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ABSTRACT 

International students are susceptible to threats to their well-being, as their immigrant status in 

host societies exposes them to unique challenges such as language difficulties, cultural 

differences, social isolation, and discrimination (to list a few). Relationships are an important 

component of individuals’ well-being that can mitigate these challenges. Hence, this study aimed 

to explore the experiences of relational well-being of African international students at a South 

African university. The study adopted a qualitative design wherein semi-structured interviews were 

employed to collect data from 16 participants (mean age = 24; females = 5; males = 11). Using 

thematic analysis, we found that African international students have reciprocal positive 

relationships with local and other immigrant students, and these contribute to well-being outcomes 

in the social, psychological, and educational domains of life. In addition, the prevailing institutional 

culture and the availability of spaces that provide opportunities for interaction are important 

determinants of relational experiences in the university campus space. It is recommended that 

student affairs departments create spaces in which African international students could further 

engage and interact with a diverse group of students to enhance their relational well-being. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The migration of students to other countries has increased rapidly over the years and is 

emerging as one of the leading reasons for individuals’ migration. Globally, this figure grows 

between 7 per cent and 10 per cent annually (Riano and Piguet 2016, 1; University of Oxford 

2015, 5). International students are those who have crossed a national border for educational 

purposes (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] 2013, 58). The 

presence of international students increases the diversity of the populations of host societies 

and is perceived to be an indicator of prestige in academic institutions (Baklashova and 

Kazakov 2016, 1822). It also significantly contributes to national economies and provides host 

nations with skilled labour upon graduation (Grebennikov et al. 2016, 2431; Riano and Piguet 

2016, 1). Adediran and Coetzee (2019, 1‒2) highlight international students’ contribution to the 

South African economy and argue that this calls for reciprocal quality service by South African 

higher education institutions. Put simply, students’ experiences in the host society must reflect 

the social and economic benefits associated with their presence in host institutions and societies. 

The quality of the pedagogical space in terms of learning materials, content, interactions, and 

accessibility (Frimpong 2021, 171; OECD 2010, 5) is critical to the authenticity of students’ 

education. What is taught and the quality of such education will determine the quality of the 

students produced, as well as the quality of employees they will be in their respective industries. 

Thus, students should receive the best quality educational and social experiences in exchange 

for their economic investment (Wearring et al. 2015, 72).  

According to Ng et al. (2018, 170), international students could be exposed to multiple 

threats to their well-being in host societies, and this might affect their overall educational 

experience. Such threats include loneliness, language difficulties, and xenophobia, which have 

been reported in studies both old and new (Mudhovozi 2011, 294; Wawera and McCamley 

2020, 1262). The challenges are a product of (or can be exacerbated by) difficulties in creating 

new relationships in host societies (Wawera and McCamley 2020, 1268). Given the foreign 

status of international students, most research focuses on the challenges they experience in host 

countries and host institutions. Considering the contributions of international students to their 

host societies, more could be done to gain an in-depth understanding of their relational 

experiences and to improve their well-being in host societies. Despite what is known about the 

challenges they encounter, there is little research that focuses on their relational well-being, 

especially in the African and South African contexts. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Relational well-being 
Well-being ensues “when individuals have the psychological, social and physical resources 

they need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or physical challenge” (Dodge et al. 

2012, 230). It is commonly divided into two subtypes, hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. 

According to Waterman (2007, 612), hedonic well-being is characterised by seeking to achieve 

the goal of happiness. In this instance, happiness refers to a situation where physical and 

emotional-cognitive pleasures are maximised (Huta and Ryan 2010, 736; Waterman 2007, 

612). Eudaimonia, however, conceptualises well-being as an ongoing and lifelong process of 

realising one’s full potential (Deci and Ryan 2008, 2).  

The study reported on here adopted a eudaimonic view of well-being and considered the 

fact that academic and social challenges are inevitable in the lives of students, especially 

African international students. Challenges are seen as inherent in eudaimonia (Waterman 2007, 

612), as it is through overcoming or growing through their challenges that individuals can 

realise their full potential and “flourish”. Huta and Ryan (2010, 740) suggest that eudaimonic 

well-being is fostered by engaging in activities that are personally significant or that may be 

important outside of the self, and they argue that there is personal significance in pursuing an 

academic degree or seeking social interactions. Ryff (2017, 162) lists the main elements that 

can contribute to experiencing eudaimonic well-being as autonomy; environmental mastery; 

positive relations with others; personal growth; purpose in life; self-acceptance. This study 

focused on the “positive relations with others” component of eudaimonic well-being as a way 

of conceptualising relational well-being. 

Positive relations or relational well-being exists where individuals experience or exhibit 

feelings of affection, empathy, and love in relationships (Ryff 2017, 162). In addition, being 

able to identify with other people and supporting others are important markers of positive 

relations (Ryff 2017, 162). Having positive relationships in school was found to increase the 

likelihood of immigrant students thriving in their academic pursuits and post-school 

occupational endeavours (DeAngelo 2014, 60; Picton, Kahu, and Nelson 2017; Wayt 2012, 10). 

In exploring African international students’ relational experiences, this conceptualisation of 

relationships was used as a guide towards making sense of the students’ experiences.  

 

An African perspective 
Given that this study specifically sought to understand the relational experiences of African 

international students, African theoretical perspectives of relational well-being should be 
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considered in making sense of their experiences. African worldviews are generally 

distinguished by the importance they place on interconnectedness, relationships, and spirituality 

(Owusu-Ansah and Mji 2013, 2; Wissing, Schutte, and Wilson-Fadiji 2019, 3; Wissing et al. 

2020, 1). Nwoye (2017, 42) discusses in detail how relationships are conceptualised in the 

African worldview, with a particular focus on the ubuntu philosophy that is derived from the 

Nguni proverb “umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu”, which is translated as “a person is a person 

through other persons”. Although the noun “ubuntu” is often associated with the South African 

Zulu language, the philosophy is embraced in most African countries in the sub-Saharan region 

using different nouns. However, the most commonly used nouns in most countries are “ubuntu” 

and “maaya” (Mugumbate and Chereni 2019, 28).  

In his paper, Nwoye (2017, 48) illustrated how ubuntu and its associated emphasis on 

relational interconnectedness function as the foundation upon which the African child is reared 

and through which most African individuals make sense of the world and their own well-being. 

He further argued that ubuntu is “a powerful motivational force” and individuals consider it 

“beneficial to submit to the life of reciprocity and mutuality ... investing, by so doing, in the 

reciprocal support of others in times of need” (Nwoye 2017, 53). The significance placed on 

relationships and interconnectedness means that much of the African individual’s well-being 

stems from their relationships and being in harmony with other people (Owusu-Ansah and Mji 

2013, 2; Wissing et al. 2020, 1). Evidence of this is seen in studies conducted in South Africa 

and Ghana where participants described their well-being as being embedded in their 

relationships with others (Owusu-Ansah and Mji 2013, 2; Wilson, Wissing, and Schutte 2018, 

1380; Wissing et al. 2020, 1). 

 

Experiences of international students in South Africa 

South Africa has seen substantial increases in international students as part of the growing trend 

of international educational migration (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 383). International students 

constitute approximately 17 per cent of the student population at South African private and 

public higher education institutions (Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET] 

2018). Unlike any other country, South Africa has a very high proportion of African 

international students in a context where its citizens are very xenophobic towards immigrants 

from other African countries (Lee and Sehoole 2019, 5). For example, a recent study that 

investigated South Africans’ attitudes towards immigrants between 2008 and 2016 determined 

that xenophobic attitudes towards immigrants are homogenous across the different racial 

categories – Black, Coloured, and White (Dube 2019, 197). As such, international students’ 

experiences in the country are likely to be shaped by natives’ attitudes towards them.  
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International students’ psychological well-being and relational experiences in South 

Africa mirror those observed internationally. Homesickness (Chinyamurindi 2018, 219), 

loneliness and stress (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 397) are common psychological states 

experienced by international students. The main triggers of these states are similar to those 

observed in other countries; that is, language difficulties, cultural differences and social 

isolation (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 397; Ratshilaya 2017, 73). In South Africa, language issues 

were also found to cause low self-esteem among international students, as they act as a 

hindrance in relating with others socially and academically (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 392; 

Ratshilaya 2017, 63). In fact, language limitations may affect how relational patterns and 

experiences manifest between local and international students. 

Much like students in other countries, international students in South Africa relate 

primarily with other international students (Herman and Kombe 2019, 514). Although language 

and cultural differences play a role in these relational patterns, xenophobia is a significant 

contributor (Chinyamurindi 2018, 216; Herman and Kombe 2019, 517). Xenophobia and other 

types of discrimination are common in the broader international student experience (Wu, Garza, 

and Guzman 2015, 3). Unfortunately, these issues are particularly salient within the South 

African context, as the country is known for its negative attitude towards immigrants. This was 

evident from the 2008 and 2015 attacks (Chinomona and Maziriri 2015, 20; Kayitesi and 

Mwaba 2014, 1128), and more recently, the heinous crimes committed against African migrants 

in 2019.  

As such, international students are often aware of the xenophobic climate before coming 

to South Africa (Herman and Kombe 2019, 518). This, together with experiencing and/or 

witnessing xenophobically motivated events of discrimination, causes them to develop negative 

attitudes towards locals (Chinyamurindi 2018, 216). Consequently, international students may 

avoid locals in favour of developing meaningful relationships with other international students 

(Chinyamurindi 2018, 216; Herman and Kombe 2019, 514). This may have negative 

consequences for international students’ social integration, and by extension, their general well-

being (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 398). They may not reap the benefits of building close relations 

with natives, such as easier adaptation to local languages and cultures, which are known 

challenges to international students in South Africa.  

Given the propensity for discrimination against migrants in South Africa, research among 

international students focuses strongly on adjustment and adaptation problems (Mokgwasi 

2017; Mudhovozi 2011). The little that is known about their psychological well-being is derived 

from the challenge-focused studies, which did not explore their well-being experiences in 

depth. Since it was not the focus of these studies, even less is known about students’ relational 
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well-being and precisely the relationships that contribute positively to their well-being. The 

present study attempted to remedy the lack of attention given to the relational well-being of 

international students. It focused less on the challenges and adopted a more positive approach 

towards understanding how international students’ relationships might help foster or maintain 

their well-being in the face of social and academic challenges. Therefore, the objectives of the 

research in hand were to: 

 

• explore the relational experiences of African international students at a South African 

university; and 

• examine relationships that contribute to the well-being of African international students. 

 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
This research study (reference: HUM037/1120) was approved by the Research Ethics 

Committee in the Faculty of Humanities, University of Pretoria before any data collection took 

place. Additionally, the Division for International Cooperation at the university gave 

permission for research to be conducted with international students. Participants received an 

information sheet that provided in-depth information about the study and what participation 

would involve. They subsequently gave written consent by completing the form that they were 

furnished with upon recruitment into the study.  

To ensure confidentiality, only the researchers involved in the study had access to 

participants’ private information. This information was stored on password-protected laptops, 

and any shared databases (such as Google Drive shared folders) restricted access to the 

researchers involved in this study. Additionally, pseudonyms were employed in reporting 

research results so as to maintain participants’ anonymity.  

 

SAMPLING AND PARTICIPANTS 
Maximum variation purposive sampling and snowballing were used to recruit potential 

participants through social media and in-person engagements. The researcher approached 

various international student organisations affiliated with the university that had a social media 

presence on Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The administrators of the social media 

accounts would then advertise the study on the respective platforms upon the researcher’s 

request or would refer interested participants to the researcher. 

In addition to recruitment through social media, potential participants were randomly 

approached – in person – at student hotspots around the university, such as at student residences, 

in restaurants, and in the local mall. Participant recruitment rarely took place on the university 
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campus due to the COVID-19 restrictions that limited access to the university. The snowballing 

technique was used by asking students who had already agreed to participate to refer any of 

their friends or acquaintances who might also be interested in participating.  

Ultimately, the sample consisted of 16 students from a variety of African countries, 

disciplines, and levels of study. Excluding one participant who did not supply their age, the 

mean age for this study’s sample was 24 years. Of the 16 participants, five were female and 11 

were male, while the majority (nine) were undergraduate students and only seven were 

postgraduate students. Furthermore, most (five) of the African international students pursuing 

postgraduate degrees were enrolled at Master’s level. Thirteen of the students were from SADC 

countries (i.e., Zimbabwe, Zambia, Tanzania, Eswatini) and only three were from countries 

outside of the SADC region – specifically, Nigeria and Kenya. 

 

PROCEDURE 
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. Depending on the participant’s 

preference, interviews were conducted face to face, through a Zoom meeting, or over the phone 

using the “CallApp: Caller ID, Call Blocker & Call Recorder” app. Interviews lasted for 45 

minutes on average, and the face-to-face interviews were recorded using a digital audio 

recorder. Zoom interviews and phone-call interviews were recorded using the relevant 

functionalities within the Zoom app and the Call Recording app respectively. Consent to record 

the interview was always obtained before recording the face-to-face or Zoom interviews, and 

participants were informed that the phone call was being recorded before an interview over the 

phone was commenced. Virtual platforms were predominantly used to conduct interviews as 

stringent social restrictions still applied at the time of data collection and overall anxiety and 

apprehension reigned in the public due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, participants often 

preferred to conduct interviews on a virtual platform. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 
Data from the semi-structured interviews was analysed using Clarke and Braun’s (2013) six-

step thematic analysis process, which involves familiarising oneself with and immersing 

oneself in the data by reading interview transcripts multiple times prior to any coding or 

analysis. As the researchers transcribed almost half of the interview transcripts, their repeated 

listening to interview audios during the transcription process ensured their familiarity with the 

data. Next, they generated codes from the data, most of which were used to formulate themes 

and subthemes. The data analysis software Atlas.ti was used for coding and organising the codes 

into themes. The themes and subthemes originating from the codes were given names and they 
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were constantly reviewed before eventual finalisation. In the data excerpts, “UG” denotes 

undergraduate student, “PG” denotes postgraduate student, and the number in parentheses next 

to a participant’s quote (e.g., “21”) indicates the participant’s age. 

The trustworthiness of a study can be determined through transferability, dependability 

and confirmability (Willig 2013, 493). To ensure transferability and dependability, a thick 

description of the research process and methodology was used. The researchers in the study co-

coded the data; that is, they coded the same interview transcripts separately to ensure that 

observations and conclusions reached by one researcher were noted or confirmed by other 

researchers, thereby ensuring confirmability. Moreover, the study’s findings were compared 

with those of studies previously conducted on similar topics so as to ensure confirmability. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
To provide a detailed account of the African international students’ experiences, the findings 

were classified under three main themes. The themes, accompanied by subthemes as outlined 

in Table 1, are discussed next. 

 
Table 1: Theme outline 
 

Themes Subthemes 
1. Conducive Spaces for Relationship 

Formation 
A. Classrooms as a positive relational space 
B. Organised activities and other spaces conducive to 

relationship formation 
C. The university as a welcoming environment 

2. African International Students’ Interactional 
Styles in Forming Relationships 

 

3. Relationships and Well-Being A. Academic relationships 
B. The value of friends in times of need 
C. “No one is an island” 

 

Theme 1: Conducive spaces for relationship formation 
This theme addresses how African international students develop relationships during their time 

at university. It comprises three subthemes. The first (1A) discusses the formation of 

relationships in classrooms specifically, while the second (1B) looks into how other spaces such 

as university residences and organised group activities facilitate relationship development. The 

third subtheme (1C), “the university as a welcoming environment”, explores how the social 

climate at the university may have an influence on how other spaces in the university are 

experienced. Theme 1 provides an overall understanding of how space shapes African 

international students’ relational experiences on campus. 

 

Subtheme 1A: Classrooms as a positive relational space 

Most of the African international students’ relationships began in the classroom. These 
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classroom relations also typically made up the students’ main social circle as is evident from 

the (verbatim) quotes below: 

 

Tafadzwa: “Most of the friends I’ve made were in classes, you just get into class then you just sit 
in the right place then there’s other people just up here you’re like ‘Wow this looks like cool 
company’ then that’s how I became friends with most of the friends that I have at UP.” (Zimbabwe, 
21, Male, UG). 

Evans: “It’ll be mostly my classmates because ... the thing which takes up most of my time is 
school so when basically in that school environment you have to talk to people who are within 
that same environment so, ja basically ... I spend most of the time talking to my, to my classmates.” 
(Zimbabwe, 23, Male, UG). 

 

Evans further states that making friends in class is “straightforward” because “you already have 

like a common base with ... other people so it’s easy to relate”. The African international 

students in this study reflected on how the frequency of contact facilitated relationship 

development. They saw the classroom as a positive relational space engendered by shared 

interest and a mutual need for communication, due to the amount of time that they shared this 

space. Bennet, Volet, and Fozdar (2013, 548) confirmed these observations, as they found that 

the majority of students’ friendship networks in their study revolved around people they met in 

class due to shared academic interests, shared curriculum content, and working together in class 

projects. Rienties and Nolan (2014, 178) also note that students are more successful at 

developing relationships in class, due to repeated contact. 

In South Africa, Ratshilaya (2017, 59) found that international students find it easier to 

make friends when they try to communicate and make friends in class, and then take those 

friendships outside of class. As immigrants in a new country, classrooms are the spaces where 

most academic activities occur from the start of their studies. They provide numerous 

opportunities to interact with others, while shared courses and modules may serve as easy 

“material” for conversation stimulation.  

 

Subtheme 1B: Organised activities and other spaces conducive to relationship 
formation 
Apart from intellectually engaging spaces where students might feel pressured to interact 

because of a mutual need for communication, other forms of interaction tend to occur in 

alternative, less coercive spaces such as residential spaces, day houses, and student societies. 

The participants explained as follows: 

 

Anesu: “I think the thing that allowed me to probably start knowing a lot more people was staying 
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at an off-campus residence. And obviously like when you’re cooking in public kitchens then you 
start to know people you know, greet people and then turns out that there’s other people who’ve 
known people that you know that are probably doing the same degree as you and then that’s how 
you start to form friendships.” (Zimbabwe, 19, Female, UG). 

Angela: “More foreigners were in the societies, in the day houses because we were all trying to 
find people they can relate to, trying to find friends in those societies.” (Zambia, 21, Female, UG). 
 

African international students’ relationships may also develop outside of class in other 

“organisational” spaces. That is, spaces where students come together and share a common 

interest, such as engaging in sports with a fellow group of students, being funded by the same 

bursary, or living in the same residence/affiliated with the same day house. These spaces 

provide opportunities for African international students to meet other students, some of whom 

they might become close with over time. This finding is consistent with other literature which 

found that international students who lived on campus reported higher involvement levels in 

academic, religious, and internationally oriented organisations (Naik, Wawrzynski, and Brown 

2017, 997; Wawera and McCamley 2020, 1269). Mudhovozi (2011, 295) found that 

international students in South Africa are intentional in their efforts to develop relationships, as 

they understand that relationships are important sources of psychological and social support. 

When their psychological and social well-being needs have been catered to, they are better able 

to cope with academic pressures (Mudhovozi 2011, 295), thus increasing their chances of 

success in this domain.  

Overall, the subthemes presented thus far highlight the role of “space” as an avenue 

through which opportunities can be created for interaction, a component rarely touched on in 

the relational experiences of international students in previous studies. These findings further 

indicate that the “student experience” is “a co-construct between human actors and the space 

within which they act and relate” (Tumubweinee and Luescher 2019, 2). In addition, the 

findings demonstrate the diversity of spaces that can be conducive to relationship formation, 

both in formal and informal settings. Thus, “space” emerges as an important element in 

relationship formation.  

 

Subtheme 1C: The university as a welcoming environment 
The overarching “reason” that might dictate the trends and behaviours noted in the previous 

subthemes is the institutional atmosphere or culture. African international students described 

the university environment as comfortable and relaxed, with plenty of social events and support 

structures in place to assist with their transition into the university space. When asked to reflect 

on their overall experience at the university, the African international students said the 
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following: 

 
Evans: “Life as an international African student is similar if not identical to life as a local student. 
There are plenty of support structures in place to make international students accustomed to their 
new surroundings ... I’ve met new people, made new friends, the lecturers have been friendly, I 
mean it has been a good learning experience like, I don’t look back on the past three years and you 
know, reflect badly on everything, it’s been fine, it’s been okay.” (Zimbabwe, 23, Male, UG). 

Thomas: “So studying here ... it’s, it’s been good. Yeah it’s been interesting I think there’s a lot 
of social events where students are able to participate and know each other you know? Yes so it’s, 
it’s been basically, been good. My experience has been fine.” (Zambia, 27, Male, PG). 

Fatima: “I was lucky enough to have really amazing classmates. So whenever I was at school and 
stuff like that I was comfortable.” (Kenya, Female, UG). 
 

The participants generally spoke positively about their experiences on campus and how they 

experienced the campus atmosphere as positive. Such a positive space appears to increase the 

African international students’ sense of belonging as indicated in the first and last excerpts, 

thereby increasing relationship-seeking behaviours. Certainly, the overall social climate of 

institutions can influence how individuals feel and behave within those spaces (Ryff 2017, 171). 

The findings in this study deviate from previous findings in the literature on African 

international students at other South African universities, where narratives of discrimination 

perpetrated by local students and lecturers dominated (Iwara, Kativhu, and Obadire 2017, 

10639; Ralarala, Pineteh, and Mchiza 2016, 249). In the latter studies, students reported that 

they experienced the university space as hostile, they contended with higher incidences of 

xenophobia, and often had negative perceptions of locals. It is therefore possible that African 

international students’ relational experiences may depend on the respective universities’ student 

racial/ethnic demographics. To illustrate, the South African Black student population in the two 

universities studied by Iwara et al. (2017) was approximately 95 per cent and 99 per cent 

respectively (DHET 2011, 4; University of Zululand 2021, 111), while the South African Black 

student population in the study conducted by Ralarala, Pineteh, and Mchiza (2016) was 66 per 

cent (Ralarala, Hassan, and Naidoo 2021, 137).  

In the present study, the university had a comparatively smaller margin of difference 

between Black (54%) and White students (37%) (University of Pretoria 2020), relative to the 

studies cited previously. Therefore, it may be that in universities with racially or ethnically 

more diverse student demographics, individuals tend to be more tolerant of those different from 

them. This may result in a more positive institutional atmosphere, as opposed to academic 

spaces where the student population might be dominated by a specific racial or ethnic group 

(Brown 2004, 27‒28). After all, incidences of discrimination and xenophobia in South Africa 
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seem to occur most frequently in environments where there is a predominantly Black population 

(Dube 2019, 192).  

 

Theme 2: African international students’ interactional styles in forming 
relationships 
This theme explores how African international students’ interactional styles played a role in 

their relational experiences. In the present study, interactional styles were defined as 

relationship-seeking behaviours rooted in individuals’ preferences, dispositions, and 

willingness to seek relationships. To illustrate how this shaped African international students’ 

interactional experiences, some excerpts are presented below: 

 

Steven: “I’m kind of an interactive person, so for me, as long as I have like people to interact 
with ... now I’ve created like a lot of relationships with people, like lots of connections so, is 
easy for me to kind of manoeuvre around and get things.” (Zambia, 26, Male, PG). 

Angela: “I’m a social person, I can’t stay alone for a long time. I was also part of ... a day house. 
That really really helped with friendships. So I made friends from the day res, I made friends from 
being part of the society, I was part of ... The Business Women’s Association of South Africa I 
think it is. I was part of that and I made friends from there. And other than that you just had to be 
brave and you know, say something to someone during class.” (Zambia, 21, Female, UG). 
 

The above quotes show that there were African international students who were willing to make 

the effort to interact with people and to join more campus-based organisations to make friends. 

Their behaviour appeared to have been largely determined by their type of personality, i.e., 

“interactive person”, “social person”, suggesting a generally outgoing personality. Doroszuk, 

Kupis, and Czarna (2019, 2) categorise these types of individuals that strongly desire the 

company of others and who often make an effort to associate with strangers as extraverts. They 

further stated that these individuals tend to make friends easily as their interactive styles and 

even body language make positive impressions on their interaction partners, resulting in people 

desiring to spend more time with them, and forming relationships. However, it was noted in the 

findings that not all participants had the same interactional style of being sociable and willing 

to reach out to people to form relationships; some found it difficult due to their more reserved 

personalities. The African international students expressed the following sentiments regarding 

their willingness to interact with others: 

 

Tafadzwa: “It’s something that I’ve always, I’ve been the type of person where I select one, two, 
three people, that I trust and can always talk, and after that there’s no one else and I’ve always 
been okay with it ... I live an introvert life ... I do prefer to just have a small circle.” (Zimbabwe, 
21, Male, UG). 
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Fatima: “I would just say it’s because I’m introverted. So I am not the person to just strike up a 
conversation in front of people and make friends.” (Kenya, Female, UG). 

 

The last quote shows that Fatima had a difficult time making friends in her first year and she 

attributed the initial difficulty to be mainly due to her introversion. Generally, these participants 

accounted for their smaller friendship circles or any difficulties they initially had in making 

friends by disclosing their introverted dispositions or what their preferences with regard to 

friendship networks are. Conclusions drawn by Doroszuk et al. (2019, 2), and Harris and Vazire 

(2016, 652) suggest that, relative to extraverts who are usually more comfortable in interactions 

with others and often assume their interaction partner finds them likeable, introverts have 

difficulty forming relationships or they have smaller friendship networks because they tend to 

be pessimistic in their social interactions. Although the African international students in this 

study did not provide in-depth reasons for their tendencies to not “just strike up a conversation”, 

it is possible that these observations were at play in their interactions.  

The findings under Theme 2 re-affirmed the notion that the friendship-making process is 

governed by internal factors (Harris and Vazire 2016, 651), not only by external influences or 

circumstances such as the university environment or the attitudes of other students.  

 

Theme 3: Relationships and well-being 
This theme explores the various relationships that contributed to the well-being of African 

international students. One example is academic relationships, where students’ mutual support 

plays a central role in their academic success. In addition, social relationships (beyond academic 

support/activities) contribute to the social, psychological, and emotional well-being of African 

international students. Both types of relationships focus mainly on the presence of other 

students, the interactions that occur within these relationships and how they generate or improve 

well-being. Although the subthemes are separated, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

  

Subtheme 3A: Academic relationships 
Relationships served as a source of academic support for students in this study. African 

international students spoke at length about the value of their classroom relations and how 

integral these were to their educational success: 

 

Tadiwa: “We study together basically so even though some of them they’re doing different 
programs, you can always copy one or two things from them. Maybe work ethic or whatever, how 
they navigate through these things.” (Zimbabwe, 23, Male, UG). 

Evans: “I don’t think I’d be able to survive without, without those people because ... sometimes it 
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might be difficult to, you know to keep up in class like let’s say on a particular day and then maybe 
to approach a lecturer afterwards it’s, might also be difficult. So at least having someone who, like 
who’s in the same space, who was there during the lecture, it kind of helps ... even understanding 
the work, trying to you know, gauge your performance against the performance of others, just 
trying to figure out where you stand in terms of understanding your work.” (Zimbabwe, 23, Male, 
UG). 
 

The academic support African international students received from others was described in 

many ways. Students shared notes, updated one another on missed work, and assisted one 

another when help was needed to understand course material. Drawing from the above quotes, 

African international students also compared their performance with those of their peers to 

gauge how well/bad they were doing, and they sometimes even emulated their friends’ positive 

study habits. In agreement with previous studies (DeAngelo 2014, 60; Wayt 2012, 50), the 

academic support that students provided to one another was portrayed as integral to their 

success.  

Although these findings are not unique to African international students, they demonstrate 

that the African international students in this study were able to successfully integrate with their 

peers, South African and otherwise, to maximise their academic experiences and success. This 

is noteworthy because African international students at another South African university 

pointedly explained that they struggled to receive support or collaborate on schoolwork with 

their classmates due to discrimination (Pineteh and Mulu 2016, 395). This may be due to 

differences in institutional factors, such as whether international students experienced the 

university spaces as largely negative or positive, or whether the local students were largely 

unbiased/accepting or xenophobic (as discussed previously). More research is necessary to 

understand the different institutional factors that will foster a positive climate and experience 

for African international students specifically. 

 

Subtheme 3B: The value of friends in times of need 
Outside of academic support, the relationships that African international students had with their 

friends also satisfied several social needs. In the African international students’ own words: 

 

Ethan: “I think it [the friendship circle] was just like a family, whenever you have a problem you 
go to them. Ja when you have a problem you go to them ... when you have a certain decision that 
you want to make you go and hear from them ... If you need any financial help is between us so 
ja.” (Zambia, 27, Male, UG). 

Angela: “Just being supportive in general, in every arena, you know whether it’s a place to stay, 
with food groceries when I need you know. If I’m struggling, just generally being there as a friend, 
and yeah I will say overall they’ve been those support systems for me.” (Zambia, 21, Female, UG). 
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The reflections of the African international students indicated that their friends can be relied 

upon for general social support when needed, but more especially for providing material 

assistance in the form of shelter, food, or money when necessary. This agrees with Kansky’s 

(2018, 6) observation that individuals can better cater to their needs for survival when in groups 

than what they would manage to do in solitude. When their basic survival needs are met, they 

are likely to experience higher levels of physical and mental well-being (Narvaez 2018). The 

findings from the study by Cobo-Rendon et al. (2020, 1) further support the above assertions 

that social support, which encompasses friends’ assistance in times of need or adversity, 

contributes positively to the eudaimonic well-being of university students.  

Some African international students mentioned that being supported in terms of the 

fulfilment of their basic need to relate with local students greatly assisted them in acclimatising 

to the South African environment. The African international students reflected on the social 

benefits of having local friends: 

 
Steven: “I think I’ve gotten to like learn a lot of things, that I never knew about South Africa and 
also the stories. So basically it has just helped me to like understand the cultures of South Africa 
and just how, just to have a few like understanding of the environment itself. I need something 
maybe in town, I don’t know the place, then I just try to check my relationships, I check who do I 
talk to, who do I know, who can assist me in this place ... which is nice because if I never made 
those relationships I would find my way hard to like get certain things.” (Zambia, 26, Male, PG). 

Fatima: “So having a South African friend is definitely helpful in that especially, there’s this 
activity we had ... we needed to take a taxi, and go to town that was when the xenophobia thing 
was happening so it was very scary for me ... we were going to find a taxi, and the conductor the, 
the driver guy was speaking to me in his language and I looked so confused and it was so obvious. 
And then I was, I was about to say I don’t understand. Then my friend like immediately came in 
and then, yeah yeah yeah, we quickly got in the taxi. So I don’t know just, it was very helpful.” 
(Kenya, Female, UG). 
 

In the last excerpt, Fatima speaks about a time when a taxi driver was speaking to her in a South 

African language during a period of heightened xenophobia in the city. One of her South 

African friends was able to come to her aid and answer the taxi driver’s question before her 

foreign status could be exposed, thereby protecting her from the potential danger of physical 

harm or discrimination. This not only demonstrates the value of friends in general, but also 

shows the benefit of an immigrant student having a local friend who can mitigate potentially 

dangerous or awkward situations. Altogether, the excerpts demonstrate the importance of 

relational interactions between local students and African international students. These 

relationships can assist African international students to understand the South African 

environment, its people, and to learn local languages. This may ultimately lead to African 
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international students being better equipped to navigate different spaces in the local 

environment due to having “insider” knowledge. 

Research has shown that support networks are important for many aspects of life, 

including integration (Lessard-Philips et al. 2019, 17). When international students interact with 

local students academically or socially, it creates an avenue for cultural exchange (Ratshilaya 

2017, 84); which consequently eases their integration into South African society. Rahman 

(2018, 1) found a significant relationship between international students’ adjustment to local 

culture and their increased psychological well-being. Thus, it is within reason to propose that 

the ease of cultural adjustment mediated by local students contributes to the well-being of 

African international students (Li et al. 2013, 155).  

 

Subtheme 3C: “No one is an island” 
The mere presence of people in one’s life or knowing that one is not alone in the challenges 

they face seemed to contribute to African international students’ well-being, for example: 

 

Fatima: “Like no one is, is an island you need people ... the girl came ... Ja that’s when I was still 
a bit, mentally not okay honestly. ‘Cause I didn’t have any friends, I was still confused on all the 
things I’d been doing, culture shock and things like that and then, so I meet her ... and then she 
tells me how she’s also been struggling as well, ‘cause she’s also introverted ... And then I don’t 
know I just felt a bit better knowing that I wasn’t alone and ... that was the beginning of an upper 
trajectory in my mental health.” (Kenya, Female, UG). 

Tadiwa: “‘Cause you do have a lot of bad days in this [course] program so it does help knowing 
you know, it’s not, you’re not that unique in that perspective you get? So, yeah it actually does 
help psychologically.” (Zimbabwe, 23, Male, UG). 

 

The African international students used the phrase “no one is an island” to signify that as 

humans we fare better when we have people in our lives. Moreover, their statements affirmed 

the notion that African international students’ psychological well-being could be enhanced by 

knowing that their difficult experiences were shared by others. In this way, their relationships 

served a protective function by ameliorating stressful experiences (Joshanloo and Jovanovic 

2018, 6; King et al. 2021, 4). Murray et al. (2002, 564) concurred with this argument when they 

stated that people are happier when they feel that a person they share a relationship with shares 

their experience and understands them. However, it should be noted that the relationship 

between shared experiences and well-being is largely unexplored in higher education, and it 

warrants more research attention, considering the findings in respect of this theme. 

Thus far, the findings indicate that African international students’ friendships may make 

a positive contribution to their academic and social experiences. Positive relational experiences, 
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whether in the social or academic realm, seemed to contribute positively to the emotional and 

psychological well-being of African international students. However, besides them receiving 

support, African international students also talked about how their own well-being was 

enhanced through helping others: 

 

Christopher: “... My friends and ja, even other people. I like helping people, is like your charities 
and all that, ja.” (Tanzania, 22, Male, UG). 

Ayo: “When they find themselves in a situation and really want someone to talk to, I’m always 
that person who is ready to listen ... so, me keeping them happy is me doing myself a favour also, 
I find it really really important. So I don’t necessarily expect anything from them, I’m just giving 
and that’s what I’m here to do basically.” (Nigeria, 28, Male, PG).  
 

The excerpts from the African international students’ responses change our perception of well-

being as a unidirectional phenomenon where the things that others do for an individual, or the 

things that happen to an individual, are what determine their well-being. In these cases, well-

being is bidirectional; it also manifests in the things that an African international student does 

for other people. Essentially, helping others is as necessary and important to their well-being as 

receiving help (Kansky 2018, 6). According to White (2010, 161) and Wilson et al. (2018, 

1380), collective societies tend to take a collective view of wellness, where one’s own well-

being is intrinsically tied to one’s relationship with others. As most African societies have a 

propensity for collectivist views, it follows that the African international students in this study 

embraced values that included being supportive of others as important to their well-being. 

 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 
The study demonstrated that although South Africa may generally be considered a hostile 

environment for African migrants, this does not imply that African international students will 

have predominantly negative relational experiences in host institutions in the country. On the 

contrary, the findings indicated that African international students’ relational experiences could 

be largely positive, but that this probably depends on institutional culture or atmosphere.  

Tumubweinee and Luescher (2019, 2) argue that university spaces are not merely spatial 

contexts where academic events take place; they are also products of the relationships that occur 

within them and the policies that govern them. As such, universities should consider how their 

policies and support structures influence the experiences of African international students. That 

is, they should determine whether the configuration of the universities’ policies and structures 

alienates African international students by exacerbating their existing challenges as immigrants, 

or prioritises African international students’ seamless transition into the universities’ academic 
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environment. For example, Letsoalo (2022) noted in their study that the main complaint that 

African international students had about their class experiences was the tendency for South 

African students to speak in indigenous South African languages while performing group tasks. 

This alienated the international students, leading them to prefer to collaborate on schoolwork 

with other international students, while actively avoiding working with South African students. 

As such, to improve the pedagogical space so that immigrant students do not feel excluded, it 

is suggested that lecturers (institutions) should encourage local students to be more conscious, 

inclusive, and sensitive to students of other nationalities while in class. This can take the form 

of encouraging the use of English as a medium of communication, particularly when 

performing group tasks. This is relevant not only for academic adjustment, but also for 

relational adjustment, as the findings in this study demonstrated that African international 

students consider both their academic and relational experiences in their appraisal of the 

university experience. Prioritising both elements might contribute to creating a positive 

institutional atmosphere.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The findings of this study are important for broadening our understanding of the experiences of 

African international students in South African society. They should, however, be generalised 

with caution, considering that the way in which qualitative studies are designed does not usually 

permit unambiguous generalisations to other contexts and populations. Certainly, the results of 

this study only indicate the experiences of African international students from one university. 

However, important lessons can still be drawn from its findings such as the importance of space 

in relationship formation, how the relationships can be salient in students’ academic journeys 

and their well-being experiences, and how the university environment (positive or hostile) can 

affect the immigrant students’ overall academic experiences. These lessons can be applied 

and/or adapted to other university contexts.  

Another limitation that was identified concerned the interviewing of participants through 

phone calls, which could have affected the study findings. The cell phone interview does not 

permit the interviewer access to participants’ non-verbal cues so they can respond to them 

accordingly (Jablonski 2014, 6). Frequent breaks in connection and other technical difficulties 

also occurred during some phone interview calls, which further affected the natural flow of 

conversation and the quality of the interviews. Using different or inconsistent interview formats 

might have generally affected the study’s results.  

Regarding recommendations, it is suggested that universities take intervening measures to 

create spaces outside of the classroom where African international students can engage with 
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other local and international students. Furthermore, universities should attempt to tailor their 

interventions to accommodate students’ different interactional styles where possible, as the 

latter were identified as being salient in relationship-seeking behaviour and breadth of social 

network. University student counselling services should also play a role by collaborating with 

international student departments to encourage African international students to seek help. 

Although African international students’ relationships were shown to assist them in coping with 

social, psychological, and academic challenges, it is essential that these students receive 

professional assistance – in addition to the relational support that their friends provide – while 

they adjust to host institutions and contend with academic pressures.  

 

CONCLUSION 
In this article, space was found to be a prominent aspect in the relational experiences of African 

international students. Institutions and institutional culture also played a central role in how 

African international students experienced university spaces. While personality factors were 

noted as being important in the relationship formation process, African international students 

appeared to have positive relational experiences overall with other local and international 

students. This contributed positively to the academic, social, and psychological domains of their 

lives. 

 

REFERENCES 
Adediran, Olabanji J. and Willem J. L. Coetzee. 2019. “Expectations and Realities of International 

Students in a South African Capital City.” African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure 
8(2): 1‒19.  

Baklashova, Tatiana A. and Andrey V. Kazakov. 2016. “Challenges of International Students’ 
Adjustment to a Higher Education Institution.” International Journal of Environmental & Science 
Education 11(8): 1821‒1832. https://doi.org/10.12973/ijese.2016.557a. 

Bennet, Rebecca J., Simone E. Volet, and Farida E. Fozdar. 2013. “‘I’d say it’s Kind of Unique in a 
Way’: The Development of Intercultural Student Relationship.” Journal of Studies in 
International Education 17(5): 533‒553. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315312474937. 

Brown, Launcelot I. 2004. “Diversity: The Challenge for Higher Education.” Race Ethnicity and 
Education 7(1) (March): 21‒34. https://doi.org/ 10.1080/1361332042000187289. 

Chinomona, Elizabeth and Eugine T. Maziriri. 2015. “Examining the Phenomenon of Xenophobia as 
Experienced by African Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Johannesburg, South Africa: Intensifying the 
Spirit of ‘Ubuntu’.” International Journal of Research in Business Studies and Management 2(6) 
(June): 20‒31. 

Chinyamurindi, Willie T. 2018. “Narratives of a Sense of Belonging: Perspectives from a Sample of 
International Students in South Africa.” South African Journal of Higher Education 32(3): 209‒
225. http://dx.doi.org/10.20853/32-3-2581. 

Clarke, Victoria and Virginia Braun. 2013. Successful qualitative research: A practical guide for 
beginners. London: Sage.  

Cobo-Rendon, Rubia, Yaranay Lopez-Angulo, Maria V. Perez-Villalobos, and Alejandro Diaz-Mujica. 



Letsoalo, Chigeza, Wilson Fadiji An exploration of the relational well-being of African international students 

126 

2020. “Perceived Social Support and its Effects on Changes in the Affective and Eudaimonic 
Well-Being of Chilean University Students.” Frontiers in Psychology 11: 1‒12. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.590513. 

DeAngelo, Linda. 2014. “Programs and Practices that Retain Students from the First to Second year: 
Results from a National Study.” New Directions for Institutional Research 160: 53‒75. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.20061. 

Deci, Edward L. and Richard M. Ryan. 2008. “Hedonia, Eudaimonia, and Well-Being: An 
Introduction.” Journal of Happiness Studies 9: 1‒11. https://doi.org/ 10.1007/s10902-006-9018-
1. 

Department of Higher Education and Training. 2011. “Statistics on Post-School Education and Training 
in South Africa.” https://www.saqa.org.za/sites/default/files/2019-11/stats2011.pdf. 

Department of Higher Education and Training. 2018. Statistics on post-school education and training 
in South Africa. https://www.dhet.gov.za/DHET%20Statistics%20Publication/Statistics%20 
on%20Post-School%20Education%20and%20Training%20in%20South%20 
Africa%202016.pdf. 

DHET see Department of Higher Education and Training. 
Dodge, Rachel, Annette P. Daly, Jan Huyton, and Lalage D. Sanders. 2012. “The Challenge of Defining 

Wellbeing.” International Journal of Wellbeing 2(3): 222‒235. https://doi.org/10.5502/ijw.v2i3.4. 
Doroszuk, Marta, Marta Kupis, and Anna Z. Czarna. 2019. “Personality and Friendships.” In 

Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences, edited by Virgil Zeigler-Hill and Todd 
K. Shackleford, 1‒10. Cham: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-28099-8_712-1. 

Dube, Godwin. 2019. “Black South Africans’ Attitudes Toward African Immigrants Between 2008 and 
2016.” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 25(2): 191‒210. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13537113.2019.1602372. 

Frimpong, Samuel O. 2021. “The Role of Teaching and Learning Materials and Interaction as a Tool to 
Quality Early Childhood Education in Angona East District of the Central region of Ghana.” 
African Educational Research Journal 9(1): 168‒178. https://doi.org/10.30918/AERJ.91.20.112. 

Grebennikov, Valery V., Lyudmila A. Bukalerova, Marina N. Moseikina, Ludmila Y. Grudtsina, and 
Vadim O. Moiseyev. 2016. “Educational Migration of International Students: Axiological Aspect 
of the Educational Process.” International Journal of Mathematics Education 11(7): 2430‒2441. 

Harris, Kelci and Simine Vazire. 2016. “On Friendship Development and the Big Five Personality 
Traits.” Social and Personality Psychology Compass 10(11) (November): 647‒667. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12287. 

Herman, Chaya and Charity L. M. Kombe. 2019. “The Role of Social Networks in the Transitional 
Experiences of International African Doctoral Students at One University in South Africa.” Higher 
Education Research & Development 38(3): 508‒521. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1556618.  

Huta, Veronika and Richard M. Ryan. 2010. “Pursuing Pleasure or Virtue: The Differential and 
Overlapping Well-Being Benefits of Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motives.” Journal of Happiness 
Studies 11(6): 735‒762. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-009-9171-4. 

Iwara, Ishmael O., Simbarashe Kativhu, and Olusegun S. Obadire. 2017. “Factors Hindering the Socio-
Cultural Integration of International Students: A Case Study of University of Zululand and 
University of Venda.” Gender & Behaviour 15(4): 10628‒10643.  

Jablonski, Wojciech. 2014. “Landline Versus Cell Phone Surveys – Interviewers’ Experience.” Bulletin 
de Methodologie Sociologique 123(1): 5‒19. https://doi.org/10.1177/0759106314531884. 

Joshanloo, Mohsen and Veljko Jovanovic. 2018. “Subjective Health in Relation to Hedonic and 
Eudaimonic Well-Being: Evidence from the Gallup World Poll.” Journal of Health Psychology 
26(3): 1‒11. https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105318820104. 

Kansky, Jessica. 2018. “What’s Love Got to do with it? Romantic Relationships and Well-Being.” In 
Handbook of Well-Being, edited by Edward Diener, Shigehiro Oishi, and Louis Tay. Salt Lake 



Letsoalo, Chigeza, Wilson Fadiji An exploration of the relational well-being of African international students 

127 

City: DEF Publishers. 
Kayitesi, Marie L. and Kevin Mwaba. 2014. “South African University Students’ Life Satisfaction and 

Perceptions of African immigrants.” Social Behaviour and Personality 42(7): 1127‒1132. 
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2014.42.7.1127. 

King, Alicia J., Tracy L. Fortune, Louise Byrne, and Lisa M. Brophy. 2021. “Supporting the Sharing of 
Mental Health Challenges in the Workplace: Findings from Comparative Case Study Research at 
Two Mental Health Services.” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health 18(23): 1‒17. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph182312831.  

Lee, Jenny J. and Chika Sehoole. 2019. “International Students Seeking Political Stability and Safety in 
South Africa.” Higher Education Policy, 1‒18. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-019-00171-z. 

Lessard-Philips, Laurence, Antje Lindenmeyer, Jenny Phillimore, Fozia Hamid, and Lucy Jones. 2019. 
“Vulnerable Migrants and Wellbeing: A Pilot Study.” 
https://research.birmingham.ac.uk/en/publications/vulnerable-migrants-and-wellbeing-a-pilot-
study. (Accessed 15 May 2020).   

Letsoalo, Tshireletso S. 2022. “An Exploration of Relational Well-Being of African International 
Students at a South African University.” Master’s diss., University of Pretoria. 

Li, Jia Q., Xun Liu, Tianlan Wei, and William Lan. 2013. “Acculturation, Internet Use, and 
Psychological Well-Being among Chinese International Students.” Journal of International 
Students 3(2): 155-166. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v3i2.508. 

Mokgwasi, Kegomoditswe M. 2017. “Adjustment Problems Faced by International Students in South 
Africa.” Master’s dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand. 
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/jspui/bitstream/10539/26320/2/Kegomoditswe%20Mokgwasi%20M
A%20%20Final%20research%20report%202017.pdf. 

Mudhovozi, Pilot. 2011. “Adjustment Experiences of International Students at a South African 
University.” Journal of Psychology in Africa 21(2): 293‒296. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2011.10820458. 

Mugumbate, Jacob and Admire Chereni. 2019. “Using African Ubuntu Theory in Social Work with 
Children in Zimbabwe.” African Journal of Social Work 9(1): 27‒34. 

Murray, Sandra L., John G. Holmes, Gina Bellavia, Dale W. Griffin, and Dan Dolderman. 2002. 
“Kindred Spirits? The Benefits of Egocentrism in Close Relationships.” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 82(4): 563‒581. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.82.4.563. 

Naik, Sapna, Matthew R. Wawrzynski, and Joelle Brown. 2017. “International Students’ Cocurricular 
Involvement at a University in South Africa.” Journal of International Students 7(4): 990‒1009. 
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v7i4.186. 

Narvaez, Darcia. (Ed.). 2018. Basic Needs, Wellbeing and Morality: Fulfilling Human Potential. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Ng, Nikole W. K., S. Alexander Haslam, Catherine Haslam, and Tegan Cruwys. 2018. “‘How Can You 
Make Friends if You Don’t Know Who You Are?’ A Qualitative Examination of International 
Students’ Experience Informed by the Social Identity Model of Identity Change.” Journal of 
Community and Applied Psychology 28(3): 169‒187. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2349. 

Nwoye, Augustine. 2017. “An Afri-Centric Theory of Human Personhood.” Psychology in Society 54: 
42‒66. 

OECD see Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.  
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2013. “Education at a glance 2013: OECD 

indicators.” https://www.oecd.org/education/eag2013%20(eng)--FINAL%2020%20June% 
202013.pdf. (Accessed 10 April 2020). 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2010. “Learning our Lesson: Review of 
Quality Teaching in Higher Education.” https://www.oecd.org/education/imhe/44058352.pdf. 
(Accessed 1 February 2022). 



Letsoalo, Chigeza, Wilson Fadiji An exploration of the relational well-being of African international students 

128 

Owusu-Ansah, Frances E. and Gubela Mji. 2013. “African Indigenous Knowledge and Research.” 
African Journal of Disability 2(1): 1‒5. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v2i1.30. 

Picton, Catherine, Ella R. Kahu, and Karen Nelson. 2017. “Friendship supported learning ‒ the role of 
friendships on first-year students’ university experiences.” Paper presented at STARS: Students 
transitions achievement retention and success conference, Adelaide, July 3‒5 2017. 
https://unistars.org/papers/STARS2017/08A.pdf. 

Pineteh, Ernest A. and Thecla N. Mulu. 2016. “Francophone Transnational Students, Social Exclusion 
and the Challenges of Adaptation at a South African University of Technology.” African Human 
Mobility Review 2(1): 383‒403. https://doi.org/10.14426/ahmr.v2i1.758. 

Rahman, Saif U. 2018. “Psychological Well-Being of International Students in Thai Universities – 
Effects of Socio-Cultural Adjustment.” https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328760353_ 
Psychological_Well-being_of_International_Students_in_Thai_Universities_-
_Effects_of_Socio-cultural_Adjustment. (Accessed 10 April 2020). 

Ralarala, Monwabisi K., Salochana L. Hassan, and Rajani Naidoo. 2021. Knowledge Beyond Colour 
Lines: Towards Repurposing Knowledge Generation in South African Higher Education. 
Stellenbosch: African Sun Media. 

Ralarala, Monwabisi K., Ernest A. Pineteh, and Zandile Mchiza. 2016. “A Case Study on the Language 
and Sociocultural Challenges Experienced by International Students Studying at Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology.” South African Journal of Higher Education 30(4): 231‒255. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.20853/30-4-572. 

Ratshilaya, Azwifaneli J. 2017. “Exploring the Social and Academic Experiences of International 
Students in South African Universities.” Master’s dissertation, University of Pretoria. 
https://repository.up.ac.za/bitstream/handle/2263/67887/Ratshilaya_Exploring_2017.pdf?sequen
ce=1&isAllowed=y. 

Riano, Yvonne and Etienne Piguet. 2016. “International Student Migration.” In Oxford Bibliographies, 
edited by Oxford University Press, 1‒24. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Rienties, Bart and Eimear-Marie Nolan. 2014. “Understanding Friendship and Learning Networks of 
International and Host Students Using Longitudinal Social Network Analysis.” International 
Journal of Intercultural Relations 41: 165‒180. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2013.12.003. 

Ryff, Carol D. 2017. “Eudaimonic Well-Being, Inequality, and Health: Recent Findings and Future 
Directions.” International Review of Economics 64(2): 159–171. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12232-
017-0277-4. 

Tumubweinee, Philippa and Thierry Luescher. 2019. “Inserting Space into the Transformation of Higher 
Education.” Journal of Student Affairs in Africa 7(1): 1‒13. 
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v7i1.3689. 

University of Oxford. 2015. “International Trends in Higher Education 2015.” 
https://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/International%20Trends%20in%20Higher%20Education
%202015.pdf. (Accessed 15 May 2020).   

University of Pretoria. 2020. “Core Students Statistics.” https://www.up.ac.za/department-of-
institutional-planning/article/2834454/core-students-statistics. (Accessed 8 September 2021). 

University of Zululand. 2021. “Annual Report 2020”. http://www.unizulu.ac.za/wp-
content/uploads/2021/08/UNIZULU-2020-Annual-Report.pdf. (Accessed 8 September 2021). 

Waterman, Alan S. 2007. “On the Importance of Distinguishing Hedonia and Eudaimonia when 
Contemplating the Hedonic Treadmill.” American Psychologist 62(6): 612‒613. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X62.6.612. 

Wawera, Anna-Sophia and Alison McCamley. 2020. “Loneliness among International Students in the 
UK.” Journal of Further and Higher Education 44(9): 1262‒1274. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2019.1673326. 

Wayt, Lindsay K. 2012. “The Impact of Students’ Academic and Social Relationships on College 
Student Persistence.” Master’s Dissertation, University of Nebraska. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v2i1.30


Letsoalo, Chigeza, Wilson Fadiji An exploration of the relational well-being of African international students 

129 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cehsedaddiss/106. 
Wearring, Andrew, Huong Le, Rachel Wilson, and Rodney Arambewela. 2015. “The International 

Student’s Experience: An Exploratory Study of Students from Vietnam.” The International 
Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives 14(1): 71‒89. 

White, Sarah C. 2010. “Analyzing Wellbeing: A Framework for Development Practice.” Development 
in Practice 20(2): 158‒172. https://doi.org/10.1080/09614520903564199. 

Willig, Carla. 2013. Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology. New York: Two Penn Plaza. 
Wilson, Angelina, Marie P. Wissing, and Lusilda Schutte. 2018. “‘We Help Each Other’: Relational 

Patterns Among Older Individuals in South African Samples.” Applied Research in Quality of Life 
14(5): 1373–1392. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-018-9657-5. 

Wissing, Marie P., Lusilda Schutte, and Angelina Wilson-Fadiji. 2019. “Cultures of Positivity: 
Interconnectedness as a Way of Being.” In Handbook of Quality of Life in African Societies: 
International Handbooks of Quality of life, edited by Irma Eloff, 3‒22. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15367-0. 

Wissing, Marie P., Angelina Wilson-Fadiji, Lusilda Schutte, Shingairai Chigeza, Willem D. Schutte, 
and Qambeshile M. Temane. 2020. “Motivations for Relationships as Sources of Meaning: 
Ghanaian and South African Experiences.” Frontiers in Psychology 11: 1‒21. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.02019.  

Wu, Hsiao-Ping, Esther Garza, and Norma Guzman. 2015. “International Students’ Challenge and 
Adjustment to College.” Educational Research International 2015: 1‒9. 
https://doi.org/10.1155/2015/202753. 

 

 


	An African perspective
	Theme 1: Conducive spaces for relationship formation
	Subtheme 1B: Organised activities and other spaces conducive to relationship formation
	Subtheme 1C: The university as a welcoming environment

	Theme 2: African international students’ interactional styles in forming relationships
	Theme 3: Relationships and well-being
	Subtheme 3A: Academic relationships
	Subtheme 3B: The value of friends in times of need
	Subtheme 3C: “No one is an island”


