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The number of foreign students studying abroad has expanded substantially in the first 

decades of this century, with close to five million international students registered in 2014 

and an increase of eight million projected by 2025 (pre-pandemic) (ICEF Monitor, 2017). Up 

until now, the international education literature has largely focused on students' study-abroad 

experiences but research on the long-term benefits to students is scarce, along with 

exploration of their personal development and acquisition of employability skills. 

This doctoral thesis presents a systematic review and a longitudinal, mixed-methods study of 

the change and self-development of 72 Saudi academics who recently earned their Master's 

and/or PhD degrees in Western countries. The research aims to contribute to the existing 

body of knowledge by looking at the long-term impact of studying abroad on Saudi academic 

returnees who have spent 2-10 years in western countries. 

The research draws upon the theory of acculturation which examines certain predictors to 

understand the process and outcomes of the sojourners’ adjustment. These are the 

psychological and sociocultural outcomes of cross-cultural adaption and the macro- and 

micro-level variables. The factors involved in sojourner adjustment were then studied from a 

social psychological perspective within the dimensions of the affective, behavioural and 

cognitive processes.  

The primary objective of this research was to determine whether the long-term benefits 

of acculturation held true over time by examining the outcomes of studying abroad in terms 

of affective, behavioural and cognitive processes as well as the mechanisms that enabled or 

impeded these outcomes. We set out to extend acculturation theory by incorporating the 

impact of home-country transition on the long-term sustainability of these outcomes. Five 

predicted outcomes of study abroad were then selected based on the research aims and a 

comprehensive literature review: intercultural competence, self-leadership, creativity 

behaviour, self-discerning reflection and self-concept clarity. The data was gathered over a 
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year, divided according to two time-points, while a qualitative interview strategy was 

combined with a quantitative questionnaire approach. 

The original contribution made by the research was recognition that studying abroad 

benefitted Saudi academic returnees in developing self-leadership and creativity. The 

findings showed that in place of individual factors (such as age, gender and educational 

level), situational factors are linked to the perceived outcomes of studying abroad (such as 

host country, length of study abroad and motivation to do so). Furthermore, excepting self-

leadership and self-concept clarity, the returnees' perceptions of the outcomes differed 

considerably from those of in-country academics. 

The study results also revealed that with the exception of creativity behaviour, the 

participants could maintain the desired study-abroad outcomes through their readjustment 

experience. Nonetheless, the qualitative findings revealed two levels of readjustment 

concerns experienced by academic returnees: (i) social and cultural level difficulties, and (ii) 

organisational level difficulties. Both these issues may affect the long-term sustainability of 

study abroad outcomes.  

Focusing on readjustment-related factors, a parallel quantitative approach found that 

motivation to study abroad moderated the sustainability of intercultural competence, self-

leadership and self-concept clarity. The returnees’ awareness of the perceived benefits abroad 

then moderated the sustainability of creativity behaviour, self-concept clarity and self-

discerning reflection. 

Drawing on empirical data and responding to the scarcity of theoretical models of the long-

term benefits of acculturation, these findings provide a new conceptual framework that tests 

and expands upon the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). Our 

study shows that the process of adjustment and readjustment is complex and requires special 

attention.  
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This study is a starting point for further research into the long-term benefits of acculturation, 

but future research might go deeper into the context of the returnees’ relationships with 

family and work colleagues to widen the scope of the findings. It is vital to investigate how 

these factors translate into quantifiable and measurable business results such as innovation, 

performance and financial returns for businesses, and here multidisciplinary teams might be 

helpful in this approach, including behavioural economists. The wider context of studying-

abroad is of considerable significance being that a large number of international students are 

funded by their government and constitute an important investment, entailing that they expect 

students to implement and apply what they have learnt abroad to help develop domestic 

systems, increase knowledge and enhance social change.  
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Chapter 1.  

Introduction and Relevant Literature. 

 

1.1. Background.  

Studying abroad is commonly considered to be a significant life event. Nonetheless, the 

impact of overseas study on the self-development of international students is still under-

researched and the changes occurring in students require further understanding. Some studies 

have suggested that studying abroad has a crucial impact not only on students’ academic 

learning, but also has a long-term influence on their personal growth and the success of their 

social lives (Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013). This observation becomes more salient as the 

number of international students studying abroad continues to escalate, with the demand for 

international education increasing by approximately 10% in the last 21st century. With close 

to five million international students registered in 2014 and a projected increase of eight 

million by 2025 (ICEF Monitor, 2017), research has increasingly sought to understand the 

student experience.  

To date, the literature on international education has given most attention to the experience of 

international students during their study time abroad, looking at academic learning 

difficulties, cultural shock and the psychological issues associated with the students’ 

adjustment (e.g., Lombard, 2014; Samuelowicz, 2006; Carlson and Widaman, 1988; 

Andrade, 2006). However, the aims for many individuals and the government supporting 

them financially are more far-reaching and long-term. 

While it is important to understand what can be done to improve the student experience and 

ensure that they reach their potential while studying abroad, it is also essential to understand 

what benefits study abroad offers the student once they graduate. It is hoped that 

investigating this issue will allows for both an account and an exploration of students’ 

reflections and post-study perceptions regarding their cross-cultural transition. This includes 
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an assessment of what they have learned and gained personally, and how this has affected 

them in the long term.  

In recent years, the long-term benefits of study-abroad experience to students, organisations 

and society have come to constitute one of the key emerging interests in international 

education and intercultural studies literature. The Institute for International Education of 

Students (IES abroad) was the first to investigate the long-term impact of study abroad on 

students’ personal, professional and academic lives, conducting the largest quantitative 

survey of study abroad graduates. Consisting of 50 years of IES Abroad graduates programs 

(over the years 1950-1999), these former students responded to the survey questions 

regarding their academic, personal, intercultural and professional development of study 

abroad. The research findings confirmed that study-abroad experience has educational 

benefits and enables cultural development, while having an impact on careers and personal 

growth. Furthermore, the study points out that there is a lack of studies concerning the 

personal growth of international students, especially in developing the skills required for their 

employability (McMillan and Opem, 2002). 

Since then, a number of studies have shed light on the benefits of study-abroad experience on 

international students’ change and self-development, including problem-solving skills (e.g., 

Cho and Morris, 2015), intercultural competence (e.g., Ramirez, 2016), self-discovery and 

recognition (e.g., Brown and Brown, 2009), personality development  (e.g., Zimmermann and 

Neyer, 2013; Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 2017), and high self-efficacy (e.g., 

Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 2017). A recent study by (Gu and Schweisfurth, 2015) 

claims that for more than 25 years the impact of returnees’ experiences on their identity and 

their professional careers over time, as well as their personal lives, has been under-

researched. Their research conducted a mixed-methods study, using a sample of 652 Chinese 

students who had returned home from study abroad programmes from UK universities. 

Looking at Chinese students over a 20-month post-return period, one study measured changes 



3 
 

in their behavioural characteristics. The study found that most returnees perceived studying 

and living abroad as an identity transformation experience which helped them acquire new 

competencies, skills, and different views of the world. The experience therefore enabled them 

to view their life with a new understanding of themselves at ‘home’, where over time they 

continued to differentiate themselves from those around them. They suggest that new studies 

are needed within a different context to examine whether or not these effects are guaranteed 

parts of any returnees’ experiences, or whether they differ according to the host culture or 

other factors. 

 

1.2. The study context.  

There are countless reasons motivating students to study across national boundaries, such as 

lack of domestic facilities in some subject areas, the perceived academic advantage of the 

institutions in the host countries, and the status of a foreign degree (Cummins 1993, cited in 

Varghese, 2008). However, seeking to gain the advantages of knowing about and gaining 

experience in another country and culture has inspired the provision of many governmental 

scholarships and encouraged many individuals to pursue their education in foreign countries. 

The kingdom of Saudi Arabia KSA ranks fourth after China and India in sending the largest 

number of international students abroad (AllahMorad, 2020).  

According to GASTAT, the general authority for statistics in Saudi Arabia, 186,722 Saudi 

students were studying abroad, and Saudi government scholarships funded around 80% of 

them (GASTAT, 2019). This number of students represents a ratio of 1:9 of total Saudi 

students studying in Saudi universities. However, the number of Saudi postgraduates 

studying abroad in the same year reached 161,360 students, double the number of those 

studying in Saudi universities.  

The increasing number of Saudi sponsored students abroad is due to the country’s intention 

to move towards a knowledge-based economy that focuses on human intelligence, replacing a 
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resource-based economy that focuses on oil production. In addition, sending Saudi students 

abroad aims to correct general stereotypes about Islam and terrorism in western societies, as 

well as ease the tension between “East” and “West and the historical “us” and “them”. This 

phenomenon can be explained by Orientalism, which refers to discourse that perverts and 

misrepresents the East or “the Orient” (see Said, 2019).  

To achieve these objectives, the Saudi government has made tremendous efforts to support 

Saudi students abroad and provide lots of scholarship opportunities for graduates’ students to 

accomplish higher degrees in various subjects. The governmental support involves paying for 

their study fees and accommodation, and living expenses, making the scholarship very 

attractive (Bukhari and Denman,2013). 

 

1.2.1. Saudi Arabia’s investment in international education. 

Saudi Arabia investment in international education can be thought to have three distinct 

phases. The first period started in 1927 and lasted until 1953, when the first scholarship was 

granted for fourteen Saudi students before establishing the first university in Saudi Arabia, 

King Abdul Aziz University. All fourteen students were from the Al-Hijaz region and were 

sent to Egypt to complete their undergraduate studies due to their shared language and 

religion.  

Upon the success of the first group, a second group was sent to England to study wireless 

communication, while a third group was sent to Italy to study Aviation. Ten Saudi students in 

the last group were sent to Switzerland and Turkey to study law, political science, and 

engineering. These scholarships responded to an urgent need for professional experts and 

particular training unavailable in Saudi Arabia at that time.  

The second period occurred between 1954 and 2004, where the major focus of the 

scholarships shifted from undergraduate studies to postgraduate studies. The foundation of 

the first Saudi University in Riyadh in 1957, King Saud University, meant that more students 
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were educated at home, although postgraduate capacity was limited. The increased number of 

scholarships at that time was due to the increase in oil income, which affected the whole 

structure of society (Yamani, 1996). Between the 1950s and 1970s, rich families used to send 

their children to study abroad to other Arab countries, Europe, or the United States. However, 

as the schools in Saudi Arabia started to develop and higher education standards progressed, 

families became more hesitant about sending their children abroad (ibid). 

 The third period started in 2005 and saw the expansion of Saudi Arabia’s international 

scholarships. Since then, many Saudi students have studied abroad or are presently studying 

abroad to accomplish a higher standard of education for themselves and their country. 

According to the general authority for the statistic GASTAT in Saudi Arabia and the Ministry 

of Higher Education (2019), the Saudi students studying abroad have made up 92,297 

students so far. The increase in the number of Saudi students sponsored to study abroad is 

due to the vision of the High Education Ministry of Saudi Arabia to drive change to the 

country over the next 20 years by preparing students with the knowledge and skills needed to 

be future world leaders. Other objectives include a nationalist commitment, the need for 

cultural exchange and mutual understanding, as well as aspirations towards intellectual 

growth, innovation and creativity.  

Current Saudi scholarships consist of two types: the first is mainly for academic staff in Saudi 

universities to achieve a higher educational level; mostly at postgraduate and doctorate levels. 

This type of scholarship is supported by the Saudi government and applied by the Saudi 

Ministry of Education (MOE) for the universities sector. The main population selected in this 

thesis were the Saudi academics returning from this type of scholarship. More details about 

this scholarship aim and objectives are discussed later in this section.  

Conversely, the second type of Saudi scholarship is the King Abdullah scholarship 

programme (KASP), which started in 2005 and is considered the largest scholarship program 

in the history of Saudi Arabia. This type of scholarship is supported by the Saudi government 
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and applied by the Saudi Ministry of Education (MOE). This scholarship aims to become a 

significant source for the public and private sectors in Saudi Arabia by improving and 

preparing human resources by sponsoring intellectually Saudi citizens to study in the best 

universities in the world. In addition, the selected degree and subject specialities selected are 

subject to the needs of the Saudi labour market, as graduates are expected to return and 

contribute to the country’s development. In terms of the students’ destinations, most Saudi 

students tend to go to English speaking countries for both types of scholarships; in particular, 

the United States, which has the largest number of Saudi students, and the United Kingdom 

with the second-highest number. Other countries hosting Saudi students include Canada, 

Australia, the Netherlands, Germany and Italy, and China, India, Malaysia, Singapore, South 

Korea and Japan. In addition, many Saudi students study in other Arab countries - for 

instance, in Egypt, Lebanon and Jordan.  

As a result of this movement in the international education of Saudi Arabia, residents of the 

Kingdom are noticing dramatic changes to the country stemming from the massive social and 

cultural change that internationally educated Saudi students have brought to the country. 

Furthermore, it has been suggested that the internationalisation of higher education in Saudi 

Arabia has driven rapid changes throughout the country, resulting in (i) an increase in 

entrepreneurship, (ii) new ideas, (iii) and new institutions of all kinds, such as the King 

Abdullah University of Science and Technology (Ahmed, 2015). Furthermore, workforce 

localisation is now proceeding gradually, with Saudi citizens on target to substitute steadily 

the expatriate professional from different nationals with the labour force (ibid).  

Moreover, Saudi universities scholarships aim to prepare their native academic employees by 

achieving higher educational levels commensurate with prestigious universities in western 

countries in order to advance the education system in Saudi Arabia. It is anticipated that this 

emphasis brings benefits to the universities, society and graduates. For example, Saudi 

universities have competed to gain an ABET accreditation award in recent years, which 36 
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out of 62 private and public universities have managed to achieve to date  (ABET, 2021). 

ABET accreditation awards recognise that an academic program has promoted standards 

essential to preparing graduates for entry into the critical fields of practical science, 

computing, engineering and engineering technology.  

Graduate students from an ABET-accredited program have a solid educational foundation 

and are qualified to lead the way in innovation, emerging technologies and anticipating the 

public’s well-being and safety needs (ibid). ABET accreditations bring outstanding value to 

the student, programs, institutions, industry and government because they affirm that 

graduates have met the educational requirements needed to enter high levels of professional 

life. Moreover, they provide an opportunity for the industry to lead the educational process to 

reflect current and future needs and enhance the mobility of professionals (ibid). To date, 

however, there is very little empirical evidence to support these assumptions and little 

examination of whether this investment in an overseas study is realised in terms of (i) 

increased creativity and innovation and (ii) changes to the educational system. While this 

thesis does not aim to examine the associations directly between overseas study, national 

innovation and systemic education change, it does aim to contribute to our understanding of 

the benefits accrued from an overseas study from the graduate’s perspective. Firstly, if 

innovation and change are to occur, there is a need for returning employees to behave and 

think in progressive ways that benefit that Kingdom. Secondly, there is a need to understand 

whether returning students can cope with the transition required following a period of 

overseas study to implement changes and impact society effectively. 

 

1.2.2. The expected benefits of study abroad.  

Given that the large numbers of international students are funded by the government, this 

suggests that study abroad is considered a worthwhile investment for the whole community 

(Altbach and Engberg, 2014). Therefore, it follows logically that the government will expect 
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students to implement and apply what they have learnt abroad and help to develop systems, 

increase knowledge and enhance social change. Thus, it is crucial to understand what study 

abroad offers Saudi students and the benefits or outcomes that they acquired. There is a 

growing desire amongst young Saudis to become ‘global citizens’, which refers to individuals 

with specific capabilities to analyse power structure, build global communities, or physically 

help to improve the lives of people worldwide (Lewin, 2009). These aspirations are in line 

with (Lilley, Barker and Harris, 2016), who refer to an “ideal global graduate” showing 

“openness, tolerance, respect, and responsibility for self, others and the planet”. In other 

words, the study abroad graduate will develop a global mindset, and they will almost 

certainly demonstrate comfort when dealing with ambiguity and multiplicity. 

Consequently, it is expected that individuals will acquire a positive understanding of others 

from different cultures, which will improve cultural exchange and reduce any stereotypical 

image. Another concept introduced by (Triandis, 2006) is ‘cultural intelligence’, which refers 

to becoming successful in cultural interactions requiring affective, cognitive and behavioural 

training. Cultural intelligence can be achieved through study-abroad experience because it 

has ‘transformative potential’, providing them with an opportunity for better personal 

freedom, increased assertiveness, independence, self-confidence and cultural awareness 

(Brown and Brown, 2009; Brown and Graham, 2009).  

In addition, due to the intercultural learning experience, two vital transformational outcomes 

can be recognised: identity development and self-discovery (Kim, 2008; Brown, 2009). 

These are some of the potential outcomes or benefits of study abroad. Therefore, 

understanding the benefits and outcomes of study abroad could help identify them and the 

mechanism that allow or hinder them. However, according to (Denman and Hilal, 2011),  

further research is required to determine whether or not these expected benefits or outcomes 

involving new and potentially challenging ideas and experiences are implemented and, more 
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significantly, welcomed. Thus, considering the investigation of the long-term impact of study 

abroad on Saudi students, change and self-development is essential. 

 

1.2.3. Sustaining benefits after return.  

While there is a need to capture the impact of study abroad on Saudi students change and 

self-development while abroad, it is necessary to find out if they can sustain these changes 

upon their return. Thus, it is imperative that researchers better understand the psychological, 

social, and practical matters associated with the cross-cultural transition and repatriation 

experience (Szkudlarek, 2010). However, the topic of the repatriation experience of 

expatriates has not received as much attention as the research on expatriation or the cultural 

adjustments of sojourners. This gap in the literature still exists regardless of the scholars’ 

argument that the earlier issue is more challenging and needs more focus (Adler, 1975; Adler, 

1981; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Storti, 2011; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 

1992).  

Some of the challenges faced by repatriates are their expectations that when they return 

home, their family and friends (if not themselves too) will be the same as before they left 

(Storti, 2011). Therefore, returnees assume they will deal with this perceived situation, only 

to comprehend later that both the environment and themselves have changed during their 

time abroad (Martin, 1984). 

Other challenges are the results of the ‘transformative learning’ (see Hamza, 2010). In other 

words, how these individuals recognise and react to the differences between the ‘academic 

cultures’ of host and home universities (Robinson-Pant, 2009). The physical journey from 

their home country to the host country is often comprised of a social and psychological 

journey of cross-cultural adaptation, which may alter the sojourner’s way of behaving, 

thinking and feeling  (Arthur, 2003; Yang, Noels and Saumure, 2006). Furthermore, it may 
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cause intercultural growth and an alteration in the understanding of self (Brown, 2009; Kim, 

2001).  

These newly acquired values, attitudes and behaviours may thus convert into the individual’s 

social system, forming new patterns of relations, roles, and expectations (Mehawes, 1984; 

Storti, 2011). However, if all or any of this happens, it might do so to varying degrees, 

depending on how well a person adapts to his/her new settings abroad. However, it is 

challenging for returning individuals who will most likely find the need to reconstruct several 

features in their lives (including relationships) instead of making a fresh start, and regardless 

of what this process involves when rebuilding could be considered easier.  

In addition, reverse culture shock is an unavoidable part of the students’ repatriation 

experience (Brabant, Palmer and Gramling, 1990; Gaw, 2000), which could produce a 

damaging effect on individuals’ psychological wellbeing, social readjustment and 

identification, where returnees may face a ‘different reality rather than a ‘shocking reality’ 

upon their return. Thus, the issue of returning deserves more scholarly attention, not least for 

impacting negatively on any of the perceived benefits of the study abroad experience. 

 

1.3. Research purpose and questions. 

Although in due course the many Saudi students studying abroad will become returnees, to 

the best of the researcher knowledge to date only three studies have studied the issue of 

readjustment in the context of Saudi Arabia precisely. Moreover, none of them has 

considered addressing the perceived benefits of study abroad for Saudi returnees and Saudi 

society, and what can be done to sustain these benefits after their return (see Mehawes, 1984; 

Alandejani, 2013; Almuarik, 2019). The reason for this limited number of studies may be 

because overseas Saudi students were not significant until 2005.  

However, given the significant numbers of students studying abroad and the ongoing 

investment, a closer inspection of the benefits accrued and the factors that enhance the 
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translation of benefits is required. Furthermore, it is increasingly recognised that cross-

cultural transition may lead to identity change, behavioural change, and different ways of 

thinking. Therefore, it is important to understand, develop and support sojourners in getting 

the best of their study-abroad experience and support their re-entry to deliver what they learn 

back to their country (Kidd, 2010; Szkudlarek, 2010; Pitts, 2016).  

The focus of this research is to provide evidence of the expected benefits or outcomes of 

study abroad concerning the changes in the affective, behavioural and cognition processes. It 

is directed in particular towards those who are on a work mission to accomplish higher 

degrees and return to their work with comprehensive knowledge and more significant 

potential to lead the change and enhance the work environment with new mentality and 

experiences. Furthermore, the study aims to contribute to the relatively limited knowledge by 

exploring the adjustment and readjustment experience, while highlighting the mechanisms 

that allow the study abroad benefits to be perceived and sustained after the return.  

The main reason for studying the Saudi Academic Returnees SARs is the complex nature of 

being an international student abroad while being an academic member of a Saudi university. 

This research thus encounters two types of sojourners which makes the study group of 

particular interest. Within the available literature, very few studies have focused on this group 

of returnees (e.g., Alandejani, 2013; Almuarik, 2019; Gama and Pedersen, 1977). Hence, this 

study will seek to advance our understanding of academic returnees. 

In this vein, the following research questions (RQs) are a guide to tackling the concerns in the 

research statement and will be elaborated in chapter three: 

 

1) Do returning academics perceive themselves to be different from those who have not 

been abroad in terms of their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? 

2) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning academics, specifically in 

relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 
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3) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning academic, 

specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive processes? In this 

sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes?  

4) Are the returning academics able to sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

5) How does the readjustment of returnees to their home country affect their ability to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad?   

 

1.4. Summary and organisation of the thesis. 

The thesis consists of nine chapters, laid out as follows: 

The first chapter is the introductory chapter addressing the gaps in the current international 

education literature in terms of investigating the long-term impact of study abroad on student 

change and self-development. The chapter highlights the necessity of exploring the benefits 

of studying abroad and examines the impact of the readjustment experience on sustaining the 

benefits of studying abroad. In addition, the chapter provides a background of Saudi Arabia 

investment in international education to facilitate the reader’s understanding of the study and 

contribution to comprehending the findings. By the end, the chapter illustrates the study 

problem, purpose and research questions.  

The second chapter is the literature review chapter. The chapter presents an overview of 

cross-cultural transition to explain the cultural differences between Saudi Arabia and western 

societies. The chapter will also highlight relevant theoretical approaches to cross-cultural 

transition to provide the reader with a full picture of the factors and consequences that 

support this transition, and the way individuals deal with it. In addition, the chapter will 

discuss some of the expected outcomes of the cross-cultural transition process, which are 

chosen to be examined in this study.  
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This section is followed by chapter three, focusing on explaining the philosophical 

foundation and paradigm, research design and strategy used in this research, and establishing 

a framework for how the studies will be conducted and the research questions answered. In 

addition, the chapter provides information about the main population and research setting. 

Finally, chapter three provides a detailed explanation of each of the research design 

implemented for each of the studies conducted, providing details of the participants and the 

data collection procedure. 

The fourth chapter presents a systematic literature review that aims to broaden research about 

the outcomes of study abroad once students graduate. In this chapter, we present the method 

chosen to conduct the SLR in a narrative synthesis approach and outline the process of 

undertaking this approach. The SLR results and synthesis are then presented as well as an 

examination of several limitations within the existing body of research. Finally, based on the 

synthesis and limitations of the results, the study proposes a new conceptual framework to 

examine the long-term impact of acculturation in assisting future research in uncovering a 

deeper understanding of the long-term impact of study abroad on the international 

community. 

Chapter five represents the first attempt to test the theory of acculturation. It explores the 

outcomes of study-abroad experience about the changes in the SARs’ affective, behaviour, 

and cognitive processes and the mechanisms that allow or hinder these outcomes. The 

chapter represents the findings for the qualitative study T1, explaining the method of data 

collection and data analysis before presenting the study results and discussion.  

The aim of chapter six is then to extend the theory of acculturation to explore the impact of 

home-country transition on the sustainability of study abroad perceived outcomes concerning 

the changes in the SARs’ affective, behaviour and cognitive processes, as well as the 

mechanisms that allow or hinder this process. This chapter presents the findings for the 



14 
 

qualitative study T2, explains the method of data collection and data analysis, and presents 

the study results and discussion. 

While chapter seven aims to validate the proposed conceptual framework of the longer-term 

benefits of study abroad, it is also intended to extend the previous research by considering 

different approaches to identifying important factors from contrasting psychological and 

sociocultural perspectives. This chapter analyses and discusses the longitudinal data collected 

using two-times measurement points from 72 newly-graduated Saudi students to answer the 

five research questions of this study. It also explains the method of data collection and data 

analysis, presenting the study results and discussion. 

Finally, the very last chapter aims to discusses the findings of the research and conclusions 

drawn from the findings to answer the research questions (RQs). In addition, it discusses the 

contributions, implications and limitations of this study, then presents recommendations for 

the future research. 
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Chapter 2.  

Literature Review and Theoretical Background.  

2.1. Introduction. 

This chapter presents an overview of ‘cross-cultural transition’, an important concept in the 

international education literature identified in the early 20th century. The review will explain 

the process of cross-cultural transition in the relevant literature and then shed light on the 

notion of cultural differences and its impact on cross-cultural transition. An overview of 

cultural differences between Saudi Arabia and Western cultures will then follow, before 

related theoretical approaches to cross-cultural transition are explained to fully understand the 

mechanisms that support this transition and the way individuals deal with it. Finally, the 

discussion will emphasise the expected outcomes of the cross-cultural transition process and 

highlight some of the factors that contribute to achieving these outcomes as they identified in 

the literature.  

Some electronic databases were scanned to achieve this chapter, including ProQuest, 

PsycINFO and Google Scholar. The search terms applied to identify relevant studies were the 

following: cross-cultural transition, cultural differences, study abroad experience, 

repatriation, expatriation, readjustment, international students, behavioural change, self-

development, skills, leadership development, and identity change. It is worth mentioning that 

a systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted before this chapter to find evidence of 

what research exists regarding the topic “the long-term impact of study abroad on 

international students’ change and self-development”, and to develop a conceptual 

framework of the long-term impact of acculturation to be used to test and extend the model of 

acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). Only ten empirical studies were actually 

found in the SLR, reflecting the scarcity of the study topic in the literature and a need to 
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explore this issue. The SLR will be discussed later in chapter 4 because it is pertinent to the 

chosen of this topic and the direction of this research (i.e., research design, methodology).  

 

2.2. Cross-cultural transition (adjustment).  

It is acknowledged that for international students, the international experience involves a 

complicated transition process. This transition process is labelled in the international 

education literature as ‘cross-cultural transition’ and encompasses a variety of complex 

psychological and social processes (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) The phenomenon of 

cross-cultural transition was first encountered in the early 20th century due to the increased 

number of immigrants to western countries.  

Since then, several theoretical approaches have been proposed to explain the process of 

cross-cultural transition (Schartner, 2014), with some of them presented at the end of this 

chapter. However, the concept of cross-cultural transition has an ambivalent definition in the 

literature, while a variety of terms has been used to explain the affective, behavioural and 

cognitive change experienced by international sojourners (Kim, 2001). The specific terms 

used in the literature to define a successful international experience are ‘adjustment’ or 

‘adaption’ to the new environment (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). 

Nevertheless, the implementation of these two terms has been inconsistent, while theoretical 

frameworks have failed to make a clear distinction between the two terms, often using these 

interchangeably (Stanton and Revenson,2007). Schartner (2014) has distinguished between 

the two terms regarding their applicability. He states that ‘adjustment’ refers to dynamic, 

interactive processes involved in functioning in the host environment (Anderson, 1994) while 

‘adaption’ refers to the outcomes of these adjustment processes (Pitts, 2005).  

Accordingly, adaption could be conceptualised as a measurable outcome of the student 

experience in an area crucial to the international student sojourners, taking in academic, 

psychological and sociocultural elements (ibid). Therefore, to explore the cross-cultural 
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transition, both terms need to be examined because integrating the two terms will help 

elucidate the students’ perceptions and feelings about their international experience. To do 

so, the longitudinal approaches utilised in this study have been selected to explore the 

adjustment process over time and the adaption outcomes.  

Moreover, Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001) assert a linkage between adjustment to a new 

environment and successful international experience. However, studies have shown that 

adjusting to a new environment is not an easy process to go through as it involves various 

difficulties and challenges that needed to be overcome (e.g., Mesidor and Sly, 2014; 

Gebhard, 2012; Zhang and Goodson, 2011). Understanding a new culture involves 

unexpected and sometimes unpleasant feelings that lead individuals to re-evaluate the new 

host and their own home culture. Overcoming these obstacles abroad thus requires coping 

strategies in order to adjust to the new environment.  

Anderson (1994) points out that for sojourners to adjust to a new environment, they must 

cope with obstacles such as finding differences in values and belief systems, communication 

and interpersonal relationships, and physical appearance. According to Swagler and Jome  

(2005) there are two levels of adjustment: psychological adjustment and sociocultural 

adjustment. Psychological adjustment is the emotional component of intercultural adjustment 

measured by mental and physical wellbeing, whereas sociocultural adjustment is the 

cognitive and behavioural components. This is consistent with Berry (1997) who asserts that 

psychological adjustment is changing throughout time, and it can be determined by social 

support and personality variables. Conversely, sociocultural adjustment steadily increases 

with time, and can be predicted by cultural knowledge, the amount of contact with the host 

culture, and intergroup attitudes. Those who reveal reasonable psychological and 

sociocultural adjustment can therefore perform well in the new environment.  

Many studies seek to capture the results and outcomes of successful adjustment experience to 

a new culture and highlight the mechanisms required to overcome adjustment difficulties. For 
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example, Kiley (2003) investigates students’ adjustment to a new culture, suggesting that 

students differ in their level of adjustment due to different factors such as their age, language 

test score, educational level and study duration. The study then classifies the students’ 

adjustment to a new culture into three types: transformer, strategist and conserver.  

The ‘transformer’ has changed the way in which they view the world and their ethnic 

identities. The ‘strategists’ have considered what they most need to succeed educationally 

and have acquired the most important knowledge and strategies to enable this. However, the 

‘conservers’ have not recorded any significant changes in social, emotional or academic 

respects. Although Kiley’s (2003) study testifies to the validity of this approach by 

conducting different qualitative data collection methods (interviews and focus groups) and 

employing longitudinal research design over four years, its findings cannot be generalised 

due to the small sample size, one nationality (Indonesian students in Australia) and one 

university.  

Some other studies examined the relationship between the adjustment process and student 

change to indicate that there are a variety of factors that affect the adjustment process, such as 

previous international experience, language proficiency, socialisation and personality traits  

(e.g., Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013; Hutteman et al., 2015; Niehoff, Petersdotter and 

Freund, 2017; Ramirez, 2016) . In this study, finding out the mechanisms that affect the 

adjustment processes and, as a result, the successful international experience is important 

because they are key to determining the outcomes of international experience and living 

successfully in a new environment. 

 

 

2.3. Homecoming transition (readjustment). 

Homecoming transition refers to the process of going through the experience of facing 

previously familiar surroundings after life in a different environment for an extended period 
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(Adler, 1981) According to Arthur (2003) in this transition the returning individual tries to 

present him/herself to the home environment and feel a psychological rather than physical 

acceptance. Various terms have been used in the literature explaining this concept, including 

‘repatriation transition’ (Sussman, 2002) ‘re-acculturation’ (Berry, 2005; Martin, 1984) re-

entry adjustment’ (Uehara, 1986) and ‘repatriation adjustment’ (Black, Gregersen and 

Mendenhall, 1992), while it is occasionally referred to as ‘reverse culture shock’ (Spradley, 

1979). Adler (1975, p. 18) describes this experience as one that “begins with the encounter of 

another culture and evolves into the encounter with self”, emphasising its influence on one’s 

sense of self and its easing impact on growth.  

However, the literature rarely depicts this subjective experience, which Osland (2000) labels 

‘the journey inward’ might have many crucial impacts on the self and others. For example, 

Westwood, Lawrence and Paul (1986, p. 223) describe readjustment as “the continuum of 

experience and behaviours which are encountered when an individual returns to a place of 

origin after having been immersed in another context for a while sufficient to cause some 

degree of mental and emotional adjustment”.  

According to his view of readjustment, the duration of time spent abroad plays a vital role 

with immersion. In addition, psychological adjustment (i.e., mental and emotional 

adjustment) suggests change recognised in the literature as a significant outcome in the 

process that could impact readjustment. Due to having developed routines and encountered 

limitless experiences and situations while abroad, an individual’s ways of thinking about 

himself or herself and others may be changed, along with their mode of behaviour. 

Consequently, these changes may result in the adoption of new attitudes and behaviour, 

including a change in self-concept or definition (Adler, 1975).  

As a result of homecoming transition, returnees encounter many difficulties upon their 

returns, creating disturbances and challenges that require adjustment (Roberts, 2012). Despite 

the assumption that adjustment to a new culture can be significantly demanding, researchers 



20 
 

suggest that the readjustment to the home country is equally and sometimes more challenging 

than that faced when leaving (Adler, 1975; Adler, 1981; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; 

Storti, 2011; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992). Moreover, Kiley’s (2003) study 

indicates that readjustment problems can be associated with the length of a study-abroad 

experience and the level of their adjustment abroad, which could result either in more or 

fewer problems associated with their readjustment to their home country. Therefore, 

sojourners will go through different experiences in their readjustment to their home culture; 

some will return to their previous selves, others will experience resentment to their old 

situation and become global wanderers, while others become causes of change in their home, 

organisations and their countries (ibid). 

Another possible challenge is the individuals’ expectation of returning to a familiar 

environment. Surprisingly, however, they find that their perceptions have changed regarding 

their home country. Throughout their absence, many things have changed internally and 

externally. Returnees may find it difficult to continue from the point when they originally 

moved away from their home country and, in turn, may experience reverse culture shock 

(Adler, 1975; Adler, 1981; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Storti, 2011; Black, Gregersen 

and Mendenhall, 1992). Martin (1984) further indicated that expectations change, and 

awareness of change are the key differences between the two processes, i.e., adjustment and 

readjustment. Therefore, sojourners might not expect to find it challenging to return home 

likewise, and they may be unaware of the occurrence changes to them or their home 

environment during their absence.  

Based on Martin’s claim, various terms have been presented in the literature to distinguish 

between reverse culture shock and culture shock: ‘return culture shock’ (Hogan, 1996), 

‘transition shock’ (Bennett, 1998) and ‘self-shock’. All these terms emphasise ‘the double-

binding challenge of identity’, i.e., the individual’s requirement to confirm his/her sense of 

self, and the capacity to do so over shared meanings of behaviours (Zaharna, 1989, p. 516-
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517). These findings are consistent with Anderson’s (1994, p. 297) recommendation of the 

term ‘change shock’ as an alternative for culture shock. Indeed, she found the latter to be 

misleading, vague, overgeneralised and far from being culture specific. In addition, Anderson 

(1994) asserts that change everywhere requires accommodation, which confirms Bennett’s 

(1998) conclusion that this process is a normal one.  

Consequently, clarifying the concept of ‘change’ becomes fundamental to this part of the 

study. Change is a normal and ongoing process that tends to arise in any transitional 

experience, such as when moving away from a ‘comfort zone’ in which self-confidence and 

self-esteem may be in danger. In addition, change happens because of maturation, regardless 

of any cross-cultural experience. However, the sojourn experience of living abroad and then 

returning home may cause a change in an individual’s cultural identity (Kartoshkina, 2015) 

and may act as a facilitator to growth (Adler, 1975; Kim, 2005). For example, cultural 

immersion in a long-term sojourn facilitates intercultural growth (Pitts, 2009). As a result, 

individuals may acquire different coping strategies to deal with this change. 

The most common theme in readjustment problems is the cultural disconnect and identity 

shifts with which the repatriates may struggle (e.g., Kohonen, 2008; Sussman, 2002). For 

example, the cultural distance between the host and home culture has been found to have a 

significant impact on the readjustment process of the returnees because it could result in 

psychological readjustment problems such as stress, anxiety, and depression (Altweck and 

Marshall, 2015). Altweck and Marshall (2015) found that strong heritage culture 

identification is associated with better readjustment, while cultural conflict is usually 

associated with poorer readjustment.  

Moreover, Andreason and Kinneer (2005) have developed a framework that identifies the 

readjustment problems faced by repatriates when they return to their home company; 

principally personal and professional problems. Firstly, personal problems refer to the 

struggle of dealing with the imbalance status or the reverse culture shock. Studies show that 
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many repatriates find their work and social environments have completely changed, or 

possibly they themselves have changed during the assignment (Black, 1992; Stroh, Gregersen 

and Black, 2000). Studies indicate that repatriation is usually a challenging experience at the 

personal level (Adler, 1981; Hurn, 1999), especially for those who were deeply immersed in 

the local culture abroad (Black, Morrison and Gregersen, 1999; Bossard and Peterson, 2005; 

Osland, 2000; Paik, Segaud and Malinowski, 2002; Sussman, 2002) and had successfully 

adjusted abroad (Tung, 1998). Conversely, professional adjustment refers to their adjustment 

and readjustment to the job they will be performing, which involves different responsibilities 

that might be less or more difficult than they expect, leading to dissatisfaction (Tung and 

Andersen, 1997; Barham and Berthoin Antal,1994).  

Readjustment has been described in the literature as a grieving process “grieving the loss of 

friends, experiences, and, to a certain extent, a way of life” (Butcher, 2002, p. 356). Thus, 

returnees may face some academic and interpersonal difficulties, work-related concerns, 

social withdrawal, depression, anxiety and grief  (Black, 1992; Butcher, 2002; Chamove and 

Soeterik, 2006; Cox, 2004; Gaw, 2000; Martin, 1984; Rogers and Ward, 1993; Wielkiewicz 

and Turkowski, 2010). For example, Asuncion-Lande (1976) (cited in Martin, 1984) has 

placed the difficulties of returning international students into six categories: academic, 

professional, social, cultural, linguistic and political. However, the level of these difficulties, 

and the specific problems that are perceived, differ based on the place, personality, attitude, 

type of cultural congruity, and some other significant factors.  

Despite the growing literature on readjustment difficulties of sojourners, most of them have 

been concerned about expatriate employees (e.g., O'Sullivan, 2002), third-culture kids and bi-

cultural adults (e.g., Altweck and Marshall, 2015) who have been away for years from their 

home country. However, there are gaps in the literature concerning the readjustment 

problems of student returnees, particularly in their personal and social aspects.  
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2.4. Cultural differences.  

Cross-cultural transition can be a very difficult experience for some individuals due to the 

challenges they face when interacting and moving between cultures, entailing that 

understanding the impact of culture on individuals is crucial. Black (1990) defines cross-

cultural adjustment as reaching a status of mental comfort and familiarity with the new host 

culture. Sousa and Bradley (2008) point out that the term cultural distance is an indication of 

the degree of differences between different cultures. A number of studies have examined this 

concept and concluded that cultural distance indicates the differences between the home 

culture and the host culture regarding practical aspects of day-to-day life (including different 

food, lifestyle, transportations and education), as well as shared meanings and rituals that are 

significant aspects of one’s home culture and might be different from that of the new culture.  

Furthermore, research has found that individuals in a high cultural distance environment face 

more difficulties and feel more stressed than those with lower cultural distance, as they 

experience difficulties in connecting with the new culture and experience anxieties about 

being an outsider or becoming different due to the new environment (Furukawa, 1997; Parker 

and McEvoy, 1993; Pan and Wong, 2011; Spradley and Phillips, 1972).   

Hence, a variety of theories have addressed the concept of cultural difference, with most of 

them have focused on cultural values such as Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions and 

Triandis’s  (1982) cultural dimensions. Therefore, in the light of the existing theories and 

body of literature, and for the purpose of this study, the next sections will discuss some 

cultural differences between western cultures and the Saudi culture as they determine 

people’s patterns of behaviour. Furthermore, the impact of cultural differences on cross-

culture transition will also be examined.  

 

2.4.1. Cultural differences and patterns of behaviour in Saudi culture. 
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Three aspects of cultural differences will be discussed in this section: individualism vs 

collectivist culture; styles of communication; and power distance.  

 

i. Individualism vs collectivism.  

There is plenty of debate within the cultural literature arguing that it is possible to 

characterise a country as having an individualist culture instead of a collectivist type, and 

vice versa. As Hofstede (1980) cultural dimensions, one of the most widely recognised 

cultural differences is expressed in individualism vs collectivism, which refers to the level of 

people integration into groups within a society. Individualist society prefers a loose-knit 

social structure in which individuals experience independence from others and take care only 

of themselves and their close family. In a collectivist culture, people grow up in a society that 

emphasis dependency and are encouraged from birth to form strong, organised in-groups. 

These are usually extended families (uncles, aunts and grandparents) that continually protect 

them, so in exchange for providing them with unquestioning loyalty, they resist other in-

groups  (Hofstede, 2011, p. 11). Likewise, Triandis (1995, p. 43-44) considers independence 

as one of the four aspects differentiating individualism from collectivism. The other three 

aspects are: (1) Individualist societies prioritise personal goals over in-group goals, whereas 

collectivist societies do not prioritise any of them over the other but treat them equally (2) 

The social behaviour of collectivist culture follows norms, obligations and duties, while 

culture, attitudes, rights and personal needs guide individualist cultures (3) Dealing with 

relationships is different between two cultures. In collectivist cultures, the emphasis is placed 

on relationships, even when they are unhealthy, while in individualist cultures the emphasis is 

on a realistic analysis of the benefits and drawbacks of keeping a relationship.  

In addition, Holliday (2011) asserts that the two types of cultures are different in terms of the 

critical thinking on display. He explains that individualism values the possible positive 

characteristics of critical thinking and openness to new experiences which collectivists lack. 
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He also clarifies the reason behind the lack of critical thinking in collectivist cultures, which 

is due to the tribal nature of those societies that honour stability, “where norms and 

obligations do not change” (Holliday, 2011, p. 9).  

Sampson (1977) places a further emphasis on the fact that individuals have less privacy in 

collectivistic cultures because of their dependence on the whole group. According to Nydell 

(2006), the meaning of privacy among Arabs is linked to loneliness where the rejection of 

socialising and the requirement of privacy might be understood negatively. She adds that in a 

collectivistic culture, individuals always demand to be surrounded by others, even when they 

are sick or in a time of mourning, while those from a more western society might prefer to be 

alone.  

However, many studies reject the claim that a culture can be characterised by one type over 

another and state that the degree of individualism and collectivism differs in any culture, 

which means both types can exist in one culture. For example, Triandis (1995) points out that 

people from the upper-class, urban and usually younger generations tend to be more inclined 

towards individualism in most societies than lower-class, rural and older generations are. In 

addition, he indicates that some factors influence the degree of individualism and 

collectivism in any culture, such as cultural ‘tightness’ and ‘looseness’, which can also be 

situational-related (Triandis, 1995, p. 53). Triandis notes that in a tightly regulated culture, 

individuals follow in-group norms, roles and values, whereas, in loose cultures, members 

have uncertain norms about any social situations or tolerate deviation from the norms 

(Triandis, 1989, p. 511). Nevertheless, both types of approach - tightness and looseness - are 

situational-specific (Triandis, 1995, p. 53). For instance, a culture may be described as tight 

in social and political situations and loose in economic or religious situations (ibid). 

Therefore, Saudi Arabia can be deliberated as fluctuating between the two extremes and 

integrating features of both.    
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Moreover, Voronov and Singer (2002) claim that it is insufficient to utilise a reductionist 

approach to describe cultures as it does not allow for the complexities of human behaviour in 

different situational settings. Furthermore, any approach that considers individual differences 

to be as important as individuals may not totally represent the entire country population; 

researchers should thus be alert to such a classification. The individual differences include 

the level of education, income and devotion to the tribe. Different studies confirm Voronov 

and Singer (2002) claim. For example, Triandis (2006, p. 21) points out that there are two 

different types of people within a culture, those who are idiocentric (think, feel and behave in 

a similar way to those in individualist cultures) and allocentric who are similar to people in 

collectivist cultures. He further adds that the increase of idiocentrism is linked to prosperity 

and status; that is, when the person has a leadership role, is well educated, has done much 

international travel and has been socially mobile or immersed in western culture for years. 

Conversely, allocentrism rises within an individual who depends on the in-group financially; 

here, he or she may be of a low social class, have had no or limited education, has done few 

travels, is strictly religious, and has been accultured only to a collectivist culture (Triandis, 

1995; Triandis, 2006; Triandis and Trafimow,2001). In addition, Zaharna (2009, P. 184) 

asserts that the Arab population might match the Western definition of “collectivist”, but 

there is a limitation to the Arab cultures as collectivist, called “individuality”. Condon and 

Yousef (1975) highlight the difference between individualism and individuality. They stated 

that while individualism may imply independence from the group, individuality means an 

individual can act differently within the social structure (cited in Zaharna, 2009, P. 184). 

Whereas individualism, as perceived in Western cultures, restricts group contribution, 

individualism in Arab cultures adopts both individual and group connection  (Ayish, 2003, p. 

85). Consequently, assuming that the collectivistic nature wholly influences Saudi individuals 

is insufficient, as some writers discuss (Alwazzan and Rees, 2016; Long, 2005). But 

classifying Saudi Arabia’s culture as collectivist instead of individualist is excessively naïve, 
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as the concepts of both collectivism and individualism are ‘problematic’ (Alqahtani, 2015, p. 

51), ‘fuzzy’ and ‘difficult to measure’ (Triandis, 1995, p. 2).  

ii.  Communication style.  

According to Hall (1989, p. 113), cultures vary between high-context and low-context 

cultures. Within a high-context culture, individuals expect more of others than those in low-

context cultures. Furthermore, Levine (1985) explains that Arabs’ communication style 

differs from the West to be indirect and emotionally rich. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) 

categorise Arab culture as the culture of ‘being’ rather than the culture of ‘doing’, which is 

the western culture.  

Besides, in Arab culture family background, age and rank are considerably important than 

achievement and accomplishments (cited in Zaharna, 1995). This reality reflects what we 

discussed earlier regarding individuals’ goals priorities in collectivist culture compared to 

individualist culture.  

iii.  Power distance. 

Another cultural difference mentioned in the literature is ‘power distance’ (Hofstede and 

Hofstede, 2005). According to Hofstede (2001, p. 98), Saudi Arabia has a large-power 

distance culture indicating that power is perceived as part of society and that, generally, older 

people are to be respected and be afraid of. These elements are not applicable in low-power 

distance cultures (ibid).  

The impact of large-power distance in Saudi Arabis can be seen in the teacher-student 

relationship and excessive dependence on the teacher from the students’ side (ibid). 

Therefore, the performance and general quality of the teacher play a major role in the quality 

of the students’ learning. Conversely, in small-power distance societies, the quality of 

learning is determined by the student (i.e., teacher-centred vs student-centred approach) 

(ibid). In addition, Alsuwaida  (2016, P. 105) explains the teacher-centred approach in Saudi 
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Arabia in terms of teachers usually applying traditional teaching methods that involve 

memorisation and tests, where teachers have to be treated with respect. Therefore, they are 

almost should not be criticised or contradicted.  

However, the teacher-student relationship is more formal than in the West (SeeMostafa, 

2006), where each person is encouraged to be independent, self-directing, distinctive and 

self-confident, while valuing confidentiality and liberty of choice  (Kim et al., 1994, p. 7). 

 

2.5.  Impact of cultural difference on cross-cultural transition. 

Various studies have indicated an association between cultural differences and cross-culture 

transition and adjustment (Furnham and Bochner,1982; Searle and Ward, 1990). Beginning 

with the study by Redmond and Bunyi (1993), this research investigated the relationship 

between intercultural communication competence ICC and the stress experienced by 

international students attending a large midwestern university in eighteen countries. The 

study found significant differences in the reported amount of stress, stress handling and 

intercultural communication competencies.  

According to Redmond (2000), the variations between the different countries due to the 

differences between the host-country cultural values and that of the home country might 

moderate the effect of intercultural communication competencies on stress. Another study by 

Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988) investigates the possible impact of cultural differences 

on stress and intercultural interactions. This study points to the strong impact of cultural 

differences on social relationships. They found that those in high uncertainty avoidance 

cultures consider their relationships with others to be more personal than the members of low 

uncertainty cultures (ibid, p. 188). Consequently, the interpersonal interactions of individuals 

from these two cultural extremes will be affected. They clarified that the larger the 

difference, the greater the difficulties that an individual might expect to face in order to 
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develop and maintain relationships, satisfy social needs, communicate effectively and adapt 

successfully to the culture (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988).  

In their own study, Furnham and Bochner (1982) identified cultural differences as one of the 

main issues contributing to culture shock. They stated that the social difficulties experienced 

by the sojourner abroad is related to the differences between their home and host cultures. 

Their study categorised participants into three psychic distances of near, intermediate and far 

compared to British society, although these classifications were based on a previous 

assessment consistent with religion, language and climate. In general, their study findings 

support the assumption of a relationship between his or her level of social difficulty and the 

individual’s psychic distance. In other words, when the cultural differences between the host 

and home cultures are very large, then the adjustment becomes more difficult for the 

students. Their findings are consistent with other findings in the literature (such as 

Faragallah, Schumm and Webb, 1997; Razek and Coyner, 2013; Searle and Ward, 1990). 

Similarly, Gudykunst and Hammer (1988) examine the relationship between uncertainty 

reduction and intercultural adaptation by investigating the similarity between the sojourners’ 

home and host cultures. Their findings suggest that cultural similarity - in other words, a 

short cultural distance - results in more certainty in a sojourner’s ability to predict and 

perceive host behaviour. Thus, it would develop and maintain interpersonal relationships and 

reduce the stress related to social needs (ibid). They concluded that experience culture shock 

represents individual incapability to predict their beliefs and attitudes and those of others 

(i.e., cognitive uncertainty), and in some situations their behaviour and that of others (i.e., 

behavioural uncertainty) (Gudykunst and Hammer, 1988, p.132).  

The literature discussed above outlines the features of cultural differences that may impact 

the SARs’ cross-cultural transition and homecoming transition. Living abroad may present a 

number of conflicts related to cultural differences which could affect how they act and 

behave abroad, and the number of changes they might encounter during their abroad journey. 
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The discussion also draws attention to the impact of cultural differences, particularly the 

relationship between uncertainty avoidance and intercultural adaption on overcoming culture 

shock. In this study, we are interested in exploring to what extend the cultural differences 

between Saudi Arabia and the host-country culture may affect the SARs’ study-abroad 

experience and their homecoming transition.   

 

2.6. Theoretical background. 

Many approaches have sought to comprehend the nature of a sojourner’s process of 

adjustment and readjustment. These approaches include stage theories (e.g., Adler, 1975); 

curves of adjustment (e.g., Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Lysgaard, 1955); coping styles 

(e.g., Adler, 1981); culture learning (e.g., Furnham and Bochner,1982); and intercultural 

communication  (e.g., Martin, 1986). Nevertheless, Kim (2001) pointed out that the field of 

cross-cultural adjustment is still inconsistent and confusing, while there is a scarcity of a 

single comprehensive theory of sojourner adjustment (Church, 1982). The following section 

therefore provides an overview of classic and contemporary approaches to cross-cultural 

transition and a subsequent discussion.  

 

1) Person-environment transition. 

The theory of person-environment transitions indicates a mutual influence between 

environment and personality, and vice versa. The theory considers two faces of effects: the 

self-selection effect and socialisation effect. These effects have come under particular 

consideration in terms of their impact on personality traits and how they influence these 

traits. To give one example: Niehoff (2017) and Zimmermann and Neyer (2013) find that the 

self-selection effect is influenced by students’ personality traits, indicating that students who 

are higher in openness, extraversion and agreeableness are more likely to have an interest in 

gaining new and social experiences, which a study-abroad experience is able to provide  
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(Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013; Niehoff, 2017). In addition, Zimmermann and Neyer (2013) 

point out that it is not only the likelihood of study abroad but also the length of the study 

duration that is affected by students’ openness. Students with higher levels of openness tend 

to choose long-term study duration to gain more extensive experience with foreign cultures. 

However, while Niehoff  (2017) agrees with the previous finding regarding the personality 

influence on self-selection, he indicates that personality traits are not the only trigger to study 

abroad. He indicates that the mutual interaction between students and the new environment is 

determined by two kinds of triggers: external motivation and internal motivation.  

For example, Hutteman et al. (2015) have explored how the new environment can cause 

changes in students’ personalities by examining the macro-and micro-processes of self-

esteem development using the socio-genomic model of personality (Roberts and Jackson, 

2008). As this model explains, for the environment to cause a change in individual 

personality, it should first cause a change in one’s state, including thoughts, feelings and 

behaviour. Consequently, over time and with prolonged exposure, the change in individual 

states will cause personality trait change (ibid). Thus, Hutteman et al. (2015) find that the 

level of students’ socialisation abroad is determined by the pre-international experience 

components of self-esteem and their level of language proficiency. Furthermore, the more 

sociable the students are abroad, the more impact that the international experience has on 

their self-esteem. Thus, different factors contribute to this influence for the environment to 

cause changes in students’ personalities.  

 

2) Cross-cultural adjustment theory. 

The cross-cultural adjustment refers to the people who move to a new country and experience 

‘culture shock’. The concept of culture shock received critical attention in the late 1950s, 

with the first to introduce this concept being Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963), Lysgaard 

(1955) and Oberg (1960). Oberg (1960, p. 177) explained culture shock as an outcome of 
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being moved abroad that, as a result, activates the feeling of anxiety relating to losing all 

familiar signs and symbols of social contact. According to Furnham and Bochner (1986), 

other symptoms of culture shock include missing their home, fear of host contact, feelings of 

powerlessness, anger, worries about daily activities and academic difficulties. In addition, 

Furnham and Bochner (1982) point out that overcoming culture shock depends on the 

relationship between cultural distance and social difficulties in the host country. They assert 

that the greater the distance of the sojourner’s original culture from the host culture, the more 

complex their adjustment becomes.   

However, although culture shock has received criticism from many scholars emphasising the 

negative experiences, others provide some positive interpretations of the phenomenon. For 

example, Adler (1987, p. 30) describes culture shock as a cross-cultural learning experience, 

where sojourners will develop an awareness of their growth, learning and change. In addition, 

one of the positive impacts of cultural shock is that sojourners will adopt coping strategies 

such as developing individuals’ communication skills, conveyed in their knowledge of the 

host country and their empathy (Rothwell, 2000). Furthermore, Kim (2001) describes cross-

cultural learning as a ‘double-edged process’ that, as he explains, encounters problematic and 

growth elements because when people encounter difficulties in a new environment, they 

acquire new cultural learning and growth.  

Culture shock is further explicated by the U-curve hypothesis, one of the most famous and 

frequently cited theories of cross-cultural transition developed by Lysgaard (1955). The 

model explains the four adjustment stages: starting with an initial ‘honeymoon phase of 

excitement followed by a phase of disappointment’ (or ‘culture shock’), a stage of recovery 

and, finally, complete adaptation. Despite its popularity in the international adjustment 

literature and cross-cultural training, few empirical studies support the U-curve hypothesis.  

In fact, the U-curve hypothesis was extended by Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) in their W-

curve model to include the re-entry experience of sojourners when they returned home. The 
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W-curve model suggests that sojourners experience a similar adjustment process as in the 

shape of a U-curve when they return to their home countries. This advance on the original 

theory indicates that sojourners will also experience re-entry culture shock where individuals 

feel confusion and dissatisfaction because they must cope with an unexpected crisis in their 

original cultural environment. However, at the last stage of their readjustment, they will adapt 

differently to their home culture. Some will return to their previous selves, others will 

experience resentment to their old situation and become global wanderers, while others 

become causes of change in their home, organisations, and countries (Kiley, 2003).  

However, empirical research has found limited support for the W-curve hypothesis. For 

example, Adler (1975) indicates that one of the W-curve model drawbacks is that it does not 

consider individual differences and identity changes. It has been proven that cultural 

adjustment is a personal experience, and every individual may highlight the high and low 

points in the curve differently which results, in turn, in a very individual version of the curve. 

Thus, these individual differences make the adjustment process a subjective phenomenon 

(Rhein, 2018). Moreover, Kim (2001) finds that both the U and W curve models categorise 

sojourners’ adjustment and readjustment as a negative experience by ignoring the positive 

features of intercultural confrontations and their growth-enabling nature. He claims that 

participating in multiple intercultural confrontations over time (such as dealing with host 

nationals, facing a new academic system and managing everyday activities) contributes to 

developing intercultural growth and identity transformation as the sojourners will acquire a 

range of cultural knowledge and experiences. These observations are consistent with the 

revised version of the W-curve model by Ting-Toomey (1999, p. 251), who categorise the 

peaks and valleys in the curve as part of the ‘change-and-growth process’ causing identity 

change.  

The new extended version of the W-curve model has been proposed by Ting-Toomy and 

Chung (2005), suggesting a seven-stage model as an extended version of the W-curve model. 
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The most distinctive stage they include is the ambivalence stage, which sojourners experience 

between their co-exist adjustment and the shock of re-entry. At the ambivalence stage, the 

sojourners experience various feelings from sorrow, nostalgia and arrogance to release and 

sadness that they are going home.  

 

 

 

3) Kolb’s theory.  

David A. Kolb’s experiential learning model has been one of the important theories and 

practices of adult education, informal education and ultimate learning. According to Kolb  

(1984), effective learning can be seen through an individual’s progress over a four-stage 

cycle, starting with (1) having a real experience followed by (2) observation of and reflection 

on that experience followed by (3) analysis of the abstract concepts that lead to conclusions, 

which are then (4) used to examine a proposition in future circumstances, so resulting in new 

experiences.  

Although the Kolb model is mostly used in university or school settings, a study-abroad 

experience allows for cross-cultural learning experience beyond these types of settings 

because the transformation experience is the process whereby knowledge is created (Kolb, 

1984, p. 42). The study-abroad experience thus has a unique nature that differentiates it from 

other experiences in the home country (e.g., marriage, changing university). In addition, as a 

social experience, it requires adaptation to a new culture while completing the course 

requirements of foreign professors who might have different techniques of teaching and 

assessing. Furthermore, exposure to a new culture in an international setting provides many 

opportunities for experiential learning (Ng, Van Dyne and Ang, 2009).   

 

4) Intercultural transformation. 
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Experiential learning theory has been extended by the intercultural transformation theory 

(Kim, 1993). Intercultural transformation theory explains the process of the personal growth 

that students experience during their intercultural experiences. According to this theory, a 

self-reflexive system is activated in the students while they continuously interact with their 

environment. However, when an individual perceives that an external factor or stimulus does 

not match what is expected, their balance will be disrupted, triggering stress and pushing 

them to develop adaptive strategies to recover their balance. As a result, an individual will 

learn great lessons through these imbalance experiences, resulting in stressless and more 

flexibility in similar situations due to developing affective, behavioural and cognitive ability 

(Milstein, 2005). This idea is in line with the theory of behavioural applicability (Brown and 

Brown, 2009), which indicates that when there is a gap between the original culture norms 

and the new environment, entailing that behaviour must match the new environment for the 

students to be culturally and socially involved, and for stress and anxiety to ease. If this 

process did not occur, then students would suffer uncertainty and normlessness until some 

changes are made.  

According to Kim (1993), owing to the difficulties faced while living abroad, sojourners must 

adjust and change their behaviour to be able to live normally and accomplish their daily life 

activities while improving their quality of life in the new environment (p. 21). Therefore, 

study abroad experiences are reported to provide experiential learning opportunities to grow 

cognition processes and acquire specific skills and behaviours to fit with the new culture and 

overcome day-to-day obstacles.   

 

5) Theory of acculturation. 

Since the rejection of the traditional view of cultural shock in the 1980s as a negative 

experience, a new theoretical framework has been developed beyond mental health concerns  

(Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). A number of theoretical backgrounds have guided the 
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development of this framework, such as the work of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the model 

proposed by Berry (1994) and the theory and research on culture learning by Furnham and 

Bochner (1986). The model incorporates stress and coping framework and culture learning 

perspectives on acculturation, examining the psychological and sociocultural outcomes of 

cross-cultural adaption and the macro and micro level variables as predictors in the process of 

sojourners’ adjustment and outcomes. This model also defines cross-cultural transition as 

life-changing events that encounter several unaccustomed changes and an unfamiliar 

intercultural contact. As a result, these experiences may be perceived as interesting, 

challenging or confusing, leading to learning and growth through managing and coping 

effectively with new life events and demanding situations. Based on the person’s theoretical 

perspectives, these effects can lead to devastating stress or lacking social skills. In both cases, 

personal and situational factors entail reflection and action, involving cognitive, behavioural 

and affective responses, resulting in both stress management and the acquirement of culture-

specific skills.  

The theory of acculturation thus draws attention to the importance of both the macro-level 

and micro-level characteristics. The macro-level involves the society of settlement (the host 

country) and the society of origin (the home country). Outstanding features include socio-

political and demographic factors. Conversely, the micro-level characteristics consist of 

personal and situational characteristics. While situational characteristics include language 

competence, personality, cultural distance and acculturation strategies, the corresponding 

personal characteristics include friendship networks, cultural distance, intergroup relations, or 

social support. By considering all these factors, this model will be particularly efficient to use 

for examining the acculturation process. Moreover, by predicting the psychological and 

sociocultural mechanisms of intercultural adaptation, it guarantees the integration of 

important features of current social identity work and the associated theory and research. 

 



37 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1. The acculturation process (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) 

In this new framework, the sojourner adjustment has been considerably examined from a 

social psychological perspective, studying its affective (A), behavioural (B) and cognitive (C) 

factors. It is noteworthy that the three integrated factors of the ABC model (Ward, Bochner 

and Furnham, 2001) are not specifically designed to explain the student sojourn experience. 

However, the theories of stress, coping and culture-learning perspectives were found to be 

relatively tailored to the study of student sojourners’ adjustment and adaptation (Schartner, 

2014). Therefore, students must implement coping strategies to deal with the stress raised by 

the transition between their home academic culture and host culture to adjust to the new 

academic environment successfully. Furthermore, they must learn new academic conventions 

and practices specific to the host university settings (ibid).  
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a) Affective (The Stress and Coping Framework).  

According to Berry (1997), the Stress and Coping Framework emphasises the significance of 

life changes for the sojourner during the cross-cultural transition and the consequence of 

acculturation stress. According to this logic, intellectual assessment and coping strategies are 

needed to deal with acculturation stress and life-changing events (Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham, 2001). In addition, previous studies have identified a number of influential factors 

characterised as individual and situational characteristics that are considered effective in 

dealing with these changes, such as personality (e.g., Ward and Chang, 1997; Ward and 

Kennedy, 1992), social support (e.g., Adelman, 1988; Hayes and Lin, 1994), coping styles 

(e.g., Zheng and Berry, 1991; Ward and Kennedy, 2001), cultural distance (Berry, 1997), and 

the degree and quality of social relationships (Furnham and Alibhal, 1985; Young et al., 

2013). 

  

b) Behavioural (the culture-learning and social skills perspectives). 

Cultural learning theory has been strongly influenced by Argyle’s (1980) work on social 

skills and interpersonal behaviours, which suggests that sojourners experience difficulties 

handling everyday social life in the early stage of their arrival in the host country. The 

concept of culture learning theory thus stresses the significance of learning the important 

features of the new environment (Furnham and Bochner,1982; Furnham and Bochner, 1986). 

In addition, it categorises cross-cultural transition as a growth-enabling experience, being that 

the initial adjustment difficulties are followed by solid improvement, representing an uphill 

learning curve, where the sojourners acquire the cultural-related skills required to function 

effectively in the new environment (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) 
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Culture-related skills include the acquisition of culturally relevant skills, be they verbal and 

non-verbal communication skills (Gardner, 1952; Ruben and Kealey, 1979) and the learning 

of social behaviours (Triandis, 1977; Triandis, 1980). Moreover, a number of factors or 

mechanisms have been identified as pretty crucial to the sojourner adjustment experience, 

including knowledge about the host culture, length of stay in the host country, language 

proficiency, communication capability, quantity and quality of social contact with host 

nationals or social connection, cultural distance, and cross-cultural training (see Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001for a review). For example, Kiley (2003) conducted an empirical 

study that investigated the international students’ adjustment and found that the greater 

immersion the students have in culture leads to integrated identity and better shift. Thus, for 

the students to better adjust to the host culture, they must adjust their behaviour to fit with 

new cultural norms.  

 

c) Cognitive (Social identification theories). 

Social identification theories (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) have been developed 

based on works on social cognition (e.g., Kunda, 1999) and social identity theory (Tajfel, 

1978). Social identification theories focus on how people view themselves and perceive in-

group and out-group members (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). In addition, it examines 

the cognitive element of sojourner adjustment such as pre-sojourn expectations (e.g., Pitts, 

2009), stereotypes and intergroup attitudes (e.g., Gudykunst, 1983), cultural identity (e.g., 

Kim, 2001), or value changes as a result of cross-cultural transition (e.g., Arends-Tóth and 

Van de Vijver,2006).  

Based on the review of the theoretical background of cross-cultural transition discussed 

above, the study aims to explore the long-term impact of study-abroad experience on SARs 

concerning the changes in their affective, behaviour and cognition processes. This study will 

thus adopt the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) to find out the 
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expected outcomes of study abroad and the mechanisms that allow for these outcomes to be 

perceived. Moreover, the study aims to extend the theory by examining the impact of home-

country transition on the sustainability of these outcomes over time.   

 

2.7 Anticipated outcomes of studying abroad from the lens of the ABC model.  

This section will present and discuss some of the anticipated outcomes of study abroad 

concerning the three factors of the theory of acculturation model: affective, behavioural, and 

cognitive processes, which will be examined in this study.  

 

2.7.1 Affective. 

Affective refers to the sojourners’ emotional and mental well-being, while learning to acquire 

some coping strategy to adjust abroad (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). Berry (1997) 

distinguishes between two types of adjustment experienced by the sojourner abroad: 

psychological adjustment and sociocultural adjustment. Psychological adjustment refers to 

changes throughout time, which can be determined by social support and personality 

variables (Berry, 1997). It also considers the emotional component of intercultural adjustment 

that is measured by mental and physical well-being (ibid). Thus, psychological adjustment 

represents the affective factor of the model. Conversely, sociocultural adjustment steadily 

increases with time, and can be predicted by cultural knowledge, the amount of contact with 

the host culture and intergroup attitudes (ibid).  

In addition, this study attempts to learn about the participants’ affective outcomes (i.e., 

emotional and mental well-being) during their adjustment and readjustment experience, 

discussing its possible impact on other expected outcomes (i.e., behaviour and cognitive 

parts).  

 

 



41 
 

 2.7.2. Behaviour. 
 

A study-abroad experience provides a unique cross-cultural learning experience as the 

students are exposed to different ideas and teaching techniques, interacting with different 

cultural norms, values and behaviour, and dealing with people from different cultures. 

While there are a variety of behaviours and skills that could be included in this study, for 

the purposes of our research we have chosen to study three specific behaviours or skills 

because they are more salient to the Saudi scholarship programme: intercultural 

competence, self-leadership skills and creative behaviour. The theoretical rationale 

underpinning the practical case for inclusion is then outlined in the sections that follow.  

 

A. Intercultural competence.  

The first behaviour is intercultural competence, and as one of the main objectives of the 

Saudi scholarships, it allows for cultural exchange, mutual understanding and intellectual 

growth. Intercultural competence refers to the knowledge, attitudes and skills necessary to 

interact effectively and appropriately in culturally diverse situations (Bennett, 1986; 

Deardorff, 2006; Graf and Harland, 2005; Johnson, Lenartowicz and Apud, 2006). It is a 

significant natural outcome of study abroad as it is linked to a successful international 

experience. According to the cultural learning theory, the student level of adjustment to the 

new culture is determined by acquiring cultural and social skills, including knowledge about 

host-country, verbal and non-verbal communication skills (Gardner, 1952; Ruben and 

Kealey, 1979) as well as learning social behaviour (Triandis, 1980; 1977). The various 

studies seeking to understand intercultural competence (e.g., Black and Duhon, 2006; Kiley, 

2003; Ramirez, 2016) thus found that the urgent need for adjustment abroad acts as a 

transformative trigger that influences students’ intercultural competence development.  
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However, the importance of intercultural competence and the steady increase of studies 

regarding this behaviour is due to the expansion of international and global businesses. 

Companies realise that for their business to succeed, it is important to recruit managers with 

high cultural and social skills and the ability to deal with cultural challenges (Black, 

Mendenhall and Oddou, 1991; Johnson, Lenartowicz and Apud, 2006). Therefore, managers’ 

ability to understate foreign cultures and interact effectively with their colleagues overseas is 

one of the determining factors to avoid business failures (Johnson, Lenartowicz and Apud, 

2006; Jyoti and Kour, 2015; Rehg, Gundlach and Grigorian, 2012). Moreover, intercultural 

competence is an important skill for businesses to succeed and for any individual to feel 

confident and respectful when dealing with people from different cultures (Ramirez, 2016).  

While an effective interaction requires the ability to achieve the objectives of interactions, to 

be appropriate in a diverse cultural environment requires the ability to achieve the basic 

contextual requirements of a given situation (Chen and Starosta, 1996). Instead, an 

interculturally competent person must have an ability to understand different methods and 

styles of communication, along with an ability to deal with people from different cultural 

settings and a passion for using their knowledge and abilities.  

Therefore, intercultural competence is a skill that should be developed due to the experiential 

interaction with new cultures that occurs while studying abroad (Ramirez, 2016). Initial 

studies of intercultural competence have been driven by the necessity to clarify variables that 

influence the performance of expatriates to develop selection and training tools that decrease 

the possibility of failures in the foreign country (Ruben, 1989). In the last decade, the 

research on intercultural competence has examined a wide range of interesting topics from 

workplace diversity (e.g., Ghosh, 2014) to international business management (e.g., Johnson, 

Lenartowicz and Apud, 2006), from students’ academic trips (e.g., Vande Berg, Connor-

Linton and Paige, 2009) to adaptation of expatriates in foreign cultures (e.g., Graf and 
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Harland, 2005). Thus, this study proposes that SARs could acquire intercultural competence 

because of their study abroad experience. 

 

B. Self-leadership. 

Self-leadership is an extension concept to self-management, first introduced by Manz and 

Sims (1980). Its development was based on the social learning theory, which proposes that 

individual behaviour can be explained by a combination of cognitive and environmental 

triggers, stressing the self-regulatory behaviours of people as well as recognising external 

consequences (Bandura and McClelland, 1977; Manz and Sims, 1980). Based on Manz and 

Sims’ original work, self-leadership has been defined by Neck and Houghton (2006) as “a 

self-influence process through which people achieve the self-direction and self-motivation 

necessary to perform” (p. 271). It consists of specific behavioural and cognitive strategies 

designed to influence personal effectiveness positively.  

Based on the social learning theory, individual behaviour can be changed and redirected 

based on external triggers which, in the case of a sojourner, involves a new culture with 

different norms and expectations to accept. Thus, for sojourners to fit successfully into a new 

culture, they will have to discover new strategies to deal with daily life problems and 

overcome any obstacles during their adjustment process. Kazan and Bryant (2012) have 

identified the important aspects of self-leadership, which involve understanding who you are, 

your abilities, where you are going, and the ability to influence your communication, 

emotions and behaviour instead of getting what you want. Consequently, a number of studies 

have considered self-leadership as a foundation of any leadership development initiative, 

while its infinite process needs to be evaluated from time to time.  

Since the development of self-leadership, a wide range of cross-cultural studies have been 

conducted to understand and explore the correlation between cultural characteristics and self-

leadership (e.g., Alves et al., 2006; Georgianna, 2007; Ho and Nesbit, 2013; Houghton, 
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Carnes and Ellison, 2014; Kawondera, 2007; Ram, 2015; Thomas, 2015). However, the 

international literature concerning sojourner experience and learning lacks studies the 

relationship between international experience and leadership skills development, particularly 

self-leadership. According to Alves et al. (2006), self-leadership practice is related to context 

and situations where individuals will focus their efforts into specific strategies as situations 

develop. In addition, previous researchers have discovered a relationship between an 

individual’s cultural characteristics and his or her self-leadership and, as a result, he or she 

developed different skills than those who have not been abroad. Thus, this study proposes 

that SARs managed to acquire self-leadership skills due to their study-abroad experience, and 

through these types of skills, differentiate themselves from those who have not been abroad.  

Besides, a great deal of research has already looked at the possible outcomes for self-

leadership and found that self-efficacy is the most frequently mentioned outcome (e.g., Manz, 

1986; Neck and Manz, 1996; 2013).  

Studies have revealed empirical support for self-efficacy as a critical mechanism through 

which self-leadership affects performance (e.g., Neck and Houghton, 2006; Prussia, 

Anderson and Manz, 1998). Another anticipated outcome of self-leadership is psychological 

empowerment because self-leadership is usually presented as a critical process for facilitating 

such improvements to the individual (e.g., Houghton and Yoho, 2005). Commitment and 

independence are also often presented as the outcomes of self-leadership (e.g., Houghton and 

Yoho, 2005; Manz and Sims, 2001), with self-leadership providing a sense of ownership for 

individuals with regard to their tasks and work processes. In addition, creativity and 

innovation have also been identified as two possible outcomes of self-leadership (e.g., 

Carmeli, Meitar and Weisberg, 2006; Diliello and Houghton, 2006; Houghton and Yoho, 

2005; Manz and Sims, 2001). For example, DiLiello and Houghton (2006) suggest that many 

of the essential concepts in the creativity literature are directly or indirectly related to self-

leadership. 
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C. Creativity behaviour.  

Achieving a successful adjustment abroad requires sojourners to adopt specific strategies to 

achieve a harmony between their behaviour and the new environment in order for them to 

overcome any psychological imbalance (Torbiörn, 1982). The necessity and urgency for 

adjustment has led to the adoption of a number of cognitive and coping strategies that 

subsequently result in changes that are permanent and even transformational (e.g., Osland, 

2001). The studies in the psychological outcomes and cultural adaption indicate that 

psychological outcomes are double-edged. While one edge involves short-term pain, such as 

anxiety, stress and frustration (e.g., Oberg, 1960), the second edge involves long-term 

outcomes, such as developing cultural awareness and problem-solving skills (e.g., Anderson, 

1994; Kim, 2001).  

One recent study underlines a key outcome for the sojourners: the way they perceive their 

time abroad is determined by how their psychological adjustment and self-reflexive processes 

develop a flexible and creative mindset that reflects their way of thinking (e.g., Fee and Gray, 

2012). However, although a growing stream of literature sheds light on the benefits to the 

organisation of having employees with multicultural experience who have unique perceptions 

and knowledge (e.g., Benet-Martínez, Lee and Leu, 2006; Tadmor and Tetlock, 2006), few 

studies have explored the process of developing creative abilities and behaviour of those with 

multicultural experience (e.g., Fee and Gray, 2012). This study will thus investigate the 

relationship between study periods abroad and the creative behaviour acquired by SARs as an 

outcome of their study abroad experience. As creativity is one of the objectives of the Saudi 

scholarship, we think it is an important outcome to evaluate. 

 

2.7.3. Cognitive processes.  
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One of the important theories of cross-cultural transition is the social identification theory, 

which focuses on how people view themselves and how they perceive others. Although the 

theory has examined a number of cognitive elements linked to sojourners’ adjustment, it also 

supports the evidence presented in the study entitled “Hitting the road has substantial effects 

on who we are” by Zimmerman and Neyer  (2013). In this section, two of the cognitive 

processes’ outcomes will thus be reviewed - the self-concept clarity and self-discerning 

reflection - with an examination of their theoretical rationale and the practical case for their 

inclusion. 

  

A. Self-concept clarity.  

By focusing on social identification theory, few studies have looked at the impact of cross-

cultural transition on sojourner’s psychological well-being, and particularly how international 

experience has a long-term effect on a sojourner’s sense of self. This cognitive aspect is 

known in social and humanistic psychology as self-concept. Self-concept is defined by 

Baumeister (1999) as “the individual’s belief about himself or herself, including the person’s 

attributes and who and what the self is”. Despite Michael Crichton’s assertion that going 

abroad may clarify our notions of who we are, a number of researchers have elucidated how 

the international experience can lead individuals to integrate different cultural identities 

within their self-concept  (Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005; Saad et al., 2013).  

However, little attention has been paid to the impact of international experience on the 

sojourner’s main structure of self-concept (Adam et al., 2018). To address this issue, our 

study will test the idea that international experience involving definite exposure to a new 

culture and related norms, values and behaviour will lead to a change in the key structural 

aspect of the self (i.e., self-concept clarity).  

The self-concept clarity refers to the degree to which the elements making up an individual’s 

self-concept are visibly described, internally reliable and temporally steady (Campbell et al., 
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1996, P. 141). The nature of self-concept structural aspect of the self, such as self-concept 

clarity, has been conceptualised recently in two streams of research. The first concerned those 

who see self-concept as moderately stable over time (Campbell et al., 1996; Wu, Watkins and 

Hattie, 2010) and those who claim that the structure of people’s self-concepts is flexible  

(Light and Visser, 2013; Slotter, Gardner and Finkel, 2010). A very recent study by Adam et 

al. (2018) was the first study that examined the impact of living abroad experience as a 

personal experience on self-concept clarity, anticipating their findings to be aligned with 

those who suggest that the structure of self-concept is flexible.  

However, while other studies found that transactional experience, such as job changes or 

romantic breakup, usually decrease self-concept, this study found that living abroad would 

increase self-concept clarity. Hence, the hypotheses of Adam et al. are driven by a number of 

studies that linked self-concept clarity with acquiring positive outcomes such as 

psychological well-being (Nezlek and Plesko, 2001), psychological adjustment (Campbell, 

Assanand and Paula, 2003), relationship satisfaction (Lewandowski, Nardone and Raines, 

2010), life satisfaction (Mittal, 2015), purpose in life (Błażek and Besta, 2012), adaptation to 

stress (Lee-Flynn et al., 2011), cooperative problem-solving in conflict situations (Bechtoldt 

et al., 2010), and job performance (Earl and Bright, 2007).   

 

B. Self-discerning reflection. 

 Studying abroad and being in a different country involves exposing yourself to an unfamiliar 

environment with different norms, values and behaviours – an experience that can be 

disruptive and unsettling. Nonetheless, the importance of this type of experience is that it 

allows people to develop a clear sense of who they are through the self-perception process; 

that is, as they reflect on their norms, values and beliefs based on the behaviour they perform 

and perceive themselves performing (Bem, 1972). However, the development of a clear sense 

of self can be complex and uncertain to achieve because the lack of a link between living 
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abroad and living in one country only prevents individuals questioning the beliefs and values 

consistent with the core beliefs of the culture in which they grew up (Zou et al., 2009). 

Conversely, living abroad can open the door wide to so many opportunities when people’s 

previously unquestioned values and beliefs put to the test are either rejected or strengthened 

(ibid).  

Furthermore, people in a foreign experience frequently face new situations involving 

different values and norms. Hence, constantly reflection on oneself may strengthen self-

concept clarity because they make people more confident in their beliefs and who they are 

(ibid). In the literature, this repeated process is called “self-discerning reflection” (i.e., 

reflections on whether parts of their identity truly define who they are or merely reflect their 

cultural upbringing). It involves attributing insights about one’s identity (e.g., traits, values, 

beliefs) either to the self or to cultural norms depending on the transformation of the cultural 

context (Kelley, 1967).  

Drawing on a study by Adam et al. (2018) this research has first examined the impact of 

study abroad on students’ self-concept clarity and sought to determine whether or not their 

level of self-concept clarity is different from those who have not been abroad or those who 

have had the intention to study abroad but have not yet been able to do so. The study found 

that the participants who had already lived abroad reported greater self-concept clarity than 

participants who had not been abroad or had signed up to live abroad but had not done so yet. 

Furthermore, the study examined the self-discerning reflection and found that the research 

participants who had lived abroad reported greater self-discerning reflections than 

participants who had signed up to live abroad but had not been yet. Finally, the study has 

tested the mediation effect of self-discerning reflections on the relationship between living 

abroad and self-concept clarity using bootstrapping analysis (Hayes, 2013), to conclude that 

self-discerning reflections mediated the effect of living abroad on self-concept clarity. 

Therefore, this study aims to examine self-concept clarity and self-discerning reflection in 



49 
 

proposing that SARs were able to develop these two processes due to their study-abroad 

experience, and that with regard to their cognition processes they perceived themselves 

differently than those who have not been abroad.  

Based on the review of the literature review and the theoretical background discussed above, 

this research thus aims to find answers for the following five research questions: 

 

1) Do returning academics perceive themselves to be different from those who have not 

been abroad in terms of their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? 

2) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning academics, specifically 

in relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 

3) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning 

academic, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive 

processes? In this sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes?  

4) Are the returning academics able to sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

5) How does the readjustment of returnees to their home country affect their ability to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad?   

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3.  

Research Design and Methodology. 

This chapter highlights the research design and methodological approach implemented in this 

study, beginning with an explanation of the study philosophical foundation and paradigm 
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adopted by the researcher. This discussion is followed by an overview of the research design, 

research strategy and data collection methods as well as the research setting will be 

discussed. Lastly, details of the conducted studies in this research will be presented.  

3.1. Philosophical foundation and paradigm.  

Previous scholars have underlined the importance of understanding the research paradigm 

deeply, as it provides the foundation and significant implications to the research processes 

such as the selection of methodology and methods because it affects the researcher decision  

(Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). The first to use the concept of paradigm was the American 

philosopher Thomas Kuhn (1962) who indicated that it refers to a philosophical way of 

thinking. According to Mackenzie and Knipe (2006), a paradigm is used to depict a 

researcher’s ‘worldview’. It influences how a researcher views the world, and how 

interpretations are made by a researcher within that world based on his/her beliefs and 

principles (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). Guba and Lincoln (2005) indicate that a paradigm 

might be defined as an essential set of principles or worldview that influences a research 

action or an examination.  

The importance of understanding the research paradigm lies with its role in explaining the 

philosophical orientation and making a decision about the methodology and methods used in 

the research process. However, for a researcher to have a firm acknowledgement of his/her 

research’s paradigm, the researcher should acknowledge elements associated with the 

paradigm because they reflect the assumptions, beliefs, norms and values that guide the 

research process. A research paradigm includes four elements: epistemology, ontology, 

methodology and axiology (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Regarding the first element, 

epistemology explains what is considered knowledge within the world  (Cooksey and 

McDonald, 2011). In other words, it answers the question of how we found the knowledge 

and how we know if it is truth or reality. According to Schwandt (1997), epistemology refers 
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to an examination of the nature of knowledge and justification. The importance of 

acknowledging the research epistemology stems from its position in helping create 

confidence in the research process and how the researcher goes about discovering knowledge 

in the social context that they will examine.  

However, ontology is concerned with the researcher assumptions about the social 

phenomenon being investigated to believe that something makes sense or is real (Scotland, 

2012). These assumptions suggest that the nature of reality is important for explaining how 

the research will drive meaning from the collected data. Consequently, they will help to guide 

the researcher thinking towards the research problem, its significance and the methodological 

approach used to find solutions (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). The third element, methodology, 

is then the general term for the research processes that are implemented to investigate 

something; it encompasses the research design, methods, approaches and research procedures 

(Keeves, 1997). While axiology then describes the important ethical issues in planning 

research, it is considered the philosophical approach to producing factual decisions (Finnis, 

1980). It encompasses the process of describing, appraising and comprehending perceptions 

of right and wrong behaviour in conducting research.  

 

 

 

3.1.1 Types of paradigms. 

A large number of paradigms have been proposed by leading researchers in the field. 

However, Candy (1989) suggests that they all fall under three main classifications within the 

Positivist, Interpretivist or Critical paradigms. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) then 

recommend a fourth category called the Pragmatic paradigm that combines the features of the 

three mentioned paradigms above. The four paradigms are discussed below in an account of 
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their definition, practice and related elements. In addition, the paradigm selected for this 

research will be highlighted.  

 

The Positivist Paradigm. 

It was Auguste Comte (1798 – 1857) who first suggested the positivist paradigm as a 

research worldview. Now it is known in research methods as the scientific method of 

investigation used for exploring observations, answering questions and determining cause-

and-effect relationships in nature. According to Fadhel (2002), it is now the preferred 

paradigm for a research worldview, as it tries to interpret observations based on facts or 

measurable objects.  

Moreover, positivist research uses a deductive approach, creating hypotheses, examining 

those hypotheses and proposing functioning definitions, mathematical equations, calculations 

and expressions in order to develop conclusions (Chen and Hirschheim, 2004). The research 

in this paradigm supports the use of quantitative research methods because it is considered 

the foundation for the researcher’s ability to be specific and accurate in describing the 

parameters and coefficients in the collected, analysed and interpreted data and to recognise 

relationships embedded in the data analysed (Creswell, 2009). However, the four 

foundational elements of the Positivist paradigm have objectivist epistemology, naive realism 

ontology, experimental methodology and its beneficence axiology. This paradigm is 

commonly validated by employing criteria, internal validity, external validity, reliability and 

objectivity.  

 

The Interpretivist paradigm. 

The Interpretivist paradigm aims to understand the subjective realm of human experience  

(Guba and Lincoln,2005). It focuses on meaningfully understand the subject meant to be 

observed rather than the observer’s perception (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). The data being 
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collected to use this paradigm is usually gathered and analysed based on grounded theory. 

This paradigm has a subjectivist epistemology, a relativist ontology, a naturalist methodology 

and balanced axiology. It is commonly validated by credibility, dependability, confirmability 

and transferability, which has replaced the positivist criteria of internal/external validity and 

reliability used in the Positivist paradigm (Guba, 1981).  

 

The Critical paradigm. 

The Critical paradigm is commonly implemented by research into social justice issues, 

aiming to tackle the political, social and economic problems which lead to social repression, 

division and power configurations that can occur at any level. This paradigm has a 

transactional epistemology, a historical-realism ontology, a dialogic methodology and an 

axiology that respects cultural norms (Guba and Lincoln,2005).  

 

The Pragmatic Paradigm. 

Some philosophers (such as Alise and Teddlie, 2010; Biesta, 2010; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 

2003; Patton, 1990) argued that relying on only one paradigm such as the Positivist one to 

understand the worldview is not sufficient for finding the truth about the real world. Instead, 

they argue that there is a need for a more applicable worldview to allow flexibility when 

choosing the research methods that help study the investigated phenomenon. They thus 

search for practical approaches to research that might allow the combination of methods to 

highlight the participants’ actual behaviours and their beliefs based on these behaviours. 

These lead to a proposition of the Pragmatic paradigm that focuses on using mixed methods 

to understand human behaviour. This paradigm has a relational epistemology, a non-singular 

reality ontology, a mixed methods methodology and a value-laden axiology.  

In addition, based on previous research (such asCreswell, 2003; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 

2003; Patton, 1990; Mertens, 2014),  this type of paradigm indicates that some of the 



54 
 

Pragmatic paradigm also features. They assert that it allows research methods to be chosen 

based on the research purpose and not strictly based on the research chosen paradigm 

(Interpretivist vs Positivist). Furthermore, in relation to the knowledge being investigated, the 

Pragmatic paradigm allows them to employ the best approaches and use the most suitable 

methodologies and modes of action.  

The Pragmatic paradigm thus influences a worldview that permits selecting a research design 

and methodologies that are best to achieve the purpose of the study. Finally, it helps with 

finding valuable themes within the research project that enables comprehending of the 

situation. As a result, multiple research methods can be integrated into one study as 

qualitative, quantitative, and action research methods to advance the research in the best 

possible manner (Wilson, 2010).  

Based on the above discussion of the most used research paradigms, we have decided that the 

Pragmatic paradigm is the best approach to use in this research. Here, the main research 

objective is concerned with understanding human behaviour Saudi academic returnees 

(SARs) affected by different settings (studying abroad vs home-country transition) and 

external triggers (adjustment and readjustment mechanisms). In addition, our study 

investigates the questions of what, how and why the outcomes of studying abroad are 

observed and the associations between these outcomes. Thus, locating this research in a 

Pragmatic paradigm has allowed flexibility in choosing the suitable research design and 

different methodology to reach valuable themes that help understand the situation.   

Adopting the Pragmatic paradigm in this research entails selecting the abductive approach, 

which combines deductive used by the Positivist paradigm and the inductive used by the 

Interpretivist paradigm. These two approaches have been criticised in the literature owing to 

their weaknesses. For example, according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) the 

deductive approach has been criticised because it lacks the clarity required for choosing a 

theory to be tested by creating hypotheses. Conversely, the inductive approach is criticised 
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because a limitless amount of empirical data is needed to facilitate theory-building. However, 

using the abductive approach still helps to generate triangulation between multiple data 

collections, which can add more insights to the findings (Bryman and Bell, 2011).   

 

3.2. Research design and strategy.  

This research used a convergent- holistic triangulation research design to understand a chosen 

theory or concept (Burton and Obel, 2011; Singleton and Straits, 1999). Using this research 

design will allow for multiple research strategies to be utilised to gain a better understanding 

because the chosen methods have the opportunity to present convergent results in a certain 

area. Hence, through exceptional perceptions or viewpoints one or more of the different 

methods can deliver in other areas. For the purposes of this study, the reason for selecting this 

research design is that the theoretical purpose of the study entails theory testing and 

development. Meanwhile the purpose of the methodological approach is to maximise 

generalisability about the population and its accuracy in controlling and measuring the 

variables associated with the behaviour of interests (Turner, Cardinal and Burton, 2017).  

In addition, this research has followed a longitudinal research strategy concerned with the 

change and development over time, which is the opposite of a cross-sectional study seeking 

to study a particular phenomenon at a specific time (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to 

Goodwin (2010), a longitudinal research design studies a single group of participants over a 

certain period of time, adopting a “within-subjects or repeated-measures approach” (p. 224). 

For the purposes of this research, the data will be carried out over six months with two-time 

measurement points: T1 within the first six months, the SARs returned to their workplaces; 

and T2 over six months later. 

In terms of data collection methods, this research has employed two types of data collection 

methods: qualitative and quantitative data collection. Both methods were utilised on two-time 

measurement occasions. At the time of each method, we aimed to test the model of 
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acculturation adopted by this research, considering the outcomes of study abroad and the 

mechanisms that allow or hinder these outcomes. At time 2, we aimed to extend the theory to 

involve the impact of home-country transition on the sustainability of these outcomes. 

Based on the research design, strategy and data collection methods discussed earlier, this 

research followed the research design and strategy process framework illustrated in Figure 

3.1. In addition, we show in table 3.1 how the research questions will be answered 

concerning the theoretical and methodological purpose, and the data collection and strategy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3. The research setting.  

SLR (CH4) 
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and gabs in the 
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Figure 3.1.  Research design and strategy process framework 



57 
 

The setting of this study is the public and private universities of Saudi Arabia. The 

participants were the academic staff (male and female) who have recently returned to their 

workplace after an overseas study experience in western countries (SARs). According to the 

general authority for the statistics in Saudi Arabia GASTAT and the Ministry of Higher 

Education (2019), 92,297 Saudi students studied abroad of which 54.9% studied in the USA 

(50,671 students), 15.7% (14,491 students) studied in the UK, 8% (7,384 students) studied in 

Canada, and 7.2% (6,645 students) studied in Australia. Therefore, we have limited our 

population only to those who have studied in these four destinations and to those who 

recently returned to their workplace with no intention of continuing their studies abroad in 

the next year to capture accurate perceptions of their readjustment experience. 

 

 

 

Table 3.1.  The process of answering the research questions. 

 

Theoretical purpose 

 

Methodological 

purpose  

 
Research questions 

Qualitative 

(Interviews) 

Quantitative 

(surveys) 

 T1 T2 T1 T2 

Testing the theory 

of acculturation 

(Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham, 2001) 

Accuracy + 

Maximise 

generality 

Q1:    Do returning academics perceive 
themselves to be different from those 
who have not been abroad in terms of 
their affective, behavioural and cognitive 
processes? 

 ✓  ✓  ✓  

 Q2:    What are the perceived benefits of 
study abroad for returning academics, 
specifically in relation to changes in 
affective, behavioural and cognitive 
process? 

✓     

 Q3:    What are the factors that determine 
the benefits of study abroad for returning 
academic, specifically in relation to 
changes in affective, behaviour and 
cognitive processes? In this sense, what 
are the facilitators and barriers to these 
processes?  

✓   ✓   

 

Extend and develop 

the theory of the 

long-term benefits 

of acculturation 

Q4:    Are the returning academics able to 
sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

 ✓  ✓  ✓  

Q5:  How does the readjustment of 
returnees to their home country affect 
their ability to sustain the benefits of 
study abroad?   

 ✓   ✓  
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3.4. Overview of the studies conducted.  

In this section, an overview of the studies conducted in this research will be outlined 

including details and a discussion of the data collection methods and procedures utilised.  

 

3.4.1 The systematic literature review (SLR). 

In chapter 4 the systematic literature review (SLR) will be presented. In the SLR, we 

synthesise the existing literature regarding the long-term impact of study abroad on 

international students’ change and self-development. This study aims to broaden research 

knowledge of what happens to the outcomes of study abroad once the students graduate. It 

also intends to use the SLR findings to help develop a conceptual framework of the long-term 

impact of acculturation that aims to test and extend the theory of acculturation (Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001). For the purposes of this study, we have implemented a 

narrative synthesis approach following Briner and Denyer’s (2012) five stages method of 

Narrative analysis, limiting our search to longitudinal studies that examine student changes 

concerning the students’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, opinions and behaviour before and after 

graduation. After conducting a broad search and applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 

ten studies were identified that have primarily examined intrapersonal level change over time. 

The methodological quality of each study was then evaluated by adopting well-defined steps 

to lessen reviewer bias (Bennett et al., 2005; Bowman, 2007).  

The SLR results and synthesis was presented in line with the theory of acculturation factors 

by discussing the outcomes and the mechanisms that underpin change and self-development 

over time. The study also identified several limitations to the existing body of research. First, 

none of the studies assessed whether specified changes occurred after the students returned to 

their home country; second, we found a limited sampling of diversity regarding home-

country and age; and third, few studies met pre-specified quality standards. To advance 
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knowledge in this area and to encourage a rigorous future research agenda, we suggest that it 

is now important to 

1. Use more robust research designs, 

2. Sample from a wider diversity of international students, and 

3. Follow up with students as they return to their home countries after their studies. 

 

Based on the results and limitations, the study proposes a conceptual framework able to assist 

future research to uncover a deeper understanding of the long-term impact of study abroad on 

the international community. The SLR has a great impact on this research. Not only did it 

help narrow the focus to the most needed areas in the field to be examined, but it also 

widened the research design to capture the adjustment process and the measurable outcomes 

the international students perceived on their international experience.  

3.4.2 Qualitative study of the long-term impact of study abroad on SARs’ change and 

self-development. 

 

Introduction. 

First of all, it is worth mentioning that as part of the data collection methods, two waves of 

interviews were incorporated, carried out over two time periods. The T1 was within the first 

six months when the SARs returned to their workplaces, while T2 took place over a six 

months later. Each wave of the interviews will be discussed in a separate chapter – T1 in 

chapter 5 and T2 in chapter 6. Before discussing the details of each study, this section will 

outline the content of both chapters, including the data collection method, selection of the 

participants’ procedure and ethics. This was necessary to avoid conflict in addressing each 

study method and to help make each stage of data collection clearer for the reader.  

 

Data collection method. 
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While requiring predetermined questions, the chosen qualitative data collection method is a 

semi-structured interview because of its flexibility in exploring further topics that the 

researcher may feel are important during the interview (Qu and Dumay, 2011). Thus, semi-

structured interviews provide a meaningful way to learn about the SARs experience abroad, 

including their cross-cultural transition abroad and home-country transition to find out the 

mechanisms that allow or prevent the outcomes of the study abroad experience. For the first 

wave of interviews, the researcher conducted the interviews between November 2018 and 

May 2019 over the phone and using the Skype application according to the participants’ 

preferences, allowing about six months for each wave of the interviews to find the right 

participants that matched the required criteria.  

In addition, we found that graduation ceremonies and awards differ between the four chosen 

countries, especially for those doing their PhDs. For example, the graduation period for UK 

students is supposed to occur in June and September, but in fact this only happens for some 

universities which limited our chances to find more participants. The interviews were 

conducted in the English language and were audio-recoded and transcribed for analysis. 

 

Sampling.  

As we mentioned earlier, the setting for this research was Saudi Arabia’s public and private 

universities. In order to find the right participants, the convenience sample technique was 

utilised by using the personal connection and social media channels to invite those who are 

suitable participants and match the recruitment criteria. The participants’ criteria include: 

1- Saudi academic employees working in Saudi Arabia’s public or private universities. 

2- Recently graduated and returned to work within the last six months from overseas’ studies. 

3- Studied at one of the four popular destinations for Saudi students: the USA, the UK, 

Canada and Australia. 

4- Has no intention of continuing his/her study abroad for the following year.  
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However, attempts were made to ensure sample diversity (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Regarding the sample size, the aim was to choose the right participants that meet the 

participant’s criteria, based on the informative and readiness of the participants. However, 

due to the study’s sensitivity and nature that required specific criteria in the participants and 

the difficulties of finding them, only fourteen participants were willing to be interviewed.  

It is vital then to mention that finding the right participants was quite tricky. The first 

difficulty was regarding the proper channels. The researcher thus attempted to use official 

channels such as the Higher Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia and the Royal Embassy of 

Saudi Arabia Cultural Bureau. However, her requests were rejected due to the confidentiality 

of the Saudi students’ information that cannot be infringed by the authority. In the end, she 

found that using social media (such as Twitter and Facebook) and personal connections 

through mutual friends was somewhat helpful.  

In addition, another difficulty concerned the participants’ willingness to participate. For 

example, most potential participants were not comfortable talking about their experience, 

while some of them have refused because of family restrictions on recording their voice, 

especially for the female candidates. Others were not comfortable speaking in English, while 

others expressed that they had a bad experience and did not want to remember the details of 

it. Furthermore, the selecting criteria was a little challenging in terms of locating someone 

who had just graduated only within the last 1-6 months, although it was an essential criterion 

to ensure that the experience was still fresh in their mind before they start to readjust back to 

the home-country. According to Baker and Edwards (2012), there is no specific way to 

decide the sample size for a qualitative study; it depends on different elements such as the 

research objectives and practice considerations such as - in the case of this research - the 

difficulties to access participants. Therefore, the researcher has allocated six months to search 

for suitable candidates.  
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Ethical considerations. 

Before the interviews, the fourteen participants were provided with a participant information 

sheet that includes information regarding the research topic, what personal information will 

be gathered during the interviews, confidentiality and privacy information. Also, it includes 

the main researcher contact information, her supervisors, and the ethical committee to contact 

when having an issue regarding their confidentiality during or after the interviews. In 

addition, they were informed of the interview purpose, duration and how many times they 

will be interviewed. (See appendixes B for interview recruitment invitation; C for participant 

information sheet; and D for informed consent form) 

 

3.4.2.1 Qualitative study at time one.  

The aim of conducting the qualitative study at T1 is to provide evidence regarding the 

contribution and the importance of study abroad scholarships to the Saudi education system. 

In particular, the emphasis is on exploring the outcomes of study-abroad experience to the 

SARs and better understanding the barriers and facilitators to accruing the benefits of study 

abroad. The study has attempted to answer the following research questions beginning with:  

1) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning academics, specifically 

in relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 

2) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning 

academic, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive 

processes? In this sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes?  

The purpose of the interview questions was to collect specific information regarding the 

SARs’ experience, so learning about their feelings and thoughts and whether or not they find 

their experience abroad beneficial. Therefore, the questions were developed based on the 

theory of acculturation considering its affective, behavioural and cognitive aspects. The 
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interview questions consisted of three parts: (1) SAR adjustments to the host country and 

their feeling (Affective), (2) their behavioural change during their adjustment abroad, and (3) 

and the development or change in the cognitive processes. After developing the interview 

questions, they were examined by the two supervisors to check their accuracy in relation to 

the main research questions, and whether or they are covering the three aspects of the theory 

of acculturation. (See appendix E for interview questions at time one) 

 

3.4.2.2 Qualitative study at time two. 

At time two, the qualitative study aims to learn about the SARs home-country transition and 

their feelings and perspectives concerning their readjustment. Also, the study intends to 

explore the impact of their readjustment experienced on their perceived outcomes of study 

abroad, highlighting any mechanisms after returning that might influence the sustainability of 

these perceived outcomes. Therefore, the study attempts to answer the following research 

questions: 

1) Do returning academics perceive themselves to be different from those who have not 

been abroad in terms of their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? 

2) Are the returning academics able to sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

3) How does the readjustment of returnees to their home country affect their ability to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad?   

The nature of the interview questions is based on findings from the qualitative study at T1, 

including the important themes and issues drawn from the data that will need to be checked 

again if any changes occur regarding their home-country transition. The questions were 

divided into four parts (1) SARs readjustments to their work and their feelings (Affective), 

(2) Evaluation of any changes in their perceived behavioural change abroad, (3) Development 

or change in their perceived cognitive processes, and (4) Learning about their opinions on 

their transition due to the study-abroad experience, and any difficulties or support to sustain 
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what they have perceived. After developing the interview questions, they were examined by 

the two supervisors to check their accuracy in relevance to the research questions and 

covering all the aspects of the theory of acculturation. The interviews were conducted 

between October and December 2019. (See appendix F for interview questions at time two) 

 

3.4.3 Quantitative study of the long-term impact of study abroad on SARs’ change 

and self-development.  

In chapter 7 the Quantitative study will be presented. In this section, the data collection 

methods and sample selection procedures will be discussed. The aim of conducting the 

quantitative study is to answer the following questions: 

 

1) Do returning academics perceive themselves to be different from those who have not 

been abroad in terms of their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? 

2) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning academics, specifically 

in relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 

3) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning 

academic, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive 

processes? In this sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes?  

4) Are the returning academics able to sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

5) How does the readjustment of returnees to their home country affect their ability to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad?   

 

Data collection methods. 

The study has implemented a self-completion questionnaire method created and 

administrated using the online software tool, Qualtrics. The access to the software was 
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through the university email and password to ensure the security of the data. The study 

information was gathered over two time periods: T1 within the first six months of the SARs 

returning to their workplaces, and T2 six months later. In addition, a control group was used 

to answer the research questions. The control group included a sample of the academic staff 

of Saudi universities, either those who have obtained their higher education degrees in Saudi 

Arabia or have not yet been assigned to an overseas scholarship before (i.e., they have not 

experience studying in western universities). Thus, three sets of questionnaires were created 

for this study: Quantitative study (T1), Quantitative study (T2) and control group 

Questionnaire. However, the targeted sample of the study was informed that their acceptance 

to participate in the study required completing the questionnaires at both times (T1 and T2). 

Failing to complete the survey at T2 would result in deleting the participant’s data from the 

study. (See appendixes G, H, I and J for the Questionnaires) 

 

Sample selection procedure. 

To reach suitable participants, purposive sampling techniques and Snowball sampling 

techniques were utilised. The purposive sampling technique is a non-probability sampling 

technique that refers to selecting participants accessible to the researcher (Bryman and Bell, 

2015), while Snowball sampling techniques are where the selected participants help recruit 

other participants for the study. The usage of both sampling techniques in this study is due to 

the difficulties that the researcher experienced in finding the potential participants. However, 

attempts were made to ensure sample diversity (ibid).  

 

Measures. 

The survey consists of six sections: general demographic information and the main variable 

scales, including intercultural competence, self-leadership, creativity behaviour, self-concept 
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clarity and self-discerning reflection. The measurements scales for each variable will be 

presented and discussed in chapter 7.  

The study’s research design and data collection methods were informed by a related literature 

review and theoretical background discussed in chapter 2. The research has principally been 

developed based on the theory of acculturation  (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001), 

underpinning a clearer and describable picture of the adjustment process from a social 

psychological perspective. In addition, the shape and direction of this research in terms of the 

literature gap and the research design has been acknowledged through a systematic literature 

review (SLR) conducted at an earlier stage in order to compile the available evidence 

regarding the long-term impact of study abroad on students’ change and self-development. 

Moreover, building on the theory of acculturation and the SLR, we have opted for this 

conceptual research framework of the long-term benefits of acculturation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4.  
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The long-term impact of study abroad on international students’ change and self-

development: A systematic literature review.  

 

4.1. Introduction.  

This study intends to synthesise the existing body of research and knowledge to draw upon 

the evidence available concerning the long-term impact of study abroad on international 

students’ change and self-development. Undertaking this study will help to explore what has 

been done regarding this topic of interests, including what outcomes have been examined, 

what research design, data collection and measures have been used, and which theories have 

informed their works, as well as understanding the weaknesses and limitations of these 

studies.  

In addition, the intention of undertaking a systematic literature review has been to develop a 

conceptual framework of the long-term benefits of acculturation to overcome the limitations 

of previous research in the field and to expand the model of acculturation (Ward, Bochner 

and Furnham, 2001), which will include the impact of home-country transition on the 

perceived outcomes of study abroad. Moreover, this study was conducted at the first stage of 

this research to help narrow the focus to the most needed areas in the field to be examined.  

Based on an initial review of the literature, five research questions were identified as forming 

the key focus of the systematic review: 

• RQ1: Relating to students’ change and self-development, what outcomes have been 

found to be associated with the experience of study abroad? 

• RQ2: How have the outcomes of the study-abroad experience been (a) explained and 

(b) theorised in the academic literature? 

• RQ3: How have the associated outcomes of the study-abroad experience been 

measured and assessed? 
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• RQ4: What individual characteristics are associated with the experience of study 

abroad? 

• RQ5: What situational characteristics are associated with the experience of study 

abroad? 

 

4.2. Methodology. 

The systematic review approach is an effective method and rigorous approach to examining a 

body of research, stipulating the need to establish clear search criteria, assessing the 

methodological quality of included papers, and following well-defined steps to lessen 

reviewer bias during the synthesis of results (Bennett et al., 2005; Bowman, 2007). Reviews 

allow researchers to undertake a summary of the research that has been undertaken to date 

with regard to a specific phenomenon, whilst also allowing researchers to set out a future 

research agenda in order to address limitations in the extant literature. Systematic literature 

reviews can also bring insights into issues that are overlooked by other approaches, such as 

meta-analysis, and can include different types of studies (e.g., quantitative, qualitative, 

review papers) while still lessening researcher bias and optimising validity (Briner and 

Denyer,2010).  

We followed the five procedures recommended by Briner and Denyer (2010) for undertaking 

a systematic review: (i) planning and scoping; (ii) implementing a structured search; (iii) 

appraising search results against agreed criteria; (iv) highlighting evidence from the included 

items and (v) developing analysis or synthesis for presentation of key themes emerging. 

These stages are now outlined in turn, as given below. 

 

4.2.1. Planning and scoping.  

For the planning and scoping stage, we developed and decided on our five research questions. 

Then based on the scope of this study, we piloted the search of databases using the following 
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key terms, each with the following Boolean tags: “International students” OR “study* 

overseas”, OR “study* abroad” OR “international education”. Our initial scoping reviewed 

the returns from a number of databases. Following discussions between the research team and 

librarian, two databases were selected - Business Source Premier (EBSCO) and PsychINFO, 

using open field searches, yielding 3,155 papers.  

These initial findings suggested the need for a more focused search strategy by using a search 

string based on more specific terms, while developing a list of inclusion and exclusion 

criteria to ensure the final results were appropriate for the paper’s aim and questions. To 

come up with an inclusion criteria, we only looked for papers that principally addressed the 

impact of study abroad on students’ personal development and change. Conversely, we 

excluded papers that conducted studies on counselling and intervention or training programs 

(e.g., Cho and Morris, 2015).  

In addition, we excluded comparison studies between locals and international students, 

immigrants, refugees or migrants, as well as cross-cultural studies. Lastly, we eliminated 

those that had the main purpose of discussing, exploring or investigating the students’ 

adjustment, transition, adaption and coping when study abroad, along with studies related to 

health problems, such as those concerned with food consumption and dietary issues.   

4.2.2. The structured search.  
 

For the structured search, we drew on original two databases using the search string 

“international students” OR “study* overseas”, OR “study*abroad”, OR “international 

education”, along with “personality” OR “values” OR “identity” OR “attitude” OR “belief.” 

The research team decided to add these specific terms to the initial search in order to ensure 

variety in terms of results and their appropriateness to the aims of this study. Use of these key 

terms produced 1,939 results altogether (including item title, abstract and author 

information).  
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4.2.3 Screening.   
 
We first filtered the results at the screening stage by applying the “de-duplication” function in 

the RefWorks (Version 4) bibliographic management software, which brought the number of 

search results for appraisal to 1866. The author refined these results by scanning each study 

title and abstract, then applying inclusion and exclusion criteria.  

 

The inclusion criteria were: studies published only in English; and empirical studies included 

in peer-reviewed publications, of a longitudinal nature. The exclusion criteria were the 

removal of books, book chapters, unpublished studies, and purely theoretical or conceptual 

pieces. A total of 1804 papers were thus removed that did not match the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria described above, which brought the number of search results for assessment 

to 35.  

 

4.2.4. Eligibility.   

Throughout the next stage of assessment of the search results, the first author and the 

research assistant completed three sifts independently: a title sift, abstract sift, and full papers 

sift. The evaluation of the studies began once the two researchers reached an agreement. 

During the scanning, both the first author and the research assistant applied the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria again independently, making identifications at the scoping and scanning 

stage to confirm that the studies included in the SLR were only relevant to the research topic 

and chosen research design; for example, only longitudinal studies have been included. Ten 

papers met the inclusion criteria and were retained for evaluation and synthesis. The 

PRISMA diagram below summarises the search and sifting process (see Fig. 4.1). 
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Figure 4.1. Flow diagram showing identification and selection of publication  

 

 

4.2.5 Studies included and process of data extraction.    

The five-stage data extraction process began with the use of the Matrix method (Garrard, 

2007), which is well-known for providing both a structure and a process for systematically 

reviewing the literature. The Matrix method involves recording notes about each selected 
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paper in a matrix table using columns and rows. This process provides a standard structure 

for comparison and analysis of the data. To facilitate this, the author evaluated each of the ten 

studies using a structured abstraction form within two sets of tables, including of the studies 

and research design overall (see Table 4.1: Overall of the Included Studies), and the 

mechanisms and outcomes of the impact of study abroad on students (see Table 4.2: 

Mechanisms and outcomes). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.1. Overall representation of the included studies. 
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Table 4.2. Outcomes and mechanisms. 

Study 
number 

Study Outcomes Mechanisms (Individual level) 

Individual characteristics Situational characteristics 

Demographic 
characteristics 

Personality Capability 
and 

experience 

Others “Cultural 
and social 

life 

“Education 
characteristics 

1 Zimmermann 
and Neyer 
(2013) 

Personality 
traits 

    Relationship 
Fluctuation 

The study 
duration 



74 
 

2 Petersdotter, 
Niehoff and 
Freund (2017) 

Personality 
traits 
and Self-
efficacy 

 High self-
efficacy 

  Social 
contacts per 
week 

 

3 Ramirez (2016) Personality 
traits 
 
Culturally 
related 
outcomes 

 Openness 
and 
extraversion 

    

4 Niehoff, 
Petersdotter, 
and 
Freund.(2017) 

Personality 
traits 
and Self-
efficacy 

Age 
 
 
 

 Previous 
International 
experience 
 

  Educational 
level 

5 Eby (2005) Personality 
traits 

 
 
 

   Cultural 
immersion 

The study 
duration 

6 Hutteman, et al. 
(2015) 

Self-esteem       

7 Black and 
Duhon (2006) 

Culturally 
related 
outcomes 

 
 
 
 

State self-
esteem 
 

Language 
proficiency 
 
Educational 
Level 
 
Mastered of 
challenges 

 Social 
inclusion 

 

8 Kumagai (1977) Personality 
traits 

    Social 
relations 

 

9 Kiley (2003) Culturally 
related 
outcomes 

Age 
 
 

 Language 
proficiency 
 
Educational 
Level 

  The study 
duration 

10 Brown and 
Brown (2009) 

Identity 
change 

   Freedom from 
cultural and 
family 
expectation 
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4.3. Results and discussion. 

This study presents a systematic literature review on the long-term impact of study abroad on 

international students’ change and self-development, with the aim of instrumentalising all the 

evidence available on this topic (i.e., what we know) to achieve an understanding of the 

weaknesses and limitations of the existence knowledge (i.e., what we do not know). In 

addition, the SLR was conducted in order to assess the construction of a conceptual 

framework of the long-term benefits of acculturation that explains the process of the impact 

of study abroad on international students change and self-development adopting the theory of 

acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). Therefore, this study section consists of 

two parts: key themes emerging from the SLR, and limitations in the extant literature.  

 

4.3.1 Key themes emerging from the SLR. 

 

Overview of the studies included: 

Following an initial search of 1939 studies, we identified ten studies that primarily looked at 

the impact of study abroad on international students' change and self-development. The ten 

articles reviewed were published in eight different journals. Half of the articles were published 

in the Journal of Education (Black and Duhon, 2006; Kiley, 2003; Kumagai, 1977), Psychology 

and Education (Eby, 2005) and Sociology and Education (Kumagai, 1977). The other half were 

published in the Journals of Personality and Social Psychology (Niehoff, Petersdotter and 

Freund, 2017), Personality and Individual Differences (Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013), and 

Existential Analysis (Hutteman et al., 2015). 

 

Quality assessment:  

The quality of each paper was independently reviewed by two reviewers to make the quality 

ratings as transparent as possible. A quality checklist based on recommendations was then 

used on the contributions of a number of researchers (Briner and Denyer,2010; Rojon, 
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McDowall and Saunders, 2011; Walsh and Downe, 2006; Snape et al., 2017). By 

implementing this approach, each paper was granted a quality rating out of a possible nine 

points (Robertson et al., 2015). The overall quality rating was 7.5 out of possible 9 for the 

papers included. The quality appraisal method and the included studies ratings can be found 

in Appendix Table A.  

The independent judgments of quality presented by the reviewers were significantly matched, 

showing a high level of agreement. Hence, based on the theory of acculturation, the results and 

synthesis of the SLR will be discussed across three themes: acculturation outcomes; 

mechanisms; and research design implemented by the included studies.  

 

I. Acculturation outcomes.  

An analysis of the relevant studies here has revealed several different acculturation outcomes 

related to the study abroad experience. Five studies have linked personality traits to the 

experience of study abroad (Eby, 2005; Kumagai, 1977; Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 

2017; Ramirez, 2016; Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013). Three studies indicated culturally 

related outcomes (Black and Duhon, 2006; Kiley, 2003; Ramirez, 2016). One study indicated 

self-efficacy (Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 2017), another self-esteem (Hutteman et al., 

2015) and a third study, saw identity change (Brown and Brown, 2009) as outcomes of the 

study abroad experience. 

 

II. Mechanisms.  

Overall, the ten studies included in the SLR have only examined some of the mechanisms at 

the micro-level (i.e., individual level). Table 4.2 shows the fragmented structure of the studies, 

revealing a number of mechanisms found to be relevant to explaining how the study-abroad 

experience influences students’ change and self-development. Only the study by Black and 

Duhon (2006) has failed to indicate any mechanisms associated with the impact of the study-
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abroad experience on the outcome examined. We grouped these factors under the over-arching 

dimension type with a primary focus on “individual characteristics” and “situational 

characteristics” based on the theory of acceleration (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001). 

 

a. Individual characteristics. 

The ten studies reveal a number of mechanisms salient to the relationship between study 

abroad and the students’ change and self-development. These mechanisms reflect the 

students’ individual differences because each has his/her characteristics and experience, 

leading them to have different outcomes. As can be seen in Table 4.2, we have divided 

individual mechanisms into four different categories: demographic characteristics; 

personality; capability and experience; and others.  

 

Demographic characteristics: The only factor identified in this category is age, identified by 

two studies (Kiley, 2003; Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 2017) as a predictor of students’ 

adjustment. In Kiley’s study (2003), student age is considered as a predictor of students’ 

degree of adjustment. The study suggests that there are three degrees reflecting the students' 

level of adjustment abroad: the transformer, the strategist and the conserver profiles.  

Here, each degree has specific characteristics. For example, transformers have changed the 

way they view the world and recognise through experience and reflection how the new 

society influences and affects them. The change that they have perceived is then at the 

cognitive and behavioural levels. Conversely, the strategist indicates that the students adapt 

strategies necessary to fulfilling all their requirements and meet all the expectations aboard to 

enable them to return home feeling their stay has been a success. However, the conserver did 

not report any significant changes in the social, emotional or academic aspects of their life.  

Kiley’s (2003) study considered age as a predictor of students' degree of adjustment and 

found that an individual with transformer characteristics is more likely to be less than 35 
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years old, while an individual with strategist or conserver characteristics is more likely to be 

over 35 years old. Other characteristics identified by each group will be mentioned in the 

upcoming categories. Conversely, the study by Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund  (2017) 

indicates that age has an unexpected effect on students' motivation to study abroad, finding 

that older students tend to oppose study abroad due to the fear of a long period of study, 

together with higher pressure to finish the course as quickly as possible due to their 

circumstances, such as family responsibilities.  

 

Personality: Four personality traits were highlighted. First, Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund  

(2017) indicate that students with high self-efficacy could overcome challenges easily and 

have a retrospective perception of fewer challenging' situations. Second, Enrique (2016) 

stresses that the role of openness and extraversion, and the other three traits of the big-five 

personality theory (conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism), are highly correlated with 

the initial level of intercultural competence with the decision to study abroad. However, this 

study also found that individual personality plays a role in predicting the main independent 

variables and the initial level of intercultural competence, but it does not moderate the 

relationship between study abroad and intercultural competence.  

State self-esteem is the fourth personality characteristic reported in Hutteman et al. (2015). 

The study found that there is an interchangeable relationship between state self-esteem and 

social inclusion, finding that the student's level of state self-esteem predicts the change of 

self-esteem level in a one-year sojourn experience.  

In conclusion, four specific personality traits and characteristics were found to be very 

effective in facilitating students' adjustment and achievement of a better experience abroad at 

the individual, social and cultural levels. These, in turn, had a big impact on their growth, yet 

only high levels of these traits have a positive impact. Meanwhile, at lower levels, students 

face challenges in their adjustment socially and culturally. 
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Capability and experience: Four factors were identified here: previous international 

experience; language proficiency; educational level; and the ability to master challenges. 

Previous international experience has been found to impact positively on students' 

commitment to study abroad (Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 2017). Furthermore, in their 

study, Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund (2017) suggest that previous sojourners (with 

previous study abroad experience) are at an advantage as they have acquired familiarity with 

living abroad and know what to expect there, which make the next experience less 

challenging for them.  

Two studies by Hutteman et al. (2015) and Kiley (2003) stress the importance of the two 

factors of language proficiency and educational level here, concluding that these two play a 

significant role in students' adjustment. According to Kiley (2003), language proficiency and 

educational level are predictors of the students' degree of adjustment. As explained earlier, 

Kiley’s (2003) study indicates three degrees of adjustments, transformer, strategist, and 

conserver. Each degree has different levels of these two capabilities (i.e., language 

proficiency and educational level), where the transformer students have the highest scores on 

the language test and are usually enrolled at a PhD course, whereas the strategist and 

conserver students have lower scores in English tests and lower educational attainment levels.  

However, Hutteman et al. (2015) find that the student's proficiency in the host-country 

language indicates increases in state self-esteem and perceived social inclusion. After these 

three indicators, a fourth is the ability to master challenges, as reported by Hutteman et al. 

(2015). Here, the researchers found that students who have more experience in overcoming 

challenges are more able to adjust when study abroad. In conclusion, these studies have 

revealed four capabilities that could improve the student experience abroad. The question of 

whether the student has one or more of these capabilities could contribute to a more 

successful experience and better adjustment abroad.  
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Others: The fourth category of individual differences includes the feeling of freedom from 

family and cultural expectations. Brown and Brown (2009) found this to be a vehicle for 

students' self-discovery and learning to become independent, flexible and assertive. 

 

b. Situational characteristics  

We classified the situational characteristics into two groups: cultural and social life, and 

educational experience. 

 

Cultural and social life: Being social and having good contacts with locals or international 

students is one of the catalysts that drives students' change and affect their growth process 

abroad. Six other studies have emphasised the importance of social relationship status during 

the experience of study abroad and its impact on students' personality change. The first study 

to investigate this issue was Kumagai’s (1977) who found that social relations mediate the 

impact of study-abroad experience on attitudes and personality of Japanese students. 

However, Ramirez (2016) linked relationship gain and loss with a change in the personality 

traits of extraversion, agreeableness and openness. For example, the study found an adverse 

effect of national relationship gains (i.e., with other international students from the origin 

country) on agreeableness change. Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund (2017) asserted that the 

number of social contacts met with per week mediates the development of high self-efficacy 

abroad. 

Conversely, Hutteman et al. (2015) emphasise that there is an interchangeable relationship 

between self-esteem and social inclusion, concluding that students who are more socially 

inclusive show higher self-esteem than those who are socially exclusive. Two further studies 

highlight the impact of cultural immersion and engagement with local people on the 

personality of study abroad participants (Eby, 2005; Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 2017). 
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In conclusion, the quantity and the quality of their relationships abroad influence students' 

experience in relation to their personality change, adaptation to the culture and self-

development. 

 

Education experience: The length of the study abroad programme has been found to play a 

significant role in the impact of study-abroad experience on students (Eby, 2005; Kiley, 

2003; Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013). Eby (2005) suggests that the length of the study 

programme and the amount of time spent abroad has an impact on changes in students' 

personality traits. This study's (2005) findings revealed that students on long-term 

programmes had a "great signature" for personality change compared to only short-term 

study abroad students and control groups. Personality changes include an increase in abstract 

reasoning, a decrease in consciousness, an increase in self-reliance, a decrease in 

extraversion, and a decrease in self-control.  

In addition, Kiley (2003) finds that study duration has an impact on student adaptation to a 

new culture, and so affects the degree of their adjustment. These findings indicate that 

transformers experienced better adjustments than other character types because they usually 

spend more than three years abroad being that their programmes are usually research-based, 

including frequent meetings with their supervisors. However, the other types spend less time 

abroad (i.e., strategies: 2-3 years, conservers less than 2 years), so experiencing less 

adjustment than the transformers. Moreover, Zimmermann and Neyer (2013) find that the 

longer the duration of the study programme, the greater the relationship fluctuation that the 

students encounter (i.e., national relationship loss, international relationship loss, national 

relationship gain and international relationship gain) which, in turn, leads to changes in 

personality traits. For example, they found in their (2013) study that the study-abroad 

experience has an impact on the openness traits of students when they socialise more with 

international students. 



82 
 

Moreover, the characteristics mentioned above differ in terms of their related effective 

domains. For example, while personality is a feature of the psychological domain, taking in 

students' capabilities and their cultural and social life, educational factors represent the 

sociocultural domain. These two domains were identified by Ward and Kennedy (1999) in 

their sojourn adjustment framework, where they argue that the psychological and 

sociocultural adjustments attained are affected by different types of predictors.  

However, a number of studies, including  (Hart, 1998; Zhang and Goodson, 2011; Furnham 

and Erdmann, 1995; Oguri and Gudykunst, 2002), have indicated that psychological and 

sociocultural adjustments are interrelated domains, as some factors predicting one domain 

may also predict the other domain. Reflecting on the studies included here, we can confirm 

this interrelationship between the mechanisms' factors. For example, a study by Hutteman et 

al. (2015) finds that language proficiency, education level and the feeling of mastering 

challenges predict students' social inclusion which, in turn, predict students' high level of 

self-esteem.  

In conclusion, in the light of the results given above we should note that both types of 

mechanisms work effectively together to support the cross-cultural transition and to explain 

the process of its impact on students' change and self-development. However, cultural and 

social relations and the study's duration are key factors in this relationship becoming 

effective. First, the length of the study abroad duration has an impact on students' level of 

adjustment, i.e., the longer the study abroad programme, the better the chance that the 

students will adjust to the host-country. Second, the culture and social life encountered by 

students while stems from individual characteristics discussed earlier. 

 

III. Research design. 

The research design used by the studies included in this research both show some variations 

and demonstrate similarities and dissimilarities. This section thus discusses three issues, 
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beginning with the study context then moving to data collection methods and concluding with 

the implemented research design procedures (see Table 4.1). 

 

a. Study context.   

The ten studies were all conducted in western countries with the greatest number of studies 

carried out in Germany (Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013; Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 

2017; Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 2017; Hutteman et al., 2015). Two studies were 

carried out in the USA (Eby, 2005; Kumagai, 1977), two studies were conducted in the UK  

(Black and Duhon, 2006; Brown and Brown, 2009), and the other two studies were 

conducted in Australia (Ramirez, 2016) and Colombia (Kiley, 2003). In addition, we noted 

the six studies relying on the participation of national students. For example, the study by 

Eby (2005) was conducted in the USA and selected American students who were on an 

international assignment.  

However, four studies chose international students receiving education at their national 

universities (Black and Duhon, 2006; Kumagai, 1977; Kiley, 2003; Brown and Brown, 

2009). For example, American students in the UK were studied in (Black and Duhon, 2006), 

while Japanese students in the USA were studied in (Kumagai, 1977). 

It is important to note that seven out of ten studies have used interventions to control their 

outcomes. We also noted that the six studies selecting their candidate students from their 

home-country where the study was conducted have implemented control groups that include 

students similar to the study participants but who did not go abroad, such as (Hutteman et al., 

2015). However, by choosing the study candidates from international students, Ramirez  

(2016) controlled the outcomes by implementing a cultural awareness course to record 

students’ levels of cultural awareness before and after their course abroad. 

 

b. Data collection methods. 
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 Eight of the ten studies were explicitly longitudinal quantitative studies, while the other two 

employed longitudinal qualitative methods. The quantitative studies used a self-report 

questionnaire survey, but the two qualitative studies differed in the nature of their data 

collection strategy. The study by Kiley (2003) conducted informal interviews with each 

participant together in a group workshop setting, while the study by Brown and Brown  

(2009) employed in-depth interviews with each participant alongside the participants’ 

observation. 

c. Research design procedures. 

 Whilst all ten studies implement longitudinal research design to capture changes in the 

intended variables over a defined period, the studies varied regarding their study time 

duration, i.e., between long-term and short-term study duration. The long-term study duration 

ranges from six months to four years, while the short-term study duration is between three 

weeks and three months (see Table 4.1). We can see that seven studies employed long-term 

study duration, but where two used both long-term and short-term study duration, only one 

used a short-study duration.  

In order to capture any changes that occurred, these studies used a number of measurements 

occasions over time. The time measurement occasions used by the selected papers differed 

due to the study objectives. In this sense, four studies implemented a two-time test, three 

employed three-time tests, two used four-time tests, and one used an eight-time test. 

Moreover, we found that the number of time measurements used by the studies seemed to 

increase with the duration of the study. The three studies with short-term duration 

implemented two-time tests for their short-term students, whereas the studies employing 

long-term study durations used three-times and four-times measurements. The only study that 

used the highest number of time measurements (i.e., eight times) was the longest time 

duration of four years (Kiley, 2003).  
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4.3.2. The limitations of the extant research. 

Drawing on the SLR results and synthesis presented above, a number of limitations have 

been highlighted. First, while many approaches have sought to understand the cross-cultural 

transition and the consequence outcomes and, taking into consideration the psychological and 

sociocultural mechanisms, the role of cultural differences between the sojourners’ home-

country and the host-country was not mentioned by the included studies. Cultural differences 

can be significant in determining the difficulties of cross-cultural adjustment experiences as 

some individuals can face challenges when interacting and moving between cultures.  

A number of studies have indicated an association between cultural differences and cross-

culture transition and adjustment  (e.g., Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey and Chua, 1988; Redmond 

and Bunyi, 1993). An examination of this concept is thus vital in exploring the long-term 

impact of study abroad on international students’ change and self-development. 

Second, in terms of the research context, all the studies included here are conducted in 

western cultures, while only three studies have examined non-western participants given the 

fact that international students exceeded five million in 2014 and a projected to increase to 

eight million by 2025 (ICEF Monitor, 2017).   

The ICEF Monitor (2017) does indicate the non-western countries that also host international 

students, such as China, Japan, and Russia. Moreover, in terms of the nationalities of 

international students abroad, there are recorded variations of international students abroad. 

For example, as of 2020, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) addressed in its 

website where do higher education students come from? A high volume of international 

students in the UK came from non-western countries, including China, Malaysia, Middle 

East, India, Singapore, Thailand and Nigeria. Thus, we suggest that not only should future 

studies consider more non-western international students studying in western societies, but 

that they should consider non-western host cultures where a large number of international 

students also study. Furthermore, we believe it is valuable to identify other sorts of changes, 
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mechanisms and predictors that might be associated with the impact of these different 

societies, cultures and ethnicities on students because they differ culturally, politically and 

economically from western societies and so may result in different outcomes. 

Third, regarding data collection methods and the occasions where time measurements are 

used by the studies included here, we found that none of the studies assessed whether macro-

level changes occurred after students returned to their home countries. It is important to 

understand the nature of the international experience over time and evaluate its impact in 

order to understand whether the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours acquired while 

study abroad have a lasting impact. Therefore, it is a necessary requirement to examine the 

same variables after the participants return to their home countries.  

In addition, the use of a mix-methods approach (a longitudinal approach combined with other 

methods) has been found to be very effective in studying people’s experiences and change 

over time (Malina, Nørreklit and Selto, 2011). However, most of the studies selected in this 

review have only used quantitative methods, while only two have used qualitative methods. 

Therefore, we suggest that future studies consider using mixed methods to capture more 

holistic evidence regarding this topic. 

Lastly, longitudinal research design is known for its meaningful benefits in gathering 

information on individuals’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, opinions and behaviours which can 

develop or change throughout their lifetime or due to changes in environmental factors  

(Holland, Thomson and Henderson, 2006). Thus, we urge fellow researchers to undertake 

more longitudinal studies because little research has currently been conducted on this topic 

using this specific design. 

4.4. Development of a conceptual framework.  

While the number of international students had increased dramatically in recent decades, 

most of the research has focused on the adjustment difficulties of international student. When 
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researching the benefits of study abroad to international students, change and self-

development has received little attention so far.  

 Since the latest findings of the Institute for International Education of Students (IES) 

(McMillan and Opem, 2002) confirmed that study-abroad experience has educational 

benefits, cultural development, career impact and personal growth, a number of studies have 

shed light on the benefits of study-abroad experience on students’ change and personal 

development. These include problem-solving skills (e.g., Cho and Morris, 2015), intercultural 

competence (e.g., Ramirez, 2016), self-discovery and recognition (e.g., Brown and Brown, 

2009), personality development  (e.g., Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013; Niehoff, Petersdotter 

and Freund, 2017) and high self-efficacy (e.g., Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 2017). 

However, based on the SLR results and limitations, existing studies have still retained a 

narrow focus in terms of study abroad outcomes mainly concerned with changes in 

personality traits (Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013; Petersdotter, Niehoff and Freund, 2017; 

Eby, 2005) and related cultural outcomes such cultural intelligence and competence 

(Ramirez, 2016; Black and Duhon, 2006; Kiley, 2003). Therefore, more studies are required 

to find out other outcomes and benefits of study abroad the international students might 

acquire abroad concerning their affective, behaviour and cognitive processes.         

The value inherent to considering this topic stems from the lack of acknowledgement about 

what to expect from study abroad experience, which goes beyond obtaining students 

obtaining a degree; instead, it is considered an experiential learning experience that leads to 

greater personal and professional benefits (Ng, Van Dyne and Ang, 2009). Therefore, 

international students acquiring this kind of knowledge about the benefits of study-abroad 

experience and how to attain these benefits will help the students maximise the benefits of 

their study abroad experience. Besides, the governments supporting them consider study 

abroad a worthwhile investment for the whole community (Altbach and Engberg, 2014). 

Therefore, being aware of what to expect from their study abroad, upon their return graduates 
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help focus the attention on educating their future students in what are the expected benefits of 

study abroad, how to achieve these benefits and how to help putting strategies in place to 

support the sustainability of these benefits for a long run. Therefore, understanding the 

benefits and outcomes of study abroad could help recognise them and identify the 

mechanisms that facilitate or hinder them.  

However, further investigation should be made of whether these expected benefits or 

outcomes are sustained after return. It is thus crucial to investigate the long-term impact of 

study abroad on international students change and self-development. As a consequence, this 

study intends to identify the available evidence in the existing literature to build on the SLR 

findings and propose a conceptual framework of the long-term benefits of acculturation for 

future research to adopt and evaluate. The process of developing the conceptual framework 

was informed by the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) and aim to 

incorporate some of the limitations in the extant literature and to extend the theory to include 

the impact of home-country transition on the sustainability of the perceived benefits of study 

abroad — a full discussion of the theory of acculturation is presented in chapter 2.  

The main purpose of developing this conceptual framework is to explain the long-term 

impact of study abroad on students’ change and self-development, indicating the possible 

benefits or outcomes of study abroad (in terms of affective, behaviour and cognition 

processes) and the mechanisms that allow for these outcomes to be achieved. Thus, the 

framework incorporates two phases; the first phase during study abroad, and the second 

phase after six months of returning home to highlight the impact of home-country transition 

on the perceived outcomes of study abroad - the proposed conceptual framework presented in 

Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. The conceptual framework (the long-term benefits of acculturation).  
Note: A: Affective; B: Behavioural outcomes; C: Cognitive process 
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4.5. Conclusions.  

This study has presented a systematic review and synthesis of the existing literature regarding 

the impact of study abroad on international students’ change and self-development. 

Specifically speaking, we have examined the micro-level factors associated with students’ 

change and self-development concerning their knowledge, skills, attitudes, opinions and 

behaviours. We implemented a narrative synthesis approach, which is the most common 

approach within social sciences and organisational behaviour.            

 There are a number of implications of this study. First, while the studies included indicated 

some of the expected outcomes of study abroad and some predictors of these outcomes to 

occur, the whole story of their experience is unclear. Analysing the different approaches to 

identifying the most critical factors from psychological and sociocultural perspectives is 

essential, especially for potential and future students, governments and universities interested 

in the benefits of study abroad.  

Secondly, it is vital for research to determine whether the changes specified occurred after the 

students return to their home-country. Thirdly, we found a limited sampling of diversity 

regarding their home-country and age. Fourthly, few studies have been designed in line with 

quality assurance standards. Therefore, a conceptual framework has been developed adopting 

the model of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) to incorporate the impact of 

home-country transition on the perceived outcomes of study abroad and to extend the existing 

literature.  

The framework suggests that it is vital to use more robust research designs, follow up with 

students after their studies and consider psychological and sociocultural elements (at the 

individual level) after return which could impact the sustainability of the outcomes of study 

abroad. Only then we will be able to understand the actual benefits of study abroad in the 

international community.  
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Chapter 5.  

Qualitative study of the long-term impact of study abroad on SARs’ change and self-
development (time one). 
 

 
5.1. Introduction.  
 

Previous studies have proposed that the study abroad experience has crucial benefits to the 

students’ personal growth and development (Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013). Students expect 

to return to their home countries offering exceptional benefits to their community, 

organisations and society. Yet little is known of the long-term impact of studying abroad and 

the specific outcomes to the individual and their self-development.  

Nonetheless, new research knowledge that understands the benefits and outcomes of studying 

abroad will help to inform future decisions. For students looking to study abroad, or for those 

funding them, it is important that people know what to expect as a result of the journey 

abroad and how this affects the students personally, their family, organisations and the 

government supporting and investing in them.  

This study aims to explore the outcomes of studying abroad for the Saudi academic returnees 

(SARs) and the mechanisms that allow or hinder the acquisition of these outcomes. The study 

explores the study abroad outcomes adopting the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham, 2001) to investigate the outcomes in terms of change in the SARs affective, 

behaviour and cognitive processes. Furthermore, the study aims both to validate and extend 

previous research using a conceptual framework for the long-term impact of acculturation 

(phase one) presented in chapter 4.  

This conceptual framework is based both on the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham, 2001), and the results and synthesis of the systematic literature review presented 

earlier in chapter 4. The SLR has identified some limitations in the extant literature and 

implications that needed to be considered by future research to understand the anticipated 

outcomes of study abroad and the mechanisms to accrue these benefits. This study intends to 
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extend the previous research by considering different approaches to identify the important 

factors from psychological and sociocultural perspectives. Therefore, this chapter focuses on 

two research questions (1) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning 

academics, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 

and (2) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning 

academic, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive processes? 

In this sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes? This chapter hence 

explains the method of data collection and data analysis as well as presenting the study 

results, discussion and conclusion.  

 
5.2. Data collection and analysis.  

The participants:   

Fourteen immediate SARs were selected for the interviews using a convenience sample 

technique (refer to chapter 3 for the sampling procedure and criteria). Out of the fourteen 

participants, eight had their overseas study experience from the USA, three from the UK, one 

from Canada and two from Australia. Furthermore, the participants in this research differed 

in terms of their study subject between law and politics (two participants), management 

studies (five participants), computer science or engineering (four studies), education (one 

participant) and medical science (two participants).  

The participants’ ages were 26-40 years old. Ten were male and four were female. In terms 

of their education level, half of them have just finished their PhDs, while the other half just 

had their Masters’ degrees. Nine out of the fourteen participants were married. The 

participants’ full characteristics are explained in Table 5.1. 

 

 

Data collection procedure  
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Our study employed semi-structured interviews to provide a meaningful way to learn about 

the experience abroad of SARs. The interview questions were developed based on the theory 

of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) expressed in terms of affective, 

behavioural and cognitive processes. The questions thus consisted of three parts: 

1- SARs host-country transition and their feelings about the experience (affective). 

2- Their behavioural change owing to their experience and adjustment abroad. 

3- Cognitive processes development or change.  

After developing the interview questions, these questions were examined by the two 

supervisors to check their accuracy in terms of their relevance to the main research questions, 

while they covered the three aspects of the theory of acculturation. However, to evaluate the 

research applicability, its length and validity, and to determine any difficulties that might 

occur during the data collection, the researcher conducted a pilot study with a single 

participant who fitted the study criteria (Maxwell, 1997; Roberts, 2010). The pilot study 

interview was then included as one of the time-one study interviews (see Appendix E for the 

time-one interview questions). Based on the participants’ preferences between November 

2018 and May 2019, the researcher conducted the interviews of this study over the phone and 

using the Skype application. The length of each interview was 30-60 minutes. 

 

Methodological orientation and theory 

We used the thematic analysis method to analyse the interview data, which is widely used in 

qualitative analysis in different fields of research, including psychology (Braun and Clarke, 

2006). It is considered a foundation for qualitative data analysis because of its flexibility and 

useful implications for other forms of qualitative analysis. Other theoretical frameworks 

include grounded theory, ethnography, phenomenology, discourse analysis and content 

analysis. 
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Employing thematic analysis involves recognising, analysing and recording patterns or 

themes within the data gathered from the interviews (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The steps 

involved in thematic analysis include recognising the initial themes by an inductive approach, 

transcribing interviews recordings, coding interviews data, developing themes and, lastly, 

checking the validity and credibility of the data. The themes and coding processes were 

conducted manually using NVIVO 10 to develop the nodes (themes) and record the data. 

Many trials were involved in this procedure where the coding element represents a basic unit 

of the interview transcript to be coded.  

Finally, the researcher carefully examined all the interview transcripts to develop the relevant 

themes. These final themes adapted the dimensions of the theory of acculturation and 

included the following: cross-cultural transition; individual level; and affective, behavioural 

and cognitive processes. 
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No. Participants 
code 

Gender Age Status   No. of 
kids 

Host-
country 

Duration of 
study abroad 

Months since 
Return to work 

Education level 
studied  

Subject studied Previous 
experience abroad 

1 *F1DUSA Female 31 M 1 kid USA 4 years 3 months PHD Law yes 

2 F2MUSA Female 27 S  USA 4 years 3 months MSc HR No 

3 M1DUSA Male 32 S  USA 9 years 2 months PHD Computer science No 

4  
M2MUSA 

Male 29 S  USA 3 years 6 moths MSc Pharmacology No 

5 M3MCA Male 33 M 1 kid Canada  4 years 2 months MSc Exercise science  No 

6 M4MUSA Male 28 M  USA 3 years 6 moths MSc Computer science  No 

7 M5MUSA Male 28 S  USA 3.5 years 3 months MSc Management  No 

8 M6DUK Male 40 M  4 kids UK 6 years 5 months PHD Management  No 

9  
M7DUSA 

Male 33 M  USA 8 years 6 moths PHD Political science Yes 

10 M8DUSA Male 31 M  
2 kids 

USA 9 years 3 months PHD Computer engineering  No 

11  
M9DAUS 

Male 32 M  
2 kids 

Australia 6 years 2 Weeks PHD linguistic  No 

12 F3MAUS Female 29 M 2 kids Australia 3 years 3 Months Master Computer science  No 

13 M10DUK Male 36 M 2 kids UK 5 years 3 weeks PHD Human resource 
management  

Yes  

14 F4MUK Female 26 S  UK 2years 1 month Master Accounting  No 

 

Table 5.1. Participants’ characteristics. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*The participant code consists of gender, participation number, level of education and the host-country. For example, F1DUSA: participant number 1 is female and obtained 
her PhD in the USA.
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5.3. The study findings.  

This section illustrates the results of data gathered during semi-structured interviews, 

including detailed explanations of the benefits of study-abroad experience for SARs 

regarding the changes in their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes, and the 

mechanisms that determine those benefits. The data obtained was analysed and classified 

around five main themes adopting the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham, 2001), including Cross-Cultural Transition, Individual Level, Affective, 

Behaviour and Cognitive Processes. In addition, several subthemes and codes have been 

identified under each theme. The overarching themes and subthemes are presented in 

table 5.2. 

Table 5.2. The overarching themes and subthemes. 

 
Main themes Sub-themes 

 

Cross-cultural transition   
 

Individual level 1. Personal characteristics 

2. Situational characteristics 

Affective  1. Responses 

2. Outcomes 

Behaviour  1. Intercultural competence 

2. Self-leadership 

3. Creativity behaviour 

Cognitive processes 1. Self-concept clarity- responses 
2. Self-discerning reflections- outcomes 

 
Two tables were created to simplify each of the main themes presented above in Table 5.2, as 

follows: 

1. Table 5.3. Mechanisms.  

2. Table 5.4. Outcomes.   
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The themes and subthemes are discussed in detail here, while quotes are provided in the 

section below along with the related tables. To illustrate the main themes and subthemes 

more clearly, a further five tables of themes have been created with a summary of each 

theme’s findings to give an overview of the findings.  

 

Table 5.3. Mechanisms. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Main themes  Sub-themes  Codes Sub-codes 

Cross-cultural 

transition  

Explains the difficulties of SARs 

regarding life changes and 

problems  

  

Individual 

level 

 

1. Personal characteristics  Marital status  

 

Upbringing and 

Personality 

  

Acculturation skills and 

previous international 

experience    

 

2. Situational characteristics  Cultural and social life - Amount and quality of 

inter and intra 

relationships  

- Quality of life changes  

- Host-country and 
socialisation  

- Exposure to different 
ideas and ideologies 

- Feeling of freedom 

- Social support  

Education-related 

characteristics 

 

 

- Education level and the 

length of stay abroad 

- Language proficiency   

- Motivations to study 

abroad 
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Table 5.4. Outcomes. 

 
Main 
themes 

Sub-themes Responses  Outcomes  

Affective  - Facing the differences 

 

- Feelings about making 
friends 

- Feelings about the 
whole experience 

 

Behaviour 1. Intercultural 
competence 

- Daily contact with 

people from different 

culture 

- Allowing and facing 
confrontations 

- Communication skills 

- Open-minded 

2. Self-leadership 
 

- Independent and 

responsible  

- Recognising the 

importance of time 

and goal setting 

- Self-motivation 

- Practicing and sharing 

the skills with others  

- Learning life skills 

3. Creativity 
behaviour  

 

- Appreciating the 
journey and 
recognising the 
differences 

- Knowledge transfer  

- Conducting research  

- Uniqueness 

Cognitive 
processes  

1. Self-concept 
clarity- 
responses 
 

2. Self-discerning 
reflections- 
outcomes 

 

- Knowing their 

strengths and 

weaknesses  

 

- Observing, reflecting 
and learning 

- Knowing themselves 

and stay loyal to their 

values  

 

- Updating and 

adjusting their goals 

and values  

 

 

  
5.3.1. Cross-cultural transition. 

 
Table 5.5.  Cross-cultural transition. 

 

Main theme Summary   

Cross-cultural transition  The SARs went through a number of difficulties during 
their adjustment abroad including facing life changes and 
adjustment problems.  
 

 
 
The interviews involved some questions regarding the participants’ adjustment to the new 

country, included their facing difficulties due to life changes and problems abroad. 
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The participants have explained some of these difficulties, such as difficulties in finding a 

balance while being alone in the process and dealing with other life responsibilities. 

M10DUK pointed out the difficulties he faced when he was doing his PhD in the UK. He 

asserted that most of the problems happened at the beginning of the study course, which were 

mainly related to their study, such as working with supervisors and meeting their 

expectations. While M5MUSA experienced difficulties regarding his English language 

proficiency, primarily after he enrolled in a master’s degree course, he explained the 

following. 

The professors were talking very fast, not as in English school... I felt difficulties in 

understanding them. I went to record their lectures so I could listen to lectures more 

and more. After two months or three, I got used to it. My English become better in 

terms of writing and listening (M5MUSA). 

 

However, some participants pointed out that being in a society different to what they used to 

and being in a position where they must interact with people who might not like them, 

misunderstand them or judge their behaviour, sometimes made their life harder. F2MUSA 

explained that even though she likes to be open-minded and volunteer to answer other 

curious questions, it is sometimes overwhelming, showing disrespect and humiliation from 

others. 

They judge you based on their perceptions without explicit knowledge or evidence of 

what they talk about (F2MUSA). 

 

Moreover, F3MUSA had a similar experience with a classmate who asked her about Saudi 

culture because of some fake stories on the internet about how men treat women in Saudi 

Arabia. She said: 
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I responded by giving examples from my real-life and how me and my husband study 

abroad, and nothing of these stories ever happened to me (F3MUSA). 

 
5.3.2. Individual level.  

 
Table 5.6. Individual level 

 
Sub-themes  Summary  

1. Personal 
characteristics  

The study highlights the important mechanisms at the individual level 
that might facilitate or lessen the SARs adjustment abroad.  

2. Situational 
characteristics  

 

The participants in this study differ based on two types of individual differences: personal 

characteristics and situational characteristics. Personal characteristics refer to demographic 

characteristics, experiences and personal skills and capabilities, whereas situational 

characteristics refer to cultural and social life and education-related factors during their study 

abroad experience.   

 

5.3.2.1 Personal characteristics.   

Based on the interviews, the fourteen participants in this study could be said to differ 

regarding their personal characteristics, including their marital status, upbringing and 

personality, and acculturation skills and previous international experience. Consequently, 

these characteristics affected the participants' cross-cultural transition and might affect the 

study abroad outcomes as a consequence.  

 

 

Marital Status 

Although the interviews show that most of the participants were able to derive the most 

benefit from their experience abroad, we found that some have missed some of these 

potential benefits due to family responsibilities, lack of time or some restrictions from their 
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partners. For example, F3MAUS went to Australia with her husband and son, but was only 

used to socialising with other females from Saudi Arabia because of her husband’s concerns. 

Most of the time I socialise with Saudi women, to be honest, because my husband does 

not like me to go out with foreigners. He would not feel comfortable (F3MAUS). 

 

Another example was given by F1DUSA. She found that becoming independent and 

responsible was something she did not expect when she went abroad because she used to be 

with her husband. However, her situation changed when he had to go back to Saudi Arabia, 

leaving her alone with their son. According to her, this new situation made a significant 

difference to her experience. 

The experience was life-changing for me. I respected myself more. Just being able to 

handle my situation, my son, myself... I worked for long hours at the library. I feel like 

it changed me. It made me better in many ways (F1DUSA). 

 

Being with a companion abroad not only affects women, but also men, as they both found 

that studying abroad helped them to become more responsible and to learn how to balance 

their lives.  

I started to think about my family while I am doing my work… Do not be 

overwhelmed with your PhD work and forgot about your family and your 

responsibility (M9DAUS). 

 

Conversely, some others pointed out that being alone abroad has affected them emotionally. 

I get depressed because I was alone. My brother had to stay in DC and, I had to 

continue in a different state alone, by myself (F2MUSA). 

 

Upbringing and personality  
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According to some interviewees, coming from a conservative family affected the 

participants’ decision-making in the foreign context. As F3MAUS explained: 

I have a close family. They are not that much open, to be honest. They let you work, 

they let you study abroad, but there are some rules I must respect. I tried not to break 

it (F3MAUS). 

 

However, F1DUSA indicated many times during the interview that study abroad did not 

change her because of how she was brought up.  

I have my own values and sometimes… I'm not very conservative anyway… so, living 

in the States did not really change me dramatically because who I am was just who I 

was before I even left (F1DUSA). 

  

Although the interviews did not involve direct questions regarding personality, some 

participants responses showed that there is a relationship between their personality and 

socialisation.   

According to M7DUSA, study-abroad experience might not help an introvert to gain 

socialising skills. He said: 

If a person were an introvert, it would be tough for him or her to talk to people even 

here… so it just depends on the person himself how he interacts with people here. It 

will be more difficult over there. However, he/she must take the initiative and take 

advantage of whatever they have (M7DUSA). 

M7DUSA statement can be true and the most prominent example for the interviews to 

validate was M1DUSA, as he had a profound experience that transferred his behaviour from 

being an extreme introvert to communicate openly with others. He said: 

I used to be so afraid of people. I grew up with having autism, so I grew up not being 

comfortable with people at all. Nowadays, starting in the States, maybe being alone 
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and no one around me helped me break that ice between me and others. I became 

much more willing to talk to random strangers on the streets (M1DUSA). 

 

Acculturation skills and previous international experience 

Developing acculturation skills and the ability to adjust quickly to the new culture due to 

previous international experience, or being in a multicultural workplace, made some 

participants’ experience abroad more relaxed and tolerable. Here are some examples of those 

who had previous experience abroad: 

I already lived in the states for two years before going for my PhD (F1DUSA). 

 

Specifically, why I chose the United States because I was raised there in the 90s, so I 

prefer going there, let’s say, back to my second home (M7DUSA). 

 

Some other interviewees pointed out that because they had previous experience in 

multicultural societies at their work in Saudi Arabia. It prepared them with the acculturation 

skills that ease their adjustment experience abroad, especially in dealing with foreigners. 

In my university in Saudi Arabia, where I work, all the faculties are international 

employees, and some of them are not Muslims (F4MUK). 

I worked for some time in Saudi Aramco Company, and it had a multicultural society 

there (M4MUSA). 

  

5.3.2.2.Situational characteristics. 

The situational characteristics outlined here encompass two types. In the first place, cultural 

and social life, and then educational characteristics that might have an impact on acquiring 

the potential benefits of study abroad.  
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Cultural and social life: 

- Amount and quality of inter and intra-relationships.  

The interviews records show that the SARs had different experiences based on the amount 

and quality of their inter- and intra-relationships, which affects their adjustment and the 

potential benefits abroad. Almost half of the participants in this study indicated that they used 

to spend their free time with Saudis and Arabic speakers. 

They usually invite me: Saudi friends and friends from the Gulf countries (M2MUSA). 

 

Most of the time, I socialise with Saudi women (F3MAUS). 

 

However, some of them were aware of the problem and thus tried to make the most of being 

in a different country to socialise with people of different nationalities. 

I know several friends who went all the way together, and they even became 

roommates. They would just talk Arabic all the time, watch whatever Arabic shows on 

YouTube. They learned virtually nothing about living in the states (M1DUSA). 

 

…every weekend they meet and cook together. What is your goal of being here 

(abroad)? The goal I think, is to deal with the culture, meet the people and learn how 

to make friends (M10DUK). 

 

According to some participants, becoming a friend with people from different countries and 

cultures will contribute to better adjustment abroad and, in turn, acquire the potential benefits 

of studying abroad.  

I start socialising with Europeans, the Chinese and the Japanese. Furthermore, there 

was a Vietnamese guy who used to motivate me to study when I was studying 

language, and we used to spend lots of time together (M4MUSA). 
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We have a lot of native speakers, not Americans. That was very good or helpful for 

our English. Then they became our friends (M5MUSA). 

 

In general, having friends abroad is essential as some of the participants indicated that they 

are helpful in bad situations. For example, F2MUSA stated that one of her American friends 

helped her a lot in her journey by sharing good ideas and information and checking from time 

to time if she needs help. Furthermore, her friend helped her when she had some problems 

with her project. 

Even though I haven’t seen her for a while, she comforted me and helped me manage 

my time and get everything done (F2MUSA). 

 

- Quantity of life changes.  

Some of the participants stressed the difficulties or opportunities they handled abroad, which 

presented challenges due to life changes between their home-country and the host-country. 

One of these challenges was to become fully independent and responsible. According to the 

participants, the nature of the culture and family structure in Saudi Arabia is that people tend 

to depend more on their families, parents or siblings, especially women. There is no room to 

experience freedom away from family opinions and restrictions. The participants thus viewed 

this behaviour as important to develop to survive and succeed abroad. 

When you go abroad anywhere, you have the opportunity to improve yourself and rely 

on yourself and solve your problems, and this is your way to survive or succeed. I 

become more mature than before study abroad (M3MCA). 

 

Another life change faced by the participants was the lack of segregation between men and 

women abroad, which is not something they were used to in Saudi Arabia. M2MUSA pointed 
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out that one of the changes that he faced abroad is being in a mixed-gender society and 

dealing with women as classmates in the university. 

Being involved with females at work was something unusual before travelling abroad 

in our region. For example, when one of the clinical rotations at the hospital, I was 

the only male in the team. It’s not a big deal, but how to deal with them (M2MUSA). 

 

This issue was not only in the school, but also in social life as M3MCA mentioned the 

changes in how they had to deal with things such as men shaking hands with women and vice 

versa.    

Sometimes you shake the hand, which is sometimes – even for my wife was, like, she 

wasn’t prepared for this thing, but it was okay (M3MCA). 

 

However, F2MUSA asserted that the life changes that she went through helped her 

understand herself and function in the real world. She was thus able to take advantage of her 

experience and do her best to overcome her weaknesses. 

After I went to the USA and came back, my family started to see me as a successful 

person. They know that I was able to handle a lot of bad situations. So, they do not 

interfere as they used to do before my abroad experience (F2MUSA). 

 

- Host-country and socialisation. 

While the number of participants varied between the four destinations (i.e., USA, the UK, 

Canada and Australia), their perceived outcomes of study abroad were found to be different 

between the participants. According to the findings, each of these four host countries has a 

different culture and social structure. According to the interviewees, the more important 

factor to choose a country to study is how they treat foreigners, i.e., if the type of people who 

live there are friendly, welcoming differences, accepting diversity and open-minded. For 
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example, those who went to a host-country that is open and diverse reported a positive 

experience. Interestingly, those students typically graduated from the USA, Canada and the 

UK. The findings showed that they had a much easier adjustment and perceived more 

benefits than those who graduated from Australia. 

I did not find any problem with racism. I am not sure if this is the case everywhere in 

the country, but where I live, a lot of Muslims are living here (M6DUK). 

 

I was scared a little bit of how people will accept me as a person from the middle 

east, but I found them very friendly. They treat me as one of them (M5MUSA). 

 

 One of the things that encouraged me to go to Canada was the people; they accept 

different races and cultures (M3MCA). 

 

Therefore, the nature of the host county impacts on the possibility of becoming social and 

having friends with native speakers and international residents. The participants in this study 

hence showed different responses when it comes to their socialisation with foreigners. For 

example, those who spent time in the USA found it easy to socialise and build friendship 

even with native speakers, different to the participants who went to other countries. However, 

even those how graduated from the USA stated that each state is different when it comes to 

socialisation. For example, as M7DUSA explained: 

I used to live in an area near the capital, and its people were very busy, so you cannot 

get along with them. However, when I moved to a different city to get my Master’s 

degree, its people have this hospitality culture. Even when I did my PhD, I lived in a 

different city, and we got to attend a couple of events over there with them and the 

holidays, of course (M7DUSA). 

 



108 
 

In comparison, F3MAUS, who graduated from Australia, explained that interacting with 

Australians was quite a challenge that hindered her from making a connection with them.  

To be honest, I have not met any native, and I think they feared us. When I met 

someone, he asked me, “Why did you come here (to AUS)?” I hate this question! 

Then would ask, “Don’t you have any university in your country?” I said, “Yes, we 

have, but we came here to meet you and learn from you” (F3MAUS). 

 

An example of finding differences between the countries in terms of the challenges to 

socialise and build friendships with the host nationals was introduced by M10DUSA. As he 

explained: 

In the USA, I have friends who visited me in my home, and I visited them. We were all 

together, and we travelled together as well. I am a social person, but I lived for five 

years in the UK; everything is fine, but there were no many friends like what I had in 

the USA (M10DUSA). 

 

However, F1DUSA who also graduated from the USA, stated that she found having native 

speaker friends or keeping the relationship for a long time was quite difficult. As she 

explained: 

They do not really connect with you on a higher level which is something 

disappointing. I feel like they act this way with the foreigners; they want you to be 

their friends, but they do not want to get close to you (F1DUSA). 

 

- Exposure to different ideas and ideologies. 

Although participants found it difficult to develop a deeper relationship with host nationals, 

they still indicated how living abroad in multicultural societies provided them with daily 

confrontations with different ideas and ideologies which helped them to grow. According to 
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the participants, this gave them the opportunity to interact with people who are different in 

their religions, culture and values. This opportunity hence opened the door for them to learn 

and benefit from the diversity and different way of thinking of the other people present. 

A person must put in his mind that you will approach people that do not agree with 

you, that have different core ideas from you, and you must respect that, and you have 

to talk to people to know that there are a variety of cultures and how people think 

(M7DUSA). 

 

Furthermore, some participants indicated the benefits of being exposed to different ideas and 

ideologies abroad as it helped them to reflect on their values and develop themselves. Here 

they concluded that studying abroad was an incredible life-changing experience: 

I encouraged myself to expose myself to different ideas and ideologies because I think 

going all the way down helped and loosened me up, and starting afresh, per se, to 

reconsider all my values. The way I was thinking I was able to see things clearer 

(M1DUSA). 

 

Because when you are used to meeting the same people from your country, we usually 

have the same environment and similar perspectives. When you go to a different 

country or meeting people from different countries, you will know or understand 

another perspective (M3MCA). 

 

Besides, some of them asserted that having the opportunities to interact with different kinds 

of people helped them think and learn about their own culture and values, especially when 

they faced some questions from others regarding Islam, women, relationships and cultural 

values. According to the participants, these opportunities encouraged them to learn and 

expand their knowledge about their own culture, traditions and values. M3MCA indicated 
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that the experience motivated him to understand the reasons and facts behind some traditions 

in Saudi Arabia. He gave an example: 

When I went abroad, one of my friends, a Canadian friend who’s a Muslim, said to 

me, “When you invite people to your house, it is like the angel come to your house. 

This is one of the things you have to consider when inviting people”. We used to do it 

(in Saudi Arabia) as a part of the culture because we grew up like this, and we do not 

know why we do this (M3MCA). 

 

F2MUSA pointed out how the confrontations she got into with others abroad helped her grow 

and become open-minded. Amongst the other Saudi students, she was the only one in the 

class to volunteer to answer some of her classmates and teachers’ curious questions. As she 

explained: 

They judge you based on their perceptions without explicit knowledge or evidence, 

but when I get myself in a difficult situation, I will keep answer them until I get to a 

point where I do not have an answer. They have not lived in Saudi Arabia before. 

They do not even know what is going on there (in Saudi Arabia) (F2MUSA). 

 

- Feeling of freedom.  

One of the profound life changes that the participants experienced was the sense of freedom 

which played a significant role in their experience. However, this could be associated with 

good or bad behaviour, which depended on how the individual viewed his/her freedom and 

understood their responsibilities. In terms of the good aspects of feeling freedom abroad, it 

included having free time away from all the participants’ responsibilities back in Saudi 

Arabia, including family, which thus encouraged more good behaviour. 

You have your own time. It made me read more, and then I started to think about 

different things (M3MCA). 
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I learned new skills. I tried when I have free time to involve in some volunteering 

activities. I had one experience volunteering with kids with autism. I figured out that I 

could do something new that I did not use to do in Saudi Arabia (M2MUSA). 

 

Furthermore, being away from other people interfering in their life decisions is another 

benefit that allowed for more self-reflection and directed their thoughts and focus towards 

their goals. 

I like how people are friendly over there. How you can do whatever you want without 

anyone even looking at you (F1DUSA). 

 

I would not even think that I will travel alone or with only girls. But I did go by myself 

driving to other states, and I did not even ask anyone for permission. I just did it 

because I lived by myself, and I had to do it to get some important things done 

(F2MUSA). 

 

However, F3MAUS expressed that she did not have total freedom abroad because she was 

with her husband. Yet being away from her family (in Saudi Arabia) and her culture gave her 

a modicum of freedom that her husband did not mind while they were abroad. 

There is something that I can do abroad, but I cannot do it here in Saudi Arabia. For 

example, talking to men and dealing with other stuff such as brining a handyman into 

my home. But here (in Saudi Arabia), it is a bit difficult; because of our culture, the 

man represents the family and not the woman (F3MAUS). 

 

Conversely, M2MUSA pointed out that some students understood their freedom in the wrong 

way, entailing that they forgot about their main responsibilities. 
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Sometimes, they do not care about the quality of learning, or maybe they know their 

responsibilities, but they do not care about them maybe because they have a chance to 

enjoy life over there, no commitments, no family or office (M2MUSA). 

  

- Social support. 

From the testimony provided in their interviews, we learnt that the SARs claimed that they 

received different types of support. Some notes that they received family support from their 

family back home, or even had some of them by their side in their journey. Those who 

received family support found that it helped them overcome problems or acted as an 

emotional support. 

Because I think my dad did his master’s degree and PhD studies in the USA. I learned 

a lot from him before I go there. He told me what to do and what other things that I 

should avoid doing (M8DUSA). 

 

However, others preferred not having someone with them abroad because they believe this is 

what helps them derive the most benefit of the experience. 

If you go by yourself, it will have more impact than if you had somebody or some 

community to go back to. I think you would not learn much, and I’ve seen it 

happening (M1DUSA). 

 

Another form of support was provided by the other Saudis students abroad. Based on their 

observations, the participants gave a brief explanation of why they divided this support into 

two types: good examples, and most other Saudi students. The ‘good example’ were the 

Saudis who worked hard to achieve Saudi Arabia scholarship objectives, including 

developing themselves to achieve a higher degree and proving their unique talent and skills 

abroad. Here, F3MAUS talked about one of the Saudi students in Australia who developed an 
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Australian university-funded project after finishing his PhD. Conversely, the majority of 

Saudi students just tried to find an easy way to complete their masters and PhDs in order to 

return to their workplace in Saudi Arabia. F3MAUS suggested that in these cases the students 

just felt too lazy to invent or create something new, or even do something that benefits their 

country. 

Moreover, F2MUSA added that some of them tried to prevent other Saudis from socialising 

with others abroad. She explained that they are watching them, helping them or telling them 

what to do and not to do. As a result, these students are not letting themselves explore and 

live their new experience with all that costs, despite the fact that this is beneficial to their 

development. 

They did not like me to be open with other people. They feel I am single, and I am 

talking too much. I am learning too much. I do not know why they feel that way 

(F2MUSA). 

 

The third type of support is at the university and with their classmates. M2MUSA found that 

having a positive relationship with his classmates in the schools presented him with an 

effective environment that encouraged him to put more effort into studying and preparing for 

his lectures. 

When I saw all the students are competing and participating in answering the 

questions during the lectures, I changed my mind. I started to study every day and 

allocate time for reviewing and studying ahead of time before the lecture (M2MUSA). 

 

Some indicated the importance of university support, their supervisors, library staff and 

administrative staff: 
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Then we started the strategic process, which is the trickiest part. It was the part where 

I felt a little lonely. With my adviser and committee members’ help, I was able to 

accomplish my goal (F1DUSA). 

 

I used to spend most of my time in the library. I think spending more time in the 

library and talking to other researchers helped me achieve my goals (M8DUAS). 

 

Education-related characteristics:  

- Education level and the length of stay abroad. 

Here the participants varied in terms of their level of study. Almost half of the participants 

were PhD students. According to them, doing a PhD is not a comfortable experience to go 

through because it involves a lot of pressures while striving to stand on your own feet to work 

hard to achieve it. For example, M2MUSA differentiated between his PhD and Master’s 

degree, and the change in the level of difficulty between them. 

My Master’s degree was just one year, and it was more a course-based degree in my 

situation. Then, when I had to do the huge research for my PhD degree that depended 

mostly on me. It was a big experience; it was the first time I went through something 

like this. Not only when it comes to studying but also living there (M2MUSA). 

 

Moreover, the findings show there are differences in the education system between Saudi 

Arabia and the western countries, such as teaching style, curriculum and assessment. These 

differences then affected the SARs’ outcomes: 

I didn’t use to have blackboard access in Saudi Arabia. The first year abroad, it was 

the first time. Dealing with the new technologies was an issue initially, but after time I 

got used to these things (M2MUSA). 
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The evidence of the interviews established a relationship between the duration of their stay 

abroad and the potential benefits of studying abroad, as the participants show different 

changes based on the length of their experience.   

Out of those nine years, I came to Saudi, like, four times or so. I became not so 

accustomed to that. My friends think that I became more Americanised, and some see 

that as a negative thing, I think (M1DUSA). 

 

My close friends, I’ve been absent from for three and a half years. They said, “you’ve 

changed” (M4MUSA). 

 

- Language proficiency. 

Some participants indicated that English language proficiency is essential to realising their 

study abroad objectives. Not only did language enable them to get their degree, but to enjoy 

the most benefits from socialising and interacting with others. 

I had some difficulties developing my English language, which prevented me from 

understanding people for a while (M9DAUS). 

 

I think because English is not our first language, sometimes it’s a challenge, or it’s 

hard to communicate with people at the beginning (M2MUSA). 

 

Furthermore, language skills affect the level of clarity when speaking and expressing 

themselves in some circumstances. For example: 

Sometimes we need to talk about our religion (Islam) and how Islam is kind and 

helpful to people and love peace. These things were a bit of a challenge; because I 

think the language sometimes does not help you clarify these things to others from 

other religions (M2MUSA). 
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- Motivations to study abroad. 

In terms of the participants’ motivation to study abroad, there are two types of motivation: 

internal and external motivation. Starting with the internal motivations, some of the 

participants indicated that their motivation for going abroad is mainly based on academic 

preferences and a desire to study at the best place that offers them specialised education and a 

suitable learning environment. 

 I decided to choose the USA because education in the USA is one of the world’s best. 

My major is special education; the best universities in that field are in the US 

(M8DUSA). 

 

I wanted to do something for the community in my city and for my university where I 

work… we do not have a lot of people who have this experience (studying abroad) 

(F2MUSA). 

 

However, in terms of the external motivations to study abroad, there are two types of external 

motivations. The first was it is a requirement and part of their job. 

It is something we must do to continue our postgraduates’ study. It’s a part of my job 

to do so (M8DUSA). 

 

The second type of motivation was some participants being inspired by others – who are like 

role models – to follow their path. 

 One of the professors who taught me before in my first year in the university, also 

studied in Colorado… he was like a role model to me because I liked his personality 

and education level (F2MUSA). 
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My father was a university professor, so my ambition is to be like him (M5MUSA). 

 
 

 

 

5.3.3. Affective. 
 

Table 5.7. Affective 

 

Response  Outcomes  Summary  

- Facing the 

differences 

- Feelings about 
making friends 

- Feelings about the 
whole experience:  

 

The SARs feelings and emotions at the 

end of their journey and immediately after 

returning. 

 
 

5.3.3.1 Response. 
 
 

Facing the differences 

The interviews demonstrate how the participants in this study used to feel about their first 

phase of cross-cultural transition. Nearly half of the participants expressed some negative 

emotions towards the changes in their lives, including frustration, fear, depression, 

homesickness and nervousness. 

 I was like, “There is no actual need for it, what am I doing to myself? I am just 

humiliating myself. There is pretty much no one that I know, and I do not know the 

language” (M1DUSA). 

 

The main problem for me was the homesickness and being alone over there. I got 

depressed over there and the weather is different (M2MUSA). 

On the other hand, some participants indicated that they experienced a sense of excitement, 

engagement and fun. 



118 
 

 It was enjoyable and exciting to meet people, different people, different characters, 

and backgrounds. It is like having your coffee and sweet and enjoying your time at a 

good place (M4MUSA). 

  

Furthermore, in the interviews many of the participants expressed feelings about their 

educational difficulties abroad. Most of them found themselves feeling stressed and 

depressed at the beginning of their studying experience. Other difficulties included adapting 

to a different academic lifestyle, with the expectation of too much work to be done within a 

short time. They also experienced English language difficulties, different expectations from 

in Saudi Arabia, and a lack of critical thinking skills or research skills. 

 It was not easy. I just got an overwhelming feeling of not understand everything that 

it’s going on; to deal with the different academic lifestyle (F1DUSA). 

  

I felt a lot of difficulties, especially with the research. I felt too sad, and I was crying 

all night (F4MUK). 

  

Moreover, some participants found themselves overwhelmed because of feeling lonely and 

having to cope with their independence abroad.  

 It was not easy for me at all. I respected myself more, just being able to handle my 

studies, my son, myself… It changed me and helped me to become better in many ways 

(F1DUSA). 

 

I became independent, to be honest. There were a lot of conflicts between my husband 

and I, and as a result, we learned how to live with the difficulties we face (F3MAUS).  

 

Feelings about making friends 
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The participants had different feelings about making friends with foreigners. Some of them 

recounted how they felt at the beginning of their study abroad journey about interacting with 

people from different countries. 

Oh God, in the beginning, it was more challenging; it was like when you first try to 

push a wheel, the hardest is when you start pushing it (M1DUSA). 

 

When I arrived in the USA, I felt scared to start a conversation with people because I 

did not know about their cultures. Are they friendly to talk to a stranger? (M2MUSA). 

 

Some participants expressed their gratitude for the opportunity to have friends from around 

the world. 

I had more relationships with people in different areas of the world. This has 

motivated me to feel like I am getting something more than just education (F2MUSA). 

 

I enjoyed conversations with them. Lots of dialogues and learning about them and 

their culture. I also had the opportunity to teach them about my culture too. I felt like 

(as) I accepted them, and they accepted me (M8DUSA). 

 

However, some felt upset about not having this kind of opportunity because of the difficulties 

of having host nationals as friends.  

I cannot meet a lot of British people there. I am not sure if this is just my case, or all 

students face the same problem (M6DUK). 

 

I had some difficulties getting in touch with Australians specifically; it was not easy to 

have Australians’ friends (M9DAUS). 
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5.3.3.2 Outcomes. 

Feelings about the whole experience 

The participants indicated how they felt about the whole experience, which included their 

appreciation of the journey abroad and the benefits they obtained. These feelings ranged from 

acquiring the degree, to improving themselves and enjoying the journey. 

It was fantastic, but I had a lot of responsibilities. I can say it was a huge experience, 

I faced many difficult situations, but I managed them all. I got back home now, and I 

am grateful (M10DUK). 

 

To be honest, it was amazing. It was a big experience that helped me improve myself 

(F4MUK).  

 

The participants expressed their feelings of how the study abroad journey has helped them to 

learn about themselves. The findings showed that each of them has his or her own special 

experience. Hence, as seen below, their feelings are different one from another 

When I worked in one office with other PhD students, I saw how they worked. Most of 

them have part-time jobs to cover the tuition and living expenses, and I noticed their 

difficulties. This motivates me to work harder, that I had many good opportunities to 

study and keep myself learning (M10DUS). 

Even here, where I work (in Saudi Arabia), it makes me (the benefits of study abroad) 

describe myself more. I know what is important to me. I know who I am and what 

makes me happier (M10DUK). 

 

One of the benefits they acquired, and subsequently described in the interviews, is becoming 

more self-confident. They felt this benefit in terms of public speaking, conducting research, 

pursuing higher-level education abroad and attending online courses.   
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By the end of my journey, one of the keynote speakers could not come, and he gave us 

a very late notice. I’m the one who presented the work. Now, back in the days I will 

not be comfortable with people at all, but I had pretty much no issue and no hesitation 

of me standing up and presenting (M1DUSA). 

 

Since I graduated, I'm thinking about starting new research. Now research became 

easy for me. I am starting to think about different opportunities for the future. I don't 

know what for now but not staying where I am for a long time, like I used to think 

(F1DUSA). 

 

5.3.4. Behaviour. 
 

Table 5.8. Behaviour 

 
Sub-themes  Summary 

Response Outcome 

1. Intercultural 

competence 

Developing intercultural 

competence as a response 

that the SARs take to 

interact better with 

multicultural societies and 

to adapt to the new way of 

living. 

What are the important 

intercultural skills the SARs 

have developed as an outcome 

of their study abroad 

experience? 

2. Self-leadership 

 

The SARs had developed 

self-leadership skills in their 

way to manage their own 

lives abroad to achieve their 

goals 

Practicing and sharing their 

skills and learning important life 

skills are the outcomes of self-

leadership. 

3. Creativity behaviour Through observing and 

learning, the SARs 

developed creative 

behaviour and cultivated 

unique ideas. 

Implementing changes and 

sharing creative ideas at the 

workplace are the outcomes of 

creativity behaviour. 

 
 
 

5.3.4.1 Intercultural competence. 
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The participants agreed that study-abroad experience has helped them learn how to respect, 

deal and interact with people who have different cultures, religions values and way of 

thinking. 

 

Responses: 

- Daily contact with people from different culture. 

Being in multicultural societies and interacting daily with people from different culture have 

led the SARs to observe, reflect and act in a suitable way to fit within the new society, while 

preserving the values they carried with them abroad. For them, it was not easy to relinquish 

their own identity and who they are, but it was possible to give others a chance to show what 

they offer.  

Therefore, at the basic level, the development of intercultural competencies happened 

because they had to interact with others all the time in their new life, including neighbours, 

classmates, flatmates and the people they met everywhere they went. This reality gave them 

opportunities to learn how to deal with others and the necessary skills and behaviour to 

survive. 

One of my friends is Christian. She helped me a lot. She was so kind to everyone who 

was from a different culture or different regions. This gives you a nice impression of 

how you must deal with a human being. It is not about what they believe or what they 

think (M10DUK). 

 

I had a Chinese flatmate for one year. Although he is different from me in almost 

everything, I tried to be kind and tolerate him. For example, he cooks pork, whereas 

eating pork is forbidden in Islam, but I did not stop him. I used to feel happy when he 

is happy and celebrate his achievements (M4MUSA). 
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- Allowing and facing confrontations. 

According to the participants, to develop intercultural competencies you need not only to rely 

on taking the advantage of daily interacting. You also need to force yourself to be open-

minded to cultural differences with others to cope with any conflicts that might test your 

values and believes. Consequently, the participants agreed that these challenges show you 

who you are and what you stand for, as well as resolving any misconception or doubts 

generated from prejudice. Knowing the benefits of interacting with others led some of the 

participants to make efforts to find the best way to interact and engage with the host 

nationals. 

If I can open any conversation, I will give it a chance… that's helped me a lot with my 

journey. For example, I got contact information from a banker; when I had a case 

study in the university, I sent him my concern or my question, and then he answered 

me. I think I developed communication skills a lot (F2MUSA). 

We did not participate in any religious stuff like Christmas or something like that, but 

in other celebrations like Halloween or the Irish day. We just wear costumes and join 

them (M8DUSA). 

 

F3MAUS gave an example when she had a conversation with her Mexican classmate about 

some Muslim families abroad who force their women to cover all their bodies, including their 

faces and hands. Her classmate said she found this disrespectful towards the people of the 

West because they cannot identify the person with the face covered, and the participant 

agreed with her. As she said: 

She was right! We must accept their culture; they use the face as an identity, and 

when they come to our countries, they respect us, and they wear our traditional 

clothes (Abiah) (F3MAUS). 
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Outcomes: 

- Communication skills. 

The development of intercultural competencies abroad resulted in the preparation of the 

SARs to work in any environment because the study-abroad experience enhanced their 

communication skills and helped them become open-minded. According to the participants, 

they learnt to work better in their occupation, regardless of whom they are interacting with 

because the experience helped dissolve the boundaries generated from judging others. Their 

recent experience educated them and enabled them to open their minds to understand the 

different opinions to which others might be exposed. These new skills helped them feel a 

greater sense of harmony with one another. 

 I can now engage easily in the work environment if I work now with anybody from 

any country. I can accept even hanging out with anyone like going to their house or 

accepting their invitation to a wedding. I know the protocols at some weddings. This 

something I gained from sticking with different cultures and different views 

(M4MUSA). 

 

The interviews showed that the study-abroad experience has influenced the SARs’ 

communication skills and helped them develop the necessary skills needed to interact with 

others in their social and academic life. For example, F1DUSA pointed out how others had 

noticed that her conversation style has changed after returning to Saudi Arabia. As she 

explained:  

I became calmer and more willing to prolong any conversation with others 

(F1DUSA).  
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Conversely, before his study abroad experience, M1DUSA was afraid of talking to people. 

However, the study-abroad experience affected him dramatically as he flourished and learnt 

better communication skills. 

Eventually, I started collecting myself. By the very end, I realised that humans are 

humans everywhere, which improved my humanity and my skills in dealing with 

humans (M1DUSA). 

 

- Open-minded. 

Intercultural competencies include becoming open-minded and less judgmental, not only 

when interacting with others in social life but also in their academic life. According to most 

of the participants, becoming open-minded and less judgmental is one of the essential values 

gained abroad.   

Nowadays, I am pretty much open to any way of living. I am not so nosy about 

looking into other people businesses as I used to be. There is no such thing as a bad 

person. The way I used to look at it, if someone is not like my dad or the prophet 

Mohammed (PBUH), then they are not good enough as humans. Now, I have become 

more helpful, I guess, to people because I've realised that all of us need all of us 

(M1DUSA). 

 

Do not be prejudiced; you must consider that you will approach people who disagree 

with you. They have different core ideas from you, and you must respect that, and you 

must talk to the person to know that. There are a variety of cultures and how people 

think. A person must embrace that and accept that (M7DUSA). 

 

Becoming open-minded allowed the participants to develop a level of understanding and 

accepting others, especially how they take criticism from others.  
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Having patience and accepting others' points of view or not taking them in a criticism 

kind of way. I feel as if all these things helped me grow and be effective and have 

shaped who I am today (F1DUSA). 

 

As Saudis, we usually have the same environment, the same or similar perspective. 

However, when you meet someone from a different culture or different belief, they 

have a different perspective. Sometimes it is tough to be different so that you will see 

things from the other side. I think when you have this, you can improve yourself 

(M3MCA). 

 

Even though those who lived in a country where people are not open-minded people and 

there is less interaction with host nationals, they agreed that living abroad and just meeting 

different people every day allowed them to become open-minded and accept others. 

It allowed me to understand how people think, and I found out that there is more than 

one way. I recognised the need to understand the situation, the social-cultural aspect 

before judging people (M9DAUS). 

 

However, refusing to be open-minded abroad could lead to facing difficulties with others. For 

example, M10DUSA gave the example of one of his friends, a Saudi student, who was not 

able to be open-minded with his PhD supervisor in the last year of his program. He ended up 

withdrawing from the program and went back home to Saudi Arabia. 

He (his friend) was really doing great in his research, but sometimes because of the 

mentality or skills from the person, he cannot deal with other people even if he is 

creative or has the skills. But maybe sometimes he does not get along with them 

(M10DUK). 
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Consequently, developing intercultural competence abroad was an important influence on 

how the participants perceived people and dealt with them by acting liberal and less 

judgmental. 

It helped me to see people as humans beings, not human doings. I used to look down 

on people who do not share religion or sexual orientation or even the same tribe 

(M1DUSA). 

 

When I went abroad, I started to think about the worker, the foreign workers in Saudi 

Arabia. How they are treated sometimes with disrespect. This is one of the issues I 

started really to pay attention to (M3MCA). 

 
 

5.3.4.2 Self-leadership. 

 

The interviews revealed how the SARs developed self-leadership skills to cope with their 

transition abroad and then managed their lives using different techniques. 

Responses: 

- Independent and responsible.  

Becoming independent and responsible was one of the important transformations that the 

participants recognised to be part of their experience abroad. In fact, they found these 

qualities to be life changing. Recognition of this behaviour came from the fact that the family 

structure in Saudi Arabia does not allow individuals to become fully independent and be 

responsible. People tend to depend more on their families, their parents or siblings, especially 

women. There is no room to experience freedom away from family opinions and guidance. 

Therefore, with the absence of family present abroad, the participants found themselves 

forced to learn how to become independent and responsible.  

When I went to the States, I had to be the one who decides what and where I'm going. 

For example, what to eat and how to create activities for myself (M1DUSA). 
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When you go abroad anywhere, you have the opportunity to improve yourself and rely 

on yourself and solve your problems, and this is your way to survive or succeed. I 

become more mature (M3MCA). 

 

However, the female participants perceived this as a major change over male participant. 

Common to the four female participants, regardless of their marital status, was that the 

experience abroad gave them the freedom to depend on themselves to solve problems and 

fulfil their goals. We might conclude that becoming independent and responsible goes 

together with a shift in behaviour. The participants thus found that the experience made them 

solid and more mature, giving them the courage to face any obstacles. 

I've become independent. In the past, my mom and dad did everything for me, but now 

no. In the UK, I do everything by myself… Before, I was not strong (F4MUK). 

 

- Recognising the importance of time, and goal setting. 

The participants indicated that the overwhelming feeling of managing their life drive them to 

recognise more the importance of time and to manage it wisely and priorities their tasks to 

overcome any challenging difficulties and stress.  

I felt like I am alone. So, I put all my stress on my study. I study from 7am until 4pm to 

get myself busy. Then I was taking a cup of coffee or visiting anyone. Then, preparing 

my food, then sleep. Every day the same routine (F2MUSA).  

 

I remember when I was in Saudi Arabia, I used to study on the night of the exam. But 

when I went abroad, this changed. You need to study at least three days in advance. 

You need to put a schedule for that. You need to allocate time for everything 

(M2MUSA). 
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Moreover, it made them feel cautious about their time. They learnt to have a set of goals and 

deadlines that marked any upcoming events and any conferences to attend. 

 I put a big calendar in front of my desk and a schedule for each day (F4MUK). 

  

I am not used to time management. When I went there, I started to put my goals in 

sequence to prioritise them (M2MUSA). 

   

- Self-motivation. 

 The participants pointed out some of the self-motivation techniques that helped them achieve 

their goals. One of these techniques was learning to listen to their emotions and become self-

aware of how they feel.  

 When you feel you are not feeling it and forcing it, it’s a dead end. I feel like I need to 

trust my intuition, my gut (F1DUSA).  

 

My emotions sometimes are my motivations, especially anger. For example, almost 

within the submission day for my paper, I lost a copy of it, and my advisor 

understandably became so angry. Pretty much by the end of the late afternoon, I was 

able to rewrite the whole paper, and it was submitted, and I took an award as well 

(M1DUSA). 

 

Another technique mentioned by other participants is self-rewarding, which can be tangible 

or intangible.  

 We used to study all the weekdays and do some self-rewarding in the weekend. Such 

as travelling (M2MUSA). 
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If I finished this assignment within two weeks, I would reward myself with new glasses 

or save money to the end of the term and buy myself a nice bag (F3MAUS). 

 

 

Outcomes: 

- Practicing and sharing the skills with others.  

For the participants in this research, the outcomes of developing self-leadership centre upon 

achieving their goals of getting the degree and returning successfully to their home-country 

and workplace. However, after returning to their home-country, they found that they still 

retained self-leadership. They pointed out that this skill should be transferred back with 

SARs, and that they have the duty to teach others about it. For example, M4MUSA found 

himself encouraging everyone to take advantage of their time and spend it correctly. He 

advised to: 

 Take advantage of your time, such as, learn something, read books, surf the internet, 

find information, and seek solutions. Before you start talking about something, you 

should know what you are talking about. I mean, like facts, not just your opinions 

(M4MUSA). 

Furthermore, helping their society and their family came naturally because of their sense of 

responsibility.  

I am more willing to help because I have realised that we all need all of us 

(M1DUSA).  

 

I feel I became more responsible for my family and the whole family, including how 

everyone is doing and how we can solve any issues they have (M2MUSA). 
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M8DUSA mentioned how his experience taught him to become more helpful to others due to 

some volunteer jobs abroad.  

We had to do some volunteer jobs as a part of some of our classes. We had to do some 

painting for some old buildings. We had to do some trash picking and stuff like that. It 

was a good experience (M8DUSA). 

 

- Learning life skills.  

 The participants found that the experience helped them to improve and learn the necessary 

skills to successes. The first one is becoming patient when facing problems.  

No matter how hard it might seem, it will be over one day, and it will be fine 

(F1DUSA).  

 

I am more patient now with everything. Especially when I face problems or any 

conflicts now, in work (M2MUSA). 

 

Second, the experience allowed them to become clearer about their own opinions and what 

they would like to become. They came to recognised there are many opportunities are waiting 

for them and this realisation made them believe in themselves, the knowledge that they had 

acquired and acknowledgement that every effort they made during their journey has paid off.  

The way I look at it, I owe it to myself to be the best person I can become. Wherever I 

am going to feel that I can be the best I can become, I would be there, hopefully. I am 

looking for what's the best way to use my PhD (M1DUSA).  

 

Moreover, this realisation inspired them to keep growing even after returning. 

There are many things, many goals that I need to reach, and there are huge 

opportunities to do so. Because I saw people there in their early ages, they achieved 
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academic successes and achieved great goals. Not just the usual things that people 

think of, such as a good salary (M9DAUS). 

 

I was not planning to do these things (keep learning and growing) when I went there 

(abroad). Now I put it as my goal for the next three to four years. I keep my eyes open 

for any opportunity that makes me grow. (M10DUK). 

 
 

5.3.4.3 Creativity behaviour. 
  

The interviews revealed that SARs have developed some creativity behaviour thank to their 

study-abroad experience and their activities in observing, reflecting and practicing. After 

returning to Saudi Arabia, they admitted that these behaviours differentiate them from other 

academics who have not been abroad in terms of their progressive way of thinking and 

contribution to their work and society.  

 

Response: 

- Appreciating the journey and recognising the differences. 

The interviews provided great details of how the SARs perceived their journey abroad, which 

involved appreciation and recognition of the significant differences between the host-country 

and Saudi Arabia, particularly at the academic level. Consequently, despite their level of 

education, age, gender and marital status, the SARs recognised the necessity of 

acknowledging these differences at the individual level first while they were abroad. They 

could then make the appropriate effort to transfer the knowledge and experience acquired 

back to their workplace. 

All that effort that I spent on getting that experience, I think it should be rewarded, 

and I think one of the ways to reward is to spread it and to make it more active 

(M1DUSA). 
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I was really immersed in my studies. I felt that I have a noble message or let say a 

project where I must translate knowledge from the States to here. I felt the sense of 

commitment, the sense of responsibilities that I have. This has been reflected in my 

teaching style and how I deal with my students here (M7DUSA). 

 

Outcomes: 

- Knowledge transfer.  

After returning to Saudi Arabia, the participants showed their commitment to transferring 

their acquired knowledge to their students. 

I started with the first people that I meet every day, my students. Anything that I 

missed through my bachelor study, I try to fill that part with my students (M4MUSA). 

 

Besides the knowledge, they found that the teaching techniques they observed abroad were 

valuable to apply and practice at their workplace. 

I used to learn from all my professors, their way of teaching, their way of contacting 

their students. I learnt some good stuff from my professors, such as teaching style, 

counselling for the students, and implementing outside class activities (M8DUSA). 

 

My teaching techniques have changed since the first time I taught my students. I 

learned a lot in Australia. I started to employ and use teaching strategies, more 

creative and more learner's interest approaches. Yes, I'm trying to achieve and 

implement these things (M9DAUS). 

 

These are some examples of the teaching techniques that the participants start to apply.  
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I do some creative classes, and I try to do new stuff with my students, like discussion 

groups or presenting some TED talk videos related to the topic (F2MUSA). 

 

I can see the students abroad have the confidence to present their ideas in front of 

people and negotiate with people, especially if your course has presentation research 

(M4MUSA). 

 

Besides implementing changes to their work in Saudi Arabia’s universities, some of them 

were eager to benefit their society as well. For example, M9DAUS indicated that his mission 

is to be open-minded with others and discuss his interests with them. 

I started to be active in teaching people and share good stuff with them regarding my 

major. If I got a new idea or new information, I always try to share them with others 

in social media. That is the one thing that keeps me motivated and allows me to see 

the value of what I am doing (M9DAUS). 

 

Moreover, M6DUK explained that his experience made him think bigger at the country level. 

The study-abroad experience has opened his mind to some changes that could be 

implemented in the country.   

My research is about implementing new things from Western countries. I have many 

ideas, not just in education. I'm now trying to import some training programs from 

the USA, basically, to improve our schools (M6DUK). 

- Conducting research.  

The ability and the familiarity of conducting research is one of the skills that the participants 

are grateful to develop. They thus emphasised their eagerness to keep practicing and 

conducting research.  
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 I like to discuss publication for a new paper when I meet my friends who got their 

PhDs from the UK (M10DUK). 

 

Constantly, I think about doing research. Constantly, I try to encourage myself to 

write a book or translate a book from English to Arabic (M7DUSA). 

 

It is not only a matter of them continuing research but also their recognition that the ability to 

conduct research is critical, and a real source of knowledge of any subject. Some of our 

participants subsequently asserted that it is necessary to teach students research skills. 

Because what I really see, in the UK, the knowledge you can get from the research 

and what I notice in Saudi Arabia where they rarely focus on assignment or 

research… A student should be more serious about knowledge; not just meet the 

teacher to get the information. I decided with the head of the department that the 

student should do more research exams or quizzes from the next year (F4MUK). 

 

- Uniqueness.  

Some of the research participants noticed that their study-abroad experience has provided 

them with important skills that made them academically exceptional compared to non-Saudi 

colleagues, or to those who have not been to western countries. 

Those who studied abroad can publish in a very high-level journal, and they have the 

ability. They published articles in Scopus and other journals. Of the other colleagues 

from Arabic countries, 90% of them studied in their country so they cannot speak 

English. They cannot write English. They cannot read articles or be open-minded 

with others (M6DUK). 
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One of my students noticed, and he told me, "You're different from other professors. I 

asked him, "Why?" He said, "You give us your contact information, and your office is 

always open” (M8DUSA). 

 
5.3.5. Cognitive processes. 

 

Table 5.9. Cognitive processes 

 
Sub-themes Summary 

1. Self-concept clarity- 
responses 

What are the main aspects within themselves which have been 
affected while they were on their visit abroad?  

2. Self-discerning 
reflections- outcomes 

What are the outcomes of becoming explicitly who they are, 
while achieving their desired goals and reflecting on their 
values?  

 
 
Here the cognitive processes findings have been examined based on two main concepts: self-

concept clarity and self-discerning reflection. However, based on the findings, the self-

concept clarity represents the "response" findings, while self-discerning reflections represent 

the "outcomes" findings. 

  

5.3.5.1 Self-concept clarity - responses. 

According to the participants, study-abroad experience greatly impacts the fundamental 

structure of their self-concept. The participants revealed how their experience abroad helped 

them find out who they are, resulting from the accumulation of a variety of small experiences 

within their journey abroad. This includes the following elements: 

  

- Knowing their strengths and weaknesses. 

The participants indicated that the experience helped them to know themselves better, 

especially when facing problems or difficulties in their way to achieve their goals. Based on 

becoming knowledgeable of who they are, it helped improving their decision-making skills to 

be aligned with their values and to support their intuitions.  
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 I learnt that I am not the kind of person who can be alone. I feel like if you know 

yourself, you will do a good job because the most important thing that you will know 

your threats and weaknesses (F2MUSA) 

  

I do not want to say one of my difficulties, but I need to improve myself. I joined a 

public speaking society. I attended weekly training, mainly because I used to 

participate in conferences. I could sweat in presenting a poster (M10DUSA). 

  

- Observing, reflecting, and learning.  

Some participants pointed out that the study abroad experiences allowed them to think freely 

and provided a suitable environment that encourages and supports good thoughts and more 

profound observations. Consequently, they reflected on their self-concept, and they become 

more positive about themselves and the world surrounding them. 

 Although it is not so cosy, it gives you time to clear up your mind, away from the 

cultural norms and all that you have learned from family, the government, and the 

educational system, and sit down with yourself through the ups and downs and try to 

navigate your way through the experience. I think that shows you who you are to 

yourself first before shows your authentic self to anyone else (M1DUSA).  

 I started to see things differently. I feel it was not in my mind before I went abroad. I 

had the time to think more, read more, and figure out why I do some of the things 

without understanding why I am doing them (M3MCA). 

 

Furthermore, meeting people with different ideas and ideologies helped them examine their 

future goals from a different perspective. In addition, it made them identify the suitable 

mechanisms to develop who they are, such as choosing the right friends. 
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I learned to choose my friends. Some friends that you have, live with or travel with or 

you like to spend more time with (M8DUSA) 

 

They indicated livening abroad allowed them to observe others get inspired and opened their 

minds to achieve the best of their journey abroad. 

You will have free time to do lots of thinking and meet people who encourage you to think 

and critically analyse any thought or situation. I was interested in how people think about 

their religion and their decisions (M6DUK). 

 

5.3.5.2 Self-discerning reflections - outcomes. 

In the interviews, the participants placed the emphasis on the importance of reflecting on 

their value system and examining the differences in values and norms between their home-

country and the host-country. The process of constant reflection affected their daily and life 

decisions, while the host environment gave them the freedom to evaluate what is best for 

them. Some examples of self-discerning reflections are presented below. 

 

 

 

- Knowing themselves and staying loyal to their values  

The participants in this study pointed out that despite the feeling of conflicts in some 

situations abroad, they felt encouraged to evaluate the importance of their values and make 

their own choices. 

I remember I was the only male in a team of females. It was not a big deal, but how to 

deal with the females. So, I decided to be in the middle. Sometimes, when a female 

classmate approaches me to explain something and asks to meet somewhere in the 

library, I must decide between my values. I am teacher assistant in a university, so I 
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need to teach others, and I used to say yes when someone asks me for help, and this is 

my value (M2MUSA). 

  

Most of the participants revealed that they became highly aware of their behaviour and values 

while abroad. At the same time, they stopped paying so much attention to the judgements of 

others and to the opinions that did not serve them. 

 I am not even afraid to dress up casually, even at work. I am not afraid of expressing 

my feelings and that I am different. I used to be afraid of being negatively judged by 

others when they knew I was different because I used to judge them when they were 

different from me (M1DUSA). 

 

When I delivered my second baby, I didn't do what I did before with my first baby 

because when I went abroad and saw how people are simple, I preferred to become 

simple. I liked it; it made me save lots of money and efforts, and much more 

(F3MAUS). 

 

F3MAUS pointed out that what she most learnt abroad was to be responsible and persistent at 

work. She gave one example about returning to her work in Saudi Arabia. She had an 

important managerial task to complete and submit, but she was in the last days of her 

pregnancy at the time of the deadline. But now that she had developed a high sense of 

responsibility towards her work, she insisted on finishing her work and refused to submit it 

incomplete even though her manager did not force her to do so. 

 I couldn't submit something missing or uncompleted (F3MAUS). 

 

- Updating and adjusting their goals and values  
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As they attested, the experience allowed the participants to observe western values, 

acknowledge them and choose what resonates with what kind of person they want to be, 

besides evaluating and testing their own values. In terms of observing the values of others 

and selecting what suits their values, M9DAUS found that he started to see everything as an 

opportunity to reflect on his values. As he explained: 

In general, people there (in Australia) are individualistic. They focus on themselves 

and depend on themselves and appreciate autonomy; you are responsible for what 

you are doing. I like and appreciate autonomy and do not like individualism 

(M9DAUS).  

 

Some participants found that study abroad influenced their choices and goals in life, changing 

what they used to think was important to achieve. For example, F2MUSA indicated that she 

used to think that getting married is the most important thing to do in life. However, the 

experience changed her perspective about it, and she found herself thinking that marriage is a 

good thing but only with the right person who helped her to achieve all her goals. 

I thought if I have goals in my life, I do not want to be married to someone who is not 

supportive and not give me any rich experience and only depend on me. This will just 

make the world heavier, and this is something I do not want (F2MUSA). 

 

Lastly, according to M6DUK the study abroad made him realise the importance of freedom 

to think and act in a way that suits himself and not others: 

All people should be given the freedom to choose how they live and how they think. This 

is what the study-abroad experience taught me (M6DUK). 

 

5.4.  Discussion. 
 



141 
 

This study has set out to explore the outcomes of studying abroad for the Saudi academic 

returnees interviewed (SARs), and the mechanisms that allow or hinder the acquisition of 

these outcomes. The study abroad outcomes were examined in terms of change in the SARs’ 

affective, behavioural and cognitive processes by adopting the theory of acculturation (Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001). In addition, this research has aimed to validate and extend 

previous research using the proposed conceptual framework of the long-term impact of 

acculturation - phase one, as presented in chapter 4.  

The interviews revealed five overarching themes shaping the students' study-abroad 

experiences, including cross-culture transition, individual level, affective, behaviour and 

cognitive processes. This discussion intends to pinpoint some of the profound answers 

tailored to the study questions, while deliberately reflecting on previous studies and theories 

in the field found in the literature review and the theoretical background presented in chapters 

2 and 4.  

 

  

Culture shock as fuel for successful study-abroad experience: 

The impact on SARs of studying abroad involved their experiencing some negative feelings 

and emotions such as feeling lost, depressed and lonely. However, the findings showed that 

these feelings occurred at the beginning of their journey abroad. They soon learnt to amend 

their behaviour and way of thinking to adapt to the new culture.  

Although some participants did not indicate any cultural shock difficulties, particularly those 

doing their Masters’ degrees or spent less than three years, the findings revealed the 

levelling-up experience that the participants all went through. They were overwhelmed by 

their studies and ignored the symptoms of culture shock. These findings can be explained by 

the cross-cultural adjustment theory, as the negative feelings represents the second stage of 

culture shock (frustration stage), while the sojourner will overcome this stage when learning 
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to adapt to the new way of living and become accustomed to the host-country environment  

(Furnham and Bochner,1982).  

However, due to the cultural differences between Saudi culture and the four host countries 

(the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia), learning to adjust is difficult (ibid). Thus, facing 

culture shock is a common issue, and it may vary in length from one person to another.  

The study confirmed the findings of previous studies that psychological outcomes of cultural 

adaption are double-edged. One edge is a temporary pain representing culture shock and 

results in feeling lost, depressed and angry (Oberg, 1960), while the second edge involves 

long-term outcomes (Anderson, 1994; Kim, 2001).  

The findings revealed that even if the cultural shock is perceived as a negative experience at 

the beginning, it acts as fuel for a successful abroad experience. For example, the 

complications that the SARs faced abroad helped them focus their energy on cultural 

discovery. Starting with themselves, they went on to observe their surroundings more 

carefully, having the time and freedom to think clearly and reflect on their new 

circumstances. Consequently, the experience helped open their mind to diversity, elevate 

their spiritual stamina, and make them feel accepted and accept others, while encouraging 

them to seek answers for their wondering questions. These findings suggest that with an 

affective influence, behavioural and cognitive processes change.  

 

Their individual choices are the main drive: 

Although previous research findings indicated, that due to individual differences, individuals 

may not represent their entire country population (Voronov and Singer, 2002), this study 

found individual differences were insufficient for achieving better adjustment and the 

potential outcomes of studying abroad. Furthermore, the study found that the motivations to 

study abroad represents only inspirational motives to step out of their comfort zone, whereas 

the reality could differ when they reached the host-country.  
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Instead, the findings suggested the role of individuals' choices and cognitive ability; in 

particular, their internal motivation to acquire the skills needed for better adjustment. 

Moreover, the participants’ determinations and demand to change as well as the effect of 

loneliness and loss have helped convert bitterness into sweetness. Furthermore, those who 

were single or had no immediate family support went through more difficulties than others 

which, interestingly, helped them stand up strongly, work towards their planned goals and 

experience massive changes. 

Our research also found that the SARs’ motivations to study abroad were primarily 

inspirational motives to step out of their comfort zone, whereas the reality often differed 

when they reached the host-country. The above finding matches Torbiörn’s (1982) 

conclusion, indicating that the adjustment processes to a new culture requires some changes 

and modification to the sojourner’s behaviour and their adoption of new perspectives about 

the world to achieve harmony between their behaviour and their sociocultural environment in 

order to overcome any psychological imbalance due to their new environment.  

In this sense, the mechanisms within the individual level are not enough to drive the person 

for a change, but it is the personal choices throughout their experience. Knowing this before 

the experience abroad is important for the individual not only to rely on their existing 

circumstances but to keep an eye on every opportunity for growth and learning. In addition, 

because the participants were sponsored by their workplace, their situations and goals are 

most probably different from those who are not sponsored or have no workplace to return to 

upon their return. This study thus adds to the extant knowledge about how being a sponsored 

employee affects the way they learn and change abroad. 

 

The role of the host-country: 
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The findings suggested that one of the key outcomes of the role of the host-country in 

facilitating socialisation is to influence cross-cultural transition. Although the sample’s 

distribution between the four host countries (the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia) is 

unequal - which should be considered a limitation of this study - the participants responded 

differently regarding their socialisation with foreigners. For example, the US graduates found 

socialising easy, even with native speakers, whereas others indicated socialisation difficulties 

with locals and described them unfriendly. In this sense, the host-country affects the 

participants' socialisation and with whom they socialised. The importance of socialisation 

stems from its role in facilitating study abroad outcomes. Socialisation with foreigners from 

different cultures leads to a number of confrontations because the more people with whom 

they have contact, the more they realise the differences between them which activates their 

self-concept clarity and reflecting. Consequently, whether they accept each other or not, 

socialisation is the way to survive and fit in, and they will have to learn to cope with it.  

Moreover, the findings suggest that a host country or city having the profile of a friendly 

environment welcoming differences, accepting diversity and having open-minded people can 

well contribute to better adjustment abroad. Socialisation and building friendships with 

different nationalities will be encouraged in such an environment, which results in improving 

English competency and ensuring a successful international experience.  

Lacking the knowledge on which to base a decision about the optimal host country and 

focusing the students’ attention on which university is best for their subject leads to a 

disregard for other critical factors such as socialisation. However, our study findings added 

new knowledge because to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, they explore the impact of 

host country on SARs intercultural and socialisation competencies across four different 

countries.  

 

Acquiring important skills for their workplace: 
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Our research found that study abroad affects the development of creativity behaviour. 

Besides completing their degrees, the participants also observe, reflect, learn and set up 

future goals to benefit their workplace after returning. Based on the findings, we discovered 

that the SARs hoped and planned to adapt their newly acquired knowledge and observations 

to their workplace, society and country, including teaching style, research skills, 

communication skills, leadership skills, organisation skills, decision-making and dealing with 

stress.  

Here the findings aligned with Fee and Gray (2012), indicating that the acquisition of a 

flexible and creative mindset is one of the natural consequences that the sojourners perceived 

due to their psychological adjustment and self-reflexive processes. Moreover, the findings 

showed that the participants become more self-confidence, which can be seen in their 

research skills and published papers. Moreover, some of them were eager to incorporate new 

learning techniques to their work, such as group discussion and out-of-class activities. 

However, except for obtaining their degrees the participants lack the knowledge of what is 

expected from them to achieve abroad, entailing that they must allow time to realise these 

new skills and enact the corresponding change in behaviour after their return. 

 

Developing self-leadership: 

The study findings add new knowledge indicating that, for the first time, the impact of 

studying abroad is the development of self-leadership. This development entails the existence 

of personal guidance created by the sojourners themselves based on their observations and 

reflections throughout their journey abroad, ultimately to achieve their goals and vision. 

Developing self-leadership stems from the SARs’ determination and commitment to achieve 

their desired goals while not neglecting any opportunity for improvement throughout their 

experience abroad, despite their gender, level of education and the culture of their host-

country. However, the study revealed the existence of some facilitators to develop self-
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leadership, such as free time, fewer responsibilities and freedom and independence abroad. 

Moreover, the length and the nature of their experience play a significant role in how much 

they perceived and practised these skills abroad (Manz and Sims, 1980).  

However, the findings suggested that the impact of studying abroad on self-leadership is due 

to the changes in their cognitive processes. The participants revealed that their experience 

gave them the chance to reflect and gain a clear picture of themselves, including identifying 

their obstacles or weaknesses, figuring out their plans, distinguishing their priorities and 

motivating themselves when needed. The study suggested that this process is activated by 

two types of motivations: external motivations and internal motivations, where external 

motivations play a major role in how they perceive and reflect while navigating what they 

want to achieve. For example, the participants revealed that having the opportunity to observe 

others during their lectures or conferences encouraged them to put more effort into 

developing their skills. The above finding is consistent with social learning theory (Manz and 

Sims, 1980), indicating that the person will change due to external trigger, which in the case 

of a sojourner in a new culture involves dealing with different norms and expectations to be 

attained.  

Study abroad impacts on cognitive processes:  

While previous studies  (Ramirez, 2016; Niehoff, Petersdotter and Freund, 2017; 

Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013) suggested the role of personality traits, especially 

extraversion and openness in achieving successful experience abroad, the current study 

highlights the significance of the cognitive processes. Our findings show that study-abroad 

experience allows the participants to gain a clearer picture of both themselves and the 

external world, thus developing their cognitive processes. Starting with themselves, they 

begin to understand what they like and dislike, along with their values and goals.  

Due to the cultural differences between their home-country and the host-country, the 

participants experienced continuous reflection on their values and, as a result, they became 
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more understanding of others and open-minded. Even for those who revealed a lack of 

openness and extraversion, the experience influenced their personality and help them 

overcome some of their weaknesses, especially when it came to socialisation and accepting 

others. Furthermore, the recognition of their values benefited them in different ways: first, it 

helped them learn how to adapt to a new culture; second, they learnt how to stop caring about 

others' negative behaviour, especially judgemental behaviour; and third, they developed an 

open-minded mentality and the ability to reflect on their values and why they believe in them. 

However, the development of cognitive processes resulted in accumulated benefits to the 

SARs behaviour, including developing their career, choosing the rightful friends, improving 

communication skills and becoming open-minded. These outcomes are consistent with 

previous studies that linked self-concept clarity with acquiring positive outcomes such as 

psychological well-being (Nezlek and Plesko, 2001), psychological adjustment (Campbell, 

Assanand and Paula, 2003), relationship satisfaction (Lewandowski, Nardone and Raines, 

2010), life satisfaction (Mittal, 2015), purpose in life (Błażek and Besta, 2012), adaptation to 

stress  (Lee-Flynn et al., 2011), cooperative problem-solving in conflict situations (Bechtoldt 

et al., 2010) and job performance (Earl and Bright, 2007).  

Based on these findings, the study abroad experiences proved to be one of the unique 

experiences that a person can go through. It contributed an overall upgrade to their mental 

health and behaviour. We can conclude that the self-concept clarity and self-discerning 

reflection are thus expected during the abroad experience. However, the outcomes were 

crucial in achieving successful abroad experience and long-lasting benefits at their personal 

and organisational level. 

 

 

Conclusion: 

These study findings broadly support the theory of acculturation by Ward, Bochner and 

Furnham (2001) while offering unique insights into the SARs’ study abroad experiences. 
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Overall, the study contributed to the existing body of knowledge by pointing out the 

importance of the host country in improving socialisation and intercultural competencies. 

Furthermore, the study indicated the importance of affective reflected on the participants 

feeling and the experience of culture shock which contributes to the development of other 

potential benefits of the study abroad experience. The findings are consistent with Adler 

(1975) who states that to readjust abroad and overcome the cultural shock, sojourners will 

develop routines and encounter limitless experiences and situations, including their way of 

thinking about themselves and others, meaning that their way of behaviour may be changed. 

Consequently, they will adopt new attitudes and behaviour, including changing self-concept 

or definition (ibid).  

The study found no significant role for the mechanisms at the individual level in developing 

any of the potential outcomes of study abroad, except for the personal choices of taking the 

opportunity to grow or let go. It is their personal responsibility to observe, reflect and act 

accordingly to achieve these benefits. 

Furthermore, in terms of their behavioural change, some SARs have the vision to learn the 

skills needed to thrive on their journey abroad and after their return, such as developing self-

leadership, learning new teaching skills, practising research and participating in conferences. 

Moreover, the study confirmed that any changes that the person experienced abroad started 

from their cognitive functioning, while the igniting of self-concept clarity and self-discerning 

reflection are at the essence of their development. Thus, the study confirmed the findings of 

Adam et al. (2018) who emphasise the mutual influence between cognitive process and any 

potential benefits of the study-abroad experience.  

In addition, the role of socialisation and facing confrontations with others due to cultural 

differences should not be neglected in triggering self-concept clarity and self-discerning 

reflection. Those who lived in an environment where they had endless opportunities to 

interact with host nationals or international people were, in general, more likely to practice 
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these two outcomes than others. The participants thus differed in terms of the outcomes of 

studying abroad based on the host-country.  

This research has also offered some practical recommendations for optimising the benefits 

accrued from study abroad. The findings suggest that it is important to provide future 

potential Saudi Academic employees with explicit knowledge of how to progress abroad, 

including what to expect during their journey, the potential outcomes of study abroad and 

how to achieve these outcomes. Furthermore, it is important to explain that change is not a 

scary phenomenon, as its benefits exceed the personal level in the workplace, community and 

country.  

Finally, understanding the impact of study-abroad experience on SARs concerning their 

affective, behaviour and cognitive processes leads to a crucial question about the 

corresponding impact of the home-country transition on their accumulated outcomes. Have 

they been able to sustain these changes, and what are the challenges they pose to their home-

country? Thus, a new scope for research should consider answering the above questions, 

determining what could be done to gain the maximum benefits of study abroad for the risk is 

that we will lose the benefits if we neglect the importance of maintaining and fostering these 

benefits after the SARs return home. Thus, the following chapter will attempt to answer these 

questions in follow-up interviews with the same participants. 
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Chapter 6.  

Qualitative study of the long-term impact of study abroad on SARs’ change and self-

development (time two) 

 
 

6.1. Introduction. 

Previous research has indicated that the readjustment experience is more complex than 

adjustment (Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 

2006; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 1984; Storti, 2011). This is because the 

returnees go through a number of difficulties upon their return that involves readjustment 

processes in the psychological more than the physical sense (Arthur, 2003), so affecting the 

sustainability of study abroad outcomes. The complexity of readjustment stems from the 

inward journey and the impact on self and others (Osland, 2000) While the impact of 

studying abroad on students’ change and self-development is under-researched, the existing 

body of knowledge on the impact of readjustment on the study abroad outcomes is limited. 

This study hence expands the previous literature, examining the impact of home-county 

transition on the Saudi academic returnees (SARs) study-abroad outcomes and the 

readjustment related-mechanisms that affect the sustainability of these outcomes.  

 

In chapter 5, the study abroad outcomes in relation to the changes in SARs’ affective, 

behaviour and cognitive processes were explored using semi-structured interviews. This 

chapter covers the follow-up interviews conducted to investigate the role of home-country 

transition on the sustainability of the perceived outcomes of studying abroad. The study 
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extends the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) to test and validate 

the proposed conceptual framework of the long-term impact of acculturation - phase two.  

Here the conceptual framework was developed based on the theory of acculturation (Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001) as well as the results and synthesis of the systematic literature 

review SLR presented earlier in chapter 4. The SLR identified some limitations in the extant 

literature while drawing out the implications needing to be considered by future research to 

deepen understanding of the expected outcomes of study abroad. It also covered the barriers 

to accruing these outcomes, and the facilitators, as well as exploring the impact of returning 

home experience on the sustainability of these outcomes (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 

2001). 

Our study thus focuses on answering three research questions: (1) Do returning academics 

perceive themselves to be different from those who have not been abroad in terms of their 

affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? (2) Are the returning academics able to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad? and (3) How does the readjustment of returnees to their 

home country affect their ability to sustain the benefits of study abroad? Answering these 

questions is essential because finding out what could be done to maximise the beneficial 

outcomes of study abroad is worthless if the importance of sustaining and supporting these 

outcomes after returning home is neglected. This chapter hence explains the method of data 

collection and data analysis as well as presenting the study results and discussion.  

 

 
6.2. Data collection and analysis.  

This section covers three main points regarding the methodology of this study. These points 

have been signposted to highlight the process the researcher implemented before presenting 

the main findings of this study. While full details are provided in the methodology chapter, 

these three points are given below, as follows: 
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The participants.  

Twelve Saudi academic returnees out of fourteen took part in the follow-up interviews over 

six months after their first interviews at T1 (refer to chapter 3 for the sampling procedure and 

criteria). Although the study aimed to interview the same participants as in chapter 5, two 

participants withdrew because they showed unwillingness to participate in the follow-up 

interviews for various reasons, such as being busy and overwhelmed with responsibilities. 

The participants’ full characteristics were explained in table 6.1. 

 

Data collection procedure.  

The study employed semi-structured interviews to provide a meaningful way to learn and 

explore the readjustment experience of the SARs and its impact on the sustainability of their 

study-abroad outcomes in relation to changes in their affective, behavioural and cognitive 

processes after one year of their repatriation. The interview questions were based on the 

second phase of the proposed conceptual framework of the long-term impact of acculturation 

(see chapter 4, Fig. 4.2), as well as the findings of the first phase captured in chapter 5. 

Therefore, the questions consisted of three parts: 

1. SARs home-country transition and their feelings about returning home. 

2. Their behavioural change in terms of intercultural competence, self-leadership and 

creativity behaviour because of their home-country transition. 

3. Any changes in their cognitive processes development since returning. 

 

After their development, the interview questions were examined by the two supervisors to 

check their accuracy in relevance to the main research questions and the purpose of extending 

the extant literature and validate the proposed conceptual framework (See appendix F for the 

time-two interview questions). The researcher conducted the interviews of this study over the 
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phone and Skype application based on the participants’ preferences between October and 

December 2019. The length of each interview was between 30-60 minutes. 

 

Methodological orientation and theory. 

Similar to the time-one qualitative study in chapter 5, a thematic analysis methodology was 

employed to analyse the interviews data for the purposes of this study. The themes and 

coding processes were conducted manually, using NVIVO10 to develop the nodes (themes) 

and record the data. Many trials were involved in this procedure. The coding element 

represents a basic unit of the interview transcript to be coded. Finally, the researcher carefully 

examined all the interviews transcripts to develop corresponding themes. The final themes 

adapted the dimensions of the theory of acculturation, including home-country transition, the 

individual level, and affective, behavioural and cognitive processes.  
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no Participants’ 
code 

Gender Age Status No. 
kids 

Host-country Duration of 
study abroad 

Months since 
Return to work 

Education 
level studied 

Subject studied Previous 
experience 

abroad 

1 *F1DUSA Female 31 M 2 USA 4 years 13 months PHD Law yes 

2 F2MUSA Female 27 S  USA 4 years 11 months MSc HR No 

3 M1DUSA Male 32 S  USA 9 years 12 months PHD Computer science No 

4 M2MUSA Male 29 M  USA 3 years 15 months MSc Pharmacology No 

5 M3MCA Male 33 M 1 Canada 4 years 12 months MSc Exercise science No 

6 M4MUSA Male 28 M  USA 3 years 14 months MSc Computer science No 

7 M5MUSA Male 28 M  USA 3.5 years 11 months MSc Management No 

8 M6DUK Male 40 M 4 UK 6 years 13 months PHD Management No 

9 M7DUSA Male 33 M  USA 8 years 16 months PHD Political science Yes 

10 M8DUSA Male 31 M 2 USA 9 years 12 months PHD Computer 
engineering 

No 

11 F3MAUS Female 29 M 2 Australia 3 years 13 Months Master Computer science No 

12 M10DUK Male 36 M 2 UK 5 years 12 weeks PHD Human resource 
management 

Yes 

 

Table 6.1. The participants’ characteristics. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
*Participant code consists of gender, participation number, level of education and the host-country. For example, F1DUSA: participant number 1 is female and got her PhD 
from the USA.
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6.3. The study findings. 
 

 
This section illustrates the results derived from the data gathered during the semi-

structured interviews, including detailed explanations of the home-country transition on 

the sustainability of the study-abroad outcomes for SARs regarding the changes in their 

affective, behavioural and cognitive processes and the mechanisms that determine those 

outcomes. The data obtained was analysed and classified around five main themes, 

including home-country transition, the individual level, and the affective, behavioural and 

cognitive processes. In addition, several subthemes and codes were identified submitted 

under each theme. The overarching themes and subthemes are presented in table 6.2. 

Table 6.2. The overarching themes and subthemes. 
 

Main themes  Sub-themes  

Home-country transition   

Individual level 1. Personal characteristics 
2. Situational characteristics 

Affective 1. Responses 
2. Outcomes 

Behaviour 1. Intercultural competence 
2. Self-leadership 
3. Creativity behaviour 

Cognitive processes  1. Self-concept clarity- responses 
2. Self-discerning reflections- outcomes 
 

 
 
To clarify and simplify each of the main themes presented above in table 6.2, two tables were 

created, as follows: 

1. Table 6.3. Mechanisms. 

2. Table 6.4. Outcomes. 

The themes and subthemes are discussed in detail here, while quotes are provided in the 

section below. To illustrate the main themes and sub-themes more clearly, seven tables of the 
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main themes have been created with a summary of the findings of each theme to give an 

overview of the findings. 

 
Table 6.3. Mechanisms.  

 

Main themes  Sub-themes   Codes 

Home- 
country 
transition  

    

The 
individual 
level 
 

1. Personal 
characteristics  

Upbringing 

 

Extension of their 

social life 

 

2. Situational 
characteristics 

Culture and social 

life 

- Amount and quality of 

inter and intra group 

relationship 

- Society behaviour and 

cultural values 

 Education and work-

related 

characteristics 

- Support in the 
workplace 

- Length of stay abroad 
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Table 6.4. Outcomes. 

 
 
 

6.3.1. Home-country transition.  
 

Table 6.5. Home-country transition. 
 

Main theme Summary   

Home-country 
transition 

Explains the SARs’ difficulties regarding life changes and problems upon 
their return 

 
The interviews involved some questions regarding the participants’ readjustment experience 

and the challenges and difficulties they experienced. In general, the interviews show that 

home-country transition experience differs between the participants, being that some 

perceived it as an easy transition, while others took it to be a difficult one.   

Main themes Sub-themes Responses  Outcomes  

Affective  - Facing 
differences in 
terms of Social 
and cultural 
values 

- Findings 
differences at 
work  

- Feelings about 
their return  

- Feeling 
unsettled at the 
workplace 

Behavioural 1. Intercultural 
competence 

- Limited exposure 
to different cultures 

- Communication 
skills 

- Open-minded 

2. Self-
leadership 

 

- Independent and 
responsible  

- Recognising the 
importance of time 
and goal setting 

- Self-motivation  

- Coping strategy and 
organisation skills 

- Learning life skills 
 

3. Creativity 
behaviour 

- Appreciating the 
journey and 
recognising the 
differences 

- Knowledge transfer 

- Conducting 
research  

- Uniqueness 

Cognitive 
processes  

1. Self-concept 
clarity- responses 

 

2. Self-discerning 
reflections- 
outcomes 

 

- Knowing their 
values and 
priorities    

- Observing, 
reflecting and 
learning  
 

- Knowing 
themselves and 
staying loyal to the 
main values   

- Updating and 
adjusting their goals 
and values 
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I found it to be an easy transition. Everything is smooth, and I believe I am doing 

great work (F2MUSA).  

 

It was somewhat good; I cannot say it was perfect. I have experienced a couple of 

hurdles and obstacles. So, the transition was kind of slow (M7DUSA). 

 

The SARs faced number of challenges and difficulties during their home-country transition. 

They can be summed up under finding and presenting their new identity while reflecting and 

learning some coping strategy to fit back. One of these challenges is lack of knowledge about 

their workplace culture due to their absence abroad and the fundamental changes to their 

identity. Consequently, they found it challenging to adopt a suitable workstyle at work 

because there were unwritten procedures and rules to recognise, which drew them into 

conflicts at the beginning until they discovered their way and adjusted their behaviour.  

I may have liked to work exactly in the same way I worked in the UK, just following the 

rules. When I arrived in Saudi Arabia, I dealt with conflicts just in the regulations and 

terms. But now, no, I need to be clever to understand the situation, not just take it 

literally (M6DUK). 

 

I used to take every task seriously, but I found out that whatever they ask is 

unplanned and not well organised enough. When I take it seriously, I discovered 

later that it was not serious since the beginning, so why should I put all the effort 

and work, and in the end, it is not that serious? (M7DUSA) 

 

The second challenge was finding a work-life balance. The participants in this study 

experienced difficulties due to heavy workloads and overwhelming responsibilities which 

have distracted them from pursuing their goals. 



159 
 

I am the head of the department, and I am dealing with a lot of things daily, but I am 

really interested in self-growth. I am taking the things that will help me be a better 

leader, but right now, I do not have the time in my schedule to work on that 

(F1DUSA). 

 

The workload was piling up, I have experienced some disorganisation. Basically, 

some requests and some tasks were not organised in a timely manner (M7DUSA). 

 

The third challenge is facing a society and culture assuming that academic employees, 

especially those with a PhD degree, have a prestigious social status, which means they must 

act in a highly profound way to be admired and respected by society and to protect their 

reputations. This obligation entails hiding and sacrificing their real self. Thus, some SARs 

found it to be a burden because it affects their daily and personal lives.  

When I talk with another doctor or some professors, I have to say prof or 'Dr" first. 

This applies to the students in the first place. You must be concerned about the kind of 

stuff, especially when writing on Twitter or social media, or even when adding 

comments to your friends. For example, before I used to send some jokes or be 

informal, such as sending "What is up now?" Now there are some rules and special 

manners that I must be careful with because of society and my status (M10DUK).  
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6.3.2. The individual level.  
 

Table 6.6. The individual level 

 
Sub-themes  Summary  

1. Personal 
characteristics  

The study highlights the important mechanisms that might 
facilitate or lessen the SARs home-country transition.  
 

 
 

2. Situational 
characteristics 

 
 

The participants in this study differ based on two types of individual differences: personal 

characteristics and situational characteristics. Personal characteristics refer to demographic 

characteristics, experiences, and personal skills and capabilities, whereas situational 

characteristics refer to cultural and social life, and the education and work-related factors 

during their home-country transition.   

 

6.3.2.1 Personal characteristics. 

Based on the interviews, the twelve participants differed in their personal characteristics, 

including their upbringing and expansion of their social life. Consequently, these 

characteristics affected the participants’ home-country transition and, as a result, might affect 

the sustainability of their study-abroad outcomes.  

 

Upbringing. 

Some of the study participants attribute their overall skills to their upbringing and not only to 

the study abroad experience. For example, F1DUSA explained that her personality and 

leadership skills came from her upbringing as well as her study-abroad experience. 

I think I have it in my character. My mom is an ex-dean at the university (F1DUSA). 
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In addition, M7DUSA pointed out that his upbringing – specifically, how his American 

mother raised him - affected his behaviour, particularly in being open-minded and accepting 

others. 

I was raised there (in USA), but it is how I have been nurtured. It is how my mother 

has raised me. My mother taught me a lot of things that I realised I have gained from 

her, not from living in the United States. Like accepting other cultures, being humble, 

and not being biased towards any race or gender (M7DUSA). 

 

Extension of their social life.  

For some participants, returning home meant being transferred from a smaller family to a 

bigger one, which in turn involved more commitments and responsibilities. They thus pointed 

out that the extension of their social life affected their time management, being independent 

and keeping up with the things they like to do. 

 It is a different life, especially with my bigger family. I have more commitments and 

spend less time with my wife and so my son. Sometimes I do not have time for training 

and going to the gym (M3MCA). 

 

I feel I am now less independent just because we are always connected with the family 

and the bigger family. We have family gatherings, and we socialise a lot. I socialise 

with my family and my in-laws at least two or three times a week (F1DUSA). 

 
6.3.2.2 Situational characteristics. 

The situational characteristics includes two types of cultural and social life, and education 

and work-related characteristics. 

 

 

Cultural and social life  
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- Amount and quality of inter- and intra-relationships.  

Some participants explained their socialisation after returning. The element they most 

perceived was their relationship with their colleagues. For example, M5MUSA discussed his 

relationship with others, particularly his old friends and friends from work. On the subject of 

his old friends, he noticed himself becoming mentally disconnected from them, unlike his 

friends at work. He explained that this could be related to changes in his interests and his 

focus after the study-abroad experience. 

When I go with my friends, I do not enjoy being with them. Their mentality is not the 

same as mine, because I feel when I am talking, they do not get my point that I am 

trying to explain to them, and they are talking about different points. Whereas with 

my colleagues, I find myself talking with people who understood everything I am 

saying (M5MUSA).  

 

- Societal behaviour and cultural values. 

The interviews reveal that certain issues related to the cultural values and behavioural 

characteristics of Saudi society might affect the SARs home-country transition and, in turn, 

the sustainability of the acquired benefits of study abroad.  

The first issue was that the returnees found themselves in a society that appreciates 

conformity and criticised those who act differently. They explained that their new habit of 

sharing their opinions and curiosities has been perceived negatively and not been welcome in 

society. 

When we have different opinions, they feel that I will not agree with them, and I might 

even have changed my beliefs and the kind of people I synchronise with. They will 

judge me just because I become different (F2MUSA).  
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… you should be careful of what you are saying. Sometimes they take it seriously with 

hurt feeling, or they classify you somehow; you are from that group, you are from this 

group. This is what I found (M4MUSA). 

 

As a result, owing to the influence of the Saudi society, some participants found out that 

some Saudi graduate returnees made sure to preserve and protect themselves while abroad by 

avoiding anything that might challenge their beliefs and values system and would, as a result, 

change them.  

Some people go abroad and pretend they are the same people. This is what beats me 

(F2MUSA).  

 

According to the participants, people with a normal lifestyle focused on earning their salary 

and enjoying their time with family and friends are strangely more appreciated in the society. 

Surprisingly, putting in extra effort at work by being creative or taking the initiatives are 

taken as odd and abnormal actions, for which you might find yourself criticised. Accordingly, 

the participants aimed to do so in their work as they had been instructed by a higher 

authority. 

They kind of get stuck into the bureaucratic process here. I might be wrong, but I feel 

that they become just regular bureaucrat. They just want to finish whatever they must 

do in terms of teaching (M7DUSA). 

 

In effect, they became demotivated and dissuaded from making an extra effort or progressing 

in their work, such as continuing their study abroad. 

They do have the opportunity to go and study abroad, but they don't want to! They 

keep finding justifications to avoid going. For example, one of the excuses one of my 
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colleagues saying is that he wants to get his PhD from anywhere the easiest and 

fastest way, and he hasn't gone until now (M6DUSA). 

 

Nevertheless, F2MUSA explained that her colleague has criticised her for making some 

effort to educate her society about breast cancer. 

She was feeling so bad: “Why are you' doing this?” She felt like I am doing a lot, and 

this is not required from me; she treated me as stupid (F2MUSA). 

 

The second issue is judgmental behaviour, which part of the society find to be natural 

behaviour. They thus have the right to express how they feel about others. 

…here in Saudi, pretty much everyone is going to turn against you if you start arguing 

with them about, "Hey, what you said is just so wrong, it's so judgmental.” The people 

here don't think that this is wrong, or they don't even consider it being racist, they just 

consider it as a fact for some reason. No one needs to do anything about it (M1DUSA). 

 

We are not easy to accept people from a different ethnicity or a different culture or 

different religion, it was hard for us to accept, and I still feel it's hard (M3MCAN).  

 

Education and work-related characteristics  

- Support in the workplace.  

In terms of their workplace environment, the participants differed between having a 

supportive and encouraging environment and facing conflicts and an unhealthy working 

situation. 

The team is just very nice. They like you to be motivated and give ideas from other 

countries. So, there's somewhat opportunity to change and give your ideas 

(M10DUK). 
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I can still have the same ambitions because I have the environment that supports me. 

My workplace provides many benefits for us as the faculties, such as opportunities to 

study abroad, to publish articles, and many rewards and compensations(M6DUK). 

 

However, some of the research participants found themselves stuck in some situations that 

affect their well-being at work. Such behaviour includes prejudiced behaviour at work 

because of their gender, level of education, or where they studied abroad. For example, 

M7DUSA pointed out that his colleagues displayed some jealousy and disrespectful 

behaviour towards USA graduates.    

… because of the university administration and the government, itself, they put a 

higher priority to those who get their PhDs from the United States. Other people (who 

did not study abroad or in the USA) sometimes try to mock us and try to look down 

upon us and try to make us, I do not know, just feel bad (M7DUSA). 

 

Regarding the level of education, unlike the participants with PhDs the Masters' degree 

graduates were not given the chance to contribute to development and changes at their work 

because of lacking experience and not yet having their PhD.   

You cannot decide or make your voice unless you have a PhD, then your ideas will be 

welcomed or maybe can be implemented at your work (M3MCA). 

 

The problem that they look at you that you need experience, you are still a teaching 

assistant or a lecturer who does not have the experience to participate or to 

recommend a change (F2MUSA). 
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Even when attending the department meeting, F2MUSA explained how she felt during the 

meeting. She observed how the ideas and opinions of the female members of the department 

were unheard and neglected. 

The meetings are conducted through an online service between the male and female 

members of our department. However, the control is with male members, and they 

will not hear us (ignore us), and whatever happened, the female members will talk to 

each other and discuss their ideas alone. While the male members are not giving them 

their chance to share or be responsible (F2MUSA). 

 

Besides, the SARs indicated the importance of the leader’s role at work to provide guidance 

and support to the returnees when needed so they can work effectively.  

…I think the cause of the problem was the leadership or the supervisors they just let 

us to start the work without explaining what our responsibilities are, and what is 

expected from us (M2MUSA). 

 

The dean of the school gave me the freedom to move anywhere I can go by applying 

good things for the school. He just gave me a good chat to address a good ground for 

the students with my other colleagues (M4MUSA).  

 
In addition, the participants discussed the importance of having a vibrant, supportive 

environment that is efficient in sustaining the skills that they have acquired abroad and wish 

to practice and implement. 

I hope that they leave their way of practising work like before. Even administratively, 

they procrastinate for writing a letter, for example. When we ask to change this type 

of work behaviour, it does not mean that we are going against you, but we just want a 

vibrant, energized work environment (M7DUSA). 

 



167 
 

If you have a good leader who listen and apply what you suggest, this is going to be 

helpful. But if you find the other way, your leader does not want to do any changes or 

feels he or she is the best, that is going to be difficult to deal with (M2MUSA). 

 

- Length of stay abroad.  

Some participants suggested a possible positive link between the length of their study-abroad 

experience and the extent of the changes they perceived themselves to undergo abroad. They 

believed that such changes might therefore affect their home-country transition. 

I think my personality changed a lot. Four years, it is not something simple 

(F2MUSA). 

 

Besides, some indicated that they have not perceived changes within themselves occurring 

while they were abroad. 

… because if you have been raised for a long time in a country and you just left that 

country for a couple of years and came back, it is kind of very fast to readjust your 

situation to Saudi life (M3MCA). 

 

I do not think (I changed) much because it is who I am… my PhD was longer (more than 

four years), but I was in Saudi Arabia for the rest of the time because my husband could 

not stay with me in the USA, and we chose to stay together (F1DUSA).
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6.3.3. Affective.  

Table 6.7. Affective. 

Sub-themes  Summary  

1. Responses 

2. Outcomes  

 

Identified some of the participants’ feeling and 
emotions within one year of their return.  

 
 

6.3.3.1 Responses. 

 

Facing differences in terms of social and cultural values. 

The interviews revealed how the SARs felt about their home-country transition. Most of 

these feelings were about dealing with Saudi culture which they felt unaccustomed to. The 

first difference that some of them experienced was facing a different life than the one they 

were used to while abroad.  

When I was there in the USA, if I wanted to socialise, it is my choice, but here, it is 

like the culture pushes you to socialise (M5MUSA). 

 

… I am much comfortable here (in Saudi Arabia). The only thing that I miss here is 

privacy; I feel I want to be with my family, but I need my own private time (F2MUSA). 

 

It might sound silly but especially talking to women is taboo, which is weird as well. 

Well, I know this is Saudi, but because out of those nine years, I came to Saudi like 

four times or so. I became not so accustomed to that (M1DUSA). 

 

Findings differences at work.  

Besides finding differences in terms of the cultural values, the participants shared their 

feeling about being overwhelmed because of their work.  
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There are many responsibilities at work. Even at the weekend I go to work because I 

have administrative responsibility and teaching responsibility too (M10DUSA). 

  

In addition, they described facing differences at work, especially when dealing with their 

students, work environment and colleagues. For example, some participants revealed 

frustration and confusion in how to deal with their students due to their mindset and the 

perception of not expressing their opinions which have affected their learning behaviour. 

When I went to America, I found that their teaching style literally different from Saudi 

Arabia. They want you to write when you have an assignment, and they want to know 

your opinion. However, the Saudi students here don't want to say their opinions and 

only want to know what their teachers want them to know (M5MUSA).  

 

With regard to dealing with their work environment and colleagues, M2MUSA shared his 

feeling of resentment towards some of the Saudi returnees who had completed their study 

abroad in the western country, claiming that they are better than others regardless of the 

quality of their experiences.  

If they find someone who is disagreeing with them about any idea, they will just finish 

the conversation and end it by saying, "I know more than you, because I graduated 

from the USA or the UK". That is not very pleasant, you know! (M2MUSA). 

 

6.3.3.2 Outcomes. 

Feelings about their return.  

The participants in this research expressed some gratitude of having the opportunity to study 

abroad and accomplish their goals.  
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I think I had the privilege of having a very good experience as an actual experience 

instead of just changing the address per se, as in living and being with people from 

abroad (M1DUSA). 

 

One of the positive outcomes that made them feel satisfied at work is having the confident 

and the ability to enjoy spreading and sharing their knowledge with their students.   

This semester, I am teaching for about twenty hours a week, but I do not feel 

overwhelmed; I love these courses, and I love what I am doing (F3MAUS). 

 

My transition was smooth and fine. I really liked going back to my work again and 

teach my students some knowledge and experience that I have learned abroad. I feel 

proud of myself for what I have done so far (M3MCA). 

 

According to some participants, the recent changes in Saudi Arabia are in line with Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman’s 2030 vision. These reforms have made their transition much easier 

and they confirm that they are happy about it.  

Actually, Saudi society has changed as well as us (after study abroad experience), so 

we go in the same way (M6DUK). 

 

My country now is not as when I left. I'm happy with the changes we have right now, 

and I hope we could improve it more, and we can do that if we continue to work as we 

do back in the foreign country (M3MCA). 

 

 

 

Feeling unsettled at the workplace. 
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In contrary, some SARs shared some hapless and disappointment feelings due to difficulties 

at work to apply what they have learnt abroad.  

At work, they are making me feel depressed; they change my courses a lot, even after 

the third week. This has affected me a lot. Usually, I am an organised person, all 

planned, but now, I feel I am not doing the same way I used to do (F2MUSA). 

 

My colleagues and I started to get disappointed. we give up on doing and suggesting 

all these creative ideas (M2MUSA). 

 
6.3.4. Behaviour. 

 

Table 6.8. Behaviour 

 
Sub-themes  Summary  

1. Intercultural 
competence 

Response  
 
The SARs recognised that interaction with different 
nationalities is very limited in Saudi Arabia 
   

Outcome  
 
What are the most important outcomes of 
intercultural skills the SARs sustained after returning 
home?  
 

2. Self-leadership 
 

Response 
 
How the SARs practice self-leadership after 
returning home 
 

Outcome  
 
Different outcomes of self-leadership recognised by 
the participants including using target strategy and 
target behaviour. 
 

3. Creativity behaviour  
 

Response  
 
How did the SARs perceive the whole experience of 
study abroad and returning to their home-country?   
 

Outcome  
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What are the profound outcomes of recognising the 
impact of their experience abroad on their growth 
and career after their return?  
 

 
 

 

6.3.4.1 Intercultural competence. 

 

Responses: 

- Limited exposure to different cultures. 

The participants explained that interacting with different nationalities is very limited in Saudi 

Arabia. They added that they only interact with different nationalities from Arabic countries, 

and they already know how to deal with them before studying abroad.  

The problem here is that we do not have diversity at work. We have people from 

different nationalities, from India and Egypt, but these people have adapted to our 

society. I do not have a lot of conversations or arguments about my belief or my 

society belief. I believe that here (in Saudi Arabia), I am missing those things 

(F2MUSA). 

 

I had opportunities to meet Saudis who came from different cities to study in the UK. 

But here in Saudi Arabia this is quite difficult to happen (M6DUK). 

 

Outcomes: 

As a result of study abroad and acquiring some intercultural competencies, according to the 

participants, they have developed better communication skills and have become open-

minded.  

 

- Communication skills. 
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I tried to be receptive, I listen and I make my argument. If the other person agrees, 

then fine. If he maybe has a good argument and convinces me, then I am open to that 

(M7DUSA). 

 

I am listening more now to anyone around me. Now I am giving the time and space 

for everyone around me to share and discuss their ideas. They can recommend or 

advise or do whatever they want. I am having more patience than before (M2MUSA). 

 

The participants have also shed the light on some advice for potential Saudi students 

regarding the importance of having better communication skills to overcome culture shock 

and adjust better to the host-country.  

Try to be patient because this is a new experience for you, a new culture. Even the 

people over there are different from what they used to deal in your country. That 

would be the way to get the experience and the patience from that experience 

(M2MUSA). 

 

You will find a lot of difference between our culture and their culture. So, do not be 

shocked because the American style or Western style is different (M5DUSA). 

 

A good way to overcome culture shock experience and become open-minded is by having 

friends from different cultures.  

Try to learn, try to meet as many people as you can. Talk to people and have random 

conversations. You never know whom you can learn from (F1DUSA). 

 

Try to be more social with people; try to understand their culture. Also, some of them 

may need to understand your culture, so they can accept you (M3MCA). 
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Regarding having Saudi friends abroad, the participants differed in their perspectives. Some 

of them were advised not to have Saudi friends while abroad because it was a distraction 

from getting the best of study-abroad experience, especially in regard to developing 

intercultural competence. 

If that person goes to Saudi clubs and Saudi club events and live with Saudis, I would 

say there is no need to even bother with it. Just stay in Saudi, really. That is less of a 

hassle (M1DUSA). 

 

Stay away from Arabs or anyone who is speaking your language. Try to gain the 

language of the country that you are in. Try to be a part of any academic gatherings 

or conferences at your university. Try to get the most educational things from the 

culture that you are in (M2MUSA). 

 

Conversely, some others indicated that engaging with the Saudi community is somehow 

beneficial at some level. 

It would be helpful if you had some Saudi friends because of the culture. They are 

helpful in difficult situations (M5MUSA). 

 

I think it is important to engage with the Saudi community abroad, especially with 

people in your subject, because all of us need each other. So, try to create a good 

friendship with them; you will need them after, maybe even when you come back 

(M6DUK). 

- Open-minded. 

Some participants indicated that interacting with others at work, even if they are non-Saudis, 

could help in knowledge exchange. 
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Even though they have a different teaching style, I might learn something or like 

something from their thinking. I think we add to each other (F2MUSA). 

 

In Australia, I learned how to do the calculation simply without using a calculator, 

just using my mind. My colleague at work was using tough equations, and I taught her 

my way. And I told her “The students can do it quickly, and this is what we need to 

focus on, the time. It is okay to give the student many alternative ways to answer the 

question. It is their choice to choose which one is the best" (F3MAUS). 

 

M6DUK gave an example of a situation that he dealt with at work regarding not being open-

minded when it comes to one’s choice of approach in conducting research. He added: 

In general, they do not like qualitative research. Even if you, for example, publish 

your article, you will face difficulties with getting promotions or becoming a 

professor or something like that. They want you to work again in quantitative. Even 

with our students now, they just learned quantitative research in their subjects, 

neglecting qualitative research (M6DUK). 

 

Besides, some of the participants explained that being in a society that was not yet open-

minded makes it harder for them to practice this quality. They thus learnt to cope with this 

situation and deal with others by being open-minded and accepting them for who they are.  

 I have been through many conflicts about being that much open-minded, but deep in 

my heart, I am still more open-minded and non-judgemental, but I really cannot 

express it, and I cannot argue with people that express otherwise (M1DUSA). 

 

 Because people are always going to be different from you and how you think. If you 

do not accept them and just deal with them the same way they are, you are always 
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going to have differences, and it is going to be a cause of a problem, but if you are 

open about it and just accept how people are, it is going to be easier for you 

(F1DUSA). 

 

6.3.4.2 Self-leadership. 

The interviews showed the practical aspects of self-leadership that the SARs perceived and 

developed due to their study-abroad experience. After returning to their home-country, the 

participants asserted that the recognition of time, goal-setting strategies and self-motivation 

are all skills that helped them cope and be alert in their way to achieving their goals and 

fulfilling their commitments.      

 

Responses: 

- Independent and responsible.  

The participants registered different responses regarding the challenges they faced of losing 

some of their independence due to the influence of Saudi culture. While becoming 

independent and responsible were changes that were initially practised and developed abroad 

by our participants, becoming open-minded was another behaviour that seemed to go hand-

in-hand with their choice of action. Both modes of behaviour have helped the SARs to accept 

and endure the challenges openly while readjusting to their home country.  

In the interviews, the participants testified that after returning the effect of these two 

behaviours can be seen in their decision-making, although this differed according to their 

style of work, workplace or other factors. Some of the SARs explained that they prefer to 

take a collective decision and consult others before making a decision.  

I try to see the task of the situation; if I must make my decision or I see others and 

make a collective decision. You cannot really make your decision by yourself without 

asking others about what they feel or what they want (M3MCA). 
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Sometimes you need to be patient with everything around you and study the whole 

thing before deciding. Also, sometimes I consult some of my colleagues or anyone 

with experience (M2MUSA). 

 

Some prefers to make their decision based on their own values and sense of what is right. 

I like to think that I make the decision that I think would benefit me the most. Usually, 

it would mean something like- I would not feel that I have been unfair, that I am 

making the most out of it without harming others (M1DUSA). 

 

 I would not say I like to change things; it is hard to do. Sometimes I do decide, but 

when I make a decision, I do not make it authoritatively. I try to convince those who 

are around me of my decision (M7DUSA). 

 

- Recognising the importance of time and goal setting. 

Most of the SARs stressed the importance of prioritising their tasks and setting goals, which 

is something they learnt and practiced while abroad.  

I always take my deadlines seriously. I prioritise, and I have many lists; this is called 

pending, this needs follow-up, which is a deadline soon. I prioritise, and I just meet 

my deadlines (F1DUSA). 

 

I would say scheduling your tasks, writing good proposals and a timeline for your 

projects. You should divide the project into small tasks and putting due dates for each 

task. By achieving these small tasks, you can expect the project to be achieved at the 

time or below the time (M4MUSA). 
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However, some participants asserted that it is important to consider all relevant factors while 

managing their tasks and setting deadlines in order not to become overwhelmed, which might 

affect their mental health and well-being. 

I know that taking a break whenever you need is really the smart thing to do, but I feel 

like my life situation right now requires me to push myself just to get things through 

because I do not have the privilege to have enough time to do it later (M1DUSA). 

 

I prepared for my proposal during the summer just because I want to work more with 

my students because I saw them this semester; they have great ideas (F3MAUS).  

 

Moreover, some participants pointed out that practicing self-leadership abroad while learning 

to be independent and responsible has helped them to adopt a more efficient workstyle, 

placing the focus on prioritising their tasks and setting goals to speed up processes and 

getting everything done on time.  

In terms of administrative work, I came up with an idea to arrange a monthly meeting 

with all the faculties. In the meeting, we will check in together, update everything we 

are working on, and then commit in front of each other about what we will achieve 

this month (F1DUSA). 

 

They call me at work "the hard worker", which is why I became the Vice Dean in less 

than a year because I really work hard. One of the skills I learned in the USA is to do 

everything at work, and when you go home, you have your family time. I learnt this 

from one of my professors in USA (M8DUSA). 

 

However, some participants, and particularly those with Masters’ degrees, found themselves 

falling behind. Here they gave excuses for factors such as overwhelming responsibilities or 
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lacking time-management skills which hinder them from pursuing their goals and showed 

that their self-leadership was affected upon their return to their home country.  

I think I am having issues now because whenever I think I should start my thesis, for 

example, or just thinking about any topic to start my PhD, I just ignore it. Because I 

feel I am already busy even though I am not full busy (F2MUSA). 

 

It becomes challenging for me to go to the gym as I am busy. It is one of the things 

that I feel is important. I used to go to the gym when I have difficulties in any situation 

(M3MCA). 

 

- Self-motivation.  

After returning, the participants found themselves more eager and confident about fulfilling 

their dreams and achieving their next goals due to their success abroad.  

Now I believe in myself more. I know that there is nothing that is very hard in life. It is 

all about time management and believing in yourself (F1DUSA). 

 

I just received a PhD offer and I feel great because my PhD's supervisor was happy 

with my master's work, including my publication during my masters, it was interesting 

to him. I feel it is a vast reward. (M3MCA) 

 

Some of the participants asserted that because of their successful achievement abroad, they 

found themselves immersed in their work and inspired to conduct research. Hence, their 

subject of study or of research become more interesting to them. 

Nowadays, there are many case studies in English in my subject of management. They 

changed me a lot and made me motivated because many of them are inspiring. I can 
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read them, try to get solutions, and give them to my students when I reach the 

solution. Most of these case studies do not have the right answer (M5MUSA). 

 

An important factor that enriches my experience abroad is my major, political 

science. Studying in the USA engaged me in doing many things and getting 

experience from different cultures, studying about different cultures and countries 

(M7DUSA).  

 

Furthermore, some of the participants indicated that they became more inspired and 

determined to work towards bigger goals that exceed their individual level or go beyond just 

benefitting their small circle of interests.  

I am thinking about improving the research environment here in Saudi for it to be 

more suitable, maybe for the newer generations. We do research; because we want to 

improve humanity as all, instead of focusing on our individualistic goals and dreams 

(M1DUSA).  

Next semester, I am going to be the head of the department, so now I must learn 

different communication skills and how to deal with a different department or people 

outside my current department. I believe that every stage of life requires different 

things, and maybe for a different work position (M10DUK). 

 

Outcomes: 

The interviews show some outcomes of developing self-leadership, given as follows: 

 

- Coping strategy and organisation skills. 

According to the participants, having a busy schedule and many responsibilities should not 

hinder them from finding a balance and managing their life wisely. 
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What I have learnt so far is that your life is not only about studying or working. There 

is a part of my life that I need to enjoy. So, not to waste time, but we need to manage 

our time (M5MUSA).  

 

I do not have a fixed schedule at work. For example, sometimes I have evening 

classes, sometimes early morning classes. However, I try to see the positive side of 

things. So, sometimes I use my break time to do a lot of things at work (F2MUSA) 

 

Furthermore, several participants found themselves to have developed a unique workstyle as 

they became more self-confident and independent at work, which helped them to overcome 

challenges. 

For me, I do what I believe, even though other people will not accept it. I will put the 

responsibility on myself. For example, I change the projects for my students because I 

believe this is my freedom to change whatever needs to be changed (F2MUSA) 

 

I have realised that if I kept a low profile, did not take the initiatives, and try to do 

new things, nothing will happen. Because of that, right now, I am a member of the 

college board (M7DUSA). 

 

- Learning life skills. 

The participants in this study indicated that they learnt to be the captain of their ship and to 

have the skills needed for their growth and development. With regard to any disappointments 

at work, they still thrived and worked to achieve their goals. 

I would say life is a marathon; it is not a sprint. So, whether things are going my way, 

I should be ready for the opportunities. I am still publishing and still working. I am 
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not at the rate that I assumed that I am going to be doing, but it is still better than 

nothing, better than just sitting around and whine about the situation (M1DUSA). 

 

I am enrolled in a course that related to my specialist in management, and I have an 

exam one month from now. Also, I am thinking about the future as I started to put 

some plans, including some investment for my kids and my family (M10DUK). 

 

Besides, some SARs found themselves more focused on developing themselves, learning new 

habits and improving the quality of their lives.   

 Before I went to America, I used not to like reading. So, if I want to learn anything 

new, I go to YouTube and watch a documentary about it, and this is enough. But in 

America, I found that reading is more important than documentary, and books are 

more important than documentary. Now after returning, I use the Saudi digital 

library. I have access through my school so that I can read anything from there 

(M5MUSA). 

 

It was okay for me to waste weeks or months in the old days and not have any updates 

on my work, my life, relationship, or anything. Now the situation has changed. I 

usually have something to look for. This could be travelling, searching for new things, 

discovering new places, or anything like this, that might add to my experience and my 

interests (F2MUSA). 

 

Due to study-abroad experience, the participants felt responsible for helping other potential 

Saudi academic students with the skills needed to help make their transition abroad easier and 

get the best of their experience, such as developing self-leadership to achieve bigger goals in 

life. Examples of their advice are given below: 
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Learn the flexibility over there. There is a solution to everything, so try to be flexible 

(M7DUSA). 

 

The important thing is to know your weaknesses and strengths. Since you know this, 

then you will be more productive (F2MUSA). 

 

Moreover, the participants depicted that it is essential to have a mission while abroad to 

develop as many skills as possible, whether at the personal or academic level. 

 

They must attend courses to improve their leadership and presentation skills. They 

must attend workshops from different area, from business to presenting at the 

college's teams (F3MAUS). 

One of the things that benefited me the most is internships. As much as that person 

does not waste it, get internships, even work at the school. You are not just getting 

exposed to the day-to-day culture. It is also the work culture itself, which is an 

infrequent exposure (M1DUSA). 

 

6.3.4.3 Creativity behaviour.   

Responses: 

- Appreciating the journey and recognising the differences. 

The interviews provided remarkable details of how the SARs perceived their journey abroad 

upon their return. Their testimonies spoke of their appreciation and recognition of the 

significant differences between their skills before and after their journey abroad, and how this 

has impacted their capabilities and competencies at the academic and organisational level. 

M6DUK indicated that study abroad and gaining English language proficiency gave them the 

ability to read an international journal and expand their knowledge. 
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I think learning a new language is the main thing. When you just read in one 

language, such as the Arabic language, you will be limited in your field. You cannot 

read international journals. But now I can follow up and update my information 

about everything in my subject (M6DUK) 

 

The participants reflected on both the quality and quantity of knowledge, experiences and 

skills they acquired abroad. They subsequently felt excited to bring them back to their work 

to apply change and enhance the quality of their work. 

I really liked going back to my work and teach my students some knowledge and 

experience. I tried to teach what I have learned from my studies, and I found it 

enjoyable. I felt proud of myself for what I have done so far (M3MCA). 

However, some participants pointed out that not finding support at their work reduced the 

sustainability of the study abroad outcomes, restricting the implementation and application of 

important changes to improve their work. 

I do not like my work environment. I believe, we do not have a creative work 

environment. When I started working, I had a lot of ideas, and I was hoping to apply 

them. But then, I discovered that nothing would be easy to change (F2MUSA). 

 

I cannot really do much because research is a teamwork, it is not individuals. I had 

some dreams about making many changes and improving the research environment, 

but now it is more of a dream it is not going anywhere so far (M1DUSA). 

 

Outcomes: 

- Knowledge transfer. 
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The interviews show that the SARs recognised the necessity to apply what they have learnt 

abroad. They started to make reasonable efforts to do so, which include implementing some 

of what they have observed and learned abroad.  

In terms of their teaching techniques, the study participants highlighted some of the 

contribution and implication they applied to their work upon their return. These included 

developing new courses, improving the existent ones and arranging some out-of-class 

activities to enhance the quality of education at their universities. 

I already applied and organised two things from what I have learnt from Australia. I 

first developed a new lab manual for academic writing because we have issues with 

our graduate students. Most of them do not know how to write well. The second 

course is networking. We have good devices, but none of the teachers or lecturers 

knows how to deal with them (F3MAUS). 

I have organised the students' activities in my college, including a hackathon that 

allowed all majors to participate; we reached more than 300 students. Importantly, 

the students were allowed to participate and employees from different sectors. The 

dean of students' affair admired what we have done and said, "That is what we are 

looking for. That is something really amazing for us" (M4MCA). 

 

Furthermore, the SARs indicated that they have started to use different in-class techniques 

with their students. They now reflect on whether to support them to learn better, or to create a 

pleasant atmosphere to help them engage and learn the subject. 

Last year I was reading about how to deal with the students. I found many ways. One 

of the ways I found is telling jokes to the students to attract them. Nowadays, I tell a 

lot of jokes in my class to help the students focus or pay attention to what I am saying 

(M5MCA). 
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Because being in an environment where I had the privilege of seeing a professor as a 

team member, not even as a team leader, gave me that curiosity and approach with 

the students to work with them as team members, not as followers. I would say they 

became much more open to talk and discuss in class and reflect. I found it also helps 

me as a professor because they start to share with me how they can learn better and 

how the material can be presented better for them (M1DUSA). 

 

Moreover, some participants are interested in enhancing their work environment by 

implementing some of the things they observed and learnt abroad. For example, M8DUSA 

contributed to his work by developing software to convert the official paperwork to an 

electronic version. As he explained: 

About a month ago, we changed some of what we call the mass paperwork, and 

everything is written on paper and have it electronic. Now we deal more with 

technology. This is one of the things that we (M8DUSA and his colleague who studied 

abroad) had to talk about with university leadership on the scale. We convinced them 

to use technology. We created some good software that really helped to make it easier 

for us to do that (M8DUSA). 

 

- Conducting research.  

The ability and the familiarity of conducting research is one of the skills that the participants 

are grateful to develop. They thus emphasised that after their return it helped them to 

continue working on research and publishing, as well as making the search for knowledge 

relatively easy.   

The idea that I graduated from the States gave me more experience than several other 

people, which is so humbling. It is a privilege that I can use my degree from the States 
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to pursue more research much easier than if I did not have my degree from the States 

(M1DUSA). 

 

I try to transfer my knowledge and experience to my students by really working hard 

on my content or any other things I try to develop. I try to find different resources, 

different places to improve myself (M3MCA). 

 

In addition, M6DUK asserted that he is planning on set up a reading group to help encourage 

the sharing of knowledge and collaboration in doing research.   

I love to cooperate with others, share ideas and create a group to study. However, 

until this moment, I did not find someone who is really interested. If you study abroad, 

you may find some or many reading groups, and it is rare to find someone who 

published an article alone (M6DUK). 

 

- Uniqueness. 

According to some of the participants in this study, they noticed that their study-abroad 

experience has provided them with important skills that made them academically exceptional 

compared to non-Saudi colleagues or those who have not been to western countries. They 

explained some of these differences that they observed at work concerning their behaviour 

and skills. The following are extracts from some of their interview testimonies: 

 

Intercultural competence  

A person who is a very close friend of mine, he is a very amazing person. I noticed 

that sometimes he does not really have that tolerance to people who are different. He 

would not really act upon it, but when you talk with him, he will let you know that this 

person is different and, for some reason, that this is wrong. Alternatively, that means 
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that this person is less valuable than us, per se. It is always us versus them kind of 

mentality (M1DUSA). 

 One of my friends has the same position as me at work, but he never been abroad. 

When we discuss some points, I consider my opinion based on multiple factors since I 

experienced different lives and lived with different people and nationalities. 

Conversely, my friend has only Saudi friends. I can perceive from his opinion and 

experience that he has a gap in his opinions in terms of accepting others. You can say 

he is being judgmental in some of his opinions and does not think about others at all 

(M4MUSA). 

 

Teaching style 

My students are usually narrow-minded, and they want to know the information from 

you, they do not want to search for it... they need to have a textbook and you tell them 

very clearly what parts they need to study (F1MUSA). 

 

In terms of searching the information and being more creative, I noticed some of my 

colleagues just want to say, "Give me what you want me to teach them. This is my 

job". Currently, I am teaching a course for students in their first semester. I always 

give them extra examples and complicated ones more than what they already have. 

When my colleague knew I did this, she told me, "Why you did not follow just the 

book?" I said, "It is nothing in the book. We have to give them more to prepare them 

to be a programmer one day" (F3MAUS). 

 

Dealing with students  
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Their offices are always closed, so they are not interacting with their students. One of 

the skills that I learned in the USA is that professors always open their doors for their 

students and talk to them (M8DUSA). 

 

Although some colleagues of mine said that I am too nice with the students, I do not 

see it that way. I do not see it as being too nice as in a negative way as they probably 

try to convey, whatever that means, "they will start misbehaving because you are so 

nice to them, so it is safer not to be nice to them". It is interesting to see my friends 

become very different when they are with the students (M1DUSA). 

 

 

 Conducting research 

Sometimes they do not know many things, like when we talk about a practice that has 

been done in a different university, especially abroad. We know them because when 

we studied abroad, we heard this news and read the news there. We are more open to 

the news in different parts of the world, whereas they are only interested in news 

basically in Saudi Arabia mostly (F1DUSA). 

 

 I might be much better in my language than them. So, I could have more knowledge 

and more resources different from my colleagues. I feel I might be more qualified to 

conduct research and read English papers and try to critique any research (M3MCA).
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6.3.5. Cognitive processes.   
 

Table 6.9 Cognitive processes. 

 
Sub-themes Summary 

1. Self-concept 
clarity- 
responses 

What are the main aspects within themselves which 
have been affected after returning home regarding 
what they have gain while study abroad?  

2. Self-discerning 
reflections- 
outcomes 

What are the outcomes of becoming explicit about 
who they are, while achieving their desired goals and 
reflecting on their values?  

 

Analysis of the research findings on cognitive processes are based on two main concepts: 

self-concept clarity and self-discerning reflection. However, building on the findings, the 

self-concept clarity represents the "response" findings, while self-discerning reflections 

represent the "outcomes" findings.  

 
6.3.5.1 Self-concept clarity – responses. 

 

According to the participants, returning home has a similar effect on their study-abroad 

experience regarding the fundamental structure of their self-concept clarity. The participants 

revealed that their home-country transition experience contributed to some unexpected 

outcomes in their mental health in terms of how they deal with the difficulties and challenges 

this experience involved.  

Consequently, the participants tried and tested the practical aspects of what they have learnt 

about themselves during their readjustment, considering their possible implications in their 

home-country setting. As a result, three sub-themes fall under this category, as follows: 

 

 

 

- Knowing their values and priorities.    
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Some participants indicated that the experience helped them to know themselves better and 

recognise their values and priorities in life. Accordingly, this helped improve their decision-

making skills to align these decisions with their values and to support their intuitions.  

For example, F2MUSA discovered that she is more an outgoing person and this is important 

to her well-being. After returning, she continued working outside. 

I am an outgoing person, so I try not to be at home a lot. Usually, being with family is 

very important to stop whatever is giving me depression, but I found going out with 

my friends or having anything outside, such as going to a coffee shop or even to my 

office, is helpful for me (F2MUSA). 

 

M8DUSA discovered that he values segregation between men and women even after 

spending nine years in the USA, as dealing with women made him feel uncomfortable. Thus, 

he feels thankful for returning home.  

Back in the USA, I think I was more comfortable talking with only men, but I must be 

careful when I have women in the class. Here in Saudi Arabia, I am working with men 

only. Furthermore, I teach women but not face to face but through electronic network 

or blackboard (M8DUSA). 

 

Besides, M4MCA indicated that he missed connecting, socialising and enjoying his time with 

his family and friends due to his absent and study abroad. After returning, he decided to 

cherish this as one of his priorities.  

So, when I was abroad, I did not have much time for my family, entertainment, my 

friends, and I lost some friends during study abroad. After I came back, I am trying to 

bring that back again and to appreciate these values (M4MCA). 

- Observing, reflecting and learning.  
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Due to facing some rejection and resistance at work, those with a Masters’ degree came to the 

point where they start to evaluate the situation in a more positive way. Thus, instead of 

continue feeling depressed they used the situation as fuel to plan their future. For example, 

M2MUSA realised the importance of getting a PhD degree to implement his new ideas and 

have an influence upon his workplace. 

 That will make me think, prepare or prioritise new goals in my life to get the PhD 

degree or to do higher education that might affect the whole environment in my 

college (M2MUSA). 

 

When F2MUSA reflected on her current situation, she pointed out that living alone makes her 

feel depressed, which was the biggest challenge she faced abroad. As she is now planning to 

get her PhD abroad, she is making sure to be busy at work and with her family and friends, 

which helps her feel happier and less anxious about the future. 

I do not give myself any space to get depressed because I feel that I am in a transition 

between being abroad in the past and being abroad in the future, so I need to benefit 

from these current moments. I just want to be happy in any way, so every time I have 

stress about the future, I just try to do something I love and just continue working 

(F2MUSA). 

 

With regard to not finding support or people with whom to synchronise with at work, some 

participants highlight the importance of changing their mentality from the need to have 

external support to focusing on internal motivation and their awareness of the outcomes of 

their actions. For example, F1DUSA explained:  

It is always better to find who supports you, but sometimes you just cannot. You 

cannot always have the same setting in your life as things flow smoothly, and people 

support you. Not always. Life is about ups and downs (F1DUSA). 
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She added: 

I think if someone feels that there is a difference in their life, a positive difference, 

because they changed a feature or a way of thinking or something they are doing, 

then they are going to want to sustain that (F1DUSA). 

 

6.3.5.2. Self-discerning reflection - outcomes. 

 
The participants revealed the self-reflection processes affecting their daily-life decisions after 

their study-abroad experience. They revealed and captured some of the important decisions 

they made at their work which have been affected by their experience abroad. According to 

the participants, having the freedom abroad to choose the best they can has prepared them for 

making the best decision after returning to work or with family. Some examples of self-

discerning reflections after returning home are presented below: 

 

- Knowing themselves and staying loyal to their values.   

Some of the participants indicated that they learnt to make their decisions without risking any 

of their priorities or values. 

I have a small family; we are not too big because our relatives are living in different 

cities. I do not go out. I do not travel to attend relatives' weddings. I do not do this 

because my job and my family are the highest priority (F3MAUS). 

 

M1DUSA indicated that he chose to be authentic and honest at work regardless of any ethical 

issues occurring during the process of publishing his research. As he explained: 
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 All my publications have been published with colleagues I met in the USA or a 

conference abroad. None of the research teams, if we can even call them that, that I 

have been working with here in Saudi are published anything so far (M1DUSA). 

 

Some participants pointed out that while their journey abroad gave them the freedom to speak 

and express themselves, returning home let them think more carefully about their words and 

choose them more wisely. They figured out that living and interacting with others in Saudi 

Arabia requires different ways of thinking and attitudes. They hence chose to limit and be 

cautious about what they have to say based on their situation. 

I start to be less confrontational as an approach. I became less vocal about my 

thoughts and beliefs. Thinking that pretty much I do not need to express them every 

now and then, especially when I am not asked to and when it is leading to nowhere or 

maybe to some issues or arguments that I can really avoid (M1DUSA). 

 

I choose not to take everything serious unless something affects my career, life, or 

family directly. I do not spend my time discussing people thoughts, people change, 

people conflict, wars, or politics. I do not get much curious; because this is what I 

believe. I see using my time in happy ways rather than just living in sadness and 

conflicts (M4MUSA). 

 

- Updating and adjusting their goals and values.  

Some participants indicated that their recent experience abroad enabled them to learn more 

about themselves which led them to adjust their goals and values and align them with whom 

they want to be. In terms of adjusting and deciding their goals, M3MCA pointed out that his 

goals and plans have changed. In his case, getting promoted at work and becoming a 

consultant in his subject has become his career goal.     
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 I think I want to be just in a high position and helping to consult (M3MCA). 

 

M4MUSA added that finding a balance in what you are doing should be your primary 

concern in succeeding and feeling happy. 

Be fair with what you have. Sometimes you just think you are a superhero, throwing 

yourself into this and that, whereas you did not have that factor to support your 

thinking. Be fair with what you have and work wisely (M4MUSA). 

 

While F2MUSA decided to follow her goals and plans and not allow the opinions of others to 

change whatever she believes or plans to do. As she explained:   

I understand myself more, and I know what I can do and when I can do it. I want to 

do everything with confidence. For example, now I do not have a career plan for my 

PhD. They are telling me, "Do not be late, just do draft your PhD". For me, I believe I 

am not ready. My decision now is to just go for a PhD with a clear path. (F2MUSA). 

 

After returning, F1MUSA discovered that it is important to reflect and monitor some of her 

behaviour that prevented her from managing her time and achieving her goals. 

When I came back, I believe I used to over-socialise. Then I thought I have to focus, 

especially on my life and my plan. I need to have some limits in my relationships 

(F1MUSA).
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6.4.  Discussion.  

 

This study aimed to explore the impact of readjustment experience on the sustainability of 

study abroad outcomes for the Saudi academic returnees (SARs). The follow-up interviews 

were subsequently conducted to understand this relationship, building on previous interviews 

conducted in chapter 5. Moreover, this study extends the theory of acculturation (Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001) and tests and validate the proposed conceptual framework of 

the long-term impact of acculturation, phase two, in chapter 4.  

The interviews revealed five overarching themes shaping the SAR’s readjustment experience: 

home-country transition, experience on the individual level, and affective, behavioural and 

cognitive processes. The following discussion intends to analyse some of the in-depth 

answers tailored to the study questions while deliberately reflecting on previous studies and 

theories in the field found in the literature review and theoretical background presented in 

chapters 2 and 4.   

 

The slow process of readjustment: 

The study confirmed that home-country transition has an affective influence on the SARs as 

it revealed the unexpectedly long period of readjustment that the SARs experienced upon 

their return. The finding above confirmed that readjustment is more complex than adjustment 

(Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; 

Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 1984; Storti, 2011), and as Osland (2000) states, it is 

an inward journey in question which has an impact on the self and others. After returning, the 

participants’ feelings and emotions were based on their readjustment difficulties due to the 

nature of their experience abroad, and the struggle to fit in while keeping some of the habits 

and routines they used to abroad. Consequently, the home-country environment and culture 
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might not be prepared to welcome and accept the new identity that the person exposed and 

they might resist it.   

The findings showed three readjustment-related mechanisms possibly associated with the 

intensity and length of the SARs’ readjustment experience: the length of study abroad, the 

host country and the level of education. For example, for those who lived for a long time 

abroad and were immersed in the host culture, their home-country transition was more 

difficult than for others. In contrast, the masters' degrees graduates spent less time abroad and 

revealed better readjustment because, upon returning home after only one year, they were 

better able to restructure their thoughts and behaviour to cope back to their home country. 

Again, those who accomplished their PhDs in the USA and the UK referred to more 

difficulties in readjusting and ran into some conflict in choosing the right style of work and 

presenting their new self to society upon their return.  

These findings are consistent with those of Westwood et al. (1986) indicating a link between 

readjustment experience and the time spent abroad, as it plays a vital role in immersion. The 

results of immersion abroad involve developing routines and encountering limitless 

experiences and situations that might alter an individual's way of thinking and their 

behaviour, and so lead to a change in their self-concept or definition.  

However, upon returning the participants struggled to fit back and found conflicts in 

restructuring themselves to align with the new people they had become. The restructuring 

process itself did not entail that what they have learnt abroad will be neglected, but they will 

become more resilient with a new mindset. Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier, the existence 

of the three mechanisms suggested that we should expect some SARs to return to their 

previous selves. Others will experience resentment to their old situation and become global 

wanderers, then others again would become causes of change in their communities, 

organisations and countries.  

Facing readjustment challenges and difficulties: 
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The study revealed two types of readjustment challenges and difficulties faced by the SARs, 

including challenges to their social life and challenges in work. Regarding challenges to their 

social life, the SARs explained that living abroad affects their relationship with their family 

and friends. On the one hand, due to the physical distance between the host country and home 

country entails infrequent visits, while their relationship with their family became quite 

limited in comparison to their immediate one. This finding reflected the USA graduates in 

particular. 

Upon returning home, the SARs generally became overwhelmed by their family 

responsibilities and obligations. Family relationships in Saudi Arabia go beyond the 

immediate ones and they feel somehow forced to connect with their relatives, including 

accepting their calls, invitations, and gathering or attending their weddings. On the other 

hand, their relationship with their friends has changed, which could be due to the changes in 

their socialisation preference, unmet expectations of themselves and others, and the 

consequences of their unawareness of the number of changes they acquired within 

themselves. This finding is in line with Martin’s research (1984), who states that 

expectations, change and awareness of change are the key differences between adjustment 

and readjustment. A number of participants thus revealed that they feel distant when they 

meet with their old friends, and they prefer to socialise with their colleagues at work because 

some of them have gone through similar experience or have a similar interest. 

Regarding challenges at work, the participants explained that they face many difficulties and 

challenges with their superiors and students. The challenge most mentioned here was facing 

an unstable and resistant work environment which made them feel neglected. According to 

the participants, regardless of their gender, host country and educational level as time passes 

not finding support might limit their ambitions and reduce the impact of the culture and the 

environment that they have observed to their benefit abroad. These findings align with 

previous research suggesting that readjustment difficulties at work might lead to 
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dissatisfaction (e.g., Tung and Andersen, 1997; Barham and Antal,1995). Further research is 

thus needed to confirm and test this relationship.  

 
 
The education system and cultural differences: 

The second type of readjustment difficulties involves facing cultural differences. According 

to the findings, this is considered a common issue and a leading cause for reverse culture 

shock, especially for those who have the experience of living abroad and experiencing 

acculturation to a new set of rules while interacting with people who act and speak differently 

than the way he or she used to in Saudi Arabia (Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and 

Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 

1984; Storti, 2011). The most common cultural differences mentioned by the SARs are 

related to the differences in the education system between Saudi Arabia and the host 

countries, particularly the students’ learning process.  

The findings revealed that the student’s learning process in Saudi Arabia had been affected 

by the large power distance determining how they perceive information and deal with their 

teachers. The learning process adopted in the country is the teacher-centred approach 

proposed by Hofstede (2001) that suggests teacher performance and skills play a significant 

part in the quality of the students' learning. Furthermore, the finding is consistent with 

Hofstede’s reserach (2001), indicating that the large power distance in Saudi Arabia entails 

the students’ excessive dependence on their teachers. Alsuwaida (2016) clarifies that the 

teacher-centred approach in Saudi Arabia involves the teachers commonly utilising 

traditional teaching methods that include memorisation and tests, while the teachers must be 

treated with respect and almost certainly not be criticised or contradicted.  

In contrast, the education system in western countries has been affected by the small power 

distance that leads to adopting the student-centred approach. This approach entails that each 

person is encouraged to be independent, self-directing, unique and assertive; respecting 



200 
 

privacy and freedom of choice (Kim et al., 1994, P. 7). Moreover, the findings revealed that 

large power distance not only affects the learning processes but influences the students’ 

behaviour in schools. For example, the teachers appraised well-behaved students who are 

silent, shy and obey their teachers, who are not supposed to have more information than what 

their teachers deliver to them.  

As a result, the relationship between teachers and students has been affected, as well as 

students’ curiosity and thirst for knowledge. Therefore, facing these differences in the 

education system put pressure on the SARs to determine the best approach to develop and 

improve their students’ learning process while comprehending the limitations. For example, 

the USA graduates revealed some frustration and confusion in dealing with their students, 

mainly after being abroad for several years, cultivating new ideas and strategies to help 

improve the education in the country. The above findings need further investigation, while 

future research may consider examining the impact of cultural differences on the perceived 

outcomes of studying abroad.  

 

Practical aspects of intercultural competence:  

Although most participants indicated a lack of interaction with people from different cultures 

in Saudi Arabia compared to living abroad, gaining intercultural competence abroad helped 

them become open-minded and have better communication skills. As a result, learning from 

each other at work becomes possible as they become more open to new ideas and criticisms 

because there is always a space for change and improvement. The findings are in line with 

Ramirez (2016), stating that an interculturally competent person must have an ability to 

understand different methods and styles of communication, an ability to deal with people 

from different cultural settings and a passion for using their knowledge and abilities.  

However, in terms of acquiring this skill the participants differ based on their gender, 

education level, length of study abroad and stay in the host-country. According to the 
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findings, Saudi male participants engaged socially with strangers more than female 

participants who tended to keep their socialisation at school campuses and spend their time 

with family and completing study tasks.  

Furthermore, the study found that those who spent longer time abroad, particularly those who 

completed their PhDs, had more opportunities to develop intercultural competence by 

working with other PhD students and researchers and attending conferences, events and 

workshops. Finally, the USA graduates had more chances to socialise with Americans and 

other nationalities than those who graduated from other countries, allowing for the 

development of better intercultural competence.  

 

Self-leadership and coping strategy: 

Although returning home involves a number of difficulties that could affect the SARs, the 

findings showed that their experiences abroad made them realise how to deal with these 

difficulties using their self-leadership, so they could adjust their behaviour to achieve their 

goals. This process of adjusting their behaviour is the most recognised highlight of the 

findings, and it involves acknowledging their feelings and adopting some coping strategies.  

Consequently, the SARs became more flexible in dealing with life changes, which they were 

used to experiencing constantly during their study abroad. For example, the participants 

indicated a shift in their negative feelings at the beginning of their return to being slightly 

uplifted towards the end of the adjustment period. This process represents the development of 

intercultural growth (Pitts, 2009) because living abroad for several years and then returning 

home may cause a change in an individual's cultural identity (Kartoshkina, 2015). As a result, 

the participants needed to acquire different coping strategies to deal with this change.  

Some of the coping strategies mentioned by the SARs are becoming proactive instead of 

reactive when facing work problems and choosing themselves to be the basis of any equation 

in any situation. For example, some USA graduates indicated that they choose to act based on 
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what is best for them to have a peaceful environment, especially when dealing with the 

judgmental behaviour of others. According to some male PhDs participants who graduated 

from the USA, this is our society and it is hard to come back after years of absence and try to 

change them suddenly as this will result in conflicts and more judgements that lead to 

stressful relationships and resentment.  

Furthermore, instead of trying to change others, they chose to give up on talking or 

discussing unimportant issues, focusing on using their time actively to develop themselves 

and their students. For example, they focused on publishing papers and using creative ideas 

such as planning some activities to enhance the work environment and the education 

system. The findings here are consistent with previous studies suggest self-leadership 

outcomes include self-efficacy (e.g., Manz, 1986; Neck and Manz, 1996; 2013), 

psychological empowerment (e.g., Houghton and Yoho, 2005), and commitment and 

independence (e.g., Houghton and Yoho, 2005; Manz and Sims, 2001). This study is the first 

to examine self-leadership in the study abroad context, while further research is needed to 

validate this relationship.  

 
Creativity behaviour and developing a flexible mindset: 
 
The findings showed that upon returning home, the SARs noticed significant differences and 

changes in their skills at work at the academic and organisational level compared to what 

they had been before studying abroad. Consequently, they felt the urge to practice what they 

had learned abroad at work. The findings revealed a range of creativity behaviour that 

differentiated the SARs from others. Despite their gender, education level and host country, 

their creativity behaviour can be seen in their unique teaching techniques, relationships with 

their students, and working style and strategy.  

The findings confirmed what Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) described as an identity 

transformation experienced by most returnees studying and living abroad, one that helped 

them acquire new competencies, skills and different views of the world. This transformation 
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enabled them to view and live their life with a new understanding of self at 'home', thus, 

performing in ways that continue to differentiate themselves from those around them over 

time. 

However, the findings indicated that returning home could affect the sustainability of the 

participants' creativity behaviour due to some behavioural issues such as judgmental 

behaviour and appreciating similarities from others. According to the participants, during 

their study abroad experience, they learnt to be different therefore became different and 

unique in terms of their feelings, behaviour and ways of thinking. Hence, they expected that 

these changes would be celebrated by their society and not suppressed. For example, the 

female Saudi participants highlighted some of the restrictive behaviour of people around 

them, including interfering in their personal choices over the values, priorities and ambition 

to help others and benefit society. This problem is quite prominent in Saudi culture despite 

previous studies claiming individuality in Saudi culture, as the reality is that the behaviour of 

an individual - his or her thoughts and ideas - should match those of the majority, and this is 

applied at work and with friends and families (Condon and Yousef, 1975; Zaharna, 2009, p. 

184).  

Despite the above challenges, the findings showed that the SARs react uniquely to others due 

to their flexible mindset and self-confidence in finding effective coping strategies to target 

their feelings and behaviour to achieve their goals. According to them, not every rejection is a 

rejection but an opportunity to learn to be a creative and much better influencer to stick to 

their goals. Furthermore, the way they were talking about their experience abroad and the 

number of struggles and helpless situations they went through in a stranger country made 

their struggle in their own country less painful because they believe that they are in a position 

where they can achieve what they want, which only requires them to be patient and keep 

making their steps towards their higher goals. 

 
Outcomes of cognitive processes: 
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The findings indicated that home-country transition affects the SARs cognitive processes due 

to the difficulties and challenges of readjustment, such as facing cultural differences. 

Consequently, they continually examine their weaknesses and strengths, priorities and values, 

which affect their decision-making and loyalty to their values. The participants 

acknowledged that the effect of living abroad on their cognitive processes and found it 

significant for their development.  

After returning, they found how self-concept clarity and self-discerning reflection are helpful 

for their readjustment and achieving their goals. According to the participants, they became 

stronger as they discovered who they are and what they want to be regardless of the thoughts 

and judgments of others. However, the findings highlighted that living abroad is not the only 

reason for developing these outcomes but it was also the depth of their experience that made 

the difference in them.  

In addition, their self-discerning reflection helped them to know themselves better, entailing 

that they were less likely to sacrifice themselves to seek happiness or acceptance and not be 

influenced by the opinions of others. According to Zou et al. (2009), living abroad and away 

from their home-country gave them opportunities to question and make sure that what they 

believe is driven by their thoughts and behaviour and is consistent with their own core beliefs 

about the culture they grow up in. As a result of their new cognitive processes developing 

abroad, upon returning they found themselves to some extent becoming patient, self-

confident and constantly working on their self-development, leading them to make better 

decisions at work and with their family. Here the findings notably showed that female 

participants benefitted the most from being abroad and learning to become independent. 

According to them, the experience of independence abroad gave them a clearer vision of 

what to expect from different life circumstances and how to deal with them.   

 
 
Conclusion: 
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Our study findings support the theory of acculturation of Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 

(2001), offering unique insights into the SARs’ home-country transition and the impact of the 

sustainability on study abroad outcomes concerning changes in the SARs’ affective, 

behavioural and cognitive processes. Overall, the study supports previous studies indicating 

that home-country transition is more challenging than the host-country transition (Adler, 

1981; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; Gullahorn and 

Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 1984; Storti, 2011). Our findings are in line with Gu and 

Schweisfurth (2015) who conclude that most returnees recognise living abroad as an identity 

transformation. Therefore, the complexity of the home-country transition stems from the 

overlapping processes that present new shifts in the SARs’ behaviour and identity while 

trying to fit into their previous setting.  

However, the findings indicated two types of readjustment difficulties at the socio-cultural 

level and at work, which create considerable obstacles to the returnees thriving and achieving 

their goals. However, according to the participants their life-changing experience abroad has 

influenced their sense of responsibility alongside the flexibility and resilience through the 

constant ups and downs involved in meeting their goals abroad. Consequently, their cognitive 

processes were activated, so enabling them to learn new coping strategies that used their self-

leadership and open-minded mentality. However, after returning, the findings showed that the 

SARs’ cognitive processes played a crucial role in turning the negative feelings about their 

readjustment difficulties into positive one as they became more proactive and determined to 

overcome the challenges need to work towards their goals.  

As a result, the participants were eventually able to continue their self-development after 

returning. They developed themselves at their work and improved their skills by joining 

practical courses, so focusing on enhancing and overcoming their weaknesses. However, due 

to lack of time and overwhelming work and family responsibilities, some of the benefits of 
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studying were weakened, such as those concerning health habits and spending time on 

activities or hobbies they enjoyed.  

In essence, however, the study highlighted that the SARs’ awareness of their outcomes of 

study-abroad experience is crucial to sustaining these outcomes. The findings support 

Martin’s (1984) proposition that expectations, change and awareness of change are the key 

differences between adjustment and readjustment. As the research participants recognised the 

change within themselves, they tried to utilise the outcomes acquired in their work and daily 

life, which will differentiate them from others who have not studied abroad.  

 
In addition, this study offers some practical recommendations for optimising the outcomes 

accrued from study abroad. The findings suggest that it is crucial to provide the returnees 

with an orientation welcoming programme to explain to the SARs the role and policy of their 

workplace. Furthermore, they need to be introduced to their co-workers and colleagues to 

encourage a supportive and welcoming environment. It is essential for those who returned 

home that their voices be heard and put into practice to afford them the opportunities to 

initiate and manage change in their workplace and implement what they have learnt abroad. 

Otherwise, all the expenses spent on these scholarships might go to waste which is against 

the main objectives of Saudi scholarships to bring creativity and innovative ideas and develop 

leadership skills. Finally, although the qualitative studies in chapters 5 and 6 provided an in-

depth explanation regarding the Saudi academic returnees’ experience abroad and after their 

return, different methodological approaches have been required to explore this topic, confirm 

the findings and provide more supportive evidence from a larger sample to answer the 

research questions. It is for this reason that the study used a quantitative methodological 

approach presented in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 7.   

Quantitative study of the long-term impact of study abroad on SARs’ change and self-

development.   

 

7.1. Introduction. 

 

The repatriation experience of students who have studied abroad has not received as much 

attention as other areas of research, despite many scholars arguing that the readjustment is 

challenging and needs more focus than the adjustment experience (Adler, 1975; Adler, 1981; 

Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Storti, 2011; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992). 

Being aware of the outcomes of studying abroad and identifying the mechanisms that allow 

or hinder them is vital to progressing our understanding. According to previous studies, two 
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vital transformational outcomes can be recognised in the intercultural learning experience: 

identity development and self-discovery (Kim, 2008; Brown, 2009). However, upon their 

return, it is unclear whether these expected outcomes involving new and potentially 

challenging ideas and experiences are implemented and, more significantly, welcomed, and 

warrants further research (Adler, 1975; Adler, 1981; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Storti, 

2011; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992).  

This study thus investigates the long-term impact of study abroad on Saudi academic 

students’ (SARs) change and self-development. This study is part of the longitudinal mixed-

methods research design used in this research, and it was simultaneously conducted with the 

qualitative studies presented in chapters 5 and 6 where we describe how semi-structured 

interviews were conducted over two time-periods to explore qualitatively the topic of the 

long-term impact of studying abroad on the change and self-development of SARs, 

considering the changes in their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes.  

Five studying abroad outcomes were then identified: intercultural competence, self-

leadership, creativity behaviour, self-discerning reflection and self-concept clarity. Moreover, 

the two studies contributed to our understanding and added new knowledge by deeply 

explaining the role of readjustment experience on these outcomes. Using a quantitative data 

collection approach, the current study aims to provide further evidence regarding the topic 

and to maximise the generalisability of the previous research findings.  

This study has an overall theoretical purpose of testing and developing theory, while the 

methodological purpose of maximising generalisability about the population and guarantee 

accuracy in controlling the measurement of variables associated with the behaviour of 

interests (Turner, Cardinal and Burton, 2017). The contribution this study makes to the 

generalisability of qualitative study findings is its use of a larger sample. Here, the study 

supports and extends the findings by testing associations, significant differences and 
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moderation effects. The study also adds to the accuracy of measuring the study abroad 

outcomes using reliable measures employed and tested in previous research.   

The study examined longitudinal data over two time-points to understand the nature of the 

international experience over time and evaluate its impact in order to better understand 

whether the knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours acquired while studying abroad have 

a lasting impact. Moreover, this study intends to test and validate the proposed conceptual 

framework of the long-term benefits of acculturation. The conceptual framework was 

developed based on the theory of acculturation by Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001), then 

taking into account the results and synthesis of the systematic literature review SLR 

presented earlier in chapter four. The SLR identified some limitations in the extant literature 

and implications that needed to be considered by future research in order to deepen 

understanding of the expected benefits of study abroad and the mechanisms to accrue these 

benefits. This chapter thus focuses on answering the following research questions:  

 

1) Do returning academics perceive themselves to be different from those who have not 

been abroad in terms of their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes? 

2) What are the perceived benefits of study abroad for returning academics, specifically 

in relation to changes in affective, behavioural and cognitive process? 

3) What are the factors that determine the benefits of study abroad for returning 

academic, specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognitive 

processes? In this sense, what are the facilitators and barriers to these processes?  

4) Are the returning academics able to sustain the benefits of study abroad? 

5) How does the readjustment of returnees to their home country affect their ability to 

sustain the benefits of study abroad?   

The rationale of the study: 
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As mentioned above, this study was conducted as a part of longitudinal mixed-methods 

research seeking to achieve the benefits of a close proximity to the situation researched, and 

so enrich, strengthen and illuminate the results of the two qualitative study' findings 

presented in chapter 5 and 6.  

The qualitative studies have highlighted how the academic returnees (SARs) perceived 

themselves to be different from those who have not been abroad in terms of their open-

minded and judgmental behaviour, as well as their self-leadership and creativity behaviour. 

The study revealed that the reason could be due to their upbringing and the culture in Saudi 

Arabia. However, the SARs appreciate the impact of their study abroad journey in allowing 

them to transform and reshape themselves to a better version. Accordingly, the first 

hypothesis to be examined in this study is: 

 

Hypothesis one (H1): There is a significant difference between study-abroad and at home 

academics in relation to their behavioural and cognition processes. 

 

To explore the impact of studying abroad on the change and self-development experienced by 

the SARs, the first qualitative study contributed to the existing knowledge by pointing out 

that the changes and skills acquired abroad depend on several factors. The first important 

factor is that facilitators and barriers at the individual level are not enough to drive people 

towards a change, which requires the intervention of personal intentions and choices 

throughout their experience.  

According to Torbiörn (1982), the adjustment processes are an indication of how the new 

culture requires a few changes and modifications to the sojourner’s behaviour, in terms of 

them embracing new perspectives about the world to achieve harmony between their 

behaviour and their sociocultural environment and to overcome any psychological imbalance 

due to the new environment. Research findings have shown that one way to do that is for the 
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person to take individual responsibility and observe, reflect and act accordingly to achieve 

these benefits. This study hence suggests a link between the participants' motivations to study 

abroad and the outcomes of study abroad. Internal motivation (such as to fulfilling their 

dreams), rather than external motivation (such as work requirements), lead to better personal 

adjustment abroad and, in turn, higher potential to achieve the best of their study abroad 

experience.  

The second factor highlighted by the study was the importance of the host country in 

improving socialisation and intercultural competencies. Based on the findings, the USA 

graduates were better able to socialise and make more new friends than the UK and 

Australia's graduates, who found it difficult to interact with host nationals. The study thus 

suggests the participants differ in their development of intercultural competencies based on 

the host country and with whom they socialised. Third, the study also sheds light on the 

association between the length of study abroad and the outcomes of study abroad, indicating 

that those who stayed longer had more opportunities to immerse themselves in the culture 

abroad and take more time to think and reflect, which resulted in significant changes in their 

affective, behaviour and cognitive processes. Therefore, the second hypothesis to be 

examined in this study is:  

Hypothesis two (H2): There are associations between study-abroad experience and 

changes in behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

  

The second qualitative study revealed that the nature of home-country transition might be 

associated with the quality and length of their experience abroad, including details of whom 

they were with socialising abroad, the length of their stay and how efficient they were in 

accomplishing their goals. This study found that the number of changes perceived by a 

person during study-abroad experiences affects their social life and the type of people with 

whom they enjoy synergies after returning, resulting in shrinking social circles. Furthermore, 
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the study captured a relationship between their readjustment and the time spent abroad, 

indicating that easier readjustment for those who spent less time abroad and immersed less in 

western cultures. This does not mean that those who spent more time abroad will not readjust, 

but they will foster a new mindset that helps them maintain what they have gained while 

adapting back to life in their home country.  

The study has also highlighted the challenges faced by the participants when trying to sustain 

the benefits of study abroad. The most prominent challenges are the following: extended 

family responsibilities, not finding free time or time alone, unmet expectations, lack of 

support at work, facing judgmental behaviour from others, the education system and 

difficulties dealing with students.  

As a result, the study pointed out that some of the outcomes of studying abroad can be 

weakened due to the home-country transition because of the challenges they faced and the 

limited exposure to external triggers, such as interaction with new ideas and people from 

different cultures. However, the associated behaviour remained intact as they became integral 

of the new shift in their identity and behaviour, which confirms Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) 

findings that most returnees perceived studying and living abroad as an identity 

transformation. This transformation enabled them to view and live their life with a new 

understanding of self at 'home' and, therefore, performing in ways that continue to 

differentiate themselves from those around them over time. For example, the outcomes of the 

cognitive processes while studying abroad still served the SARs after their return, even 

though they lack time and freedom. The outcomes of the cognitive processes experienced 

abroad helped them acknowledge their weaknesses or difficulties and their priorities, 

enabling them to reflect on their values, open their minds to different perspectives and 

improve their decision-making process.  

Overall, the study asserted that the development of self-discerning reflection and self-

leadership abroad helped strengthen their resolve to face challenges. Even those who faced 
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difficulties at work still strive to apply what they have learnt abroad because they have more 

significant goals beyond their current conditions to serve the education sector and the nation. 

Based on the overall discussion of the second qualitative study, two hypothesises were then 

created:   

Hypothesis three (H3): There is a significant difference between those who positively 

readjust to their home country and those who had negative readjustment on sustaining 

the perceived changes in their behaviours and cognitive processes. 

Hypothesis four (H4): The SARs’ readjustment moderates the sustainability of 

behavioural and cognitive processes changes. 

7.2. Data collection procedure. 

This study used a sample of the SARs who acquired their postgraduate degrees in western 

countries and have returned to their workplace (see chapter 3 for the participants recruiting 

process). Regarding the data collection procedure, we gathered the data over two time 

periods: T1 - within the first six months of the SARs returned to their workplaces; and T2 - 

over six months later. Furthermore, the study used a control group that consists of Saudi 

academics who have not yet experienced living in Western countries.  

Three sets of surveys were therefore produced for this study, including two surveys targeting 

the SARs at two periods T1 and T2, and one survey to gather data from control group 

participants. However, completing the questionnaires at both times for the SARs was 

obligatory for their participation. In addition, for T2 recruitment, the participants were 

required to provide a valid email address at T1. Failing to complete the survey at T2 will 

result in deleting the participant’s data from the study. Moreover, the study has received 

ethical approval from the faculty of the research ethics committee at Kingston University.  

The survey’s dissemination process included the following steps: 

1. Sending out the T1 survey. (See Appendix G and J) 
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2. Checking the completed responses and whether or not the participants matched the 

characteristics of our sample 

3. Using the respondent’s email address provided at T1 to send out the T2 survey. (See 

Appendix H and J) 

4. Asking the control group to complete the survey for one time only. (See Appendix I 

and J) 

  

The survey instrument consisted of 80 questions at T1, including closed-ended questions 

designed to collect information on participants characteristics, such as demographics (gender, 

level of education and age) and situational characteristics (host-country, length of their study 

abroad), to which were added five Likert-scale questions to measure the changes in their 

behavioural and cognitive processes.  

In terms of measuring the affective impact, the survey at T1 included two Likert-scale 

questions. The first one asked them to rate their educational experience, and the second one 

their overall experience. The rating scale was between 1= very bad and 5= Excellent.  

However, the participants’ responses to these two questions were the same (5= Excellent or 

4=Good), which might indicate some bias in answering these two questions. The researcher 

thus decided to eliminate these two questions from the affective data analysis and relied only 

on the qualitative findings because the latter method provided deeper insights into the 

feelings and emotions of the participants. This study is thus limited in measuring affective 

changes (see affective sections in chapters 5 and 6).  

Conversely, the survey at T2 consisted of 69 questions. We subsequently excluded the 

participants’ characteristics questions and added two further questions about their 

readjustment experience. Conversely, the control group survey only focused on gathering 

data regarding the five Likert-scale questions to measure their behavioural and cognitive 
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processes. However, the demographic questions were mainly asked to ensure the participants 

variations and they are fit for this study. 

We followed some steps to address any potential limitations, including checking all the 

questionnaires to minimise errors or reduce missing information. The language chosen for the 

surveys for the main participants (i.e., SARs) at T1 and T2 was in the English language 

because the participants had their Masters’ degree and/or PhDs from English-speaking 

countries where English language proficiency is a compulsory requirement to access any 

university.  

Conversely, the control group’s survey language has two options - Arabic and English - 

because the participants have not studied abroad and the English language is not a second 

language in Saudi Arabia, which might deter them from completing the survey. 

Subsequently, the measurement scales used in the survey were initially in English, while 

translating the survey to Arabic was necessary for the control group participants. The 

researcher thus used the back-translation technique, adopting the procedure discussed in the 

study (Tyupa, 2011) to ensure the survey linguistic validity. In addition, to comply with 

ethics procedures and privacy policies, the data gathered was securely stored, including 

respondents’ emails and personal information. It was only used by the researcher to help with 

data collection and analysis and was not intended to be shared in the actual thesis. The survey 

cover assured the participants’ confidentiality. 

 

7.2.1. Measurements. 

This study set out to measure the changes in behavioural and cognitive processes and test the 

study hypotheses. Five measurements scales have thus been adopted from previous studies 

which help to ensure the robustness and reliability of the scales. The scales presented are as 

follows:  
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Measuring behavioural change 

Intercultural competence (IC): 

The Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS) was developed by Ang et al. (2007) as an instrument 

to measure an individual's capacity to function and manage effectively in culturally diverse 

settings. The CQS measured the collective multidimensional construct of cultural intelligence 

over 20 items clustered into four factors: Strategy (four items), Cognitive (six items), 

Motivational (five items) and Behavioural (five items).  

The CQS uses a 7-point Likert scale for each of the 20 statements, ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Ang et al.'s (2007) research then provides empirical evidence 

that the CQS accurately measures the cultural intelligence construct because it shows 

reliability and validity among students and business executives. Sample items included "I am 

conscious of the cultural knowledge I use when interacting with people with different cultural 

backgrounds", and "I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I apply to cross-cultural 

interactions." 

 

Self-leadership (SL): 

 This study used the Abbreviated Self-Leadership Questionnaire (ASLQ) developed by 

Houghton, Dawley and DiLiello (2012). The questionnaire is a shorter version of the widely 

used Revised Self-leadership Questionnaire RSLQ that consists of 35 items. The ASLQ 

consists of 9 items in three distinct sub-scales within the three primary self-leadership 

dimensions: Behaviour awareness; Task motivation; and Constructive cognitive. These 

factors sum up the core of the classic self-leadership strategy dimensions (e.g., Neck and 

Houghton, 2006) while reflecting some of the additional self-leadership strategies suggested 

in more recent research (e.g., Georgianna, 2007). However, due to the limited number of 

items available in this instrument it has been suggested that these abbreviated sub-scales must 

not be used in isolation to measure specific categories of self-leadership strategies 
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(Houghton, Dawley and DiLiello, 2012). The ALSQ uses a 5-point Likert scale for each of 

the nine statements ranging from 1 (not at all accurate) to 5 (mostly accurate). Sample items 

included "I establish specific goals for my own performance" and "I visualise myself 

successfully performing a task before I do it".  

 

 

Creativity behaviour (Creativity): 

 To measure creativity behaviour, two aspects of creativity behaviour were measured: 

Creativity roll-identity, and employees' self-view of creativity behaviour. Creativity role-

identity was measured using the measure developed by Farmer, Tierney and Kung-McIntyre 

(2003) adapted from Callero (1985) to measure how employees viewed creativity as a central 

aspect of their self-identity. The former consists of three items, including "I often think about 

being creative", "to be a creative employee is an important part of my identity" and "I do not 

have any clear concept of myself as creative employees". To measure employees' self-view of 

creativity behaviour, an eight-item scale (Kirton, 1976) was utilised (used in Dollinger and 

Danis (1998) and Amabile et al. (1995)). The scale consists of eight items requesting the 

participants to indicate how often they could be described as a person who, for example, 

“Would sooner create something than improve it”, and “Has lots of new ideas”. 

 

Measuring cognitive processes 

Self-concept clarity (SCC): 

 A scale developed by Campbell et al. (1996) was used to assess the participants’ self-concept 

clarity. The scale consists of 12-items ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). Sample items included ‘My beliefs about myself often conflict with one another’, and 

‘My beliefs about myself seem to change very frequently’. The scale has been recently used 
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by Adam et al. (2018). Their study coded that response with a higher score indicates a higher 

level of self-concept clarity.  

 

Self-discerning reflections (SDR): 

 A five-item scale developed by Adam et al. (2018) was used in this study. The response 

scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items included "I have 

determined whether my personality is defined by who I truly am or by the culture I grew up 

in" and "I have figured out if my relationships with others are driven by my own values or 

follow the values of those around me".  

 

Moderators 

Drawing on the existing literature and the qualitative study findings (see chapter 5 and 6), 

different factors related to the SARs adjustment abroad could affect their readjustment 

experience. Some studies claim that readjustment problems can be associated with the length 

of the study-abroad experience and the level of their adjustment abroad, which could result 

either in more or fewer problems associated with their readjustment to their home country 

(Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; 

Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 1984; Storti, 2011). Furthermore, the qualitative 

study findings confirmed that the longer the study abroad journey is, the more immersed in 

the foreign culture they become, according to the participants. We therefore considered that 

the length of study abroad (denoted as LSA) is related to the readjustment experience in this 

study.  

Besides, the qualitative study found that the participants' motivation to study abroad, 

particularly how they were internally feeling about their abroad experience, greatly impacted 

how they spend their time abroad and willingly acquired shifts in their affective, behavioural 

and cognitive processes. The survey thus included a multiple answer question about the 
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participants' motivations to study abroad that consists of six different motivations. The 

researcher then added a new binary variable to the dataset called motivation (1= internal; 

 2= external) and assigned each case to one of these categories based on their choices. 

Moreover, to capture their affective and feelings about their study abroad journey and their 

readjustment experience, we added two questions, including whether or not they feel their 

study abroad benefitted them and whether they feel it has been difficult or impossible to 

practice these benefits at work. Two separate dummy variables were subsequently created: 

perceived benefits abroad (PBA; 0=yes, 1=No) and readjustment difficulties (RD; 0=yes, 

1=No).  

We suggest that the readjustment experience - including the length of study abroad (LSA), 

motivation, perceived benefits abroad (PBA) and readjustment difficulties (RD) - moderates 

the sustainability of the behavioural and cognitive processes changes that the SARs 

perceived, i.e., intercultural competence (IC), self-leadership (SL), creativity behaviour 

(creativity), self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-discerning reflection (SDR). The moderation 

effect will be examined in hypothesis 4. 

 

Demographic data 

The survey at T1 involved some questions regarding the participants' demographic 

information, including gender (male vs female), age (24-29; 30-34; 35+) years old, education 

level (Master's degree vs PhD), and host-country (the USA; the UK; Canada; Australia) to 

ensure the variety between the participants.  

 

7.3. Data analysis. 

To test the study hypotheses and answer the research questions, the quantitative data was 

analysed for descriptive information (percentages of responses and measures of central 

tendency) and the relationships between variables. The study's data analysis and graphical 
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outputs were then carried out using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences version 26 

(IBM SPSS Statistics v26). Before conducting any analysis, the data was first scanned for 

missing data and uncompleted responses. Then, uncompleted responses were excluded from 

the dataset. After, we matched the dataset for T1 with T2 using the participants' emails, 

where the unmatched responses were excluded. In addition, we added the control group 

responses to the same dataset and finally, to differentiate between the main participants and 

the control group, we added an additional nominal variable called "studied abroad" (1=Yes; 

2= No).  

All the variables were carefully assessed to understand better their characteristics and 

relationship with the following data analysis stage. The process of assessing all the variables 

included checking what type of statistical tests to use. By itself, statistical software such as 

SPSS cannot decide which statistical test is to be used. The researcher subsequently had to 

check four elements before selecting a statistical test: a. Scales, b. Hypothesis, c. Types of 

variables, and d. Sets of measurements. Scales can be classified into three types: nominal, 

which uses number to label categories like "gender"; ordinal, where a number is used to label 

categories that have an order such as Likert scale items options (agree, neutral, disagree); and 

interval scales, where the differences between two numbers assigned has a real zero and real 

meaning such as "height".  

The variables used in this study varied in terms of their types between nominal, ordinal and 

interval. Although the measures we used in this study are Likert, which indicates that they are 

ordinal, we considered them to be of the interval or continuous type since they supported 

latent variables in the frame of this study. We summed up the scores for each case in each 

measurement scale. In this case of having categorical and continuous variables, the decision 

should then be taken to opt for parametric or non-parametric tests. 

 

7.3.1. Normality test. 
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To decide whether to choose parametric or non-parametric tests, we conducted a normality 

test using the Shapiro-Wilk test as our numerical means of assessing normality because this 

test is more appropriate for a small sample size <50 and handles a large sample size up to 

2000. The sample size in this study is 72, while the results of the Shapiro test for the majority 

of our summing scores scales show that all Significant values are less than 0.05. As a result, 

the data is not normally distributed. Based on the normality test, the decision was taken to 

select non-parametric tests and use some other tests unaffected by data being abnormally 

distributed, so accommodating small sample sizes as appropriate tests such as the generalised 

estimating equation (GEE). 

 

7.3.2. Testing the hypothesis.  

This study intends to answer four hypotheses, as follows:  

 

Hypothesis one (H1):  There is a significant difference between study-abroad and at home 

academics in relation to their behavioural and cognition processes. 

  

To test hypothesis one, we used a non-parametric 2-independent sample Mann-Whitney U 

test to determine whether or not there were significant differences between those who studied 

abroad and those who did not, concerning the measure outcomes variables. We conducted the 

test twice: the first time between the control group and T1 data; and the second time between 

the control group and T2 data for the variables of the same outcomes. 

  

Hypothesis two (H2): There are associations between study-abroad experience and 

changes in behavioural and cognitive processes at time one. 
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To test the second hypothesis, we examined the bivariate correlation of measures and the 

demographic information from T1 using different correlation tests. Spearman’s ρ correlation 

analysis was conducted to examine the correlation between the outcomes variables. An eta 

coefficient test was used to examine the correlation between the outcomes variables and the 

demographic variables (categories), and a Chi test was used to assess the correlation within 

the categories’ variables. In addition, the non-parametric k-independent sample Kruskal 

Wallis H test and 2-independent sample Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to determine 

the association between the measure outcomes at T1 and demographic variables. To ensure 

the robustness of the results, significant associations were evaluated by using a probability 

level of p<0.05. 

  

Hypothesis three (H3): There is a significant difference between those who positively 

readjust to their home country and those who had negative readjustment on sustaining the 

perceived changes in their behaviours and cognitive processes. 

 

The statistical analysis of the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks test was used to compare 

the difference between the measure outcomes at T1 and T2. Statistically, significant test 

results indicate that the difference between the two scores is not equal to zero, which means 

that the participants could not sustain the changes in their behaviour and cognitive processes 

between T1 and T2. In addition, a follow-up test using 2-independent sample Mann-Whitney 

U test was conducted to determine whether or not the readjustment experience had an impact 

in terms of sustaining the behavioural and cognitive processes of change. These results can be 

detected based on comparing the scores of those who believe that they had a positive 

readjustment experience and those who believe that they had a negative readjustment. We 

used the readjustment difficulties variable as a base for comparison (1= Yes, ‘negative 

readjustment’; 2= No, “positive readjustment”).  
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Hypothesis four (H4): The SARs’ readjustment moderates the sustainability of the 

changes in their behavioural and cognitive processes. 

To test hypothesis four, we first examined the correlation of measures at T2 with the T1 

measures and the readjustment moderators. For the hypotheses test, the generalised 

estimating equations (GEE; Liang and Zeger, 1986) were used for the analysis, extending the 

generalised linear model (GLM). GEE is a multivariate analysis that enables analysis of the 

correlated data which can occur from clustering in which measurements are taken from 

participants who have a shared characteristic (SAS Institute Inc, 2018). It also uses a working 

correlation matrix to explain the form of within-subject correlation of responses on dependent 

variables and produces robust results even when correlation structures are indicated 

inaccurately (e.g., Ballinger, 2004; Ghisletta and Spini, 2004). Therefore, to explore whether 

or not readjustment moderates the sustainability of the behavioural and cognitive processes 

changes, we estimated a GEE model for each measurement outcome (i.e., IC, SL, SCC, SDR 

Creativity) with each of the four moderators which resulted in twenty models i.e., the length 

of study abroad (LSR), motivation, perceived benefits abroad (PBA) and readjustment 

difficulties (RD). Continuous independent variables were mean-centred to facilitate 

interpretation of the intercepts following previous studies recommendation for mean-

cantering predictors before multiplying them (e.g., Hayes, 2013; Kenrick et al., 2016). Due to 

the existence of only a small number of time points, only T1 and T2, and the nature of the 

bivariate correlation, we specified an exchangeable structure for the dependence and the 

Gamma response (log link) function for the continuous outcome data (Hardin and Hilbe, 

2003). 

Finally, to better isolate the effects of the measure variables at T1 on corresponding measure 

variables at T2 in each of the GEE models, we controlled for age, gender and education level 

because they are most likely to be associated with the participants’ adjustment and 
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readjustment difficulties. In addition, the host country was controlled because we assume an 

impact of host country on participants’ changes in developing their skills abroad. 

7.4. Results. 

7.4.1. Participants and response rate. 

 

Table 7.1.  Response rate.  

 Responses Valid responses Valid % 

(Percentage) 

T1 169 101 59.76 

T2 101 83 82.18 

Matched T1 & T2  72 72.73% 

Control group 120 72 60% 

 

At T1, 169 Saudi academic returnees SARs volunteered to participate in this study, but only 

101 responses were qualified at a participants’ rate of 59.76% (101 out of 169). The excluded 

responses were due to unmet study criteria, such as being newly graduated and returning to 

work within six months. However, for this study's purpose, the same qualified participants 

(101) had to complete a second survey at T2, and here 83 volunteers responded, representing 

a participants' rate of 82.18%. Besides, after matching T1 data with T2, only 72 participants 

were found to be valid for this study because 27 participants did not complete the whole T2 

survey for various reasons, such as being overwhelmed with their work and returning 

overseas. Therefore, this study's overall participants' rate was 72.73% (72 out of 101).   

This sample size is reasonable compared to the qualitative study samples of 14 participants at 

T1 and 12 participants at T2, which would provide opportunities to validate or support the 

qualitative results. In addition, 120 Saudi academics who had not been abroad were invited to 

participate as a control group, and here 72 volunteers completed the survey. The overall 

response rate for the control group was thus 60%. Table 7.2 presents the descriptive statistics 

for this demographic sample. 
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Table 7.2. Descriptive statistics of the study sample.  

Variables SARs Control group 

N=72 N=72 

% (N) % (N) 

Gender  

Male 58.3% (42) 25.0% (18) 

Female 41.7% (30) 75.0% (54) 

Age 

25-29 26.4% (19) 29.2% (21) 

30-34 43.1 (31) 44.4% (32) 

35+ 30.5 (22) 26.4% (19) 

Educational level  

Bachelor’s degree 0 6.9% (5) 

Master’s degree 45.8% (33) 26.4% (19) 

PhD 54.2% (39) 43.1% (31 

Post PhD 0 23.6% (17) 

Host-country 

USA 58.3% (42)  

The UK 30.6% (22)  

Canada 5.6% (4)  

Australia 5.6 (4)  

Length of study abroad (LSE) (years) 

1-3 33.3% (24)  

4-7 26.4% (19)  

8+ 40.3% (29)  

Motivations 

Learn from different environment, culture and lifestyle 21.6% (48)  

Ambition to achieve more 19.8% (44)  

Fulfil your dreams 18.9% (42)  

Family encouragement 10.8% (24)  

Successful previous experience 4.1% (9)  

Job requirement 24.77% (55)  

Socialising 

Saudi and Arabs 18.1% (13)  

Mixed nationalities including Arabs 52.8% (38)  

Mixed nationalities avoiding Arabs 29.2% (21)  

Perceived benefits abroad (PBA)   

YES  69 (95.8)  



226 
 

NO 3 (4.2)  

Readjustment difficulties (RD)   

YES  44 (61.1)  

NO 28 (38.9)  

 

 

7.4.2. General descriptive statistics for SARs and control group. 

Out of the 72 SARs, 58.3% (42) were male and 41.7% (30) were female, while of the 72 of 

the control group, 25.0% (18) were male and 75.0% (54) were female. Furthermore, the 

majority of the sample was between 30-34 years old for both SARs and control groups, 

43.1% (31) and 44.4% (32), respectively. Regarding the educational level, 54.2% (39) of 

SARs have completed their PhDs abroad, while 33 (45.8%) have completed their Masters’ 

degree. Conversely, of the 72 of the control group, 31 (43.1%) have completed their PhD, 

26.4% (19) have completed their Masters’ degree, 23.6% (17) have completed their post 

PhD, and only 6.9% (5) have a bachelor’s degree.   

Table 7.2 shows the descriptive statistics gathered from the main participants (SARs) at T1 

regarding their study abroad experience. The majority of the participants studied in the USA 

58.3% (42), then the UK at 30.6% (22), while 5.6% (4) participants have been to Canada and 

5.6% (4) participants have been to Australia. The participants differ in terms of the length of 

their experience abroad, with the highest stay over 8 years 40.3 % (29), while 33.3% (24) 

stayed for 1-3 years and 26.4% (19) stayed for 4-7 years. The participants had different 

motivations to study abroad: the first one was job requirements, 24.77% (55); the second was 

to learn from a different environment, culture, and lifestyle 21.6% (48); the third was their 

ambition to achieve more, 19.8% (44); the fourth was to fulfil their dreams 18.9% (42); the 

fifth was family encouragement, 10.8% (24); and six was because of their successful 

experience abroad, 4.1% (9). Many of the participants had socialised with people of mixed 

nationality, including Arabs 52.8% (38). Meanwhile, most of the participants agreed that they 
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perceived benefits of study abroad 95.8% (69), while many of them struggled with 

readjustment difficulties at their work, 61.1% (44). 

 

7.4.3. Testing the hypotheses. 

  
Hypothesis one (H1):  There is a significant difference between study-abroad and at home 

academics in relation to their behavioural and cognition processes. 

 

Table 7.3. shows the means, SDs, and the correlations between the outcome variables at T1 

and T2 and the control group. The results of the Spearman rho test indicate no significant 

correlations were found between the two groups which indicates that they are different from 

each other regarding the variables applying to the measures.  

Furthermore, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to evaluate the difference between 

those who studied abroad at T1 and those who did not regarding the measured variables. The 

test revealed a significant difference regarding self-discerning reflection SDR in the 

preference of those who studied abroad (mean rank= 91.85) and those who did not  

(mean rank= 53.15), U=1198.50, z= -5.598, p=0.00, r= 0.47. Moreover, the test revealed a 

significant difference regarding creativity in the preference of those who studied abroad  

(mean rank= 94.78) and those who did not (mean rank = 50.22), U= 988.00, z= -6.418,  

p= 0.00, r= 0.53 (see table 7.4). However, there was no significant difference between the 

two groups concerning other outcomes (i.e., intercultural competence IC, self-leadership SL, 

and self-concept clarity SCC).  

We then conducted the same test to examine the difference between those who studied 

abroad at T2 and those who did not, concerning the outcomes’ variables. The test revealed a 

significant difference regarding IC in the preference of those who studied abroad  
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(mean rank= 80.76) and those who did not (mean rank= 64.24), U= 1997.50, z= -2.376, 

p=.02, r= 0.28. Besides, the test showed a significant difference regarding SDR in the 

preference of those who studied abroad (mean rank= 97.26) and those who did not  

(mean rank= 47.74), U= 809.500, z= -7.147, p= 0.00, r= 0.84. In addition, the test revealed a 

significant difference regarding creativity in the preference of those who studied abroad 

(mean rank= 96.34) and those who did not (mean rank= 48.66), U= 875.500, z= -6.866,  

p= 0.00, r= 0.81 (see table 7.4). However, there was no difference between the two groups 

regarding other outcomes (i.e., SL and SCC). In conclusion, the study confirmed that the 

study abroad academics returnees perceived changes in their IC, creativity and SDR 

compared to at-home academics.
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Table 7.3. Means, Standard Deviation and Correlation among measures and dependent variables at T1, T2 and the control group.  

 
Note: N= 72 for T1and T2. N= 72 for Control group. T1= time one, T2= time two 

 
 
 

Measure M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. IC_T1 102.071 18.80 1.00               

2. SL_T1 33.64 5.53 .35** 1.00              

3. SCC_T1 60.29 11.23 -.11 .16 1.00             

4. SDR_T1 24.61 4.43 .38** .43** .42** 1.00            

5. Creativity_T1 50.89 5.89 .43* .40** .08 .46** 1.00           

 

6. IC_T2 

 

106.03 

 

19.24 

 

.49** 

 

.34** 

 

.14 

 

.43** 

 

.29* 

 

1.00 

         

7. SL_T2 33.63 6.73 .18 .53** .22 .36** .28* .37** 1.00         

8. SCC_T2 59.07 13.51 .06 .06 .59** .35** .04 .14 .27* 1.00        

9. SDR_T2 25.03 3.27 .02 .16 .41** .53** .29* .24* .26* .17 1.00       

10. Creativity-T2 51.82 7.404 .23 .39** .24* .25* .19 .55** .49** .09 .15 1.00      

 

Control group 

                 

11. IC (control) 98.90 21.33 -.04 .05 -.17 .18 -.05 .00 -.18 -.21 .08 -.11 

 

 

1.00     

12. SL (control) 33.68 7.28 .14 -.17 -.19 .04 -.11 -.10 -.21 -.05 -.04 -.16 .29* 1.00    

13. SCC (control) 61.08 9.52 .01 -.12 -.02 -.11 -.00 .04 .12 .07 -.04 .23 -.03 .07 1.00   

14. SDR (control) 20.35 3.46 .09 .04 -.13 .15 -.13 -.03 -.02 -.11 .04 .04 .16 .22 .20 1.00  

15. Creativity (control) 43.61 6.27 .10 .04 -.15 .04 .01 -.05 -.17 -.18 -.01 -.14 .30* .47** .05 .29* 1.00 
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Table 7.4. Hypothesis one: significant differences between SARs and the control group. 

Exposure 

variables 

Intercultural competence Self-leadership Self-concept clarity Self-discerning reflection Creativity 

 

 

Mean 

Rank 

U p  Mean 

Rank 

U p  

 

Mean 

Rank 

U p  

 

Mean 

Rank 

U p  

 

Mean 

Rank 

U p 

T1 

 

 74.71  

 

2433.00 

 

 

.52 

 71.68  

 

2533.000 

 

 

.81 

 

 

72.09  

 

2562.500 

 

 

.91 

 

 

91.85  

 

1198.500 

 

 

.00 

 

 

94.78  

 

988.000 

 

 

.00 

 

Control group 

  

70.29 

    

73.32 

   

 

 

72.91 

   

 

 

53.15 

   

 

 

50.22 

  

                     

T2 

 

 80.76  

 

1997.50 

 

 

.01 

 71.41  

 

2513.500 

 

 

.75 

 

 

70.29  

 

2433.000 

 

 

.53 

 

 

97.26  

 

809.500 

 

 

.00 

 

 

96.34  

 

875.500 

 

 

.00 

 

Control group 

  

64.24 

    

73.59 

   

 

 

74.71 

   

 

 

47.74 

   

 

 

48.66 

  

Note: N= 72 for T1and T2. N= 72 for control group.  
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Hypothesis two (H2): There are associations between study-abroad experience and 

changes in behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

  
Table 7.5. shows the means, SDs and the correlations between the outcome variables and 

demographic variables. The Spearman rho test results indicate a significant medium-strength 

correlation between IC and SL (ρ (rho)= .40; p=<.01), between IC and SDR (ρ (rho)= .38; 

p=<.01), between IC and creativity (ρ (rho)= .43; p=<.05),  SL and SDR (ρ (rho)= .43; 

p=<.01), SL and creativity (ρ (rho)= .40; p=<.01), and SDR and creativity (ρ (rho)= .46; 

p=<.01). However, SCC has only a significant medium-strength correlation with SDR 

(ρ (rho)=.42; p=<.01). The eta coefficient results show a statistically significant medium 

correlation (η (eta)+/= 0.30) between the host country and IC, SDR, and creativity. 

Furthermore, there is a statistically significant medium correlation (η (eta) +/= 0.30) between 

motivation and SL and between the length of study abroad and SDR. Finally, there is a 

statistically significant medium correlation between socialising and IC (η (eta) +/= 0.30).  

However, SCC results show a week statistically significant correlation (η (eta) < 0.30) with 

the four mentioned demographic variables. Regarding age, gender, and education level, all 

have a weak statistically significant correlation (η (eta) < 0.30) with all of the outcomes’ 

variables. As a result, we rejected the null hypothesis that there is no significant association 

between the outcomes variables and the four demographic variables (host-country, 

motivation, length of study abroad, socialising).  

We concluded that there is an association between the outcomes’ variables and the four 

demographic variables. Based on the results, we only included the four demographic 

variables mentioned above that showed a moderate statistically significant correlation with 

outcomes variables to test hypothesis two. To test H2 then, four sub-hypotheses based on the 

four demographic variables were examined — see table 7.6. 
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H2a: There is a relationship between the SARs’ host-country and the changes in their 

behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

 

The Kruskal Wallis H test revealed significant differences in the participants' IC across the 

four different host countries, H (3) = 7.860, p= .05. In particular, the pairwise comparisons 

with adjusted p-values showed a significant difference between IC scores assigned to those 

who studied in the UK compared to the USA (p= .01, r= .31). Thus, the SARs who studied in 

the USA have greater IC than those in the UK. The test also revealed a significant difference 

in the participants' SDR across the four different host countries, H (3) = 11.876, p= 0.008. 

The Pairwise comparisons with adjusted p-values showed a significant difference between 

those who studied in the UK compared to the USA concerning SDR (p= .006, r= .35) or 

Canada (p= .01, r= .52). Thus, SARs who studied in the USA and Canada have greater SDR 

than those in the UK. However, the test confirmed no significant differences regarding SCC, 

SL and the creativity that the participants perceived across the four host countries.  

 

H2b: There is a relationship between the SARs’ length of study abroad (LSA) and the 

changes in their behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

 

The Kruskal Wallis test revealed a significant difference between the length of study abroad 

and the SDR the participants perceived across the three different categories (i.e., length of 

study abroad categories) H (3) = 7.71, p= .02. In particular, the pairwise comparisons with 

adjusted p-values showed a significant difference concerning SDR between those who stayed 

abroad for 1-3 years compared to 8+ years (p= .03, r= .37). The results showed that the SARs 

who stayed for a longer time (i.e., 8+ years) had greater SDR than those who stayed for a 

shorter time (i.e., 1-3 years). However, the test confirmed no significant differences regarding 
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other outcome variables that the participants perceived across the three lengths of their study 

abroad.  

 

H2c: there are association between SARs socialisation to study abroad and the changes in 

their behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

 

Using the same test to evaluate the differences across the three socialising types with the 

outcomes' variables, this revealed significant differences in the participants' IC across the 

three different socialising types, H (2) = 9.622, p= .01. Furthermore, pairwise comparisons 

with adjusted p-values showed that there were significant differences in IC perceived 

between those who were only socialising with Saudis and Arabs compared to those who 

befriended mixed nationalities while avoiding Arabs (p= .02, r= .41), or mixed nationalities 

excluding Arabs (p= .002, r= .43). The test therefore confirmed that those who socialised 

with mixed nationalities, including Arabs, and those who socialised with mixed nationalities, 

including Arabs, have a greater level of IC than those who only socialised with Saudis and 

Arabs. However, the test confirmed no significant differences concerning other outcome 

variables regarding the question of the participants socialising abroad. 

 

H2d: There is a relationship between the SARs’ motivation to study abroad and the 

changes in their behavioural and cognitive processes at time-one. 

 

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to evaluate the differences between those who were 

internally motivated to study abroad to fulfil their dreams and those who were externally 

motivated. The test revealed that perceived IC differs significantly between those who were 

internally motivated (mean rank=44.29) and those who were externally motivated  
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(mean rank =32.10), (U= 395.50, z= -2.375, p=0.02, r= 0.28). The test also showed that 

perceived SL differs significantly between those who were internally motivated  

(mean rank =46.29) those who were externally motivated (mean rank =30.97), U= 343.50,  

z= -2.994, p=0.00, r= 0.35. Similarly, SDR significantly differ between those who had 

internal motivation (mean rank = 32.77) and those who had external motivation  

(mean rank = 43.10), U= 426.50, z= -2.025, p=0.04, r= 0.24. Therefore, the results indicated 

that SARs who were internally motivated had greater IC and SL than those externally 

motivated to study abroad. However, those who were externally motivated had greater SDR 

than those who were internally motivated. Nevertheless, the test confirmed no significant 

differences concerning other outcome variables regarding the participants' motivations. 

Therefore, based on the results explained above we conclude that the four variables 

mentioned above can, to an extent, explain the differences in the outcomes variables which 

indicates that there is an association between the host-country, IC and SDR. In particular, 

there is an association between length of study abroad and SDR, and between socialisation 

and IC. Furthermore, there are significant associations between motivation, IC, SL and SDR.
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Table 7.5. Means, Standard Deviation and Correlation among measures and dependent variables at T1.  

Note: N= 72, IC intercultural competence, SL self-leadership, SCC self-concept clarity, SDR self-discerning reflection, RD readjustment difficulties (1= yes “negatively 

readjust”; 2= No “positively readjust”) N = 72 (Yes=44; No=28).  1. For IC, SL, SCC, SDR and Creativity, Spearman ρ rank-order correlation was used; *p < .05, **p < 

.01. 2. For the correlation between dependent variables and IC, SL, SCC, SDR and Creativity, eta coefficient test was used. 3. For the correlation between demographic 

variables, Chi square x2 was used. 

 

 

 

Table 7.6. Hypothesis two, significant association between demographic variables and outcomes variables. 

Measure M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. IC_T1 102.071 18.80 1.00           

2. SL_T1 33.64 5.53 .35** 1.00          

3. SCC_T1 60.29 11.23 -.11 .16 1.00         

4. SDR_T1 24.61 4.43 .38** .43** .42** 1.00        

5. Creativity_T1 50.89 5.89 .43* .40** .08 .46** 1.00       

 

Dependent variables 

 

             

6. Host-country 1.582 0.84 .35 .19 .09 .39 .32       

7. LSA 2.12 0.95 .25 .28 .24 .35 .10 10.517 (.10) 

 

     

8. Socialisation 2.11 0.68 .42 .19 .03 .14 .22 10.82 (.09) 4.36 (.36)     

9. Motivation 1.36 0.48 .28 .30 .19 .26 .15 .80 (.85) 1.62 (.44) 3.64 (.16)    

 

Demographic 

 

             

10. Gender 1.42 0.50 .02 .20 .27 .17 .03 4.99 (.17) .30 (.86) .31 (.86) 2.48 (.12)   

11. Age 2.11 0.88 .11 .18 .29 .18 .04 7.81 (.25) 30.23 (.00) 1.99 (.74)  .27 (.87) 1.12 (.57)  

12. Education level 1.54 0.50 .07 .11 .22 .19 .05 1.55 (.67) 52.92 (.00) .35 (.84) .00 (.97) .01 (.91) 37.75 (.00) 
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Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time one, SL_T1 self-leadership at time one, SCC_T1 self-concept clarity at time one, SDR_T1 self-discerning reflection at time one, LSA length of 

study abroad.  

Exposure 
variables 

IC _T1 SL _T1 
 

SCC_T1 SDR_T1 Creativity_T1 

     

N Rank mean X2 p N Rank mean X2 p N Rank mean X2 p N Rank mean X2 p N Rank mean X2 p 

Host-country    
7.86 
 

0.05    
2.131 
 

 
0.55 
 

   
0.52 
 

0.91    
11.88 
 

0.01    
6.34 
 

0.09 

USA 42 41.26   42 38.05   42 36.58   42 40.05   42 39.76   

The UK 22 27.52   22 31.45   22 34.75   22 24.89   22 27.41   

Canada 4 45.63   4 42.75   4 41.88   4 55.00   4 45.25   

Australia 4 26.75   4 41.75   4 39.88   4 44.63   4 43.50   

 
LSA 

   
 
2.37 
 

 
0.31 

   
 
4.21 
 

 
0.12 

   
 
3.17 
 

 
0.21 

   
 
7.71 
 

 
0.02 

   
 
0.08 
 

 
0.96 

1- 3 years 24 33.35   24 37.73   24 32.52   24 29.92   24 35.85   

4 - 7 years 19 33.42   19 28.37   19 33.39   19 32.29   19 37.58   

8 + years 29 41.12   25 40.81   25 41.83   25 44.71   25 36.33   

 
Socialising 

   
9.62 
 

 
0.01 
 

   
2.38 
 

0.30    
1.09 
 

.058   1.01 0.60    
4.10 
 

0.13 

Saudi and Arabs 13 20.42   13 28.42   13 38.23   13 31.38   13 26.42   

Mixed nationalities 
including Arabs 

38 41.05   38 38.25   38 34.12   38 38.08   38 40.01   

Mixed nationalities 
avoiding Arabs 

21 38.21   21 38.33   21 39.74   21 36.81   21 36.38   

Motivations  

(Mann-Whitney U) 
  395.50 .02   343.50 .00   453.50 .09   426.50 .04    

 
520.50 
 
 

.36 

Internally motivated 46 32.10   46 30.97   46 33.36   46 32.77   46 34.82   

Externally 
motivated 

26 44.29   26 46.29   26 42.06   26 43.10   26 39.48   
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Hypothesis three (H3): There is a significant difference between those who positively 

readjust to their home-country and those who had negative readjustment on sustaining the 

perceived changes in their behavioural and cognitive processes. 

 

Based on nonparametric statistics analysis of Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks test, 

comparison of T1 and T2 scores for the outcomes’ variables (i.e., intercultural competence 

IC, self-leadership SL, creativity, SCC self-concept clarity and self-discerning reflection 

SDR) revealed that IC score at T2 was significantly higher than the T1 score (z= -3.010; 

p= .003). In addition, the test discovered that SL, SDR and creativity scores at T1 were 

higher than T2 scores (SL: z=-.340; p=734, SDR: z=-.754, p=.451, creativity: z= -1.730;  

p= .084). Conversely, the test showed that the SCC score at T2 was higher than the T1 score 

(z= -.231; p= .817). The statistics of the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks test are 

displayed in Table 7.7.   

To examine whether or not there are differences between those who believed that they had a 

positive readjustment experience and those who believed that they had a negative 

readjustment in relation to the changes in the outcomes scores between T1 and T2, the Mann-

Whitney U test was used. The test revealed a statistically significant difference concerning 

SDR at T2 between those who positively readjusted (mean rank= 41.07) and those who 

negatively readjusted (mean rank=29.32), U= 415.00, z= -2.025, p=0.02, r= 0.24.  

However, the test discovered no statistically significant differences between those who 

believed that they had a positive readjustment experience and those who believed they had a 

negative readjustment in relations to IC, SL, creativity and SCC in both times. The statistics 

of the Mann-Whitney U test are displayed in Table 7.8.  
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Table 7.7. Hypothesis three, significant differences between T1 and T2 regarding study abroad outcomes  

using the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks test 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note : IC interculturel competence, SL self-leadership, SCC self-concept clarity, SDR self-discerning reflection, IC_T2 < IC_T1, b. IC_T2 > IC_T1, c. IC_T2 = IC_T1, d. SL_T2 < SL_T1, e. 

SL_T2 > SL_T1, f. SL_T2 = SL_T1, g. SCC_T2 < SCC_T1, h. SCC_T2 > SCC_T1, i. SCC_T2 = SCC_T1, j. SDR_T2 < SDR_T1, k. SDR_T2 > SDR_T1, l. SDR_T2 = SDR_T1, m. Creativity_T2 

< Creativity_T1, n. Creativity_T2 > Creativity_T1, o. Creativity_T2 = Creativity_T1. ‘. Based on positive ranks. “. Based on negative ranks. N=72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7.8. Hypothesis four, significant differences between time-one and time-two in regard to the study abroad outcomes using the Mann-Whitney U test. 

Ranks N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks z Sig. (2-tailed) 

IC_T2 - IC_T1 Negative Ranks 22a 28.84 634.50 -3.010” .003 

Positive Ranks 44b 35.83 1576.50   

Ties 6c     

SL_T2 - SL_T1 Negative Ranks 34d 34.84 1184.50 -.340” .734 

Positive Ranks 36e 36.13 1300.50   

Ties 2f     

SCC_T2 - SCC_T1 Negative Ranks 31g 37.94 1176.00 -.231’ .817 

Positive Ranks 36h 30.61 1102.00   

Ties 5i     

SDR_T2 - SDR_T1 Negative Ranks 29j 33.02 957.50 -.754” .451 

Positive Ranks 36k 32.99 1187.50   

Ties 7l     

Creativity_T2 - Creativity_T1 

 

Negative Ranks 27m 31.94 862.50 -1.730” .084 

Positive Ranks 40n 35.39 1415.50   

Ties 5o     
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  IC SL SCC SDR Creativity 

     

  

RD 

Mean 

Rank 

z r U p Mean 

Rank 

z r U p Mean 

Rank 

z r U p Mean 

Rank 

z r U p Mean 

Rank 

z r U p 

                          

Time 

one 

Yes 38.38 -

.95 

 

.11 

533.50 .34 39.80 -1.68 .20 471.00 .09 34.73 -.90 .01 538.00 .37 37.64 -.58 .07 566.0

0 

.561 38.75 -

1.15 

.13 517.00 .25 

No 33.55     31.32     39.29     34.71     32.96     

Time 

two  

Yes 37.68 -

.60 

.70 564.00 .55 37.88 -.70  

.08 

555.50 .48 33.30 -

1.63 

.19 475.00 .10 41.07 -

2.34 

.27 415.0

0 

.020 35.02 -.75 .09 551.00 .45 

No 34.64     34.34     41.54     29.32     38.82     

Note: IC intercultural competence, SL self-leadership, SCC self-concept clarity, SDR self-discerning reflection, RD: readjustment difficulties (1= yes “negatively readjust”; 2= No “positively 

readjust”) N = 72 (Yes=44; No=28)
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Hypothesis four (H4): The SARs’ readjustment moderates the sustainability of the changes 

in their behavioural and cognitive processes. 

 

Table 7.9 shows the means, SDs and correlations between the moderators and the outcome 

variables at T1 and T2. The Spearman p test results indicated a statistically significant and 

positively medium-strength correlation between IC at T1 and T2. Furthermore, there is a 

statistically significant and positively strong correlation between T1 and T2 concerning SL, 

SCC and SDR. However, the test revealed an insignificant and positive correlation between 

creativity at T1 and T2.  

To determine whether or not the four moderators affect the sustainability of the study abroad 

outcomes, we estimated a GEE model for each measurement outcome with each of the four 

moderators (i.e., the length of study abroad LSA, motivation, perceived benefits abroad PBA, 

and readjustment difficulties RD). This resulted in (5 dependents * 4 moderators) 20 models -

- see table 7.10. – table 7.14. 

 

Intercultural competence (IC) 

To test H4 regarding IC, four sub-hypotheses were created based on each moderator, as 

follows: 

H4a1: LSA moderates the sustainability of IC.  

H4a2: Motivation moderates the sustainability of IC.  

H4a3: PBA moderates the sustainability of IC. 

H4a4: RD moderates the sustainability of IC.  

 

First, to determine whether or not readjustment moderated the sustainability of IC, we 

estimated a GEE model that included IC at time-two (IC_T2), IC at time-one (IC_T1), and 

the interaction term of IC_T1 by readjustment. Four GEE models were estimated for each of 
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the four moderators. As shown in Model 2 for IC_T2 as a dependent variable, there was a 

significant (negative) main effect for motivation in model 2 and an insignificant (negative) 

main effect for IC_T1. The coefficient on the interaction term of IC_T1 (mean cantered) by 

motivation was positive and statistically significant (B = .01, p < 0.05).  

We therefore considered that motivation moderated the sustainability of IC (supporting 

H4a2). Other interactions for moderating analysis were not significant (Table 7.10). The 

moderation was plotted, following Aiken and West (1991). Fig. 7.1 shows the plot. The 

results suggest that motivation altered the strength of the relationship between IC_T1 and 

IC_T2. More specifically, the size of the positive relationship between IC_T1 and IC_T2 

increased when the participants were internally motivated to study abroad.  

 

Self-leadership (SL) 

To test H4 regarding SL, four sub-hypotheses were created based on each moderator, as 

follows: 

H4b1: LSA moderates the sustainability of SL.  

H4b2: Motivation moderates the sustainability of SL. 

H4b3: PBA moderates the sustainability of SL.  

H4b4: RD moderates the sustainability of SL.  

 

Second, to explore if readjustment moderated the sustainability of SL, we estimated a GEE 

model that included SL at time-two (SL_T2), SL at time-one (SL_T1) and the interaction 

term of (SL_T1) by readjustment. Four GEE models were estimated for each of the four 

moderators. As shown in Model 2 for SL_T2 as a dependent variable, there was a significant 

(negative) main effect for motivation in model 2 and an insignificant (positive) main effect 

for SL_T1 (mean cantered). The coefficient on the interaction term of SL_T1 (mean 

cantered) by motivation was positive and statistically significant (B = .02, p <= 0.0001). We 
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therefore considered that motivation moderated the sustainability of SL (supporting H4b2). 

Other interactions for moderating analysis were not significant (Table 7.11).  

The moderation was then plotted. Fig. 7.2 shows the plot. The results suggest that motivation 

altered the strength of the relationship between SL_T1 and SL_T2. More specifically, the size 

of the positive relationship between SL_T1 and SL_T2 increased when the participants were 

internally motivated to study abroad. 

 

 Self-concept clarity (SCC) 

To test H4 regarding SCC, four sub-hypotheses were created based on each moderator, given 

as follows: 

H4c1: LSA moderates the sustainability of SCC.  

H4c2: Motivation moderates the sustainability of SCC.  

H4c3: PBA moderates the sustainability of SCC.  

H4c4: RD moderates the sustainability of SCC.  

 

Third, to determine whether or not readjustment moderated the sustainability of SCC, we 

estimated a GEE model that included SCC at time-two (SCC_T2), SCC at time-one 

(SCC_T1) and the interaction term of SCC_T1 by readjustment. Four GEE models were 

estimated for each of the four moderators. As shown in Model 2 for SCC_T2 as a dependent 

variable, there was a significant (negative) main effect for motivation and a significant 

(positive) main effect for SCC_T1 (mean cantered). In addition, the coefficient on the 

interaction term of SCC_T1 (mean cantered) by motivation was positive and statistically 

significant (B = .02, p <= 0.05). We therefore considered motivation moderated the 

sustainability of self-concept clarity (supporting H4c2).  

In addition, model 3 for SCC_T2 showed a significant (negative) main effect for SCC_T1 

(mean cantered) and a significant (negative) main effect for perceived benefit abroad PBA. 
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The coefficient on the interaction term of SCC_T1 (mean cantered) by PBA was positive and 

statistically significant (B = .04, p <= 0.001) (supporting H4c3). Other interactions for 

moderating analysis were not significant.  

We then considered motivation and PBA moderated the sustainability of self-concept clarity 

(Table 7.12). The moderation effects for both moderators were plotted. Fig. 7.3 and fig. 7.4 

show the plots. First, the results suggest that motivation type altered the strength of the 

relationship between SCC_T1 and SCC_T2. In particular, the size of the positive relationship 

between SCC_T1 and SCC_T2 increased when the participants were internally motivated to 

study abroad. Second, the results indicated that PBA altered the strength of the relationship 

between SCC_T1 and SCC_T2. In particular, the size of the positive relationship between 

SCC_T1 and SCC_T2 increased when the participants agreed that they had perceived the 

benefits of studying abroad. 

 

Self-discerning reflection (SDR) 

To test H4 regarding SDR, four sub-hypotheses were created based on each moderator, given 

as follows: 

H4d1: LSA moderates the sustainability of SDR. 

H4d2: Motivation moderates the sustainability of SDR. 

H4d3: PBA moderates the sustainability of SDR. 

H4d4: RD moderates the sustainability of SDR. 

 

Fourth, to determine whether or not readjustment moderated the sustainability of SDR, we 

estimated a GEE model that included SDR at time-two (SDR_T2), SDR at time-one 

(SDR_T1) and the interaction term of SDR_T1 by readjustment. Four GEE models were 

estimated for each of the four moderators. As shown in Model 3 for SDR_T2 as a dependent 
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variable, there was an insignificant (positive) main effect for perceived benefit abroad (PBA) 

and a significant (positive) main effect for SDR_T1 (mean cantered).  

The coefficient on the interaction term of SL_T1 (mean cantered) by PBA was negative and 

statistically significant (B = -.04, p <= 0.001). We therefore considered that PBA moderated 

the sustainability of SDR (supporting H4d3), while other interactions for moderating analysis 

were insignificant (Table 7.13).  

The moderation was then plotted, and Fig.7.5 shows the plot. The results suggest that PBA 

altered the strength of the relationship between SDR_T1 and SDR_T2. More specifically, the 

size of the negative relationship between SDR_T1 and SDR_T1 increased when the 

participants disagreed that they have perceived the benefits of study abroad. 

 

Creativity behaviour (Creativity) 

To test H4 regarding creativity behaviour, four sub-hypotheses were created based on each 

moderator, as follows: 

H4e1: LSA moderates the sustainability of Creativity.  

H4e2: Motivation moderates the sustainability of Creativity.  

H4e3: PBA moderates the sustainability of Creativity.  

H4e4: RD moderates the sustainability of Creativity.  

 

Fifth, to explore if readjustment moderated the sustainability of creativity, we estimated a 

GEE model that included creativity at time-two (Creativity _T2), creativity at time-one 

(Creativity _T1) and the interaction term of creativity _T1 by readjustment. Four GEE 

models were estimated for each of the four moderators. As shown in Model 3 for creativity 

_T2 as a dependent variable, there was a significant (positive) main effect for perceived 

benefit abroad (PBA) and a significant (negative) main effect for creativity _T1 (mean 

cantered).  
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The coefficient on the interaction term of creativity _T1 (mean cantered) by PBA was 

positive and statistically significant (B = .01, p <= 0.01). We therefore considered that PBA 

moderated the sustainability of creativity (supporting H4e3). Other interactions for 

moderating analysis were insignificant (Table 7.14). The moderation was plotted. Fig.7.6 

shows the plot. The results suggest that PBA altered the strength of the relationship between 

creativity_T1 and creativity_T2. More specifically, the size of the positive relationship 

between creativity_T1 and creativity_T2 increased when the participants agreed that they had 

perceived benefits of study abroad. 
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Table 7.9. Means, Standard Deviation and Correlation between the outcome variables at T1, T2 and the predictor variables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, IC_T2 intercultural competence at time-two, SL_T1 self-leadership at time-one, SL_T2 self-leadership at time-two, SCC_T1 self-concept 

clarity at time-one, SCC_T2 self-concept clarity at time-two, SDR_T1 self-discerning reflection at time-one, SDR_T1 self-discerning reflection at time-two, LSA length of study abroad, RD 

readjustment difficulties, PBA perceived benefits abroad. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.001. 1. For IC, SL, SCC, SDR and Creativity Pearson r was used; for the correlation between moderators 

and IC, SL, SCC, SDR and Creativity Eta test was used. 3. For the correlation between demographic variables Chi square x2 was used.

Measure M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. IC_T1 102.071 18.80 1.00             

2. SL_T1 33.64 5.53 .40** 1.00            

3. SCC_T1 60.29 11.23 -.11 .16 1.00           

4. SDR_T1 24.61 4.43 .38** .43** .42** 1.00          

5. Creativity_T1 

 

50.89 

 

5.89 

 

.43* 

 

.40** 

 

.08 

 

.46** 

 

1.00 

 

        

6. IC_T2 106.03 19.24 .489** .341** .139 .434** .292* 1.00        

7. SL_T2 33.63 6.73 .184 .534** .224 .362** .280* .371** 1.00       

8. SCC_T2 59.07 13.51 .055 .062 .596** .351** .038 .140 .270* 1.00      

9. SDR_T2 25.03 3.27 .018 .157 .406** .534** .293* .240* .256* .166 1.00     

10. CreativityT2 51.82 7.404 .229 .395** .240* .253* .188 .548** .485** .088 .154 1.00    

 

Moderatos  

 

               

11. RD 

 

1.39 0.49 .35 .19 .09 .39 .32 .14 .13 .20 .28 .00    

12. LSA 2.12 0.95 .26 .28 .25 .35 .10 .34 .31 .18 .16 .33 3.46 (.17)   

13. PBA 1.04 0.20 .42 .19 .03 .14 .22 .14 .12 .19 .13 .37 .04 (.84) 2.36 (.31)  

14. Motivation 1.36 0.48 .28 .30 .19 .26 .15 .14 .32 .34 .15 .12 6.62 (.01) 1.63 (.44) 1.77 .18) 
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Table 7.10. GEE analysis of the result of readjustment moderating the sustained benefits of 

intercultural competence at T1 and T2. 

 Model 1  Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors/T1 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept  4.762* (.04) 4.80* (.04) 4.64**  4.71* (.04) 

IC_T1(mean cantered) .00 (.00) -.01 (.01) .01 (.00) .00 (.00) 

LSA (1-3 years) -.21 (.11)       

LSA (4-7 years) -.09 (.06)       

Motivation (Internal)   -.13* (.04)     

PBA     .09* (.04)   

RD       .07 (.06) 

IC_T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (1-3 years) -.00 (.01)       

IC_T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (4-7 years) .00 (.01)       

IC_T1 (mean cantered) *Motivation   .01* (.01)     

IC_T1(mean cantered) *PBA     -.01 (.00)   

IC_T1 (mean cantered) *RD       .00 (.00) 

Gender (female) .09** (.04) .11** (.05) .08 (.05) .07 (.05) 

Age (24-29) .09 (.10) .01 (.07) .08 (.09) .10 (.10) 

Age (30-34) -.07 (.05) -.10* (.05) -.05 (.05) -.04 (.05) 

Education level (Master’s degree) .02 (.08) -.09 (.06) -.12 (.08) -.13 (.09) 

Host (USA) -.07 (.06) -.00 (.04) -.05 (.05) -.09 (.06) 

Host (the UK) -.09 (.06) -.07 (.05) .11* (.05) -.13* (.05) 

Host (Canada) -.01 (.04) .07 (.04) .04 (.03) .05 (.04) 

Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, LSA length of study abroad reference +8 years, PBA perceived benefits 

abroad, RD readjustment difficulties, motivation reference external, gender reference male, age reference 35+ years old, 

education level reference PhD, Host reference Australia. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.0
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Table 7.11. GEE analysis of the result of readjustment moderating the sustained benefits of self-

leadership at T1 and T2. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors/T1 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept  1.41*** (.04) 1.47*** (.03) 1.19*** (.10) 1.36*** (.04) 

SL_T1(mean cantered) .03*** (.00) .01 (.01) .03 (.03) .02*** (.01) 

LSA (1-3 years) -.15 (.12)       

LSA (4-7 years) -.05 (.06)       

Motivation (Internal)   -.10** (.04)     

PBA     .19* (.09)   

RD       .07 (.06) 

SL _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (1-3 

years) 

-.01 (.01)       

SL _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (4-7 

years) 

-.01 (.01)       

SL _T1 (mean cantered) 

*Motivation 

  .02*** (.01)     

SL _T1(mean cantered) *PBA     -.01 (.04)   

SL _T1 (mean cantered) *RD       .00 (.01) 

Gender (female) .00 (.05) .00 (.04) .01 (.05) .00 (.05) 

Age (24-29) .15 (.09) .08 (.09) .15 (.09) .14 (.09) 

Age (30-34) -.05 (.05) -.06 (.05) -.05 (.04) -.05 (.05) 

Education level (Master’s degree) -.04 (.09) -.13 (.08) -.14 (.08) -.16 (.08) 

Host (USA) -.06 (.06) -.03 (.05) -.03 (.06) -.06 (.06) 

Host (the UK) -.02 (.06) .01 (.04) -.02 (.05) -.03 (.06) 

Host (Canada) .01 (.05) .06 (.03) .06 (.04) .07 (.04) 

Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, LSA length of study abroad reference +8 years, PBA perceived benefits 

abroad, RD readjustment difficulties, motivation reference external, gender reference male, age reference 35+ years old, 

education level reference PhD, Host reference Australia. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7.12. GEE analysis of the result of readjustment moderating the sustained benefits of self-

concept clarity at T1 and T2. 
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 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors/T1 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept  3.98*** (.10) 4.03*** (.10) 3.62*** (.13) 3.98*** (.09) 

SCC_T1(mean cantered) .01** (.00) .01*** (.00) -.02** (.01) .02*** (.00) 

LSA (1-3 years) -.16 (.10)       

LSA (4-7 years) .05 (.06)       

Motivation (Internal)   -.11** (.04)     

PBA     .34*** (.08)   

RD       -.07 (.04) 

SCC _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (1-

3 years) 

.00 (.00)       

SCC _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (4-

7 years) 

.00 (.01)       

SCC _T1 (mean cantered) 

*Motivation 

  .01* (.00)     

SCC _T1(mean cantered) PBA     .04*** (.01)   

SCC _T1 (mean cantered) *RD       .00 (.00) 

Gender (female) -.09 (.05) -.07 (.05) -.11** (.04) -.10* (.05) 

Age (24-29) .08 (.08) .05 (.07) .01 (.07) .05 (.08) 

Age (30-34) -.01 *.05) .00 (.06) .00 (.06) .00 (.06) 

Education level (Master’s degree) .09 (.07) -.01 (.06) .03 (.05) .01 (.06) 

Host (USA) .15 (.11) .16 (.11) .19 (.12) .21* (.10) 

Host (the UK) .15 (.10) .12 (.11) .13 (.11) .14 (.09) 

Host (Canada) .14 (.11) .19 (.11) .18 (.11) .17 (.09) 

Not: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, LSA length of study abroad reference +8 years, PBA perceived benefits 

abroad, RD readjustment difficulties, motivation reference external, gender reference male, age reference 35+ years old, 

education level reference PhD, Host reference Australia. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7.13. GEE analyses result of readjustment moderating the sustain benefits of self-discerning 

reflection at T1 and T2. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
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Predictors/T1 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept 3.26*** (.06) 3.26*** (.07) 3.25*** (.07) 3.24*** (.05) 

SDR_T1(mean cantered) .02*** (.01) .02** (.01) .04** (.01) .01* (.01) 

LSA (1-3 years) -.01 (.06)       

LSA (4-7 years) .06 *.06)       

Motivation (Internal)   -.00 (.03)     

PBA     .01 (.04)   

RD       .07* (.03) 

SDR _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (1-3 

years) 

.00 (.01)       

SDR _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA (4-7 

years) 

.00 (.01)       

SDR _T1 (mean cantered) *Motivation   -.01 (.01)     

SDR _T1(mean cantered) *PBA     -.03* (.01)   

SDR _T1 (mean cantered) *RD       .01 (.01) 

Gender (female) .02 (.03) .01 (.03) .02 (.03) .02 (.03) 

Age (24-29) -.02 (.56) -.03 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.03 (.05) 

Age (30-34) -.04 (.03) -.05 (.03) -.04 (.03) -.06 (.03) 

Education level (Master’s degree) .01 (.06) .01 (.04) .01 (.04) .00 (.04) 

Host (USA) -.04 (.68) -.02 (.07) -.03 (.07) -.05 (.06) 

Host (the UK) -.05 (.07) -.04 (.07) -.03 (.07) -.05 (.06) 

Host (Canada) -.16* (.07) -.13* (.06) -.13* (.06) -.11* (.06) 

Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, LSA length of study abroad reference +8 years, PBA perceived benefits 

abroad, RD readjustment difficulties, motivation reference external, gender reference male, age reference 35+ years old, 

education level reference PhD, Host reference Australia. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7.14. GEE analysis of the result of readjustment moderating the sustained benefits of Creativity 

at T1 and T2. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors/T1 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
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Intercept  4.01*** (.05) 4.07*** (.05) 3.73*** (.06) 4.04*** (.04) 

Creativity_T1(mean cantered) .00 (.00) .00 (.10) -.01* (.00) .00 (.01) 

LSA (1-3 years) -.15 (.09)       

LSA (4-7 years) -.11* (.05)       

Motivation (Internal)   -.04 (.03)     

PBA     .31*** (.03)   

RD       .01 (.05) 

Creativity _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA 

(1-3 years) 

.01 (.01)       

Creativity _T1 (mean cantered) *LSA 

(4-7 years) 

.01 (.01)       

Creativity _T1 (mean cantered) 

*Motivation 

  .01 (.01)     

Creativity _T1(mean cantered) *PBA     .01** (.00)   

Creativity _T1 (mean cantered) *RD       .00 (.01) 

Gender (female) .03 (.05) .03 (.04) .03 (.04) .02 (.04) 

Age (24-29) .02 (.05) .03 (.06) .05 (.06) .03 (.06) 

Age (30-34) -.02 (.03) .00 (.04) .02 (.03) .00 (.04) 

Education level (Master’s degree) .02 (.07) -.08 (.04) -.09* (.05) -.09 (.05) 

Host (USA) -.08 (.08) -.09 (.07) -.08 (.06) -.08 (.06) 

Host (the UK) -.05 (.07) -.08 (.06) .07 (.06) -.08 (.06) 

Host (Canada) -.10 (.07) -.08 (.06) -.07 (.06) -.08 (.06) 

Note: IC_T1 intercultural competence at time-one, LSA length of study abroad reference +8 years, PBA perceived benefits 

abroad, RD readjustment difficulties, motivation reference external, gender reference male, age reference 35+ years old, 

education level reference PhD, Host reference Australia. *p < .05, **p < .01. ***p<.001 
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7.5. Discussion. 

This study examined longitudinal data over two time-points to understand the nature of and 

evaluate the impact of the international experience over time. We thus set out to understand 

better whether the knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviour acquired while studying abroad 

have a lasting impact. Moreover, this study intends to test and validate the proposed 

conceptual framework of the longer-term benefits of acculturation which was developed 

based on the theory of acculturation by Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001). In the following 

sections, the study results will be discussed based on the study hypotheses, while deliberately 

reflecting on previous studies and theories in the field found in the literature review and 

theoretical background as discussed in chapter 2 and 4.  

 

Hypothesis one (H1): There is a significant difference between study-abroad and study at 

home academics in relation to their behavioural and cognition processes. 

 

Intercultural competence (IC) 

The findings are consistent with (Hanada, 2015), confirming a significant difference between 

studying abroad and studying at home academics concerning IC only at T2, and with no 

significant difference at T1. This finding was extremely interesting. One possible explanation 

could be the timing of the T1 survey; namely, that the SARs had recently returned and were 

most likely experiencing reverse culture shock. Therefore, they may have reported lower IC 

at the start of their return.  

According to Roberts (2012), returnees may encounter several difficulties upon their return, 

creating disturbance and challenges that require adjustment (Roberts, 2012). Furthermore, 

researchers suggest that the readjustment to the home country is equally and sometimes more 

challenging than that faced when leaving home (Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and 

Mendenhall, 1992; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 
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1984; Storti, 2011). Although psychological readjustment difficulties then affect the 

participants' IC evaluation, their IC still surpass those who have not been abroad. 

 

Self-discerning reflection (SDR) 

The findings confirmed a significant difference between studying abroad and studying at 

home academics regarding SDR at T1 and T2. Furthermore, the findings support Adam et 

al.’s (2018) conclusions that those who had lived abroad scored higher in SDR in comparison 

to the control group who had signed up to live abroad but had not yet done so. They 

explained that living abroad is different from other experiences because it involves 

interacting with a new culture with different norms, values and behaviours, regarding which 

they repeatedly feel the need to reflect on their values and beliefs, either ignored or 

strengthened.  

This experience is more likely to trigger SDR than other experiences, such as divorce and 

getting sacked. In contrast, living in a home country entails interacting with people who share 

the same values, norms and behaviours, entailing that they are not obligated to reflect 

consistently on their values and cultural values. In this way, SDR is uniquely triggered by 

living abroad, making SARs different from those who have not been abroad. 

 

Creativity behaviour (Creativity) 

The findings confirmed a significant difference between studying abroad and studying at 

home academics with regard to creativity behaviour at T1 and T2, which came out in favour 

of those who studied abroad. These findings are consistent with those of previous studies 

indicating that international experiences improve creativity (e.g., Godart et al., 2015; Leung 

and Chiu, 2010; Lu et al., 2017; Maddux and Galinsky, 2009). According to Maddux and 

Galinsky (2009), the impact of living abroad on creativity stems from the crucial elements 

that incite the creativity processes (e.g., Finke, Ward and Smith, 1999), and these involves 
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three elements. First, perceiving new ideas and perceptions due to living abroad can be 

helpful with the creative process. Second, SARs can seize opportunities to develop problem-

solving skills through observation, learning and reflection, as the following example shows. 

Living abroad enables sojourners (i.e., international students) to learn and understand the 

behaviour of others as it reflects their culture and customs; for example, leaving some food 

on a plate is important in Chinese culture as it shows that the host is generous, whereas in 

American culture it is important to eat all the food on the plate as a sign of respect that the 

food was outstanding.  

Third, living abroad increases openness and makes the sojourner accept the implementation 

of different ideas from unacquainted sources, which help facilitate the generation of 

unconscious ideas (Schooler and Melcher,1995) and intellectual growth (Leung et al., 2008b; 

Ward, 1994). Consequently, those who live abroad are more likely to produce and 

incorporate thoughts in unique ways. The findings align with the qualitative finding in 

chapters 5 and 6, confirming that SARs are equipped with many creative ideas reflecting on 

their teaching style, research skills, working strategy and benefiting their community and 

country. 

 

Self-leadership (SL), and self-concept clarity (SCC) 

The finding was unexpected regarding SCC and SL as no significant differences were found 

between the two groups. This finding is in contrast to Adam et al. (2018) who confirmed a 

significant difference in SCC between those who studied abroad and those who did not. 

Meanwhile the lack of studies examining SL in the context of study abroad entail that no 

conclusions can be drawn.  

Four possible different reasons might explain the unexpected result of this study. The first 

reason may be that readjustment difficulties have affected the SARs’ self-view and the 

realisation of their abilities concerning SL and SCC. The second reason is that the control 
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group have developed these two outcomes because of their age, position at work, length of 

their work experience and some other circumstances, which possibly inherit their behaviour 

and cognitive, particularly their SL and SCC.  

The third possible explanation is consistent with a related concept within experimental 

psychology by Kruger and Dunning (1999) called the Dunning-Kruger effect (DKE). DKE 

suggests that individuals tend to be inaccurate and excessively optimistic when evaluating 

their performance on societal and rational tasks. As a result, the lack of skilled performers 

causes their performances to be overrated entailing that they do not recognise the lack of their 

rating because of their skill deficiency. This pattern of behaviour has been recognised in 

different studies investigating the concept in a different setting, such as between students 

answering a classroom exam  (Dunning et al., 2003), or medical students evaluating their 

interviewing abilities (Hodges, Regehr and Martin, 2001), and administrators rating their 

performance (Edwards et al., 2003).  

The fourth and final reason is supplied by Burson, Larrick and Klayman (2006) who propose 

another explanation of the DKE (2006) model called the noise-plus-bias model, which entails 

that uncertain self-evaluation (noise) goes hand-in-hand with a bias concerning task-specific 

default evaluation. Therefore, respondents who lack self-awareness concerning their 

performance entails that their evaluation lacks certainty irrespective of their level task skill - 

a conclusion that is valid for all participants (McIntosh et al., 2019).  

Reflecting on this study, both SARs and at home academics could fall into the noise-plus-bias 

effect. Consequently, those who developed these skills (i.e., SL, SCC) will evaluate their 

performance better, even if they lack a self-awareness view of their performance in 

comparison to those who might not have the same skills and, as a result, overestimate their 

evaluation. Moreover, since the SARs developed SDR abroad they have become much more 

aware of their abilities and skills because of their study abroad experience. However, the 
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control group participants are most likely to lack the self-awareness of their skills and have 

thus overestimated their abilities. 

 

Hypothesis two (H2): There is associations between study-abroad experience and changes 

in behavioural and cognitive processes at time one. 

 

The study found four factors related to the situational characteristics associated with the study 

abroad outcomes: host-country, motivation, length of study abroad (LSA) and socialisation. 

The findings demonstrated that IC is associated with the host country, socialisation, 

motivation and not with LSA. SL is only associated with motivation. SDR is associated with 

the host country, motivation and LSA and not with socialisation. However, no association 

was found between the SCC and the four factors, and between creativity and the four factors. 

  

Intercultural competence (IC) 

The findings demonstrate that IC is associated significantly with the host country, with 

socialisation and with motivation, but not with LSA. This study finding adds new knowledge 

insofar as it shows that the participants differ in their IC in relation to their host country, 

possibly due to the cultural differences between the home country and the host country.  

According to cultural learning theory (Ward, 1996; Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001; 

Wilson, Ward and Fischer, 2013), when cultural differences are narrow, the development of 

competency-based IC is more effective than when there are significant cultural differences. 

For example, Wolff and Borzikowsky (2018) investigated whether or not there was a 

significant difference in the development of IC for a group of 199 German students studying 

in the USA and Canada. The study found no significant differences in IC development 

between the two countries due to their cultural similarities. However, even though there are 

cultural differences between Saudi Arabia and the four western countries, the discovery of 
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significant differences regarding IC between the participants based on the host country 

suggests that there may be certain characteristics that distinguish each country from the other. 

These differences may have contributed to the development of IC for some without the other 

such as openness, acceptance and ethnic and cultural diversity. Nevertheless, further research 

is needed to investigate this association.  

Regarding the association between IC and socialisation, the findings here align with the 

research of Meleady, Seger and Vermue (2020), indicating an association between intergroup 

contact and IC for a group of British nationals on their contact with Eastern Europeans and 

black Africans. Those who had positive, pleasant and friendly contact had a higher IC than 

those who had negative, unpleasant and unfriendly experiences. Furthermore, the results 

confirmed a mutual causal relationship between IC and an intergroup contact employing a 

longitudinal test. It was notable that only positive contact at T1 was associated with 

improvements in IC at T2.  

In addition, IC at T1 was associated with reducing negative contact at T2 and not with 

positive contact. Accordingly, the IC level was affected by the experience of intergroup 

contact, where only positive contact promised an increase in IC over time. Reflecting on the 

research outlined above, it is clear that the SARs who only socialised with Saudis and Arabs 

had a lower score of IC than those who socialised with different nationalities, which may 

explain why they might have experienced negative feelings when interacting with non-Saudis 

or non-Arabs, so putting them off from such interaction. The negative experience could be 

due to cultural differences, language difficulties or feeling unwelcomed among them, which 

affects their socialisation preference and, as a result, the development of IC.   

Clear gaps exist in the literature in terms of measuring the association between IC and 

motivation. However, since the cultural intelligence CQ scale was used in this study to 

measure IC and CQ and IC are highly correlated (Li, 2020), we were able to look at some 

other studies that explored the association between CQ and motivation. We found that the 
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current findings align with previous research, indicating that external motivation is not 

significantly and positively related to CQ (Ang, Van Dyne and Koh, 2006; Harrison, 2012; 

MacNab and Worthley, 2012; Holtbrügge and Engelhard, 2016). In contrast, internal 

motivation and independence are vital for intercultural interest and competence (Chirkov et 

al., 2007; 2008).  

Furthermore, people who are externally motivated by their social circle (such as family 

status) their driven attention and energy to understand or conquer cultural differences is 

weak, and as a result, their benefits are weakened in terms of CQ (Van Dyne, Ang and 

Koh,2008; Holtbrügge and Engelhard, 2016). As a consequence, having a strong internal 

motivation to study abroad is crucial in developing IC due to the many socialisation 

challenges that students may face abroad, such as language difficulties and cultural 

differences. Facing these challenges might thus discourage them from stepping out of their 

comfort zone unless they are internally motivated. 

Regarding the association between IC and LSA, the findings are consistent with Hanada  

(2015) in indicating no significant differences between short-term and medium-term study 

programs on IC development. However, other surveys have researched the association 

between the IC and LSA and some studies found that longer-term programs abroad 

contributed to the development of IC in comparison to short-term programs. For example, 

Engle and Engle (2004) compared a year-long program and a semester-long program in terms 

of the development of IC; the findings confirmed that longer-term programs are more 

significant for developing IC. These results align with previous studies (e.g., Behrnd and 

Porzelt, 2012; Engle and Engle, 2004; Wilson, Ward and Fischer, 2013), suggesting an 

association between a more extended time abroad and higher IC. 

However, some studies point out that short-term study abroad contributes to the development 

of IC (Ramirez, 2016; Wolff and Borzikowsky, 2018). For example, Wolff and Borzikowsky 

(2018) found an increase in IC after only three months living abroad, suggesting that a further 
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increase is expected with a longer time spent abroad. However, the development of IC during 

a short period revealed an ambiguous result as some studies found a non-gain or just a 

marginally significant gain in IC (e.g., Stewart, Wilson and Miles, 2014; Leong, 2007; 

Savicki et al., 2004). These contradictory findings on the association between IC and short-

period study abroad imply that short-term study abroad does not guarantee IC development. 

To conclude, although the current study results indicated no significant association between 

the participants’ IC development and LSA, the results of the Kruskal Wallis test showed that 

those who stayed abroad for 8+ years had higher IC compared to stays of 1-3 years and 4-7 

years. 

 

Self-leadership (SL) 

The analysis provided by this study has contributed new knowledge showing a significant 

association between SL and motivation. Although there is a lack of research in international 

education concerning SL development as an outcome of study abroad, some research in 

leadership literature has linked SL with internal motivation. For example, one of the classical 

theories in this domain - SL strategies - has been influenced by intrinsic motivation theory  

(e.g., Deci and Ryan, 1985). In particular, SL definition includes continuous steps starting 

with the person taking initiatives to achieve his or her goal through self-determination and 

self-motivation (Manz, 1986; Manz and neck, 2004; Manz and Sims, 2001). Self-influence is 

subsequently one of the SL strategies that utilises natural self-rewarding, where the person 

effectively relies on his or her internal motivation to perform a task because they fully want 

to and not because of the influence of others (Manz, 1986). As a result, an essential part of 

SL is self-influence through internal motivation, which turns the meaning of “should” to 

“want” when performing a task (Maykrantz and Houghton, 2018). Thus, finding a significant 

association between SL and motivation in preference to internal type suggests that SARs who 
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were internally motivated to study abroad naturally had SL skills within them since they 

established their intentions to study abroad and work towards achieving their goals. 

 

Self-discerning reflection (SDR) 

The study found a significant association between the level of SDR and the host country. As 

discussed earlier in hypothesis one, living abroad generally triggered the development of 

SDR (Adam et al., 2018). This finding is consistent with a qualitative study by Osland  

(2000). In addition, the study explored living abroad adjustment experience for freshly 

repatriated American managers. The study found that their adjustment strategy to adapt to the 

new culture, such as embracing their values and norms, did not always undermine their 

cultural values and identity but helped clarify and strengthen them.  

The findings here suggest that living abroad prompts SDR where people struggle with their 

own culture and values and the host cultures and values. As a result, people choose which 

values represent who they are and which ones do not (Adam et al., 2018). Nonetheless, 

further research is needed to validate these conclusions. 

Certainly, the findings show a significant association between SDR and motivation. In 

particular, externally motivated participants scored higher in SDR than internally motivated 

ones. The finding suggests that the participants accumulate many opportunities and 

challenges that lead to constant reflection and a comparison between the home and host 

country due to living abroad. Accordingly, they might face self-doubt and self-criticism about 

the choices and decisions they have made throughout their journey from start to finish. In 

contrast, internally motivated participants were profoundly interested and might have better 

knowledge of what they will face abroad even before going away. This motivation thus 

helped them to adjust to the new culture easier entailing that they possibly faced fewer 

challenges abroad.  
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Although there is a lack of study to back up, the findings from the qualitative study in chapter 

5 resonate with these study findings. In chapter 5, the study found that SARs who were 

motivated by their work requirement or family encouragement had more difficulty engaging 

with the host culture because of cultural differences. Although they expressed their 

admiration for the host culture, they recognised their boundaries in reflecting on their values 

and culture. Nonetheless, some of them confessed that living abroad helped them learn about 

their values and culture, which helped strengthen them. It was in facing adjustment 

difficulties abroad, such as cultural differences, that triggered SDR (Adam et al., 2018).  

Moreover, these findings are consistent with Adam et al. (2018) study, confirming a 

significant association between SDR and LSA. Their study found that the depth of 

international experience (i.e., LSA) is associated with SDR because the longer people live 

abroad, the more opportunities they will have to engage in SDR. Such opportunities include 

intensive learning about the host culture (Maddux, Adam and Galinsky, 2010; Maddux and 

Galinsky, 2009) and distinguishing similarities and dissimilarities between the home and host 

country (Leung et al., 2008a).  

According to Adam et al. (2018) the deeper the experience abroad, the more opportunities to 

trigger SDR, which lead to a reflection on their values, expectations and behaviour, so 

contributing to a better understanding of the self. In conclusion, while developing SDR is a 

natural process when living in a different culture, it is a subjective experience because it 

depends on the individual knowledge about the host country, the length of their stay and how 

the individual is dealing with the difficulties and challenges of living abroad. 

 

Self-concept clarity (SCC) 

Although the data analysis found no significant association between SCC and any of the four 

mechanisms, previous research found that SCC is similar to SDR and associated with the 

host-country, motivation type and LSA  (Adam et al., 2018). In their study, Adam et al. 
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(2018) confirmed that SDR is strongly associated with SCC, while SDR moderates the 

impact of living abroad on SCC.  

 

Creativity behaviour (Creativity) 

The data analysis found no significant association between creativity and the four 

mechanisms. Although no study examined creativity in the context of studying abroad, few 

studies suggested an association between creativity and LSA (e.g., Godart et al., 2015; 

Maddux and Galinsky, 2009). For example, Godart et al. (2015) found that the number of 

years fashion managers had worked internationally is a strong predictor of the creativity at 

their fashion company. In their experimental study, Maddux and Galinsky (2009) found that 

the amount of time participants spent living abroad had a direct relationship with their finding 

creative solutions when they experimented with the Duncker candle-mounting task. 

Regarding the association between creativity and motivation, several previous studies 

indicated that individuals’ internal motivations rather than external drives show greater 

creativity (e.g., Amabile, 1985; Amabile and Gitomer, 1984). Further study is needed to 

examine these relationships in the context of studying abroad  

 

Hypothesis three (H3): There is a significant difference between those who positively 

readjust to their home country and those who had negative readjustment on sustaining the 

perceived changes in their behaviours and cognitive processes. 

 

The results showed the level of IC that the SARs perceived at T2 is significantly higher than 

T1, while SL, SDR and creativity behaviour declined from T1 to T2. As mentioned earlier in 

hypothesis three, the explanation here might be the impact of home-country transition and the 

stress caused by the reverse-culture shock, which affects their perceived outcomes or leads to 

overestimating or underestimating their abilities. According to Roberts (2012), returnees 
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encounter a number of difficulties upon their returns which create disturbance and challenges 

that require adjustment. However, the findings revealed an increase in SCC from T1 to T2 

which could be associated with the participants’ successful readjustment experience resulting 

in a clearer view of themselves. The findings are consistent with Arthur (2003) indicating that 

returning individual try to present him/herself to the home environment and feel accepted 

psychologically more than physically.  

Furthermore, the study has examined the association between the readjustment experience 

and the sustainability of the study-abroad outcomes. Here the data analysis found that those 

who perceived difficulties at work their SDR is higher at T2 compared to others. This finding 

suggests that facing difficulties at work allows for a similar reflection process to cross-

cultural adjustment as they struggle between their newly perceived values and perceptions 

and the home country values and culture.  

As mentioned earlier, new experiences trigger SDR, and as the participants have spent 

several years abroad, returning home can be considered a new unique experience. The 

reverse-cultural shock and facing difficulties at work could affect these individuals’ 

psychological wellbeing, social readjustment and identification, while they may face a 

“different reality” rather than a ‘shocking reality’ upon their return (Brabant, Palmer and 

Gramling, 1990; Gaw, 2000).  

The findings also showed that the participants were able sustain the other outcomes of study 

abroad, including IC, SL, and SCC but excepting creativity. Those who found difficulties at 

work even showed a slight decrease in their creativity behaviour compared to those who did 

not face difficulties. The findings suggest the importance of supporting the SARs to help 

boost their creativity behaviour and job satisfaction. However, examining the sustainability of 

study abroad outcomes and the effect of readjustment is under-researched, suggesting that 

further study is needed to validate these findings.  
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Hypothesis four (H4): The SARs’ readjustment moderates the sustainability of the changes 

in their behavioural and cognitive processes. 

 

Intercultural competence (IC) 

The results confirmed the findings from hypothesis two, indicating that the sustainability of 

IC depends on the participants’ motivation, where internal motivation and independence play 

a vital role in intercultural interest and competence (Chirkov et al., 2007; 2008). The findings 

here can be explained by looking at externally motivated students (Adam et al., 2018; Ang, 

Van Dyne and Koh, 2006; Harrison, 2012; MacNab and Worthley, 2012; Holtbrügge and 

Engelhard, 2016), the nature of their social circle (such as family status), bearing in mind that 

their drive and energy to understand cultural differences is weak and consequently, their IC’s 

are weakened (Van Dyne, Ang and Koh,2008; Holtbrügge and Engelhard, 2016).  

Therefore, having a strong internal motivation to study abroad is crucial in developing IC. 

Besides, internal motivation help sustaining IC because developing IC abroad will equip the 

students with the practical aspects of IC. According to Enrique (2016), an interculturally 

competent person should have the ability to understand different methods and styles of 

communication, an ability to deal with people from different cultural settings and a passion 

for using their knowledge and abilities.  

 

Self-leadership (SL) 

The results confirmed the findings from hypothesis two, indicating that the sustainability of 

SL depends on the participants’ motivation. This finding aligns with previous research 

indicating an association between SL and internal motivation (e.g., Deci and Ryan, 1985; 

Manz, 1986; Maykrantz and Houghton, 2018). In particular, having an internal motivation to 

study abroad contributes to developing SL and, after returning, it becomes a source for 

sustaining SL skills. This finding could be due to the participants’ awareness of the skills that 
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they have accumulated and developed abroad based on different habits and routines to help 

manage their lives and work abroad. The findings thus show that the benefits presented by 

this behaviour abroad have encouraged the SARs to continue practising them after returning 

to achieve their upcoming goals. 

 

Self-concept clarity (SCC)  

The study confirmed hypothesis three findings that the participants were able to sustain SCC 

and found that the sustainability of SCC depends on the participants’ motivation and PBA. 

These findings suggest that since previous studies have considered returning home to be more 

complex than adjustment abroad (Adler, 1981; Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall, 1992; 

Chamove and Soeterik, 2006; Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Martin, 1984; Storti, 2011), 

the participants’ ability to sustain SCC after their return is most likely more difficult due to 

their readjustment experience and facing cultural differences. Bearing in mind that living 

abroad helped restructure and transform the identity of the SARs (e.g., Kohonen, 2008; 

Sussman, 2002), they face a reality that is different from their expectations after returning 

and thus trigger SCC. For example, when living abroad, the internal motivations of the SARs 

have guided them to take advantage of many opportunities to grow and develop as they faced 

a number of events that required reflection and understanding who they are and what they 

stand for (e.g., Adam et al., 2018; Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005; Saad et al., 2013). 

Thus, after returning, they could sustain this level of knowledge because it resulted from a 

significant life-changing experience. 

To address how PBA moderates the sustainability of SCC, we found that 95.1% of the 

participants agreed that they perceived the benefits of study abroad. However, the findings 

confirmed that studying abroad contributes to developing SCC, and here the participants 

become more explicit about themselves, including who they are and what their values are. 

After their return, the shift and growth in themselves and their identity will be sustained 
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because they have recognised the benefits of their study-abroad experience and want to 

maintain them. 

 

Self-discerning reflection (SDR) 

The results indicated that the participants were able to sustain SDR regardless of their 

readjustment due to PBA. Believing that their experience abroad benefited them personally 

(95.1% of the participants) suggests that studying abroad influenced their SDR. Since the 

readjustment experience is similar to their adjustment experience abroad in terms of difficulty 

they experienced after returning and due to PBA, the SDR will not decrease and instead 

sustain them in the face of the readjustment difficulties requiring them to reflect and make 

decisions that represent their values and align them with who they are. 

 

 

Creativity behaviour (Creativity) 

The results concerning the sustainability of creativity confirmed hypothesis three findings 

that the participants could sustain creativity after returning. Although H3 confirmed that for 

those with readjustment difficulties their view of their creativity decreased compared to those 

who did not find difficulties, it was found that PBA was crucial to maintain creativity 

behaviour. The findings suggest that their study-abroad experience and the challenges they 

went through have paid off, resulting in many outcomes they recognised within themselves 

and when they do their work. The findings are aligned with Maddux and Galinsky (2009), 

indicating that the impact of living abroad on creativity stems from the crucial elements that 

incite the creativity processes  (e.g., Finke, Ward and Smith, 1999) to learn about the impact 

of living abroad on creativity behaviour please return to H1 discussed earlier.   

 

Conclusion: 
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This study has aimed to validate the proposed conceptual framework of the longer-term 

benefits of study abroad adapted from Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001). The intention of 

our research has been to investigate the impact of study-abroad experience on SARs and the 

corresponding impact of their readjustment experience on their accumulated outcomes (i.e., 

IC, SL, creativity, SCC and SDR). Moreover, the study has sought to discover the 

mechanisms associated with perceiving these outcomes. It also tested the significant 

differences between the Saudi academic who studied abroad and those who did not. Finally, 

the study examined the sustainability of the five outcomes over time and the impact of 

readjustment experience on maintaining these outcomes. Consequently, it extends our 

understanding in four ways, as given below. 

 

First, the study presents longitudinal data statistically examining the impact of study abroad 

on SARs change and self-development. The data was gathered within a unique sample of 72 

SARs freshly graduated from four western countries (the USA, the UK, Canada and 

Australia), and they were recruited to complete two-times questionnaires over six months in 

between. Furthermore, the 72 Saudi academics who have not been abroad were assigned as a 

control group. In all, our research has drawn attention to the importance of the study-abroad 

experience in helping to equip the SARs with the rightful skills that continuously differentiate 

them from those who have not been abroad. Based on the results, academic returnees are 

significantly different from those who have not been abroad regarding IC, SDR and 

creativity. They have thus become better qualified for cross-cultural interactions, decision-

making, cultivating new ideas and bringing changes at work when needed. Consequently, the 

study supports the vision for Saudi scholarships to contribute and bring changes to the 

country by helping their nations develop cultural skills, leadership skills and creativity 

through a fundamental impact on their psychological cognition and reflection.  
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Second, the study has confirmed the important factors that support the development of each 

of the study abroad outcomes examined in this study. For example, in developing IC, the 

study found two complementary factors that contribute to IC development: the host country 

and socialisation. Choosing to live in a multicultural society with an open-minded and 

friendly culture is important because it helps boost socialisation skills. In addition, it is vital 

to interact with people from different cultural backgrounds and speak a different language to 

enhance their intercultural skills. Furthermore, the study highlighted the importance of having 

the internal motivation to study abroad for perceiving a higher level of IC, SL and SDR. 

Another finding was that the study confirmed the impact of the LSA on developing SDR. 

Academic returnees who stayed for a long time abroad were then found to have a higher level 

of SDR than those who have been for a shorter time and taking into consideration those 

mechanisms will help support the process for developing them while abroad. Moreover, fully 

acknowledging the possible outcomes of studying abroad and the mechanisms that allow or 

hinder them before going abroad goes a long way towards achieving them  (Ward et al., 

1998). 

Third, the new knowledge contributed with regard to the impact of home-country transition 

on the sustainability of the perceived outcomes of study abroad leads us to the finding that 

the SARs who faced readjustment difficulties showed significant decrees in their SDR. In 

addition, the study found a significant increase in IC from T1 to T2. It is thus suggested that 

other factors might have contributed to the increase of IC at T2, which may be related to the 

stress caused by reverse culture shock that affected T1’s results because the participants were 

freshly graduated and returned home. However, we have not measured this type of effect in 

this study but post important questions for future research if we are to support returning 

students in realising the benefits of their time abroad and the financial investment required. 

Finally, providing the knowledge of the outcomes of study abroad to the students, 

community, workplaces and country is essential to encourage future students to study abroad 
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and to open their eyes to what to expect from their journey. This approach will help their 

government and their organisations realise that the investment has paid off and will now 

drive massive changes to the country by upgrading their cultural and industrial fields. As a 

consequence, studying abroad and wanting to gain these benefits should become part of the 

intrinsic motivation to do so. Indeed, the study has boldly highlighted the key role of internal 

motivation in acquiring and sustaining the outcomes of study abroad. Although some would 

argue that external motivation is also important for potential Saudi academic students - such 

as financial support, gaining a higher degree and position at work after returning - we have 

argued that the objectives of study abroad will not be met if the students only focus on 

external motivation. According to the findings, internal motivation is crucial to encounter 

more profound and targeted outcomes, including IC, SL and SCC. The recognition of the 

acquired skills abroad will also help with sustaining creative behaviour and SDR. 

Consequently, the outcomes acquired by studying abroad have become part of the SARs 

identity and how they function when dealing with the stress and challenges of their home 

country. 
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Chapter 8. 

 General Discussion and Conclusion 

 

8.1. Introduction 

This chapter will present the main findings of our study and its theoretical, methodological 

and practical contributions and implications. Recommendations for future research will be 

highlighted alongside the limitations of this project.  

 

8.2. General discussion 

To fulfil the research, our investigation explored the long-term benefits of acculturation 

through a sample of Saudi Academic Returnees (SARs). Embarking from a systematic 

literature review (chapter 4), in chapter 2 we based a new conceptual framework (see figure 

8.1) on the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) A mixed-method 

longitudinal research design was employed to meet the research objectives. 

This doctoral study addressed 5 research questions across two points of measurements (see 

chapter 3): 

 
RQ 1: Do returning academics perceive themselves differently from those who have not been 

abroad in terms of their affective, behaviour and cognitive processes? 

RQ 2: What are the perceived benefits of studying abroad for returning academics, 

specifically in relation to changes in affective, behaviour and cognition processes? 

RQ 3: What are the factors that determine the benefits of studying abroad for returning 

academics, and what are their facilitators and barriers in relation to changes in affective, 

behaviour and cognitive processes?  

RQ 4: Are returning academics able to sustain the benefits of studying abroad? 

RQ 5: How does their readjustment to their home country affect the ability of returnees to 

sustain the benefits of studying abroad?   
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1st Key Finding: Studying abroad impacts change and self-development through 

affective, behavioural and cognitive mechanisms. 
 

The first of five key finding was extracted from the qualitative study conducted in phase one 

(see chapter 5), contributing new knowledge about the change and self-development of SARs 

through their affective, behavioural and cognitive processes. The findings on affective 

outcomes indicated that SARs difficulties faced abroad may result in some negative, intense 

and challenging emotions and corresponding adjustment challenges leaving the students 

feeling unsettled and depressed. This process represents a learning experience helping SARs 

develop a new, more resilient and flexible mentality and new behavioural and cognitive 

skills, aligning with the findings of (Anderson, 1994; Kim, 2001) recognising that this short-

term pain leads to significant change and positive long-term outcomes through behavioural 

and cognitive processes. The SARs experienced five key changes here by first developing 

intercultural competence (IC), self-leadership (SL) and creativity behaviour, and then in their 

cognitive processes expressed in self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-discerning reflection 
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Figure 8.1. The conceptual framework (the long-term benefits of acculturation). 
Note: A: Affective; B: Behavioural outcomes; C: Cognitive process 
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(SDR). Other researchers have confirmed these findings regarding IC (e.g., Ramirez, 2016; 

Shaftel, Shaftel and Ahluwalia, 2007; Wolff and Borzikowsky, 2018), SCC and SDR (Adam 

et al., 2018), although this study is the first to find SL and creativity behaviour occurring as 

study abroad outcomes. 

A number of elements were found responsible for developing SL and creativity behaviour:  

the process of becoming an independent person abroad; recognition of the importance of 

time-management; and implementing some self-motivation strategies to achieve their goals. 

Our findings align with intercultural transformation theory (Kim, 1993) as far as the SARs 

passed through a process of personal growth, adjusting their behaviour to deal with day-to-

day activities with an overall improvement in the quality of their life in their new setting. 

Both the level of education and the length and depth of the study-abroad experience play a 

key role in developing such skills and although the study found that most participants 

developed SL, those who studied for their PhDs abroad learnt better adaptation techniques 

than other overseas students.  

Our findings also aligned with the wide research conclusion that international experiences 

improve creativity (e.g., Godart et al., 2015; Leung and Chiu, 2010; Lu et al., 2017; Maddux 

and Galinsky, 2009). According to Fee and Gray (2012), acquiring a flexible and creative 

mindset is one of the natural consequences of these psychological adjustment and self-

reflexive processes. The experiential learning characteristic of studying abroad (Ng, Van 

Dyne and Ang, 2009), gave the SARs the skills, ambition and capability to conducting 

research and acquire new knowledge to transfer and apply to their work and society in their 

home country. 

2nd Key Finding: Academics who studied abroad are different in a number of ways to 

this who studied domestically. 
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The second main finding focused on the differences between SARs and in-country academics 

regarding the five outcomes across results generated by the qualitative and quantitative 

studies conducted in phase two (see chapter 6 and 7).  

In terms of IC, SDR and creativity behaviour, our findings validated previous research on IC 

with (Hanada, 2015) and SDR (e.g., Adam et al., 2018), and added new knowledge 

concerning creativity behaviour within the novel context of Saudi Arabia, confirming that the 

characteristics of the SARs were significantly different to in-country academics. Our research 

was then the first to examine SL in the context of studying abroad, where we found no 

significant differences between the SARs and in-counter academics groups for both SL and 

SCC. These proved unexpected outcomes regarding the two groups and contradicted the 

claim of previous studies (e.g., Adam et al., 2018). 

Regarding SCC, prior research by Adam et al. (2018) found international students differ 

significantly between those who have not been abroad and those who have the intention to 

study abroad. As our research contradicted these findings that studying abroad itself has no 

impact on these two skills, we interpreted these outcomes to emphasise clear differences 

between the two groups of students regarding these SL and SCC outcomes. This individual 

finding is highly significant to wider research while supporting the objectives of Saudi 

Arabia’s schemes for international scholarship to restore creativity and innovation (Ahmed, 

2015). We might now conclude that SARs’ study abroad does not have a significant impact 

on the SCC and SL, but it may also be the case that in-counter academics have developed 

these skills thanks to the professional position, the length of their tenure and multiple 

responsibilities, or that the participants demonstrated self-appraisal bias when filling out the 

self-completion questionnaires.   

3rd Key Finding: The host country, socialisation preferences, length of study abroad, 

and motivation to study abroad influence the outcomes of studying abroad.  
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The findings from the phase one quantitative study confirm that the participants differ 

significantly in their IC based on the host country (see chapter 7). The phase one qualitative 

study (see chapter 5) then shows that regardless of cultural differences, certain characteristics 

distinguish each host-country to influence the SARs’ adjustment abroad and their IC 

development. Rather than personal characteristics, the four situational mechanisms were 

found to be the sole driver of change (the nature of the host-country, their socialisation 

preferences, the length of study abroad (LSA), and their motivation to study abroad). 

Differences in openness, acceptance and ethnic and cultural diversity may contributed to the 

development of IC in some national groups rather than others, suggesting further research is 

required on IC in host countries investigating the different experiences of international 

students based on their nationality. 

The findings from the qualitative study hence challenge the assumption that cultural 

differences play a vital role in the relationship between the host country, socialisation 

preferences and the development of IC, and so contradict cultural learning theory (Ward, 

1996; Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001; Wilson, Ward and Fischer, 2013) insofar as the 

study participants experienced different readjustment difficulties irrespective of cultural 

differences between Saudi Arabia and their host country. According to cultural differences 

theory, when the differences between two cultures is small, international students will face 

less adjustment difficulties helping them to acquire IC.  

It was anticipated that with significant cultural differences between Saudi Arabia and host 

countries (i.e., the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia) the SARs will face similar 

adjustment difficulties and level of IC, but our findings showed that the SARs differed 

significantly in their adjustment difficulties and IC, regardless of national cultural 

differences. In fact, cultural difference had minimal effect among our participants in stunting 

IC development suggesting that the research emphasis should not be placed on significant 
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cultural differences between country contexts. The quantitative findings also revealed a 

meaningful relationship between socialisation preferences and IC and SDR development, 

where according to the phase one qualitative study (chapter 5), the SARs will base their 

reflection on their experience of social interactions abroad to become more understanding of 

the values of their overseas counterparts and develop an open-minded mentality. As these 

two elements of open-mindedness and cultural understanding are the basis of IC, those with a 

lower level of IC reflect a lack of social interaction and less reflection (i.e., SDR).  

These findings may also be explained in terms of Meleady, Seger and Vermue’s (2020) study 

indicating that the socialisation preferences of overseas students narrow in reaction to 

previous experience of negative, unpleasant and unfriendly relations with host nationals and 

other foreigners during their stay abroad. These students have a lower IC than those who had 

positive, pleasant and friendly experiences, but our own results showed the SARs who only 

socialised with Saudis and Arabs had a lower IC score than those who socialised with mixed 

nationalities, leading us to hypothesise that the negative experiences encountered by the 

SARs abroad may be related to cultural differences, language difficulties or feeling 

unwelcomed by other nationalities. Further examination of these living difficulties could seek 

to understand between the relationship between students facing unpleasant experiences, their 

socialisation preferences and the development of their IC.  

Regarding the relationship between the length of study abroad (LSA) and SDR, according to 

Adam et al. (2018) the longer that people live abroad, the more opportunities they will have 

to engage in SDR. Their corresponding reflection on their values, expectations and behaviour 

will contribute to better self-understanding, confirming that the development of SDR is a 

natural process when living in a different culture. Our own research determined that SARs 

with significant internal motivated enjoy higher IC than those who were externally motivated, 

in findings aligned with other research data (Ang, Van Dyne and Koh, 2006; Harrison, 2012; 

MacNab and Worthley, 2012; Holtbrügge and Engelhard, 2016) and the proposition (Chirkov 
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et al., 2007; 2008) that internal motivation and independence play a vital role in intercultural 

interests and competence.  

Our findings established a significant relationship between SL and SARs motivation in 

recognition that internally motivated participants had higher SL than those who were 

externally motivated, so demonstrating the influence of intrinsic motivation theory on self-

leadership strategies (e.g., Deci and Ryan, 1985). The findings of the qualitative study 

suggest that internally motivated participants might already have developed SL before their 

journey abroad by reflecting on their intentions to study abroad and work towards achieving 

their goals. Here, a profitable new avenue for future research would examine SL before, 

during and after study abroad in order to gauge the influence of studying abroad on 

developing SL overtime.   

Overall, our study has made an original contributed to research by highlighting a significant 

relationship between SDR and motivation, particularly in those students externally motivated 

to study abroad, scoring higher in SDR than those who were internally motivated. The 

conclusion of our qualitative study is that externally motivated participants were more likely 

to have faced incidents causing self-doubt, leading them to be critical about the decisions 

they have made throughout their journey from start to finish. In contrast, internally motivated 

participants had acquired better knowledge of what they were to face before going abroad, 

which helped them adapt to the new culture easier and find fewer cultural conflicts. Our 

results also revealed there to be no discernible relationship between creativity behaviour and 

LSA, contradicting previous study findings (e.g., Godart et al., 2015; Maddux and Galinsky, 

2009) where SCC was found to be similar to SDR in a close relationship with the host-

country, the students’ motivation to study abroad and LSA (Adam et al., 2018). As there 

might be other factors contributing to the development of these outcomes, further research 

might also seek explore other factors that contribute to developing these outcomes.  
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4th Key Finding: The context of the readjustment experience impacts the returning 

academics ability to sustain the outcomes of their study abroad experience. 

 

We found in phase two of the qualitative study (see chapter 6) that the sustainability of study 

abroad outcomes is determined by the SARs home-country readjustment experience, with the 

two types of readjustment difficulties most prominent being social and cultural level 

difficulties, and organisational level difficulties. The study then revealed the SARs face these 

two difficulties were encountered because of reverse culture shock, as they found that the 

greater the SARs immersion in their new culture abroad, the more challenging their 

readjustment to the home country. These findings were aligned with Westwood et al.’s 

(1986) study indicating a link between the readjustment experience and the time spent abroad 

being vital to immersion, suggesting a relationship between the adjustment and readjustment 

experience which will affect the sustainability of the study abroad outcomes.   

In examining the role of readjustment experience on the sustainability of the study abroad 

outcomes in quantitative study at phase two (see chapter 7), our study then highlighted that 

despite readjustment difficulties, SARs were able to sustain IC, SL and SCC. Based on the 

qualitative studies at phase one and two (see chapter 5 & 6), the sustainability of these three 

outcomes could be explained practically as they became useful in their home country, 

especially upon return to their work environments. Our study indicated that although the 

interaction with strangers from different countries or cultures was limited in the home 

country, the sustainability of IC could also be ensured practically in the ability of returnees to 

maintain an open-minded mentality and develop better communication skills. Our research 

participants sustained SL because it helped SARs to develop coping strategies when 

overwhelmed with work, applying skills such as goal setting, fulfilling commitments through 

prioritisation and controlling their behaviour when facing resistance or rejection at work. 

With SCC too, the respondents’ aptitudes were visible in their ability to make better decisions 
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at work, becoming stronger and more confident when facing the opinions and judgments of 

others. 

However, our study found those who had faced readjustment difficulties also experienced a 

decrease in creativity behaviour and an increase in SDR over time. The qualitative study at 

phase two (see chapter 6) explains that the decrease in creativity behaviour over time could 

be explained by their facing organisation level difficulties, such as facing an unsupportive 

environment at work leading to SARs feeling lost and not accepted by colleagues to the point 

where they started to give up on their valuable inputs. Our findings thus raised the 

importance of providing support for the SARs to ease their readjustment difficulties and 

support their creativity behaviour regarding the increase in SDRs and difficulties in 

readjustment so the cognitive processes of the SARs continue to be activated to deliberate on 

their own weaknesses and strengths, priorities and values, as well as their new identity back 

home. These findings supported the conclusions of Arthur (2003) indicating that the 

transition home involves more readjustment processes in the psychological than the physical 

sense.  

5th Key Finding: Motivation and the perceived benefits of studying abroad influence 

post-return outcomes. 

 

The fifth main finding of this research is revealed while adding to the existing body of 

knowledge. It was found in the quantitative study (see chapter 7) that the sustainability of IC, 

SL and SCC are based on the external motivation of those studying abroad in preference to 

those with internal motivation. In extending our understanding of the SARs motivation, these 

findings are consistent with the conclusion of previous studies suggesting a relationship 

between internal motivations and IC (e.g., Chirkov et al., 2007; 2008), SL (e.g., Deci and 

Ryan, 1985; Manz, 1986; Maykrantz and Houghton, 2018), and with SCC (e.g., Adam et al., 

2018; Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005; Saad et al., 2013), but we also found that the 
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sustainability of SCC, SDR and creativity behaviour depends on the participants’ awareness 

of the perceived benefits of studying abroad.  

We enquired whether having knowledge of what they learnt abroad helped the returnees to 

maintain their new skills or outcomes over time upon, our findings supporting Martin’s 

(1984) hypothesis that expectations, change and awareness of change express the key 

differences between adjustment and readjustment. We found the SARs internally motivated 

to live abroad took advantage of many opportunities to learn, reflect and to understand their 

identity and value (e.g., Adam et al., 2018; Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005; Saad et al., 

2013) and as returnees could sustain this change and knowledge in determining their new 

personality and how they operated in careers back home.  

Lastly, although the results from the multistage and multi-methods studies involved a 

complicated sample, they yielded a number of theoretical, methodological, and practical 

implications. The benefits of using multiple studies with a variety of approaches will be 

covered in the next section. 

8.3. Research contributions and implications for future research 

 
8.3.1. Theoretical contributions and implications  

 

Contributions 

This thesis has made a key theoretical contribution to knowledge by confirming the 

applicability of the theory of acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) to studying 

abroad. Utilising the theory of acculturation enriches our understanding of the process of 

change and self-development encountered by international students studying abroad by 

responding to the three questions of what, how and why in relation to how international 

students perceive change and self-development. This explains the process of how the host 

country transition impacts upon SARs’ affective, behavioural and cognitive processes by 

exploring the mechanisms that determine these changes.  
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This research has extended the theory of acculturation by examining the importance of post-

experience transition and readjustment for SARs, suggesting that the process of sustaining 

study abroad outcomes echoes the process of encountering these outcomes abroad. Previous 

studies (e.g., Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Adler, 1981; Martin, 1984; Black, Gregersen 

and Mendenhall, 1992; Storti, 2011; Chamove and Soeterik, 2006) also suggested that 

returning home has a similar effect to going abroad in terms of returnees gaining valuable 

knowledge of how to maximise their acquisition. However, the difficulties of home country 

transition might eliminate all of these benefits unless certain strategies are put into place to 

help sustain them. It is our hope that this conceptual framework will add further insights to 

the theoretical field of acculturation, enabling rich opportunities for future exploration  

 

Implications 

This research presents two theoretical implications. First, the research findings suggest 

intertwined relationships between the three types of study-abroad outcomes expressed in 

affective, behavioural and cognitive outcomes in two associations: i) IC -> SDR -> SL; ii) 

host-country -> socialisation preference -> IC -> SL. However, this research has not 

examined the cause-and-effect association between the variables as these findings are 

principally based on the data from semi-structured interviews and their qualitative 

interpretation.  

Furthermore, the hypothesis presented above is informed by the theory of behavioural 

applicability (Brown and Brown, 2009), holding that when there is a gap between the original 

culture norms and a new environment then behaviour must match the new context for the 

students to be culturally and socially involved and for stress and anxiety to ease. If this 

process has not occurred, then students will suffer uncertainty and normlessness until changes 

are made. Moreover, according to the research of Adam et al. (2018) any changes 

experienced by students abroad will have started from their cognitive functioning, with SCC 
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and SDR at the heart of their development. It would subsequently be advantageous to 

examine the cause-and-effect relationship between the study abroad outcomes to provide 

evidence of the processes of change and self-development among international students.  

Secondly, based on the participants’ demographic information (such as gender, education 

level), the quantitative findings reveal no significant differences between their study abroad 

outcomes. However, it would be interesting for future research to re-examine this relationship 

as the qualitative findings showed some differences in gender differences between men and 

women where the male participants developed more IC than the females. The anticipated 

cause of the gender differences here is Saudi culture with specific and distinct gender 

differences, which may play a role in some other culture but not necessarily all. Certainly, 

international students will face difficulties abroad in terms of integrating into a new culture, 

experiencing many emotions and causes for reflection to adjust and perceive their study-

abroad outcomes and their wider importance upon return. Future research might then take an 

interest in cross-gender and cross-cultural differences relating to study-abroad outcomes. 

 

8.3.2. Methodological contributions and implications 

Contributions  

This thesis has made two methodological contributions to extend the findings of earlier 

studies, firstly by employing a longitudinal mixed-methods approach to enrich our 

understanding of the long-term benefits of acculturation. Previously, few studies had used 

this type of research design to analyse the impact of studying abroad on students’ change and 

self-development based on the SLR (see chapter 4). Our use of both quantitative and 

qualitative data collection methods has produced in-depth results and unique insights, 

maximising the generalisability and transferability of findings.  

The second contribution offered by our research methodology is a unique sample 

encompassing two types of sojourners, so expressing the complex nature of being an 
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international student abroad while remaining an academic member of a Saudi university. 

Very few studies have focused on this group of returnees within the available literature (e.g., 

Alandejani, 2013; Almuarik, 2019; Gama and Pedersen, 1977) entailing that this study 

advances our understanding of academic returnees. Although difficult initially to access, 

examining this sample is important first to the development of Saudi universities and second 

to the Saudi government itself which is currently leading the Kingdom through a huge 

transformation to lessen its dependency on oil production and invest in its population to 

broaden the national economic base. Examining this sample has given other researchers the 

opportunity to study whether the government is getting what they want from sending students 

abroad, while the Saudi government deserves to have knowledge of whether or not their 

investment has paid off and their scholarship objectives have been fulfilled. 

Implications 

The findings of this research would have been stronger and more accurate if the data were 

collected over four time points. Moreover, understanding human behavioural change required 

pre-study before the research conducted and at the end of research after the experience 

examinations to gather richer and more accurate observations. However, due to the inherent 

time constraints of a PhD thesis and the difficulties we encountered in recruiting and find the 

right candidates, it would have been impossible to gather and analyse the data within 4-5 

years because Saudi students can spend around 6-12 years studying abroad to complete their 

Master and PhD degrees. We would suggest that future research benefit from following the 

typical life cycle of the SARs students i.e., pre-study, during the research period and at its 

end, and then post-return over a number of years. Such an approach would provide more 

knowledge of the differences between those who benefitted from studying abroad and those 

who did not perceive the benefits of their overseas study to their workplace and the 

government sponsoring them.  
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8.3.3. Practical contribution and implications   

Contributions  

This study has made clear practical contributions to knowledge by examining SL and 

creativity behaviour for the first time in the context of SARs’ study abroad, complementing 

previous research through the hypothesis that the experience has an impact on students’ 

growth and personal development by increasing employability and preparing them for a 

useful career (McMillan and Opem, 2002). While our study provides new findings on the 

cultural outcomes of studying abroad, such as developing IC, it also presents work-related 

outcomes in the form of SL and creativity behaviour.  

Amongst other important processes, the development of SL and creativity behaviour in 

returning students can be translated into tangible work outcomes through implementing what 

SARs have learnt and practiced in their work. The significance of this contribution is also 

applicable to other cultures, particularly now that many governments are seeking greater 

creativity in developing their human resources and economy. The research findings have 

hence added new knowledge enriching our understanding about how studying abroad 

facilitates the process of acquiring such positive and creative outcomes.  

 

Implications  

This research has three main practical implications. Firstly, by contributing to the extant 

knowledge by exploring and examining the accumulated outcomes of the changes in the 

affective, behavioural and cognitive processes for the SARs, the study has highly positive 

implications for future research but remains a starting point for further investigations. How 

the present outcomes translate into objective and tangible business outcomes, such as 

creativity, performance and financial returns for organisations is deemed worthy of further 

investigation. To do so, any future research would benefit from the deployment of 

multidisciplinary teams including behavioural economists.  
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The second implication lies with the importance of cultural outcomes as a consequence of 

overcoming cultural differences and adjusting successfully to a new culture. Our research 

proposes that cultural outcomes such as IC could boost or hinder the achievements of 

academic outcomes in the form, for instance, of obtaining higher degrees, publishing papers 

and initiating partnerships with foreign companies or universities. Although our research 

suggests that cultural outcomes boost or hinder academic outcomes, the other problem we 

have identified is that the individuals, organisations and governments sponsoring 

international students abroad place more emphasis on achieving academic outcomes while 

ignoring the significant role of cultural outcomes and the techniques of adjustment crucial to 

the interaction of overseas students in their new settings. Based on our general findings, we 

would urge further research to provide evidence supporting this hypothesis of a key 

relationship between cultural outcomes and academic outcomes, so enabling policymakers 

and organisations to approach the sponsorship of international students in an effective way to 

guarantee that students will achieve both types of outcomes in their study abroad experience. 

Lastly, although the practical implications of this research are principally tailored towards 

supporting scholarship in Saudi Arabia’s universities, our study can inform decisions on 

additional scholarships sponsored by other countries, organisations or individuals seeking to 

provide international students with the knowledge needed to maximise the benefits of their 

study abroad. In addressing Saudi Arabia’s university scholarship, we have been divided this 

process into three stages for the overseas students: pre-departure, during the experience and 

post-experience. None of the implications involved in these three stages takes a higher 

priority than the others, as all go hand-in-hand to help maximise the benefits of studying 

abroad, before departure and during the study period, while helping to sustain them after the 

students’ return. Moreover, it is worth mentioning that for government policymakers and/or 

organisations, sponsoring international students abroad has been proven to exert the most 

influence in the process of achieving the best experience. In this respect, the flow charts 
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presented below illustrates how the practical implications of this research fulfils the promise 

of this research by analysing the 3-stage process of maximising the potential benefits of 

SARs in their overseas study.  
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Governments and organisations tend to sponsor international students because they consider 

studying abroad to be a worthwhile investment for the whole community (Altbach and 

Engberg, 2014). Being aware of what to expect from study abroad experience will hence help 

policymakers focus attention on educating future students according to the anticipated 

outcomes of studying abroad, helping them to develop strategies to support the sustainability 

of these outcomes in the long run. In the case of Saudi Arabia scholarship, although their 

scholarship objectives are outlined in their website, there is no evidence of any measurable 
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tangible outcomes. In this sense, being vocal about their scholarship objectives and 

anticipations, besides gaining the degree, what to expect from the students after their return is 

highly significant because it will enable governments and other organisations to get the most 

of their investments and equip work-places with the best new human resources available. 

However, higher political authority is needed to translate these ideas into practice through 

policy change, and so provide recommendations, knowledge, and tools to the relevant 

scholarship committees.  

We thus suggest that scholarship committees in Saudi Arabia universities use these research 

findings for awareness programmes, seminars and workshops to give potential expatriate 

employees the knowledge to convince them of how to make the best of their experience 

abroad. The importance of these programs has already been recognised by many public and 

private organisations in the West, entailing that importing such programs to prepare potential 

Saudi academics for their educational trip abroad presents clear benefits to them and their 

universities. Moreover, this type of coaching and training workshop can be designed 

internally by following some existed models and guidelines online (e.g., Mendenhall and 

Stahl, 2000), or externally by employing consultancy and coaching organisations that 

specialise in preparing expatriates before their assignments.   

The significance of these programs thus lies in their value to Saudi academics in fostering 

their internal motivation to go abroad and confirming the essential role of personal 

motivation in developing the outcomes of living abroad. Examples from the literature and our 

own research illustrate the value of such programs regarding the recognised benefits of 

studying abroad, listed here as the benefits coming from IC, SL, creativity behaviour, SCC 

and SDR. In addition, the research participants have shared some real examples of returnees 

testifying to how the study abroad helped them, not only regarding their educational 

accomplishments but also in their self-development and leadership skills amongst other 

skills. Speaking as returnees, the SARs were also able to discuss the characteristics of the 
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best country or city in which to live abroad, and the importance and benefits of socialisation 

in having friends with people from different countries and cultures. Our study was thus able 

to highlight some of the cultural differences that might cause culture shock and influence 

their adjustment abroad, such as male employees having to deal with female colleagues and 

vice versa. 

 

During the experience    
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developmental outcomes. The committee would then evaluate the expected outcomes at the 

start of their overseas experience and every six months during their study period abroad.  

• Monitoring and 
facilitating the 
process. 

Policymakers

Organisation 
(scholarship 
committee)

Potential 
international 

students

• Monitoring and 
facilitating the 
process. 

•  
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Based on the research outcomes, most of the readjustment difficulties experienced by the 

SARs upon their return involved cultural differences at the workplace, affecting the 

returnees’ mental health. We would say in response that it is crucial to provide a work 

environment able to support and enhance the beneficial new values that the returnees have 

learnt from their study abroad journey and incorporate them into their organisational 

behaviour through ethical and behavioural employee guidelines for which might include the 

following elements: the importance of being open-minded and less judgmental; being 

responsible and authentic about their work; appreciating and admiring creativity behaviour; 

demonstrating leadership by delegating some authority to make them take responsibility; 

supporting their ideas and putting them into practice; and insisting upon good communication 

skills while supporting the individual’s development.  

Both the research findings and the literature review show that Saudi Arabia has a high-power 

distance culture which suggests that managers have less of a tendency to exchange or share 

Policymakers
• Monitoring and 
facilitating the 
process. 

Organisation 
(scholarship 
committee)

• Changes to the organisation, 
ethical and behavioural 
guidelines.

• Lessens the impact of a high-
power distance culture. 

• Behavioural enhancment 
programs.

Potential 
international 

students
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information. This gap in shared information acts as a barrier to implementing change and will 

impact upon knowledge exchange among academic returnees. In response, the managers 

might think about supporting an information-sharing environment by dedicating time to 

supporting the returnees; for instance, arranging a workshop to reflect on their experience and 

explain their readjustment difficulties. The upshot is that these changes may help reduce 

power distance and restore returnees’ level of satisfaction and well-being. Finally, 

behavioural enhancement programmes could be provided and even made compulsory for all 

employees.  

Nonetheless, the application of these practical measures requires systemic change and 

advocacy from a higher authority and government support to drive change. These are 

important implications for any scholarship rewarding bodies to consider, while further 

research is needed to apply these principles to diverse cultures and not just to Saudi Arabia. 

As there are lots of generalisable outcomes that are worth further investigation, the next 

section will present a number of recommendations for future research.  

 

8.4.  Recommendations for future research 

Based on these research findings and analysis, we can propose a number of suggestions for 

future research. First of all, we anticipate that the comprehensive conceptual framework and 

research design used in this research can be replicated in other studies by using a different 

sample, such as returning employees from other sectors in Saudi Arabia or GCC countries. 

Although this research informs a unique Saudi context, the dearth of existing research 

underlines a need to understand cross-cultural transitions in other countries. For example, 

future studies might think of adopting a longitudinal research approach designed to explore 

and examine the impact of cross-cultural transition on the change and self-development of 

expatriates during and after their assignment abroad (this including international students 

here). Furthermore, a mix-methods approach could also be employed to prove the 
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generalisability and transferability of overseas students and workers while obtaining a 

complete picture of the process of change, so understanding the mechanisms that influence 

the accumulation of these outcomes. The methodology utilised in this research can be used as 

a further guideline to assist future research investigating the long-term benefits of 

acculturation. 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, this research has contributed to earlier studies indicating 

that the development of IC abroad depends on the host country. Here our findings explained 

that the process of developing IC stems from the role of host country in the students’ 

socialisation preferences which affects their SDR and plays a key role in developing IC. We 

hence recommend that further investigation by researchers employ cross-cultural studies to 

examine the differences between one-nationality international students studying in different 

countries with regard to their IC and SDR.  

Researchers might also think about exploring their socialisation preferences qualitatively and 

so determine how their bad or good experience of interaction with foreigner contribute to 

their SDR and IC. We suggest following-up on the participants continuously from the start to 

end of their journey to obtain a richer picture of the host country’s impact on their 

socialisation preferences and their SDR and IC in turn. Our results have also underlined how 

future research should examine the association between the practical aspects of each of the 

study abroad outcomes (such as for IC, SL, SCC) and the corresponding consequences for 

their work-related outcomes, such as in matters of job performance and work satisfaction. 

Moreover, it would be beneficial to find out if the participants have different responses from 

those who have not been abroad regarding the practical aspects of study abroad outcomes and 

how this could influence job-related outcomes.  

Although the issue of cultural differences and their impact on the sustainability of study 

abroad outcomes has generally been overlooked in the context of studying abroad, this 

research has explicitly used qualitative research to enrich our understanding of the theoretical 
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and practical role of cultural difference. Based on these findings, this topic requires more 

attention from researchers and new studies could contribute to the generalisability of the 

findings, perhaps utilising quantitative research to examine the role of cultural difference and 

using some well-known developed scales to measure it, such as Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions (Hofstede, 1987).  

In highlighting the importance of the readjustment experience in sustaining and prolonging 

the benefits of study abroad outcomes, our findings have added new knowledge by indicating 

that the readjustment experience depends on their experience of adjustment abroad. However, 

the most common theme in readjustment is the cultural disconnect and identity shifts with 

which the repatriates may struggle (e.g., Kohonen, 2008; Sussman, 2002). Therefore, it is 

important to understand that supporting sojourners in getting the best of their study-abroad 

experience goes hand-in-hand with supporting their re-entry in order to help them sustain and 

deliver what they have learn upon their return to their country (Kidd, 2010; Szkudlarek, 

2010; Pitts, 2016). 

In examining if the assumptions listed above are true in terms of study abroad outcomes (and 

so in terms of IC, SL and creativity behaviour) researchers could also study two groups of 

students in their pre- and post-experience with and without external support to determine 

whether or not external support is valuable in sustaining these outcomes upon return to their 

home countries and determine what other mechanisms might determine the sustainability of 

these outcomes. Further research might provide more in-depth examination to the context of 

both families and work colleagues to broaden the perspective of the research data. Other 

studies have suggested that readjustment difficulties at work might lead to dissatisfaction 

with the post-return experience of expatriates and overseas students (e.g., Tung and 

Andersen, 1997; Barham and Antal, 1995). Further research might hence examine the 

relationship between the experience of readjustment difficulties and the level of job 

satisfaction felt among the academic returnees. 
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Finally, regarding creativity behaviour, future research should seek to examining the 

antecedents that contribute to the development of this outcome. While our qualitative study 

revealed certain study-abroad factors associated with the development of creativity behaviour 

encountered by the SARs, the findings of the quantitative study did not reflect any 

relationship between study-abroad factors and creativity behaviour. Since such behaviour is 

primary in the context of studying abroad, further investigation would determine the 

mechanisms that enable the development of creativity behaviour in students and might 

consider examining the significant of the student’s immersion in the host culture - for 

example, the time spent in the library, or visiting museums and architectural sights - 

alongside their experience of their chosen subject of study and the facilities offered at the 

host university. 

Although this study has not been strictly tailored to those SARs with a successful experience 

abroad, the findings have not fully enriched our understanding of those who see their 

experience as a failure rather than more-or-less of a success story. This issue leaves us with a 

question of determining the outcomes of their unsuccessful experience abroad concerning 

affective, behavioural and cognitive process outcomes. Does their failed experience lead 

directly to job-related outcomes, such as being sacked, resigning, demotion or general job 

dissatisfaction? And what are the sources and mechanisms that contribute to such an 

experience?  

Future studies might hence employ a qualitative research design here because examining this 

type of sample will provide insights and evidence to those who might consider going abroad. 

Such research might have practical implications informing policymakers about creating 

preventive guidelines for potential international students wishing to experience overseas 

study in the future.   

 

8.5.  Research limitations   
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This PhD thesis has not been without its limitations, the first clearly being the research 

sample of Saudi academic returnees SARs which was restricted to SARs who were newly 

graduated and had recently returned to their workplace (i.e., to Saudi universities) with no 

intention of continuing their studies abroad in coming year. In fact, the complexity of the 

sample criteria meant that the sample sizes for both qualitative and quantitative studies were 

comparatively small, where a larger one would have added more to research generalisability 

and transferability.  

It is worth mentioning that attempts were made to increase the sample size, but it proved 

difficult to find the right participants matching the above criteria. Owing to issues around the 

students’ confidentiality, the researcher’s request was rejected when she contacted official 

channels such as the Higher Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia and the Royal Embassy of 

Saudi Arabia’s Cultural Bureau. The researcher had then to use social media (such as Twitter 

and Facebook), personal connections and extended recruitment deadlines to find suitable 

candidates. She discovered that not everyone matching the participation criteria was willing 

to come forward and talk about their abroad experience. For example, some returnees refused 

to participate because of family restrictions on recording their voice, especially female 

candidates. Future studies should be aware of the challenges here, where multiple steps 

should be considered when choosing a similar sample; for example, securing the correct 

channel to participants first to facilitate recruitment processes, such as a government 

authority. 

The quantitative data collection method used in this research was a self-report survey, which 

risked the participants’ bias when answering the questions, under- or over-estimating their 

own behaviour and so producing unexpected findings. We then found no differences between 

SARs and in-country academics regarding their SCC which was misleading and contradicted 

earlier research (e.g., Adam et al., 2018). Even though the quantitative results were an 

exciting part of this research, the issue of response bias might affect their accuracy and so 
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impact the study's validity. It would be advantageous to use ratings from other data sources, 

such as their managers or supervisors’ ratings of the SARs and in-country academics. 

Researchers could then avoid the same source bias when drawing conclusions regarding the 

differences between the two groups (i.e., between SARs and in-country academics). 

Another limitation concerned the qualitative study. As the researcher in question, I am also a 

Saudi academic studying in the UK for over eight years. In this sense, my thoughts and 

perspectives on my experience might affect my interviews with the participants and introduce 

some bias into the discussion. Nonetheless, we considered these issues carefully throughout 

the duration of the study and thus followed the suggestions of other researchers (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006) in using their thematic analysis steps, identifying initial themes, transcribing 

interview recordings, coding interview data, developing themes, and checking the validity 

and credibility of the data. Many steps were involved in this procedure and at each iteration, 

the themes were reviewed with the supervisory team. After carefully examining all the 

interview transcripts and developing themes, we then tested their objectivity and applicability 

further. 

Another limitation of this research is that the quantitative study was limited to measuring 

behaviour and cognitive outcomes, appearing to overlook changes in the affective responses. 

Such an omission was not intentional as the researcher included questions asking the 

participants to rate their overall feelings about the experience and the education, but it turned 

out that they all rated the two questions 4-5 out of 5 (where 5 equals excellent and 4 equals 

good). The researcher hence decided to eliminate this part of the study, opting for a 

qualitative approach as the best way to understand the expression of emotions from 

participants involved in a quantitative study. Future researchers could include some questions 

about the participants’ affective responses and feelings as they might obtain more honest or 

accurate answers.   
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8.6. Summary and Conclusion 

This research has used a longitudinal mix-methods research design over two measurement 

points to explore the long-term impact of studying abroad on international students’ change 

and self-development within a framework of changes in their affective, behavioural and 

cognitive processes. While this study has attempted to address the limitations of previous 

studies discussed in the SLR, this research is the first of its kind to extend the theory of 

acculturation (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001) to explore the impact of home-country 

transition on the accumulated outcomes of studying abroad by examining intercultural 

competence (IC), self-leadership (SL), creativity behaviour, self-concept clarity (SCC) and 

self-discerning reflection (SDR).  

While previous research has focused on changes in personality traits and IC, this research has 

been the first to examine SL and creativity behaviour as outcomes of study abroad. In looking 

at Saudi academic returnees (SARs) that combine Saudi international students and academic 

employees working in Saudi universities, the chosen sample of this research is unique and 

complex to access.  

The findings of this research hence confirm that the SARs developed IC, SL, creativity 

behaviour, SCC and SDR by studying abroad. The results also indicated that regarding IC, 

creativity behaviour and SDR, the SARs differed significantly from those who have not been 

abroad. The results then highlighted four mechanisms which indicated significant 

relationships with the outcomes: the host country, socialisation, motivation and length of 

study abroad.  

After returning, the study results confirmed that the participants were able to sustain the 

study-abroad outcomes except for creativity behaviour which was negatively affected by their 

readjustment experience. Our study has hence examined readjustment-related factors, 

indicating that the motivation to study abroad moderates the sustainability of IC, SL and 
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SCC, while the awareness of perceived benefits abroad moderates the sustainability of 

creativity behaviour, SCC and SDR.  

Furthermore, the research design, analysis and findings have provided new and different 

research perspectives to be replicated in education sectors, or a different sector in Saudi 

Arabia, or in a different country entirely. Our findings present clear and positive theoretical, 

methodological and practical contributions and implications in our exploration of how 

studying abroad has helped prepare the SARs with the skills needed for their work. In having 

a real impact upon how they experience work and transfer their ideas and new experiences 

back to work, this experience actually constitutes a significant practical contribution to the 

Saudi government who have spent millions and millions of dollars sponsoring them and can 

now confirm that their investment has paid off.   

Lastly, the research findings have provided a strong basis for new guidelines for scholarship 

committees and human resources development within organisations to support and maximise 

the outcomes of studying abroad pre-, during and after their period overseas. These valuable 

findings are expected to be applicable to the scholarship committee and human resources 

departments in different organisations and sectors in Saudi Arabia and other GCC countries. 

Moreover, they can be extended to countries in more distant parts of the world taking into 

consideration the factor of potential influence of cultural difference.   

References  

ABET (2021) Accredited programs. Available at: https://amspub.abet.org/aps/category-

search?countries=SA. (Accessed: 20 November 2021). 

Adam, H., Obodaru, O., Lu, J. G., Maddux, W. W. and Galinsky, A. D. (2018) 'The shortest 

path to oneself leads around the world: living abroad increases self-concept clarity', 

Organisational Behaviour and Human Decision Processes, 145, pp. 16-29. 

Adelman, M.B. (1988) 'Cross-cultural adjustment: a theoretical perspective on social 

support', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 12(3), pp. 183-204. 

Adler, P. S. (1987) 'Culture shock and the cross-cultural learning experience', in Luce, L. F. 

and Smith, E. C. (eds.) Toward Internationalism. Cambridge, MA: Newbury House. 

Adler, N. J. (1981) 'Re-entry: Managing cross-cultural transitions', Group & Organization 

Management, 6(3), pp. 341-356. 

https://amspub.abet.org/aps/category-search?countries=SA.
https://amspub.abet.org/aps/category-search?countries=SA.


298 
 

Adler, P. S. (1975) 'The transitional experience: an alternative view of culture shock', The 

Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 15(4), pp. 13-23. 

Ahmed, M. A. (2015) 'Outward mobility of Saudi students', International Higher Education, 

(83), pp. 19-20. 

Aiken, L. S. and West, S. G. (1991) Multiple regression: testing and interpreting 

interactions. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Alandejani, J. (2013) Coming home after studying abroad: how Saudi female scholars 

readapt, re-adjust, and transfer their knowledge. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. 

Alise, M. A. and Teddlie, C. (2010) 'A continuation of the paradigm wars? Prevalence rates 

of methodological approaches across the social/behavioural sciences', Journal of Mixed 

Methods Research, 4(2), pp. 103-126. 

AllahMorad, S. (2020) Education in Saudi Arabia. Available 
at: https://wenr.wes.org/2020/04/education-in-saudi-arabia (Accessed:9 April 2020). 
 
Almuarik, G. S. (2019) A qualitative study of Saudi PhD returnees' readjustment experience: 

their perceptions and impressions. Unpublished PhD thesis. Newcastle University. 

Alqahtani, M. H. M. (2015) Fluid cultures and identifications: the intercultural 

communication experiences of Saudi international students in the UK. Durham University. 

Alsuwaida, N. (2016) 'Women’s education in Saudi Arabia', Journal of International 

Education Research, 12(4), pp. 111-118. 

Altbach, P. G. and Engberg, D. (2014) 'Global student mobility: the changing landscape', 

International Higher Education, (77), pp. 11-14. 

Altweck, L. and Marshall, T. C. (2015) 'When you have lived in a different culture, does 

returning‘home’ not feel like home? Predictors of psychological readjustment to the heritage 

culture', PloS One, 10(5), pp. e0124393. 

Alves, J. C., Lovelace, K. J., Manz, C. C., Matsypura, D., Toyasaki, F. and Ke, K. (2006) 'A 

cross-cultural perspective of self-leadership', Journal of Managerial Psychology, 21(4), pp. 

338-359. 

Alwazzan, L. and Rees, C. E. (2016) 'Women in medical education: views and experiences 

from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia', Medical Education, 50(8), pp. 852-865. 

Amabile, T. M. (1985) 'Motivation and creativity', Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 48(2), pp. 393-399. 

Amabile, T. M. and Gitomer, J. (1984) 'Children's artistic creativity: effects of choice in task 

materials', Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 10(2), pp. 209-215. 

Amabile, T. M., Hil, K. G., Hennessey, B. A. and Tighe, E. M. (1995) '"The Work Preference 

Inventory: assessing intrinsic and extrinsic motivational orientations": Correction', Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 68(4), pp. 580. 

Anderson, L. E. (1994) 'A new look at an old construct: cross-cultural adaptation', 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 18(3), pp. 293-328. 

https://wenr.wes.org/2020/04/education-in-saudi-arabia


299 
 

Andrade, M. S. (2006) 'International students in English-speaking universities', Journal of 

Research in International Education, 5(2), pp. 131-154. 

Andreason, A. W. and Kinneer, K. D. (2005) 'Repatriation adjustment problems and the 

successful reintegration of expatriates and their families', Journal of Behavioral and Applied 

Management, 6(2), pp. 109. 

Ang, S., Van Dyne, L. and Koh, C. (2006) 'Personality correlates of the four-factor model of 

cultural intelligence', Group & Organization Management, 31(1), pp. 100-123. 

Ang, S., Van Dyne, L., Koh, C., Ng, K. Y., Templer, K. J., Tay, C. and Chandrasekar, N.A. 

(2007) 'Cultural intelligence: its measurement and effects on cultural judgment and decision 

making, cultural adaptation and task performance', Management and Organization Review, 

3(3), pp. 335-371. 

Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2006) 'Assessment of psychological acculturation', in Sam, 

D. L. and Berry, J. W. (eds.) The Cambridge Handbook of Acculturation Psychology. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 142-60. 

Argyle, M. (1980) 'Interactions skills and social competence', in Feldman, P. and Orford, J. 

(eds.) Psychological Problems: The Social Context. John Wiley & Sons.: John Wiley & Sons. 

Arthur, N. (2003) 'Preparing international students for the re-entry transition', The Canadian 

Journal of Counselling, 37 pp. 173-185. 

Ayish, M. I. (2003) 'Beyond western-oriented communication theories: a normative Arab-

Islamic perspective', Javnost (Ljubljana, Slovenia), 10(2), pp. 79-92. 

Baker, S. E. and Edwards, R. (2012) How many qualitative interviews is enough? Expert 

voices and early career reflections on sampling and cases in qualitative research. National 

Centre for Research Methods, Southampton. Available at: 

https://research.brighton.ac.uk/en/publications/a8b1942d-ef76-4ffe-b211-8d3db0b1474b 

(Accessed: 14 July 2019). 

Ballinger, G. A. (2004) 'Using generalised estimating equations for longitudinal data 

analysis', Organisational Research Methods, 7(2), pp. 127-150. 

Bandura, A. and McClelland, D. C. (1977) Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs: 

Prentice Hall. 

Barham, K. and Antal, A. B. (1995) 'Competencies for the pan-European manager', in 

Kirkbride, P. (ed.) Human Resource Management in Europe. London: Routledge, pp. 221-

241. 

Barham, K. and Berthoin Antal, A. (1994) 'Competences for the pan-European manager’, in 

Kirkbride, P. (ed.) Human Resource Management in Europe: Perspectives for the 1990s. 

London: Routledge, pp. 222-241. 

Baumeister, R. F. (1999) 'Self-concept, self-esteem, and identity.', in Derlega, V. J., 

Winstead, B. A. and Jones, W. H. (eds.) Personality: Contemporary Theory and Research. 

Nelson-Hall Publishers, pp. 339–375. 

Bechtoldt, M. N., De Dreu, Carsten K. W, Nijstad, B. A. and Zapf, D. (2010) 'Self-concept 

clarity and the management of social conflict', Journal of Personality, 78(2), pp. 539-574. 

https://research.brighton.ac.uk/en/publications/a8b1942d-ef76-4ffe-b211-8d3db0b1474b


300 
 

Behrnd, V. and Porzelt, S. (2012) 'Intercultural competence and training outcomes of students 

with experiences abroad', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 36(2), pp. 213-

223. 

Bem, D. J. (1972) 'Self-perception theory', Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 6 

pp. 1–62. 

Benet-Martínez, V. and Haritatos, J. (2005) 'Bicultural identity integration (BII): components 

and psychosocial antecedents', Journal of Personality, 73(4), pp. 1015-1050. 

Benet-Martínez, V., Lee, F. and Leu, J. (2006) 'Biculturalism and cognitive complexity: 

complexity: expertise in cultural representations', Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 

37(4), pp. 386-407. 

Bennett, J., Lubben, F., Hogarth, S. and Campbell, B. (2005) 'Systematic reviews of research 

in science education: rigour or rigidity?', International Journal of Science Education, 27(4), 

pp. 387-406. 

Bennett, M. J. (1998) Basic concepts of intercultural communication. Boston, MA, USA: 

Intercultural Press. 

Bennett, M. J. (1986) 'Towards ethnorelativism: a developmental model of intercultural 

sensitivity', in Paige, R. M. (ed.) Cross-Cultural Orientation: New Conceptualizations and 

Applications. New York, NY: University Press of America, pp. 27–69. 

Berry, J. W. (2005) 'Acculturation: living successfully in two cultures', International Journal 

of Intercultural Relations, 29(6), pp. 697-712. 

Berry, J. W. (1997) 'Immigration, acculturation, and adaptation', Applied Psychology, 46(1), 

pp. 5-34. 

Berry, S. (1994) 'Estimating discrete-choice models of product differentiation', The Rand 

Journal of Economics, 25(2), pp. 242-262. 

Berry, Kim, U., Minde, T. and Mok, D. (1987) 'Comparative studies of acculturative stress', 
The International Migration Review, 21(3), pp. 491-511. 
 
Biesta, G. J. J. (2010) 'Why “what works” still won’t work: from evidence-based education to 

value-based education', Studies in Philosophy and Education, 29(5), pp. 491-503. 

Black, H. T. and Duhon, D. L. (2006) 'Assessing the impact of business study abroad 

programs on cultural awareness and personal development', Journal of Education for 

Business, 81(3), pp. 140-144. 

Black, J. S. (1992) 'Coming home: the relationship of expatriate expectations with 

repatriation adjustment and job performance', Human Relations (New York), 45(2), pp. 177-

192. 

Black, J. S. (1990) 'The relationship of personal characteristics with the adjustment of 

Japanese expatriate managers', Management International Review, 30(2), pp. 119-134. 

Black, J. S., Mendenhall, M. and Oddou, G. (1991) 'Toward a comprehensive model of 

international adjustment: an integration of multiple theoretical perspectives', The Academy of 

Management Review, 16(2), pp. 291-317. 



301 
 

Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall (1992) 'Toward a theoretical framework of repatriation 

adjustment', Journal of International Business Studies, 16(4), pp. 737-760. 

Black, Morrison and Gregersen (1999) Global explorers. London: Routledge. 

Błażek, M. and Besta, T. (2012) 'Self-concept clarity and religious orientations: prediction of 

purpose in life and self-esteem', Journal of Religion and Health, 51(3), pp. 947-960. 

Bossard, A. B. and Peterson, R. B. (2005) 'The repatriate experience as seen by American 

expatriates', Journal of World Business: JWB, 40(1), pp. 9-28. 

Bowman, K.G. (2007) 'A research synthesis overview', Nursing Science Quarterly, 20(2), pp. 

171-176. 

Brabant, S., Palmer, C. E. and Gramling, R. (1990) 'Returning home: An empirical 

investigation of cross-cultural re-entry', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 

14(4), pp. 387-404. 

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006) 'Using thematic analysis in psychology', Qualitative 

Research in Psychology, 3(2), pp. 77-101. 

Briner, R. B. and Denyer, D. (2012) 'Systematic review and evidence synthesis as a practice 

and scholarship tool', The Oxford Handbook of Evidence-Based Management, pp. 112-129. 

Briner, R.B. and Denyer, D. (2010) 'Systematic review and evidence synthesis as a practice 
and scholarship tool', in The Oxford Handbook of Evidence-Based Management. Oxford 
University Press, pp. 328-374. 
 
Brown, L. (2009) The transformative power of the International Sojourn: an ethnographic 

study of the international student experience. Annals of Tourism Research. 

Brown, L. and Brown, J. (2009) 'Out of chaos, into a new identity: the transformative power 

of the international sojourn', Existential Analysis, 20(2), pp. 341-361. 

Brown, L. and Graham, I. (2009) 'The discovery of the self through the academic sojourn', 

Existential Analysis, 20(1), pp. 79-93. 

Bryant, A. and Kazan, A.L. (2012) Self-leadership. Blacklick: McGraw-Hill Education. 

Bryman, A. and Bell, E. (2015) Business research methods. 4th edn. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Bryman, A. and Bell, E. (2011) Business research methods. 3rd edn. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Bukhari, F. and Denman, B. (2013) 'Student scholarships in Saudi Arabia: implications and 

opportunities for overseas engagement', in Higher Education in Saudi Arabia. Dordrecht: 

Springer Netherlands, pp. 151-158. 

Burson, K. A., Larrick, R. P. and Klayman, J. (2006) 'Skilled or unskilled, but still unaware 

of it: how perceptions of difficulty drive miscalibration in relative comparisons', Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 90(1), pp. 60-77. 

Burton, R. M. and Obel, B. (2011) 'Computational modelling for what-is, what-might-be, and 

what-should-be studies-and triangulation', Organization Science (Providence, R.I.), 22(5), pp. 

1195-1202. 



302 
 

Butcher, A. (2002) 'A grief observed: grief experiences of East Asian international students 

returning to their countries of origin', Journal of Studies in International Education, 6(4), pp. 

354-368. 

Callero, P. L. (1985) 'Role-identity salience', Social Psychology Quarterly, 48(3), pp. 203-

215. 

Campbell, J. D., Assanand, S. and Paula, A. D. (2003) 'The structure of the self-concept and 

its relation to psychological adjustment', Journal of Personality, 71(1), pp. 115-140. 

Campbell, J. D., Trapnell, P. D., Heine, S. J., Katz, I. M., Lavallee, L. F. and Lehman, D. R. 

(1996) 'Self-concept clarity', Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70(1), pp. 141-

156. 

Candy, P. C. (1989) 'Alternative paradigms in educational research', Australian Educational 

Researcher, 16(3), pp. 1-11. 

Carlson, J. S. and Widaman, K. F. (1988) 'The effects of study abroad during college on 

attitudes toward other cultures', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 12(1), pp. 1-

17. 

Carmeli, A., Meitar, R. and Weisberg, J. (2006) 'Self-leadership skills and innovative 

behavior at work', International Journal of Manpower, 27(1), pp. 75-90. 

Chamove, A. S. and Soeterik, S. M. (2006) 'Grief in returning sojourners', Journal of Social 

Sciences, 13(3), pp. 215-220. 

Chen, G. and Starosta, W. J. (1996) 'Intercultural communication competence: a synthesis', 

Annals of the International Communication Association, 19(1), pp. 353-383. 

Chen, W. and Hirschheim, R. (2004) 'A paradigmatic and methodological examination of 
information systems research from 1991 to 2001', Information Systems Journal, 14(3), 
pp.197-235. 
 
Chirkov, V. I., Safdar, S., de Guzman, J. and Playford, K. (2008) 'Further examining the role 

motivation to study abroad plays in the adaptation of international students in Canada', 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 32(5), pp. 427-440. 

Chirkov, V., Vansteenkiste, M., Tao, R. and Lynch, M. (2007) 'The role of self-determined 

motivation and goals for study abroad in the adaptation of international students', 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 31(2), pp. 199-222. 

Cho, J. and Morris, M. W. (2015) 'Cultural study and problem-solving gains: Effects of study 

abroad, openness, and choice', Journal of Organizational Behaviour, 36(7), pp. 944-966. 

Church, A. T. (1982) 'Sojourner adjustment', Psychological Bulletin, 91(3), pp. 540-572. 

Condon, J. C. and Yousef, F. S. (1975) An introduction to intercultural communication. 
Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill. 
 
Cooksey, R. W. and McDonald, G. (2011) Surviving and thriving in postgraduate research. 

Prahran, Vic: Tilde University Press. 

Cox, L. (2006) Going home: perceptions of international students on the efficacy of a re-

entry workshop. University of Southern California. 



303 
 

Cox, J. B. (2004) 'The role of communication, technology, and cultural identity in 

repatriation adjustment', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 28 pp. 201-219. 

Creswell, J. W. (2003) Research design. 2nd edn. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Creswell, J.W. (2009) 'Editorial: mapping the field of mixed methods research', Journal of 
Mixed Methods Research, 3(2), pp.95-108. 
 
Deardorff, D. K. (2006) 'Identification and assessment of intercultural competence as a 

student outcome of internationalization', Journal of Studies in International Education, 10(3), 

pp. 241-266. 

Deci, E. L. and Ryan, R. M. (1985) Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human 

behavior. New York [u.a.]: Plenum Press. 

Denman, B.D. and Hilal, K.T. (2011) 'From barriers to bridges: an investigation on Saudi 

student mobility (2006-2009)', International Review of Education, 57(3), pp. 299-318. 

Diliello, T. C. and Houghton, J. D. (2006) 'Maximizing organizational leadership capacity for 

the future: toward a model of self-leadership, innovation and creativity', Journal of 

Managerial Psychology, 21(4), pp. 319-337. 

Dollinger, M. J. and Danis, W. (1998) 'Preferred decision-making styles: a cross-cultural 

comparison', Psychological Reports, 82(3), pp. 755-761. 

Dunning, D., Johnson, K., Ehrlinger, J. and Kruger, J. (2003) 'Why people fail to recognize 

their own incompetence', Current Directions in Psychological Science: A Journal of the 

American Psychological Society, 12(3), pp.83-87. 

Earl, J. K. and Bright, J. E. H. (2007) 'The relationship between career decision status and 

important work outcomes', Journal of Vocational Behavior, 71(2), pp. 233-246. 

Eby, L. A. (2005) 'Study abroad impact on personality', Psychology and Education: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal, 13(74), pp. 17-25. 

Edwards, R. R., Ness, T. J., Weigent, D. A. and Fillingim, R. B. (2003) 'Individual 

differences in diffuse noxious inhibitory controls (DNIC): association with clinical variables', 

Pain (Amsterdam), 106(3), pp. 427-437. 

Engle, L. and Engle, J. (2004) 'Assessing language acquisition and intercultural sensitivity 

development in relation to study abroad program design', Frontiers (Boston, Mass.), 10(1), 

pp. 219-236. 

Fadhel, K. (2002) 'Positivist and hermeneutic paradigm: a critical evaluation under their 

structure of scientific practice', The Sosland Journal, pp.21-28. 

Faragallah, M. H., Schumm, W. R. and Webb, F. J. (1997) 'Acculturation of Arab-American 

immigrants: an exploratory study', Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 28(3), pp. 182-

203. 

Farmer, S. M., Tierney, P. and Kung-McIntyre, K. (2003) 'Employee creativity in Taiwan: an 

application of role identity theory', Academy of Management Journal, 46(5), pp. 618-630. 

Fee, A. and Gray, S. J. (2012) 'The expatriate-creativity hypothesis: A longitudinal field test', 

Human Relations (New York), 65(12), pp. 1515-1538. 



304 
 

Finke, R. A., Ward, T. B. and Smith, S. M. (1999) Creative cognition, 1st paperback edn. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press. 
 
Finnis, J. M. (1980) Natural law and natural rights. New York: Clarendon Press. 

Furnham, A. and Alibhal, N. (1985) 'The friendship network of foreign students: a replication 

and extension of the functional model', International Journal of Psychology, 20(6), pp. 709-

722. 

Furnham and Bochner (1986) Culture shock. London ]u.a[: Methuen. 

Furnham and Bochner (1982) '7 - Social difficulty in a foreign culture: an empirical analysis 

of culture shock', in Cultures in Contact, Elsevier Ltd, pp. 161-198. 

Furnham, A. and Erdmann, E. (1995) 'Psychological and sociocultural variables as predictors 

of adjustment in cross-cultural transitions', Psychologia, 38, pp. 238-251. 

Furukawa, T. (1997) 'Structure and functional properties of ferroelectric polymers', Advances 

in Colloid and Interface Science, 71-72(1-3), pp. 183-208. 

Gama, E. M. P. and Pedersen, P. (1977) 'Readjustment problems of Brazilian returnees from 

graduate studies in the United States', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 1(4), 

pp. 46-59. 

Gardner, J. W. (1952) 'The foreign student in America', (4, 30), pp. 637-650.  

Garrard, J. (2007) Health sciences literature review made easy: the matrix method. Sudbury, 

Massachusetts: Jones & Bartlett Learning. 

GASTAT (2019) Chapter 04 | Education and Training. Available at: 

https://www.stats.gov.sa/en (Accessed: 23 April 2020). 

Gaw, K. F. (2000) 'Reverse culture shock in students returning from overseas', International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 24(1), pp. 83-104. 

Gebhard, J. G. (2012) 'International students’ adjustment problems and behaviors', Journal of 

International Students, 2(2), pp. 184-193. 

Georgianna, S. (2007) 'Self-leadership: a cross-cultural perspective', Journal of Managerial 

Psychology, 22(6), pp. 569-589. 

Ghisletta, P. and Spini, D. (2004) 'An introduction to generalized estimating equations and an 

application to assess selectivity effects in a longitudinal study on very old individuals', 

Journal of Educational and Behavioral Statistics, 29(4), pp. 421-437. 

Ghosh, A. (2014) 'Culturally competent behaviors at workplace: an intergroup perspective for 

workplace diversity', South Asian Journal of Management, 21(3), pp. 73-95. 

Godart, F. C., Maddux, W. W., Shipilov, A. V. and Galinsky, A. D. (2015) 'Fashion with a 

foreign flair: professional experiences abroad facilitate the creative innovations of 

organizations', Academy of Management Journal, 58(1), pp. 195-220. 

Goodwin, C. J. (2010) Research in psychology: methods and design. 6th edn. Hoboken, NJ: 

Wiley. 

https://www.stats.gov.sa/en


305 
 

Graf, A. and Harland, L. K. (2005) 'Expatriate selection: evaluating the discriminant, 

convergent, and predictive validity of five measures of interpersonal and intercultural 

competence', The Journal of Leadership Studies, 11(2), pp. 46-62. 

Gu, Q. and Schweisfurth, M. (2015) 'Transnational connections, competences and identities: 

experiences of Chinese international students after their return 'home'', British Educational 

Research Journal, 41(6), pp. 947-970. 

Guba, E. G. (1981) The paradigm revolution in inquiry. Columbus, Ohio: National Center for 

Research in Vocational Education, Ohio State University. 

Guba, E. G. and Lincoln, Y. S. (2005) 'Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and 

emerging confluences', in Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (eds.) The Sage Handbook of 

Qualitative Research. CA: Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, pp. 191-215. 

Gudykunst, W. B. (1983) 'Toward a typology of stranger-host relationships', International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 7(4), pp. 401-413. 

Gudykunst, W. B., Ting-Toomey, S. and Chua, E. (1988) Culture and Interpersonal 

Communication. Sage Publications. 

Gudykunst, W. B. and Hammer, M. R. (1988) 'The influence of social identity and intimacy 

of interethnic relationships on uncertainty reduction processes', Human Communication 

Research, 14(4), pp. 569-601. 

Gudykunst, W. B. and Ting-Toomey, S. (1988) 'Culture and affective communication', The 

American Behavioral Scientist (Beverly Hills), 31(3), pp. 384-400. 

Gullahorn, J. T. and Gullahorn, J. E. (1963) 'An extension of the U-curve hypothesis', 

Journal of Social Issues, 19(3), pp. 33-47. 

Hall, E. T. (1989) Beyond culture. New York: Anchor Books. 

Hamza, A. (2010) 'International experience', Journal of Studies in International Education, 

14(1), pp. 50-69. 

Hanada, S. (2015) Assessing intercultural competence: a comparative study of Japanese 

students in study abroad programs. University of Toronto: Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education. 

Hardin, J. W. and Hilbe, J. M. (2003) Generalized estimating equations. Boca Raton, Fla. 

[u.a.]: Chapman & Hall/CRC. 

Harrison, N. (2012) 'Investigating the impact of personality and early life experiences on 

intercultural interaction in internationalised universities', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 36(2), pp. 224-237. 

Hart, C. (1998) Doing a literature review: releasing the social science research imagination. 

London: SAGE Publications. 

Hayes, A. F. (2013) Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis. 

New York [u.a.]: Guilford Press. 



306 
 

Hayes, R. L. and Lin, H. (1994) 'Coming to America: developing social support systems for 

international students', Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 22(1), pp. 7-

16. 

Ho, J. and Nesbit, P. L. (2013) 'Exploring self-leadership across eastern and western cultures', 

Journal of Service Science and Management, 6(4), pp. 241-249. 

Hodges, B., Regehr, G. and Martin, D. (2001) 'Difficulties in recognizing one’s own 

incompetence: novice physicians who are unskilled and unaware of it', Academic Medicine, 

76(10), pp. S87-S89. 

Hofstede (2001) Culture's consequences: comparing values, behaviors, institutions and 

organisations across nations. 2nd edn.  

Hofstede, G. (2011) 'Dimensionalizing Cultures: the Hofstede model in context', Online 

Readings in Psychology and Culture, 2(1). 

Hofstede, G. (1980) 'Motivation, leadership, and organization: Do American theories apply 

abroad?', Organizational Dynamics, 9(1), pp. 42-63. 

Hofstede, G. and Hofstede, G.J. (2005) Cultures and organizations. Rev. and expanded 2nd. 
edn. New York ]u.a[: McGraw-Hill. 

Hogan, C. (1996). What is the extent of responsibilities of universities to prepare overseas 
students to return to their home countries? In: J. Abbott & L. Willcoxson, (eds.) Teaching and 
learning within and across disciplines. Perth: Murdoch University, pp. 83-91.  

Holland, J., Thomson, R. and Henderson S. (2006) 'Qualitative longitudinal research: a 

discussion paper', Families & Social Capital ESRC Research Group, 21. 

Holliday, A. (2011) Intercultural communication and ideology. 1. publ. edn. Los Angeles 

[u.a.]: SAGE. 

Holtbrügge, D. and Engelhard, F. (2016) 'Study abroad programs: individual motivations, 

cultural intelligence, and the mediating role of cultural boundary spanning', Academy of 

Management Learning & Education, 15(3), pp. 435-455. 

Houghton, J. D., Carnes, A. and Ellison, C. N. (2014) 'A cross-cultural examination of self-

leadership', Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 21(4), pp. 414-430. 

Houghton, J. D. and Yoho, S. K. (2005) 'Toward a contingency model of leadership and 

psychological empowerment: when should self-leadership be encouraged?', The Journal of 

Leadership Studies, 11(4), pp. 65-83. 

Houghton, Dawley, D. and DiLiello, T. C. (2012) 'The abbreviated self-leadership 

questionnaire (ASLQ): a more concise measure of self-leadership.', International Journal of 

Leadership Studies, 7(2), pp. 216-232. 

Hurn, B. J. (1999) 'Repatriation - the toughest assignment of all', Industrial and Commercial 

Training, 31(6), pp. 224-228. 

Hutteman, R., Nestler, S., Wagner, J., Egloff, B. and Back, M. D. (2015) 'Wherever I may 

roam: processes of self-esteem development from adolescence to emerging adulthood in the 



307 
 

context of international student exchange', Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

108(5), pp. 767-783. 

ICEF Monitor (2017) OECD charts a slowing of international mobility growth. ICEF 

Monitor. Available at: https://monitor.icef.com/2017/09/oecd-charts-slowing-international-

mobility-growth/ (Accessed: 25 May 2018). 

 
Johnson, J. P., Lenartowicz, T. and Apud, S. (2006) 'Cross-cultural competence in 

international business: toward a definition and a model', Journal of International Business 

Studies, 37(4), pp. 525-543. 

Jyoti, J. and Kour, S. (2015) 'Assessing the cultural intelligence and task performance 

equation: mediating role of cultural adjustment', Cross Cultural Management, 22(2), pp. 236-

258. 

Kartoshkina, Y. (2015) 'Bitter-sweet re-entry after studying abroad', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 44, pp. 35-45. 

Kawondera, P. S. (2007) The impact of national culture on self-leadership. Available at: 

http://hdl.handle.net/10500/140 (Accessed: 20 September 2018). 

Keeves, J. (1997) Educational research, methodology and measurement: an international 

handbook. 2nd ed. Oxford UK: Pergamon. 

Kelley, H. H. (1967) 'Attribution theory in social psychology', in Levine, D. (ed.) Nebraska 

Symposium on Motivation. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, pp. 192–240. 

Kenrick, A. C., Sinclair, S., Richeson, J., Verosky, S. C. and Lun, J. (2016) 'Moving while 

black: intergroup attitudes influence judgments of speed', Journal of Experimental 

Psychology. General, 145(2), pp. 147-154. 

Kidd, M. A. (2010) Communication and the challenges of sojourner readjustment: an 

exploratory study. University of Kansas. 

Kiley, M. (2003) 'Conserver, strategist or transformer: the experiences of postgraduate 

student sojourners', Teaching in Higher Education, 8(3), pp. 345-356. 

Kim, Y. Y. (2008) 'Intercultural personhood: globalization and a way of being', International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 32(4), pp. 359-368. 

Kim, Y. Y.  (2005) 'Inquiry in intercultural and development communication', Journal of 

Communication, 55(3), pp. 554-577. 

Kim, Y. Y. (2001) Becoming intercultural: vol. 8: an integrative theory of communication 

and cross-cultural adaptation. Sage, Thousand Oaks. 

Kim Y. Y. (1993) 'Cross-cultural adaptation: an integrative theory', in Wiseman, R.L. (ed.) 

Intercultural Communication Theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 170–193. 

Kim, U., Triandis, H., Kἂḡitḉibaṣi, Ḉ, Choi, S. and Yoon, G. (1994) Individualism and 

collectivism: theory, method and applications. Thousand Oaks CA: Sage. 

Kirton, M. (1976) 'Adaptors and innovators: a description and measure', Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 61(5), pp. 622-629. 

https://monitor.icef.com/2017/09/oecd-charts-slowing-international-mobility-growth/
https://monitor.icef.com/2017/09/oecd-charts-slowing-international-mobility-growth/
http://hdl.handle.net/10500/140


308 
 

Kivunja, C. and Kuyini, A. B. (2017) 'Understanding and applying research paradigms in 

educational contexts', International Journal of Higher Education, 6(5), pp. 26. 

Kluckhohn, F. R. and Strodtbeck, F. L. (1961) Variations in value orientations. Evanston, 

Ill.[u.a.]: Row, Peterson. 

Kohonen, E. (2008) 'The impact of international assignments on expatriates’ identity and 

career aspirations: reflections upon re-entry', Scandinavian Journal of Management, 24(4), 

pp. 320-329. 

Kolb, D. A. (1984) Experiential learning. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Kruger, J. and Dunning, D. (1999) 'Unskilled and unaware of it', Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 77(6), pp. 1121-1134. 

Kuhn, T. S. (1962) The structure of scientific revolutions. 2nd edn. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Kumagai, F. (1977) 'The effects of cross-cultural education on attitudes and personality of 

Japanese students', Sociology of Education, 50(1), pp. 40-47. 

Kunda, Z. (1999) Social cognition. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

Lazarus, R. S., PhD and Folkman, S., PhD (1984) Stress, appraisal and coping. New York: 

Springer Publishing Company. 

Lee-Flynn, S. C., Pomaki, G., DeLongis, A., Biesanz, J. C. and Puterman, E. (2011) 'Daily 

cognitive appraisals, daily affect, and long-term depressive symptoms: the role of self-esteem 

and self-concept clarity in the stress process', Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 

37(2), pp. 255-268. 

Leong, C. (2007) 'Predictive validity of the Multicultural Personality Questionnaire: a 

longitudinal study on the socio-psychological adaptation of Asian undergraduates who took 

part in a study-abroad program', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 31(5), pp. 

545-559. 

Leung, A. K. and Chiu, C. (2010) 'Multicultural experience, idea receptiveness, and 

creativity', Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 41(5-6), pp. 723-741. 

Leung, A. K., Maddux, W. W., Galinsky, A. D. and Chiu, C. (2008) 'Multicultural experience 

enhances creativity', The American Psychologist, 63(3), pp. 169-181. 

Levine, D. N. (1985) The flight from ambiguity. Chicago [u.a.]: Univ. of Chicago Press. 

Lewandowski, G. W., Nardone, N. and Raines, A. J. (2010) 'The role of self-concept clarity 

in relationship quality', Self and Identity, 9(4), pp. 416-433. 

Lewin, R. (2009) The handbook of practice and research in study abroad. 1st edn. New York 

[u.a.]: Routledge. 

Li, M. (2020) 'An examination of two major constructs of cross-cultural competence: cultural 

intelligence and intercultural competence', Personality and Individual Differences, 164, pp. 

110-105. 

Liang, K-Y. and Zeger, S. L. (1986) 'Longitudinal data analysis using generalized linear 

models', Biometrika, 73(1), pp. 13-22. 



309 
 

Light, A.E. and Visser, P.S. (2013) 'The ins and outs of the self: contrasting role exits and 

role entries as predictors of self-concept clarity', Self and Identity, 12(3), pp. 291-306. 

Lilley, K., Barker, M. and Harris, N. (2016) 'The global citizen conceptualized: 

accommodating ambiguity', Journal of Studies in International Education, 21(1), pp. 1-16. 

Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. 3rd print. edn. Beverly Hills 

[u.a.]: Sage Publ. 

Lombard, C. A. (2014) 'Coping with anxiety and rebuilding identity: a psychosynthesis 

approach to culture shock', Counselling Psychology Quarterly, 27(2), pp. 174-199. 

Long, D. (2005) Culture and customs of Saudi Arabia. Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO. 

Lu, J. G., Quoidbach, J., Gino, F., Chakroff, A., Maddux, W. W. and Galinsky, A. D. (2017) 

'The dark side of going abroad: how broad foreign experiences increase immoral behavior', 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 112(1), pp. 1-16. 

Lysgaard, S. (1955) '"Personal contact and change in attitudes": adjustment in a foreign 

society: Norwegian Fulbright grantees visiting the United States', International Social 

Science Bulletin, 7(1), pp. 45-51. 

Mackenzie, N. and Knipe, S. (2006) 'Research dilemmas: paradigms, methods and 

methodology', Issues in Educational Research, 16(2), pp. 193-205. 

MacNab, B. R. and Worthley, R. (2012) 'Individual characteristics as predictors of cultural 

intelligence development: the relevance of self-efficacy', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 36(1), pp. 62-71. 

Maddux, W. W., Adam, H. and Galinsky, A. D. (2010) 'When in Rome... Learn why the 

Romans do what they do: how multicultural learning experiences facilitate creativity', 

Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 36(6), pp. 731-741. 

Maddux, W. W. and Galinsky, A. D. (2009) 'Cultural borders and mental barriers', Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 96(5), pp. 1047-1061. 

Malina, M. A., Nørreklit, H. S. O. and Selto, F. H. (2011) 'Lessons learned: advantages and 

disadvantages of mixed method research', Qualitative Research in Accounting and 

Management, 8(1), pp. 59-71. 

Manz, C. C. (1986) 'Self-leadership: toward an expanded theory of self-influence processes 

in organizations', The Academy of Management Review, 11(3), pp. 585-600. 

Manz, C. C. and Sims, H. P. (2001) The new superleadership: leading others to lead 

themselves. Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 

Manz, C. C. and Sims, H. P. (1980) 'Self-Management as a substitute for leadership: a social 

learning theory perspective', The Academy of Management Review, 5(3), pp. 361-367. 

Manz, C. C. and Neck, C. (2004) Mastering self-leadership for personal 

excellence. 3rd edn. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Martin, J. N. (1986) 'Communication in the intercultural reentry: student sojourners' 

perceptions of change in reentry relationship', International Journal of Intercultural 

Relations, 10(1), pp. 1-22. 



310 
 

Martin, J. N. (1984) 'The intercultural re-entry: conceptualization and directions for future 

research', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 8(2), pp. 115-134. 

Maxwell, J. (1997) 'Designing a qualitative study', in Bickman, L. and Rog, D. J. (eds.) 

Handbook of Applied Social Research Methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage, pp. 69-100. 

Maykrantz, S. A. and Houghton, J. D. (2018) 'Self-leadership and stress among college 

students: examining the moderating role of coping skills', Journal of American College 

Health, 68(1), pp. 89-96. 

McIntosh, R. D., Fowler, E. A., Lyu, T. and Della Sala, S. (2019) 'Wise up: clarifying the 

role of metacognition in the Dunning-Kruger Effect', Journal of Experimental Psychology. 

General, 148(11), pp. 1882-1897. 

McMillan, A.R. and Opem, G. (2002) Study abroad: a lifetime of benefits. Institute for 
International Education of Students. Available at: https://www.iesabroad.org/news/study-
abroad-lifetime-benefits#sthash.wqly2fF0.uFpFZpMN.dpbs (Accessed: 10 December 2017).  
 
Mehawes, M. A. (1984) Saudi Arabian graduate returnees. University of Denver. 

Meleady, R., Seger, C. and Vermue, M. (2020) 'Evidence of a dynamic association between 

intergroup contact and intercultural competence', Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 

pp. 1-21. 

Mendenhall, M.E. and Stahl, G.K. (2000) 'Expatriate training and development: Where do 
we go from here?', Human Resource Management, 39(2-3), pp.251-265. 
 
Mertens, D. M. (2014) Research and evaluation in education and psychology: integrating 

diversity with quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods. Sage Publications. 

Mesidor, J. K. and Sly, K. F. (2014) 'Mental health help-seeking intentions among 

international and African American college students: an application of the theory of planned 

behavior', Journal of International Students, 4(2), pp. 137-149. 

Milstein, T. (2005) 'Transformation abroad: sojourning and the perceived enhancement of 

self-efficacy’, International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 29(2), pp. 217-238. 

Mittal, B. (2015) 'Self-concept clarity: exploring its role in consumer behavior', Journal of 

Economic Psychology, 46, pp. 98-110. 

Mostafa, G. (2006) 'Learning and cultural experiences of Arab Muslim graduate students in a 

Canadian university', Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 1(1), pp. 36-53 

Neck, C. P. and Manz, C. C. (2013) Mastering self-leadership: empowering yourself for 

personal excellence. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall. 

Neck, C. P. and Houghton, J. D. (2006) 'Two decades of self‐leadership theory and research', 

Journal of Managerial Psychology, 21(4), pp. 270-295. 

Neck, C. P. and Manz, C. C. (1996) 'Thought self-leadership: the impact of mental strategies 

training on employee cognition, behavior, and affect', Journal of Organizational Behavior, 

17(5), pp. 445-467. 

https://www.iesabroad.org/news/study-abroad-lifetime-benefits#sthash.wqly2fF0.uFpFZpMN.dpbs
https://www.iesabroad.org/news/study-abroad-lifetime-benefits#sthash.wqly2fF0.uFpFZpMN.dpbs


311 
 

Nezlek, J. B. and Plesko, R. M. (2001) 'Day-to-day relationships among self-concept clarity, 

self-esteem, daily events, and mood', Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 27(2), pp. 

201-211. 

Ng, K. Y., Van Dyne, L. and Ang, S. (2009) 'From experience to experiential learning: 

cultural intelligence as a learning capability for global leader development', Academy of 

Management Learning & Education, 8(4), pp. 511-526. 

Niehoff, E. (2017) Casebook of social change in developing areas. Taylor and Francis. 

Niehoff, E., Petersdotter, L. and Freund, P. A. (2017) 'International sojourn experience and 

personality development: selection and socialization effects of studying abroad and the Big 

Five', Personality and Individual Differences, 112, pp. 55-61. 

Nydell, M. K. (2006) Understanding Arabs. 4th ed., 1st publ. edn. Boston [u.a.]: Intercultural 

Press. 

Oberg, K. (1960) 'Cultural shock: adjustment to new cultural environments', Missiology, 7(4), 

pp. 177-182. 

Oguri, M. and Gudykunst, W. B. (2002) 'The influence of self construals and communication 

styles on sojourners’ psychological and sociocultural adjustment', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 26(5), pp. 577-593. 

Osland, J. S. (2001) The organizational behavior reader. 7th edn. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Prentice Hall. 

Osland, J. S. (2000) 'The journey inward: expatriate hero tales and paradoxes', Human 

Resource Management, 39(2-3), pp. 227-238. 

O'Sullivan, S. L. (2002) 'The protean approach to managing repatriation transitions', 

International Journal of Manpower, 23(7), pp. 597-616. 

Paik, Y., Segaud, B. and Malinowski, C. (2002) 'How to improve repatriation management', 

International Journal of Manpower, 23(7), pp. 635-648. 

Pan, J. and Wong, D. F. K. (2011) 'Acculturative stressors and acculturative strategies as 

predictors of negative affect among Chinese international students in Australia and Hong 

Kong: a cross-cultural comparative study', Academic Psychiatry, 35(6), pp. 376-381. 

Parker, B. and McEvoy, G. M. (1993) 'Initial examination of a model of intercultural 

adjustment', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 17(3), pp. 355-379. 

Patton, M. Q. (1990) Qualitative evaluation and research methods. 2nd edn., [Nachdr.] edn. 

Newbury Park [u.a.]: Sage Publ. 

Petersdotter, L., Niehoff, E. and Freund, P. A. (2017) 'International experience makes a 

difference: effects of studying abroad on students' self-efficacy', Personality and Individual 

Differences, 107, pp. 174-178. 

Pitts, M. J. (2016) 'Sojourner re-entry: a grounded elaboration of the integrative theory of 

communication and cross-cultural adaptation', Communication Monographs, 83(4), pp. 419-

445. 



312 
 

Pitts, M. J. (2009) 'Identity and the role of expectations, stress, and talk in short-term student 

sojourner adjustment: An application of the integrative theory of communication and cross-

cultural adaptation', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 33(6), pp. 450-462. 

Pitts, M. J. (2005) The role of communication in cross-national adjustment and identity 

transitions among student sojourners. The Pennsylvania State University. 

Prussia, G. E., Anderson, J. S. and Manz, C. C. (1998) 'Self-leadership and performance 

outcomes: the mediating influence of self-efficacy', Journal of Organizational Behavior, 

19(5), pp. 523-538.    

Qu, S.Q. and Dumay, J. (2011) 'The qualitative research interview', Qualitative Research in 

Accounting and Management, 8(3), pp. 238-264. 

Ram, P. (2015) 'Dimensions of self-leadership in a cross-cultural context', International 

Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences, 5(11). 

Ramirez, E. (2016) 'Impact on intercultural competence when studying abroad and the 

moderating role of personality', Journal of Teaching in International Business, 27(2-3), pp. 

88-105. 

Razek, N. A. and Coyner, S. C. (2013) 'Cultural impacts on Saudi students at a Mid-Western 

American university', Academy of Educational Leadership Journal, 17(1), pp. 103-118. 

Redfield, R., Linton, R. and Herskovits, M. J. (1936) 'Memorandum for the study of 

acculturation', American Anthropologist, 38(1), pp. 149-152. 

Redmond, M.V. (2000) 'Cultural distance as a mediating factor between stress and 

intercultural communication competence', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 

24(1), pp. 151-159. 

Redmond, M. V. and Bunyi, J. M. (1993) 'The relationship of intercultural communication 

competence with stress and the handling of stress as reported by international students', 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 17(2), pp. 235-254. 

Rehg, M. T., Gundlach, M. J. and Grigorian, R. A. (2012) 'Examining the influence of cross-

cultural training on cultural intelligence and specific self-efficacy', Cross Cultural 

Management, 19(2), pp. 215-232. 

Rhein, D. (2018) 'Sociocultural adjustment and coping strategies of Korean and Japanese 

Students in a Thai international college', International Journal of Asia-Pacific Studies, 14(1), 

pp. 57-78. 

Roberts, C. M. (2010) The dissertation journey: A practical and comprehensive guide to 

planning, writing, and defending your dissertation. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications. 

Roberts, K.L. (2012) Studying abroad: the change does not stop when students come home. 

Kansas State University. 

Roberts, B. W. and Jackson, J. J. (2008) 'Sociogenomic personality psychology', Journal of 

Personality, 76(6), pp. 1523-1544. 

Robertson, I.T., Cooper, C.L., Sarkar, M. and Curran, T. (2015) 'Resilience training in the 

workplace from 2003 to 2014: a systematic review', Journal of Occupational and 

Organizational Psychology, 88(3), pp. 533-562. 



313 
 

Robinson-Pant, A. (2009) 'Changing academies: exploring international PhD students' 

perspectives on 'host' and 'home' universities', Higher Education Research and Development, 

28(4), pp. 417-429. 

Rogers, J. and Ward, C. (1993) 'Expectation-experience discrepancies and psychological 

adjustment during cross-cultural re-entry', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 

17(2), pp. 185-196. 

Rojon, C., McDowall, A. and Saunders, M. N. K. (2011) 'On the experience of conducting a 

systematic review in industrial, work, and organizational psychology', Journal of Personnel 

Psychology, 10(3), pp. 133-138. 

Rothwell (2000) In the company of others: an introduction to communication. Mayfield 

Publishing. 

Ruben, B.D. (1989) 'The study of cross-cultural competence: traditions and contemporary 

issues', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 13(3), pp. 229-240. 

Ruben, B. D. and Kealey, D. J. (1979) 'Behavioral assessment of communication competency 

and the prediction of cross-cultural adaptation', International Journal of Intercultural 

Relations, 3(1), pp. 15-47. 

Saad, C. S., Damian, R. I., Benet-Martínez, V., Moons, W. G. and Robins, R. W. (2013) 

'Multiculturalism and creativity: effects of cultural context, bicultural identity, and ideational 

fluency', Social Psychological & Personality Science, 4(3), pp. 369-375. 

Said, E. W. (2019) Orientalism. Reissued in Penguin classics edn. [London], UK: Penguin 

Books. 

Sampson, E. E. (1977) 'Psychology and the American ideal', Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 35(11), pp. 767-782. 

Samuelowicz, K. (2006) 'Learning problems of overseas students: two sides of a story', 

Higher Education Research & Development, 6(2), pp.121-133. 

SAS Institute Inc (2018) Generalized estimating equations. Available at: 

https://support.sas.com/rnd/app/ stat/topics/gee/gee.pdf (Accessed: 25 May 2020). 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A. (2012) Research methods for business students. 

Harlow ]u.a[: Pearson. 

Savicki, V., Downing-Burnette, R., Heller, L., Binder, F. and Suntinger, W. (2004) 

'Contrasts, changes, and correlates in actual and potential intercultural adjustment', 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 28(3-4), pp. 311-329. 

Schartner, A. (2014) Cross-cultural transition in higher education. University of Newcastle 

Upon Tyne. 

Schooler, J. W. and Melcher, J. (1995) 'The ineffability of insight', in Smith, S. M., Ward, R. 

A. and Finke, R. A. (eds.) The creative cognition approach. The MIT Press, pp. 97–133. 

Schwandt, T. A. (1997) Dictionary of qualitative inquiry. Thousand Oaks [u.a.]: Sage. 

https://support.sas.com/rnd/app/


314 
 

Scotland, J. (2012) 'Exploring the philosophical underpinnings of research: relating ontology 

and epistemology to the methodology and methods of the scientific, interpretive, and critical 

research paradigms', English Language Teaching (Toronto), 5(9), pp. 9. 

Searle, W. and Ward, C. (1990) 'The prediction of psychological and sociocultural 

adjustment during cross-cultural transitions', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 

14(4), pp. 449-464. 

Singleton, R. and Straits, B. C. (1999) Approaches to social research. 3ed edn. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Slotter, E. B., Gardner, W. L. and Finkel, E. J. (2010) 'Who am I without you? the influence 

of romantic breakup on the self-concept', Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 36(2), 

pp. 147-160. 

Snape, D., Meads, C., Bagnall, A., Tregaskis, O. and Mansfield, L. (2017) What Works 
Wellbeing: a guide to our evidence review methods. Project Report. What Works Centre for 
Wellbeing, London, UK.  
 
Sousa, C. M. P. and Bradley, F. (2008) 'Cultural distance and psychic distance: refinements 

in conceptualisation and measurement', Journal of Marketing Management, 24(5-6), pp. 467-

488.  

Spradley, J. P. (1979) The ethnographic interview. 6th print edn. New York ]u.a[: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston. 

Spradley, J. P. and Phillips, M. (1972) 'Culture and stress: a quantitative analysis', American 

Anthropologist, 74(3), pp. 518-529. 

Stanton, A. L. and Revenson, T. A. (2007) 'Adjustment to chronic disease: progress and 

promise in research', in Friedman., H. S. and Silver R. C. (eds.) Foundations of Health 

Psychology. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, pp. 203–233. 

Stewart, A.C., Wilson, C. E. and Miles, K. M. (2014) 'Developing ethically & culturally-

intelligent leaders through international service experiences', Journal of Leadership, 

Accountability and Ethics, 11(2), pp. 115. 

Storti, C. (2011) The art of crossing cultures. 2nd edn. Boston, MA: Intercultural Press. 

Stroh, L. K., Gregersen, H. B. and Black, J. S. (2000) 'Triumphs and tragedies: expectations 

and commitments upon repatriation', International Journal of Human Resource Management, 

11(4), pp. 681-697. 

Sussman, N. M. (2002) 'Testing the cultural identity model of the cultural transition cycle: 

sojourners return home', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 26(4), pp. 391-408. 

Sussman, N. M. (2001) 'Repatriation transitions: psychological preparedness, cultural 

identity, and attributions among American managers', International Journal of Intercultural 

Relations, 25(2), pp. 109-123. 

Swagler, M. A. and Jome, L. M. (2005) 'The effects of personality and acculturation on the 

adjustment of North American sojourners in Taiwan', Journal of Counseling Psychology, 

52(4), pp. 527-536. 



315 
 

Szkudlarek, B. (2010) 'Re-entry: a review of the literature', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 34(1), pp. 1-21. 

Tadmor, C. T. and Tetlock, P. E. (2006) 'Biculturalism', Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Psychology, 37(2), pp. 173-190. 

Tajfel, H. (1978) Differentiation between social groups: studies in the social psychology of 

intergroup relations . London: Published in cooperation with European Association of 

Experimental Social Psychology by Academic Press. 

Tashakkori, A. and Teddlie, C. (2003) 'Issues and dilemmas in teaching research methods 

courses in social and behavioural sciences: US perspective', International Journal of Social 

Research Methodology, 6(1), pp. 61-77. 

Thomas, D. (2015) The moderating effects of power distance and collectivism on 

empowering leadership and psychological empowerment and self-leadership in international 

development organizations. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. 

Ting-Toomey, S. (1999) Communicating across cultures. New York: The Guilford Press. 

Ting-Toomey, S. and Chung, L. (2005) Understanding intercultural communication. New 

York, NY [u.a.]: Oxford Univ. Press. 

Torbiörn, I. (1982) Living abroad. Chichester u. a: Wiley. 

Triandis, H. C. (2006) 'Cultural intelligence in organizations', Group & Organization 

Management, 31(1), pp. 20-26. 

Triandis, H. C. (1995) Individualism and collectivism. Boulder [u.a.]: Westvien Press. 

Triandis, H. C. (1989) 'The self and social behavior in differing cultural contexts', 

Psychological Review, 96(3), pp. 506-520. 

Triandis, H. C. (1982) 'Dimensions of cultural variation as parameters of organizational 

theories', International Studies of Management & Organization, 12(4), pp. 139-169. 

Triandis, H. C. (1980) Handbook of cross-cultural psychology. Boston [u.a.]: Allyn and 

Bacon. 

Triandis, H. C. (1977) Interpersonal behavior. 1st printed edn. Monterey, Calif: Brooks/Cole 

Publ. Co. 

Triandis, H. C.  and Trafimow, D. (2001) 'Cross-national prevalence of collectivism', in 

Sedikides, C. and Brewe, M. B. (eds.) Individual self, relational self, collective self. London: 

Routledge, pp. 259-276. 

Tung, R. L. (1998) 'American expatriates abroad: From neophytes to cosmopolitans', Journal 

of World Business: JWB, 33(2), pp. 125-144. 

Tung, R. L. and Andersen, A. (1997) Exploring international assignees’ viewpoints: a study 

of the expatriation/repatriation process. Chicago, IL: Arthur Andersen Human Capital 

Services. 

Turner, S. F., Cardinal, L. B. and Burton, R. M. (2017) 'Research design for mixed methods', 

Organizational Research Methods, 20(2), pp. 243-267. 



316 
 

Tyupa, S. (2011) 'A theoretical framework for back-translation as a quality assessment tool', 

New Voices in Translation Studies, 7, pp. 35-46. 

Uehara, A. (1986) 'The nature of American student re-entry adjustment and perceptions of the 

sojourn experience', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 10(4), pp. 415-438. 

Van Dyne, L., Ang, S. and Koh, C. (2008) 'Development and validation of the CQS: the 

Cultural Intelligence Scale', in Ang, S. and Van Dyne, L. (eds.) Handbook on Cultural 

intelligence: Theory, Measurement and Applications. New York: M. E. Sharpe., pp. 16–38. 

Vande Berg, M., Connor-Linton, J. and Paige, R. M. (2009) 'The Georgetown Consortium 

Project: interventions for student learning abroad', Frontiers (Boston, Mass.), 18(1), pp. 1-75. 

Varghese, N.V. (2008) Globalization of Higher Education and Cross-Border Student 
Mobility. Paris: Unesco, International Institute for Educational Planning. (Accessed: 12 May 
2018) 
 
Voronov, M. and Singer, J. A. (2002) 'The myth of individualism-collectivism: a critical 

review', The Journal of Social Psychology, 142(4), pp. 461-480. 

Walsh, D. and Downe, S. (2006) 'Appraising the quality of qualitative search', Midwifery, 

22(2), pp. 108-119. 

Ward, C. (1996) 'Acculturation', in Landis, D. and Bhagat, R. (eds.) Handbook of 

intercultural training. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 124-147. 

Ward, C. (1994) 'Structured imagination: the role of category structure in exemplar 

generation', Cognitive Psychology, 27(1), pp. 1-40. 

Ward, C. and Kennedy, A. (2001) 'Coping with cross-cultural transition', Journal of Cross-

Cultural Psychology, 32(5), pp. 636-642. 

Ward, C., Bochner, S. and Furnham, A. (2001) The psychology of culture shock. 2nd  edn. 

Hove, East Sussex: Routledge. 

Ward, C. and Chang, W. (1997) '“Cultural fit”: A new perspective on personality and 

sojourner adjustment', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 21(4), pp. 525-533. 

Ward, C. and Kennedy, A. (1992) 'Locus of control, mood disturbance, and social difficulty 

during cross-cultural transitions', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 16(2), pp. 

175-194. 

Ward, C. and Kennedy, A. (1999) 'The measurement of sociocultural adaption', International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 23(4), pp. 659-677. 

Ward, C., Okura, Y., Kennedy A. and Kojima, K. (1998) 'The U-Curve on trial: a 

longitudinal study of psychological and sociocultural adjustment during cross-cultural 

transition'. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 22(3), pp. 277-291. 

Westwood, M. J., Lawrence, W. S. and Paul, D. (1986) 'Preparing for re-entry: a program for 

the sojourning student', International Journal for the Advancement of Counselling, 9(3), pp. 

221-230. 

Wielkiewicz, R. M. and Turkowski, L. W. (2010) 'Re-entry issues upon returning from study 

abroad programs', Journal of College Student Development, 51(6), pp. 649-664. 



317 
 

Wilson, J., Ward, C. and Fischer, R. (2013) 'Beyond culture learning theory: What can 

personality tell us about cultural competence?', Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 44(6), 

pp. 900-927. 

Wilson, T. D. (2010) 'Fifty years of information behavior research', Bulletin of the American 

Society for Information Science and Technology, 36(3), pp. 27-34. 

Wolff, F. and Borzikowsky, C. (2018) 'Intercultural competence by international 

experiences? an investigation of the impact of educational stays abroad on intercultural 

competence and its facets', Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 49(3), pp. 488-514. 

Wu, J., Watkins, D. and Hattie, J. (2010) 'Self-concept clarity: A longitudinal study of Hong 

Kong adolescents', Personality and Individual Differences, 48(3), pp. 277-282. 

Yamani, M. (1996) 'The power behind the veil', Sage Journals, 25(4), pp. 80-84. 

Yang, R. P., Noels, K. A. and Saumure, K. D. (2006) 'Multiple routes to cross-cultural 

adaptation for international students: Mapping the paths between self-construals, English 

language confidence, and adjustment', International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 30(4), 

pp. 487-506. 

Young, T.J., Sercombe, P.G., Sachdev, I., Naeb, R. and Schartner, A. (2013) 'Success factors 

for international postgraduate students’ adjustment: exploring the roles of intercultural 

competence, language proficiency, social contact and social support', European Journal of 

Higher Education, 3, pp. 151-71. 

Zaharna, R. S. (2009) 'An associative approach to intercultural communication competence in 

the Arab world', in Deardorff, D. (ed.) The Sage handbook of intercultural competence. 

London: Sage, pp. 179-195. 

Zaharna, R. S. (1995) 'Understanding cultural preferences of Arab communication patterns', 

Public Relations Review, 21(3), pp. 241-255. 

Zaharna, R. S. (1989) 'Self-shock: The double-binding challenge of identity', International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 13(4), pp. 501-525. 

Zhang, J. and Goodson, P. (2011) 'Predictors of international students’ psychosocial 

adjustment to life in the United States: a systematic review', International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 35(2), pp. 139-162. 

Zheng, X. and Berry, J. W. (1991) 'Psychological adaptation of Chinese sojourners in 

Canada', International Journal of Psychology, 26(4), pp. 451-470. 

Zimmermann, J. and Neyer, F. J. (2013) 'Do we become a different person when hitting the 

road? Personality development of sojourners', Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

105(3), pp. 515-530. 

Zou, X., Tam, K., Morris, M. W., Lee, S., Lau, I. Y. and Chiu, C. (2009) 'Culture as common 

sense: Perceived consensus versus personal beliefs as mechanisms of cultural influence', 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97(4), pp. 579-597. 



318 
 

Appendixes  
 

Appendix. A 
 

1) Quality appraisal methods  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



319 
 

 
2) Systematic Literature Review: Included Studies Quality Assessment 
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no. Aim Type Design Population Sample Analysis Results 
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data 
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Agreed 
score 

 
Notes 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 8 no mention of ethics. 

2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 8 no mention of ethics. 

3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 7 no mention of ethics. 

4 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
 
1 

 
0 8 no mention of ethics and some missing data. 

5 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 

 
 
 
 
 
0 

 
 
 
 
 
1 6 

use of t-tests to examine differences between 
mean scores before and after for numerous 
groups. Very long-winded and messy, could 
be better examined with Anova. 

6 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 8 no mention of ethics 

7 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 

 
 
 
 
 
1 

 
 
 
 
 
1 6 

use of very basic stats and analysis methods - 
t-tests and descriptive stats, when could use 
ANOVA. Sample size is too small for 
inferential stats (N=26). 

8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 8 no mention of ethics. 

9 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 
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1 8 

clustering of data in terms of 'types' of people, 
without clear identification of themes 
influencing change. 

10 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 
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1 8 

No clear identification of themes and how the 
analysis produced the results. 
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Appendix. B 
Interviews Recruitment Invitation 

Dear Participant, 

I am a doctoral student at Kingston University London and in my research, I aim to understand the 
benefits of studying abroad to the workplace once an employee has returned from overseas study. In 
particular, I am interested in learning about your experience and what you have learnt about yourself 
and others as well as any personal development you have gained that might impact on your personal, 
social, life and work-related skills.  As an initial part of this study I am seeking to conduct interviews 
with people whose experience would help in the gaining insights about this topic. I am approaching 
you because of your experience with your recent studying abroad experience. 
 
We are looking to interview employees who: 

•  currently working at one of Saudi Arabia universities 

• who have been abroad for several years to accomplish higher educational degrees and  

• Who have just returned back home in the last 6 months.  

 
This research study has received a favourable ethical opinion from the Ethics Committee of the 
Faculty of Business and Social Sciences at Kingston University London. In this study I am hoping to 
gather information about how people think and behave, and how they find returning to Saudi Arabia 
and to work following their studies abroad. 
 
The individual interviews will take place either by telephone or by Skype (whichever is most suitable 
for you) and are expected to take approximately 60 minutes. The language of the Interview will be 
English Language.  
Please read the attached Participant Information Sheet for further information.  

If you are willing to participate please contact me, May Buhaymid, Research PhD student, at: 

ku1544503@kingston.ac.uk  

In your email please include the following information: 

o Your telephone number:  
o Which times and days of the week would be most suitable for you to speak. 

If you have any questions about the research, please do not hesitate to ask me. Alternatively, you may 
wish to contact my supervisor at Kingston University London; Professor Joanna Yarker by email: 
Joanna.Yarker@kingston.ac.uk or by phone; 07941 253 256, 
 
If you wish to complain about any aspect of how you have been treated in this research, please contact 
Professor Jill Schofield who is the Dean of the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences at Kingston 
University London. Professor Schofield's contact details are as follows: Dean's Office, Faculty of 
Business and Social Sciences, Kingston University London, Penrhyn Road, Kingston upon Thames 
KT1 2EE. Email: j.schofield@kingston.ac.uk Tel: 020 8417 9000 ext. 65229 
I look forward to hearing from you.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
May Buhaymid 
 
 
 
 

Appendix. C 

mailto:Joanna.Yarker@kingston.ac.uk
mailto:j.schofield@kingston.ac.uk
[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]
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Participant Information Sheet 

 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in participating in the above study. This document provides a 
summary of the study, and answers commonly asked questions, to help you decide if you want to take 
part.  
 
What is this study about?  
 
We are interested to understand the benefits and the impact of studying abroad to the workplace once 
an employee has returned from overseas study.  
 
We are looking to interview employees who: 

•  currently working at one of Saudi Arabia universities 

• who have been abroad for several years to accomplish higher educational degrees and  

• Who have just returned back home in the last 3 months 

 
 
Why is this research needed? 
 
While there is much information about how best to support students studying abroad, very little is 
known about what happens when students return home to their native countries. The research is 
needed in order to identify the benefits of international education for the expatriate employees to their 
personal development and skills and to their organizations in particular in higher education sector.   
 
 
How can I take part? 
 
We would like to conduct a face to face or conference call interview with you about your experience, 
now and in six months’ time. The interview will take 30-60 minutes of your time.  
 
Once I take part, can I change my mind? 
 
Yes. After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have we will ask you to 
complete an Informed Consent Form. However, if at any time, before, during or after the sessions you 
wish to withdraw from the study please contact the main researcher.  You can withdraw at any time, 
for any reason and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for withdrawing. However, once your 
personal information is anonymised, you cannot request access to your information as it is no longer 
personal information.  
 
What personal information will be required from me? 
 
We will require some demographics, this includes your background, and other information such as where have 
you studied and when have you returned to your work.  This information will be stored anonymously and is 
important to allow us to ensure we have a representative group.   
 
What are the possible disadvantages or risks of taking part?  

There are no clear risks or disadvantages of taking part in this study. This study is an exploratory 

study. If you do not want to answer a question, you have the right to skip the question, withdraw or 

postpone the study without giving any reason.  

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
All of the information you give will be kept confidential including your name or your university name will not 
be included in any presentation or report. Your name, nor any other identifying details will ever be revealed in 
any publication of the results of this study. Also, all personal data, including your Informed Consent Form 
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(Appendix A) will be stored in accordance with GDPR (2018) regulations and guidelines. The interviews will 
be audio recorded during the interview and transcribed and stored anonymously on a password protected file. 
If you decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep and asked to sign a consent form, 
which the researcher will keep. You will be free to withdraw from the study at any time and without giving a 
reason.  As a participant in this study, you have the right to request access to your personal data as well as the 
correction and removal of such personal data. You also have the right to lodge a complaint with the 
Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO). 
 
What will happen to the results of the study? 
 
Data will be stored securely in accordance with the UK Data Protection Act (1998). If you decide to take part, 
you will be given a pseudonym. Only the researcher will have access to the identity of the participants. Any 
potentially identifying information that you give, such as the names of people, institutions or organizations, 
will not appear in the final research report. The data will be analysed to discern patterns of common views and 
experiences. If we refer to you in the research report, we will use a pseudonym. The analysis will be combined 
with other information being collected and will be used in an academic thesis for obtaining a PhD degree and 
will be published in the form of a research paper.  
 
I have some more questions, who should I contact? 
If you have any further questions or queries regarding the study before or after, please do not hesitate 
to contact the main researcher: May Buhaymid  k1544503@kingston.ac.uk  or the lead supervisor, Dr 
Joanna Yarker Joanna.yarker@kingston.ac.uk  
 
 
If you wish to complain about any aspect of how you have been treated in this research, please contact  
 
Professor Jill Schofield 
 The Dean of the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences 
 Kingston University London.  
 
Professor Schofield's contact details are as follows:  
Dean's Office, Faculty of Business and Social Sciences 
Kingston University London, Penrhyn Road, Kingston upon Thames KT1 Email: j.schofield@kingston.ac.uk  
 
Tel: 020 8417 9000 ext. 65229 
Post Participation Withdrawal Date If you wish to withdraw from the study and decide that you do 

not want your remarks included after participating in the interview, you may do so up until the post-

participation withdrawal date of June 30, 2019.  

 Who has reviewed the project? This research study has received a favourable ethical opinion of the 

Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Business and Social Sciences at Kingston University London. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this Information Sheet.  
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• I the undersigned voluntarily agree to take part in a study investigating the impact of studying 
abroad on Saudi Academic returnees. 

 

• I have read and understood the Information Sheet provided. I have been given a full explanation 
by the researcher of the nature, purpose, location and likely duration of the study, and of what 
I will be expected to do. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of 
the study and have understood the advice and information given as a result. 

 

• I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. 
 

• I understand that the data generated through this interview will be transcribed and used 
in the research study and may also be used in publications after the study has ended. 
 

• I understand that all personal data relating to participants is held and processed in the strictest 
confidence, and in accordance with GDPR (2018) regulations and guidelines. I agree that I 
will not seek to restrict the use of the results of the study on the understanding that my 
confidentiality is preserved. I agree that the data I provide can be used for May Buhaymid 
PhD research and in any future related research or teaching projects. 
 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time up until June  30 2019 
without needing to justify my decision and without prejudice. 
 

• I confirm that I have read and understood the above and freely consent to participating in this 
study. I have been given adequate time to consider my participation and agree to comply with 
the instructions and restrictions of the study. 
 

Name of volunteer (BLOCK CAPITALS)     ………………………………….. 
Signed      .…………………………………. 
Date                                                             …………………………………... 
Name of researcher/person taking consent ………………………………….. 
(BLOCK CAPITALS) 
Signed                                                          ………………………………….. 
 Date                                                             ………………………………….. 
 

Please indicate if a) you would like a copy of your interview transcript once it is available 

(b) you are interested in information about the study results as a whole and/or 

Check those that apply:  

   ____ I would like a copy of my interview transcript  

        ____ I would like information about the study results 
 
 
 

Appendix. E 
 

Interviews Form (Time One) 
 

 

Introduction 
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Thank you for agreeing to take part in my research.  Your views and experiences are really valuable 
and I’m very grateful for your time. 
 
As you know, this research is part of my PhD.  My aim is to explore the impact of studying abroad on 
the lives of Saudi students.  I am interested in understanding how people think and behave, and how 
they find returning to Saudi Arabia and to work following their studies abroad.  
 
 
We’re going to spend the next 30-60 minutes discussing your views and experiences.  The interview 
will be audio recorded and transcribed. However, anything you say will remain anonymous, and all 
identifying information about you will be removed. Only myself, my two PhD supervisors and a 
professional transcriber (if needed) will have access to your data. The data will be kept securely, and 
anonymised, on a password-protected university network file for 24 months and will only be used for 
my PhD and for scientific journal articles based on my PhD thesis.  During this period, if you wish to 
do so you may withdraw your data at any time.  
 
Do you have any questions about the research?   
 
Just for the record, you have confirmed your consent to all the questions in the consent form you 
received prior to this interview.  
 
 
Just to confirm: This interview is part of the time one interviews after the participant return back to 
work at home country.  
 
Before moving into the main interview questions, I would like to gather some demographic 
information for the purpose to have a base for comprehensive text analysis.  
 
Demographic information: 
 
Interview date: 
Time: 
Code: 
Gender: 
Status:  
Children:   
Age: 
Host country: 
Education level:  
Date of your return to your work:  
 

Interview Questions 

Part 1: Studying abroad. {Your experience abroad} 

1- First of all, can you tell me a bit about why you chose to study abroad? 

a. I would like to know about what the real motivations for you to study abroad? 

2- Could you briefly describe your study-abroad experience for me? 
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a. How did you find it initially?  

b. Were you able to meet people/ connect with people from different countries?  

c.  Who did you spend most of your social time with when you were studying abroad? 
 

d. What did you think about the host country culture? 

Part 2: Perceived change {about the impact of the experience on you}  

3- Do you think you have changed while you were studying abroad? i.e., as a way to adjust yourself to the 
new environment   

e. Did you start to think differently about certain things?  
 

{prompts: being independent and responsible, open to other ideas, better able to solve your 

problem, your communication skills}  

f. Do you think you behaved any differently while you were studying aboard than now?  

4- Did your perspective towards specific values or traditions in your home country change due to your 
experience abroad?  
 

{prompts: you used to accept certain behaviours from others and now you are rejecting it} 

a. if your perspective has changed, what feelings do you have about any changes you have 
observed in yourself?  

b. If not, why do you think you haven’t changed?    

 
5- Can you give me an example of when you had to deal with someone who comes from a different 

culture/religion/values system while you were studying aboard? 
 

a. if yes, how did you respond to them? 
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b. What skills/benefits do you think such experiences provided you with?  
 

6- How did you find the impact of living abroad on you, regarding: 

a. understanding of who you are and what you believe about yourself 

b. What you really need to achieve in this life in the short and long-term 

c. Your personal-growth and focusing on learning new skills, healthy habits and well-being  

d. Your behaviour and way of thinking towards yourself and others.  

7- Did the experience lead you to think about how your personality is defined?  Do you think it has 
influenced mostly by who you are? Or by your home country’s values? 

8- Did your study abroad experience has an influence on your values in life? Have you been able to 
determine which values are more important to you? 

9- How does studying abroad affect the process in which you motivate yourself and direct your behaviour 
and performance in achieving your goals or completing desired tasks? 
 

 Do you use any skills or techniques that help you personally? Explain with examples 

 

{prompts: (self-rewarding, visualising, goal-setting} 

10- Do you think your recent experience of studying abroad impacted your creativity?  
If so, how? If not, why not? 

 

{prompts: in terms of goal-setting, performing your tasks, problem solving, , helping others with new 

ideas} 

Part 3: Returning home {after  your return} 

11- How have you found your first few days/ weeks at home in Saudi? 

a. Have people noticed a difference in you?  
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12- How do you feel about blending your overseas experiences back into your home life?  

Part 4: Knowledge of the Saudi Arabia scholarship objectives  

13- Are you aware of the objectives of Saudi Arabia scholarship in general?  (T1) 
Share with them either to correct, advise or affirm 

 

14- To what extend do you think a Saudi academic is   able to achieve these objectives abroad (T1) 

Part 5: conclusion  

15- Would you like to add anything more regarding what we already have discussed earlier? 

 
 
This is the end of the interview. I would like to thank you so much for sharing your study-abroad 
experience with me and answering the interview questions. I hope this interview was convinced and 
comfortable for you. The second interview will be after six months from now. In meanwhile, I hope 
you will have a great time going back to work and gaining more experiences. So, we can learn more 
insights from you.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix. F 
Interviews Form (Time Two) 

 

Introduction  

First of all, I would like to thank you for your cooperation with me and agreeing to conduct the 

interview for Time 2.  

As you know, this research is part of my PhD. My aim is to explore the impact of studying abroad on 

the lives of Saudi students. I am interested in understanding how people think and behave, and how 

they find returning to Saudi Arabia and to work following their studies abroad. In T2 I am interested 

to learn about your transition experience to your work and life in Saudi Arabia and how the changes 

you have perceived abroad affect your behaviour and way of thinking after the experience.  
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Similar to our previous interview, we’re going to spend the next 30-60 minutes discussing your views 

and experiences. The interview will be audio recorded and transcribed. However, anything you say 

will remain anonymous, and all identifying information about you will be removed. Only myself, my 

two PhD supervisors and a professional transcriber (if needed) will have access to your data. The data 

will be kept securely, and anonymised, on a password- protected university network file for 5 years 

months and will only be used for my PhD and for scientific journal articles based on my PhD thesis. 

During this period, if you wish to do so you may withdraw your data at any time.  

Do you have any questions about the research?  

Just for the record, you have confirmed your consent to all the questions in the consent form you 

received prior to the T1 interview.  

Just to confirm: This interview is part of the time two interviews after the 6 months the participant 

return back to work in Saudi Arabia.  

Before moving into the main interview questions, I would like to confirm some demographic 

information. This is to ensure that I have a base for a comprehensive text analysis and can explore 

whether there are differences in experiences.  

Demographic information: 

Interview date: 
Time: 
Code: 
Gender: 
Status:  
Children:   
Age: 
Host country: 
Education level:  
Date of your return to your work:  
 
Interview questions:  
 

Questions 

Part 1: transition back {readjustment experience} 

1. Can you tell me about your transition back to your work including work regulations, roles, 
workloads and dealing with students? How do you find it? 

Part 2: Perceived change {about the impact of readjustment experience on perceived change} 

2. Do you think you have changed personally since returning back home? Have you changed 
your behaviour to adjust back to your country?  

- If you have changed, do you think you are now the same person before going abroad or have 
you become a ‘new you’? (a mixture of both) 

-  How do you describe yourself now in terms of your behaviour/ personality?  

• Prompts: including feeling responsible and independent, kindness and feeling of others, 
extraverted and talkative, anxious and stress about small things, open to different cultures and 
ideas, organised, punctuality  

 

3. How has your experience abroad impacted on what you would like to achieve now?  

a. Has your time abroad made you consider different career priorities, goals, or plans?   
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b. In terms of your ambitious to achieve more, do you think you are different to your 
colleagues who have not studied abroad?  

 

4. Has your experience abroad affected your pursuing to develop your skills?  

such as learning new skills, personal growth, or focusing on learning healthy habits and well-

being? That you use or apply at your work 

• prompt you found that you are always trying to find something to work on it to develop 
yourself and use your time wisely.      

 

5. Since your returned home, do you use any skills or techniques that help motivate you and 
direct your behaviour and performance in achieving your goals or completing desired tasks?  
 

- If so, did you learn these skills when you were abroad?  
 

6. Since returning back home, can you give me an example of when you have had to deal with 
someone who ( is different than you) in terms of their culture/religion/value system or 
knowledge? How did you behave? How was the interaction/ conversation different to the way 
you would have approached the conversation before your study abroad?   
 

7. Since returning home, how creative have you been at work? Do you think that your 
experience abroad has an impact on your creativity at work? e.g. your teaching style, outside 
lectures activities, sharing new ideas or implementing changes.  
 

a. Since last interview, did you become a part of or responsible about (an event/ celebrations) at 
work that you planed for and organised it. How creative you find yourself? 
 

Part 3: cognitive  

8. After returning back to Saudi Arabia, do you feel you have a good understanding of yourself 
and what you believe about yourself? How self-aware you are? 
e.g. in terms of your like and dislike, your values or boundaries, your priorities.   
 

9. Since coming back home, do you start to think differently about certain things in your life? 
e.g. the time value, entertainments, family value, friendships? 
 

- How different you become (in your way of thinking) in comparison to you when you were 
abroad? 
 

10. What is the drive for your decisions? at your work, with your family and friends or in 
general?   
 

- Do you feel you always go along with the situation or does your decision is based on your 
own choice and evaluation?  

 

Part 4: About perceiving themselves different from those who have not been abroad 

11. Can you think of someone who has a similar qualification as you, but from Saudi and did not 
study abroad? What differences have you noticed between you? (Anyone you can relate to) 

 
For example, In terms of:  

• Behaviour and attitudes towards others  
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• Creativity and skills at work 

• Focusing on self-development and growth  

• Leadership skills  

• Decision making  

• Personality including independence and responsibility   
 

- Do you think all these benefits were due to your study abroad experience which made you 
different person than those who haven’t been abroad?  

 

Part 5: The sustainability of study abroad outcomes.  

12. Have you experienced any changes to your personality/ behaviour/ why of  thinking (you 
perceived abroad) since you came back home?  

 
- Why do you think that happened? Any forces or feelings that affect the sustainability of these 

changes while you are in Saudi Arabia.  
 

-  Do you think you have changed any of your behaviour or way of thinking due to other 
people opinions?  

 
- Is there anything that you or others could do to help sustain the benefits of studying abroad?  

13. If one of your colleagues who have never been abroad before asked you for your advice in 
how he can get the most benefits of studying abroad similar to what you have gained, what 
would you advise him/ her? What is your recipe based on your experience?  

 
For example, In terms of:  

• Behaviour and attitudes towards others  

• Creativity and skills at work 

• Focusing on self-development and growth  

• Leadership skills  

• Decision making  

• Personality including independence and responsibility   
 

- What are the important factors that enrich your experience?  

14. Would you like to add anything more regarding what we already have discussed earlier? Or 
anything you would like to raise in relation to studying abroad that we have not covered 
during this interview? 
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Appendix. G 
 

Introduction and Demographic Information for SARs at Time One 
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Email address (example: xxx@xxx.com)

 Date of birth (month/year; example 01/1980)

Block 1 Demographic information

What date did you return to your work (Day/Month/Year; example: 20/10/2018)?

What is your gender?

Male

Email address (example: xxx@xxx.com)

 Date of birth (month/year; example 01/1980)

Block 1 Demographic information

What date did you return to your work (Day/Month/Year; example: 20/10/2018)?

What is your gender?

Male
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Introduction and Demographic Information Details for SARs at Time Two 
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Appendix. I 
 

Introduction and Demographic Information for In-Country Academic (Control Group). 
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Measurement Instruments for The Five Expected Outcomes Utilised in This Research  

For Time-One, Time-Two and Control Group Questionnaires. 
 

 
(1) Intercultural Competence  

 

 

(2) Self-Leadership  
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(3) Creativity Behaviour  
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(4) Self-Concept Clarity  
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(5) Self-Discerning Reflection  
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