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The number of international students enrolled in Australian high schools has increased
dramatically over the last decade. However, limited research has investigated the unique
needs and experiences of these students. In response to a general lack of knowledge
relating to this population, a sample of 225 international high school students (93 males,
129 females, and 3 other) enrolled in years 10–12 in Australian independent schools were
surveyed to investigate their social wellbeing. The survey included measures of social
wellbeing, online and face-to-face connectedness, sense of belonging to their home
country as well as in Australia, and the strength of their school connectedness, with the aim
of identifying the most significant factors that predicted social wellbeing. Although all the
factors made some contribution to social wellbeing, the strongest predictors were a sense
of Australian belonging and school connectedness. We also investigated the students’
perceptions around connectedness to their social community and face-to-face and online
environments, as well as whether there were any links between online connectedness,
social wellbeing, and belonging. While no statistically significant relationships were
revealed for online and face-to-face connectedness and their impact upon students’
social wellbeing and sense of belonging, the findings revealed the nature of positive and
online experiences and the fact that while risks of online activities were substantial, in
general, participating in online activity brought about more benefits than harm. Additionally,
an unexpected finding revealed that, over time, the international students’ sense of
belonging and social wellbeing steadily decreased, which indicates an increased need
for support for these students as they progress through the student life in Australia.
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education

INTRODUCTION

Australia has seen major growth in international education over the last 20 years (Marginson, 2007;
Meadows, 2011; Australian Government, 2018a) to the point where it represents one of the nation’s
highest service exports, contributing $40 billion to Australia’s national economy in the last fiscal year
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). While the majority of growth has been in tertiary/post-
compulsory education, the numbers of international students enrolled in Australian primary and
secondary schools have also been on the rise. Indeed, in 2019, there were approximately 25,000
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international students studying in Australian schools (Department
of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020). This growth in
enrolments has been paralleled by a rise in the research that
focuses on international education, including increasing
interest in the challenges associated with catering to the
educational, social, and emotional needs of these students
(Sawir et al., 2007; Chu et al., 2010; Barry et al., 2017). The
focus of this previous research has been primarily on young
adult students enrolled in tertiary education, with little that
addresses the needs of high school-aged international students.
Although there are commonalities between the two broad
groups (for example, the realities of living and studying in
an unfamiliar country) in terms of both age range and
developmental needs, the two cohorts are very different.

In this article, we report the findings of the lead author’s PhD
study, which is part of a larger Australian Research Council (ARC)
funded study, aimed at addressing this gap in the literature, by
focusing on this younger and differently vulnerable cohort. This
project titled International Students in Secondary Schools was
explicitly designed to investigate the experiences of this student
population in order to understand their overall experiences. In this
article, the focus is on social wellbeing. According to Keyes (1998),
social wellbeing can be defined as “the appraisal of one’s
circumstances and functioning in society” (p. 122). While the
term (and its associated issues) is often subsumed by broader
categories of “student wellbeing” or “psychological wellbeing,”
social wellbeing actually focuses on a quite specific aspect of
psychological health, that is, on an individual’s feelings of social
integration, social acceptance, social contribution, social
actualization, and social coherence. Social wellbeing is a
particularly important contributor to overall wellbeing in
adolescents, as they derive much of their sense of self-worth
from the social evaluations of their peers and important adults.
The consideration of social wellbeing therefore draws attention to
the strength of the social connections (Chu et al., 2010) and the
factors that impact upon the social wellbeing of international high
school students, such as a sense of belonging and various forms of
connectedness, including online and face-to-face. Research has
shown that a strong or robust sense of social wellbeing impacts
upon young people’s security, comfort, and affect and contributes to
positive functioning in adulthood (Newton-Howes et al., 2015;
Chervonsky and Hunt, 2019). In focusing on the social wellbeing
of international high school students, this article provides educators
with new, important insights into the experiences and needs of a
population rendered twice vulnerable due to their age and their
status as international students.

The article is divided into four sections. In the first section, a
brief overview of the context of the research is provided and the
relevant literature is briefly discussed. In the second section, there
are details of the research design, with an overview of the
purpose-built instrument that was used to collect data on
issues relating to social wellbeing, connectedness, and
belonging. A short outline of the theoretical resources that
underpinned the research design and data analysis is also
provided. The findings are then outlined in the third section
before finishing in the final section with some conclusions and
recommendations for further research and practice.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE

First, it is important to acknowledge that this article reports on
the research undertaken in Australia where international
education, as noted above, is one of the largest non-resources
export and the largest services export industries (Australian
Government, 2015). Though growth in enrolments has been
hurt by the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of the currently
enrolled students exceeds 708,000 (Department of Education,
Skills and Employment, 2020). The current numbers are the
result of a long history of national investment in this field of
activity. In 1951, under the Columbo Plan, Australia encouraged
international education partnerships, a period of investment
which provided a mechanism for Australia to exercise soft
power and diplomacy (Lowe, 2015) and achieve multiple goals
in terms of understanding and establishing relationships with
diverse countries (and their economies). Since that time,
successive federal governments have continued to see the
international students as both an important source of revenue
and a bridge between Australia and their origin nations, a desire
reflected in the current policy which asserts that “relationships
developed through international education help maintain
international trade, investment and goodwill” (Australian
Government, 2015, p. 6). Government priorities have been
paralleled by the policies of the educational leaders (in schools
and university) who have commonly argued that the cultural
exchange offered by the international students enrolled in
Australian schools and universities benefits the individuals, the
institutions, the communities, and the nation by fostering
globally connected communities, increasing cultural awareness,
and generating intercultural capacity (for an example of this kind
of rhetoric, see Robertson, 2011).

Despite all the regularly asserted benefits that flow from
international education, the international students occupy a
complicated position in the educational landscape of Australia.
On the one hand, “they,” as an often-undifferentiated student
group, are valued for the fees they pay, the connections they help
to foster, and the “diversity” they bring to the community
(Australian Government, 2015). On the other hand, this same
group of students is often the target of discrimination and
alienation (Marginson et al., 2010), particularly where there is
some perception that they are diluting a local identity, failing (or
refusing) to accept local customs, and/or taking resources
(including university enrolment places, jobs, or
accommodation) away from the local communities and
domestic students (Mills, 2018).

The overall vulnerability of the international students
population has been powerfully illustrated by events relating to
the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. This crisis has prevented many
international students from entering Australia to begin or
continue their studies and has prevented others from
completing a lengthy and expensive education. Others who
were in Australia when the pandemic was officially declared
found themselves isolated in their community and unable to
return home. The closure of university and school campuses,
restrictions on travel, and ultimately the closure of borders
coupled with widespread loss of employment have created a

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org August 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6819562

Hurem et al. Social Wellbeing, Belonging, and Connectedness

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


uniquely stressful set of experiences for the international students
(Bamford, 2020). The governments responded to the loss of
employment and the experiences of isolation with various
forms of support for the local businesses and domestic
students. However, few of these benefits were directed to the
international students. Indeed, in the midst of the crisis,
Australia’s Prime Minister urged the international students
with financial problems to “return to their home countries”
(Gibson and Moran, 2020). This blunt comment highlights the
juxtaposition that the international students experience between
being welcome for the fees they contribute and at the same time
being regularly devalued and subjected to overt and covert racism
(Mills, 2018; Mwenge, 2018). In this case, the comments were
directed at students in universities, but it is reasonable to argue
that the international students in all contexts navigate a similar
risk: the potential to be treated primarily (although not always so
deliberately) as commodities, not as people (Paltridge et al., 2013).

This commodification of the international students and the
impact this has upon their mental health and overall wellbeing
have been identified in literature in various forms and contexts.
This article, and the project it relates to, is informed specifically by
literature that has mapped major influences and threats to
students’ social wellbeing, including friendships, racism, and
online activity. We acknowledge wellbeing has different
interpretations and is linked to different concepts.

Literature Review: International High
School Students and Issues of Wellbeing,
Connectedness, and Belonging
The literature relating to international students is diverse, but
much of it focuses on issues that might be broadly thought of
as student experiences (positive and negative, face-to-face, or
online) and their relationship to, or impact upon, the
phenomenon referred to as “student wellbeing” (Gomes et al.,
2014). The researchers drawing upon the resources of psychology
have consistently argued that wellbeing is fundamentally tied to the
social connections such as family, peers, and community.
Baumeister and Leary (1995), for example, have argued that
relatedness is a fundamental human need essential for
psychological wellbeing, but it is particularly important in
adolescence and the transition to young adulthood as the social
connections outside the family take on increased importance. In
students, the absence of fulfilling and meaningful social
connections in school has a detrimental effect on wellbeing
(Alharbi and Smith, 2019; Bharara et al., 2019; Gomes et al.,
2015; Keyes, 1998) and is associated with loneliness (Sawir
et al., 2007), anxiety, and depression (Osterman, 2000; Arslan,
2017). These kinds of insights have impacted upon the educational
policy, with many school-based frameworks now emphasizing the
need for students to be included in, connected to, and respected by
their school community. One example of this is the Australian
Government’s Wellbeing Framework which argues that wellbeing
involves inclusion:“All members of the school community are
active participants in building a welcoming school culture that
values, diversity, and fosters positive, respectful relationships,” and
student voice: a position that allows students to “feel connected”

and “use their social and emotional skills to be respectful, resilient
and safe” (Australian Government, 2018b, p.1).

While these have relevance to all students, inclusion and
connection for student wellbeing (and we would argue, social
wellbeing) take on increasing importance for the international
students. Tran and Gomes (2016) argued that connectedness is a
central experience for students while in the host country. This
view is supported by a research by Gomes et al., 2014, who found
that maintaining connectedness to family and friends is
important for the wellbeing of the international students
studying in Australia. They noted that studying abroad places
strain on the quality of these social connections even when they
are using social media, chat, and video calls. “Virtual” connection
may be an inferior substitute for having those loved ones and
friends nearby, and online may not offer the same depth of
experience as face-to-face. As compensation, the international
students develop new social networks and relationships in
Australia, which are also vital in feeling part of the
community and connected to others. Lee and Robbins (1995)
argued that a core element of social connectedness is a sense of
togetherness with peers, and its absence is felt as a sense of “social
distance” and isolation. Therefore, having a strong sense of
connectedness with others and creating friendships is regarded
as an important component of a positive international student
experience and directly impacts student wellbeing (Hendrickson
et al., 2011).

This body of literature has also shown that the inclusion and
connection are not always experienced in positive ways. Indeed,
much of the literature that focuses on international students in
higher education emphasizes the potential for students who are,
in the strictest sense of the term, included in an environment, to
feel disconnected and alienated. In other words, there is an
important difference between being connected and feeling a
sense of belonging. Connectedness refers to the existence of
social connections and relationships with others, but a sense
of belonging extends to a sense of acceptance and being part of the
community (Sumsion and Wong, 2011; Australian Catholic
University, 2018). Thus, the students may feel estranged even
in the presence of social connection and these feelings matter in
important ways. As Atri et al. (2007) have shown, the
international students’ sense of belonging was highly
predictive of psychological wellbeing, and experiences of
prejudice and racism served to undermine that wellbeing.

This highlights the importance of looking beyond the simple
measures of “inclusion” or connection to consider the nature of
the student experience through the lens of “belonging” (Sumsion
and Wong, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006). While supportive social
connections are important, acquiring a sense of belonging
requires not only connection but also acceptance. While true
for all people, belonging takes on an increased priority for the
international students, as they already feel a sense of difference
during the acculturation process (Berry 2005; Cho and Haslam,
2009) due to the high degree of stress experienced during this
period (Ye, 2006; Yeh and Inose, 2003). The link between
students’ sense of connectedness and their feeling of belonging
is captured by a growing literature that explores the politics of
belonging: focusing on the ways in which individuals learn,
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navigate, and are impacted by the physical, legal, and ideological
barriers and boundaries which determine who “belongs” and
who does not in any geographical, political, and educational
situation (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011; Halse,
2018). This growing literature shows us that belonging plays
a pivotal role in fostering wellbeing (Akhtar and Kroener-
Herwig, 2017) and that “belonging” is always in flux, never
settled (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Sumsion and Wong, 2011). The
complex interplay between inclusion, connection, and
belonging is illustrated within three strands of the literature
relating to the international students’ experiences of friendship
formation (and associated experiences of loneliness), the
international students’ experiences of racism (and risks to
wellbeing), and the international students’ use and
experiences within online environments.

Barriers to Connection, Social Wellbeing, and
Belonging
Research, primarily undertaken in post-school settings, has
shown that the international students are interested in forming
new connections and new friendships, particularly with domestic
students, and that these friendships have important consequences
(Sawir et al., 2007). Friendship formation facilitates acculturation
and adaptation to the host country, as well as positive academic
performance (Glass, 2014; Hommes et al., 2012; Hendrickson
et al., 2011). Similarly, friendship formation leads to lower levels
of stress and greater opportunities for language learning (Gareis,
2012; Rienties and Tampelaar, 2013).

But while international high school students are routinely
embedded in environments where they have access to potential
friends (i.e., these students are with other young people in
classrooms, school grounds, and often boarding schools),
friendships do not automatically develop. Commonly reported
barriers to new friendship formation for the international
students include issues of language competency (Li and Zizzi,
2018) and familiarity with cultural norms (Williams and Johnson,
2011). These language and cultural barriers convey the sense that
the international students are “different” to their local peers and
this leads to isolation, exclusion, and often experiences of racism
(Baak, 2018; Fahd and Venkatraman, 2019).

Racism is a recurring theme within the international students
literature, though there is often a reluctance to acknowledge it by
educators (Lee and Rice, 2007). Australia is not immune to this
(for a review, see Marginson et al., 2010), with studies finding that
the international students experience racism in Australia on a
regular basis (Fahd and Venkatraman, 2019; Lawson, 2012;
Marginson et al., 2010). Racism can be expressed in diverse
ways, including overt acts of racism and hostility such as
name calling, expletives, physical threats, and assaults, but it
may also be expressed covertly in indirect and subtle ways
through snide comments, looks, and avoidance (Dovchin,
2020). While greater attention has been given to overt racism
encountered by students, research has highlighted that covert
racism is far more prevalent and is even more damaging to
cultivating a sense of belonging (Harwood et al., 2018). While
racism experienced by university students has been widely
reported, it seems that these kinds of experiences might also

be commonplace in the high school environment (Mansouri and
Jenkins, 2010).

When attempts to form friendships with domestic students are
rebuffed or seem unobtainable, the international students often
opt to form friendships with students from their own country of
origin or other international students sharing similar cultural
habits or values (McFaul, 2016; Robinson et al., 2019). Early
difficulties forming friendships also tend to persist over time
rather than being resolved. Of course, friendship formation
requires effort by both the international students and their
domestic peers, but when the international students encounter
initially negative experiences and are rebuffed, this discourages
further efforts (Vaccarino and Dresler-Hawke, 2011). Literature
has also shown that the international students do not always have
access to the same kinds of non-educational contexts
(community, leisure, religious, or diverse extracurricular
activities) within which domestic students might develop
friendships. This can be tied to issues such as students’ access
to groups, a lack of time, finances or transport, or, in many cases,
the impact of living in a boarding school (Glass, 2014; Glass and
Westmont, 2014).

Experiences of loneliness are very common for the
international students. Sawir et al. (2007) reported high levels
of loneliness are experienced by up to two-thirds of Australian
international students, which has mental health consequences for
these students. The authors reported that this results in high levels
of depressive symptoms and reduced feelings of wellbeing. Thus,
the availability (or lack thereof) of local face-to-face friendships
contributes to perceptions of disconnection and loneliness, which
results in lower wellbeing for international high school students
in Australia (Sawir et al., 2007). This represents another potential
pathway by which connection might contribute to both a sense of
belonging and ultimately student wellbeing.

To summarize, the literature focused on the international
students’ experiences in general, consistently drawing attention
to the risk that students studying in Australian high schools may
experience a lack of connection, a sense of isolation, and feelings
that they do not belong, all of which can impact upon an overall
sense of wellbeing. These insights informed the design of the
research reported in this article and the survey that generated the
data. It is also important to acknowledge here that international
high school students—like teenagers across the planet—not only
exist in face-to-face environments but also spend considerable
time online. Thus, in order to conduct a significant investigation
into their sense of wellbeing, it was necessary to attend to online
and face-to-face environments. The key issues in the literature
which are centered on the relationship between rates and forms of
online activity and issues of connection, belonging, and wellbeing
are discussed below.

Young People, Online Activity, and Links to
Connection, Belonging, and Wellbeing
The ways in which teenagers and young people experience online
worlds are the subject of a large body of scholarship, which is not
possible to review in depth here. However, there are two
important dimensions that are directly relevant to this study.
The first is that “being online” has multiple forms, encompassing
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text and image based social media, video streaming, and other
modalities (Finger, 2017). This range of activity takes on
increasing importance for international high school students,
as it supports communication with their established friendship
and family networks abroad. The second is that online activity
can have both positive and negative consequences (Ito et al., 2010;
Third et al., 2017) and thus can impact on social wellbeing in
various ways.

Much has been written about the potential for online spaces to
offer young people new ways to develop a positive sense of self
(e.g., Greenhow et al., 2009; Tran and Gomes, 2016) and for
emotional expression (e.g., Prieto-Welch, 2016). Research has
also shown that online spaces can be experienced as sites of risk
(Best et al., 2014; Espinoza and Juvonen, 2011). Young people
report experiences of online harassment, bullying, and
intimidation (Hamm et al., 2015), as well as less overtly
negative experiences such as being left out, ignored, or
excluded from online groups (Whittaker and Kowalski, 2015).
The literature that relates to the international students and online
activity also draws attention to the benefits and the risks
associated with the online space.

Positive Aspects of Online Activity in terms of Connectedness,
Belonging, and Wellbeing of the International Students
The subset of literature exploring the relationship between the
online activity and the international students highlights a number
of positive benefits. Research has highlighted that connecting to
family and friends in their home countries is very important and
beneficial to the international students (Sawir et al., 2007).
Alfarhoud et al. (2016) argued that this fosters a sense of
connection with their home country, their families, and
friends; hence, they advocate for access to social media
during class-time because it can reduce frustration during the
acculturation process and feelings of homesickness. The
importance of this connectedness to family and friends as a
protective factor in buffering against loneliness and
acculturative stress cannot be overstated, as it facilitates a
sense of belonging that is sometimes lacking in their face-to-
face relationships. McCarthy (2013) has also piloted friendship
formation interventions with the international students,
showing them how they can use social media to strengthen
existing and make new friendships. Additionally, many students
report that connecting online is beneficial in terms of helping
them manage emotions (Harvey et al., 2017), which also
positively impacts upon their wellbeing (Saha and Karpinski,
2018). However, further research is needed to determine how
online activity can benefit high school-aged international
students, as well as the ways they engage connectedness and
how this impacts upon their sense of belonging and social
wellbeing.

Negative Aspects of Online Activity in terms of
Connectedness, Belonging, and Wellbeing of the
International Students
Despite presenting many opportunities, not all online experiences
are positive and supportive (Tynes et al., 2013). Consistent with
the wider literature around the risks associated with online

activity (risks that may be exacerbated for minoritized
students such as students of colour), research focused on
international cohorts has found that online engagement can
actually exacerbate existing feelings of exclusion and
discrimination for the international students in Australia
(Zhao, 2017). Furthermore, Rowan et al. (2021) have reported
that “being online” can be experienced by some as a place of
alienation and exclusion mirroring that experienced face-to-face.
One important example of this is when students access media
articles and reports which refer to the international students in
negative ways, perpetuating negative stereotypes and racism
(Paltridge et al., 2013; Yi and Jung, 2015). Added to these
already detrimental dialogues, the recent comment by the
Australian Prime Minister, in which he urged the international
students to return home during the current COVID-19 crisis
(Gibson and Moran, 2020), can only further exacerbate these
negative feelings for the international students. The expression of
such viewpoints in the media communicates tangible messages of
not only who feels valued and who does not feel valued but also
who belongs and who does not belong. Furthermore, such
portrayals perpetuate negative messages and discriminatory
comments across the community and the media (Robertson,
2011), reducing the sense of belonging for the international
students.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS IN THE PRESENT
STUDY

Given these prevailing issues as identified through the review of
the literature, this article contributes to developing new
knowledge by addressing the following research questions:

• What factors impact upon the international students’ social
wellbeing?

• How does online and face-to-face connectedness impact
upon social wellbeing?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The literature reviewed above emphasized the importance of
focusing on the extent to which the international students,
who are literally included in various school and home settings,
do (or do not) feel a sense of connectedness to others, and an
overall sense of belonging, in both online and face-to-face
contexts. The research reported in this project draws upon
theoretical resources associated with the politics of belonging
to shape the investigation. Yuval-Davis (2006) proposed a
framework for considering the issues of belonging called the
politics of belonging, which comprises three distinct analytical
levels.

“The first level concerns social locations; the second relates to
individuals’ identifications and emotional attachments to various
collectivities and groupings; the third relates to ethical and
political value systems with which people judge their own and
others’ belonging/s” (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 199).
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In the context of education, Sumsion and Wong (2011)
expanded on this framework with their cartography of
belonging and applied it to early childhood education in order
to argue the importance of analyzing belonging in specific
contexts. They identified ten specific dimensions of belonging,
as well as three axes which offered different lenses for viewing the
construct of belonging. These axes were termed categorization,
resistance and desire, and performativity. The axis of
categorization encompasses the process of “inclusion and
exclusion in numerous national, local, cultural, social and
personal agendas” (Sumsion and Wong, 2011, p. 34).
Categorization raises questions about who belongs and is
accepted and who are instead seen as others or outsiders
(Yuval-Davis, 2006.) The axis of resistance and desire
examines belonging in terms of power-relations (Sumsion and
Wong, 2011). Those who “belong” occupy higher social positions,
while those with a lower social standing are excluded. These
inequities can be opposed, however, and resistance involves
contesting and challenging those notions of belonging, while
desire is the hope for meaningful change. The axis of
performativity describes the daily tasks and everyday actions
that contribute to a sense of belonging. In essence, it is about
the way that we perform belonging and “the stories people tell
about themselves and others about who they are (and who they
are not)” (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 202).

Having presented these axes, Sumsion and Wong (2011) then
identified ten dimensions of belonging: emotional, social,
cultural, spatial, temporal, physical, spiritual, moral/ethical,
political, and legal belonging. The axes provide a framework
for interpreting these ten dimensions; however, Sumsion and
Wong (2011) highlighted the importance of the interplay between
these dimensions and axes. According to Sumsion and Wong
(2011), we can move in and out of one or all of these dimensions
and axes depending on the context and the place. However, not all
ten dimensions of belonging are pertinent to the current research
questions and the population under investigation. Therefore, this
article is guided by and focuses primarily on the social, emotional,
and cultural dimensions of belonging and their relationship to
fostering students’ social wellbeing. In the following section, we
report on how, and in what ways, students are connected (online,
face-to-face, and school connectedness), how this relates to
feeling a sense of belonging (both to their Australian “homes”
and to their home country), and the subsequent effect on
students’ social wellbeing. The instrument draws upon the
previously constructed measures of connectedness, belonging,
and social wellbeing.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure
A convenience sample of 225 international students (93 males,
129 females, and 3 other), enrolled in years 10–12 across
independent high schools in Queensland and New South
Wales states, Australia, were recruited to participate in the
study. The students were provided with the opportunity to
participate online or in person within the presence of the

researcher or the teacher (where more convenient). However,
all participation was conducted using an online survey platform
(Qualtrics).

Participants were eligible to participate in the study, if they
were considered mature minors by Australian standards. This
meant that, in order to be eligible, all students had to be over the
age of 16 years. All international students who were considered as
long-term students, meaning that they were in Australia for a
period of longer than 1 year, were eligible to participate. Ethical
approval for the study was gained by the committees of both
Deakin University and Griffith University.

The students were asked to identify the country they
considered home (which could include Australia). The most
common responses were China (63.6%), Papua New Guinea
(7.1%), Australia (6.7%), and Japan (5.8%). Students were
asked where they usually lived before moving to Australia and
while in Australia. The majority of students had lived with their
family in their home country (87.1%) followed by a small number
at boarding school (6.7%). While here in Australia,
accommodation included homestay (42.7%), boarding school
(28%), with a parent (10.2%), with their whole family (9.3%),
with relatives or close friends (6.7%), and other living
circumstances (3.1%). The duration students had spent in
Australia is given in Table 1.

Data Analysis. The quantitative data were analyzed in a range
of ways appropriate for the nature of the data and the questions
being investigated. Differences between face-to-face and online
friendships and connectedness were analyzed using independent
samples t-tests. To analyze the research question about predictors
of student social wellbeing, correlation and multiple regression
were employed.

Materials
Fundamentally, the data for the current study was collected
through a questionnaire with closed and open response items.
The instrument was developed in conjunction with the broader
project team and was responsive to the project research
questions. Specifically, the questionnaire was designed to
capture the international students’ sense of social wellbeing,
belonging, and connectedness in online and face-to-face
environments. To address these related but diverse
phenomena, the instrument was developed by drawing on a
range of other scales, and some items and sections were drawn
directly from other instruments. The details of the
questionnaire are outlined in Table 1. Additionally,
demographic items were included measuring student age,

TABLE 1 | Duration spent in Australia as an international student.

Length of time Frequency Percent (%)

Less than 2 months 4 1.8
2–6 months 27 12.0
6–12 months 26 11.6
1–2 years 69 30.7
2–5 years 84 37.3
More than 5 years 15 6.7
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time spent in Australia, and home circumstances. Thus, the
instrument developed for this study was able to provide
insights into the participants’ experiences. However, as the
present publication is a part of a larger research program and
only a subset of the data is reported here.

The specific measures analyzed and reported in the present
study were as follows:

• Student social wellbeing: Items were adapted from the Social
Integration and Social Acceptance subscales developed by
Keyes (1988) which measure social wellbeing. These items
were adapted for clarity to accommodate the adolescent
reading levels. Student social wellbeing was measured using
20 items, using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly
Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” Example items included
“You feel close to other people in your Australian
community” and “You feel that people in Australia are
welcoming.”Reliability for student social wellbeing was high
(Cronbach’s alpha � 0.95).

• Home belonging: Student’s sense of belonging to their home
country was measured using items adapted from Carroll
et al.’s (2017) Social Connectedness Scale: Family
subscale. The scale had been specifically developed for
use with high school students to measure the degree to
which the students felt that they belonged and were
accepted. Minor wording changes were made for
participant readability. This section was comprised of
11 items on a 5-point Likert scale. Example items
included “We spend time together” and “I feel valued.”
Reliability for the home belonging scale was high
(Cronbach’s alpha � 0.95).

• Australian belonging: Student’s sense of belonging here in
Australia was also measured using the same items from
Carroll, Bower, and Muspratt’s (5-point Likert) Social
Connectedness Scale: “We spend time together” and “I
feel valued,” with minor wording changes to reference
how they felt here in Australia. Reliability was also
similarly high (Cronbach’s alpha � 0.94).

• Face-to-face and online connectedness to friends: The quality
of student friendships and their social connections was
measured using Carroll et al.’s (2017) Social
Connectedness Scale: Friendship subscale. The 15 items
measured the extent and quality of social connections
and friendships, with example items including “I share
similar interests with my friends” and “I have a friend
that I trust with my deepest secrets.” The students
completed one version of the scale for their face-to-face
friendships and one version for online friendships and
connections. Reliability was high for the face-to-face
(Cronbach’s alpha � 0.97) and online versions
(Cronbach’s alpha � 0.96).

• School connectedness: The degree to which the students felt
connected to their school community was measured using
items from Carroll et al.’s (2017) Social Connectedness
Scale: School subscale. School connectedness was
measured using eight items, examples of which include “I
like being asked to talk about my home country” and “I am

treated fairly at school by other students.” Reliability was
also high (Cronbach’s alpha � 0.92).

• Technology and social media usage: Student’s usage of
technology and social media was investigated through
more open questions that focused on the types of social
media platforms used (e.g., Facebook, Email, etc.) and the
purposes that the students used technology and Internet for
(e.g., browsing the web, sharing how they are feeling, etc.).
Commonplace online activities were measured using items
from the Media and Technology Usage and Attitudes Scale
(Rosen et al., 2013). Here, the students were asked to answer
the questions “social media helps me” (e.g., maintain
connections with my family, deal with loneliness, etc.).
These items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale
with the responses being as follows: (1) strongly disagree,
(2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, and (5)
strongly agree.

• Positive and negative online experiences: A checklist of both
positive and negative online experiences was provided to
measure the frequency with which the international
students encountered certain behaviors. Positive
experiences included behaviors that made the students
feel welcomed and happy. Negative experiences included
behaviors such as being called names, as well as racist or
sexist comments. The responses were measured on a 6-point
Likert scale, with the responses being as follows: (1) never,
(2) hardly ever, (3) a few times a week, (4) a few times a day,
(5) many times a day, and (6) all the time. As a guide for
interpreting these responses, a mean score of 2 indicates that
the behavior is hardly ever encountered, while scores of 3
and above indicate that the behavior is more frequent.

RESULTS

The survey sought to investigate the student’s perception of
connectedness to their social community in face-to-face
environments and connectedness experienced online, which
contribute to a student’s sense of belonging and social
wellbeing. So, in reporting the results, attention is paid not
only to what students do and how they connect but also the
nature of these connections and how these relate to each other.
Furthermore, in discussing these quantitative findings, the
theoretical perspectives provided by the politics of belonging
(Yuval-Davis, 2006) and the cartography of belonging
(Sumsion and Wong, 2011) are employed to theoretically
ground the analysis and interpretation.

Predictors of Social Wellbeing
The primary outcome of interest was students’ social wellbeing.
To measure students’ social wellbeing, the sample used the entire
social wellbeing scale range, with average responses falling
between 1.15 and 5.00. The mean item response of 3.62 (SD �
0.60) suggests that the participants were neither extremely high
nor low on social wellbeing.

To investigate the contributions of student belonging (to their
home country and in Australia) and the role that face-to-face and
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online connectedness played in fostering social wellbeing, a
standard multiple regression was employed. Included as
predictor was school connectedness, as this might also provide

a buffer against stress. Table 2 presents bivariate correlations
between belonging to their home country and in Australia,
connectedness in face-to-face and online environments, and

TABLE 2 | Correlations between the regression variables (N � 225).

1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Home sense of belonging — — — — — —

2 Australian sense of belonging 0.32*** — — — — —

3 Face-to-face connectedness 0.40*** 0.49*** — — — —

4 Online connectedness 0.40*** 0.37*** 0.57*** — — —

5 School connectedness 0.27** 0.64*** 0.62*** 0.49*** — —

6 Social wellbeing 0.24** 0.60*** 0.47*** 0.33 0.74*** —

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

TABLE 3 | Unstandardized and standardized coefficients for predictors of social wellbeing.

Full sample (N = 225) Homestay (n = 96) Family (n = 59) Boarding school (n = 63)

B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β

Home belonging 0.03 (0.21) 0.03 0.09 (0.07) 0.11 0.02 (0.08) 0.03 -0.18 (0.09) −0.19
Australian belonging 0.17 (0.04) 0.23*** 0.14 (0.08) 0.16+ 0.17 (0.07) 0.26* 0.26 (0.09) 0.34*
Face-to-Face connectedness 0.00 (0.06) 0.00 −0.10 (12) −0.09 0.08 (0.09) 0.10 0.03 (0.10) 0.03
Online connectedness −0.06 (0.05) −0.06 −0.02 (0.11) −0.02 −0.10 (0.08) −0.10 0.10 (0.09) 0.11
School connection 0.55 (0.06) 0.61*** 0.59 (0.10) 0.66** 0.54 (0.10) 0.59*** 0.48 (0.11) 0.50***

+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

FIGURE 1 | Home and Australian connectedness for different time spent in Australia.
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social wellbeing. As can be seen from the correlations, the most
potent contribution to social wellbeing appeared to be their sense
of Australian belonging and acceptance (r � 0.60) and their
connection to their school (r � 0.74). However, all measured
factors, except for online connectedness factor, showed a
moderately sized positive correlation to social wellbeing.

These interpretations were upheld by the multiple regression
analysis (see Table 3). When all the predictors were entered
together, students’ sense of belonging and acceptance in Australia
and their connection to their host school emerged as the strongest
predictors of social wellbeing. These results were observed in the
full sample, as well as for the three categories of student
(homestay, family, and boarding school). In each case, school
connection exerted a marginally stronger effect than belonging
and acceptance in Australia.

Changes in Student Social Wellbeing at
Different Points in Time
Figure 1 shows students’ sense of belonging to their home country
and in Australia relative to the amount of time they had been in
Australia, showing a steady decline in their sense of home
belonging in the initial year upon arrival to Australia, followed
by a steady increase after 2 years of being inAustralia. Interestingly,
their sense of belonging in Australia declines in the first 6 months
after arriving to Australia. After being in Australia between 6 and
12months, their sense of belonging in Australia increases.

However, their sense of Australian belonging drops again to the
lowest point, after being in Australia between 1 and 2 years. After
being in Australia between 2 and 5 years, there is almost no change
in their sense of belonging in Australia. However, only after the 5-
year period does students’ sense of belonging in Australia rise again
and approach that of their country of birth.

Figure 2 presents differences in the students’ social wellbeing
vis-à-vis the time they have spent in Australia. This data is
particularly concerning, as it shows a gradual but fairly steady
decline in self-reported social wellbeing at different points in
time, with the largest decline for students studying in Australia
for 2 to 5 years. More hopefully though, students who have been
studying in Australia for 5 years or longer report a substantially
higher level of social wellbeing—even higher than that for
commencing students.

Internet and Social Media Usage of the
International Students
The international students used the Internet and social media for
a variety of tasks, and on any given day they would generally
browse the web, search for information, use apps, listen to music,
watch video clips, read emails, and use social media. These do not
appear to differ from the typical pastimes of adolescents.
However, the majority of the students also watched English
language television shows and movies on at least a weekly
basis (64.9%), as well as television and movie content from

FIGURE 2 | Social wellbeing for different time spent in Australia.
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their home country (68.4%), which included watching shows in
their first language. In addition, the students also reported that
they used the Internet in order to make voice and video calls to
others on at least a weekly basis (71.1%).

What was particularly interesting was the fact that a
considerable number of students reported using social media
for emotional expression by making a status update or blog entry
on at least a weekly basis (63.3%), to cheer themselves up (68.4%),
to cheer up other international students (72.8%), or to vent or
voice their concerns about the problems they are
experiencing (62.9%).

The social media landscape is rapidly expanding, with new
forms of social media emerging annually. As the medium used for
communication may be varying over time, the frequency of use of
each of the popular mediums highlighted that email was used
extensively (70.4%), with also strong use of Instagram (66.1%),
WeChat (64.3%), Facebook (30.2%), and video chat (29.7%). The
follow-up survey questions sought to identify whether there were
different patterns of social media usage with friends and peers, as
well as those used with family.

Online Experiences of the International
Students
Although there were no significant and strong statistical links
between students’ social wellbeing, sense of belonging, and online
connections, recognizing that the students encounter both
positive and negative experiences online, we asked the
students to report how frequently they experienced both good
and bad things while online. The students reported online
experiences on a 6-point Likert scale (see Table 4). All

positive experiences scored higher than the scale midpoint of
3, while negative experiences were generally below, indicating
that they were less frequently encountered. Frequencies of
responses have been given so that the reader can see the
percentage of the students reporting negative experiences.
The one exception was behavior by others which made the
students feel anxious or depressed, which appeared more
common (M � 3.3). What is important to note here is the
fact that while many reported positive experiences, there were
also a sizeable number of students who reported negative
experiences, and it is crucial that the aggregating effect of the
summarized data does not diminish the negative experiences of
some participants.

Connectedness in Face-to-Face and Online
Environments
The students’ self-reported measures of connectedness were
compared to see whether the international secondary students
reported a difference between their face-to-face connectedness
and online connectedness across the survey items. For three of the
measures of connectedness, there was a significant difference
between the online and face-to-face connections. These three
items were as follows:

“my friends understand me”: t (224) � 2.16, p � 0.002, and d �
0.28; “my friends really listen to what I have to say”: t (224) � 2.04,
p � 0.042, and d � 0.27; and “I have a friend that I trust with my
deepest secrets”: t (224) � 3.23, p � 0.001, and d � 0.43. For these
specific items, the students reported having higher connectedness
with their online friends than they did with their friends in
Australia with whom they connect face-to-face.

TABLE 4 | Frequency response options for positive and negative experiences.

Item How often have you experienced these things while online?

Mean (SD) 1. Never 2. Hardly
ever

3. A few
times
a week

4. A few
times
a day

5. Many times
a day

6. All the
time

1. People calling me mean names 2.71 (1.64) 68 (30.2%) 64 (28.4%) 18 (8.0%) 28 (12.4%) 32 (14.2%) 14 (6.2%)
2. Racist comments 2.62 (1.58) 76 (33.8%) 50 (22.2%) 30 (13.3%) 28 (12.4%) 31 (13.8%) 9 (4%)
3. Sexist comments 2.41 (1.55) 92 (40.9%) 49 (21.8%) 24 (10.7%) 23 (10.2%) 30 (13.3%) 6 (2.7%)
4. General comments by others that offend me 2.66 (1.54) 67 (29.8%) 57 (25.3%) 34 (15.1%) 27 (12.0%) 30 (13.3%) 9 (4%)
5. People swearing at me 2.52 (1.54) 75 (33.3%) 63 (28.0)% 27 (12.0%) 21 (9.3%) 29 (12.9%) 9 (4%)
6. Behaviour by others that made me feel
uncomfortable or unwelcome

2.65 (1.52) 70 (31.1%) 48 (21.3%) 41 (18.2%) 30 (13.3%) 26 (11.6%) 9 (4%)

7. Behaviour by others that made me feel sad 2.69 (1.54) 2.61 (1.52%) 57 (25.3%) 37 (16.4%) 27 (12.0%) 28 (12.4%) 11 (4.9%)
8. Behaviour by others that mademe feel anxious or
depressed

2.61 (1.52) 65 (28.9%) 66 (29.3%) 32 (14.2%) 26 (11.6%) 23 (10.2%) 12 (5.3%)

9. Being complimented 3.30 (1.53) 36 (16.0%) 38 (16.9%) 49 (21.8%) 40 (17.8%) 46 (20.4%) 15 (6.7%)
10. Behaviour by others that made me feel
welcome

3.74 (1.41) 18 (8.0%) 27 (12.0%) 48 (21.3%) 55 (24.4%) 54 (24.0%) 22 (9.8%)

11. Behaviour by others that made me feel happy 4.00 (1.37) 15 (6.7%) 14 (6.2%) 48 (21.3%) 53 (23.6%) 66 (29.3%) 28 (12.4%)
12. Being thanked 4.00 (1.38) 14 (6.2%) 19 (8.4%) 43 (19.1%) 54 (24.0%) 66 (29.3%) 28 (12.4%)
13. Being invited to join a game/community/
friended

3.86 (1.44) 17 (7.6%) 23 (10.2%) 50 (22.2%) 47 (20.9%) 58 (25.8%) 29 (12.9%)

14. Sharing a joke 4.14 (1.39) 12 (5.3%) 17 (7.6%) 41 (18.2%) 48 (21.3%) 69 (30.7%) 37 (16.4%)
15. Swapping stories 3.92 (1.44) 15 (6.7%) 26 (11.6%) 42 (18.7%) 50 (22.2%) 60 (26.7%) 31 (13.8%)
16. Behaviour by others that made me feel relaxed
or happy

4.07 (1.40) 16 (7.1%) 13 (5.8%) 44 (19.6%) 48 (21.3%) 72 (32.0%) 31 (13.8%)
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DISCUSSION

Considering the results outlined above, in this final section, we
now provide a discussion of the findings, structured by the study’s
research questions outlined previously.

Research Question 1
• What factors impact upon the international students’ social
wellbeing?

When looking at the extent to which a sense of belonging and
connectedness predicts the international students’ social
wellbeing, the results of the multiple regression indicated that
Australian belonging and school connectedness were the most
important predictors. When the students felt like they belonged
and were accepted in Australia, they reported a greater sense of
social wellbeing. In addition, the findings also revealed that when
the students felt that they were connected to their school
community, they also reported a greater level of social
wellbeing. This is consistent with the position of Sumsion and
Wong (2011), where social connectedness is linked to a sense of
belonging, as indicated in the cartography of belonging where
they state “social belonging is associated with group membership,
affinity and attachments beyond the emotional attachments in
close networks of family and friends” (p. 42). They further
emphasized the importance of social belonging and that of
being part of a community and being able to contribute to it.

Although there were still significant bivariate correlations
between online connectedness, home belonging, and face-to-
face connectedness (indicating their importance), the multiple
regression showed that they had a much smaller impact than the
above-mentioned predictors. This does not negate their
importance (for example, in our sample, we found that online
connections are used for emotional expression and regulation)
but rather that Australian belonging and school connectedness
explained the greater degree of social wellbeing. This has
important implications, as the way international students are
treated in the community and schools is an aspect which schools,
other institutions, and the wider community have some control
over. Meanwhile there is less control once the students engage in
online activity. Moreover, the school community was the
strongest predictor (see Table 5), as it had a greater effect
compared to even belonging in Australia. This is an important
finding as it draws attention to the fact that schools can indeed
make very meaningful contributions to the social wellbeing of the
international students in their care, should they ensure to provide
appropriate resources and care to address this. This is further
discussed in the implications section of this discussion.

We also investigated whether there were differences in the
nature of the international students’ online and face-to-face
friendships. In general, the students reported similar quality
friendships online and face-to-face. Therefore, there was no
particular preference for online or face-to-face friendships.
However, there were three items where the international
students reported having stronger online friendships: for the
items “my friends understand me,” “my friends really listen to
what I have to say,” and “I have a friend that I trust withmy deepest

secrets.” The direction of the difference was unanticipated, as
generally adolescents report greater quality of face-to-face
friendships (Reich et al., 2012). One explanation could be the
fact that vulnerable international students who lack meaningful
peer connections are forced to seek them out online, but it is not
clear whether these were established online connections from their
home country or whether they were seeking out new ones online.
This is a line of questioning that could be explored in future studies.

In addition, it was clear that these online and face-to-face
friendships provided significant support for the international
students during their time in Australia, with moderately sized
significant bivariate correlations between friendship connections
and the students’ social wellbeing. However, the results of the
multiple regression highlighted that home belonging and school
connectedness played an even greater role in fostering the students’
social wellbeing than their face-to-face and online connectedness. It
may be the case that successful formation of these peer friendships
leads indirectly to social wellbeing through the pathway of belonging
(Berry, 2005; Cho and Haslam, 2009). It also suggests that achieving a
positive sense of connection to the school environment and fostering a
sense of belonging to the Australian community are vital for achieving
positive student outcomes. Undoubtedly, the acculturation process is a
period of high stress (Yeh and Inose, 2003; Ye, 2006) but close
connections with schools can be a protective factor for the
international students during this time. This research finding
differs somewhat from previous research, which had highlighted
the peer and social connections as being more important for the
international students (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Hommes et al., 2012;
Glass, 2014). When the students feel like they really belong to the
school and to the Australian community, they report much greater
levels of social wellbeing. This suggests one way that the schools
hosting the international students can have a powerful contribution to
the students’ social and emotional wellbeing while under their care. It
prompts us to consider availability of access tomental health and other
services for the international students, particularly those facing
language and cultural barriers. It also suggests a direction for
future researchers to follow, as this is currently under-researched.

Moreover, when examining whether there were changes in the
students’ sense of belonging (both to their home country and to
the Australian community), an unexpected finding revealed that
the students in the initial two months report comparatively high
sense of belonging. However, their sense of belonging to their
home country drops precipitously after this period and generally
declines in the first two years. This coincides with a general
declining trend in the overall students’ social wellbeing (see
Figure 2). While we cannot establish causation from a
correlational design, it is quite consistent with the literature on
the pressures of acculturative stress and its negative effect on
social wellbeing which has been previously documented (Berry,
2005; Ye, 2006). The students also report an initial decline in their
sense of belonging in Australia which rebounds after six months
(see Figure 1). However, it again drops considerably after
1–2 years of being in Australia and remains low until
eventually climbing in those students who remain in Australia
for five years or longer. While we cannot draw any firm
conclusions as to why the declines occur at this time, we can
hypothesize why these may be occurring. Great efforts are
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generally undertaken to make the international students feel
welcome upon arrival, but after this initial “welcoming” such
efforts possibly reduce as students “appear” to be fitting in.
However, our research has identified that this is actually a
critical period for the international students as they experience
not only a reduced sense of belonging to home but also a reduced
sense of belonging here in Australia. It is at this time that further
support is needed for the students as they navigate this difficult
period during which their overall social wellbeing also declines.
Real and concerted efforts to support these students are required,
and they need to be genuine rather than unintentionally
tokenistic.

Research Question 2
• How does online and face-to-face connectedness impact
upon social wellbeing?

While no statistically significant finding was revealed between
the international students’ online connectedness, social wellbeing,
and belonging, we did find that the international students
reported experiencing greater positive online and social media
experiences than negative ones. This would be consistent with
other researches on Australian high school students indicating
online and social media experiences to be normative for students
in this age range (Allen et al., 2014). However, we did note that
some behaviors such as being sexist or racist or offensive
comments were still reported by the students in the sample
and, of course, the positive experiences do not negate these
negative ones, and “online” is not always a welcoming
community as it can also be a place of occasional exclusion
(as noted by Sumsin and Wong’s (2011) axis of categorization).

Overwhelmingly though, the social and emotional benefits of
online and social media platforms are such that we would caution
against restricting access to the social media platforms or other forms
of connecting to family and friends. Alfarhoud et al. (2016) argued that
this takes on an increasing importance for the international students
though as it fosters a sense of connectionwith their home country and
existing support networks (friends, family, and culture). It is also
consistent with the emphasis Sumsion and Wong (2011) place on
social and emotional connections, as online and social media
platforms allow them to still communicate with those that are
back in their home country. Also identified in our results were the
ways in which the students used social media for emotional
expression, as well as to console other international students
experiencing similar stresses and hardships. Thus, access to social
media is important not only for friendship formation but also for
emotional regulation and seeking support when needed. This is
consistent with the previous studies that have highlighted how
provision of access to social media is essential to adolescents under
stress (Egan and Moreno, 2011; Michikyan et al., 2015). From the
perspective of Sumsion and Wong (2011) and, more specifically, the
dimensions of social and emotional belonging, these findings
demonstrate the degree to which the online activity facilitates
social and emotional belonging for the international students: it is
able not only to maintain existing social ties but also to facilitate
emotional expression and help the international students find
supportive and caring social relationships online when they are

lacking in face-to-face relationships. Sumsion and Wong (2011,
p.42) noted that this emotional belonging “is associated with
acceptance” and goes beyond the group membership and affinity
provided by social belonging. These perspectives are particularly
important for the schools and policy makers to be mindful of, as
they often impose arbitrary decisions on the amount, and type, of
access to the Internet, but they lack the perspective of an isolated
international student studying in a different country.

In addition, overall, online and social media experiences appear
to be a protective factor for the students, with the only negative
behavior reported as being quite frequent being “behaviour by
others that made me feel anxious or depressed.” However, the
specific behaviors were not identified; follow-up interview
questions in future studies could focus on trying to identify
more specific examples of the types of behavior that contributes
towards these feelings. We also note that all students must be
supported if they have negative online experiences. In our sample,
even the minority that note negative, and often daunting,
experiences online highlight the tension between the benefits
and risks of online activity for adolescents. We also know that
one poor experience among many good experiences can cause
significant harm. This cannot be lost in the aggregation of the data.

Furthermore, we found that the students use a range of online
and social media platforms considerably and for a variety of
purposes including maintaining language and cultural ties with
their home country in the form of music, television, and movie
content, as well as maintaining social connection with friends and
family abroad to reduce feelings of loneliness and isolation. A
research finding though for this population was the high degree
to which the students used online connection for emotional
expression, with the majority of students making status updates
or blog entries (68.4%) on at least a weekly basis, to console or to
cheer up other international students (72.8%), or to voice concerns
about the problems they are experiencing (62.9%). The majority of
international students reported using these as an outlet for emotional
expression publicly (Best et al., 2014), which may act as a buffer for
the stresses they experience, as well as a way to elicit social support
(Egan and Moreno, 2011). Importantly, they also used them to
console other international students—a behavior which has not been
previously identified. Given that, for many, there are restrictions on
the amount or even the availability of access to social media for
students, this may have some implications which are addressed
further in the implications section of the discussion.

We also note that the online connections were rated
significantly higher than the face-to-face connections for the
three items surrounding emotional expression with friends.
While educators may have concerns about the appropriateness
of access to social media, for this particular subgroup of
international students, it highlights just how important access
to social media is for their social and emotional wellbeing. This is
consistent with Sumsion and Wong’s (2011) social, emotional,
and cultural dimensions of belonging, as well as the axis of
performativity, where students “perform” belonging (Sumsion
and Wong, 2011), in order to foster a greater sense of belonging.
Furthermore, this importance they place on online connectedness
and social media further emphasizes the strong interplay between
the performance of belonging and how the online engagements

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org August 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 68195612

Hurem et al. Social Wellbeing, Belonging, and Connectedness

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


can contribute towards their social, emotional, and cultural
belonging.

Limitations of the Study and Areas for
Further Research
It is important to acknowledge here that this article seeks to provide an
overview of the findings that have emerged from the first custom built
survey of international high school students’ social wellbeing. Our
focus is thus on presenting the findings and identifying the key areas of
interest and concern. Further articles will explore some of the most
pressing issues in more depth. We also acknowledge that the cross-
sectional design of the study provides a “snapshot” in time of students’
belonging, connectedness, and social wellbeing across the students
who had been in Australia for as little as twomonths to as long as
five years or longer. As it is a cross-sectional study, and we have not
really tracked over time to clearly show changes, it would be desirable
to includemore responses from thosewho have been inAustralia for a
longer period or to track over time. Furthermore, as somewhat of a
convenience sample, it cannot necessarily be assumed that the decline
observed in connectedness and social wellbeing over time generalizes
more broadly to other international high school students. That said,
the sample size was good, and it provides a starting point for future
studies to investigate this effect longitudinally.

Conclusion and Recommendations
As identified in previous research, the social connections are of
utmost importance to students, and the absence of forming strong
social connections in school can have detrimental effects on students’
wellbeing (Keyes, 1998; Gomes et al., 2015; Alharbi and Smith, 2019;
Bharara et al., 2019). Thus, this focus on factors that impact upon
social wellbeing takes on even greater importance in relation to the
international students who are studying away from home and are in
need of forming new social ties such as friends, peers, and their
school and local community. Therefore, it is not surprising that this
research has found that not only are the elements of Sumsion and
Wong (2011) social dimension identified as those that are most
important when it comes to the international students’ sense of
belonging, but also the emotional dimension, as research has shown,
is very strongly connected to belonging and social wellbeing (Tran
and Gomes, 2016).

As this research has found, the students’ experiences of belonging
are shaped by many factors, including face-to-face and online
connections to friends and family. The contribution of belonging
and connection was strongly associated with greater students’ social
wellbeing. Furthermore, this study has found that a sense of belonging
to the Australian community and a sense of connection to the
international students’ host school were identified as the most
powerful contributions to the students’ social wellbeing, which
generally declined the longer the students remained in Australia.
Therefore, and not surprisingly, it is recommended that the
international high school students receive greater support from the
schools as well as the Australian community in making them feel not
just welcome but also an accepted part of the community. Simply being
included is not the same as feeling a genuine sense of belonging and
acceptance. Fostering a genuine sense of belonging to the Australian

community and developing a strong connection to host schools can
play a pivotal role in improving the social wellbeing of the students. The
international students are particularly vulnerable after the first
six months of arrival in Australia, and additional interventions
aimed at helping them feel more welcome and accepted are crucial;
but these need to be genuine and not unintentionally tokenistic.
Overwhelmingly, the benefits and the affordances provided by
access to social media and online platforms outweigh the risks, but
we also note that for some students they can still experience these
online communities as hostile and excluding, for example, racist,
sexist, and offensive comments. These also do not negate the
importance of creating warm, supporting face-to-face
environments for the international students here in Australia.
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