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Abstract

This research is the first to investigate the experiences of Saudi female international doctoral
students accompanied by their families in the UK. It is also the first study to explore Saudi
third culture kids’ (TCKs) and their mothers’ perspectives about their re-entry experiences
in the homeland. Using a qualitative approach and applying models of cross-cultural
acculturation and adaptation, cultural dimensions and resilience, the research presents an indepth exploration of varied aspects of participants’ adaptation and resilience, as well as those
of their family companions. Also, the consequences of the cross-cultural experiences in the
host and home countries were reported. Interviews were conducted in three studies and
responses were analysed using thematic analysis. A systematic review of previous research
was used to identify the research focus and sample for the first study which explored the
experiences of Saudi female doctoral students while studying in the UK. In the second study,
Saudi student-mothers shared their experiences of parenting and family life while studying
in the UK. In the third study, the experiences of Saudi children after the families’ return to
Saudi Arabia were explored through interviews with mothers and their children. Several
individual and societal variables influenced the Saudi female students’ and their
companions’ experiences in both the host and home countries. Key features across the three
studies were the central role of family, and religion in shaping the women’s adaptation and
resilience. Family emerged as a subject of their concerns and challenges in home and host
country, while also being perceived as a source of emotional and instrumental support.
Religion and religious identity were strongly present in the women’s articulations of their
personal strengths and positive experiences, and it aided them in achieving psychological
and sociocultural adaptation. Both negative and positive consequences of the adaptation
experiences in the host country were identified for the women, their spouses and children.
These consequences were more apparent on the children than on their parents. Return to the
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homeland highlighted the presence of a third culture identity in these children. As returnees,
Saudi ‘third culture kids’ experienced several challenges in school as well as in social life.
The implications of this research are beneficial to service providers, both in host and home
countries, to improve services to support Saudi female students and their adult and child
companions before, during, and after their cross-cultural journey.
Keywords: acculturation, adaptation, resilience, re-entry adaptation, Saudi female,
doctoral students, Saudi mothers, Saudi children, family companion, Third culture Kids
(TCKs).
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Chapter 1

Saudi Female Doctoral Students and Saudi Third Culture Kids
Studying in the UK and Returning Home

1.1 Background
In this globalised world, travelling abroad for various purposes like education, has
become ever more common (Dewaele & van Oudenhoven, 2009). Sherry et al. (2010) noted
that the most common reasons for student sojourners to study abroad are language learning,
exposure to a different culture, making global friends, and enhancing cross-cultural
knowledge and competencies. As a result of globalisation, international student mobility has
become a worldwide phenomenon (Taylor & Cantwell, 2015). By 2025, it is estimated that
the number of international students studying abroad will be close to 8,000,000 around the
world (OECD, 2012). It should be noted that, while the recent global outbreak of the Covid19 pandemic may well cause the trend to slow, the last two decades witnessed a worldwide
increase in the number of international students (Zhou et al., 2008). Accordingly, various
aspects of international students’ cross-cultural experiences have been addressed including
psychological and sociocultural adjustment, acculturative stress and psychological
wellbeing (Bai, 2016; Bista, 2015; Gautam et al., 2016; Razek & Coyner, 2013; Wu, Garza
& Guzman, 2015; Zhang & Goodson, 2011).
International students have been found to encounter several academic, cultural,
sociocultural, and psychological adjustment challenges (e.g. Glass & Westmont, 2014; Hirai
et al., 2015; Hyun et al., 2007; Kusek, 2015; Tseng & Newton, 2002; Wenhua & Zhe, 2013;
Yakunina et al., 2013). As shown in the literature, the experiences of international students
in the host country differ depending on a set of factors which include country of origin,
gender, cultural distance, length of residence in the host country, social interaction with host
nationals, social support, proficiency in the host country language, cultural identity,
acculturation, self-efficacy, and personality (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Rabia & Hazza, 2017;

2
Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Hence, it is likely that these factors will also play a role in shaping
the cross-cultural transition experiences of international students from Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Arabia is ranked number one among non-European countries for sending
students to study abroad proportional to its population and is third on a global scale behind
China and India. Even though the trend of studying abroad was set in Saudi Arabia
approximately 90 years ago (Arabian Business, 2014), the number of studies that have
examined the lived experiences of Saudi international students is limited. The existing
studies have discussed a variety of challenges experienced by Saudi students, including
moving from gender segregated to gender integrated classrooms, language adaptation and
difficulties, and adapting to different educational styles and methods of instruction (e.g. AlHazmi & Nyland, 2010; Binsahl et al., 2015; Unruh & Obeidat, 2015). Interestingly, most
of these studies involved males only. The focus on male students’ experiences can be
understood in light of the limited number of Saudi female international students at the time
those studies were conducted, compared to the number of male students.
The gap between the number of Saudi female and male international students began
to narrow in recent years (Safeer, 2020). Such changes occurred in tandem with the dramatic
reforms in the status of women in Saudi Arabia as witnessed worldwide. Throughout King
Abdullah’s rule1, far more opportunities were extended to women to pursue higher academic
degrees in the most distinguished international universities and academic establishments
(Sabaq, 2015). Saudi universities and government sectors have also become increasingly
eager to send their female staff abroad for study purposes. With the introduction of King
Abdullah’s scholarship programme in 2005, unemployed citizens were also given the
opportunity to study abroad (Unified national platform, 2021). As a result, this initiative, and

1

Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud was King of Saudi Arabia from 2005 until 2015.
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the changes that brought it about, contributed to the increasing presence of Saudi females as
international students.
In 2020, 20,787 Saudi female students were studying in English-speaking countries
where they represented the highest number of Saudi female international students compared
to their number in all other countries. The USA ranked first in its intake of Saudi female
students with 10, 282, mostly undergraduate students. The UK ranked second, with an intake
of 7, 223 Saudi female students, mostly postgraduates. Although there were more Saudi
female students studying in the US than in the UK, interestingly, the percentage2 of the Saudi
students’ family companions3 in the UK was double that of the US (Arabian Business, 2017;
Safeer, 2020). Thus, the presence of companion family members could influence the
adaptation experience of Saudi female international students. Family companionship, gender
segregation, and driving restrictions (at the time this research was conducted) are examples
of certain features of Saudi culture that differ, not only from those found in Western
countries, but also other Arab Gulf countries (e.g. Alhazmi & Nyland, 2013; van Geel,
2016). Such cultural distance may make the cross-cultural transition experiences of Saudi
female international students and their companions challenging. This is particularly relevant
as the literature further shows that a greater cultural distance between the culture of origin
and that of the host country predicts more difficulties (Demes, & Geeraert, 2014; Geeraert
& Demoulin, 2013; Ward & Kennedy, 1993a; Zhang & Goodson, 2011; Zhou et al., 2008).
Hence, the degree of the cultural difference between Saudi Arabia and the host countries
influences the nature of the experiences of Saudi female international students and their
family companions while studying abroad.

2

In the UK individuals accompanying the Saudi students represent 110% while in the US they represent 60% compared to the total number
of students in each respective country. Note that most recent data show a decline in these numbers (Safeer, 2020).
3

An adult family member can be the student’s mother, father, sister, brother, son, daughter or husband .
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1.2

Research Problem and its Justification
The requirement for Saudi female students to be accompanied by a family member

when sojourning abroad means that at least one member of her family will be present with
her in the host country. In addition to an adult family member, married students can bring
along their children as companions regardless of their numbers and ages. Indeed, the number
of the individuals accompanying Saudi international students exceeds the number of the
students in several host countries (e.g. the UK, the US, Australia and Canada) with the UK
having the highest number of companions (Arabian Business, 2017; Safeer, 2020).
The length of stay of those companions in the host country depends on the nature
of the studies the female students undertake and the duration of their courses. During their
stay, the students and their families engage in daily life activities (e.g. grocery shopping,
going to school, or work) which inevitably result in social interactions with the host
nationals. The quality and quantity of such interactions influence the students’ and their
family members’ adaptation experiences. Also, the differences between the students’ and
their family members’ social interactions could result in differences in their experiences and
lead to varying consequences. Due to this, Saudi female students grapple with an array of
challenges relating not only to the aspects that characterise relocating to a foreign culture,
but also aspects pertaining to supporting their family companions in adjusting to the new
environment. Such challenges, therefore, may render their experiences complex.
The foregoing discussion highlighted the broad problem underpinning the chief line
of inquiry in this research which aimed to explore the cross-cultural transition experiences
of Saudi female international students and their families. With the aim of narrowing the
research scope, the following preliminary research question was posed by conducting a
systematic review of research on Saudi female international students’ experiences:
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What are the cross-cultural transition experiences of Saudi female international
students and their families, and what kind of influence do these experiences have on these
women’s lives?
1.3 Structure of the Thesis
The thesis is divided into eight main chapters; each chapter has particular aims.
Four chapters report the studies (three empirical studies and a systematic review) that were
conducted to answer the main research questions, with each study being a development on
the previous one.
This first chapter introduced the research topic and discussed the research
background and problem underpinning the thesis justification, leading to a preliminary
research question that is examined in the second chapter.
The second chapter reviews and critically analyses previous studies on the
experiences of Saudi female international students. Using a systematic method, the chapter
provides a synthesis of the findings from the reviewed studies, resulting in the formulation
of the main research questions. The systematic review appears in this thesis before the
literature review in line with its aim of finding out what was already known about the target
population. Subsequently, the identified gap in knowledge determined the focus for the
empirical studies which then narrowed down the topics to be discussed in the literature
review.
The third chapter reviews the existing research literature specifically in relation to
international doctoral female students’ experiences. The experiences of companion family
members are also discussed. In addition, this chapter presents an overview of Saudi culture,
paying specific attention to the cultural aspects related to the research topic.
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The fourth chapter lays out the theoretical framework and methodological issues
relevant to this research. It outlines the phases of the research process as comprised of data
collection and analysis, and further discusses the overall validity of the research.
The fifth chapter reports the first empirical study, which explored Saudi female
doctoral students’ cross-cultural transition experiences in the UK, and the challenges that
impact on their academic progress.
The sixth chapter reports the second empirical study, which examined Saudi female
doctoral international students’ family experiences and parenting challenges. The study
further determined their strategies for tackling the challenges and explored the positive and
negative impact of their experiences in the UK on themselves and their families.
The final empirical study, detailed in the seventh chapter, investigated Saudi
children’s re-entry experiences, from both mothers’ and their children’s perspectives,
focusing on the challenges which characterise these experiences and how they were
overcome.
In the final chapter, the major findings of the studies are summarised, drawing
together their varying aspects while relating them to the literature, as well as the theoretical
framework employed in this research. The implications and limitations of the research are
discussed and recommendations for policy and avenues for future research are offered.
1.4 Reflexivity
I am an academic at King Saud University and currently (at the time of conducting this
research) a PhD student and mother of 3 children. I obtained a Bachelor’s and Master’s
degrees in Psychology with first-class honours. I received the King Fahad’s Wife Award for
Scientific Excellence. I worked at King Saud university as teaching assistant since my time
as a master’s student then as a lecturer after I was awarded my Master’s degree. I also worked
as a psychologist in the Main Hospital for Mental Health in Saudi Arabia. As a result of my
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personal and my professional (as an academic) experience, I saw first hand the importance
of conducting this research for both the study’s population and the institutions that are
interested in/ looking forward to benefitting from the findings of this research. When I
conducted the first study of this research, I did not have specific assumptions about the
findings for many reasons firstly: there were no research on Saudi female doctoral students.
Secondly, the literature shows that different variables may make the participants experiences
different. Thus, I was open to learn about the participants’ experiences. These two reasons
were reflected on my research questions which I formulated to be more open rather than too
tight (for example I asked about the difficulties that those students face rather than make it
so specific to be social and academic). I was aware that being of the same culture, gender
and academic position as my participants could cause bias and affect the research quality,
therefore, I was committed in my research to satisfy the ethic principles in practice and gave
examples of some actions that I took to ensure that I follow the ethical standards as
demonstrated in Figure 4.3.
I collected and analysed data by myself across the three studies. To increase the accuracy
of the data analysis, I shared with my supervisor the codes and themes and long and multiple
extracts for each code. I also shared the codes with psychologists from Saudi Arabia with
the same cultural background as the participants. I then gave the some of the participants my
interpretation of their narratives. All these steps increased my confidence in the data I
obtained. After collecting and analysing the data, I engaged more with the data but I tried to
remain neutral and let the results from each study address a gap in the literature which lead
to the next study.
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Chapter 2 Saudi Female International Students' Experiences: A Systematic Review
Exploring Saudi female doctoral students and their families’ experiences in the UK
necessitates a clear understanding of the challenges and the factors that play a role in shaping
their experiences. This chapter, therefore, gives greater attention to the research literature
focused on Saudi female international students. To present the findings from these studies
in a critical and meaningful way, a systematic review was conducted and the discussion that
followed from the review led to the formulation of the research questions of this thesis.
2.1 Introduction
In 2005, King Abdullah’s Scholarship Programme (KASP) allowed a large number
of Saudi students of both genders to study abroad. Since then, the number of Saudi female
international students has increased. Consequently, the attention of researchers has focused
on Saudi female international students to explore various aspects of the experiences of these
students.
Therefore, as a first stage in the current research, a systematic review was carried
out to identify, present, and critically review findings from the extant literature on Saudi
female international students’ experiences. This is particularly important, as to date no
reviews or syntheses of such studies have been carried out on this population. Furthermore,
the review evaluated the methodological quality of the selected studies. This review will
assist the development of future studies on Saudi female international students, especially
considering the absence of systematic reviews that deal with this particular group. The rest
of this section discusses the process of conducting the review.
According to Paez (2017), a systematic review assists in analysing and
disseminating evidence gathered through a rigorous research process with a view to
contributing meaningfully to an existing body of knowledge concerning a given
phenomenon. An important element of the review is locating all evidence that relates to the
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research questions. Accordingly, this review includes ‘grey literature’ (namely PhD theses)
alongside peer-reviewed literature. Although this approach may involve considerable time
and effort and includes non-peer reviewed work, it increases accessibility to scholarly work
that offers detailed and contextualised evidence with a clear contribution to knowledge. This
further minimises publication bias and supports a balanced view of available evidence
(Benzies et al., 2006; Mahood et al., 2014; Rothstein & Hopewell, 2009).
The primary aim of this systematic review is to identify the gap in the literature
relating to the experiences of Saudi female international students. This aim necessitated the
following preliminary research question which was previously formulated in Chapter 1:
What are the cross-cultural transition experiences of Saudi female international
students and their families and what kind of influence do these experiences have on these
women’s lives?
2.2 Method
The procedures for this systematic review followed those of Gough et al. (2012).
2.2.1

Information Sources and Search Strategy
This review focused on research published since the King Abdullah Scholarship

Program (KASP) for women began in 2005. The search involved five electronic databases:
Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA), Education source, PsycARTICLES,
PsycINFO, and ERIC. Additional studies were obtained through Saudi Arabia Digital
Library and the Google Scholar search engine. Search terms were: ‘female’ OR ‘women’,
AND ‘Saudi students', AND 'experiences’ OR ‘adjustment’, OR ‘adaptation’ OR
‘acculturation’ individually or combined as above. Reference lists of included articles were
also hand-searched for additional studies. Titles that included the intended keywords were
searched and the most relevant titles were chosen to access the abstracts.
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2.2.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The following constraints were applied to the search for the relevant articles which
were considered for the purpose of this paper. First, the studies were academic journal
articles or doctoral dissertations published between 2005 and 2021. Studies involved Saudi
female students studying abroad as undergraduates or postgraduates. Only studies that
reported Saudi female students’ cross-cultural transition experiences while they are in the
host country were included. The search excluded conference papers, books or masters
dissertations, studies that were conducted before 2005 and studies examining Saudi males
only, both genders, female international students who are non-Saudi, or Saudi females who
are not students.
2.2.3 Study Selection
A total of 307 titles were retrieved and considered for initial review. This decreased
to 24 full-text papers after reading the abstracts. Ten studies were excluded as they were out
of this review’s scope. Therefore, a total of 14 studies were included in the review. Figure
2.1 demonstrates the selection process of studies included in this review.
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Figure 2-1
Flow Diagram Demonstrating the Selection Process of Studies Included in this Review

Identification

307 studies identified through the initial searches

64 abstracts were read

23 abstracts removed
(include both genders)

41 abstracts remaining

17 abstracts did not meet
inclusion criteria

Screening

(Masters dissertations)
(Female participants
were only undertaking
English courses)

Eligibility

Included

24 full text studies
were assessed

10 full text studies were
excluded
(Female participants
were non-students)
(Studies were entirely
conducted in home
country)

14 studies were included

2.2.4 Data Extraction, Quality Assessment and Main Findings
To gain an insight into existing studies of Saudi female international students, an
overview of these studies was presented, which includes authors, publication date, country
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and study site, sample size, sampling technique, research design, data collection tools, data
analysis, and the theoretical framework.
In addition, the included qualitative studies were critically reviewed using
Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) as developed by Tong
et al. (2007). COREQ is a comprehensive checklist that covers the necessary components of
a qualitative study that should be reported. It consists of 32 items. All items are grouped
according to three aspects: (a) research team and reﬂexivity, (b) study design and (c) data
analysis and reporting. The current study, however, focused on the study design aspect in
assessing the included studies, considering that high quality research designs ensure the
overall validity, reliability, and accuracy of the research (Creswell, 2014). The aspect
pertaining to study design in the COREQ checklist covers a wide research area compared to
the other 2 aspects. It represents 15 items divided into four main areas (a) theoretical
framework (methodological orientation and theory), (b) participant selection (sampling,
methodological approach, sample size, and non-participants (i.e. participants who
withdrew), (c) setting (setting of data, presence of non-participants, and description of
sample), and (d) data collection (interview guide, repeat interviews, audio/visual recording,
field notes, duration, data saturation, and transcripts returned).
The quality of the quantitative studies, on the other hand, was assessed using
specific appraisal criteria drawn from Zingg et al. (2016) that include (a) clear statement of
the aims of the research, (b) justification for sample choice, and (c) sampling and
recruitment. The studies were also assessed based on the rigour they achieved through the
reliability and validity of the measures they applied. Whereas validity ensures that a
construct is measured accurately, reliability ensures the consistency of results. Both of these
concepts are prerequisite considerations in increasing the integrity and quality of quantitative
research, as well as reducing bias (Heale & Twycross, 2015). The importance of validity and
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reliability also lies in their capacity to provide strong evidence for the accuracy of an
assessment of quantitative research (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
2.3 Results
Fourteen studies on Saudi female international students met the inclusion criteria
for this systematic review. The following section gives a general overview of these studies,
including a quality assessment of the study design and a summary of the main findings.
2.3.1 Overview of the Selected Studies
The studies included in this review explored different aspects of the Saudi female
international students’ experiences, including acculturation challenges (Aldhahri, 2019;
Hakami, 2012), cultural adjustment (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015), cultural
adjustment to a mixed-gender environment (Young & Clark, 2017), transition experiences
during the first two academic years (Arafeh, 2017, 2020), acculturative stress (Alotaibi,
2017), factors affecting acculturation (Bar, 2017), academic experiences (Al-Remaih, 2016;
Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Sandekian, et al., 2015), personal experiences (Alqudayri &
Gounko, 2018), social challenges (Al-Remaih, 2016), psychological challenges (Davis,
2016), managing multiple roles (Alhajjuj, 2016), and perceptions of experiences as
international students (Macias, 2016). These studies were conducted between 2012 and
2020, four of which were conducted in 2016 (Alhajjuj, 2016; Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016;
Macias, 2016). Nine studies included in this review were PhD theses carried out in the USA
(Aldhahri, 2019; Alhajjuj, 2016; Arafeh, 2017; Al-Remaih, 2016; Alotaibi, 2017; Bar, 2017;
Davis, 2016; Hakami, 2012; Macias, 2016). Five studies were peer-reviewed academic
journal articles, four of which were carried out in the USA (Arafeh, 2020 ; Lefdahl-Davis &
Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Sandekian, et al., 2015; Young & Clark, 2017), and one in Canada
(Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018).
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The largest sample size was reported in the quantitative study conducted by Hakami
(2012) with 2,750 participants. The smallest sample size was in a qualitative study carried
out by Sandekian et al. (2015) involving only four participants. Only two of the studies
reviewed (Bar, 2017; Alhajjuj, 2016) were specifically on doctoral students. The remaining
studies involved both undergraduate and postgraduate students with no particular focus on
their degree type.
The sampling technique used to recruit participants varied across studies.
The studies commonly described a purposive participant selection method (Alhajjuj, 2016;
Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Arafeh, 2020; Davis, 2016; Lefdahl-Davis & PerroneMcGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016; Sandekian et al., 2015). Other sampling techniques were
also used, including convenience (Alotaibi, 2017; Arafeh, 2017), random cluster (AlRemaih, 2016) and criterion (Bar, 2017). Three studies did not specify their methods of
recruitment (Aldhahri, 2019; Hakami, 2012; Young & Clark, 2017).
Eleven of the studies included employed a qualitative approach (Alhajjuj, 2016;
Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Al-Remaih, 2016; Arafeh 2017, 2020 ; Bar, 2017; Davis, 2016;
Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016; Sandekian et al., 2015; Young &
Clark, 2017). Two studies used a quantitative approach (Alotaibi, 2017; Hakami, 2012),
while only one study used a mixed method approach (Aldhahri, 2019).
The qualitative studies used different interview methods. Three studies
implemented additional methods including focus groups (Arafeh, 2017, 2020) and online
surveys (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015). Alotaibi’s (2017) quantitative study
used six previously published scales originally designed in English: the Beck Depression
Inventory (BDI) (Phinney, 1992), the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) (Phinney, 1992), the
Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA) (Ryder, et al., 2000), the Multi-Group Ethnic
Identity Measure (MEIM) (Phinney, 1992), the Cultural Mistrust Inventory (CMI) (Terrell
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& Terrell, 1981) and the Youth Perceived Racism Scale (Berry et al., 2006). Hakami's (2012)
quantitative study developed a scale to measure potential acculturation challenges.
Aldhahri’s (2019) study used an Explanatory Sequential Mixed-Methods design
which allowed for the study to be conducted in two phases: a quantitative phase followed by
a qualitative phase. The quantitative phase of the study adapted Hakami’s (2012)
Acculturation Challenges Scale as part of its acculturation challenges survey. In the
qualitative phase, the study reports the use of interviews.
The most commonly used approach to analysing qualitative data was thematic
analysis, reported by four studies (Alhajjuj, 2016; Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016; Macias,
2016). Phenomenological approach (Arafeh, 2017, 2020) and Carspecken's reconstructive
analysis (Bar, 2017) were also used. The quantitative studies, on the other hand, used
different analytical techniques, such as descriptive and inferential analyses in Hakami (2012)
and a chi-square test, correlations, and step-down multiple linear regression in the case of
Alotaibi (2017). Aldhahri’s (2019) mixed-methods study applied factor analysis
(Explanatory Factor Analysis) and two-way analysis of variance by ranks (ANOVA by
ranks) in analysing the quantitative data, while the qualitative data were analysed
thematically.
The reviewed studies discussed their findings on Saudi female international
students’ experiences through various theoretical frameworks and models, including
Psychological Constructivism Theory (Sandekian et al., 2015), Feminist theory (Macias,
2016), Structural Inertia Theory (Al-Remaih, 2016), Cultural Dimensions Theory (Aldhahri,
2019; Bar, 2017; Al-Remaih, 2016), Schlossberg’s Adult Transition Theory (Aldhahri,
2019; Arafeh, 2017, 2020; Al-Remaih, 2016), Personal and Cultural Identities Theory
(Davis, 2016), Berry’s Model (Bar, 2017), Culture Shock Theory (Aldhahri, 2019; Arafeh,
2017), Rasch Model (Hakami, 2012) and Resilience Model (Alotaibi, 2017). The study by
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Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) applied a Grounded Theory methodology
which does not necessitate the use of a theoretical framework. Three studies did not specify
a theoretical framework (Alhajjuj, 2016; Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Young & Clark, 2017).
Table 2.1 presents an overview of the reviewed studies discussed above, ranked from oldest
to most recent.
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Table 2.1
An Overview of the Reviewed Studies
Author

Date

Site

Type of publication

Method

Sample size

Sampling procedure

Data collection

Data analysis

Theoretical framework

Hakami

2012

USA

PhD thesis

Quan

2750

Not specified

1 Scale

Descriptive and
inferential analysis

Rasch model

Lefdahl-Davis &
Perrone-McGovern

2015

USA

Article

Qual

25

Purposive

Grounded Theory

No theory was applied

Sandekian, et al

2015

USA

Article

Qual

4

Purposive

Narrative

Psychological
constructivism

Alhajjuj

2016

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

14

Purposive

Thematic

Not specified

Macias

2016

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

11

Criterion &
snowball

Semi-structured
interviews

Thematic
Phenomenological
structure

Feminism

Davis

2016

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

16

Purposive

Semi-structured
interviews

Thematic

Al-Remaih

2016

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

20

Random cluster

Semi-structured
interviews

Coding

Bar

2017

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

13

Criterion

Interviews

Carspecken's
reconstructive
analysis

Arafeh

2017

USA

PhD thesis

Qual

15

Convenience

In-depth interviews
Focus interview

Alotaibi

2017

USA

PhD thesis

Quan

84

Convenience

6 Scales

2017

USA

Article

Qual

11

Not specified

2018

Canada

Article

Qual

10

Purposive

Not specified

Survey
Interviews

Purposive

Interviews

Young & Clark
Alqudayri &
Gounko

Aldhahri

2019

USA

PhD thesis

Mixed methods

100
6 (Qual phase)

Arafeh

2020

USA

Article

Qual

10

Interviews
Survey
Semi-structured
interviews
Semi-structured
interviews

Survey
Interviews
Observation
open-ended oral
interviews

Phenomenological
inquiry
Chi-square,
Correlations Stepdown multiple linear
regression
Narrative
Coding
Exploratory Factor
Analysis & TwoWay Analysis
Thematic analysis

Personal & cultural
identities
Structural inertia,
Cultural dimension &
transition theories
Cultural dimension
theory &
Acculturation Process
Model
Transition &
Culture shock theories
Unspecified variation
of resilience model

Not specified
Social constructivist
perspective
Cultural Dimension
Theory
Schlossberg’s
Transition Theory
Culture Shock Theory
Schlossberg’s
Transition Model
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2.3.2 Quality Assessment
The qualitative studies were critically reviewed using COREQ. The results
presented in Table 2.2 show that the studies reviewed vary in the quality of their study
designs. Both Davis’s (2016) and Al-Remaih’s (2016) PhD theses reported all the criteria
that relate to the aspect of ‘study design’ presented in the COREQ checklist. Both authors
identified the site of the data collection, reported the presence of non-participants, and
provided sample descriptions. Regarding data collection techniques, both theses conducted
pilot studies to test their interview questions, recorded and repeated their interviews, took
field notes, identified interview durations, and collected data until reaching saturation point.
They also created interview transcripts and shared them with the interviewees to ensure the
accuracy of their content.
The research questions of both studies focused on the challenges that face the
participants. However, Davis’s investigative focus extended to explore the techniques that
the participants employ to overcome personal and emotional problems. Davis’s study was
conducted entirely in English, which may have limited the participants’ depictions of their
experiences as a result of language barriers: English language proficiency presents a
considerable academic challenge for Saudi female students studying in English-speaking
countries (as shown, for example, in Alhajjuj, 2016; Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Bar, 2017;
Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016; Young & Clark, 2017). In
contrast, participants in Al-Remaih’s study had the option of using Arabic or English during
interviews.
Bar’s study (2017) reported the least number of criteria in the ‘study design’ aspect,
with only 6 out of 15 possible items. The study did not describe how the participants were
approached, how many potential participants declined participation, where interviews took
place, and whether others, besides the participants and researchers, were present throughout
or at some point during the process. Moreover, the research questions were not pilot tested,
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the interviews were not repeated, field notes were not taken, the duration of the interviews
was not recorded, and the data saturation was not discussed.
The least reported assessment criterion was the interview guide, with only four
studies reporting pilot testing interview questions (Alhajjuj, 2016; Al-Remaih, 2016; Arafeh,
2017; Davis, 2016). However, none of the studies, apart from Davis’s (2016) study,
mentioned how many questions were included in the interviews and discussed the basis upon
which their interview questions were formulated. Data saturation and repeating the
interviews were the next assessment criteria that a minority of the reviewed studies
described. Only five out of eleven studies (Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016; Lefdahl-Davis &
Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016; Young & Clark, 2017) mentioned that they
collected data until reaching saturation point. Three studies reported that they repeated the
interviews (Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016; Young & Clark, 2017), whereas the remaining
studies conducted the interviews only once. From Table 2.2, it can be noted that all of the
studies reviewed reported the sample size and recorded the interviews, while only three out
of twelve studies provided information regarding repeating the interview.
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Table 2.2
COREQ-based Quality Assessment of the Reviewed Qualitative Studies

Study design

Theoretical framework
Methodological orientation
and theory
Participant selection
Sampling
Method approach
Sample size
Non-participant
Setting
Setting of data
Presence of non-participants
Description of sample
Data collection
Interview guide
Repeat interviews
Audio/visual recording
Field notes
Duration
Data saturation
Transcripts returned

LefdahlDavis &
PerroneMcGover
n (2015)

Sandekia
n et al
(2015)

Alhajjuj
(2016)

Macias
(2016)

Davis
(2016)

AlRemaih
(2016)

Bar
(2017)

Arafeh
(2017)

Young
&
Clark
(2017)

Alqudayr
i&
Gounko
(2018)

Arafeh
(2020)
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As Figure 2.2 shows, most of the criteria that were not met by the reviewed studies were
listed under the ‘data collection’ category, while the criteria that were met by the reviewed
studies mostly fell under the category of ‘participant selection’.
Figure 2-2
A Summary of the Assessment Criteria Ranked in an Ascending Order Based on the Number
of Reviewed Studies

Data collection
Setting
Theoretical framework
Participant selection

The quantitative studies were appraised using the quantitative research assessment
criteria and validity and reliability considerations. The results show that the quantitative
studies assessed vary in their quality. Research aim and sample recruitment were assessed
positively for both Alotaibi’s and Hakami’s studies. However, justification for sample choice
was only sufficiently evident in Hakami’s study (2012).
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Going into more detail, in Alotaibi’s (2017) study the population of interest was
described as including Saudi female students attending both public and private higher
education institutions across three geographical areas in the USA. However, the author does
not justify the particular choice of those areas in exclusion of others. Also, Alotaibi does not
state the basis on which the sample size was determined. The study clearly described that
the scales used were originally designed in English and were translated into Arabic and backtranslated into English. However, after translation, it was not reported whether the validity
and reliability were tested.
Hakami’s (2012) study used a more rigorous sampling method, which resulted in
the inclusion of almost half of the total number of Saudi female students that were studying
in the USA at the time of the study. The students were also distributed across 47 states, which
increased the representativeness of the sample. The study reported the use of several rigorous
statistical procedures to conduct analyses; these procedures were appropriately justified both
in relation to the data and the outcomes of each preceding analysis. The scale which the
study developed to measure acculturative challenges was described and analysed, and
evidence of content and construct validity of the scale was reported. Aldhahri’s (2019) study
is the only mixed-methods study included in this systematic review. To assess its quality,
both the criteria that were applied in evaluating the qualitative and the quantitative studies
were considered. This is because the study was conducted in two phases (i.e. a quantitative
phase followed by a qualitative phase), the procedures of which were delineated by the
author in separate sections. The study provided descriptive details of the participants’
demographic variables for both the quantitative and qualitative phases. A range of
information was presented about the sample characteristics, including sample size, age
range, Saudi regional background, place and length of residence in host country, marital
status, and educational levels. The study reports the process whereby survey-based and
interview-based data collection took place. Neither the sample size for the quantitative phase
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nor the qualitative phase was clearly justified. The validity of the data collection instruments
was reported through the use of back-translation. Moreover, the Arabic version of the survey
(and consent form) was included to mitigate the effect of language barriers in the responses
of participants who had English difficulties; interviews were also conducted entirely in
Arabic. The study additionally reports piloting and conducting a reliability test to confirm
the validity of the survey before releasing it to the target respondents. However, no details
were given about non-returned surveys. Aldhahri describes how the survey adapted from
Hakami (2012) was adjusted to reflect the exploratory focus of the study. Information about
interviews included interview duration, recording of interviews, site and number of key
questions asked to elicit responses, and whether further questions were improvised. No
details were provided about pilot testing the interview questions, the presence of nonparticipants, taking field notes, follow-up questions or repeated interviews, or sharing
interview transcripts with participants to ensure authenticity.
In conclusion, the assessed studies varied in their quality. Only two of the eleven
qualitative studies met all the assessment criteria. The remainder of the qualitative studies
revealed some limitations, particularly in relation to the data collection criteria, which are
likely to impact the reliability of the findings. One of the quantitative studies reviewed
showed limitations in reporting the justification of their sample choice and the validity and
reliability of the measures they used.
2.3.3 Summary of the Main Findings
The findings of the studies reviewed can be summarised in four themes relating to
cross-cultural transition experiences: (a) the challenges that the Saudi female international
students face, (b) the strategies that the participants employ to overcome the challenges, (c)
the impact of the experiences on the participants, and (d) the factors that ease their cultural
transition. Table 2.3 presents a summary of the reviewed studies’ main findings, ordered
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according to the most reported finding to the least reported one for each theme and subtheme.

25
Table 2.3
A Summary of the Main Findings of the Reviewed Studies
Author
Key findings

Hakami
(2012)

LefdahlDavis &
PerroneMcGovern
(2015)

Challenges
Social
*
Academic
*
Family
*
Financial
*
Psychological
Institutional
Impact
Personality Development
Opening to host country culture.
Desire to give back to own society
English proficiency
Altered perspective about the home
country
Coping strategies
Seeking social support
Problem and emotion-focused coping
Planning and limiting social activities
Variables related to smoother cross cultural transition
English language
Individual characteristics
Institutional characteristics

*
*

*

Sandekian,
et al
(2015)

Alhajjuj
(2016)

Macias
(2016)

Davis
(2016)

AlRemaih
(2016)

Bar
(2017)

Arafah
(2017)

*

*
*
*
*
*

*
*
*

*
*
*
*
*

*
*

*
*
*

*

*
*

*

*

*

Young
&
Clark
(2017)

Alotaibi
(2017)

*

*

*
*

*
*
*

Arafeh
(2020)

*

*
*
*
*

*

Aldhahri
(2019)

*
*

*

Alqudayri
&
Gounko
(2018)

*

*

*
*
*
*
*

*

*
*
*
*
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The findings show that the majority of the studies reviewed reported the challenges
that faced Saudi female international students while studying abroad (n = 13). By far, the
most frequently reported challenges were social in nature (n = 11) (i.e. maintaining privacy,
engaging in activities, barriers to befriending locals, interacting with men, homesickness and
support network, relationship with classmates, missing family support, religious practice,
and concern over their children’s loss of ethnic and Islamic identity). The academic
challenges also appeared frequently in the studies (n = 11) (i.e. English language and
communication, being exposed to new methods and styles of teaching, educational
background, and relationship with academic advisors). The challenges that follow are stated
respectively: family challenges (n = 6) (i.e. family obligations, lack of extended family
support, and presence of dependents), financial challenges (n = 5) (i.e. lack of funding for
Saudi mothers from the sponsor), psychological (n = 3) (i.e. feelings of guilt, homesickness,
lowered self-confidence and discrimination), institutional difficulties (n = 1) (i.e. lack of
certain aspects of support, such as resources in universities for international students,
community and friendliness).
Few studies reported the impact (i.e. outcomes) of the experiences of Saudi female
students studying abroad (n = 6). Compared to other outcomes, personality development (n
= 4) (i.e. increased independence, confidence) was the most reported outcome in the studies.
The studies further cited other outcomes experienced by Saudi female international students:
English language proficiency (n = 1), opening up to host country culture (n = 1), desire to
give back to their own society (n = 1), and altered perspectives about their home country (n
= 1).
Few studies shed light on the coping strategies (n = 4), and factors that facilitated
Saudi female international students’ experiences in the host country (n = 2). Saudi female
international students developed various techniques to counter the challenges, of which
seeking social support (n = 3) (i.e. family, housekeeping help, campus support, family

27
support, and seeking social relationships) was the most reported coping strategy. The studies
also reported other strategies, including problem-focused coping (n = 1) (i.e. problemsolving), emotion-focused coping (n = 1) (i.e. using defence mechanisms when dealing with
stress), planning ahead, and limiting social activities (n = 1). Only two studies pointed out
factors related to a smoother cultural transition, including English language proficiency (n
= 2), individual characteristics (n = 1) (i.e. previous travel experiences to western countries,
work experience, and home culture and societal support), and institutional characteristics (n
= 1) (i.e. initial arrival support, departmental support).
To summarise, while the majority of the studies explored issues around the
challenges that Saudi female international students face, some aspects of their experiences
warrant further investigation, such as the impact of their experiences, the coping strategies
they adapt, and the factors that influence their cross-cultural transition experiences in the
host country.
2.4 Discussion
This chapter presents the first systematic review to be undertaken on the
experiences of Saudi female international students. Fourteen studies were selected for
inclusion in the review. The quality of those studies was evaluated based on a specific set of
criteria. While the reviewed qualitative studies addressed most of the adapted criteria
adequately, a few shortcomings suggest a scope for improvement in areas such as interview
guide, data saturation, and repeat interviews. The quality of one of the quantitative studies,
on the other hand, with respect to its limitations, fell short of providing sufficient details
about the validity of the measures used.
Most of these exploratory studies were conducted in the USA and typically adopted
qualitative methods in collecting and analysing data. Furthermore, most of the studies
included samples of both undergraduate and postgraduate Saudi female students without
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emphasising their degree type or the differences that possibly ensue from the nature of their
studies on their adaptation experiences.
The key result of the review showed that challenges were the most reported aspect
of the Saudi female international students’ cross-cultural transition experiences, while the
factors considered as barriers or facilitators to successful adaptation were the least reported.
Notwithstanding the prevalence of the challenges among the participants, the coping
strategies that the Saudi female students used to counter the cross-cultural transition
challenges were left out from much of the research efforts. The studies that dealt with the
coping strategies did not identify the sources of these strategies and did not offer much in
the way of clarifying what challenges the strategies were used in response to. Regarding
their theoretical standpoints, the reviewed studies mostly applied Transition Theory,
followed by Hofstede’s Culture Dimensions Theory, and then Culture Shock Theory. While
these theories are certainly relevant to understanding cross-culture transition experiences,
applying other theories could provide a more comprehensive view, and bring to light other
aspects of the Saudi female students’ experiences that may not have been revealed yet.
Moreover, despite being concerned for the most part with the challenges, none of the studies
explored the impact those challenges have on the Saudi female students’ adaptation process.
These challenges could affect the students’ belief about their ability to perform well
academically. In turn, this belief could influence their academic progress (de Fátima Goulão,
2014). However, when the studies described the overall impact that adapting to the host
country had on the female students, only positive aspects were reported.
Future research would benefit from the results of this review. Additional
investigations pertaining to the experiences of Saudi female students are necessary in diverse
settings as well as in relation to under-explored topics. Such topics include the barriers and
facilitators to successful adaptation experiences, the impact of experiences and the coping
strategies adopted by the students. In exploring Saudi female international students’
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experiences, this study also recommends adopting different research methods of collecting
and analysing data and theories that would highlight the participants’ strengths,
competencies, and sources of support, which could contribute to the literature on Saudi
female international students.
The review also suggests the need for increased attention to other aspects of the
Saudi female students’ cross-cultural transition experiences, such as those relating to
friendship with host nationals and host country public services. Moreover, future studies
could consider the type of degree that the Saudi female international students are embarking
on when they explore their experiences in the host country. This is because the degree that a
student pursues is linked with variables that influence their experiences. For example, course
duration reflects the length of stay in the host country, while the mode of engagement
required by a degree may reflect the quality and quantity of interactions with host nationals.
These two variables have been evident as factors that influence international students’ crosscultural transition experiences (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011).
Furthermore, the degree type often correlates with the life stage a student is at, such as their
marital status. For example, doctoral studies attract mature Saudi female international
students who are often married and perform additional roles tied to their family commitments
(e.g. being a wife and a mother). For some students, assisting their family to adapt in the
new environment can present an extra burden in addition to the demands of their degree,
which was shown in Bar’s (2017) study. Such extra burdens could limit their social
interaction with host nationals and slow their adaptation to the host country, thus making
their experiences more challenging. Nevertheless, only two out of the reviewed studies
explored the experiences of Saudi female students undertaking doctoral studies.
Another aspect for further research involves the cultural practice of Saudi females
being accompanied by their family members during their studies. Family companionship as
a feature of Saudi culture is worth studying since it is more likely to influence the females

30
students’ cross-cultural transition experience in certain ways. It is surprising that only one
of the reviewed studies explored this aspect given that family companionship, as part of the
Saudi female student’s sojourning experience, has been extant since Saudi Arabia first
started to send students abroad. This is coupled with the importance of the family in the
cultural context of Saudi students (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
A particular consideration should also be given to other English-speaking countries
where the number of Saudi family companions is more than double the number of the Saudi
students themselves. Indeed, it is intriguing that Saudi female students’ experiences in the
UK have been neglected despite the UK being the host of the second largest intake of Saudi
female students after the USA (Arabian Business, 2017; Safeer, 2020). Nonetheless, there
are several existing studies that investigated different issues pertinent to the experiences of
Saudi international students in the UK, such as language needs, cultural differences,
challenges with doctoral supervisors, use of social media, and identity changes, (e.g.
Alqahtani, 2011; Alqahtani, 2015a; Alqahtani, 2015b; Alsuhaibani et al., 2020; Alyami,
2016; Obaid, 2015; Taj, 2017). A point of note is that while some of these studies did include
female students, the number of males exceeds the number of females. Furthermore, most of
the researchers behind these studies were males. Considering Saudi culture, women might
feel less comfortable in the presence of male researchers and hence feel reluctant about
participating. This could explain the imbalanced participation of females in these studies,
and hence call for the need to explore the experiences of this group by female researchers.
2.5 Research Aim and the Rationale for the Main Research Questions
This study responds to the evident gaps in the literature leading to the rationale that
underpins this research. Identifying these gaps guided the choice of the theoretical
framework adapted in this research and formed the basis for the main research questions that
focus on the experiences of Saudi female doctoral students and their families in the UK. The
research further explored the consequences of those experiences. Thus, the scope of this
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thesis has been extended to include female students and their families’ experiences in their
home country, too, with the aim of proposing recommendations for decision-makers (in
Saudi Arabia and the UK) to tackle the challenges that hinder the adaptation of Saudi female
international students and their families during their educational journey, and upon return to
their home country. The theoretical framework applied in this research incorporates the
Acculturation Process Model developed by Ward et al. (2001), Ungar’s (2008) Resilience
Model and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model (1984). Neither Ward et al.’s (2001)
Acculturation Process Model nor Ungar’s (2008) Resilience Model have been applied in
previous research on Saudi female students’ experiences. By adopting this framework, this
thesis takes a step towards responding to the recommendations put forward by Young and
Clark (2017) to examine the acculturation process of female students. An immediate benefit
of adopting this integrative theoretical framework is that it conceptualises the cross-cultural
transition experience of Saudi female students as a process while highlighting the variables
that played a role in their own and their families’ experiences, both on the individual and
societal levels (more details can be found in Chapter 4). The following section presents the
key terms defined within this theoretical framework.
2.5.1 Definitions of Key Terms of this Research
Acculturation refers to the process of intercultural adaptation, which is a dynamic
and active process that involves the interactions that happen between people from different
cultures. It is divided into psychological and sociocultural adaptation (Ward et al., 2001).
Psychological adaptation is the extent to which an individual feels content and
satisfied in the host country (Ward et al., 2001).
Sociocultural adaptation describes the behavioural and practical aspects that
enable an individual to navigate the host country’s culture effectively in their everyday life
(Ward et al., 2001).
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Resilience denotes an individual’s capacity to respond to tension and adversity by
negotiating support resources that enhance their wellbeing. Resilience also involves the
individual’s ability to access these resources and wellbeing-enhancing opportunities through
his or her family, community, and culture in a culturally relevant manner (Ungar, 2008).
2.5.2 Research Questions
In line with the gaps identified in the systematic review and the chosen theoretical
framework, four main research questions were formulated to guide the research process and
narrow its scope. Each of the main research questions was formulated based on several
reasons.
Three gaps guided the formulation of the first research question. The first of these
gaps concerns an absence of studies that explore the experiences of Saudi female
international students in the UK. The second gap is evidenced by the notable lack of
knowledge about the experiences of Saudi students’ families in English-speaking countries
in general, and the total absence of that knowledge in the context of the UK in particular. As
the third gap demonstrates, scarce research currently exists on the experiences of Saudi
female international students pursuing doctoral degrees. Accordingly, the first research
question was formulated as follows:
RQ1. What are the difficulties that Saudi female international doctoral students
and/or their families encounter while in the UK and after returning to the home country?
The review showed that less attention was paid to the coping strategies that helped
Saudi female students and their families adapt to the host country, and the specific challenges
that those coping strategies were developed in response to. To address this, the following
research question was developed:
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RQ2. What strategies do Saudi female international doctoral students use to counter
the difficulties they and their families encounter in the UK and/or after returning to their
home country? And what specific difficulties do these strategies respond to?
The review encouraged the researcher to consider how the consequences of the
Saudi female students’ and their families’ experiences extend beyond their host country,
thereby paving the way for exploring their experiences in a more comprehensive manner.
Such a comprehensive view can also be promising in providing a balanced perspective which
considers both the positive and negative consequences of the Saudi female students’ and
their families’ experiences in both the host country and upon returning to their home country.
Subsequently, the third main research question was formulated:
RQ3. What are the consequences of the experiences on Saudi female doctoral
international students and/or their families in the UK and after returning to the home
country?
Another gap arises in the literature as a result of the overemphasis on the difficulties
of the Saudi female international students while overlooking the aspects associated with their
successful experiences. To address this gap, the following research question was developed:
RQ4. What are the variables associated with Saudi female doctoral international
students’ and/or their families’ successful adaptation experiences while in the UK and/or
after returning to their home country?
These four main research questions were developed to guide the empirical studies
of the research. Accordingly, the research questions underpinning each empirical study
emerged from these four main research questions as illustrated in Figure 2.3.
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Figure 2-3
The Process of Developing the Research and the Studies’ Questions
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2.6 Summary and Conclusion
A systematic review was conducted on the literature related to Saudi female
international students given the lack of similar reviews on the topic. The review has both
summarised and synthesised existing knowledge about Saudi women’s experiences as
international students and identified a number of gaps in the body of knowledge which
provided a strong rationale for conducting this research. The review provided an overview
of the included studies and summarised the key findings about the Saudi female international
students’ experiences. The methodological quality of these studies was also evaluated. The
main result of the review showed that the majority of the studies focused on the challenges
of Saudi female international students, leaving other aspects of their experiences unexplored
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(e.g. the impact of degree type on adaptation experiences, experiences with public services
in host country, friendship with host nationals) as discussed above.
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Chapter 3 Review of the Literature
This chapter discusses the existing research literature in relation to international
students’ experiences to provide the background and rationale for the empirical studies in
the current research. The chapter begins with a review of the research on international
students’ experiences generally and then more specifically on doctoral students, female
doctoral students and Saudi female doctoral students. The experiences of companion family
members are also discussed. The chapter ends with a brief overview of specific aspects of
Saudi culture that relate to the research, highlighting the position of females within it and
the current role of both the family and education in Saudi Arabia.
3.1 The Experiences of International Students
Globalisation has influenced higher education systems worldwide (Taylor et al.,
2013), and one of its main implications is international student mobility. The increasing
number of international students around the world has grabbed the attention of researchers
to explore their experiences of culture transition. The findings of such studies demonstrated
several advantages of international students’ experiences, such as learning a new language
and acquiring cross-cultural knowledge and skills. (e.g. Sherry et al., 2010). However, they
also revealed various challenges. Although international students may face similar
challenges to home students (Yan & Sendall, 2016), they encounter many others due to the
cultural distance between the home and host countries (e.g. Zhou et al., 2008). Language is
the most significant challenge that many international students face (Bai, 2016; Banjong,
2015; Bista, 2015; Gautam et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2015). In addition to the language barrier,
international students may experience other challenges such as culture shock (Bai, 2016;
Bista, 2015; Razek & Coyner, 2013; Wu et al., 2015), psychological issues including
depression and loneliness (Banjong, 2015; Bista, 2015), discrimination and stereotypes
(Almotery 2014; Bista, 2015; Razek & Coyner, 2013), and adjusting to a new culture and
lifestyle (Bista, 2015; Gautam et al., 2016; Razek & Coyner, 2013). These challenges can
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contribute to very high levels of stress suffered by international students (Bai, 2016; Wu et
al., 2015). In addition to the challenges that international students typically face, the kind of
academic degree they are pursuing could also influence the nature of these challenges. The
next section considers specifically the experiences of doctoral students as presented in the
research literature.
3.2 The Experiences of Doctoral Students
The literature review on doctoral students has identified several significant aspects
that contribute to the doctoral experience, including both the challenges and merits (e.g.
Gardner, 2008; Leonard et al., 2005; Mason et al., 2007; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Raddon,
2002). The merits are linked with a continued intellectual and emotional growth as a result
of being part of intellectual networks and possessing enhanced writing and research skills
(e.g. Leonard et al., 2005). Several factors influence stress and mental well-being among
doctoral students, including family support, adequate support from supervisors, achievement
orientation, preparedness, overall health, hours of sleep and self-depreciation (Byrom et al.,
2020). Byrom et al. (2020) found that reduced stress and higher levels of mental well-being
were predicted by good supervisory support and being confidently prepared. Conversely,
lower levels of mental well-being coupled with higher levels of stress in the students were
predicted by self-depreciation. The literature also reported the unexpected challenges and
stresses doctoral students face, which include being prone to social isolation, managing
various commitments, bearing exclusive responsibility for their work, family and financial
obligations, self-expectations, and making a consistent effort to establish rapport with their
supervisors (e.g. Gardner, 2009). Such challenges in turn may affect their family lives.
Gardner (2009) conducted a study with 40 doctoral students (14 males and 26 females) and
found that those who had children reported difficulty being both parents and doctoral
students. Likewise, Mason et al. (2007) found that doctoral students who are also parents
encounter difficulties balancing their personal and professional lives. Participants in their
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study further described having to make sacrifices to maintain good relationships with their
children, and enduring the often stressful demands of their studies.
In light of these findings, it is clear that working towards a doctoral degree
influences the life of doctoral students. Such influence could extend to their family lives.
The next section deals with the experiences of doctoral students and their family relations.
3.3 The Experiences of Doctoral Students and their Family Relations
The nature of a doctoral degree requires one to invest much time and effort
(Brannock et al., 2000), which could lead to doctoral students being not only physically
separated from their families, but also emotionally separated (West et al., 2011). Although
positive outcomes are described (e.g. developing coping strategies, cooperation with one’s
partner and celebrating achievements with family members (e.g. Corcelles, 2019; Thomas,
2014), the sense of detachment from their families and friends that PhD students generally
feel places pressure on their family relations (Fuenfhausen & Cashwell, 2013; Gardner,
2009).
Married PhD students experience further challenges due to having to satisfy various
roles such as academic, work, personal and family roles. They express concerns about the
amount of time they get to spend with their spouses, communication between family
members, and their sexual dissatisfaction, which could affect their marital satisfaction
(Brannock, et al., 2000; Fuenfhausen & Cashwell, 2013; Gold, 2006; Thomas, 2014; West
et al., 2011). Previous studies highlighted that married doctoral students’ sexual relations,
display of affection, and life philosophy are considered the areas of discord that affect the
doctoral students’ satisfaction with their married lives (Brannock, et al., 2000). This in turn
impacts on their sentiments regarding their doctorates, whereby students who experience
lower levels of satisfaction in their marital relationships are susceptible to increased stress
in their doctoral studies (Scheidler, 2008).
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The impact of pursuing an academic degree at doctoral level extends beyond
doctoral students’ marital relationships to their parenting experiences. They particularly
experience a feeling of constantly falling short of fulfilling their childcare responsibilities
while trying to keep up with academic demands (West et al., 2011). Such recurring issues
may cause doctoral students to reconsider their desire to have children during their PhD
studies and forgo having children, at least temporarily (Nettles & Millett, 2006). That said,
there is limited knowledge about the experiences of married international students who are
parents (Doyle et al., 2016).
Narrowing the focus of this thesis to the experiences of female doctoral students
was motivated by the gender differences shown in the literature to exist between the
experiences of female and male students (e.g. Allan & Dory, 2001; Lovitts, 2001; Nettles &
Millett, 2006). In fact, several studies have found that female doctoral students undergo more
difficulties in coping with their studies than their male counterparts (Haynes et al., 2012;
Juniper et al., 2012; Schmidt & Umans, 2014).
3.4 The Experiences of Female Doctoral Students
Several studies explored the challenges encountered by female doctoral students in
navigating their personal and professional responsibilities (Kenty, 2000; Ledin et al., 2007;
Maher et al., 2004). A number of studies found that female doctoral students often undergo
more heightened emotional and academic stress than male doctoral students (e.g. Allan &
Dory, 2001; Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006). They also narrated a lack of mentoring
and support (Haynes et al., 2012; Juniper et al., 2012) and less satisfaction with their
communication skills and relations with their supervisors (Lee et al., 2009; Stubb et al.,
2011).
Life-changing events (e.g. health problems and family deaths) further affect many
female doctoral students’ academic progress (Kenty, 2000; Maher et al., 2004). It is noted
that late-finishing female doctoral students are more likely to report difficulties meeting
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expectations related to their family and study commitments, pointing to childcare and marital
problems (e.g. divorce and marital relationship dissatisfaction) as the main factors that
impeded their progress (Maher et al., 2004).
Additionally, gender roles such as childcare and family caregiving responsibilities
underlie many of the pressures female students may experience in regard to time, their work
and study progress, and personal lives (Haynes et al., 2012; Juniper et al., 2012; Sessana,
2012). They have more difficulties balancing and fulfilling their family and work roles
(Haynes et al., 2012; Juniper et al., 2012).
While a great number of studies examined the experiences of international students,
some research highlighted the experiences of their companions.The following discussion
focuses on the experiences of family members accompanying student-sojourners abroad.
3.5 The Experiences of Companion Family Members
3.5.1 The Experiences of International Students’ Spouses
Many studies explored the experiences of spouses accompanying their male
partners who are studying abroad. The difficulties that those accompanying spouses
encounter while trying to adapt to the host country have been linked to a number of
challenges (i.e. language barrier, lack of partner's support, psychological stress, lack of
institutional services and parenting), five of which in particular have been the subject of
interest in many studies exploring the adaptation experiences of this group. Rather than
existing independently, the challenges are intricately intersected, which makes the
adaptation experiences of the female spouses multi-faceted. This could also influence their
relationship with their studying spouse.
Proficiency in the host country language is critical for the adaptation of the
accompanying partners, yet, it also represents one of the most challenging aspects to wives
who are not competent users of the language (Kim, 2012). The literature reports that
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language barriers, as a result of reduced proficiency in the language, limit the wives’ social
interactions and increase their dependency on their student spouse in day-to-day functioning
(e.g. making phone calls, booking appointments). This is also connected with the difficulty
the wives face when seeking to access services and programmes and broadening their social
networks (e.g. Kim, 2012; Arthur, 2016). These restrictions and limitations to partake in the
benefits of the international experience meaningfully within the new environment could
render them psychologically stressed.
The literature further shows that some accompanying wives receive limited support
from their studying partners, not dismissing the challenges that they also deal with in trying
to adapt to the host country. The struggles of both partners make it difficult in turn to devote
adequate time and energy for the family (Myers-Walls et al., 2011). Some companion wives
also reported that being in the host country for a prolonged period disconnected them from
the social network of extended family and friends that previously provided them with the
vital support they needed, both emotionally and instrumentally. The reason for such
disconnectedness is the worries that wives have about sharing their difficulties with family
members, especially parents, who may become anxious and worried as a result. Moreover,
refraining from sharing their difficulties with others within their social network (e.g. other
companion partners) is rooted in concerns about becoming the subject of malign gossip (Cui
et al., 2017; Kim, 2012).
The combination of language barriers and social adaptation difficulties results in
accompanying wives becoming more vulnerable/susceptible to psychological stress, as
described in the literature. This stress may be marked by feelings of helplessness and
loneliness, falling into depression and anxiety, experiencing panic, and developing insomnia
(Cui et al., 2017; Kim, 2012). Marital tension and disputes that arise between partners may
also underlie the psychological stress that one or both of them experience (Arthur, 2016).
The situation may further worsen with the absence of an adequate social support network
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and the accompanying partner’s reluctance to seek formal help (e.g. therapy or counselling).
Having limited knowledge about resources in the host country and what counselling
involves, fearing stigma, and having problems communicating satisfactorily in the host
country language, can all stand in the way of the wife companions accessing the services
they require to increasing their coping capacity (Arthur, 2016).
During their stay, accompanying wives are also challenged by the lack of
institutional services and programmes that offer assistance in dealing with adaptation
difficulties tailored specifically to this group. This, as the literature demonstrates, takes place
at an institutional level, as universities do not regard extending support to companions as
part of the services, they provide to their international student community (Martens & Grant,
2008). Other issues, such as transportation (e.g. not having access to their own car or travel
pass) and the lack of childcare support, also limit the accompanying wives’ ability to access
relevant services and programmes (Martens & Grant, 2008).
Accompanying wives who are also parents face an additional set of challenges that
contribute to their adaptation difficulties, especially as they usually take on more
responsibility for childcare (Brooks, 2015; Loveridge et al., 2018; Myers-Walls et al., 2011).
Parenting demands that move from being a shared responsibility to one that is performed by
one parent (i.e. the wife) become a source of much stress and exhaustion. This may especially
be a salient problem for inexperienced partners with limited knowledge about childcare and
the inability to receive immediate support from family members. Several factors have been
found in earlier studies (e.g. Fonseca, 1995) as being associated with both the satisfaction
and dissatisfaction of companion parents. The satisfaction factors include the availability of
quality children’s resources and products, their children’s proficiency in the host country
language, and the ability to access educational opportunities for their children. The
dissatisfaction factors, however, mostly revolve around the parents’ concerns about their
children’s host country adaptation, diminishing identification with the culture and values of
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the home country, as well as the loss of their native language (Loveridge et al., 2018). These
are mirrored by concerns about the children adopting the cultural values of the host country
instead and their preference for communicating in the newly acquired language, even with
their parents (Kim, 2012). The satisfaction and dissatisfaction factors can also leave parents
conflicted in the face of their children’s rapid adaptation to the new environment. Although
they perceive their children’s knowledge of the host country culture and language as
beneficial to their adaptation and growth, they also perceive the difficulties that this may
have on their re-entry adaptation to the home country, especially if the children become less
competent in the home country language and show difficulty in maintaining the home culture
values (Myers-Walls et al., 2011).
Yaghi’s (2019) study reports similar parenting experiences of Saudi mothers
accompanying their husbands in New Zealand. The findings of the study indicate that these
mothers found maintaining their children’s Islamic identity challenging; they struggled to
embed desired values in their children while navigating a society with a set of values that
differ from their own. As the study indicates, the women changed their parenting practices
and hence their role as mothers. Dealing with conflicting values and parenting challenges
left the mothers concerned about their children’s return to their home country, where they
have to adapt to Arabic schooling. Yet, while navigating the new culture, the women found
that they were acceptant and open to aspects of the host culture that did not compel them to
compromise their religious identity. Fitting back into their Saudi social environment also
concerned the women in Yaghi’s study.
Despite the limited studies, cross-cultural transition challenges were also identified
for accompanying male spouses. The most cited of these challenges were language
difficulties, loneliness/homesickness, and role shock. To cope with these challenges, male
spouses engage in personal goal setting and search for purpose and meaning (Yellig, 2011).
Personal, family and marital gains of living in a host country were also reported for this
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group (e.g. relaxed lifestyle, increased independence and self-reliance, and better awareness
about one’s role as a spouse) (Yellig, 2011). However, the experiences of Saudi male
companions seem to be absent from the literature, which calls for future research. Without
explicitly relating the experiences of accompanying Saudi males, in some studies that
examined the student-mothers’ experiences (Alhajjuj, 2016), or the experiences of their
children (Qutub, 2016), the female participants provided some information about their
spouses’ experiences. They reported experiences of culture shock, and mentioned how their
husbands at times became more critical of them (Alhajjuj, 2016).
3.5.2 The Experiences of Child Companions: Cross-Cultural Kids
Examining Saudi third culture kids’ (TCKs) re-entry experiences requires a clear
understanding of the different aspects involved. This section, therefore, provides a review of
the research literature on TCKs’ experiences. The section first discusses the concept of TCKs
and their characteristics; it then deals with the topic of re-entry challenges as experienced by
this particular group. Finally, the advantages of being a TCK are discussed.
Pollock and Van Reken (2009) stressed the importance of viewing the experience
of each cross-cultural group as unique in its own right while acknowledging the occasional
overlapping of experiences. They introduced the term cross-cultural kids (CCKs) to describe
categories of children who experience living in more than one culture. The term helped to
shape discussions about the distinctiveness of cross-cultural children, and more specifically
TCKs, who represent one category among CCKs.
The derivative term TCKs arose in an ethnographic study conducted by Useem in
1958. The study itself sought to document the experiences of Indian international students
in the USA and Americans who migrated to live within clustered groups where members
adopt particular lifestyles. Though both groups differ culturally, Useem pointed out that their
children exhibited similar attributes.
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Cottrell (2006) identified seven factors that suggest that TCKs are a distinct group
from CCKs. These differences can be summed up in seven points. The reasons for residency
in the host country present the foremost point of difference between TCKs and CCKs. Both
groups experience socialising in a different culture because of their parents’ decisions. The
decisions themselves could be tied to the desire to improve living conditions for oneself and
one’s family, as with CCKs, or to study or work abroad, as with TCKs. The second difference
relates to each group’s type of residence. In the case of CCKs, residence in the host culture
is permanent, while TCKs only stay temporarily before returning to their country of origin.
The time of return to the homeland is another point that distinguishes TCKs from CCKs.
CCKs settle indeterminately, while TCKs and their parents live in the host country only for
a fixed period. TCKs also differ from CCKs in regard to their parents’ eligibility for work in
the host country. CCKs’ parents could be company employees or business owners in the
country in which they reside, while the TCKs’ parents’ right to work is more restricted; they
could only work as part of international companies or have no access to work opportunities
at all. A further point of distinction between the two groups, which also relates to their
parents, concerns the representational roles of the parents. CCK’s parents do not necessarily
have any representational roles in the host country as opposed to TCKs’ parents, who have
representational roles. Sponsorship as a differentiating factor is more associated with TCKs’
parents, whose stay in the host country is influenced by their sponsors; CCKs’ stays,
however, are not influenced by sponsorship. Finally, the nature of mobility differs between
TCKs and CCKs. Both CCKs and TCKs grow up in cultures different to their own; however,
while TCKs’ experiences are characterised by a higher mobility and movement between
home and host cultures, CCKs are more settled and exposed to the dominant culture of that
country, which makes it relatively easier to understand the complexity of the culture they
live in.
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The early research on TCKs which focused on American expatriates (i.e. military
officers, soldiers, ambassadors, and missionaries) resulted in a narrow definition of TCKs
that only recognises their children’s experiences (Bajamal, 2017). The need for a broader
definition that captures the realities of children of other cross-cultural backgrounds was
highlighted by various researchers (e.g. Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Pollock and Van
Reken proposed a revised definition of TCK which succinctly describes TCKs as children
whose early years have been primarily spent away from their parents’ culture. This definition
thus encompasses children whose parents migrated to pursue higher education, work in
global companies, or are themselves in intercultural relationships. On account of this, TCKs’
lives, as characterised by a constant move between cultures, make them uniquely positioned;
they exhibit certain characteristics that reflect this uniqueness, thereby differentiating them
from children who have settled into one culture.
The characteristics of TCKs develop alongside their experiences of high mobility
between their parents’ culture and host cultures, without claiming full attachment to any
particular culture. According to Pollock and Van Reken (2009), TCKs develop a sense of
feeling ‘rootless’. Subsequently, this leads to a cycle of loss and distress given the
inevitability of having to leave behind their friends, places they grew attached to, and the
social/affective benefits they accrued from being treated in a special way (i.e. privileged)
(Cottrell, 2006; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Hence, they lack consistency with places,
people, and values (Fry, 2007; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). There is a deep-seated sense of
confusion and tension as far as social expectations are concerned, coupled with a moral
system that is crammed with uncertainties. TCKs participate in value systems that are, more
often than not, diametrically opposed to each other, and present them with contradictory
worldviews that contribute to this tension (Bajamal, 2017). The effects of these
characteristics become visible in the identity that a TCK comes to form. Several researchers
have adopted a view of identity that is essentially social constructionist, as it recognises that
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identity formation is generally underpinned by one’s view of oneself and interactions with
other social agents (e.g. Jackson & Hogg, 2010). TCKs recognise themselves, and are
recognised by others, in four possible ways: (a) a foreigner who looks and thinks differently
to the dominant culture, (b) an adopted person who appears different but thinks similarly to
members of the dominant culture, (c) a secluded immigrant who looks similar but thinks
differently, or (d) a ‘mirror’ who looks and thinks like members of the dominant culture
(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).
In returning to their culture of origin, features of TCKs’ identities become more
salient and prominent to them, which makes their sense of belonging even more lacking, and
they undergo culture shock (Cottrell, 1993). Their lack of awareness about their home culture
further complicates the matter. TCKs’ knowledge about their country, culture, hometown,
and kinship group is often deficient, contributing to a heightened sense of disorientation with
regard to the cultural values and the civics of their homeland (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).
Moreover, returnee TCKs experience difficulties fitting into their ethnic group, leaving them
grappling with unremitting feelings of loneliness and alienation (Cottrell, 1993; Pollock &
Van Reken, 2009; Storti, 2001; Useem & Cottrell, 1993). Relocation and repatriation drive
a sense of diminishing identity and reduced wellbeing in TCKs, hence the stress, and even
grief, that are likely to ensue (Davis et al., 2015; Gilbert, 2008; Plamondon, 2008). The
unique (and often perplexing) experiences of navigating and reconstructing identity has led
Vivero and Jenkins (1999) and later others (e.g. Hoersting & Jenkins, 2011) to use the term
‘culturally homeless’ (CH) in describing TCKs. Given early-life immersion in more than
one sociocultural context, their identity becomes psychologically solidified in the process,
which makes it harder later on to cultivate a sense of belonging, thereby affecting an
important element of their self-esteem, self-concept, and ethnic identity (Davis et al., 2015).
These characteristics have to be understood by service providers who work with this group
of children, especially schools where children spend a significant part of their lives (Coll &
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Magnuson, 2014; Cottrell, 2011; Espinetti, 2011; Hamilton, 2013; Limberg & Lambie,
2011).
As early as 1966, the Japanese government has recognised the need for the school
system to accommodate Japanese returnee children (Cottrell, 2011). Espinetti's study (2011)
explored the ways in which teachers can promote TCKs’ competencies. The study concluded
that schools need to commit and invest in understanding TCKs and how they can be better
supported beyond instructional methods. Coll and Magnuson (2014) also argued that
compared to other factors, school presents the ‘single most powerful.’ threat to home country
adaptation (p, 107).
Research into TCKs has further shown that, despite life between different worlds
being fraught with complexities (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009), TCKs are presented with rich
opportunities for learning and communication through experiences of acculturation
(Crowne, 2008; Peterson & Plamondon, 2009). They may exhibit greater open
mindedness when interacting with people from other backgrounds, since they are exposed
to a much broader worldview and appreciate differences, given their encounters with diverse
people, languages, and ways of living (Sheard, 2008). As they become culturally hybridised,
TCKs grow more adept at discerning the positive and negative aspects of different cultures,
which can signify cultural intelligence (Selmer & Lauring, 2014). Moreover, cross-cultural
experience encourages TCKs to pursue study and work opportunities abroad (Bajamal,
2017). The other potential benefits of TCKs’ cross-cultural experiences are the concepts of
multiculturalism, biculturalism, and shifting identities (Moore & Barker, 2012). Moore and
Barker (2012) further notes that multiculturalism can contribute to a successful integration
of multiple identities in individuals, while shifting identities describes the ability of
multicultural persons to move between identities as suited to a particular cultural setting or
as demanded by the current times. Curro (2017) found in his study that Saudi TCK boys
were able to switch between cultures according to the situation.
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Limited knowledge can be found regarding the experiences of Saudi TCKs in the
host country. One such study by Qutub (2016), examined the ethnic identities of Saudi
sojourner children who accompanied their parents in the USA. The study found that by living
in the host country, the child participants developed multicultural identities and felt attached
to their home country and their host country. Moreover, several factors were described as
being influential, as the children’s identities were taking shape, such as experiences,
personality, age, parental role, and school role. While in the host country, they received
several privileges, including better education and mastery of the English language.
Nevertheless, the mothers of these children expressed two main worries; firstly, the worry
over their ethnic identities because of cultural discontinuity, and secondly, the adjustment to
the home culture after returning. Overall, children of a younger age had an easier time
adjusting than their older siblings. The mothers in Qutub’s study further reported the
methods they adopted to maintain their children’s religious beliefs (e.g. reading scripture,
observing practices, stories), mother tongue (e.g. speaking Arabic at home), and the sense of
belonging to a home culture (e.g. keeping strong connections with their extended family,
cooking home country food, maintaining relations with the Saudi community). The
experiences of Saudi TCKs have also been explored by Bajamal (2017). The study followed
the acculturation of three Saudi children aged between 7–10 years old, and involved three
parents and three teachers. The study related evidence of the children's psychological and
sociocultural adaptation during their time in the USA. They made sense of their multiple
identities (i.e. Saudi, Muslim and Arab), and integrated effectively in different cultural
contexts. They were willing to be loved, accepted, and successful. Bajamal relates the TCKs’
acculturation to a number of factors, of which strong religious and ethnic identity, the role
of mothers, and the efforts of schools in the host culture, appeared to exert the most influence
on their experiences. The negative perceptions that Saudi TCKs might form about their home
culture and the impact of those perceptions on their re-entry adaptation were further
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highlighted. The experiences of Saudi TCKs were also the focus of a study by Curro (2017),
which included 11 Saudi boys aged 10–12 years who stayed abroad in a non-Arab country
for at least a year, and have since returned to their home country. The findings of the study
illustrate that Saudi TCKs faced several school challenges. To support this group’s re-entry
adaptation, the study suggests different methods, such as remedial Arabic-language classes
and a buddy system.
3.6 The Cultural Context of the Participants
This section provides an overview of Saudi culture, specifically addressing the
polemic around the position of females in Saudi Arabia, and the role of both family and
education. This background was presented as a preamble to the exploration of the
participants’ experiences in the next chapters, which may not be sufficiently understood
without unpacking aspects of their cultural life.
3.6.1 Religion and Culture
Religion refers to a system of stipulated conducts and practices, ethics,
perspectives, scriptures, sacred sites, divinations, and virtues, that spiritually relates
humanity to the transcendent or supernatural (Nongbri, 2013). Although culture and religion
have been understood as closely intertwined, a distinction between the two constructs have
been suggested (Clifford, 1993; Saroglou, 2011). Recognising that religion and culture can
be treated as two independent systems helps in understanding the role of each of these
dimensions in influencing people’s beliefs, behaviours, bonding and belongingness
(Saroglou, 2011).
Tarakeshwar et al. (2003) argued for the incorporation of religion into cross-cultural
research. Some of the reasons for this include the fact that religion has claimed a substantial
role in people’s lives across cultures. Religion also has a considerable impact on crosscultural dimensions (i.e. aspects through which culture exerts an effect on individuals,
communities, organisations, and the workings of society more generally, including power–
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distance, masculinity–femininity, individualism–collectivism, and motivational dimensions
(e.g. Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz & Sagiv, 1995). In addition to this, culture has further been
a significant factor in influencing and shaping religious practices and beliefs throughout
different places (Tarakeshwar et al., 2003).
Islam is the second largest religion after Christianity in the world, and the first
religion in the Middle East. Linguistically, the root word from which the word ‘Islam’ comes
is ‘Salam’, meaning peace (Long, 2005). In the 7th century CE, Islam’s Prophet Muhammad
became a major political and religious figure.
The Prophet of Islam, Muhammad, was born in 610 AD, in Makkah, the western
province of modern-day Saudi Arabia (AlMunajjed, 1997; Long, 2005). The Prophet
Muhammad preached Islam from the age of 40 up until his death at the age of 63
(AlMunajjed, 1997; Long, 2005). His preaching of Islam was based on the unity of all
religious philosophies and the acceptance of all the Abrahamic prophets of Judaism,
Christianity, and others who predate Islam. His preaching also came to release and support
the vulnerable who were women and the poor. The number of people who came to accept
the message of Islam steadily increased in the Arab peninsula, which, at that time, was
governed by a tribal system. They turned to the Quran and the Sunnah, the teachings of the
Prophet Mohammad, for guidance in all matters in their life (AlMunajjid, 1997). These
teachings supported women’s rights, including financial rights, such as their right to
inheritance and the use of their own money, moral rights, such as their choice of marriage
partner and ending a marriage, and a woman’s rights to education, work, and conducting
business (Esposito, 1975; Syed, 2008).
3.6.2 Women’s Education in Saudi Arabia
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is relatively young (founded in 1932) (Hamdan,
2005; Long, 2005; Pompea, 2002). The country is officially recognised as a Muslim country,
with Arabic as its official language. The discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia contributed to the
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demographic shift, both within and outside of the kingdom. As the major cities experienced
exponential growth, the number of people who relocated to them surged (Pharaon, 2004;
Pompea, 2002). One of the major changes that took place in the Kingdom after the discovery
of oil was the beginning of formal education.
By the late 1940s, formal education was instituted in Saudi Arabia, initially for
males only, then 10 years later women’s education followed. Although young Saudi females
were traditionally taught in what is known as ‘al katateeb’, the concept of ‘school’ was new
and different in the society of that time. This could have been perceived as violating cultural
norms and values, making formal education a threat to an individual’s cultural identity (e.g.
Hamdan, 2005). Schwartz (1992) observed that a sense of being threatened makes
individuals respond with much resistance to change. This resistance can be mitigated by
supporting the individuals and ensuring their participation in the change process is in line
with their cultural values and that their role is evident of supporting change (Sverdlik &
Oreg, 2009). In this regard, the importance of women’s education and its place in the Islamic
tradition played a critical role in convincing the Saudi public to enrol females in schools.
Over time, more and more females entered formal education, and by the 1990s,
more women than men completed compulsory schooling, which brought the ten-year gap in
education from the 1940s to a close (Al-Sunbul et al., 2004; Hamdan, 2005). By 1979, the
first university for women in Saudi Arabia opened its doors in the capital city of Riyadh
(Hamdan, 2005). According to United Nations’ Gender Inequality Index (GII), more women
continue their education past the elementary levels, with 67.8% achieving secondary school
qualification or higher, compared with 75.5% of men (United Nations, 2018). Education at
all levels is free of charge and respects the Saudi cultural values supporting gender
segregation.
Le Renard (2008) reported that many women in Saudi Arabia expressed a
preference for gender segregation in education, citing reasons such as greater ‘comfort’ and
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‘being at ease’. More opportunities for women existed in major cities such as Riyadh,
Jeddah, and Makkah, which offered employment in education, health, business fields,
charity organisations, and the media (Doumato, 2003; Le Renard, 2008; Pharaon, 2004), as
well as in government administration or private firms (Le Renard, 2008). This move towards
engaging more women in various fields was backed by King Abdullah (then crown prince
of the kingdom from 2005-2015), who recognised that the country should provide more
opportunities for women in ways that do not conflict with, or defy, commonly held Saudi
ethics (Doumato, 2003). Saudi women continue to seek work opportunities and be involved
in work life. By 2019, 22.1% of Saudi females were active in the labour market, compared
to 78.4% of working males. In addition, they held 19.9% of the seats in the parliament
(known as the Consultative Assembly) (United Nations, 2020). With the vision of Prince
Mohammed bin Salman 2030, the world is witnessing the presence of Saudi women at all
levels. Saudi women integrated effectively into 2030 development plans and in various
economic and social development sectors (Mohamed, 2020). Achieving gender equality is
an ongoing project in Saudi Arabia, especially in certain areas of society. Women became
more present and took up many political offices as ministers, ambassadors, cultural attachés
and representatives of the country in many political forums. There is also a move towards
involving women in leadership and new professions such as the army and as attorneys (Al
Ain News, 2021).
3.6.3 Family in Saudi Arabia
Although, in theory, Saudi culture advocates socialising boys and girls in the same
manner, in reality, children will implicitly learn gender role differences by observing their
parents’ behaviours. In this way, a child comes to perceive gender role differences. From an
early age, children observe their mother overseeing household matters. For example, the
responsibility of childcare falls primarily on the mother, as well as other responsibilities,
such as housekeeping and cooking. The child also experiences the role of his or her father
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as mainly ensuring the family’s safety and protection and providing for the family (AlRuwaitea, 2014; Hamdan, 2005). Such an observation shapes the child’s expectations of the
(traditional) gender roles when they grow up. As children grow up, their roles also become
more defined. For example, Saudi society expects men to be tough and assertive, while
women are expected to be caring, kind, and gentle (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). This way of
constructing gender roles has also led to determining the place of each gender, whether inside
or outside the house (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Al-Ruwaitea (2008) collected survey data from
Saudi university students to find out their perceptions of the most important characteristics
in an ideal man and woman. His data showed that, for an ideal man, characteristics such as
generosity and taking initiative were important, while the characteristics viewed as important
for an ideal woman were attractiveness, kindness, and modesty. These gender role
characteristics were held more consistently by men. However, the study also identified
characteristics which were viewed as important but shared between men and women. These
were religiosity and morals, devotion to the family, and obedience and respect to parents,
confirming those aspects that transcend gender considerations.
Social and cultural changes in Saudi culture during the last three decades have
contributed to a widening gap between parents and their children, including their opinions
of gender roles (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). While Saudi society is starting to move towards
individualism, and both men and women are becoming more independent in general, support
from parents is still the norm (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
The kind of parental support extended to the individual is consistent with the roles
men and women are expected to perform. For example, the Saudi father often provides
financial support (Pharaon, 2004) to his son for things such as purchasing a vehicle, tuition
fees and wedding expenses. Even after the son has become financially independent, support
of this kind usually remains available, especially in the case of financial hardship. The
father’s support is not only financial; he also intervenes and acts as mediator when the son
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is faced with adversity. The father also ensures a network of social connections and
acquaintances when his son seeks work opportunities. The same kind of support applies for
the daughter, with the difference being that, after marriage, regardless of her financial
situation and whether she works, the responsibility of provision transfers to the husband who
becomes financially responsible for his wife (e.g. Hamdan, 2005).
The mother’s support is more emotional in nature; she cares for her children when
they are in need and when they are sick, and this continues well into their adulthood. The
grandmother fulfils this role when the mother is absent, at work, or ill. The support that the
mother specifically provides for her daughter is typically during pregnancy, childbirth, and
caring for the new-born baby (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
In Saudi culture, both men and women, in turn, care for their elderly parents before
or after marriage, both financially and emotionally, in illness, old age, and even death. There
is a great emphasis on this to the extent that placing one’s aging parents in care homes or in
intensive care facilities without tending to their needs is considered unethical or shameful
(Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). The extended family is seen as one of the aspects that has remained
untouched, despite the social change that has been occurring in Saudi society.
In extended families, raising children is to some extent a shared responsibility
between the adults in the family, not just the parents, and includes the grandparents, aunts,
and elder siblings. They all contribute to varying degrees to the upbringing of the child (AlRuwaitea, 2014). While Saudi society is beginning to move beyond this pattern of behaviour,
it still describes the general attitude, not only in families, but also within schools. With regard
to this, the importance of school is that, as a social institution, it forms a significant part of
a child’s life, given that they spend a considerable amount of time within it, and it inculcates
in them values that are consistent with the culture.
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3.6.4 Education in Saudi Arabia
The official age for children to begin school in Saudi Arabia is seven years old.
During their compulsory education, children have to complete six years of primary
education, three years of junior high school, and three years of high school. Following their
formal school years, a young person can choose to move into higher education (usually four
years) or settle into employment (Alqassem et al., 2016). Teaching and learning methods for
both genders are often conventional rather than participatory, with memorisation and rote
learning prevailing. This type of education also places a primary emphasis on grades and
high achievement, and secondary emphasis on an (in-depth) understanding of subject matter,
consolidating knowledge, and the practical applications of given subjects. As for the
students’ evaluation/assessment methods, teachers consider the student who attains high
academic progress as the standard to which other students in a class are compared, rather
than the average. Accordingly, a high achiever is held in high regard by his/her teachers,
family and peers and is seen as deserving of reward, while the opposite is true for both
average and low-achieving students. Although such an attitude can enhance the students’
competitiveness and desire for success, it could alternatively increase stress and fear of
failure. The same behaviour can also be exhibited by parents, and may explain their
eagerness for their children to be high achievers (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Saudi parents are
expected to monitor their child’s learning progress and take responsibility for their
misbehaviour and poor achievement.
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Chapter 4 Theoretical Framework and General Methodology
This chapter discusses the theoretical framework and the methodological approach
that is applied in this research and justifies their use within the research context. The first
section gives an overview of the theoretical framework; the second section describes the
research approach and methodologies, and the third section provides an account of how
research quality requirements were met and the ethical considerations that were identified
and addressed.
4.1 The Concept of Culture
When we say the word culture, the first thing that comes to mind is a group of people
who share to some degree social habits, beliefs, morals, values and artistic expressions that
are found in social groups (McGee & Warms, 2008). This understanding reflects the
manifestations of culture, which appear in both material and non-material forms. Culture in
its material form is expressed through such things as art, architecture, food, and dress codes.
While in its non-material form, it manifests itself through a system of values contained in
modes of expression, such as literature, philosophy and mythology (Macionis & Gerber,
2010).
Culture has gained a reputation of being a particularly difficult term to define. This
difficulty in defining the term has led to multiple, and sometimes, divergent understandings
of culture. The fact that culture involves several levels of meaning, and thus, lends itself to
varying interpretations, has over decades and across disciplines resulted in scholars
acknowledging that an adequate definition of culture that can be commonly agreed upon is
a far-fetched enterprise. In an attempt to reach a definition that is reflective of reality, certain
characteristics need to be highlighted and discussed to arrive at a sophisticated
conceptualisation of culture (Spencer-Oatey, 2012).
Culture is a product of social interaction and it emerges as a learned experience
through the process of enculturation (or socialisation) whereby individuals learn to become
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members of their groups both through direct instruction from family and peers and by
observing and imitating those around them. Through this process, a cultural identity takes
shape and becomes the lens through which an individual views his or herself, as well as
others (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014; Jackson & Hogg, 2010). Despite the fact that cultures usually
undergo gradual change, enculturation allows societies to persist culturally while retaining
their cultural distinctiveness through generations. Cultural practices as learned and shared
do not only influence and shape a person’s views but also their behaviour and responses to
natural biological processes (e.g. sleeping, eating, drinking), (Ferraro, 2021). This allencompassing nature of culture makes it dynamic, and its various components interrelated.
One characteristic of culture is that it is manifested at different layers of depth, which
requires a deeper understanding of the underlying assumptions within a culture that are
typically held as non-debatable and taken-for-granted. A benefit of examining assumptions
is that it assists in ascertaining a group’s values and understanding how members within a
cultural group think, feel and perceive things. The set of assumptions that a culture makes
about the world serve as responses that an individual learns from their social environment.
Even though culture is learned, the presence of personal traits introduces individual
differences and varying degrees of relevance that individuals exhibit towards the norms and
concepts of their respective cultures (Spencer-Oatey, 2012) This indicates that culture is
distributed and members of a cultural group are unlikely to engage in the values, beliefs,
attitudes and behaviours that constitute their culture in identical ways.
As individuals who share a culture do not all act and think in an identical manner, an
individual’s attitude and practices can be the result of identifying with different cultural
groups simultaneously all of which can contribute to the formation of “several layers of
mental programming within [a person], corresponding to different levels of culture”
(Hofstede, 1991, p. 10) (e.g. a national level, a regional and/or ethnic and/or religious and/or
linguistic affiliation, a gender level, a generation level, a role category, e.g. parent,
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son/daughter, teacher, student, a social class level, an organisational or corporate level).
Belonging to these different levels can contributes to creating differences between
individuals and to the emergence of subcultures. The diversity brought about by subcultures
indicates that individuals do not possess a single culture which makes cultural mappings
even more intricate.
Indicating the individual differences within a culture is important as overlooking
these differences creates a fertile ground for stereotypes to exist and perpetuate. Examining
cultures without pointing the to individual-level differences could lead to stereotyping
(Matsumoto,1996). However, members of a cultural group are not very distinct given that
culture is an integrated system that binds people together (Braff & Nelson, 2020). By
viewing culture as such, we can begin to see how individuals exhibit attitudes and behaviours
that fit with an integrated whole.
Taking a broader view of culture can help in describing and understanding the
differences between cultures and their characteristics bearing in mind that culture is a
descriptive concept rather than an evaluative concept. This can enhance intercultural
communication and reduce misinterpretation of cultures. In contrast, overlooking cultural
differences can hinder communication between different cultures and contribute to
misunderstandings between individuals from different cultures. Neglecting the differences
between cultures may also result in a transfer of experiences and initiatives that achieve
success in certain cultural contexts but may prove unsuccessful or at least do not meet
expectations in other contexts (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Indeed, without paying considerable
attention to the culture in which individuals grew up, only a limited understanding of their
behaviours can be acquired. Culture provides a viable means of understanding people’s
needs and behavioural patterns, which then can be incorporated within initiatives that target
them (Taras et al., 2010).
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4.2 Theoretical Framework: Culture Shock and Adaptation
What is noteworthy is that the cultural differences presented are very likely to
remain unnoticed by the individual within a society until they have been substantially
exposed to another culture that is different to their own – due, for example, to immigration,
travelling or studying abroad (Macionis & Gerber, 2010). Exposure to an unfamiliar culture
can, as a result, cause the individual to experience ‘culture shock’. Culture shock as a concept
is found within the broader explanatory concept of ‘transition shock’. It was coined in 1960
by Kalvero Oberg who defined the term as a form of ‘anxiety that results from losing all our
familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse’ (Oberg, 1960, p 179).
Early theories were characterised culture shock by clinical and medical orientations
to studying international students and their adaptation experiences (Ward et al., 2001). These
studies attracted criticism because their underlying assumption identifies stress resulting
from cross-cultural interactions as a medical condition (Ward et al., 2001). The 1980s,
however, saw the emergence of a different perspective that marked a departure from the
medically-oriented view to another that recognised cross-cultural contact (through studying
abroad, for example) as a dynamic learning experience for the international students and
members of the host culture alike (Bochner, 1982). As a result, research on ‘culture shock’
started to move away from medicine and instead draw on understandings from the social
psychology and educational literature. Increasingly, questions related to culture shock and
its effects on the cross-cultural experiences of sojourners have been studied within
acculturation research as part of extensive empirical and theoretical efforts (Ward et al.,
2001).
Several acculturation process models exist today depicting different aspects of
acculturation and the variables that underpin it (e.g. Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2006;
Berry, 1997; Ward et al., 2001; Safdar et al., 2003). The theoretical framework applied in this
research is adapted from the Acculturation Process Model by Ward et al. (2001), Ungar’s
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(2008) Resilience Model, and Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) Cultural Dimensions Model, for
several reasons. Firstly, each model in the theoretical framework contributes to our
understanding of the participants’ acculturation. Specifically, (a) the Acculturation Process
Model will illustrate the participants’ process of intercultural adaptation, (b) the Cultural
Dimensions Model (Hofstede, 1980, 2001) will highlight the societal variables underlying
their acculturation, and (c) Ungar’s (2008) Resilience Model will shed light on the role of
both the societal and individual resources and identify the sources of the participants’
responses to challenges. Secondly, the theoretical model focuses on a comprehensive view
of the participants’ intercultural adaptation experiences that provides information about the
stress, the responses, and the outcomes. Thirdly, as the systematic review (Chapter 2)
demonstrated, the acculturation process model and Ungar’s resilience model have not been
applied in previous studies on Saudi female students. Fourthly, applying this theoretical
framework responds to the research directions recommended by previous studies on
international students in general and Saudi female students in particular. These studies
emphasised the need for further aspects of the international student’s sojourn to be
investigated in relation to individual factors during acculturation (e.g. Smith & Khawaja,
2011). Thus, applying these models could help with understanding those aspects of the
women’s experiences that have received little attention. The next section discusses each of
the three models.
4.2.1 Acculturation Process Model
Ward et al.’s (2001) Acculturation Process Model is largely influenced by three
strands of research: stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), acculturation (Berry,
1997) and culture learning (Furnham & Bochner, 1986). As such, the model effectively
draws on these different perspectives in trying to understand the cross-cultural experiences
of a group, such as international students. Moreover, the model offers a synthesis of a large
body of research and theoretical work on the affective, behavioural, and cognitive elements
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of cross-cultural interactions and experiences. Integrating these perspectives allows the
model to project an end result of the acculturation process as comprising psychological and
sociocultural adaptation. To better predict the acculturative outcomes, the model further
relates the process to an array of societal and individual level variables.
The starting point of the model is the conceptualisation of cross-cultural transition
as a significant life event that introduces changes and novel patterns of intercultural contact.
Regardless of their perceptions, individuals who go through this transition are often poorly
equipped to cope with the range of situations that comprise this experience. Ward et al. refer
to this state as a ‘skills deficit’. This happens during the initial stages, as an individual
navigates the unfamiliar environment and attempts to negotiate its demands. Here, appraisal
and action take place, both of which are necessitated by personal and situational factors. This
centralises the tasks of stress management and skills acquisition while involving affective,
cognitive, and behavioural responses.
As individuals evaluate their situations and take action towards ameliorating their
psychological and sociocultural adaptation, their efforts are influenced by many variables
that operate at societal and individual levels. These include situational and personal
characteristics (micro), such as cultural distance, social support, language proficiency, and
personality. Variables operating at a broader scale (macro) are also accounted for in the
model. These include characteristics of the host country (society of settlement) and the home
country (society of origin) pertaining to social, economics, educational system, ethnic
makeup, and so forth. In keeping with the terms used in this model, the term ‘variable’ was
used in this thesis when referring to influences on participants’ cross-cultural experiences
and adaptations. Also, this acculturation process model may serve to integrate theories used
in this research. For example, at the societal level, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model
was used to explain key differences between characteristics of the home and host culture.
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Ungar’s resilience Model was used to identify both the societal level and individual level
resources, underlying responses, and outcomes.
4.2.2 Resilience Model
Resilience as a concept has been used in a variety of ways, each of which can take
on a different meaning. In one sense, resilience refers to the individual’s ability to limit
adverse conditions and attain better outcomes. It also refers to the positive response an
individual develops when faced with adversity and risk (Masten & Powell, 2003). As such,
it was further described as a dynamic process (Fraser, 1997). Resilience in these senses also
includes the positive expectations an individual has for future outcomes, how they manage
stress and recover from traumatic experiences (Luthar et al., 2000). What appears to be
common about these different ways of understanding resilience is that they develop in
adverse conditions.
In Luthar et al.’s (2000) words, resilience is the “the process or phenomenon of
competence despite adversity” (p. 554). However, it is also important to acknowledge the
role of culture in understanding the cultural context in which an individual’s resilience arises
(Ungar, 2005, 2008). This assertion is most clearly articulated in resilience models
developed by Ungar who explored resilience as influenced by such things as culture, a
person’s personality, relationships, and the community. Ungar’s (2008) resilience model was
influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of development. Bronfenbrenner (1998,
1999) asserted that development takes place in a range of contexts, including family,
educational, legal, and cultural contexts. The process of development involves interactions
between features of the individual person (such as their age, gender, health, and genetic
makeup and the developmental contexts over time. While Ungar’s model was developed to
explain resilience in children and youths, it can be extended to account for resilience in adults
and, more generally, to understand their responses to adversity and access to social support
as a resource for coping. The importance of this lies in the relevance of resilience to
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individuals of any age group and background. Of particular interest to this research is the
resilience of international students as pertaining to their experience of a challenging period
of cultural adaptation; this can, consequently, contribute to research on resilience. Ungar
(2008) discussed the importance of cultural contexts in developing resilience and proposed
that there are global as well as culture-specific aspects to resilience. He further proposed that
resilience is influenced by cultural contexts, interactions between different aspects of
cultural contexts, and the resolution of tensions between individuals and their culture and
contexts. Certain features of Ungar’s research on resilience is relevant to understanding the
experiences of international students, namely culture (e.g. cultural/spiritual identity, whether
shifts in cultural values are handled well), community (e.g. access to education, information
and learning resources), relationships (e.g. meaningful relationships with others) and the
individual (e.g. problem-solving ability, self-efficacy, a sense of duty). Ungar’s models of
resilience were applied in the current research to understand the Saudi female students’
responses to adversity as influenced by their culture, community, relationships, and
personality, as a resource for coping.
Several researchers have associated resilience with cultural variation (Arrington &
Wilson, 2000; McCubbin & McCubbin, 2013). Yet, there is limited research into the
applicability of the construct of resilience to non-western cultures (Ungar, 2005). Therefore,
applying this model to understanding the Saudi students’ experiences will contribute to
addressing such a gap.
4.2.3 Cultural Dimensions Model
Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions (1980, 2001) has become one of the most
influential models with which to investigate cultural similarities and differences. The model
has been be criticised for its limitations that revolve around its reliance on old data, not being
representative of society and a small sample size from Arab countries (e.g. Al-Ruwaitea,
2014; Signorini et al., 2009.). Despite its limitations, Hofstede’s model has spurred a body

65
of research and a range of applications (Taras et al., 2010). Also, the criticisms do not negate
the role this model has played in explaining the general differences between cultures. This
model was employed to understand cultural differences in many areas, such as business
management and cross-cultural experiences (Cronjé, 2011; Goodrich & De Mooij, 2014). It
was also applied in particular to understand the experiences of Saudi male and female
students in previous studies (e.g. Aldhahari, 2019; Bar, 2017). Hofstede’s dimensions have
been replicated by many researchers and the replications indicate that the cultural
differences his dimensions describe are basic and enduring (Zainuddin et al., 2018).
This study does not entirely rely on this model in understanding the participants’
experiences, but it includes it as part of the theoretical model applied in this research to
obtain a general understanding of the disparity between Saudi and British cultures and the
expectations surrounding them.
In his model, Hofstede defines culture as “the collective programming of the mind
which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another”
(Hofstede, 1991, p.5). It is important to note that the dimensions of this model are not limited
to behaviour on the level of society, rather they are reflected on the individual cognitively,
emotionally, and in terms of his or her motivations, needs, social behaviour, and social roles;
they also extend to all aspects of social life including family, education, and the media (AlRuwaitea, 2014; Hofstede et al., 2002).
The Cultural Dimensions Model by Hofstede (2001) shows the centrality of culture
in shaping and influencing the values and characters of individuals in a given society. His
model resulted in the conceptualisation of culture as consisting of six dimensions, which
account for patterns of similarities and differences between cultures. The value in each
dimension ranges from 1 to 100. The closer the value is to 100, the higher a culture is on the
the dimension scale examined. The differences between cultures are determined with
reference to the measurements of preferred behaviour, attitudes, and structures as
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represented by the six dimensions: Individualism vs. Collectivism (IDV), Power Distance
Index (PDI), The Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI), Masculinity vs. Femininity (MAS),
Long-term orientation (LTO) and Indulgence vs. Restraint (IND).
Individualism vs. collectivism (IDV) — This dimension classifies societies into
‘we’ and ‘I’, describing the extent to which individuals belong and are committed to strong
and cohesive in-group membership. In the collectivist society (we), individuals are being
taken care of in exchange for loyalty. In the individualist society (I), however, individuals
look after themselves and their direct family only.
Power distance index (PDI) — This dimension emphasises the power imbalance
between individuals in a society and measures the degree to which members with less power
accept a societal order driven by hierarchy.
Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) — A society that scores high on this dimension is
characterised by a set of known, strict rules to which members must adhere, while a society
with a low score is more tolerating and accepting of divergent views and unknown situations.
Masculinity vs. femininity (MAS) — A feminine society prioritises quality of life
and views it as an indicator of success. A masculine society emphasises the values of
competition and achievement as underpinning success.
Long term orientation vs. short term orientation (LTO) — this dimension is
concerned with how a society relates its past to the present and future challenges. Societies
with short-term orientation maintain and honour their traditions and value loyalty to the
group. Societies characterised by long-term orientation prefer a pragmatic approach that is
responsive and adaptable to change.
Indulgence vs. Restraint (IND) — Indulgence refers to a society that allows free
gratification of natural human drives related to enjoying life. Restraint, on the other hand,
refers to a society that regulates gratification of needs through means of firm social norms.
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This thesis applied Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model and focused in particular
on two dimensions, without neglecting the others: individualism vs. collectivism (IDV) and
power distance index (PDI), because both represent the highest difference in cultural
dimensions between Saudi Arabia (SA) and the United Kingdom (UK) (Hofstede Insights,
2019), as described below. In the next section, these two dimensions will be discussed in
more detail.
4.2.3.1 Individualism vs. Collectivism (IDV). This dimension explores the extent to which
‘people within a society are integrated into groups’ (Hofstede, 2011, p. 11). This dimension
classifies societies into ‘we’ and ‘I’, describing the extent to which individuals belong and
are committed to strong and cohesive in-group membership. In the collectivist society, (we)
individuals are being taken care of in exchange for loyalty. In the individualist society (I),
however, individuals look after themselves and their direct family only.
The dimension of individualism vs. collectivism is the most widely used theoretical
construct in the literature, compared to the other dimensions. A culture is described in
accordance with its score on the individualism dimension. A high score indicates that a
society adheres to individualist values, whereas a low score means that a society is
dominated by collectivist values. By way of comparison, according to Hofstede Insights
(2019), Saudi Arabia scores 25 on this dimension, which makes it a collectivist society, while
the UK’s high score of 89 places it among the most individualist societies.
Collectivism

consists

of

seven

components,

namely:

relationships,

responsibilities/duties, conformity, belongingness, hierarchy and collective effort.
Individualism, however, is composed of six components: independence, personal goals,
competitiveness, individuality, privacy, and self-awareness (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014; Oyserman
et al., 2002).
4.2.3.2 Power Distance Index (PDI). The power distance index (PDI) in this model refers
to ‘the extent to which the less powerful members of organisations and institutions (like the
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family) accept and expect that power is distributed unequally’ (Hofstede, 2011, p. 9). This
dimension emphasises the power imbalance between individuals in a society and measures
the degree to which members with less power accept a societal order driven by hierarchy. A
high score indicates that a society has a high-power distance, whereas a low score means
that a society has a low power distance.
In comparing Saudi Arabia and the UK based on this dimension, according to
Hofstede Insights (2019), Saudi Arabia scores 95, which indicates the presence of high
power distance, while the UK’s low score of 35 suggests low power distance between society
members. This signifies that a high power distance culture, such as that of Saudi Arabia, is
characterised by duties, obedience, and reverence as well as (honorary) titles. In contrast,
low power distance cultures emphasise individual rights, the right to complain, equity,
cooperation, criticism, and the right to question (Hofstede et al., 2002).
4.2.3.3 Features of Individualism vs. Collectivism and Power Distance in the Family
Setting. In line with the focus of this research (i.e. Female students and their families’
experiences), this section briefly discusses individualism vs. collectivism and power distance
within the family setting. Understanding how these two dimensions materialise in the family
setting can be useful in understanding the extent to which the cultural context of the
participants is influenced by each dimension.
i Individualism vs. Collectivism and the Family. Given that collectivism is a group-centred
culture and individualism is an individual-centred culture, we find that the characteristics of
each culture account for the differences in their views of dependence on the family, loyalty
and sacrifice for the family and its members, courtesy, and conformity to culturally
determined standards. In a collectivist culture, strong family support can typically take the
form of parents making decisions on behalf of their children to protect them from the
consequences of making mistakes, in the belief that they have more experience in life than
their children. This sometimes makes the children attached and dependent on their parents,
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especially the mother, even after childhood (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). In contrast, independence
in an individualist culture can typically take the form of parents leaving their children to
make decisions by themselves, making them bear the responsibility and the consequences of
their decisions. The belief inherent in an individualist culture is that the more mistakes a
child/young person makes, the better experienced they will become, which sometimes leads
to them becoming independent from an early age (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014; Hofstede, 2001;
Triandis, 2001).
In adulthood, individuals in collectivist societies expect their families to come to
their aid in the event of adversity, while the family extends a helping hand to members
encountering difficulty, even if they were not asked for help, out of a sense of duty. They
consider this as a commitment to the family and through such commitment other traits
characteristic of collectivist culture become manifest, such as strong family support for
sustenance, expenses, and so on, and this pattern continues into an individual’s adulthood
and marriage. After marriage, the grandmother cares for the grandchildren, and this is
regarded as a form of support which children expect from their parents alongside other forms
of support including financial and emotional support. Parent-child relationships are marked
by respect and the obedience that children express towards parents in exchange for family
support (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014; Hofstede, 2001). Although, this seems to define the duties of
both parents and children, it does not necessarily imply that an individual will not show
respect to their parents if they withhold their support. Evidence of this is that, as children
become adults and their parents grow old, their new role becomes centred on paying back
the favours of their parents. Hence, besides their familial responsibility of being respectful
and obedient, the expectation is that they also support, provide, and care for their ageing
parents.
In an individualist society, however, individuals take care of themselves
independently of others. Once an individual reaches 18 years of age, regardless of their
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gender, they are left to rely on and provide for themselves, and parents do not expect from
their children any particular support since independence is strongly encouraged by parents
who believe that their children are entirely free to live according to their preferences (AlRuwaitea, 2014).
Conformity and congruity within a family are two appreciated aspects to be
maintained by members of collectivist cultures, which makes some individuals concede their
rights to ensure family congruity and protect it from becoming dysfunctional. One of the
most obvious examples of this is marriage. In a collectivist society, a marriage may persist
even if a family is not functioning well and is suffering (especially in the case of women).
By protecting families, people in collectivist societies seek to avoid shame as a result of
divorce. Contrary to this, in individualist societies, ending a marriage can be relatively easy,
which may explain the prevalence of divorce )Hofstede, 2001).
ii Power Distance and Family. High power distance becomes manifested in hierarchical
social relationships, which are characterised by formality and rigidness. This kind of
relationship produces respect, dutifulness to one’s parents, and obedience, which are
embedded in the meaning of family. It seems that children begin to be exposed to features
of high power distance from an early age. This is particularly clear in the level of formality
between children and older members of the family, such as parents who embody the higher
authority in the family, followed by the elders, both grandparents and siblings. Although,
hierarchical relationships persist (as a sign of respect) even after children reach adulthood
and become parents themselves, the ways of expressing such relationships are different (AlRuwaitea, 2014). According to this hierarchical system, it is expected that children consult
their parents and other family members before making important decisions, such as
marriage.
In contrast, children in individualist societies are exposed to a low power distance
from an early age, through affectionate and informal relationships with their parents. No one
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family member is considered as being absolutely in control compared to other members, and
therefore, power seems to be distributed (Hofstede, 2001). Independence also follows from
this informal relationship, whereby every family member is given the right to take their own
decisions, regardless of the other members’ (including parents) opinion or approval (AlRuwaitea, 2014).
4.3 Cross-Cultural Experiences of School-Aged Children
Young sojourners were shown in the literature to encounter different acculturation
difficulties than their parents (e.g. Fry, 2007; Juang & Syed, 2019; Oppedal, 2006), which
warrants more caution in trying to explore their acculturation experiences using theories and
models originally developed for adult sojourners. Extending acculturation theories
developed with adults in mind to children is problematic in at least three ways. Firstly,
aspects that can be uniquely experienced by this group may be obscured; secondly,
acculturation measures may be of little relevance, or not at all, to children and adolescents
(Arcia et al., 2001; Farver & Lee-Shin, 2000), and thirdly, children and adolescents have
more quality exposure to host culture and language through consistent interactions with host
nationals and education, which makes the nature of their acculturation different to adults.
Accordingly, this research assumes that Saudi school children’s re-entry experiences to the
homeland might differ from their parents. While some of them will be readapting to the
homeland, others will be adapting to their home country for the first time. This may make
the children exposed to ‘multiple worlds’ (school, peers, family) that have different
expectations that require them to expend their efforts and use the relevant skills to meet those
expectations, especially when contexts are governed by different values and norms. This
needs to be taken into consideration when applying theories to understand the children of
sojourners. In response to this, the Multiple Worlds Model (Phelan et al., 1991) was adapted
to understand Saudi school children’s re-entry experiences to the homeland.
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4.3.1 Multiple Worlds Model
In Multiple Worlds Model (Phelan et al., 1991), children who go through a crosscultural experience are exposed to different worlds (family, school, and peers), each of which
offers its own value system and set of expectations. Not only do these worlds have differing
influences on the children’s lives, but also present them with multiple challenges that they
should navigate successfully and surmount. In order to understand what is involved in the
children’s experiences of multiple worlds, Phelan et al. (1991) identified four patterns. The
first of these patterns is where a child achieves a smooth transition while being cognisant of
the different worlds through which they are moving. Their ability to make sense of their
worlds positions them comfortably within different social environments and equips them to
act in accordance with the expectations of these environments. In the second pattern, the
world of a child stands in contrast to the world of their peers in school. This exposes the
child to more than one belief system and impels them to negotiate their identity and identify
meanings for themselves. Children who display this pattern also exhibit successful
integration in different cultural contexts, despite their lack of full identification with any one
culture. The third pattern describes a process of acculturation in which a child encounters
more challenges than in the other two patterns. Children who experience this pattern show
adequate performance in school, in the presence of supportive teachers, however, they still
lack successful engagement with their different worlds. The fourth pattern recognises that
transition between multiple worlds can be an intense experience, and hence, considerably
challenging. Children who undergo this pattern find it difficult to belong and identify with
any world, even though they desire to fit into the school world. Importantly, the authors
remark that perceptions towards transitioning between worlds that the children develop has
an impact on how they experience school and their ability to have successful experiences in
the future.
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4.4 General Methodology
The following sections describe the general methodology this thesis applied in
conducting the three empirical studies. More details are provided in the sections specific to
each study.
4.4.1 The Methodological Approach to the Research
In social science, quantitative and qualitative research are the two approaches that
are predominantly used in research. A mixed-methods approach, on the other hand,
combines methods found in these two types of research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Quantitative research seeks to examine relationships among variables to lend validity and
soundness to objective theories. It does so by measuring data on the variables numerically
and analysing them statistically. As such, this type of inquiry stresses the importance of
eliminating bias, controlling for alternative explanations, and ensuring the generalisability
and replicability of the findings (Creswell, 2009, 2014; Khaldi, 2017).
Qualitative research approaches and explores social or human problems in relation
to the meanings and understandings individuals assign to them. In researching those
problems, a researcher identifies important questions and determines the process through
which data are to be collected, analysed, and interpreted based on emerging themes and
meanings. This form of inquiry, therefore, requires the researcher to lend more emphasis to
the complexity of the problem under study and individual meanings that come to light from
exploring it (Creswell, 2009, 2014).
The present research works within a qualitative methodology. This methodological
choice is ideal in the case of studies which are exploratory in nature (e.g. to investigate
poorly understood phenomena) (Creswell, 2014). The focus on exploration in this approach
allows for examining phenomena that are not well understood. This objective is in line with
this study’s aim of investigating an area that is not fully explored (see section 2.5 for the
rationale of this study). The qualitative approach serves as a source of detailed explanation
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that is grounded in the participants’ social context and their insider’s perspective of the topic
that they bring to the research. Including the insider’s knowledge of the participants and the
context in which the events that constitute their experiences unfold yields a more authentic
account of the topic being studied (Miles et al., 2018). The qualitative methodology also
allows the researcher to further discern and probe the participants’ values, perceptions,
feelings, and thoughts. All of this can be valuable data that prompts the researcher into
further investigation or action (Wellington & Szczerbinski, 2007). Applying a qualitative
methodology, therefore, is suitable for the purpose of this research, which requires an indepth investigation into the experiences of Saudi female doctoral students and their families
in the UK.
4.4.2 Research Process and Rationale
Having discussed the methodological approach of the current research, this section
details the process through which the studies were carried out. This section further includes
a description of the quality strategies adopted to perform these stages, particularly the
strategies that were used in assessing the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings and
interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
4.4.2.1 The Pilot Studies. This research was comprised of two distinct stages that shaped
the way in which the research was implemented in practice: (a) the pilot studies, and (b) the
main studies. The aim of conducting the pilot studies was to pre-test the data collection plan
to prepare for the main study and ensure the interview questions would yield adequate data
in practice. Another aim was to refine the line of inquiry and to provide early clarification
about the phenomenon under study (Yin, 2009). Prior to the pilot studies, the interview
questions were designed by the researcher. The interview questions were influenced by
previous research and the theoretical framework adopted in this research. More details will
be provided about this in the chapter related to each study. The interview questions were
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checked by the supervision team for their suitability for the particular sample included in the
study, along with the study aim.
In practice, conducting the pilot studies benefitted this research in two main ways.
Firstly, during the time period of conducting the pilot studies, only a few studies with a
similar interest were found. Therefore, piloting acted as a valuable means of exploring the
field, modifying the inquiry instruments (i.e. the preliminary version of the interview
questions), and determining their relevance. Secondly, this stage equipped the researcher
with a valuable experience of conducting semi-structured interviews, used herein as the main
data collection method. Specifically, it familiarises the researcher with the techniques used
in carrying out data collection such as recording, transcribing, note-taking, and ‘laddering’
in asking questions (Price, 2002).
The pilot studies were conducted in the form of in-depth interviews with the target
sample of each study. The participants in the pilot studies were recruited through personal
contact. Interviews took place in a convenient place for the participants. The researcher met
with each participant personally and interviewed the adult participants individually, while
the child participants were each accompanied by a family member. Some interviewees
agreed to an audio recording for their interview, provided that it was disposed of once the
purpose of the interview was completed, while others preferred not to do so. In the pilot
study interviews, the focus was mainly on exploring three topics: (a) the challenges and how
they were dealt with, (b) the aspects that contribute positively to the participants’ adaptation
experiences, and (c) the impact of their adaptation experiences. No data obtained from these
interviews were used in the main studies. Based on the results of the pilot studies, two main
methodology-related conclusions were drawn. Firstly, the pilot studies made it possible to
recognise the inadequacy of some of the questions and their incapability to generate detailed
responses when applied in actual interviews. This necessitated a refinement of the interview
questions, which was used in the main study (Yin, 2009). Secondly, the researcher found
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that the participants were willing to give suggestions for the researcher to consider, such as
childcare issues, bureaucratic issues, awareness of their rights in the host country, etc.
In conclusion, the outcome of the pilot studies allowed for modifications to be made
to the structure and content of the questions based on the feedback received while conducting
the piloting interviews. The interview questions, after amendments, were subsequently
reviewed by the supervisory team to be used in the main studies.
4.4.2.2 The Main Studies. This stage represents the main part of the data collection and
data analysis phase. The description provided here of this stage is organised into three subsections: participants, data collection methods and data analysis.
i Rationale for Sample Choice. The main sample of this research includes Saudi female
doctoral students who were studying studied in the UK and were accompanied by their
family members. The samples were drawn from the postgraduate student community of
Saudi female doctoral students because they were the most likely group of female students
from Saudi Arabia to be studying abroad. The prolonged nature of doctoral studies would
allow time for them to adapt to the social and academic environment. However, they were
more likely to experience adaptation difficulties, as these are often experienced by longer
term migrants (Zhou et al., 2008). Also, doctoral students often study on their own without
a support network of peers, which could make adaptation more challenging.
For all three empirical studies included in this thesis the participants were Saudi
female doctoral students who were studying in British universities. The participants in the
third study also included Saudi children and women who are accompanying their husbands
during their study in the UK. The sample size of the participants in each empirical study was
determined based on data saturation. More information about the sample size, selection of
the participants and their characteristics will be provided in the chapters dedicated to each
study.
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ii Data Collection Method (Semi-Structured Interviews). For the semi-structured
interviews, the same procedure was followed for all studies, and so is described once here.
Specific details relating to the questions used are given in each study chapter.
Prior to the interviews, the participants were provided with the Information Sheet,
Consent Form (Assent Form in the case of child-participants) and Debriefing Information in
each study which were in English and Arabic. The interviews began by collecting
demographic data (e.g. course and level of study, marital status, age, sponsored or selffunded). After the demographic questions, the interview questions were asked. The topics of
the interview questions varied depending on the aim and the research questions in each study.
The number and the duration of the interviews also varied. Some interviewees gave
very detailed answers whereas others answered questions directly and relatively briefly. The
researcher overcame such limitation in responses by applying the laddering technique which
enabled a shift from statements of fact or simple descriptions given by the interviewees to
more meaningful and extended reflections on their experiences (Price, 2002). The
respondents were then thanked and debriefed. None of the participants withdrew from the
research. More information about the interview questions and the procedure will be provided
in the sections dedicated to each study.
iii Data Analysis Method. The data was analysed using thematic analysis through the
practice of coding and categorisation. This approach was applied as cited in Braun and
Clarke (2006) and the following steps were completed:
1. Interviews were transcribed then read and re-read, noting down the initial ideas to
help the researcher become more familiar with the data obtained.
2. Interesting features of the data were coded in a systematic fashion across the entire
data set, and then data relevant to each code was collated to help the researcher
generate initial themes.
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3. Themes were checked to see whether they worked in relation to the coded extracts
and the entire data set, generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis for review and
revision.
4. Ongoing analysis was used to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story
the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and labels for each theme.
5. Extract examples were selected.
6. Codes, themes and extracts were related back to the research questions and research
literature.
The transcripts were produced and coded in the same language each interview was
conducted in (Arabic or English). In Arabic transcripts cases, themes, codes, and extracts
were translated into English, with particular care taken in order to accurately capture the
general meaning obtained from the responses, rather than using literal translations, to get a
more sensible understanding of the meaning. In reporting the results, participants were
assigned pseudonyms or given a number to maintain anonymity and facilitate the tracking
of their responses to different themes.
4.4.3 Research Quality
Given the centrality of research quality and the ethics of research, the next subsections discuss how quality measures have been taken to ensure the reliability and validity
of the findings, and the ethical standards to which this research was held.
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4.4.3.1 Considerations of Research Quality. Validity and reliability are the two criteria
that are most usually employed to assess the quality of social science research. The need to
determine the criteria through which quality is assessed is as important for qualitative
research as it is for quantitative research. Thus, it is regarded as the key issue in qualitative
research (e.g. Maxwell, 2012). Guba (1981) suggested that qualitative researchers must
establish the following four aspects for their research to be considered trustworthy: (a)
credibility, which corresponds to the concept of internal validity in quantitative research, (b)
transferability, which corresponds to the concept of external validity or generalisability, (c)
confirmability which corresponds to the concept of objectivity, and (d) reliability, which is
concerned with the consistency of results over time and their reproducibility when similar
methods are used, as well as the accurate representation of a target population. The
researcher in this study adopted the recommendations of Lincoln and Guba (2000) who
suggested that credibility and reliability are strongly connected, arguing that establishing
credibility helps in ensuring the reliability of a piece of research. Therefore, the first three
elements (credibility, transferability, and confirmability) are discussed in the following
sections.
i Credibility. Credibility is regarded as a key methodological aspect in social science
research. Therefore, the accuracy of the results must be verified from both the researcher’s
and participant’s perspective. The term ‘triangulation’ was appropriated in psychology
research by Campbell and Fiske in the late 1950s, who sought to employ different
quantitative techniques to validate their study results (Campbell & Fiske, 1959). This
concept was later adopted and developed by several researchers, such as Denzin (2000,
2012) who identified four types of triangulation: data triangulation, investigator
triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation. The nature of this
research allowed the use of two types of triangulation, namely, data triangulation and theory
triangulation. Using more than one type of triangulation can be strategically important for
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strengthening the rigour, depth, and scale of any research work (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
Data triangulation refers to exploring a phenomenon as it occurs, in different moments (to
explore temporal differences) and spaces/settings (for comparative study), and to different
individuals (Denzin, 2012). Data triangulation in this research is evidenced in examining the
experiences of the Saudi female doctoral students and their families during different times
of their journey (i.e. when they are studying in the UK and after returning to their country).
Theoretical triangulation, on the other hand, refers to the use of multiple theories in
interpreting a given set of data. In this research, three theoretical models were applied to
interpret the data.
Also, credibility in this research has been achieved by providing a sense of
familiarity with the culture of the study involved, before the first data collection exercise
(Schwandt et al., 2007). The researcher is familiar with Saudi culture and women’s role in
the family. Finally, credibility has been established by giving the participants the opportunity
to participate in the research, answer the questions they feel comfortable with, and withdraw
from the study at any point. These factors have all ensured that the participants were willing
to share their experiences and views, which subsequently contributed to increased
confidence in the data collected from them (Abdalla et al., 2018).
ii Confirmability. While qualitative research centralises the role of the researcher, it also
emphasises that conclusions should not be simply drawn from their personal values or
theoretical leanings but must be derived from the data themselves (Abdalla et al., 2018). This
has been primarily achieved through member checking.
A member check (which is also known as informant feedback or respondent
validation), is a technique that is used by researchers to help improve accuracy, and to
confirm the data by giving the participants the opportunity to rectify errors and challenge
wrong interpretations. Member checking also allows for volunteering additional information
and for preliminary findings to be summarised. Through this technique, the respondents can
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also assess and confirm the accuracy of the data and the initial results. In this study, the codes
and themes were checked by taking the participants’ feedback.
iii Transferability. This measure considers the extent to which research findings can be
extended beyond the current research sample or settings (Abdalla et al., 2018). The degree
of transferability is judged by qualitative researchers during the research process and
influenced by the information available to them relating to contexts (e.g. the sample and the
general population) under consideration. Therefore, detailed accounts of the research
settings, participants’ characteristics, (e.g. demographic information) are provided herein to
allow for an adequate comparison with other contexts (Miles & Huberman, 2008). Moreover,
the comparison between the findings of the three studies in this research offers support for
the generalisability of the research results, thus indicating that the sample is theoretically
diverse and the views expressed here represent those of a large segment of Saudi female
students.
4.4.3.2 Consideration of the Ethical Issues in the Research. In this research, the
researcher prioritised the ethics of the studies and was particularly careful that conflicts
between the desire to produce high-quality research and ethical values such as maintaining
confidentiality and honesty are balanced and resolved. For the current thesis, approval by
the Research Ethics Committee in the University of Lincoln was obtained to ensure that all
ethical issues had been handled. The researcher considered, as a practical guide, the five
ethics principles of research, which include no harm to participants, dignity, informed
consent, privacy, and anonymity and confidentiality (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Figure 4.3
demonstrates all actions applied by the researcher to ensure compliance with the ethical
standards.
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Figure 4.3
Ethical principles applied in this study
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Chapter 5 Saudi Female Doctoral Students’ Experiences in the UK (Study 1)
5.1 Introduction
The overarching aim of the doctoral research presented in this thesis was to address
the identified gaps in the literature, as described in Chapter 2. Therefore, the point of
departure of this first empirical study was to explore the adaptation experiences of Saudi
female doctoral students in the UK, specifically the challenges that they faced, the coping
strategies that they used and the variables that contributed positively to their experiences.
Consequently, the study was designed to address the following study questions:
1. What are the challenges that Saudi female doctoral students face during their stay in
the UK? (relevant to RQ1, see page 31)
2. What are the impacts of these challenges on Saudi female doctoral students?
(relevant to RQ 3, see page 32)
3. What coping strategies aided Saudi female doctoral students in overcoming
challenges and their impact? (relevant to RQ2, see page 32)
4. What variables contribute to the Saudi female doctoral international students’
adaptation experiences in the UK? (relevant to RQ4, see page 32)
5.2 Method
The research tool used in this study was semi-structured interviews consisting of
demographic questions (e.g. course and level of study, marital status, age, whether sponsored
or self-funded) (see Appendix D) and 12 open-ended questions (see Appendix E) covering
four main aspects. (a) previous experiences and expectations, (b) challenges (c) response to
challenges, (d) cultural adaptation
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5.2.1 Participants
A total of 25 Saudi female students enrolled on postgraduate doctoral programmes
in the UK, were sampled using personal contact initially followed by a ‘snowball’ sampling
technique. All interviewees were sponsored by the Saudi government and were studying
different academic subjects (e.g. mathematics, physics, nursing, computer science, nutrition,
education, fashion design). They have been residing in the UK between 2 to 10 years.
Regarding study duration, 12% were at the end of their first year, 28% in their second year,
24% third year, 32% fourth years, and 4% in the fifth year of their doctoral study. Their
ages ranged between 26 and 40 years (M = 31. 6, SD = .62), 86% of the participants were
married and accompanied by their families in the UK, the remainder were either single or
divorced. They were geographically dispersed across Manchester, Leeds, and Sheffield in
the north of England, and Edinburgh in Scotland. The majority of the participants resided in
Manchester.
5.2.2 Procedure
Prior to recruiting the participants, ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics
Committee at the University of Lincoln. Information sheet (see Appendix A) and consent
form (see Appendix B) were provided and explained to the participants. Each participant
was interviewed individually. Interviews lasted approximately 30–45 minutes and were
conducted in Arabic based on the participants preference (for more information see Chapter
4). The participants were then debriefed (see Appendix C).
5.2.3 Data Analysis
Qualitative data were analysed using a thematic analysis approach, following Braun
and Clarke (2006) (see Chapter 4).
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5.3 Results
The thematic analysis produced a large number of themes which, for simplicity,
were organised according to the research question they directly corresponded to, in terms of
its focus: (a) challenges, (b) impact of the challenges, (c) coping strategies, and (d) variables
reinforcing the successful adaptation experiences in the UK.
5.3.1 Challenges
The themes presented in this section relate to the first research question: what are
the challenges that Saudi female doctoral students face during their stay in the UK? The
challenges facing Saudi female students during their adaptation comprised of three main
themes: social, academic, and healthcare challenges. Figure 5.1 below contains the
schematic diagram which shows the main themes and their themes. For more details about
the themes with their sub-themes and additional extracts from the participants’ responses,
see Table F.1 in Appendix F.
Figure 5. 1
Themes Relating to the Challenges that Saudi Female Students Face during their Adaptation
in the UK

Social
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Social challenges were the biggest multi-source challenge, suggesting that most of
the issues that Saudi female students faced during their adaptation in the UK were related to
social aspects. Nine social challenges were identified as associated with the adaptation
experiences of the female students in this study as shown in Figure 5.2.
Figure 5. 2
Sub-themes Relating to Social Challenges Saudi Female Students Faced during their
Adaptation to the UK
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social comparison were all social challenges that Saudi female students faced in the UK. The
findings suggested that personal safety is a social challenge that the participants contend

87
with. Samira highlighted one issue that arose from this challenge: ‘When I walk in the streets
alone in the UK, I feel someone could attack me from behind, if this happened, I don’t think
anyone will help me.’
Traditional gender roles identified in this study were the most frequent social
challenge. This challenge revolves around the female students’ role at home as wives,
mothers, or members of their families, and their domestic habits based on standards that are
customary in their home country. Latifah describes the roles of women and men in the
following words:
A Saudi woman is responsible for cooking, cleaning the house, doing the laundry,
looking after the children, their education, and nursing them when they’re sick,
while the man provides for the family and dropping the children off to school. It’s
very difficult here, though it was OK for me in Saudi Arabia because I’m helped
out by a housemaid, but here, I’m not.
Work-life balance represents the second most frequent social challenge related by
the participants. Nura, for example, described the influence of this challenge as follows: ‘I’m
a doctoral student, and at the same time wife and mother. I’ve to balance between all these
roles fully, that’s the biggest challenge that I still face since I came to the UK’
Such challenges become more serious if the participants are accompanied by their husbands
or children. This is evidenced in a response by Hind who stated:
It’s true that because my husband is in Saudi Arabia, I feel pressured and
responsible for the children, but it’s better compared with the time when my
husband was with me in the UK. I have to cook and clean, not to mention having to
keep the house quiet.
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The Saudi social cultural norms (e.g. family size/number of children), makes parenting
critical for the female students. Parenting challenges identified as the third most frequent
social challenge talked about by the mother-participants. For instance, in her account of the
challenge posed by parenting, Aziza detailed that:
I’ve five children from different age groups. They all have their own needs. My
teen boy, for example, has different needs than his siblings. My little one takes most
of my time, which makes my young daughter jealous of him. My duty is to take
care of their needs and help them with their schoolwork while making progress in
my studies. That’s not easy at all.
One comment by Sara, illustrates why parenting is typically recognised as a challenge: ‘My
children are young and I’m the only one here responsible for taking care of them, which took
of me a lot of time and effort. ’ While this statement by Aziza conveys the challenging aspect
of parenting in a cross-cultural context: ‘At this age raising children is not easy, let alone
raising children in a different culture.’
The findings also showed that parenting can be more challenging if both wife and
husband are studying (or plan to study) at the same time. Rahaf said:
There was a clash of interests. My husband would tell me to wait and not begin my
studies, so I could look after the children until he has finished his study, and then I
can start. I refused and we kept having arguments about that.
Relationships with spouse present additional social challenges, as one participant
revealed: ‘Since I came to the UK, issues with my husband became more frequent compared
to when we were back home, I always feel stressed and don’t get the support I need from
him.’
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As the findings indicate, the female participants felt that parenting and the
relationship with their spouse impacted on their academic progress negatively. Parenting
was the most frequent challenge that had a negative effect on the participants’ academic
progress. As Razan explained, ‘My children are young and need my care, this is why I can’t
find sufficient time to study. I’m now close to the end of the second year and I’ve not started
collecting data yet. Would you believe it!’
With regards to parenting. Gala explained: ‘Taking care of my children takes a lot
of my time, when I should be also devoting time to getting on with my studies; that’s why
my academic progress is slow compared to my friends who don’t have children.’
Regarding to her spousal relationship, Aziza said: ‘I couldn't pass the second-year
viva because I had issues with my husband that affected my academic progress negatively.’
On a similar note, Latifah expressed how her spouse’s behaviour impacted on her academic
progress:
I was going to fail because my husband behaves very much like a king. I would do
everything, I was a newlywed, and was clueless about many things. But then I stood
up by myself and was able to get what was right for me.
The Saudi female participants also were under social pressure to perform well, as
this comment by Shahad indicates:
A friend of mine had her project changed and was panicking about what people
would say if they got to know that she’s starting all over again, or why she had
dragged her studies and had to complete her studies over the course of 5 years. So
instead of thinking about how she’ll manage redoing her work, she worries over
what others think or one who gets labelled by her husband as ‘failure’, telling her,
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‘if you’re good enough, you would have finished on time. This is something I
noticed a lot of the girls were affected by, I mean the social pressure is chasing after
us.
Social comparison was encountered by the students in this study and it refers to
comparing one’s performance to that of other host country doctoral students. Hana clearly
expressed her concern regarding this challenge in reference to her academic progress: ‘When
I compare myself with my Saudi friends, I feel that I’m better. However, when I compare
myself with British students, I’m not.’
Academic challenges are the second theme that underpinned five challenges, as Figure 5.3
illustrates.
Figure 5. 3
Sub-themes Relating to Academic Challenges Saudi Female Students Faced during their
Adaptation in the UK
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Academic challenges included English language barriers, previous academic
experience and lack of research skills. Also, interactions with others, such as supervisors and
student peer groups were challenging experiences for participants. Foremost among these
was English language proficiency. This is clearly illustrated in Maha’s response: ‘I believe
that my English language ability makes doing a PhD abroad a challenge for me.’
Samira described a mismatch between her academic background and the subject
she is studying in the UK. She exclaimed: ‘I feel like I didn’t study physics in Saudi Arabia,
I definitely did a different subject’!
Similarly, research skills required on a PhD level presented an additional layer of
academic challenge for the participants. Rana, who is a third year PhD student, explained
that ‘In the first year I found myself lacking research skills. While improving those skills, I
wasted time that could have been better spent on my research.’
Regarding interactions with others in the academic environment, supervisor-student
relationships were sometimes problematic. Talking about her supervisor, Hind recalled:
You know, I hate the day when I meet with him to the point that my friends, when
they see me upset know that I had a meeting with my supervisor. I cannot forget the
day when he saw my work and threw it away and said ‘that’s rubbish’!
The Saudi female students featured in this study had been subjected to uncooperative
attitudes by student peers of non-UK national origin. Nada, for example, said: ‘Most of the
people in my research group are German. One day I asked one of them, ‘could you help me
please’? I was told ‘NO’!
Salwa explained why she needs to ask others for help:

92
My research required a specific code from a member of my fellow research group,
who is Chinese. However, every time I asked him for the code to progress with my
work, he came up with different excuses, which affected my work.
She also added that, “My supervisor is also Chinese, so I had doubts about complaining to
him.”
Healthcare service challenges, as identified by this study, relate to the quality of the
healthcare services and medical expertise, as well as the provision of the relevant
medication, as shown in Figure 5.4.
Figure 5. 4
Sub-themes relating to healthcare services challenges Saudi female students faced during
their adaptation to the UK.
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Rana recounted that:
I’ll never forget when my little one got sick around 12 in the morning; I took him straight
away to the emergency. To my shock, I waited there for almost 6 hours to see the doctor;
after waiting for so long, all I was given was paracetamol!
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In summary, the participants expressed a range of difficulties that they had
experienced during their cross-cultural transition from Saudi Arabia to the UK. The next
section describes some of the impacts of these challenges reported by the women.
5.3.2 The Impact of the Challenges on the Saudi Female Students
Themes that appear in this section pertain to the second research question: what is
the impact of the challenges that the Saudi female doctoral students faced? The participants
were affected by social and academic challenges which resulted in five psychological
impacts. For more details about the themes with their sub-themes and additional extracts
from the participants’ responses, see Table F.2 in Appendix F.
The findings showed that these five impacts were linked to the social and
educational challenges. The most frequent impact identified by this study was the feeling of
guilt expressed by the women for reduced commitment and communication with their
families. Abrar, who is single and accompanied by her father, pointed out, ‘Sometimes I
would get home and my dad would have cooked a meal for me and washed the dishes, but I
feel guilty when that happens.’
Rejection and isolation are two of the most reported impacts. The students’ accounts
show that the academic challenges pertaining to peers’ uncooperative behaviour led to
feelings of rejection and isolation. Nada, for example, said, ‘I stopped asking anyone from
the group. I always relied on myself. I’d just sit and work alone!’
Salwa explained why she needs to ask others for help: ‘Everyone in the group is
German and I’m the only Saudi woman. You see them helping each other, but I’m not treated
as part of the group.’
Other participants expressed negative emotions related to English language
barriers, such as fear of making language mistakes, as held by Reem: ‘I couldn’t participate
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because I was afraid of getting something wrong or what I’m saying comes out wrong, which
could be embarrassing.’
Within the academic environment, Juri, likewise, emphasised the impact social
comparison had on her academic self-concept: ‘All I know is that I’m an outstanding student,
but here I’m not sure if I’m one though.’
The participants shared that personal safety led them to feel insecure; Reem, for example,
expressed: ‘I feel afraid when I’m alone outside in the evening.’ However, Samira thought
that this feeling decreases with the presence of a co-national, ‘Subhan Allah (by God’s grace)
when I see someone wearing thawb (Saudi male dress code) I feel safe.’
Some participants noted that a combination of social and academic challenges had
an impact on their mental health and wellbeing. Shahad expressed her experience with this
psychological issue in the following words:
I went through difficulties in my studies and faced some issues with my supervisor.
All this besides living alone far from my family which made me feel miserable. I
went through depression and would cry to the point that I took antidepressants.
As described above, the challenges experienced by these students were associated
with a range of psychological difficulties. How these students dealt with these issues is
explained in the next section.
5.3.3 Coping Strategies
The themes presented in this section relate to the third research question: what
coping strategies aided Saudi female doctoral students in overcoming the challenges and
their impact? Saudi female students developed different strategies to cope with the three
types of challenges and their impacts identified earlier in the findings related to the first and
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second research questions. These strategies were organised into seven themes. For a
diagrammatic representation of the themes, see Figure 5.5. For more details about the themes
with their sub-themes and additional extracts from the participants’ responses, see Table F.3
Appendix F.
Figure 5. 5
Themes Relating to the Coping Strategies Saudi Female Students Developed to Address the
Challenges and their Impacts.
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to cope with the challenge or impact that it corresponds to (e.g. self-directed learning was
developed to cope with academic challenges). However, distinct coping strategies were
developed to overcome the social challenges and the psychological impacts, three strategies
for the former and two for the latter.
To counter the personal safety challenges, four self-safety techniques were
developed by the Saudi female students, as presented in Figure 5.6.
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Figure 5. 6
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Counter Personal Safety Challenges.
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Choosing safe paths to and from home rather than shortcuts, avoiding going out late
at night, being accompanied by their husband, and avoiding congested gatherings were the
techniques the participants utilised to enhance their self-safety. However, avoiding shortcuts
was the technique most frequently adopted by the participants. Maha, for example, explained
that ‘After Nahid’s incident 4 I became more cautious, I constantly look behind me and never
use shortcuts.’
The modifying cultural habits coping strategy comprises another set of techniques
that the participants developed to face the culture norm challenges, as Figure 5.7 presents.

4

Nahid Al-Manea was a Saudi PhD student who was murdered in 2014 in Britain.
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Figure 5. 7
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Address Cultural Norm Challenges
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Saudi female students faced culture norm challenges by adapting several
techniques; these were reducing their in-group social activities in terms of the number of
friends and frequency of contacts, limiting them to essential outings such as funerals and
childbirth, and readjusting their Saudi social patterns of looking after their family. Maha
expresses this clearly:
In terms of housework and dining, I totally stopped doing things the Saudi way,
because if I did, I would fail in my study. I came here for one purpose which is
getting a PhD, and I’ll change all the things that are an obstacle in reaching my goal.

The time management strategy was the third coping strategy that Saudi female students tried
to develop in order to respond to social challenges. The findings show that the female
students used six time-management techniques, as presented in Figure 5.8.
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Figure 5. 8
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Face Work–Life Balance Challenges
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Time planning, studying while their children are at school, daily to-do lists, preempting tasks, and seeking social support were techniques that Saudi female students
developed to address social challenges, in particular work–life balance challenges.
Nura described how she planned her day: ‘I used to plan my time hourly, for
example, from 7 to 8 cooking, from 8 to 9.30 I’d check up on the children, and so on.’
The findings additionally show that the students developed skill in self-directed
learning by incorporating nine techniques, illustrated in Figure 5.9.
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Figure 5. 9
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Face Educational Challenges
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Saudi female students employed various techniques, including going to student
counselling at university, additional courses, recording meetings with supervisors,
translating into own language, explaining by means of drawing, practising listening,
requesting the help of tutors and peers from the same course, reading more, and multiplying
efforts and time spent on their studies.
Maha related the amount of time and effort she puts in studying, ‘I put tenfold the
time and effort that native English speakers would put.’
The female students tended to rely on religion to counter the psychological impact
of the challenges, as presented in Figure 5.10.
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Figure 5. 10
Techniques Saudi Female Students Used to Address Psychological Impact of Social and
Academic Challenges.
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The students frequently cited calling on their religion when they found themselves
psychologically overwhelmed. Specifically, they relied on God, held onto religious
practices, and exercised patience while believing in predestination. Hanadi stated: ‘When I
felt I was rejected, I decided to be patient, endure, and persevere until I overcome this crisis,
and I did.’
Alongside reliance on religion as a source of psychological support, students
resorted to seeking outside help when necessary, as Figure 5.11 shows.
Figure 5. 11
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Address the Psychological Impact of the
Social and Academic Challenges
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They would seek counselling for more severe psychological conditions, or they
would try to gain moral support through short visits to their families in Saudi Arabia.
However, the participants addressed healthcare challenges through self-medication,
which involved two techniques, as shown in Figure 5.12.
Figure 5. 12
Techniques Saudi Female Students Developed to Address Healthcare Challenges
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traditional health remedies are techniques adopted by the participants, as this comment by
Samira illustrates: ‘Here I am obliged to use the traditional or home remedies for my children
if they’ve a cough, which is better than going to the hospital or GP for a simple prescription
or painkillers after a long wait.’
5.3.4 Variables Reinforcing Successful Adaptation Experiences in the UK
There were a number of variables that the students believed positively contributed
to their experiences of adaptation in the UK. These variables were organised into four main
themes: personal characteristics, situational characteristics, host country, and home country
variables, as shown in Figure 5.13 For more details about the themes with their sub-themes
and additional extracts from the participants’ responses, see Table F.4 in Appendix F.
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Figure 5. 13
Themes and Sub-themes Relating to Variables that Reinforced Saudi Female Students’
Successful Adaptation in the UK
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perceived by the participants as having positively contributed to their experiences of
adaptation. These variables include education services, ease of mobility, the nature of the
doctoral programme, health insurance and social support. Education services and ease of
mobility were the factors most frequently reported by the participants, followed by religious
freedom.
Ease of mobility was the most common situational variable. All participants agreed
that public transport in the host country is excellent; the reasonable costs, heightened
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security, and punctuality make it more accessible, thereby facilitating mobility. As Amal put
it, ‘The transport in the UK is excellent, you can easily go anywhere at any time.’
The host country’s education services within schools and universities were
perceived by the majority of the participants as outstanding. There was a clear consensus
among the participants that showed that the services at their respective universities were
outstanding in relation to the following aspects: services, resources, libraries, instruction
methods, prompt communication, aesthetics of the buildings, cleanness, workshops, free
courses, availability of study zones, reinforcing critical thinking and research skills, and
student services, such as student counselling. Nouf remarked that: ‘I like the free courses
offered by the university for students. I feel it benefitted me in terms of information, which
was useful in my study and in terms of knowing the university’s regulations and even in
making friends.’
The nature of doctoral study in the host country, which is entirely research based,
was found to help the female students manage their study time around their family needs.
Bushra thought that, ‘Studying a PhD here is very flexible, so that you can meet your study
and family tasks at the same time. This flexibility is an advantage for a mother of three
children like me.’
The support offered by the Saudi Arabian Cultural Bureau in the UK, particularly in
terms of health insurance, is another situational variable that positively contributed to the
students’ experiences of adaptation in the UK. Ghada stated:
Health insurance is the best service offered by the Saudi Arabian Cultural
Bureau that gives you the opportunity to find treatment from among a wide range
of best-rated clinics and hospitals in the UK. Honestly, once it was provided, I
stopped feeling worried about my family and my health.
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The participants’ adaptation was further influenced by personal characteristics. More
specifically, this study found that female students with previous experience in the host or
other western countries, and/or with a high level of English language proficiency, find it less
challenging to adapt when compared to other students with no prior experience. Abrar, for
instance, stated: ‘I didn’t experience adjusting difficulties because I accompanied my
husband who was sent to study in the UK four years ago. So, I knew what life was like in
the UK.’
While Gala pointed out that, ‘My level of English made it easy for me to read and
understand and write, because all a PhD is reading articles, understanding them, criticising
them and writing up your thesis.’ She added: ‘It helped me even in my daily life.’
Host country variables, particularly religious freedom, low power distance within
the academic sphere, and social freedom aided the participants’ adaptation. Religious
freedom represented one of the most frequently mentioned variables reported by the
participants. It is centred on the availability of the services that allow the practice of religious
rites, which, to a great extent, enhanced the participants’ adaptation. As Sara stated: ‘The
great thing here is that you can find a place for prayer in the university and outside the
university. Halal food is available too.’
In addition, a low power distance within the academic environment helped the
participants in their adaptation process. Rufana described this as follows:
The way they deal with you is amazing, I argued with my supervisor and asked to change
him, now I pass by him and tell him ‘good morning’ and he’d say ‘good morning’ back, as
if nothing ever happened. This makes the academic environment comfortable for me.
Najlaa clarified the appeal of this culture in reference to British people. She commented:
‘What I like about some of their attitude is that it represents our religion’s morals and values.’
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Furthermore, social freedom in the UK helped the participants in adapting, Norah
mentioned: ‘Society here makes me feel comfortable, no one criticises you, you can wear
what you want and do what you want.’
Home country variables, namely extended family support, was believed by more
than half of the participants to have played an important role in their adaptation to the host
country. Hana a second-year PhD student described the impact support had on her previous
academic success, ‘I was going to fail my masters, but thanks to Allah then the support of
my family, I didn’t.’
5.4 Discussion
The results show the various challenges that participants experienced during their
cross-cultural transition, including those related to skills deficits and stress, highlighted in
Ward et al.’s (2001) Acculturation Process Model. Some of these challenges, particularly
the social and academic challenges (e.g. English language proficiency, differences in
academic background), are in line with the social and academic challenges previously
described in the literature (e.g. Alhajjuj 2016; Davis, 2016). Challenges related particularly
to healthcare services emerged as a novel finding in this study.
In addition, the study found further challenges that were not reported by previous
research. For example, existing research reviewed in chapter 2 reported that Saudi female
students faced social challenges, such as maintaining privacy, engaging in activities, and
missing family support. This study, however, found other social challenges, such as
traditional gender roles, personal safety, and social comparison. In this regard, this study
recognises that social challenges are the greatest multi-source challenge compared to other
challenges identified in this study. These challenges reflect the collectivist culture of Saudi
Arabia and the extent to which these students were influenced by their culture. Also, it draws
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the attention of those with interest in understanding the type of support that this group of
students needs in order to provide services accordingly.
In addition to specific academic challenges, most of the social challenges identified
by this study were considered by the participants as challenges because they had an impact
on their academic performance. Such findings are important, as the main objective for the
participants’ stay in the host country is, above all, academic in nature, especially considering
that all the participants in this study were sponsored by the Saudi government, who regularly
assessed their academic progress, and the results of such assessments are critical in
determining the continuity or cancellation of their scholarship. Hence, it was vital to address
the difficulties that could affect their academic progress. Although identifying the sort of
academic challenges that students face received greater attention by many researchers (e.g.
Alhajjuj, 2016; Davis, 2016; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016;
Sandekian et al., 2015), it is notable that, up to now, almost no attention has been paid to the
challenges that could affect Saudi female students’ academic progress.
This study suggests that some of the challenges that the participants faced had a
psychological impact. A feeling of guilt was reported by the majority of the participants.
This aligns with Alhajjuj 's study (2016) that found that student-mothers developed feelings
of guilt due to the minimal time they were able to spend with their children. This study,
however, found that such feelings of guilt were not unique to student-mothers but also
students who are not mothers. Both groups of female students felt guilty about their reduced
communication and lacking commitment towards their families, whether towards their
children, husbands, or parents. The present study also reports other impacts such as feeling
rejected and isolated, and uncertain about one’s academic abilities. Identifying the impacts
of the social and academic challenges is one of the contributions of this study. More
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information about these impacts in relation to the challenges is provided in the discussion
chapter.
Several variables contributed positively to the participants' adaptation experiences.
The findings show that the participants formed a positive perspective towards some social
and academic aspects of the host country. Similar findings are reported by Sandekian et al.
(2015) indicating that Saudi female students had positive experiences in both their academic
and social environment while studying in the USA. This study, however, added societal level
variables that helped Saudi female students adapt in the host country, such as low power
distance within the academic environment, religious freedom, and social freedom.
Consistent with Ward et al.’s Acculturation Process Model, the participants addressed the
challenges by applying coping strategies, which are evident in their behavioural responses
and showed their sociocultural adaptation. These included strategies for modifying cultural
habits, time management, self-safety, self-directed learning, and self-medication. Some of
these strategies (e.g. time management) align with what was reported in earlier research (e.g.
Alhajjuj, 2016; Bar, 2017). However, the techniques relating to modifying cultural habits
and self-safety, as identified in this study, do not appear in previous research.
To overcome the psychological impacts of the social and academic challenges, the
participants mostly cited religion as their coping strategy of choice, followed by extended
family support. Some participants also used the help of professional counselling when they
judged it was necessary. With reference to Ungar’s resilience Model, individual and
relationship domains were the most prominent sources of the participants’ resilience.
Interestingly, this study observed that some coping strategies gave rise to a new challenge
that required another coping strategy to deal with it. More details on this point and other
findings will be covered in the discussion chapter.
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The results indicated the importance of achieving a deeper understanding of the
challenges that may have affected the participants' academic progress. The participants
reported that parenting and relationship with spouse challenges impacted on their academic
progress. The next study particularly focused on the parenting challenges for several reasons.
Most of the social challenges identified in this study relate to parenting challenges (e.g.
traditional gender role and work–life balance). Also, parenting presented the most frequent
social challenge that impacted negatively on the participants’ academic progress. Moreover,
it is an important cultural aspect within the participants’ collectivist cultural life. In addition,
there is limited knowledge on the role of parenting in relation to Saudi women's academic
experiences.
Although ‘relationship with spouse’ was identified by the participants as a
challenge that impacted on their academic progress, the next study focused on parenting
rather than spousal relations to be in keeping with the ethical constraints applied in this
research (see Chapter 4 section 4.4.3.2). The participants’ dignity is respected in this
research, given that marital relationships are considered a sensitive matter in Saudi culture.
Consequently, the next study explored the parenting experiences of Saudi female students in
the UK.
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Chapter 6 Parenting, Resilience and Adaptation among Female International
Students from Saudi Arabia and their Families (Study 2)
6.1 Introduction
Parenting commitments were shown in the foregoing chapter to be the most
common challenge that affected the academic progress of Saudi female students in the UK.
Hence, this study sought to dive deeper into the parenting experiences of this group of
students. Though much research has been carried out to understand international students’
experiences, the experiences of international students who are parents have been neglected
(Doyle et al., 2016). Among the few studies on these students, support for childcare was
found to be a source of concern for student-mothers who took on more responsibility for
childcare than student fathers (Brooks, 2015; Loveridge et al., 2018; Myers-Walls et al.,
2011). Worries about their children’s adjustment were also reported (Loveridge et al., 2018).
There are very few studies that report the experiences of Saudi female students and
their companions in the host country, mostly the USA. Much of this research showed that
these students faced family, social, academic, financial, and psychological challenges (e.g.
Alhajjuj, 2016; Bar, 2017). The findings of this body of research align with the research on
international students that has given more attention to the negative consequences of their
experiences (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). However, a recent approach has drawn on resilience
frameworks focusing on the positive adaptation outcomes of the experiences of international
students. Research on the challenges experienced by international students who are parents
will be a useful addition to the research on resilience. Thus, this study explores the parenting
and adaptation experiences of Saudi female students and their families in the UK through
the lens of resilience model.
To address this aim, the following study questions were developed:
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1. What are the experiences of Saudi student-mothers who are studying in the UK?
(relevant to RQ 1 on page 31)
2. How do these experiences affect them? (relevant to RQ 3 on page 32)
3. What are their sources of support? (relevant to RQ 2 on page 32)
4. What do they see as positive experiences for themselves and their families? (relevant
to RQ 3 on page 32)
This research is the first to apply a resilience model in exploring Saudi international
student-mothers and their families abroad and is the first to focus on the adaptation
experiences of Saudi student-mothers and their families in the UK.
6.2 Method
The research method used a semi-structured interview with open-ended questions
that used qualitative analysis to allow the women to provide in-depth information about their
experiences. This method has been used successfully in previous studies with Saudi women
students (e.g. Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015).
The interview schedule consisted of demographic questions (e.g. course and level
of study, age, marital status and whether they had children, whether sponsored or selffunded) (see Appendix K) and 13 open-ended questions (see Appendix L) covering four
main topics: (a) their experiences as mothers and wives studying in the UK, (b) family
responsibilities and priorities, (c) sources of practical support, parenting support and
guidance, and (d) their children companions’ experiences. The topics and questions were
influenced by previous research on mature women students (Myers-Walls et al., 2011;
Webber, 2015) and resilience (Pan, 2011; Ungar, 2008) as well as the author’s understanding
of the Saudi culture and expectations of a woman’s role in the family.
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6.2.1 Participants
Twenty-three Saudi student-mothers were sampled using the snowball sampling
technique until reaching data saturation. All the women were students enrolled on a
postgraduate doctoral programme in the UK (sponsored by the Saudi government), married
and accompanied by their children in the UK. Their age range was between 26 and 40 years.
They were living in Manchester, Leeds, Edinburgh and Sheffield at the time of the data
collection and had lived in the UK for a minimum of two years and a maximum of ten years.
Their children’s ages ranged from one month to 21 years. Thirteen of the participants’
husbands were students, six were non-students and four were temporarily residing in the
UK.
6.2.2 Procedure
Prior to the interviews, the researcher explained the study to the participants and
provided information sheet (see Appendix H), consent form (see Appendix I), and debriefing
information form (see Appendix J). The participants were told that they did not have to
participate or answer all of the questions if they did not want to. No ethical issues arose
during the interviews. Each participant was interviewed individually in Arabic, as the
language of choice of the participants, by the author who is a native Arabic speaker and
familiar with the Saudi culture. Interviews lasted approximately 30–40 minutes.
6.2.3 Data Analysis
In analysing the interviews, a thematic analysis approach was used (see Chapter 4).
We used member checking to ascertain the credibility, and trustworthiness of the thematic
analysis by asking for participant feedback on the coding and by consulting with other Saudi
psychologists who are familiar with qualitative data analysis and have a good knowledge of
the culture. Participant feedback was positive and did not result in any changes.
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6.3 Results
The data were presented in relation to the following themes: (a) challenges and
adversities, (b) worries and vulnerabilities, (c) sources of support and protective
environments, (d) personal positive experiences and strengths, and (e) mothers’ perceptions
of outcomes for other family members. Information about children and husbands was added,
where appropriate. HS refers to husbands who are students, HNS refers to husbands who are
not students and HNR refers to husbands who do not reside with the participant in the UK
all the time.
6.3.1 Theme 1: Challenges and Adversities
The majority of challenges related to sociocultural adaptation, such as differences
between home and school values, managing family duties, language differences, finances,
and time pressures. Among the most frequently mentioned challenges were missing sources
of support, especially family support: ‘I miss my family’s help. If they were here, my life
would be much easier’ (P3, HNS, 2 children).
In addition to this lack of wider family support, insufficient support from their
spouse was reported by eight mothers. Additionally, the high financial cost of childcare and
domestic help was cause for concern. Another frequently mentioned challenge was an
increase in family duties, which included childcare duties, as stated by several participants:
‘My family duties increased significantly … I have become the one that is responsible for
almost everything inside the home and outside’ (P6, HNR, 3 children).
Time conflicts were also frequently mentioned. Being accompanied by seven
children brings about its own challenges, however; as one participant put it, ‘The biggest
challenge is finding a way to strike a balance between studies and housework’ (P13, HNR,
7 children).
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Outside of the home, the mothers noted differences between home and school
values including behaviour differences, especially concerning acceptable behaviour.
Differences in ideas and curriculum differences were also mentioned, as were differences in
religious beliefs. Some mothers felt that their children would be distressed by the disruption
involved in returning to their home country. Finally, 14 of the 23 participants found
communicating and understanding the English language to be challenging. For more details
about the sub-themes with their codes, and additional extracts from the participants’
responses, see Table M.1 in Appendix M.
6.3.2 Theme 2: Worries and Vulnerabilities
The most frequently mentioned vulnerabilities were concerns about children’s
upbringing. Others were worried about prejudice, role conflicts, emotions and feelings.
Concerns about children’s upbringing included worries about losing home country values,
behaviours, language, and religion. Also, they were worried about their children adopting
negative aspects of the host country values and behaviours (such as smoking, drinking
alcohol, and developing culturally inappropriate friendships). One concerned student mother
commented on how her ten-year old daughter was affected by her friends:
Also, another participant referring to her teenage boy’s Arabic language level: ‘My
child’s Arabic is very poor ... he can neither understand nor read Arabic well’ (P5, 2
children).
They stated their worries about their own and their children’s readaptation to Saudi
Arabia. A young mother who has been in the UK for five years explained:
I’m worried in case I can’t re-adapt to my home country culture when I finish my
studies and go back to Saudi Arabia. Maybe because I got used to life here, which
makes the idea of re-adapting to my home country culture actually difficult (P17).
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Another participant who is in the final year of her PhD expressed concern about her
two sons’ re-entry adaptation:
Because I’m in my final year I tried to make my sons aware that we’ll be
going back to our home country soon. When I told them I’ll finish my studies in
five months, they cried and told me they don’t want to go back. Their reaction
makes me worried about returning to Saudi Arabia (P18, 4 children).
Moreover, feelings of guilt were mentioned by many student-mothers, regardless
of the age and number of their children. One participant, for instance, voiced a feeling of
guilt in regard to not being able to be fully present either as a mother or a spouse: ‘I feel
guilty because I don’t do my family duties. I don’t spend enough time with my little girl or
even with my husband’ (P9, HNS,1 one-month-old girl).
Stress and loneliness were mentioned, although less often. Several women felt
personally vulnerable to prejudice and potential racist behaviour. In some cases, the women
responded by changing their style of head covering. Worries and vulnerabilities experienced
by the mothers as well. For more details about the sub-themes with their codes, and
additional extracts from the participants’ responses, see Table M.2 in Appendix M.
6.3.3 Theme 3. Sources of Support and Protective Environments
Among the most frequently mentioned protective factors were opportunities to get
practical help. For example, one way of ensuring such help was, ‘Hiring a housekeeper to
clean so I can devote more time to my children and my academic tasks’ (P15, HNS, 2
children).
For a minority of the women, short periods of help from extended family members
were available, as in the case with this participant and her newborn baby, ‘I left my son with
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my mother-in-law for almost four months in order to finish my annual report’ (P20, HS, 4
children).
Support from the spouse was often cited by the participants, as in this example,
when describing her husband’s role while they were both studying in the UK: ‘My husband’s
role in the house while in the UK is somehow better than his role in Saudi Arabia.
Alhamdulilah (Thanks God) he feeds and helps my little daughter get ready when I go to
university’ (P4, HNS, 3 daughters).
Some participants appreciated the role of their husbands during their absence. The
following quote illustrates how one participant felt when her husband left the UK:
When my husband was living with me in Britain, I didn’t feel the importance
of his role. However, when he returned to Saudi Arabia and left me and my three
children in Britain, l missed and appreciated his support and the role that he played.
I realised that his presence with the family was really important (P23, HNR, 4
children).
Arabic schooling was frequently mentioned as a strategy to preserve the mother
tongue. A participant explained: ‘My son is enrolled in an Arabic school, so he can learn the
language and communicate with other children in Arabic’ (P2, 2 children).
Friends, ‘the Saudi club’, private teachers, and nurseries were identified as sources
of support. Also, diversity of religious beliefs evident in the host country was mentioned and
appeared to influence the women’s adaptation. Sources of support and protective
environment factors reported by the mothers too. For more details about the sub-themes with
their codes, and additional extracts from the participants’ responses, see Table M.3 in
Appendix M.
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6.3.4 Theme 4. Positive Experiences and Strengths
These include being culturally grounded, changing values, goals, and aspirations,
increase in personal conviction about their religion, increased academic self-concept, selfawareness and assertiveness, and more empathy and understanding for others. The most
frequently mentioned were related to teaching their children about their home culture
traditions, including the Arabic language. For instance, ‘I devoted part of my time to teaching
my children the Arabic language. I don’t want them to lose their mother language’ (P7, HS,
2 children).
Also, showing empathy and understanding for others was frequently reported: ‘I
communicate and accept people from different cultural backgrounds’ (P10, 3 children).
A wide range of changes in assertiveness, academic self-concept, and selfawareness were identified by more than one participant. The quote below relates how one
student experienced a positive change in her personality: ‘The experience of studying abroad
has changed me from a different aspect, for example, my personality became stronger.
Before, in Saudi Arabia, I depended on my husband or my brothers, but now I have become
independent’ (P19, HS).
The personal strengths that these women identified can be summed up in the words
of one participant who is a mother of two, as she described her feelings when seeing home
students devote a longer time to studying in their/her office: ‘And every time I fall down, I
support myself on my own to get back up and say, ‘don’t compare yourself to English people,
we are responsible for our households and duties, while they can sleep in the office’ (P11,
HS, 2 children).Positive experiences and personal strengths identified by the participants are
presented too. For more details about the sub-themes with their codes, and additional extracts
from the participants’ responses, see Table M.4 in Appendix M.
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6.3.5 Theme 5: Perceptions of Outcomes for Other Family Members
Positive experiences and outcomes for their children were noted by the participants.
Children’s personal development was valued by most of the mothers. A participant spoke
about the changes that occurred to her children (aged 20, 17 and 15 years) in terms of their
personalities, while accompanying her in the UK: ‘My children became more confident,
bold, independent and able to take more responsibility, better at making decisions, thinking
critically and positively’ (P13, 7 children).
Another participant speaking about her 12-year-old daughter and 10-year-old son,
noted that: ‘I’m happy because my children are convinced about practising the religion and
are not trying to copy others’ (P12, 3 children).
The advantages for children with respect to language skills were also valued by
mothers. A participant commented on her 10-year-old girl, noting that: ‘Despite all the
difficulties, being in Britain has many advantages for me and my children. My eldest
daughter, for example: she speaks English like a native. So, most of her friends are British’
(P22, 2 children).
Another participant talked about her three sons’ acquired language skills: ‘I’m
happy that my sons learned Spanish and French besides English (P8, 3 sons).
Furthermore, the student-mothers commented on the advantages of their children’s
intercultural experiences: ‘The children make friends with others from different nationalities,
religions and nationalities’ (P16, 3 children).
For another participant, the positive impact was most felt on her two sons’
personalities, who ‘became better at tolerating and respecting others even when they’re
different to them’ (P1, 5 children).
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Other positive family outcomes were closer relationships within the immediate
family unit, between the women and their partners, and children too: ‘I got married 15 years
ago, only in the UK I got to know my husband and we became closer’ (P19, HS); ‘My
relationship with my children grew stronger and I became more aware of their needs and
their personalities and what they’re after before they tell me about it’ (P12, 3 children).
6.4 Summary and Discussion
Saudi postgraduate student-mothers in the UK reported multiple parenting-related
challenges relevant to managing family duties, differences between home and school values,
time pressures, language differences, and finances. Another challenge presented itself to the
women in the form of worries over the possibility that their children could lose their home
culture values, language, and religion. The women were also concerned about their children
acquiring aspects of the host country values and practices that conflict with their religious
principles.
Psychological adaptation (Searle & Ward, 1990) was also apparent in the examples
that mothers gave of changes in their own beliefs, attitudes, and values, as well as their
children’s. For example, they commented on more independence in themselves and their
children, achieving their own goals, and making their own decisions. The benefit of some of
these coping strategies, interestingly, went beyond solely tackling the challenges to have
positive consequences on those women’s lives.
These positive consequences extended to the mothers, their husbands, and their
children. Limited social activities in the UK, as a result of the absence of the extended family
support, had a positive impact on the women’s relationships with their husbands and
children. Also, the husbands modified their traditional gender role by performing some
responsibilities traditionally tied to a woman’s role to cope with the parenting challenges.
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As a result, this was perceived by the women as a positive change in their husbands’
behaviour. Positive consequences on the children were also noticeable when the mothers
devoted more time to teach them about the home country values and norms, which resulted
in improved quality and quantity of communication between those women and their children.
This in turn positively impacted the parent–child relationship and their children’s personal
development.
Interpreting the results in relation to Ungar’s (2008) resilience aspects shows that
resilience was found in the participants’ personal characteristics (individual domain) (e.g.
self-awareness, assertiveness, and self-efficacy), the relationships domain (e.g. relationships
with their husbands, children and extended family), the community domain (e.g. British
education facilities, peer groups, Arabic schools), and the culture domain (e.g. being
culturally grounded and cultural identification). At times, the participants drew on resources
from more than one domain, which demonstrates the dynamic nature of resilience. However,
resources within the relationships and community domains contributed the most to the
women’s resilience. A more detailed account of this and other findings is presented in the
discussion chapter.
The changes that the participants underwent and, in some cases, the changes in their
children’ behaviours, could be seen as evidence of sociocultural adaptation (Searle & Ward,
1990). However, in the case of their children, the participants were worried that their
children’s appropriation of aspects of the host country culture that conflicted with their home
country values, could negatively affect the children’s re-entry adaptation to the home
country. That said, the mothers expressed their openness to aspects of the host country
culture provided they did not pose a threat to their children’s religious identity, even if these
aspects did contradict their culture. Subsequently, this may threaten the mothers' re-entry
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adaptation given that the challenges the children face extend to the mothers themselves (see
also Alandejani, 2013). Although the mothers’ concerns about their children’s adaptation to
their home country was a recurring topic, Saudi student-mothers and Saudi companion
mothers stressed that this was a crucial part of their own experiences in both host and home
countries (see also Alamri, 2017; Alandejani, 2013; Qutub, 2016; Yaghi, 2019). In response
to such findings, the next study further explored Saudi children’s re-entry adaptation
experiences from the children and their mothers’ perspectives.
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Chapter 7 Third Culture Kids Back Home: Saudi School Students and Their
Mothers' Narratives (Study 3)
7.1 Introduction
In the previous study, mothers voiced their concerns about their school-age
children’s re-entry adaptation experiences in the home country. This chapter follows up these
concerns by investigating the experiences of Saudi children on returning to their parents’
home culture, and their mothers’ perspectives about those experiences. Findings from the
previous study highlighted a gap in knowledge concerning the lack of studies on the re-entry
experiences of Arab Muslim TCKs in general and Saudi TCKs in particular. Several studies
addressed the re-entry experiences of adult Saudi international students (Alamri, 2017;
Alandejani, 2013; Almuarik, 2019; Alsulami, 2018, 2020; Al-Mehawes, 1985), however, the
voices of Saudi children remain unheard. Indeed, children are capable of conveying their
cultural experiences, and are conscious and reflexive of the social interactions in which they
engage (e.g. with parents, teachers, and peers) (Maybin, 2013). Thus, the voices of children
must not be neglected in social research and should be meaningfully integrated (Barron,
2000; Grover, 2004).
Saudi school-age children who accompanied their parents have spent an important
part of their life interacting with a culture that is different from that of their parents. Such
interaction occurs at an age when a child is most affected by relationships that are external
to their family relations (e.g. friends, peers, and teachers) (Coll & Marks, 2009). Such a
situation creates TCKs, defined by Pollock and Van Reken (2009) as ‘a person who has spent
a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture’ (Pollock &
Van Reken, 2009, p. 19). There is limited knowledge about the consequences of such life
experiences on children and adolescents (Ittel & Sisler, 2012). Although the trend of
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studying abroad in Saudi Arabia was set since the 1960s (Arabian Business, 2014),
knowledge of the experiences of Saudi TCKs’ re-entry adaptation experiences is extremely
sparse. During the course of this research, only one study was found to have investigated the
experiences of Saudi TCKs following repatriation. The study was conducted by an American
teacher from an educational perspective. Curro (2017) conducted his study with 11 boys
aged 10–12 years who had lived abroad for a minimum of one year and returned to Saudi
Arabia. The participants were recruited from the private school at which the researcher
worked. A point of note is that in Saudi Arabia, students enrolled in private schools often
come from upper-middle-class households. This restricted the participant pool and can be
seen as a limitation of Curro’s study due to the inclusion of boys who frequented the same
school and who represent a specific socioeconomic group. An additional limitation is the
difference in culture and language between the researcher and the participants, which can
create barriers (e.g. Shi, 2011).
This current study, therefore, explored the re-entry adaptation experiences of Saudi
TCKs who accompanied their parents to study abroad and back to their home country. This
study moves beyond the limitations of previous research as the researcher who is exploring
the experiences of the Saudi returnees’ children shares their nationality and language. Also,
it takes into consideration the diverse backgrounds of the participants in terms of their
socioeconomic status, region, gender, and the type of school they attend.
The knowledge generated from exploring the re-entry experiences of Saudi children
is vital for assisting them with adapting to their home country while simultaneously boosting
their mothers’ adaptation. In this regard, Saudi international mother-students asserted that
their children’s adaptation was the most significant challenge they had to contend with upon
re-entry (Alandijani, 2013). In addition, exploring the re-entry experiences of the children
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was strongly tied to the purpose of the thesis, which sought to propose ways in which policy
makers could address the challenges of adaptation that Saudi mothers and their children
struggle with when re-entering their home culture (see Chapter 2).
This study is important for the following reasons. (a) There is scarcity in the
literature of this kind of study. Prior to this study, only one other study has explored the
experiences of Saudi TCKs in the home country (i.e. Curro, 2017) and offered interpretations
of their experiences from an educational perspective. (b) The degree of cultural and religious
differences between the host and home country cultures are associated with the difficulties
of adaptation and values confusion in TCKs (Martin & Harrell, 2004; Pollock & Van Reken,
2009). (c) The choice of the population for this study adds to its significance since
understanding the children’s experiences of adaptation during childhood is vital for their
adaptation prediction in the future, especially considering the long-lasting effect of those
experiences on their lives (Hervey, 2009). (d) This study allowed the voices of
accompanying mothers to appear, which are considered absent in the experiences of
returnees to homeland. (e) This study offers an understanding of the cultural context of Saudi
Arabia where the ties between parents and their children are very strong (Long, 2005) and
last even after the children become adults and get married (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Thus, the
difficulties the children encounter and/or the decisions they make based on their re-entry
adaptation experiences (e.g. living permanently in the host country), could strongly affect
their family ties. (f) This study provides some information about Arab Muslim TCKs’ reentry adaptation experiences and Saudi TCKs from a psychological perspective, and (g) the
findings of the study may also contribute to understanding the adaptation needs of TCKs,
which is important for helping schools in the host and home countries to support these
children more meaningfully and effectively. Thus, this study sought to understand Saudi
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TCKS’ re-entry adaptation experiences as they accompany their parents in the host country
and later in the home country.
Consequently, the study was designed to address the following research questions:
1. What are the re-entry challenges that face Saudi TCKs? (relevant to RQ 1 on page 31)
2. What coping strategies aided Saudi returning mothers in dealing with the re-entry
challenges that face their children in the home country? (relevant to RQ 2 on page 32)
3. What are the consequences of re-entry on Saudi TCKs? (relevant to RQ 3 on page 32)
4. What are the factors that reinforce Saudi TCKs’ re-entry adaptation experiences?
(relevant to RQ 4 on page 32)
7.2 Method
The study was conducted in two phases. The first phase consisted of interviews with
Saudi mothers who were themselves students or accompanied their husbands while they
were studying abroad in the UK. In the second phase of the study, qualitative data were
collected via semi-structured interviews with Saudi TCKs, who, during their middle
childhood, accompanied their parents overseas and back to their home country. Children of
middle-childhood age were chosen, as the majority of children of Saudi international
students are likely to belong to this age group. Although there are no existing statistics to
support this claim, focusing on this age group is consistent with the literature on Saudi
TCKs’ experiences (e.g. Bajamal, 2017; Curro, 2017). In addition, this choice serves as a
response to the knowledge gap reported in the literature.
In exploring the re-entry experiences of the children, this study was not limited to
interviewing the children but also included their mothers, for several reasons. Relying
exclusively on the children’s perspectives presents difficulties when attempting to obtain
rich and in-depth data. One limitation of Curro’s study on Saudi TCK boys was the difficulty
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of maintaining an in-depth line of questioning, which resulted in dubious responses from the
child participants who often could not recall certain details about their experiences (Curro,
2017). Mothers, rather than fathers, were selected to share their children’s re-entry
experiences out of respect for, and in recognition of, Saudi culture, where the mother retains
a closer relationship to her children than does the father (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Including both
the mothers and their children facilitates the gathering of rich and diverse data (triangulation)
that can ultimately offer a comprehensive understanding of the children’s experiences and
elucidate the similarities and differences across the children’s and their mothers’ responses.
The interview schedule consisted of demographic questions (e.g. mothers’ and
children’s age, length of stay abroad, school attended abroad, and school attended in Saudi
Arabia) (see Appendix Q) and the mothers’ and their children’s interview questions covering
three main topics: (a) school, (b) friendship, and (c) family adaptation. The children’s
interview questions were influenced by the model applied in this study and by previous
research on TCKs in general and Saudi TCKs in particular. The mothers’ interview questions
were influenced by the theoretical framework applied in this thesis, previous research on
mature women students’ re-entry experiences and the main findings of the study detailed in
the previous chapter relating to parenting experiences. Nine open-ended questions were
asked to the mothers (see Appendix R) and twelve open-ended questions and one sentence
completion were asked to the children (see Appendix U).
7.2.1 Participants
The participants of the first phase were 30 Saudi mothers who were students or
accompanied their husbands to study abroad in English-speaking countries (UK n = 26; USA
n = 3; Australia n = 1) for a minimum of 3 years and had returned with their children to
Saudi Arabia no more than two years ago. All the participants lived abroad for a period of
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time ranging between three and ten years. Eighteen (60%) of the participants were sponsored
students, of which 14 were doctoral students (47%), three were master’s students (10%) and
one was an undergraduate student (3%). The remaining 12 participants (40%) were
companions to their husbands. They ranged in age between 25 and 45 years. The participants
at the time of data collection were living with their children in the east, west, south, north,
and the central regions of Saudi Arabia (e.g. Dammam, Jeddah, Jizan, Abha, Tabuk, Riyadh,
and Al-Qassim). The number of children accompanying them ranged between one and six,
and their children’s ages ranged from five to 20 years old at the time of the interview.
The participants of the second phase were 30 schoolchildren (15 girls, 15 boys)
who accompanied their student-parents and studied abroad. At the time of data collection,
they were living with their parents and enrolled in public (n = 6, 20 %), private (n =16, 53
%) or international schools (n = 8, 27 %) in Saudi Arabia, the children’s ages ranged between
10 and 13 years. The number of the participants surveyed for these phases was determined
by reaching data saturation point, whereby no new information was discovered.
7.2.2 Procedure
The participants were recruited initially through personal contact with Saudi
students who studied in English-speaking countries. This was followed by more participants
being recruited using the snowballing technique, as the initially recruited participants
volunteered to share the study’s advert on WhatsApp social network groups for Saudi
international students. The volunteers contacted the researcher who gave them more details
about the study and described what the nature of their involvement would be. Having agreed
to participate, the Saudi mothers were informed about the purpose of theirs and their
children’s interviews, and were provided with written information sheets (see Appendix N,
S), consent forms for mothers and assent forms for children (see Appendix O, T), and

127
information about withdrawal procedures. This was explained orally to the child participants.
In addition, written information sheet and assent form were also provided to the children
using a language that is suitable to their age group. Both mother and child participants were
assured that participation was voluntary and withdrawal at any point of the study would not
incur any consequences. After taking the permission of the participants and their parents,
each interview was audio recorded to allow for the interviews to be replayed and transcribed.
The procedure of the data collection followed two phases, as outlined in the subsequent
sections.
7.2.3 First Phase
Saudi mothers were invited to take part in semi-structured interviews about their
children’s re-entry adaptation experiences. All interviews were conducted in Arabic as per
the choice of the participants. Each interview lasted approximately 20–35 minutes. The data
were collected until saturation point was reached. No new information was discovered in the
responses after the twenty-sixth participant. Four participants were added to ensure data
saturation.
7.2.4 Second Phase
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with Saudi TCKs regarding their reentry experiences. Six participants were interviewed in English, twenty-two in both
languages, and only two in Arabic. Two participants were interviewed, accompanied by their
mothers for the entire duration of the interviews; nine participants were interviewed,
accompanied by their mothers at the beginning of the interview, while 19 were interviewed
alone. Interviews with the children lasted approximately 15 to 25 minutes. No new
information was discovered in the responses after the twenty-second participant. Eight
participants were added to ensure gender equity among the participants.
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7.2.5 Data Analysis
Data were analysed using a thematic analysis approach following Braun and Clarke
(2006) (see Chapter 4).
7.3 Results
The themes were derived from the thematic analysis and then organised according
to the research question they directly corresponded to. These included (a) re-entry
challenges, (b) coping strategies developed by Saudi TCKs’ mothers, (c) perceptions about
the consequences of re-entry adaptation experiences on Saudi TCKs, and (d) the factors
reinforcing TCKs’ successful re-entry adaptation experiences. The first and third themes
derived from phases one and two combined, while the second and fourth themes derived
from phase one only.
7.3.1

Re-entry Challenges
The results of the thematic analysis showed that Saudi TCKs faced three main re-

entry challenges, as shown in Figure 7.1. More details can be found in Table V.1 (Appendix
V), the codes and additional quotes related to the Sub-themes that emerged from the
participants’ responses.

129
Figure 7. 1
Re-Entry Challenges Saudi TCKs Experienced in Home Country
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School challenges represent the most common type of challenge reported by Saudi
TCKs. Herein, challenges pertaining to the Saudi TCKs’ school lives were organised into 5
sub-themes: teacher’s behaviour, academic challenges, physical school environment, peers’
behaviour, and discomfort.
Teachers’ behaviour underpins a number of challenges that Saudi TCKs face, such
as shouting, strictness, and lack of support. ‘Teacher shouting’ was the most recurring
challenge. Tarfa stated: ‘One time in Arabic language class I tried to work hard on my own,
it was difficult for me, I was stuck on something and I asked the teacher for help, but she
yelled at me.’
In addition to the teacher shouting, strict behaviour and a general lack of support
were the second most frequently reported challenges by the Saudi TCK participants. Samar
described the response of her teachers when her mother approached them for help in
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supporting Samar’s learning: ‘My mum told the teachers I was having difficulties because I
lived in the UK for many years. Some sympathised with me and some didn’t, but no one
helped me.’
Mothers also reported a lack of support for them and their children. Samar's mother
talks about hers and her acquaintances’ experiences:
We know that our children face difficulties in school. Unfortunately, there’s no
body or organisation to support us; even the teachers in the school don’t understand
the situation of our children, and they treat them like any child born and raised in
Saudi Arabia.
A sentiment that was generally felt by the other Saudi TCK participants was simply
put by Manal, ‘over here, teachers are strict’, in describing how the teachers’ behaviour was
a challenge that she had to deal with.
Academic challenges, such as excessive exams and homework, were repeatedly
viewed as a cause of concern by the Saudi TCK participants. For instance, Mohammed
described the exams in his school in Saudi Arabia as follows: ‘There are too many exams;
they’re never finished!’ Lara also felt that ‘in Saudi Arabia they make learning hard because
there’s too much exams, every so often we’ve an exam.’
In the same vein, having too much homework was also considered challenging by
most of the Saudi TCKs. In describing the situation in her school, Ameera worried that,
‘There’s too much pressure because we always have homework and exams.’ Abdullah also
stated, ‘In my school we’ve too much homework.’
Mothers also reported that their children are overwhelmed with schoolwork.
Fahad's mother explained: ‘Poor Fahad, he’s stressed by the amount of homework that he
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has to do every day and the time he spends to study for the exams that he has to do every
month.’
Deficient Arabic language skills, especially in areas such as comprehension and
writing (more commonly), is yet another challenge that Saudi TCKs experienced. Nawal
stated: ‘I learned how to write Arabic in the UK in the Arabic school. but my teacher here
doesn’t like what I do because my friends write faster and better than I do.’
While Rawaf pointed out that, ‘My teacher always gets mad at me because I make
many spelling mistakes.’ Rawaf's mother further noted that: ‘my son faces difficulties in
writing in Arabic his level of writing skills is below his age.’
Saudi TCKs also described how negative behaviour displayed by peers could be
challenging. This was largely associated with acts such as fighting, coarse language and
mocking. Among these, fighting was reported most frequently by the majority of the boys.
For example, Sultan’s account gives some insight into his school environment,
There’re a lot of fighting incidents in my school. If two students fight, their
friends, relatives or other students who happen to be from the same tribe as them
come to fight with their friends, so if you don’t have lots of friends, relatives or
friends from your tribe in the school, you’ll be in trouble.
As well as the fighting, Fahad also expressed concern with the inappropriate
language he hears in his school: ‘The students fight and swear at each other.’
The participants complained about several challenges that make for a discomforting
everyday school experience, for example, the weight of their bags, which they have to carry
every day to school. Ali said: ‘We’ve to take about 12 books to school every day, which
makes my bag too heavy.’
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Mothers also talked about this problem. Sara’s mother mentioned that: ‘Every day
my daughter has to carry all the textbooks in addition to the homework books in her bag and
get to her class on the second floor using the stairs.’
Reduced physical activity was also another example of a school-related challenge,
as Noor stated: ‘We don’t move about enough. We stay in the same classroom for eight
hours.’ Coupled with this is the shortness of break times, in Basim’s words, ‘Lunchtime is
very short – we spend most of it buying lunch.’
Basim’s mother made reference to the same issue:
Sometimes Bassem returns from school, and he has never had a time to buy and eat
something because lunchtime is short, and the canteen is small and there’re lots of
students. There’s only a single person who serves all the students. You see that
older and stronger students get what they want before the rest.
Dissatisfaction was additionally caused by the styles of teaching and learning that
Saudi TCKs are now exposed to in their home country schools. Asma identified the most
common style of learning as one that, ‘depends on remembering everything rather than
understanding, which makes learning difficult.’ She added: ‘Here we get asked about names,
dates and things we have to memorise.’ Even more critically, Aumer objected that: ‘Most
teachers explain the lessons in a boring way.’
The features and quality of the physical school environment were highlighted by
the participants as mostly presenting an insufficient opportunity and space for activity. As
examples of this, the children noted small classrooms, old school buildings, inadequate space
to play, and no play areas. Saif pointed out a lack of school play facilities: ‘We don’t have
enough space to play.’
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Psychological challenges, which accounted for feelings of ‘being different’ in Saudi
TCKs, were shown to be responsible for the distance the children felt between themselves
and their peers, which was widened by a clear difference in their behaviour and interests.
Reem described why she experienced alienation, in the following words: ‘I like to play with
my friends, but my friends in Saudi Arabia are different to me, they prefer just to talk.’
Sara stated: ‘My friends judge others based on their appearance. I'm different from
them. I don’t care about that at all.’
The mother-participants reinforced their children’s narratives by recounting how
the children isolate themselves from others. Ahmed’s mother, for instance, narrated that:
‘My son avoided male gatherings back home because of a fear of being ridiculed because he
doesn’t know the culturally appropriate way to behave.’
Sociocultural challenges are other aspects of the re-entry challenges encountered
by Saudi TCKs. These challenges are formed by either what the Saudi TCKs possess or lack
in terms of social skills and cultural knowledge, or by how others (i.e. locals, co-nationals)
act towards them in the social context of their home country.
The mother-participants described how their children are impacted by sociocultural
challenges. Nawaf's mother, for example, detailed that: ‘In the first months of my arrival to
Saudi Arabia, my children didn’t know how to greet in the traditional Saudi way, and the
people around me commented on their western behaviour, which embarrassed them and
actually me too.’
A similar comment was provided by Sara’s mother who explained that:
My children often don’t respond to others who try to start a conversation with them.
This isn’t even with strangers but people they are used to be around, like their
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grandpa and grandma. When I ask them afterwards why they didn’t respond, they
say, ‘we don’t know the proper way to act and talk in that situation.’
7.3.2

Coping Strategies Developed by Saudi TCKs’ Mothers
Saudi mothers developed different strategies to respond to the challenges pertaining

to their children’s re-entry adaptation, as shown in Figure 7.2. More details can be found in
Table V.2 (Appendix V) regarding the Sub-themes and the codes and additional quotes from
the participants’ responses.
Figure 7. 2
Themes Relating to the Coping Strategies Saudi Mothers Developed in Response to their
TCK Children’s Re-Entry Challenges
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their children’s schools as a way for them to adapt, as shown in Figure7.3.
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Figure 7. 3
Similar School Environment Techniques Saudi Mothers Developed to Address their TCK
Children’s School Challenges
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Enrolling children in private schools was the most frequent strategy adopted by the
mothers as a result of financial reasons, followed by enrolling children in international
schools, as shown in Figure 7.3. Fadia’s mother stated: ‘I found myself forced to take out a
bank loan to enrol my children in international schools, so as to provide a similar
environment at home to their school abroad.’
Amal’s mother also expressed a desire to enrol her four children in an international
school, however, ‘The international school fees are unaffordable, so private schools were the
best option for me.’
Self-reliance was emphasised by some mothers, who engaged their children in
dialogues about how they can overcome the challenges and encouraged them to be more
resilient, as Figure 7.4 demonstrates.
Fadia's mother stated:
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I always talk with my children about the difficulties they face, I tell them that it’s
normal to run into problems; they only happen for a short while and all they’ve to
do is to be patient and try their best.
Figure 7. 4
Self-Reliance Techniques Saudi Mothers Developed to Tackle their TCK Children’s School
and Psychological Challenges
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Some mothers took a slightly different approach by seeking support, as Figure 7.5
presents. Ahmed's mother said: ‘I decided to hire a private tutor for my son to improve his
Arabic language skills, because the school didn’t offer any extra help.’
Samar's mother sought to make things better for her daughter by explaining to the school the
reason behind Samar’s struggles at school so they can understand her situation and offer the
appropriate help; she relates her experience with the school:
I spoke with the head teacher and teachers at my daughter’s school and told them
that she had just come back from living abroad. Some of them sympathised and
some didn’t care, but none of them offered any help to my daughter.
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Figure 7. 5
Seeking Support Techniques Saudi Mothers Developed to Tackle their TCK Children’s
School and Psychological Challenges
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Another mother stated: ‘My son was depressed, I needed to get him psychological
counselling.’
Returning to their comfort zone was cited by the mothers as another method to
manage their children’s re-entry adjustment, as Figure 7.6 shows. After making several
attempts to help her daughter to adapt in the school, Jamela’s mother stated:
My daughter suffered a lot from one of her teachers in the school to the point that
she hates the school here in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, I decided to go back to the
UK. I’m currently getting ready to return to Britain to study and take my doctorate
degree so that my daughter can attend a good school and enjoy a positive learning
environment.
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Figure 7. 6
Returning Techniques the Saudi Mothers Developed to Tackle their Children’s School and
Psychological Challenges
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found spending the summer holidays there eased their children’s desperate longing to go
back to the UK. Ahlam’s mother, for example, explained that every summer holiday, ‘We
travel to Britain as tourists, and we live in the same city we lived in before. This serves as a
palliative to my children, who are longing to live in the UK.’
7.3.3 Perceptions About the Consequences of Re-entry Adaptation Experiences on Saudi
TCKs
Both positive and negative effects were reported by the Saudi mothers and their
children in commenting on the children’s re-entry adaptation experiences, as shown in
Figure 7.7. More details can be found in Table V.3 (Appendix V), the codes and additional
quotes related to the Sub-themes that emerged from the participants’ responses.
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The negative impact on the children, reported by both the mothers and their
children, revolves around the psychological aspects. Sara’s mother related that: ‘My
daughter has suffered so much from school that she wets the bed.’
Reem talks about how her personality has changed following her struggle to adapt to school
in Saudi Arabia:
Some of the teachers here get angry at me if I don’t know how things work here.
No one helped me. Here, I'm less confident in myself but in the UK the teacher used
to tell us that you’re perfect the way you are!
Figure 7. 4
Themes and Sub-themes Relating to the Mothers’ Perceptions on the Consequences of Reentry Adaptation Experiences on their TCK Children
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pointed out how re-entry challenges impact on the relationship between him and his parents:
‘My son blames me and his father, saying: ‘you decided to travel abroad and get a degree,
but you didn’t care about the impact of a decision like this on your kids’ life. You’ve
destroyed my life.’
The mothers also reported that their children’s sense of cultural identity was
affected. This was evident in the children’s concepts of belongingness and loyalty, and their
future plans. Adel’s mother stated: ‘My son feels non-Saudi.’
Also, Turky’s mother talked about how worrisome her son’s future plan is to her:
‘My concern is that my son’s always saying, “I told you – I’ll never live in this country when
I grow up.” This sentence terrifies me.’
In addition to the impact felt on the children’s cultural identity, the mothers pointed
out that their children’s perspective of their home country became negative. For instance, in
the case of Maha's mother, ‘not only Maha, but all of my children criticise life here.’
Hamed’s mother expressed the same worry in terms of a pattern she observed in her
children of pointing out the differences and commonalities between the two countries: ‘My
children always make comparisons between many things such as people’s behaviour,
schools, or even the driving system here and in the UK. However, the comparison is always
in Britain’s favour.’
This was balanced by the positive impact the mothers saw in their children, such as
improved religious practice. Salman’s mother reported how the re-entry adaptation
experience increased her son’s involvement with observing religious activities:
‘Alhamdulilah [Thanks God] since we came here Salman’s become eager to pray regularly
in mosque.’
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Mother-participants also noted that their children improved their sociocultural skills.
Nawaf’s mother explained how her son’s behaviour changed over time:
In the first months of my arrival to Saudi Arabia, my children didn’t know how to
greet in the traditional Saudi way, and the people around me commented on their
Western behaviour, which embarrassed them and actually me too. But now they’re
behaving properly inside and outside the family.
Mother tongue proficiency is another positive impact of the re-entry adaptation experiences
reported by mother-participants. May’s mother stated:
When we came to Saudi Arabia English was the only language that May spoke well.
Although she speaks a little bit of Arabic too, she always had difficulties
pronouncing and using the words correctly. Thank God, one year after our return to
SA, she started to speak Arabic fluently.
7.3.4 Theme 4: Variables that Reinforce Saudi TCKs’ Successful Re-entry Adaptation
Experiences
Six variables were identified by the mothers as having reinforced their children’s
adaptation re-entering to the home country, as shown in Figure 7.8. More details can be
found in Table V.4 (Appendix V), the codes and additional quotes related to the Sub-themes
that emerged from the participants’ responses.
Friendship and shared cross-culture experience is a situational variable that was
noted by the mothers as having an impact on reinforcing their children’s re-entry adaptation
experiences. Sara’s mother explained how the friendships that her daughter maintained while
they were abroad reflected on her adaptation: ‘Sara used to communicate with her friends
and cousins on a weekly basis throughout the duration of our stay in America and didn’t go
through difficulties, unlike her siblings.’
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Figure 7-5
Variables that Reinforced Saudi TCK’s Successful Re-entry Adaptation
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A similar effect was achieved through friendships with children who shared crossculture experiences. As commented by some mothers whose children attended international
schools, having relatives and/or children of family friends who related to their cross-culture
experiences made their adaptation easier. Nora’s mother remarked:
What made it easy for my daughter to adapt to Saudi Arabia is that she became
friends with my cousins’ children who went through similar experiences and
difficulties as her, because their parents had studied in America and returned to
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Saudi Arabia two years before us. She gets on very well with them. She tells me
that she’s very happy to have friends who share her way of thinking, talking and
playing.
Enrolling in international schools help Saudi TCKs to benefit from a similar school
environment to schools in the host country, which can reduce the linguistic challenges that
they would face in other types of schools. Sara’s mother describes her daughter’s experience:
When we returned from the UK, I enrolled my daughter in a public school because
her Arabic was so poor. I told myself then that she can improve her language that
way though it could be difficult in the beginning. However, she didn’t settle at all.
I took a loan from the bank and enrolled her in an international school. She is much
happier now and is making progress.
More than any other factor, Arabic language proficiency was singled out by the
mothers as the one factor that had the most influence on their children’s re-entry adaptation
experiences. This is illustrated clearly by Fahad’s mother: ‘Alhamdulilah! [Thanks God]
When we came back home, my son never struggled in school because he was excellent at
writing and reading in Arabic.’
Some mothers pointed to the important impact of having their younger children
exposed to Arabic on a daily basis through their older siblings, who are proficient users of
the language and have the advantage of previous experience of studying in the home country.
The younger children, whose command of the Arabic language and socio-cultural skills are
still lacking, having never studied in their home country, benefitted from this exposure in
two ways; they were able to master speaking in Arabic and acquired the socio-cultural skills
that are critical to their re-entry adaptation. This mother’s account sheds some light on the
aspects relating to this:
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When I travelled to Britain, I had 5 children with me; 3 of them were already
studying in different grades in Saudi Arabia, and the other two were still young and
didn’t start school yet. I was very concerned about how I would raise them all on
top of my studies. However, the presence of my older children helped me and
helped the younger ones too. For example, my little children learned English
quickly thanks to the fact that they went to school in Britain, but because they were
used to hearing their older siblings speak Arabic at home, their Arabic developed
so quickly, and their pronunciation was not affected. That’s why when we returned
to Saudi Arabia my children quickly adapted and integrated with the other children
to the extent that everyone would say to me that it doesn’t seem like my children
lived abroad.
The previous experiences some Saudi TCKs have of studying in home country
schools also facilitated their re-entry adaptation experiences, as stated by Faisal’s mother:
Faisal studied in Saudi schools until the fourth year of primary school; after that we
travelled to Britain and stayed for almost three years. When we returned to Saudi
Arabia, he didn’t face difficulties in school in terms of understanding the lessons,
the school culture, making or maintaining friendships, and even dealing with
teachers and classmates.
Differences in personality traits were also reported by mothers as having an influence
on shaping their children’s re-entry adaptation experiences. An example of this is described
by Nouf’s mother:
My children’s experiences of re-entry adaptation are different; some have adapted
faster than others. For example, Nouf didn’t face adaption difficulties, compared to
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her siblings who, until now, had some difficulties. I don’t know why that is, maybe
because Nouf is sociable and outgoing and gets along with people quickly.
Other differences in the Saudi TCKs’ re-entry adaptation experiences were noted by
some mothers as being attributable to gender, specifically mothers who have children from
both genders. They observed a pattern of faster adaptation in the case of their daughters than
their sons. One detailed account is related by Ahmad’s mother:
The first few days when we returned to Saudi Arabia, my children were overjoyed,
but with the passing of days and when school started, they began to experience
difficulties. These difficulties lasted with my daughters for almost two to three
months. However, it took longer with my sons. Dealing with boys and making
friends was a common concern for both my sons. When the children go with me to
family gatherings and meet children close to their age, my daughters enjoy playing
with the girls. But I never forget when my son, Ahmed, left the boys and went to
play with the girls, which got the boys to make fun of him. That made him cry –
what a difficult day it was! I wish to forget that day.
Some mothers also attributed other differences between their children’s re-entry
adaptation to age. The mothers who reported age-related differences have more than one
child, all of whom have no prior experience of living and studying in the home country. In
this case, the mothers noted that their younger children adapted better than the older ones.
One such case is described by Turky’s mother:
I’ve two sons. The little boy adapted to life in Saudi Arabia easily, but my 13-yearold didn’t adapt till now. Even though we’re in the middle of the second year since
we returned to Saudi Arabia, he still suffers, and this makes me suffer with him.
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7.4 Summary and Discussion
This study dealt with a salient gap both in the literature on Saudi TCKs and the
literature on Arab Muslim TCKs. As informed by this study’s findings, Saudi TCKs
encountered school, sociocultural, and psychological challenges upon return to the home
country. Many of these re-entry challenges are school related and surface within the school
setting. This finding aligns with the findings described in Curro’s (2017) study which
showed that Saudi TCK boys faced several school difficulties, such as Arabic language skills
and the demanding nature of their schoolwork. Novel school challenges were found by the
present study, including, teachers’ behaviour, physical school environment, and discomfort.
The psychological and sociocultural challenges expressed by the Saudi TCK
interviewees present further original findings to this study. While the psychological
challenges revolve around isolation and alienation, the sociocultural challenges manifest in
two ways. Firstly, a shortcoming in competence and knowledge which Saudi TCKs exhibit
with respect to the cultural and societal norms of their home country. Secondly, the critical
response that their lack of appropriate sociocultural skills draws from others within their
social context, which could make them the subject of interest and/or ridicule. Overall, the
experiences of the Saudi children are similar to the experiences of TCKs which indicates
that the Saudi children develop a third culture identity. This is highlighted in more detail in
the discussion chapter.
The Saudi children’s third culture identity developed during their acculturation in
the host country, shaped their ‘selves’ (perceptions, feelings, meanings, understandings, and
thoughts) in a way that may be at odds with their worlds (peers, school, and family). Looking
at the findings in light of the Multiple Worlds Model (Phelan et al., 1991), the peers and
teachers’ actions, values, norms, and expectations were at the centre of the children’s school
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challenges. Outside school, they faced extra difficulties to fulfil social expectations, which
put them under varying degrees of pressure. This was evident in the children’s responses
that involved isolation and alienation. These responses indicated that the children were
undergoing hardship that was threatening their wellbeing and that left them in need of help.
The mothers, as this study uniquely shows, responded to their children’s need for
help by developing several coping strategies to assist their children in overcoming their reentry challenges. Those strategies took the form of looking for similar school environment,
seeking support, enhancing resilience in one’s children, and returning to the comfort zone.
Although these strategies are not discussed in the literature, TCKs are shown to attribute
successful re-entry adaptation experiences to family support (e.g. Yoshida et al., 2002). With
regard to Ungar’s (2008) Resilience Model, the mothers in this study mostly drew on their
individual source of resilience in order to support their children’s re-entry.
Both positive and negative aspects of Saudi TCKs’ re-entry adaptation experiences
have been demonstrated uniquely by this study. The negative consequences extended to
Saudi TCKs’ cultural identity, family relationships, perspective about their home country,
and psychological wellbeing. This reflects how the children in the present study were
affected by the differences between their multiple worlds (school, peers, and family). This
study showed from the lens of Multiple Worlds Model, the child participants showed
different patterns in their re-entry experiences. While some children found crossing
boundaries manageable, others found it hazardous. In the case of a few children, boundaries
were insurmountable and impenetrable. These patterns indicated that the children’s
transitions were costly. Even in the case of children who found moving between worlds
manageable, the transition cannot be easily described as smooth. The results from the current
study cast a new light on the positive consequences of the re-entry adaptation experiences
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on Saudi TCKs. In particular, Saudi TCKs were participating in religious activities more
often, had a stronger command of their native language, and were more socially competent.
A new aspect of the Saudi TCKs’ re-entry experiences was also highlighted by this
study. The mother-participants reported six individual variables that reinforced their
children’s re-entry adaptation experiences. These variables included personal characteristics
(i.e. age, gender, personality traits, previous experiences in home country schools, and
Arabic language proficiency) and situational (i.e. international school, friendship, and shared
cross-cultural experiences). Interestingly, gender differences pertaining to adaptation were
found among the Saudi TCKs in this study, as will be highlighted in more detail in the
discussion chapter.
Although this study moves beyond the limitations of the previous studies by
considering the Saudi TCKs’ gender, region, socioeconomic status, and the type of school
they attend, the findings reflect predominantly the experiences of Saudi TCKs who are in
their late childhood and early adolescence. As such, further research is recommended to
explore the re-entry adaptation experiences of middle and late adolescent Saudi TCKs and
the impact those experiences have on their future decisions. One reason for this
recommendation is that in the current study, mothers with children of different age groups
occasionally included the experiences of their adolescent children in their responses, which
hinted at differences between their adaptation experiences and Saudi TCKs of a younger age.
This study also suggests that comparison studies could be conducted to explore gender, age,
and culture differences in Saudi TCKs’ re-entry adaptation experiences. The interplay
between culture, gender, and age that such comparison studies could explore will likely
generate interesting findings and assist with the development of relevant theory.
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Chapter 8 General Discussion
This thesis explored the experiences of Saudi female doctoral students and their
families in the UK, as well as the consequences of those experiences. To achieve this, three
studies were conducted. The first study explored the female students’ experiences in the UK,
revealing several challenges: academic, social and healthcare. The study showed that
challenges of a social nature were the most evident type of challenge, whereas parenting was
the challenge that worried the mother-students the most. To obtain a more thorough
understanding of this underexplored challenge, the second study set out to unravel the issues
surrounding the parenting experiences of Saudi female students. The second study brought
to the fore the participants’ concerns about their children’s psychological and sociocultural
adaptation in the host country, as well as its expected impact on their re-entry adaptation to
the home country. In response to those findings, the third study investigated Saudi children’s
re-entry experiences in Saudi Arabia. In adapting to the home country, the children faced
sociocultural and school-related challenges, with the latter being the most prevailing in their
experiences. The consequences of such experiences impacted on the Saudi TCKs’ mental
health and wellbeing.
These three empirical studies generated rich data containing multi-layered
depictions of the Saudi female students’ experiences, which answer the research questions
relating to the challenges, coping strategies, variables associated with successful adaptation,
and the impact of the experiences on the students and their family companions. The
theoretical framework underlying this thesis is based on Ward et al.’s (2001) acculturation
process model and incorporates Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to explain key features at the
societal level, as well as Ungar’s resilience model to explain the sources of support that
underlie responses to cross-cultural transitions and adaptation outcomes. The following
sections discuss these topics drawing on the literature and theory to support a more
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comprehensive view of the participants’ experiences. Subsequent sections discuss the
thesis’s contributions and its practical implications, appraise the limitations of the research,
and offer some issues and themes that could be of particular relevance and interest to future
endeavours. A general conclusion is presented in the final section of this chapter.
8.1 Challenges and Impacts
8.1.1 Saudi Female International Students
As discussed in the literature review, international students face many challenges
adapting to the host country, and these challenges can create barriers to their adaptation.
Challenges were considered relevant to the cross-cultural transition phase as well as the
stress and skills deficit features of Ward et al.’s (2001) Acculturation Process Model. They
were found to be influenced by both social level (e.g. cultural norms, cultural values) and
individual level variables (e.g. marital status, parenting status, children’s ages, length of time
spent in UK), and they may be equally relevant to the transition involved in readapting to
Saudi Arabia.
During their stay in the UK, the participants’ challenges revolved around social,
educational, and healthcare difficulties (study 1), as well as children’s upbringing and role
conflicts (study 2). Social challenges were frequently mentioned, affecting them both on the
professional and personal levels. These challenges from studies 1 and 2 combined included
work–life balance, childcare and children’s upbringing, traditional gender roles, role
conflicts, cultural norms, social comparison, both wife and husband studying, social
pressure, and prejudice. Collectively, they intensified the need to manage (the often
discordant) work and personal life responsibilities. This supports previous research findings
that Saudi female students in the USA faced work–life balance problems (Alhajjuj, 2016;
Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016; Macias, 2016).
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Work–life balance problems became more salient if the participant was
accompanied by her husband and children. This type of challenge becomes more or less
severe depending on the number of children and their ages, the presence of instrumental
support whether from husband or house helper. Such a challenge was not experienced if the
participant was single and accompanied by her mother or lived alone. The findings suggest
that non-married, non-mothers encountered fewer challenges than mothers with companion
children. Non-mother students bore fewer responsibilities and had fewer concerns about
themselves and their family members (i.e. companion siblings or other relatives), while the
opposite was true for student-mothers.
The ages of their children determined the participants’ parenting challenges. The
findings suggest that the participants who have children of pre-school age faced more
financial difficulties, while the participants whose children were of school age faced more
concerns about preserving their children’s identity. The participants found that the presence
of a housekeeper and their husband’s instrumental support, in particular, were the main
forms of support relied upon. The extent to which social support is available is a variable
that other studies have shown to influence international students (Smith & Khawaja, 2011).
Parenting and the relationship with their spouse were reported by participants to
have had a negative influence on their academic progress. They considered that parenting
and looking after their children’s needs, especially when they were young, limited their
academic participation and left them with little time and energy to engage with their studies.
This can be explained through understanding the collectivist nature of the Saudi society (a
societal level variable in Ward et al.’s Acculturation Process Model), whereby fulfilling
family responsibilities (e.g. parenting, childcare, preserving a healthy marital relationship)
for Saudi female students is highly important, and takes more priority over their personal
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achievements (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014). Although no direct findings from previous research on
Saudi female students’ experiences were found that support these results, Razek and Coyner
(2013) asserted that the collectivist mindset dominates and affects the Saudi students’
academic progress. This emphasises the extent to which Saudi female students are influenced
by their culture. The influence of culture was also present in the challenges that these women
faced, such as the work–life balance issue. In fact, work–life balance issues are not limited
to Saudi female students but extend to female doctoral students more generally (Schmidt, &
Umans, 2014; Haynes et al., 2012; Juniper et al., 2012; Ledin et al., 2007; West et al, 2011).
However, some aspects of Saudi culture, such as the traditional gender roles, make the worklife balance experiences of the Saudi female students particularly acute.
Traditional gender roles illustrate the influence of specific societal level cultural
variables on the participants’ experiences. Traditional gender roles prioritise the female
student’s role at home as a wife or mother by emphasising her domestic responsibilities
which are based on standards that are customary in her home country. For the students in
this study, this raised challenges while they were in the UK. While tasks such as meal
preparations, housekeeping, and parenting are traditionally assigned to Saudi females, they
are usually supported by housekeepers and other female family members in Saudi Arabia.
The absence of reliable support in the UK created childcare challenges. Although Saudi and
non-Saudi PhD student-mothers may face similar challenges (Gardner, 2009; Haynes et al.,
2012; Juniper et al., 2012; Macias, 2016; Mason et al., 2007; Sessana, 2012; West et al.,
2011), Saudi societal norms render challenges related to childcare critical for female
students. As societal variables, social and cultural factors related to the individual’s society
of origin have an evident influence on the acculturation process (Ward, et al., 2001).
According to the norms of Saudi society, having a large family with many children is
desirable, which puts Saudi females under pressure to have a growing family while they are
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studying. Having babies while studying increased the participants’ responsibilities and
added to their multifaceted role, creating further demands that competed with the time and
energy dedicated for their studies.
The importance of family for the participants can be seen in the experience of
acculturative stress and loneliness experienced by some participants when being apart from
their families. In some cases, this affected their wellbeing, and in extreme cases drove some
students to interrupt their studies. This is further supported by findings in the literature that
show that Saudi female students in the USA struggled with emotional difficulties and
homesickness after being apart from their families (Al-Remaih, 2016; Davis, 2016; LefdahlDavis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016). These findings can also be closely linked
to societal variables that relate to the nature of the collectivist culture, where family is the
primary source of support (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
Social pressure extends beyond the family unit and touches on the Saudi female
student’s academic performance. This study found that the Saudi female students are under
pressure to perform well academically. This owes to the fact that these women, as a distinct
group of students, were sent to study abroad as a result of their academic progress; therefore,
they tended to be under more pressure to maintain their achievements and were further
challenged by the need to strike a balance between their work and family life commitments.
In a collectivist society, such as that of Saudi Arabia, shame and failure to fulfil expectations,
as well as honour and success, move beyond the individual and extend to their inner social
groups (i.e. family). This intensifies the pressure those students have to struggle with,
especially given the importance of reputation for Saudi females in contrast to their fellow
male students, who put religion before reputation (Al-Ruwaitea, 2008). Therefore, it is
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expected that as a result of societal variables that Saudi female students may feel more
pressure than their male counterparts.
Another layer to the challenges that the participants experienced in the social sphere
involved comparing their own performance to that of home doctoral students. This is because
these women as described above are high-achieving academics and have shown superior
academic abilities in their home country (compared to their native counterparts). The
participants in the host country found themselves in a new situation; thus, they tried to
evaluate their academic ability in the new culture; as they did so, they compared themselves
with other students. However, the result of such comparison often contradicted what they
know about themselves, which impacted on their academic self-concept. Yet, moving to the
UK meant that their reference group for social comparison changed. Whereas, compared to
their home country counterparts, they may have had superior academic abilities, and
compared to their counterparts in the host country, they may no longer have this advantage.
Personal safety presented another social challenge for the participants, which was
related to their feelings of insecurity. Interestingly, such challenges were eased by the
presence of a co-national as a result of a shared expectation that fellow nationals would lend
a hand in adverse situations, as is the case in the home country. In Saudi Arabia, a passer-by
could stand up for, and come to the aid of, a female wherever she is and under any
circumstances. Missing such norms made Saudi female doctoral students feel that they were
more vulnerable. This finding can be explained through the lens of collectivism (related to
societal variables in the Acculturation Process Model), whereby members of the collectivist
society are culturally expected to receive solidarity from other members of the group (AlRuwaitea, 2014). Missing such treatment in an individualist society such as the UK made
them feel vulnerable.
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Within the academic environment, female students contended with language
barriers that undermined their otherwise diligent attitude towards their studies and slowed
down their academic adaptation. The Acculturation Process Model identifies the language
of the host country as one of the variables that influence intercultural adaptation experiences
(Zhou, et al., 2008). However, English language proficiency, in particular, presents a serious
academic challenge for Saudi female students (Alhajjuj, 2016; Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018;
Bar, 2017; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Macias, 2016; Young & Clark,
2017). While this could be true for other international students, the mode of life of Saudi
female doctoral students (e.g. friendships with co-nationals, fulfilling family duties), tends
to create a divide between their family life and their independent study, isolating them from
the new culture and limiting their involvement in opportunities to improve their English
language.
A consequence of the lack of English language skills for the female students was
increased communication challenges revolving around difficulties in communicating
thoughts and ideas, understanding varieties of English, grasping nuanced expressions, and
the contexts of conversations. Together these difficulties are perceived as barriers that hinder
the students’ academic progress, even though they are considered high achieving and
academically capable. This is supported by Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern’s (2015)
study in which Saudi female students in the USA were found to face difficulties with the
English language and communication. Razek and Coyner (2013) observed that Saudi
students are not lacking subject knowledge as much as they are lacking communicative
skills. Alhajjuj (2016) also pointed out that this group of students considered their English
language skills were especially challenged when articulating their thoughts in speaking and
writing. Also, participants felt negative emotions in relation to their academic environment,
particularly fear of making language mistakes. This is supported by Davis (2016) who found
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that Saudi female students in the USA felt uncomfortable speaking publicly, which triggered
other psychological challenges. This discomfort and reluctance to participate was due to
English language barriers. However, other overlapping factors can be at play, including
personality and previous experiences of being reprimanded or laughed at for making
language mistakes, which makes it difficult to associate this problem with their language
ability only.
The differences between host and home countries in the content of the curricula
taught was considered by some of the participants as an educational challenge. This was the
case, particularly, for Saudi female students undertaking science degrees. Similarly, research
skills presented an additional layer of academic challenges for the students. This is in
accordance with the findings from literature that shows that Saudi female students face
academic challenges related to adapting to different educational demands (Alqudayri &
Gounko, 2018; Macias, 2016) and differences in academic backgrounds (Bar, 2017).
Given that much of the doctoral journey is dependent on the rapport established
between the student and their supervisor(s), it is plausible that the three educational
challenges discussed above (i.e. English language proficiency, differences in academic
background, and insufficient research skills) combine to present a further challenge: studentsupervisor relationship. Saudi female students and their supervisors could possibly assume
that students possess an adequate level of English language, a satisfactory academic
background, and sufficient research skills to meet the standards of PhD study. However,
shortly after embarking on their degree, both students and their supervisors may realise that
what they have is insufficient. The situation becomes more complicated because of the added
cultural differences (between Saudi Arabia as a collectivist culture and the UK as an
individualist culture) regarding the perceived roles of the student and the supervisor. The
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degree of difference between the host and home culture (cultural distance) can affect the
adaptation of international students and highlight the difficulties that they are likely to face
(Heyn, 2013; Zhou et al., 2008). A collectivist culture reflects the mindset of the Saudi
students who define a good supervisor as a guide who instructs students, giving them clear
directions and guidance while dictating precisely what they need to do (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
By contrast, in an individualist culture, the expectation is that the doctoral student is fully
responsible for their work, while the supervisor is seen to be more of a facilitator in the
learning process, involving peers, sparking conversations, and promoting the independence
of the students (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014; Bakir, et al., 2015; Razek & Coyner, 2013). Such a
mismatch in expectations as a result of cultural differences does not only occur by the
students, but also by the academic tutors (Sato & Hodge, 2009). This could also reflect the
supervisors’ misperception of the students. As a sign of a lack of awareness about cultural
differences, the supervisors in Razek and Coyner's (2013) study assumed that Saudi students
were unable to make their own choices, and found that very interesting, as it conflicts with
the expectations placed on someone at a postgraduate level. This can be understood as a sign
of high-power distance between the students and their supervisors (Al-Ruwaitea, 2014).
This challenge highlights the importance of fostering and encouraging mutual
understanding between both international students and their academic tutors, based on an
awareness of each other’s behaviours within their cultural contexts. The nature and degree
to which such understanding is practiced will in turn slow down or speed up the adaptation
process. The academic environment also gives rise to psychological impacts experienced by
the participants, showing the interrelationships between challenges. The accumulation of
language barriers and mismatched expectations accompanied by a sense of loss are likely to
make them feel anxious during their academic journey, while failing to articulate their
anxieties to their supervisors.
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Another educational challenge involved uncooperative behaviour exhibited by
members of the female students’ research groups who expressed their unwillingness to share
information with them, either directly or indirectly. Although the participants questioned the
reason behind this behaviour, they asserted that such behaviour stands as a barrier to their
research progress. It also impacts them psychologically as they develop feelings of rejection
and isolation. This challenge appeared more in the accounts of students in research
specialties, which typically required them to work within research groups rather than
individually (e.g. computer science and physics).
Some challenges that took place in the social context had a psychological impact
on the participants. For example, social comparison, as discussed above, led the female
students to uncertainty and questioning their own academic efficacy. Having uncertainty
about their academic capabilities could undermine the female students’ progress, as
academic self-efficacy has been found to positively correlate with academic progress (de
Fátima Goulão, 2014). Also, the Saudi female students who commented on their personal
safety expressed worries about their own safety because of perceived prejudice. This is in
agreement with Al-Remaih (2016) and Aldhahri’s (2019) studies in which participants
related concerns about their self-safety to fear of discrimination. Other studies (e.g. Davis,
2016; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015) also reported that participants had
concerns about discriminatory behaviour. The murder of a Saudi female doctoral student had
raised fears in the students as they were afraid of facing the same fate because of their dress
code, which compelled some of them to change their dress styles to make their national and
religious identity less visible.
Female participants faced healthcare challenges that relate to the quality of the
healthcare services and medical expertise, as well as the provision of relevant medications.
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They indicated that persistent inconveniences, such as waiting times for treatment, which
could stretch for months while the student’s health was deteriorating, were a prominent
difficulty associated with this challenge. In addition, medical care often consisted of calming
symptoms rather than curing disease. The participants further raised their concerns about the
absence of qualified and expert general practitioners, when compared with the medical
experts in the same position in their home country. Lack of knowledge about life/services in
the host country as an individual variable made Saudi female students expect healthcare
provision in the UK to be outstanding, considering that it is a developed country. This led to
a mismatch between reality and their expectations, resulting in healthcare challenges.
Based on the foregoing discussion, it is evident that most of the challenges (i.e.
academic and social) that the women faced in study 1 were related to their academic
progress. For instance, social pressure and peers’ uncooperative behaviour were identified
as social and academic challenges, respectively, as a result of their consequences on the
participants’ academic progress. This showed the importance that the women attributed to
their academic achievement.
Considering the results from student-mothers specifically, five additional
challenges were encountered when compared to non-mothers. These were cultural conflict,
increased responsibility, roles conflict, financial difficulties, and lack of social support.
These findings align with the literature that found that Saudi females faced financial
challenges and experienced increased responsibility and reduced social support (Al-Remaih,
2016; Bar, 2017; Hakami, 2012; Young & Clark, 2017). Also, the student-mothers in this
study were worried about their children’s national linguistics and religious identities as a
result of the perceived clash between home and school values, practices, and religious
beliefs. Both Alhajjuj’s (2017) and Qutub's (2016) studies found that Saudi mothers were
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concerned about their children's ethnic identity being jeopardised and their future return to
their homeland. Other studies report similar concerns as expressed by non-student Saudi
mother-companions (e.g. Yaghi, 2019) and mother-companions of other nationalities (e.g.
Myers-Walls et al., 2011).
Considering children and their mothers in both the host and home countries, the
combined individual variables of child’s age and the length of time spent in the host country
influenced the mothers and their children’s adaptation and re-entry adaptation experiences.
Children who were born in the UK host country and spent their preschool years in the host
country, as well as children who came to the host country after having already became fluent
in Arabic, faced fewer re-entry challenges. Moreover, the mothers of these children
expressed fewer complaints about their children’s identities. The children who came to the
UK at school age and had no experience in Saudi schools, assimilated in the host country,
and later encountered re-entry challenges; the mothers of these children shared worries about
their children’s identities. As a consequence of the participants and their families’ adaptation
experiences, extra challenges related to parenting commitments were encountered by the
mother-participants who expressed concerns about their children’s religious, cultural, and
linguistic identity. Such consequences, in turn, may have impacted on the school children’s
re-entry adaptation experiences to their home country.
8.1.2 TCKs and Their Mothers
On returning to their home country, Saudi mothers’ worries about their children’s
re-entry adaptation (see Chapter 6) became a reality (see Chapter 7). The mothers were
challenged by their children’s re-entry adaptation experiences, which were characterised by
school, sociocultural, and psychological difficulties. Indeed, the children’s school adaptation
emerged as one of the more serious challenges that they faced as they were readjusting to
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the home country. These challenges centred around adjusting to school life and navigating
the school culture, and related to the Arabic language, the physical environment of school,
discomfort, teachers’ behaviour, and their peers’ negative behaviour. Arabic language
barrier was the most serious challenge faced by those children. This barrier was evident
when conducting the interviews as only one child out of thirty children showed a mastery of
the Arabic language. Some of these challenges were also found by Curro (2017), who
reported that Saudi TCK boys face academic challenges and are exposed to bullying in
school.
School has further been identified as influential in TCKs’ adaptation and their
attitudes towards both host and home culture. TCKs receive education in an alternative
culture to their own. The transition process places a considerable emotional stress on them,
leaving them susceptible to impaired psychosocial development that, in turn, affects their
academic performance. Therefore, understanding the experiences and challenges of Saudi
TCK students places a demand on schools to provide them with a welcoming and supportive
learning environment to mitigate the impact transition could have on them. This can greatly
improve the learning experience of TCKs and their academic engagement (Hamilton, 2013;
Limberg & Lambie, 2011).
Psychological challenges were further encountered by the Saudi TCKs. These
challenges took the form of a sense of alienation, which related to a discrepancy between
their preferences and attitudes and those of their peers. Isolation was also identified within
this theme and it refers to a tendency in Saudi TCKs to isolate themselves from others
following repeated failure to meet sociocultural expectations. Such psychological difficulties
encountered by Saudi TCKs emphasised the identity differences between Saudi TCKs and
Saudi school children, who only received schooling in their home country. Previous research
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demonstrated that TCKs’ alienation and isolation are heightened by feelings of being unable
to fit into their ethnic group (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Storti, 2001; Useem & Cottrell,
1993).
Sociocultural challenges present yet another set of challenges that Saudi TCKs
experience in their home country. The children in this study moved to the host culture at a
very young age, which helped them absorb the norms of the host culture and created a gap
in their competence and knowledge about the norms of their home country. Practising the
host culture norms in the home country draws the attention of others who find the children’s
behaviour peculiar, which leaves them curious or causes them to ridicule the children.
Similarly, literature on TCKs reports sociocultural predicaments as a result of deficient
knowledge about the home country’s cultural values and way(s) of living (e.g. Pollock &
Van Reken, 2009).
8.2 Coping Strategies
Saudi female doctoral students adopted a number of coping strategies that served
as a mechanism for adapting to the new environment. These strategies highlighted the
individual and societal variables that shaped the participants’ resilience and contributed to
their psychological and sociocultural adaptation (discussed in more detail in Section 8.5).
The majority of the coping strategies developed were associated with social challenges. This
is due to the multiplicity of sources that gave rise to the social challenges that the Saudi
female students faced while studying in the UK.
The participants often modified their cultural habits to face the social challenges.
They changed their Saudi social patterns of caring for their families. They also abandoned,
temporarily, some of their cultural dietary habits in order to maintain a manageable lifestyle.
Getting practical help from the extended family, and housekeeping were reported by this
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study and confirmed in the studies by Alhajjuj (2016) and Bar (2017). Seeking support from
a spouse and/or babysitters was often cited by the students. This indicates that Saudi female
students have a strong desire to strike a balance between the demands of life in the new
environment and to maintain a similar level of care that they used to provide to their families
in their home country. However, it also suggests the extent to which the students miss family
and social support.
Missing support coupled with the demands of their studies made some students
delay pregnancy or parenthood. However, they fell into the trap of mental and social
pressure. Considering that the ages of the female students in this study range between 31–
35 years, the risk of a decline in fertility is seen as a possible issue that they struggle with,
which leaves them under mental stress. Also, delaying having children (also reported in
Alhajjuj, 2016), in some cases, generated other challenges and led to conflicts with husbands,
which threatened the marital relationship. Such situations put some participants at a greater
disadvantage during their doctoral study journey, as they come to bear physical (e.g.
pregnancy) and financial (e.g. nursery fees, nanny and housekeeping hiring) burdens in order
to maintain their family unit and to live up to cultural expectations. The female students
sought social support to cope with the challenges they faced, limited their social activities,
and prioritised urgent tasks in order to balance their roles. These strategies were also found
to be commonly used by Saudi female students in other studies (e.g, Alhajjuj, 2016; Arafeh,
2017; Bar, 2017). In addition to developing time management strategies, the Saudi female
students developed academic coping strategies, such as accessing student counselling
services at university, attending additional courses, recording meetings with supervisors,
translating into their own language, explaining by means of drawing, practising listening,
private tutoring, self-teaching, requesting help from tutors or students, reading more, and
multiplying efforts and time spent on their studies. Some of these strategies were developed
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to tackle difficulties with the English language. Other strategies were employed to address
the students’ insufficient academic backgrounds. They resorted to the different techniques
at their disposal in order to progress academically and overcome the challenges. The female
students used a number of techniques to tackle the academic challenges, which represent the
highest number of techniques when compared to the number employed for other coping
strategies. This may reflect the academic persistence and the strong desire to succeed in these
students. These techniques indicated the participants’ sociocultural adaptation.
For comfort and assistance with their psychological distress in facing academic and
social difficulties, the participants developed several coping strategies which were shown as
evidence of their psychological adaptation. The female students tended to rely on religion as
their main strategy. They depended on religion for relief, specifically, relying on God,
acceptance of fate, and destiny, as well as patience and practicing rites that made them feel
peaceful. Also, they sought counselling and/or moral support through short visits to their
families in Saudi Arabia.
To cope with the challenges that ensued due to personal safety challenges, the
participants adopted several techniques, including avoiding shortcuts and congested
gatherings as well as being outside late in the day. Although all the participants kept their
head coverings, they changed the colour and styling as a response to the requirements of the
new environment, which is a sign of their sociocultural adaptation. The participants’ choice
to adjust their dress styles to fit into the new culture takes into account their desire to
maintain their religious principles. Another example of sociocultural adaptation appeared
through the participants’ responses to healthcare challenges by bringing their own
medications and/or relying on traditional health remedies for them and their family members.
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Mother-participants, in particular, developed extra coping strategies to cope with
parenting challenges. The majority of the coping strategies adopted were associated with
culture conflicts to preserve their children’s home country language, culture, and religion.
They enrolled their children in Arabic schools, spoke Arabic exclusively at home, hired
private tutors, spent time on improving their children’s Arabic language, and engaged them
in the ‘Saudi club’ and social gatherings. Saudi mothers in Qutub’s (2016) and Alhajjuj's
(2016) study reported similar methods to preserve their children’s identities. Interestingly,
the findings in the present study suggest that the need to understand and speak Arabic
extends beyond maintaining the home language and easing communication with members
of the home country; it is crucial for understanding and practising their religion. Also, the
mothers in our study made efforts to keep the values of their home country and religion
within the family. Hence, the participants adapted their roles and limited their social
activities to devote more time to their children, teaching them about their home country’s
values and norms. They reduced their responsibilities and their role conflict and
compensated for the absence of extended family support by hiring housekeepers and
babysitters or enrolling their children in nurseries if they were financially able.
This study suggests that some coping strategies developed to face certain challenges
could give rise to new challenges. The best example of this is the additional financial
pressure that followed from hiring housekeepers and/or using the help of babysitters as
coping strategies. Also, the majority of the coping strategies that the mother-participants
adopted were behavioural responses (see Ward et al.’s model), social in nature, related to
preserving their children’s identities (in the host country) and to school (in the home
country). This reflects the importance of overcoming these challenges for the participants.
Additionally, the multiplicity of coping strategies developed for one challenge indicates the
multiple sources of that challenge.
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When returning to the home country, the mothers developed several coping
strategies to assist their children in overcoming the re-entry challenges. The most considered
of these strategies took the form of looking for schools with a familiar learning environment
similar to that which the children were used to in the host country, most preferably
international schools in which English is used as the main language of instruction and
communication. The risk of enrolling their children in this type of school, on top of being a
costly option, is that it could further limit the development of Arabic language and
sociocultural skills. As this type of school is a costly alternative, the mothers sought other
alternatives for their children, such as private schools, which, although they use English less
often and provide a lower quality of education than international schools, offer more
flexibility in assessment. Those mothers who enrolled their children in state-run schools
sought support from the headteachers and teaching staff of those schools. Despite their
personal efforts, the mothers would return empty-handed as the schools’ policies are not
equipped to support TCK newcomers and non-Arabic speaking children more generally.
These children are not only at risk of falling behind in their learning, but also being placed
in a grade that is well below their academic level based on their Arabic language skills; some
would also have to retake a year. This may also be a problem for international and private
schools. However, the aforementioned characteristics (i.e. less use of Arabic in teaching and
communication) make them a preferable option for these families. Because of difficulties
with schools, some mothers made the choice of returning to the host country as students to
distance themselves and their children from the challenges that come with trying to adapt in
an unfamiliar school environment. Although these strategies are not discussed in the
literature, TCKs are shown to attribute successful re-entry to family support (Yoshida et al.,
2002).
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8.3 Variables Associated with Successful Adaptation
Several individual and societal variables were associated with the female students’
successful adaptation. Ease of mobility, educational services in schools and universities,
religious freedom, nature of PhD programmes, low power distance, individual freedom and
distance between home and host countries, previous host culture experiences, English
language proficiency, social support, and health insurance.
Saudi female students had positive perspectives on some aspects of the host country
culture, such as religious freedom, that evidently influenced the women’s choice of where
to study and later contributed to their adaptation. The importance of this variable lay in the
ability of the participants to act freely according to their religious beliefs, which included
observing rites and practices, having access to religious services, and the availability of halal
food.
Likewise, individual freedom allowed the participants to adhere to their beliefs and
values in an environment that seemingly holds a different value system. The fact that the
participants were practising their religion away from their cultural context increased their
convictions and made them realise aspects of their practice that were rooted in religion rather
than culture. In addition, low-power distance in the UK appealed to the Saudi female
students and made them form a positive perception of the academic environment in the host
country. This perception owes to the fact that low-power distance (equality) is deep-rooted
in the Saudi female students’ religious principles.
The distance between the UK and Saudi Arabia is another positive variable
associated with female doctoral students’ adaptation. Such relative geographical proximity
between the two countries helps Saudi students and their families to quickly reach each
other’s support. This aligns with the importance of social support from the home country,
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which is considered by Saudi female students as another positive variable that contributes to
their adaptation.
The extended family support that the female students received played an important
role in their adaptation. A similar finding is reported in Alhajjuj (2016) and Bar’s (2017)
studies and is also supported by Almotery (2014). The female students in this study consider
their friends and supervisors as another source of social support, whether on a daily basis or
in specific circumstances, such as illness, academic or even social pressure. These
individuals also seem to compensate for the absence of the extended family.
The school services that helped the Saudi female students’ children achieve smooth
adaptation in school and life in the host country, as well as the quality and availability of
education services within universities, reinforced their adaptation in the host country. Similar
findings were reported by Qutub (2016) who found that Saudi female students appreciate the
role of schools in their children’s adaptation in the USA. This shows that the mothers
considered their children’s adaptation as a critical part of their adaptation. Participants also
agreed that public transport services and driving in the UK contributed to their ease of
mobility. They appreciated the independence that came with this, which was not the case in
the home country (at the time of conducting this study), as most people owned private cars
and women relied on their male family members and/or private drivers when they needed to
go out. This finding is as stated by previous studies, which confirm that Saudi female
students in the USA appreciated the ease of mobility (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern,
2015).
Being supported by the Saudi Arabian Cultural Bureau in the UK, in terms of health
insurance, was important for the students’ adaptation. This can be understood in relation to
the challenges that the female students experienced with the local healthcare services, which
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makes having health insurance an adequate solution to tackle this particular challenge. Saudi
students in other studies considered the support provided by the Saudi Arabian Cultural
Bureau as one of the primary causes of their academic success (Almotery, 2014).
The Saudi female students who had previously stayed in the host country or other
western countries encountered fewer challenges. The same was true for those who were
competent in English. With regard to the Acculturation Process Model, these personal
variables influence intercultural adaptation experiences. Similarly, Bar (2017) and Arafeh
(2017) found that Saudi female students reported that proficiency in the English language
helped them adapt to the USA, while Bar (2017) added that previous experiences in western
countries and background knowledge about the host country facilitated the female
international students’ adaptation.
Saudi children's re-entry adaptation to the home country was influenced primarily
by friendship, shared cross-culture experiences, Arabic language proficiency, previous
experiences of attending Saudi schools, gender, age, personality traits, and type of school.
The children’s Arabic language proficiency and friendships, especially with those who had
similar cross-culture experiences to them, eased their re-entry adaptation. Friendships with
home country friends on a regular basis online and on return to the home country during the
holidays, helped the children adapt to the home country. The quality and quantity of
friendships they were able to maintain enabled them to use Arabic language as the only
means of communicating with their home country friends and expand their Arabic
vocabulary. The content of their communication involved ideas and responses to daily
situations, which in turn improved their sociocultural skills. Some Saudi TCKs who made
friendships with other children who had similar experiences to them were able to adapt
better. In the same way, having home country friends or relatives with cross-culture
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experiences facilitated the adaptation of Saudi TCKs. Similarities between these children in
their cross-culture experiences created a shared third identity that reduced the feeling of
alienation that they experienced when with their home country peers and satisfied their need
to belong.
Saudi TCKs who started schooling in the home country faced fewer re-entry
challenges compared to Saudi TCKs who never attended school in the home country. Curro
(2017) also reported that Saudi TCK boys who faced the least re-entry difficulties were those
who went to school in the home country. Our study found that Saudi TCKs’ previous
experiences in the home country allowed them to acquire Arabic language and sociocultural
skills as a result of the regular interactions required by the learning and socialisation
processes. Similar impacts (i.e. improved Arabic language and sociocultural skills) extended
to the children’s younger siblings who had no experience with schools in the home country
but interacted with siblings who had previous experiences in home country schools. In cases
where none of the siblings had any previous experiences, the youngest TCKs encountered
fewer re-entry adaptation difficulties. A possible explanation of this is that younger Saudi
TCKs possess higher cultural learning capacity and adjustment skills. A similar observation
is found in Bikos (2009), who showed that younger TCKs tend to face fewer adjustment
challenges when compared to adolescents (Bikos, 2009). The Saudi mothers in the USA
reported that their younger children faced less difficulties in the USA compared to their older
ones (Qutub, 2016).
The children’s adaptation was also influenced by gender, personality traits,
previous home country experiences, and situational characteristics, such as type of school.
Saudi mothers reported more problems for their sons compared to their daughters. This study
suggests that this is due to a cultural difference in gender expectations – described as the
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typical and expected behaviour from females and males within a culture – between boys in
Saudi Arabia and the UK, which presents a challenge for the returnee boys in relation to
their counterparts inside and outside school. However, Saudi TCK girls in this study did not
encounter such challenges given that they did not have to adjust their behaviours much when
they moved from the host culture into the home culture. The opposite is true for Saudi TCK
boys, and this presents three challenges for them. Firstly, there is a wide gap between their
behaviours and that of their peers, as well as the social expectations placed on them in the
home country. Secondly, the behaviours of their peers render them more vulnerable when
interacting with them. Thirdly, they may be subject to ridicule, as it is considered socially
reprehensible for boys to display weakness. This was evident in studies that highlighted
Saudi returnee boys’ experiences of bullying in schools (e.g. Curro, 2017).
In addition, the mothers also noted that their children’s personality traits shaped
their re-entry adaptation experiences. The children with an outgoing and sociable personality
adapted more easily than others. Having a sociable personality facilitated interactions with
others which, in turn, helped the child participants learn the language and social skills they
needed to adapt to the new environment.
Saudi mothers who transferred their children between different types of schools
noted that their children had the easiest time in international schools. This can be due to
similarities between international schools in home and host country schools in terms of
curriculum, teaching style, and the language in use. Thanks to international schools having
a student body of children with cross-culture backgrounds, TCKs enjoyed a smoother
adaptation in the home country.
This study found that mothers whose children previously studied in the home
country had fewer worries about their children’s religious, cultural, and linguistic identity
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compared to mothers who have children with no prior experiences in home country schools.
For the former, this translated into fewer concerns about the re-entry adaptation of their
children. Such findings showed that maintaining the Saudi female international students’
children's religious, linguistic, and national identities could reduce the mothers’ concerns
and the challenges that they and their children face in host and home countries. This could
make for a smooth transition for the children and their mothers.
8.4 The Consequences of the Saudi Female and their Families’ Adaptation
Experiences
The Saudi female students’ perspectives on the consequences of the adaptation
experiences in the UK on them and their family companions portray both the challenges and
their resilience. The Saudi female students and their families’ experiences left several
positive and negative consequences on them and their companions. This study suggests that
the negative consequences were developed from the challenges that coping strategies were
not effective enough to counter (e.g. a lack of sociocultural skills despite frequent gathering
with co-national counterparts). This was also the case when elements of the host culture that
conflict with the participants’ religion were adopted. However, the positive consequences
developed when the strategies adopted by the participants to cope with the challenges led
indirectly to other positive consequences (e.g. devoting time to teach their children about
their religion, closer parent–child relationship). This was also the case when elements of the
host culture that aligned or did not conflict with the participants’ religion were adopted.
The number of consequences identified by the findings shows that the child
companions had the greatest share of these consequences compared to their parents, followed
by the mothers, then the fathers, who were the least influenced. Overall, the experiences
resulted in ten consequences for the children, five of which were negative; six consequences
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followed for the mothers, two of which were negative. Adaptation for the fathers (as reported
by the mothers), however, resulted in only one negative consequence, compared to three
positive ones. Although some consequences were relevant to both the parents and their
children, others affected the participants, their husbands, or their children more specifically.
To illustrate, three negative consequences applied to the children to the exclusion of their
parents, whereas both mothers and fathers were affected by one additional impact: negative
for the former and positive for the latter.
Female students noted negative consequences on practising their religion; they
described it as the important impact on them and their children. Despite the participants
pointing out that such consequences extended to the whole family, the nature of and the
reasons behind such consequences were different for every family member. Though the
whole family maintained their essential religious practices, the female students regretted
having to miss some of the other practices that they were used to before coming to the host
country. The impact on their older children, however, was apparent in the form of the
irregular practise of their religion, compared to their peers of the same age in the home
country. The impact on the father took the form of practising congregational prayer less
regularly than in the home country, due to places of worship being located in distant areas.
In addition, the mothers noted three extra negative impacts on their children,
including weakened Arabic language and sociocultural skills and the adoption of parts of the
host culture that, at times, stood at odds with their native culture. These impacts can be
understood in relation to a lack of quality and quantity of communication with co-nationals.
The opposite is true, as regular communication with host country members, alongside a lack
of experience and knowledge about their home culture, enabled the children to readily absorb
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the host country culture without filtering out those aspects that are at variance with their
home culture.
On the other hand, the participants identified four positive impacts of the adaptation
experiences that they shared with their children. These impacts reflected on their personal
strengths, skill development, opportunities to form intercultural relationships, and stronger
religious conviction. The experiences in the host country increased the participants’ and their
children’s confidence, independence, achievement of goals, and decision-making.
Moreover, they noted an improvement in their English language and their housekeeping
skills. Qutub (2016) reported that Saudi female mothers regarded personal development and
English proficiency as privileges of their children’s experiences. Thanks to the female
students’ efforts in facing the challenges, they and their children acquired new skills (e.g.
multitasking) that impacted their perspectives about their own and their children’s
personalities (e.g. confidence). Those efforts also revealed to them aspects of their
personalities (e.g. being organised) that they had not known earlier. Arafeh (2017), LefdahlDavis & Perrone-McGovern (2015) and Macias (2016) reported similar positive impacts on
the female students’ personal development, while Qutub (2016) described such impacts for
the Saudi children. This study, however, added to the literature by reporting both positive
and negative consequences.
Furthermore, this study illustrated that the adaptation experiences had positive
consequences on the relationship between parents and children and their appreciation of the
blessings they have. The participants noted that they and their husbands became closer with
their children. Also, the female students became appreciative of aspects such as closeness
with their husbands, the support of the extended family, money, and time management. The
adaptation experiences had a particular consequence on the husbands’ level of participation
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in household and family tasks. The participants observed that their husbands engaged more
in the upbringing of their children and sharing in the duties of childcare and housework.
These examples could be seen as evidence of adopting some elements of the more
individualist cultural values of the host country. However, for some, the consequences
served to enhance their cultural and spiritual identity rather than reduce it and introduced
changes in their own attitudes and values.
The impacts discussed in this section were the consequences of the Saudi TCKs’
re-entry experiences from their and their mothers’ perspectives. Saudi mothers and their
children recognised the negative and positive impacts of their experiences in the home
country. The findings of this study demonstrate that Saudi returnee children had similar
characteristics and experiences to TCKs, which confirms that these children had developed
a third identity. Also, Saudi TCKs reported negative impacts on their emotions (e.g. fear)
and personality (e.g, self-esteem, confidence). The mothers centred their narratives on the
more serious psychological challenges (recognised as requiring psychological intervention,
for example, depression). The negative impacts extended to the Saudi TCKs’ cultural
identity, which was marked by a sense of confusion about the nature and extent of their
belongingness to their cultural group. These findings match with TCK characteristics
examined in previous studies (e.g. Cottrell, 1993; Plamondon, 2008; Useem & Cottrell,
1992). The study additionally identified the negative perspectives the Saudi TCKs had about
their home country. This is in line with Bajamal’s study (2017) which examined the
acculturation experiences of Saudi TCKs studying in a primary school in the USA. Bajamal
raised a concern about the negative attitude Saudi TCKs have towards their home culture
while they are in the host country. Also, the study cautioned that such a negative attitude
may have a negative implication on the quality of their re-entry adaptation and interaction
with others in their school setting. This study also provides evidence of the negative impact
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re-entry experiences have on family relationships. In some cases, Saudi TCKs blamed their
parents for their inability to adapt, which they see as the product of their ‘selfish decision’
to study abroad without considering the consequences that such a decision could have on
their children’s wellbeing. The positive consequences of the re-entry adaptation experiences
on Saudi TCKs in our study were identified by their mothers who observed improvement in
their children’s religious identity, Arabic language skills, and social adeptness.
It was further found that most of the impact was on the mothers and their children,
as the fathers had a more limited exposure and interaction with the new environment. Also,
most of the negative aspects of the adaptation experiences that the mothers mentioned were
those that affected their children. The findings suggest that the consequences of the
children’s adaptation to life in the host country, as observed by the mothers, turned into
challenges faced by the mothers in the host country (i.e. concerns about maintaining their
children's identities and re-entry adaptation) and challenges that Saudi TCKs encountered in
the home country.
8.5 A Closer Look at the Participants’ Experiences: Findings and Theoretical Insights
This section takes a closer look at the Saudi female students’ experiences using the
models applied in this thesis (i.e. acculturation process, culture dimensions, and resilience
models) to lend an explanatory depth and enable a more critical discussion.
As shown in the previous discussion, Ward et al.’s acculturation process model has
helped in understanding the Saudi female students’ cross-cultural transition experiences in
the UK. It also helped in understanding the stress, skills deficits, responses, as well as some
of the situational and individual level variables that influenced their experiences.
Intercultural adaptation was evident in participants and their families’ experiences, in
particular, their psychological and sociocultural adaptation. However, the two aspects of
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adaptation (psychological and sociocultural) overlapped in such a way that features of
psychological adaptation can be detected in the participants’ sociocultural adaptation, and
the opposite is true in terms of the features of sociocultural adaptation. Psychological
adaptation was apparent in the women’s worries about their children's identities, their own
and their children’s re-entry adaptation experiences, returning to the host country, and
sadness and unwillingness to stay permanently in the home country. In addition,
sociocultural adaptation was apparent in the adjustments the participants and their
companions made to their cultural practices: the father’s role, the females’ dressing style
(e.g. head covering), being independent, being able to drive, and maintaining limited
socialisation. Evidence of sociocultural adaptation appeared in the children’s English
language proficiency, sociocultural skills, independence, unreservedness, critical thinking,
tolerance, less regard for courtesy, and less conformity.
Although it is useful to identify the features of psychological and sociocultural
adaptation in the experiences of the participants and their families, highlighting the key
aspects behind this adds value to our understanding of the participants’ cross-cultural
experiences. The participants’ experiences show how religion aided them in reaching
psychological and sociocultural adaptation. Their religious beliefs helped them overcome
the acculturation stress during their doctoral journey. The participants stressed that patience,
trust in God, and belief in predestination were the primary techniques used to ease the impact
of the difficulties they faced. Their religious principles affirmed that patience and faith in
being able to confront life’s difficulties, whatever their sources, and seeking knowledge will
be rewarded in this life and the hereafter. Their religion helped them avoid being trapped in
cultural challenges before they occurred given that its flexible rulings make it adaptable to
different cultural contexts. Flexibility in the laws of their religion eased their worries over
some aspects that seemingly clashed with their practice of religion. Once they arrive in the
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new culture and prior to facing any challenges, the women adapted their hijab in a way that
did not defeat its purpose and in the case of necessity (e.g. danger) the religion permitted
more precautions to be taken (e.g. remove the veil). In addition, the loosening of certain rules
allowed them as travellers to eat non-halal food if halal food was not available, pray
wherever was convenient and clean, outside places of worship, and defer fasting during the
month of Ramadan. In addition, the role of religion was present in the findings of the three
studies. In the first study, religion represented the main source of psychological support and
was the societal variable that helped them adapt in the new culture. In the second study,
maintaining religious identity in their children was a source of concern for the mothers. In
the third study, religion was identified as a positive influence on the re-entry experiences of
the participants.
Ward et al.’s Acculturation Process Model is a well-established model that
incorporates a wide range of relevant features of the cross-culture transition and adaptation
experience. In addition, specific cultural dimensions from Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Model served to focus on aspects of the societal level variables of this model. Characterising
cultural differences using these cultural dimensions contributed the most insights for
interpreting the findings of this research. Understanding the collectivist culture of the
participants shed light on the impact it had on most of the aspects of their experiences. This
dimension accounted for the centrality of the family in the Saudi female students’
experiences highlighting a key characteristic of the societal nature of collectivist culture,
which places the family at the top of an individual’s priorities. This inherent feature of the
collectivist culture continued to be evident in the participants’ experiences, whether in the
host country or after returning to the home country and was consistent across the three
studies conducted. The first study highlighted family factors, including parenting and the
relationship with a spouse, that had an impact on the participants’ academic progress. The
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second study showed that the challenges related to their children’s cultural identity
represented the greatest area of concern for the student-mothers. The mothers’ concerns went
beyond the challenges they were dealing with in the host country to those that the children
would experience upon re-entering the home country. However, family centeredness does
not solely emerge as a key subject of the participants’ concerns or challenges; it is also seen
as a source of support, both emotional and practical. For emotional support, the participants
in the first study, reached out to their extended families in the home country in situations of
distress. In the second study, the support of the extended family was still alive in the
participants’ stories. They sent their children to their families in the home country to ensure
sufficient time for their studies, while being assured that their children were in safe hands.
While in the home country (study 3), family support took a new shape, as the motherparticipants provided support for their children during the re-entry adaptation.
The participants’ culture formed their expectations about life in the host country,
while cultural distance caused a mismatch between those expectations and reality.
Sometimes, such a mismatch prompted the challenges that the participants subsequently
faced. The discrepancy between what they were used to in their collectivist culture and the
individualist culture of the UK made them, at times, feel challenged. Interestingly, coming
from a high power distance culture to a low power distance culture reinforced the
participants’ adaptation in the UK, as they perceived values of the low power distance culture
as consistent with their religion.
Ungar’s (2008) Resilience Model and Ward et al.’s (2001) Acculturation Process
Model were used to understand the participants’ active process of addressing challenges by
managing individual and situational stress. More precisely, the participants adopted several
techniques to assist them and their children in adapting to the host and home countries. The
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‘affect’ response in the Acculturation Process Model suggests that coping strategies emerge
in response to adverse situations. Also, in Ward et al.’s Acculturation Process Model, a
source of support is shown as one example of several individual level situation variables.
However, in the present studies, sources of support play an important role in the adaptation
process for the women and their families. The Resilience Model proposed by Ungar (2008)
provides a deeper understanding of the sources of support that contribute to coping
strategies, particularly in relation to the participants’ culture, community, relationships, and
their individual aspects (Ungar, 2008).
With reference to Ungar (2008) and Study 2, the sources of support relevant to
culture were identified in the participants’ cultural identification, for example, participating
in culture-specific events. Sources of community support were found in the form of
accessible services, including, Arabic schools, peer groups, and UK education facilities. The
women’s relationships with their husbands, children, and extended family provided the
sources of support relating to the relationship domain. The individual aspects include the
participant’s personal characteristics, such as self-awareness, academic self-concept,
working towards own goals and aspirations, self-affirmation, and the ability to empathise
and understand others. Sometimes multiple resources would be used, for example, worries
about their children’s upbringing may be addressed by speaking Arabic exclusively at home
(individual domain), enrolling children in Arabic schools (community domain), and
encouraging children to mix with the Saudi community (culture domain) showing the
dynamic nature of resilience.
From the foregoing discussions, it was obvious that religion and culture influenced
the participants’ experiences. While culture created challenges (cultural distance) and
necessitated coping strategies (extended family support), religious beliefs and practices
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enhanced resilience and minimised challenges. The participants used religion as a
mechanism for making sense of difficult life circumstances. Though they did not speak of
its role as being crucial to their overall adaptation process, their accounts drew attention to
its significance. More specifically, the female students ascribed a great importance to
religious freedom in the host country that protected their right to practise their religion freely.
Importantly, religion and religious identity were strongly present in the women’s
articulations of their personal strengths and positive experiences.
There is no denying that culture had a considerable role on the participants’
experiences; however, several facets of their narratives illustrate that religion was strongly
present. The female students viewed parts of the host culture that they and their companions
adopted as positive if they were aligned with their religion, even if they contradicted their
culture. This was obvious in the participants’ appreciation of the ease of mobility through
driving, despite driving being (at the time of conducting this research) restricted and
contradictory with their cultural norms. Because such contradiction is not found in their
religion, the participants were able to engage in this aspect while in the host country. Another
example of the influence of religion was seen in the participants’ assessment of their
children’s adaptation experiences. Less conformity (e.g. not being interested in luxury
fashion and showing more preference to comfortable outfits) was considered as a positive
outcome of their adaptation experiences. Despite such an outcome being somehow
inconsistent with the collectivist culture, it is aligned with their religion.
The theories applied in this research interpreted aspects of the participants’
experiences that related to their culture. However, they were deficient in interpreting
findings that highlighted the role of religion. Although these theories took culture into
consideration, religion, which was an important aspect in the participants’ adaptation
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experiences, was clearly missing. The influence of religion can be found not only in the
experiences of the participants in this research, but also within the accounts of Saudi female
students in other studies. A review of the participants’ narratives in those studies showed
rich evidence of the role of religion in Saudi female students’ lived experiences in the host
country. Interestingly, the results regarding the role of religion in these studies were
contradictory. None of the studies emphasised in their abstracts or conclusions the influence
of religion on the participants’ adaptation, even though aspects of religion are present in
those studies’ findings. An exception to this is the study by Macias (2016) that identifies
religion as one of the main themes identified by her study. However, in her thesis, Macias
only focused on the hijab in relation to the participants’ identity, which confines religion to
the veil, and does not regard its greater role in the experiences of these students, as this
current study found. This could be due to the researcher’s unfamiliarity with the participants’
religion and culture and/or the lack of theories applied (that interpreted findings related to
religion) in their studies, which resulted in religion becoming hidden behind the veil of
culture. Although this could have made the findings interpretable, a great deal of the Saudi
female students’ experiences were inadvertently obscured.
In relation to Saudi TCKs’ re-entry experiences, the Multiple Worlds Model
(Phelan et al., 1991) was useful in identifying the patterns of the Saudi children’s adaptation
and their strategies (e.g. engagement, withdrawal, resistance, blending elements of different
worlds) of interacting with their multiple worlds. Three of the four patterns identified in the
Multiple Worlds Model appeared in the findings of this study: different worlds/boundarycrossing managed, different worlds/hazards, and border impenetrable/boundary-crossing
insurmountable. Although the Multiple Worlds Model provided some understanding about
the Saudi TCKs’ re-entry experiences, the process of their re-entry is not explained by the
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model. Thus, further developments in theory relevant to TCKs is needed that take into
account the acculturation process involved in their experiences.
Aspects of Ward et al.’s (2001) acculturation process model might be relevant to
TCKs; for example, cultural skills deficits were evident in the mothers’ accounts of their
children’s language and behaviour. There was also evidence of individual differences in
children’s expectations and responses. Likewise, Ungar’s resilience model would also be
relevant. There was evidence that the mothers were encouraging resilience in their children
through their friendships (relationships), school environment (community), and personality
(individual). Integrating relevant theories and models can provide an understanding of
different aspects of TCK’s acculturation experiences. To this end, the findings included in
Study 3 will add to the research base from which theories could be developed.
8.6 Thesis Contributions
8.6.1 Contribution to Knowledge
The importance of the research is demonstrated through two main contributions.
Firstly, it sought to address a gap in the literature concerning Saudi female students and their
families’ experiences in the UK (see chapter 2). Secondly, it presented an in-depth analysis
of some overlooked aspects of their experiences. These included (a) the Saudi females’
experiences of adaptation and resilience as doctoral international students in the UK, (b) the
companion families’ adaptation experiences in the home and host countries, (c) the
challenges that impacted on Saudi female students’ academic progress, (d) the variables that
contributed positively to the Saudi female students’ adaptation experiences, (e) the
consequences of the adaptation experiences on the female students and their families, (f) the
re-entry experiences of Saudi TCKs and their mothers’ perspectives about those experiences,
and (g) direct connections between the coping strategies and the challenges they were
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developed in response to. This research also included the first systematic review of the crosscultural transition experiences of Saudi female students.
8.6.2 Contribution of Each Study
The first empirical study provides the first exploration of the adaptation experiences
of Saudi female international students in the UK. Likewise, this study is the first to be
particularly concerned with the experiences of Saudi female doctoral students in the UK as
opposed to Saudi females pursuing other degree types.
The qualitative approach used to study their experiences contributed to an
understanding of several aspects of their navigation and interaction with the process of
adaptation, not only as students but also mothers and wives. One such aspect was concerned
with how the Saudi female students experienced adaptation in the host country while being
accompanied by family members. This feature of the Saudi culture, which emphasises family
companionship, made the participants’ experiences particularly challenging and highlighted
a number of issues that provide a deeper insight into their process of adaptation. Despite the
importance of this aspect, only two other studies highlighted it (Alhajjuj, 2016; Bar, 2017).
Moreover, this study contributes to existing knowledge about the impact of
adaptation challenges on the participants’ academic performance. Earlier studies, as the
systematic review has clearly shown, focused on the challenges, however, the participants’
perceptions of the challenges that impacted on their academic progress were not explored.
The study provides new empirical findings regarding the challenges (i.e.
uncooperative peers, healthcare services, traditional gender role, cultural norms, social
comparison, cultural differences in helping behaviour, social pressure, and wife and husband
studying at the same time) and those that the participants thought influenced their academic
progress (i.e. parenting and relationship with spouse). Also, new findings were reported on
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coping strategies (i.e. self-safety techniques, self-directed learning, self-medication,
religious belief and practice and modifying cultural habits) and the individual and societal
variables that reinforced their successful adaptation experiences (i.e. religious freedom, low
power distance, individual freedom, nature of study programme, and distance between the
UK and SA).
The second empirical study is one of the few studies to apply resilience model in
examining international students and their families’ adaptation. Although resilience has been
found to play a part in the adaptation of international students (Pan, 2011), there is
insufficient research on this topic. Previous studies tended to focus on the negative
experiences reported by international student-mothers (e.g. Brooks, 2015; Myers-Walls et
al., 2011). These studies described adjustment difficulties for the mothers related to a lack
of social support. They further reported students’ language difficulties and isolation,
adjustment difficulties, and feeling overwhelmed and inadequate. The current study has
shown that such challenges and adversities were experienced by the student-mothers;
however, this study additionally reports a range of positive experiences. This study
contributes to previous research by identifying the sources of support and resilience in the
personal strengths, family, and social networks of a group of international students. Also, by
focusing on the family experiences of the participants, this study adds to the scant research
on international students accompanied by their families. In addition, it adds to the growing
interest in the under-researched population of female students from Saudi Arabia. The study
offers new findings on a number of aspects of the Saudi females’ experiences, such as the
impact of the experiences on them and their companion families.
The findings from the third empirical study contribute to our understanding of
TCKs in several important ways. Few studies explored the re-entry experiences of TCKs of
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Arab heritage, and even fewer studies sought to understand the re-entry adjustment of family
members accompanying Saudi international students in their study travel. The existing
studies on Saudi TCKs who accompanied their parents in the host country focused
exclusively on male children, primarily from upper middle-income households, from an
educational perspective (i.e. Curro, 2017). In contrast, this study included a sample of both
genders from different social classes and regions and who attend different types of schools
in Saudi Arabia. As such, this study yielded rich details about the re-entry adaptation
experiences of Saudi children who are still considered a ‘muted group’ in the psychological
literature. Finally, the study presents new findings regarding the challenges that Saudi TCKs
experienced during their re-entry adaptation, and sheds light on the previously unexplored
aspects of their experiences, such as coping strategies, and the impact of their experiences.
New findings on school challenges were found by the present study, including teachers’
behaviour, physical school environment, and discomfort.
The three studies add to current knowledge about the consequences, both positive
and negative, of female students and their families studying abroad, and their re-entry
adaptation when returning home.
8.7 Implications
The findings of this thesis pertaining to the adaptation and resilience experiences of
the female doctoral students and their family companions in the UK and the impact of those
experiences on them are especially useful to decision-makers in the UK and SA (in
particular, university student support services, schools, language institutions, and the
Postgraduate Research (PGR) community). Above all, the findings can have important
implications in mitigating the challenges that the participants and their families face. Several
implications could assist the Saudi women and their families and turn their experiences into
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more positive ones, offering insights regarding a more structured and rigorous planning
approach.
The findings drawn from the three studies can be highly useful in practical terms
for educational practitioners both in home and host countries. Using the findings relating to
the host country, training courses can be designed for educators and international students
to enhance their awareness about the role cultural differences play in the behaviour of
individuals and their attitudes. This would enhance the communication between
international students and the educational practitioners and build a bridge of understanding
between them. Such training would enhance the awareness of the educational practitioners
about the academic challenges that face this group of students, which will help them identify
their role as educators in assisting these students in overcoming their difficulties.
For the convenience of student mothers, universities in the host country could
provide affordable childcare on campus. This would help the mothers satisfy their children's
basic needs, such as breastfeeding, without the need to return home, be absent from
university, or send their children to their home country to provide the required care. To cover
the expenses associated with this service, the scholarship agency within the Ministry of
Education that directs the Saudi Arabian Cultural Bureau should allocate nursery fees along
with the annual tuition fees for student-mothers who have preschool children. In case a
nursery service cannot be provided by universities, Saudi student-mothers should receive
financial support that would allow them to access this help externally. Most importantly, the
scholarship agency should consider the cost of nurseries in the country of scholarship and
take into account the difference in currency values between the two countries. This should
ensure that Saudi student-mothers receive an adequate allowance towards childcare costs
while in the host country.
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In addition to educational practitioners, the research findings would be highly
useful for policymakers in the home country. This could pave the way to providing vital
advice and support to Saudi female students and their families leaving the home country.
The academic challenges which the female students in this study faced could be addressed
by taking advantage of the services offered by the scholarship agency that funds additional
courses or private tuition, so that students can develop their skills and knowledge in
particular areas of their studies. However, the existence of these services can go unnoticed
by many students. Therefore, this study recommends the provision of mandatory induction
courses intended to give new students information about services available to them, which
could address academic challenges (e.g. research skills, academic writing skills) if taken
advantage of.
The findings of this research could further be used by the Ministry of Education in
SA to raise awareness among Saudi female students about the potential challenges of
studying abroad. This can be achieved through workshops under the supervision of the
Ministry. The workshops should draw the participants’ attention to others aspects than the
academic ones, such as social aspects, healthcare services, parenting, the consequences of
the experience, and the support they and their companions would need in the host country.
This would help them consider their decision more carefully and better evaluate the possible
impact of the decision on them and their families. This would also help them avoid the
unwanted consequences and develop strategies to pre-empt challenges when they occur.
Also, it could help them choose the country and city of study.
Likewise, the scholarship agency in Saudi Arabia could benefit from the findings
by providing preparation programmes for the adults and children who will be accompanying
the female students during their study travels. For the adult companions, these programmes
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could be designed to demystify the potential challenges, and the ways in which they can
respond to those challenges, improve their knowledge about the home country culture and
lifestyle, stages that they are expected to go through as part of this experience, and the
advantages of such an experience for them and their families. The importance of
instrumental and psychological support to the students and their companions should also be
emphasised.
For the child companions, a more simplified programme could be designed with the
aim of providing school children introductory courses, in proportion to their ages, on life in
the new country: schools, the weather, and the stages that they are expected to pass through,
as well as the advantages of the experience on them and their families.
A key strength of the findings in this research is that it presents those factors that
are critical to the participants’ and their families’ adaptation in the host and home countries.
Together, the factors could be taken by the scholarship agency within the Ministry of
Education to produce a checklist to inform a more systematic process of anticipating and
preempting the adaptation problems that the Saudi female students and their families could
undergo. Proficiency in the home and host languages is one example of the critical factors
that could be included in the checklist as one of the aspects that influenced our participants
and their children’s adaptation. While proficiency in the English language reinforces the
participants’ adaptation during their stay in the host country, proficiency in the Arabic
language played the same role for the returnees’ children. This requires the provision of
English language courses before leaving the homeland to ensure smooth academic and social
adaptation in the host country and to partake in culture exchange. Additionally, this is likely
to draw the economic benefits that come with providing language courses locally by
attracting domestic investment and minimising the expenses spent on scholarship holders
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and their families abroad. Young companions should also be equipped with the necessary
Arabic literacy skills that they will need to adjust to the learning environment in the home
country.
Notwithstanding the benefits that come with sojourning, the findings from this
study that relate to challenges of the students and their children could indicate the need for
the Ministry of Education to recognise qualifications obtained through distance learning,
especially for female doctoral students who often have to stay for a prolonged period in the
host country while being accompanied by their families. The availability of this option would
allow the student to better evaluate study choices against their circumstances. This could
spare the female students and their families the consequences of the challenges they may
face while studying away from home and reduce the financial costs of obtaining an advanced
qualification. Moreover, the sponsor would benefit from the reduced costs that come with
sending students abroad.
The findings regarding the Saudi children point to the challenges of maintaining
their national, linguistic, and religious identities. This should encourage decision makers to
transform their conventional approach regarding cross-culture collaboration with
educational institutions in the host country. In doing so, they should think beyond the
services offered to international students and begin to consider the students’ companion
children (e.g. school) to ensure their wellbeing and reduce the challenges that threaten their
mothers’ adaptation in the host country, and the children’s adaptation later to their home
country. In agreement with the host country schools, the Saudi Arabian Cultural Bureau
could provide learning resources about Saudi culture and history that could be used in
extracurricular (enrichment) activities. This could be particularly within schools in areas
where Saudi students are concentrated, often close to universities. It is also possible to run
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after-school clubs to build Saudi children’s home sociocultural skills and promote the home
language.
As shown by the findings, child-participants in this thesis faced the greatest
consequences, following their experiences in the UK. Despite the vital role that schools in
the host country play in providing a supportive environment to Saudi children in which they
could adapt, equally important would be for the schools to recognise their role in helping
them maintain their home culture identity (this could apply to other children). Qutub (2016)
found that Saudi children in the USA/host country were eager to learn about their home
country. This can be achieved by host country schools through the following: (a) organising
sessions for students who are from the same culture to practise their home language and
participate in activities that reflect their culture, (b) raising the awareness of these children
of the cultural differences between their native culture and the host culture, by reinforcing
the idea that differences are healthy, and create diversity, (c) setting up a programme to
prepare children psychologically who are about to return to their countries.
Taking these steps will ensure that the children are struggling less in the host
country, such as the struggle of having to attend to two different schools (difference in the
curriculum, education principles, and styles) during the same week and sometimes on the
same day. This will also carry important financial and mental implications for the studentmothers.
In response to the findings in this study, the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia
should provide a supportive environment for the returnee children (this could include nonArabic-speaking) in public, private and international schools, by holding training workshops
for teachers and school administrators to be adequately aware of the characteristics of Saudi
TCKs and their needs and the ways in which they could provide psychological and social
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support to help them integrate with other children and form positive attitudes towards school
in the home country. Orientation programmes could also be provided for Saudi TCKs before
they go into the classroom. Such programmes could offer them information about teaching
and learning in Saudi schools and set up extra classes to raise their Arabic language
proficiency and catch them up with subjects (if required), which could result in narrowing
the linguistic and educational gaps. Peer mentoring programmes within schools could also
be considered to help returnee children enhance their social integration.
Outside school, a group should be set up under the supervision of the Ministry of
Education to offer periodic meetings for returning children and their families in order to
achieve three main goals:
1. Having a TCK act as a source of indirect psychological support by sharing with more
recent returnees the challenges and obstacles they faced at the beginning, and how
they overcame them.
2. Preserving the benefits that TCK children gained from their experiences in the host
country, such as mastery of the English language.
3. Highlighting the role of TCK children in passing on their experience and knowledge
to other children.
The families of TCK children could also benefit from these group meetings as they
build supportive networks to support each other and their children.
8.8 Reflection on the Research Methodology: Research Limitations
This study was subject to some limitations which are acknowledged and discussed
in this section. Firstly, the study was limited by the sample which does not include Saudi
female students based in different locations around the UK. It consisted of females that, at
the time of conducting this research, were studying at universities in the north of England
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(in cities where Saudi students are concentrated). However, the sample can be considered
representative in terms of the female participants’ regional backgrounds, as they come from
different parts of Saudi Arabia. Although this study included participants with different
marital statuses, and the selected sample of participants represented the profile of Saudi
female doctoral students studying in the UK, it was difficult to find a balanced sample that
included an equal number of participants with different marital statuses. Also, the role of
fathers in the children’s adaptation and readaptation processes was explored indirectly
through the responses of the women and children. Further research with fathers as
participants is needed.
Although the sample sizes of the three empirical studies (n = 25, n = 23, and n = 30
mothers and n = 30 children) are similar and exceed the largest sample size in the qualitative
studies reported in the systematic review, sample sizes across the three studies still limit the
generalisation of findings. This is warranted by the nature of the qualitative approach to
research, which emphasises an in-depth understanding of the explored subject rather than
seeking to apply the findings to a broader group of people and contexts. However, Payne
and Williams (2005) suggested that a theoretical understanding makes use of important
features of qualitative research, namely, richness of data and thick descriptions of the
collection process. This increases the reliability and trustworthiness of the accounts
presented, which enables the reader to make up their own minds regarding the
generalisability of the findings.
8.9 Recommendations for Future Research
As discussed above, the findings from this thesis contribute in a number of ways to
the current literature on international students’ cross-culture adaptation. However, it has also
opened the door for more questions to be investigated in future research. This section offers
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suggested directions for research that could affirm or extend the findings presented in the
thesis. Further research on the role of educational institutions and governments on assisting
international students and their families would be a valuable addition to the current research.
Although the qualitative approach used in this research produced several important
insights, it lacks generalisability and empirical testing of data. Future efforts could, therefore,
employ a quantitative or a mixed-methods approach to collect a wider set of views on the
topic and to test the statistical generalisability of the findings. More specifically, this might
include integrating a questionnaire that targets a representative sample of Saudi female
students, taking into account features of the target population’s culture and religion. Such a
study could make use of the themes developed in this thesis to formulate measurable
constructs and testable hypotheses. Furthermore, a questionnaire-based study could use the
qualitative findings related to the challenges encountered by the Saudi female students and
the factors associated with their (successful) adaptation to determine the statistical
significance of each challenge and factor. A quantitative comparative study could also be
considered to obtain insightful comparisons between resilience and adaptation among male
and female international students who are accompanied by their families in the host country.
Further investigation into the experiences of Saudi companions of both genders is
recommended. Another study could compare the re-entry experiences of Saudi TCKs and
adolescents.
Longitudinal research would be beneficial to understand the cultural transition and
adaptation experiences of Saudi international students and their families, especially research
based on process models such as Ward et al.’s (2001) Acculturation Process model. Also,
longitudinal research with children would help in the development of appropriate theory, as
well as underpinning practical steps to assist children’s adaptation. Using theoretical
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frameworks that take religion into consideration will be a valuable addition to future
research.
A strength of this research was the later inclusion of Saudi mothers and their
children. The group provided important insights about Saudi TCKs’ re-entry experiences,
which remain in need of further investigation. For future inquiries, it is important to explore
a wider set of views from teachers in the children’s schools and other members in their
families (e.g. father and siblings). By considering their views, light can be thrown on other
aspects of Saudi TCKs’ experiences.
8.10 Conclusion
This thesis has contributed to the literature of Saudi international students’
experiences in the UK in general and the literature of Saudi female students and their families
in particular, by focusing on their adaptation and resilience experiences. Previous research
that addressed the experiences of this specific group was limited, as demonstrated by the
systematic review. Also, scant research attention has been paid to Saudi female students’
and their family companions’ experiences in the UK, the consequences, and the positive
aspects of their experiences. This thesis contributed to existing knowledge by providing the
first exploration of the adaptation and resilience experiences of Saudi female doctoral
students who are accompanied by their families in the UK. Contributions to knowledge
include: examining the participants’ perceptions about the challenges that impacted their
academic progress, pinpointing the individual and societal level variables that influence the
student-mothers’ and their children’s experiences, and identifying the Saudi women’s
sources of support and resilience in their personal strengths, family, and social networks.
Importantly, this research adds to the scant literature on Arab TCKs and their re-entry

196
experiences. New understandings were offered about the experiences of this
underrepresented group.
The three studies conducted provided rich and multi-faceted insights into the
participants’ experiences on their educational and cross-cultural journey, which often
spanned years of strife and perseverance to achieve their doctorate. The overall findings
depicted a range of difficulties and opportunities encountered by the female students and
their families. They faced diverse challenges and developed a range of coping strategies
drawing on several sources of support, including their cultural context, community,
relationships, and their personal strengths. In the home country, Saudi mothers supported
their children (Saudi TCKs) by enrolling them in schools where they could enjoy a similar
environment to the host country schools; they also worked towards enhancing their
children’s resilience. Both individual and societal level variables contributed to the women’s
adaptation, including familiarity with the host country culture and language, social and
healthcare support, as well as education services, ease of mobility, religious, and individual
freedom in the host country. Regarding their children’s readaptation to Saudi Arabia, the
mothers commented on several individual level variables, such as fluency in Arabic,
familiarity with home culture, school, sociocultural skills, gender, age, and personality, as
well as the type of school they moved to.
While the participants were occupied with the academic demands of their studies
and modifying their lifestyles to achieve adaptation, they recognised that, as the years went
by, their children exceeded their expectations in adapting to life in the host country.
According to the mother-participants, adaptation and attachment to the host culture left their
marks on their children’s personalities, beliefs, and behaviours. The negative consequences
stretched to the Saudi TCKs’ sense of belonging and perspectives about the home country
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life, and had an impact on their mental health and wellbeing. Yet, the mothers noted positive
consequences for their own and their children’s personalities, way of thinking, and beliefs.
They also developed an appreciation of their experiences with others from diverse cultural
backgrounds, closer relationships, and understanding between the women and their children
and the women and their husbands. Though the mothers narrated fewer consequences for the
fathers, they acknowledged a change in their performance of childcare and housework tasks.
While the religious aspects carried both positive and negative consequences for the women,
their husbands, and their children, the women and their older children’s belief in God became
stronger and the women’s sense of being closer to God increased.
This thesis illustrates the degree to which culture and religion were prominent
throughout the participants’ experiences. Theories adopted in this research provided
explanations of the Saudi female students’ experiences; however, they were unable to fully
account for the crucial role of religion for these participants.
Adapting Multiple Worlds Model (Phelan et al., 1991) contributed to understanding
Saudi TCKs’ re-entry experiences. However, it does not provide sufficient insight into the
acculturation process of Saudi TCKs which demonstrates the need for more relevant
theoretical frameworks that regard the acculturation process of TCKs.
The findings may be helpful for educational practitioners and policy makers to
develop advice and support for Saudi female international students, their accompanying
adult and young family members, as well as their academic advisors. Advice and support are
required before leaving the home country, during their stay in the host country, and after
their sojourn comes to an end, in order to minimise any unfavourable impact of the crossculture experiences and enhance the positive outcomes.
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Appendix A
Information Sheet

Project title: Intercultural Adaptation: Saudi female students' experiences in the United
Kingdom
Invitation:I am contacting you to ask you to participate in my research. The main aim of
this research is to investigate the adaptation of Saudi women students in the UK. This study
will be carried out by Huda Alqahtani who is doing her PhD in Psychology at the University
of Lincoln. The researcher’s supervisor is Dr. Karen Pfeffer who is a senior lecturer at the
University of Lincoln, UK.
What will happen? You will be asked to answer questions about your experience of
adaptation during your study journey in the UK.
Time commitment: The questionnaires and interview will take between 30 to 45 minutes
of your time.
Participants’ rights: Participants may decide to stop being a part of the research study at
any time without explanation. They have the right to ask that any data they have supplied to
that point be withdrawn/ destroyed by contacting the researcher at halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk.
Or the researcher’s supervisor who is Dr. Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk or the
second supervisor Dr. Valeria Carroll at vcarroll@lincoln.ac.uk
Benefits and risks: It is expected that the results of the research will be used to benefit Saudi
female students by improving the advice they are given before, during and after studying
abroad.
Confidentiality and anonymity: Your answers will be treated confidentially and reported
anonymously. Your signed consent form will be stored securely and separate from the data.
You will given a participant code so that we can identify your data in case you want to
withdraw from the research.
For further information: Please feel free to ask any questions about the research. If you
have any questions you should ask the researcher via email halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk or
supervisor Dr. Karen Pfeffer kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk. Also, if you are interested in the
research outcome we can supply you a summary of the results if you ask the researcher or
supervisor on the emails provided above.
Ethical approval: This research has been approved by the School of Psychology Research
and Ethics Committee at the University of Lincoln, Lincoln, LN6 7TS, UK. Please contact
the School of Psychology at soprec@lincoln.ac.uk to discuss any concerns you might have
about the ethics of this research.
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Appendix B
Informed Consent Form
Project title: Intercultural Adaptation: Saudi female students' experiences in the United
Kingdom.
Please sign below if you agree to the following: 1- You have read and understood the
participant’s information sheet. 2- Questions about your participation have been answered
satisfactorily.3- You are taking part in this research study voluntarily.
Participant ID………………………………………….
Participant’s signature: .......................................................
Date: ...........................................................
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Appendix C
Debriefing Information
Thank you for your participation. This study is an investigation into the experiences of Saudi
Female students living in the UK. It is expected that the results of the research will be used
to benefit those students by improving the advice they are given before, during and after
studying in the UK.
As mentioned at the beginning of your participation, if you decide to withdraw your
responses, you should contact the researcher at halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk or researcher
supervisor Dr. Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ca.uk with your participant ID code. If you
have any concerns about the ethics of this project, please contact soprec@lincoln.ac.uk

Once again, thank you for your support for this project.
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Appendix D
Demographic Questionnaire
Participant ID………………………………………….

1. How old are you?
20-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

more than 40

2. What is your marital status?
Single

Married

Divorce

3. How many children do you have?
…………………………………………

4. Who are your companions? Please choose all that applies and provide the number of
companions where applicable.
Husband
Children

Father
…...

Brother

Mother
…...

Sister

…...

5. Are you
sponsored

self-funded

6. What course are you currently doing?
………………………………………………………………

7. What is your level of study?
………………………………………………………………
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Appendix E
Interview Questions
1. Did you choose to study in the UK? Was the UK your preferred destination?
Please tell me why?
How did this affect your adaptation?
2. Do you have any previous experience of visiting or living in the UK or other
Western countries prior to your current one?
Did this affect your experience in the UK?
How?
3. What were your expectations before coming to study in the UK?
Did this affect your experience in the UK?
How?
4. After coming to the UK, have you experienced culture shock 5? (explain if they are
not familiar with this term).
5. Have you come across any challenges throughout your study journey in the UK?
(If the answer is yes)
What are they?
How do you handle them?
6. Who is your primary support in the UK?
7. Based on your experiences, do you feel that you adapted to the UK?
(if yes)
What helped you adapt?
8. Does your level of competence in the English language affect your adaptation in
the UK?
(If yes)
How? Why do you think so?
(If no)
Why do you think so?
9. As a Saudi female student being accompanied by your family members, how has
the presence of your family influenced your experience in the UK?
10. Has your way of wearing hijab changed or remained the same upon coming to the
UK?
(If yes) How? Why?
(If no) Please tell me more.
11. What do you think about the services in the UK (e.g. healthcare, educational
services, public services, etc.)?
12. Have any of these services influenced your adaptation experiences?
Is there anything else that you think would be important for me to know about your
experiences as a Saudi female international student in the UK.
5
The anxiety that an individual may have when they move to a cultural environment that is different from one's own as a
result from losing the familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse.
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Appendix F
Table F.1
The Challenges That Saudi Female Students Face During Their Adaptation to The UK (Theme1)
Themes
Social challenges

Subthemes
Traditional gender roles

Examples
As you know in our society women are responsible for
everything at home. This responsibility becomes heavy
if you are studying overseas.
We are brought up into a culture where home and
taking care of the family are the responsibilities of
women. I find this difficult to keep up as a student.
That my work in the old times when women were just
housewives.

Work-life balance

Being a student, a mother and a wife is stressful.
The difficulty lies in finding the balance between my
different roles without falling short in any of them.
Since I started studying, this idea makes me live under
pressure.

Cultural norms

Our cultural norms do not match the nature of life here.
If you want to live comfortably you must forget our
norms temporarily until you return to Saudi Arabia

Parenting

Children and their upbringing is another story. It takes
time, effort, and a free mother. Because of this,
mothers who study suffer.

Personal safety

I feel the problem is that you know if you were
assaulted the probability that someone would help you
is less than 1%.

Relationship with spouse

I am tired because I’m doing everything, and I started
to tell my husband that he needs to take care of the
children and other things so that I can study. The
problem is that the arguments we have often do not
solve the problem, but they create other problems that
affect me emotionally and impact negatively on my
academic progress.
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Themes

Academic
challenges

Subthemes

Examples

Both parents studying

Me and my husband are PhD students. This makes it
difficult for me to depend on him to take care of the
children or do housework.

Social comparison

Both my husband and I are students So all of us are
busy

Social pressure

What a shame it would be if I left my country to study
for a PhD then go back to my family and to my
colleagues without a degree. That is a nightmare!

English language barrier

My level of English makes it hard to read in a
reasonable amount of time.
I always need to re-read academic articles more than
three times.
I find it difficult to make my writing sound academic, I
need someone to proofread it for me.

Dealing with supervisors

I do not get what my supervisor really wants, I go to him
with one question, and he sends me back with 100
questions.

I do not know what my supervisor expects [from me] he
goes on explaining things but never gives direct
answers.

Lack of research skills

I did not know the difference between quantitative and
qualitative research, I just learned them (the differences)
by heart, but I did not get them.
My supervisor always asks me to be critical, but I do
not know how!?

Academic background

My degree was entirely different to what I did in Saudi
Arabia, so I had to learn everything in one year.
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Themes

Subthemes

Uncooperative group peers

Examples

When my group in the lab would talk about something,
I didn’t understand what they were on about, not
because I don’t know English, no, but because they
would use scientific terminologies which I didn’t know
the meanings of.

No one in the group helps me, just one guy helps me
sometimes, so, I try to rely on myself.
Healthcare
challenges

Services quality

Imagine, when I was pregnant and I asked the GP to give
me a letter so I could travel, they said I have to pay 20
pounds to get the letter!

Appropriate medication

I feel that they do not know how to treat sickness. One
time, I had pain in my ears, I went to the GP and the
doctor prescribed me painkillers, and he said, “there is
nothing wrong with you.” But I didn’t get any better so
I went to a private hospital and the doctor told me “you
have a severe ear infection and you have to take
antibiotics straight away”.

Staff efficiency

You see, most of those who work in GBs are nurses, but
in Saudi Arabia, they are all doctors who graduated from
the School of Medicine.
They don’t give you the medicine at the beginning they
just wait until things start accelerating in a bad way.
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Table F.2
The Impact of The Challenges Saudi Female Students Faced During Their Adaptation in the UK.
Theme

Subthemes

Psychological

Fear of making language

impact

mistakes.

Academic self- uncertainty

Examples
I’m actually afraid of being laughed at if I make
mistakes so I avoid getting into discussions with others.

He said that “you must be genius, such a difficult
subject, you must be very clever” I laughed and said to
him “in my home country, yes, in the UK, I don’t
know”.
I study hard and do my best, but I do not know if what
I do is good enough or not.

Feeling insecure

I do not feel safe when I walk in the streets alone.

It is not safe here, you can be robbed anytime and
wherever you are, the bus, the shops, anywhere!
To be honest I do not feel safe at all, I feel a relief when
I get to my house.

Isolation &
rejection

I do not know why my colleague does not give me the
code to complete my work though he knows that I need
it. I feel that he does not accept me!
The Chinese students work together while I am all on
my own.

Feelings of guilt

I feel sad for my mum, we wake up early, I go to
university and she stays alone till I come back.

It is too painful when my kids say, “mum you’re always
busy you don’t play with us”.
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Table F.3
Coping Strategies That Saudi Female Students Developed to Face the Challenges and Their Impact.
Themes
Self-directed
learning

Subthemes

Examples

Multiplying efforts and time

I spent more than 8 hours a day reading and writing.

Attending additional courses

I enrolled in some online courses.

Recording meetings

I used to record my meetings with the supervisor and
then ask him questions (after having listened to the
recording at home).

Explaining by means of
drawing.

When the supervisor did not get what I wanted to say, I
would draw it to him on the board.

Practicing listening

I listened to the BBC all weekend until I became used
to the British accent.

Seeking tutors and peers’
help

I asked everyone I could ask to give me information
that I did not know.
I hired a private tutor to explain to me the aspects that I
missed.

Extra reading

I started to read a lot about the things that I do not
know. Because how much I read is how much I will
understand.

Translating into own
language

Translating terminologies and PowerPoint slides from
the lectures helped me understand the subject.

Student counselling service

When I started to feel stressed out, I went to the student
counselling at my university.
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Themes
Self-safety strategy

Modifying cultural
habits

Subthemes
Avoiding going out late

To ensure my safety, I usually come back home before
it gets dark.

Avoiding congested
gatherings

Congested places are not safe, so I avoid crowded
gatherings.

Choosing safe paths

I walk on the main roads that have many pedestrians.

Avoiding shortcuts

I always try to avoid short cut.

Being accompanied

I feel safe when my husband is with me.

Readjusting social patterns

We limited ourselves to one main meal a day instead of
three meals.

Narrowing social circle

I limited my friendships to 3 people only.

Temporarily abandoned
cultural dietary habits

Time-management
strategy

Examples

Reducing social activities

Time planning

Pre-empting tasks

Studying while their children
are at school.

Daily to-do list

Seeking social support

I do not make afternoon coffee anymore. like we did in
SA.

I separated myself from others, I only have one friend
who I get to see once in month.

I used to plan my time hourly, for example from 7 to 8
cooking, from 9 to 9 thirty I’d check up on the
children, and so on

I studied a lot before giving birth, because I knew that I
would give birth 2 weeks before the exams.

When my children left for school, I would go the
university and work until they finish school.

I used to make a to-do-list every day.

I hired housekeepers so I can a balance between
studying and housework.
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Themes

Self-medication

Religion

Subthemes
Delaying pregnancy

I did not want to add on any more pressure with the
little time I already have. So, I had to put off getting
pregnant until I have finished my studies.

Bringing their own
medications

Every time I go to Saudi Arabia, I bring with me the
medication that I may need.

Relying on traditional health
remedies

After I suffered with healthcare here, now if I get sick,
I treat myself with traditional medicines like honey and
lemon.

Practices

When I go through a difficult situation, I rush to prayer
and this helps me a lot.

Relying on God

I did what I can (I did my part) and left the rest to
Allah.

Belief in predestination

When I became ill, I accepted Allah’s Qadr (plan).

Patience

Seeking support

Examples

Family support

Specialist support

I put up with it and kept trying and trying.

I decided to return to my family in Saudi Arabia for a
short visit after things became too stressful. My
family’s support relieves the pressure that is on me and
restores my strength.
I was alone since my father went to SA to renew his
visa. So, I went to the students support centre at my
university I explained to them everything that I had
been through. They referred me to a specialist who was
able to help me, and I started to feel better.
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Table F.4
Variables Reinforcing Saudi Female Students’ Successful Adaptation in the UK.
Themes
Personal
characteristics

Situational
characteristics

Subthemes

Examples

Previous experience

We always travel to Europe in the holidays, so when I
came to study, I was not surprised by life here.

English language
proficiency

I speak English very well. This helped me with many
things. For example, I was able to search online for a
suitable home in a safe area and high-rated schools for
my children. I wouldn’t have been able to do all of this
if my English was limited.

Education services

Here the tutor uses blackboard, so if there are any
changes in the lecture you’ll get it right away.
Here (in the UK) a student has rights and can object to
things and complain.

Host country
variables

The ease of mobility

Honestly, buses make transportation much easier. I’ve
been staying here for 4 years and never felt that I
needed a car.

Nature of doctoral
programme

Doctoral studies here are much flexible than masters.

Health insurance

Before obtaining health insurance we really suffered
when me and my children got sick.

Social support

When I had thyroid cancer, I felt worse emotionally,
but I’ll never forget how my supervisor stood by my
side, he kept supporting me until I got better.

Religious freedom

I chose to study in Manchester because you can find
places where you can pray, you don’t look out of place
with your hijab, so it makes it easier for me to live
here. I would rather keep my hijab on or not go abroad
at all.

Lower-power distance

Here the relationship with the professor is less formal.
Most of them are friendly. This makes the study
environment comfortable.
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Themes
Home country
variables

Subthemes

Examples

Social freedom

If I’m walking on my own in the street, I don’t feel
anyone will criticise me by thinking “what is this
woman doing here?”

Extend family support.

It is true that my family is far from me, but my mother
speaks with me every morning and supports me. Every
day she calls me makes me stronger than the day
before.
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Appendix G

Abstract
This study focused on the adaptation experiences of international students who are mothers.
Using resilience theory perspectives of adaptation, this research investigated the experiences
of female students from Saudi Arabia with respect to parenting and family life while
studying in the UK. Interviews were conducted with 23 postgraduate students. Questions
focused on their experiences as a mother studying in the UK and their accompanying
families’ experiences. Responses were analysed using thematic analysis and resilience
theory perspectives with data organized into five main resilience themes: challenges and
adversities, worries and vulnerabilities, sources of support and protective environments,
personal positive experiences and strengths, family positive experiences and strengths.
Participants reported experiencing a range of parenting challenges including increased
family duties in the absence of extended family support and concerns about their children's
upbringing while away from their home country. However, this was balanced by the positive
experiences they identified for themselves and their children including personal
development and closer relationships within the family. Advantages of resilience theory
perspectives included identifying international students’ personal strengths, competencies
and sources of support. Awareness of benefits as well as potential challenges may help to
guide and support students and their families before and during their sojourn.

Al-Qahtani, H., Carroll, V., & Pfeffer, K. (2020). Parenting, resilience and adaptation
among female international students from Saudi Arabia and their families. Journal
of Family Studies, 26, 1-16.
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Appendix H
Information Sheet
Project title: The experiences of Saudi student-mothers and their families living in the UK.
Invitation: I am contacting you to ask you to participate in my research. The main aim of
this research is to investigate Saudi female student-mothers and their families who are living
in the UK. This study will be carried out by Huda Alqahtani who is doing her PhD in
Psychology at the University of Lincoln. The researcher’s supervisor is Dr. Karen Pfeffer
who is a senior lecturer at the University of Lincoln, UK.
What will happen?
You will be asked to answer questions about your own and your family’s experience of
adaptation during your study journey in the UK.
Time commitment: The interview is expected to take between 30-45 minutes of your time.
Participants’ rights: Participants may decide to stop being a part of the research study at
any time without explanation. They have the right to ask that any data they have supplied
to that point be withdrawn/ destroyed by contacting the researcher at
halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk Or the researcher’s supervisor who is Dr. Karen Pfeffer at
kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk or the second supervisor Dr. Valeria Carroll at
vcarroll@lincoln.ac.uk.
Benefits and risks: It is expected that the results of the research will be used to benefit
Saudi female students by improving the advice they are given before, during and after
studying in the UK.
Confidentiality and anonymity: Your answers will be treated confidentially and reported
anonymously. Your signed consent form will be stored securely and separate from the data.
You will given a participant code so that we can identify your data in case you want to
withdraw from the research.
For further information: Please feel free to ask any questions about the research. If you
have any questions you should ask the researcher via email halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk or
supervisor Dr. Karen Pfeffer kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk. Also, if you are interested in the
research outcome, we can supply you a summary of the results if you ask the researcher or
supervisor on the emails provided above.
Ethical approval: This research has been approved by the School of Psychology Research
and Ethics Committee at the University of Lincoln, Lincoln, LN6 7TS, UK. Please contact
the School of Psychology at soprec@lincoln.ac.uk to discuss any concerns you might have
about the ethics of this research.
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Appendix I
Informed Consent Form
Project title: The experiences of Saudi student-mothers and their families living in the UK.
Please sign below if you agree to the following: 1- You have read and understood the
participant’s information sheet. 2- Questions about your participation have been answered
satisfactorily.3- You are taking part in this research study voluntarily.
Participant ID………………………………………….
Participant’s signature: .......................................................
Date: ...........................................................
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Appendix J
Debriefing Information

Thank you for your participation. This study is an investigation into the experiences of Saudi
female student-mothers and their families living in the UK. It is expected that the results of
the research will be used to benefit those students by improving the advice they are given
before, during and after studying in the UK.
As mentioned at the beginning of your participation, if you decide to withdraw your
responses, you should contact the researcher at halqahtani@lincoln.ac.uk or researcher
supervisor Dr. Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ca.uk with your participant ID code. If you
have any concerns about the ethics of this project, please contact soprec@lincoln.ac.uk
Once again, thank you for your support for this project.

247
Appendix K
Demographic Questionnaire
Participant ID………………………………………….
1. How old are you?
20-25

26-30

31-35

36-40

more than 40

2. What course are you currently doing?
………………………………………………………………………………

3. What is your level of study?
………………………………………………………………………………

4. How many children do you have?
……………………………………………………………………………….
5. How old is your child/children?
……………………………………………………………………………….
6. Has your husband been accompanying you continuously?
……………………………………………………………………………….
(If no) When did he leave?
…………………………………………………………………………….

7. Since you started studying, has your husband studied?
(If yes) Since when?
………………………………………………………………………………
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Appendix L
Interview Questions
1.
2.

Tell me about your experience as a mother studying in the UK.
As a Saudi student and mother, do you look after your family the same
way you used to before coming to the UK?
(If yes) How does this influence your experiences in the UK?
3. In Saudi Arabia it is generally customary for women to look after the
housekeeping duties and childcare, whereas, bills, electricity and the
household finance are the responsibilities of the man. Has this
remained the same for you when you came to the UK or did it change?
How?
Why?
4. Did your priorities change now compared to when you were in Saudi
Arabia?
(If yes) How? Why?
(If no) What motivated you to maintain your priorities?
5. As a student and mother, did you encounter any difficulties during your
stay in Britain?
What are they?
(If yes) Why do you think you encountered these difficulties?
How did you manage them?
6. Who is your primary support in the UK?
7. Who did you approach for support and guidance on parenting?
8. Tell me about your husband's role in parenting.
9. Did your husband's role in parenting change upon coming to the UK
compared to how it was in Saudi Arabia?
(If yes) How and why?
10. Do you feel satisfied with his current level of support?
Why?
11. Does hijab influence your experience of adaptation in the UK?
(If yes) How? Why?
12. How do your children respond to and perceive growing up in two
distinct cultures?
13. Have you or your family members changed in any way since coming to
the UK?
In what way?
Can you think of any reasons for this change?
Is there anything else that you think would be important for me to know about
your experience as a Saudi international student-mother in the UK?
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Appendix M
Table M.1
Challenges and Adversities Identified by Respondents (Theme 1).
Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Differences

Differences in ideas

They teach them (her children) in the school

between home

how to be rebellious

and school
values

Financial

Missing sources

Childcare is expensive.

Prices of nursery are expensive.

Domestic help is expensive

Her (housekeeper) hourly rates are expensive

Missing family

I miss my family’s help.

Missing housekeeper

I wish I had my own housekeeper in the UK

Study time

It is hard for me to find enough time for

of support

Time conflicts

studying.

Own time

I don’t have time for myself.

Work-life balance

the biggest challenge is finding a way of
striking a balance between studies and
housework.

Increased family

Childcare

duties

My children’s teaching time and quality
decreased compared to Saudi Arabia.

Family duties

My responsibilities of raising children here
became more and more.
My family duties increased

Children’s
experiences and
fears of
disruption

Disruption distress

They are crying and telling me we do not
want to go back to Saudi Arabia
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Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Unsupportive

Not enough support

He does not do anything. I think that his role

spouse

he plays for in raising up children is not

behaviour

enough.

Language and

Uncooperative

My husband uncooperative

English language problems

My English is poor.

communication
Although my English is good, I can’t
understand the British accent very well
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Table M. 2
Worries and Vulnerabilities Experienced by the Respondents (Theme 2).
Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Concerns about

Friendship with opposite sex

I told my sons don’t make friendships with girls this is

children’s

not our norms.

upbringing
Obedience

I can’t force my children to do anything they do not want
if I do so I will be in trouble.

Alcohol and cigarettes

I am concerned that my children might drink alcohol.

I am concerned that my children might smoke cigarettes.

Arabic language fluency

I feel sad that my [13-year-old] child stutters when he
reads Quran [in Arabic]

Different environment

I get anxious when we have to go back, because she
(daughter) has to be in a different place with no friends
and the lifestyle and education system are different.

Prayer

My children don’t practice the praying regularly
compared to their cousins in Saudi Arabia.

Wearing hijab

My daughter is not convinced by wearing the hijab.

Peer influence

My daughter is influenced by her English friends and
acts like them

Worried about
prejudice

Worried about prejudice

I wear hat (to cover hair) instead of a headscarf so that
no one would know I am a Muslim or Saudi, and
honestly that made me feel so much better.

I encountered more than one racist incident and after that
I decided to give up on the veil (face cover)
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Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Nahid murder happened a few days before I came to
Britain and honestly, I was so scared and took off the
veil (face cover).

Role conflicts

Conflict of roles

In the UK I play a male role in addition to my female
role.

Too many roles

Being student, wife or mother is a full-time job. Each
role is a job by itself. In my case I have to do all these
jobs at the same time.

Emotions and

Guilt

I feel guilty because I do not do my family duties.

Worried about readapting

I am worried in case I cannot re-adapt to my home

feelings

country culture when I finish my studies and go back to
Saudi Arabia.

I do not feel like living here my whole life because I feel
homesick. At the same time, I do not want to go back to
Saudi Arabia and leave behind the life I’m used to here,
even if I’m pampered…so I’ve mixed feelings, and I
think this is one of the negatives of studying abroad
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Table M. 3
The Sources of Support and Protective Environments Identified by Respondents (Theme 3).
Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Practical help

Family

I go to Saudi Arabia, so that my family can help out looking after
my child and I would focus on my exams.

Peer groups

Relationships with

Housekeeper

The housekeeper comes to me once a week

Friends

I make plans to meet Saudi friends every Friday.

Saudi club

I used to attend Saudi club activities

Became closer.

I got married 15 years ago, only in the UK I got to know my husband

spouse

and our relation became better.

Husband better at raising

He became better in terms of contributing to raising up our children.

the children.

Shares home duties

He feeds and dresses up my daughter when I go to the university.

My husband shares all the home duties.
No interference from

Neither his family nor my family interferes in our life

extended family
Husband’s role better

My husband’s role in the UK is somehow better than his role in
Saudi Arabia.

Children

Children help at home

They helping me doing my home duties

Children’s

Children enjoy school.

They [children] love going to school [mainstream education]

Private teacher

I brought private teacher to teach my children.

Arabic school

To make sure that my children do not lose their Arabic language

education contexts

ability, I enrolled them in an Arabic school.
Nursery

Nurseries are one of my main support in the UK
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Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Religion/culture

Religious diversity in UK

I thought about a lot of things before making a decision…I thought
about the place where my religious freedom is protected and where
halal food is available
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Table M.4
Positive Experiences and Personal Strengths Identified by Respondents (Theme 4)
Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Being culturally

Home culture

I always teach my children why this is halal and the

grounded

other is not.

Teaching Arabic to children

I devoted part of my time to teaching my children.
the Arabic language

Change in values

Speaking Arabic at home

I speak Arabic at home and English outside

Cognitive adaptation

Studying in the UK changed my attitude towards

are handled well

many things

I realized the importance of time.

Cultural/spiritual

Cultural and spiritual identity

I feel more close to God

Independence

Before (in Saudi Arabia) I depend on my husband.

identification

Assertiveness

or my brothers, but now I became independent.

Self-efficacy

Personal strength

My personality became stronger

Achievements

I learned how to achieve my goals.

Decisions

I make my own decision.

Priorities

My priorities have changed.

Confidence

My self-confidence has increased.

Knowledge

My knowledge increased.

Skills

My English language is better.
I became more practical.
Me and my husband realize the importance of
money management

Self-awareness,
insight

Self-aware

I realised my weakness points.
I learnt to be more patient.
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Subthemes

Codes

Examples

In Saudi Arabia I was nervous, here I am more relaxed.
I became more flexible.

I became more receptive to criticism.

I have become more realistic.

Empathy for others

Cultural understanding

I communicate and accept people from different.

and the capacity to

cultural and religious backgrounds

understand others

My experience in the UK makes me give more respect.
to the minorities in Saudi Arabia

Social intelligence

My social intelligence increased

Having goals and

Work-related

I learned how to love my work.

aspirations

Family-related

Here I realized and appreciate the importance of having.
a family
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Appendix N
Information Sheet (Mothers)
Project title: Saudi school children’s re-entry adaptation experiences after studying abroad.
Invitation: I am contacting you to ask you and your child to participate in my research. The
main aim of this research is to investigate the re-entry adaptation experiences of Saudi school
children who accompanied their parents while they were studying abroad. This study will be
carried out by Huda Alqahtani who is doing her PhD in Psychology at the University of
Lincoln. The researcher’s supervisor is Dr. Karen Pfeffer who is a senior lecturer at the
University of Lincoln, UK.
What will happen?
You will be asked to answer questions about your child’s experiences of re-entry adaptation
to Saudi Arabia. Your child will be asked to answer questions about her/his experiences after
coming back to Saudi Arabia (in school, life with their family and friends in SA).
Time commitment:The interview is expected to take between 30- 45 minutes of your time
and between 15-30 minutes of your child’s time.
Participants’ rights: As participants, you and your child may decide to stop being part of
the research study at any time without explanation. You have the right to ask that any data
you and your child have supplied to be withdrawn/destroyed by contacting the University of
Lincoln using the email address halqahtani@lincoln.ca.uk or the researcher’s supervisor
who is Dr. Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk
Benefits and risks: It is expected that the results of the research will be used to benefit Saudi
children by improving the advice they are given before, during and after accompanying their
parents for studying in the UK. There are no known risks for participants in this study.
Confidentiality and anonymity: Your answers will be treated confidentially and reported
anonymously. Your signed consent form will be stored securely and separate from the data.
You will be given a participant code so that we can identify your data in case you want to
withdraw from the research.
For further information: Please feel free to ask any questions about the research by
contacting the researcher Huda Alqahtani at halqahtani@lincoln.ca.uk or supervisor Dr.
Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ac.uk. Also, if you are interested in the research outcome
we can supply you a summary of the results if you ask the researcher or supervisor on the
emails provided above.

Ethical approval: This research has been approved by the School of Psychology Research
and Ethics Committee at the University of Lincoln, Lincoln, LN6 7TS, UK. Please contact
the School of Psychology at soprec@lincoln.ac.uk to discuss any concerns you might have
about the ethics of this research.
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Appendix O
Informed Consent Form (Mothers)
Project title: Saudi school children’s re-entry adaptation experiences after studying abroad.
Please sign below if you agree to the following: 1- You have read and understood the
participant’s information sheet. 2- Questions about you and your child’s participation have
been answered satisfactorily. 3- You and your child are taking part in this research study
voluntarily.
Participant ID……………………………………………...
Participant’s signature: .......................................................
Date: ....................................................................................

.
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Appendix P
Debriefing Information (Mothers)
Thank you for your participation. This study is an investigation of the Saudi school
experiences of re-entry adaptation experiences. It is expected that the results of the research
will be used to benefit Saudi children by improving the advice families are given before,
during and after sojourning in the UK.
As mentioned at the beginning of your participation, if you decide to withdraw your
responses and your child’s, you should contact the researcher at halqahtani@lincoln.ca.uk
or the researcher’s supervisor Dr. Karen Pfeffer at kpfeffer@lincoln.ca.uk with your
participant ID code. If you have any concerns about the ethics of this project, please contact
soprec@lincoln.ac.uk.

Once again, thank you for your support for this project.
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Appendix Q

Demographic Questionnaire (Mothers)
Participant (mother) ID………………………………………….
Participant (child) ID………………………………………….
1. How old are you?
19-22

31-35

23-26

36-40

27-30

41 and above

2. How long have you lived in the UK (Or relevant country depending on which country
they studied in)?
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
3. How long have you been in Saudi Arabia since you returned from the UK (Or relevant
country)?
……………………………………………………………………………………………….
4. What was/is your status in the UK (Or relevant country)?
A student

A companion

If you are a student, what degree and course did you study?
……………………………………………………………………………………………
5. What are the ages of your children?

6. How old is your child now?

7. How old was your child when he/she went to the UK (Or relevant country)?
8. How old was your child when he/she returned to Saudi Arabia?
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9. After you or your husband got a scholarship to study abroad what countries/cities
have you been with your child?

Could you please list them?
………………………………………………………………………………………………

10. How long have you lived in every country/city?
……………………………………………………………………………………………….

11. How many schools has your child attended as a student in Saudi Arabia, in the UK
(Or relevant country) or another country?
A. In Saudi Arabia
B. In the UK (Or relevant country)
C. Other countries
……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………
12. What kind of school did your child attend in:
Saudi Arabia
Government school
Private school
International school
Others…………………………………………………………………………………
The UK (Or relevant country)
Government school
Private school
Grammar school
Others…………………………………………………………………………………….
A. Other countries
……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………
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Appendix R
Interview Questions (Mothers)
Now I would like to ask you some questions about your experiences and your child’s
experiences on returning to Saudi Arabia.
1. What was your child’s reaction when he/she returned to Saudi Arabia?
2. Did your children find it difficult or easy to adapt to Saudi society?
How and why?
3. How would you compare your child’s experience in UK schools compared to his/her
experience in Saudi schools?
4. Has your child experienced any adaptation difficulty since he/she returned home
country?
(If yes)
What difficulties did /is child facing in re-entry adapting to Saudi society?
Could you please rank your child’s difficulties in a descending order, from the most to the
least difficult?
5. How does your child deal with these challenges?
6. What are you doing to help your child re-adapt?
7. Did you notice a relationship between your child and the family members' (e.g. mother,
father, siblings) re-entry adaptation experiences?
(If yes)
Could you give me some examples please?
Is there were any impact of your child’s experience in UK on family relations?
(If yes)
Could you give me some examples please?
8. Have you experienced any adaptation difficulty since you returned home country?
(If yes)
How would you rank your child’s adaptation difficulties amongst the adaptation
difficulties that you face?
9. What has been the best thing about returning your child to Saudi Arabia?
Is there anything else that you think would be important for me to know about
your child’s/children’s re-entry experiences?
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Appendix S
Information Sheet (Children)
Who am I?
My name is Huda. I am a university student, and I am doing a
research about the experiences of children and young people who
lived abroad with their parents and came back to Saudi Arabia.
What is a research?
A research is what you do when you want to find out about
something that interests you.
Do I have to take part?
No, it is your choice, and no one can force you to take part! Also,
if you do take part you do not have to answer questions that
you do not want to.
What is the benefit of my participation?
Your answers will help other boys and girls who like you lived
and went to school abroad and then came back to Saudi Arabia.
Will there be any problems if I answer your questions?
No problem will happen to you or your family if you choose to
answer my questions.
What will I have to do if I take part?
You will be asked some questions about yourself, your friends
and school in the (specify host country) and Saudi Arabia.
What if I change my mind days after the interview?
If you changed your mind and do not want me to use your
answers anymore, you can first tell your mum who will contact
me about this. I will make sure that all your answers are
removed and no longer used in my work.
How long will this take?
This will only take about 15 to 30 minutes.
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Can I ask you questions?
Yes, of course! You can ask me any question.
Do I have to answer all the questions?
No, you do not have to answer any of my questions if you do not
want to and you can stop at any time.
Who will know about my answers?
Only me, no one else will be shown your full answers or know
that these are your answers!
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Appendix T
Assent Form (Children)

Please tick all you agree with:
yes
Do you understand what this study is about?
Do you understand you can ask any question you
have?
Do you understand you do not have to answer
all the questions and can stop at any time?
Are you happy to take part?

No

Mother’s agreement /consent:
I agree that my child can participate in this study: Yes

No

Mother participant ID: …………………………………………………………….
Mother’s signature: …………………………………………………………………
Today’s Date: ………………………………………………………………………
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Appendix U
Children's interview questions.

As an introduction to the questions, children were asked:
Have you ever lived in a different country? Which country is it? What did you do there?
What did you like most about it? What did you like least about it?
Questions about their host country experiences and re-entry experiences in Saudi Arabia.
1. Could you tell me what was your school like in (host country)?
2. What did you like most about school in (host country)? What did you not like?
3. What is your school like in Saudi Arabia?
4. What do you like most about school in Saudi Arabia? What do you not like?
5. Is your school in Saudi Arabia different to your school in the (host country)? What
is different about them?
6. Is it the same in some ways? What is the same about them?
7. Which one do you prefer/ like best? Why?
8. Can you tell me about one of your closest friends?
9. What do you like about him/her?
10. Can you tell me about one of your closest friends in (host country)
11. What you liked about him/her?
12. Who is your best friend of all? Are they from (host country) or Saudi Arabia?
Why?
13. Here are some unfinished sentences that need to be finished by someone who went
to school in (host country) /and Saudi Arabia. Could you please help me complete
them? Tell me what you think , there are no right or wrong answers.
a. School in Saudi Arabia is……………………………….……
b. Teachers in Saudi Arabia are…………………………….…….
c. My Saudi classmates are………………………………………
d. School in (host country) is……………………………….……
e. Teachers in (host country) are…………………………….…….
f. My (host country) classmates are………………………………………
Thank you for answering my questions. Your answers are very helpful!
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Appendix V
Table V.1
Re-Entry Challenges (Them 1).
Sub-themes
School challenges

Code
Academic challenges

Examples
The curriculum is hard.
School is different here, there are exams and
homework every day (M).
We have too much homework.
The challenges that my son face are understanding the
Arabic curriculum and writing and reading fluently
(M).

I’m slow when writing in Arabic.

Teachers' behaviour

They (the teachers) do not care about our feelings.
Children notice that the teacher treats them differently.
This makes studying here difficult for them (M).
The teachers are strict.
My teacher becomes mad quickly.

Peers' behaviour

Some of the students are naughty. They do not follow
what the teacher asks them to do.
If you made a mistake, they (the students) make fun of
you and laugh at you.

Physical school
environment

My classroom is small compared to my class in the
UK.
I don’t like my school’s building. It is old.
We don’t have slides and big green playgrounds.

Discomfort

My school bag is heavy.
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Sub-themes

Code

Examples
I suggested to the school to make a locker box for
every child, so they do not have to carry all those
books every day (M).

I do not like the school uniform it isn’t comfortable but
I’ve to wear it. In the UK if you don’t like the school
uniform you can wear something else you like but here
you can’t.

Psychological
challenges

Alienation

Isolation

Sociocultural
challenges

My son did not settle into the school. He feels that he is
different from other boys (M).
When we were in the UK, he had a lot of friends, he
spent his free time with them. Since we came back
here, he does not want to play with anyone, he just
spends his time playing games (M).

Lack of skills and knowledge

My son understands Arabic, but sometimes the boys
would use phrases that he does not understand (M).

Criticism

Other children make fun of my son since he cannot
speak the Saudi dialect (M).

Note: Responses indicated by (M) are provided by the mothers.
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Table V.2
Coping Strategies Developed by Saudi TCKs' Mothers (Theme 2)
Subthemes

Codes

Examples

Similar school

Private school

I enrolled all my children in a private school

environment

so they can adapt to school in SA.

International schools

Without a second hesitation I put my
children in an international school. I did not
want them to experience a shock from
school.

Seeking help

Academic support
I hired a private teacher for the children, to
support them academically.
Psychological support
At some point we needed a specialist help.

My son was shocked when we came back to
SA. He stopped talking to anyone.

Returning to the

Returning to host country to study

comfort zone

Self-reliance

My husband is now trying to get an
approval from his job to study abroad again.

Returning to host country as tourists

We travel to the UK in the holidays.

Dialogue

The conversations my children have with
each other about the difficulties they face on
a day-to-day basis was a way for them to
vent. They’re teaching each other indirectly
how to rely on themselves somehow to face
challenges.
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Subthemes

Codes

Examples

By facing reality

I think facing the difficulties by themselves
will make my children strong.
I left them my children to face reality and
my role is to support them when they need
me.
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Table V.3
Perceptions About the Consequences of Re-Entry Adaptations Experiences on Saudi TCKs (Theme 3).
Sub-themes

Code

Examples

Mental health

Physical symptoms

My daughter is stressed from school, she would
complain from stomachache every morning before
going to school.

Negative impact on
personality

Reduced confidence

My confidence dropped down (Ch).

Scared

Exams make me scared (Ch).

Stressed

Schoolwork is stressful (Ch).

National identity

Feelings of nonbelongingness

My son thinks that he is English.

Relationships with
their families

Blaming parents

My son always blames me and his father by saying “you
decided to travel abroad and took the degree, but you
didn’t care about the impact of this decision on your
kids' life. You destroyed my life”.

Future plans

Living away from family

He tells me that he will go back home once he finishes
high school. He calls the US home.

Negative
perspectives
towards home
country

Criticise

He doesn’t stop criticising almost everything.

Stronger religious
identity

Religious practice

Improved mother
tongue skills

Proficiency

Thanks God, she (her daughter) started wearing hijab
and she is comfortable in it.

My son’s Arabic was broken just like he was not a
Saudi, but thanks God, it’s much better now.
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Sub-themes

Code

Examples

My daughter struggled with pronouns in Arabic, she
would use ‘she’ for boys and ‘he’ for girls. Thanks God,
she has learnt Arabic now.

Socio-cultural skills

Gender expectations

Most of my son’s friends were girls in the UK. He now
knows that he can’t make female friends here because
girls prefer to have girls as friends and not boys. Because
of this he started to make male friends.

Note: Responses indicated by (Ch) are provided by the children.
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Table V. 4
Variables that Reinforce Saudi TCKs’ Successful Re-Entry Adaptation Experiences (Theme 4)
Sub-themes
Friendships and
shared cross-culture
experiences

Code
Friends

Examples
I enrolled my daughter in the same school where her
close friends are studying, so thanks God, she adjusted
quickly.

My son is adjusting well in the international school
because he met friends who like him have parents who
studied abroad.

Enrolling in
international
schools

Home country
language

School environment

Mastering the Arabic
language

Even though the school fees are quite high, that doesn’t
matter as long as my daughter feels comfortable. She
struggled a lot in public school.

She speaks and understands Arabic very well. That’s
why when we returned to SA she was able to integrate
well and understand most of the school subjects.

I didn’t struggle with my children who went to school
Previous
experiences

Home country school

here (SA) before we travelled to the UK, but my children
who didn’t find it difficult now.

My daughter is friendly and outgoing. Since day one,
Personality traits

Extroverted personality

she made friends at school and found school fun.

Thanks God, my daughter settled really well into school
Gender

Girls and boys adapt

and made friends, my son needed longer time (to adapt).

differently.
If I’d compare my daughters to my sons, my daughters
had it easy and they adapted fairly quickly.
Young and old children adapt
Age

differently.

My younger ones adapted quickly, but my eldest
daughter suffered quite a bit.
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Sub-themes

Code

Examples
I’m not sure, I’ve more than one child, they all had a
hard time after we returned, but the younger ones had it
better.
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