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Abstract

Pursuing study overseas has always been one of the aspirations of Malaysian students to not only achieve their aca-
demic goals but also give them a chance to boost their intercultural communication competence in the long run. How-
ever, they often face various obstacles such as cultural barriers, academic strain, and psychological issues during their
adjustment period. Therefore, acculturation strategies may be adopted to overcome various obstacles while learning
abroad. Hence, this research aims to investigate the acculturation strategies employed by Malaysian international stu-
dents studying abroad to overcome cultural conflicts. In this qualitative study, an in-depth interview was conducted
with 6 Malaysian female students, specifically, 3 students from the United Kingdom and 3 students from Egypt, ex-
plores three key aspects: the preparations taken to study abroad, acculturation conflicts faced in the respective host
countries and the acculturation strategies adopted by the students. The findings indicate that Malaysian students study-
ing in the United Kingdom opted for an integration strategy while adjusting to the host culture. Two out of three par-
ticipants studying in Egypt chose the integration strategy, whereas only one student adopted the separation strategy. It
can be concluded that Malaysian students in the United Kingdom are more inclined to integrate to the Western culture
compared to the students in the Eastern country (Egypt). The study offers recommendations for policymakers, higher
education institutions, and prospective international students to enhance cross-cultural adaptation strategies.
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Introduction
Researchers have been looking Malaysia is known as one of the top countries in the world which has the
highest number of its citizens pursuing their study abroad. Malaysia ranked eighth out of the top ten coun-
tries that have their natives studying overseas as Malaysia Education and Training (2022) states that as of
2022, Malaysia has a total number of 59,144 students studying abroad. Numerous studies (Sisavath, 2021;
Jackson & Oguro, 2017; Milian et al., 2015; Gan & Kang, 2022) have also shown that the reason most stu-
dents want to continue their studies internationally is due to various benefits being offered that could assist
in enhancing their career prospects and employability.

Acculturation signifies how immigrants and sojourners deal with the pressure rooted in the clashing
of both cultures between the host and their home country (Ohnis et al., 1999 as cited in Yu & Wang, 2011).
In the case of adaptation to studying abroad, despite numerous benefits and great opportunities awaiting the
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students, pressure and distress are being imposed on them as well. Culture shock, psychological welfare, and
academic struggles are the main issues that students face particularly during their adjustment stage (Khanal
& Gaulee, 2019).

Although the number of Malaysian students who pursue their studies abroad has been increasing
gradually over the years, their preference for acculturation strategies and the way they adapt to the distinc-
tive host culture has yet to be studied extensively. Research also supported that there is a lack of research
that specifically documents Malaysian international students’ experience and the strategies that they adopted
to overcome cultural boundaries (Kumar et al., 2019). This research will therefore focus on the acculturation
strategies employed by Malaysian students abroad in adapting to a different culture.

Moreover, the transitional phase from home country to host country may lead to various cultural bar-
riers during students’ adjustment period to new surroundings, especially in countries that consist of multicul-
tural societies. Students need to cooperate to achieve successful acculturation strategies in adapting them-
selves to the foreign culture that is particularly signified by diversity (Yu & Wang, 2011). Diversification in
cultures may assist students to develop mastery of intercultural communication and thus, enhance their
knowledge of other cultures. Research has proven that experience gained by international students overseas
may enhance their global-mindedness, intercultural competence as well as personal development (Maharaja,
2018). Hence, students who acquire the ability to implement successful acculturation strategies may be able
to deal with challenges and cultural barriers effectively while residing abroad. Therefore, the present aims to
explore the acculturation strategies employed by Malaysian international students when studying at their re-

spective host countries.

Literature Review

The transition of moving from one’s home country to another host country influences most international
students to develop a bicultural identity. Schwartz et al. (2010) define biculturalism as the individuals’ pro-
ficiency and capability to practise their cultural values while embracing the culture of the host country. This
capability will lead to the development of one’s dual identity that embraces both the host and home cultures.
Based on Berry’s Model of Acculturation (1980), the act of maintaining one’s cultural practice while inte-
grating into the host culture is seen as two independent dimensions. The crossover of these two dimensions
leads to the development of four strategies of acculturation: assimilation, separation, integration, and mar-
ginalisation. Drawing from this acculturation model, integration is depicted as bicultural as both terms repre-
sent the action of one retaining their cultural identity while embracing the culture of the host country (Meca
etal., 2019).
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The acculturation process among international studies varies depending on cultural contexts and in-
dividual preferences as demonstrated by studies such as Yu and Wang (2011). They highlight the prefer-
ences of acculturation strategies adopted by Chinese international students studying in Germany. Based on
the survey conducted, it was found that the strategies of integration and separation are the most preferred ac-
culturation approaches implemented by the Chinese students. The findings further reveal that male students
are more inclined towards separation while female students primarily adopt integration. This study con-
cludes that the acculturation patterns that emerged among the students are influenced by the distinct cross-
cultural features of the two nations’ psychological distance. However, the sample of this study may not be
competently representative of the Chinese students who are studying in Germany due to the lack of diversity
in the selection of the participants.

Krsmanovic (2020) investigated the social experiences of international freshman students in one of
the public institutions in the Southeast United States of America by implementing Berry’s Acculturation
Model (1974,1980,1997). Ten international students were selected, and a descriptive research design was
used to examine the degree to which each of the four strategies of the acculturation model, assimilation, sep-
aration, integration, and marginalization, would emerge from the students’ social experiences during their
first year of study.

Cultural scholars and psychologists have acknowledged that embracing the values, beliefs, and cus-
toms of the host country does not completely imply that a newcomer will stop practising the culture of his or
her homeland (Schwartz et al., 2010). The situation, however, might be different for some sojourners as they
do not really possess the freedom to choose their preferred acculturation strategies when migrating to anoth-
er foreign country. Berry (2005, in Fadil & Mohamad, 2022) concludes that the dominant culture, therefore,
will influence and determine the employment of one's acculturation strategies. Henceforth, Berry’s Model of
Acculturation or also known as Berry’s Fourfold Model was introduced to identify to what extent the so-
journers will adopt their preferred acculturation strategies in adapting to the host environment. The model
has divided the acculturation strategies into four aspects which are assimilation (adopting the host culture
and rejecting their home culture), integration (maintaining one’s home culture while adapting to the host cul-
ture), separation (maintaining one’s home culture but rejecting the culture of the host country) and marginal-
isation (rejecting both of their home culture and the host). Berry’s Model of Acculturation (1980) strategy is
presented in Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Berry’s Model of Acculturation

Berry’s theoretical model of acculturation strategies has been universally adopted in numerous stud-
ies (Yu & Wang, 2011; Krsmanovic, 2020; Luo et al., 2021) to investigate the preferences for acculturation
strategies among international students studying abroad. Based on previous research, it was found that inter-
national students have different choices and solutions when it comes to the application of acculturation strat-
egies when adjusting to the host environment and culture. Therefore, the adoption of ‘Berry’s Model of Ac-
culturation’ in this study is relevant as it is aligned with the research objective to identify the preference for
acculturation strategies among Malaysian students studying abroad.

Alcott et al. (2017) describe the adaptation of the sojourners or immigrants towards a foreign culture
into two fundamental dimensions: Dimension 1- the dominant culture or conserve their home culture and
Dimension 2- engage with the local population. The concoction of these two dimensions leads to the for-
mation of four distinctive acculturation strategies: assimilation (abandon one’s home culture, adapt to the
host culture, and engage with the local citizen); separation (retain one’s home culture without practising the
host culture and engaging with the local citizen); integration (retaining one’s own culture and adapting to the
host culture simultaneously); and marginalisation (rejecting both of the host culture and their own cultural

identity.

Methodology

The present study aims to identify the acculturation strategies employed by Malaysian students studying
abroad by adopting a qualitative research design specifically a qualitative thematic analysis. A qualitative

research design was adopted to gain a deep understanding and insights of the participants’ perceptions, ide-
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as, experiences, and the justification for their actions (Ugwu & Eze, 2023) and describe the complex details
of the participants’ viewpoints and behaviours in naturalistic surroundings (Perera, 2020).

A purposive sampling method was adopted for this study in selecting the research participants. This
sampling technique has been broadly applied in qualitative studies to derive insights from individuals that
are particularly knowledgeable about the phenomena of investigation (Palinkas et al., 2015). In the present
study, the participants who were purposively selected were Malaysian students currently studying abroad in
Egypt and the universities in the United Kingdom.

In the present study, the first step was to seek participants that fulfilled the criterion specified which
was Malaysian international students who are currently studying either in Egypt or the United Kingdom. The
participants were identified from the researcher’s close acquaintances of university friends who have con-
nections with Malaysian students studying in foreign countries. Three Malaysian university students study-
ing in Egypt and three Malaysian students studying in the United Kingdom agree to participate in the re-
search. This study determined that the finalised sample size is sufficient for this research (Dworkin, 2012).

Participants were briefly briefed about the research purpose and consent forms were distributed to
the interviewees to obtain their agreement in participating in the interview session and for their data to be
used for research purposes. After obtaining the consent from the participants, the interview questions were
shared one week before the scheduled interview. Date, time, and platform were then chosen and agreed upon
by those involved to conduct the interview session online. In the present study, a semi-structured interview
was adopted to gain deeper insights of the participants’ perceptions on the subject matter. The interview ap-
proach allows the participants to elaborate on the topic being discussed in further detail (Alamri, 2019). This
method is deemed suitable and useful in gaining in-depth information concerning the respondent’s experi-
ence in using acculturation strategies. A total of 5 demographic questions and 14 questions related to accul-

turation strategies were developed for the purpose of the present research.

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Malaysian Students Studying in the Kingdom and Egypt

Pseudonym Age  Marital Status  Foreign Country  Duration of Staying Abroad

Sofia 22 Single United Kingdom 4 years
Dhia 22 Single United Kingdom 3 years
Lisa 22 Single United Kingdom 3 years
Mariam 23 Married Egypt 5 years
Nazira 24 Married Egypt 6 years
Yasmin 23 Single Egypt 3 years
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An average duration of 1 hour was taken for each interview session and was conducted on the
Google Meet video call platform. The interviews were recorded for transcription and analysis purposes. Due
to privacy requirements, pseudonyms were adopted by the participants. Table 1 presents the participants’ de-
tails which include their pseudonyms, ages, marital status, the foreign countries that they are currently study-
ing in, and their duration of staying abroad.

In this study, the first step of analysis was to familiarise with the data obtained. Next, initial codes
were generated from the data collected. In this study, codes such as “integrate” and “homesickness” were
found in the raw data. The researcher then searched for the main themes to categorise the initial codes
gained from the findings. For instance, one of the themes identified in this study was “acculturation conflicts
faced by Malaysian students studying abroad”. The emergence of the themes was later revised to avoid re-
dundancy of the research themes. The process of defining and naming the themes that are aligned with the
generated codes was then carried out. The final step was to produce a report according to the relevant
themes and codes that highlighted the conflicts and the acculturation strategies employed by Malaysian in-

ternational students studying abroad.

Findings

This study examines the acculturation strategies of Malaysian students studying in the United Kingdom and
Egypt, with a focus on three key objectives. The first research objective is to examine their preparation be-
fore departure and identify the cultural and social challenges that the participants experience. The final ob-
jective is to explore the acculturation strategies in response to these challenges.

Overall, the findings indicate that the Malaysian students studying abroad in the United Kingdom
and Egypt employ varying strategies to adapt to their host environments. Their experiences are shaped by
their level of preparation, the acculturation conflicts they face, and the strategies they adopt to navigate cul-
tural differences. While students in the UK generally perceive the cultural gap to be minimal due to prior
exposure to Western influences, students in Egypt encounter greater challenges, particularly in linguistic and
social adaptation challenges. Despite these differences, most participants demonstrate a preference for inte-
gration which balances maintaining their home culture and adapting to the host culture. However, social and
religious constraints influence their level of engagement, thus leading the participants to employ a separation

strategy in specific contexts.

Research Objective 1
The first research question that this study aims to address is how do Malaysian students prepare before stud-

ying abroad? This study determined that the extent of preparation among students varies based on their per-

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved 116
©2017 - 2025



International Journal of Modern Languages and Applied Linguistics
e-ISSN: 2600-7266

ceived cultural proximity to the host country. While some students undertook active research to familiarise
themselves with their new environment, others relied on indirect exposure through media and social net-
works. This pattern is particularly evident when comparing the participants’ preparation experiences. The
findings outlined two differences approaches that the participants use when preparing for their study in the
UK and Egypt. Some students actively sought information about their host country before departure such as
Lisa who took a more structured approach. Lisa mentioned that “I researched British culture, customs, so-
cial etiquette, and even their education system before leaving. This helped me transition smoothly into the
new environment.” She conducts background research on British customs, education systems, and social eti-
quette to ease her transition.

In contrast, others relied on prior exposure through media, peers, and family. Most participants head-
ing to the UK perceived minimal cultural differences, therefore, they prepared less extensively. Sofia and
Dhia, for instance, did not conduct formal research before leaving Malaysia, believing that exposure to
Western media had already familiarised them with British culture. Dhia also relied on seniors’ experiences

via social media.

“I think there is nothing in particular that I did research on because | think as we grew up in
Malaysia, we have been accustomed to the Western side.” (Sofia)

“...the preparation that I did was very limited, just like since our seniors would definitely go
to the UK, I just contacted them and asked, "How is it there?" and looked up their social me-
dia stories and observed how they were adapting, and those were the only things that I did be-
fore going to the UK.” (Dhia)

Similarly, students bound for Egypt did not conduct extensive background research, relying instead
on word-of-mouth information from seniors and family members. Mariam and Yasmin noted that their un-

derstanding of Egyptian culture was based on brief pre-departure briefings and conversations with seniors.

"I've only heard stories from seniors and officers in charge during my pre-departure pro-
gram, but everything was only mentioned briefly."” (Mariam)

"l just knew about Egyptian culture from my seniors. They told us to expect the worst first."
(Yasmin)
Nazira, however, took an additional step by watching YouTube videos to better visualise the social

normal and lifestyle of Egypt.
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"I watched YouTube to see and imagine the surroundings here in Egypt. | also asked my cous-
ins and relatives who had studied here before about their experiences." (Nazira)

These findings suggest that students who perceive greater cultural differences (e.g., Lisa and Nazira)
tend to prepare more actively, whereas those who assume cultural familiarity (e.g., Sofia and Dhia) adopt a
more relaxed approach. Thus, while most students across both countries did not engage in extensive re-
search, those in Egypt demonstrated a slightly greater awareness of potential adaptation difficulties, prompt-

ing more proactive engagement with cultural learning tools.

Research Objective 2

This study also investigates the challenges that Malaysian international students face while adapting to their
host countries. This study determined that regardless of their level of preparation, all participants encoun-
tered acculturation conflicts upon arrival. These challenges can be categorised into three key areas: (1) dif-
ferences in cultural and social norms, (2) language barriers (Egypt-specific), and (3) psychological and emo-
tional distress.

One of the most significant differences in cultural norms in the UK was the drinking culture, which
serves as a primary mode of social bonding. Muslim students found this difficult to navigate, as their inabil-
ity to participate in pub gatherings limited their interactions with local peers. Sofia mentions that "Drinking
is a big part of their social life. Since I don’t drink, it limits how I interact with them™ and is further reiterat-
ed by Dhia who says that "They invited me for a pre-drink, and I didn’t know what that was. When I realised
it involved alcohol, I knew I couldn’t join them." Meanwhile, in Egypt, students faced different cultural chal-
lenges, including aggressive traffic behaviors and relaxed attitudes toward household etiquette. As men-
tioned by Yasmin, "Egyptians honk their horns constantly, even in heavy traffic. It’s noisy and hectic." An-
other interesting difference was articulated by Marian who says that “it feels awkward visiting an Egyptian
home and keeping my shoes on."

The second challenge experienced by the research participants is the language barrier. Unlike stu-
dents in the UK, those in Egypt encountered linguistic barriers due to the difference between formal Arabic
(Fusha) and colloquial Egyptian Arabic (Amiyah) as Mariam highlighted " Egyptians don’t speak formal Ar-
abic (Fusha) but a colloquial dialect (Amiyah), which made it hard to communicate.” In addition to cultural
differences and language barriers, students in both countries face emotional stress, isolation, and homesick-
ness. "At home, everything was planned for me. Here, | have to handle everything on my own, and it was
overwhelming at first” as told by Dhia. Mariam concurs by outlining that "Studying abroad is a lonely jour-

ney. Some days, the loneliness kills you."
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The findings indicate that Malaysian students studying abroad encounter acculturation conflicts that
vary significantly based on their host country's cultural, linguistic, and social structures. Students in the UK
primarily faced challenges related to social integration, particularly the drinking culture and differences in
communication etiquette, which created barriers to forming deeper relationships with local peers. However,
the absence of language barriers and the UK’s multicultural environment allowed them to navigate these
challenges with relative ease. On the other hand, students in Egypt encountered greater structural and lin-
guistic adaptation difficulties, particularly in learning the colloquial Arabic dialect (Amiyah), adjusting to
different social norms, and managing unexpected interpersonal conflicts. Across both settings, psychological
and emotional distress was a common experience, as students struggled with homesickness, academic pres-

sure, and the shift to independent living.

Research Objective 3
Given the diverse challenges faced by Malaysian students in both the United Kingdom (UK) and Egypt,
their ability to navigate and adapt to their host environments is largely shaped by the acculturation strategies
they employ. Using Berry’s (1980) Acculturation Framework, this study identified integration as the domi-
nant strategy, where students balance maintaining their home culture while adopting aspects of the host cul-
ture. However, individual differences, religious beliefs, and the host country’s sociocultural environment in-
fluence the extent to which they engage with the dominant culture. In the UK, the multicultural nature of
society and the relative openness of locals to diverse cultural practices facilitate smoother integration. In
contrast, students in Egypt, who face greater linguistic and social adaptation challenges, display a mix of in-
tegration and separation strategies, with some choosing to retain their Malaysian cultural identity more
strongly in response to local customs they find difficult to adapt to.

Students in both the UK and Egypt demonstrated integration strategies, where they balanced en-
gagement with the host culture while maintaining aspects of their home culture. Sofia emphasised adaptabil-

ity while maintaining boundaries, showcasing a flexible integration approach:

"I think that | adapt differently to the host culture. But I think when adapting to a host culture,
it is important to try to fit in with them and also know your boundaries. For example, if | go to
a local’s house and they say it’s okay, you can wear your shoes, of course, I'm going to take
off my shoes. But because it is their home and if they are comfortable with it, I will adapt to
them accordingly.”
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This suggests that students are willing to adjust their behavior to respect the norms of the host socie-
ty, but they also retain their own cultural preferences when possible. Similarly, Dhia expressed willingness

to integrate through alternative social interactions, despite avoiding alcohol-related social gatherings:

"...some of their cultures are totally against my belief as a Muslim. But, I will always try to
adapt to the culture here and socialise with the locals without having to step out of my
boundary and going against my cultural and religious beliefs. One of the things that | have
done is by doing simple gestures, by asking them to have a walk at the park and to do some
outdoor activities together without having to wait for chances to happen."

This highlights how religious boundaries shape acculturation as the research participants studying in the UK
prefer integration in non-religious aspects while maintaining separation in practices that contradict their be-
liefs. Nazira, an international student in Egypt, also embraced integration by adopting selective cultural
practices, ensuring that she absorbs only positive elements from the local culture:

“I just normally take what is good and leave what is bad. Like for example, the good aspects
of the people, the language, and some special styles to interact with the people, and yes, | be-
lieve it is the best approach to help adjust to the environment.”

Mariam also acknowledged the necessity of adapting to some aspects of the host culture, although she re-
tained strong elements of her home identity. Her statement suggests that acculturation is a process of negoti-
ation, where students adopt aspects that aid daily life while resisting the parts that they find incompatible:

"I cannot deny there are a few occasions where | need to opt and practise the host culture in
my daily situation as it is needed for me to go through the day. Nevertheless, there are still
many more of the host culture that I didn’t adapt to as it differs from mine. So it's both yes
and no. Did the approaches help me adjust? Yes."

While integration was the dominant strategy, separation was observed in specific social contexts,
particularly where students felt cultural dissonance or resistance to unfamiliar norms. Yasmin expressed a
strong preference for retaining her home cultural practices, particularly in social interactions and rule-

following:

“However, in terms of social practices, | am more comfortable in retaining our home cultural
practices, where most of the time we tend to tolerate and negotiate in solving a problem ra-
ther than arguing. Furthermore, we also tend to abide more by the rules compared to the
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Egyptian people, who are more on doing things according to their way. For instance, during
the COVID-19 era, even doctors did not wear masks at the hospitals and also when treating
the patients. It is completely in contrast to us, who are very particular and strict when it
comes to wearing masks during the pandemic era."

This suggests that when the participants find a mismatch in values, they choose to separate rather than inte-
grate, particularly in areas concerning safety, health, and ethical practices. Sofia, despite being open to
adapting to certain contexts, firmly maintained cultural separation in others, particularly concerning food

and religious restrictions:

"But, in terms of foods and all the drinking, I think that’s where I put my boundaries to retain
my home culture instead of adapting to the host culture. And I think that when you move to a
foreign country, you have to find the exact spot between being able to fit in with the norm but
also understanding your own boundaries. But I think that everyone in this world has already
understood that different cultures have different understandings, so people tend to respect it."”

Therefore, this study identified that integration is the preferred acculturation strategy, but personal bounda-
ries, religious beliefs, and social norms influence the extent of cultural engagement. While some students ac-
tively embrace host-country customs, others retain a selective distance in specific social contexts.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study aims to identify the acculturation strategies used among Malaysian international students studying
in the United Kingdom and Egypt. By adopting a thematic analysis approach, the data were qualitatively an-
alysed based on a total sample of six participants, three Malaysian students studying in the United Kingdom
and another three studying in Egypt. This study identified three key aspects influencing acculturation: prepa-
rations before departure, acculturation conflicts, and acculturation strategies employed by students abroad.
The findings suggest that students who perceived a greater cultural gap between Malaysia and the host coun-
try engaged in more deliberate preparation, while those who assumed cultural familiarity, particularly stu-
dents in the UK, prepared less formally. These observations are consistent with Hofstede’s (2001) cultural
dimensions, which suggest that societies with a lower uncertainty avoidance index, such as Malaysia, are
more comfortable navigating ambiguous situations and adapting as they go. However, this lack of prepara-
tion sometimes contributed to initial cultural adjustment challenges, reinforcing Khanal and Gaulee’s (2019)
argument that one of the most significant obstacles faced by international students is a lack of precise pre-
departure knowledge about the host country's academic and social expectations.

Universiti Teknologi MARA, Vol. 9, No. 2, 2025 121



Ungku Mazummar binti Ungku Mustaffa, Zamnah binti Husin & Nadia Anuar
Acculturation Strategies Employed by Malaysian Students Studying Abroad

Acculturation conflicts were also central to the adaptation process, with students in both the UK and
Egypt encountering significant sociocultural barriers. In the UK, participants struggled with drinking cul-
ture, informal communication with lecturers, and differences in social norms related to personal space and
privacy, leading to initial discomfort in social interactions. These findings mirror studies such as Thurnell-
Read et al. (2018) which emphasise how international students from collectivist cultures often have trouble
adjusting to the more individualistic and informal social customs in Western countries. Meanwhile, students
in Egypt faced language barriers due to differences between formal Arabic (Fusha) and the colloquial dialect
(Amiyah), as well as challenges in adapting to different social behaviors and interpersonal norms. These
findings align with previous studies (e.g., Cao et al., 2016; Smith, 2011; Yu et al., 2019) that highlight how
language barriers remain one of the most persistent acculturative stressors among international students, par-
ticularly in non-English-speaking countries. Beyond linguistic and social challenges, all participants experi-
enced psychological and emotional distress, including homesickness, academic pressure, and isolation,
which further shaped their acculturation experiences. This is consistent with Yusof et al. (2018) that interna-
tional students frequently face mental health challenges stemming from adjusting to a new cultural and aca-
demic environment.

Despite these challenges, most participants adopted an integration strategy, actively engaging with
the host culture while maintaining their Malaysian cultural and religious identity. This reflects Yu and
Wang’s (2011) argument that integration is the most preferred acculturation strategy among international
students, as it enables them to adapt to the local culture while simultaneously strengthening their intercultur-
al competence. In the UK, students found it relatively easy to integrate, as British society is multicultural
and generally receptive to diversity. The openness of the environment facilitated their ability to interact with
locals while retaining aspects of their own cultural identity, which is supported by the findings of Mamat
and Rambely (2016), who noted that Malaysian students in the UK often develop a broader worldview
through cross-cultural exposure. However, religious considerations played a major role in shaping the depth
of integration. Some students, such as Sofia and Dhia, deliberately avoided social settings that involved al-
cohol consumption but engaged in other activities that allowed them to form social connections without
compromising their values. This indicates that acculturation is not a binary process of assimilation or rejec-
tion but a strategic negotiation of cultural boundaries, where students selectively adopt aspects of the host
culture that align with their personal beliefs.

In Egypt, integration was more challenging due to linguistic and social adaptation barriers, leading
some students to opt for partial separation strategies. While two participants adopted an integration ap-
proach, selectively engaging with aspects of the local culture that facilitated daily interactions, one partici-
pant chose separation, particularly in social settings where cultural norms diverged significantly from Ma-
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laysian values. This finding is consistent with Krsmanovic’s (2020) study, which found that students who
perceive wide cultural disparities between themselves and the host country may deliberately limit their en-
gagement with the local culture, particularly in contexts involving religious and ethical values. Yasmin, for
example, resisted adopting certain local norms such as the informal approach to conflict resolution, prefer-
ring to retain Malaysian social customs that emphasise negotiation and rule adherence. This reflects the ar-
gument by Fortes and Aradjo (2019) that students who adhere strongly to their home cultural norms may
experience a greater sense of cultural misalignment, which impacts their willingness to integrate fully into
the host environment.

The implications of these findings suggest that higher education institutions and policymakers play a
crucial role in facilitating smoother acculturation experiences for international students. The findings reveal
that many Malaysian students had little to no formal exposure to the academic, cultural, or social expecta-
tions of their host country prior to departure, which may have exacerbated their acculturation stress. This
highlights the need for comprehensive pre-departure training programs that provide students with structured
cultural awareness education, language preparation (especially for those studying in non-English-speaking
countries), and psychological resilience training. Additionally, universities in both the UK and Egypt should
enhance institutional support systems by implementing peer mentorship programs, cultural exchange initia-
tives, and academic guidance tailored to international students’ needs. As suggested by Khanal and Gaulee
(2019), such initiatives are critical in helping students navigate the complexities of cross-cultural adaptation
and develop a stronger sense of belonging in their host institutions.

Furthermore, this study contributes to the broader discourse on international student mobility and ac-
culturation by offering insights specific to Malaysian students, an area that remains relatively underexplored
in existing literature. Future research should consider expanding the sample size to include Malaysian stu-
dents from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds, studying in a wider range of countries, to capture a
more comprehensive picture of acculturation preferences. Additionally, longitudinal studies could explore
how students’ acculturation strategies evolve over time, particularly in relation to academic success, inter-
cultural competence, and post-study career development. Understanding these long-term adaptation patterns
would provide valuable insights for universities, policymakers, and international education stakeholders
aiming to enhance the overall experience of Malaysian students abroad.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that while integration remains the preferred acculturation
strategy, its implementation is influenced by sociocultural factors, institutional support, and personal values.
While students in the UK found integration relatively seamless due to a multicultural and accepting envi-
ronment, those in Egypt faced more adaptation challenges, leading to the adoption of mixed integration and

separation strategies. These findings reinforce the need for targeted support structures that acknowledge both
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the opportunities and barriers faced by Malaysian students abroad, ensuring that they are equipped with the
cultural competence, psychological resilience, and academic preparedness necessary to thrive in an interna-

tional environment.

Author contributions

Conceptualisation, U.M.U.M.; methodology, U.M.U.M.; formal analysis, U.M.U.M.; original draft prepara-
tion, U.M.U.M.; supervision, Z.B.H.; writing—review and editing, Z.B.H., N.A. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding

None.

Data availability statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author, Z.B.H, upon

reasonable request.

Conflicts of interest

The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgement
We would like to thank the anonymous reviewer(s) for taking the necessary time and effort to review the

manuscript. We would also like to express our deepest gratitude to the interviewees for their participation

and valuable contributions to this study.

References

Alamri, W. A. (2019). Effectiveness of Qualitative Research Methods: Interviews and Diaries. International
Journal of English and Cultural Studies, 2(1), 65. https://doi.org/10.11114/ijecs.v2i1.4302

Alcott, Y. D., & Watt, S. E. (2017). Acculturation strategy and racial group in the perception of immigrants.
Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 11. https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2017.2

Cao, C., Prof.,, C., & Meng, Q. (2016). An exploratory study of inter-relationships of acculturative stressors

among Chinese students from six European union (EU) countries. International Journal of Intercul-

tural Relations, 55, 8-19. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.1JINTREL.2016.08.003

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved 124
©2017 - 2025



https://doi.org/10.11114/ijecs.v2i1.4302
https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2017.2
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.IJINTREL.2016.08.003

International Journal of Modern Languages and Applied Linguistics
e-ISSN: 2600-7266

Dworkin, S. L. (2012). Sample size policy for qualitative studies using In-Depth interviews. Archives of
Sexual Behavior, 41(6), 1319-1320. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-012- 0016-6
Fadil, D. S., & Mohamad, N. H. S. (2022). Acculturation strategies among immigrants in Malaysia: A com-

parative analysis between developed western countries and developing Asian countries. International
Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences, 12(10), 1249-1264.

Fortes, C. P. D. D., & Araljo, A. P. D. Q. C. (2019). Check list para traducéo e Adaptagdo Transcultural de
questionarios em saude. Cadernos Saude Coletiva, 27, 202-209.

Gan, L., & Kang, Z. (2022). Study abroad: benefits, concerns, who goes and why? Frontiers: The Interdisci-
plinary Journal of Study Abroad, 34(4), 206-240. https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v34i4.638

Jackson, J., & Oguro, S. (2017). Intercultural Interventions in Study Abroad. New York: Routledge.

Khanal, J., & Gaulee, U. (2019). Challenges of international students from pre-departure to post-study: A
literature review. Journal of International Students, 9(2), 560-581.

Krsmanovic, M. (2020). “I was new and I was afraid”: The acculturation strategies adopted by international
first-year undergraduate students in the United States. Open Journals in Education, 10(4).
http://dx.doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i4.1160

Kumar, D. A., Samuel, E. Y. L, Singh, H. K. J., & Muhamad, A. S. (2019). Leaving the bird’s nest: the ex-

perience of Malaysian students studying abroad. Malaysian Online Journal of Psychology and Coun-

selling, 6(1).
Luo, M., Zhang, X., Peng, F., Zhao, J., & Deng, H. (2021). Predictors of acculturation attitude of interna-
tional students in China. PLoS ONE, 16(11), e0260616.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260616

Mabharaja, G. (2018). The impact of study abroad on college students’ intercultural competence and personal

development. International Research and Review: Journal of Phi Beta Delta, 7(2),18-41.

Malaysia Education and Training. (2022). International Trade Administration | Trade.gov.
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/malaysia-education-and-training

Mamat, R., & Rambely, N. A. S. (2016). Studying abroad: Malay students’ attitude towards the UK educa-

tion system and personal adjustment. Proceedings of the ICECRS, 1(1), v1i1-517.

Meca, A., Eichas, K., Schwartz, S. J., & Davis, R. E. (2019). Biculturalism and bicultural identity develop-
ment. Routledge Books. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351040266-5

Milian, M., Birnbaum, M., Cardona, B., & Nicholson, B. (2015). Personal and professional challenges and

benefits of studying abroad. Journal of International Education and Leadership, 5(1).
Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015). Purposeful

sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method implementation research. Ad-
Universiti Teknologi MARA, Vol. 9, No. 2, 2025 125


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-012-0016-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-012-0016-6
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v34i4.638
http://dx.doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10i4.1160
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260616
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/malaysia-education-and-trainin
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/malaysia-education-and-training
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351040266-5

Ungku Mazummar binti Ungku Mustaffa, Zamnah binti Husin & Nadia Anuar
Acculturation Strategies Employed by Malaysian Students Studying Abroad

ministration and Policy in Mental Health, 42(5), 533-544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-

y

Perera, K. (2020). The interview as an opportunity for participant reflexivity. Qualitative Research, 20, 143
- 159. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794119830539

Schwartz, S. J., Unger, J. B., Zamboanga, B. L., & Szapocznik, J. (2010). Rethinking the concept of accul-

turation: Implications for theory and research. American Psychologist, 65(4), 237-251.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019330

Sisavath, S. (2021). Benefits of Studying Abroad for Graduate Employability. Journal of International Stu-
dents, 11(3), 547-566. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i3.2779

Smith, R., & Khawaja, N. (2011). A review of the acculturation experiences of international students. Inter-

national Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(6), 699-713.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.1JINTREL .2011.08.004

Thurnell-Read, T., Brown, L., & Long, P. M. (2018). International students’ perceptions and experiences of
British drinking cultures. Sociological Research Online, 23(3), 572-588.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780418761207

Ugwu, C. N., & Eze, V. H. U. (2022). Qualitative Research. International Digital Organization for Scien-
tific Research, 8(1).

Yu, B., Bodycott, P., & Mak, A. (2019). Language and Interpersonal Resource Predictors of Psychological

and Sociocultural Adaptation: International Students in Hong Kong. Journal of Studies in Interna-
tional Education, 23, 572-588. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318825336
Yu, W., & Wang, S. (2011). An Investigation into the Acculturation Strategies of Chinese Students in Ger-

many. Intercultural Communication Studies, 20(2).
Yusof, N. N., Tee, L. T., & Kew, S. R. (2017). Challenges Experienced by Malaysian Students

Abroad. Jurnal Personalia Pelajar, 20(2).

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved 126
©2017 - 2025


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794119830539
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019330
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i3.2779
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.IJINTREL.2011.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780418761207
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318825336

