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Summary.-Description of the development and testing of a new 36-item scale in 
Likert format, designed to assess the acculturative stress of international students, in- 
cludes ~erceived discrimination, homesickness, fear, guilt, perceived hatred, and stress 
due to change (cultural shock), identified as major contributing factors. The psycho- 
metric properties of this instrument and implications for use by mental health practi- 
tioners are discussed. 

The pursuit of learning beyond indigenous boundaries is quite old (Bois, 
1956; Fasheh, 1984). In  recent times, the United States of America, the 
world center of information about the most advanced technology and sophis- 
ticated knowledge, has become the Mecca for foreign students. More foreign 
students are now enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities than in any other 
country (Anderson & Myer, 1985; Schram & Lauver, 1988). According to 
Zikopoulos (1991) 407,529 undergraduate and graduate students from 193 
countries studied in the United States in 1990-1991. This number is a 
steady increase of 63,752 foreign students (18.54%) within five years, as 
only 343,777 foreign students attended U.S. postsecondary institutions in 
1985-86. All indicators suggest that the number of international students will 
continue to grow, especially when U.S. institutions with declining enroll- 
ments actively recruit students from as far away as Hong Kong and from 
many oil-producing rich countries in the Middle East. 

The presence of these students on our university campuses provides an 
opportunity to promote cultural and international understandmg. I t  is hoped 
that, in addition to the achievement of their personal goals, adventure, joy, 
and stimulation in a foreign land, these "cultural ambassadors" will enhance 
international understanding and collaboration to tackle problems such as hun- 
ger, AIDS, drug abuse, etc. which no country can solve alone. 

However, the reality of being a "foreigner" makes living hard in a 
strange land when a person has to make a number of personal, social, and 
environmental changes upon arrival. Naturally, issues related to adjustment 
problems of international students seem to dominate the related literature 
(Altbach, Kelly, & Lulat, 1985). There seems to be a general consensus that 
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the international students are a high-risk group who have more psychological 
problems than their U.S. peers (Dillard & Chsolm, 1983; Johnson, 1971; 
Klineberg & Hull, 1979; Naditch & Morrissey, 1976; Owie, 1982; Padilla, 
Alvarez, & Lindholm, 1986; Schram & Lauver, 1988). Pedersen (1991) 
summed up the situation in his statement that "International students are 
likely to experience more problems than students in general and have access 
to fewer resources to help them" (p. 24). 

In  the counseling literature variety of reasons have been suggested as 
contributing to the psychological problems of international students. The 
areas of language barrier (Babiker, Cox, & Miller, 1980; Church, 1982; Dil- 
Ion, 1993; Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Padilla, et al., 1986; Rubin, 1993), 
break from family support system (Bochner, 1972; Pedersen, 1988; Romero, 
1981; Vega, Kolody, & Valle, 1988), and problems related to culture shock 
and social adjustment (Bochner, 1972; Day & Hajj, 1986; Pedersen, 1991; 
Spradley & Phillips, 1972) are obviously the recurrent themes. 

Several authors have attempted to study the nature of psychological 
problems of international students. In  one of the earliest studies concerned 
about international students, Klineberg and Hull (1979) identified personal 
depression, homesickness, and loneliness as the major concerns. Many other 
writers postulated the major concerns as high anxiety (Pedersen, 1991; Ward, 
1967); stress, frustration, fear, and pessimism (DiUard & Chisolm, 1983); 
perceived alienation and racial discrimination (Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986); 
loneliness (Schram & Lauver, 1988); and psychosomatic disorders (Thomas & 
Althen, 1989). 

Apparently research conducted on the psychological problems of inter- 
national students is isolated, sporadic, inconsistent, varied, and desultory in 
nature. Most of the psychological problems of the international students 
have been conceptualized with very little supporting empirical data. As a re- 
sult, there are few, if any, instruments available which are designed to assess 
the psychological needs of foreign students in a comprehensive manner. This 
study is an attempt to construct and test such an instrument that might fill 
this gap as a composite measure of adjustment problems of foreign students. 

Selection of Items 
An initial pool of 125 statements in Likert format was constructed by 

using two strategies. First, 13 international students, eight men and five 
women, were interviewed at an urban university in the southern United 
States to take into consideration their personal experiences and perspectives. 
These 13 students included two from China, one from Egypt, one from 
Ethiopia, two from Germany, two from India, one from Iran, one from Ja- 
pan, two from Venezuela, and one from Nicaragua. Second, recurrent themes 
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of adjustment difficulties with high face validity were identified from the 
prevalent counseling literature related to international students. Specifically, 
works of Alexander, Klein, Workneh, and Miller (1981), Allen and Cole 
(1987), Altbach and Wang (1989), Anderson and Myer (1985), Berry (1984), 
Dillard and Chisolm (1983), Heikinheimo and Shute (1986), Johnson (1971), 
Klineberg and Hull (1979), Manese, Sedlacek, and Leong (1988), Pedersen 
(1991), Spaulding and Flack (1976), Walton (1971), and Zikopoulos (1991) 
were closely examined for this purpose. In this survey of literature, 12 recur- 
ring themes emerged. These themes, each with two sample items, are shown 
in Table 1. Also, the number of items constructed to represent each theme is 
given in parenthesis, resulting in a total of 125 items. 

TABLE 1 
TWELVE MAJOR RECURRING THEMES OF ACCULTURATIVE STRESS 

FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AND SOME SAMPLE ITEMS 

Themes With Two Samole Items 

1. Perceived Discrimination (14*) 
Many opportunities are denied to me. 
I feel that I receive unequal treatment. 

2. Social Isolation (9) 
I am treated differently in social situations. 
Some people ostracize me. 

3 .  Threat to Cultural Identity (10) 
I am losing my ethnic identity. 
I feel lost for being unable to find my roots in this society. 

4. Inferiority (15) 
I am made to feel inferior in this society. 
I feel inadequate to function here. 

5.  Homesickness (8) 
I feel sad leaving my relatives behind. 
I feel sad living in these unfamiliar surroundings. 

6. Fear (14) 
I feel insecure here. 
I dread to pass through certain residential areas where people from other 

ethnic groups live. 
7. Anger/Disappointments (15) 

It makes me angry when I hear negative stereotypes about my culture and 
oeoole. 
A - 

I get angry when people use racial slurs and jokes about my culture 
8. Mistrust (6) 

It is h a d  for me to make trustworthv friends here. 
I cannot trust somebody to discuss my personal problems. 

9. Communication Problems (7) . . 
I feel nervous to communicate in English. 
Due to language difficulties, I feel unable to express myself fully. 

(continued on next page) 

*Number of items representing this theme. 
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TABLE 1 (CONT'D) 
TWELVE MAJOR RECURRING THEMES OF ACCULTURATTVE STRESS 

FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AND SOME SAMPLE ITEMS 

Themes With Two S a m ~ l e  Items 

10. Culture Shock (9) 
Multiple pressures are placed upon me after migration 
I feel uncomfortable to adjust to new foods. 

11. Perceived Hatred (13) 
I am stared at in the public places scornfully. 
Some people show hatred toward me because of different ethnic background. 

12. Guilt (5) 
I Feel guilty when I think that I am better off here but my people still suffer. 
I Feel p i l ty  that I am living a different lifestyle here. 

*Number of items representing this theme. 

The response format ranged from 1 as strongly disagree to 5 as strongly 
agree with 3 as not sure. Higher scores on each item meant higher accultura- 
tive stress. 

Pilot Test 

The initial 125-item Acculturative Stress Scale for International Stu- 
dents was pilot tested with 17 undergraduate and nine graduate international 
students. The first draft was also reviewed by three university professors at 
two different universities. These professors taught graduate courses in multi- 
cultural counseling and they were familiar with issues related to international 
students. The participants were encouraged to make comments about the 
wording of items and make suggestions. A number of items were eliminated 
or revised to avoid confusion, repetition, and ambiguity regarding intent of 
meaning. In its final refined and polished version, this scale resulted in 78 
items, with six to nine items under each theme. 

PSYCHOMETRIC PROPERTIES OF ACCULTURATIVE 
STRESS SCALE FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

Method 

Sample.-The participants were 86 men (M = 23.6 yr.) and 42 women 
(M = 22.8 yr.), international students enrolled in ten regions of the United 
States. A large number of the participants (n = 82) in this study were under- 
graduate students. Asian students (n = 56) from China, India, Japan, Korea, 
and Taiwan accounted for 43.75%, students (n = 34) from Latin American 
countries accounted for 26.56%, 17.19% of students (n = 22) were from the 
Middle East, and the remaining 12.50% of students (n = 16) who partici- 
pated in this study were from Europe and Africa. 

Distribution of academic majors of the participants included n = 24, 
18.75% business and management; n = 18, 14.06% engineering; n = 16, 
12.50% health professions; n = 20, 15.62% computer and information ser- 
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vices; n = 12, 9.37% physical sciences; n = 11, 8.59% education; n = 9, 
7.03% social sciences; n = 8 ,  6.25% psychology; and n = 10, 7.82% miscella- 
neous. Most of these students (n  = 106), 82.81%, indicated that they 
received most of their financial support from their families, friends, sponsors 
in the United States, or their native governments. A very large percentage of 
these students, 92.97%) learned English as a second language when in their 
native country before pursuing higher education in the United States. Tlus 
sample was represented by international students from 27 different countries. 

Procedure.-To procure a national sample, a list of all colleges and uni- 
versities was prepared that enrolled a minimum of 300 international stu- 
dents. These colleges and universities were further classified under ten cate- 
gories by using ten U.S. Department of Education Regional Offices as a 
guide. One director of an International Student Center from each region was 
randomly contacted by phone. Because two directors declined to participate 
in this study, two new directors were selected using the random order again. 

Material.-Twenty copies of the final version of the Acculturative Stress 
Scale for International Students, with instructions and answer sheets, were 
mailed to each of the ten previously selected directors of the International 
Student Centers. These directors were asked to distribute t h s  scale randomly 
to 20 international students at their respective institutions. The participating 
students were instructed to return the completed scale to the director of their 
International Student Center within five working days. Self-addressed and - .  

stamped envelopes were provided for the convenience of the directors of In- 
ternational Student Centers to facilitate the completion process. The direc- 
tors of International Student Centers and international students participating 
in this study were encouraged to seek clarifications by telephone. 

After a second follow-up request, a total of 136 (68%) copies were re- 
ceived. Since eight of these copies were not fully completed, the remaining 
128 were used for statistical analyses. 

Statistical procedure.-The procedures used to analyze the data included 
correlation and factor analyses. The method of components was ap- 
plied to extract factors. The SPSS' Release 3.0 for UNISYS large computers 
was used to perform all necessary computations. Bartlett's test of sphericity 
was used to test the hypothesis that the population correlation matrix was an 
identity matrix. The value of the test statistic for sphericity was 3678.84 
with an associated significance level of p <  .00001. Although this test was 
based on the assumption that data were sampled from a multivariate normal 
population, the value of the test statistic was large enough to overcome the 
lack of normality. Therefore, the hypothesis that the population correlation 
matrix was an identity was rejected. 

The anti-image correlation (the negative of the partial correlation coeffi- 
cient) supported the feasibility of using factor analysis. The over-all Kaiser- 
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Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was quite large, 0.864, "merito- 
rious," as defined by Kaiser (1974). I n  addition, all of the individual mea- 
sures of sampling adequacy were larger than .76, suggesting a strong support 
for the application of factor analysis for these data. The factor analysis in 
this study was based on principal components and intercorrelations among all 
items. I t  was not based on prior clustering. 

Results 
The method of ~r incipal  components extracted six factors accounting 

for 70.6% of the total explained variance. These factors with their eigenval- 
ues, percentages of variance, and cumulative percentages are presented in Ta- 
ble 2. 

TABLE 2 
SUMMARY OF EXTRACTED PRINCIPAL FACTORS OF ACCULTURATIVE 

STRESS SCALE FOR INTEXNATIONAL STL~DENTS 

Factors Eigenvalue % Variance Cumulative 
Variance 

1. Perceived Discrimination 13.78 38.30 38.30 
2. Homesickness 3.24 9.00 47.30 
3. Perceived Hate 2.60 7.20 54.50 
4. Fear 2.20 6.10 60.60 
5. Stress Due to Change/Culture Shock 1.33 3.70 64.30 
6. Guilt 1.16 3.20 67.50 
7. Nonspecific 1.11 3.10 70.60 

The results of factor analyses are clearly recognizable. Six principal fac- 
tors and their representative icems with their factor loadings and commonal- 
ities are shown in Table 3.  

TABLE 3 
PRINCIPAL FACTORS AND REPRESENTATIVE ITEMS WITH 

THEIX FACTOR LOADINGS AND COMMONALITIES 

Faccor Name and Item Content Loading h 2  
1. Perceived Discrimination 

Many opportunicies are denied to me. 0.78 0.70 
I am treated differently in social situations. 0.60 0.58 
Others are biased toward me. 0.80 0.74 
I feel that I receive unequal treatment. 0.79 0.74 
I am denied what I deserve. 0.64 0.80 
I feel that my people are discriminated againsc. 0.74 0.59 
I am treated differently because of my race. 0.68 0.77 
I am treated differently because of my color. 0.70 0.77 

2. Homesickness 
I feel sad leaving my relatives behind. 0.86 0.83 
Homesickness bochers me. 0.79 0.84 
I feel sad living in unfamiliar surroundings. 0.79 0.80 

(continued on next page) 
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TABLE 3 (CONT'D) 
PRINCIPAL FACTORS AND REPRESENTATIVE ITEMS WITH 

THEIR FACTOR LOADINGS AND COMMONALITIES 

Factor Name and Item Content Loading h Z  

I miss the people and country of my origin. 0.69 0.73 
3. Perceived HateIRejection 

People show hatred toward me nonverbally. 0.85 0.81 
People show hatred toward me verbally. 0.91 0.84 
People show hatred toward me through actions. 0.87 0.80 
Others are sarcastic toward my cultural values. 0.67 0.57 
Others don't appreciate my cultural values. 0.68 0.73 

4. Fear 
I fear for my ersonal safetv because of my different 

cultural baciground. 0.78 0.68 
I generally keep a low profile due to fear. 0.77 0.81 
I feel insecure here. 0.69 0.68 
I frequently relocate for fear of others. 0.65 0.70 

5. Culture Shock/Stress Due to Change 
I feel uncomfortable to adjust to new foods. 0.70 0.70 
Multiple pressures are placed on me after migration. 0.61 0.77 
I feel uncomfortable to adjust to new cultural values. 0.58 0.68 

6. Guilt 
I feel guilty to leave my family and friends behind. 0.79 0.75 
I feel guilty that I am living a different lifestyle here. 0.62 0.76 

In  Table 4, the varimax rotated factor matrix is presented. The item 
numbers listed in Table 4 are in concordance with full items of the scale as 
shown in Table 5 .  Items that contributed to the unexplained variance and 
did not fall under any one of these six factors are indicated by an asterisk 
(*I. 

All statements of the Acculturative Stress Scale for International Stu- 
dents in f d  are presented in random order in Table 5 .  The mean scores and 
standard deviations on each statement for male and female participants are 
also provided. 

Scoring 
The total scores range from 36 to 180 on this scale. Higher scores are 

indicative of greater acculturative stress perceived by the subjects. The scores 
on six subscales can be computed by adding the individual scores on the rel- 
ative items. These items can be identified by the following numbers from 
Table 5 :  
1. Perceived Discrimination Items 3, 9, 11, 14, 17, 23, 26, 29. 
2. Homesickness Items 1, 6, 21, 35. 
3. Perceived Hate Items 4, 15, 20, 24, 33. 
4. Fear Items 7, 18, 27, 31. 
5. Stress Due to Change/Culture Shock Items 2, 13, 22. 
6. Guilt 10, 34. 
7. Miscellaneous 5, 8, 12, 16, 19, 25, 28, 30, 32, 36.* 
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TABLE 4 
VARIMAX ROTATED FACTOR ~ T R M  

Item Factor 

These items are important because they address the special concerns of inter- 
national students; however, they do not fall under one particular factor. 

DISCUSSION 
Since Factor One, Perceived Discrimination, captured the highest per- 

centage of total variation (38.3%), we can conclude that perceived discrirni- 
nation and alienation are of the most concern. These findings are consistent 
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TABLE 5 
ITEMS IN ACCULTURATIVE STRESS SCALE FOR INTERNATIONAL STLJDENTS WITH 

SEPARATE MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR h 4 ~ ~  AND WOMEN 

Item No. and Content 
p~ 

Men, n = 86 Women, n = 42 
M SD M SD 

1. Homesickness bothers me. 
2. 1 feel uncomfortable to adjust to new foods. 
3. 1 am treated differently in social situations. 
4. Others are sarcastic toward my cultural values. 
5. I feel nervous to communicate in English.* 
6.  I feel sad living i n  unfamiliar surroundings. 
7. I fear for my personal safety because of my 

different cultural background. 
8. I feel intimidated to participate in social activ- 

ities.* 
9. Others are biased toward me. 

10. I feel guilty to leave my family and friends be- 
hind. 

11. Many opportunities are denied to me. 
12. I feel an ry that my people are considered in- 

ferior fete.* 
13. Multiple pressures are placed upon me after mi- 

gration. 
14. I feel that 1 receive unequal treatment. 
15. People show hatred toward me nonverbally. 
16. It hurts when people don't understand my cul- 

tural values.* 
17. I am denied what I deserve. 
18. I frequently relocate for fear of others. 
19. I feel low because of my cultural background.* 
20. Others don't appreciate my cultural values. 
21. I miss the people and country of my origin. 
22. I feel uncomfortable to adjust to new cultural 

values. 
23. I feel that my people are discriminated against. 
24. People show hatred toward me through ac- 

tlons. 
25. I feel that my status in  this society is low due 

to my cultural background.* 
26. I am treated differently because of my race. 
27. I feel insecure here. 
28. I don't feel a sense of belong~ng (community) 

here.* 
29. I am treated differently because of my color. 
30. I feel sad to consider my people's 
31. I generally keep a low profile due to fear. 
32. I feel some people don't associate with me be- 

cause of my ethnicity.* 
33. People show hatred toward me verbally. 

(continued on next page) 

'Please note that these items contributed to unexplained variance and could not be grouped 
under any one specific factor. 
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TABLE 5 (CONT'D) 
ITEMS IN A C C U L T ~ A T I V E  STRESS SCALE FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS WITH 

SWARATE MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR MEN AND WOMEN 

Item No. and Content Men, n = 86 Women, n = 42 
M SD M SD 

34. I feel guilty that I am living a different life- 
style here. .4 .7 .1 .5 

35. I feel sad leaving my relatives behind. .2 .6 .4 1.0 
36. I worry about my future for not being able to 

decide whether to stay here or to go back.* .4 .7 .6 1.1 

"Please note that these items contributed to unexplained variance and could not be grouped 
under any one specific factor. 

with some previous writings. Bois's (1956) observations made about per- 
ceived discrimination almost four decades ago seem to hold true that "proba- 
bly relatively few foreign students have had personal experiences with the 
cruder varieties of racial discrimination. More suffer from difficulties of 
strangeness . . . sensitive students may interpret social distance as racial dis- 
crimination" (p. 47). 

Why do foreign students feel socially alienated? The answer to thls ques- 
tion is twofold. First, the natural response of foreign students during the ac- 
culturative response is to seek out other conationals for primary support and 
nor to make special efforts to reach out to Americans. O n  the other side, 
American students being complacent with their situation do not feel the 
need to go out of their way to socialize with the foreign students. Language 
and cultural differences create further social barriers. Unfortunately, both 
foreign and native students dwell on what Pedersen (1991) called "superficial 
pleasantries." The end result is a sense of alienation which is far more severe 
among foreign students than others (Schram & Lauver, 1988). Three major 
elements of alienation, feelings of powerlessness, meaninglessness, and social 
estrangement as defined by Burbach (1972), are characteristic of foreign stu- 
dents' perceived sense of alienation. 

The second major factor was Homesickness which contributed 9.0% to 
the total variance. The loss of emotional and social support systems due to 
separation from significant others (Pedersen, 1991; Romero, 1981) and lim- 
ited social contacts with the U.S. nationals (Bochner, Hutnik, & Furnham, 
1985; Furnham & Alibhai, 1985) due to language and cultural barriers are 
apparently the major reasons for foreign students' loneliness. In addition to 
achieving their educational and personal goals, the foreign students feel obli- 
gated to hold on to their cultural roots (Siegel, 19911, a phenomenon that 
keeps on causing homesickness. 

The third factor that contributed 7.2% to the total variance, Perceived 
Hate in this study seems to be unique in the counseling psychology literature 
on international students. Apparently foreign students are ultrasensitive and 
perceive rejection in the verbal and nonverbal communication and behaviors 
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of some U.S. peers. Some plausible explanations for this perceived rejection 
might include status loss (Alexander, et a]., 1981), low self-esteem due to de- 
privation of family support system (Pedersen, 1991), and cultural shock (Al- 
len & Cole, 1987) which foreign students experience after migration. 

O n  the other hand, underutilization of foreign students' knowledge and 
skills (Mestenhauser, 1983), negative attitudes, and lack of sensitivity to the 
different values of other cultures by some Americans (Lee, 1981) confirm the 
perceptions of the foreign students that they are not welcome. Two other 
points also need to be considered that contribute to foreign students' percep- 
tions of rejection. First, foreign students have unrealistic expectations of 
receiving special considerations in the United States, a country known for its 
generosity and as a beacon of human rights. Second, national students preoc- 
cupied with their own concerns and friendships do not make special 
acquaintance with foreign students to help them. 

The fourth factor, Fear, contributing 6.10% to the total variance, was 
also found but unusual in the literature addressing the special concerns of 
foreign students. This fear seems to be related to the sense of insecurity in 
unfamiliar surroundingsJ high rates of crime and violence in American socie- 
ty, racid discrimination, and sociopolitical realities of off and on hostile rela- 
tions between some foreign students' native countries (Iran, Iraq, etc.) and 
the United States. 

The fifth factor, Stress Due to Change or Culture Shock, contributing 
3.20% of the variance in this study, is the most researched topic in the lit- 
erature on foreign students (Alexander, et al., 1981; Bochner, 1972; Mena, 
Padilla, & Maldonado, 1987). Naturally most stress is placed upon the in- 
ternational students after their migration to a strange land where "they ex- 
perience differences in climate, food, social values, modes of behavior and 
verbal and nonverbal communications" (Dillard & Chisolrn, 1983, p. 101). 

The last factor, Guilt, which contributed 3.1% to the total variance, 
like the other two factors, Perceived Rejection and Fear discussed earlier, was 
also unique. Adjusting to a host culture meant betrayal of the native culture 
for many foreign students. Adopting values of the host culture was perceived 
as being not sincere to their own culture by these participants. The interna- 
tional students seemed to be in "double bind," caught between the old val- 
ues of their native culture which they cherish and new values of the host 
culture which they must adopt or adapt to in order to succeed. 

Items 5, 8,  12, 16, 19, 25, 28, 30, 32, and 36 in this scale address 
some additional concerns of foreign students. Although these items have not 
been empirically identified under any of the above-mentioned six factors, we 
consider them significant enough to be included in this scale to assess the ac- 
culturative stress of international students in a comprehensive manner. 



446 D. S. SANDHU & B. R. ASRABADI 

Conclusion 

This scale might be useful for practitioners to identify and assess the ac- 
culturative stress of foreign students and improvise special strategies to help 
them. The researchers could also use this scale to compare the experiences of 
acculturative stress of foreign students of various ethnic groups and use that 
information to assess the efficacy of counseling strategies. Since present find- 
ings are preliminary, replication studies to verify further validity and reli- 
ability should be undertaken. 

Basically, there are two major contributions of this scale. First, this 
scale is designed to assess in a comprehensive manner the acculturative stress 
of foreign students which is uncommon in the related literature. Second, it 
quantifies this acculturative stress which could facilitate opportunities for 
more empirical research. 

Finally, it must be pointed out that pleasant experiences of foreign stu- 
dents such as joy, stimulation, and accomplishments of personal and edu- 
cational goals are not included on purpose. I t  is not that foreign students do 
not have such positive experiences, but that the major concerns of mental 
health practitioners are their "retention, academic success, and satisfaction 
with time spent in the United States" (Schram & Lauver, 1988, p. 146). 
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