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Abstract 
With a growing number of international graduate students pursuing degrees 
in the United States, it is essential that universities understand the unique 
challenges this population faces. In this study, we researched the role that 
university’s international graduate student housing plays in building a sense 
of community among international students. This qualitative study explored 
17 international graduate students lived experience in the United States re-
garding sense of community within the graduate housing complex. Findings 
suggest that international student residents faced several issues; these in-
cluded satisfaction with their accommodation, the way their fellow neighbors 
conducted themselves in university housing and preferring to reach out to 
other international students from their home country. However, they were 
able to find support within other departments and smaller communities 
within university. Recommendations are presented to practitioners and fu-
ture researchers so that they can effectively develop support for international 
graduate students.  
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1. Introduction 

The 2020 report on International Educational Exchange (IIE) discloses that over 
a million international students enrolled at USA universities during the 
2019/2020 academic year (IIE, 2020). International students contribute to the 
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United States in many ways, such as growing the economy and helping the na-
tion lead in innovation (Hegarty 2014; NAFSA, 2019). In addition, international 
students, particularly those in graduate schools, bring a wide range of skills and 
knowledge, thus enriching the intellectual capital of United States universities 
and the nation’s workforce (Zhang, 2016).  

Although the financial gain that international students can bring to a campus 
is one of the main reasons for their recruitment (Altbach & Engberg, 2014; Beine 
et al., 2014; NAFSA, 2019), some studies attest to the variety of ways in which 
international students can enrich the academic community. Examples of this in-
clude differing points of views that can often enrich classroom discussions and 
also students learning to appreciate other cultures and relate to others from dif-
ferent backgrounds (Bevis, 2002; Lee & Rice, 2007; Urban & Palmer, 2014). 
Moreover, international students help increase the global reputation of the Uni-
versity (Hénard et al., 2012; Ward, 2001). Therefore, merely treating interna-
tional students as an instrument of financial capital diminishes the status of in-
ternational students and can be considered unidimensional as this approach 
would remove any sense of humanity from the experiences of international stu-
dents (Slantcheva-Durst & Knaggs, 2019). 

How international students’ presence on campus is leveraged and to what ex-
tent they integrate into the campus community are equally important especially 
for their well-being and mental health (Prieto-Welch, 2016; Sullivan & Kashu-
beck-West, 2015; Webber et al., 2013). Researchers estimate that 15% - 20% of 
international students are at risk of experiencing mental health problems due to 
a lack of community (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Coming to the United States al-
so creates additional stress, as these students may have prolonged stress resulting 
from the actual decision to migrate and their separation from their families and 
friends (Akinsulure-Smith & O’Hara, 2012). These life changes can be a result of 
many factors that include differences in climate, dietary options, or lifestyle 
choices (Pendse & Inman, 2017). International students often miss their com-
munity back home and consequently look for ways on how they can build a new 
community that can alleviate the stress that migrates to a new country brings.  

On-campus housing often allows and encourages those students to find their 
sense of community through experiences with diverse peers (Supiano, 2018). 
These interactions have been linked to a positive correlation between their sense 
of community and their satisfaction with their institution (Supiano, 2018; Jo-
seph, 2021). In addition, on-campus housing also allows students access to many 
on-campus resources such as libraries, dining areas, recreational facilities, and 
many more depending on the university (Johnston, 2016). 

There has been extensive research on sense of community among internation-
al students and the role campus resources (both academic and extracurricular 
initiative) play (Chen & Zhou, 2019; Heng, 2017; Metro-Roland, 2018). Addi-
tionally, there is research about the role on-campus housing for undergraduate 
students play in building a sense of community (Arthur, 2017; Hart, 2021; Yao, 
2014). However, the role student housing plays in building a sense of communi-

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.102027


P. Singh et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2022.102027 383 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

ty particularly among international graduate students has received much less at-
tention. Consequently, it remains unclear to educators, researchers, and univer-
sity administrators what international student experiences are in a place they call 
home in a foreign land and the role they play in building a sense of community. 
This article helps fill in this gap. 

Focus groups were the major source of data for this study. Our research team 
organized two focus groups, with a total of 17 purposefully sampled internation-
al graduate students. The focus group discussions took place over a period of 
two months at a large southern university. Students were formally invited to 
participate. Open-ended questions were presented to the focus groups to ex-
amine the participants’ experiences regarding international graduate student 
housing and their perception of community within it. What emerged from these 
conversations was an understanding of the major areas of engagement for inter-
national students on student housing, the factors mostly impacting students’ in-
volvement according to the students themselves, and the students’ perceptions of 
their own connectedness to the housing environment.  

Purpose of This Study 

The objective of this study is to explore international students’ lived experience 
and sense of community to their new place of residence (international graduate 
student housing). Understanding this process will provide knowledge of factors 
that may serve as the role housing plays in developing a sense of community 
among international graduate students. In addition, acquiring knowledge of 
factors affecting international student sense of community may result in devel-
opment of specific university programming aimed to make international stu-
dents feel welcomed and at home. 

2. Literature 
2.1. Sense of Community 

A major focus of higher education is the increased attention given to the impor-
tance of a strong sense of community (Hausmann et al., 2007; Museus et al., 
2018; Strayhorn, 2018). Sense of community was initially operationalized by 
McMillan & Chavis, (1986), who developed a theoretical model of sense of 
community, which consists of four components: membership; influence; inte-
gration and fulfilment of needs; and shared emotional connections. Membership 
refers to the feeling of belonging to a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Influ-
ence is a reciprocal relationship whereby group members influence the commu-
nity and the community influences members (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Reci-
procally, each influence and pressures the other to perform tasks and/or con-
form to rules (Unger & Wandersman, 1985). Integration and need satisfaction 
are concerned with the notion that group association is rewarding for its mem-
bers (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Group members believe that community re-
sources will meet their needs (Duffy & Wong, 1996). Shared emotional connec-
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tions are based on members’ identification of a shared history (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986). People only have to identify with that history rather than physi-
cally share it (Unger & Wandersman, 1985). These definitions suggest the most 
essential elements of community are: mutual interdependence among members, 
sense of belonging, connectedness, spirit, trust, interactivity, common expecta-
tions, shared values and goals, and overlapping histories among members. 

2.2. International Student Sense of Community 

An important facet of the college student social context is the way in which stu-
dents perceive their community, defined as psychological sense of community 
(McCarthy et al., 1990). Sarason (1974) defines psychological sense of commu-
nity as “the perception of similarity to others, and acknowledged interdepen-
dence with others, a willingness to maintain this interdependence by giving to or 
doing for others what one expects from them … and the feeling that one is part 
of a larger dependable and stable structure …” (p. 157). 

International students are not part of the dominant campus culture due to 
their different cultural backgrounds and temporary citizenship status. Prior re-
search done on the experiences of international students suggests that interna-
tional students can experience many challenges as a result of language and cul-
tural barriers, academic and financial difficulties, interpersonal problems, racial 
discrimination, acculturative stress, loss of social support, alienation, and home-
sickness. Under such circumstances international students look to build a sense 
of community to combat these struggles (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Smith & 
Khawaja, 2011; Sun et al., 2016; Thurber & Walton, 2012; Alharbi & Smith, 2018; 
Wu et al., 2015). 

2.3. Sense of Community in University Housing 

A positive social environment not only consists of social ties and interactions 
with family and friends in the community but also the level of one’s involvement 
in their community (Amérigo & Aragonés, 1997; Fried, 1984; Unger & Wan-
dersman, 1985; Wasserman, 1982). McDonald (2002) explain that college cam-
puses “have a need for community; it is a primal yearning and a practical neces-
sity. Community is supported by shared purpose, shared commitment, shared 
relationships, and shared responsibility” (p. 3). 

The shared experience by interacting creates opportunities for personal and 
communal growth. Community development leads to positive outcomes such as 
student development and retention (Tinto, 1993). However, lack of involvement 
in activities and not spending time in social gatherings are seen as barriers to 
building a sense of community (Astin, 1993). The interactions provided by being 
involved in one’s community increase the sense of community, which in turn 
creates residential satisfaction (Amérigo & Aragonés, 1997; James et al., 2008; 
Wasserman, 1982). Many environmental factors such as lack of space and over-
crowding do not support community development (Moos, 1986; Schroeder & 
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Mable, 1994). Through these experiences, students are able to form smaller com-
munal groups with others who share similar interests. They can then support each 
other through the challenges of being an international student on a large campus.  

Related to aesthetic pleasantness, community satisfaction has been found to be 
determined by the neatness and cleanliness of the community in that the more 
aesthetically pleasing an area, the higher the level of connection to the housing 
community (Adriaanse, 2007; Aiello et al., 2010; da Luz Reis & Dias Lay, 2009; 
Grzeskowiak et al., 2006; Hourihan, 1984; Hughey & Bardo, 1984; James et al., 
2008; Perez et al., 2001; Uzzell et al., 2002). A study by Hourihan (1984) indi-
cated that neatness and cleanliness play a role in satisfaction with the housing. 
Furthermore, articles about college housing design by Biliczky (2005) and 
McKee (2005) note the importance of community and the need to provide space 
to students so they may socialize and interact rather than spend too much time 
in their rooms. 

In summary, essential elements of sense of community are mutual interde-
pendence, spirit, trust, interactivity, common expectations, shared values. For 
any college student, the way they perceive their community depends on percep-
tion of similarity and interdependence with others as well the feeling that one is 
part of something larger and stable. The international student struggle to build a 
sense of community (due to their cultural differences and/or temporary visa 
status). Therefore, a positive social environment that consists of social ties and 
interaction with their fellow international graduate student in the housing com-
plex provides an opportunity to feel a part of community. 

3. Methodology 

We employed a qualitative method to this study to describe international stu-
dents’ perceptions, experiences, and emotions regarding the resources and 
community activities provided by graduate housing to strengthen the sense of 
community. Qualitative inquiries in the form of semi-structured focus group in-
terviews were deemed appropriate to guide the investigation because of the ex-
ploratory nature of the study and the heightened possibility of obtaining rich 
and detailed knowledge from the participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The 
qualitative approach allowed the presentation of details of their experiences to 
reflect their multifaceted and complex realities (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). 

3.1. Sampling and Participants 

This study used purposeful sampling, an approach in which the researcher deli-
berately proceeds with a selection of information-rich cases “from which one can 
learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the in-
quiry” (Patton, 2002: p. 230). The international students were defined following 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD, 2017) 
definition that “international students are those students who left their country 
of origin and moved to another country for the purpose of study” (p. 70). In this 
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study, we recruited international students who resided in international graduate 
housing at the university for a minimum of two semesters. A total of 17 students 
participated in this study. Six participants were female and eleven participants 
were male. Seven participants were from Asia, nine were from Africa, and one 
was from South America. 

3.2. Data Collection Procedures 

Qualitative, semi-structured focus groups were the primary source of data for 
this study. Open-ended questions were presented to the focus groups, and prob-
ing questions were also used based on participants’ responses. The questions 
were aimed to examine the participants’ experiences regarding international 
graduate student housing and the programs offered by it at the southern univer-
sity they were attending. Two focus groups were interviewed, each lasting a little 
over 90 minutes. Each focus group was recorded using a digital recording device, 
and a graduate student (that worked with the authors) transcribed the responses. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

Data was analyzed using an inductive approach. According to LeCompte & 

Preissle (1993), this approach entails scanning the data to search for categories of 
a given phenomenon and then searching for relationships among those catego-
ries. Relationships were examined based on each case, and negative instance 
were noted while expanding the original constructs (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). 
Data was compared, contrasted, aggregated, and ordered to find common cate-
gories. Once categories were formed, linkages and relationships were sought 
within the resulting data structure. The core categories and themes were com-
piled, summarized, and reported. In the process of reconstructing narratives, di-
rect quotes from the transcript were extracted to stay as close to the original data 
as possible in reporting findings. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The in-depth focus groups with the international graduate students who resided 
in a graduate housing facility provided by the university, provided rich and di-
verse accounts of how international students perceive and form a sense of com-
munity. Several common themes emerged such as residential satisfaction plays a 
role in building a sense of community, and the way neighbors interact and con-
duct themselves also affects the sense of community among its residences, the 
residences find a sense of community by engaging with other international 
graduate student from their home country and finally, international student find 
their community using other avenues. These themes are discussed in detail be-
low. 

4.1. Residential Satisfaction and Sense of Community 

A lack of residential satisfaction was reflected in students’ lack of sense of com-
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munity. In general, students suggested that the lack of maintenance and hygiene 
led them to spend large amounts of time inside their homes. The responses from 
the international students also indicated that the maintenance in graduate stu-
dent housing was not optimal. The residents unanimously raised the concern 
that pest control was not done regularly and that any raised requests took at least 
a month to get addressed. However, international students stated that since the 
pricing was very reasonable, they preferred to stay in the graduate housing.  

When we say that there is hygiene problem[s] or roaches, there are things that 
are supposed to be done right, but maintenance is taking [too] long. 

I think maintenance. It’s something that probably can be enforced. We have 
talked about hygiene, and I know they try to do inspection and they leave a no-
tice like warning that the place wasn’t hygienic enough. But I still feel that 
something more should be done. Or at least carry inspection more often. 

And the laundry room. They should do more. I don’t know whose responsi-
bility [it is] to clean them, but they are not very clean. 

These sentiments reflect earlier research. For example, Potter & Cantarero 
(2006) found that physical environments such as neighborhoods were consi-
dered important factors in feeling a sense of community. A person’s satisfaction 
with the community services and facilities also increased their commitment to 
that community (Miller et al., 1980). 

4.2. Neighbors’ Conduct versus Sens of Community 

Neighbors are not complete strangers, nor are they bound by common interest 
(Terruhn & Ye, 2021). Encounters with them are, by nature of proximity, typi-
cally recurring in their familiarized locales. Both the importance of low-key, 
pragmatic exchanges and adherence to codes of neighborly conduct are appro-
priate (Burrell, 2016). This demonstrates the significance of low-pressure, 
light-touch norms of neighboring for generating a sense of familiarity, comfort, 
and reassurance (Burrell, 2016) that is productive for day-to-day living. Partici-
pants also highlighted, however, that there are differences in how well neighbors 
adhered to these codes of conduct. It was in such reflections on who adhered or 
refused to adhere to these tacit rules that difference and diversity became salient. 

I have a problem when it comes to people leaving trash outside the doors and 
not being sensitive enough like in common areas, and just hanging clothes out-
side in [a] balcony, you know. 

I don’t think I will feel a sense of community when there is trash outside the 
door and kids [are] stomping outside my door unsupervised. I’m like, really? 

It is adherence to such codes of conduct that organizes a network of neigh-
borly encounters and sense of community. Lack of adherence leads to a lower 
level of interactions. Research by Farrell et al. (2004) found that a lower level of 
engagement leads to a lower sense of community.  

Yes, I tried to talk to them, you know, asking can you remove this, it is not 
right. But the next time (inaudible), but I don’t want to interpret. 
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Research by Smith (2011) found that neighborhoods where neighbors don’t 
respect the social norms experience a lower sense of community as residents feel 
less safe and secure and unwelcomed. As a result, they withdraw from each other 
and interact less, resulting in less of a sense of community forming (Brodsky, 
1996; Unger & Wandersman, 1985; Wilson-Doenges, 2000; Wood et al., 2010). 

4.3. Engaging with Their Own 

Group members are drawn together through sharing a common interest, result-
ing in the development of social ties and identification with other members of 
that group (BeLue et al., 2006; Chavis & Newbrough, 1986; Evans, 2009; Farrell 
et al., 2004; O’Grady & Fisher, 2008). Being a member of a community, group, or 
organization results in a person developing a sense of community, an emotional 
connection to other people, and a feeling that their needs are being met (Farrell 
et al., 2004; Obst & White, 2007). This reflects McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) 
theorized components of sense of community. 

The process of building a sense of community or being part of a community is 
associated with the relationships developed outside of students’ own ethnic 
groups or other international student groups on campus (Andrade & Evans, 
2009; Olivas & Lee, 2006; Ward et al., 2008). In this study, the international stu-
dents we spoke with shared strong ties with other international students from 
their home countries. Research on international students documents these stu-
dents’ propensity to maintain strong relationships with people from their home 
countries or students from other nations rather than with American students 
(Kwon, 2009; Zhao et al., 2005). As Mori (2000) stated, “international students’ 
warm, intimate, comforting contacts are almost solely confined to their own na-
tional groups” (p. 138). 

Yes, there are cultural differences because obviously being human there are 
differences. But it’s individual differences. Like, if I like Kenyan foods, I will vis-
it. For me, I like to hang out with (name) kids. So … 

I like cooking my own food. I don’t know about the Americans, if they like 
doing that. So, I will more likely hang out with internationals who do the things 
I like doing. We cook ugali and eat, and so that … 

Language barriers, diverse cultural norms, and time to engage in social activi-
ties may surface as barriers for social interactions between local and internation-
al students (Trice, 2004). As a group, international students were often far more 
motivated to interact with other international students from other countries 
than local students. As a result, friendship development may occur more fre-
quently with co-nationals or other international students than with local stu-
dents (Kashima & Loh, 2006). The findings suggest the majority of the interna-
tional students created social networks among other international students that 
mostly excluded Americans (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2013). Interna-
tional students who identified with more integration among American students 
limited their interactions to mostly work, academic, and professional expe-
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riences, with few interactions identified as social networking. 

4.4. Engaging with Their Own 

This large public research university provides a variety of different programs and 
staff to help support international students. Many students talked about the dif-
ficulty of finding these resources. For example, one participant said the following:  

It’s difficult to do all that because of size [of the university,] and that’s why 
ICC (International Cultural Center) helps. That’s how I was able to contact 
[name of another international student]. So, they didn’t do it directly, but they 
have these platforms which facilitates [it]. 

Participants talked about how other departments and avenues provide sup-
port and how connection within their countries’ cultural associations fosters 
their sense of community. It is evident that international students have contact 
with their countries’ student associations. 

It’s not like there is no information because there are channels like students’ 
organizations ICC and something like ISO (International Student Office). So, 
there are channels.  

Support for international graduate students at the institution came from the 
presence of fellow students from their home countries. Again, these connections 
mirror the surrogate families seen in the literature (McLachlan & Justice, 2009). 
At this institution, these groups vary greatly in size and involvement, and each 
student’s interactions and involvement differed depending on how strong the 
community was. This research was conducted in a very large research university 
in the southern part of the United States. This research is consistent with similar 
findings taken from what students attending larger research institutions have 
self-reported. Small liberal arts institutions have continuously shown similar 
exposure to diverse experiences, even with much smaller student bodies and of-
ten in much less diverse locations (Hu & Kuh, 2003; Kuh, 2009).  

I came from a small university with a small community, and they took care of 
all that stuff. But when you look at [University], it’s difficult to do all that be-
cause of size, and that’s why ICC helps. That’s how I was able to contact (name). 
So, they didn’t do it directly, but they have these platforms which facilitate. 

While colleges can organize special events focusing on students’ different cul-
tures, employing different international student organizations offers a powerful 
venue for learning from those students. Such organizations seemed more effec-
tive at facilitating co-curricular interactions than anything else mentioned by 
our participants, and also provided the opportunity for international students to 
act as agents of internationalization, sharing their cultures, holidays, customs, 
and foods with American and other international students. 

5. Recommendation and Conclusion 

Participants in this study discussed their experiences with graduate housing for 
international students and their perception of sense of community. Findings 
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conclude that residential satisfaction is related to sense of community and 
neighbor conduct leads to a lack of sense of community. International students 
prefer to engage with other international students from their own country. The 
next section lays out the recommendation for both international graduate hous-
ing as well as for university administration. 

Cheng (2004) suggests that “students’ sense of community is closely associated 
with their feelings of being cared about, treated in a caring way, valued as an in-
dividual and accepted as a part of community, and the quality social life on 
campus.” This relates to the findings from this study where students prefer to 
form social connections with other international students from their home 
country. The university staff should find more creative ways to support interna-
tional student organizations and activities, and more university-wide events that 
include both international and domestic students which should be organized 
(De Wit, 2011). Their integration is not only beneficial for their own adjustment; 
it also benefits domestic students, helping to open perspectives, deepen know-
ledge of other cultures, challenge stereotypical assumptions, and enhance 
cross-cultural awareness (Grayson, 2008; Ho et al., 2003; Telbis et al., 2014; Ur-
ban & Palmer, 2014; Ward, 2001). 

Another finding that emerged from this study is that there were multiple 
avenues for international graduate student to interaction, but most are either di-
vided by their ethnicity, their country, or special interests. When an internation-
al student comes from a different county, they are sort of accustomed to the way 
things that are back home and tend to flock to the people from their home 
country. In such events, creating a coordinator role would be ideal, however, 
having a pamphlet with all available resources would ease the burden on inter-
national students (Slantcheva-Durst & Knaggs, 2019). This could be linked on 
the website as a first point of contact for international students. Creating an in-
ternational festival day would also be helpful in fostering a sense of community 
among the international graduate students. Research by Glass et al. (2015) found 
that programs and events which involved collaboration and teamwork with oth-
ers from varied cultural backgrounds had a markedly strong effect on interna-
tional students’ sense of community. 

The housing administration can foster empathy and appreciation of similari-
ties and differences among students by sponsoring intergroup dialogues and 
encouraging informal cross-racial interactions (e.g., dinner events and movie 
nights). Additionally, these events need to be marketed better and further in ad-
vance, as many students struggle to find time in their schedules for last-minute 
events (Spanierman et al., 2013). These activities may provide support for inter-
national students who may encounter apathy on campus and provide opportun-
ities for them to be better understood by their domestic counterparts. At the 
same time, these activities may facilitate a positive sense of community devel-
opment and greater authenticity among students from all backgrounds. 

The welcome program for the undergraduate residential housing could be 
adapted to international graduate housing so that international graduate stu-
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dents feel more welcomed on campus. Further, international student accommo-
dation providers should make sure they have breakout spaces and communal 
areas that are appealing and fun to hang out in. That way, international students 
are more likely to socialize with other people in their position. Additionally, 
orientation during the move-in process would also take care of the expectations 
from the residents. This would lead to a norm of conduct and more friendly 
neighbors. 

Finally, participants indicated a lack of sense of community is due to low res-
idential satisfaction such as lack of maintenance and hygiene issues. Active te-
nant council can be incorporated to represent the interest of all the tenants and 
to have a legitimate body speaking for and backing tenant concerns and to edu-
cate and inform tenants of the nature of grievances and other issues that the te-
nant council will undertake.  

5.1. Limitations and Future Research Engaging with Their Own 

This research studied international students from different countries as one 
group; comparing experiences of students from different countries is a useful 
future research direction. Students from different countries and cultural back-
grounds may have different experiences of acculturation and adjustment. 
Therefore, subgroup analysis and comparisons will provide additional insight. 
This study was conducted at a research intensive, land-grant university, sea-grant 
and space-grant institution that has a very distinctive institutional culture re-
lated to internationalization. As the international student experience is influ-
enced by contextual and environmental factors, the research could be extended 
to include different institutional types. Despite these limitations, the results 
showed themes of challenges and support among all participants that are rele-
vant for other universities. 

5.2. Conclusion 

Information gained from this study may provide additional areas of focus for 
campus administrators who are working to improve retention strategies and for 
those responsible for student programming on campus. Better understanding of 
the specific needs of this growing population may lead to reevaluation of campus 
resources and strategies to both recruit and retain international students. The 
results and recommendations presented in this study will be able to help student 
affairs professionals understand international graduate students’ challenges and 
needs.  
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