
Friends Matter: The Relationship Between Korean
International Students’ Friendship Networks and Study Abroad
Outcomes
Jae-Eun Jon1, Heeyun Kim, and Soo-yong Byun2

Abstract: This study examined the determinants of international students’ interactions with
different friendship networks and the relationships of these interactions with study abroad
outcomes, using data from 482 Korean college students who had participated in international
student exchange programs. The results showed that students’ participation in extracurricular
and off-campus activities while studying abroad was significantly related to their interactions
with local and other international students. The results also showed that students’ interactions
with co-national, local, and other international students while studying abroad were positively
associated with their intercultural competence, personal development, and career develop-
ment, even after controlling for other variables. We discuss the policy implications of these
findings beyond the Korean context.
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Introduction

Over the past several decades, an increasing number of students have crossed borders to pursue
their education globally. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD,
2019) statistics show that the number of students studying abroad increased from two million
students in 1998 to 5.3 million students in 2017. Accordingly, scholars have increasingly paid
attention to the experiences of this population. They have especially focused on international
students’ adjustment in different cultures (e.g., Smith & Khawaja, 2011), and the literature has
consistently shown that international students’ adjustment can benefit from interaction with
local students (Brunsting, Zachry, & Takeuchim 2018; Cao, Meng, & Shang, 2018; Geeraert,
Demoulin, & Demes, 2014; Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). In
reality, however, international and local students tend to have little interaction with each other
(Rienties & Nolan, 2014; Schartner, 2015; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Rather, international
students tend to select friends from similar cultural backgrounds, although they strongly desire
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to interact with local students in the host country (Lehto, Cai, Fu, & Chen, 2014; Sakurai,
McCall-Wolf, & Kashima, 2010; Schartner, 2015; Yan & Berliner, 2013).

However, as Montgomery andMcDowell (2009) have pointed out, international students’
lack of relationships with local students should not be understood from a deficit perspective.
This is because international students’ interactions with co-national students can help with
their adjustment, particularly in the beginning of their study abroad period (Geeraert et al.,
2014; Rienties & Nolan, 2014; Yan & Berliner, 2013). Furthermore, international students’
interactions with other international students can support their academic learning and provides
them with emotional support (Montgomery & McDowell, 2009; Schartner, 2015). Never-
theless, little scholarly attention has been given to factors that may promote or constrain
international students’ interactions with co-national or other international students. Instead,
considerable research has focused on identifying patterns in intercultural friendships and
factors that can facilitate international students’ interactions with local students (Glass,
Gómez, & Urzua, 2014; Hendrickson, 2018; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009; Rienties,
Héliot, & Jindal-Snape, 2013; Rienties & Nolan, 2014; Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood,
2013; Woods et al., 2013).

In addition to contributing to their adjustment, international students’ intercultural in-
teraction can also facilitate their development in different areas. Indeed, in their compre-
hensive review of research on the outcomes of international student mobility programs, Roy,
Newman, Ellenberger, and Pyman (2009) concluded that short-term study abroad experiences
can contribute to participants’ development in terms of their cultural, personal, and career
outcomes. Nevertheless, little research has focused on international students’ positive expe-
riences of learning and development. Rather, much existing research has focused on inter-
national students’ negative experiences of difficulties and struggles in their adjustment
(Moores & Popadiu, 2011). However, a group of scholars has argued that we need to move
beyond the deficit model of international students and the “adjustment paradigm,” wherein
they are seen as learning from Western culture and needing help in their adjustment (Heng,
2018; Marginson, 2014; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009).

In this study, we addressed these issues by examining Korean students’ intercultural
interactions while studying abroad and the relationships between these interactions and var-
ious learning outcomes. Korea is an appealing case for research on study abroad because it is
one of the major sending countries of international students (OECD, 2019) and because much
prior research on study abroad outcomes has concentrated on students fromWestern countries
(Roy et al., 2019). Whereas most research on intercultural interaction has collected data from
international students studying in one country, we used data collected from Korean students
who had studied abroad in various countries. The current study was guided by the following
research questions:

1. What determines Korean international students’ interactions with co-national, local, other
international students?

2. How do Korean international students’ interactions with co-national, local, other inter-
national students relate to their study abroad outcomes?
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