
1

 Pan-African Journal of Education and Social Sciences (PAJES) 
Vol 5, No. 2, 1-17, 2024

https://doi.org/10.56893/pajes2024v05i02.01

*Contact author: katog@aiias.edu 

Acculturation of International Single Students of Higher  
Education in the Philippines: A Phenomenological Study

Godwin Kato*, Istiarti Berci Sarempaa, Naw Ei Phyu Sin Lay, Prema Gaikwad 

Adventist International Institute of Advanced Studies, Philippines

Abstract 

International students move with fractions of their cultural heritage. When they enter a new country, 
they often encounter a mismatch between their culture and the host culture. In adapting to a new culture, 
such students experience acculturation. Several studies have been conducted on acculturation. However, 
knowledge and methodology gaps were found regarding the acculturation of single students in higher 
education. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of international acculturated single students of 
higher education in Philippine international schools. The study is based on Berry’s acculturation model, which 
involves assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization. Moreover, hermeneutic phenomenology 
was utilized to describe and interpret the participants’ experiences. Purposive sampling and maximal 
variation were used to select the four participants from two faith-based universities. Data was collected 
through in-depth interviews and visual representations. Based on the findings, acculturation is an eye-opening 
and identity search process embodying comparative support and continuous inquiry contexts. Participants 
viewed acculturation as a learning occasion requiring constant change. The findings portray several episodes 
of cultural preservation, engagement, and voluntary integration consistent with Berry’s acculturation model. 

Keywords: Acculturation, international single students, Berry’s acculturation model, hermeneutic 
phenomenology, Philippines

Introduction
Cross-border movements can occur for 

several reasons. Chamie (2020) estimated that 
272 million people crossed national borders 
by 2020, primarily for safety reasons. Other 
motives include business, education, and 
recreation (Hamlin, 2021; Hanlon & Vicino, 
2014; Starr-Glass, 2019; Tazzioli, 2020; Ward 
et al., 2020).  Like most immigrants, interna-
tional students move along with portions of 
their cultural heritage. Consequently, they often 
encounter a mismatch between their culture 
and culture in the new setting (Fargion & Nutt-
man-Shwartz, 2019). International students 
experience acculturation while adjusting to the 
new environment.

Acculturation constitutes elements of adap-
tation that thrive in an invisible contention. 
Fargion and Nuttman-Shwartz (2019) clarified 

that acculturation occurs between two or more 
unique cultures, whereby the ascendant culture 
overshadows others. During acculturation, 
constant patterns of conserving, adapting, and 
rejecting norms, values, and practices occur. 
The acculturation process constitutes a degree of 
discomfort (Driscoll & Torres, 2022; Ma et al., 
2020; Odhiambo et al., 2018). Coincidentally, 
responses to discomfort differ from person to 
person. 

Acculturation among international students 
in higher education has become a critical 
phenomenon affecting student life. As the quest 
for empirical studies increases, many interna-
tional single students report feelings of irre-
sistible stress, disengagement from academic 
pursuits, or even enlightening experiences. 
Despite the increasing awareness of accul-
turation, a concrete understanding of the expe-
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riences of international single students in higher 
education is lacking. Moreover, the existing 
literature overlooks the diverse experiences of 
international single students across different 
institutions. This study explores the lived expe-
riences of international single students of higher 
education in the Philippines. Notwithstanding 
some qualitative research studies on accul-
turation and international students, applying 
Miles’ (2017) framework to the literature review 
portrays a knowledge gap and methodology gap 
between acculturation and international single 
higher education students (Ma et al., 2020; Smith 
& Khawaja, 2011). By addressing these gaps, this 
study intends to provide insights that can inform 
interventions and support systems to enhance 
wellness among international single students in 
higher education, consequently boosting their 
academic, emotional, and social experiences.

This study explored the lived experiences of 
international acculturated single students (IASS) 
of higher education in Philippine international 
schools. The student population in the selected 
schools includes Africans, Americans, Asians, 
Europeans, and Oceanians. The findings of this 
study are significant to education administrators 
responsible for student welfare, student commu-
nities, and future researchers who may conduct 
acculturation studies. The following questions 
guided this research:

1. What is it like for international accul-
turated single students in higher educa-
tion to experience acculturation in the 
Philippines? 

2. What are the contexts of the lived ex-
periences of international acculturated 
single students in higher education in 
the Philippines?

3. How do the international acculturated 
single students in higher education in 
the Philippines view cultural diversity in 
the future?

Literature Review
A heightened focus on acculturation 

continues to produce a ripple effect in society. 
In addition to its connotations, acculturation is 
a “dynamic process” (Ward et al., 2001, p. 43) 
that occurs in societies and among individuals 
(Berry, 1992; Karim, 2021; Szapocznik et al., 
1978; van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022; 
Ward & Szabó, 2023). Considering acculturation 
and psychological regulation, the former is an 
adaptation of a foreigner who settles in an unfa-
miliar environment (Nailevna, 2017). Adap-
tation occurs when people from different cultures 
interact (Dentakos et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2020; 
Paolillo & Jager, 2020); thus, acculturation is 
an unending process that tends to alter norms 
and practices among culturally heterogeneous 
groups that interact.

There is a connection between acculturation 
and culture shock. The latter is the usual primary 
reaction to encountering an unfamiliar culture 
and constitutes adverse emotional and physical 
repercussions (Furnham, 2004; Ward et al., 
2020). These include anxiety, frustration, and 
confusion due to the disruption of familiar social 
structures (Ward et al., 2020). Unquestionably, 
the existence of culture shock never discounts 
the simultaneous occurrence of acculturation 
(Wa-Mbaleka & Ryszewski, 2012). Instead, they 
affect each other productively or retrogressively 
when adopting a new culture.

Acculturation encompasses adjusting 
routines, language usage, cultural practices, and 
values (Paolillo & Jager, 2020; Szapocznik et al., 
1978; van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022). It 
is a complex developmental process that takes 
time because adjustment occurs with the major 
cultural components. In an earlier projection, 
Ghebrekidan (2018) postulated that cultural 
identity is not automatically discarded within 
acculturated communities. The original culture 
is scarcely lost. Instead, interacting cultural 
groups are influenced by each other’s practices 
(Croucher & Kramer, 2016; Liu et al., 2020; van 
der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022), thus engen-
dering instances of cultural dominance or subor-
dination. 
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The socio-emotional aspect of life, under-
scored by Odhiambo et al. (2018) as a psycho-
logical component, is significant in accul-
turation (Ma et al., 2020; Sullivan & Kashu-
beck-West, 2015; Ward & Szabó, 2023). 
Nailevna (2017) clarified that acculturation is 
a psychological process because encountering 
and coping with a new culture preoccupies the 
mental faculties and emotions. This process 
is associated with mental stressors that, when 
managed correctly, can benefit personal growth 
(Ghebrekidan, 2018; Ma et al., 2020; Nailevna, 
2017; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). 

This study used Berry’s (1992) accul-
turation model, which comprises assimilation, 
integration, separation, and marginalization. The 
model’s components are choices and results an 
individual could leverage to survive in an unfa-
miliar culture. Berry articulates that an individual 
completely blends into a more prominent group 
in the assimilation component. Integration occurs 
when an individual retains some of their original 
cultural heritage and adopts the cultural values 
and practices of the prominent group. However, 
separation occurs when individuals resist prac-
ticing the cultural norms and patterns of the 
prominent group, thus retaining their original 
cultural identity. Finally, marginalization leads 
individuals to reject the original and prominent 
cultures, ending up without attachment to any 
group.

From a theoretical perspective, accul-
turation consists of cultural learning, social iden-
tification, and a stress and coping framework 
(Ward et al., 2001). Cultural learning is rooted 
in experimental psychology and social behaviors 
(Masgoret & Ward, 2006). It enables foreigners 
to adapt to new environments by mastering the 
necessary skills and knowledge pertinent to the 
host culture (Ward et al., 2001). Cultural learning 
is congruent with Masgoret and Ward’s (2006) 
view that language, interpersonal and communi-
cation skills, and knowledge of the host’s culture 
are necessary to adapt to a multicultural context. 
Moreover, cultural learning occurs when a person 
undergoes assimilation (Berry, 1992). From 
a psychological perspective, cultural learning 

involves imitation, instruction, and collaboration 
(Hall, 2022; Tomasello et al., 1993). 

Social identification explains the mental 
process foreigners experience in discovering 
their identities in a new cultural environment. 
Hence, the focus is on how individuals perceive 
themselves and other groups (Ward et al., 2001). 
In social identity theory, individuals define 
themselves as pertinent to their original group 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). This theory also 
applies to international students, who find their 
identity in other cultural contexts. 

People who experience acculturation 
encounter changes in their relationships (Berry, 
1992). The stress and coping framework, which 
is part of the acculturation model (Ward et al., 
2001), sheds light on the stress and coping stages 
in managing change. Sam and Berry (2010) state 
that acculturation stress is born out of chal-
lenging situations that a person cannot cope with 
simply by changing their actions. 

International students are among the most 
researched groups in an intercultural context 
(Ward et al., 2001). According to the International 
Consultants for Education and Fairs (2024), 
international students studying in various Phil-
ippine institutions were 22,250. Such students 
encounter academic challenges, including 
language barriers and academic pressure (Elliot 
et al., 2016; Ma et al., 2020; Smith & Khawaja, 
2011). Similarly, Maguddayao (2018) specified 
that the prevalent issues among international 
students in the Philippines include language 
barriers, cultural adaptation, academic adap-
tation, and social life issues. Consequently, a 
common thread of experience is traceable in the 
aforementioned student category.

Among international students, under-
graduate students experience the highest 
level of self-perception as strangers in 
another country during their first school year 
(Starr-Glass, 2016). Accordingly, Krsmanovic 
(2020) developed coping strategies for accul-
turation using Berry’s (1992) model. The 
strategies are (a) voluntary integration,  
(b) involuntary integration, (c) voluntary 
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assimilation, (d) involuntary assimilation,  
(e) voluntary separation, (f) involuntary sepa-
ration, (g) voluntary marginalization, and  
(h) involuntary marginalization. This study will 
also use these strategies to understand the partic-
ipants’ experiences. 

Methodology
This qualitative study intended to capture 

the essence of the lived experiences of IASS 
in Philippine higher education. Qualitative 
research signifies the use of “different research 
methods to explore human lived experiences or 
social phenomena in a natural setting in order to 
come up with interpretation and solutions based 
on meaning co-constructed by the research 
participants and the researcher” (Wa-Mbaleka 
& Rosario, 2022, p. 4). Hence, individuals, their 
experiential realities, and their interpretation of 
these realities are the three main components of 
qualitative research. 

Research Design
Hermeneutic phenomenology was used to 

describe and interpret the participants’ subjective 
realities. This research design facilitated a better 
comprehension of the participants’ acculturation 
experiences and aided in connecting the latter 
to human reality through phenomenological 
reflection (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016; van Manen, 1990, 2014). 

Research Setting
This study was conducted in two faith-based 

higher education institutions in the Philippines. 
One institution had over 3700 students from 
approximately 43 countries, and most of the 
professors were Filipino. The other institution 
had fewer than 300 students from nearly 68 
countries, and most professors were foreigners. 

Sampling
Purposive sampling and maximum variation 

were used to select the participants (Creswell, 
2016). The latter were four single students and 
foreigners who had studied in the Philippines 
for at least two years and had taken courses in 

an international school setting, interacting with 
students from different countries. Their cultural 
backgrounds were dissimilar to the Filipino 
culture, which provided reasonable grounds for 
the study. Table 1 summarizes the participants’ 
demographic profile. 

Table 1
Demographic Profile of the Participants

Demographic Profile of the Participants 
Pseudonym Diego Gama Muntari Sangua 
Gender Male Female Male Female 
Level of education Undergraduate Graduate Graduate Undergradu

ate 
Years of study at the 
Philippine institution 

3 6 3 
 

3 

Years of stay in the 
Philippines 

3 6 3 3 

Country of origin Colombia Nigeria Madagascar Myanmar 
Mother tongue Spanish Yoruba Malagasy Burmese 
 

 
Instrument and Data Collection

Data were collected through individual 
in-depth interviews using the Zoom commu-
nication platform, and the interview sessions 
were recorded with permission from the partic-
ipants. Using Seidman’s (2019) suggestion, 
four phenomenological interviews with each 
participant (each about one hour) were conducted 
to collect details of personal experiences related 
to acculturation (van Manen, 2016). The over-
arching question was, “What is it like to be expe-
riencing acculturation?” After obtaining the data, 
it was transcribed and analyzed through coding, 
categorizing, and developing themes (Saldaña, 
2013). These themes enabled us to describe and 
interpret our research findings. 

The study used visual images to enhance 
triangulation. This data collection method 
supplements the interview data when research 
participants reflect and share their experiences 
using visual images (Banks & Zeitlyn, 2015; 
Herzog, 2019). Hence, the study participants 
were asked to take photos representing personal 
experiences of acculturation and write a short 
interpretation for each selected photo. The 
guidelines for taking photos were disseminated 
through participant orientation. These included 
the number of photos and preferred methods of 
shooting them.  
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Data Analysis  
This started after obtaining every interview 

transcription using the Otter.ai software. Collab-
oratively, we analyzed the data using Google 
Docs for coding, categorizing, and establishing 
themes—following Moustakas’ (1994) model. 
According to the latter, data analysis goes from 
horizontalization to conception clustering, 
textural description, imaginative variation, and 
essential invariant structure.

Using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trust-
worthiness criteria, we ensured that the findings 
were credible, transferable, confirmable, and 
dependable. Credibility was achieved using 
interviews and photos to collect the data. A 
rich description of the research context and 
data collection methods assisted in maintaining 
transferability. Confirmability was established 
through collaborative data collection and 
analysis. Similarly, collaborative data collection 
and coding, member checking, peer review, and 
participant debriefing propelled the depend-
ability of this study.

Ethical Considerations
The study addressed essential ethical 

considerations, including obtaining approval 
from the institution’s Ethical Review Board and 
having participants sign informed consent forms 
that outlined voluntary participation, confiden-
tiality, anonymity, and safety. Following the 
interviews and transcribing, the data was shared 
with the participants for member checking, and 
any revisions suggested were integrated into the 
final dataset. 

Researchers’ Reflexivity
This empirical study involved collaboration 

among four researchers. Three are female from 
India, Indonesia, and Myanmar, while the male 
researcher hails from Uganda. All the researchers 
experienced acculturation in the Philippines and 
intentionally aimed to minimize personal bias by 
adhering to their roles throughout the study. 

Results and Discussion
After analyzing the data from the interviews 

and visual representations, several themes 
emerged to answer the research questions. 
These themes are presented in the following 
subsections.

Research Question 1 
Two themes emerged to answer research 

question one: What is it like for international 
single students to experience acculturation in 
the Philippines? The first is “eye-opening,” and 
the second is “initial encounter.” These themes 
sought to respond to the experiences of interna-
tional single students as they adapt to the host 
cultures in the Philippines. 

Theme 1: Eye-opening 
This theme consists of the participants’ 

impressions of experiencing acculturation. There 
are five categories under this theme: greetings, 
unique campus culture, gastronomy, dress policy, 
and value of time.

Greetings. The participants identified the 
greeting practices as strange. Diego mentioned 
that greetings are different in the Philippines. 
He compared the method of greeting in the 
Philippines to his home country, where, in his 
culture, greeting includes hugging and kissing on 
the cheek. According to Schwartz et al. (2014), 
cultural comparisons are prevalent in the initial 
stages of acculturation. 

Unique Campus Culture. The participants 
were amazed by the vast diversity of cultures 
in one place, with natives and foreigners inter-
acting. Gama commented about her institution: 
“This campus has its own unique subculture, 
distinct from the broader national culture, that 
defines our community here on this campus” (p. 
7 & Caption 1). Cultural diversity was Gama’s 
leading eye-opener in the new environment.
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Caption 1: Diversity (Tableware)

Nevertheless, participants acknowledged 
the uniqueness of other cultures. They realized 
the need to accept the process of activities 
in the host environment. Reflecting on his 
survival strategy, Diego articulated that “it was 
acceptance, of course, I am not in my country, I 
have to accept the values that my friends have” 
(p. 1 & Caption 2). In the assimilation phase, 
people acknowledge others’ cultural practices 
and adjust accordingly (Szapocznik et al., 1978).

Caption 2: Trust and jeepney

Participants also identified significant 
cultural practices in their host environments. 
Sangua mentioned, “They respect the elder and 
whenever you go. You can see that they are 
always respecting the elder” (p. 15). She iden-
tifies similarities and differences in learning 
how to behave in this new culture (Schwartz et 
al., 2014), which depicts voluntary integration 
(Berry, 1992).  

Gastronomy.  The participants experienced 
different types of food in the Philippines. Some 
participants acknowledged that Filipino food 
tastes differently. International students expe-

rience dietary differences as an acculturation 
stress (Jin et al., 2023). Muntari commented, “I 
was shocked by the food because the taste was 
totally different” (p. 24), yet he expressed the 
joy of having meals with rice, the staple food 
in his country. Moreover, social connections 
with others in the environment could lower 
acculturative stress on food (Jin et al., 2023). 
Generally, the participants experienced new 
cuisines. 

Dress Policy. Another experience relates to 
the dress code. Specific requirements for appro-
priate dress in the selected institutions differed 
from those of the participant’s original country. 
Different cultures have unique dress codes for 
various occasions and social norms (Safdar et 
al., 2020). Sangua stated, “Some people here 
in the Philippines like only wearing dress in 
the church but back in Thailand, you can wear 
pants for worship (p. 19). Muntari expressed 
his surprise at how individuals walk into offices 
for official business dressed in casual outfits 
like t-shirts, while he is required to wear formal 
attire, including a tie, in his home country. 

Value of Time. Differences in perceptions 
of keeping time were another acculturation 
experience. Sangua underscored the relaxed 
approach to punctuality in her new envi-
ronment, which resonated with Maliwanag’s 
(2019) claim that “Filipino time essentially is 
the practice of unpunctuality, accompanied by 
the cultural allowance and acceptance of it” (p. 
1). Equally, Muntari revealed shocking incidents 
in which meeting appointments would be set 
but commence hours later because the attendees 
arrived late (Caption 3). These expressions 
echo the involuntary separation in acculturation 
(Berry, 1992). The differences in timekeeping 
caused stress and discomfort to the participants.
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Caption 3: Different view of time

 
Theme 2: Initial Encounter

This theme comprises categories that 
represent the psychological navigational process. 
The categories include initial discomfort, 
loneliness, fitting-in, positive perspective, 
acceptance, and social interaction. Most partic-
ipants shared that the acculturation process 
affected their personalities. Some were primarily 
shy, timid, and less outspoken but later overcame. 
Personality and language fluency play essential 
roles in the level of acculturation required for an 
individual to adapt to a different culture (Ward et 
al., 2001). 

Initial Discomfort. As an initial discomfort 
(Caption 4), most participants faced commu-
nication barriers in English or Tagalog. The 
language barrier is one of the experiences 
encountered by international students (Elliot et 
al., 2016; Maguddayao, 2018). Two participants 
confessed that communication became more 
complicated when they realized that Tagalog was 
mainly used, even in classrooms that constituted 
international students. Sangua mentioned that 
she was too shy to speak to fluent English 
speakers, which lowered her self-esteem.

In contrast, Diego confessed that he 
struggled with two second languages—English 
and Tagalog. Muntari also mentioned that 
he was not confident with his English profi-
ciency. He added, “I am afraid that people may 
judge me because of my language” (Muntari, 
p. 20). Generally, the level of language profi-
ciency among international students affects 
the adjustment of social and psychological 
components (Lashari et al., 2023). However, 

Muntari mentioned that speaking English helped 
him to make new friends. Thus, communication 
is one of the keys to strengthening cultural adap-
tation (Lashari et al., 2023; Masgoret & Ward, 
2006). 

Caption 4: Initial discomfort (Wearing shoes that do not 
fit)

Lonely. Acculturation is similar to living 
in a lonely world. The lesser the integration, the 
more loneliness an individual experiences in 
a foreign country (Neto et al., 2022). There is 
no one who, you know, come and talk to you; 
you feel like you are left alone” (p. 15). To 
feel less lonely, Neto et al. (2022) advise that a 
person should have a strong ethnic identity and 
less discrimination against other cultures. In 
agreement with Lashari et al. (2023), Muntari 
emphasized that loneliness is inevitable amid 
limitations in language fluency. Gama mentioned 
that she used the “chameleon’s personality” to 
adapt to new cultures, which reflects voluntary 
integration that leads to another category of 
adjustment (Berry, 1992). 

Fitting In. For Muntari (Caption 5), fitting 
in the new environment is similar to fitting in 
the strings of a guitar to produce harmony. He 
added that it is essential first to identify personal 
beliefs, principles, and values while fitting into 
a new environment. Muntari realized a sense of 
belonging after making friends and becoming 
more confident. Sangua mentioned that it is with 
God’s help that she continues to study at the 
institution. The acculturation process drew her 
closer to divine guidance. 
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Caption 5: Fitting in 

Positive Perspective. Participants also 
gained new perspectives on other people’s 
cultures. For instance, Gama became empathetic 
towards different cultural practices and beliefs. 
He said, “Now when I talk to people, I don’t 
talk from my perspective; I talk thinking about 
what other people think” (p. 9). She developed 
an understanding of the different perspectives of 
others by adopting voluntary integration to show 
respect for others’ cultural practices. Muntari 
also shared similar sentiments. Such experiences 
made the participants think openly about other 
cultures. 

Acceptance. Moreover, the participants 
developed a sense of cultural inclusion. Their 
stereotypical lenses were shattered when their 
eyes were opened to the beauty of other cultures. 
Diego admitted, “It has shaped me in the way of 
looking at others to understand, not judge” (p. 
6). In the participants’ minds, positivity towards 
the host and other cultures should be maintained.

Social Interaction. Interaction helps people 
know others better, gain more friends, and cope 
with acculturation stress (Kristiana et al., 2022). 
Participants initiated interactions with others by 
observing, asking, and participating, which are 
the elements of assimilation in Berry’s (1992) 
model. Muntari shared, “I am someone who 
likes soccer. Even though it was very hard to go 
there, the first few months, but I tried to join” 
(Muntari, p. 20). Diego confessed that fitting into 
the larger group resulted from the realization that 
it was up to him to adjust and adapt. The partic-
ipants took the first step to involve themselves 
and blend into society in the host country. This 

finding accentuates the initial assimilation phase 
of acculturation. 

Research Question 2
The second research question was: What 

are the contexts of the lived experiences of the 
international acculturated single students in the 
Philippines? Two themes emerged: continuous 
inquiry and comparatively supportive. 

Theme 3: Continuous Inquiry
 Participants viewed the context around 

them as an occasion for continuous inquiry. The 
categories under this theme include learning 
and unlearning, being more observant, and 
engagement and communication. These are 
expounded as follows:

Learning and Unlearning. There is a 
constant process of learning and unlearning in 
different respects. Diversity in cultural back-
grounds compelled participants to learn and 
adapt to new lifestyles in the Philippines. One 
participant experienced awkwardness in the 
cultural context where she resided because of the 
differences in addressing people. 

More Observant. Living in a new envi-
ronment made participants more observant of 
their surroundings. Many practices have made 
them question, wonder, adjust, or adapt. Kristiana 
et al. (2022) commented that students should 
adapt to new conditions at the onset of schooling. 
Those who struggle to adjust may encounter 
various problems leading to increased stress. 
Adjustments involve searching for identity and 
making career-related decisions, among others. 
The participants mentioned that their residences 
were learning environments. Gama declared, 
“I think I observed a lot that is something I do 
regularly. I observe before engaging to see.” (p. 
11 and Caption 6). Observation is vital in a new 
environment to avoid mistakes or offenses.  
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Caption 6: Observation

Engagement and Communication. These 
emerged as conduits for learning. This finding 
confirms the integration phase in Berry’s (1992) 
model and Krsmanovic (2020) supports it by 
stating the importance of voluntary and invol-
untary participation in the acculturation process. 
The participants engaged in activities, such as 
singing and making friends. Muntari testified that 
engaging in a singing ministry helped him learn 
many things including communication. He said, 
“Not only in the language but also when we go 
out reaching out to people. Those are some good 
ways that I develop myself in communication” 
(p. 22). Besides engaging in different activities, 
Sangua affirmed, “I think the most important 
thing here is communication to adjust” (p. 18). 
Communication and interaction helped partic-
ipants in their inquiry. 

Theme 4: Comparatively Supportive

Under this theme, categories such as 
support from countrymates and communities 
were unmasked. The acculturation context is 
supportive based on the participants’ experiences 
in the new environment. 

Support from Countrymates. Partic-
ipants found support systems in the context of 
lived acculturation experiences. The support 
came from parents back home, countrymates, 
classmates, and friends. Such support to the 
participants during their initial stay helped them 
survive the first weeks in a new environment. 
Three participants, Diego, Muntari, and Sangua, 
expressed that they found comfort and support 
from friends with whom they spoke the same 
language. Sangua explained, “When we have a 

countrymate, I feel happy, I’m happy to come 
back to the dorm because I have my coun-
trymates that I can talk to freely” (p. 17).

In contrast, some unpleasant encounters 
occurred when participants felt alienated. Diego 
felt like somebody from another planet because 
they called him an alien. Sangua shared similar 
feelings when she mentioned, “I am a foreigner; 
they do not care about me; that kind of thought 
is in my mind” (p. 17). Occasionally, students 
experience inequitable treatment, which can 
significantly affect their mental health (Ma et 
al., 2020); however, divisions sometimes arise 
between local and foreign students in school 
(Parray et al., 2020). 

Participants also shared the context of 
unfair treatment. For example, Sangua said she 
faced difficulties during enrollment because she 
was non-native. Even in class, she felt forsaken. 
Diego also expressed frustration when he said, 
“They expect you to be like them speak like 
them have the same values that they have” (p. 3). 
Berry’s (1992) acculturation model points to the 
possibility of negative experiences such as sepa-
ration and marginalization. These experiences 
stressed participants. 

Supportive Communities. On-campus 
communities helped the participants adjust to 
the new cultural environment. Muntari attested, 
“I will not forget my community. I think that also 
makes a huge impact on me” (p. 23 and Caption 
7). Correspondingly, Gama suggested that 
communities should continue to support students, 
especially during their initial stays. Aladegbaiye 
et al. (2022) explained the importance of having 
support groups; they revealed that participants 
with diverse friends experienced acculturation 
more smoothly. Varied friend groups provided 
exposure to intercultural interactions and oppor-
tunities for new friendships, making the new 
members more willing to engage in intercultural 
academic and social activities
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Caption 7: Support system 

Research Question 3

To answer Research Question 3, how do 
international acculturated single students of 
higher education in the Philippines view cultural 
diversity in the future? Two themes emerged 
from the analysis: cultural diversity as a learning 
occasion and surprising changes.

Theme 5: Learning Occasion

According to the participants, the future of 
cultural diversity is a learning opportunity. Cate-
gorically, it implies exceptional opportunities, a 
habitat for reflection, open-mindedness, adven-
turing, and cultural shock. 

Exceptional Opportunities. The partic-
ipants declared that the future of cultural diversity 
implies exceptional opportunities to expe-
rience unique student life, learn new languages, 
make friends, compare cultures, acquire new 
perceptions, discover self, and broaden prob-
lem-solving approaches. For instance, Sangua 
admitted that life in a multicultural community 
enabled her to improve her English and learn a 
new local language, which would later furnish 
her classroom performance. On the other hand, 
Diego stated emphatically, “You will find friends 
to understand you, your experience and when 
you are a friend of Filipino, that guy will be your 
best friend in this foreign land” (p. 7). Based on 
Sangua and Diego’s experiences, future multi-
cultural domains are precedented avenues of 
interaction, adaption, and learning (Fargion & 
Nuttman-Shwartz, 2019; Nailevna, 2017). 

Habitat for Reflection. Additionally, 
the future of cultural diversity is a habitat for 
reflection. The participants reported that cultural 
diversity would help an individual realize 
personal biases, examine personal culture, 
become considerate, focus on God, and find 
value in the cultural patterns of the new envi-
ronment. The participants agreed that all current 
and future reflections are rooted in the expe-
riences gained from acculturation. Diego shared 
that cultural diversity provided the opportunity 
“to understand that I am not always right” (p. 6 
& Caption 8). Looking back at her days of inde-
pendent living at home, Sangua declared how 
she was shaped by life in the new environment 
“to focus on God, rather than on the paper and 
assignments” (p. 19). These episodes attest to the 
positive outcomes of the assimilation component 
embedded in Berry’s model, which signals future 
constructive reflection.

Caption 8: Not always right (rose and thorns)

Open-mindedness. This denotes the spirit 
of restraint from bias in the face of an unex-
pected phenomenon. The participants wished for 
a culturally diverse community where dwellers 
harbored good attitudes towards each other. 
Sangua stated, “I should not be complaining 
about the language they are talking about 
because everybody loves their language” (p. 
19). Moreover, open-mindedness constitutes a 
change in attitude towards the native population 
and becoming more tolerant. Gama proved this 
when she remarked, “So now when I talk to 
people, I don’t talk from just my perspective, I 
talk thinking about other people” (p. 9). Hence, 
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living in a multicultural environment for an 
extended length weakens narrow-mindedness 
and conservatism (Ward et al., 2001). 

Adventuring. All participants admitted the 
importance of comprehending the rationale of 
other cultures’ heritage. From the findings, the 
participants declared that there would be an effort 
to understand other cultures, learn or memorize 
others’ music, find new ways of doing things, 
and gain a broader perspective. Muntari said, 
“there is a new way of thinking and talking about 
the environment. There is a new way of appre-
ciating the places and the people around me” (p. 
20). On the other hand, Diego emphasized the 
goodness and comfort of learning and speaking 
a new language with the natives. As highlighted 
in Berry’s model, such instances could be direct 
results of interactions at different levels.

Cultural Shock. Finally, shocking practices 
and occurrences were underscored as future 
cultural diversity and acculturation components. 
The participants agreed that shocking practices 
and occurrences involved being labeled, not 
keeping time, scamming, forgetting the mother 
tongue, shocking food prices, and disquieting 
architecture. These shocking incidents are fertile 
grounds for frustration, which can result in sepa-
ration or marginalization (Berry, 1992). 

Theme 6: Surprising Changes
 This is the second theme for the third 

research question. The IASS of higher education 
in the Philippines views cultural diversity in the 
future as a series of surprising changes. This 
theme has two categories: adherence to expec-
tations and acknowledgment of other cultures.

Adherence to Expectations. According 
to the participants, this category is grounded in 
being more responsible, following rules and regu-
lations, and having self-control. The participants 
acknowledged that being in a foreign country 
demands more vigilance because noncom-
pliance would be too costly. In despondence, 
Sangua expressed the burden of having too many 
college rules and regulations. Diego mentioned, 
“I am forced in a certain way to follow what it 

is here to accommodate myself in it” (p. 1 and 
Caption 9). Besides that, Muntari stated, “And 
when I see certain things, I tend to react, now I 
could say, it is okay, though sometimes it hurts” 
(p. 23 and Caption 10). The participants affirmed 
Fargion and Nuttman-Shwartz’s (2019) claim 
that, at all costs, one culture earns supremacy 
and homage when two or more cultures clash.

Caption 9: Respect

Caption 10: Letting go

Acknowledgment of other Cultures. 
This is founded on the uniqueness of human 
beings and their realization of cultural diversity 
(Caption 11). The acknowledgment of other 
cultures is transformational. Whereas Diego 
confessed the need to appreciate the values of 
his Filipino friends, Gama mentioned the reality 
of being “surrounded by people of all nation-
alities, people from different countries, tribes, 
languages, and to deal with adapting to each 
different culture” (p. 7). She added that adapt-
ability enhanced gratitude towards other cultures. 
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Muntari exclaimed, “Position may differ, degree 
may differ, nationality may differ, but actually, 
I’ve learned that everyone is the same” (p. 24). 
Acculturation provides prospects for under-
standing other people on humanitarian grounds 
(Ghebrekidan, 2018). Ultimately, the accul-
turation process undergoes stunning change. 

Caption 11:  Differently unique

Discussion
Transitioning into a new environment 

takes optimism, a flexible mindset, acceptance, 
and a teachable spirit. International students 
should acknowledge the presence of different 
cultural heritage in foreign lands. They ought 
to develop the determination to initiate change 
by themselves and be flexible in adapting to 
certain values and traditions while maintaining 
their cultural principles. These are essential 
coping strategies for international students’ 
acculturation (Cao et al., 2017). In contrast to 
Larionova et al.’s (2020) findings that students 
use separation and marginalization while main-
taining a strong ethnic identity, the participants 
in this study coped with acculturation stress by 
using voluntary integration with assimilation 
attempts (Berry, 1992). Nevertheless, Cao et al. 
(2017) discovered that integration is the most 
used acculturation strategy among international 
students. 

The contexts of the IASS embodied 
continuous inquiry and comparative support. 
Living in a different country with a different 
culture encourages students to observe and 
engage in various activities continuously. 
Students find support from their community and 
countrymates to undergo acculturation. This 

finding contrasts with that of Aladegbaiye et al. 
(2022). The latter found that having international 
friends helps better in the acculturation process, 
but not with countrymates. In addition, the 
students faced discrimination from native people 
and felt alienated due to differences in language 
and culture. This finding is supported by Parray 
et al. (2020). 

Evidence from these findings indicates that 
acculturation is a learning opportunity. However, 
the extent of learning is subject to the attitudes 
and mindsets of the acculturated individuals. 
According to Berry (1992), participants are 
willing to succumb to the demands of the host 
culture, while in other circumstances, they are 
hesitant–a common tendency. Regardless of 
the choice made, Croucher and Kramer (2016) 
cautioned that maintaining a positive attitude 
and an open mind towards other cultures lessens 
personal biases and fuels reflective thinking that 
helps devise coping mechanisms and fusion in 
multicultural communities.

Limitations of the Study
This phenomenological study has several 

limitations. A limited number of participants 
were willing to participate in the study. Although 
at least eight participants were desired, only 
four accepted the invitation. Perhaps others 
declined due to the tight restrictions, protocols, 
and constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic that 
prevailed when conducting this study. Moreover, 
the study had a specific timeframe; therefore, 
individuals who agreed to participate within that 
window were selected. Similarly, time constraints 
may have strained the depth of engagement with 
the participants.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This study aimed to explore the lived expe-

riences of IASS in two faith-based institutions in 
the Philippines. Acculturation is an eye-opening 
experience that constitutes the search for identity 
in continuous inquiry. The lived contexts 
highlight a comparatively supportive society 
intertwined with alienation and prejudice. None-
theless, participants maneuvered through support 
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systems. The IASS viewed cultural diversity in 
the future as a learning occasion and compelling 
change. 

Based on the findings, administrators should 
orient students about cultural shock to enhance 
their cultural awareness. They should encourage 
faculty to use language understandable to all 
students. Students should also prepare by reading 
about the host country’s culture and hone their 
speaking skills for smooth communication. For 
future research, a quantitative study to determine 
the predictors of the acculturation process would 
broaden the knowledge of acculturation. Alterna-
tively, studying the lives of acculturated students 
using a qualitative design with more participants 
from different countries would enhance and 
extend the trustworthiness of the findings.
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