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ABSTRACT
This case study explores institutional support of international 
undergraduate students at a public university in California. The paper 
examines how international undergraduate students perceived, sought, 
and provided support, and how international center staff defined and 
provided support. I define support as “Information and services provided 
by one party in order for the other party to function in and outside the 
university. These information and services may also be sought.” Research 
methods included student focus groups and interviews, an online survey 
for international center staff, and an analysis of Facebook group posts. In 
conclusion, this study conceptually develops two cultures of support: a 
bureaucratic culture of support and a caring, relational culture of support. 
Main findings include a need for support of international students' daily life 
needs and suggestions for communicating support. Implications for 
university professionals working with international students are included.

BACKGROUND
Motive: most international students study in the U.S. because they feel the 

quality of U.S. higher education is better   (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002)
Economic Impact: international students contributed $24 billion to, 

supported 313,000 jobs in 2012-2013   (NAFSA, 2013)
Nationalities: predominantly East and Southeast Asian; nearly 30% of all 

U.S. international students are Chinese   (IIE, 2013)
Numbers: in 2012/13, there were 819,644 international students in U.S., 

nearly 4% of all college and university students; more undergraduate 
than graduate students   (IIE, 2013)

UC Irvine: 2,045 international undergraduates; most (65%) are Chinese, 
Koreans (11%), and Taiwanese (5%). Selectivity rate of international 
freshman is 50% (CA residents at 39%). Annual nonresident tuition is 
$37,386, two and a half times more expensive than resident tuition.

LITERATURE
Acculturative stress for international students, including cultural, social, 

academic, and language challenges  (e.g., Klomegah, 2006; Lacina, 2002; 
Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2007; Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 2010; Yeh 
& Inose, 2003)

Friendship and peer support  (e.g., Andrade, 2006; Gill, 2007; Kim, Yun & Yoon, 
2009; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009; Poyrazli, Kavanaugh, Baker & Al-Timimi, 2004; 
Trice, 2004; Ying, 2002)

Positive interactions with university faculty and staff good for students' 
success (e.g., Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2010; Stebleton et al, 2012; Tinto, 2012);      
no studies on international center support

Internet and Facebook can be a supportive space for students             
(e.g., Saw et al, 2013; Ye, 2006)

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1) How do international undergraduate students perceive, seek, and 
provide support?
2) How do international center staff define and provide support?
3) In what ways do staff and students seek and provide support on the 
international center's Facebook group?

RESULTS: STAFF DEFINITIONS OF SUPPORT 
Staff responses about support focused on bureaucracy 

(e.g., common words like “assessment,” “programs,” “services”)

Emphasis on Providing Services:
“services and programs that are offered to students”  (staff participant)
“providing services”  (mission statement)

Emphasis on Needs Assessment:
“it should first be determined the type of support that the student needs 
then followed up with assessments”  (staff participant)

RESULTS: A NEED FOR DAILY LIFE SUPPORT
Daily life support: Support for non-academic, non-social lives (e.g., 
public transportation, cell phones, shopping)

- 13 out of 15 student participants discussed a need for daily life 
support, received this support from peers such as roommates, friends
- not provided by university

RESULTS: “BEACONS OF SUPPORT”
Many students spoke of individuals – usually an advisor or faculty member 
– who were helpful, friendly guides helping them adjust to UCI and the 
U.S.

(1) Not only she walked me though all the grammatical stuff, but also 
she walked me through all the difficulties I encountered [in my] daily 
life about America, about American culture [and] she knows me 
very well personally  (NR, Focus Group 2, about her writing teacher)

(2) For me [it's important that the school has] staff that are willing to 
be friend with students [and] make them feel comfortable to 
share about their problem with them. Because sometimes students 
[are] really shy to talk to people and I need someone I feel 
comfortable to talk with  (N, Focus Group 1)

RESULTS: THE INTERNATIONAL CENTER
12 out of 15 student participants stated that they visited the international 

center only to receive immigration support, said it was effective at 
providing this support
- many students were not aware of other types of support the center 

offered (e.g., conversation program, career workshops)
- a few students also reported negative and unhelpful experiences 

(unclear information about student visas on the website; 
miscommunication with staff members)

(1) They’re knowledgeable and they do help me. So if I'm just … 
confused about my visa or my I-20 [student visa] I’ll call them and 
I’ll be like, “Hey I don’t know what I'm doing” or something. They’ll 
help me out. I like that  (C, Interview 6)

(2) The international center will be the [worst] experience in the world 
for me … [I had difficulty understanding the immigration laws] so I 
came to them and ask. So they said, “Just go and read online.” I 
don’t understand. That’s why I came  (I, Focus Group 2)

Participants spoke about the ideal international center in the same way 
they talked about successful support in their lives: 

- relationships and positive affect were at its center
- it was a lounge-like environment in which international students could 
meet and talk

(1) If the international center is more of a cozy place where 
international students can gather and share their experience … I 
think it’s [better]  (M, Interview 3)

(2) I don’t think that place needs to have couches or TV or coffee. I 
think it just needs some people there. Because [if] I see there’s 
no people sitting around maybe I’m afraid to walk in [but] when I 
walk by and I saw some of my friends I just want to walk in  
(N, Interview 5)

RESULTS: THE IDEAL INTERNATIONAL CENTER

SUPPORT AND INTERACTIONS ON FACEBOOK

CULTURES OF SUPPORT

IMPLICATIONS
1) Support the daily life needs of international students

- include information in a webpage or pamphlet
- include in peer mentoring programs or orientations
- ensure that housing RAs have this information for 
international students

2) Prioritize providing information to international students
- programs and services are important, but information 
comes first
- provide complete information on university websites
- ensure reception staff know complete information, or 
where to find it
- place informative materials in visible areas 
- be cautious of providing too much information, or mixed 
information

3) Ensure a responsive model of communication 
- establish one or two contact people as “beacons of 
support” in each office – individuals who can be relied on to 
consistently and quickly provide informative and/or caring 
responses
- international students may prefer looking for information 
online first, or by email
- international students may ask for help (in person) last, 
because of intimidation: they will likely 1) seek information 
online, 2) send an email, then finally 3) visit an office to 
speak with a staff or faculty member
- if international students visit an office, do not assume 
they haven't looked at the website and redirect them there; 
ask them first, as many may have already looked online

MY VISION FOR UNIVERSITIES
- international students continue to find support in dormitories, 
peer mentorship programs, university centers, classes
- continued development of successful programs such as peer 
mentorship
- staff and faculty learning cross-cultural communication
- staff and faculty recognizing themselves as beacons of 
support
- inclusion of international students in diversity statements

CONTACT
slind@uci.edu

sonja.c.lind@gmail.com
949.231.7538

RESULTS: OTHER SOURCES OF SUPPORT
Many students spoke of their peers, particularly in the peer mentorship 
program and the residence halls.

[There are two American students in our hall] who provide help, like 
every day [they talk with international students]. I talk to you about 
my culture and you talk to me about your culture  (L, Interview 7)

TYPES OF SUPPORT ON FACEBOOK
METHODOLOGY

Exploratory case study of institutional support  (Yin, 2009)

Qualitative methods:
Student (N=15) focus groups, interviews

- 11 East Asians, 4 Southeast Asians
- 10 females, 4 males
- 11 first- or second-year students
- 11 never attended another U.S. school

Survey of international center staff (N=5)
 - U.S. citizens, females, full-time employees

International center Facebook group posts (N=57) 
- Included posts where at least one staff or student commented

Qualitative analysis; coded openly  (Saldaña, 2009)

RESULTS: COMUNICATION PREFERENCES
12 of 15 student participants reported a self-guided approach to seeking 
information

- online (e.g., “If I need to look where to buy something, I just Google”)
- some reported reading books and pamphlets
- some reported reading emails from university centers
- some reported reading Facebook pages and groups for information

RESULTS: BARRIERS TO SUPPORT
Cultural barriers, including racism
Financial barriers: difficulties of getting on-campus jobs, limited or no 
funding for international students
University barriers: inconvenience of seeking support, bureaucracy, too 
much information, mixed information, inflexible university policies

Last time I sent an email to [the international center] I need to make 
an appointment with [immigration advisor’s name]. They gave me a 
phone number and I need to call the number and make an 
appointment [to see the advisor]. So I think it’s not very convenient 
to meet ‘cause I need to send an email and then I need to call 
again to make an appointment   (N, Interview 5)
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