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Abstract 

Most Australian universities value the benefits students can receive from engaging in 

cultural diversity activities in and outside of class. More particularly, universities place value 

on promoting cultural diversity-related graduate attributes such as intercultural competence 

(IC), willingness to contribute to the international community, and global employability. With 

various programs, events, and activities offered to encourage meaningful interactions within 

the culturally diverse student population, many Australian universities are considered as 

providing the necessary setting and opportunities for students to develop these attributes. 

However, decades of research have shown that these interactions are still limited. It is thus 

unclear whether students are availing themselves of and benefiting from the opportunities for 

cultural diversity experiences at university, which may help them develop the attributes that 

their universities espouse. In response, this thesis aims to gain a more nuanced understanding 

of undergraduate students’ cultural diversity experiences at a large Australian university.  

Using a mixed-method research design, this two-stage investigation explores factors 

influencing students’ participation in cultural diversity activities at the university. The study 

also examined whether and how students’ participation in these activities is associated with 

their levels of IC as well as intergroup anxiety (IA), which has been demonstrated in literature 

as predictive of avoidance of intercultural interaction.  

This study identifies two broad categories of factors influencing students’ participation 

in cultural diversity activities: structural (e.g., cultural diversity composition of the study body) 

and personal factors (e.g., whether the individual student values the importance of cultural 

diversity activities). This study also reveals that engaging in intercultural interactions with 

peers outside of class might be beneficial for promoting students’ IC and lowering their IA 

levels. However, the frequency of students’ participation in cultural diversity activities within 

the classroom setting was unrelated to their IC and IA levels. This study affirms the importance 
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of promoting intercultural interactions among students and ensuring students actively engage 

in and benefit from cultural diversity activities at university. The findings of this study have 

implications for institutions, policymakers, and educators in improving students’ cultural 

diversity experiences and in producing more interculturally competent graduates. 
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 1 

1 Introduction 

Most Australian universities value the benefits students can receive from engaging in 

cultural diversity activities in and outside of class (Baker et al., 2022). In particular, importance 

is placed on the promotion of cultural diversity-related graduate attributes such as intercultural 

competence (IC), intercultural awareness, willingness to contribute to the international 

community, and global employability (Arkoudis et al., 2012; Baker et al., 2022). With various 

programs, events and activities offered to encourage meaningful interactions within the 

culturally diverse student population, many Australian universities are considered as providing 

the necessary setting and opportunities for students to develop these attributes. However, 

decades of research have shown that these interactions are still limited (e.g., Arkoudis et al., 

2019; Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Baik, 2018; Marginson et al., 2010; Smart et al., 2000; Volet & 

Jones, 2012; Volet & Ang, 2012). It is thus unclear whether students are actively availing 

themselves of and benefiting from these opportunities intended to help them develop their 

diversity-related skills and competencies. 

In response, this study aims to gain a more nuanced understanding of student 

experiences of cultural diversity-related activities at university, which can better inform us 

whether and how students are engaging in these activities that may be beneficial for developing 

their diversity-related skills and competencies. An in-depth examination of the factors 

influencing students’ participation in these activities can provide important insights for 

institutions and policymakers regarding how to enhance students’ intercultural experiences and 

growth.  

1.1 Context and Rationale of the Study 

Australia is one of the most successful multicultural societies, built upon more than 

60,000 years of First Nations culture (Department of Home Affairs, 2024). Australia is home 
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to many culturally and linguistically diverse communities, and multiculturalism is a key 

characteristic of the country’s national identity (Department of Home Affairs, 2024). The 

cultural diversity of the country is evident in the presence of over 300 different ancestries in its 

population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). In 2023, more than 30% of its population 

was born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2023).  

The student populations of Australian universities reflect this diversity of the country, 

comprising individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds with different experiences and 

understandings of intercultural learning. In its higher education sector, Australia has also 

attracted a large number of international students. From 2001 to 2020, international student 

enrolment, for those studying both onshore and offshore at Australian universities, grew at an 

annual average rate of 5.2% (Universities Australia, 2022). Due to the global impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, there was a notable drop of 7.4% in international student enrolments in 

2020, which was the first decline since 2013. Despite this, the percentage of international 

students at Australian universities was recorded at 28.1% in 2020, which is still significantly 

higher than the 19% reported in 2001 (Universities Australia, 2022). 

This cultural diversity within the university context is theorised to have important 

benefits for students, as scholars posit that traditional-age university students are at a critical 

stage of personal and social identity formation (Gurin et al., 2002). During this stage, 

information that challenges students’ pre-existing views can have a positive impact on their 

cognitive development. While engaging in intercultural interactions at university, students may 

encounter information about people from other cultural backgrounds that are different from 

their pre-existing views (Gurin et al., 2002). This could benefit their cognitive development 

and help them obtain a more well-rounded understanding of other cultures and, eventually, of 

the diverse world.  
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Gurin and colleagues’ (2002) work is supported by Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) 

comprehensive literature review of how university affects students, which demonstrated that 

experiencing diversity during their university study has “a unique, positive impact on 

dimensions of general cognitive development such as critical thinking, analytical competencies 

and thinking complexity” (p. 209) for all students. Further, the authors noted the significance 

of engaging in cultural diversity experiences at university, particularly interactions with diverse 

peers: “Involvement in diverse experiences…has a unique, positive impact on dimensions of 

general cognitive development such as critical thinking, analytical competencies and thinking 

complexity…The most salient diversity experiences appear to be informal interactions with 

racially and culturally diverse peers” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 209).  

Indeed, Australian universities on the whole value the importance of cultural diversity 

on their campuses and recognise the goal of preparing their students with the knowledge and 

values required to become citizens in a culturally diverse society. This is evident in their 

strategic documents. Over a decade ago in 2012, an analysis conducted by Arkoudis and 

colleagues (2012) revealed that 27 of the 39 public Australian universities’ websites mentioned 

the formation of global citizenship as one of their graduate attributes, referring to constructs 

such as: “awareness of knowledge in a global context, ability to apply international 

perspectives, willingness to contribute to the international community, and demonstrate of 

cross-cultural awareness” (p. 6). Although the term “global citizenship” was listed as a graduate 

attribute of 27 out of 39 universities, it is “used broadly and loosely by universities” (Arkoudis 

et al., 2012, p. 6).  

More recently, Baker and colleagues’ (2022) audit of Australian universities’ public-

facing documents found that 37 out of 39 universities mentioned the term “diversity” in their 

strategic plans or websites. Moreover, terms relating to intercultural learning or awareness were 

found in 20 out of 39 universities’ websites (Baker et al., 2022). Diversity and inclusion are 
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important goals for most Australian universities, although definitions of the term “diversity” 

remain vague and inconsistent. Their initial searches also found that graduate attribute 

statements include terms such as “internationalisation” or “global citizenship”. Specifically, 

cross-cultural competence was included as one of the nine graduate attributes of Central 

Queensland University, while cultural competence, including intercultural knowledge and 

skills, was described as one of the development aims for all students and staff development at 

Deakin University (Baker et al., 2022). Such consistency in Arkoudis et al.’s (2012) and Baker 

et al.’s (2022) findings throughout the last decade demonstrates the emphasis that Australian 

universities have placed on producing graduates that are competent to work and live in a global 

society. 

These cultural diversity-related attributes align well with the democratic learning 

benefits of engaging in cultural diversity experiences at university, which “include citizenship 

engagement, perspective-taking, understanding of different cultures, and judgment of 

compatibility among different groups” (Gurin et al., 2002). Such alignment places significant 

prominence on undergraduate students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities during their 

university studies. 

However, there are several challenges in promoting frequent intercultural interactions 

among students and ensuring these eventually lead to positive student outcomes. For example, 

despite having ample opportunities for intercultural interactions within the university context, 

scholars (e.g., Arkoudis et al., 2019; Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Baik, 2018; Marginson et al., 

2010; Smart et al., 2000; Volet & Jones, 2012; Volet & Ang, 2012) found that intercultural 

interactions among diverse students rarely occur. Even when these interactions do take place, 

there are specific conditions under which diversity experiences lead to positive outcomes for 

the parties involved. Crisp and Turner (2011) hypothesise that cultural diversity experiences 

are effective in promoting positive outcomes for individuals only when their pre-existing views 
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are challenged, and they are motivated and able to consider and resolve the dissonance resulting 

from these challenges. They also highlight that for the benefits to be realised, the individual 

must repeatedly engage in the process of resolving the dissonance (Crisp & Turner, 2011), 

underlining the significance of both cultural diversity experiences and the motivation. 

It is thus argued that providing opportunities for intercultural interaction does not 

automatically ensure positive benefits for participating students. Having a culturally diverse 

student body, therefore, does not guarantee that students will have the kinds of meaningful 

interactions that are important for fostering the educational benefits of cultural diversity 

engagement (Gurin et al., 2002; Gurin et al., 2004). Without actively availing themselves of 

these opportunities for intercultural interaction within the university context, it is questionable 

whether students are developing the graduate attributes stated in universities’ strategic 

documents. As such, it is important for universities and educators to purposefully design for 

and support positive intercultural interactions, which are essential for these benefits to be 

realised. The next section details further the research problem that this study aims to address. 

1.1.1 The Research Problem 

As the last section revealed, theoretical and empirical work has indicated that cultural 

diversity experiences can be beneficial for undergraduate students (Crisp & Turner, 2011; 

Gurin et al., 2002). These experiences are also important for them to develop IC and other 

graduate attributes, which are highly valued for their graduate employability and for living in 

a diverse society. Many Australian universities offer various programs, events, and activities 

as a means to encourage meaningful intergroup communications within the student body. 

However, despite the culturally diverse student populations present at many Australian 

universities, and institutional efforts to promote intercultural interaction among students, 

decades of research suggests that these interactions are still lacking (e.g., Arkoudis et al., 2019; 

Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Baik, 2018; Marginson et al., 2010; Smart et al., 2000; Volet & Jones, 
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2012; Volet & Ang, 2012). This is a cause for concern, given that positive cultural diversity 

experiences, particularly those involving interactions with diverse peers, are critical 

preconditions for students to reap the benefits of cultural diversity at university (Denson & 

Bowman, 2013; Gurin et al., 2002). Hence, there is a need to further explore whether and how 

students engage in these activities that their universities offer, as well as what influences their 

participation. 

In addition, although research efforts have been made to investigate the reasons for the 

lack of intercultural interactions among students, many of them have focused on broad, 

heterogenous groups of students. More specifically, while factors such as low English language 

proficiency, lack of common ground and interests between student groups (Arkoudis & Baik, 

2014), and the preference to stay within familiar cultural and language groups (Eisenchlas & 

Trevaskes, 2007; Volet & Ang, 1998) have been found to present barriers to intercultural 

engagement, most of this research - particularly within the Australian context - has largely 

focused on broad groups of international and domestic students (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014).  

Categorising students into these two broad groups might overlook important insights 

into students’ intercultural interactions, considering that there is a large degree of diversity 

among students within each group. For example, an individual from an Asian background who 

recently migrated to Australia may be considered a domestic student due to their permanent 

residency in the country; meanwhile, an international student, despite their residency status, 

may have been living and studying in Australia for several years before attending university. 

Characteristics such as an individual’s previous exposure to cultural diversity may be 

important, possible determinants of their tendencies to engage in cultural diversity activities at 

university.  

In essence, then, gaining a more nuanced understanding of student experiences of 

cultural diversity-related activities at university can better inform us whether and how students 
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are availing themselves of these opportunities that may be beneficial for developing their 

diversity-related skills and competencies. This may be achieved by conducting an in-depth 

examination of the factors influencing students’ participation in these activities can provide 

important insights for institutions and policymakers regarding how to improve students’ 

intercultural experiences and growth. This study is a response to these needs in understanding 

students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities at the university. 

1.2 The Present Study 

This study aims to investigate factors influencing students’ participation in cultural 

diversity activities, namely the curriculum-based activities and out-of-class intercultural 

interactions, at a large, metropolitan university in Australia. These activities have been 

supported by empirical evidence demonstrating benefits students in various aspects. The study 

seeks to examine how students engage with these cultural diversity activities, and to explore 

students’ perceived impact and challenges of students’ engagement in cultural diversity 

activities at the university. The study also has the purpose of examining the relationships 

between students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities and their levels of IC. It also 

examines how students’ participation in cultural diversity activities is linked to their intergroup 

anxiety (IA) levels, which has been demonstrated as predictive of avoidance of intercultural 

interaction. Further, in addition to exploring different student groups based on enrolment status 

(e.g., international or domestic students, year and discipline of study), this study also considers 

the potential influence of exposure to cultural diversity before university, particularly in their 

previous institutions (e.g., high schools), on students’ tendencies to engage in cultural diversity 

activities at the university. 

The main research question for this study is: “What are the factors influencing students’ 

engagement in cultural diversity activities at university?”. To address this question, two sub-

questions guide the investigation:  
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• How do students engage in cultural diversity activities at university?  

• What are the relationships between students’ engagement in cultural diversity 

activities at university and their levels of IC?  

The study involves analysis of data collected from undergraduate students using a 

mixed methods approach, which consists of interviews and focus groups as well as an online 

survey. It employs Gurin et al.’s (2002) categorisation of different types of cultural diversity 

experiences that students may have within the university setting. 

1.2.1 Assumptions of the Research 

Given that this study is an exploration of students’ experiences with cultural diversity 

activities within the university context, the data collected and analysed in the current study 

depends on individual participants’ experiences and subjective interpretations of the 

experiences. Hence, the study acknowledges that there is no single, objective truth to the 

research topic of the study and that each participant’s experiences and interpretation of the 

experience are determined by numerous contextual, personal, and emotional factors. 

There are, however, some aspects of the student experience relating to IC that can be 

accessed and measured. This study was designed based on the assumption that the frequency 

of students’ participation in cultural diversity activities at the university can be measured. The 

present study is also based on the assumption that the factors influencing students’ experiences 

and perceptions, despite being an intangible concept, can also be assessed. These elements have 

been assessed in the previous studies in the higher education context (e.g., Milem & Umbach, 

2003). These assumptions guided the research design and data analysis of the current study. 

Understanding that factors can influence students’ participation in cultural diversity activities 

is important, as doing so would help identify possible ways to encourage students to participate 

in these activities, which may in turn benefit the development of IC and cultural diversity-

related outcomes. The findings of this study will have practical implications in terms of the 
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design and implementation of such activities at university. It will also inform educators about 

how to promote intercultural interactions among students for better IC development. In 

addition, exploring how students engage in cultural diversity experiences at university can 

uncover potential obstacles that hinder students’ participation in these activities. The findings 

of this study will also offer areas of consideration for educators and policymakers when 

designing and implementing structured efforts for promoting student interaction and 

engagement in cultural diversity activities.  

Researcher’s Positionality. In reflecting on my positionality, I acknowledged that my 

identity and experience as an international student can bring strengths and limits to this study. 

My journey of studying overseas has inspired me to explore students’ cultural diversity 

experiences within the university setting. My identity and experience as an international student 

at an Australian university shaped my interest in this topic as well as the lens through which I 

approached data collection and interpretation.  

My experience as an international student enables me to interpret the data with insights 

as an insider. Being an insider to the research topic can have several strengths. For example, 

an insider researcher can have a deeper familiarity with the group and can be seen by 

participants as a member of the group, making it easier for the researcher to gain trust and 

cooperation. Insider researchers’ position as a group member can also enable them to integrate 

perspectives that would otherwise be unrecognised (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002). 

However, I also acknowledged the limitations that my positionality may have brought 

to the study. Previous literature has pointed out that greater familiarity may lead to a tendency 

to make assumptions based on insider researchers’ prior knowledge and experience (Gerrish, 

1997; Hewitt-Taylor, 2002). Interviewees might assume that the researcher already knows the 

information (Breen, 2007), hence omitting the information from their responses. It is also 

important to acknowledge that my experience and positionality may have influenced the 
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research design and led to biases in interpreting and reporting the data (Bonner & Tolhurst, 

2002), especially in the qualitative stage. Nevertheless, such biases may be unavoidable 

considering that just as participants’ experiences are shaped by the social and cultural contexts, 

the same applies to the researchers. As Hall (1990) suggested, “There’s no enunciation without 

positionality. You have to position yourself somewhere in order to say anything at all” (p. 18). 

Both the researchers and the participants can have a potential impact on the research process, 

as research is a shared space shaped by the interactions between both parties (England, 1994). 

1.2.2 Research Setting 

This study examines the experience of undergraduate coursework students at a large, 

metropolitan Australian university, which, according to its strategic statements, claims to value 

the importance of producing globally competent graduates. For example, in the latest Annual 

Report of the university1, value is placed on preparing students to live and work in a global 

society, and that students “are offered a distinctive and outstanding education and experience, 

preparing them for success as leaders, change agents and global citizens” (University A, 2023, 

p. 24). In addition, the university is “committed to fostering an environment that values 

diversity and inclusion, where a culture of respect and equity is supported to flourish” 

(University A, 2023, p. 38), and “aspires to be a vibrant, diverse and inclusive community, and 

a destination of choice for talented students and staff” (p. 36). 

The research site provides opportunities for intercultural interactions to take place 

among students, both in-person and online. In particular, the research setting can be considered 

culturally diverse, with a large student population of 52,712, of which 41% are international 

students from more than 150 countries (University A, 2022). Apart from the cultural 

composition of the university’s student population, the university is also located in close 

 
1 The name of the research site is removed for confidentiality. 
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proximity to a culturally diverse, metropolitan city in Australia. In 2021, the city has an 

estimated resident population of 149,615, of which more than half (54.8%) were born overseas. 

Furthermore, close to half (46%) of the city’s population use a language other than English 

(LOTE) at home (City of Melbourne, n.d.). Hence, in addition to the cultural diversity present 

at the university, the geographic location of the university may provide students and staff at 

this university with opportunities for cultural exposure and intercultural encounters. Worth 

noting is that undergraduate study at the research site is primarily campus-based, although at 

the time of the data collection, the campus was closed, and student activities were moved 

wholly online.  

1.2.3 Terminology and Definitions 

This study is an exploration of undergraduate students’ cultural diversity experiences 

at university. Several key terms needed to be clarified, as each of them has been discussed in 

the literature with various definitions, meanings, and dimensions. These include culture and 

cultural diversity, intercultural interactions, intercultural learning, intercultural competence, 

and international and domestic students.  

The concepts of “culture” and “cultural diversity” are broad and multifaceted, 

encompassing various dimensions and contexts. In the literature, there exist various definitions 

and understandings of these terms. The concept of culture, for example, can include various 

tangible aspects such as language, and those that are intangible such as norms, values or 

customs. Holliday (1999) distinguishes two paradigms of culture: the large and small culture. 

The author posits that the large culture signifies the features of “ethnic, national, and 

international entities” (p. 240), while the small culture involves “cohesive behaviours in 

activities within any social grouping” (p.241). Small culture, as the author emphasises, should 

be understood as “a dynamic, ongoing group process” (p. 248) that involves individuals making 

sense of their identities within the specific context (Holliday, 1999).  
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Mirroring this complexity is the term “cultural diversity”. There has been a large body 

of literature expanding on the concept of cultural diversity. It reflects the different cultures 

present within a specific geographic area, organisation, or society. Piller (2016) elaborates on 

the connections between linguistic diversity and social justice and underscores the role of 

language in constructing an individual’s identity. 

In Australia, the Diversity Council Australia (DCA) defines “cultural diversity” as 

“having a mix of people from different cultural backgrounds - it can include differences in 

cultural/ethnic identity (how we identify ourselves and how others identify us), language, 

country of birth, religion, heritage/ancestry, national origin, and/or race” (DCA, 2020). The 

DCA defines “culture” as “a common set of norms and values shared by a group” (DCA, 2020).  

However, given that every individual can be a member of several cultural groups 

simultaneously (e.g., language, country of birth, etc.), it will be problematic for this study to 

explore every aspect outlined in the DCA’s definitions of these terms. Therefore, to limit the 

scope of this study, the term “culture” is used in this thesis as groups of ethnicities and linguistic 

backgrounds; the term “cultural diversity” is used as a variety of ethnicities and linguistic 

backgrounds. 

Another term that requires definition in this thesis is “intercultural”. This study follows 

Spencer-Oatey and Franklin’s (2009) definition, who explain that “an intercultural situation is 

one in which the cultural distance between the participants is significant enough to have an 

effect on interaction/communication that is noticeable to at least one of the parties” (p. 3). The 

term intercultural is used interchangeably with the term “intergroup” in this thesis because both 

terms are used in reference to groups of people from different cultures, ethnicities, and 

linguistic backgrounds. A more in-depth definition of interculturality and its connection to the 

internationalisation of higher education is presented in Section 2.1.4. 
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In a related vein, a key construct of the study is “intercultural interaction”. The term 

“interaction” was selected for two main reasons. First, the term “interaction” emphasises an 

“encounter” (Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2014, p. 1) between individuals, rather than “the 

intentional verbal and non-verbal communication” (Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2014, p. 1). 

This underscores the dynamic nature of the behaviour and usage of language (Spencer-Oatey 

& Franklin, 2009).  

Second, while the terms “interaction” and “contact” have been widely used in the 

literature, there are differences in how they have been portrayed and used in empirical studies. 

According to MacInnis and Page-Gould (2015), researchers in intergroup interaction studies 

typically examine short-term interactions between groups, and often do so in a laboratory 

setting. Participants in these studies typically interact with each other to complete tasks, which 

are often structured with guidance by the researchers (e.g., Page-Gould et al., 2008). In these 

studies, the quality of the interaction and its effects are typically measured using self-report, 

behavioural, or physiological measures (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015). In intergroup contact 

studies, interactions are often referred to as long-term contact with outgroup2 members, and 

participants provide self-report data on the quantity and/or quality of the intergroup interactions 

that they have engaged in. These studies (e.g., Stephan & Stephan, 1985) often aim to explore 

the association between intergroup contact and outcomes related to intergroup bias (e.g., 

anxiety experienced in an intergroup interaction).  

Rather than contradicting each other, studies on intergroup interaction and intergroup 

contact are examining the same phenomenon but at different levels, and “intergroup interaction 

is the atomic unit of intergroup contact” (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015, p. 309). In other 

words, it is possible for someone who has not had any degree of intergroup contact to engage 

 
2 The term “outgroup” is used to refer to a group to which an individual does not belong, or with which 

they do not identify themselves (American Psychology Association, n.d.). 
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in an intergroup interaction, but not all people engaging in an intergroup interaction would have 

much intergroup contact. Considering the above-mentioned literature on the terminology, this 

thesis uses the term “interaction” because not all intended participants would have engaged in 

long-term contact with people from different cultural backgrounds.  

Another key term of this study is “intercultural learning”. Since World War II, 

intercultural learning has received widespread interest due to increases in international 

business, travel, education, and diplomacy (Lane, 2012). This special category of learning 

refers to “the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours that support learners’ 

ability to interact with and understand people from cultures different to their own” (Lane, 2012, 

p. 1618).  

Within such a global society, the outcome of intercultural learning became a 

particularly important attribute for employment. This is referred to as intercultural competence 

(IC), or “the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations 

based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Deardorff, 2004, p. 184). 

Preparing students as interculturally competent individuals who can work and collaborate in a 

global workplace has been a goal of many higher education institutions.  

Lastly, the term “international students” is used in this study to refer to “individuals 

who have physically crossed an international border between two countries to participate in 

educational activities in the country of destination, where the country of destination is different 

from their country of origin” (OECD, 2017, p. 38). 

1.2.4 Scope and Limits 

This study focuses on undergraduate students’ experiences of cultural diversity 

activities at one large, culturally diverse Australian university, aiming to shed light on student 

engagement in cultural diversity experiences at that institution. Because institutions vary in 

size, priorities and student composition across different contexts and cultures, the 
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generalisability of the results from this single-site study is limited. In other words, the study’s 

findings and implications may not apply to other universities. However, many other 

universities in Australia and abroad have culturally diverse student populations and share a 

common value of promoting intercultural capabilities. In addition, many universities, 

particularly those in metropolitan areas, have culturally diversity surrounding communities. 

Therefore, the findings of the present study may apply to institutions that share a similar 

composition of student population and strategic directions as the research site. 

It is crucial to note that this study is exploratory in nature and does not identify the 

direction of relationships between variables tested in the statistical analyses. While this study 

will examine the association between students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities and 

IC, it is not an attempt to evaluate the outcome of these cultural diversity experiences. This 

study also acknowledges that many potential determinants can influence a student’s tendency 

to engage in cultural diversity activities at university. However, it is limited to the exploration 

of several factors, such as intergroup anxiety and exposure to cultural diversity at previous 

institutions. 

This study is also limited to the experiences of undergraduate students within the 

university setting, and it does not consider postgraduate students. This direction is based on the 

work of Gurin and colleagues (2002), which, as mentioned in Section 1.1, suggests that 

university students of traditional age (e.g., 18-25 years old) are in a crucial phase of developing 

their personal and social identities, and exposure to information challenging students’ existing 

perspectives during this period can have a positive impact on their cognitive development. As 

such, it is hypothesised that cultural diversity experiences at university can have a significant 

influence on undergraduate students.  

Data collection for this study was significantly disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic 

which forced student activities to move online. The COVID-19 disruption to this study will be 
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detailed in Section 4.3.1. The findings of this study may reflect student experience at an unusual 

period where their university experiences were disrupted due to the pandemic, but there are 

important sights to be learnt from students’ cultural diversity experiences at university during 

this period of disruption. 

1.3 Thesis Overview 

There are eight chapters in this thesis. The current chapter has provided the context 

for the research problem, identified the research gaps, and offered a rationale and overview of 

the current study. It has also outlined the research aims and questions and the scope of the 

study, as well as defined the key terms used in the thesis. 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of scholarly discussion on the internationalisation of 

higher education and related strategic approaches, which can influence the implementation of 

cultural diversity activities at university. It then presents the theoretical foundation regarding 

the conceptualisation and development of IC. The chapter also reviews the published research 

on measurements of IC. 

Chapter 3 begins by reviewing the theoretical literature on how students may be 

impacted by cultural diversity within the university setting. It then synthesises the empirical 

evidence documenting the benefits for students to engage in cultural diversity activities, both 

in and outside of class at the university. The chapter also presents the factors influencing 

students’ cultural diversity experiences identified in the previous studies and concludes with a 

discussion on the gaps in the current literature.   

Chapter 4 outlines the research design and methodological framework used in this 

study and provides a rationale for the selection of a mixed-method research design with two 

sequential stages. It also explains the methods used to collect and analyse data for each stage.  

Chapter 5 presents and discusses findings from the interview stage (Stage 1) of the 

study, which explored how students engage in cultural diversity activities at university, as 
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well as their perceptions of factors influencing their participation and the impact of cultural 

diversity experiences at university. 

Chapter 6 presents and discusses survey findings from Stage 2 of the study, which 

examined how students engage in different cultural diversity activities and the factors 

influencing their participation. It also tested the relationships between students’ cultural 

diversity experiences and their levels of IC. 

Chapter 7 synthesises the main findings from both stages of this study to provide 

insights into the students’ experiences of cultural diversity activities and to identify factors 

influencing students’ engagement in these activities at university. This chapter also draws on 

the findings from both stages of the study to discuss the relationship between students’ 

cultural diversity experiences and IC.  

Chapter 8 presents the conclusions from the study and discusses the implications of 

the findings for research, practice, and policy.  
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2 Intercultural Competence as a Graduate Attribute 

The previous chapter introduced the context, rationale, and purpose of this study. It also 

provided the definitions of key terms used in this thesis. As outlined in Section 1.1.1, many 

universities emphasise intercultural competence (IC) as a key graduate attribute. This reflects 

a response to the internationalisation of higher education, which has received increased 

attention in recent years. To comprehend why IC is emphasised as a critical graduate attribute, 

it is important to first understand the definitions, drivers and approaches of the 

internationalisation of higher education.  

This chapter begins with an overview of the internationalisation of higher education, 

particularly the shifting focus in its definition in recent decades, as well as the main drivers and 

approaches. The aim here is to offer insights into the international dimension of higher 

education and the related strategic focus at Australian universities, which can impact the 

implementation of cultural diversity activities for students. This chapter then focuses on the 

cultural diversity-related graduate attributes of Australian universities, of which IC has 

emerged as a desirable outcome. The chapter then reviews the previous literature on 

understanding IC, particularly how it is conceptualised, the process through which it can be 

developed, and how it has been measured.  

2.1 Internationalisation of Higher Education  

Understanding the strategic orientation of an educational institution is crucial, as it serves 

as the foundation for implementing programs and activities that provide students with 

opportunities to engage in cultural diversity experiences. The international dimension of higher 

education, or internationalisation of higher education, is considered an important factor that 

has shaped many countries’ higher education sectors, and it has become a “formidable force 

for change” (p. 3) and a key feature of the sector (Knight, 2008). Therefore, comprehending 
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the international dimension of higher education is of significance to the topic of this study, as 

it can assist in understanding how cultural diversity at universities can influence students.  

2.1.1  Defining Internationalisation of Higher Education 

In the last 50 years, the internationalisation of higher education has transformed from a 

“marginal activity” (p. 303) to an important component of the reform agenda (de Wit & 

Altbach, 2021). The shifting focus in defining the internationalisation of higher education over 

the last few decades reflects the changes in its main thinking. Early attempts to define the 

internationalisation of higher education centred around a set of institutional activities, for 

example, Arum and van de Water’s (1992) definition of “multiple activities, programs, and 

services that fall within international studies, international educational exchange and technical 

cooperation” (p. 202). By the mid-1990s, a process or organisational approach was introduced 

by Knight (1994), through which internationalisation was defined as “the process of integrating 

an international and intercultural dimension into the teaching, research, and service functions 

of the institution” (p.7).  

In the following decade, the emphasis on conceptualising internationalisation shifted to 

the process of educational change and management (e.g., Söderqvist, 2002). Meanwhile, the 

focus on internationalisation became broader, and an effort was made to reach a consensus that 

entails all aspects of students’ university experiences. Knight (2008) revised her 1994 

definition of internationalisation to include more generic terms: internationalisation at the 

national, sector and institutional levels was defined as “the process of integrating an 

international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-

secondary education” (p. 21). Knight’s (2008) definition has been used widely. As noted by de 

Wit and Leask (2015), there was a shift “away from ad hoc, marginal, and fragmented activities 

toward broader, more diverse, and more integrated and transformative processes” (p. 347) 

evident in the focus of the approaches to internationalisation. With such complexity in defining 
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the internationalisation of higher education, its drivers and rationales have also received 

extensive scholarly discussion. The following subsection outlines discussion of the main 

drivers of internationalising higher education.  

2.1.2 Drivers of Internationalisation of Higher Education 

For this study, the underlying motives of internationalising higher education are 

important to understanding intercultural learning, as they can largely determine how strategic 

programs and activities are implemented at the institution. In the past three decades, the 

internationalisation of higher education has manifested in areas such as student, staff and 

program mobility, as well as global reputation and branding (Van Der Wende, 2001). Two 

main drivers underpinning the internationalisation of higher education involve the humanistic 

and the economic motives. The humanistic driver of internationalisation has a focus on societal 

benefits and aims to cultivate students with “an ability to see themselves not simply as citizens 

of some local region or group but also, and above all, as human beings bound to all other human 

beings by ties of recognition and concern” (Nussbaum, 1997, p. 10). The humanistic motive of 

internationalisation views the role of higher education as “cultivating humanity” (Nussbaum 

1997), aiming to solve global problems in areas of economic, environmental, religious and 

political (Nussbaum, 2010). The economic driver, on the other hand, places great importance 

on the economic benefits that internationalising higher education can generate, in ways such as 

recruiting fee-paying international students. 

The recruitment of fee-paying international students has become the dominant rationale 

for the internationalisation of universities (Maringe & Woodfield, 2013). In countries such as 

Australia and the U.K., one way for the nation to increase and expand its funding streams and 

income was to promote the recruitment of overseas students (Maringe & Woodfield, 2013). In 

Australia, for example, most international students are self-funded or fee-paying and pay higher 
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tuition fees than their domestic counterparts from the same university (OECD, 2019). 

Therefore, this student population has a direct economic impact on universities (Knight, 1997).  

While higher education in Australia has become “a significant export industry” (p. 45) 

over the last two decades, international students have become the largest funding source for 

international education (Norton et al., 2018). More specifically, international education is the 

fourth-largest export in the country in 2022; it has generated $26.6 billion to the national 

economy, of which the higher education sector contributed 67% (Department of Education, 

2023). This export income from international education has experienced an increase of 153% 

from 2008 to 2019. The higher education sector, in particular, contributed 67% to the nation’s 

international education export income in 2020 (Department of Education, 2023). Therefore, 

many universities compete in this market by aiming to attract international students and reach 

numeric, measurable targets, such as the population of international students and scholars and 

international ranking (Knight, 2013; Knight & de Wit, 2018).  

This economic rationale has received criticism, as it is marked as the “increasing 

commodification of education” (Knight & de Wit, 2018, p. 3). Internationalisation has become 

an industry for study abroad agencies and international student recruiters, viewing it as a 

commodity that can be purchased by students as consumers (Stein et al., 2016). Meanwhile, 

international students as consumers often question why they are required to pay tuition and 

fees higher than their domestic peers for the same goods, services, and experiences from the 

same universities (Maringe & Woodfield, 2013).  

Another criticism of the economic rationale centres around the emphasis on student and 

staff mobility, which has been one of the main manifestations of internationalisation in the past 

30 years (de Wit, 2020). While having a large and diverse population of staff and students has 

often been assumed to help create inclusive engagement at universities, in reality, this is 

insufficient. A common myth, as outlined by Knight (2011), is the assumption that having a 
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large international student population would create a more “internationalised institutional 

culture and curriculum” (p. 15). Indeed, international students often tend to feel marginalised, 

both socially and academically, whereas their domestic counterparts often are reluctant to work 

in groups or socialise with international students (Knight, 2011). Moreover, the paucity of 

interactions among diverse student groups continues to be evident on many culturally diverse 

university campuses (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Baik, 2018; Marginson et al., 2010; Smart et al., 

2000; Volet & Jones, 2012). This issue questions the assumption that the motive behind 

recruiting international students is primarily to help the internationalisation of the institution 

(Knight, 2011). Although mobility contributes to international knowledge exchange and 

research collaboration, one should not assume that having a large international student 

population equates to internationalisation (de Wit, 2011), nor should international students be 

considered “international agents” that “help internationalize the campus” (Knight, 2011, p. 14). 

Apart from inbound mobility, providing outbound mobility programs, such as study or 

internship opportunities abroad as a part of the student’s university experience, is often 

oversimplified as an equivalent of internationalisation (de Wit, 2011, p. 2). This kind of 

program has prompted criticism for “serving as university-sponsored tourism” (Mwangi & 

Yao, 2020, p.34) and portraying the host country as the “other” (Lewin, 2009). Breen (2012) 

also argues that these programs can contribute to the “privileged migration” that “privilege a 

kind of temporary engagement with the foreign” (p. 84). Emphasising mobility as the approach 

to internationalisation has received criticism revolving around practicality and social 

responsibility, as it raises the problem of only benefiting the minority group of students who 

can afford to study abroad (Beelen & Jones, 2015; de Wit & Jones, 2018; Harrison, 2015).  

As noted by de wit and Altbach (2021), although the economic driver has played a 

dominant role in the strategic orientation of the higher education institution, 

internationalisation of higher education has also been “called upon to help contribute” (p. 303) 
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to the global society recently, particularly by placing more importance on internationalising at 

the home university. This approach, termed Internationalisation at Home (IaH), will be 

discussed further in the subsection that follows. 

2.1.3 Internationalisation at Home 

Compared to mobility programs, intercultural learning opportunities available at the 

home campus can benefit a larger group of students. This includes not only the events, 

programs and activities happening within the university context but also the curriculum that 

students are learning from. Moving beyond the emphasis on student mobility, the approach of 

IaH is defined as “the purposeful integration of international and intercultural dimensions into 

the formal and informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning environments” (p. 

69), and that “international and intercultural teaching and learning on the domestic campus is 

the main aim, irrespective of whether the student experience is enhanced by mobility” (Beelen 

& Jones, 2015, p. 63). The IaH initiatives involve the diversity of both the home student 

population and the domestic learning environment (Gregersen-Hermans, 2017). Such 

initiatives aim to provide internationalised experiences for all students at the domestic campus, 

in addition to incorporating the presence of international staff and students. One of the main 

IaH strategies involves encouraging interactions among students from different groups.  

A similar approach to IaH is the approach of Internationalisation of the Curriculum 

(IoC), which is defined as “the process of incorporating international, intercultural and/or 

global dimensions into the content of the curriculum as well as the learning outcomes, 

assessment tasks, teaching methods and support services of a program of study” (Leask, 2015, 

p. 9). It is an approach to internationalisation that involves both mobile and non-mobile 

students, with the development of IC embedded into the core of the curriculum. According to 

Leask (2009), an internationalised curriculum would involve engaging students “with 



 

 

 24 

internationally informed research and cultural and linguistic diversity and purposefully develop 

their international and intercultural perspectives as global professionals and citizens” (p. 209).  

Both the IaH and IoC approaches give great prominence to ensuring all students can 

engage in and benefit from internationalised education. Both approaches also emphasise 

intercultural learning to produce interculturally competent graduates. This goal can be 

supported by encouraging students to engage in cultural diversity at the university, such as 

learning from a range of contexts and perspectives included in an internationalised curriculum, 

participating in diversity-related activities (e.g., multicultural group work), and interacting with 

peers who have different perspectives, beliefs, or backgrounds (Leask, 2009). Centre to this 

goal is the concept of interculturality, which will be outlined in the next section. 

2.1.4 Interculturality 

The concept of interculturality is of great complexity, and how interculturality is 

understood depends on the definition of culture (Dervin, 2016). As scholars have suggested, 

the definition of culture has “consequences for understanding interculturality” (Liddicoat, 

2015, p.2). Dervin (2011) identified two different ways of understanding interculturality: a 

solid and a liquid approach. The solid approach perceives “difference as a product of an 

individual’s origin” (Liddicoat, 2015, p. 2) and views cultures as static determinants of 

interaction. This approach to interculturality has been criticised for oversimplifying the nature 

of culture, as it considers cultures as the shaping forces of the interaction, human being, and 

their behaviours while undermining individual differences (Dervin, 2016). Further, such an 

approach focuses on the group rather than the individual, and the latter is often “seen as little 

more than an instance of the group” (Liddicoat, 2015, p. 2). 

The liquid approach to interculturality, on the contrary, views cultures as diverse and 

variable and as “deployable resources” for social purposes (Liddicoat, 2015, p. 2). Unlike the 

solid approach, this view focuses on culture in interaction as a result of the process of 
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interaction, rather than a force that determines the interaction. With the liquid approach to 

interculturality, individuals are seen as members of diverse social and cultural groups, with 

multiple identities (Dietz, 2018). As such, the variation among individuals is considered “a 

constituent parts” (p. 7) of interculturality, which has come to be defined as the “interaction 

between diversities where different perspectives are exchanged and negotiated” (Dervin & 

Liddicoat, 2013, p. 7). 

A crucial element of interculturality, as proposed by Liddicoat (2015), is the ability to 

decentre, which requires the individual to step outside of their existing perspective and to view 

the situation from both external and internal perspectives. As Byram (1997; 2021) suggests, 

the ability to decentre involves the “willingness to suspend belief in one’s own meanings and 

behaviours, and to analyse them from the viewpoint of the others with whom one is engaging” 

(Byram, 1997, p. 34). Further, this central element of interculturality pertains to “the capacity 

to understand multiple perspectives and to search for and accept multiple possible 

interpretations” (Liddicoat, 2015). This ability aligns well with the foundation of IC, an 

intended outcome of intercultural learning, particularly in the cognitive aspect (i.e., cultural 

awareness and cultural empathy). The next section presents an overview of cultural diversity-

related outcomes that are mentioned as graduate attributes by many Australian universities.  

2.2 Cultural Diversity-Related Graduate Attributes 

The need to prepare students with the skills and competencies necessary for working 

across cultures and contexts has been demonstrated by the demands of today’s global 

workplace. As such, most universities in Australia value the educational benefits of engaging 

in cultural diversity on campus (Denson & Zhang, 2010). This is particularly through the 

promotion of various terms related to cultural diversity (e.g., “diversity”) and those related to 

intercultural competence and awareness (e.g., “cross-cultural competence” and “cultural 

competence”), as presented in Section 1.1.  
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Explicit mentions of cultural diversity-related graduate attributes have been made in 

Australian universities’ public-facing strategic documents. One example is The University of 

Melbourne (UoM), which states in its strategic document Advancing Melbourne 2030 that it 

aims to prepare students “for success as leaders, change agents, and global citizens” (p. 5), 

providing students with “opportunities for learning in regional and global contexts” (p. 14), 

and “equipping them with the attributes needed for working cross-culturally on campus” (UoM, 

2020, p. 14). The university also prioritises producing “outstanding graduates for Australia and 

the world, known for their capacity to lead in a time of rapid transformation, and ensuring the 

“curriculum is informed by a global range of perspectives” (UoM, 2020, p. 16). These 

statements from the university’s strategic plan underscore the significance of supporting 

intercultural learning and related outcomes. 

Other mentions of cultural diversity-related graduate outcomes in Australian 

universities’ strategic documents also involve the term “global citizens” as one of their graduate 

attributes. For example, Australian Catholic University (ACU) states in its ACU Global 

Strategy 2020-2023 that “the campus serves staff and students seeking to become engaged 

global citizens through an expansive curriculum that embeds global perspectives across 

teaching research and engagement” (ACU, n.d., p. 3) and the university would be a “vibrant 

and diverse community where physical and virtual opportunities for global citizenship are 

integrated into our curriculum to provide a distinctive education experience for all students” 

(ACU, n.d., p. 6). Another example is from The University of Adelaide’s International Plan, 

as the university notes that it “will continue to nurture our cosmopolitan culture; one that 

embraces diversity, provides internationalised learning experiences—both at home and 

abroad—and prepares our people to be active global citizens” (The University of Adelaide, 

2020, p.4). 
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From previous analyses of universities’ documents (e.g., Baker et al., 2022), it is clear 

that Australian universities on the whole value the importance of intercultural learning and 

producing interculturally competent graduates. However, this is difficult to elucidate as 

universities tend to differ in aspects such as their strategies, approaches, and various 

institutional characteristics (e.g., student number), and the terms included in their graduate 

attributes tend to be loosely defined (Arkoudis et al., 2012). A shared commonality across many 

Australian universities is a focus on developing students’ intercultural competence as an 

outcome of their university studies.  

2.3 Understanding Intercultural Competence 

Intercultural competence (IC) is considered a desired outcome of the 

internationalisation of higher education (Deardorff, 2004) and an espoused graduate attribute 

of many Australian universities. The development of intercultural competence (IC) is central 

to the efforts of internationalising higher education; these efforts lead to increases in the 

institutional emphasis on cultivating graduates who are “successful members” (p. 1804) of a 

diverse workforce and the society as global citizens (Deardorff, 2020). On a global scale, the 

importance of developing IC is recognised by organisations such as The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which included a test of global 

competence in its 2018 Program in International Student Assessment (PISA) Test (Deardorff, 

2020). 

In the literature, IC has been referred to by numerous other terms, such as cross-cultural 

competence, multicultural effectiveness, intercultural sensitivity, intercultural communication 

competence, and cultural intelligence (Bradford et al., 1998). As these terms have been used 

interchangeably as IC with variability in its definition, IC remains a contested term.  

To seek a consensus on the definition of IC, Deardorff (2006) conducted a Delphi study 

with 23 experts; the top-rated definition among intercultural scholars was Deardorff’s (2004) 
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definition, which conceptualises IC as an individual’s “ability to communicate effectively and 

appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills and 

attitudes” (p. 194). This study adopts Deardorff’s (2004) definition of IC, which interprets IC 

with prominence to three aspects of intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes. This section 

consolidates the previous literature on the conceptualisation, development and measurement of 

IC that provide a foundation for understanding how IC can be facilitated among university 

students.  

2.3.1 Conceptualising Intercultural Competence 

In the previous literature, the conceptualisation of IC has involved understanding the 

concept through multiple constituent elements. For example, in alignment with Deardorff’s 

(2006) focus on intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes, van der Zee and van Oudenhoven 

(2000, 2001) proposed five traits in understanding and measuring IC: cultural empathy, social 

initiatives, emotional stability, open-mindedness, and flexibility. Cultural empathy (CE) 

involves empathising with the feelings, thoughts, and behaviours of individuals from diverse 

cultural backgrounds. Individuals with high levels of cultural empathy can “easily understand 

the rules of cultures that are unknown to them” (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013, p. 929). 

Social initiative (SI) includes the tendency to approach and demonstrate initiative in an 

intercultural context. Emotional stability (ES) refers to the ability to remain calm in novel and 

stressful situations. Individuals with high levels of emotional stability tend to not fear 

uncertainty in an intercultural situation (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013, p. 929). Open-

mindedness (OP) includes having an unbiased attitude toward cultural differences. Individuals 

with high levels of open-mindedness can “postpone their judgment” (van der Zee & van 

Oudenhoven, 2013, p. 929) when confronted with behaviours or values different from their 

own. Flexibility (FX) refers to the ability to see novel situations as a positive challenge rather 

than a threat, and accordingly adapt to these situations (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013; 
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van der Zee et al., 2013; van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2000; van der Zee & van 

Oudenhoven, 2001).  

To comprehend how these five elements can promote IC, van der Zee and van 

Oudenhoven (2013) further categorise them into two types: stress-buffering and social-

perceptual traits. According to van der Zee and van Oudenhoven (2013), CE, OM, and SI are 

considered social-perceptual traits that can predispose individuals to see intercultural situations 

as interesting or as opportunities for growth, while ES and FX are stress-buffering traits that 

help reduce the impact of threatening experiences from an interaction. 

As theorised by van der Zee and van Oudenhoven (2013), stress-buffering and social-

perceptual traits can influence individuals’ affective, behavioural, and cognitive experiences in 

intercultural interactions in different ways. In terms of the affective responses in an 

intercultural situation, stress-buffering traits are hypothesised to reduce the impact of 

threatening experiences resulting from an intercultural interaction and, in turn, reduce negative 

affect (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013). Social-perceptual traits may predispose the 

individual to perceive intercultural situations as positive challenges or as interesting, resulting 

in positive affect. Stress-buffering traits may reduce an individual’s level of anxiety in new 

intercultural situations, which can in turn facilitate their adaptation to the new intercultural 

situation as a behavioural consequence and protect them against culture shock. Social-

perceptual traits are posited to promote cultural learning by helping the individual “approach 

the new situation with creativity and interest” (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013, p. 936).  

A similar conceptualisation of IC with the three aspects of affect, behaviour, and 

cognition is applied by scholars in the theoretical literature. For example, Chen and Starosta 

(1996; 1997) outline that IC comprises three components: intercultural awareness (cognition), 

intercultural sensitivity (affect), and intercultural adroitness (behaviour). More specifically, 

intercultural awareness, the cognitive component of IC, is referred to as “the understanding of 
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cultural conventions that affect how we think and behave” (Chen & Starosta, 1998, p. 28). 

Because being aware of cultural differences is the first step to tolerating and showing respect 

for cultures, intercultural awareness is considered “the minimum condition” (p. 29) for IC 

(Chen & Starosta, 1998). Intercultural sensitivity, or the affective component of IC, is defined 

as developing “a readiness to understand and appreciate cultural differences in intercultural 

communication” (Chen & Starosta, 1998, p. 28). This involves the “ability to receive and send 

positive emotional signals before, during and after intercultural interaction” (p. 54); these 

positive emotional responses can in turn lead to developing acknowledgment and respect for 

cultural differences (Fritz et al., 2005). Moreover, intercultural adroitness, the behavioural 

component of IC, is referred to as having the necessary skills to “act effectively in intercultural 

interactions” (Chen & Starosta, 1998, p. 28). According to Chen and Starosta (1996), these 

three concepts are separate but closely related, in the way that intercultural awareness 

(cognition) provides the foundation of intercultural sensitivity (affect), which in turn leads to 

intercultural adroitness (behaviour). The authors also hypothesise that these three components 

must be developed for individuals to communicate efficiently with people from different 

cultures. 

2.3.2 Developing Intercultural Competence 

The theatrical basis for unpacking the development of IC is another key area worth 

reviewing, as it can offer insights into the direction of intercultural learning. To explain the 

development of IC and the relationships between main IC components, Deardorff (2004; 2006) 

proposed the Process Model of Intercultural Competence. Figure 2.1, adapted from Deardorff 

(2006, p. 256), outlines that an individual’s degree of IC depends on their attitudes, knowledge 

and comprehension, and skills.  
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Attitudes serve as the foundation of this model and include respect in valuing different 

cultures, openness to withhold judgment, as well as curiosity and discovery in tolerating 

ambiguity (Deardorff, 2006). As the starting point of the development process, the element of 

attitudes is considered the most crucial and can affect all other aspects of IC (Deardorff, 2006; 

Deardorff, 2009). Knowledge and comprehension pertain to cultural self-awareness, deep 

cultural knowledge and sociolinguistic awareness, whereas skills involve the abilities to listen, 

Figure 2.1  

Deardorff’s (2006) Process Model of Intercultural Competence (p. 256) 
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observe and evaluate, and to analyse, interpret and relate to an intercultural setting (Deardorff, 

2006).  

This model emphasises both the development of IC as a continuous process of 

improvement, and that there is no ultimate IC (Deardorff, 2006). The desired outcomes are 

categorised into internal and external outcomes of IC. The internal outcome centres around an 

internal shift in frame of reference, and the external one involves demonstrating effective and 

appropriate behaviour in an intercultural setting. This model notes that while an individual can 

obtain the external outcome without fully achieving the internal outcome, the degree of IC 

would be more limited than if the internal outcome is attained (Deardorff, 2006).  

In addition, this model connects IC development with the importance of interaction, 

highlighting that interaction is key to achieving a higher level of IC. As the author posits, 

although an individual can achieve external outcomes without engaging in intercultural 

interaction, “the degree of appropriateness and effectiveness of the outcome may not be nearly 

as high as when the entire cycle is completed and begins again” (Deardorff, 2006, p. 257). 

While an individual can gain IC without engaging in interaction, the model implies that the 

gain of IC would be impoverished compared to when the interaction is involved. Therefore, 

the model suggests that interaction is a crucial part integrated into the intercultural experience. 

As will be reviewed in Section 3.2.2, a large body of empirical evidence has supported the 

benefits of engaging in interactions on developing IC and other positive outcomes. 

2.3.3 Measuring Intercultural Competence 

As mentioned in Section 1.2.3 many terms have been used in the literature 

interchangeably as IC (e.g., intercultural communication competence, cultural intelligence, 

multicultural effectiveness, etc.). Mirroring this complexity is the usage of existing measures 

to assess an individual’s level of IC. Matsumoto and Hwang (2013) conducted a comprehensive 

review of the content, construct, psychometric properties and evidence of ten IC measures and 
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revealed three of them to have the most promising evidence for IC assessment: Ang et al.’s 

(2006) Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS); Matsumoto et al.’s (2001) Intercultural Adjustment 

Potential Scale (ICAPS); and van der Zee and van Oudenhoven’s (2000) Multicultural 

Personality Questionnaire (MPQ). These three scales are discussed further in this section.  

Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS). The development of the CQS was based on Earley 

and Ang’s (2013) theoretical model, which defines cultural intelligence (CQ) as the ability to 

effectively manage culturally diverse situations (Ang et al., 2006). More specifically, Earley 

and Ang (2003) theorise CQ as having four components: metacognitive, cognitive, 

motivational, and behavioural CQ.  

Metacognitive CQ describes the processes of acquiring and understanding cultural 

knowledge of acquiring cultural knowledge (Flavell, 1979). Cognitive CQ refers to “knowledge 

of the norms, practices and conventions in different cultures acquired from education and 

personal experiences” (Ang et al., 2007, p. 338). Motivational CQ is defined as “the capability 

to direct attention and energy toward learning about and functioning in situations characterized 

by cultural differences” (Ang et al., 2007, p. 338), and behavioural CQ is referred to as “the 

capability to exhibit appropriate verbal and nonverbal actions when interacting with people 

from different cultures” (Ang et al., 2007, p. 338). 

Earley and Ang (2003) also differentiate culturally intelligent behaviours from 

culturally competent ones: the former are motive-oriented and strategic, while the latter are 

passive and less agentic. They further contend that CQ is a state-like individual difference, 

which represents an individual’s capability to deal effectively with cultural encounters; in 

contrast to personality traits, CQ is malleable and specific to a certain task or situation (Ang et 

al., 2006). 

The CQS has been employed in empirical studies examining the influence of overall 

CQ and individual CQ components on several outcomes, such as adjustment and adaptation, 
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performance and effectiveness, as well as cross-cultural leadership (Ott & Michailova, 2018). 

For example, Ang et al. (2007) developed a model that hypothesizes relationships between the 

four CQ dimensions and three outcomes related to intercultural effectiveness (cultural 

judgment and decision-making, cultural adaptation, and task performance in culturally diverse 

contexts). They also tested this model and found a consistent pattern of relationships: 

metacognitive and cognitive CQ predicted cultural judgment and decision-making, 

motivational and behavioural CQ predicted cultural adaptation and metacognitive and 

behavioural CQ predicted task performance (Ang et al., 2007). 

Based on Earley and Ang’s (2003) model of CQ, 53 items were initially drafted by Ang 

et al., (2007) and ranked by three faculty members and three international executives with 

cross-cultural expertise for clarity and definitional accuracy. This process resulted in a 40-item 

version, which included the ten items from each CQ component. Based on responses to the 40-

item CQS from a sample of 576 undergraduate students at a Singaporean university, 

researchers removed items that had high residuals, low factor loadings or item-total 

correlations, small standard deviations, or extreme means. This process resulted in the latest 

version of the CQS with 20 items, which consists of four, six, five, and five items for measuring 

metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioural CQ, respectively. The internal 

consistency of the four components of CQS was good, ranging from .72 to .86 (Ang et al., 

2007). 

The CQS has been employed in the higher education context with samples across 

different cultures, such as the U.S., Singapore, and Korea. There is considerable support from 

previous studies for the construct and ecological validity of the CQS, based on confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) results confirming the four-factor structure (Matsumoto & Hwang, 

2013). For example, Ang et al.’s (2007) study provided evidence of the validity and reliability 

of the CQS by conducting cross-validation of the CQS across samples, time, and countries.  
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However, several issues have been raised regarding the concepts of CQ and the CQS. 

Although scholars who developed the CQS contend that CQ is distinct from emotional 

intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003), findings from a psychometric analysis of CQ conducted by 

Ward et al., (2009) indicated differently: these two constructs had 67.2% of shared variance. 

Ward et al.’s (2009) analysis also did not find support for the incremental validity of CQ and 

CQ “failed to explain additional variance in psychological, sociocultural, and academic 

adaptation outcomes over and above that explained by personality and emotional intelligence” 

(p.102). Further, Bücker and colleagues (2016) also investigated the cross-cultural robustness 

of the CQS but found contrary results to Ang et al.’s (2007) study. They pointed out that Ang 

et al.’s (2007) study did not assess the scalar equivalence of the CQS, and the discriminant 

validity of the CQS was found to be problematic (Bücker et al., 2016). 

Intercultural Adjustment Potential Scale (ICAPS). The ICAPS was developed by 

Matsumoto and colleagues (2001) as a means to measure individuals’ potential for intercultural 

adjustment, which is “a function of psychosocial skill that the individuals possess” (Matsumoto 

& Hwang, 2013, p. 857). In the formation of the ICAPS, eight constructs were identified: 

emotion regulation, critical thinking, openness, flexibility, interpersonal security, emotional 

commitment to traditional ways of thinking, tolerance for ambiguity, and empathy (Matsumoto 

et al., 2001).  

The initial ICAPS consists of 193 items and Matsumoto and colleagues (2001) 

conducted a three-stage study to further develop the ICAPS. They first conducted an ecological 

validity test on the responses from 28 Japanese sojourners, through which they removed items 

that did not correlate with any criterion variable. This process resulted in 153 items. Matsumoto 

and colleagues (2001) then conducted another ecological validity test with focus group 

discussions with another sample of 34 Japanese sojourners on the topic of adjustment to the 

U.S.; items with the lowest p-value across criterion variables and those which correlated 
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significantly with any of the criterion variables were kept, resulting in a 55-item ICAPS (α = 

.78). The test-retest and parallel forms reliability of the English version of the ICAPS were .79, 

and .93, respectively (Matsumoto et al., 2001).  

The ICAPS was originally developed to be culture-specific and used for one cultural 

group: Japanese sojourners and immigrants to the U.S. (Matsumoto et al., 2001). However, it 

has been employed in subsequent studies with participants from different cultures including 

India, Sweden, and Central and South America (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). Previous studies 

have documented the ecological validity of the ICAPS across different contexts including 

higher education (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). 

Multicultural Personality Questionnaire (MPQ). The MPQ was first developed by 

van der Zee and van Oudenhoven (2000) and later revised to encompass five factors relevant 

to IC, as outlined in Section 2.3.1, cultural empathy, flexibility, social initiatives, emotional 

stability, and open-mindedness (van der Zee et al., 2013). The original MPQ consists of 91 

items and is administered by asking participants to rate the extent to which each of the 91 

statements applies to themselves, using a scale ranging from 1 (totally not applicable) to 5 

(completely applicable). Researchers conducted an exploratory factor analysis for construct 

validation, which resulted in a four-factor solution explaining 30.6% of the total variance of 

the data. This 91-item version was thus revised into the final five-factor structure, with internal 

consistency ranging from .75 to .90 and test-retest reliability ranging from .75 to .87 (van der 

Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2000). The MPQ has been used in the higher education context with 

respondents from different countries such as the Netherlands, Singapore, the US, and New 

Zealand. 

For more practicality, a short-form version of MPQ (MPQ-SF) was later developed by 

van der Zee et al. (2013) to include 40 items. The short-form version was developed using a 

split-sample scale validation design, in which researchers first conducted principal component 
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analysis and item selection criteria based on responses from 260 participants to extract 40 

items. They then conducted CFA on responses from 251 participants to validate these 40 items 

as MPQ-SF, of which the five factors had coefficient alphas ranged from .72 to .82. In addition, 

when comparing the short form to the original 91-item MPQ, each scale of the MPQ-SF 

correlated highly and significantly with its corresponding scale in MPQ, ranging from .88 (for 

open-mindedness) to .94 (for social initiative). In a recent longitudinal study by Hofhuis et al., 

(2020), researchers examined the measurement invariance of the MPQ-SF between different 

gender and cultural groups of 519 undergraduate students at a university in the Netherlands. 

Their study found that the MPQ-SF appears to be reliable and shows sufficient invariance when 

employed in the higher education context, both in longitudinal and comparative design 

(Hofhuis et al., 2020).  

The above three measurements of IC share similarities in variables in three domains. 

Table 2.1, adapted from Matsumoto and Hwang (2013, p. 868), presents the similarities of 

concepts used in these measures. On the other hand, these measures were validated against 

different outcome variables (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). For example, the CQS predicts 

leadership behaviour and the cognitive process of decision-making; the ICAPS predicts 

psychological adjustment potential; and the MPQ predicts international orientation, as well as 

international and intercultural vocational interests (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). 

 

Table 2.1 

Conceptual Overlap in Three Measures 

Domain CQS ICAPS MPQ 

1 Motivational CQ Openness Open-mindedness; Social Initiative 

2 Behavioural CQ Openness; Flexibility Open-mindedness; Flexibility 

3 Metacognitive CQ Critical Thinking Cultural Empathy 

4  Emotion Regulation Emotional Stability 

Note. Adapted from “Assessing Cross-cultural Competence: A review of available tests” by Matsumoto & 

Hwang, 2013, Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 44(6), p.868. 
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2.4 Chapter Summary   

This chapter has reviewed the literature on internationalisation of higher education and 

intercultural competence, a desired graduate outcome. The previous scholarly discourse on the 

shifting focus in defining internationalisation in the recent decades, as well as its drivers, 

approaches, and intended graduate attributes, offers valuable insights and a foundation for 

understanding the strategic focus on Australian universities in recent years, which can 

determine the implementation of programs, events, and activities, as well as the student 

population of the institution. Further, with the value being placed on cultural diversity-related 

graduate attributes, Australian universities value the importance of intercultural learning at the 

home campus and preparing students as interculturally competent graduates ready to work and 

live in a diverse society. Students can develop these attributes through active and positive 

engagement in different cultural diversity activities within the university context. Literature on 

these cultural diversity activities will be reviewed in the following chapter, along with the 

issues and factors that may influence students’ participation in these activities.   
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3 Cultural Diversity Experiences at the University 

The previous chapter outlined the strategic orientation of the internationalisation of 

higher education, particularly the shifting focus in its definitions, main drivers, and approaches. 

It also offered elaboration on the conceptualisation of cultural diversity-related graduate 

attributes and intercultural competence (IC), the desired outcomes of the internationalisation 

of higher education. The development of these attributes can be facilitated through active 

engagement in different cultural diversity activities within the university context.  

The chapter first reviews the literature on different types of cultural diversity experiences 

within the university context. It then synthesises the empirical studies on students’ engagement 

in these activities, particularly the documented benefits of these activities, as well as the issues 

and challenges in promoting students’ active participation in these activities.  

3.1 Categorisation of Cultural Diversity Experiences 

This section provides an overview of three types of cultural diversity experiences that 

students may have within the university context, as outlined by Gurin et al. (2002): structural, 

classroom and interactional diversity.  

3.1.1 Structural Diversity 

Structural diversity, or the cultural composition of the student population of the 

institution, has been positively associated with the possibility of encountering peers from 

diverse backgrounds (Gurin, 1999; Gurin et al., 2002). That is, attending a culturally diverse 

campus can provide students with opportunities to be exposed to opinions, values, and beliefs 

that are different from their own. Structural diversity has been demonstrated to shape the 

structured and unstructured opportunities for students to interact with diverse peers (Chang, 

2001; Chang et al., 2004; Gurin, 1999; Gurin et al., 2002; Pike & Kuh, 2006). 
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Some scholars have argued that the mere presence of students from diverse cultural 

backgrounds on campus could directly foster positive educational impacts for students (Wood 

& Sherman, 2001). For example, in Antonio and colleagues’ (2004) study, researchers 

conducted an experiment to test the effects of structural diversity on students. Based on a 

sample of 357 university students at three U.S. universities, their findings revealed that the 

presence of cultural- or opinion-minority individuals in a small discussion group led to positive 

effects on participants’ cognitive complexity, which supports the educational significance of 

structural diversity. A positive association was also evident between cognitive complexity and 

the cultural diversity of participants’ close friends and classmates. These findings further 

suggest that, compared to situations involving limited contact (e.g., during a discussion group), 

long-term intergroup contacts may have a greater benefit on participating students’ complex 

thinking (Antonio et al., 2004). This long-term contact can be possible for students attending a 

culturally diverse university where they meet with peers from different cultural backgrounds 

throughout their time of study.  

However, Rothman et al., (2003) argue that much of the previous studies that provided 

support for the benefit of the mere presence of cultural diversity composition of the group has 

limitations, such as poor item formulation and problems relating to selective recall and social 

desirability bias (Rothman et al., 2003). In response, they first surveyed 4,083 members of the 

university community (i.e., students, staff, and administrators) across 140 U.S. institutions 

about their experiences and the campus environment. The researchers then compared these 

responses with separate, statistical data on the structural diversity of participants’ 

corresponding higher education institutions. Using this indirect approach, they found that 

structural diversity was negatively associated with student satisfaction and perceived quality 

of education. Moreover, the higher the structural diversity, the more likely the students were to 

report that they have experienced discrimination themselves (Rothman et al., 2003).  



 

 

 41 

Although Rothman et al.’s (2003) multi-site study involved a large sample size, the 

direction of this correlation was not identified, and hence it was unsure whether the impact was 

indeed from structural diversity or other variables. Despite this, their usage of an indirect 

approach reduced the likelihood of participants reporting more socially desirable responses. 

Their findings contradicted the literature that demonstrated the positive impact of structural 

diversity. (e.g., Antonio et al., 2004). Such a contrast in findings of empirical studies on the 

influence of structural diversity highlights the need for further exploration of the role of 

structural diversity.  

Indeed, other literature has shown that structural diversity raises important concerns 

about assuming that intercultural interactions automatically take place among students on a 

culturally diverse campus. A recent systematic review of social psychology literature has 

revealed that, despite being in a shared place, isolation on the individual level based on one’s 

ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic status and gender is likely to occur (Bettencourt et al., 2019). 

This questions the idea that providing more contact opportunities would lead to an increase in 

the actual contact. In a similar vein, a common assumption in the higher education context is 

that students might automatically engage in intercultural interactions with peers, or the 

“immersion assumption” noted by Hammer (2012). Students may assume that attending a 

culturally diverse campus can be “a substitute and stand-in for actual intercultural interaction 

on a personal and individualized level” (Halualani, 2008, p. 10). Such an assumption raises 

possible concerns, as it is likely for some students who hold such belief to think that they have 

cultural diversity experiences by merely attending a culturally diverse university and hence do 

not engage in any actual activities that involve opportunities for intercultural learning and 

interactions.  

Another concern associated with structural diversity is that having a large, culturally 

diverse student population may increase the chance for students to mainly interact with peers 
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with whom they share similar cultural backgrounds. That is, it is possible to have a large group 

of students who share a similar cultural background when the student population of the 

institution itself is large and culturally diverse. Previous studies have suggested that, with a 

larger number of students from the same background, there is an increased likelihood for them 

to mainly interact within culturally similar groups (Gareis, 2012; Peacock & Harrison, 2009). 

This thus questions the conditions in which the educational benefits of structural diversity can 

be realised.  

Taking the available evidence together, the value of structural diversity seems to depend 

on whether it leads to students engaging in intercultural interactions and learning at the 

university. Researchers have suggested that the more diverse the university environment, the 

more likely students would be to engage in cultural diversity activities that may, in turn, benefit 

students (Chang, 2001; Gurin et al., 2002). Therefore, it is important to understand what these 

cultural diversity activities involve and how they can be particularly beneficial for students. 

These activities, discussed in the following section, are categorised into classroom diversity 

and interactional diversity. 

3.1.2 Classroom Diversity 

Classroom diversity refers to students’ experience of engaging in diversity-learning 

activities that are curriculum-based. Classroom diversity experiences are considered formal 

due to the institutional efforts required to implement diversity-related activities (Gurin et al., 

2002). Examples of this type of experience include student mobility programs, multicultural 

group work, adding global perspectives and/or culturally relevant materials to the teaching 

content, and subjects that focus on culture and diversity. Classroom diversity experiences align 

with IoC strategies, which aim to promote intercultural learning among students through 

curriculum-based programs and initiatives, as mentioned above.  
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To further categorise classroom diversity experiences, this thesis uses “curricular 

diversity” and “co-curricular diversity” to describe students’ curricular and co-curricular 

experiences with cultural diversity, respectively. An example of curricular diversity 

experiences is learning from culturally relevant course content and materials as part of the 

curriculum. As for co-curricular diversity experiences, an example would be participating in 

co-curricular programs with opportunities for intercultural learning, such as study abroad or 

international exchange programs. This categorisation has also been used in other previous 

empirical studies (e.g., Denson & Chang, 2009). 

3.1.3 Interactional Diversity 

Interactional diversity comprises the frequency and quality of students’ interactions 

with diverse peers in out-of-class settings. Interactions between students from different cultural 

backgrounds in any campus environment outside the classroom can be considered as 

interactional diversity (Gurin et al., 2002). For example, a student might interact with their 

peers from other cultural backgrounds in the university’s facilities, or when participating in 

extracurricular activities. Intercultural interaction among students and staff in the university 

context has been discussed and used as a variable of interest in many empirical studies that 

explore students’ interactional diversity experience (e.g., Roksa et al., 2017).  

3.2 Benefits of Cultural Diversity Experiences 

A strong empirical base has been established in supporting the benefits of engaging in 

cultural diversity for university students. There appears to be a shift in focus in the empirical 

literature discussing the benefits of cultural diversity experiences: earlier studies tend to 

explore more general experiences or a combination of two or more types of cultural diversity 

activities, while the more recent ones tend to focus on a single type of cultural diversity 

experience.  
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This section first synthesises the empirical evidence on the benefits of engaging in more 

general experiences with cultural diversity at university. It then reviews empirical studies that 

explored more particularly the effects of classroom (curricular and co-curricular) and 

interactional diversity activities on students.  

Earlier studies have shown positive links between students’ engagement in classroom 

and interactional diversity experiences and their intergroup attitudes (Lopez, 2004), knowledge 

about countries and regions, attitudes towards diversity (Parsons, 2008), critical thinking skills 

(Nelson Laird, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2001), cross-cultural skills (Parsons, 2008), as well as 

positive civic and democratic outcomes (Gurin et al., 2002; Hurtado, 2001; Zúñiga et al., 2005). 

Scholars suggest that these three forms of diversity experiences are not mutually exclusive 

(Milem & Umbach, 2003), and the impact of each form is multiplied when other forms of 

diversity are present simultaneously (Gurin, 1999).  

In two meta-analyses, studies that explored the associations between students’ 

engagement in multiple cultural diversity experiences at the university and outcomes were 

compared. For example, Bowman (2010a) conducted a meta-analysis with 58 effect sizes from 

17 studies with a total sample of 77,029 undergraduate students to explore the relationships 

between students’ cultural diversity experiences and their cognitive growth, such as critical 

thinking and problem-solving skills. In another quantitative meta-analysis by Bowman (2011), 

the author explored the associations between students’ diversity experiences and their civic 

engagement, behaviour, and behavioural intentions with 180 effect sizes from 27 studies with 

a total sample of 175,950 undergraduate students. Both meta-analyses included students’ 

engagement in cultural diversity at the university, such as taking diversity-related subjects, 

attending cultural awareness workshops, and engaging in intercultural interactions. Both meta-

analyses revealed positive associations between engaging in cultural diversity and outcomes 

measured: students’ cognitive growth (Bowman, 2010a) and civic engagement (Bowman, 



 

 

 45 

2011). Among the types of diversity experiences explored, interacting with peers from different 

racial backgrounds was found in both analyses to have the strongest correlation with student 

cognitive growth (Bowman, 2010a) and civic engagement (Bowman, 2011). 

Most of the above studies were conducted in the U.S. context. In the Australian context, 

Denson and Zhang (2010) explored the impact of engaging in multiple diversity-related 

activities on students’ skill development and attitudes towards diversity. These activities 

included class discussions or assignments that exposed students to diverse perspectives and 

conversations with peers who had different beliefs and values or were from a cultural 

background other than their own. The statistical analyses of data from a representative sample 

of 5,464 students found that being exposed to diverse perspectives had a statistically significant 

positive effect on students’ problem-solving ability, teamwork skills, and respect and 

appreciation for cultural diversity (Denson & Zhang, 2010). 

In another study at an Australian university, Denson and Bowman (2013) explored 

associations between students’ experiences with diversity at the university and two attributes 

essential for effective functioning in a diverse society: civic engagement and positive attitudes 

towards cultural groups other than one’s own. Multiple regression analyses using survey 

responses from 606 students showed that high-quality engagement in structured curricular 

activities related to diversity along with positive intercultural interactions was significantly 

associated with improved civic engagement and attitudes towards cultural groups other than 

their own. Importantly, their analyses also showed that negative intercultural interactions were 

negatively associated with these outcomes. These associations were consistent regardless of 

students’ openness to diversity and pre-university experience with diversity (Denson & 

Bowman, 2013). 

While much of the literature has discussed both structured cultural diversity experiences 

and informal interactions among students, not many have considered the potential 
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environmental impact or structural diversity. All three types of diversity were examined in 

Denson and Chang’s (2009) study, with 20,178 student responses to a national survey dataset 

across 236 U.S. higher education institutions. More specifically, their study explored the 

impact of environmental effects (structural diversity), intercultural interactions, and co- and 

curricular activities such as attending a cultural awareness workshop, participating in a culture-

related student organisation, and taking an ethnic studies subject (Denson & Chang, 2009). 

Hierarchical linear modelling analyses revealed that these experiences were positively 

associated with students’ self-efficacy, academic skills, and changes in their capacity to engage 

with cultural differences (Denson & Chang, 2009). Additionally, the findings of their study 

revealed the positive effect of the campus environment: a campus where students’ peers are 

more engaged with diversity can positively benefit the students themselves, regardless of how 

often they engage with diversity-related experiences (Denson & Chang, 2009). 

A comprehensive picture of students’ engagement in cultural diversity may be lacking 

in some studies that explored multiple diversity experiences. Some of the above studies (e.g., 

Denson & Chang, 2009; Gurin et al., 2002; Hurtado, 2001; Pascarella et al., 2001) on students’ 

engagement in multiple diversity experiences used data from national survey datasets 

administrated to tertiary students in the U.S. context. When using a nationwide survey dataset, 

researchers may have overlooked the uniqueness of each institution in terms of its available 

intercultural learning opportunities. Further, these surveys often only include a few types of 

experiences. For example, in Denson and Chang’s (2009) study, students’ engagement in 

intercultural interactions was measured with a three-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 3 

(frequently) on four items: studied, dined, dated, and interacted.  

Therefore, although many of the above studies have a large, representative sample of 

participants across institutions, the variables measured in these studies may not provide a 

comprehensive picture of student cultural diversity engagement at the university. To review 



 

 

 47 

the documented effect of students’ experience more precisely, studies that focus more 

particularly on curricular cultural diversity experience are discussed in the following section. 

3.2.1 Classroom Diversity Experiences 

As mentioned in Section 3.1.2, there are many ways in which students can engage in 

classroom diversity activities at university. Literature focusing on student experience of 

classroom diversity activities that was published before 2010 revealed its positive links with 

outcomes such as students’ intergroup understanding and prejudice (Chang, 2002), attitudes 

towards diversity of the university (Terenzini et al., 1996), and social action engagement 

outcomes (Nelson Laird, 2005), democratic outcomes (Gurin et al., 2004; Zúñiga et al., 2005), 

and intergroup understanding (Lopez, 2004). 

Some of the more recent studies also focused on co-curricular and curricular activities 

rather than a specific element or initiative of an internationalised curriculum. For example, 

Engberg and colleagues (2016) analysed survey data collected from 12,125 undergraduate 

students across 61 higher education institutions in the U.S. and found positive associations 

between students' intercultural engagement in a series of curricular and co-curricular 

experiences and outcomes related to global perspectives. More specifically, students’ 

engagement in intercultural co-curricular experiences was positively related to interpersonal 

development, as well as “respect for and acceptance of different cultural perspectives” 

(Engberg et al., 2016, p. 269). Students' engagement in intercultural curricular components was 

positively related to cognitive development in aspects such as “epistemological development” 

and knowledge about “cultural differences and the broader global society” (Engberg et al., 

2016, p. 269). 

In a more recent study, Denson and colleagues (2017) explored the association between 

students’ curricular and co-curricular cultural diversity engagement during university and their 

democratic outcomes after graduation. Longitudinal data was collected from a national dataset, 
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of which 8,634 tertiary graduates from 229 higher education institutions in the U.S. responded 

to a survey across three time points. Participants' democratic outcomes, or “post-college 

informed citizenship” (Denson et al., 2017, p. 3) were operationalised as their frequency of 

discussing racial issues and consumption of the news, and their perception of how important it 

is to keep up to date with politics. The survey in this study asked alumni to retrospectively 

recall the frequency of their cultural diversity engagement during university, and the findings 

indicated that diversity experiences during university have direct effects on alumni’s post-

university discussions of racial issues, which indicates possible long-term effects on university 

graduates. Likewise, curricular and co-curricular diversity engagement during university also 

had positive, indirect effects on outcomes such as alumni’s views about the importance of 

keeping up to date with politics, news consumption, and discussion on racial issues well after 

graduation (Denson et al., 2017). 

Although the findings from the study by Denson et al. (2017) support the benefits of 

student engagement in cultural diversity, there is uncertainty about whether relying on survey 

responses from alumni participants' retrospective memory can accurately reflect their actual 

participation during university. Moreover, this study uses data from a national dataset, in 

which, as mentioned above, students’ engagement in cultural diversity experiences was 

measured using three dichotomous items. It is thus possible that these data did not capture an 

accurate picture of how students engage in cultural diversity at the university. Other studies 

focused more particularly on the effectiveness of curriculum-based and co-curricular initiatives 

in promoting intercultural learning. The following sections review these studies in more detail. 

Culturally Relevant Content and Practices. Incorporating intercultural and/or 

international elements into curricular content or teaching and learning practices has been linked 

to a more “global” perspective and more positive attitudes toward diversity. For example, a 

quantitative study with a sample of 1,302 students from two U.S. universities and one 
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Australian university found that a range of practices, including learning from an 

internationalised curriculum, were associated with greater foreign language proficiency and 

cross-cultural skills, more knowledge about regions and countries, and “attitudes, perceptions, 

and behaviours that were more internationally aware, open, curious, and cooperative” (Parsons, 

2010, p. 328). 

Courses and training with culturally relevant materials were also found to increase 

students’ IC and other diversity-related outcomes. A recent study conducted by Wei and 

colleagues (2021), for example, tested the effect of a cross-cultural international psychology 

course on students’ IC. This course was designed to explore cultural differences in 

psychological phenomena in which students were encouraged to engage in cultural activities 

and reflect and present these cultural experiences. As a result, participating students showed 

increases in their perceived IC (Wei et al., 2021). Similar findings were demonstrated in 

Kağnici’s (2011) study, which explored the outcomes of an undergraduate multicultural 

counselling course at a Turkish university focusing on promoting students' cultural awareness 

and knowledge. Compared to those who did not enrol in this class, participating students 

showed higher levels of cultural empathy and open-mindedness, two of the five factors of 

multicultural effectiveness (Kağnici, 2011). Supportive evidence about participation in a 

diversity-related class or training was added by Engberg and Mayhew’s (2007) study, in which 

students who enrolled in a first-year class that focused explicitly on diversity to “encourage 

individual growth by increasing awareness of human diversity, cultures, values, and beliefs” 

(p. 246) exhibited significantly more growth in cognitive complexity, cultural awareness and 

commitment to social justice than those did not enrol. 

Making changes to class materials and providing opportunities for cross-cultural 

exposure in class has also been linked with positive outcomes. A study conducted by 

Etherington (2014) at an Australian university, for example, examined the effectiveness of 
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curricular changes to an undergraduate Biomedical Physiology unit in developing students’ 

cultural awareness. Changes to the course content involved incorporating global awareness into 

the assessment, starting a discussion about global perspectives on the topic of the unit, and 

promoting semi-structured peer interactions in class. Participating students’ survey responses 

demonstrated that these curricular interventions were effective in developing cultural 

awareness and global perspectives among students (Etherington, 2014). 

Virtual exchange and technology-enhanced experiences have also been used to help 

develop students’ cross-cultural skills and competencies. For example, a mixed methods study 

by Ko et al. (2015) found that students’ attitudes, knowledge, and behavioural aspects of IC 

development benefited from participating in a cross-university partnership experience that was 

a part of a graduate subject in Physical Education at a university in the U.S. Each participating 

U.S. student was paired with a student from a Korean university; throughout the seven-week 

experience, students engaged in activities for learning about cultures and professional issues in 

Physical Education in both countries. Results comparing pre- and post-program mixed-method 

data supported the benefits of participating even in virtual programs, in terms of the aspects of 

attitude, knowledge/skills and behaviours (i.e., openness to other cultures, increases in cultural 

knowledge, changes in cultural views and demonstrating accommodating behaviours) (Ko et 

al., 2015).  

The importance of cultural immersion for developing cultural-related student outcomes 

is highlighted by the findings of a recent study in which virtual reality (VR) technology was 

used as an innovative platform for students to experience an international case in class. Results 

from pre- and post-intervention data demonstrated increases in students’ knowledge of culture, 

and students had a more realistic self-evaluation of their IC levels after the VR intervention 

(Akdere et al., 2021). 
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Likewise, using culturally relevant video materials is another technology-based 

curricular intervention effective for promoting cultural-related outcomes. For example, using 

video-based activities of real-life examples and self-reflection enhanced cultural competence 

among undergraduate health professional students at an Australian university (Olson et al., 

2016). Similarly, viewing an authentic television program and reflecting in writing and 

discussion about the observed cultural features can positively change perceptions of the 

respective culture among students in a foreign language class (Hammer & Swaffar, 2012). 

Experiential and Service Learning. Embedding experiential learning into the 

curriculum has been linked to a range of IC-related student outcomes. This type of learning 

activity involves “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping experience and transforming 

it” (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). Students engaging in experiential learning activities and programs 

would have hands-on experiences or “learn by doing” and would be required to reflect on their 

experiences. An example of this is to incorporate activities such as guest speakers and 

culturally-specific/relevant case studies in an MBA classroom, which has been found to 

effectively increase the CQ levels of non-traditional adult students (Weed Harnisch, 2014). 

Previous literature has also documented the benefits for students to participate in service 

learning, a type of experiential learning. 

Service-learning 3  programs and courses with an element of diversity have been 

associated with IC-related benefits for participating students. For example, after participating 

in an international service-learning program in which dental students travel to another country 

and engage in clinical experiences in real-life settings, students showed a perceived increase in 

their cultural awareness, cross-cultural communication skills, and understanding of the barriers 

 
3 Service learning refers to an “integration of community service activities with academic skills, 

content, and reflection on the service experience” (Cairn & Kielsmeier, 1999, as cited in Karayan & Gathercoal, 

2005, p.79). 
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to healthcare (Martinez-Mier et al., 2011). Service-learning courses with opportunities for 

exposure to diversity can also improve students’ social and civic attitudes, according to 

Bowman and Brandenberger (2012). Specifically, the service-learning courses in their study 

integrated a component that provided students with opportunities to be exposed to diverse 

people and experiences that challenged their pre-existing beliefs. These novel experiences 

demonstrated a positive impact on students’ orientations towards equality and social 

responsibility (Bowman & Brandenberger, 2012). Multisite studies have also demonstrated that 

co-curricular service learning can promote the development of social responsibility and civic 

behaviour among participating students (Hurtado, 2007; Keen & Hall, 2009). Keen and Hall 

(2009) further suggest that “the core experience of service is not the service itself but the 

sustained dialogue across boundaries of perceived difference that happens during service and 

in reflection along the way” (p. 77). This kind of dialogue seems to share similarities with 

intergroup dialogue, which is another curricular practice for promoting students’ intercultural 

learning. 

Intergroup Dialogues and Multicultural Group Work. Intergroup dialogue, another 

type of structured practice for promoting student interactions, refers to discussions facilitated 

by instructors. Intergroup dialogue often involves a small group of students (n = 12-18) from 

two or more social identity groups to explore “commonalities and differences in and between 

social identity groups” (p. 3) and develop students’ “capacities to promote social justice” 

(Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. viii). Positive outcomes, including increases in participating students' 

critical thinking and perspective-taking skills (Gurin et al., 2002; Gurin et al., 2004; Hurtado, 

2007) have been linked to intergroup dialogue. 

Engaging in multicultural group work can also benefit students, even when the class 

itself does not focus on culture. For example, Sweeney and colleagues (2008) conducted focus 

group interviews with 107 postgraduate and undergraduate Marketing students at a large 
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Australian university. In their study, most participants reported that engaging in group work 

benefited their development of interpersonal and cross-cultural teamwork skills and higher-

order learning. However, participants tended to form groups with those who are from cultural 

backgrounds similar to themselves. As Sweeney et al. (2008) suggest, a way to overcome this 

issue is to focus student attention on “the learning opportunities of exploring the activity 

through the eyes of different cultural backgrounds” (p. 129). In addition, coordinating group 

dynamics and promoting collaboration between group members is important for the desired 

positive learning outcomes to be realised. 

Woods and colleagues (2011) found that multicultural group work in a postgraduate 

management classroom at an Australian university has potential benefits such as greater 

preparation for the diverse workplace, creative problem-solving and decision-making skills, 

and greater understanding of the cultural values and norms of other classmates. Participating 

in team activities with members from different cultures and culture-related extracurricular 

activities can also positively influence students’ CQ development (Robledo-Ardila et al., 

2016). 

A more recent example of the beneficial groupwork experience is an international study 

tour with undergraduate students from an Australian university, during which students engaged 

in interdisciplinary teamwork (Hains-Wesson & Ji, 2020). This learning experience was found 

to enhance employability skills among students, including creativity and management of 

complexity, as well as agility, which “encompasses the ability to respond and adapt to change 

in a timely manner so that change quickly becomes the norm” (Mukerjee, 2014, p. 57, as cited 

in Hains-Wesson & Ji, 2020, p. 660). Researchers further suggest that “when 

internationalisation of the curriculum (IoC) is purposely embedded into an interdisciplinary, 

short-term study tour programme it can play a major role in meeting beyond twenty-first 

century industry skills” (Hains-Wesson & Ji, 2020, p. 668). 
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The positive effects of working with diverse peers are not limited to face-to-face 

experiences. Erez and colleagues (2013) found that students’ CQ increased over time as a result 

of engaging in an online, multicultural team project with a sample of four cohorts of graduate 

management students (n = 1,221) from 17 universities across 12 countries. The scope of the 

study further suggests that the multicultural group work experience can benefit students across 

multiple contexts and cultures.  

Mobility Programs. Many of the researched benefits of co-curricular diversity 

experience derive from students’ engagement in mobility programs such as study abroad 

programs and international study trips. Specifically, many previous studies have compared 

students who studied abroad with their counterparts who do not study abroad and found that 

participating students might experience a “shift towards a more intercultural mindset” 

(Terzuolo, 2018, p. 90). Students who study abroad might also be more likely to engage in 

volunteering after graduation (Mitic, 2020).  

Other empirical studies also provide support for the positive effect of mobility programs 

on students' development of cross-cultural skills and competencies. Williams (2005) compared 

the pre-and post-test results of two skills, intercultural adaptability and sensitivity4, among 

students who study abroad with those who stay on campus. Results confirmed that compared 

to those who stay on campus, the group of study abroad students showed a greater, positive 

change in their intercultural communication skills, which suggests that cultural exposure is an 

important predictor for students' intercultural communication skills (Williams, 2005). Studies 

on students’ CQ have shown support for the positive impact of participating in student mobility 

programs (Engle & Crowne, 2014; Gökten & Emil, 2019; Rustambekov & Mohan, 2017). 

Likewise, students who have studied abroad show a higher average level of IC than those who 

 
4 These are the two essential skills of intercultural competence, including the ability to respectfully react 

to others with “verbal and nonverbal sensitivity” (William, 2005, p. 359) during an interaction (Ting-Toomey, 

1999). 
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have not studied abroad (Ramirez R, 2016). Students’ intercultural interactions while studying 

abroad can also positively influence their development of IC (Ramírez, 2019). However, some 

scholars have challenged the idea that engaging in cultural immersion for a short amount of 

time abroad can immediately benefit participants (Harrowing et al., 2012). Nevertheless, 

mobility is not required for students to benefit from intercultural learning experiences. 

Workshops and Courses. Pascarella and colleagues (2014) analysed the fourth-year 

follow-up of a longitudinal pre-test—post-test investigation with 949 students from 17 

institutions in the U.S. Results of their analysis revealed that students’ critical thinking skills 

were positively associated with how often they engaged in diversity-related experiences, 

including cultural awareness workshops and conversations with peers who have different 

beliefs and values or are from a cultural background other than their own. Importantly, such 

effects were sustained during students’ four-year university programs (Pascarella et al., 2014). 

Bowman (2010b) further suggests that, compared to those who participated in one diversity 

course, students who participated in two or more diversity courses had higher well-being 

scores, greater appreciation for difference and were more likely to engage in intercultural 

interactions. While this could mean a possible result of attending diversity courses is an 

increase in these positive outcomes, it is also possible that students who have higher scores and 

greater appreciation for difference are more likely to attend these courses to begin with. 

Nevertheless, these studies showed the links between diversity-related activities and positive 

outcomes. 

Peer-Mentoring and Partnership Programs. Student attitudes can also be improved 

through co-curricular programs, such as peer mentoring and international partnership 

programs, which pair students from different cultural backgrounds from the same university 

and a university in another country, respectively. One recent example is a study on a semester-

long buddy program that paired students from different cultural backgrounds to complete class 
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assignments on culture (Gareis et al., 2019). From the pre-, post-, and follow-up survey data, 

improvements in participants’ knowledge of and attitudes towards their buddy’s culture were 

found, and most participants considered the program to be effective for forming intercultural 

friendships (Gareis et al., 2019). 

Similarly, Jon’s (2013) study explored the outcomes of two campus programs for 

promoting student interaction at a Korean university: a buddy program and a program for 

culture and language exchange. Both programs were found to have a positive and direct impact 

on domestic students’ interactions with international peers, which subsequently enhanced 

domestic students’ IC (Jon, 2013). In a study at an Australian university, Woods and colleagues 

(2013) explored the outcomes of a short-term peer mentoring program that was designed to 

help international students adjust to the university, and through which most of these mentoring 

pairs were cross-cultural. Results showed that after program completion, mentees spent 

significantly more time with friends from other cultural backgrounds than non-participating 

students (Woods et al., 2013).  

Challenges and Conditions for Success. Despite the large body of literature that 

recognised the benefits of cultural diversity experiences inside of the classroom, the 

relationships between these experiences and outcomes are not always clear or straightforward. 

The extent of success of intercultural learning approaches can vary depending on multiple 

factors, such as class size, students’ year of study and prior experiences with intercultural 

learning and other factors such as cultural background, or whether they are enrolled as an 

international or domestic student (Bowman, 2010b; Denson & Zhang, 2010; Engberg et al., 

2016; Roksa et al., 2017; Terzuolo, 2018).  

The significance of the purposeful design of intercultural group work has been 

highlighted in previous empirical studies. While much of the empirical literature is supportive 

of its benefits, multicultural group work does not always lead to positive learning outcomes 
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and can be a “potentially flawed mechanism” (Burdett, 2014, p. 14) for facilitating students' 

development of IC and teamwork skills. Effort is also required to purposefully design 

intercultural group work, which is crucial for its potential benefits to be realised (Cruickshank 

et al., 2012; Reid & Garson, 2016; Sweeney et al., 2008; Woods et al., 2011).  

In a comprehensive study by Cruickshank and colleagues (2012), researchers utilised 

teacher interviews, student focus groups and evaluation of course material to identify important 

features of successful strategies of facilitated intercultural interaction in the classroom, 

especially between international and local students. These features were: ensuring that (a) 

international students have the “equal footing” to work in class, (b) both groups of students can 

take as “experts”, and that (c) support for language and learning embedded into the assessments 

and outcomes (p. 807).  

Another example of this is from Reid and Garson’s (2016) study on the effectiveness 

of making multiple intentional revisions to the formation, preparation, and evaluation of a 

group assignment in a tourism management subject. More particularly, instead of letting 

students form their groups randomly, instructors formed groups based on students’ 

complementary skills, as well as cultural and gender diversity. The preparation of group work 

was revised to include activities on “intercultural communication and valuing diversity in 

teams” (p. 201). In terms of the revision to the assignment evaluation, peer evaluation and self-

reflection were added, with a focus on the process of working in a group rather than its 

outcome. As per the findings, most students’ written reflections revealed that these revisions 

promoted intercultural learning and improved multicultural group work experiences, which 

confirmed the importance of the purposeful design of such activity (Reid & Garson, 2016). 

Echoing these findings, Woods et al.’s (2011) study reported that students who participated in 

multicultural group work emphasised several conditions for the benefits of group work to be 

realised, including: when the group members respect others’ cultures; have patience and open 
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personality traits; team building skills; and knowledge and understanding of others’ cultures. 

These findings underline the importance of careful design and implementation of teaching and 

learning interventions. 

To conclude, despite the well-established empirical evidence supporting that students 

can benefit from engaging in cultural diversity activities that are part of their curriculum, the 

purposeful design of these activities is essential for these educational benefits to be realised. 

For intercultural learning in the classroom setting, a major challenge for teaching staff is the 

time and effort required to make changes to the course content. For example, there might not 

be enough time for teachers to embed intercultural group learning activities into a content-

heavy curriculum (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Arkoudis et al., 2010; Engberg et al., 2016). 

Negative experiences with these activities can also lead to negative or poor learning outcomes 

(Denson & Bowman, 2013; Roksa et al., 2017). Thus, the relationships between classroom 

diversity experiences and beneficial student outcomes, such as the development of IC, should 

be examined more thoroughly. 

3.2.2 Interactional Diversity Experiences 

Empirical evidence from psychological studies has demonstrated the importance of 

promoting intercultural interactions among students. For example, a meta-analysis by 

Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) which included 515 intergroup contact studies revealed a 

consistent, positive impact of intergroup contact on attitudes towards members from groups 

other than their own, and this impact can extend to attitudes towards the outgroup and other 

novel situations. There has been consistent support from other more recent studies that 

demonstrated positive links between intergroup contact and outcomes relating to positive 

intergroup relations, such as outgroup attitudes, empathy, and intergroup trust (Hewstone & 

Swart, 2011; Lemmer & Wagner, 2015; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). The association between 

positive intergroup contact and improvements in IC has been documented in previous literature. 
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Meleady and colleagues (2020), for example, tested the relationship between intergroup contact 

and IC in a series of cross-sectional longitudinal studies. Their findings revealed that positive 

intergroup contact was longitudinally associated with improvements in IC and that higher IC 

was associated with a reduction in future negative contact (Meleady et al., 2020).  

In the higher education context, previous literature has provided strong empirical 

evidence for the learning and diversity-related benefits of interactional diversity activities. 

Amongst the three types of diversity experiences mentioned in Section 3.1, interactional 

diversity has the most influential and consistent impact on students’ educational outcomes 

(Bowman, 2010a, 2011; Gurin et al., 2002). Previous studies have found positive associations 

between this type of activities and students’ cultural knowledge and understanding (Antonio, 

2001), democratic outcomes (Chang et al., 2004), learning and personal development (Hu & 

Kuh, 2003), intellectual and social self-confidence and retention (Chang, 2001; Chang et al., 

2004), as well as leadership skills (Antonio, 2001). Other benefits of engaging in interactional 

diversity experience include positive effects on students’ sense of belonging to the university 

(Locks et al., 2008) and satisfaction with their overall experience at the university (Chang, 

2001).  

A more recent study conducted by Roksa and colleagues (2017) adds to evidence 

supporting the positive links between positive interaction experiences at university and the 

development of cognitive benefits. Their study analysed longitudinal data collected from three 

cohorts of students (n = 2,540) throughout the four years of their university studies across 43 

U.S. higher education institutions. The statistical analysis demonstrated that students’ positive 

diversity interactions (e.g., engaging in meaningful discussions about diversity with diverse 

students) were positively associated with their need for cognition in their final year of 

university, which is referred to as one’s tendency “to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive 

activity” (Cacioppo al., 1996, p. 197, as cited in Roksa et al., 2017, p. 8). Negative interactions 
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(e.g., experiencing discrimination), however, were negatively associated with both the need for 

cognition and critical thinking skills among students in their final year of university (Roksa et 

al., 2017). These results highlight the importance of purposefully facilitated interactions and 

ensuring students’ experiences are positive. 

In addition, programs and activities that aim to foster intercultural interactions among 

students have been shown to provide additional benefits, including improving students’ 

knowledge of and attitudes towards culture. Muthuswamy and colleagues (2006), for example, 

examined the effectiveness of a program promoting interactional diversity using a three-group 

quasi-experiment with a sample of 164 students at a U.S. university. Their results revealed that, 

compared to those who did not participate in the program, participating students showed more 

positive attitudes towards cultures, engaged more frequently in intercultural interactions, and 

had more accurate knowledge regarding culture-related issues. A more recent example, also in 

the U.S. context, is a semester-long program that paired international and domestic university 

students for cultural experiences and discussions, of which participating students scored 

significantly higher on knowledge and identity scales than before engaging (Wickline et al., 

2021). Outside of the classroom, community service activities that provide opportunities for 

positive intercultural interactions with peers can promote learning and development among the 

participating students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

3.3 Factors Influencing Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences 

Overall, as the previous section has demonstrated, there is a strong empirical base for 

the benefits of engaging in intercultural interactions among students. As mentioned in Section 

1.1.1, although many Australian universities have provided ample opportunities for students to 

engage in intercultural interactions, many students are still reluctant to engage and frequent 

interactions among student groups are quite rare (e.g., Arkoudis et al., 2019; Arkoudis & Baik, 

2014; Baik, 2018; Marginson et al., 2010; Smart et al., 2000; Volet & Jones, 2012; Volet & 
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Ang, 2012).  Empirical attention has been directed to understanding the causes of this issue, 

from which numerous factors have been proposed as potential contributors, such as issues with 

students’ English language proficiency, the lack of common ground and shared interests 

between student groups (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014), and a preference to stay within familiar 

cultural and language groups (Arkoudis et al., 2010; Eisenchlas & Trevaskes, 2007; Volet & 

Ang, 2012). There are, however, more factors that can influence students’ decision to 

participate in cultural diversity activities at the university.  

3.3.1 Previous Experiences With Intercultural Interactions 

Individuals’ previous exposure to intercultural interactions may influence their 

tendencies to engage in similar interactions in the future. Social psychology research has 

identified that an individual’s history of direct intergroup contact (Paolini et al., 2006) and 

imagined contacts5 (Asbrock et al., 2013; Turner et al., 2013) can be a positive predictor of 

their intention to engage in future contact. Individuals with more previous experiences of 

intergroup contact tend to have less implicit intergroup biases (van Ryn et al., 2015). 

In the higher education context, students' pre-university environment and experience of 

intercultural interactions have been linked with their intercultural interactions during their 

university studies (Hurtado et al., 2002). In a study with 4,380 students from nine U.S. 

universities, Saenz et al. (2007) analysed longitudinal survey responses on students’ 

intercultural interactions and outcomes. Pre-university environment was measured as one of 

the independent variables, which asked students about the racial environment (i.e., 

neighbourhood, high school, close friends), their extent of previous interaction in high school, 

and the frequency of studying with peers from different racial/ethnic backgrounds in high 

school. As per the findings, students’ pre-university environment measures were statistically 

 
5 This is referred to as the mental stimulations of intergroup interactions (Kauff et al., 2021). 
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significant predictors of students’ positive intercultural interactions during university. The 

frequency and extent of previous intercultural interactions in high school seem to offer students 

opportunities to experience and develop skills that in turn might make them more likely to 

interact with diverse peers at university (Saenz et al., 2007). A study at an Australian university 

showed that students who have had less frequent interactions with people from diverse 

backgrounds in their high school felt less comfortable and experienced less joy when 

interacting with diverse peers at university (Denson & Bowman, 2013).  

Students attending the same universities may have various extents of previous cultural 

exposure before their university studies. This difference may in turn contribute to their 

predisposition to engage in cultural diversity activities at the university, especially when the 

activities are not compulsory to their degree programs. Therefore, a holistic picture of student 

experiences with cultural diversity is needed for a more comprehensive understanding of 

cultural diversity experiences within the university context. This would include considering 

both students’ experiences of diversity before entering university, and the factors influencing 

their participation in cultural diversity activities during their university studies.  

3.3.2 Homophilic Preference for Interactions  

There is an overall tendency for individuals to prefer interacting with those who are 

similar to themselves in aspects such as cultural or linguistic background. Such a preference 

acts as a possible explanation for students’ reluctance to interact across groups. The concept of 

homophily, as coined by Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954), refers to the tendency for people to be 

attracted to those who share similar attributes, beliefs, or personal characteristics. In the higher 

education setting, previous studies have observed the associations between participants’ 

homophilic tendencies and characteristics such as gender (Godley, 2008), countries of origin 

(Rienties & Tempelaar, 2018), and socioeconomic status (Wimmer & Lewis, 2010). 

Homophily can enhance relations between people by fostering trust and reciprocity (Lincoln 
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& Miller, 1979), and it is possibly based on the language compatibility shared by people from 

similar demographic backgrounds in contrast to those from different backgrounds (March & 

Simon, 1958). Earlier research also suggested that similarities between individuals can lead to 

more frequent interactions and communications as well as more favourable attitudes (Williams 

& O’Reilly, 1998).  

This preference for interaction may be viewed as a means to reduce uncertainty, risk or 

negative experiences. Homophily can lead individuals to feel more at ease during 

communications with a higher level of predictability about others’ behaviours and values 

(Hinds et al., 2000). As Hogg (2000) states, “uncertainty in interpersonal (and cross-cultural) 

communicative contexts is maladaptive and can produce negative reactions” (p. 228). 

Therefore, the need to reduce uncertainty is, as Grieve and Hogg (1999) suggest, “perhaps the 

most fundamental motivational process underlying group membership and group behaviour” 

(p. 928). In support of this view, Pettigrew (2008) notes that uncertainty reduction is “an 

important mechanism” (p. 188) of intergroup attitudes.  

In a similar vein, interacting with others of similar cultures is seen as less energy-

consuming and often more rewarding than with people of different cultural backgrounds 

(Dunne, 2009). This was confirmed by studies in the higher education context. For example, 

participants from Peacock and Harrison’s (2009) focus group study on U.K. university 

students’ preferences in group work commented that it is “much easier” (p. 495) to spend time 

with members of a similar cultural background. It is thus seen as preferential for individuals to 

stick with their ingroup, or those who are more like themselves, as a means to reduce the 

likelihood of negative experiences and adverse emotions. Therefore, it is clear that with 

available opportunities for intercultural interaction, such interactions might not take place.  

A related concept is cultural-emotional connectedness, which refers to the perception 

that people from the same cultural background would share similar thinking, communication 
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styles, and sense of humour; thus, people would feel more comfortable interacting with each 

other with those from the same cultural background (Volet & Ang, 2012).  This can make 

people feel more comfortable interacting with those from the same cultural backgrounds (Volet 

& Ang, 1998; Volet & Ang, 2012). It is therefore possible that this perception reinforced 

students’ preferences to interact with their co-nationals. When individuals from the same 

country are absent, this perception automatically extends to those from the nearest culture 

(Volet & Ang, 2012). 

The previous literature has also identified a natural inclination for individuals to seek 

out interactions that involve a low risk of negative or awkward experiences (Nesdale & Todd, 

2000), which is more likely with those whom they share similar values, beliefs, and attitudes 

with (Kimmel & Volet, 2010). As Dunne (2009) suggests, socialising with others of similar 

cultures is seen as less energy-consuming and often more rewarding than with people of 

different cultural backgrounds. Notably, this may not be limited to similarities in cultural 

backgrounds but in other aspects as well.  

In the context of study abroad, Coleman (2013) proposes a model of social network 

with three concentric circles representing the dynamic progression of friendship forming 

among students studying away from their home countries. During their time studying abroad, 

students begin with socialising with their co-nationals; with motivation and time progress, 

students’ social network may eventually include other non-locals (Coleman, 2013). These 

social circles will additionally broaden to include locals, as the author notes, “if circumstances 

(including sojourn duration) permit and their own motivations, attitudes, actions and initiatives 

allow” (Coleman, 2015, p. 44).  

While Coleman’s (2013) representation of study abroad social networks may be limited 

to those studying abroad (i.e., international students or students in outbound mobility 

programs), it adds to the theoretical base describing students’ interactional tendencies, 
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highlighting the importance of motivation in promoting connections among diverse students. 

The following subsection continues to elaborate on the significance of interest and motivation 

in individuals’ intentions to engage in intercultural interactions. 

3.3.3 Lack of Interest and Motivation 

Another key determinant of  individuals’ intentions to interact is whether they have the 

interest and motivation to engage (Stürmer & Benbow, 2017). An individual’s intention for 

intercultural interaction may increase if they perceive the contact to be beneficial, such as 

helping them learn new skills, form new friendships, and learn about members of the other 

groups. Motivations of intergroup interactions can involve different categories of interest, 

including knowledge and understanding, value expression, professional advancement, social 

development, and personal- and group-image concerns (Stürmer & Benbow, 2017). Interacting 

with members from different groups may offer unique opportunities to learn new knowledge, 

skills, and perspectives, which can lead to desirable personal growth by connecting with others 

(Paolini et al., 2016). In other words, an individual's intention to interact will thus increase if 

they believe that the interaction will help them achieve these desirable goals and benefits.  

3.3.4 Intergroup Anxiety 

Considering that the paucity of interactions between culturally diverse student groups 

continues to be an issue for many Australian universities, it is important to understand why 

some students would actively avoid interacting with diverse peers. IA is an important concept 

for addressing this issue, as it has been identified by researchers as an underlying cause of 

contact avoidance (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and potential outcome (e.g., Barlow et al., 

2010; Butz & Plant, 2006; Plant & Butz, 2006; Plant et al., 2008).  

IA refers to the feelings of worry or apprehension experienced when anticipating or 

engaging in interactions in group-based scenarios (Stephan, 2014; Stephan & Stephan, 1985) 
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It is considered not only a negative affective response to intergroup interaction but also a 

predictor of avoidance of future interactions (Stephan, 2014). More particularly, as an 

important psychological construct in understanding intergroup relations, the affective 

component of IA is considered central, with the frequent concomitance of the cognitive and 

physiological components (Stephan, 2014). 

IA can be caused by cognitive appraisal of expecting negative consequences to result 

from intergroup interactions (Stephan, 2014). These appraisals are likely to occur due to 

people’s concerns about the potential negative psychological or behavioural consequences of 

the interaction (e.g., being embarrassed or discriminated against, respectively), the worry of 

being negatively evaluated by the outgroup (e.g., being rejected), and the disapproval from 

members of their group for associating with outgroup members (Stephan, 2014). The 

correlation between the cognitive appraisal component and IA has been supported by empirical 

findings (e.g., Barlow et al., 2010; Butz & Plant, 2006; Plant & Butz, 2006; Plant et al., 2008). 

In other words, having negative expectations of intergroup interaction is linked to an increase 

in intergroup anxiety levels. IA is also often accompanied by physiological responses, such as 

increased systolic blood pressure (Littleford et al., 2005) and cortisol levels (Trawalter et al., 

2012). 

In addition, the potential consequences of IA have been categorised by Stephan (2014) 

into cognitive, affective, and behavioural consequences. Empirical evidence has demonstrated 

the links between IA and cognitive outcomes such as negative outgroup attitudes (Berrenberg 

et al., 2002; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), affective outcomes such as fear (Van Zomeren et al., 

2007) and anger (Butz & Plant, 2006; Plant et al., 2008), as well as behavioural outcomes such 

as avoiding members from the other groups (Barlow et al., 2010; Bromgard & Stephan, 2006; 

Duronto et al., 2005). Further, as posited by Stephan (2014), there likely exist reciprocal 

relationships between IA and its potential consequences. That is, IA can lead to negative 
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intergroup interaction experiences, while negative interaction experiences can also increase 

anxiety for future interactions (Stephan, 2014). The mediating role of IA between intergroup 

contact and outgroup attitudes has been supported by a strong empirical base (Lolliot et al., 

2015; Paolini et al., 2004; Stephan et al., 2002; Voci & Hewstone, 2003).  

IA has also been “proven to be one of the strongest and most consistent predictors of 

negative attitudes” (Lolliot et al., 2015, p. 667) towards outgroup members. In a meta-analysis 

of 515 intergroup contact studies by Pettigrew and Tropp (2008), IA was revealed to be the 

strongest mediator between intergroup contact and attitudes. Researchers in the field of social 

psychology have suggested that reducing intergroup anxiety is important for reducing negative 

attitudes towards the outgroup, such as prejudice (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Stephan et al., 

2002). Moreover, engaging in positive intergroup contact has been shown to reduce feelings of 

threat and anxiety about future interactions (Blair et al., 2003; Blascovich et al., 2001; Islam & 

Hewstone, 1993). In other words, this asserts the importance of reducing intergroup anxiety, 

as it can result in more positive contact outcomes (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). In addition, an 

increase in IA is likely to occur when the individual has few experiences of previous contact, 

or when the previous contact has been negative experiences (Stephan, 2014). Therefore, it is 

possible for someone who has few previous contact experiences to continue avoiding 

intergroup interactions, and those who have negative feelings after the previous contact might 

avoid future intergroup interactions as well.  

Previous studies on university students’ IA have stressed the significance of IA in 

determining student experience within higher education settings. For example, Mak et al. 

(2014) surveyed 247 Australian-born domestic students to examine the quantity and quality of 

their interactions with international students, as well as to measure their IA, intercultural 

communication emotions (ICE) and attitudes toward international students. As per the findings, 

positive intercultural interactions, lower IA levels, and more positive ICE were linked with 
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positive attitudes toward international students. Further, the quality of interaction had both 

direct and indirect effects (via IA and ICE) on domestic students’ intergroup attitudes. Their 

study demonstrated that IA has a mediating role in the relation between intergroup interactions 

and attitudes.  

In summary, examining IA is crucial for comprehending university students' cultural 

diversity experiences, as the previous literature has suggested that IA can be a potential 

predictor and cause of avoidance of intercultural interactions. In addition, reducing IA levels 

may contribute to more positive intergroup interactions and outgroup attitudes. To wit, 

understanding intergroup anxiety can help address the issue of infrequent interactions among 

diverse student groups at Australian universities and elucidate the reasons why some students 

avoid interacting outside of their groups. 

 Taking the available evidence together, it is clear that cultural diversity experiences can 

be beneficial to students in numerous aspects, but there are factors influencing the extent to 

which these benefits can be realised. To ensure that students’ cultural diversity experiences are 

beneficial, students need to voluntarily engage in these activities or through intervention. 

However, a lack of interest among students to engage in intercultural interactions is evident; 

despite a culturally diverse student population present at the university, students’ experiences 

do not lead to a positive influence on developing IC as expected (Leask & Carroll, 2011). This 

calls for a more nuanced understanding on the factors that determine students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities. The following section addresses gaps in the current literature in 

understanding students’ cultural diversity experiences at university. 

3.4 Gaps in the Literature 

This chapter has presented an overview of scholarly discourse on students’ experiences 

with and benefits of cultural diversity at university, and the challenges in promoting these 

experiences documented in the previous literature. However, there are several gaps in the 
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current understanding of these topics, including the time and context of the main 

conceptualisation and theoretical basis of the research topic, the need for a more holistic 

understanding of students’ exposure to cultural diversity, and the categorisation of student 

groups. 

First, the conceptualisation and theoretical basis (i.e., Gurin et al., 2002) that guided the 

thinking on the topic of cultural diversity experiences emerged decades ago. Although Gurin 

et al.’s (2002) work provides guidance and structure for the current study, the thinking, goals, 

and approaches in higher education have evolved throughout the past few decades; new insights 

are needed to suit the current social context. 

In addition, unlike the U.S. universities where Gurin et al. (2002) conducted their study, 

most Australian universities are not residential-based, and their students commute rather than 

live on campus. This could mean that student experience at an Australian university may differ 

in terms of the types of intercultural interactions and experiences from those at an American 

one, where this topic has been most studied. For example, in Gurin et al.’s (2002) study, one 

type of cultural diversity activity is informal interactions with culturally diverse peers outside 

of the classroom within the university, including interactions at university facilities such as 

dormitories, cafeterias, and libraries. However, as most students at Australian universities do 

not live on campus, such interactions may not apply to the Australian context. This may also 

mean that students at Australian universities spend less time on campus than those studying 

and living in U.S. higher education institutions. This difference is important to consider, given 

that the amount of time students spend on campus can be an obstacle to their engagement in 

intercultural interaction (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014).  

Moreover, Gurin et al.’s (2002) study on cultural diversity experiences conducted in 

the U.S. centres around the interactions among students in different ethnic groups. In the 

Australian context, different dimensions of intercrural interactions may occur, as presented in 
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Section 1.1. For example, an Australian student may not only interact with international 

students from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, but also with domestic peers from 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds other than their own. The theoretical framework on 

university students’ cultural diversity experiences is based on a different context than the 

Australian one. The current study is thus an attempt to add to our understanding of the topic 

with new insights from the Australian context.   

Another gap in the current literature pertains to the broad categorisation of student 

groups when discussing students’ experiences with cultural diversity activities. As briefly 

discussed in Section 1.1.1, the dichotomy of international versus domestic students is 

predominantly used in the literature, despite the diversity within each of these two groups, in 

many aspects such as previous educational experiences and cultural exposure, English 

language proficiency, and multilingual abilities (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014). For example, a 

domestic student who grew up in the Western suburbs of Melbourne might have attended a 

culturally diverse secondary school, and an international student from Japan might have 

attended a secondary school that was attended only by other Japanese students. Therefore, 

although previous studies have identified differences in student experience and outcome in 

these two groups, focusing solely on these two broad groups of students might leave out critical 

factors that are important for understanding university students’ engagement in cultural 

diversity experiences.  

In a similar vein, not many studies have considered the diversity within these two 

groups in terms of students’ prior cultural diversity experiences on their engagement in cultural 

diversity activities at university. Much of the literature on students’ cultural diversity 

experiences focuses solely on the university context. As outlined in Section 3.3.1, an 

individual’s history of intergroup contact can influence their intention to engage in contact in 

the future (Paolini et al., 2006), and those with more experiences with interaction tend to have 



 

 

 71 

less implicit intergroup bias (van Ryn et al., 2015). More particularly in the context of higher 

education, few studies exploring the potential influence of students’ previous experience with 

cultural diversity and the pre-university environment (Saenz et al., 2007) and the frequency of 

previous interactions with diverse peers (Denson & Bowman, 2013) have found an impact on 

their tendency to engage in similar activities at the university. Thus, there is a need to consider 

these characteristics and the potential impact of students’ previous cultural exposure on their 

tendencies to participate in cultural diversity activities at the university. 

Taken together, the above-mentioned gaps in the literature call for a more nuanced 

understanding of students’ cultural diversity experiences at Australian universities, and 

particularly, an investigation into the factors that can influence students’ participation in these 

activities. 

3.5 Chapter Summary  

This chapter has reviewed the literature on the conceptualisation and empirical studies 

of students’ cultural diversity experiences, as well as the benefits of and challenges in 

promoting students’ active engagement in these experiences. The theoretical and empirical 

literature reviewed in this chapter clearly positions the importance of supporting curriculum-

based initiatives and out-of-class intercultural interactions among students in facilitating their 

development as interculturally competent individuals. However, literature has also identified 

some consistent challenges for achieving these aims, as well as factors that may influence 

students’ active participation in and experiences of these activities. Further investigation, 

however, is needed to gain a more in-depth understanding with new insights into students’ 

cultural diversity experiences from an Australian context and to provide a more holistic picture 

of students’ exposure to cultural diversity. This study will be a response to these needs, and the 

methodology employed in this study is outlined in the following chapter. 

 



 

 72 

4 Methodology 

The previous chapters present a consolidation that contributes to the current 

understanding of university students’ cultural diversity experiences, its benefits and intended 

outcomes such as intercultural competence (IC), and the factors that can influence the extent 

to which these benefits can be realised. This chapter begins by introducing the research design 

of the present study, including the methodological framework and the research site. It then 

presents details of the two stages of the study, including the sampling strategies, procedure, 

interview protocols or survey instrument, as well as the data collection and analyses. The 

chapter concludes with sections on the trustworthiness and limitations of the study. 

4.1 Research Aims and Questions 

The main goal of this study is to investigate factors influencing students’ participation 

in cultural diversity activities, namely the curriculum-based activities and out-of-class 

intercultural interactions, at a large, metropolitan university in Australia. It seeks to examine 

how students engage with these cultural diversity activities and to explore students’ perceived 

impact and challenges of students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities at the university. 

The study also has the purpose of examining the associations between students’ engagement in 

cultural diversity activities and their levels of IC. It also examines how students’ participation 

in cultural diversity activities is linked to their intergroup anxiety (IA) levels, a possible 

predictor of avoidance of intercultural interaction. 

The main research question for this study is: “What are the factors influencing students’ 

engagement in cultural diversity activities at university?”. To address this question, two sub-

questions guided the investigation:  

• How do students engage in cultural diversity activities at university?  
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• What are the relationships between students’ engagement in cultural diversity 

activities at university and their levels of IC? 

4.2 Methodological Framework 

The pragmatism approach was selected as the methodology of the present study for two 

reasons. First, pragmatism enables researchers to use a pluralistic approach and integrate 

multiple data collection methods to explore the research questions, rather than adhering to a 

single method or philosophical stance (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

2003). Second, this approach emphasises the practical outcomes of research; it intends to 

advance not only the theoretical understanding but also practical insights that are applicable in 

the real-world setting (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This approach is therefore well suited 

for the present study, as the exploration focuses on undergraduate students’ cultural diversity 

experience and the factors influencing these experiences, which requires in-depth and 

comprehensive investigation due to the complexity and nuances of the topic. The goal of this 

study is to provide insights for institutions, educators, and policymakers on how to enhance the 

student experience of cultural diversity, which is well-aligned with the focus of the pragmatism 

approach.  

A mixed-method research design with two sequential stages was selected based on 

deliberate consideration of the focus, aim, and context of the study. Compared to a single-

method design, a mixed-methods approach can help to capture a more complete picture of the 

topic studied by adding insights that might otherwise be missed (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004). Combining quantitative and qualitative methods can also offset the weakness of each 

method and utilise the strengths of both methods (Bryman, 2006; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004). It can also triangulate the data from both quantitative and qualitative methods for 

corroboration (Bryman, 2006). These strengths of the mixed-method design can help with 
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reaching a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of study as well as 

enhancing the research quality (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

In addition, this study uses an exploratory sequential design of the mixed-methods 

approach. This design is particularly useful for research exploration of a phenomenon 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). It begins with a qualitative stage to explore the phenomenon 

and builds to a sequential, quantitative stage (Creswell et al., 2007). The first stage carries more 

weight than the second stage, as the survey items used in the second stage were built upon the 

findings of the first stage. 

This design is particularly useful where there is a need for tailoring an existing measure 

to be specific to a particular culture or participants (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Although 

there have been empirical explorations of university students’ cultural diversity experiences, 

and guiding theoretical works and measures are available, this study was conducted in a 

particular context unique from those outlined in the previous literature. More specifically, the 

present study was conducted during the unprecedented period of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which caused many universities in Australia to transform to a virtual campus model. By starting 

with a qualitative stage, this study first identified questions and variables vital to undergraduate 

students’ cultural diversity experiences at an Australian university both before and during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, then explored this topic further using a questionnaire suitable for the 

student cohorts experiencing this context. 

4.3 Research Design 

The investigation of this study involved two sequential stages. Stage 1 was a qualitative 

phase that used online semi-structured interviews and focus groups with undergraduate 

students at a large, metropolitan Australian university. Semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups were selected due to the conversational style of collecting information. It allows the 

interviewer to ask follow-up questions based on participants’ responses (Hardon et al., 2004), 
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from which the researcher can delve more deeply into the topic and to gain a thorough 

understanding of the responses. By identifying the popular types of co-, extra-, and curricular 

activities related to cultural diversity among students, and the common reasons behind 

students’ participation in these activities, the data collected from Stage 1 shaped the 

development of some survey items used in Stage 2.  

Stage 2 involved an online survey with undergraduate students at the same university 

to gain an overall picture of students’ cultural diversity experiences and factors influencing 

their participation, as well as statistically examine how these experiences are related to their 

levels of IC using a survey suitable for the student cohorts experiencing this context. Further 

details about each stage are presented in Table 4.1.  

 

Table 4.1 

Research Design of the Study 

 Stage 1 Stage 2 

Objectives 

To explore: 

• how students engage in cultural 

diversity experiences at 

university, the factors that 

influenced their participation, 

the self-reported impact from 

these experiences 

• areas and variables that need 

further exploration in Stage 2 

To examine: 

• the types of activities and 

frequency of students’ 

participation in cultural 

diversity experiences, and 

factors influencing their 

participation 

• the relations between 

students’ cultural diversity 

experiences at university 

and IC 

Method 
Online semi-structured individual 

interviews and focus groups via Zoom 
Online survey via Qualtrics 

Participants 

Undergraduate students at a large, 

Australian university, who are aged 

over 18 

Undergraduate students at the same 

university, who are aged over 18 

Data 

Analysis 

Thematic analysis using NVivo 

software 

Statistical analysis using the 

Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) software 

Note. The recruitment of participants for Stage 2 was not limited to those who participated in 

Stage 1. 
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4.3.1 COVID-19 Disruptions 

It is important to note that the research design of this study has been changed due to the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. With a focus on undergraduate students’ on-campus 

cultural diversity experiences, a two-stage research project was initially planned for this study. 

It was expected to begin with a survey in the first stage, followed by interviews and focus 

groups in the second stage. This iteration of the project received Ethics Application approval 

in January 2020 with recruitment and data collection of the survey stage to commence in March 

2020.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected the timeline of the project 

and led to a major restructuring of the research design. For example, participant recruitment 

and data collection for the project were postponed from the original timeline because there was 

a high degree of sensitivity at the research site around student surveying during that time. Also, 

since the research focus of this project was undergraduate students' on-campus cultural 

diversity experiences, this was not as relevant for the new context of online learning during the 

period of extended lockdowns in 2020 and 2021. These delays meant that data collection of the 

survey stage was delayed significantly, while other tasks such as thesis writing could not 

proceed beyond the preliminary chapters. 

After deliberate consideration of the COVID-19 pandemic situation and the project 

timeline, it was decided that a redesign and restructure of the project were necessary. The 

decision was made to carefully restructure this project to avoid the above-mentioned limitations 

and to adapt to the new context of the virtual campus model at Australian universities. More 

specifically, the focus of this project was changed from on-campus learning to all formats of 

cultural diversity experiences, both online and on campus. The research design was also 

amended to circumvent sensitivities around student surveys; the interview stage was 

implemented before the survey stage to understand the student experience and to better craft 
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the survey items for answering the research question. The interview questions and survey 

instrument were revised according to the redesign of the project and restructure of the research 

focus.  

In addition, the intended sample of participants was expanded from first- and final-year 

undergraduate students studying Bachelor of Arts and/or Commerce to all undergraduate 

students at the same research site, to capture a more comprehensive picture of student 

experience with cultural diversity at the university. Recruitment, advertisement, participant-

facing documents, and project dates were also revised accordingly to these changes. An Ethics 

Amendment was submitted in February 2021 and received approval in March 2021. Sections 

4.4 and 4.5 discuss the methodological approach of Stages 1 and 2, respectively, in more detail. 

4.3.2 Research Site 

As outlined in Section 1.2.2, this study took place at an Australian university 

(University A) that was selected based on three reasons. First, conducting the current study at 

a university with a large, culturally diverse student population was of particular importance to 

the topic of research given that the structural diversity of the university, as mentioned in Section 

3.1.1., would provide the necessary conditions and opportunities for intercultural interactions 

to take place among students (Gurin et al., 2002). In 2021 when the data collection of this study 

was conducted, University A had a culturally diverse student population of 54,411, of which 

the 40% of the university student population were from international backgrounds, representing  

150 nationalities (University A, 2022). It was thus deemed a suitable site for the current study.  

Second, the research site values the importance of cultural diversity and related 

graduate attributes; this is evident in its strategic orientation as mentioned in Section 1.2.2. For 

example, the university intends to implement various programs, activities and events that 

prepare students for “success as leaders, change agents and global citizens” (University A, 

2023, p. 24). In its latest Annual Report 2022, the university states that it “is committed to 
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fostering an environment that values diversity and inclusion, where a culture of respect and 

equity is supported to flourish” (University A, 2023, p. 38), and that it “aspires to be a vibrant, 

diverse and inclusive community, and a destination of choice for talented students and staff” 

(p. 36). Conducting the present study at this research site would help understand whether 

students are indeed actively engaging and benefiting from these opportunities and experiences 

offered by their university. 

In addition, as mentioned in Section 4.3.1, the research design of the study was 

impacted by COVID-19 disruption, which led to necessary redesign and restructuring to adapt 

to the new context of the virtual campus model at Australian universities. As a response to this 

global crisis, the research site also transformed to offer fully online learning in March 2020 

and developed an online Virtual Campus Community (VCC) in April 2020. The VCC aimed 

to provide students and staff with essential support and services, allowing them to “experience 

the broad range of expertise, collections and creativity that resides within the University 

community” (p. 30), while replicating the in-person campus experience as fully as possible 

(Univeristy A, 2021).  

4.4 Stage 1: Interviews and Focus Groups 

Stage 1 aimed to gain insights into addressing how students engage in cultural diversity 

activities at the university, and to provide insights into the factors that supported or hindered 

students’ cultural diversity experience. It aimed to do so by exploring the reasons and motive 

behind students’ participation. It also asked students about their previous exposure to cultural 

diversity at their previous educational institutions and explored the potential influence of their 

experiences before attending the current university. 
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4.4.1 Sampling Strategy 

Between March and June 2021, all undergraduate students at a large, culturally diverse 

Australian university, aged 18 or above, were invited to participate in an online interview or 

focus group via one of the following recruitment strategies: digital posts on the university’s 

online noticeboard, and flyers posted at numerous locations on-campus. All participants were 

also invited to share information about this study with their peers as a snowballing technique 

of recruitment. Students who were interested in participating were asked to complete an 

expression of interest form, with questions about their contact information. The researcher then 

contacted prospective interviewees via email with the Plain Language Statement and the 

Consent Form attached to schedule an interview or focus group. Acknowledging that some 

participants may prefer to be interviewed in a private or group setting, each potential participant 

was offered the option of an individual interview or a focus group interview. 

4.4.2 Interview Protocols   

All interviews, both individual interviews and focus groups, were semi-structured and 

conducted in English. The interview questions (see Appendix A) included topics such as 

students’ expectations and overall experience of university life, their cultural diversity 

experiences inside and outside of classrooms, whether they had participated in any cultural 

diversity activities and factors influencing their participation, cultural diversity experiences 

before their university attendance, as well as thoughts about possible improvements that 

university could provide for better students’ cultural experience.  

Before the commencement of the interview stage, four pilot interviews were conducted 

with four fellow PhD students at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education to test the clarity 

of the questions and the length of the interview. Three of these PhD students self-identified as 

international students, two of whom were from an Asian background. Refinements to the 
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interview questions have been made based on the feedback from the pilot interviews, such as 

rephrasing some parts of the interview questions for clarity. 

In the interviews and focus groups, students were asked about their experiences of 

diversity at university, and different phrases were used to capture students’ experiences with 

cultural diversity. For example, questions such as, “In your subjects and classes, have you been 

involved in any activities or interactions with peers from different cultural or linguistic 

backgrounds, such as group projects, discussions, etc.?”, were aimed to prompt students to 

think about their previous cultural diversity experiences. Other questions, such as, “Do you 

think these experiences have changed the way you view interacting or working with people 

from culturally or linguistically diverse backgrounds?”, were included to ask about any self-

reported impact students have as an outcome of participating in these activities. Students were 

also asked to share their experiences related to cultural diversity at their previous educational 

institutions, using questions such as “What sorts of intercultural learning opportunities were 

you involved with at this institution (i.e., cultural events, overseas study programs, or 

international competitions)?”. The full set of questions used in interviews and focus groups can 

be found in Appendix A. All participants were encouraged to elaborate on their responses. 

Focus group participants were also encouraged to express their agreement or disagreement with 

each other's responses to the questions.  

4.4.3 Procedure 

Before the commencement of all interviews and focus groups, prospective participants 

received a Plain Language Statement (Appendix B) and Consent Form (Appendix C) via email. 

Only those who signed and returned the Consent Form were included in the interviews and 

focus groups. All interviews and focus groups were conducted online by the researcher via 

Zoom between March and June 2021. After the interview or focus group, all participants were 

asked whether they would be interested in participating in Stage 2, the online survey. Those 
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who expressed interest in the survey and consented to be contacted via email after Stage 1 

received another email inviting them to participate in the online survey in Stage 2. Each 

interview participant received one A$10 Amazon digital gift card upon completion. 

Participants’ individual interviews and focus group responses were audio-recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher. The de-identified interview data were then thematically analysed 

to inform some of the items and question choices used in the sequential quantitative stage of 

this study. The following section discusses the process of thematic analysis and the analytic 

approach in more detail.  

4.4.4 Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis, a widely used qualitative method for identifying, analysing, 

organising, and reporting patterns in a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006), was selected as the 

method of data analysis in Stage 1 of the study. The thematic analysis of interview data was 

conducted with the aid of NVivo software, an analytic software that provides convivence in 

organising data and can increase the efficiency of coding.  

There are two reasons behind the selection of thematic analysis as the method for 

qualitative data analysis. One advantage of thematic analysis is that it can be used to understand 

different participants’ perspectives, highlight similarities and differences across the data set, 

and generate unanticipated insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first stage of the study aims 

to explore students’ experiences and perspectives of cultural diversity. It also aims to provide 

insights into different types of cultural diversity activities that students engaged in at the 

research site and the factors that influenced their participation in these activities, as well as 

students’ perceived impact from participating in these activities. Considering the aims of the 

first stage, thematic analysis was deemed as a suitable method.  

Further, the thematic analysis also provides a flexible approach to understanding data, 

which allows the usage of various analytic options (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, this 
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flexibility can lead to inconsistency and incoherency when conducting the analysis (Holloway 

& Todres, 2003).  

To meet the trustworthiness criteria, the thematic analysis in Stage 1 was conducted 

following a six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), including:  

1. Familiarising with the data 

2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes 

6. Producing the report (p. 87) 

Before the commencement of data analysis, the researcher listened to the audio 

recording of each interview and transcribed the interviews verbatim. The data analysis began 

with reading each interview transcript thoroughly. When reading, the researcher noted the parts 

that resemble connections with relevant literature and documented initial thoughts about 

potential codes and themes. 

Once the researcher had familiarised themselves with the interview data, they started 

the second phase by generating a list of initial codes to help organise the data. These codes 

were adapted from the literature (e.g., cultural empathy, open-mindedness) and guided by the 

research questions. As further coding proceeded, these codes were modified, elaborated, or 

removed. To establish a systematic coding process, the researcher also developed a code 

manual based on the initial codes of the first two interviews before commencing further coding. 

This codebook includes detailed definitions and exemplar extracts, which can be useful for 

maintaining consistency in the analytic process and providing clear evidence of the credibility 

of this study (Nowell et al., 2017).  



 

 83 

The third phase of the data analysis involved sorting the initial codes into potential 

themes and collating all relevant data into each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The fourth 

phase began once a list of initial codes had been developed. The researcher then started to 

refine the themes and subthemes in the data. They reviewed the themes at two levels, as 

suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006): at the level of coded extracts and the level of the entire 

data set. The researcher first considered whether extracts in each theme formed a coherent 

pattern and reworked or discharged the themes accordingly. After finishing this process, the 

researcher reviewed the entire data set to check the validity of the individual theme of the data 

set and continued to re-code any uncoded data that was missed in the earlier phases. To examine 

whether and how different themes fit together in the data set, they generated a thematic map 

and examined how it reflects the meaning evident in the data. In the fifth phase of the analysis, 

the researcher defined and further refined each theme. More specifically, the focus of this phase 

was to identify the essence of each theme and determine the aspect(s) of the data that each 

theme captures (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As the final refinement was completed, the researcher 

started to report the findings by drafting Chapter 5 of this thesis and concluded the data analysis 

process. 

This study adopted both emic and etic perspectives for the qualitative data analysis. The 

emic perspective aims to interpret the data “through the eyes of members of the culture being 

studied” (Willis, 2007, p.100), while the etic perspective aims to explore the data as an outsider. 

As mentioned in Section 1.2.1, the researcher of this study enrols at an Australian university 

as an international student, and there may be shared experiences that allowed the researcher to 

interpret participants’ responses through an emic perspective as an insider. Meanwhile, because 

the researcher enrols in a program (i.e., Doctor of Philosophy) different from the participants 

(i.e., undergraduate programs), the researcher also took an etic approach using pre-existing 
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theoretical and empirical work as “the structures and criteria developed outside the culture” 

(Willis, 2007, p. 100) to understanding participants’ responses. 

4.5 Stage 2: Survey 

 The second stage of the study involved an online survey as a pilot aiming to examine 

the underlying associations between how frequently students participated in different types of 

cultural diversity activities and their scores of IC and IA. It also aimed to provide an overall 

picture of different activities students engaged in at university and the reasons behind their 

participation. The survey also asked participants about the frequency of their participation in 

cultural diversity activities in their previous institutions and exposure to cultural diversity in 

their previous institutions. 

4.5.1 Sampling Strategy 

Between August and December 2021, all undergraduate students at a large, culturally 

diverse Australian university, aged 18 or above, were invited to participate in an online survey. 

Recruitment of participants was achieved using digital posts on the university’s online 

noticeboard, where the digital posts included the Plain Language Statement (Appendix D) and 

a link to the survey. In addition, as mentioned in Section 4.4.3, all participants of Stage 1 were 

asked whether they would be interested in participating in Stage 2, and those who expressed 

interest and consented to be contacted via email after Stage 1 received another email inviting 

them to participate in Stage 2 with access the Plain Language Statement and a link to the survey.  

4.5.2 Instrument 

The online survey was created by incorporating common themes that emerged from 

participants’ responses in Stage 1 and added these as question choices, such as the different 

types of activities that students participated in and the frequently mentioned reasons behind 

their participation. It also included measurements of IC and IA. The survey was hosted on 
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Qualtrics, an online survey platform. Before distribution, the survey was piloted and tested 

with four PhD students at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education before distribution. 

Based on the feedback received from the pilot testing, refinements were made to the instrument, 

including the wording of some question statements and the display of the questions. The final 

survey consisted of six sections, each of which is described below. A copy of the full survey is 

attached as Appendix E.  

Background and Demographic Information. The survey began with questions about 

the names and levels of the courses that participants are enrolled in, and the proportion of on-

campus delivery they have received. The last section of the survey asked for their demographic 

information, such as age, student status, country (countries) of origin, gender, and language(s) 

spoken at home. These items provided information on participants' background characteristics.  

Cultural Diversity Experience at the Previous Educational Institution. Items in this 

section asked for participants’ experiences with diversity before their university studies. More 

specifically, participants were asked to indicate the composition of intercultural learning 

opportunities at the educational institution (e.g., high school) they attended before attending 

university. In cases where a participant attended multiple educational institutions before 

university, they were asked to respond while thinking about the institution in which they spent 

the most time.  

For example, participants were asked to respond using a yes-or-no single-choice 

question on whether the institution they attended was not in their home country and whether it 

had a large culturally diverse student population. These two items provide information about 

the characteristics of participants’ prior educational institutions. In addition, participants were 

asked to indicate the frequency of their participation in cultural diversity programs or events at 

the educational institution they attended before university. An option of “not applicable (these 
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kinds of opportunities were not offered)” was provided for students who wished to indicate that 

their lack of experience was due to the unavailability of the programs and events offered.  

Together, these three items can contribute to an understanding of participants’ 

experiences with cultural diversity before entering their current university and were used to 

examine whether there is potential influence from students’ previous exposure to cultural 

diversity on the frequency of participating in cultural diversity activities at their current 

university.  

Cultural Diversity Experience at the University. Questions in this section focused 

on participants’ participation in two types of cultural diversity activities (i.e., classroom and 

interactional diversity) at the university. Follow-up questions on the frequency and reasons for 

their engagement were displayed each time participants indicated their engagement in any of 

the activities listed. An open-ended question was made available after each time participants 

indicated that they had not participated in a certain type of activity or event, allowing them to 

share the reasons why they did not engage. These open-ended responses can be indicative of 

overlooked or underexplored factors that are important for the topic of the study. 

Intercultural Competence. To measure participants’ level of IC, all of the 40 items 

from the Multicultural Personality Questionnaire-Short Form (MPQ-SF) developed by van der 

Zee et al. (2013) were used. The MPQ-SF was selected for several reasons. First, it consists of 

five factors aligned well with the intercultural attributes that many Australian universities 

highlighted in their mission statements, such as cultural awareness and skills for working in a 

diverse workplace. The Multicultural Personality Questionnaire (MPQ) has been applied in 

studies with participants from different cultures, including Australia, the Netherlands, Belgium, 

the U.S., the U.K., France, Germany, Italy, Singapore, China, and New Zealand (Matsumoto 

& Hwang, 2013). Further, as presented in Section 2.3.3, the measurement invariance of MPQ-

SF has been revealed to be reliable among undergraduate students in different cultural groups 
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in the higher education context (Hofhuis et al., 2020). In addition, the short-form version of the 

measurement is evidenced by a high correlation with the full-length version of the MPQ while 

shortening the time required for completion (van der Zee et al., 2013). In this study, the original 

descriptive statements were adapted for the accuracy of the items and participants were asked 

to indicate their answers using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all applicable) 

to 5 (completely applicable).  

Intergroup Anxiety. To measure intergroup anxiety (IA) levels, this survey adapted 

all items from Stephan and Stephan’s (1985) Intergroup Anxiety Scale (IAS). This 11-item 

measure was selected as it is the most widely used scale for measuring IA level (Lolliot et al., 

2015; Stephan, 2014), which asks participants to rate the extent to which they experience 

several emotions when anticipating or engaging in an intergroup interaction: certain (reverse 

coded), awkward, anxious, self-conscious, happy (reverse coded), accepted (reverse coded), 

confident (reverse scored), irritated, impatient, defensive suspicious, and careful (Stephan & 

Stephan, 1985). The IAS is administered by asking participants to indicate their answers using 

a 10-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely). 

The IAS has been used in studies in the higher education context across countries such 

as the U.S., Amsterdam, and the U.K. (Turner et al., 2008). Previous studies have also provided 

evidence for its reliability (test-retest and internal consistency) and validity (divergent validity 

and predictive validity) (Lolliot et al., 2015). For example, the test-retest reliability of IAS was 

reported from a three-wave longitudinal study using a six-item version of the IAS, in which the 

six-month test-retest correlations (Time 1 to 2: r = .31; Time 2 to 3: r = .37) and one-year test-

retest correlation (r = .38) were both significant (Swart et al., 2011). The IAS has also been 

reported by Stephan and Stephan (1985) to have a high internal consistency (α = .91).  

Several subsequent studies employed different shorter versions of the IAS, using scales 

with fewer response options. For example, Paolini et al.’s (2004, Study 1) study used a six-
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item version of the IAS, including happy (reverse coded), awkward, self-conscious, confident 

(reverse coded), and defensive. Participants in Paolini et al.’s (2004) study responded to this 

six-item version using a rating scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (extremely). To obtain a 

comprehensive picture of participants’ intergroup anxiety levels, this study will employ 

Stephan and Stephan’s (1985) 11-item IAS with a 5-point rating scale, ranging from 1 (not at 

all) to 5 (extremely).  

4.5.3 Data Analysis 

Survey data were downloaded and exported from Qualtrics in the format of .sav and 

were analysed using the SPSS Statistics program. Responses to at least the first three sections 

of the survey (progress ≥ 72%, as indicated by Qualtrics) were included in the sample for 

analysis. This means that responses included in this analysis had at least finished the questions 

about their experience at the university. This inclusion criterion helped with minimising the 

amount of missing data, especially for inferential statistical analyses that explored underlying 

associations between students' experiences and their scores on the IC and IA measures.  

By examining the descriptive statistics of the data, the analyses aimed to add to our 

understanding of undergraduate students’ cultural diversity experiences before and at 

university. In addition, as reviewed in Section 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, the literature has documented 

positive associations between students’ IC levels and their frequencies of participation in 

classroom diversity and interactional diversity activities (e.g., Erez et al., 2012; Etherington, 

2014; Gökten & Emil, 2019; Ko, et al., 2015; Robledo-Ardila et al., 2016; Rustambekov & 

Mohan, 2017). The present study thus hypothesised a positive relation between students’ 

frequency of cultural diversity experiences, both inside and outside of class, at the university 

and their levels of IC. As discussed in Section 3.3.4, a negative association has been 

demonstrated between IA levels and the frequency of intercultural interactions in the literature 

(e.g., Blair et al., 2003; Blascovich et al., 2001; Islam & Hewstone, 1993). However, few 
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studies have examined whether and how students’ IA is linked to their frequency of classroom 

diversity experiences at the university. Given the existing literature on the benefits of engaging 

in classroom diversity and promoting intercultural interactions among students, a negative 

association was thus hypothesised between students’ frequency of classroom diversity 

experiences at the university and their levels of IA. Further, as previous studies have shown 

the positive links between pre-university exposure to cultural diversity and engaging in 

intercultural interactions at university (Hurtado et al, 2002; Saenz, 2007), the present study thus 

hypothesised a positive relationship between students’ frequency of cultural diversity activities 

at previous educational institutions and their frequency of interactional diversity activity (i.e., 

interaction) at the current university. 

Therefore, the three hypotheses below guided the examination of the relationship 

between the frequency of students’ participation in cultural diversity activities and their levels 

of IC and IA: 

• Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between students’ frequency of 

cultural diversity experiences (both inside and outside of class) at the 

university and their levels of IC. 

• Hypothesis 2: There is a negative relationship between students’ frequency of 

cultural diversity experiences (both inside and outside of class) at the 

university and their levels of IA.  

• Hypothesis 3: There is a positive relationship between students’ frequency of 

cultural diversity activities at previous educational institutions and their 

frequency of interactional diversity activity at the current university. 

A series of Spearman’s rank-order correlations were selected because some variables 

are ordinal while others are continuous. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests.  
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Furthermore, testing whether different student groups have different levels of needs in 

terms of development of IC and lowering IA, the analysis also aimed to determine whether 

there were differences in students’ IC and IA levels among different groups. Comparisons were 

conducted on students’ scores on the measurements of IC and IA among different groups 

including: 

• International or domestic students 

• Students who speak English at home or those who do not 

• Students in the different years of their bachelor’s programs 

• Students studying different disciplines 

These groups were selected for different reasons. First, as outlined in Section 1.1.1, the 

groups of international and domestic students have been extensively compared in the previous 

literature, in various aspects such as engagement in intercultural interactions and classroom 

diversity activities, learning outcomes, as well as overall university experiences. Revisiting this 

comparison in the current analysis would provide valuable insights into testing the 

distinctiveness of these two groups and exploring whether students in these two groups have 

different support needs. 

Further, student groups based on their linguistic backgrounds were selected because the 

literature has discussed the importance of English language proficiency as a factor in 

determining students’ engagement in intercultural interactions (e.g., Arkoudis & Baik, 2014). 

Conducting a comparison of these two groups can offer insights into whether there are 

differences in terms of their development of IC and IA. 

Comparing the groups of students studying different years of their bachelor’s programs 

would serve as an attempt to uncover variations in students’ IC and IA levels in each of these 

cohorts. As mentioned in Section 1.2.4, a longitudinal design exploring changes throughout 

students’ undergraduate studies was deemed unfeasible due to the time constraint of the PhD 
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Program. Instead, conducting a comparison of survey data between entry and exit cohorts (i.e., 

first- and senior-year students) might offer insights into how these groups differ in their levels 

of IC and IA. 

Lastly, as will be detailed in Section 5.2.1, some participants in Stage 1 recognised the 

differences in the extent of cultural exposure and intercultural learning opportunities provided 

by different faculties at the same university. This finding from the first stage of this study 

suggested a need to test whether there were differences among students studying different 

disciplines in terms of their levels of IC and IA.  

In conclusion, making comparisons amongst groups may offer insights for the future, 

particularly in designing cultural diversity activities that are tailored to students in different 

groups. If differences in students’ levels of IC or IA are identified across groups, these findings 

can guide universities in better crafting intercultural learning opportunities for specific groups 

and encouraging students’ participation in these opportunities. 

For the binary categorical variables (i.e., international/domestic students, students who 

do/do not speak English at home), independent samples t-tests were used to compare students’ 

scores on the three measures. For variables that have more than two groups, such as year level 

and discipline of study, one-way ANOVAs were used to compare whether there were 

differences in scores among these groups. 

Before inferential testing, the normality assumption of the data for each group was 

tested by computing the ratio of skewness to its standard error and the one of kurtosis to its 

standard error, and the homogeneity of variances was assessed via Levene’s Test for Equality 

of Variances. Descriptive statistics of measures by different student groups can be found in 

Appendix F. For data that did not meet one or both assumptions, the Welch test or Kruskal-

Wallis test was conducted. The Cronbach’s alpha values were interpreted following George 

and Mallery’s (2003) rule of thumb: Cronbach’s Alpha value above .9 indicates excellent 
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internal consistency, above .8 is considered good, above .7 is deemed acceptable, above .6 is 

considered questionable, above .5 is regarded as poor, and falling below .5 is seen as 

unacceptable. All effect sizes were interpreted according to Cohen’s (1988) guideline: 

correlation coefficient above .5 indicates large effect size, above .3 is considered a medium 

effect, while below .1 is considered a small effect size; Cohen’s d above .8 is deemed a large 

effect size, above .5 is regarded as medium effect, and below .2 indicates a small effect size. 

4.6 Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of this study was enhanced by pilot testing before each stage and 

incorporating feedback to improve the interview questions and the survey instrument. The pilot 

testing before each stage also tested the clarity of the interview questions and survey items. By 

collecting data on the topic of students’ cultural diversity experiences using different methods 

and datasets, the mixed method design helps enhance the trustworthiness of this study through 

the process of triangulating the data between the two stages (Bryman, 2006; Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2017). In addition, as mentioned in Section 4.4.4, thematic analysis of qualitative data 

collected from Stage 1 was conducted following a six-phase process outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006) to meet the trustworthiness criteria.  

4.7 Limitations 

In addition to the constraints in the scope of the current study mentioned in Section 

1.2.4, there are limitations in the research design of the study. For example, a longitudinal 

design could offer a more useful method for tracking and observing any changes in 

undergraduate students’ participation in cultural diversity experiences throughout their 

university studies, which would help examine the effectiveness of participating in cultural 

diversity activities in promoting students’ IC development. However, due to the time constraint 

of the PhD program, the current study was conducted at one research site with a cross-sectional 
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design. As an attempt to respond to this limitation, a series of data analyses were conducted to 

compare the groups of first- and final-year students in terms of their scores on the 

measurements of IC.  

Conducting a single-site study also limits the generalisability of the data. However, this 

single-site study might provide insights that are specific and applicable to other institutions that 

share similar characteristics as the research site, such as the diverse composition of the student 

population, as well as strategies, values, and goals.  

In addition, as acknowledged in Section 1.2.1, all data collected in this study was 

subjective and self-reported by the participants. The experiences and perspectives shared by 

the participants, particularly in Stage 1, were based on their subjective interpretations. There 

could be bias in the data reported due to social desirability and false or selective memories. 

However, such an issue may be inevitable as the topic of the research is the student experience 

and perspective.  

Further, the interview questions and survey items used in this study did not provide 

students with a definition of cultural diversity experience. Thus, students might have different 

interpretations and understandings of the related terms. However, due to the exploratory nature 

of the study, this was deemed suitable as it allowed the researcher to explore participants’ 

perspectives on this topic. 

As mentioned in Section 1.2.1, the researcher of the present study also acknowledged 

that their identity, positionality and personal experience as an international student studying in 

Australia could have resulted in bias when designing the study, as well as collecting, analysing, 

and interpreting the data. 

Lastly, in addition to the impact of the COVID-19 disruption on the research design as 

outlined in Section 4.3.1, there have been limitations to the advertisement and recruitment for 

the project due to the closure of the physical campus mode and the COVID-19 restrictions. All 
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data collection was conducted online instead of in person. Due to the difficulties and limitations 

in recruiting participants, both stages of the study were open to all undergraduate students at 

the same university; participants in the first stage were also invited to complete the survey in 

the second stage. It is possible for the same student to have engaged in both stages. Participants 

might change their answers in the second stage to align with the ones they provided in the 

previous stage (Cohen et al., 2018; Lavrakas, 2008), which may lead to potential biases and 

impact on their responses.  

4.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlined the methodology and research design used in this study. It 

provided details about the selection of each method and approach employed. To understand 

students’ cultural diversity experiences at the university, this study was conducted in two 

sequential stages using a mixed-methods design. In the first stage, students were interviewed 

about their cultural diversity experiences before and at university, factors that supported or 

hindered their participation in cultural diversity activities, and whether they perceived these 

experiences had influenced them in any way. In the second stage, a survey was conducted to 

explore the types of activities and frequency of students’ participation in cultural diversity 

experiences, factors influencing their participation, as well as the underlying relations between 

students’ cultural diversity experiences at the university and IC. The following chapter presents 

findings from the first stage of this study. 



 

 95 

5 Students’ Perceptions and Experiences of Cultural Diversity  

This chapter presents findings from Stage 1 of the study, which was designed to address 

the research question about how students engage in cultural diversity activities at university, 

the factors influencing this, and the reasons behind their participation. By collecting and 

analysing qualitative data through interviews and focus groups, this stage also aimed to explore 

undergraduate students’ perceived impact of their cultural diversity experiences to indicate 

whether there are benefits related to intercultural competence (IC) from engaging in these 

activities and to inform the development of some survey items used in Stage 2 of this study.  

As reviewed in Section 3.1, students’ cultural diversity experience in a higher education 

setting is categorised into three types by Gurin and colleagues (2002): classroom, interactional, 

and structural diversity. In Stage 1, classroom and interactional diversity were discussed by 

students in reference to different activities that students have participated in, whereas structural 

diversity was discussed in reference to the cultural diversity composition of the university’s 

student population. Therefore, this chapter first presents themes relating to students’ 

experiences with classroom and interactional diversity activities. It then moves on to present 

themes about the factors influencing students’ participation in these activities, as well as the 

self-reported impact of these experiences. Themes relating to structural diversity will be 

discussed in Section 5.4.2 as a factor influencing student participation in cultural diversity 

activities. 

This chapter consists of six main sections. The first section presents the participants’ 

profile in this stage. The second and third sections discuss students’ experiences of classroom 

diversity and interactional diversity, respectively. Following this are two sections presenting 

the factors reported by students that influenced their participation in these activities, which will 

offer valuable insights into addressing the research question of what influences students’ 

participation in cultural diversity activities. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion on 
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students’ perceived impact of cultural diversity experiences. This section will add to our 

understanding of the impact of cultural diversity experiences on developing IC and related 

outcomes from the student perspective. 

5.1 Participants 

A total of 34 interviews and focus groups were conducted online via Zoom with 41 

undergraduate students; five of these were focus groups. Table 5.1 presents the enrolment 

characteristics of the interview participants. Around two-thirds of the participants (n = 27) were 

international students. In terms of year level, around three-quarters (n = 31) were in the second 

or third year of their course. Just over half (n = 22) were enrolled in courses within the Faculties 

of Business and Economics and Science. To protect participants’ confidentiality, each 

participant was assigned a code. A code that starts with the letter P indicates a participant in an 

individual interview and one that starts with the letter F indicates a focus group participant. 

These codes can be found in Table 5.2. The length of interviews and focus groups ranges from 

27 to 110 minutes.  
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Table 5.1 

Enrolment Characteristics of Interview and Focus Group Participants (N = 41) 

Enrolment Characteristics n % 

International Student   

  Yes 27 66 

  No 14 34 

Year of Study   

  First year 7 17 

  Second year 14 34 

  Third year 17 42 

  Fourth year or Honours 3 7 

Faculty   

  Business and Economics 11 27 

  Science 11 27 

  Arts 9 22 

  Design 4 10 

  Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences 3 7 

  Veterinary and Agricultural Sciences 2 5 

  Engineering and Information Technology 1 2 

 

Table 5.2 

Overview of Interview and Focus Group Participants (N = 41) 

Participant Year of Study Faculty Enrolment Status 

P1 3rd Arts Domestic 

P2 3rd Business and Economics International 

P3 2nd Arts International 

P4 2nd Engineering and Information Technology International 

P5 3rd Science International 

P6 3rd Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences International 

P7 3rd Business and Economics International 

P8 1st Business and Economics International 

P9 1st Business and Economics Domestic 
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Participant Year of Study Faculty Enrolment Status 

P10 2nd Business and Economics International 

P11 3rd Business and Economics International 

P12 3rd Science International 

P13 1st Science International 

F1-P1 2nd Business and Economics International 

F1-P2 3rd Arts International 

P15 1st Science Domestic 

P16 3rd Science International 

P17 3rd Design International 

P18 2nd Arts Domestic 

P19 3rd Design International 

P20 2nd Business and Economics International 

P21 4th Arts Domestic 

P22 3rd Design International 

F2-P1 2nd Science International 

F2-P2 1st Business and Economics International 

P24 1st Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences International 

P25 3rd Business and Economics International 

P26 1st Veterinary and Agricultural Sciences Domestic 

P27 2nd Veterinary and Agricultural Sciences Domestic 

F3-P1 2nd Design International 

F3-P2 3rd Science International 

P29 2nd Arts Domestic 

F4-P1 2nd Arts Domestic 

F4-P2 2nd Science Domestic 

F4-P3 Honours Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences Domestic 

P31 4th Science International 

P32 2nd Business and Economics Domestic 

P33 3rd Science International 

F5-P1 3rd Arts Domestic 

F5-P2 3rd Science International 

F5-P3 2nd Arts Domestic 
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5.2 Students’ Classroom Diversity Experiences 

The first objective of this stage was to explore how students engage in different types 

of cultural diversity activities at the university. This would provide a foundation for exploring 

what factors may influence students’ participation in such activities.  

More than half of the students (n = 23) shared that they had engaged in intercultural 

interactions when working in groups on tasks assigned by their instructors or by engaging in 

discussions with culturally diverse peers. These experiences were mainly perceived to be 

positive and valuable experiences, such as “awesome” (P16, third-year, Science, international), 

“quite interesting” (P2, third-year, Commerce, international), or “it’s been a pleasure” (F5-P2, 

third-year, Science, international) and “a good multicultural experience overall” (P12, third-

year, Science, international).  

Some students also recognised these activities as opportunities for intercultural 

interactions and learning. For example, a student commented, “I met a lot of people from pretty 

much around the world, and those who were born and raised in Australia”; they added that 

“definitely there’s a very diverse culture here, which is amazing because I get to learn about 

their countries, where they [are] from, and different cultures as well” (P33, third-year, Bachelor 

of Science, international). Other comments on the classroom diversity activities are more 

specific in terms of the types of activities and benefits acknowledged by students. These will 

be further detailed below. 

5.2.1 Learning From Culture-Related Contents in Class 

Apart from group project experiences, another means of intercultural learning among 

participants involved learning from culture-related content and materials in lectures or tutorials, 

or through discussion on culturally relevant topics with diverse classmates. This was shared by 

approximately one-third of the students (n = 12), in that the content of their lectures or tutorials 
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included disciplinary knowledge across different cultural contexts, or they had in-class 

discussions on culture-related topics with their diverse peers. These in-class discussions either 

took place with the entire class or in smaller groups with several other classmates. 

The benefits of these cultural-related content and discussions were recognised by ten 

students. For example, a domestic student shared that in one of their lectures, the class engaged 

in a discussion on different cultural practices; one of their classmates from a different cultural 

background shared their personal experience with female genital mutilation as a cultural 

practice. As this student elaborated, “There was this whole discussion about western views 

about this practice and the people who are actually practicing it”; after hearing about this 

classmate’s experience, the interviewee commented that it was “interesting to have the point 

of view of someone who has actually experienced it” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic). This 

student further elaborated that, through engaging in these discussions in class, they realised “it 

is important to acknowledge that I’m an outsider [to] other cultures” and that “what I think 

could be right might be wrong to some other people” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic). 

This was echoed by another domestic student’s comment that having discussions with 

classmates “from all over the world” on culturally relevant topics was “very interesting and 

useful”, from which they got to hear “people’s first-hand experiences from all over the world, 

and from places that I have never been to before”. As this student elaborated:  

With a range of different experiences, it creates interesting discussions. Especially 

because as Arts students, we talk about a lot of real-life examples that we can use and 

share in discussion. And it’s very interesting and useful to be having these kinds of 

discussions with people who come from all over the world. (P21, third-year, Arts, 

domestic) 

A similar sentiment was expressed by another domestic student studying Bachelor of 

Arts, who commented that the in-class discussions on culture-related topics were “always really 
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valuable”, “because how often do you get the person who is actually in that country talking to 

you about it?” (P29, second-year, Arts, domestic). According to this student, engaging in these 

discussions where students “hear other peoples’ perspectives on the topic” can “bring” people 

“a bit closer” (P29, second-year, Arts, domestic). These responses from students showed that 

they valued the importance and benefits of engaging in cultural-related content and discussions 

with diverse classmates as part of their formal curricula. 

However, it seems that not all students studying different programs at the same 

university were provided with the same opportunities for cultural exposure and learning as part 

of their formal curricula. Four students studying Bachelor of Arts explicitly identified that their 

bachelor program has a diverse range of culture-related subjects and many opportunities for in-

class discussions. Further, students’ commentaries on the Faculty of Arts providing subjects 

and opportunities for intercultural learning were all positive. As an Arts student explained, the 

Bachelor of Science program is very “information-based”; “whereas for Arts, you get to discuss 

your opinions a lot” in classes with diverse peers on different topics, including those related to 

cultural diversity (P29, second-year, Arts, domestic). Another student studying the same 

program commented on the Arts subjects and their cohort: 

I feel like empathy is something that we [Arts students] learn along the way in our 

courses. And maybe I’ve been lucky in that sense because I’m more likely to be 

surrounded by a cohort that is more proactive in being empathetic than maybe a 

different course cohort would be. (P18, third-year, Arts, domestic) 

This comment seems to align with cultural empathy, a factor of intercultural 

competence (IC). Cultural empathy, as mentioned in Section 2.3.1, refers to the ability to 

empathise with the feelings, experiences, and behaviours of people from diverse cultural 

backgrounds. This third-year student shared that, because the Bachelor of Arts degree program 

provides subjects with cultural diversity-related content and materials, there were opportunities 
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for intercultural learning as part of the formal curricula. They further noted that, by taking these 

subjects as part of the degree requirement, it is possible for Arts students to have more 

experiences with subjects that can foster cultural empathy. This response seems to indicate 

students may be provided with different extents of opportunities for intercultural interaction 

and exposure depending on their disciplines of study.  

5.2.2 Intercultural Group Activities  

The benefits and importance of group-based activities in class were largely 

acknowledged by students. Many viewed these activities, such as group projects and in-class 

discussions that did not necessarily have a culture-related topic, as opportunities for interacting 

with peers from culturally diverse backgrounds. For example, a student said that these activities 

“force us to meet people within our class” (P3, second-year, Arts, international). Students 

considered group-based activities with diverse peers as valuable opportunities for interaction, 

but it seems that some of them participated in these activities merely as a requirement of the 

course.  

What is notable is that some of these students mentioned the compulsory nature of the 

classroom diversity activities in reference to its benefits. As a student explained, “Because the 

discussion is kind of compulsory and it’s forcing you to join the group and discuss; so I feel in 

this way it is helping me to involve or to be familiar with cultural diversity” (F3-P2, third-year, 

Science, international). This was mirrored by another student’s response: “In class group work 

where the tutor organises in groups, you will be forced to work with some people. I think that 

was a nice way to be able to talk to people from different cultures” (P17, third-year, Design, 

international). These responses confirmed that the main way for students to engage in 

intercultural interactions is through participating in group-based activities in class. Despite it 

being a required element of the course, students generally valued these activities as beneficial. 
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However, an important question here is why some students hold negative attitudes towards 

these activities. This will be discussed in the following section. 

5.2.3 Students’ Attitudes Towards Classroom Diversity Activities 

Despite the largely recognised value of classroom diversity activities, not all students 

initially held positive views about these experiences. Importantly, having positive experiences 

with activities such as intercultural group projects positively changed these students’ attitudes 

towards these projects. For example, four students shared that at first, they were “a bit nervous” 

(P29, second-year, Arts, domestic student; P16, third-year, Science, international), or that they 

thought it was “daunting” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic; P17, third-year, Design, 

international) to work with peers in groups. All the students who mentioned that they initially 

held less favourable attitudes towards intercultural group projects indicated their views were 

changed positively upon completion of the projects. Another international student disliked 

group work at first because it was different from what they were used to in their home country, 

but they “eventually see the benefits of group projects” (P2, third-year, Commerce, 

international). Therefore, a possible benefit for students to engage in these activities is that it 

may lead to positive changes in students’ attitudes towards classroom diversity activities upon 

completion of the tasks.  

These positive shifts in students’ attitudes may be due to their positive experiences of 

intercultural collaboration. An international student shared an experience of participating in 

group-based activities with diverse peers, which positively changed their perceptions of such 

activities: 

I was a bit nervous with working with other people who are not from my cultural 

background, because I thought it would be a lot harder to connect with each other, and 

we wouldn’t share the same values and all that. But the actual experience is a lot 

different, because when we were working together with people from different cultural 
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backgrounds, we compromise with each other, and we just put aside our differences 

from a cultural aspect. So that’s awesome. That definitely gives me more confirmations, 

or affirmation, to work with other people from different cultural backgrounds, because 

it showed that the collaboration does work. (P16, third-year, Science, international) 

This is also an example of a successful collaboration between students, during which 

students overcame cultural differences and learned to compromise for the group. Positive 

experience working with peers from different cultural backgrounds can be beneficial for 

encouraging students’ willingness to participate in similar intercultural collaboration in the 

future. 

5.2.4 Preferences for Working With Familiar and Similar Teammates 

Another important aspect to understand is students’ preferences for whom to interact 

with, which would inform us about the underlying tendencies in interactions. These tendencies 

can imply possible factors that determine students’ participation in intercultural interactions. 

Some participants were asked about their preferences in the group formation for assignments, 

with questions such as, “In the group project that you had, do you usually get to choose whom 

to work with, or do your tutors or lecturers usually assign group members for you?” and “When 

you get to choose your teammates, who do you usually invite to be on your team?”. Due to the 

semi-structured nature of the interviews and focus groups, these questions were not included 

in the list of interview questions; they were only asked when interviewees mentioned their 

teams or teammates when sharing their experiences of classroom diversity activities.  

Among 20 students who shared their preference in terms of group members, most of 

them (n = 15) showed a tendency to prefer familiar and similar teammates for group 

assignments. This seems in accord with the previous literature on homophilic preference for 

interactions as reviewed in Section 3.3.2.  
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More than half of these 15 students (n = 9) preferred to work with those whom they 

already knew (e.g., friends) or with whom they had collaborated before. As one of them 

explained, they had collaborated with people from different cultural backgrounds to their own 

for group assignments, but the collaborations were unpleasant because their teammates “don’t 

really work hard, so the group assignment just simply becomes kind of an individual 

assignment” (P4, second-year, Design, international). These experiences led this student to feel 

“quite nervous” about grouping with classmates from cultural backgrounds different to their 

own because it seemed to them that people from different cultures would have different work 

ethics, and this student would prefer to team up with the same group of classmates whom they 

had positive collaboration before, “so that I won’t worry too much” about whether their 

teammates would contribute to the group assignment (P4, second-year, Design, international). 

Among students who preferred to work with familiar classmates, there was a prevalent concern 

that working with unfamiliar teammates, particularly those from cultural backgrounds other 

than their own, would indicate uncertainty in whether the collaboration would be productive 

and pleasant.  

In a similar vein, seven students preferred working with peers from the same cultural 

backgrounds because they assumed people from similar backgrounds would experience 

relatively fewer difficulties in collaboration and communication. Importantly, all of these 

students were international, and three attributed their preference to their previous negative 

collaborations with domestic students.  

For instance, a student commented that they would avoid working with domestic 

students because their previous experience was “a nightmare” where their domestic teammates 

did not contribute to the group assignment. As this student elaborated, “Because I’ve tried 

[working with domestic students] and tried to integrate myself to be part of [the group] before, 

but eventually I just ended up with not a nice experience”, so they would want to avoid working 
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with diverse peers in the future. Other international students at the same university might have 

similar experiences, as this student added, “my friends also shared a similar experience; we 

just don’t want to take that risk” of working with people from different cultures (P5, third-year, 

Science, international). This view was mirrored by two other students. Communicating with 

people from similar cultural backgrounds was thought to be more “convenient” (P17, P20) than 

communicating with those from a different culture. These responses indicated that the quality 

of previous experiences of cultural diversity activities may be important determinants of 

whether students would avoid similar interactions in the future.  

The sentiment that a shared cultural background is linked to easier communication 

emerged as a theme from the interviews and focus groups. For example, an international 

student justified their preference for working with peers from similar cultural backgrounds with 

the assumption that communicating with people from similar cultures would be easier, or as 

they said: “It’s easy to communicate and easy to work together” (P4, second-year, Design, 

international).  

This was in accord with another international student’s response, as they commented, 

“I just feel like it’s easier to connect” and “it just felt easier to connect with people from the 

same background”; meanwhile, they were aware that such an assumption is inherently 

incorrect, or “kind of dumb because it’s easy to connect with other people from different 

cultural backgrounds too” (P16, third-year, Science, international). In elaborating on why they 

found it easier interacting with people from similar backgrounds, this international student 

shared:  

Because we share the same language, and I mean it’s not like we spoke Indonesian 

during the class - that will be rude. But sometimes it gets to that point like, you know, 

sometimes it [my native language] just spills out, and I don’t have to explain myself, 

like the Indonesian stuff, because the other person will understand. So yeah, I feel like 
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that’s why I mainly chose people from the same culture background. But sometimes 

I’m kind of opposed to that, because that would kind of shrink my circle. (P16, third-

year, Science, international) 

While attributing their preference to the shared linguistic background, this student 

acknowledged the disadvantage of working in a nondiverse group. Taken together, these 

students’ responses emphasised that shared cultural or linguistic backgrounds can be perceived 

as a reason for more effective communication. 

When elaborating on why they felt communicating with peers from similar 

backgrounds was easier, students mainly pointed to similarities that were assumed to be 

associated with a shared cultural background. For example, a student commented, “The way of 

dealing things and the way of thinking would just be more similar among us, so that would 

make it easier to communicate” (P5, third-year, Science, international). As they further 

explained, “I’m not saying it’s about racial bias or discrimination, but it really just the way of 

dealing things, or the way of thinking […] would be different” among students from different 

cultural backgrounds. Another international student elaborated on their personal experience, 

that “coming from the same cultural background, I guess it’s easier to understand each other 

because the values and what you’ve learned in the past might be the same, and that just makes 

things a lot easier” (P6, third-year, Biomedicine, international). The importance of a shared 

cultural background was highlighted by these two students, as they assumed that it would 

automatically mean similarities in aspects such as thinking and handling the assigned tasks.  

The above exchanges point to the concept of cultural-emotional connectedness (Volet 

& Ang, 2012), as defined in Section 3.3.2, refers to the perception that people from the same 

cultural background would share similar thinking, communication styles, and sense of humour; 

thus, people would feel more comfortable interacting with each other with those from the same 

cultural background (Volet & Ang, 2012). This appears to surface from interviewees’ 
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responses in this study, as many seemed to assume a common cultural background would be 

associated with similarities in other aspects, which in turn can lead to fewer negative interaction 

experiences.  

However, in contrast to this prevalent preference for similar or familiar group members, 

five students shared that they prefer working with peers from different cultural backgrounds 

for group assignments. This preference was largely motivated by students’ interest in learning 

about other cultures. For example, an international student shared that, “I personally prefer to 

work with people from different cultures, so I get to learn about other people, and I get to be 

exposed to different types of personalities and experiences”; they added that this is not the case 

for many other students at this university, as they said “but a lot of people would be more 

comfortable sticking to their own cultures” (P19, third-year, Design, international).  

This view was mirrored in another student’s comment that having an interest in learning 

about different cultures was the reason for their tendency to collaborate with diverse peers: 

“Because I’m really keen in [sic] culture diversity, I will say that I’d like to work with people 

[from] a different background”; they added that they “enjoy talking to people from other 

cultural backgrounds” (P25, third-year, Commerce, international). During the process of 

completing a group assignment, this student shared that they “get to talk to them [about] 

different lifestyles during the group assignment and sometimes we just do chit chat, sharing 

life [sic]” (P25, third-year, Commerce, international). This student showed interest in learning 

about different cultures and the initiatives in doing so from informal interactions such as having 

casual conversations with their group mates. What seems interesting is that this student 

considered informal conversations with diverse peers as opportunities to learn from other 

people’s lives, whereas others without intrinsic interest might not consider this as an 

opportunity for intercultural learning.  
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Worth noting is that not all students had pleasant experiences with classroom diversity 

activities, and understanding these experiences is important for answering the research question 

of how students engage in classroom diversity activities. These students were prompted to 

elaborate further on their experiences, and the main reasons for these negative experiences are 

discussed in the following sections. 

5.2.5 Negative Classroom Diversity Experiences 

While most students largely valued the classroom diversity activities, some of them 

made mention of their previous negative experiences with these activities. The main themes of 

these comments are presented in Table 5.3. These experiences are important to understand as 

they can provide valuable insights into why some students may actively avoid cultural diversity 

activities.  

 

Table 5.3  

Reasons for Students’ Negative Classroom Diversity Experiences  

Themes n % 

Negative intercultural group work experiences 20 48.8 

Inactive participation of international students 5 12.2 

A lack of interactions among diverse classmates 2 4.9 

 

When asked about their group work experiences, almost half of the interviewees (n = 

20, 48.8%) responded with negative experiences. Perhaps more concerning is that eight of them 

viewed their experiences of working with domestic students to be unpleasant, and all but one 

of these students were international. The main themes surfaced from students’ comments on 

their negative experiences with working in a multicultural group pertain to a) negative 

experiences with group collaboration and b) unequal work contribution. These two themes are 

discussed in further detail below. 
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Negative Collaboration Experiences With Diverse Peers. Students’ negative 

experiences working with peers from different cultural backgrounds as part of their course have 

a negative impact on attitudes towards such activities. This was particularly the case for some 

international students who reported that they were treated by their domestic counterparts 

without respect. For example, two international students shared their experience of 

collaborating with unfriendly domestic group members. One of them shared their experience 

of receiving an offensive comment from their domestic group member during the process of 

collaboration for a group assignment, and that they “felt a bit offended” (P4, second-year, 

Engineering, international) by the comment.  

Another international student reported feeling ignored by their domestic peers during 

an in-class discussion. This student shared their experiences in two situations: 

There was one time I was allocated [into] this group with three local students, and we 

had to very quickly discuss answers to several questions. They would normally talk 

among themselves and ignore that I was there. And someone would argue that maybe 

because I’m not speaking up, so they wouldn’t tolerate. But the thing is, I was 

contributing to the conversation. They were ignoring what I was saying. They were not 

taking my opinions into account, and they were only talking among themselves. In a 

different experience, there was another group with two people […] they would face 

each other and face away from me in a discussion. Every time I said something, they 

would just completely ignore what I said and only discuss among themselves. (P19, 

third-year, Design, international) 

In the later part of the interview, this student added that domestic students “would make 

snap judgments about my linguistic abilities, my background, and things like that” based on 

“the way I look”; these unfriendly responses they received from their domestic counterparts 

also discouraged them from engaging in future intercultural interactions, or as they commented, 
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that “would be a huge hindrance that stops me getting to know people because they [domestic 

students] make judgments before I get a chance to talk about myself, my ideas, or my values” 

(P19, third-year, Design, international). 

This student’s response shows that their negative experiences with the interaction were 

due to what they perceived as a lack of respect or negative attitudes from their domestic peers. 

Such experiences had a negative impact on their attitudes towards intercultural interactions and 

their tendency to engage in similar interactions in the future. These responses demonstrated 

that, although the university has provided activities for students to work on group projects with 

classmates, these experiences might not always be positive and can even have a negative impact 

on students. 

Unequal Contribution to the Group Assignment. In addition, students’ negative 

classroom diversity experiences might be caused by reasons that are not related to cultures. 

Particularly, six students attributed their negative collaboration experiences to their teammates’ 

contributions to group projects. They shared reasons such as students they have worked with 

did not seem to care about the assignment (P5; P12), contributed less to the assignment (P5; 

P20; P26), or submitted work late (P4; P20; P22). These experiences made the collaboration 

difficult for them.  

Elaborating on these negative collaboration experiences, most students’ responses 

attributed the differences to working styles rather than culture, whereas a few others recognised 

that domestic students might be more likely to have other commitments such as part-time jobs. 

As an international student elaborated, “Because most of us [international students] get support 

from parents, so we might not be as busy as them [domestic students]”, which means “we 

[international students] might not have a really tight working schedule” and “that allows us to 

be able to respond to other group members more effectively” (P22, third-year, Design, 

international). From these comments, it seemed that these students did not attribute the negative 



 

 112 

experiences to cultural differences and were understanding of the differences they have with 

their peers in terms of commitment outside of the university study. 

5.3 Students’ Interactional Diversity Experiences 

Students’ comments on interactions with culturally diverse peers outside of the 

classroom centred around their experiences of extracurricular activities online and in-person, 

rather than interactions that took place in universities’ on-campus faculties. One reason for this 

was due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and related restrictions. Only a few students 

mentioned their interactions with diverse peers in libraries and cafes before the pandemic, but 

they specifically mentioned that these interactions were brief and there was no influence from 

those interactions. 

This section thus focuses on the student experience with cultural diversity in the 

extracurricular aspect of university life, such as activities hosted by student organisations and 

clubs, as their interactional diversity experience. Students were asked to share not only the 

frequency of their participation in these activities but also the quality of such interactions. Table 

5.4 presents the most common themes in students’ responses about their interactional diversity 

experience. This section explores these responses in more detail. 

 

Table 5.4 

Common Themes Relating to Students’ Interactional Diversity Experiences 

Themes n % 

Extracurricular activities as intercultural interactions opportunities  17 41.5 

Benefits of engaging in extracurricular activities  14 34.1 

Overall positive extracurricular experiences 10 24.4 

Negative views about extracurricular activities 6 14.6 

Infrequent intercultural interactions 3 7.3 
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5.3.1 Extracurricular Activities as Opportunities for Intercultural Interactions 

One of the major themes that surfaced in the interviews was that extracurricular 

activities are considered opportunities for students to meet culturally diverse people at the 

university. More than 40% of the students (n = 17) commented that they have interacted with 

people from diverse cultural backgrounds when participating in in-person and online 

extracurricular activities, such as events hosted by student clubs and the university, committee 

meetings of the student union, sports, and online speed-friending events organised by the 

university. For example, an international student recognised the cultural diversity represented 

in their club and attributed this to the structural diversity of the university: 

In the clubs that I’ve joined, I would say there are a lot of people from everywhere, 

almost like a hundred different countries represented in [university’s name]. That’s 

something that I really like [about the university]; we get a lot of diversity, we have a 

lot of options to mix with different people from different backgrounds, and to learn 

from them, [and] to experience different things together with them. So that was nice. 

(P2, third-year, Commerce, international) 

Some of the positive comments from students were about the people they met in the 

activities, and the opportunities to learn about different cultures when participating in activities. 

More specifically, seven students commented that they met friendly and welcoming peers. As 

an international student shared in two of the clubs that they joined, “Even though your language 

is not that good, they [members of the club] still welcome you, and they have a diverse group 

of people in the committee as well” (P7, third-year, Commerce, international). Other comments 

(n = 10) were more general, such as describing their overall extracurricular experiences as 

“fun” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic), “positive” (F4-P1, second-year, Arts, domestic) and 

“great experience” (P25, third-year, Commerce, international). 
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Perhaps more important to note is that some students recognised these experiences as 

opportunities for intercultural learning. More specifically, eight students shared that they 

learned about different cultures when engaging in activities outside of the classroom. The 

events hosted by the university and the international committee of the student union, such as 

the “multinational festival” (P16, third-year, Science, international) and “Winter Fair” (P2, 

third-year, Commerce, international student) were mentioned by students as examples of 

learning about different cultures and “a really good way to interact with other people from 

different cultural backgrounds” (P16, third-year, Science, international). Further, another 

student felt that although it may not be easy to form long-term connections with peers when 

participating in extracurricular activities, “at least […] you still get to talk to different kinds of 

people, which can help with” learning of cultural diversity (P25, third-year, Commerce, 

international). 

Although most of these comments about extracurricular experiences were positive, 

some students shared their unpleasant ones. For example, three students felt that they “don’t fit 

in” (P3, second-year, Arts, international student; P12, third-year, Science, international) and 

were “not connected” (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, international) with others. These three 

students attributed the difficulty in forming and maintaining ongoing connections to the large-

scale nature of the extracurricular events, as well as the impact of COVID-19 and the virtual 

campus. 

The challenge of forming ongoing connections was perceived by five interviewees as 

an issue beyond the classroom. All five of them attributed this to the design of extracurricular 

events at the university: campus-wide social events, such as “Summer Fest”, are often “one-

off” without many opportunities to have “more constant interactions with the same group of 

people” (F1-P1, second-year, Commerce, international). A downside of these events is the 

short duration, as the same student explained, “These events only last a couple of hours. And 
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then, there’s another event on another day, which is totally separated, and you’ll meet 

completely new people” (F1-P1, second-year, Commerce, international). No meaningful 

connection was made due to the short amount of time such extracurricular events last. This 

sentiment was shared by another student: 

For club events, I think it’s really difficult that you get to know somebody in that event. 

It’s easy to meet people, but how do you develop a good understanding of others in a 

short time? Lots of the activities are, so-called, “speed friending events”. But I think 

friendship cannot be sped up - it’s gradually developed. (F3-P1, second-year, Design, 

international) 

This comment was echoed by another student in the same focus group, who shared their 

personal experience with the “speed friending events” hosted by the university:  

Speaking of speed friending, I went to one event before. And that one was [with] 20 or 

40 people at a long table. When the bell rang, we started talking [to one partner]. And 

when next time the bell rang, we changed to another partner to talk to. During the 

session, I met a lot of people, but all of them would just, after one event they were 

saying, “Oh, we’ll definitely catch up another day for coffee or something”. But it’s 

just gone for nothing and no message from them. And yeah, I kind of agree with F3-P1 

- it’s really hard to maintain this kind of connection. (F3-P2, third-year, Science, 

international) 

In explaining that why events and activities that last longer may be more beneficial for 

friendship forming, a student gave an example of a camping trip, which can “force you to bond 

with people around you” because “it lasts for a few days”; they added that “the lack of [events 

like this] is a challenge to meeting new people and getting to know them better” (F1-P1, 

second-year, Commerce, international).  This student emphasised the need to “have more 

constant interactions with the same group of people” to form ongoing connections. The other 
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student in the same focus group agreed to this point by elaborating that: “there are all kinds of 

people around the university to meet with and form friendships – that’s a bit challenging 

because [the university] is too large”, and “the main challenge [to form connections with 

diverse peers] is to meet the same people” (F1-P2, third-year, Arts, international) over time.  

Likewise, a third-year student made a comparison between these relatively brief 

extracurricular events and the ongoing peer mentoring program organised by the university, 

based on their personal experiences with both activities:  

I think a lot of the events are designed with a single purpose of getting people to meet 

each other [...]; it’s just that superficial like “Oh you meet someone, you added him or 

her on Facebook”, and that’s it. I think the mentoring program are lot better in terms of 

having an ongoing commitment. (P7, third-year, Commerce, international) 

The peer mentoring program mentioned by this student is hosted by the university and 

aims to help commencing undergraduate students transition into university life by pairing them 

with a later-year student peer mentor and a group of first-year peers; the regular mentor group 

sessions organised by the student peer mentors are a space for new students to ask questions 

and make connections, or as the university, participating students will “build personal 

connections, get helpful insights, and learn how to connect with the rich array of opportunities, 

activities and services available” (University A, n.d.). It seems that activities like this, where 

students meet with the same peer groups regularly throughout their undergraduate study, could 

help form a sense of cohort. 

5.3.2 Reasons for Not Engaging in Extracurricular Activities 

When students were asked for their reasons for not engaging in extracurricular activities 

related to diversity, the most common ones related to external aspects, such as the availability 

of students’ schedules (i.e., workload and other commitments), and the time and locations of 

the activities. Other reasons were more personal. For example, a few students attributed their 
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inactive participation to their lack of interest in the activities and events available, or as one of 

them commented, “So far there hasn’t been anything that I was interested in” (P3, second-year, 

international). Another few students expressed their reluctance to participate in extracurricular 

events activities alone (F5-P1; P13; P25). As a student commented, “I just find it awkward to 

go into the club alone. I would prefer if I had someone accompany me” (P25, third-year, 

international) 

Worth noting is that three students found the large-scale extracurricular activities 

overwhelming and intimidating, causing them to avoid participating in the future (F3-P1; F3-

P2; P13). All these students were international with a similar sentiment that, because the 

extracurricular activities were large-scale, they found it “intimidating” and they felt 

“overwhelmed” (P13, first-year, Science, international).  

A student shared their previous experience with attending an event hosted by a sports 

club on campus in their first year: “There were a lot of people there and they were laughing 

and talking, but I was not a part of it. It’s really scary for me and I didn’t go [to this kind of 

extracurricular activities] anymore” (F3-P2, third-year, science, international). When reflecting 

on their university experience, this third-year international student shared that in their first year, 

it was difficult for them to actively participate in extracurricular activities and to interact and 

form connections with diverse peers at the university.  

In my first year, I feel a bit isolated because [in] all the classes I have, it seems like all 

other students met each other before university, and I can’t [get] involved in social 

activities. Although I actually finished my foundation study here before the university, I 

got one-and-half-year experience of living here, but it’s still kind of hard for me to 

communicate or talk with the native, with the locals. (F3-P2, third-year, science, 

international) 
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From this student’s response, the challenges they experienced in terms of forming 

connections with peers as part of their university experience contribute to their sense of 

isolation at university. It also highlights extracurricular activities as part of students’ social 

engagement within the university community, and together with the comments about the 

intimidating and overwhelming extracurricular activities, suggest the need to take into 

consideration the atmosphere and scale of the events when designing and hosting these 

activities. 

5.4 Factors Supporting Students’ Participation in Cultural Diversity 

Activities 

In the interviews and focus groups, students were asked to share the factors influencing 

their engagement in cultural diversity at the university. The frequently mentioned factors that 

supported students’ participation in cultural diversity activities are presented in Table 5.5 and 

will be discussed in the following section in more detail.  

 

Table 5.5 

Factors that Supported Students’ Participation in Cultural Diversity Activities  

Factor n  % 

Interaction opportunities provided by the university 24 58.5 

The structural diversity of the university 13 31.7 

Personal initiative or interest 9 22.0 

Open-mindedness 2 4.9 

 

5.4.1 Intercultural Interaction Opportunities Provided by the University 

The most common supportive factor for students’ participation in cultural diversity 

activities, named by 24 students (58.5%), is the opportunities available for intercultural 
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interactions provided during their time at the university. Under this overarching theme, 

students’ responses varied in terms of the type and roles of these opportunities. Students 

commented on opportunities for interactions both inside and outside the classroom, including 

extracurricular events and activities, group assignments, tutorials and laboratory sessions, 

internships and placements, as well as study abroad and foreign exchange programs. 

Amongst these opportunities, extracurricular activities received the most comments 

from students. More specifically, more than 60% of these 24 students (n = 15) considered 

extracurricular activities at the university as an opportunity for interacting with culturally 

diverse students, although three students specified that this was only the case before the 

pandemic. When students shared that they had experiences meeting and interacting with 

diverse peers through participating in extracurricular activities, these comments were 

predominately positive. For example, 13 students used terms such as “positive” (F4-P1, 

second-year, Arts, domestic) and “fun” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic) to describe their views 

about extracurricular activities, and as one of them commented, engaging in extracurricular 

activities “is a very nice way for me to talk to people from other countries” (P17, third-year, 

Design, international).  

5.4.2 Structural Diversity Provides the Condition for Intercultural Interactions 

Over one-third of the participants (n = 13, 31.7%). considered the culturally diverse 

student population of the university to provide the environment for intercultural interactions. 

These students perceived the culturally diverse university as an environment with ample 

opportunities to encounter diverse peers. More specifically, an international student 

commented that intercultural interaction in such an environment is more of a “natural process” 

(P6, third-year, Biomedicine, international). A domestic student who held a similar view 

explained this idea: 
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I think the university is quite prestigious, so it has a big national and international draw 

of students, as opposed to some of the smaller universities that don’t have such an 

appeal overseas; so that definitely brings in a lot of intercultural interactions, just 

because there are people of all nationalities and backgrounds at the university. (P15, 

first-year, Science, domestic) 

In a related vein, another student commented that the diversity in the student population 

may vary based on the degree program: 

There hasn’t been that much cultural diversity in my Honours cohort, which I think was 

surprising, but I also think this would probably vary depending on the type of degree 

you’re doing. In Science, there is some level of cultural diversity, but not might not be 

as high as in other degrees. (F4-P3, Honours, Science, domestic) 

This notion was supported by another student in the same focus group: “I haven’t 

experienced that much interaction with diversity in this degree” (F4-P1, second-year, Arts, 

domestic). In these cases, students seemed to attribute the relatively less diverse cohort within 

their courses to the lack of cultural diversity experiences at the university. 

Crucial to note is that some students recognised the need to move beyond providing 

opportunities for intercultural interactions and learning. Six students specifically shared the 

view that the university only provides these opportunities without pushing students to engage. 

Four of these six students also pointed out that because no requirement is in place to ensure or 

encourage students’ participation, “students will just tend to avoid it […] or stay in their 

comfort zone” (P5, third-year, Commerce, international) without engaging in any intercultural 

learning at the university. Similar sentiment was shared by other students, as one of them said: 

“Honestly, the university offers a lot [of opportunities], but it’s not school anymore, right? 

Universities are more about how you do things, like no one’s going to come and push you [to 

engage in these opportunities], right?” (F2-P1, second-year, Science, international). 
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This comment on the importance of the individual’s initiative in determining their 

willingness to engage in intercultural interaction was echoed by another second-year student: 

I guess a big thing is probably, because it’s up to you, up to the individual student to 

take the initiative to join that club or talk to that person. So if people just don’t really 

want to engage with others or want to shut himself off, then it’s their choice and the 

university can’t really do anything about that, beside probably putting you in tutorials 

where there’s a diverse cohort, but I assume this [group arrangement] is by random. 

(F5-P3, second-year, Arts, domestic) 

It is possible for students to not engage in any cultural diversity activities, especially 

outside of the class. Another student further elaborated on this point: 

It feels like the university is using an excuse that they have given us the opportunities, 

but students are not necessarily using it. I mean they give us opportunities to work 

together in class […] with diverse cultures, but people are still not respectful and don’t 

abide by what the university stands for, I think. (P19, third-year, Design, international) 

Therefore, providing opportunities for students to interact does not automatically 

guarantee positive outcomes nor does it mean students are benefiting from these opportunities. 

This aligns with the point made by Gurin et al. (2002) that although structural diversity 

provides the necessary conditions for intercultural interactions, it is insufficient for education 

benefits to be realised. While the opportunities and environment provided by the university 

offer a necessary condition for intercultural learning and interactions to take place among 

students, students need to avail themselves of these opportunities. In these cases, students’ 

interest and motivation in these activities are particularly important in determining their 

participation. The following section elaborates on the role of intrinsic interest as emerged from 

interviewees’ responses. 
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5.4.3 Interest in Cultural Diversity Activities 

Another important factor that can determine students’ participation in cultural diversity 

activities is whether they have the interest and initiative to engage in these activities, as a 

student commented: 

I feel like the university doesn’t proactively make you interact with other students - it’s 

just during the course. And even for the clubs, it’s more like you yourself have to be 

willing to step in and to interact. It’s not like someone’s forcing you, or someone’s 

giving you the chance to do that. (F5-P2, third-year, Science, international) 

Four students did not perceive any obstacle in their engagement with cultural diversity 

at the university, and as one student said, “I think if you want to get involved, there is no barrier 

to do that” (P31, fourth-year, Science, international). Similarly, the idea that “if the student 

wants to get involved, […] there are ample opportunities” for intercultural interaction at this 

university was shared by eight students. These students’ responses reiterate the importance of 

personal initiative and interest in students’ cultural diversity engagement. 

In a related vein, more than one-fifth of the students (n = 9) considered intrinsic interests 

in cultural diversity activities to be the enablers of their own or others’ participation in such 

activities. A consensus in these responses appears to be that there are plenty of opportunities 

for cultural diversity experiences offered at the university, but whether a student engages in 

these opportunities “really just depends on the person” (P5, third-year, Commerce, 

international). This was often the case for activities that were not compulsory, such as 

extracurricular activities. 

In addition, a few students reported that their own interest, whether to make friends 

with diverse peers or to learn about different cultures, was the supportive factor of their 

participation in intercultural interactions. More specifically, five students responded that their 

interest in making friends with peers from different cultural backgrounds has encouraged them 
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to engage in intercultural interactions. Notably, two international students commented, “I came 

all the way here, so I want to meet people from different places. I didn’t want to meet people 

from the same background” (P2, third-year, Commerce, international). This idea of being away 

from their home country seemed to have motivated these international students to avail 

themselves of opportunities for cultural exposure. As another third-year international student 

commented, “I came to Australia for study” so “it doesn’t really make sense” to “keep hanging 

out with the same group of people”. They explained their motive for doing so was that they 

“want to build more local connections”, which “would be more beneficial for career” (P7, third-

year, Commerce, international). This student seemed to recognise the benefits of connecting 

with diverse peers from the perspective of networking. Taken together, it appears that these 

students valued the importance of intercultural interactions and had an intrinsic interest that 

motivated their engagement in these activities. 

5.4.4 Open-Mindedness 

In addition to personal interests, open-mindedness, one of the five factors in van 

Oudenhoven and van der Zee’s (2000) Multicultural Personality Questionnaire (MPQ), was 

specifically identified by two students as an attribute that enabled them to engage in 

intercultural interactions. Both said that they have engaged in interactions with an “open mind” 

(P10, second-year, Commerce, international). A domestic student elaborated on their definition 

of being open-minded, demonstrating attributes that aligned with intercultural competence: 

I think an important thing is to not assume that the Australian culture is the default and 

they [students from other cultural backgrounds] should know everything about me and 

expect them to just say everything about themselves. I think we should just be seeing 

us as equals; both cultures that might be different from each other should come to the 

middle, rather than me expecting them to come over to my culture and assimilate. (P29, 

second year, Arts, domestic student) 
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This comment demonstrates that the domestic student was aware to not assume that 

international students have the liability to assimilate into the Australian culture. They seemed 

to demonstrate important attributes that universities strive to equip their students with, such as 

cultural empathy, as well as respect for and open-mindedness to cultural differences.  

5.5 Factors Hindering Students’ Participation in Cultural Diversity 

Activities 

Apart from the supportive factors, understanding barriers that hinder student 

engagement is important as it can provide insights into possible areas of improving students’ 

cultural diversity experiences. All interviewees were asked to share any challenges to their 

engagement in cultural diversity at the university. Table 5.6 shows factors that were identified 

by students as barriers to their participation in cultural diversity activities at the university. 

 

Table 5.6 

Factors that Hindered Students’ Participation in Cultural Diversity Activities 

Factor n % 

Communication-related issues 

• Lack of English language proficiency 

• Usage of LOTE in class 

• Unfamiliarity of Australian cultural references 

18 43.9 

The virtual campus mode 15 36.6 

Difficulties in forming connections with diverse peers 

• Difficulties in finding common ground with diverse peers 

• Lack of a sense of cohort 

• Preference for interacting with similar peers 

• Tendency to stay in existing friend groups 

12 29.3 

Introverted personality and shyness 7 17.1 
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Factor n % 

Lack of support from the university to encourage students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities 
6 14.6 

Other students’ attitudes or stereotypes 4 9.8 

Less diverse student cohort in the degree of study 2 4.9 

Political relationship between Australia and home country 1 2.4 

International students’ visa restriction 1 2.4 

 

5.5.1  Communication-Related Issues 

The most mentioned barrier to participation in cultural diversity activities, reported by 

more than 40% of the students (n = 18, 43.9%), involves issues during communication with 

diverse peers. Half of these students noted communication-related issues as the most common 

reason for their negative experiences of classroom diversity activities. Students’ comments on 

these issues centre around: inadequate English language proficiency, usage of language other 

than English (LOTE) for academic purposes, and lack of familiarity with the Australian culture. 

Inadequate English Language Proficiency. The majority of these 18 students (n = 14, 

77.8%) referred to difficulties in communicating as or with a non-native speaker of English. 

The term “language barrier” was used by six students to refer to the difficulties experienced 

during communication due to their own or others’ inadequate English proficiency. All except 

one of these six students commented that the peers that they worked with were not able to 

communicate in English “properly” (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, international), which caused 

some misunderstandings and difficulties during the collaboration. An international student 

explained this situation with an example where they worked with a Chinese student “who does 

not understand a lot of the words in class”: 

Often there will be misconceptions because English is not their main language, which 

means that sometimes they may not use it [English] properly. And in that case, 
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misunderstandings can happen where one does not understand the true meaning of what 

that Chinese student is saying. (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, international) 

This student also added that these situations often happen. This student recognised that 

their peers might be struggling with their non-native language of English, and this may lead to 

misunderstandings in communication. Such example is not novel in the literature, as scholars 

have identified inadequate English language proficiency as a stumbling block to intercultural 

interactions among students (e.g., Eisenchlas & Trevaskes, 2007). 

Another possible consequence of inadequate English language proficiency is students’ 

lack of participation in activities in class. Four students commented that, compared to local 

students, international students are often less engaged in discussions due to their English 

language proficiency. As one of them elaborated: 

In group discussions or discussions in class, I found that local students are more willing 

to speak more. But for some overseas students, they might be concerned about their 

language ability, so they might not speak as much as the local students. (P22, third-

year, Design, international) 

The above observation aligns with an experience shared by another international 

student, who recognised that their own concerns about their English language proficiency and 

unfamiliarity with the topic in the Australian context have hindered their participation in an 

active learning experience in their Marine Biology subject. As they explained, “Sometimes I 

just keep silent because I wasn’t sure if I can answer [the questions] correctly, so most of the 

time I just let the local students answer all the questions. But it wasn’t like I’m not trying to 

participate”. They also shared that this might be an explanation for why some international 

students did not actively participate in class, “There is this language barrier, making the study 

a little bit more difficult [for international students] than the local students here” (F5-P2, third-

year, Science, international). It is likely that other international students also shared similar 
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experiences; they might have been perceived as reluctant to participate as documented in the 

literature (Marlina, 2009), although they had the intention to participate in these activities in 

class. 

Lack of Familiarity With the Australian Culture. Another challenge to effective 

communication amongst diverse students is that some international students are unfamiliar 

with the Australian culture and related references used during conversation. Indeed, this was 

reported by five students who identified their lack of familiarity with Australian cultural 

references as a stumbling block to intercultural interactions. For example, an international 

student commented that, although many students acknowledged the benefits of engaging in 

intercultural interactions, their lack of English language proficiency and familiarity with 

cultural references would “impede, restrict or scare most students away” (P5, third-year, 

Science, international). This student also commented that the conversational English language 

used in the social setting is more difficult to understand compared to the one used in 

classrooms: 

…during all these extracurricular activities, people are talking in a casual way; 

sometimes they use some slang or other ways of expressions, and they are speaking in 

a quite fast manner. So, if you are just new here […] with a less fluent English-speaking 

skill […], you will just find yourself awkward there, just staying there and listening 

without talking. I actually initially had quite a few such experiences. Other people were 

all actively participating and I’m just like a potato. I just can’t feel the value of my 

existence. (P5, third-year, Science, international) 

From this response, the student’s lack of active engagement in extracurricular activities 

was attributed to not only their language proficiency but also their unfamiliarity with cultural 

references. These issues seem to have negatively affected international students’ experiences 

of the event and led to avoidance of future intercultural interactions. 
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Usage of a Language Other than English in the Academic Setting. The lack of 

English language proficiency and familiarity with Australian cultural references might lead 

some students to turn to using their native languages, or languages that they are more familiar 

with, wherever the situation allows. This might account for another issue that surfaced from 

interview responses, centring around the usage of a language other than English (LOTE) in 

class. More specifically, four students described a situation where they were the only one in a 

group that did not speak the same LOTE as the rest, using the term “language barriers”. 

Surprisingly, unlike the “international-domestic” distinction of student groups used in much of 

the literature, this issue was reported by international students, in reference to their international 

classmates who spoke a different LOTE.  

These experiences negatively changed students’ attitudes about collaborations with 

diverse peers. For example, a first-year international student shared their experience, 

commenting that they “resent” this kind of situation because members of the group “all 

communicate in Chinese instead of English”, which as they commented, “would defeat the 

purpose of coming to university and learning something different”. Moreover, this student 

added, that if the same situation were to happen again, they have learned to deal with it and 

encourage other group members to communicate in English by “calling them up and keep 

asking them questions” (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, international). 

In this situation, the feeling of being excluded or “left out” (P2, third-year, Commerce, 

international) was shared by two international students, as other group members may “exclude 

people who don’t understand that [language]”. One of them expressed that it was 

understandable that others may prefer to communicate in their native languages instead of 

English: 

If there are two Chinese in my group, I’m pretty sure […] it would be easy for them to 

speak in Chinese, and that part is [what I am] missing out because I have no idea what 
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they’re talking about, you know? I cannot communicate with them [in Chinese], and 

that’s something that I feel like I’m not connecting with [them], even though yes, we 

are all doing the same assignment. (P33, third-year, Science, international) 

This student also commented that this situation was more difficult to deal with when 

learning online. This is perhaps due to the nature of the online environment allowing more 

anonymity and deindividualisation (McKenna & Bargh, 2000). This was echoed by another 

student: 

At least you can ask them [the group members] in person, and they are more obliged to 

tell you what they are talking about. Whereas if you were to do it online, they don’t feel 

very compelled to explain to you. (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, international) 

These responses pointed to important issues in the online group work that many 

students may have experienced. In the online environment, students have the option of 

remaining silent and turning off the camera when interacting with others. This allows 

anonymity and deindividualisation to take place (McKenna & Bargh, 2000). These features of 

the online environment might in turn lead to aggravated issues in communication among 

students when interactive learning activities take place in front of the computers. Indeed, the 

online campus was identified by students as hindering their engagement in intercultural 

interactions at the university, which will be detailed below. 

5.5.2 The Virtual Campus Mode 

Another common factor that hindered students’ intercultural interactions was the virtual 

campus mode, mentioned by 15 students (36.6%). The most common reason for this issue was 

the limited opportunities for interactions when learning online. As five students commented, 

there were fewer opportunities to interact with peers in both academic and non-academic 

settings when the university shifted to the virtual campus mode. Unlike learning on campus, 

students did not have opportunities to interact with each other before and after lectures or 
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tutorials when learning remotely. Using Zoom to communicate can also be “very annoying” 

(P16, third-year, international student) because visual cues might be absent when interacting, 

and it does not allow conversations to happen simultaneously in one Zoom meeting room. 

Another issue related to the usage of virtual campus mode is that some students perceived it to 

be difficult to connect with peers when learning online. 

 Despite the prevalent preference for on-campus learning among students, the Zoom 

breakout room was viewed by two students as an environment with opportunities for 

interactions in an academic setting. As an international student explained, the Zoom breakout 

room allows smaller-group discussions in a large class, providing students with the 

opportunities to get to know their classmates: 

…for example, in my Psychology class, the class is quite big, and each time we have a 

breakout room there are at least three or four international people. So that encourages 

me and everyone to get to know each other more. That’s an hour or a time when all of 

us are given different people to get to know. You can’t avoid it, but when it happens, 

[…] it’s quite good. (P3, second-year, Arts, international) 

In this sentiment, the benefits of using the online platform to engage in interaction 

appear to be acknowledged by the student. Possibly, some students, especially those with 

higher social anxiety, might favour the online environment as it allows time to craft and prepare 

responses (Weidman et al., 2012). It may also provide an environment that is less pressured 

than the offline one, especially for those who lack social confidence (Zywica & Danowski, 

2008).  

Forming Connections on the Virtual Campus. Making connections can be more 

difficult on the virtual campus, according to seven students. As one of them commented, “It’s 

already difficult enough to go to class and make friends and do group assignments, but still, 

it’s better that way compared to the online module” (P33, third-year, Arts, international 
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student). Compared to the in-person classroom, the online one provided fewer opportunities 

for informal interactions between students, such as before the lecture begins and afterwards. 

For example, a student described their experience of online learning, which was similar to four 

other students: 

It’s a bit harder to be informal and relaxed on Zoom the way it would be if you were in 

person. You can talk outside [of] the class, for example, and get to know people. But 

on Zoom, you just go into the tutorial and just sit there in silence until the tutor comes, 

with all our video [cameras] off. (P18, second-year, Arts, domestic) 

According to this response, students acknowledged that informal intercultural 

interactions could take place when learning offline, in settings such as outside of the lecture 

room. These interactional diversity experiences might have been taken away when lectures and 

tutorials were shifted online, and there are thus fewer opportunities for interactions among 

diverse students online compared to in-person learning.   

In addition, three of these five students considered the absence of visual cues in online 

interactions as a challenge for forming connections with people. One of them commented that 

“with most of my classes, people don’t have the cameras turned on, so I can’t really connect 

with them when I can’t really see how they’re reacting” (P32, second-year, Commerce, 

domestic student). Perhaps the online method of communicating was unfamiliar to students, 

especially for meeting and connecting with peers. Nevertheless, a main theme from these 

comments is that it is difficult to connect with diverse peers, and the online environment 

accelerated this issue. An important question to address is then what caused the difficulties in 

forming connections with diverse peers? The following section provides some insights into 

addressing this question. 
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5.5.3 Difficulties in Forming Connections With Peers 

Despite the opportunities for collaborations and culture-focused conversations with 

diverse peers in class, nine students found it difficult to connect with, and especially, to 

maintain ongoing connections with their diverse classmates. Due to the challenges in creating 

ongoing connections with peers, some students felt “a bit isolated” (F3-P2, third-year, Science, 

international student), or they were “not as close as other students here” (F1-P1, second-year, 

Commerce, international student). An international student also felt like “everyone was running 

a rat race”, and that they “really don’t have a support system” because it was hard for them to 

form “genuine” and long-term friendships at the university (F2-P1, second-year, Science, 

international). As will be detailed in this section, several issues were identified by interviewees 

in this study as the potential causes, including, difficulties in finding common ground with 

diverse peers, a lack of consistent learning cohort, preference for interacting with peers who 

are similar to themselves, and a tendency to stay within existing friend circles.  

Difficulties in Finding Common Ground. From responses in interviews and focus 

groups, there were perceived difficulties among students in finding similarities with culturally 

diverse peers. Seven students reported that overall there were difficulties in finding similarities, 

shared interests, or “common ground” (P15, first-year, Science, domestic) with their peers from 

different cultural backgrounds. This was evident in the student experience at the university and 

is one of the most mentioned challenges to students’ intercultural engagement. All except one 

of these six students were international, and they reported difficulties in making friends or 

joining a conversation with domestic students. For example, an international student unpacked 

their observation of friend-making at the university: the culturally diverse student population 

does not only bring in benefits of cultural learning but also makes it “slightly difficult to 

maintain or create connections because we are not very similar” (P33, third-year, Science, 
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international). They also shared an observation that applies to not only themselves but also 

their classmates: 

The only thing that we [students at the university] share in common is that we have that 

same subject, or we are doing the same assignment. We speak different languages; we 

come from different cultures around the world. And I felt like a lot of people in [my] 

class [are] having the same experience as well. I would either be very close with 

someone they have known for years back in high school or their own country, or they 

speak the same language, or they [are] having a lot of classes together. (P33, third-year, 

Science, international) 

From these responses, it is clear that students considered friendships to be founded on 

the basis of similarity. Thus, cultural differences would challenge the formation of friendships 

between peers. This finding is in parallel with those in the literature on friendship as 

reproducing or cementing social boundaries, rather than as fostering meaningful intercultural 

interactions (Bowman & Park, 2014; Lee, 2006; Martin et al., 2010). 

The Lack of a Consistent Learning Cohort. The non-cohort characteristic of their 

undergraduate studies was named by six participants as a possible contributor to the difficulties 

in connecting with their diverse peers. More specifically, four students attributed this to the 

design of their course structure, which has led to the infrequency of meeting with the same 

group of peers throughout their university studies. These students were studying Commerce 

and Science programs. As a second-year student explained this situation: 

…there are so many majors in a Bachelor of Science degree, right? There are hundreds 

of people doing different majors. It’s rare that you’re going to meet [a] person who’s 

going to have the same journey as you, taking the same subject in the same semester, 

so it’s not easy for you to form that long-term connection when you have a once-a-week 

class [with them]. (F2-1, second-year, Science, international) 
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This student pointed to the variety in the large student population and the variety of 

subjects offered by the university as the cause for the paucity of connections between diverse 

peers at the university. This view was echoed by eight others; as one of them commented, 

because it is rare for a group of students to enrol on the same set of classes together throughout 

the undergraduate study, “the limitation of the time that we see each other is actually creating 

difficulties to maintaining the connections that we have or to create a friendship” (P33, third-

year, Arts, international). These responses attributed the lack of peer connections to the course 

structure of their bachelor’s degrees. Notably, most undergraduate students at the research site 

study broad bachelor’s programs (e.g., Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science). Each program 

has a variety of subjects for students to choose from, even within the same majors. This feature 

of the course structure at the research site might have limited the opportunities for students to 

study with the same group of classmates throughout the undergraduate study. 

In addition, three students also commented that there was little incentive to meet with 

group members again after finishing the project, as a student elaborated, “Group work is 

assignment-oriented; when the assignment is complete, it’s like a mission is completed. The 

team is basically founded on that [assignment]” (F3-P1, second-year, Design, international). 

This was echoed by another student who commented, “Every subject is just a few weeks of 

doing assignments together and there is no commitment or incentive to meet up with other 

[group mates] on an ongoing basis” (P7, third-year, Commerce, international). These 

comments may suggest that some students viewed the groupwork experience as essentially a 

task to complete for their subject, rather than an opportunity to form connections with their 

diverse peers. 

Preference for Interacting With Similar Peers. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 

there was a tendency for students to prefer working with peers from similar backgrounds when 

completing activities such as group assignments. However, such preference is not only evident 
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in situations when students choose their teammates for a group assignment, but also outside of 

class in more informal settings.  In this study, six students recognised this preference to exist 

based on their overall interaction experiences at the university; five of them considered it an 

obstacle to intercultural interactions.  

For example, an international student commented that it is difficult to connect with 

diverse peers “because usually, people of the same ethnicity would stay in the same group”. 

They further noted that for students who want to connect with a group of peers from a cultural 

background other than their own, they might “feel a bit limited sometimes” because they 

“won’t be able to connect as well as [the rest of the group] do” (F2-2, first-year, Commerce, 

international). This observation was evident in a domestic student’s experience with in-class 

group assignments: 

I think people of similar cultural backgrounds tend to be drawn to each other, so often 

you’d feel a bit like an outsider. In tutorials, I notice that [when] we go into small 

groups, almost automatically I got paired up with another White student, and then a lot 

of Asian students [were] kind of grouped together. No one asserted it; [it] just kind of 

happened naturally. And when I go to the other group to ask them how they do this 

question, they always explain to you, but then just turn back to themselves - so you kind 

of feel like you’re infringing upon their group. (P15, first-year, Science, domestic) 

According to this student’s comment, it appears students forming groups based on their 

cultural backgrounds seems to be a natural process pre-assumed by both international and 

domestic students. In a related vein, an international student commented that it is considered 

more “natural” to ask those who are from the same cultural backgrounds to form a group for 

assignments (P4, second-year, Design, international); this might indicate that inviting peers 

from different backgrounds would seem as less natural. These comments seem to resonate with 
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the issue from an earlier section on some students’ intentional decision to work with those from 

a background similar to their own.  

Perhaps more concerning is that some students might “label” others that they have 

encountered based on the country they are from, and students might prefer interacting with 

their co-nationals. According to a third-year student’s observation:  

A lot of people would judge based on where they were from before you could even 

know them or talk to them. But when you talk to someone, you would be very aware of 

where there from, and have that label on the head, like “this person’s from this country; 

that person’s from that country”. And it’s very obvious to see people hanging out with 

those from their own countries instead. (P19, third-year, Design, international) 

As a possible explanation for these preferences, another third-year student commented 

using the term “comfort zone” (P6, third-year, Biomedicine, international) and provided their 

observation and interpretation of why some students would prefer to collaborate with similar 

peers for in-class tasks. This seemed to be based on the assumption that, compared to those 

from different cultural backgrounds, people would tend to share more similarities with those 

whom they share a cultural background with, and thus communication between them would be 

easier. For example, one student commented: 

Let’s say, in class where you have to choose to work with people, as a Chinese, you 

would feel more comfortable working with Chinese than other people. First of all, you 

don’t necessarily have to speak English with your peers, because you both come from 

the same country, and you will use your native language. And sometimes, coming from 

the same cultural background, I guess it’s easier to understand each other because the 

values and what you’ve learned in the past might be the same, and that just makes things 

a lot easier. And you will feel less embarrassed. Although […] those people are 
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strangers, I guess it would be easy to get along with someone who has a very similar 

life. (P6, third-year, Biomedicine, international) 

This preference for similarity and familiarity was also mentioned by students in 

reference to other aspects, such as graduating from the same educational institutions before 

university. Seven students specifically commented that they or others would tend to stay within 

the group of students from the same high school, mainly with reference to domestic students. 

However, once these friend groups have been established, students are less likely to seek new 

friendships outside of these groups and stay in these pre-existing friend groups. 

Tendency to Stay in Pre-Existing Friend Groups. Approximately one-third of the 

students (n = 12, 29.3%) described a tendency for themselves or others to stay in the pre-

established friend groups. A student shared their observation of friendship-forming at the 

university: “Generally, people’s social networks are pretty insular; when they [these social 

networks] become established at university, they kind of stick with those people, and there’s 

not much opportunity to meet new people or make new friends” (F4-P3, second-year, Arts, 

domestic). This view was mirrored by all other students in the same focus group. As one of 

them commented, “a lot of people kind of stuck to their friendship groups, so [they were] less 

willing to go to events that help [students] meet new people”, and many students participated 

in events with their friends, “so they weren’t as open to talking to other people at the event” 

(F4-P2, second-year, Science, domestic). This situation has “gotten even worse” (F4-P2, 

second-year, Science, domestic) because of the COVID-19 pandemic and online learning; “a 

lot of people made friends pre-COVID, and they just stick with that group” (F4-P1, second-

year, Arts, domestic).  

Taken together, these responses indicate a potential cause of concern regarding the 

forming of social circles among students. That is, some students may perceive forming 

connections with diverse peers to be challenging, thus they may prefer interacting with those 
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who are more similar to themselves, or those whom they are already familiar with. As a possible 

result, these students may have very limited intercultural interactions besides those that are 

compulsory in class, leading them to miss out on opportunities to learn about different cultures 

and develop related competencies. What may have exacerbated this is the virtual campus 

module, as some students may have formed friend groups before the pandemic and would only 

limit their interactions within these groups. Such a tendency in how students engage in 

interactions with peers at university requires further exploration.  

5.6 Students’ Perceptions of the Impacts of Cultural Diversity 

Experiences at University 

In the interviews and focus groups, students were asked to reflect on whether their 

experience with cultural diversity at the university had any impact on them. This question is 

intended to explore students’ experiences of these activities, as well as offer valuable insights 

into the influence of participating in cultural diversity activities perceived by students. The 

majority (n = 34, 82.9%) responded that their cultural diversity experiences, inside or outside 

of the classroom, have an impact on them.  

In this section, students’ perceived impacts of their cultural diversity experiences (see 

Table 5.7) are discussed in three categories: 1) development in cross-cultural skills and 

competencies; 2) enhanced preparedness for future interactions; and 3) positive changes in 

worldviews and attitudes. However, cultural diversity experiences might have negative impacts 

on six students, while no impact on seven others. The latter part of this section discusses these 

responses in more detail. 
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Table 5.7 

Students’ Perceptions of the Impacts of Cultural Diversity Experiences 

Impact of cultural diversity experiences n % 

Development of cross-cultural skills and competencies 18 43.9 

Enhanced preparedness for future interactions 18 43.9 

Positive changes in attitudes and worldviews 15 36.6 

Negative changes in attitudes and avoidance of future interactions 6 14.6 

 

5.6.1 Development in Cross-Cultural Skills and Competencies 

In this study, several students acknowledged that their cultural diversity experiences at 

university were beneficial for the development of cross-cultural skills and competencies. As 

discussed in Section 1.1, encounters with new ideas that challenge pre-existing beliefs are 

crucial for traditional-aged undergraduate students, as they are at an important stage of forming 

their personal and social identities (Gurin et al., 2002). In previous studies, classroom diversity 

experiences have been recognised by students as opportunities to encounter new ideas and 

learning practices (e.g., Levin, 2005), and there were positive changes to students’ intergroup 

attitudes (e.g., Montgomery, 2009; Sweeney et al., 2008). These views are evident in interview 

responses to this study, such as peers from different cultural backgrounds “bring in new 

perspectives and you [learn to] understand the ways they work and interact” (F1-P1, second-

year, Commerce, international). 

More than 40% of the students (n = 18, 43.9%) felt that their previous interactions with 

diverse peers at university had led them to become more aware, respectful, mindful, or 

understanding of cultural differences. A third-year student, for example, shared that meeting 

people from different cultures “made me learn a lot about how I should communicate with 

someone that is not from the same background as me – you have to be more mindful when 

using words, or [with] the way you phrase the sentence and express your opinions” (P33, third-
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year, Science, international). The cultural exposure they had experienced at the university, as 

noted by another third-year student, led them to recognise that “different people have different 

work styles and [are from] different cultural backgrounds”, and they learned to “adjust” to these 

cultural differences (P2, third-year, Commerce, international). These responses could indicate 

that one of the ways that cultural diversity experiences benefit students is by exposing them to 

diversity and providing them with the first, necessary step for developing more tolerant 

attitudes towards cultural differences. Indeed, similar findings were documented in the 

literature on the outcomes of learning from a culturally relevant curriculum (e.g., Etherington, 

2014; Weed Harnish, 2014; Martinez-Mier et al., 2011) and engaging in intercultural 

interactions outside of class (e.g., Antonio, 2001; Lopez, 2004). 

Another third-year student shared their experiences of hearing their classmate speak 

about cultural practice and came to the realisation that their worldviews and perspectives were 

“very much influenced by Western views”, which “would make me an outsider in 

understanding someone else’s situation from a different culture or background” (P1, third-year, 

Arts, domestic). This student commented that “through studying these subjects”, they learned 

the “need to make sure they [people from different cultural backgrounds] have a voice in 

speaking their truth and not just speaking my truth only” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic). 

This comment was mirrored by another domestic student’s experience of taking a 

foreign language class at university. Through their experiences of language learning, these 

students realised their international peers might face difficulties in terms of living away from 

their home countries and studying the undergraduate degrees in their non-native languages. As 

this student elaborated: 

As someone who is trying to learn another language, I just try to be more patient with 

students who don’t speak English as their first language, or even [those] who are not 

locals. Because I can imagine how hard it is to move countries and study in our 
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language, let alone get good grades in that course. So [during] interactions with them, 

I’ll just try to be nice and not to assume that they know certain things that the local 

students would know. […] If I were in their shoes, I would want someone else to do the 

same as well. (F5-P3, second-year, Science, domestic student) 

Although none of these students explicitly mentioned cultural empathy as an impact of 

their cultural diversity experiences, they nevertheless suggest a link between participating in 

activities such as taking foreign language classes and development in students’ cultural 

empathy and IC. From these responses, it seems clear that these kinds of cultural diversity 

activities experienced as part of the formal curricula are valued by students as opportunities for 

cultural exposure and intercultural learning. This finding supports previous literature which has 

highlighted the benefits of classroom diversity activities as enhancing students’ cross-cultural 

skills and competencies (e.g., Etherington, 2014; Hammer & Swaffar, 2012; Olson et al., 2016).  

5.6.2 Enhanced Preparedness for Future Interactions  

After working in team-based assignments with peers from different cultural 

backgrounds, students may develop skills for intercultural collaborations, and become more 

prepared to work in a diverse workplace. These skills, as mentioned in Section 2.2, are in 

alignment with the graduate attributes of many Australian universities. More specifically, 

interactions with diverse peers at the university were reported by 15 students (36.6%) to have 

prepared them for future interactions in two main aspects. First, eight of these students shared 

that they have become more confident or felt more comfortable with interacting with diverse 

people. As some of these students explained, they did not have much experience with 

intercultural interactions before university, or they thought “it won’t be so easy to get along” 

(P8, first-year, Commerce, international) with diverse peers when they first started their 

university studies; and their cultural diversity experiences at the university have helped them 

“become more confident and comfortable” (P8, first-year, Commerce, international) with 
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working and interacting with diverse peers and “encouraged” (P16, third-year, Science, 

international) them to engage in interactions in the future. An international student commented 

that engaging in an intercultural interaction prepared them for the next one, or as they said, 

“I’m always more confident and comfortable than the last time” (P33, third-year, Science, 

international). These responses indicate that participating in cultural diversity activities at 

university can help prepare students for future interactions.  

In addition, another eight students commented that through their cultural diversity 

experiences, they had learned important skills for future intercultural collaborations and/or 

interactions. This is predominately in reference to their classroom diversity experiences, from 

which students can “translate” (F1-2, third-year, Arts, international) these experiences at the 

university to similar intercultural situations in the future. These activities are opportunities that 

allow students to practice and improve skills required in collaborating within a multicultural 

team and working in a global workplace. As a student explained, “If I were to go to the 

workplace and meet similar people, I think I’ll be able to understand them better, given 

previous interactions” (F1-1, second-year, Commerce, international) they had at the university. 

This was agreed by another student in the same focus group: “I don’t think I would have any 

problem” with “working in in the culturally diverse workplace or internationally with people 

around the world” (F1-2, third-year, Arts, international). Another international student shared 

that they have learned “a lot of people management skills” (F2-2, first-year, Commerce, 

international) for communicating with diverse people and dealing with situations where they 

were the only person who does not speak the same language other than English as the rest of 

the group. These exchanges support the previous literature on the benefits of cultural diversity 

experiences in preparing students to work and live in a global society (Woods et al., 2011). 
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5.6.3 Positive Changes in Worldviews and Attitudes 

Approximately one-fifth of the interviewees (n = 8, 19.5%) reported that they learned 

about different cultures and broadened their horizons through engaging in cultural diversity 

activities at university. For example, a second-year student commented that “through the 

process of working with people from diverse backgrounds, you may know what other people 

think” and these experiences can be “a supplement to your own way of thinking” (P20, second-

year, Commerce, international). Another second-year student described a similar experience: 

“[when] interacting with all these people from different countries, they bring in new 

perspectives and you [learn to] understand the ways they work and interact. It’s pretty exciting 

to learn about how they do things from their home countries and how they bring it over to share 

with you” (F1-P1, second-year, Commerce, international). These students valued the 

importance and benefits of engaging in intercultural interactions at university.  

Interestingly though, in the present study, all except one comment regarding the benefit 

of cultural diversity activities in changing worldviews were from international students. While 

this does not necessarily indicate that domestic students are unaware of the value of cultural 

diversity experiences in shaping their attitudes and worldviews, it points to an area for further 

research, considering that a similar result was evident in a previous study at an Australian 

university by Sawir (2013). More specifically, Sawir’s (2013) study found that teaching staff 

expressed the concern that domestic students remained unaware of the cultural diversity in their 

surroundings and often did not recognise the value of participating in cultural diversity 

activities; the staff also identified a challenge to encourage domestic students to utilise the 

cultural resources around them. Although it remains unclear whether international and 

domestic participants in the present study had different perceptions of the availability of 

intercultural learning opportunities, the results nevertheless are indicative of possible issues 

regarding students’ attitudes and perceptions of the cultural diversity activities available in the 
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university context. Such issues may be of particular concern to educators and call for further 

research into this aspect of the student experience. 

The cultural diversity experiences students had at university may also help change their 

attitudes towards intercultural interactions and people from different cultures. For example, as 

reported in Section 5.2.3, students shared the sentiment that group work with diverse peers 

seemed “daunting” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic; P17, third-year, Design, international) to 

them. However, upon successful completion of the assignment, their attitude towards 

multicultural group projects changed positively, and they found these activities to be “a good 

learning experience” (P1, third-year, Arts, domestic). These comments are in keeping with the 

previous literature that documented the benefits of cultural diversity experiences in positively 

changing the worldviews and attitudes towards diversity among students  (e.g., Engberg et al., 

2016; Gareis et al., 2019). 

5.6.4 Negative Changes in Attitudes and Avoidance of Future Interactions 

However, worth noting is that not all students responded that their cultural diversity 

experiences have influenced them positively, and these responses particularly pertain to those 

within the classroom. As discussed in Section 5.2.5, some students shared their negative 

classroom diversity experiences. More particularly, five students (12.2%) noted that their 

previous interactions with diverse peers have changed their preference for future interactions. 

Previous negative in-class collaborations with domestic students, as mentioned in 

Section 5.2.5, made an international student “avoid pairing with other students from a different 

background” (P5, third-year, Science, international). Two students had experienced previous 

negative interactions with domestic students, from which they became less “open” (P3, second-

year, Arts, international) and would “put a guard up” (P19, third-year, Design, international) 

to their domestic peers in the future. Two students also shared that their previous interactions 



 

 145 

have led them to avoid working in a group where they are the only ones in a group that does 

not speak the same LOTE as the rest.  

These responses show alignment with the previous literature on negative experiences 

with intercultural interactions. There is a robust base of empirical evidence that has suggested 

that negative interactions can lead to negative consequences, including avoidance of future 

interactions, and negative attitudes towards people from groups other than their own (e.g., Mak 

et al., 2014; Voci et al., 2015). These indicate that the quality of students’ cultural diversity 

experiences has a robust influence in determining the outcomes (Denson & Bowman, 2013). 

Interviewees’ responses in this study, together with previous literature, demonstrate the 

significance of the quality of the experience may have in changing students’ attitudes towards 

diverse peers and future interactions. 

5.6.5 No Perceived Impact From Cultural Diversity Experiences 

Over 40% of the students (n = 18, 44%) responded that some or all of their experiences 

of cultural diversity, either inside or outside of the classroom, did not influence them in any 

way. These responses are of particular importance to unpack, as they offer valuable insights 

into potential issues and possible areas of consideration for improving student experience and 

enhancing the effectiveness of these activities.  

Seven of these 18 students attributed this to the fact that they had many cultural 

diversity experiences before university. These seem to highlight that previous exposure to 

cultural diversity has an influence on students in terms of their cultural diversity experiences 

at university. Further, all of these seven students shared the idea that having attended culturally 

diverse educational institutions before university or coming from a culturally diverse 

background, they “already have some degree of familiarity with culture exchange” (P7, third-

year, Commerce, international). Therefore, as one student said, “I don’t think my experience 
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[at the university] has done much” (F5-P2, third-year, Science, international) in terms of 

influencing their perspectives on cultural diversity or preparing them for future interactions.  

Additionally, six other students explained that there was no influence from their 

experience because they had not had many interactions with diverse peers. They explained that 

their cohorts were not culturally diverse, or that the interactions they engaged in were merely 

focused on the “academic” aspect (i.e., working on group assignments), “rather than actually 

making connections” (P33, third-year, Science, international) with peers. These responses may 

lead to the question of whether cultural diversity activities at university are meaningful for 

intercultural learning and are indeed successful in leading to positive student outcomes. 

5.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the findings from Stage 1 of the present study. The qualitative 

findings presented in this chapter indicate that the student experience of cultural diversity is of 

great complexity. Motives behind students’ participation in different types of cultural diversity 

activities also vary, and some students did not engage out of interest but merely to fulfil their 

course requirements. While they largely value the benefits of participating in cultural diversity 

activities, some students had negative experiences that led to negative changes in their attitudes 

and avoidance of future interactions. As such, it remains unclear whether participating in 

cultural diversity activities is indeed effective in developing IC and other positive student 

outcomes. The complexity and diversity in students’ responses point to a need for a quantitative 

analysis on this topic to examine more broadly how students engage in cultural diversity 

activities and the factors influencing their participation. The interview findings provide a 

preliminary understanding of how and why students engage in cultural diversity activities at 

university. These findings also shaped the design of some survey items used in Stage 2, and 

the findings are discussed in depth in the next chapter.  
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6 Cultural Diversity Activities and Intercultural Competence 

 

As mentioned in Section 4.3, data collection and analysis of this study were conducted 

in a sequential manner; data from the first stage informed the design of some of the survey 

questions and items in used in second stage; these include the different types of cultural 

diversity activities and the reasons behind students’ participation in these activities at the 

current research site. In this chapter, findings from the quantitative stage of the study are 

presented and discussed.  

Data collection and analysis of this stage were guided by three objectives. First, the 

survey aimed to provide an overall picture of undergraduate students’ cultural diversity 

participation at the university, including the popular types of cultural diversity activities among 

students. This would help address the research question of how students engage in cultural 

diversity activities at the university. Second, the survey asked students to rank the top three 

reasons for their participation in each type of these activities, aiming to identify factors that 

influence their participation. Further, the survey analysis intended to explore any potential 

associations between how often students participated in different cultural diversity activities 

and their levels of intercultural competence (IC) and intergroup anxiety (IA) on the measures 

of these concepts. As a pilot, this stage would contribute to understanding the relationships 

between cultural diversity experience and IC, as well as IA as a potential factor associated with 

students’ cultural diversity experiences. Lastly, the survey also asked students about the 

structural diversity of their previous educational institutions before attending university and 

previous cultural diversity experiences at the institutions. This would offer insights into testing 

students’ previous exposure to cultural diversity as a potential factor associated with their 

engagement in cultural diversity activities at the university.  
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6.1 Survey Overview 

As detailed in Section 4.5.2, the survey comprised six main sections, including 

introduction, pre-university experiences, university experience, intercultural competence, 

affective measurement, and demographic information.  

6.1.1 Participants 

One hundred and fifty-three students entered the survey, of which 93% provided 

consent to participate. Ninety-eight participants selected “yes” to the question “Are you an 

undergraduate or Honours student at [university’s name]”, thus meeting the inclusion criteria 

for participation. Of these, n = 59 completed at least the first three sections of the survey 

(progress ≥ 72%, as indicated by Qualtrics) and were included in the sample for analysis (see 

Section 4.5.3 for more details). This high dropout rate may be attributed to the length of the 

survey instrument. Additionally, considering that the survey recruitment was conducted when 

a series of COVID-19 restrictions were in effect, it is possible that students did not have the 

time or were relatively less interested in completing the survey. 

Table 6.1 provides an overview of the survey participants’ enrolment characteristics 

and demographic information. Most of the participants had either a small proportion or none 

of their study delivered on campus (77%), as would be expected during COVID-19 lockdown 

periods.  

Worth noting is that the majority of the sample self-identified as international citizens 

(54.2%) and domestic students (45.8%). This may be that some students identified themselves 

as Australian permanent residents or dual citizens, but not Australian citizens. Most of the 

students who self-identified as domestic students stated that they were either Australian 

permanent residents or dual citizenships from countries such as the U.S., Canada, or France. 
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These results suggest that among the participants of this study, there was a large degree of 

diversity within the broad groups of international and domestic students.  

According to the open-ended responses to the questions on citizenship and language 

spoken at home, the sample includes students from 15 countries, speaking 17 different 

languages. The most common countries of origin were China (n = 8), India (n = 4), and 

Indonesia (n = 4). The most commonly spoken language(s) other than English (LOTE) at home 

were Cantonese and/or Mandarin Chinese (n = 16), Indonesian, Malay, or Vietnamese (n = 4 

each).  

 

Table 6.1 

Survey Participants’ Characteristics 

Survey Participants (N = 59) n % 

Year of study   

  First 20 33.9 

  Second 14 23.7 

  Third 22 37.3 

  Fourth or Honours 3 5.1 

Bachelor’s program   

  Arts 21 35.6 

  Science   18 30.5 

  Commerce   6 10.2 

  Design 6 10.2 

  Agriculture 3 5.1 

  Biomedicine   3 5.1 

  Oral Health   1 1.7 

  Other 1 1.7 

Gender   

  Female 32 54.2 

  Male 16 27.1 

  Non-binary or fluid 2 3.4 

  Prefer not to answer 3 5.1 

  Missing 6 10.2 

Age   
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Survey Participants (N = 59) n % 

  18-20 27 45.8 

  21-25 21 35.6 

  26-30 2 3.4 

  35+ 2 3.4 

  Missing 7 11.9 

International student   

  Yes 26 44.1 

  No 27 45.8 

  Missing 6 10.2 

Country/countries of origins   

  Australia 20 33.9 

  Other 32 54.2 

  Missing 7 11.9 

Speak a language other than English at home   

  Yes 36 61.0 

  No 17 28.8 

  Missing 6 10.2 

 

6.1.2 Descriptive Statistics Overview 

Table 6.2 presents the descriptive statistics of the IC and IA measurements. The 

Cronbach’s alpha levels of the IC and IA measures were between .71 and .85, which indicates 

that the internal consistencies range from acceptable to good, respectively (George & Mallery, 

2003).  
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Table 6.2  

Descriptive Statistics of the Measures  

Variable n  Min Max Mean SD Skewness/SE Kurtosis/SE 

MPQ-Short Form (all subscales) 52 .84 2.58 4.03 3.21 .35 1.57 .06 

MPQ Cultural Empathy 53 .85 2.25 4.88 3.85 .59 -1.23 .29 

MPQ Flexibility 54 .84 1.13 4.00 2.67 .65 -.56 -.67 

MPQ Social Initiative 53 .82 1.88 4.75 3.22 .65 1.33 -.53 

MPQ Open-mindedness 54 .71 2.13 4.63 3.48 .53 .39 -.27 

MPQ Emotional Stability 54 .82 1.25 4.25 2.79 .72 -.48 -.48 

Intergroup Anxiety 53 .79 1.27 4.00 2.59 .53 -1.12 .79 

 

As mentioned in Section 4.5.3, a series of tests of normality was conducted before 

inferential analyses. The values reported by these tests sit within the normality cut-off 

thresholds of between -2 and +2 for skewness and -7 and +7 for kurtosis (Bryne, 2010; Hair et 

al., 2010), and thus it was determined that the scores on all measures were normally distributed.  

A series of normality tests and homogeneity tests were conducted before comparing the 

students’ scores in different groups. For comparisons based on students' years of study, results 

of normality tests and homogeneity tests revealed that the students' scores in groups were not 

normally distributed for the MPQ subscales of Flexibility and Social Initiatives. Similarly, for 

comparisons based on students’ discipline of study, student’s scores in three different discipline 

groups were not normally distributed for the IAS. Therefore, the mean differences were tested 

using a series of Kruskal-Wallis Tests to determine whether there are significant differences in 

the scores on these two variables of MPQ and the IAS among students in different groups. For 

data on other variables, the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances were met, 

and a series of one-way ANOVAs were conducted. 
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6.2 How do Students Engage in Cultural Diversity Activities at 

University? 

This section presents an overview of the sample’s participation in cultural diversity at 

the university, both inside and outside of the classroom. It also explores the underlying 

determinants of students’ cultural diversity participation. The last section discusses the types 

of cultural diversity-related activities that students have participated in and the most important 

reasons that determined their participation. 

6.2.1 Types of Cultural Diversity Activities 

The survey also aimed to explore what kind of cultural diversity activities were the 

most popular among respondents, and the reasons that determined their participation. These 

are important for understanding the different types of activities that students prefer, which may 

suggest possible factors that can determine students’ participation. On a series of multiple-

choice questions, students were asked to select all types of cultural diversity activities they had 

participated in within the university setting. 

Table 6.3 presents students’ responses regarding their participation in extracurricular 

and curriculum-based activities related to cultural diversity. For extracurricular activities, the 

majority (n = 44, 74.6%) engaged in at least one type. Among these 44 students, the most 

popular extracurricular activities were the ones organised by the university (n = 14, 31.8%).  
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Table 6.3 

Descriptive Data on Students’ Participation in Cultural Diversity Activities 

Type of Activities n % 

Extracurricular activities 59  

  None 15 25.4 

  Activities organised by the university 14 23.7 

  Activities organised by student clubs or organisations 11 18.6 

  Language classes 11 18.6 

  Activities organised by people or groups outside of the university 8 13.6 

Curriculum-based activities 59  

  None 21 35.6 

  Language classes 20 33.9 

  Activities organised by the university 7 11.9 

  Activities organised by student clubs or organisations 6 10.2 

  Activities organised by people or groups outside of the university 2 3.3 

  Study Abroad Program 2 3.3 

  Missing 1 1.7 

Note. As these were multiple-choice questions, percentage values do not sum to 100%. 

 

Interestingly, the most popular extracurricular activities differ between the groups of 

international and domestic students. For example, the most popular types of extracurricular 

activities among domestic students were activities organised by the university (n = 8) and those 

that were organised by student clubs and organisations (n = 8). This was different from 

international students’ responses, among which the most popular types of activities were 

extracurricular language classes (n = 6) and activities organised by people or groups outside of 

the university (n = 6).  

For curriculum-based activities, more than 60% of students (n = 38, 64.4%) had 

participated in at least one type of activity. Among these 38 students, over half of them 

participated in a language class (n = 20); interestingly, these students were mainly domestic (n 

= 14), and only a few of them were international (n = 6). 
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However, worth noting is that in both types of activities, the largest percentage of 

students responded that they did not participate in any relevant activity. This result is of 

particular concern as it indicates that the activities with opportunities for intercultural learning 

and interactions were not taken up by students. Likewise, it is also possible that students who 

participated in various activities did not perceive them as opportunities for intercultural 

learning and interactions.  

More particularly, for extracurricular activities, one quarter of the interviewees (n = 15) 

participants reported not participating in any extracurricular activity related to cultural 

diversity. In their written responses to the follow-up open-ended question asking them why 

they have not engaged, six of these 15 respondents mentioned the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic, including a shift to online learning and limited opportunities for participation. Four 

others attributed this to a lack of advertisement for extracurricular activities at the university, 

whereas the rest named reasons such as their introverted personality and shyness, lack of 

interest, and academic workload. 

Similarly, 21 respondents (35.5%) indicated that they had not participated in any 

curriculum-based cultural diversity activity. In their open-ended responses, close to half of 

these 21 students (n = 10, 47.6%) attributed this to the limited opportunities offered as part of 

their courses, while five others wrote that they lacked interest in the opportunities offered, or 

as one of them wrote, they “didn’t care enough to” participate. Four other students also 

indicated that they had not participated in this kind of activity because it was not a compulsory 

element of their courses. These responses pointed to the importance of interest in determining 

students’ participation in cultural diversity activities. 

Confirming the important role of interest, all of the top three reasons that determined 

students’ participation in extracurricular and curriculum-based activities pertain to personal 

interests and initiatives, including 1) the activities seemed interesting to them, 2) they wanted 
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to meet new people, and 3) they wanted to learn about different cultures. Interest again emerged 

as a key factor that largely determined students’ participation. This signifies the importance of 

designing opportunities and encouraging students to take part in the opportunities for cultural 

learning at the university. 

6.2.2 Classroom Diversity Experiences 

Table 6.4 presents the data on how frequently respondents participated in classroom 

diversity activities. Survey data indicated that not all respondents have worked frequently with 

culturally diverse peers in class. More than half (52.5%) of the 59 respondents engaged 

frequently or very frequently in group activities for their classes with diverse peers, while over 

one-fifth (22%) rarely had such experiences. Two first-year participants indicated that they 

never engaged in classroom diversity activities at the university, but none of them wrote a 

response to the open-ended question asking why this was the case.  

 

Table 6.4 

Frequency of Classroom Diversity Activities 

Frequency n % 

Never 2 3.4 

Rarely (no more than once a year) 13 22.0 

Sometimes (in 1-2 subjects per year) 12 20.3 

Frequently (in at least one subject per semester) 16 27.1 

Very frequently (in most subjects each semester) 15 25.4 

Missing 1 1.7 

Total 59 100 

 

As mentioned in Section 1.1.1, much of the previous literature on student cultural 

diversity experience has compared international and domestic students as having different 

tendencies to engage in cultural diversity. Therefore, it is important for this study to revisit this 
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comparison to test any differences in patterns of participation for the two groups. There were 

more international students (n = 16) who had frequently or very frequently engaged in 

classroom diversity activities than their domestic peers (n = 13). Twice as many domestic 

students (n = 8) than international students (n = 4) selected “rarely” as their frequency of 

classroom diversity activities. The two students who responded that they never engaged in any 

classroom diversity activities did not indicate their enrolment status. These results seem to 

contrast with the literature describing international students as less likely to actively participate 

in activities such as in-class multicultural group collaboration (Cotton et al., 2013). 

Table 6.5 presents an overview of the reasons that determined respondents’ 

participation in classroom diversity activities. As mentioned in Section 4.5.2, students were 

presented with a list of reasons and asked to rank up to three reasons for their participation. 

The majority (n = 42, 71.1%) indicated that they engaged in projects or activities with diverse 

peers in groups because it was a requirement of their course, and most (n = 36, 85.7%) of these 

students considered this reason to be the most important one.  

 

Table 6.5  

Reasons of Participation in Classroom Diversity Activities  

Reason n % 

Course requirement 42 71.1 

Recommended by my lecturer or tutor 15 25.4 

Wanted to meet new people 15 25.4 

Seemed interesting 11 18.6 

Wanted to learn about different cultures 9 15.2 

Other 9 15.2 

Recommended by other students 7 11.9 

My friends are also participating 2 3.3 

Missing 3 5.1 

Total 59  

Note. As this was a multiple-choice question, percentage values do not sum to 100%. 
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Furthermore, approximately one-fourth of the participants (25.4%) indicated 

recommendations by their instructors as one of the three most important reasons why they 

engaged in group activities with diverse peers in class. It seems that whether students have 

experiences working with people from other cultural backgrounds depends largely on how their 

instructors design the curricular activities.  

Reasons related to interests were also selected by some students, such as wanting to 

meet new people (25.4%), learning about different cultures (15.2%), or that the activity seemed 

interesting (18.6%). As such, whether students have an interest in intercultural interactions may 

have determined whether students worked with classmates from different cultural 

backgrounds. This adds to the literature highlighting the significance of fostering students’ 

interest in intercultural interactions, both outside and inside of class, at the university.  

An open-ended space was available for students who selected “other” to write reasons 

that were not provided as a response choice. Four students wrote that the groups they were in 

were “randomly assigned” or “generated by my tutor”. 

6.2.3 Intercultural Interactions Outside of Class 

Table 6.6 presents an overview of how often the sample engaged in interactions with 

diverse peers outside of class. Approximately half (n = 30, 51%) of the respondents rarely or 

occasionally interacted with diverse peers outside of class, while 44% (n = 26) reported having 

frequently or very frequently engaged in intercultural interactions. However, three students 

(5%) indicated that they have never engaged in intercultural interactions outside of class at 

university. In response to the open-ended question asking for reasons why they did not interact 

with diverse peers, two of these three students wrote that there is “no opportunity” and it is 

“difficult” to form peer connections, “especially during online” learning; the other student 

wrote that they “had friends from high school” that they “interacted with instead”.  
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Table 6.6 

Frequency of Intercultural Interactions Outside of Class 

Frequency n % 

Never 3 5.1 

Rarely (a few times per year) 13 22.0 

Occasionally (a few times per month) 17 28.8 

Frequently (a few times per week) 17 28.8 

Very frequently (every day) 9 15.3 

Total 59 100 

 

When exploring the patterns of participation in intercultural interactions outside of class 

among the groups of international and domestic students, the two groups did not seem to differ 

to a large extent in terms of their frequencies of intercultural interactions. While there are 

slightly more international students (n = 13, 50%) who interacted frequently or very frequently 

with peers from other cultures than domestic students (n = 12, 44.4%), there is also a larger 

percentage of international students (n = 7, 26.9%) who never or rarely engaged in intercultural 

interactions than domestic (n = 5, 18.5%). These results seem to indicate the diversity within 

the groups of international students in terms of their frequency of intercultural interactions at 

the university, and this group should be explored through a more nuanced lens. Notably, all of 

the international students who selected “rarely” or “occasionally” came from Asian countries, 

which have a higher representation in the student population at the university. It is therefore 

possible that students from an Asian country interacted mainly with those from a similar 

background. 

An overview of the reasons that influenced participants’ participation in intercultural 

interactions can be found in Table 6.7. Similar to the finding reported earlier regarding the 

reasons why students engaged in classroom diversity activities, most participants selected 

reasons related to interests and personal initiatives, such as wanting to meet new people 
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(57.1%) or learning about different cultures (21.4%), or that it seemed interesting to them 

(50%). This suggests interest plays a significant part in students’ intercultural participation, 

regardless of whether such interaction is academic-related. 

 

Table 6.7 

Reasons of Participating in Intercultural Interactions 

Reason n % 

Wanted to meet new people 32 57.1 

Seemed interesting 28 50.0 

Wanted to learn about different cultures 12 21.4 

My friends are also participating 12 21.4 

Other 10 17.9 

Course requirement 6 10.7 

Recommended by other students 5 8.9 

Recommended by my lecturer or tutor 2 3.6 

Missing 3 5.1 

Total 59  

Note. As this was a multiple-choice question, percentage values do not sum to 100%. 

 

Other responses, such as participating with their friends (21.4%) or because of 

recommendations from peers (8.9%), suggest that influence from peers also had an impact on 

many respondents’ participation. It is important to note that “course requirement” (10.7%) and 

“it was recommended by my lecturer or tutor” (3.6%) were considered important reasons for 

their participation in intercultural interactions for eight respondents. More importantly, all the 

respondents who selected course requirements also ranked it as the most important reason for 

their participation in intercultural interactions. These results indicate that a possible way to 

encourage intercultural learning and interactions among students might be via considering how 

intercultural interactions opportunities can be incorporated into curriculum-based activities. 
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Interestingly, among the 12 students who selected “wanted to learn about different 

cultures”, there was a similar proportion of international (n = 6) and domestic students (n = 5) 

(NB. one student did not indicate their enrolment status). Further, all except one of the six 

international students ranked this reason as the most or second most important influencer of 

their participation in intercultural interactions. However, only one of the domestic students 

ranked this as the most important factor.  

In addition, it is important to note the potential role of peer influence in determining 

students’ participation in intercultural interactions, as nine out of the 12 students who indicated 

that they participated in intercultural interactions because of their friends ranked this reason as 

the most important. Furthermore, of those students who selected this reason, the majority were 

domestic students (n = 8). All but one domestic student ranked this reason as the most important 

determinant of their interaction tendency.  

The following sections present findings on the potential associations between students’ 

cultural diversity participation and IC and IA measures. It also elaborates a comparison of 

scores in the measures between different student groups, aiming to contribute to our 

understanding of whether certain student groups require additional support for developing IC 

and lowering IA levels.  

6.3 Cultural Diversity Experiences and Intercultural Competence 

To determine if there were any relationships between students’ frequency of 

participation in cultural diversity activities at the university and their scores on the five MPQ 

subscales (i.e., to test Hypothesis 1 - there is a positive relationship between students’ 

frequency of cultural diversity experiences, both inside and outside of class at the university 

and their levels of IC), a series of two-tailed Spearman’s rank-order correlations were 

computed. Results are presented in Table 6.8.  
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Table 6.8 

Correlation Coefficients for Study Variables  

 Variable Correlations 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Frequency of…       

 1. Interactional diversity activities       

 2. Classroom diversity activities .05      

 

MPQ factors 
      

 3. Cultural Empathy .38* .10     

 4. Flexibility .01 .04 -.29*    

 5. Social Initiative .44** .14 .46** -.08   

 6. Open-mindedness .43** .07 .73** -.21 .47**  

 7. Emotional Stability .14 .18 -.14 .31* .16 -.05 

* p < .05 (two-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed) 

 

The results indicated significant positive correlations, with medium effect sizes (Cohen, 

1988), between students’ frequency of participating in interactional diversity activities and 

their scores on three of the five MPQ subscales: Cultural Empathy, Social Initiative, and Open-

mindedness. These results partially support Hypothesis 1, which predicted that students who 

interacted more frequently with diverse peers outside of class would have higher scores on the 

IC subscales. As mentioned in Section 2.3.1, these three traits are categorised by van der Zee 

and van Oudenhoven (2013) as social-perceptual traits, which are associated with the tendency 

to view intercultural situations as interesting and positive challenges.  

However, the results did not reveal any significant associations between students’ 

frequency of interactional diversity activities and the other two MPQ traits, Flexibility and 

Emotional Stability. These two traits, as mentioned in Section 2.3.1, are proposed as stress-

buffering traits that are associated with how individuals react in unfamiliar or novel situations 

(van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013). This may indicate that engaging in cultural diversity 
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activities is beneficial to developing of the social-perceptual traits of IC which facilitate 

students’ willingness to proactively explore opportunities to interact with people from different 

cultural backgrounds.  

On the other hand, the results of two-tailed Spearman rank-order correlations indicated 

that students’ frequency of participation in classroom diversity activities was not significantly 

related to their scores on the five MPQ subscales. One possible explanation is that many 

students, as discussed in Section 6.2.2, participated in these activities as a requirement of the 

course rather than out of interest. It is also possible that the classroom diversity activities that 

students participated in did not have a primary or explicit focus on intercultural learning or the 

promotion of intercultural interactions, from which students might not have recognised the 

benefits associated with these activities.  

6.4 Cultural Diversity Experiences and Intergroup Anxiety 

This study has the purpose of identifying possible factors that influence students’ 

participation in cultural diversity activities. As outlined in Section 3.3.4, intergroup anxiety 

(IA) has been discussed extensively in the literature as a predictor of avoidance in intercultural 

interactions, and it has been demonstrated to have a negative association with the frequency of 

interactions (Lolliot et al., 2015). Hypothesis 2 of this study predicted a negative relationship 

between students’ frequency of cultural diversity experiences (both inside and outside of class) 

at the university and their levels of IA. The result of the two-tailed Spearman’s rank-order 

correlations indicated that there was a significant negative relationship, with a medium effect 

(Cohen, 1988), between students’ frequency of intercultural interactions outside of class and 

their IA levels, rs(51) = -.48, p < .001. This provides partial support for Hypothesis 2 and 

suggests that students who interacted more frequently with diverse peers outside of class tend 

to have lower levels of IA when interacting with people from cultural backgrounds other than 

their own.  
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However, no association was found between students’ frequency of classroom diversity 

activities and their IA level, rs(50) = .049, p = .73. It appears that how frequently students 

engaged in classroom diversity activities was unrelated to their levels of IA. As mentioned in 

Section 6.2.2, students participated in these activities mainly because it was a course 

requirement for academic purposes, rather than out of interest in learning about different 

cultures.  

Another possibility is that the correlational testing conducted does not offer information 

in terms of the direction of the relationship. Often this kind of activity is beyond the control of 

the students, as they might be required to fulfill course requirements. When students do have a 

choice in whether to engage in activities that involve intercultural interactions, the results might 

be different.  

6.5 Cultural Diversity Experiences Before University 

Understanding students’ prior experiences with cultural diversity activities in previous 

educational institutions may provide insights into their tendency to engage in similar activities 

at university. Details about students’ pre-university experiences with cultural diversity can be 

found in Table 6.9. As can be seen in that table, most of the respondents attended the previous 

institution in their home country (71.2%) and most also indicated that the institution they 

attended had a large population of international students (74.6%). However, more than half 

(52.6%) of the respondents had never or rarely engaged in cultural diversity learning at their 

previous institution. Only 22.1% of the respondents had often or always engaged in cultural 

diversity learning at the institution before university.  
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Table 6.9 

Cultural Diversity Experiences at Previous Institution  

Cultural Diversity at Previous Institution (N = 59) n % 

Previous institution had a large population of international students   

  Yes 44 74.6 

  No 15 25.4 

Attended the previous institution in home country   

  Yes 42 71.2 

  No 15 25.4 

  Missing 2 3.4 

Frequency of cultural diversity learning at the previous institution   

  The opportunity was not offered 4 6.8 

  Never 8 13.6 

  Rarely 19 32.2 

  Sometimes   15 25.4 

  Often 7 11.9 

  Always 6 10.2 

 

A series of independent samples t-tests were conducted to explore any relationships 

between students’ previous educational institution characteristics and their scores on the 

measures of IC and IA. The results of the independent samples t-test can be found in Tables 

6.10 and 6.11. None of the independent samples t-test results were significant, indicating that 

there were no statistically significant differences between students’ scores on the IC and IA 

measures based on their enrolment status and characteristics of their previous educational 

institutions.  
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Table 6.10 

Measurement Scores Based on Enrolment Status at Previous Institution 

Measure 

Attended the 

previous 

school in 

home 

country 

Attended the 

previous 

school 

overseas 

df t p Cohen’s d 

 M SD M SD     

MPQ Cultural Empathy 3.83 .61 3.94 .57 50 -.60 .55 -.19 

MPQ Flexibility 2.68 .65 2.68 .69 51 -.05 .97 .01 

MPQ Social Initiative 3.20 .66 3.34 .62 50 -.72 .48 -.22 

MPQ Open-mindedness 3.42 .51 3.61 .59 51 -1.16 .25 -.35 

MPQ Emotional Stability 2.88 .69 2.50 .69 51 1.80 .08 .55 

Intergroup Anxiety 2.59 .60 2.64 .38 49 -.29 .78 -.09 

 

 

Table 6.11 

Measurement Scores Based on Characteristic of Previous Institution 

Measure 

Had a large 

number of 

international 

students 

Had a smaller 

number of 

international 

students 

df t p Cohen’s d 

 M SD M SD     

MPQ Cultural Empathy 3.88 .59 3.76 .62 51 .66 .51 .21 

MPQ Flexibility 2.72 .63 2.55 .73 52 .80 .43 .25 

MPQ Social Initiative 3.25 .62 3.16 .76 51 .42 .68 .13 

MPQ Open-mindedness 3.47 .54 3.49 .50 52 -1.2 .91 -.04 

MPQ Emotional Stability 2.85 .77 2.63 .54 52 .97 .34 .30 

Intergroup Anxiety 2.57 .50 2.66 .65 51 -.58 .57 -.18 

 

To explore any relationships between students’ frequency of engaging in cultural 

diversity learning before university and their scores on the measures of IC and IA, a series of 

two-tailed Spearman’s rank-order correlations were conducted. The results of Spearman’s 

rank-order correlations can be found in Table 6.12. How often students had the opportunities 

to engage in cultural diversity learning at their previous institution and their scores on the two 

measures were revealed by two-tailed Spearman’s rank-order correlations. There was no 

significant relationship between students’ frequency of cultural diversity learning at the 
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previous institution and their scores on MPQ subscales of Cultural Empathy (rs(52) = -.017, p 

= .905), Flexibility (rs(53) = .023, p = .871), Social Initiatives (rs(52) = -.014, p = .92), Open-

mindedness (rs(53) = .113, p = .415, and Emotional Stability (rs(53) =.227, p = .098).  

 

Table 6.12  

Descriptive Statistic and Correlation Coefficients for Study Variables  

Variable n Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Pre-university cultural diversity experience 59 1.59 1.23       

2. MPQ Cultural Empathy 53 3.85 .59 -.02      

3. MPQ Flexibility 54 2.67 .65 .02 -.29*     

4. MPQ Social Initiative 53 3.22 .65 -.01 .46** -.08    

5. MPQ Open-mindedness 54 3.48 .53 .11 .73** -.21 .47**   

6. MPQ Emotional Stability 54 2.79 .72 .23 -.14 .31* .16 -.05  

7. Intergroup anxiety 53 2.59 .53 -.21 -.26 .03 -.44* -.32* -.26 

* p < .05 (two-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed) 

 

To determine if there is any relationship between students’ frequency of engaging in 

cultural diversity learning before university and their frequency of intercultural interactions at 

university (i.e., to test Hypothesis 3 - there is a positive relationship between students’ 

frequency of cultural diversity activities at previous educational institutions and their frequency 

of interactional diversity activity at the current university), a two-tailed Spearman’s rank-order 

correlation was run. No significant relationship was found between the two variables (rs = . 

201, p =.127). 

In sum, whether students had experiences of cultural diversity before attending 

university was not associated with their scores on the IC and IA measures. There was also 

inconsistency in the directions of trending between variables. 

6.6 Comparing Scores Across Different Student Groups 

This section presents the results of inferential statistical tests conducted to examine 

mean differences in students’ scores on the IC and IA measures across four different groups: 
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enrolment status (i.e., international versus domestic students), language(s) spoken at home, as 

well as the year and discipline of study at the university.  

6.6.1 International and Domestic Students 

A series of independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare international and 

domestic students’ mean scores on the MPQ and IAS. The results of these analyses are 

presented in Table 6.13. Overall, international students had higher scores on three out of five 

MPQ subscales (Cultural Empathy, Social Initiative and Open-mindedness) than domestic 

students, but there were no statistically significant differences between domestic and 

international students for any of the measures. This may imply that, students in these two 

groups are not significantly different from each other in terms of their levels of IC and IA.  

 

Table 6.13 

International and Domestic Students’ Scores on MPQ and IAS 

Measure International Domestic df t p Cohen’s d 

 M SD M SD     

MPQ Cultural Empathy 3.92 .62 3.77 .57 47 .86 .40 .24 

MPQ Flexibility 2.64 .64 2.69 .69 48 -.32 .75 -.09 

MPQ Social Initiative 3.32 .66 3.14 .64 47 .99 .34 .28 

MPQ Open-mindedness 3.60 .55 3.32 .46 48 2.00 .05 .56 

MPQ Emotional Stabilitya 2.66 .52 2.95 .86 48 -1.48 .14 -.41 

Intergroup Anxiety 2.70 .50 2.49 .55 49 1.40 .17 .39 

aWelch’s t-test results are reported because Levene’s test indicated that the homogeneity of variances assumption 

was not met for this variable.  

 

This result adds support to the literature (e.g., Jones, 2017) that criticises the use of a 

binary categorisation of students (i.e., international vs domestic students) that assumes the two 

groups to be radically distinct from each other while ignoring the similarities and diversity 

within each group. This is also supported by Lomer and colleagues’ (2021) recent literature 
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review, which uncovered an overwhelming tendency to describe international students as a 

homogenous group. The usage of this binary categorisation of omits more nuanced details 

about the student cohort (Lomer et al., 2021).  

Interestingly, on average, international students scored higher than domestic students 

on three IC factors (Cultural Empathy, Social Initiative, Open-mindedness) than domestic 

students, although these differences were not significant. This could be possibly due to the idea 

that international students are experiencing cultural differences to a greater extent compared to 

their local counterparts; these differences in turn challenged international students’ pre-existing 

views and led to greater increases in their IC levels. It is equally possible that international 

students who travelled overseas to study had made a conscious decision for cultural exposure 

and thus may be more open to cultural diversity experiences than their local counterparts. It 

might also be possible that there are differences in students’ attitudes towards intercultural 

learning activities, as previous research found that international students had more favourable 

attitudes towards intercultural interactions than their domestic peers (Summers & Volet, 2008).  

6.6.2 Linguistic Diversity Groups 

Two groups of students, those who spoke languages other than English at home (LOTE 

group) and those who spoke English only (English-only group) were compared in terms of their 

scores on the IC and IA measures using independent samples t-tests. Table 6.14 shows the 

results of a series of independent samples t-tests.  
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Table 6.14  

Scores on MPQ and IAS in Two Linguistic Diversity Groups  

Measure LOTE English-only df t p Cohen’s d 

 M SD M SD     

MPQ Cultural Empathya 3.89 .68 3.75 .36 49 -.91 .37 -.22 

MPQ Flexibility 2.72 .64 2.56 .72 50 -.81 .42 -.24 

MPQ Social Initiative 3.30 .64 3.10 .68 49 -1.11 .27 -.34 

MPQ Open-mindedness 3.49 .53 3.38 .50 50 -.69 .49 -.20 

MPQ Emotional Stabilitya 2.82 .91 2.78 .91 50 -.17 .87 -.06 

Intergroup Anxiety 2.58 .56 2.62 .49 51 .27 .79 .08 

Note. aWelch’s t-test results are reported because Levene’s test indicated that the homogeneity of variances 

assumption was not met for this variable.  

 

On average, the LOTE group scored higher on all MPQ subscales and lower on IAS 

than the English-only group, although the differences were not statistically significant. For 

MPQ subscales of Cultural Empathy and Emotional Stability, the homogeneity of variances 

assumption was not met and thus results of a Welch’s test are reported. There was also no 

significant difference between the LOTE group and English-only group in their scores on both 

Cultural Empathy and Emotional Stability subscales. Similarly, the independent samples t-tests 

did not reveal significant differences in scores on the IAS between the LOTE group and the 

English-only group. These results might differ from the findings from previous literature (e.g., 

Tsang, 2022) that point to English language proficiency as a hindrance for students who are 

non-native speakers of English to engage in intercultural interactions. 

6.6.3 Year of Study 

Results of the one-way ANOVAs of measurement scores by year of study are presented 

in Table 6.15. There were significant differences, with a large effect, in scores on the Emotional 

Stability subscale of the MPQ among students enrolled in different years of the university. Post 

hoc test analysis using Tukey’s HSD found that fourth-year and Honours students scored 
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significantly higher on the Emotional Stability scale of the MPQ than first-year students, F(3, 

50) = 1.23, p = .03.  

 

Table 6.15 

One-Way ANOVA of Measurement Scores by Year of Study 

Measure First Second Third Fourth/Hons. F df1 df2 η2 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD     

Cultural Empathy 3.75 .64 3.88 .41 3.83 .63 4.46 .62 1.25 3 49 .07 

Open-mindedness 3.25 .50 3.54 .56 3.57 .50 3.75 .57 1.58 3 49 .09 

Emotional Stability 2.52a .56 2.99 .78 2.74 .70 3.75b .25 3.39* 3 50 .17 

Intergroup Anxiety 2.59 .51 2.59 .59 2.67 .52 2.10 .45 1.02 3 49 .06 

Note. Means that have subscripts differ significantly at the .05 level as indicated by Tukey’s HSD. 

*p < .05, two-tailed 

 

The analysis showed that senior-year students scored higher on the Emotional Stability 

factor of IC than their counterparts. It is possible that later-year students developed competence 

in terms of skills for remaining calm and dealing with the novelty in intercultural situations. 

Although this result alone does not provide clear support for the benefits of cultural diversity 

experience during university years, it does provide insights into how the entry and exit cohorts 

differ in terms of IC levels. It is possible that by the end of their university studies, students are 

more adept at remaining calm when encountering stressful intercultural situations than those 

who recently commenced their studies, but data are insufficient in drawing this conclusion. In 

addition, it may well be that senior-year students have higher levels of Emotional Stability not 

because of intercultural learning at the university, but because their first-year counterparts 

might be dealing with distress from the recent transition to the new university environment 

(Schartner, 2016). Nevertheless, this study only provides preliminary insights into the 

differences between student cohorts. Further investigation with longitudinal data is needed to 

conclude whether there is a change in students’ levels of IC throughout their time at the 

university. 
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For other MPQ subscales and IAS, the results of one-way ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis 

Tests did not reveal any significant differences in the scores among students enrolled in 

different years of the university. No significant difference was revealed by one-way ANOVA 

results among students studying different years of the university and their scores on the MPQ 

subscale of Cultural Empathy, F(3,49) = 1.25, p = .301, and Open-mindedness (F(3, 50) = 1.58, 

p = .205). One-way ANOVA results also indicated that the scores on IAS (F(3,49) = 1.017, p 

= .393) did not significantly differ among students in different years of the university. Results 

of the Kruskal-Wallis Tests indicated no significant differences among students studying 

different years of the university and their scores on the MPQ subscale of Flexibility (H(3) = 

1.48, p = .687) and Social Initiative (H(3) = .461, p = .927).  

6.6.4 Disciplines of Study 

Comparing whether there are differences in students’ scores depending on their 

discipline of study may provide insights into whether the course structure potentially influences 

students’ scores. Students were grouped into three discipline groups for data analysis: science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), humanities and social sciences (HASS), 

and Health. None of the test results revealed significant differences in scores on all scales across 

discipline groups. As presented in Table 6.16, the three disciplinary groups did not differ 

significantly from each other in their scores of MPQ. Similarly, the Kruskal-Wallis Test did 

not reveal significant differences in students’ scores on the IAS across disciplinary groups, 

H(2) = 2.371, p = .306. These results revealed that students studying different disciplines at the 

university did not significantly differ from each other in terms of their scores on the 

measurement. Although a few interviewees from Stage 1 recognised that their disciplines (i.e., 

Arts) involve subjects or topics that are more relevant to cultural diversity than other disciplines 

(Section 5.2.1), the survey data shows no significant difference in measurement scores across 

disciplinary groups.  
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Table 6.16 

One-Way ANOVA of Measurement Scores by Discipline 

Measure Health STEM HASS F df1 df2 η2 

 M SD M SD M SD     

Cultural Empathy 3.41 1.09 3.91 .58 3.87 .52 1.244 2 49 .048 

Flexibility 3.13 .37 2.54 .68 2.70 .66 1.379 2 50 .052 

Social Initiative 2.94 .92 3.18 .72 3.31 .58 .684 2 49 .027 

Open-mindedness 3.06 .95 3.48 .45 3.52 .50 1.329 2 50 .050 

Emotional Stability 2.91 .84 2.61 .76 2.90 .68 1.043 2 50 .040 

 

6.7 Chapter Summary  

This chapter presented an analysis of the survey findings providing insight into how 

and why students engaged in cultural diversity at the university, both outside and inside of 

class. Although interest and personal initiative seemed to determine many students’ 

participation in cultural diversity activities, course requirements, instructors, and peers also 

influenced students’ participation.  

Findings of this stage also revealed a positive association between students’ 

participation in intercultural interactions and their IC levels, as well as a negative association 

with IA levels. This supports the notion that there are benefits for students to engage in cultural 

diversity activities at the university. Students’ participation in classroom diversity activities 

was unrelated to their IC and IA, perhaps due to the reason that many students participated in 

group work as a requirement rather than out of interest. Another possible explanation is that 

the group activities students engaged in may not have an explicit focus of promoting 

intercultural interactions and learning. The next chapter discusses and provides a more 

comprehensive picture of the findings by aggregating the interview and survey stages of the 

study. 
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7 Understanding Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences 

The present study, as presented in earlier chapters, aimed to add to our understanding 

of undergraduate students’ cultural diversity activities at university and the factors influencing 

their participation. This chapter discusses key findings from both stages of the study to respond 

to the research questions. More specifically, to address the research question on how students 

engage in cultural diversity activities at university, the first part of this chapter explores the 

reasons behind students’ participation in different types of cultural diversity activities, as well 

as their tendencies in intercultural interactions. The next part elaborates on the findings of 

intercultural competence (IC) and cultural diversity experiences, as well as students’ perceived 

benefits of engaging in cultural diversity activities. The factors influencing students’ 

participation in cultural diversity activities are discussed by drawing with reference to students’ 

responses in both stages of the study. The findings of the present study identify issues and 

challenges to positive and meaningful intercultural learning, along with avenues for further 

consideration and research. 

7.1 Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences at the University 

Understanding how students engage in cultural diversity activities at university can 

reveal underlying patterns in terms of the activities that are most popular among students and 

the reasons behind students’ participation. These patterns can in turn provide insights into the 

factors influencing their participation and areas for enhancing these experiences. From this 

study, students’ cultural diversity experiences at university occur predominantly through 

classroom diversity activities (e.g., in-class discussion and group work) and interactional 

diversity activities (e.g., extracurricular activities). Overall, students recognise and value the 

opportunities for cultural diversity experiences available at the university. However, whether 

and why students participate in these activities varies to a large extent. There are also prevalent 
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tendencies among students when interacting. The following sections elaborate on these key 

points to provide further insights into how students engage in different types of cultural 

diversity activities at the university. 

7.1.1 Motives for Participating in Cultural diversity Activities at University 

This study provides further support to the notion that classroom diversity activities and 

interactional diversity activities are key sites for students to engage in intercultural interactions 

at university as revealed in previous studies (e.g., Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In this study, 

classroom diversity activities were found to include engaging in group projects and discussions 

with culturally diverse peers, learning culture-related content and materials, taking foreign 

language classes, and participating in study abroad or exchange programs. Amongst these 

activities, the most common appear to be group projects and discussions with diverse peers.  

Despite classroom diversity activities (e.g., group projects and discussions with diverse 

peers) being common among students in this study, the reasons for students partaking in these 

activities were frequently shaped by the need to complete assigned tasks or learning 

requirements, rather than through interest in intercultural learning or forming connections with 

diverse peers. It is worth noting that students consider the compulsory nature of the classroom 

as beneficial in terms of encouraging them to engage in intercultural interactions. 

International diversity activities in this study were found to include participating in 

extracurricular activities related to cultural diversity, and more generally, engaging in 

intercultural interactions outside of the classroom at the university. Since these interactional 

diversity activities are not compulsory, it is unsurprising to find that not all students have this 

type of cultural diversity experience. More particularly, students in this study engaged in 

interactional diversity activities mainly out of interest in meeting diverse people and learning 

about different cultures.  
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7.1.2 Interaction Tendencies  

Understanding the tendencies that are prevalent among students when interacting with 

diverse peers provides insights into potential issues and challenges to promote these 

interactions. Students tend to interact with peers who seem similar to themselves or those whom 

they feel more familiar with, both in and outside the classroom. This finding is in accord with 

the previous literature (e.g., Hinds et al., 2002) presented in Section 3.3.2. While the similarity 

is predominately based on shared cultural and linguistic backgrounds between students, 

familiarity is based on previous positive interactions, such as successful collaborations on 

group assignments. An additional tendency, particularly for in-class group activities, is that 

students are more inclined to work with those who seem more competent in completing the 

group assignments. 

As discussed in Section 7.1.1, peer interactions within the classroom context are often 

motivated by the goal of completing group-based assignments or tasks. A possible explanation 

of the tendency to seek similarity and familiarity in group mates is to reduce uncertainty and 

anxiety experienced during the collaboration and avoid posing risks to their assignment 

performance. Outside of class, interactions can be less structured and generally do not involve 

grading upon completion, but the preferences for similarity and familiarity still emerge from 

those interactions. These possible explanations for the interaction tendencies that surfaced from 

the sample of diverse students in this study are illuminated below. 

Tendency to Seek Similarity and Familiarity in Interactions. The preference for 

similar peers appears to stem from the assumption that people from similar cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds would be more likely to share other similarities, including speaking the 

same language other than English (LOTE) or sharing similar work ethics, and thus would lead 

to fewer difficulties in communication and teamwork. Therefore, by self-selecting into a more 

culturally homogenous group, students perhaps assume that they would experience fewer 
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challenges and negative experiences during collaborations. This finding is not novel, as 

previous investigations have also uncovered preferences among students to stay in a 

homogenous group (e.g., Hills & Thom, 2005; Strauss et al., 2011; Volet & Ang, 2012). 

In addition, students also tend to prefer interacting with those whom they are more 

familiar with. This is particularly common for classroom diversity activities, where students 

favour peers with whom they have collaborated before when forming groups for projects, with 

the assumption that working with strangers would carry the risk of being inadvertently 

partnered with someone who does not value the academic performance of the group. Unlike 

the preference for similarity, this preference is not necessarily attributed to cultural differences. 

Rather, it assumes that without prior interaction or collaboration with the individual, it would 

be challenging to predict the extent to which negotiation and coordination are required during 

the collaboration (Goodman & Leyden, 1991).  

Although the tendency to seek familiarity when interacting is not necessarily based on 

cultural backgrounds, it may still be a cause of concern because students who prefer interacting 

with those who are similar to themselves may also feel more familiar with members from their 

groups; this may in turn limit students’ social circles to more culturally homogenous ones.  

Several explanations for these interactional preferences have been proposed in the 

literature as outlined in Section 3.3.2, including the tendency of homophily (e.g., Godley, 2008; 

Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954; Lee et al., 2011; Stehlé et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2014; Weber et 

al., 2020; Wimmer & Lewis, 2010), the assumption of cultural-emotional connectedness (Volet 

& Ang, 1998; Volet & Ang, 2012), and a natural tendency to avoid negative experiences 

(Slavin, 1990). As will be detailed below, these explanations are not mutually exclusive, and 

they share the similar goal of reducing risk, challenges, and negative experiences in an 

intercultural setting. 
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First, the concept of homophily, as presented in Section 3.3.2, refers to the tendency for 

people to be attracted to those who share similar attributes, beliefs or personal characteristics 

(Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954), which can enhance relations between people by fostering trust 

and reciprocity (Lincoln & Miller, 1979). From the findings of this study, an example of this 

is where some students, particularly those who were international, shared the sentiment that it 

was “easy to communicate” (P4, second-year, Design, international) with people from similar 

cultural backgrounds due to the shared cultural or linguistic backgrounds. The shared cultural 

background is often associated with a shared linguistic background, thus when interacting with 

diverse peers who do not speak the same LOTE, “there will be fewer things to talk about” (P33, 

third-year, Science, international). Another example of this is that some domestic students tend 

to stay in friend groups with those from their prior schooling. 

The second possible explanation pertains to the assumption of cultural-emotional 

connectedness. As outlined in Section 3.3.2, this refers to the perception that people from the 

same cultural backgrounds would be more likely to share similarities in aspects such as their 

thinking, communication styles, and sense of humour (Volet & Ang, 2012), leading to people 

feeling more comfortable when interacting with those from the same cultural backgrounds 

(Volet & Ang, 1998; 2012). It is therefore possible that this perception reinforced students’ 

preferences to interact with their co-nationals. When individuals from the same country are 

absent, this perception automatically extends to those from the nearest culture (Volet & Ang, 

2012). This assumption may explain why some international students reported feeling more 

comfortable interacting with peers from their international group than with their local 

counterparts. This finding seems to align with Coleman’s (2013) concentric circles model of 

study abroad social networks, as outlined in Section 3.3.2. This model posits that students 

studying abroad tend to connect with their co-nationals or other non-local peers before 

broadening their social circles to the locals (Coleman 2013; 2015). International students might 
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find social support within their groups of co-nationals or with those who are also studying 

abroad. 

Further, the previous literature, as mentioned in Section 3.3.2, has identified a natural 

inclination for individuals to seek out interactions that involve a low risk of negative or 

awkward experiences (Nesdale & Todd, 2000), which is more likely with those whom they 

share similar values, beliefs, and attitudes (Kimmel & Volet, 2010). As Dunne (2009) suggests, 

socialising with others of similar cultures is seen as less energy-consuming and often more 

rewarding than with people of different cultural backgrounds. Notably, this is not only linked 

to similarities in cultural backgrounds but also in other aspects (e.g., attending the same high 

school).  

As explained above, the tendency to seek similarity and familiarity in interactions can 

lead to students staying in social circles with those they perceive as similar or have previously 

interacted with. Of particular concern is that once established, these social circles might 

become consolidated, reinforcing social boundaries between diverse groups of students. In 

other words, students might be less inclined to move outside these social circles to form new 

connections with culturally diverse peers; they may therefore be likely to “shrink” (P16, third-

year, Science, international) their social circles by only interacting with similar others. These 

findings are in accord with the idea of friendship as consolidating social boundaries between 

groups rather than promoting interactions among them (Bowman & Park, 2014), resulting in a 

culturally diverse university campus with a lack of frequent intercultural interactions.  

This corroborates findings from a recent study by McKenzie and Baldassar (2017),  in 

which researchers found that from the perspective of domestic students, perceived similarities 

in aspects such as cultural and linguistic backgrounds were considered as factors facilitating 

the connections between students; differences in these aspects would act as hindrances to the 

formation of friendships. Further, domestic students perceived that friendships can be formed 
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naturally based on similarity and affinity, resulting in the international and domestic bubbles; 

the cross-group friendships, however, were deemed as unnecessary because domestic students 

already had friendship groups and “had little reason” (p. 712) to form new friendships with 

international peers (McKenzie & Baldassar, 2017). Possibly, once students have established 

their friend circles, they do not see an immediate need to meet new people and form new 

friendships, resulting in consolidated friendship bubbles (McKenzie & Baldassar, 2017). 

In summary, all three of the abovementioned explanations for students’ tendencies in 

interactions seem to be based on the intention to reduce uncertainty and anxiety and to avoid 

negative experiences during an interaction. In the section that follows, this inclination to reduce 

uncertainty and anxiety is discussed in further detail. 

Striving to Reduce Uncertainty and Anxiety in Intercultural Situations. When 

interacting with strangers from a group different to one’s own, an individual may experience a 

higher level of anxiety (Stephan & Stephan, 1985) and uncertainty (Gudykunst & Shapiro, 

1996) than with those from their own. Prior investigation of group memberships and intergroup 

attitudes has also identified uncertainty reduction to be “perhaps the most fundamental 

motivational process underlying group membership and group behaviour” (Grieve & Hogg, 

1999, p. 928). In addition, the presence of an ingroup member during intercultural interaction 

can also reduce an individual’s intergroup anxiety levels (Gudykunst, 2005). 

These views have been well established with empirical evidence across different 

contexts. In the classroom setting, for example, working with peers from different cultural 

backgrounds can result in a heightened level of uncertainty and anxiety among students 

(Strauss et al., 2011). This uncertainty can be evident when students are required to work on 

assignments in groups arranged by the instructors or by random allocation (Strauss et al., 2011). 

Therefore, it is likely that students avoid such encounters by choosing to interact with people 

whom they perceive as more similar or feel more familiar with. In social settings, anxiety and 
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uncertainty are linked to an individual’s tendency to avoid communication with strangers 

(Duronto et al., 2005). 

In essence, then, students’ interaction tendencies, both in and outside of class, may be 

explained by an underlying drive to reduce uncertainty and anxiety. As revealed in this study, 

this tendency appears to be compounded if students have had previous unpleasant experiences 

of this kind. These findings support those in previous studies on collaborative group work. For 

example, in a study in a computer science classroom conducted more than two decades ago, 

uncertainty reduction was found to underpin students’ preferences for similar, familiar, or 

competent individuals when self-selecting into groups for the project (Hinds et al., 2000). Put 

simply, students tend to strive for predictability and choose “a ‘sure thing’ by grouping with 

familiar partners, rather than taking the risk” (Hinds et al., 2000, p. 246) of working with peers 

who might have different work habits and ethics.  

Although students’ tendencies for social interactions and friendship forming were not 

a focus of the present study, the findings discussed in this section offer insights into some of 

the possible reasons behind the limited interactions among diverse students at Australian 

universities. Despite institutional efforts to promote interactions among diverse student groups 

such as providing opportunities for intercultural group collaborations and extracurricular 

activities at the research site of the current study, evidence of the paucity of interactions 

suggests the need to continue developing strategies and practices to address this issue. To this 

end, exploring the associations between students’ participation in cultural diversity activities 

and their levels of IC may reveal how these activities benefit students and suggest areas for 

enhancing students’ intercultural experience and growth. The next section will focus on this 

exploration. 
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7.2 Intercultural Competence and Cultural Diversity Activities 

This study aims to explore whether and how students’ participation in cultural diversity 

activities is related to IC, an intended graduate outcome that many Australian universities 

value. This exploration was conducted by analysing both qualitative data in Stage 1 and 

quantitative survey responses in Stage 2. The main points from the findings of these two stages 

will be discussed in relation to the literature in this section.  

Depending on the type of activities, the relations between students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities and IC levels can vary to a large extent. More precisely, this study 

only revealed that students’ levels of IC were positively correlated with their participation in 

interactional diversity activities but not classroom diversity activities. This result was 

unexpected, considering that there is a strong base of empirical evidence supporting the 

positive student outcomes of classroom diversity activities, including increases in students’ 

levels of IC at the university, as reviewed in Section 3.2.1. 

Several potential explanations may account for this lack of relationship between 

cultural diversity experiences and IC development. The effectiveness of intercultural 

experiences for developing IC is likely to be dependent on a complex interaction between the 

context, structure, quality of the experience, the frequency of the contact, and the extensiveness 

of the relationship (Brewer, 2003). There could be possible influences from numerous 

variables, but the analyses in this study only provide information about the frequency of 

students’ participation in classroom diversity experiences, and not, for example, the extent to 

which these experiences were in-depth or meaningful for intercultural learning. As these two 

factors can influence the implementation and outcomes of cultural diversity activities, they 

could thus be possible explanations of why classroom experiences in this study were unrelated 

to IC. 
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More specifically, the nature and focus of the classroom diversity activities may 

account for the absence of a relationship between students’ frequency of participation in such 

activities and their IC levels. Students may have engaged in classroom diversity activities 

without translating them into meaningful intercultural learning (Bennett, 1993), as these 

activities were described by some as superficial or lacking meaningful intercultural learning,  

with one student noting that, “sometimes they [the instructors] put us in breakout rooms, but 

there was nothing profound” (P13, first-year, Science, international) about these activities. 

Indeed, even when such activities do intend to promote intercultural learning for 

students, purposeful design and careful implementation of these activities are required for 

positive learning outcomes to be realised. As reviewed in Section 3.2.1, the importance of 

purposefully designed group activities in class has been well established in the previous 

literature. If not carefully designed and managed, classroom diversity activities that involve 

intercultural collaborative tasks “can trigger perceived discrimination/bias between groups” 

(Héliot et al., 2020, p. 28); completing the group work might “produce or exacerbate students’ 

uncertainty, anxiety and fear” (Kudo et al., 2017, p. 112). This study adds support to the 

existing literature by highlighting the need to purposefully design curriculum-based activities 

for effective intercultural learning and interactions. 

In addition to students’ learning motives, the quality of classroom diversity experiences 

plays an important role in influencing learning outcomes (Denson & Bowman, 2013; Roksa et 

al., 2017), and it was found to be more influential than quantity in changing attitudes towards 

members of other groups (Mak et al., 2014; Voci et al., 2015). Based on the interview responses 

to this study, it is evident that not all students have positive experiences with these activities in 

class. For example, instances of being treated disrespectfully by their domestic peers during 

collaboration were shared by several international students in this study. Consequently, 

students who had unpleasant group work or discussion experiences sought familiar partners 
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whenever they had a choice to self-select into groups. It is possible that having negative 

experiences of classroom diversity activities can lead to more negative attitudes towards 

intercultural collaboration for students, resulting in a tendency to avoid similar activities in the 

future. Indeed, the strong influence that the quality of cultural diversity experiences may have 

on the outcome has been highlighted in the previous literature (e.g., Denson & Bowman, 2013).  

Furthermore, the methods used to form groups for activities in class, such as random 

assignment, may lead to students unwillingly participating in these activities as suggested by 

the previous literature.  For example, it is possible that students who have a preference not to 

work with culturally diverse peers, but who have been repeatedly placed in a group with diverse 

peers against their will, could develop even more fundamentally negative attitudes towards 

such activities. This could be of concern then, given that these grouping methods may lead to 

resentment in class, especially if the students felt as if they were being “used” (Strauss et al., 

2011, p. 817) to help their peers (Bacon, et al., 2001). The method of forming groups for 

academic collaborations might pose an issue in effective intercultural learning through 

classroom diversity activities. Although students’ attitudes towards different grouping methods 

were not explored in-depth in this study, these findings may still possibly explain why 

providing classroom diversity activities as opportunities for intercultural learning does not 

automatically benefit students and could even be detrimental if not carefully designed. 

Finally, despite how these activities are designed and implemented, the extent to which 

students are interested in such activities can determine whether their experiences indeed 

transfer to meaningful intercultural experiences. The majority of students in this study reported 

participating in in-class cultural diversity activities because such activities are required by the 

course and/or recommended by their lecturers or tutors. This may also indicate that the nature 

of their participation in such activity might be less likely to stem from intrinsic interest. When 

such non-voluntary participation does take place, negative experiences may be exacerbated, 
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resulting in negative contact outcomes (Pettigrew et al., 2011). Although the comments from 

students in this study on the non-voluntary nature of the classroom diversity activities were in 

reference to its positive benefits (e.g., encouraging collaboration), it is still an area worth 

further consideration as students’ survey responses showed that the most common reasons for 

their participation were irrelevant to interest.  

In the previous literature, the importance of students’ learning motives as a determinant 

of the effectiveness of learning activities has been documented extensively. For example, 

Byram’s (1997; 2021) model of intercultural communicative competence differentiates those 

who are “tourists” from “sojourners”: tourists explore cultural differences to enrich their lives 

without fundamentally changing them; sojourners are open to changing their pre-existing views 

and assumptions from their intercultural encounter. This model may offer some explanations 

for the unexpected finding of the present study regarding classroom diversity activities and IC.  

In the case of intercultural group work, for example, students who were intrinsically 

interested in and open to cultural differences can be considered sojourners, and their learning 

outcomes can differ from those of tourists, who were merely “collecting unusual experiences” 

(Lantz-Deaton, 2017, p. 543) rather than engaging in meaningful intercultural learning. 

However, Byram’s (1997; 2021) model might only offer a partial explanation of students’ 

learning motives in classroom diversity activities, as those who merely participated in these 

activities for grades or to fulfil course requirements are not included, although it seems clear 

that these students did not engage in group work with the intention to learn about different 

cultures. 

Worth noting is that the findings from the current study suggest that interactional 

diversity experiences at university may be effective in developing some, but not all aspects of 

IC. That is, a positive relationship was uncovered between students’ frequency of intercultural 

interaction and three factors of IC: cultural empathy (CE), open-mindedness (OM), and social 
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initiative (SI). It is important to address why the other two IC factors, emotional stability (ES) 

and flexibility (FX), are not linked to students’ frequency of intercultural interactions at 

university.  

The differences in IC factors may be attributed to the methodology used in the present 

study. In the previous literature, the three factors of CE, OM, and SI have been documented as 

being more prone to change, while the other two factors, ES and FX are more stable over time 

(Chédru & Delhoume, 2023; Herfst et al., 2008). Possibly, students’ scores of ES and FX were 

not significantly correlated with interaction frequency in this study because development in 

these two aspects may require a longer period, and this present cross-sectional study might not 

have captured the changes over time. 

Another explanation for why only three IC factors (CE, OM, and SI) were positively 

correlated with interaction frequency relates to the roles and characteristics of these factors. It 

is likely for interactional diversity experiences to only contribute to some aspects of IC 

development, such as students’ perception of intercultural situations and their attitudes and 

behaviours in such situations. As outlined in Section 2.3.1, the IC factors of CE, OM, and SI 

are social-perceptual traits that predispose individuals to view intercultural situations as 

interesting or as opportunities for growth, whereas ES and FX are stress-buffering traits that 

can help reduce the impact of threatening experiences from an interaction (van der Zee & van 

Oudenhoven, 2013). In a similar line of thought, CE, OM, and SI are pertinent to an 

individual’s sensitivity, attitudes, and behavioural tendency towards cultural differences, 

whereas ES and FX pertain to their reactions towards the unfamiliarity and stress from an 

intercultural situation (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2013). Hence, the intercultural 

interaction students have engaged at university may benefit students in positively changing 

their attitudes towards intercultural situations.  
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In addition, given that the correlation testing used in this study did not provide any 

information on the direction of the relations between variables, it is also likely that students 

who come into university with higher levels of CE, OM, and SI tend to engage more frequently 

in interactions with diverse peers at university. In this case, a cycle may have taken place: after 

engaging in interactions with diverse peers at university, students’ attitudes and perceptions of 

these experiences (CE, OM, SI) were changed in a positive light, and they thus sought out more 

frequent intercultural interactions. While this suggests positive outcomes result from 

encouraging students to engage in intercultural interactions, it is equally probable that students 

with lower levels of CE, OM, and SI may tend to engage less frequently in intercultural 

interactions at university.  

Based on this finding, students who are lower in these IC factors may continue to hold 

negative attitudes towards interactions and avoid intercultural interactions. Such a tendency 

may further marginalise those who do not show interest in intercultural interactions, especially 

when such activities are not compulsory. How we can ensure all students can benefit from 

engaging in these activities is therefore an important question to address. A possible direction 

for future research then is to understand different student profiles and design activities to meet 

students’ interests and needs. 

Taken together, these findings seem to raise questions about the effectiveness of 

cultural diversity activities offered at the university, especially those that are part of the formal 

curricula. While the benefits of an internationalised university experience are valued, it seems 

that the activities and initiatives provided at the university, particularly those within the 

classroom, are not linked to the development of IC for its students. Therefore, these findings 

might question the extent to which the university’s strategic statement related to 

internationalisation of the curriculum (IoC) and internationalisation at home (IaH) has matched 

the actual experiences of its students. 
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Although interactions outside of the classroom setting seem to benefit students in 

developing the attitudinal and behavioural aspects of IC, it remains unclear whether other 

aspects, such as reactions to the unexpected in intercultural situations, are connected to 

participation in interactional diversity activities. Further research is needed with a more 

nuanced investigation into different elements of IC to offer more insights into whether there 

are differences in terms of the type of activities influencing development in different aspects 

of IC.  

The study also draws on students’ perspectives on the impact of engaging in cultural 

diversity activities at university. Their reflection on the perceived impact of their previous 

classroom diversity experiences seems to indicate several benefits of the activities. This will 

be discussed in the section below. 

7.2.1 Students’ Perceived Impact of Cultural Diversity Experiences 

Qualitative data from this study provided evidence for the documented benefits of 

participating in cultural diversity activities at the university. For example, students in this study 

acknowledged and valued the importance of engaging in cultural diversity activities. Overall, 

students perceived cultural diversity activities to have positively influenced them in three main 

ways: 1) development of cross-cultural skills and competencies; 2) enhanced preparedness for 

future intercultural interactions; and 3) positive changes in attitudes and worldviews. Each of 

these topics is discussed further below. 

Students acknowledged that their cultural diversity experiences at university were 

beneficial for the development of cross-cultural skills and competencies, in ways that these are 

seen as opportunities to encounter new ideas and perspectives. From students’ responses, 

additional benefits of the cultural diversity activities involve increasing their cultural awareness 

and understanding, becoming more respectful of cultural differences, and developing cultural 

empathy. Notably, these responses were mainly in reference to students’ classroom diversity 
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activities, which seems to contrast to the lack of statistically significant association between 

the frequency of engaging in these activities and students’ IC as discussed earlier in this section. 

Nevertheless, these responses largely accord with the previous literature documenting the 

benefits of cultural diversity activities, both in and outside of class (e.g., Antonio, 2001; 

Etherington, 2014 Lopez, 2004; Martinez-Mier et al., 2011; Weed Harnish, 2014). 

Cultural diversity activities at university are also valued by students as preparing them 

for future interactions, particularly through developing skills essential for collaboration in a 

global workplace and helping them become more comfortable and confident with working with 

diverse people. This is predominately in reference to their classroom diversity experiences, 

from which students can learn to “translate” (F1-2, third-year, Arts, international) these 

experiences at the university to similar intercultural situations in the future. Students can 

become more confident in their own competence to collaborate with people from different 

cultural backgrounds in a global workplace. The classroom diversity activities that students 

engaged in are seen as opportunities that allow them to practice and improve skills required in 

collaborating within a multicultural team and working in a global workplace. These findings 

corroborate those in the previous literature on intercultural group-based activities, supporting 

the importance and benefits of such activities (e.g., Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2017; Moore & 

Hampton, 2014). 

Additional benefits of cultural diversity activities from the student perspective pertain 

to the perceived changes in their attitudes towards cultural diversity and their worldviews after 

participating in cultural diversity activities. More specifically, students can become more open 

and have a more positive view of working with diverse peers upon completion of an 

intercultural collaboration for their courses. By partaking in classroom diversity activities, 

students can learn about culture-related content and engage in culture-related discussion, which 

in turn may help develop a global perspective and broaden their horizons.  
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Although the above-mentioned benefits largely aligned with the empirical literature 

documenting the benefits of cultural diversity activities discussed in Sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, 

these seem contrasting to the finding of quantitative analysis in this study that revealed no link 

between students’ participation in classroom diversity activities and their IC levels. Such 

contrasting findings suggest this relation to be of great complexity and point to a need for 

considering the factors that may influence the extent to which students are benefiting from 

these experiences. The following two sections discuss the structural and personal factors that 

emerged from this study. 

7.3 Structural Factors influencing students’ cultural diversity experiences 

Based on the findings of this study, the factors that can influence whether and how 

students participate in cultural diversity activities can be organised into two main types: 

structural and personal. This section elaborates on the structural factors, including 1) the 

conditions and opportunities for intercultural interactions provided by the university, 2) the 

lack of a consistent learning cohort, 3) the virtual campus mode, and 4) peer influence. 

7.3.1 Conditions and Opportunities for Intercultural Interactions 

A key enabling factor to support students to engage in cultural diversity activities is that 

universities provide the conditions and opportunities necessary for intercultural interactions 

and learning to take place. Many students in the present study recognised and highly valued 

the role of the university as offering a venue and opportunities for intercultural interactions. 

This includes the structural diversity of the university, as well as the opportunities for 

intercultural interactions that exist both inside and outside the classroom.  

Structural diversity of the university - that is, the existence of cultural diversity in the 

student population - is viewed by students as a crucial part of the opportunities for intercultural 

interactions provided by the university. This is in accord with previous research (e.g., Gurin, 
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1999; Gurin et al., 2002) that values structural diversity as important for creating the necessary 

environment for intercultural interactions among students. More specifically, the structural 

diversity of the university, or as a student put it, “the sheer fact that the cohort is kind of diverse” 

(F5-1, third-year, Arts, domestic), provides the opportunities and conditions for intercultural 

interactions. Intercultural interaction in such an environment is “more of a by-product” (F2-2, 

first-year, Commerce, international) of structural diversity.  

In addition, the value of structural diversity, as suggested in the literature, depends on 

whether it indeed leads to promoting intercultural interactions among students (e.g., Gurin et 

al., 2002; Gurin et al., 2004; Mayhew et al., 2016). Simply putting students from different 

cultural backgrounds in the same environment does not guarantee intercultural interactions 

among them (Leask & Carroll, 2011; Marginson et al., 2010; Marginson & Sawir, 2011). In 

keeping with these arguments, the present study found that providing the conditions and 

environment for intercultural interactions does not guarantee it will happen. Students’ 

comments on this topic were often given in combination with other comments highlighting the 

importance of personal interest and initiative. In particular, they recognise the need to move 

beyond providing conditions and opportunities for intercultural interactions because students 

can “do the bare minimum at university” (P3, second-year, Arts, international) and only 

participate in compulsory activities such as in-class discussion, especially when learning 

online. Another shared observation is that, despite the student population of the university 

being culturally diverse, “students will just tend to avoid [interactions with diverse peers] or 

stay in their comfort zone” (P5, third-year, Commerce, international).  

Despite the ample intercultural learning opportunities provided at university, it appears 

that personal interest and initiative play a more dominant role in deciding whether these 

opportunities are taken up by students. It seems that students are aware of the importance of 
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actively engaging in cultural diversity activities beyond attending a culturally diverse 

university.  

In summary, the role of the university in providing opportunities for meaningful 

intercultural interactions to take place is important. However, whether these opportunities are 

availed of by students and whether they indeed lead to frequent, positive interactions and 

beneficial student outcomes are important questions to address. Emerging from this study’s 

findings are several structural factors that may act as obstacles to students’ active engagement 

in cultural diversity activities. The following subsections discuss these factors in more detail.  

7.3.2 Lack of a Consistent Learning Cohort 

The lack of a consistent learning cohort emerged as a reason for student explanations 

of the difficulty in connecting with diverse peers. This non-cohort characteristic of students’ 

undergraduate studies was further attributed to the large student population and variety of 

subjects offered at their faculties. As mentioned in Section 5.5.3, most undergraduate students 

at the research site study broad bachelor’s programs (e.g., Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of 

Science), and each program has many different subjects for students to choose from, even 

within the same majors. It is therefore rare for students to be accompanied by the same group 

of classmates throughout their undergraduate studies. In this way, the course structure and 

timetabling of students’ programs did not seem to promote connection forming among diverse 

peers but rather made it even more difficult to do so. Given that the university has a large 

student population, forming and maintaining connections is even more difficult due to the 

limited time and rare opportunities to connect with the same group of peers. 

Indeed, being able to develop a sense of cohort has been identified in previous literature 

as a potential facilitator in intercultural interactions, as it can enhance familiarity and 

acquaintance among diverse students (Kimmel & Volet, 2012). This absence of a sense of 

cohort can create challenges in forming connections and satisfactory group work experiences 
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as students do not know their teammates very well (Kimmel & Volet, 2012). The challenges to 

forming peer connections seemed to be aggravated when learning was shifted online. The 

online environment is considered as a structural barrier, which will be detailed below.  

7.3.3 The Virtual Campus Mode 

As noted in Section 4.3.1, the data collection for both stages of this study was conducted 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the participants of this study had different proportions of 

their study being delivered online. Therefore, it is not surprising that the virtual campus mode 

is a frequently mentioned topic among students in this study. Overall, students tended to 

disfavour the virtual campus experience over the in-person one, both for academic and social 

purposes. The virtual campus mode was found to be the second most mentioned hindrance to 

students’ participation in cultural diversity activities at the university. Students perceived 

online group work and in-class discussions as more difficult compared to in-person ones, 

particularly in terms of communication with peers. Further, the difficulties in forming 

connections with peers can be more severe for the virtual campus. According to students in this 

study, possible explanations for this are the limited opportunities for informal interactions 

between students and the lack of visual cues when using the online platform. 

7.3.4 Peer Influence 

In this study, peer influence emerges as another potential factor influencing students’ 

decision to participate in culturally diverse activities. Students reported that their inclination to 

participate in cultural diversity activities, particularly those that are outside of the classroom, 

would depend on whether they have the company of their friends. In addition, a few students 

who self-identified as shy or introverted attributed their infrequent participation in cultural 

diversity activities to the overwhelming nature of large-scale extracurricular events, and a 

common sentiment among these students is a reluctance to attend such events alone, 
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emphasising the preference for company. Consequently, their participation often hinges on peer 

influence. Additionally, some students may avoid these activities due to heightened social 

anxiety when participating in cultural diversity activities alone. This calls for careful and 

deliberate consideration when designing activities, as well as a need to cater activities to 

students with higher levels of social anxiety to encourage their participation, such as hosting 

smaller-scale events where students meet with the same group of peers for multiple times, 

instead of large-scale events where students interact briefly within a large group. Together, 

these responses indicate the impact of peer decisions and attitudes on students’ views toward 

such activities, particularly in cases where these activities are not mandatory.  

Apart from peers’ tendency to participate, students’ level of engagement in an 

interaction can be dependent on whether others they interact with appear to be friendly and 

respectful. That is, if the other person shows a friendly and respectful attitude towards the 

student at the initial stage of interaction, the students themselves would be more open and 

friendly in return. For example, as an interviewee explained, their attitudes and levels of 

engagement in the interaction “depends on the response after the first ‘hi’” (P11, third-year, 

Commerce, international). If the other person(s) is “respectful and they understand how to 

communicate with people from various backgrounds”, the student themselves “would be more 

open to share and contribute”; but if the student feels that other person(s) “are quite 

disrespectful or ignorant”, they “would hold back and not be very comfortable participating” 

(P19, third-year, Design, international). These responses, coupled with the earlier findings, 

underscore the impact of peers on students’ participation tendencies and attitudes toward 

cultural diversity activities. 

The above findings resonate with those of the previous investigations, which consider 

peer influence as part of the environmental effects of attending a culturally diverse campus. 

Denson and Zhang’s (2010) study at a U.S. campus, for example, shows that being in an 
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environment where their peers are more engaged with cultural diversity can benefit students, 

regardless of how often they engaged in cultural diversity activities at the university; these 

benefits include the positive ratings of their self-efficacy, academic skills, and self-reported 

changes in their capacity to engage with cultural differences (Denson & Zhang, 2010). In other 

words, how frequently their peers engaged in intercultural interactions had an impact on 

students’ engagement in cultural diversity activities. 

The influence from peers may also be explained by the social psychology literature on 

extended intergroup contact theory, which postulates that knowing that an ingroup member has 

a positive interaction with an outgroup member can improve an individual’s intergroup attitude 

towards the outgroup as a whole (Wright et al., 1997). Empirical work in different cultural 

contexts has shown that extended contact can effectively improve intergroup attitudes (Paolini 

et al., 2004). As Kimmel and Volet (2012) revealed in their study at an Australian university, 

students’ attitudes towards intercultural interactions are influenced by the quality of their close 

peers’ experiences in culturally diverse groups. However, it is important to note that the reverse 

could also happen: an individual can have more negative attitudes towards the outgroup if they 

were aware that their in-group member had a negative experience with a member of that out-

group. 

Put simply, peer attitudes towards and experiences of cultural diversity activities might 

influence students’ willingness to engage in such activities. When their peers are less engaged 

in the opportunities for intercultural learning and interaction, it is equally possible that students 

themselves might be less likely to engage as well, especially when the activities are not 

compulsory.  

7.4 Personal Factors Influencing Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences 

Several factors identified in this study as associated with students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities are classified as personal factors; these are pertinent to the 
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individual student rather than structural aspects such as the virtual campus mode. Each of these 

factors is discussed in more detail below, including 1) attitudes towards and interest in cultural 

diversity and related activities, 2) intergroup anxiety (IA), 3) exposure to cultural diversity 

before university, and 4) challenges to effective communication. 

7.4.1 Attitudes Towards and Interest in Cultural Diversity and Related Activities 

The present study reveals the important role of attitudes (i.e., valuing the importance of 

cultural diversity and opportunities for intercultural learning) towards and interest in cultural 

diversity and related activities. Most interviewees of this study were aware of the benefits and 

values of cultural diversity and related activities available at the university, both in and outside 

of class. Interest also emerged as one of the main factors determining students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities. Further, interest in intercultural learning and interactions is one of 

the most prevalent reasons behind students’ participation in cultural diversity activities, 

particularly for those that are not compulsory.  

The importance of attitudes towards and interest in cultural diversity has been 

highlighted in previous theoretical work of IC. As mentioned in Section 2.3.2, attitude is 

considered a key element of IC, and it is theorised to be the starting point of IC development 

(Deardorff, 2004; 2006). It involves valuing different cultures, withholding judgment, and 

demonstrating tolerance for ambiguity in intercultural situations. Moreover, in van der Zee and 

van Oudenhoven’s (2013) theoretical foundation of IC mentioned in Section 2.3.1, the social-

perpetual trait, or an individual’s inclination to view intercultural situations as interesting and 

positive challenges, is also highlighted.  

The findings of this study are also in keeping with those from the literature that suggest 

an individual’s intention to engage in intercultural interaction would increase if they believed 

that the interaction could help them achieve certain goals, such as making new friends (Turner 

et al., 2014), learning new skills (Dunne, 2013), or learning about members of the other groups. 



 

 196 

The significance of intrinsic interest in student engagement has also been underscored in 

previous studies (e.g., Hu & Kuh, 2003; Kahu, 2013).  

However, the issue here is that, despite the ample opportunities to engage in cultural 

diversity activities at the university, students who lack interest in these activities can still have 

limited cultural diversity experiences. Hence, even at a culturally diverse university with a 

strategic goal of fostering a “high level of intercultural competence” (University A, 2023, p. 

28), some students may have minimal cultural diversity experiences beyond mandatory class 

requirements. From the findings discussed here and in Section 7.3.1, it is clear that this study 

supports previous literature in arguing that simply providing opportunities for students to 

engage in cultural diversity activities does not guarantee positive outcomes (Gurin et al., 2004) 

and that the value of a culturally diverse student composition of a university is dependent on 

whether it leads to more frequent participation in cultural diversity activities among students 

(Denson & Zhang, 2010). It is therefore crucial for educators to recognise the need to move 

beyond creating a culturally diverse environment for students and to focus on cultivating their 

interest and more positive attitudes towards these activities.  

7.4.2 Intergroup Anxiety 

A negative correlation was revealed between students’ frequency of out-of-class 

intercultural interactions and their IA levels. That is, students who have lower levels of 

intergroup anxiety tend to engage more frequently in intercultural interactions outside of class 

at the university. This aligns with previous literature demonstrating the links between 

intergroup anxiety and intercultural interactions (Stephan, 2014). Engaging in out-of-class 

interactions with diverse peers may be beneficial in reducing students’ IA levels. However, the 

same finding was not found for classroom diversity activities. Possible explanations for this 

difference in findings may be the nature and focus of these two types of cultural diversity 

activities. 
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For classroom diversity activities, there might be other types of stress and anxiety that 

act as confounding variables to the relation between frequency of participation in classroom 

diversity activities and IA. Stress related to academic performance, for example, is likely to be 

evident when students participate in group work with peers from different cultural backgrounds 

(Summers & Volet, 2008). High-stakes assessments associated with group work can also cause 

anxiety among students (Summers & Volet, 2008), and there is a tendency for students to hold 

negative attitudes towards intercultural group work when the assessment has high stakes 

(Carroll & Li, 2008). Considering that the research site of this study is an academically 

prestigious institution, it may well be that participants’ responses were based on their 

experiences with high-stakes group assignments, during which academic stresses were 

heightened. Further, the formation of groups for assignments (i.e., randomised or arranged by 

instructors) can also produce heightened levels of uncertainty and anxiety experienced by the 

students (Strauss et al., 2011), which could also affect the relationships tested in this study.  

Notably, although this study revealed a negative correlation between levels of IA and 

frequencies of students’ intercultural interaction at university, the direction of this relation 

between remains unclear. In other words, while it is possible that frequent engagement in 

interactions with diverse peers lowers students’ IA levels, it is equally possible that students 

with higher levels of IA tend to avoid interactions with diverse peers outside of class. This 

result again calls for a longitudinal study to elucidate the direction of the relationship between 

IA and intercultural interactions. Nevertheless, this finding of the study is consistent with the 

previous literature on IA and intercultural interactions and confirms the importance of 

considering students’ IA levels when understanding their cultural diversity experiences at 

university.  
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7.4.3 Cultural Diversity Experiences at the Previous Educational Institution 

Regarding students’ previous exposure to cultural diversity, this study found 

inconsistent results from the two stages, suggesting a need for further exploration into whether 

and how students’ previous exposure to cultural diversity is linked to their engagement in 

cultural diversity activities at university.  

More particularly, students’ responses in Stage 1 of the study identified their previous 

experiences before attending university as a factor influencing their participation in similar 

activities at previous educational institutions, such as making them feel more comfortable and 

confident or predisposing them with interest in intercultural learning. What seems contrasting 

is that the statistical analysis in Stage 2 found no relationship between students’ experiences 

with cultural diversity activities at their educational institutions before attending university and 

their tendency to engage in similar activities at university.  

This seems to contrast with the findings of prior investigations (e.g., Saenz, 2005; Saenz 

et al., 2007), which demonstrate a positive association between previous exposure to cultural 

diversity and the tendency to engage in intercultural interaction at university as outlined in 

Section 3.3.1. This difference underscores the influence of intrinsic interest and initiative on 

participation, emphasising the need to explore how interest shapes students’ engagement in 

cultural diversity activities. That is, it is likely that students who eagerly seek intercultural 

interactions and learning at the university may have limited prior exposure to cultural diversity, 

simply due to the lack of opportunities available; meanwhile, those who frequently engaged in 

these activities solely because these opportunities were available or required rather than out of 

interest.  

It is important to note that in Stage 1, there was a larger proportion of international 

participants (66%) in the sample compared to their domestic counterparts (34%). This 

imbalance in the sample may result in overrepresentation of the perspective from the majority 
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group (i.e., international students) and bias in the data interpretation. In Stage 2, the three items 

that were used in the survey to measure students’ pre-university experiences may not have 

provided an accurate and comprehensive picture of their actual cultural diversity experiences 

at previous institutions. For example, students might have engaged in intercultural learning or 

interactions with diverse people outside of the school context, in addition to the ones within 

their previous institutions. Just as their cultural diversity experiences at university are of great 

complexity, previous exposure to cultures is likely to involve factors in addition to the 

structural diversity and frequency of cultural diversity experiences at their previous institution. 

The quality of students’ previous experiences, for example, may play a part in determining 

their willingness to participate in similar activities at university (Denson & Bowman, 2013). 

Moreover, the interview questions and survey items used in this study also did not provide 

participants with a clear definition of cultural diversity activities. It is likely that students had 

different interpretations and understandings of this term. A direction for future research is to 

design a more comprehensive set of items for capturing students’ previous cultural diversity 

experiences. Doing so would help to elucidate the relationships between cultural exposure 

before university and the tendency to participate in similar activities at university.  

7.4.4 Challenges to Effective Communication 

This study indicates that communication-related issues can act as a barrier to students’ 

engagement in cultural diversity activities, particularly for those that happen within the 

classroom setting. More specifically, these communication-related issues pertain to two 

aspects: inadequate English language proficiency and unfamiliarity with the Australian culture; 

and usage of a language other than English (LOTE) for academic purposes. Each of these issues 

is explored in turn below. 

First, inadequate English language proficiency acted as a challenge to efficient 

communication and collaboration among some diverse students. Similar results were 
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documented in previous studies, in which researchers found that lack of English language 

proficiency and familiarity with cultural references negatively affect intercultural collaboration 

in class and communications outside of class (Liang & Schartner, 2022; Moore & Hampton, 

2015; Peacock & Harrison, 2009; Popov et al., 2012). Inadequate English language proficiency 

and unfamiliarity with Australian culture may also hinder students’ active engagement in 

cultural diversity activities both in and outside of class.  

These findings resonate with previous literature which has found links between 

international students’ inactive participation in class and their English language proficiency 

(e.g., Currie, 2007; Elliott & Reynolds, 2012). Students who are non-native speakers of English 

might be afraid to speak up and prefer to remain silent in group settings (Turner, 2009). Because 

using English to communicate might seem challenging to some students whose first language 

is a LOTE, they might turn to using their native language whenever the situation allows, such 

as during group collaborations for academic purposes.  

The use of a LOTE for academic collaboration emerged in the present study as another 

communication-related issue that hinders students’ active participation in intercultural 

interactions. This issue involving the usage of LOTE in the academic setting refers to students’ 

experiences of working as the only ones in a group where all others spoke the same LOTE. In 

these cases, interviewees reported feeling excluded as the rest of the group would tend to 

communicate in the LOTE, and they would tend to avoid a similar situation in the future. Unlike 

the “international-domestic” distinction of student groups discussed in the literature, this issue 

was reported by international students, in reference to their international classmates who spoke 

a different LOTE language. This situation was more adverse online because the online 

environment allows more anonymity and deindividualisation (McKenna & Bargh, 2000), and 

students do not feel “obligated” or “compelled to explain” (F2-P2, first-year, Commerce, 

international) to others who do not speak the language. This seemingly consolidates the social 
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boundaries between groups of students from different linguistic backgrounds, even though 

students were participating in collaborations with diverse peers.  

This issue differs from those documented in some of the previous literature (e.g., Popov 

et al., 2012; Volet & Ang, 1998; Volet & Ang, 2012) in that the communication issue 

documented in this study is not only about language skills but also the feeling of being excluded 

when others within the group used a LOTE to communicate. As the same issue was 

documented on Australian university campuses two decades ago (Volet & Ang, 1998), it may 

be a challenge to successful intercultural collaboration among diverse students. 

The findings discussed above signify the importance of addressing issues related to the 

process of communication between students. English language skills and familiarity with 

Australian cultural references are important for students to express their ideas and actively 

engage inside the classroom and outside. For those who perceive this as challenging to do so, 

they might turn to using a LOTE to communicate whenever possible. However, in the academic 

setting, this can negatively affect other students’ academic experience and contribute to the 

feeling of being excluded in the process of intercultural collaboration.  

7.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter consolidated the main findings from both stages of this study. The findings 

of this study confirm the need to move beyond providing the conditions for intercultural 

interactions and learning for students and to ensure students actively engage and benefit from 

these activities. This is because when participating in these activities, students are more 

inclined to interact with those who are more similar to themselves or those whom they feel 

more familiar with, to reduce the uncertainty and the risk of unpleasant experiences. This 

tendency may result in homogenous groups among students at a large, culturally diverse 

university. In other words, intercultural interactions among diverse students can still be lacking 

when there are ample opportunities for cultural diversity activities. This chapter also underlined 
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the importance of the aims of the cultural diversity activities and the motives of students’ 

participation, which can possibly lead to different levels of effectiveness in developing 

students’ IC as well as lowering their levels of IA. These suggest avenues for future research 

and further consideration in terms of designing and implementing cultural diversity activities 

for students.  

Furthermore, this study identifies several factors influencing students’ participation in 

cultural diversity activities, which can be categorised into structural and personal factors. 

Structural factors pertain to the environmental aspects, including enablers such as the necessary 

setting and availability of activities, programs, and events at the university that allow 

intercultural interactions to take place, and hinderers such as students’ participation such as the 

lack of consistent learning cohort due to their course structure and timetabling. Personal factors 

include those that are dependent on the individual student, such as whether they have the 

attitudes and interest in cultural diversity, their levels of intergroup anxiety, and previous 

exposure to cultural diversity. Challenges to effective communication may also hinder 

students’ participation as a personal factor. These findings, together with the issues and 

challenges that surfaced from the investigation on students’ cultural diversity experiences, 

suggest areas for consideration in improving the student experience and producing 

interculturally competent graduates. The present study’s implications will be further elaborated 

in the next chapter. 
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8 Taking Note and Moving Forward 

The present study investigated undergraduate students’ cultural diversity experiences 

at a large, culturally diverse university in Australia, with the main purpose of addressing the 

main research questions: What are the factors influencing students’ participation in cultural 

diversity activities at university? This two-stage investigation was guided by the following sub-

questions:  

• How do students engage in cultural diversity experiences at university?  

• What are the relationships between students’ participation in cultural diversity 

activities and their levels of intercultural competence (IC)? 

The first stage of this study involved online semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups with students about their experiences with and perspectives of culturally diverse 

activities and interactions at the university. Data collected during this stage helped provide an 

overall picture of students’ cultural diversity experiences before and at university, identify 

factors that supported or hindered their participation, and determine students’ self-reported 

impact of these experiences. The second stage employed survey data to examine the frequency 

of students’ participation in cultural diversity experiences, the different types of experiences 

they had, and the factors influencing their participation in these experiences. It also aimed to 

explore the relations between frequency of students’ cultural diversity experiences at university 

and their levels of IC. 

Drawing on the findings from both stages, this study identified structural and personal 

factors that can influence students’ participation in cultural diversity activities within the 

university setting. Structural factors include those that can enable students’ engagement in 

cultural diversity activities, such as providing the necessary conditions and opportunities for 

cultural diversity activities; and those that can hinder students’ participation such as the lack of 

a consistent learning cohort, the virtual campus mode, and the teaching and learning methods. 
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Personal factors, on the other hand, can either support or hinder student engagement, depending 

on the individual students. These include attitudes towards and interests of cultural diversity 

and related activities, intergroup anxiety (IA), prior exposure to cultural diversity at the 

previous institution(s), challenges to effective communication. 

This study revealed that students’ frequency of intercultural interactions outside of class 

was positively associated with their levels of IC and negatively associated with levels of IA. 

These findings support literature that has documented benefits for students who engage in 

cultural diversity activities at the university, as reviewed in Section 3.2.2. However, students’ 

frequency of participation in cultural diversity activities in the classroom was unrelated to their 

levels of IC and IA. This may be because many students participated in group work as a 

requirement of their course, rather than out of interest. Other possible explanations are that the 

group activities students engaged in may not have a focus on promoting intercultural 

interactions and learning, and students’ experiences of these activities were not all positive. 

This chapter first presents an overview of the contributions of this study, then discusses 

several research, practical, and policy implications from the main findings. This chapter also 

addresses the limitations of the present study and points to areas for consideration and 

concludes the thesis with possible directions for future research.  

8.1 Contributions of the Study 

This study sheds light on factors that can influence students’ participation in and 

experiences of cultural diversity activities. It adds new insights for examining students’ cultural 

diversity experiences from an Australian context. In addition, the data collection period (i.e., 

during the COVID-19 pandemic) offers important insights into how students experienced and 

perceived the virtual campus mode and their cultural diversity experiences online, despite the 

student experience with online learning not having been an intended aim of this study. The 

findings of this study also add to our understanding of students’ cultural diversity experiences 
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by investigating potential factors such as students’ IA and their previous cultural diversity 

experiences at their previous educational institutions before university.  

This study confirms the importance of interactional diversity activities for promoting 

students’ IC, as well as lowering their IA levels. It also adds weight to the need to purposefully 

design and implement cultural diversity activities for intercultural learning and promoting 

intercultural interactions among students. In addition, its findings also highlight the need to 

provide the conditions for intercultural interactions and learning for students and ensure 

students actively engage and benefit from these activities.  

8.2 Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy 

The findings of this study offer research, practical and policy considerations, which will 

be detailed further below. 

8.2.1 Research Considerations 

The present study offers several considerations for future research, particularly with 

relation to conceptualisation and measurement. For example, a conceptual consideration 

pertains to the use of digital learning platforms and virtual campuses. When cultural diversity 

activities, both for academic and social purposes, are shifted online, additional efforts would 

be required, rather than simply changing the delivery format to ensure that these promote active 

engagement and produce positive outcomes for students. This is because, as revealed in this 

study, the limited opportunities for social engagement with peers on the virtual campus further 

exacerbate the difficulties in forming connections at the university. On-campus learning often 

provides students with the opportunities to meet with and develop or strengthen social 

relationships with peers and staff. The results of this study underscore areas of students’ 

connection and social engagement when learning online. 
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The prevalent preference against the virtual campus evident among students in this 

study suggests the need to improve the student experience of the virtual campus. Given that the 

data collection was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a need for further 

examination into whether such a preference remains evident in the current post-pandemic era. 

Considering that most of the literature on students’ intercultural interactions focused mainly on 

the on-campus context, how students engage in such interactions when their classes are 

delivered in a hybrid mode (i.e., combining both online and in-person delivery) can be an 

important area for further research. Whether there are factors unique to in the context of a 

hybrid mode requires further examination influencing students’ cultural diversity experiences 

and development of IC. As many Australian universities offer online delivery in the post-

pandemic era, further research is essential to comprehend students’ cultural diversity 

experiences on virtual campuses. This exploration can help identify areas for improving 

programs and activities to promote student intercultural interactions as well as enhance IC 

development. 

Measurement Considerations. Further investigation on students’ cultural diversity 

experience should consider not only the frequency but also the quality of these experiences. It 

is possible that students may have had frequent experiences with cultural diversity activities 

but that not all of them were positive. Importantly, adverse experiences have been linked to 

negative outcomes and further avoidance of similar experiences. These demonstrate the 

importance of future research to consider exploring the quality of students’ cultural diversity 

experiences. While semi-structured interviews in this study did provide some information as to 

the quality of student experience, employing a more systematic measurement for the quality of 

students’ experience is needed in future studies.  

An additional direction for future research is to consider developing and employing a 

more comprehensive measure for students’ cultural diversity experiences before university and 
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explore further whether certain student groups are particularly inclined to avoid interactions at 

the university. This would be helpful to elucidate whether and how students’ extent of previous 

exposure to cultural diversity may influence engagement in similar activities during their 

university study. 

Further, further research investigating students’ cultural diversity experiences at 

university should consider employ a longitudinal design to measure and compare students’ 

frequency of participation in cultural diversity activities at different times of university as well 

as their IC and IA levels in the first and last semester of their university study. This would be 

helpful in providing a more holistic picture of students’ cultural diversity experience at 

university and to examine possible impact of engaging in these activities.   

8.2.2 Practical Considerations 

This study identified areas for improving undergraduate students’ experiences with 

cultural diversity activities, both inside and outside the classroom. Practical implications for 

classroom and interactional diversity activities are discussed in detail below. 

Classroom Diversity Activities. This study revealed that the main way that students 

currently engage in intercultural learning and interactions is through participating in group-

based activities in class, such as group projects and discussions with diverse peers. Although 

most students shared that they have such experiences, this study questions the effectiveness of 

these activities in improving students’ IC and lowering IA levels, as its findings contradicted 

the well-established literature that documented benefits for students to engage in these 

activities. Key implications for improvement include:   

• Purposefully designing and implementing the activities to promote intercultural 

learning and interaction 

• Providing students with the opportunities to get to know each other in class 

• Ensuring students can contribute to the group task with adequate support 
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The importance of purposefully designing the tasks and activities for promoting 

intercultural learning and interactions among students is confirmed based on the findings of 

this study. Particularly for classroom diversity activities such as group assignments, efforts 

should be made to purposefully design the task to encourage positive interactions among 

students, which has been documented in literature crucial for its potential benefits to be realised 

(Cruickshank et al., 2012; Reid & Garson, 2016; Woods et al., 2011).  

Consideration should be given, for example, to group formation for collaboration as 

part of the subject beyond randomly assigning students into groups or allowing students to 

form their own groups. In the previous literature, random assignment has also been criticised 

as “not far off from a game of roulette in casting players onto winning or losing teams” (Bacon 

et al., 2001, p. 9); it may lead students to unwillingly engage in intercultural interactions. This 

would possibly result in further resentment of similar activities in the future. In this study, the 

prevalent preference to work with similar and familiar peers among students indicate that, when 

letting students chose their own teammates, there likely results in homogenous groups among 

students. In this way, group work would not encourage students to engage in intercultural 

interactions with peers, despite a culturally diverse classroom.  

Further, this prevalent tendency to prefer interacting with similar and familiar peers 

among students may stem from the inclination to reduce risk to their academic performance 

and the likelihood of adverse experiences, as discussed in Section 7.1.2. Therefore, another 

consideration is to provide students with the opportunities to get to know each other early in 

the semester or at the initial stage of the task may be a possible way to help them form 

connections and become more familiar with their teammates. This may in turn reduce students’ 

feeling that they are risking their academic performance when being put into groups to work 

with strangers, as reported in the current study. It may also allow the time and space for students 

to form connections with peers, which would otherwise be difficult to do during class. 
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Another area for additional efforts pertains to the nature and focus of the classroom 

diversity activities such as group work and in-class discussion. More particularly, an activity 

with a goal of engaging students in intercultural learning and facilitating the interactions among 

them should mention this goal more explicitly when assigning it to students. It may be difficult 

for students to understand the importance of multicultural perspectives or intercultural 

interactions when these goals are unclear or not mentioned as part of the assignment. Another 

possible way is to include the process of intercultural collaboration within the graded elements 

of the assignment, which may help students see the value of collaborating with diverse peers. 

Last, the present study suggests that some international students were conscious about 

their own English language proficiency and unfamiliarity with Australian cultural references, 

which hindered their participation in group activities and discussions in class. Previous 

negative collaboration mentioned by a few students involved unequal contribution to an 

assignment, which led to students’ negative changes in their attitudes towards intercultural 

collaboration and avoidance of similar activities in the future. Hence, it is important to ensure 

that adequate support is available for students in need and that students can take on the role of 

experts and contribute to the task (Cruickshank et al., 2012).  

Extracurricular Diversity Activities. While this study revealed extracurricular 

activities as the most common way for students to engage in intercultural interactions at 

university, there are several considerations needed for the design and implementation of these 

activities. For example, effort is required to design and advertise these opportunities, with the 

consideration that students might be reluctant to participate due to reasons such as academic 

stress, course structure, as well as the location and time of the activities. As mentioned in 

Section 3.4, a large part of the current literature focuses on the U.S. context where research 

sites are residential universities (e.g., Pascarella et al., 2014; Roksa et al., 2017). The present 

study suggests that promoting student engagement in activities at Australian universities may 
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require extra effort, as most students at Australian universities commute to campus and hence 

spend relatively less amount of time on campus. Thus, it is important to consider how to 

cultivate students’ interest in extracurricular activities by understanding their preferences.  

The lack of advertisement for cultural diversity activities, particularly those that were 

extracurricular, can hinder students’ participation, based on both interviews and survey 

responses. This finding suggests the need to reconsider the ways extracurricular activities are 

advertised. Utilising high-traffic areas on campus, such as food courts and lecture halls, to 

advertise the events may be a good way to draw students’ attention to the activities and events 

available at the university. Embedding opportunities that promote intercultural interactions 

among students during the orientation weeks when they first arrive to the university is another 

possible way to promote interaction and help them form connections with the university 

community. 

8.2.3 Policy Considerations 

In this study, one of the structural factors hindering diverse students from forming 

connections was the lack of a consistent learning cohort due to course structure and timetabling. 

In this regard, Australian universities that attract large student populations should consider 

arranging the timetabling and course structure to help foster a sense of cohort among students. 

An example of this might be to create timetables where the same group of students would enrol 

in the same series of required subjects together for their major. In addition, universities or 

faculties can consider organising co-curricular study group programs, where students would 

meet with the same groups of peers throughout their undergraduate studies.  

Another policy consideration pertains to universities’ strategic statements. The goals of 

producing globally competent students are, as mentioned in Chapter 1, on the strategic 

documents and websites of many Australian universities (Baker et al., 2022). However, the 

extent of success in achieving this goal remains uncertain, given that this study revealed that 



 

 211 

how often students participated in classroom diversity activities was irrelevant to their levels 

of IC. This discrepancy raises concerns about the effectiveness of the education delivered at 

the university in producing graduates with “social awareness about global challenges and their 

readiness for an increasingly digital and changing world” (University A, 2020, p. 10).  

More particularly, the lack of association between the frequency of classroom diversity 

activities and students’ IC levels seems to raise questions about the effectiveness of these 

activities. Although a further examination of the link between classroom diversity activities 

and IC levels is needed, it nevertheless suggests that policymakers should critically assess 

whether these experiences provided at the university may indeed lead to the graduate attribute 

goals in the university’s strategic documents. 

8.3 Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations of this study have been acknowledged. First, due to the time frame 

of the PhD program, this study focuses on one research site with a cross-sectional design. The 

data collection for both stages of the study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These limit the generalisability of the data. However, different universities vary in many 

aspects including their goals, values, and graduate attribute statements. Therefore, this single-

site study might provide insights that are specific and applicable to the university it focuses on. 

The findings of this study may also lay the groundwork for future research to be conducted in 

other universities in Australia, particularly the ones that have developed a virtual campus mode 

in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, future research should consider conducting 

a multisite study with students from different universities, to explore any changes in their 

cultural diversity experiences and scores of IC and IA.  

There are many other aspects of the student experience that this study did not focus on. 

Aspects such as students’ intercultural interactions with staff and other members of the local 

community can also be key elements in students’ connections and thus are important for future 
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research to consider. Likewise, interactions with other members of the university and the local 

communities may also have an impact on students’ IC and IA. Due to its scope and limit, this 

study did not explore some aspects that can be important for IC development, such as reflection 

(Olson et al., 2016). Thus, further conceptual consideration for future studies should be given 

to other aspects of the student experience and the process of IC development.  

A longitudinal design would be a more useful method for observing any changes in 

students’ diversity engagement and outcomes during their undergraduate studies. Considering 

the time constraints of the PhD program, this study instead compared the cohorts of first and 

final-year students, with an attempt to explore changes in their experience and cultural 

diversity-related outcomes during their university studies. Future research can benefit from a 

longitudinal approach to observe changes in students’ experience of cultural diversity activities 

and their IC and IA scores at different times of their university years.  

Further, the quantitative analyses of this study were conducted based on a relatively 

small sample size, and this may increase the possibility for a Type II error to occur. It is also 

possible that important insights might be missing when analysing a relatively small group of 

students at the research site, and the generalisability of findings may be limited. Moreover, 

students who expressed interest in participating in the study may have a positive predisposition 

to these types of activities, which can result in a bias towards the data reported compared to the 

rest of the student population. A possible alternative to the sampling of participants is to collect 

data through a compulsory element of students’ undergraduate study, such as a survey at the 

end of the semester, to ensure that the data collected would reflect the student population of the 

institution. 

An additional limitation lies in the data collected in this study. That is, as mentioned in 

Section 4.7, all data collected in this study was self-reported by participants and based on their 

subjective perspectives and interpretations of the experiences. There is a possibility for social 
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desirability bias (Bryman, 2016) to occur among participants, resulting in a tendency to report 

more positive views and attitudes towards cultural diversity in the quantitative stages and 

overestimate their self-rating of the three concepts on the survey. However, this may be 

unavoidable as the study centres around students’ experiences and perspectives of cultural 

diversity activities. Further, both stages of the present study did not provide clear definitions 

of terms such as “cultural diversity experience” and “cultural diversity activities” for the 

participants. As acknowledged in Section 4.7, there is the possibility of variations in 

participants’ interpretation and understanding of these terms.  

Lastly, the direction of relationships between variables cannot be identified, despite the 

statistical analyses showing a significant correlation between the frequency of intercultural 

interactions and scores of IC and IA. Participants of this study may also be those who were 

more interested in cultural diversity-related topics, and thus the results may be biased. Further 

research is needed to clarify the connections between these variables. 

8.4 Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study have suggested several directions for future research 

endeavours into students’ cultural diversity experiences within the university setting. For 

example, future investigation should consider employing a longitudinal design with samples 

across different research sites and comparing students’ participation in cultural diversity 

activities at different times of university as well as their IC and IA levels in the first and last 

semester of their university study. This would help provide a more holistic picture of students’ 

cultural diversity experience at university and examine the possible impact of engaging in these 

activities with greater generalisability. Another direction is to employ a more comprehensive 

measure and test its link to their inclination to participate in cultural diversity activities to 

capture a more accurate picture of students’ previous exposure. This would help elucidate 

whether and how students’ extent of previous exposure to cultural diversity may influence 
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engagement in similar activities during their university study. It could also be helpful to 

conduct a follow-up qualitative study to comprehend the quantitative findings of the present 

study and the contrast between some of the findings from the two stages of this study. The 

findings of the present study also suggest that learning on a virtual campus requires additional 

effort to ensure students’ active engagement in intercultural interactions. Future research is 

needed to explore students’ cultural diversity experiences in the new context of hybrid delivery 

and to identify possible factors that are unique to this context.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Interview Questions – Individual Interview and Focus Group 

 

Interview Question Follow-Up Question Key Point 

Could you start by sharing a bit about 

yourself? 

 

What major are you studying? What 

program/year are you in? Are you an 

international student? Why did you 

choose to study at [name of the 

university]? 

 

Have you had any on-campus experience 

at [name of the university]? Or have you 

only been in classes online?  

 

How has your overall experience at 

university been so far? 

 

1. What was your expectations of 

university life when you started?  

 

1a.   To what extent has your actual 

experience matched with your 

expectations? 

 

 To understand 

participant’s 

overall experience 

at university and 

their expectation of 

university 

experience 

Now, let’s focus on your cultural 

diversity experiences at university.  

• Which it’s your experiences with 

students from different cultural 

and linguistical backgrounds 

• And [name of the university] has 

a diverse student population with 

many international and domestic 

students from a range of different 

cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds. 

 

2. So, in your subjects and classes, have 

you been involved in any activities or 

interactions with peers from different 

cultural / linguistic backgrounds 

(such as group project, discussions, 

etc.)? 

 To explore possible 

influence of 

engaging in 

activities related to 

classroom diversity   
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2a) Do you think these experiences have 

changed the way you view interacting or 

working with people from culturally or 

linguistically diverse backgrounds?  

• If yes => In what ways?  

• If they say their views haven’t 

changed: Can you explain why 

not? Or what else do you think 

you learned from the activities? 

 

3. What about outside of your classes? 

What activities/events/programs have 

you been involved in where you were 

able to interact with students from 

diverse backgrounds? 

 

• If they have been involved: 

How have these experiences 

changed the way you view 

interacting or working with 

people from diverse 

backgrounds?  

• If they haven’t been involved: 

Why do you think you haven’t 

been involved in any activities 

like this?  

 

 To understand 

participant’s 

experience of 

engaging in 

activities related to 

interaction 

diversity  

4. Now, could you tell me about your 

experiences with students from 

diverse backgrounds before coming 

to the University of Melbourne (i.e., 

in secondary school, college, or other 

educational institution)?  

 

The educational institution you 

attended: 

• Was it in your home 

country? 

• Did it have a large 

population of students 

who were born in 

another country than 

you were, or who spoke 

different languages to 

you? 

• What sorts of 

intercultural learning 

opportunities were you 

involved with at this 

institution (i.e., cultural 

events, overseas study 

programs, or 

international 

To explore possible 

influence from 

participant’s pre-

university 

experience with 

cultural diversity 
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competitions)? (If none 

→ why didn’t you get 

involved?) 

5. Overall, at this university, what has 

helped you to interact with diverse 

students?  

• And what are the main barriers or 

challenges to interacting with 

diverse students? 

• What are the difficulties? 

 

 

 To understand 

participant’s 

experience with 

interaction 

diversity 

(factors) 

6. For the last question of this interview, 

imagine that you were the person in 

charge of this university. What would 

you do to improve students’ 

experiences with people from 

culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds? 

• Both on campus and online 

 

7. Is there anything else that you would 

like to share about cultural diversity 

at university? 

 To provide insights 

into how the 

university could do 

to improve 

students’ 

experiences with 

people from 

culturally and 

linguistically 

diverse 

backgrounds 

8. Would you be interested in 

participating in a follow-up survey on 

the same topic?  

 Recruitment for 

survey 
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Appendix B. Plain Language Statement – Interview and Focus Group 

 
Project: University Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences and Graduate Outcomes 
 
Associate Professor Chi Baik (Responsible researcher) 

  T: +61383444212           Email: cbaik@unimelb.edu.au  

Dr Tracii Ryan (Co-researcher)  

        T: +61390353050           Email: tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au 

Ms Jiadi Cai (PhD student)  

        T: +61390354174           Email: jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 

Introduction 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research project. This document provides 

you with further information about the project, so that you can decide if you would like to 

take part in this research.  

Please take the time to read this information carefully. If you have questions about anything 

you don’t understand or want to know more about, please email student researcher at 

jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au. 

 

What is this research about? 

The above research project is being conducted by Ms Jiadi Cai (PhD student) as part of her 

PhD research and supervised by Associate Professor Chi Baik (Supervisor) and Dr Tracii 

Ryan (Co-supervisor) of Melbourne Graduate School of Education at the University of 

Melbourne. This project aims to explore undergraduate students’ experiences with cultural 

diversity at university, and the outcomes of such experiences. It attempts to examine the 

universities’ diversity-related graduate outcomes and provide insights into improving the 

learning environment for students to develop skills and abilities to work with people from 

diverse backgrounds in cross-cultural settings. 

 

What will I be asked to do? 

Should you agree to participate, you will be given a choice of an individual interview or a 

focus group interview. The interview will be conducted by the student researcher online via 

Zoom and should take less than 45 minutes. In the individual interview or the focus group, 

you will be asked to share your experience with cultural diversity before and at university, 

and your perspective on how the university could improve the learning environment for 

development and growth associated with cultural diversity. Your answers will be audio-

recorded. You will receive one $10 voucher for your participation in this interview.  

 

At the conclusion of this interview, we will ask if you are willing to participate in a voluntary 

online survey (approximately 15-20 minutes) on the same topic. If you are willing to 

participate and consent to being contacted by the student researcher, you will receive an 

email with the link to the online survey later this year. The survey is not a required element of 

your interview participation. 

 

For first-year students, at the end of the interview or focus group we will also ask if you 

consent to being contacted by the student researcher to participate in two voluntary 

interviews during your subsequent years at the university. Each interview should take less 

than 45 minutes and will be on the same topics as the initial interview/focus group. Your 

answers will be audio-recorded. You will receive one $10 voucher for your participation per 

mailto:cbaik@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
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interview.  Providing your consent to be contacted for subsequent interviews does not mean 

you are obligated to participate. 

 

What are the possible benefits? 

This project will contribute to the understanding of undergraduate students’ experiences with 

cultural diversity at university, and the outcomes of such experiences. Findings of this project 

will also help policy makers and educators better understand and improve the learning 

environment for developing students’ skills and abilities to work with people from diverse 

backgrounds in cross-cultural settings. 

 

What are the possible risks? 

We do not expect any risks since the questions are not of a sensitive nature. However, if you 

feel distressed, please contact the University’s Counselling and Psychological Services by 

phone on: 8344 6927 or online via https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments.The 

following websites also offer support and assistance for psychological distress: 

www.beyondblue.org.au; www.orygen.org.au; http://www.lifeline.org.au/ 

 

Do I have to take part? 

Participation in this project is completely voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw from this 

study at any stage, you are free to do so anytime. If you would like to participate, please 

indicate that you have read and understood this information by signing the accompanying 

consent form. 

 

Will I hear about the results of this project? 

Once the thesis arising from this research has been completed, we will be happy to provide 

you with a brief summary of the findings upon application. Interested participants could 

email Jiadi Cai (jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au) for a summary of the findings from this 

project. The results may also be presented at academic conferences and may be submitted for 

publication in peer reviewed journals. 

 

What will happen to information about me? 

Please be assured that the anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses will be 

protected to the fullest possible extent, within the limits of the law. We will remove any 

references to personal information that might allow someone to identify you. Any data you 

provided will be kept securely at the University of Melbourne for five years from the date of 

the last publication arising from this study, before being destroyed.  

 

Where can I get further information? 

If you would like more information about the project, please contact the researchers: Ms Jiadi 

Cai (jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au), Associate Professor Chi Baik (cbaik@unimelb.edu.au), 

or Dr Tracii Ryan (tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au), Melbourne Centre for the Study of Higher 

Education.  

 

Who can I contact if I have any concerns about the project? 

This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of The 

University of Melbourne (HREC 1955895.1).  If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the conduct of this research project, which you do not wish to discuss with the research team, 

you should contact the Manager, Human Research Ethics, Research Ethics and Integrity, 

University of Melbourne, VIC 3010. Tel: +61 3 8344 2073 or Email: HumanEthics-

complaints@unimelb.edu.au. All complaints will be treated confidentially. In any 

https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.orygen.org.au/
http://www.lifeline.org.au/
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:cbaik@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaints%20about%20human%20research%20ethics%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20of%20name%20of%20project%3A%0AName%20of%20researchers%3A
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correspondence, please provide the name of the research team or the name or ethics ID 

number (1955895.1) of the research project. 
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Appendix C. Consent Form – Interview and Focus Group 

 

Project: University Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences and Graduate Outcomes 

Responsible Researcher: Associate Professor Chi Baik 

Additional Researchers: Dr Tracii Ryan (Co-supervisor); Ms Jiadi Cai (PhD student) 

Name of Participant:  

1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained to me, 

and I have been provided with a copy of the Plain Language Statement to keep.  

2. I understand that the purpose of this research is to explore undergraduate students’ 

experiences with cultural diversity at university, and the outcomes of such 

experiences. 

3. I understand that my participation in this project is for research purposes only.   

4. I acknowledge that the possible effects of participating in this research project have 

been explained to my satisfaction.  

5. I understand that my focus group or interview will last about 45 minutes and will be 

audio recorded. 

6. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from 

this project anytime without explanation or prejudice and to withdraw any 

unprocessed data that I have provided.  

7. I understand that the data from this research will be stored at the University of 

Melbourne and will be destroyed 5 years following the final publication.  

8. I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be 

safeguarded subject to any legal requirements; my data will be password protected 

and accessible only by the named researchers. 

9. I understand that after I sign and return this consent form, it will be retained by the 

researcher.   

Participant Signature:  Date:  
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Appendix D. Plain Language Statement - Survey 

 

Project: University Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences and Graduate 

Outcomes 
 
Associate Professor Chi Baik (Responsible researcher) 

  T: +61383444212           Email: cbaik@unimelb.edu.au  

Dr Tracii Ryan (Co-researcher)  

        T: +61390353050           Email: tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au 

Ms Jiadi Cai (PhD student)  

        T: +61390354174           Email: jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 

Introduction 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research project. This document provides 

you with further information about the project, so that you can decide if you would like to 

take part in this research.  

 

Please take the time to read this information carefully. If you have questions about anything 

you don’t understand or want to know more about, please email student researcher at 

jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au. 

 

What is this research about? 

The above research project is being conducted by Ms Jiadi Cai (PhD student) as part of her 

PhD research and supervised by Associate Professor Chi Baik (Supervisor) and Dr Tracii 

Ryan (Co-supervisor) of Melbourne Graduate School of Education at the University of 

Melbourne. This project aims to explore undergraduate students’ experiences with cultural 

diversity at university, and the outcomes of such experiences. It attempts to examine the 

universities’ diversity-related graduate outcomes and provide insights into improving the 

learning environment for students to develop skills and abilities to work with people from 

diverse backgrounds in cross-cultural settings. 

 

What will I be asked to do? 

Should you agree to participate, you will be asked to answer an anonymous online survey 

(approximately 15-20 minutes) about your background and experiences with cultural 

diversity at the university.  

 

What are the possible benefits? 

This project will contribute to the understanding of undergraduate students’ experiences with 

cultural diversity at university, and the outcomes of such experiences. Findings of this project 

will also help policy makers and educators better understand and improve the learning 

environment for developing students’ skills and abilities to work with people from diverse 

backgrounds in cross-cultural settings. 

 

What are the possible risks? 

We do not expect any risks since the questions are not of a sensitive nature. However, if you 

feel distressed, please contact the University’s Counselling and Psychological Services by 

phone on: 8344 6927 or online via https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments.The 

following websites also offer support and assistance for psychological distress: 

www.beyondblue.org.au; www.orygen.org.au; http://www.lifeline.org.au/ 

 

mailto:cbaik@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.orygen.org.au/
http://www.lifeline.org.au/
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Do I have to take part? 

Participation in this project is completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any point in the 

survey. You can also leave blank any question you do not want to answer. However, you will 

not be able to withdraw after submitting your survey response, as the survey is anonymous. If 

you would like to participate, please indicate that you have read and understood this 

information by signing the accompanying consent form. 

 

Will I hear about the results of this project? 

Once the thesis arising from this research has been completed, we will be happy to provide 

you with a brief summary of the findings upon application. Interested participants could 

email Jiadi Cai (jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au) for a summary of the findings from this 

project. The results may also be presented at academic conferences and may be submitted for 

publication in peer reviewed journals. 

 

What will happen to information about me? 

Please be assured that the anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses will be 

protected to the fullest possible extent, within the limits of the law. We will remove any 

references to personal information that might allow someone to identify you. Any data you 

provided will be kept securely at the University of Melbourne for five years from the date of 

the last publication arising from this study, before being destroyed.  

 

Where can I get further information? 

If you would like more information about the project, please contact the researchers: Ms Jiadi 

Cai (jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au), Associate Professor Chi Baik (cbaik@unimelb.edu.au), 

or Dr Tracii Ryan (tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au), Melbourne Centre for the Study of Higher 

Education.  

 

Who can I contact if I have any concerns about the project? 

This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of The 

University of Melbourne (HREC 1955895.1).  If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the conduct of this research project, which you do not wish to discuss with the research team, 

you should contact the Manager, Human Research Ethics, Research Ethics and Integrity, 

University of Melbourne, VIC 3010. Tel: +61 3 8344 2073 or Email: HumanEthics-

complaints@unimelb.edu.au. All complaints will be treated confidentially. In any 

correspondence, please provide the name of the research team or the name or ethics ID 

number (1955895.1) of the research project. 

 

  

mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:cbaik@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaints%20about%20human%20research%20ethics%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20of%20name%20of%20project%3A%0AName%20of%20researchers%3A
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Appendix E. Survey 

 

University Students’ Cultural Diversity 

Experiences and Graduate Outcomes 

 
 

Start of Block: PLS and Consent 

 

Q1  

University Students’ Cultural Diversity Experiences and Graduate Outcomes    

 

 This survey is part of a research project that aims to explore undergraduate students’ experiences 

with cultural diversity at university, and the outcomes of such experiences. By participating in the 

survey and answering questions about your experiences with cultural diversity at university, you will 

help us better understand the student experience and shed light on what can be done to improve the 

learning environment for students to work with people from diverse backgrounds in cross-cultural 

settings.   

    

Please be assured that the anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses will be protected to the 

fullest possible extent, within the limits of the law. Any data will only be accessed by the named 

researchers on the project and we will remove any references to personal information that might allow 

someone to identify you. Any data you provided will be kept securely at the University of Melbourne 

for five years from the date of the last publication arising from this study, before being destroyed.      

    

Participation in this project is completely voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw from this study at 

any stage, you are free to do so anytime. You can also leave blank any question you do not want to 

answer. The survey will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete.       

    

Once the study has been completed, we will be happy to provide you with a brief summary of the 

findings on request. The findings from the study will also be presented at academic conferences and in 

academic publications.   

    

If you would like more information about the project, please contact the researchers: Ms Jiadi Cai 

(jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au), Associate Professor Chi Baik (cbaik@unimelb.edu.au), or Dr Tracii 

Ryan (tracii.ryan@unimelb.edu.au), Melbourne Centre for the Study of Higher Education. The survey 

has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of The University of Melbourne 

(HREC 1955895.1).  If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research project, please 

contact the Manager, Human Research Ethics, Research Ethics and Integrity, University of 

Melbourne, VIC 3010. Tel: +61 3 8344 2073 or Email: HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au.      

    

We do not expect the survey will cause any distress as the questions are not of a sensitive nature. 

However, if you do experience any distress, please contact the University’s Counselling and 

Psychological Services by phone on: 8344 6927 or online via 

https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments.The following websites also offer support and 

https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments
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assistance for psychological distress: www.beyondblue.org.au; 

www.orygen.org.au; http://www.lifeline.org.au/   

    

Please click here to download and read a copy of the Plain Language Statement before deciding 

whether to continue. If you do decide to continue, please read the information in the document before 

clicking the 'NEXT>' button to enter the survey. If you would rather not continue, please close the 

browser window.   

   

 

 

Page Break  

  

http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.orygen.org.au/
http://www.lifeline.org.au/
https://melbourneuni.au1.qualtrics.com/CP/File.php?F=F_3rCeRmNdAPf1lEa
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Q2 Giving your consent to participate  I acknowledge that I have read and understood the 

information provided about this research project.     I understand that:    I am free to withdraw my 

participation from the study at any time during the survey by closing the browser window.  The 

survey is anonymous, and I cannot be identified by the information I provide.  My participation in 

the survey will not affect my classes or assessment in any way.      If you agree to participate in this 

study and you are 18 years or older, please select ‘I agree’ below and go to the next page.   

o I agree  (4)  

o I do not agree  (5)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q2 != I agree 

 

Q3 Thank you for your interest in this research project. Unfortunately, you are not eligible to 

participate as you either did not meet the inclusion criteria, or you did not provide consent. Any data 

you provided will be removed prior to analysis. If you have any questions, please contact the student 

researcher via email at jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 

Skip To: End of Survey If  Q3 Is Displayed 

End of Block: PLS and Consent 
 

Start of Block: Introduction 

 

Q4 Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project! You will be asked a range of 

questions about your experience with cultural diversity at the University of Melbourne. By cultural 

diversity, we mean a variety of cultures or ethnicities. There are no right or wrong answers and if you 

do not want to answer any question, you can leave it blank. 

Section 1 of the survey asks a few questions to gather some background information about you.  

 

 

 

Q5 Are you an undergraduate or Honours student at the University of Melbourne? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q5 != Yes 

 

Q6 Thank you for your interest in this research project. Unfortunately, you are not eligible to 

participate as you either did not meet the inclusion criteria, or you did not provide consent. Any data 
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you provided will be removed prior to analysis. If you have any questions, please contact the student 

researcher via email at jiadi@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 

Skip To: End of Survey If  Q6 Is Displayed 

End of Block: Introduction 
 

Start of Block: Introduction 

 

Q7 What level are you currently completing in your undergraduate degree? 

o Level 1 (first year)  (1)  

o Level 2 (second year)  (2)  

o Level 3 (third year)  (3)  

o Level 4 (Honours)  (8)  

 

 

 

Q8 Which course(s) are you currently studying? 

o Bachelor of Agriculture  (1)  

o Bachelor of Arts  (2)  

o Bachelor of Biomedicine  (3)  

o Bachelor of Commerce  (13)  

o Bachelor of Design  (14)  

o Bachelor of Environments  (15)  

o Bachelor of Fine Arts  (16)  

o Bachelor of Medical Science  (17)  

o Bachelor of Music  (18)  

o Bachelor of Oral Health  (19)  

o Bachelor of Science  (20)  

o Other, please specify:  (21) ________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q9 What proportion of your study has been delivered on campus at this university? 

o None on campus  (1)  

o A small proportion on campus  (2)  

o About half on campus  (3)  

o Mostly on campus  (4)  

o Entirely on campus  (5)  

 

End of Block: Introduction 
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Start of Block: Pre-university Experiences 

 

Q10 Section 2 of the survey asks questions about your experience with cultural diversity before 

coming to the University of Melbourne (i.e., at secondary school, college, or another educational 

institution).  

If you went to multiple educational institutions, please answer these questions while thinking about 

the institution in which you spent the most time.  

 

 

 

Q11 Which of the statements below are true for the educational institution you attended before 

coming to the University of Melbourne? 

 Yes (1) No (2) 

The educational institution I 

attended was in my home 

country. (1)  
o  o  

The educational institution I 

attended had a large population 

of students from backgrounds 

that were culturally or 

linguistically diverse to my 

own. (2)  

o  o  

 

 

 

 

Q12 How often did you participate in cultural diversity programs or events (i.e., cultural events, 

overseas study programs, and international competitions) at the educational institution you attended 

before the University of Melbourne? 

o Never  (1)  

o Rarely  (2)  

o Sometimes  (3)  

o Often  (4)  

o Always  (5)  

o Not applicable (these kinds of opportunities were not offered)  (7)  

 

End of Block: Pre-university Experiences 
 

Start of Block: University Experience 

 

Q13 Section 3 of the survey asks questions about your experience with cultural diversity during your 

time as a student at the University of Melbourne.  
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Q14 During your time at this university, which of the following cultural diversity programs or events 

have you participated in that were NOT part of your course? 

   Select all that apply: 

o Activities/events organised by student clubs/organisations  (1)  

o Activities/events  organised by the university  (5)  

o Activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part of the university  (2)  

o Foreign language class(es)  (10)  

o Other, please specify:  (4) ________________________________________________ 

o ⊗None of the above  (7)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = None of the above 

 

Q15 In a few words or sentences, write why you have NOT participated in any cultural diversity 

programs or events that were NOT part of your course: 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = Activities/events organised by student clubs/organisations 

 
 



 

 265 

Q16 Why did you choose to participate in activities/events organised by student 

clubs/organisations that were NOT part of your course?       

Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's course (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = Activities/events  organised by the university 

 
 

Q17 Why did you choose to participate in activities/events organised by the university that were 

NOT part of your course?       

Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's course (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = Activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part of the university 

 
 



 

 266 

Q18 Why did you choose to participate in activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part 

of the university that were NOT part of your course?       

Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's course (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = Foreign language class(es) 

 
 

Q19 Why did you choose to participate in foreign language class(es) that were NOT part of your 

course?       

Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q14 = Other, please specify: 

 
 

Q20 Why did you choose to participate in other (${Q14/ChoiceTextEntryValue/4}) that were NOT 

part of your course?           
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Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two):  

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Page Break  
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Q21 During your time at this university, which of the following cultural diversity programs or 

events have you participated in as part of your course? 

   Select all that apply: 

o Activities/events organised by student clubs/organisations  (21)  

o Activities/events organised by the university  (17)  

o Activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part of the university  (18)  

o Foreign language class(es)  (16)  

o Study abroad and/or exchange program(s)  (15)  

o Other, please specify:  (19) ________________________________________________ 

o ⊗None of the above  (20)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = None of the above 

 

Q22 In a few words or sentences, write why you have NOT participated in any cultural diversity 

programs or events as part of your course: 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Activities/events organised by student clubs/organisations 
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Q23 Why did you participate in activities/events organised by student clubs/organisations as part 

of your course?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Activities/events organised by the university 

 
 

Q24 Why did you participate in activities/events organised by the university as part of your 

course?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part of the university 
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Q25 Why did you participate in activities/events organised by people/groups NOT part of the 

university as part of your course?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or 

two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Foreign language class(es) 

 
 

Q26 Why did you participate in foreign language class(es) as part of your course?     Please rank up 

to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (8) 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Study abroad and/or exchange program(s) 

 
 

Q27 Why did you participate in study abroad and/or exchange program(s) as part of your 

course?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (8) 
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Display This Question: 

If Q21 = Other, please specify: 

 
 

Q28 Why did you participate in other (${Q21/ChoiceTextEntryValue/19}) as part of your 

course?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (1) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (3) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (4) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (5) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (6) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (7) 

______ Free food was provided (8) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (9) 

 

 

Page Break  
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Q29 What proportion of the cultural diversity programs and/or events that you participated in were 

delivered online? 

o None online  (1)  

o A small proportion online  (2)  

o About half online  (3)  

o Mostly online  (4)  

o Entirely online  (5)  

 

 

 

Q30 During your time at this university, how often have you taken part in group projects or activities 

with peers from cultural backgrounds other than your own?     Select one from the following: 

o Never  (4)  

o Rarely (no more than once a year)  (3)  

o Sometimes (in 1-2 subjects per year)  (5)  

o Frequently (in at least one subject per semester)  (2)  

o Very frequently (in most of my subjects in each semester)  (1)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q30 = Never 

 

Q31 In a few words or sentences, write why you have NOT taken part in group projects or activities 

with peers from cultural backgrounds other than your own:  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q30 != Never 
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Q32 Why did you choose to participate in group projects or activities with peers from cultural 

backgrounds other than your own?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or 

two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (10) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (7) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (8) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (3) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (9) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (4) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (5) 

 

 

Page Break  
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Q33 During your time at this university, how often have you interacted with peers from cultural 

backgrounds other than your own outside of class?     Select one from the following: 

o Never  (4)  

o Rarely (a few times per year)  (3)  

o Occasionally (a few times per month)  (5)  

o Frequently (a few times per week)  (2)  

o Very frequently (every day)  (1)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q33 = Never 

 

Q34 In a few words or sentences, write why you have NOT interacted with peers from cultural 

backgrounds other than your own outside of class: 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q33 != Never 

 
 

Q35 Why did you choose to interact with peers from cultural backgrounds other than your 

own outside of class?     Please rank up to three reasons (it's okay to choose just one or two): 

______ I had to do it as a requirement of my Bachelor's degree (6) 

______ It was recommended by my lecturer/tutor (2) 

______ It was recommended by other students (7) 

______ It seemed interesting to me (9) 

______ I wanted to learn about different cultures (3) 

______ I wanted to meet new people (8) 

______ I participated because my friend(s) is/are in it (4) 

______ Other reason(s), please specify: (5) 

 

End of Block: University Experience 
 

Start of Block: Personality and Working Style 
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Q36 You are halfway through the survey!      Section 4 of the survey asks questions about your 

personality and how you interact with people from different cultural backgrounds. To what extent do 
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the following statements apply to you? Please indicate your answer using the response scale 

provided.     When interacting with people from different cultural backgrounds, I am someone who… 
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not at all 

applicable (1) 

hardly 

applicable (2) 

moderately 

applicable (3) 

largely 

applicable (4) 

completely 

applicable (5) 

Sympathises 

with others (1)  o  o  o  o  o  

Tries out 

various 

approaches (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Finds it 

difficult to 

make contacts 

(3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Is reserved (4)  o  o  o  o  o  

Likes routine 

(5)  o  o  o  o  o  

Sets others at 

ease (6)  o  o  o  o  o  

Takes the lead 

(7)  o  o  o  o  o  

Is often the 

driving force 

behind things 

(8)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Is looking for 

new ways to 

attain their 

goal (9)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Makes 

contacts easily 

(10)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Keeps calm 

when things 

don’t go well 

(11)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Has a feeling 

for what is 

appropriate in 

a specific 

culture (12)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Seeks contact 

with people 

from a 

different 

background 

(13)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Has fixed 

habits (14)  o  o  o  o  o  

Likes to 

imagine 

solutions for 

problems (15)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Is insecure 

(16)  o  o  o  o  o  

Wants to 

know exactly 

what will 

happen (17)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Enjoys other 

people’s 

stories (18)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Starts a new 

life easily (19)  o  o  o  o  o  

Is under 

pressure (20)  o  o  o  o  o  

Gets upset 

easily (21)  o  o  o  o  o  

Leaves the 

initiative to 

others to make 

contacts (22)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Pays attention 

to the 

emotions of 

others (23)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Looks for 

regularity in 

life (24)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Is nervous (25)  o  o  o  o  o  

Functions best 

in a familiar 

setting (26)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Is a good 

listener (27)  o  o  o  o  o  

Works 

according to 

plan (28)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Is inclined to 

speak out (29)  o  o  o  o  o  
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Has a broad 

range of 

interests (30)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Is apt to feel 

lonely (31)  o  o  o  o  o  

Enjoys getting 

to know others 

profoundly 

(32)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Takes 

initiatives (33)  o  o  o  o  o  

Is not easily 

hurt (34)  o  o  o  o  o  

Works mostly 

according to a 

strict scheme 

(35)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Notices when 

someone is in 

trouble (36)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Senses when 

others get 

irritated (37)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Worries (38)  o  o  o  o  o  

Works 

according to 

strict rules 

(39)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Is a trendsetter 

in societal 

developments 

(40)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

End of Block: Personality and Working Style 
 

Start of Block: Affective Outcomes Measurement 

 

Q37 Section 5 of the survey asks about the emotional reactions you might experience during certain 

situations at university, as well as your feelings toward the university. 

 

 

 

Q38 If you were the only member of your cultural group and you were interacting with people from a 

different cultural group (i.e., talking with them, working on a project with them), how would you feel 
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compared to occasions when you are interacting with people from your own cultural group?    Please 

indicate your answer using the response scale provided.     When working with people from different 

cultural backgrounds to my own, I would feel... 

 not at all (84)   (85) neutral (86)   (87) extremely (90) 

Certain (1)  o  o  o  o  o  

Awkward (29)  o  o  o  o  o  

Self-conscious 

(50)  o  o  o  o  o  

Happy (51)  o  o  o  o  o  

Accepted (52)  o  o  o  o  o  

Confident (53)  o  o  o  o  o  

Irritated (30)  o  o  o  o  o  

Impatient (54)  o  o  o  o  o  

Defensive (31)  o  o  o  o  o  

Suspicious 

(56)  o  o  o  o  o  

Careful (57)  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

Page Break  
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Q39 Please select your level of agreement with the statements below.  
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completely 

disagree (1) 

somewhat 

disagree (2) 

neither 

disagree nor 

agree (6) 

somewhat 

agree (3) 

completely 

agree (4) 

People at the 

University of 

Melbourne 

notice when I 

am good at 

something. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Other students 

in this 

university 

take my 

opinions 

seriously. (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  

People at this 

university are 

friendly to 

me. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I am included 

in lots of 

activities at 

this 

university. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Other students 

at this 

university like 

me the way I 

am. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I like to think 

of myself as 

similar to 

others at the 

University of 

Melbourne. 

(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  

People at this 

university 

care if I am 

absent. (7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel like my 

ideas count at 

this 

university. (8)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel like I 

matter to 

people at this 

university (9)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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People really 

listen to me 

when I am at 

this 

university. 

(10)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

End of Block: Affective Outcomes Measurement 
 

Start of Block: Demographic Information 

 

Q40 Thank you very much for your participation so far. This is the last section of the survey! 

   

 Section 6 of the survey asks for some information about you. Please be assured that your responses 

are anonymous and will NOT be identifiable. 

 

 

 

Q41 Are you enrolled as an international student? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

 

Q42 What is your country/countries of citizenship? 

o Australia  (1)  

o Other, please specify:  (2) ________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q43 What is your gender? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary or fluid  (3)  

o Prefer not to answer  (4)  
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Q44 Do you speak a language other than English at home?  

 

  (If you speak more than one language at home, please indicate the one that is spoken most often) 

o No, English only  (1)  

o Yes, please specify:  (2) ________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q45 Please indicate your age: 

o 18-20 years old  (1)  

o 21-25 years old  (2)  

o 26-30 years old  (3)  

o 31-34 years old  (4)  

o 35 years and older  (5)  

 

 

Page Break  

  



 

 285 

 

Q46 That was the final question! Thank you for your participation.        

If you feel distressed, please contact the University’s Counselling and Psychological Services by 

phone on: 8344 6927 or online via https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments.   

    

The following websites also offer support and assistance for psychological 

distress: www.beyondblue.org.au; www.orygen.org.au; http://www.lifeline.org.au/ 

 

End of Block: Demographic Information 
 

 

 

https://services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel#appointments
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.orygen.org.au/
http://www.lifeline.org.au/
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Appendix F. Descriptive Statistics of Measures by Student Groups 

 

1) Descriptive statistics of measures by student status groups 

 n Min Max Mean SD Skewness/SE Kurtosis/SE 

MPQ Cultural Empathy scores  

  International 24 2.38 4.75 3.92 .62 -1.26 .03 

  Domestic 27 2.25 4.88 3.77 .57 -.48 1.02 

  Total 51 2.25 4.88 3.84 .60 -1.10 .23 

MPQ Flexibility scores  

  International 25 1.25 3.75 2.64 .64 -.57 -.60 

  Domestic 27 1.13 4.00 2.69 .69 -.21 -.44 

  Total 52 1.13 4.00 2.67 .66 -.45 -.76 

MPQ Social Initiative scores  

  International 25 2.38 4.75 3.32 .66 1.59 -.19 

  Domestic 26 1.88 4.38 3.14 .64 .43 -.70 

  Total 51 1.88 4.75 3.23 .65 1.35 -.45 

MPQ Openmindedness scores  

  International 25 2.75 4.63 3.60 .55 .38 -1.13 

  Domestic 27 2.13 4.38 3.32 .46 -.44 1.18 

  Total 52 2.13 4.63 3.45 .52 .50 -.10 

MPQ Emotional Stability scores  

  International 25 1.50 3.50 2.66 .52 -1.34 -.02 

  Domestic 27 1.25 4.25 2.95 .86 -1.05 -.77 

  Total 52 1.25 4.25 2.81 .73 -.63 -.53 

IAS scores        

  International 26 1.82 4.00 2.70 .50 .88 .73 

  Domestic 27 1.27 3.27 2.49 .55 -1.96 -.31 

  Total 53 1.27 4.00 2.59 .53 -1.12 .79 

  

2) Descriptive statistics of measures by linguistic diversity groups 
 

 n Min Max Mean SD Skewness/SE Kurtosis/SE 

MPQ Cultural Empathy scores        

  English only 16 3.13 4.38 3.75 .36 -.38 -.52 

  LOTE 35 2.25 4.88 3.88 .68 -1.26 -.23 

  Total 51 2.25 4.88 3.84 .60 -1.10 .23 

MPQ Cultural Empathy scores        

  English only 17 1.13 3.63 2.56 .72 -1.05 -.21 

  LOTE 35 1.63 4.00 2.72 .64 .43 -1.21 

  Total 52 1.13 4.00 2.67 .66 -.45 -.76 

MPQ Social Initiative scores        

  English only 16 2.38 4.75 3.08 .68 2.09 1.11 

  LOTE 35 1.88 4.63 3.30 .64 .44 -.43 
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  Total 51 1.88 4.75 3.23 .65 1.35 -.45 

MPQ Openmindedness scores        

  English only 17 2.63 4.63 3.38 .50 1.50 .88 

  LOTE 35 2.13 4.50 3.49 .53 -.24 -.04 

  Total 52 2.13 4.63 3.45 .52 .50 -.10 

MPQ Emotional Stability scores        

  English only 17 1.25 4.13 2.78 .91 -.06 -1.06 

  LOTE 35 1.38 4.25 2.82 .64 -.92 .52 

  Total 52 1.25 4.25 2.81 .73 -.63 -.53 

IAS scores        

  English only 17 1.64 3.27 2.62 .49 -1.60 -.53 

  LOTE 36 1.27 4.00 2.58 .56 -.52 1.17 

  Total 53 1.27 4.00 2.59 .53 -1.12 .79 

 

 

3) Descriptive statistics of measures by year of study 
 

 n Min Max Mean SD Skewness/SE Kurtosis/SE 

MPQ Cultural Empathy scores        

  First 16 2.25 4.75 3.75 .64 -.70 .70 

  Second 13 3.25 4.75 3.88 .41 .98 .31 

  Third 21 2.38 4.63 3.83 .63 -1.13 -.29 

  Fourth or Honours 3 3.75 4.88 4.46 .62 -1.35 / 

  Total 53 2.25 4.88 3.85 .59 -1.23 .29 

MPQ Flexibility scores        

  First 16 1.75 3.63 2.77 .66 .31 -1.33 

  Second 14 1.25 4.00 2.54 .79 .41 -.63 

  Third 21 1.13 3.75 2.73 .60 -2.13 1.47 

  Fourth or Honours 3 2.25 2.75 2.46 .26 1.06 . 

  Total 54 1.13 4.00 2.67 .65 -.56 -.67 

MPQ Social Initiative scores        

  First 16 1.88 4.38 3.16 .63 -.12 .10 

  Second 14 2.38 4.75 3.26 .69 2.15 1.00 

  Third 20 2.38 4.38 3.21 .63 .75 -.93 

  Fourth or Honours 3 2.38 4.13 3.50 .98 -1.39 . 

  Total 53 1.88 4.75 3.22 .65 1.33 -.53 

MPQ Openmindedness scores        

  First 16 2.13 4.00 3.25 .50 -.79 .23 

  Second 14 2.63 4.63 3.54 .56 .40 -.41 

  Third 21 3.00 4.50 3.57 .50 1.00 -.93 

  Fourth or Honours 3 3.25 4.38 3.75 .57 .76 . 

  Total 54 2.13 4.63 3.48 .53 .39 -.27 

MPQ Emotional Stability scores        

  First 16 1.38 3.13 2.52 .56 -1.36 -.69 
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  Second 14 1.50 4.25 2.99 .78 -.52 -.62 

  Third 21 1.25 4.13 2.74 .70 -.41 .65 

  Fourth or Honours 3 3.50 4.00 3.75 .25 .00 . 

  Total 54 1.25 4.25 2.79 .72 -.48 -.48 

IAS Scores        

  First 16 1.27 3.55 2.59 .51 -1.53 1.98 

  Second 14 1.36 3.27 2.59 .59 -1.50 -.39 

  Third 20 1.64 4.00 2.67 .52 .50 1.71 

  Fourth or Honours 3 1.64 2.55 2.09 .45 .00 / 

  Total 53 1.27 4.00 2.59 .53 -1.12 .79 
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