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Cultural adjustment of Japanese students studying in Australia

Shizu Koyanagi
[Graduate school of Language and International Studies, RMIT University]

The number of international students in Australia has been increasing since the introduction of full-
fee paying system. In 1997 there were 150 000 such students. Despite this population size, the reality of
cultural adjustment of international students is not fully understood. The purpose of this paper is to
examine cross-cultural adjustment and investigate the factors that could have impact on the level of
adjustment. The research is based on 70 Japanese full-time students.

There is considerable confusion in the literature regarding the term “adjustment”. This paper
investigated “cultural adjustment” using the three concepts: (1) socio- cultural adjustment that indicates
operational comfortableness in the new context; (2) psychological adjustment that indicates emotional
comfortableness in the new context and (3) acculturation performance that indicates positive involvement
of the individuals with the host society. For socio-cultural and psychological adjustment, “new context”
was divided into three domains; academic, daily life and interpersonal. While a relatively high level of
adjustment was reported in all socio-cultural aspects, more difficulties were discovered in psychological
aspects, especially in the interpersonal domain. The level of acculturation performance that is an overall
measure of all adjustment aspects varied widely amongst the students. About half the students were
involved with Australian society to a relatively high level, and the majority of the rest were enjoying and
fulfilling themselves in the international student community. However, there were several students who
were isolated from both the Australian society and international student community and showed
symptoms of maladjustment.

Several variables emerged as significant factors determining the level of acculturation performance.
One was “host cultural rule understanding” that suggests the extent that the students know and accept
the Australian cultural rules and behave accordingly. The second variable was “Interaction opportunity
with Australians” that reflects the daily opportunities that the students have to mix with Australians.
Third, “established interaction with Australians” that indicates the width and depth of interpersonal
network with Australians. The fourth variable was “psychological adjustment in interpersonal domain”
that shows the stress level in communicating with Australians.

An acculturation typology for Japanese students was developed based on the most significant variables.
With the exception of less than six percent, all students could be considered as being members of five
types; “happy international isolate”, “happy host avoider”, “unadjusted marginal”, “happy adaptee” and
“bi-cultural operator”.

The paper concludes by analysing the relationship between cultural adjustment and characteristics

of Australia as host country for international students.



