced by the respondents can be summarized under the following themes: Making friends, Accommodation, Food, 
Job, Communication, Transportation, and Climate.  The details are as shown in Table 4. 
 
Table 4. Specific Adjustment Difficulties Experienced by Respondents 
 

Theme Difficulties
Making friends - having hard time making friends with the Malay people
Accomodation - difficulty to get accommodation, priority given to Iranians
Food - difficulty to tolerate the big amount of sugar content in food
Communication - difficult to make friends with the Malay people due to language barrier
Transportation - difficult to move around without having a car
Climate - difficult to tolerate the weather which is hot and humid
Getting a job - hard to get a job to support oneself
Time Differences - difficult to adjust to the differences in time between Malaysia and student’s country 

 
6.3 Objective 3: Differences in Sociocultural Adjustment Based on Gender, Marital Status, and Year of Study 
 
The findings in Table 2 indicate no significant difference  in the sociocultural adjustment based on gender (t [150] = 1.50, 
p > .05), marital status (F[2, 147]=1.18, p=.31), and year of study (F[3, 146]=.37, p=.78. This result support previous 
study conducted by Che Su Mustaffa and Munirah Ilias (2013) which found no significant difference in the process of 
adjustment among between male and female international students studying in Northern University of Malaysia. As for 
marital status, The result of the study shows that there is no difference in sociocultural adjustment regardless of their 
marital status or whether they are single, married or divorced. Contrary to previous studies on marital status, Poyrazli and 
Kavanaugh’s (2006) study showed that married international students reported experiencing a lower level of social 
adjustment strain than the single ones.  Since these students are married, they do not feel the need to explore other 
possible relationships, and fulfill their needs for social support at home through their spouses or family members. The 
finding in this study could be due to the fact that the married and divorced international students are not living with the 
spouse or loved ones here in Malaysia, which has made them feel homesick and lonely. Married international students 
whose spouse or child lived with them here in Malaysia might show less difficulty in adjusting themselves to the 
Malaysian society. 
 
Table 2. Differences in Sociocultural Adjustment Based on Gender, Marital Status, and Year of Study 
 

Variable Gender N M SD t sig. 

Sociocultural Adjustment 

Male 74 2.30 .63 -1.50 .14 
Female 76 2.46 .66  

Marital Status N M SD F sig. 
Single 83 2.41 .62  

Married 58 2.30 .69 1.18 .31 
Divorced 9 2.61 .56  

Year of Study N M SD F sig. 
First Year 71 2.38 .65  

Second Year 59 2.43 .66 .37 .78 
Third Year 17 2.24 .68  

Fourth Year 3 2.41 .25  



ISSN 2239-978X  
ISSN 2240-0524       

      Journal of Educational and Social Research
     MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy 

Vol. 5 No.2  
May 2015 

          

 
 

91 

6.4 Objective 4: Social Support as Predictor of Student’s Sociocultural Adjustment 
 
The simple linear regression analysis in Table 3 shows that social support significantly predicts sociocultural adjustment 
among the respondens. Approximately 7.0% (Adjusted R2 = .07) of the variance in the sociocultural adjustment could be 
explained by social support. Based on the result, a unit change in social support will bring about the changes of .26 units 
in sociocultural adjustment. The results of the present study is in line with the claims made by previous research that 
social support has been found to be an important predictor of psychological adaptation during cross-cultural transitions of 
international students (Brisset et al., 2010; O’Reilly et al., 2010; Safdar et al., 2009; Sumer et al., 2008; Ward & Rana-
Deuba, 2000; Yusliza Mohd Yusoff, 2010). Therefore, in this study, social support is the supportive social network 
(family, friends and significant other) received by international students schooling in Malaysia. The benefits of having 
social relationships are crucial for the international students to adjust themselves socioculturally, especially social 
relationships with friends from Malaysia. 
 
Table 3. Simple Linear Regression Analysis of Social Support as Predictor of Sociocultural Adjustment among 
International Students 
 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients   

(Constant) 
MSPSS (x) 

Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
1.36 .31 4.460 .000 
.26 .08 .27 3.388 .001 

Notes: DF=1,148=11.478, Adjusted R2=0.072 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
In this study, we can conclude that social support from family, friends and significant others (society) is the key indicator 
of international student’s sociocultural adjustment in Malaysia. Successful and adequate social support from friends, 
family and significant others would be a big leap for international student’s sociocultural adjustment. However, it is 
important to note that further research into this subject is crucial by taking other aforementioned factors into account. 
 
8. Implication of the Study 
 
The evidence from this study suggests that there should be adequate social support provided for international students in 
Malaysia. Therefore, it is important for universities where international students are enrolled to put emphasis on social 
support in designing any intervention programmes to promote sociocultural adjustment among international students.  
Multicultural training workshops should be offered to university staffs such as the teaching staff as well as those who 
work at the international student office. This will help them to be more aware of the intercultural and intracultural diversity 
of the students as well as the adjustment process experienced by international students. A friendly and supportive 
atmosphere should be provided by the university, and host country students should be encouraged to have more 
interaction with international students. This will probably help the international students to overcome their emotion 
problems and to adjust themselves better to the local culture. The result of this study may provide useful information for 
university administrators and government in implementing policies that will help to facilitate sociocultural adjustment of 
international students in Malaysia 
 
9. Limitation and Suggestion for Future Research 
 
Several limitations were discovered in the current study. First, the respondents of this study were from faculty of 
educational studies alone with the sample population of 150 post-graduate international students.  The sample size is 
small compared to the population of the entire population of post-graduate international students at the selected 
university. Therefore, this limitation may limit the generalizibility of the results to the entire population of international 
students in Malaysia. Thus, for future research, it is recommended that the samples to be expanded to all the 
international student enrolled in the university. And also, it is recommended that other public and private universities and 
colleges in Malaysia to be included in future research.  The current research only investigates certain demographic 
factors like gender, year of study, and marital status of the respondents. Future research may include other demographic 
factors such as age and program of study (Doctorate, Master or Diploma) pertaining to international students 
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sociocultural adjustment. Furthermore, current study only employed quantitative approach to gain an overview of the 
issue. Thus, it is suggested that future researchers could employ qualitative approach to overcome the shortcoming of 
the quantitative research approach. Qualitative data regarding sociocultural adjustment and social support of 
international students can be obtained by using various techniques such as interviews and observations.  
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