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Abstract 

This study explores the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam 

before and after they came to Norway. Various exposures to new sociocultural environments 

may affect the identity of international students. This is especially the case when the student 

is coming from a developing country to a developed country, as these contexts have vast 

difference when it comes to culture, education, economy, social and political aspects. More 

specifically, this study examines how students develop their cultural identity from before and 

after arriving in Norway. Most of the literature on students’ cultural identity focuses on the 

psychological aspects. Little is known about how students perceive their own cultural identity 

and how their cultural identity develops. This thesis seeks to understand the development of 

the international students’ cultural identities, ranging from national identity, family relations, 

gender, political, religious and professional identity. 

The research design of this study consists of a case study with qualitative strategy applied. 

This study is focused on international students from Indonesia and Vietnam who were at the 

time of research enrolled in a master’s program at the University of Oslo (UiO) and BI 

Norwegian Business School Oslo (BI). The data in this study was collected through in-depth 

semi-structured interviews. Participants were recruited through a purposive random sampling 

with a total of eight students. An analytical framework adopted from Baumeister (1986) and 

Kim (2012) was used for the analysis of the data. 

The findings reveal that before the students came to Norway, family is seen as the most 

important identity dimension, followed by religious and professional identity. Whilst after 

they came to Norway, changes occur in all their cultural identity, and especially their 

professional identity became stronger, as well as their national and gender identity. In 

general, the students seemed to develop a ‘new’ cultural identity after they came to Norway. 

The exposure to the Norwegian culture and society have been affecting their cultural identity 

in the sense that they value pluralism and diversity. Some factors such as the interaction with 

others, motivation, gender, technology, emotional and social support have influenced this 

development. In conclusion, most students have developed a better understanding of their 

own cultural identity and have broadened their insight of multicultural society. 
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1 Introduction 

Transnational mobility provides both challenges and possibilities for the international 

students’ identity formation (Baumeister 1986; Tran and Gomes 2017). Identity is commonly 

understood to be socially constructed (Torres et al. 2009). As transient migrants, international 

students may have multiple and complex identities from the exposure of social networks in 

the home nation, host nation or other places they have been to (Gomes et al. 2014). The 

various exposures to new sociocultural environments may affect the identity of international 

students especially coming from developing countries to developed countries with different 

backgrounds, not only culturally, but also economically, socially, politically and 

academically. 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are seen as arenas of social interaction in which 

international students come in contact with a multitude of actors in a variety of settings on 

and off campus, which contribute to the development of their cultural identity (Kaufman and 

Feldman 2004). The number of international students worldwide increases every year. For the 

last two decades, the number of incoming students in Norway has also increased almost 

without interruption. There were more than 33,500 international students in 2018 

representing around 12% of the total number of higher education students in Norway (DIKU 

2018; Nygård 2019). 

Growing participation of the international student population in Norwegian higher education 

calls for HEIs to adequately serve the unique needs of these students. However, little is 

known about how the international students’ complex identities influence their social and 

academic life while studying abroad. Furthermore, much of the available literature on cultural 

identity especially on international students focuses on the psychological aspects and often 

relates identity to mental health and culture shock (Kim 2012). Not much is known about 

how international students perceive their own cultural identity and how their cultural identity 

develops (Gomes et al. 2014; Kaufman and Feldman 2004; Kim 2012). 

Understanding the whole student and his/her identities as well as how these identities 

constitute will stimulate new ways of understanding international students and their 

development. As international students move to the host country, a ‘new’ cultural identity is 

formed, which overlaps or mixes with the prior identity (Kaufman and Feldman 2004). The 
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reconstruction of identity development plays an important role in understanding the overall 

development of international students and their educational experiences (Kim 2012) during 

their studies abroad. 

This master thesis examines the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam before and after arrival in Norway. The study also looks at the development of these 

international students’ cultural identity, which is assumed to change after moving to Norway. 

The goal of this study is to provide relevant and timely perspectives on international students’ 

cultural identity. This is becoming increasingly relevant as international mobility of students 

is growing rapidly every year.  

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Student Mobility 

Internationalisation of higher education has significantly increased during the past few 

decades (de Wit and Hunter 2015; Knight 2012). One of the important and visible parts of the 

internationalisation of higher education is student mobility. Student mobility has transformed 

the higher education landscape because of its exponential growth around the globe. The 

growing demand for highly skilled people in labour markets, lower cost of transportation and 

communication as well as cultural factors, such as the use of English as a common teaching 

language, have driven people to study abroad (OECD 2016). The number of international 

students enrolled in tertiary education programmes worldwide has more than doubled from 2 

million in 1998 to 5.3 million in 2017 (OECD 2019). Nearly 70% of these students went to 

the OECD countries, including Norway, and most of them came from Asia (OECD 2019). 

International students are defined as those who travelled to a country different from their own 

for the purpose of study (OECD 2016; 2017). This differs from so-called foreign students, 

who despite of being non-citizens of the ‘host’ country they are enrolled in they may be long-

term residents or even born there. According to the Norwegian Agency for International 

Cooperation and Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (DIKU 2018), there were about 

10,800 international students in Norway in 2000 a figure which had risen up to 34,300 by 

2017. While this number decreased with around 2.5% in 2018, an interesting fact is found 

that the number of international students from Southeast Asia (SEA) in 2016-2018 was quite 
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stable and slightly increased. For example, the number of students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam has increased with 26% and 14% respectively (DIKU 2018). 

Two of the Norwegian HEIs with high number of international students are the University of 

Oslo (UiO) and BI Norwegian Business School (BI). In 2018, UiO had around 5,350 

international students whereas BI had 3,090 international students (DIKU 2018). Both 

universities have actively encouraged cooperation with ASEAN countries, including 

Indonesia and Vietnam, in different areas of education, such as human rights, and research 

project on globalisation, trade and regional integration in ASEAN countries (CEAS 2019; 

NCHR 2019). Therefore, it can be argued that the international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam have large potentials and opportunities in Norway. As SIU (now DIKU) in 2016 

stated, international students are a valuable resource as ambassadors for Norway in their 

home countries and they may contribute to recruiting future students. They are also an 

important resource in the form of potential employees in Norway which can generate future 

international cooperation. In addition, international students also contribute to the 

enhancement of educational quality as well as bringing the so-called ‘Internationalisation at 

Home’ to Norwegian students (DIKU 2019). 

Learning more about international students from ASEAN and their cultural identity is 

considered important since many of the research activities, which are addressing 

internationalisation in higher education are limited to certain groups of international students 

from more developed Asian countries such as South-Korea, China and Japan studying in 

English speaking countries such as in the US, the UK and Australia. Thus, the study about 

cultural identity of international students from ASEAN, in this case from Indonesia and 

Vietnam, coming to Norway gives a different and unique perspective in this area of studies. It 

is, for example, of relevance from the perspective of the Norwegian government’s focus on 

internationalisation of higher education and the fact that international students in Norway are 

highly valued.  

1.1.2 Cultural Identity and its Development 

According to Baumeister (1986), individual identity is a definition or interpretation of one 

self. Furthermore, identity is also defined as a totality of one self which is formed in a 
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continuous interaction with the cultural world outside and the society across time (Bhugra 

2004; Bhugra and Becker 2005; Hall and Gay 1996; Josselson 1996; Kellner 2003). 

Hall and Gay (1996) also added to the understanding of cultural identities by identifying 

aspects of our identities which arise from our ‘belonging’ to distinctive ethnic, racial, 

linguistic, religious and national cultures. The cultural identity of international students may 

or may not be affected after moving to another country. Cultural identity can become 

‘moveable’, varying at different times, continuously being shifted about (Breakwell 2014; 

Hall 1992). 

The exposure to new sociocultural environments may affect students’ identity and the 

Indonesian and Vietnamese students in Norway are no exception. Countries such as 

Indonesia and Vietnam have a rich and varied culture perhaps best shown by the high number 

of their ethnic groups (Asia Highlights, 2019; Forshee, 2006; McLeod & Dieu, 2001). 

International students from these two countries may already have multiple identities, 

originating from their home country or elsewhere before they start their sojourn period. 

During their sojourn period, their identity is likely to develop. Take an example from my own 

experience. As an international student in Norway myself, I feel that my gender identity has 

changed due to the exposure to the Norwegian egalitarian culture. I am now less surprised or 

amazed when I see a Norwegian man doing housework, such as cooking or doing the dishes 

since it is a normal thing to do in Norway. Whilst in my home country, Indonesia, it would be 

quite unusual. I have developed a better understanding of how the other culture, that is, the 

Norwegian culture, is implementing gender equality or other gender issues in their daily 

lives. 

The reason for pursuing education abroad for international students may vary, but one of the 

reasons is often argued to be to increase the chance of employment (Di Pietro 2013; Matherly 

2005; Wiers-Jenssen 2008; 2018). The survey by SIU (2016) showed that one of the reasons 

international students choose to study in Norway is to enhance their career possibilities 

whether in their home country, in Norway or even in another country. For this reason, this 

study assumes that professional identity will be more strongly affected than the other cultural 

identity dimensions identified. According to the Schlossberg’s transition theory (in Kim 

2012), higher education marks a transition period where student develop a perception of 

where they will fit into the world and what their future career will be. Even for adult students, 
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higher education marks a significant transition where the students are usually seeking to 

widen their professional opportunities. 

At the end of her paper, Kim (2012: 111) presented an implication for future research on how 

identity development experiences might vary because of various factors such as “ethnicity, 

culture, families, language, religion, socioeconomic status, country of origin, and prior 

educational experience”. Despite a large volume of literature on student identity 

development, mostly on American undergraduate students and domestic students, the 

international graduate students’ identity development in HEIs has been ignored. Therefore, 

compelled by this gap in the existing literature, this master thesis tries to make an initial step 

to contributing to a better understanding of the international student identity development at 

the two Norwegian HEIs. 

With the increasing volume of student mobility between countries, classrooms are becoming 

increasingly culturally diverse, filled with international and local students. Each student may 

have different cultures and experiences, which influence the way they learn and interact with 

teachers and peers. For instance, Asian students tend to be more passive and quiet in the class 

compared to students from Western countries (Loh and Teo 2017; Wong 2004). These 

differences should be recognized within the higher education systems and institutions, by 

teachers, peers and including the students themselves. Study of students’ cultural identity can 

increase the cross-cultural understanding among higher education’s many stakeholders and 

eventually help achieving better education practices.  

1.2 Aims 

This study will: 

1. Explore the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam before 

they came to Norway (pre-sojourn) for pursuing their master’s degree studies at the 

University of Oslo or BI Norwegian Business School. 

2. Explore the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam after 

they came to Norway (during sojourn) for pursuing their master’s degree studies at the 

University of Oslo or BI Norwegian Business School. 
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3. Analyze the cultural identity’s development of international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam before and after they came to Norway for pursuing their master’s degree studies 

at the University of Oslo or BI Norwegian Business School. 

1.3 Research Questions 

The main aim of this study is to examine how international students develop their cultural 

identity before and after they moved to Norway. As has been pointed out literature addressing 

cultural identity issues still is quite limited and focuses mostly on the psychological approach 

rather than sociological approach. Furthermore, the international students from developing 

countries, such as Indonesia and Vietnam, are often given little attention in the academic 

literature, while the number of students from those two countries are consistently growing. 

Based on the above considerations, this study seeks to address the following research 

questions: 

1. How do international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their cultural identity 

before they came to Norway? 

2. How do international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their cultural identity 

after they came to Norway?  

3. How does the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam 

develop after they came to Norway? 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters which are related to each other with the main 

purpose to address the research questions of this study. The first chapter of this thesis 

(introduction) provides the background for the study, which is focused on student mobility 

and cultural identity and its development. It also presents the aims and research questions of 

the study as well as the thesis outline. The second chapter, literature review, presents the 

definition of cultural identity and its development by using relevant academic literature. This 

chapter also provides an understanding of the cultural identity of international students and 

previous research in this area. In addition, it also gives information about the culture and 
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society in Indonesia, Vietnam and Norway. The third chapter contains the analytical 

framework which includes the components of cultural identity as well as the framework 

models used for this study. The fourth chapter explains the research methodology. This 

chapter ranges from the research paradigm and the research design section, procedures of the 

selection of case and participants, data collection, analysis, quality criteria as well as the 

ethical considerations aspect of this study. The fifth chapter presents the findings of the study, 

how the international students perceived their cultural identity before and after they came to 

Norway. The sixth chapter includes the overall discussion of the findings and links the 

findings to relevant literature. This chapter also discusses the development of the students’ 

cultural identity. Lastly, the seventh chapter provides the conclusion with the implication, 

limitations and suggestions for future research on the topic. 
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2 Literature Review 

This literature review provides an overview of how cultural identity with respect to 

international students is discussed in selected academic publications. The review of literature 

will start with a presentation of definitions of cultural identity. This will be followed by a 

review of literature on international students’ cultural identity and its development. 

Afterwards, brief information about culture and values of the three countries of interest in this 

study will be presented. 

 Defining Cultural Identity 

In order to understand cultural identity, we should have an idea of what identity is. 

Baumeister (1986) operated with two approaches to understand identity, a psychological and 

a sociological approach. He differentiates these two approaches according to their focus. The 

psychological approach focuses on individuals and inner processes. Here, identity is regarded 

as something, which exists within the individual as a part of a personality or a set of 

cognitions. Whilst the sociological approach refers to society and its institutions. Identity is 

interpreted as a set of roles and statuses, arranged according to how they are defined by 

society (Baumeister 1986; Kaufman and Feldman 2004). In accordance with Baumeister’s 

argument, Sussman (2000) also argued that people hold multiple beliefs of themselves: 

personal attributes about the self such as traits, characteristics and dispositions, which refer to 

the psychological approach; and thoughts about membership in social groups such as gender, 

ethnicity, social class, religion and culture, which all refer to the sociological approach.  

Baumeister (1986: 4) described identity as “a definition and interpretation of the self”. Names 

and other personal data are labels, which provide some information about self and only 

partial of identity. Identity only exists in society, therefore to find one’s identity, it is 

necessary to ask about the relationship of the one to the society (Baumeister 1986; Josselson 

1996). Earlier, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) (in Baumeister, 1986) made two observations 

concerning identity. First, the self is not known in isolation but rather in relation to the world. 

Second, the unity of self over time is made, it is created somehow, not automatically given. 

Bhugra (2004) and Bhugra & Becker (2005) similarly stated that a person’s identity is 

defined as the totality of one’s self which is formed by how one construes oneself accross 
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time, in the present, in the past and in the future. It is how we as individuals view ourselves as 

unique from the others. In other words, an individual needs both a sense of uniqueness and a 

sense of belonging to groups (Torres et al. 2009). Departing from media culture, such as 

radio, television and film, Kellner (2003) similarly defined identity as our sense of selfhood; 

our notion of what it means to be male or female; our sense of class, ethnicity and race, and 

nationality as well as our sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Media culture provides the materials to 

create identities. Kellner added that some groups and individuals resist dominant forms of 

culture and identity and therefore, create their own style and identities. 

Furthermore, Hall (1992) delineated three conceptions of identity: enlightenment, 

sociological and post-modern subject (self). The enlightenment conception interprets identity 

is innate and describes it as the inner core which first emerged when individuals were born 

and unfolded while the essential centre or personal identity remains the same. The 

sociological conception of identity reflects the complexity of the inner core and assumes that 

it is formed in relation to significant others, who mediate to the culture of the world he/she 

inhabited. This approach has become the classic sociological conception and assumes that 

identity is formed in the interaction between self and society (cultural identity). Hall added 

that identity is the bridge for the gap between the inside and the outside, the personal and the 

public. Lastly, the post-modern conception assumes that there is no fixed or permanent 

identity. Identity is moveable, formed and transformed continuously across time depending 

on the surrounding culture (Gomes et al. 2014; Hall 1992). 

The sociological approach is considered more appropriate to apply in this study since this 

study focuses on the relation between international students and the culture as well as the 

society surround them. Thus, this study interprets cultural identity as ununified and shifting. 

International students might have a more stable cultural identity before they move abroad but 

later on the identity can become fragmented and ‘invaded’ by various identities from the host 

country. 

Baumeister (1986) has formulated a set of components for self-definition (see Table 2.1). 

This self-definition concept was formulated in sociological paradigm. Self-definition is a 

matter of acquiring identity components, whether it is given (assigned) or by choice. 

Therefore, these components are also subjective to each person. 



10 
 

Type Description Problem 
Cultural Identity 

Component 

I Assigned 

components 

None (stable, passive) Family lineage, gender and 

nationality 

II Single 

transformation 

Achievement: Single self-

definition by one standard 

Motherhood, knighthood 

III Hierarchy of criteria Achievement: Frequent or 

continual redefinition of self by 

one standard 

Wealth (among the middle 

class) 

IV Optional choice Choice is available; Alternative 

options exist but one option is 

dominant or clear guidelines 

exist 

Religious or political 

affiliation (in pluralistic 

society)  

V Required choice Person required to find criteria 

for choosing among 

incompatible alternatives 

Choice career or mate (in 

modern society) 

Table 2.1 Self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986: 22) 

Type I is basically the easiest self-definition concept because it creates no problems for the 

individual while type V is a difficult and complex way of creating identity. Type I refers to 

assigned components of self, such as family lineage, gender and nationality/ethnicity. A 

person is born with ‘assigned’ family, gender and nationality. One does not need to do 

anything to become a male or female, he or she is born that way. Therefore, this type is 

passive, stable and unproblematic, except if one desire to change sex or their nationality. 

Unproblematic here does not mean no problem at all. Often, problems arise due to social 

consequences and expectations of the components, the acquiring process of identity itself is 

not a problem. Both type II and III are of minor relevance with respect to the students who 

participated in this study since they are still relatively young and most likely have yet to form 

the two identity components such as motherhood and wealth. This is a future research 

possibility to examine cultural identity of international students when they have graduated 

and/or return to their home country. 

Furthermore, type IV and V refer to self-definition by acts of choice rather than achievement. 

However, type IV refers to optional choices while type V refers to required choice. A good 

example of type IV is the religious faith of one person. In most cases, people are generally 
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born into a family, which belongs to one of the religions. If one finds a compelling reason, 

one may convert to another religion, but otherwise one will remain in the same faith. Here we 

can see that the choices are available but are not required. One may make a choice, but does 

not have to, it can go as it is. On type V, the individual is required to make a choice, it does 

not offer the individual a passive option. This type is quite problematic because the individual 

must choose although there are no clear rules for choosing. Career chosen is usually the one 

with values or comply the priorities and preferences.  

To sum up, cultural identity is seen as a definition and interpretation of one-self, regarding 

one’s family relation, gender, nationality, religion, political affiliation and profession. 

Cultural identity is not fixed, it is formed and transformed continuously across time 

depending on the surrounding culture. 

 Cultural Identity of International Students 

A study by Sussman (2002) viewed identity, especially of sojourners from a psychological 

perspective. Sojourners are temporary visitors who come to another country for a certain 

period of time mainly for the purpose of education or economic reasons and usually do return 

to their home country (Altbach 2004; Bhugra 2004; Sussman 2000; 2002; Ward, Bochner, 

and Furnham 2005). This includes international students, tourists, employees or diplomats. 

Sussman (2002) concentrated the study on the cultural transition cycle of sojourners. There 

are several stages of this cycle: sojourn preparation, the sojourn itself, preparation for the 

return home and the return. See figure 2.1 below. 

 

Figure 2.1 Cultural transition cycle of sojourners (Adopted from Sussman, 2002: 3) 
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In order to understand the cultural transition cycle, it is useful to understand the starting point 

even before the international students started the sojourn. In this study, since the students 

currently reside in Norway, I only look at the first two stages, which are the cultural identity 

before the international students come to Norway and their cultural identity after they moved 

here.  

A study about international students in Melbourne, Australia by Gomes et al. (2014) found 

that students’ identities are influenced by a variety of factors including culture, language, 

religion, academic course, workplace, housing and personal interests. This study also 

suggested that international students’ social networks are maintained through face-to-face 

contacts and social media contact. Through the social media contact, students formed 

imaginary bonds with their family or friends in their homeland or other places, which 

functioned as support networks and created a home away from home. 

“Social media refers to social software used for social interactions, which include sharing 

different types of media such as video, personal responses to other people’s content, and 

posts including self-disclosure (selfie photo) and events of everyday life” (Gomes et al., 

2014: 6). 

This aspect of social media is useful to consider. In this globalized and digitalized era, it can 

be argued that the use of social media plays an important role in shaping the identities of 

international students. 

Another important aspect when we are studying the cultural identities of international 

students is the teaching practices in the host country. This concerns whether the lecturers are 

aware of the cultural differences between them and the students or not. It is important to pay 

attention to this matter in teaching practices (Kubota and Lin 2009; Mok 2015). Moreover, 

lecturers should have a good cultural understanding and enhance the learning. Different 

cultural backgrounds between lecturer and student can also affect the student’s performance 

in the class.  

The research by Mok (2015) examined South Korean students’ identity transformation in a 

Midwest University in the US. It describes how students faced challenges in order to fit in 

and changed their ‘original’ identity from their home country due to the culture shock and the 

language barriers. For example, the students used English nicknames to fit in the new place 
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and even changed their gender role. These challenges apparently affected their performance 

in class. With a language barrier, for instance, these Korean students tend to be passive and 

feel a lack of confidence (Mok 2015). 

Often as temporary migrants, international students do not see the need of learning the host 

country’s language and prefer to improve their English-language skills instead. Host 

countries with ‘less English spoken languages’ such as Norway have offered various 

programs in English both for graduate and exchange students. The language aspect of the 

international students in Norway is important to discuss further in my study. Furthermore, 

Mok (2015) also identified implications related to the teacher’s role in teaching international 

students such as trying to understand why students behave in certain ways or being more 

understanding on students’ English since it is not their first language.  

There are relatively few studies on the cultural identity of international students, and most of 

them focus on the United States, for example, the study by Jibreel (2015). She examined the 

hardships as well as cultural and identity challenges that international students encounter 

during their stay in the US. With in-depth interviews, she could gather rich stories about the 

difficulties the international students have encountered, such as cultural misunderstanding, 

low academic achievement, lack of social acceptance and identity confusion. She also 

examined the cultural identity of the international students before they moved to the US and 

after they came. As mentioned earlier, Sussman's (2002) notion about studying the 

sojourners’ identity before they came to the host country is crucial for understanding how 

they have come to the point where they are now. 

Jibreel (2015) found that international students in St. Cloud State University, USA, 

experienced some common challenges both in their social and academic life. They struggled 

with the language barrier, feelings of loneliness and the lack of friends, stress due to culture 

shock, family pressure and their own inner battle of their identity. While culture shock is the 

centre of Jibreel’s study, it can be argued that focusing on the identity components of the 

international students and how the international students develop their cultural identity is also 

important.  

Intercultural exchanges involve important psychological variables, which often are 

overlooked by the students. A journal article by Abarbanel (2009) explained the shift in 
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language and practice from culture shock to culture shift by outlining how our brains process 

and integrate new information. Therefore, it is necessary to have a resilience for positive 

intercultural exchanges. 

Best sojourners are those who have the capacity for emotional resilience, a capacity to have 

an ‘emotional passport’. The ‘emotional passport’ is a dynamic toolbox of skills learned and 

practiced during the full circle or cycle of transition: pre-departure, on site and re-entry 

(Abarbanel 2009; Sussman 2002). Through these processes, students can shift from periods 

of curiosity and enthusiasm to periods of withdrawal, self-doubt and sometimes even worse, 

that is, self-destruction such as taking drugs. As much as I agree with Abarbanel by looking 

at a cultural transition process from a psychological side, I think we cannot neglect the role of 

society on forming international students’ (cultural) identity. Since the focus of this study is 

on the cultural identity of students related to family, gender, nationality, religion, politics, and 

profession (Sussman 2000; Baumeister 1986), the sociological approach is seen as a more 

appropriate analytical approach for this study. 

 Development of the International Students’ 

Cultural Identity 

Identity development has been linked to psychological development both theoretically and 

empirically (Berman et al. 2008). Immigration and globalization may result in clashes of 

cultures and can lead to identity confusion. As modern society has become more complex, 

diverse and pluralistic, it has also led to the increasing challenge in the identity development. 

Identity is formed by how individuals organize experiences within the environment and the 

society that revolves around them (Erikson 1959; 1968; Kim 2012). I am particularly 

interested in the extent to which the moving of international students to another country, in 

this case Norway has shaped their ‘new’ cultural identity. What are the factors influencing 

the identity development? 

As international students move to a new environmental setting, their identity may be 

reconstructed, or in another word, developed. Kim (2012) explained that the reconstruction of 

identity development plays an important role in shaping the overall development of higher 

education students and their educational experience during their studies. As international 
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students get in contact with the new surroundings, they may explore and redefine their 

identity. Settling down in the new culture, the contact of two cultures, the old and new one, 

may result in identity changes. However, the degree of alteration is determined by different 

factors such as “individual, kinship and societal” (Bhugra, 2004: 133). Likewise, the changes 

may be temporary, semi-permanent and even permanent. Nevertheless, it is also possible that 

some individuals may not undergo any changes in identity at all. 

“Living our identities is much like breathing. We don’t have to ask ourselves each 

morning who we are. We simply are”. (Josselson, 1996: 29) 

While identity is continuously evolved, the core of self stays the same. Even when we have 

changed, we can always recognize who we have always been. The identities in the past, 

present as well as the social world are all linked (Josselson 1996). 

Eunyoung Kim (2012) did an explanatory study about identity development of international 

undergraduate students in a Mid-western public university, US. Before conducting the 

interview, Kim did some observations of international students at several spots within the 

university, such as at the cafeteria, library, and student union to discover and examine the 

complex interactions that occurred in campus social settings. Kim, then used the result of 

these observations to formulate the interview’s guide. Using a purposive and snowballing 

sampling technique, there were 22 students participated in Kim’s study. These international 

students came from different countries in Asia, Europe and South America and ranged from 

19 to 25 years old. 

Afterwards, Kim used the grounded theory strategies for analyzing and interpreting the data, 

which resulting in a conceptual framework International Student Identity (ISI) model. This 

model is adopted to my study to analyze the cultural identity development of the international 

graduate students in Norway. The ISI model (see chapter 3.2) proposes a six-phase process of 

identity development; a) pre-exposure, b) exposure, c) enclosure, d) emergence, e) 

integration, and f) internationalization. Each phase builds on the previous phases but they are 

not necessarily in a logical order. From Kim’s study, we know that the student progress 

through phases at different paces and experience depending on the individual’s interaction 

with the environment, length of stay, self-confidence, emotional and social support, and 

motivation. 
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 Indonesia, Vietnam and Norway in a Nutshell 

In order to better understand the international students’ cultural identity, it is useful to 

provide some contextual insights regarding the culture and values whom students come from 

as well as the ones in the host country. This section presents some information such as 

country’s demography, customs, religion, politics, gender, and history from the three 

countries of interest in this study which are Indonesia, Vietnam and Norway.  

2.4.1 Indonesia 

Indonesia is the world’s fourth most populous nation with over 266 million inhabitants in 

2018 spread over more than 6,000 of the 17,000 islands that make up the country (Frederick 

and Wordern 2011; UN data 2019). Societies in Indonesia reflect the diversity of ethnic 

groups, religions, languages, culture and tradition. 

“Although interconnected historically through politics, trade, wars, colonialism, and the 

formation of the Republic Indonesia, each island remains distinctive. .... Cultures of 

Indonesia vividly reflect adaptations to land, climate and seas; the variety of languages 

and societies across the archipelago developed through an insularity of islands (some 

far more than others) as well as the many influxes of people and influences upon them.” 

(Forshee, 2006: 5) 

Besides the citizenship in the common nation, the single most unifying cultural characteristic 

is a shared linguistic heritage. Around 83 percent of the population can speak Bahasa 

Indonesia, the official national language. It is used in government, schools, print and 

electronic media and serves as an important unifying symbol and a vehicle of national 

integration (Frederick and Wordern 2011). 

In terms of religion, nearly 90 percent of Indonesians are Muslims and the rest varies from 

Protestants, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists and other beliefs such as Konghucu as well as 

animistic practices (Anderson 2006; Frederick and Wordern 2011; Shah 2017). Although 

Indonesia is the largest predominantly Muslim-majority population in the world, Indonesia is 

a democratic secular country. “When compared to Muslim ideology and practice in parts of 

the Middle East, Indonesian Islam is moderate and tolerant,” (Forshee, 2006: 35). However, 

in political level, Islam and Indonesia has had a tense relationship. Islamic principles do 

influence political decision making (Frederick and Wordern 2011). 
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Forshee (2006) on his book ‘Culture and Customs of Indonesia’ explained about the 

Indonesian society. 

“Indonesians value a peaceful social order and strive for balance in their relationships 

and activities .... People rarely openly disagree or argue with each other face-to-face. 

To Westerners they might seem indecisive or evasive in the ways they do not respond 

to questions with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers but, rather, with ‘maybe’ or ‘not yet’. 

Indonesian etiquette involves a formal politeness to others that requires deference. 

Behaving with too much certainty might appear aggressive.” (Forshee, 2006: 44) 

Indonesians are typically polite and friendly. However, they are not straightforward when it 

comes to making decisions. Respect is highly valued, especially towards the elderly. People 

carry on their lives through complex systems of family obligations. The family is also 

regarded as the foundation of morality, justice and duty concerning public behaviour 

(Frederick and Wordern 2011). To be individualistic is considered egoistical and selfish. 

Another thing, different compared to stereotypical Western culture, is the sense of privacy 

and private space. People enjoy the company of their family or friends. Strolling around alone 

or doing activities by oneself would be unusual; Indonesians usually always go out with one 

or several companions. This is because they often belong to large extended families living 

close to each other and are accustomed to the constant company of others (Forshee 2006).  

In terms of gender equality, the Indonesian law states that men and women are equal, and 

both are responsible for maintaining the home and caring for the children (Frederick and 

Wordern 2011). Former president Suharto on his biography in 1991 stated that women’s 

organizations in Indonesia should bring women to their correct position and role, as the 

mother of a household and the motor for developments (Tiwon 1996). On one hand, this 

shows that women in Indonesia have been playing important roles in the society. On the other 

hand, women’s organizations such as Dharma Wanita (Women’s association) emphasized 

that women should act as submissive wives to their husbands and the national government – 

“based on the ‘traditional’ feminine models of Java”, (Forshee, 2006: 166). Thus, the concept 

of ‘housewife’ became a nationalistic icon (Forshee 2006). 

Furthermore, men usually dominate public and ritual events while women take care of 

domestic life and handle the finances in the family. Forshee (2006) added that overall, the 

men’s role in the family is to maintain the position of head of household and the main 
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providers for wives and children whereas women’s roles emphasize a role of wife and 

mother. Women’s roles and status vary throughout Indonesian ethnic groups. For instance, 

the Minangkabau ethnic group in the island of Sumatra has been matrilineal, meaning that the 

family lineage descend through women (Forshee 2006). Minangkabau women inherit houses 

and land and thus, when married, the men will move to the women’s house, unlike the 

Javanese culture. Nevertheless, “they have become educated, outspoken and have entered all 

sorts of professions in recent decades” (Forshee, 2006: 45).  

2.4.2 Vietnam 

The population of Vietnam is over 96 million in 2019 (UN data 2019). The majority belongs 

to the Kinh (also known as the Viet) ethnic group and 54 ethnic minority groups such as 

Hmong, Dao, Thai, Muong, Khmer, Lolo, Cham and so on (Asia Highlights, 2019; McLeod 

& Dieu, 2001; Murray, 2016). For more than a thousand years, until the eleventh century, 

Vietnam was under Chinese rule (Murray 2016; Odell and Castillo 2008). In the 1860s, the 

French conquested Vietnam and established the Indochina Union until 1940 when France had 

to accept a gradual Japanese takeover of Vietnam (McLeod & Dieu, 2001; Murray, 2016). 

Therefore, occupation by both China and French has left influences on Vietnam, with 

Confucianism, education, language, culture and cuisine (Asia Highlights 2019; Murray 2016; 

Odell and Castillo 2008). Vietnam’s history has been one of devastation, political struggle, 

and rebellion. “From 1955 to 1975, the two regions fought each other during the Vietnam 

War. This was also called the American War, due to economic and military aid to South 

Vietnam from the US.” (Asia Highlights 2019). 

“The Vietnam War resulted in about one million military and another one and a half 

million civilian dead on both sides. Sixty percent of the villages in the South were 

destroyed; in the North every major town and provincial capital, along with main roads, 

railways, bridges, ports, and industrial facilities, suffered repeated bombing. Fifteen 

million were made homeless.” (Murray, 2016: 22) 

The Vietnam War was the most brutal in its history. Many people from the south of Vietnam 

had to flee to the United States, Australia and Western Europe (Murray 2016). The first 

Vietnamese immigrants came to Norway as refugees after the Vietnam War in 1975, and the 

first major refugee flow from Vietnam took place in the years 1978-1982. Many were boat 
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refugees taken up by Norwegian ships in the South China Sea, and these were allowed to 

move to Norway if they wanted to (Henriksen 2007). 

Vietnamese is the official language, with English the main second language but French, 

Chinese, and Khmer and mountain area languages are also spoken (Murray 2016). 

Throughout the history, the Viet have used the writing system of Chinese characters or called 

chu Han. In the current day, Vietnamese have three main regional variations in 

pronunciation: northern (Ha-noi), central (Hue), and southern (Sai-gon). Many Vietnamese 

consider the Ha-noi ‘language’ to be the ‘official’ or ‘correct’ one. 

Vietnam is often described as a Buddhist or Confucian country even though it is formally an 

atheist state under a Communist government. McLeod & Dieu (2001) and Murray (2016) 

stated that the Indian and Chinese monks brought Buddhism to Vietnam in the early part of 

the modern era, while Confucianism and Daoism were introduced long ago when China 

invaded the land. Christianity was introduced by French missionaries in the seventeenth 

century. In addition, in the twentieth century, many Vietnamese also adopted sectarian 

religions that combined and reinterpreted existing traditions such as Cao Dai and Hoa Hao. 

Similar to Indonesia, the current constitution guarantees the principle of freedom of worship, 

but the government watching over religious organizations which possibly form a threat to 

national security (Murray 2016). 

Vietnam inherited the lunar calendar from China. The Lunar New Year and the spring season 

are celebrated with the Tet Festival. It is the most important and longest lasting of all 

Vietnamese festivals. It is a time when everyone wants to be at home with the family. The 

Vietnamese family is shaped by three fundamental values: “filial piety, moral debt or 

gratitude and merit,” (McLeod & Dieu, 2001: 136). Filial piety is maybe the most stressed, it 

encompassed the duties and obligations of children toward their parents. It binds the child in 

an unbreakable parental relationship because of the moral debt and gratitude (McLeod & 

Dieu, 2001). 

McLeod & Dieu (2001) added that in the old days, within an extended family in Vietnam, 

there is a family head who could be the grandfather or the father. Everyone else had to show 

their obedience. The family head usually rules many vital matters such as property, 

education, marriage and so forth. He also has the responsibility for feeding, education, both 
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morally and academically. Such patriarchal power, however supressed by the Southeast 

Asian matrilineal culture, which gives women power as well in the family. Women usually 

are responsible for the family economy, just like in Indonesia. 

2.4.3 Norway 

The geography and climate have played an important role in shaping the Norwegian people 

(March 2019). The sea, for instance, had a big impact in the life of early Norwegians. In the 

eighth century, the Norwegian Vikings began their sail expedition westward. Although the 

Vikings are mostly known for their brutality, many of them eventually went home and shared 

new skills and knowledge, including the Christianity (March 2019). After some unions with 

Denmark and Sweden, Norway became an independent monarchy in 1905, even though the 

constitution had been introduced in 1814. 

Norway has a relatively small population of 5,29 million in early 2018 and 82% of them live 

in or around the urban areas, and many of the remaining population living in the isolation 

area (March 2019; SSB 2019). Today, Norway is one of the wealthiest countries in the world 

with a high standard of living. Furthermore, egalitarian values are deeply embedded in 

Norway (Hjellbrekke et al. 2015). A famous Norwegian author, Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson (1832-

1910) wrote that “Norway is a country of houses and cottages, but no castles”, (Aase, 2005: 

14). This shows the equality in Norwegian society, the absence of aristocratic upper class. In 

terms of gender equality, Norway ranked 1st for the Gender Equality Index while Indonesia 

and Vietnam are in the same position, ranked 116th (March 2019; UNDP 2017). 

Even though Norway has such a modern society, it still values the traditional way of life and 

respects the nature. Most Norwegians enjoy walking in the woods or going out in the nature. 

Around 80 percent of the Norwegian population go cross-country skiing and hiking. There is 

also a law which guarantees the public the right of access to the countryside for outdoor 

recreation such as hiking, swimming, picking berries, flowers and mushrooms, as long as the 

area is uncultivated (Aase 2005; Government.no 1957). 

It seems like a contradiction when a nation that stresses democratic and egalitarian values is a 

monarchy. One legendary picture of King Olav V in Picture 1.1 may describe the Norwegian 

society values. 
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Picture 2.1 King Olav V taking a public tram to go for skiing in 1973 (Berge 2016) 

“…. they (Norwegian royal family) have lived according to what considered to be true 

Norwegian values: equality, moderation and nearness to nature. The picture of King Olav 

V was taken on the underground in Oslo during the oil crisis in 1973. He was travelling 

together with ordinary people and wanted to pay for his own ticket (equality). He is 

wearing an old, worn-out anorak (moderation), and he is on his way to a nearby skiing 

area (nearness to nature).” (Maagerø & Simonsen, 2005: 12) 

Norwegians are polite and helpful, but they are usually not overly enthusiastic about 

foreigners. A survey about the international students in Norway showed that it is challenging 

to get to know (make friends) with Norwegians (SIU 2016). Many foreigners often regard 

Norwegians as somewhat reserved and ‘cold-hearted’ due to lacking emotions openness. It is 

rarely seen that Norwegians have arguments or strong disagreement in their daily life such as 

at work (Warner-Søderholm 2012). 

As for the official language, Norway has two, bokmål and nynorsk. There is no huge 

difference between the two. However, about 85 percent of the population uses bokmål. 

Bokmål is normally used in schools, newspaper and television (Maagerø 2005; March 2019). 

Besides this two official languages, Norway also has many dialects. According to March 

(2019), the rough landscape of Norway has resulted some isolations and created various 

dialects in the end. 

Christianity came to Norway more than a thousand years ago. The Norwegian cultures are 

greatly influenced by it. As in 2017, Norway no longer has any state religion, but 70 percent 

of the population are member of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Norway, which also 
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retains a special basis in the Constitution. At the same time, only 10 percent of the members 

attend the church services or meetings. It makes Norway one of the least religious countries 

in Western Europe. However, the Church is still popular for baptism, weddings and funerals 

(March 2019; Sødal and Eidhamar 2005). 
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3 Analytical Framework 

This study proposes to explore the cultural identity of international students before and after 

they came to Norway as well as their cultural identity development. To achieve this, an 

analytical framework is presented in this chapter that captures and operationalizes the cultural 

identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam, both before and after they 

came to Norway. First, I present the six cultural identity components, which were drawn from 

the literature review chapter. Next, the modification of a self-definition concept framework, 

which is mainly adopted from Baumeister (1986), will be presented. Lastly, the International 

Student Identity (ISI) Model developed by Kim (2012) will be presented. This model allows 

us to examine how international students develop their cultural identity from before they start 

their studies abroad and throughout their studies period.  

3.1 Cultural Identity Components 

Based on the self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986) and the literature reviewed in the 

previous chapter, this study will be focusing on the six components which contribute to 

cultural identities of international students: nationality, family, gender, politics, religion and 

professional identity (Baumeister 1986; Bhugra 2004; Bhugra and Becker 2005; Hall 1992; 

Kellner 2003). In the following section the explanation of each cultural identity will be 

presented. At the end of this section a summary table presents the indicators derived from 

Baumeister’s self-definition concept to answer the first and second RQs. In addition, another 

indicator table to help indicate the changes of the students’ cultural identity is presented in 

Appendix E. 

3.1.1 Nationality 

The nationality that we acquire at birth is one of the principal sources of our cultural identity. 

In defining ourselves we sometimes say we are Indonesian or Vietnamese or Norwegian. 

These identities are not literally imprinted in our genes. However, we do think of them as if 

they are part of our nature-self (Hall 1992). According to Baumeister (1986), nationality is 

something that we are ‘assigned’ in when we were born, even though people can also change 

their nationality. It is not only a political entity, but something more meaningful as a system 
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of cultural representation. Someone is being an Indonesian because of the way ‘Indonesian-

ness’ is represented by the Indonesian national culture. 

Hall (1992) questioned the notion that national cultures seek to unify different classes, 

genders or races into one cultural identity, to represent them all as belonging to the same 

great national family. Instead, he argued that national cultures are not unified, and that the 

different classes, genders and races should be seen as a discursive tool, which represents 

difference as unity or identity. Furthermore, he suggested that modern nations are all cultural 

hybrids. 

“All the present states of Southeast Asia have one characteristic in common: not one of them 

is based on a homogeneous cultural tradition” (Schefold, 1998: 259). Many countries use the 

principle of ‘Unity in Diversity’ for uniting people from diverse cultures (Bazzi et al. 2017), 

including Indonesia. The Indonesian national motto is ‘Bhinneka Tunggal Ika’ which was 

derived from Sanskrit means ‘Unity in Diversity’ (Bazzi et al. 2017; Forshee 2006; Schefold 

1998). 

Anderson (2006) described nation as an ‘imagined political community’, where citizens 

remain connected by shared history and values, despite never meeting one another. As for 

language, its capacity for generating imagined communities and building solidarities is of 

importance. Anderson (2006) gave an example of the Indonesians speaking Bahasa Indonesia 

as the lingua franca, since each ethnic in Indonesia has its own local language. 

National identity is often being related to the notion of nationalism, nationalist and 

patriotism. National identity varies in each country depending on its history (Kohn 1965; 

Madsen and van Naerssen 2003). During the colonial period, nationalism, national and 

territorial identity were at their high point and more important in people’s life than they are 

today. Whereas, Anderson (1999) stated that nationalism is more of a ‘common project’ for 

the present and the future, which demands self-sacrifice. Nationalism is mainly a political 

principle, in which the political and the national unit should be congruent (Gellner 1983).  

“Nationalism as a sentiment, or as a movement, can best be defined in terms of this 

principle. Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of the 

principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfilment. A nationalist movement 

is one actuated by a sentiment of this kind.” (Gellner, 1983: 1) 
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Similarly, Kohn (1965) in his book “Nationalism” defined nationalism as a state of mind, in 

which an individual feels supremely loyal to his/her nation. Nationalism and patriotism are 

often used as synonyms, Viroli (1995) added, for love and loyalty to the country. However, 

he added that these two words have been negatively connotated with, for example, racism, 

fear and hatred. Instead, Anderson (2006) earlier stated that the nation also inspires love such 

as kinship and religion. There are many cultural products of nationalism, for instance, poetry, 

music and arts. 

3.1.2 Family 

Every person is born into a mini society, namely family. This little society provides the child 

with identity. At the beginning, the relation between the child and its mini society is not 

problematic because the society is narrow, inflexible and well-defined. However, as the child 

grows, Baumeister (1986) added, the social world expands, for instance, through school, 

peers or sports, implying that the basic attitudes are disrupted. The relationship with the 

family gradually becomes problematic. However, the family may remain the most important 

society for the child, but it is not the only one. Therefore, the child can identify him/her-self 

apart from the family. Furthermore, parents often have some expectations for their children, 

and usually the children also know it. These expectations such as who to be or what is 

successful and what is not, may shape the child’s life.  

Time and space compression, internet, technologies have brought ‘home’ within easy reach. 

As for international students, “they could carry their imagine communities with them to an 

even greater degree than before and actively use these new communication opportunities in 

constructing and maintaining their identities despite spatial dispersion,” (Madsen & van 

Naerssen, 2003: 62). Furthermore, social networks are vital to maintain their relations with 

family, friends or colleagues in the country of origin when they are abroad. This way, there is 

a possibility of them developing their identities with dual attachments to both countries. 

Marisha Maas (in Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003) in 2002 studied Filipino immigrants in the 

Netherlands and found out that even after many years living abroad, they are still contributing 

to their families such as by sending money ‘home’ every now and then. The family ties in 

Asian countries are generally close. They usually have a big family and live close to each 

other. Both Indonesian and Vietnamese culture emphasize filial piety and family bonds and 
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the relationship between parents and children is unbreakable because of the moral debt and 

gratitude (Forshee, 2006; McLeod & Dieu, 2001). The Vietnamese society especially, places 

a great emphasis on the relationship with family, protecting the family honour and avoiding 

the loss of face in all public dealings (Murray 2016).  

Sojourning students experience higher level of loneliness compared to the students who stay 

in their home country for the reason of loss of social connectedness with family and peers 

(Howell et al. 2012). As students move to the host country, the students’ identity may change, 

including how they perceive the value of their family (Bhugra and Becker 2005). 

3.1.3 Gender 

“Gender identity is not simply a matter of declaring oneself male or female” (Money, 1980: 

88). Money added that gender identity is an individual’s social and legal status as male, 

female or mixed which is not limited to the genital criteria only but rather the somatic and 

behavioural criteria. If we see it from the Self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986), 

gender identity is part of the type I which means everyone is ‘born that way’ except if one 

wants to change their sex. Thus, it is stable and unproblematic. However, problems usually 

occur due to social consequences and expectations about the genders. There are many gender 

stereotypes that our society has created, for instance, the traditional stereotype of ‘boys will 

be boys’. These stereotypes have resulted in the notion that certain things are acceptable or 

not acceptable depending on the gender (Baumeister 1986; Chow 2003; Money 1980). 

The ‘rules’ of being male or female in terms of behaviour vary according to the ethnic 

location and culture. (Cameron 1997; Money and Ehrhardt 1972). “Gender is socially 

constructed” (Suryakusuma 1996). In the Indonesian society, for example, men are portrayed 

to be brave and virile while women are weak but also supple and graceful (Forshee 2006).  

Gender equality has been discussed for the past decades. Together with women 

empowerment, gender equality became one of eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

by the UN (Kabeer 2005; WHO 2000). The goal of gender equality and women 

empowerment comprises access to education, access to paid work and political 

representation. However, Chow (2003) argued that the focus of gender should not only be on 
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women per se but rather on power relations between women and men as well as among those 

of the same gender in various settings.  

In the Vietnamese culture, the Confucian values require respect for hierarchy, order and rules, 

an appreciation for learning, a regard for sincerity and courage. For balance, however, the 

Buddhist values compassion, flexibility, and equality (Murray 2016). In reality, gender issues 

both in Vietnam and in Indonesia are a close matter to the traditional culture. Take an 

example of marriage culture in both countries. The patrilocal marriage in Vietnam and 

Indonesia also positions the wife to be part of the husband’s family and only see her own 

family on occasional visits (McLeod & Dieu, 2001). When a new couple married, especially 

the eldest son, the couple is expected to live with the husband’s parents and take care of his 

parents (McLeod & Dieu, 2001). In contrast, the Norwegians usually are expecting the state 

to take care of the old people and the sick rather than expecting the family to take this 

collective responsibility. The high taxation system supports a comprehensive welfare state 

which in turn provides state care for the elderly or sick (Warner-Søderholm 2012).  

In terms of gender equality, Norway ranked 1st on the Gender Equality Index (March 2019; 

UNDP 2017). Women constitute almost half of Norway’s workforce even though relatively 

few hold leaderships jobs in business and industry. The ‘60/40 rule’ states that all public 

committees with more than four members must be made up of at least 40 percent females, 

and in 2006 a 40 percent quota for the boards of public limited liability companies became 

law (March 2019). In politics, Norwegian women have achieved a position of strength and 

equality. It can be seen that the three most important roles in the Norwegian’s government 

(Prime minister, Finance minister and Foreign minister) are currently (early 2020) held by 

women (Fleming 2017). 

Vietnam has quite a long history on the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

issues. As a patriarchal and patrilineal society, non-normative sexual orientation is viewed as 

homosexuality whereas transgender identity is viewed as an extreme and visible form of 

homosexuality (UNDP 2014). However, in 2013, the Vietnam government proceeded the 

possible legalisation of same-sex marriages through Decree No. 110/2013/ND-CP and in 

2014, the law declared that same-sex marriages were neither prohibited nor recognised 

(Horton et al. 2015; UNDP 2014). The practical implication is that same-sex marriages will 

no longer be fined as it was in the past.  
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Unlike Vietnam, the Indonesian government remains silent with respect to LGBT 

community, neither explicitly criminalizing nor intentionally protecting. However, at the 

local level, several provinces and cities explicitly criminalize LGBT people (Badgett et al. 

2017). The religious activist, especially Muslim in Indonesia has also been contradicted with 

the existence of LGBT community (Harahap 2016). The term ‘LGBT’ itself in Indonesia is 

not commonly used, the society has used to the existence of the transgender women, waria 

(wanita-pria). Waria appear to be the most prevalent and the most visible non-binary gender 

group in Indonesia. They even traditionally appeared as part of some dances and rituals in 

Indonesia (Badgett et al. 2017; Putro 2018). 

While the discussion about the LGBT position both in Vietnam and in Indonesia is relatively 

new, homosexual activity has been legal in Norway since 1972 (Ottosson 2010). “Up until 

1972, it was actually illegal for men to sleep with each other in Norway!... Today it is illegal 

to discriminate on grounds of sexual orientation,” (Strand & Strand, 2007 in Røthing & 

Svendsen, 2010: 154). Then in 1 January 2009, the gender neutral Marriage Act entered into 

force giving all persons the right to enter into marriage irrespective of sexual orientation 

(Hellesund 2010; Regjeringen.no 2019; Stoum 2012). 

3.1.4 Politics 

According to Baumeister (1986), political affiliation can be categorized as type IV in the self-

definition concept. This type emphasizes individuals’ choices, whether or not they want to 

involve themselves in any political organization. One can move around from one political 

side to another if one finds a convincing reason. However, these choices are entirely up to 

each individual and they do not even have to choose any side. Easton & Hess (1962) pointed 

out that the attitude and the way one perceives political identity has been influenced by 

experiences even from the early age. It developed through individuals’ life experience, 

especially in maturity, especially from the others in their environment – we shall call this 

political socialization. Easton & Hess (1962) added the two major areas of political 

socialization. 

“The first relates to the nature of political involvement, .... how to acquire their party 

identification, their interest in party politics, their political information, and their 

attitudes towards political participation. The second area deals with the direction of 
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political involvement, that is, the acquisition of political ideologies, usually measured 

along right-left politico-economic scales.” (Easton & Hess, 1962: 230) 

Political identity often overlaps with the individual’s national identity and even religious 

identity. In order to understand students’ political identity, we must understand the political 

situations in their home countries. In Indonesia, religion holds a great historical and socio-

political significance (Shah 2017). The preamble of the 1945 constitution establishes the 

Pancasila as the embodiment of basic principles of an independent Indonesian state. There are 

five key philosophical ideologies of Pancasila: belief in the one and only God, 

humanitarianism, nationalism expressed in the unity of Indonesia, representative democracy, 

and social justice (DPR RI 1945; Forshee 2006; Frederick and Wordern 2011; Shah 2017). 

The Pancasila’s promotion of monotheism is a religiously neutral and tolerant one, which 

equates Islam with the other religious systems: Christianity, Buddhism and Hindu. At the 

same time, Islam makes up almost 90 percent of the Indonesian population and therefore 

many Muslim nationalists insist on an Islamic identity, so called sharia in Indonesia. 

One should also be aware of political sensitivities. Vietnam today politically is a more open 

society than it was (London 2014; Murray 2016). However, the country’s leadership still 

remains suspicious of and resistant to external scrutiny. The Communist Party of Vietnam 

(CPV) is the only political party permitted and is ruling under the principle of ‘democratic 

centralism’(Murray 2016). Furthermore, the domestic mass media remain under strict 

government control while the foreign media are also limited. Although journalists are 

occasionally able to report on corruption by government officials, direct criticism of the Party 

is forbidden.  

Unlike in Vietnam, the Norwegians really love to read newspapers and the discussion of 

politics, both national and world, is certainly not taboo (March 2019). March added that the 

government actually subsidizes the national and regional newspapers, which are published 

daily. And many of them have close links to political parties. There are 24 political parties in 

Norway, which are covering a broad spectrum: left/right, moral/religious, geographical, and 

environmental (March 2019; Valgresultat 2018). After the last 2017 national elections, there 

are currently nine political parties represented in parliament (Valgresultat 2018). 
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3.1.5 Religion 

According to Baumeister (1986), religion can be a very effective context for identity because 

it provides firm and presumably trustworthy answers to life’s problems and decisions. 

Religion and morality support identity by establishing basic values, such as right and wrong, 

good and bad and by regulating interpersonal conduct. Furthermore, religion could also serve 

as a social insurance where people can turn to in times of need (Beban 2012). It also involves 

social obligations, etiquette and rituals, which can create perpetuate harmony and order. 

Furthermore, religious places such as mosques and pagodas or temples also function as 

religious centres where people also try to ‘make merit’ (Beban 2012; Forshee 2006). 

Religion rituals and beliefs are among the key components of individual’s cultural identity 

(Bhugra 2001; Bhugra and Becker 2005; Bhugra 2004). It can preserve values within the 

community and the sense of belonging as well as avoiding any cultural bereavement. As an 

adult, the individual may choose whether to follow a particular religion or beliefs, but the part 

of identity is more related to the religious feelings. However, it might be difficult to measure 

someone’s religiosity. Is it by quantitative such as how many times they go to the mosque, 

how much offerings they give at the pagoda; or is it by qualitative perception? We need to 

understand the whole practice by the individual to also see their processes of belonging to a 

particular religious group (Bhugra 2001; 2004). 

Jacobson (1998) explored the relationship between the ethnic, national and religious identities 

of second generation of British Pakistanis. For them ethnic identity is more ‘given’ by being 

born into it whereas religion, on the other hand, is regarded as more of a personal choice, 

despite the fact that Islam was the religion of their family and therefore, connects them to 

their families and their ethnic groups’ past. Unlike this group, the participants in my study are 

in a temporary stay in the host country, thus, the way the international students perceive their 

religion here may be differ. 

Religion has emerged through other aspects of life, such as arts, social relations, architecture 

and cuisine (Forshee 2006). In some cultures, there are food taboos, which are determined by 

religion such as food preparation, the kind of food or places for shopping for food. Islam, for 

instance, gives clear guidance in those things which are lawful (Halal) and unlawful (Haram) 

based on the teachings of the Quran and Sunnah (Bhugra and Cochrane 2001). 
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3.1.6 Profession 

“Professional identity formation is not only an answer to the question ‘Who am I at this 

moment?’, but also an answer to the question: ‘Who do I want to become?’”. (Beijaard et 

al. 2004: 122) 

Those two questions are not easy to answer, especially in the transition period between 

secondary education to tertiary education. Evidence suggests students are often not well 

prepared to make a decision on what or where to enroll for higher education (Mourshed, 

Farrel, and Barton 2012). Some factors such as lack of information related to the availability 

of professions as well as being unfamiliar with the labour market conditions and the work 

requirements make it difficult to set career trajectories (Mourshed, Farrel, and Barton 2012) 

It is often claimed that higher education, especially abroad, can improve career possibilities 

with more international assignments compare to non-mobile students (Di Pietro 2013; 

Matherly 2005; Wiers-Jenssen 2008). 

“The higher the educational level reached at the end of pre-career education, the more 

the person is likely to be successful in employment and work according more or less all 

dimensions of what is general considered a desirable job or situation in society, notably 

income, status, power and social influence.” (Teichler, 2002: 200) 

In the Norwegian context, the survey by SIU (2016) showed that one of the reasons 

international students choose Norway to study is to improve their employability. In this 

globalization era, individuals are expected to have certain levels of knowledge, skills or 

competencies which potentially are relevant for work (Perkin, 1996 in Teichler, 2002). The 

‘added values’ of studying abroad is likely to improve subsequent employment prospects 

(Wiers-Jenssen 2008). These values are, for instance, cross-cultural understanding, foreign 

language skills and good communication skills with individuals of different countries and 

culture and international working experience (Di Pietro 2013; Wiers-Jenssen 2008).  

Professional identity is not a stable entity, since it is complex, personal, and shaped by 

contextual factors (Clarke et al. 2013). Professional identity is both individual and social. 

People have strong identity because of their experience and their own moral and conceptual 

frameworks, but also through performing a range of roles which are strongly determined by 

the communities and institutions of which they are members (Kogan 2000). If we look at the 
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Self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986), we can see that profession is part of type V, 

meaning that profession is a matter of choice thus it can be problematic. It is difficult to make 

a choice where there are many alternative options, which are incompatible. Being a lawyer is 

not better than being a teacher, for instance. Individuals should set preferences and priorities 

when choosing their profession. 

A bit of a history, in the nineteenth century, choice of occupation was still, to some extent, 

conceptualized in religious terms as one’s ‘calling’ to a certain profession. In the modern 

German, the term ‘calling’ (beruf) means occupation, but now might not hold the spiritual 

connotation anymore (Baumeister 1986). People gradually make occupational decisions on 

the basis of secular criteria. Concern with the self is linked to social validation and 

recognition such as impressing peers and neighbours, instead of to spiritual ends. 

The table 3.1 summarizes the six cultural identity components and their characteristics. The 

table allows me to explore the cultural identity of the students before and after the 

international students came to Norway. 

Cultural 

Identity 

Components 

Type Descriptions/Characteristics 

Nationality I • Assigned 

• Stable and passive 

• Political entity (imagined community as the citizens connected 

through shared history and values) 

• Cultural representation (e.g. national culture, national language). 

• Diverse culture  

• Nationalism, nationalist and patriotism: supremely love and 

loyal to the nation. Negative connotation for racism, fear and 

hatred to critics. 

Family I • Assigned (given) 

• Stable and passive 

• As the child grow (contact with peers at school), the identity 

becomes problematic but remain the most important, along with 

some other things such as education or career. 

• The family shape the child’s identity, such as expectation to 

certain education or career. 

• Family provides social support network. 

• Internet, especially social media provides imagine communities 

when the child is away from their family. 
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• Possibility of developing identity with dual attachments. 

• Close relationship and strong family bond 

Gender I • Assigned (born)  

• Stable and passive 

• Not limited to genital criteria 

• Problems occur due to social consequences and expectations of 

the genders (e.g. stereotypes) 

• Gender is socially constructed depends on the place and culture. 

• Gender equality issues. Indonesia and Vietnam: dominance 

patriarchy; Norway: strong gender equality and ranked 1st. 

• LGBT issues e.g. same-sex marriage. Indonesia: no clear official 

rules but some places criminalize LGBT and many people are 

sceptical; Vietnam: neither prohibited nor recognised; Norway: 

legal since 1972. 

Politics IV • Optional choice (passive option) 

• Involvement to political organizations 

• Flexible as one can move around from one political side to 

another. 

• Attitude towards politics influenced by experiences from the 

early age and develop through their maturity 

• Political socialization: political involvement (party, information 

and participation); direction of politics (ideologies, left-right) 

• Overlap with national or religious identity 

• Political situation of the nation 

Religion IV • Optional choice (passive option) 

• Provides firm and trustworthy answer to life’s problem and 

decisions. 

• Establish basic values: right and wrong; good and bad 

• Serve social insurance when people are ‘in need’. 

• Involves social obligations, etiquette and rituals. 

• Preserve sense of belonging. 

• Difficult to measure religiosity: qualitative or quantitative. 

• Religion emerged through social interactions, cuisine (e.g. 

halal/haram), etc. 

Profession V • Required choice (must choose) 

• Difficult choice because of many alternatives but not 

compatible. 

• Expected to have values or comply the priorities and 

preferences. 

• In the past, profession is chosen as religiously ‘one’s calling’ but 

nowadays it is more of secular. 

• Complex, personal and shaped by contextual factors 



34 
 

• Working experience is important in shaping the identity e.g 

perform a range of roles, which are determined by the working 

place. 

• Answering question: Who am I now? And: Who do I want to 

become? 

• Crucial for the transition period (especially from high school to 

college). 

• Claim higher education (especially abroad) can raise degree of 

employment. 

Table 3.1 Cultural identity and the descriptions (Adopted from Baumeister (1986)) 

In addition, to examine to what extent the cultural identity has changed after the students 

came to Norway, see Appendix E. The cultural identity changes indicators are a modification 

of the agree/disagree template on questionnaire. For instance, a student feeling very proud to 

his/her nation before coming to Norway then it changes to weak after he/she came to 

Norway. It means we can mark (√) on the number 5 in the column ‘before’ and mark (√) on 

the number 2 in the column ‘after’. Then we can analyze the degree of change from the 

movement of mark (√) before and after. This way I can see the degree or level of the changes 

of the cultural identity from any point. 

3.2 Development of the Cultural Identity Model 

Being an international student may also means being a member of a minority group in terms 

of race, nationality, religion or political view in their host country. When the international 

students are in position of minority, changes in identity or hybrid identities may occur 

(Hopkins 2011; Jacobson 1998). As Hall (1992: 277) wrote it “The fully unified, completed, 

secure and coherent identity is a fantasy”. If someone feels that he/she has a unified identity 

from birth to death, it is only because he/she constructs a comforting story or narrative of the 

self about his/her-self (Hall 1990). As the cultural identity of international students is 

complex and dynamic, a proper model framework to analyse the development of the identity 

specifically built for international students is needed. 

This study is using a conceptual model by Kim (2012) called International Student Identity 

(ISI) model to see how international students in Norway develop their identity. The model 

(see figure 3.1) consists of a six-phase process of development. As mentioned in chapter 2, 
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each phase builds on the previous phases but these phases are not rigidly sequential. The 

arrows indicate the movement of the phases. However, it is possible that the international 

students regress back to the previous phases, particularly from phase 4 to 3, or from 3 to 2. 

 

Figure 3.1. International Student Identity (ISI) Model (Kim, 2012: 108) 

Each of the international student has a different pace on the process of identity development. 

Some of them might take less time on adjusting to the new culture and develop their own 

identity while some of them might need extended time in some of the phases. International 

students often find themselves re-examining issues associated with phases they have already 

previously undergone. Some may repeat phases by going back from one to another, except 

for the pre-exposure and internationalization phases. Once students depart from pre-exposure, 

they inevitably shift to the next phase, exposure. While students can overlap between the 

integration and internationalization phases in the process of identity development, once they 

reach this phase, they do not move backwards. The table 3.2 describes the characteristics of 

each phase more specifically. This way we can look at how each cultural identity of the 

participants develop.  

Phase Period 
Relation with the home 

culture 

Relation with the host 

culture 

Phase 1 

Pre-

exposure 

• Pre-sojourn • Home country culture, family 

and friends are the basis of 

students’ identity 

• Prepare for applying to the 

university abroad 

• Learn about the language, 

culture of the host country 

Phase 2 

Exposure 

• Beginning of 

sojourn 

• Arrival at the 

host country 

 

• Students develop their 

independence and separate 

themselves from family 

• Exposure to unfamiliar 

cultural environment 

• Students open up to 

unforeseen possibilities as 

they encounter challenges 

Phase 3 

Enclosure 

• Beginning of 

sojourn 

• More socializing with people 

from the same backgrounds 

• Students seek to more 

comfort familiar and friends 

from the same home culture 

• Students withdraw/distance 

from the outside 

environment 
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 • Their daily lives are more 

routine driven and focusing 

on academic adjustment 

Phase 4 

Emergence 

• Sojourn 

• Unstable 

period 

• Students 

have 

different 

adjustment 

time 

• Students still appreciate the 

values of tradition and family 

• Conflict between the old and 

the new setting of learning 

and living emerge 

• Students begin to make 

conscious efforts with 

different groups other than 

their own 

• Students try to search for 

new identities and explore 

their multicultural 

surroundings 

Phase 5 

Integration 

• Sojourn 

• Students start 

to overcome 

challenges 

and resolve 

their identity 

conflicts 

• Students starts to create 

identity in their own way 

• Students embody self-respect, 

do not bind themselves solely 

to parents or peers, and 

establish relationships on the 

basis of interdependence 

• Students build multicultural 

values and expectations 

while at the same time 

distinguishing themselves as 

individuals who do not 

adhere to a major culture 

Phase 6 

Internatio-

nalization 

• Sojourn 

• Mature and 

cognizant 

state 

• As so-called transnationals, 

students would be inclusive of 

people who differ from their 

own backgrounds, and 

perceive themselves, as well 

as others, as members of a 

multicultural society, 

internationalized citizens in a 

global society 

• Ideally, international 

students have fully 

developed the value of 

pluralism and diversity in 

multiple aspects 

• These aspects include 

gender, nationality, culture, 

religion, sexual orientation, 

political ideology, moral 

values, behavioural patterns, 

and social class 

Table 3.2 The description of International Student Identity (ISI) Model (Kim, 2012: 108-110) 
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4 Research Methodology 

This chapter presents the methodology for this study. First, it discusses the research paradigm 

and the research design used, followed by the recruitment process of the participants in this 

study. Next, the data collection and the analytical approach are presented in detail. In the 

following section, quality criteria are addressed. Lastly, ethical consideration is presented. 

4.1 Research Paradigm and Research Design 

This study is situated within the social constructivist research paradigm. Social 

constructivism holds assumptions that individuals continuously develop subjective meanings 

of their experiences through interactions with their surroundings (Bryman 2016; Creswell 

2009). As this study aims to understand the complexity of international students’ cultural 

identity, it mainly relies on the participants’s view of their own cultural identity before and 

after they moved to Norway. In this case, “the researchers do not ‘find’ knowledge; they 

construct it”, (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Therefore, more open-ended questions were 

addressed in interviews with selected interviewees in order to be able to gain rich and deep 

information from the participants. In the end, the researcher was then able to make sense of 

(or interpret) the information within the topic of this study (Creswell 2009). 

The research design of this study is a case study with qualitative strategy applied. “A case 

study is a study of particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its 

activity within important circumstances” (Stake 1995). It aims to understand the detail of 

interaction within the given context and it is thus corresponding with the social constructivist 

paradigm of this thesis study (Creswell 2009; Stake 1995). A qualitative strategy also allows 

the researcher for a closer examination of the realities of lived experiences. This research 

design is deemed appropriate for this study as it will provide a rich and in-depth exploration 

on cultural identity of the international students within the identified context. 

 Definition and Selection of the Cases 

Case study research is most likely to be appropriate for answering ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions 

as justified in this study. These questions enable the researcher to capture a wider array of 
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documentary information as well as to see the specific social phenomenon (‘case’) processes 

in a particular set of time (Yin 2018). The case study design is used to explore how 

international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their cultural identity before and 

after they came to Norway. In addition, this study also explores how their cultural identity 

develops and how it changes during their sojourn period. 

The ‘case’ here can be a person, an event, an organization, a program and so on (Bryman 

2016; Patton 2015). The focus of this study is on international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam who are currently enrolled in a master’s program at the University of Oslo (UiO) or 

BI Norwegian Business School Oslo (BI). The rationale for selecting these students is that 

despite the increasing number of students from the two countries in Norway there is only a 

limited number of studies, which address issues related to these students’ experiences in 

Norway. UiO and BI are chosen because they are the two Norwegian universities with the 

highest number of international students. In addition, both universities are located in the 

capital city –Oslo –and it favored the researcher in terms of travel distance. The researcher 

acknowledges that both universities have different characteristics. UiO is a research-based 

public university with studies in a large number of disciplinary areas, whereas BI is a 

professionally oriented private university college, which specializes in business and economy 

studies. This difference might influence the result of the study and give a possibility for 

comparison, however, the limited number of participants in this study does not give enough 

impact to conclude that.  

4.2 Participants and the Recruitment Process 

A case study is not sampling research, therefore the selection of cases does not have to be 

representative of other cases (Stake 1995). It focuses on in-depth understanding of a 

particular case and its uniqueness on relatively small samples (Patton 2002; Stake 1995). 

Therefore, participants in this study were selected through a purposive random sampling. 

This means that the researcher did not seek to sample the participants on a random basis 

(Bryman 2016). The researcher purposefully selected the participants that would best help the 

researcher understand the problem and the research questions addressed (Bryman 2016; 

Creswell 2009). 
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The researcher specifically intended to recruit the master students who intentionally came to 

Norway for the purpose of study and have never lived in Norway before. It was assumed to 

be useful to see their ‘complete’ stories as well as the changes of their cultural identity before 

and after they came to Norway. Initially, the targeted number of participants for this study 

were 12 students, that is, six students from Indonesia (ideally 3 students at UiO and three at 

BI) and six students from Vietnam (ideally three at UiO and three at BI). However, since the 

‘requirements’ to participate in this study were quite specific the targeted number of 

participants was not realized. 

Participants were mainly recruited through the students’ association of the respective 

countries located in Oslo. Since I was a member of the Indonesian student community in Oslo 

and Akershus (PPI), it was convenient to contact the potential participants through social 

media, such as WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger. From here, I managed to get three 

participants (all studying at UiO). The recruitment of Indonesian students at BI was quite 

challenging, amongst other things, because no Indonesian students studying at BI were 

registered on the PPI WhatsApp group. Afterwards, various attempts have been made, such 

as contacting the Student service of BI, posting on the International students at BI Facebook 

group as well as asking other fellow students and Indonesian community in Oslo. There were 

a few Indonesian students found, however, they did not meet the requirements for this study. 

The reason for this were for example the students came to Norway for other purpose than 

study and have lived in Norway for some years before they started their master, or they were 

not enrolled in a masters’ degree but in exchange programs. In the end, only three Indonesian 

students at UiO were participating. 

As for the Vietnamese students, I sent an email explaining the details and purpose of the 

study to one of the contact persons of the Vietnamese Student Association (VSA) in Oslo 

(found on the official website welfare organization for students - SiO) with the intention to 

recruit participants from both UiO and BI. The response was quite positive, and I got five 

email contacts. These five students were contacted, and I informed them about the practical 

information especially for collecting the data. Three of them gave positive responses, one 

person responded but has already graduated (and was therefore not included) and one did not 

respond. Coincidentally, all of the three respondents were studying at BI. Therefore, I tried to 

recruit more Vietnamese students at UiO. I contacted my fellow students from Vietnam at 

UiO and two of them agreed to participate. Lacking one more Vietnamese student, I tried the 
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snowballing method by asking the previous participants, but they did not know any other 

potential participants. 

I did not specify from which field of study the students came as I did not want to narrow 

down the number of participants too much. While discipline may well influence the students’ 

cultural identity, this was not central to my study. Initially, I tried to balance the gender of 

participants but unfortunately, it was difficult to manage due to the limited number of 

potential participants. In total, there were eight students who participated, consisting of six 

females and two males in the age range between 20 to 30 years old. Table 4.1 below presents 

the overview of the participants in this study as well as the participants’ codes for the analysis 

chapter. 

No. Gender 
Country of 

Origin 
University Field of Study 

Participants’ 

Codes 

1. Female Indonesia UiO Political science F1 

2. Male Indonesia UiO Social science M1 

3. Female Indonesia UiO Humanities F2 

4. Female Vietnam UiO Educational science F3 

5. Female Vietnam UiO Educational science F4 

6. Female Vietnam BI Business F5 

7. Female Vietnam BI Business F6 

8. Male Vietnam BI Business M2 

Table 4.1 Information of the participants 

4.3 Data Collection 

The main data in this study were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. 

Interview was considered as suitable data collection method for this study since it provides 

‘completeness’ of information, such as social background of the students as well as deeper 

information that could not be covered by other types of data collection methods (Bryman 

2016). Moreover, it is necessary to use it in this study to find out how students interpreted 

their cultural identity before and after they came to Norway. This kind of data cannot be 

observed and impossible to replicate because it has happened in the past (Merriam and 

Tisdell 2016; Patton 2002; Stake 2010). Semi-structured interviews were employed as they 
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allowed the researcher to be more flexible with the interview guide (Bryman 2016; Merriam 

and Tisdell 2016) and enable the researcher to ask some follow up questions (Patton 2002). 

The interview guide itself was built upon the research questions in accordance with the self-

definition concept by Baumeister (1986). 

Bryman (2016) recommends doing a pilot interview prior to the actual interviews. This was 

conducted in order to test how well the interview flows regarding the questions, the time 

management and familiarizing with the data recording equipment. In this study, I used a 

mobile app called Nettskjema-diktafon1, which was authorized by UiO to ensure privacy and 

security. It was held with a fellow master student from the Higher Education program at UiO. 

After the pilot interview, the researcher received feedbacks from the peer who was ‘acting’ as 

participant and then made some adjustments to the interview guides before the real interviews 

were conducted. 

The interview guides for each participant were basically the same, a few practical distinctions 

were made in regard of the participants’ country of origin and the university they were 

attending. I was aware of the cultural differences and tried to carefully formulate the 

interview guide. For instance, when I asked about the religious identity of the participants, I 

did not ask directly of what their religion were but instead, I asked how their religious 

practices were. For some people or cultures, asking about religion is considered as a sensitive 

subject (White 2010). The interview guide was made in a semi-structured way with open-

ended questions. It provides topics and subject areas within which the researcher is free to 

explore, probe, and ask additional questions (Patton 2002). This way, we let the participants 

“comment or tell stories, structuring them around their own emic issues” (Stake 2010). 

Furthermore, questions such as ‘how’ and ‘why’ were assumed also to help participants to 

give more insights of their perspective within the given context (Yin 2018).  

Before I started the interview, I provided a brief explanation about the research and the 

interview procedures as well as giving the participants the Information Letter and Consent 

Form, which had been previously approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 

(NSD)2. In addition, I also gave a brief explanation as to what is meant by cultural identities. 

 
1 Further information on https://www.uio.no/english/services/it/adm-services/nettskjema/help/nettskjema-

dictaphone.html 

2 Registration on https://meldeskjema.nsd.no/ 

https://meldeskjema.nsd.no/
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This was done to further the students’ own understanding about this topic. The interview 

guide included background questions, questions focused on the cultural identity before they 

came to Norway, questions focused on the cultural identity after they came to Norway, and 

questions related to the changes and its effects to their study behavior. The detailed interview 

guides are attached in Appendix C. 

The interviews were held in August 2019. The interviews were conducted at a time and place 

of participants’ convenience with comfortable setting and free from any potential disruptions 

and noise (McGrath et al. 2019). It is important to take it into account since “the venue of the 

interview may affect the data collection”, (McGrath, Palmgren, and Liljedahl 2019). In this 

study, two out of eight interviews took place at the colloquium room at the UiO’s main 

library, five out of eight interviews were conducted at the participants’ apartments and one 

person was interviewed in a cafe near the participant’s apartment upon request. 

Another important aspect in an interview is the duration. Yin (2018) suggested that an 

interview should take only about an hour to be more focused and remain in a conversational 

manner. The interviews in this study ranged from 40 minutes to an hour in length. The 

recordings were encrypted and were stored on the Web schema of Norwegian Sensitive Data 

Services (TSD)3. 

4.4 Coding and Data Analysis 

After the data were collected, they were transcribed and analyzed. The transcription process 

was done by using a software program called f4 transcript4  provided by UiO. However, due 

to the different language accents and the talking speed, I had to listen to the recordings for 

several times to make sure that the transcriptions were correct. This process took quite long 

time. 

After the process above was completed, I developed a coding scheme which was derived 

from the interview guide (constructed from the initial research questions and the self-

definition concept by Baumeister (1986)). The coding scheme was then implemented to the 

 
3 Registration on https://nettskjema.no/ 

4 Further information on https://www.uio.no/tjenester/it/forskning/datafangst-og-analyse/f4f5transcribe.html 

https://nettskjema.no/
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software program called NVIVO12 Pro5 that I used to identify the data collected in a 

structured and effective way. From here, I began the coding process by identifying and 

tagging selections of text to the relevant scheme provided. The coding scheme functioned as 

a guideline for the researcher, it was not the analytical tool. The analytical tools in this study 

was the self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986) for answering the RQ1 and RQ2. As for 

the RQ3, the International Student Identity (ISI) model by Kim (2012) is used. The coding 

scheme is demonstrated in the Appendix D. 

4.5 Quality Criteria 

Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggested ‘trustworthiness’ criteria for assessing a qualitative study. 

Trustworthiness basically concerns the extent to which an inquiry is worth paying attention 

to, trustworthy and rigor (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Merriam and Tisdell 2016; Tracy 2010). 

There are four criteria of trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba 1985), two of which are 

credibility and transferability - as substitutes for internal validity and external validity 

respectively (Bryman 2016; Merriam and Tisdell 2016). 

These criteria simultaneously overlap with the eight ‘Big-Tent’ criteria for excellent 

qualitative research (Tracy 2010; 2013). One of the aspects of credibility is ‘thick 

description’ (Tracy 2010; 2013), meaning that the researcher should use rich and thick 

description to convey the findings (Creswell 2009). In this study, I sought to describe the 

findings in detail and in a comprehensive way, for example, by providing descriptions of the 

settings; as well as showing the complexity of the data by including the ‘evidence’ (Braun 

and Clarke 2006) or direct quotations from the interview transcripts. This way, the results 

become more realistic and richer.  

Another aspect that supports credibility is “multivocality, inclusion of multiple voices” 

(Tracy 2010). As explained earlier, the participants in this study are quite diverse, in terms of 

cultural backgrounds, study programs, university they are attending, gender and ages. This 

diversity could provide various points of view regarding students’ cultural identity, and thus 

enhancing multivocality. Moreover, Tracy (2010, 2013) also pointed out that self-awareness 

of the researcher’s and the participants’ subjectivities depending on the culture where they 

 
5 Further information on https://www.uio.no/tjenester/it/forskning/datafangst-og-analyse/nvivo/mer-om.html 
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come from. Especially in this study, I tried to let the participants express their own opinions 

without giving any judgement as well as paying a close attention to the questions posed so 

that they were not led to the researcher’s own perspective. This strategy was also useful to 

reduce any biases from the researcher (Merriam and Tisdell 2016; Tracy 2013). In addition to 

that, it is important to engage with the participants during the data collection (Merriam and 

Tisdell 2016; Tracy 2010; 2013). The conversational settings have helped the researcher to 

get as close as possible to the participants’ experience of cultural identity. 

Qualitative research typically focuses on depth rather than breadth and therefore, 

transferability is limited (Bryman 2016; Creswell 2009). Transferability (Lincoln and Guba 

1985), generalization (Creswell 2009) or external validity (Bryman 2016) are about whether 

or not the findings can be applied to other situations or research. Providing highly descriptive 

and detailed presentations of the setting and the findings as mentioned earlier could also 

enhance the transferability aspect of this study (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Multivocality or 

‘maximum variation’ of the sample also allow for the possibility of a greater range of 

transferability.  

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

On top of all the validity and reliability aforementioned, research should be conducted in an 

ethical manner (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Since this study involved human subjects, 

ensuring sensitivity to their situation and taking steps to protect their credibility is essential 

(Stake 2010; Yin 2018). Prior the data collection process, approval from the NSD was 

obtained to make sure that the research was registered and ethical. The letter of approval from 

the NSD is presented in Appendix A. In accordance with the NSD guidelines, an Information 

Letter and a Consent Form for the participants was made (attached in Appendix B). The 

Information Letter provided detailed information about the research, participation 

involvement, privacy issues, participants’ rights and the relevant contact information. The 

participants were informed about this as well as asked to give their written consent prior to 

the interview session. Initially, participants were given choices if they would like to be 

presented as anonymous or not. However, since not everyone gave consent to be identified, I 

decided to make participants anonymous by giving them codes in the research report. This 

ensured consistent presentation and avoided confusion. 
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Nevertheless, since this study involved various cultural backgrounds of the participants, as it 

is the main topic of the research, some background information, such as country of origin, 

age, gender and language spoken had to be presented to give a full context of the study. The 

researcher minimized the possibility of participants to be identified by instances giving them 

codes and not mentioning their specific master's programs, this will not diminish the study 

context. In addition, the participants were also informed of their right to opt out of the study 

should they wish to do so, at any time. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the collection of the data was done through using an 

authorized mobile app named Nettskjema-diktafon. This app was useful to keep the data 

secured, since the recordings were directly sent (and were not stored on the phone) to an 

encrypted Web schema provided by the Norwegian Sensitive Data Services (TSD). The use 

of other support programs such as f4 transcript and NVIVO12 Pro were also through remote 

connection from UiO to ensure data safety. Finally, all the data collected were also saved on 

UiO’s secured online portal in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR). 
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5 Findings 

This chapter provides a detailed description of the selected cultural identity aspects from the 

interviews with international students from Indonesia and Vietnam at the two case 

universities. Students who participated in this study came from different education, social and 

cultural backgrounds and thus every story they have is unique and valuable. Therefore, I will 

present many direct quotes from the participants related to the cultural identity aspects 

discussed. This chapter discusses each of the cultural identity aspects of the participants 

before they came to Norway, followed with relevant developments of their cultural identity 

after they came to Norway.   

5.1 Students Cultural Identity Before They Came to 

Norway 

This section presents the findings from the first part of the interviews (see Appendix C) held 

with students. Firstly, students provided basic information, such as the length of their studies, 

experience of living abroad and their first language. Secondly, students were asked how they 

perceived their cultural identity before they moved to Norway for their studies. The cultural 

identity aspects addressed were related to their national identity, family relations, gender 

identity, political identity, religious identity and professional identity. Lastly, students were 

also asked to mention the importance of these cultural identities for their identity formation. 

5.1.1 National Identity 

Most of the students claimed themselves to be nationalistic and patriotic before they came to 

Norway. Even though their understanding of being nationalistic and patriotic was quite 

limited at that time, but they understood it now. They described their nationalism by giving 

examples such as actively contributing to the society through work or voluntary. Others said 

that they were very proud of their country to the point that they were quite aggressive when it 

comes to negative prejudice about their country, as can be illustrated by the following quotes.  

“I did feel a stronger attachment to my nationality as an Indonesian. .... telling the 

positive stories and probably ignoring some negative sides of it.” (F1)  
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“Yes, I was quite nationalist back then, …. I was quite proud to what you got in the 

country, and sometimes can be very aggressive about bad things people talk about my 

country. .... believed in on everything I have been taught before but not really reasoning.” 

(F4) 

One female student from Indonesia mentioned that she was proud to be both Indonesian and 

with her local ethnicity. 

“I love Indonesia and proud to be Indonesian. But I have to say that I am a proud 

Bataknese (ethnicity) as well, because there are so many cultures in Indonesia.” (F2) 

On the other hand, some students were not paying much attention to their national identity 

before moving to Norway. They also felt that their national identity was not important. One 

male student from Indonesia pointed out that his national identity was not important for him. 

This was due to his moving to another country from the early age. He claimed himself to be 

the citizen of the world. His parents did not require him to have a strong Indonesian national 

identity except for the use of Indonesian language. Instead, his parents were more focused on 

nurturing him in a more religious way. He then moved back to Indonesia but did not feel the 

connection. The quote below is from him: 

“Since I grew up in Qatar, I didn't feel like Indonesian and didn't have the patriotic aspect 

in me. .... it was during my formative years. .... I was in an international school and my 

friends were from all over the world. .... I think because my parents are quite religious 

and I was raised religious as well, so my first priority was religion compare to my 

country. That identity took first place.” (M1) 

5.1.2 Family Relations Identity 

Most of the students said they were close with their family. They saw their family as an 

important part in their life. Even though some of them live far away from their parents due to 

their education or parents’ job, they kept in touch with them either through social media by 

chatting or regular calls. One of the female students from Vietnam, the oldest child in her 

family shared her story as follows: 

“My friends always complained, "What are you doing here, why are you still here? You 

have to live your life, not for your family or anyone else". That is how I see my family as 

part of my life. .... I felt responsible for my family, if they need me for something, I will 

do it.” (F4) 
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Her family was so important to her that she would do anything for them. However, she also 

described that her relationship with her family, especially with her mother was not that close, 

in a sense that she did not share her personal life or saying sweet words to each other. In 

another interesting story a female Vietnamese participant told how important her family was 

for here in her life journey. Despite some arguments she sometimes had with her parents, she 

was grateful to them.  

“They (family) are very important to me. They supported me a lot for every big event in 

my life, like my wedding, when I have a baby, and then when I go abroad. They 

supported me a lot, both financially and emotionally.” (F6) 

Two of the students felt they were not that close with their family. They not necessarily had 

bad relationships with their family, but they were just not as close as the other students I 

mentioned previously. One of the Vietnamese female students admitted that she did not talk 

with her family much and when they did, it was just something “superficial” (F5). Since she 

studied in a university in Vietnam quite far from her home, she rarely met her family. 

“I usually only go home twice a year. .... was quite far from my hometown. And I was 

quite busy and wanted to save money,” (F4).  

A similar situation was also experienced by a male Indonesian student. He moved back to 

Indonesia after seven years living abroad in Qatar with his family. He then took his 

bachelor’s degree in Indonesia and therefore lived separately from his parents. He lived in 

Indonesia together with his brothers. He described his relationship with his family as “close 

but not that close”, (M1). 

“I didn't open up to them about mundane stuff .... I didn't joke around with my parents 

and so on.” (M1) 

Most of the students had large extended families. The relationships, however, vary. Some of 

them had family gatherings, occasionally in New Year or religion celebrations, and therefore 

kept in touch with their grandparents, uncles or cousins. An Indonesian female particularly 

mentioned that the big family gathering was only held during the Muslim celebration (Eid) 

once a year. 
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Student (F4) shared an interesting story about her relationship with her cousins. Even though 

the age gap with her cousins was quite large, she maintained a good relationship with them 

all. They often had gatherings when she still lived in Vietnam. The gatherings were more like 

doing fun activities together. Even though she was the oldest child in her family, her position 

compared with the cousins was different. In the big family, she was among the youngest, not 

necessarily due to her own age, but because her father was the youngest child in the big 

family. And therefore, her role in the big family setting somehow shifted.  

“In the big family, we were the youngest. My father was the youngest son. We (me and 

cousins) were quite close in a way, but the feeling was different. I felt like I had a 

protection. .... I was more like listening than say something. Not that I felt little, it`s more 

of a cultural thing. If something`s going on, I will let them decide. .... While in the main 

family, I was the oldest, so I took the responsibilities.” 

5.1.3 Gender identity 

Some students shared stories about gender equality conditions in the place they lived. 

According to the Vietnamese students, they saw that gender role was relatively equal in their 

country. For instance, women have the rights to get education and get more recognition from 

the society. However, in reality, discrimination based on gender was still seen in different 

situations such as at work, in the family and in the society in general. One female Vietnamese 

student (who worked as finance controller) gave an example in terms of labor division: 

“For example, in finance or IT, people think that men can work faster and smarter ... 

something related to numbers. People think that men can do much better than women.” 

(F6) 

However, she admitted that she partially agreed to that notion even though it was not always 

like that. She thought that men indeed can do better than women in some areas. 

According to the Vietnamese students, the patriarchy system in the family settings was still 

visible. A student said that some families were still keeping their tradition such as the men 

work while the woman take care of most of the house works. She said that her family was 

like that. Similarly, another student (M2) also stated that many people thought about the 

gender gap between male and female as well as the LGBT community. He added that the idea 

where men and women are different had been indirectly taught at school, for instance in the 
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school’s textbooks. Pictures of men doing some tough jobs such as truck drivers while 

women doing ‘softer’ work such as nurse are often seen inside the textbooks. 

The Indonesian students also shared similar stories about the society in their country. The 

gender issues in Indonesia, according to them, were more related to religion and traditional 

culture. Two students were raised in a Muslim religious family which they said was 

somewhat favouring patriarchy system. Expression such as “Dad has to earn the money and 

women have to be able to cook so that they can serve their husband”, (F1), was normally 

heard among the society. 

“Being brought up in a very cultural religious family .... So being brought up in that kind 

of environment for a long time, it’s kind of sticks to your head.” (F1) 

Later on, (F1) realized that in her family, her mom actually has instilled some feminism 

values and gender equality to her such as taught her how to be an independent woman (with 

education and work). Another perspective was given by (M1). His perception about gender 

was intersected with his religious identity. He used to think that in some aspects women and 

men are different. He admitted that he did not fully understand the conception of women’s 

autonomy. Below is an example of his thought: 

“I was confused by female friends who were Muslim and didn't wear the hijab (veil). My 

thought was, “Why don't you wear it, it's not that hard!” but then I thought shortly after, 

“It's not that easy and each question is different, maybe they have different obstacles.” 

Starting from that I became more aware of what other people are going through, maybe 

it's not that easy for those people.” (M1) 

Students shared their personal opinion about gender equality at the time before they came to 

Norway. Drawn from the data collection, many of them were somehow adhering to 

patriarchal idea due to their culture and the environment in which they grew up. Examples 

expressed in the following quotes are from different social settings. 

“I am kind of the older generation, so for me I still have some kind of distance with the 

opposite gender, men, we still liked to hangout girls and girls and boys and boys.” (F3) 

“... in Bataknese (ethnicity), we have a very strong patriarchy system. ... in my work, we 

always work towards the gender equality, but I think I still had some part of me who was 

favoring the patriarchy as well.” (F2) 
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“I was the conventional patriarchal woman long time ago, before I went to Germany (for 

an exchange study). I used to declare myself as non-feminist as well because I didn't 

know the whole definition of feminism. I used to think that this was the women 

domination over men.” (F1) 

The case of (F1) was quite unique. Influenced by her patriarchal environment, she used to 

think that men and women serve different or unequal roles, especially in the family setting. 

She also admitted that she misunderstood the concept of feminism and thus went against it. 

However, after she went abroad for the first time, she got to see different gender roles in the 

German culture. It was unusual for her to see a mother go to work while the father stays at 

home and cook. 

In contrast with all the stories presented above, (F4) shared a different experience regarding 

gender equality. She did not have any problem with gender inequality. She thought that 

women and men are the same and there is no limit to that, they can do anything they want, no 

gender division of labor. 

“I had no problem about that. As the first daughter, I have the power as the first child, 

being a teacher, I have the power and responsibilities. It means I am confident enough 

with myself.” (F4) 

Back when they lived in their countries, some of the students were not quite familiar with the 

LGBT issues due to the lack of exposure such as having no friends or family in this 

community. Therefore, the understanding about the LGBT were also lacking. Several years 

ago, they added, LGBT was not a popular issue to talk about. An Indonesian student 

expressed her feelings about the changes of how people in Indonesia see transgenders. It had 

become worse. 

Some of students expressed their openness towards this community, even though deep down 

they felt it was still unusual. 

“I feel normal. Some part of me, the emotion, I didn't like it, it's a little bit weird but I 

accept it.” (F5) 

“I only knew the word LGBT when I was at the university. .... I saw him (colleague) 

wearing lipstick. I was like... I think I was a little bit discriminating at that time. .... this 

was very new for the Vietnamese people.” (F3) 
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Two of the students had many friends from this community and they stated that they were 

very open about it.  

“I was pretty open and had many friends from this community. They always tell me their 

stories and I tried to value them as human.” (F2) 

5.1.4 Political Identity 

Most of the students said that they did not care nor follow the political situation, especially in 

their countries, regardless their education, work situation or organizations they were in, were 

related to politics. The most frequent reason for students’ lack of interest in politics was 

dissatisfaction with the government. Some of them stated that they did not believe the 

government and did not like the bureaucracy in the country. Here are statements of the 

students about their perceptions towards politics. 

“I hated politics. ... lazy to follow the politics and my parents are not from a political 

background.” (F1) 

 “I was a bit weary of the politics and frustrated of the national politics. .... I wanted the 

best option of course but at the end I didn't really think that my vote (presidential 

election) matter.” (M1) 

Two students positively expressed their concern about politics. Both were also involved in 

some political activity, such as from the student association and job demand. One Indonesian 

female student stated that she was fed up with the political situation in the country, but she 

still wanted to keep being updated with the politics situation in Indonesia. During her work 

with an international organization, she also joined many political demonstrations. Mainly 

because of her work but perhaps also because of her own will. While another student, a 

Vietnamese male said that he cared about politics due to his interest in economy. 

“I care a lot about politics because I think it plays an important role in the development 

in the society and economy. I follow the news and everything since before, until now. I 

care a lot about the country.” (M2) 

In terms of using social media platforms to express their opinion about politics, most of the 

students stated that they prefer to engage in direct discussions with their peers or friends 

when asked about how they express their political opinion. They did not want to argue with 
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other people, or they have limited knowledge and understanding about the topics. Some of 

them even tend to avoid the topics due to a lack of understanding.  

5.1.5 Religious Identity 

A lot of interesting patterns were found with respect to this identity dimension. The students 

openly shared their religious perspectives and practices. Therefore, I categorized the religious 

themes according to the religion and beliefs of the students. 

1. Buddhism and Confucianism 

The Vietnamese students differentiated Buddhist, Buddhism and Confucianism. For them, 

being Buddhist mean that someone takes Buddhism and promises for being a Buddha. 

Buddhism, as they explained is the teaching of Buddha, it varies, but mainly emphasizes 

doing good deeds and avoiding bad things as well as practicing meditation to achieve peace. 

While Confucianism, one student described, is a belief to pray for the ancestors, which 

involves going to the Pagoda like the Buddhist. The two are blending with each other very 

well in Vietnam. It is important to know these distinctions to be able to understand the 

students’ stories. 

Three out of five Vietnamese students perceived themselves as a religious person. They 

might not go to the Pagoda often, but they felt a strong belief of Buddhism. Due to daily 

bustle such as work or school, they admitted that they did not go to Pagoda regularly. 

Practicing the value of Buddhism is more important. Here are some quotations of how 

students perceived and practiced their religion/belief. 

“Back in Vietnam, at that time, I didn't understand it (Confucianism), I just went to the 

pagoda and pray for the health, richness (wealth), etc. But after my father passed away, I 

felt like the Buddha cannot give you anything like that (health, etc), those you have to 

find it by yourself, Buddha just give you the peace, that is love. The peace you can try to 

do meditation every moment.” (F3) 

“I have an interesting story though, so every day, on my way to my workplace, it took 

around 30-40 minutes and I usually rode my motorbike by myself, quite long way. Along 

this way, I liked to think about the pagoda and read the prayers/Buddhist teaching in my 

mind, try to force all my energy to think about my father and my beloved family in my 

hometown. I think that's enough for me.” (F3) 
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“I think religion as a Buddhist is a big part because it defines the way I interact with 

others and the way I took events that come to my life. .... I believe in the original 

Buddhism, like we believe in ourselves how to free ourselves from the anxiety, worry 

from the chest and to achieve peaceful by practicing meditation in mindfulness. I do it 

every time.” (M2) 

“I am a Buddhist and I have had my Buddhism. .... I went to pagoda quite frequently and 

I talked to the monk, then I think I found my belief by myself, ... not passed from the 

family. .... For me, pagoda was like a home, a family, my mental family for my mental 

health. I went there to feel calm and relax. When I had something stuck in life, ... what I 

wanted to do was usually visiting a pagoda. As for religion, I don`t really take it 

seriously and worshiping, ... but I took it as a philosophy for life.” (F4) 

2. Islam 

There were two Muslim students participating in this study. They said that growing up, they 

were raised in a religious environment. They also indicated that their parents were religious. 

One of them went to Islamic schools from kindergarten up to Junior High School. She 

admitted that she was just following what was taught to her and believed that was how other 

people did it, until she moved to another country (Germany) for an exchange program for a 

year. People there often asked her questions such "Why don't you eat pork?" and she could 

not find enough reason other than saying "Oh I am just following my religion". This has 

challenged her to study more of her own religion. Nevertheless, in the end she pointed out 

that she was religious and still is until now. 

“I was raised in a very ... almost like a box of Islamic teaching because that's the only 

thing I have learned and I didn't hear other opinion about how to feel the religion itself. 

.... I have had a lot of changes from being in an Islamic elementary school, and I used to 

wear hijab (veil) as well, but until middle school. I realized I wanted to wear hijab if I 

feel like ready not because people told me to.” (F1) 

The other Indonesian Muslim student (M1) has had an Islamic environment since he was 

small. He mentioned that the Indonesian community in Qatar was very close and they had 

pengajian (recitation) every week. His parents founded the youth organization for this 

recitation. When he moved to Indonesia, he noticed some differences between how 

Indonesian and Qataris were practicing their Islamic religion. He gave an example of 

Ramadhan. The Qataris perceived Ramadhan as a time for reflection and to spend more time 

in the Mosque, whereas for Indonesians, Ramadhan is a celebration/feast period. He also 

compared how the Indonesian Muslim women dress differently than the ones in an Islamic 
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country such as Saudi Arabia. In the beginning, he did not understand why many Indonesian 

Muslim women did not wear the hijab (veil), while it was an enforced law to wear hijab in 

Saudi Arabia. After spending more time in Indonesia and learning from the daily life, he then 

grew an understanding of this situation. He also said that his religiosity has been developed 

and was not dependent on his parents, as is illustrated by the following quotation from him. 

“Yes (I was religious) and I still am a religious person. I pray five times a day. My 

parents always reminded me to pray every day. .... Spending more time in Indonesia and 

being more independent I developed my own spiritual habit. I don't have my parents to 

remind me every time, so I developed my own habit.” (M1) 

3. Christian 

Student (F2) was a Christian. She explained that religion was important for her. She joined a 

church community where she attended the service every Sunday. She also helped with the 

children ministry in her Church. She also admitted that one of the reasons she chose Oslo for 

her master’s degree was because of the existence of the Church family, which has the same 

values as the one in Indonesia. 

“I always attend the 7am service every Sunday then hangout with friends there then join 

the kids’ ministry at 1pm, always like that every Sunday. …. When I chose universities, I 

made some kind of Spreadsheets and wrote the pros and cons within the universities and 

one of the factors was the Christian community and also if they have family Church 

here.” (F2) 

5.1.6 Professional Identity 

Many of the students in this study had a long list of job experiences. They wanted to try 

different kinds of jobs and positions to find one that suited them best. Their jobs were not 

always aligned with their previous educations, but they said that it was still in the same area. 

They took it as a learning process and to explore themselves with different jobs and tasks. 

There were many factors affecting the way they chose their jobs. (F3) shared her philosophy 

in this in the following way. 

“I believed in karma, ... in education, you help the other to get the knowledge and I think 

it's good, if we help other people, other people will also help me.” (F3) 
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She further shared that she has always had a big ambition to study, travel or work abroad. 

Therefore, she wanted to work in a larger city like Saigon because she thought there were 

many opportunities for her to work with an international environment. However, after the 

loss of her father, she had to move back to her hometown to live with her mother. There, she 

also had some jobs, but they were not the ones she wanted. 

“After graduated in 2013, I worked for almost four years ... but for different jobs and 

different companies. .... I worked as booking agent in a four-star hotel, ... taught English 

for children, ... as an administrative staff in an international school, .... and as the 

customer service in an English training center. .... I felt like I wanted to work in an 

education area, for example teaching children, ... but it was really hard for me since I did 

not graduate from the teacher education.” (F3) 

A similar story was shared by (F4). She had a bachelor of English teaching and mainly 

worked as an English teacher. She also had to move back to her hometown to help her mother 

to take care of her newborn brother. Therefore, she had to postpone her dream to study 

abroad. She also said that she tried different kinds of jobs relating to education back home in 

Vietnam.  

As mentioned earlier, many of the students wanted to test out different types of jobs. Yet 

many were still not sure what they wanted to do after they completed their master’ degree 

studies in Norway. Here are some statements from the students: 

“I didn't have any clear understanding of what I would do after this master. .... I had no 

expectation nor imagination in my head, so when I came here, it was totally fresh.” (F5) 

“I didn't really have any expectation about what I wanted to do after this master. .... But I 

was kind of aware about where is this major taking me.” (M1) 

“I wasn't sure about my career plan before. I love to travel but I have the calling for 

myself to contribute to my country as well.” (F2) 

At the same time, two of them did have a clearer plan. See statements below: 

“Before taking this master, I wanted to pursue academic career path, I wanted to be 

lecturer, researcher.” (M2) 



57 
 

“So, I was thinking more into teacher training. If you want to change the education, you 

change the teacher's mind. So that's why I wanted to do more administration. So, you do 

something to help the teacher, to improve themselves then you open the new opportunity 

for the system. So that's what motivated me for doing this master.” (F4) 

Many have shared their feelings and ideas about their professional identity. They claimed that 

it shaped and defined their self-identity. Their career journey has contributed to how and 

what they are now. Some of them also expressed their idealism about the kind of job they 

wanted to do. They wanted to have a ‘meaningful’ job, for instance, they wanted to be able to 

contribute in different areas, such as education, politics and economy in their home countries. 

See some of their statements below: 

“It defined myself, yes, because it holds a lot of meaning of my own principles and 

beliefs. One of my mottos is actually not doing work for getting the money and not 

having my principles aligned the work.” (F1) 

“Yes, my profession was important for me. I liked to contribute, despite all the 

bureaucracy and the political economy going on, I feel like I was still contributing to the 

community when I worked there (NGO). .... Before I started the studies, I wanted to go 

back home and contribute to the eastern part of Indonesia”. (F2) 

 “Yes, I have been proud about my professional identity. Even though there were 

struggles in between. .... I wasn't really going for the money though. But for me, I can 

work, teach, I have students and earn my living and I can decide more things on my 

own.” (F4) 

5.2 Student’s Cultural Identity After They Came to 

Norway 

In this section, the findings from the second part of the interviews (see Appendix C) held 

with students are presented. It focuses on answering the second research question in this 

study about how students perceive their cultural identity after they came to Norway and 

discusses if there have been any changes. In addition, this section will also discuss some of 

the factors behind students’ identity change. 
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5.2.1 National Identity 

At least three of the students felt that their feelings towards their national identity remained 

the same as it was before they came to Norway. One of them pointed out that she is proud of 

her country’s cuisine (she is working in a Vietnamese restaurant in Oslo). Student (F2) 

expressed her experience in the classroom here in Norway, that they are interested in 

knowing more about the Indonesian economy. She also pointed out that her identity as an 

Asian in Norway in some way stands out more.  

“Many times, in a group setting, I would be the only Asian and often they will ask me 

how's the Asian culture. .... Yes, national identity remains the most important for me. I 

hope it's not going to change.” (F2) 

Some of the participants admitted that they did not realize their love to their country until 

they moved abroad. They used to take things they had for granted and now that they have 

moved to another country, they miss many things in their country. 

“I used to ride motorbike at midnight, to see around. These small things (food, friends, 

motorbike) in Vietnam, it seems simple but here everything just become memories and 

that's the reason why you always think about your own country. It increases your care 

about your country and the people there.” (F5) 

Another story from student (M1) about his feelings to his country. Even though he defined 

himself as a citizen of the world and thought that nationality is just a social construction, he 

admitted that he still feels the connection with his nation because of his academic background 

and his works that relate to developments in the public sector in Indonesia. Furthermore, he 

also feels the responsibility to contribute to his nation in the future despite of having 

disagreement with the national ideology.  

“Since my academic background is very much public sector and deals with it, so I still 

have some kinds of connection with my national identity (Indonesia). .... I feel like still 

have the duty to at least spend my resources there, both human and capital.” (M1) 

 

Two students admitted that their nationalistic feelings somehow have become weaker. They 

have become more critical and objective on the way they perceive their nations. They pointed 

out that they understand the concept of nationalism and nationalist better now and thus they 

thought that these two words have a negative connotation. Student (F4) said that despite of 
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being ‘less nationalist’, she is still proud of many aspects of her country such as the food, the 

nature and the culture. The other student (F1) pointed out that she tried to be more objective 

and not just accepting everything without criticizing about what happen in her country, as she 

was before. However, when she was asked if she felt more attachment to the Norwegian 

culture, she denied it.  

“I still hold that a lot, the positive things (of Indonesian values). So, I wouldn't say I am 

Norwegian, but I wouldn't say that I am Indonesian either. I would say I am an 

Indonesian who holds these extra added values. I am a manifestation of everything.” (F1) 

5.2.2 Family Relations Identity 

Most of the interviewees said that their relationship with their family is the same as before 

they moved to Norway for study. Except that the frequency of meeting and communication 

was less than before. Internet and social media have made their communication with their 

family back home easier. However, some of them said that it is difficult to maintain a 

frequent communication with their family. The reason for this, they added, is because of their 

tight schedule with studies, internships or work, as well the time differences between Norway 

and their home countries. 

“We also have a family group in a social media with my uncles, aunts, everyone. I think 

distance does not really burden me.” (F3) 

“We Skyped and talked, I think nothing has changed but just the frequency of it and we 

barely meet face to face anymore.” (F2) 

Student (F1) on the other hand has no problem in terms of maintaining the communication 

with her family back home. She usually allocates her time to call them several times a week. 

However, she also said that sometimes they have arguments about different perspectives, for 

instance, in politics and religion. Nevertheless, her relationships with her family remain the 

same because of the ‘unbroken bonds’ (F1) that keep them together. 

“We hold a lot of different opinions about a lot of stuff these days, which also 

contributing a lot of changes I have gotten from living abroad. .... I think it's quite 

healthy.” (F1) 
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Some other students pointed out that being away from family has made their family ties even 

stronger. They said that they often took their family for granted when they lived nearby, but 

now that they live far away, they miss and care a lot about them. 

Student (F4) shared her story about her relationship with her family after she moved to 

Norway. She said that before, she felt that the connection with her family was more of a 

responsibility rather than a personal binding. Now that she has less responsibility to her 

family because of living abroad, she misses it. And there, she said, her love to her family 

grows. She wants to have better relationships with her family even more. 

“We (me and mother) didn't say sweet words, or personal stories. But when I got here, I 

learned that, I wanted it. I want to use those tunes to role the connection between me and 

my mom. I don't take it for granted anymore.” (F4) 

5.2.3 Gender Identity 

Many of the students feel that their understanding of gender equality has gotten better after 

they moved to Norway. The reason for this is because they see and feel it in their everyday 

experience that people are very concerned about gender equality as well as LGBT issues. 

They see it in many parts of life, such as at school, work, and family. Some of them also see 

this as a reflection and compare it with the condition in their country. Student (F1) said that in 

Norway, among her Norwegian classmates, she could see how important gender equality and 

feminism is. Even though she thought that sometimes it can be quite radical, but most of the 

time it is more liberating. Therefore, she becomes aware and put gender equality as her 

priority. Below are some quotes that describe the students’ experience in terms of gender 

equality: 

“I think the women here are more respected and the men also think that the women can 

do anything they want. I think that's very good also in the profession.” (F6) 

“Before, I think equal means really equal. If you get one, I get one and if you work, I 

work. But now I understand equality in a way that you have fair chance to be the one you 

want to be. .... I got to know more LGBT people here, and I talk and work with them. 

Seeing how much people mind their own business here, how much they respect 

individualism here.” (F4) 
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“In Norway, the division of labors is pretty clear, I saw many women driving trucks, 

working on the construction works and others which only men do back home.” (F2) 

Even though all students said that they learned more about gender equality in Norway, some 

of them still see some things are a little bit unusual for them. Two students gave an example 

in a dating situation. In their country, when a couple is eating out one of them will pay but 

normally the man pays, they never split the bill. Whilst here, couples like to share their bills. 

The students are aware that this is perhaps one example how equal the Norwegian society is. 

But they admitted that they prefer the style in their country more in this particular context. 

“I have seen couples here share their bills, if you eat something, you pay for yourself. .... 

I just don't feel they are connected or involve each other. .... Sometimes I feel that I 

prefer some things in Vietnam than here.” (F5) 

5.2.4 Political Identity 

Overall, most of the students involved in this study expressed their lack of interest towards 

politics, even from before they came to Norway. However, students still seemed to try to be 

updated about the political situation both in their country and in the world. The reason for this 

is either because their study is strongly related to a political field or because of the exposure 

they got from their peers and friends from different countries with different political systems. 

They also realized the importance of knowing what is going on in the world to be able to 

communicate or make conversations with peers or colleagues. Below are statements from 

students about their politics: 

“I don't like (to read) news but I know that it is very important especially when I talk 

with my colleagues. And now I work in a humanitarian organization, they care a lot 

about the political issues in Africa, Middle East and other countries.” (F5) 

“As someone who works with business, even though politics is not my main interest, but 

I still have to care and follow about it.” (M2) 

5.2.5 Religious Identity 

All the Vietnamese students stated that they are practicing their religion through meditation 

and go to the Pagoda. While living in Norway, they said, it is difficult to go to the Pagoda due 

to the long distance and their busy schedule at the university or work. 
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Student (F5) was not religious back home. But when she moved to Norway, she started to 

read about Buddhism and listening to some Buddhism lectures on YouTube. She claimed that 

having more free time and feeling lonely (especially during the winter) makes her come to 

Buddhism. It brings her a lot of peace and positivity in her life. 

“I am not a Buddhist follower, but I raise more beliefs in that. .... The religion came from 

inside me. I wanted peace. In Vietnam, I have a lot of fun things to do, friends but here in 

winter you are lonely and alone, literally. So, I need peace inside myself, that's why I 

came to religion.” (F5) 

Another student shared her experience with practicing Buddhism while in Norway. 

“I really didn't know what I was doing, but now I understand why meditation is 

important for me in a specific time. For example, whenever I want to focus on my study, 

and I get distracted a lot so I would just sit down and meditate. (F3) 

A unique story was shared by student (F1). As she grew up, she was exposed to different 

cultures, especially when she went for the exchange programs abroad. She gradually changed 

in various aspects, including her religious identity. She used to have an ‘accepting and 

following’ attitude to what people taught her about Islam. And now, after she moved to 

Norway, she has grown more critical thinking and try to re-learn Islam again on her own. She 

is not doubting her belief in God, but rather the practical teaching in her country. Even 

though in Norway, people do not challenge her for being a Muslim, she still sometimes gets 

questions such as why don’t you eat pork, why don’t you drink alcohol? and so on. She wants 

to find better justifications to answer these questions. 

“As of now, I feel like my attachment to religion is back in zero, in a sense that I 

deconstruct everything I've learned or everything I've been taught since I was in 

kindergarten.” (F1) 

Furthermore, as she is studying politics, she is aware of the political situation in Indonesia, 

which has been having intense relations with religion, especially with Islam. 

“I feel sad about how rhetoric of religion being used in Indonesia, which also triggered 

me to question a lot of things.” (F1) 

Practicing Islam in Norway, according to student (M1), is quite challenging. Apart from the 

different praying time due to the climate difference between Indonesia and Norway, he 
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explained that the language barrier is also a challenge. He said that it is difficult to make 

friends from the community at the Mosque he usually goes to, due to the language barrier. 

They often speak Norwegian.  

“I think my religious identity is a bit torn down, more of the practice, the belief is more 

or less the same, a bit more refined. It's definitely harder to practice here, to adjust the 

time for the prayers.” (M1) 

Student (F2) also shared her story about some similar values of the Norwegian Church with 

the one in Indonesia. Even though the practices are a bit different, she is grateful that she can 

meet ‘family’ here. 

“... for example, joining the kids’ ministry (in Indonesia), I had to be there every week 

but here they say they don't want to burn out people, so our shift here is only two times a 

month. .... It's just different but I am still active to join the events. It feels like my second 

family.” (F2) 

5.2.6 Professional Identity 

“I think that I can find the light at the end of the tunnel now ….” (F3) 

The quote above probably best describes most of the students’ thoughts about their career 

plan. Even though many of them have gained more experience in working during their study 

in Norway, they are still not sure what they want to do after their master. Most of them say 

they are open to any opportunities, preferably the ones that are related to their education 

background or working experience. Here are some statements from students about their 

career plan: 

“I feel more confident …. I get interested in becoming a mediator or negotiator.” (F1) 

“…, it changed. It's not necessary that I no longer want to be a researcher … but now I 

really want to work for some companies in Norway to know what they are doing here 

because as long as I can see here they have high level use of technology in the business 

and I want to have some practical experience here in Norway.” (M2) 

“I had three years of experience working as a financial controller. .... I would like to find 

a job related to finance department.” (F6) 
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Some students shared their experience doing internships in Norwegian organizations and 

companies, such as Yara International and Hydro. The majority of these internships were part 

of their programs in BI and thus it was credited. They gained a lot of knowledge, not only 

about how the company works, but also how an international working environment looks 

like. 

Many students also expressed their dilemma between staying in Norway or returning to their 

home country and work there after they graduate. There are several factors indicating why 

students want to stay in Norway after their studies: gaining international experience, 

unwillingness to start over in their home country and opportunities to travel. In comparison, 

there are also several reasons why they want to return to their home country: language barrier 

in Norway, want to contribute to the country and the love to their country. Here are some 

statements from the students: 

“About the place, I would like to try myself here first. I started to learn some Norwegian. 

But in a long term, I would like to go back to Vietnam because I feel that I have a lot of 

love for Vietnam.” (F5) 

“I love it here. .... Ideally I would love to work in an NGO here that is helping 

Indonesia.” (F2) 

“... a lot of thing has changed (education) in Vietnam. So, to go back is really a start 

over.” (F4) 
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6 Discussion 

The findings of this study contribute to our knowledge on cultural identity, particularly 

pertaining to international students from Indonesia and Vietnam enrolled in Norwegian 

higher education. The findings will be discussed in this chapter using the analytical 

framework of the study introduced in chapter 3 and addressing the study’s research questions. 

When it comes to the first and the second research question the cultural identity components 

indicators are used, which were drawn from the self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986). 

The findings with respect to the third research question are discussed through the 

International Student Identity (ISI) model adopted from Kim (2012). In addition to that, this 

chapter will also look at the degree of cultural identity change as well as factors responsible 

for the identified changes. 

6.1 Students’ Cultural Identity Before They Came to 

Norway 

As Sussman (2002) and Kim (2012) suggested, in order to fully understand the development 

of cultural identity as well as the sojourner cycle of international students, their cultural 

identity should be identified from before they start their sojourn period, that is, the time when 

they were still living in their home countries. The students’s cultural identity before they 

came to Norway is analyzed using the analytical framework presented on table 3.1. The table 

consists of six cultural identity components derived from the Self-definition concept by 

Baumeister (1986). According to the findings, family was seen as the most important identity 

for the participants, followed by religious and professional identity. The section below will 

discuss each of the cultural identity of international students in detail. 

6.1.1 National Identity 

Even though many students expressed strong national identity, especially the nationalism and 

patriotism spirit, only a few of them saw it as important and as part of their self-definition. 

An Indonesian student (F2) said that besides being proud of her nationality, she was also 

proud of her ethnicity. According to Knörr (2012), national identity in Indonesia is 

constructed by the ethnic diversity. Furthermore, Knörr (2012) stated that on a model of 
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nation as a unity of population and territory, it is assumed that the ethnic identity would be 

decreased as the national identity increased, for example different ethnic identities would 

eventually be replaced by one common Indonesian identity. However, it is not the case in 

Indonesia. The relation between ethnic and national identity are both mutually dependent and 

constitutive. Based on commonalities such as in historical experience of colonialism, 

language and religion, can function as the basis of national identity even though each ethnic 

remains distinctive from one another (Forshee 2006; Knörr 2012). 

In multicultural countries, such as Indonesia and Vietnam, it is difficult to define a unified 

national culture that represents all (Hall 1992). Therefore, I could say that student (F2) 

represents a part of the Indonesian-ness of the Indonesian national culture. On the other hand, 

one Indonesian student, besides his movement to Qatar, also pointed out that he was part of a 

global society instead of limiting himself in one place. His parents were focusing more to 

stronger religion identity for him instead of his national identity. Nonetheless, his parents still 

encouraged him to use Indonesian language when they lived in Qatar. 

Given that many students already had an international orientation for both education and 

profession, many students also expressed their concern of contributing and returning to their 

home country after they finish their master in Norway. This showed how students had a 

strong feeling of nationalism. Some students also admitted that they were quite nationalist 

where they feel overly love and proud of their country even to the point that they were quite 

aggressive towards negative critics related to their country. This is similar to what Gellner 

(1983) and Kohn (1965) have stated about nationalism which means the feeling of supremely 

loyal to the nation which can turn into a sentiment of anger if there is a violation of the 

principle. Furthermore, Kohn (1965), and Madsen and van Naerssen (2003) also explained 

that nationalism usually emerges at the high point during the colonial period. Both Indonesia 

and Vietnam have been colonized by other countries before. While students in this study 

obviously did not experience the colonization period in their country, some of them 

mentioned the proudness of their country for defeating the colonizers. On the contrary, some 

students also seemed to feel less nationalistic due to lack of attachment to their country such 

as moving out to another country or due to dissatisfaction with the government. 
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6.1.2 Family Relations Identity 

Family is a type I self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986) which students were already 

‘assigned or given’ when they were born. Both students from Indonesia and Vietnam showed 

similarities in the way they perceived their family. They said that family is the most valuable 

thing in their life. They also pointed out how family has always been on their side from the 

beginning until now. There might be some problems along the way, for instance, different 

opinions or ideology, but students saw them as normal and healthy, and the relationship keeps 

strong. Even though many of the students lived separated from their parents when they were 

attending college in another city, this did not seem to reduce the importance of their 

relationship with their family. This is also because of the effect of the technology advances 

such as internet and social medias. The technology indeed has helped students to bring their 

‘home’ wherever they go. Madsen & van Naerssen (2003) stated that students can easily 

carry their ‘imagine communities’ with them as they can use easy communication means. 

This way students are also able to maintain their ‘old’ identities. 

Students also see their relationship with their family as an ‘unbreakable bond’. The close 

relationship with family could also be seen through the feeling of responsibility to take care 

of each other. In line with McLeod & Dieu (2001), the findings of this study also show that 

both Indonesian and Vietnamese students seemed to emphasize loyalty, family bond and 

gratitude. For instance, two Vietnamese students shared that they had to leave their job in the 

city and postponed their dream to study abroad in order to be close and take care of their 

family. One student did it because her father passed away and did not want to leave her 

mother alone in the hometown. Whereas the other student did it because she wanted to help 

her mother to take care of her newly born brother. This shows a priceless love and 

responsibility to their family even though they had to sacrifice other things. 

Another interesting finding showed that there was a form of hierarchy in a Vietnamese 

family, which Murray (2016) argued can be contributed to their Confucian culture. Elder 

people such as grandparents, oldest uncle or father are very respected in Vietnamese family. 

This is in line with the statement of McLeod and Dieu (2001) that within an extended family 

in Vietnam, the head of the family, such as grandfather or father hold stronger role compared 

to the younger family member. Take an example of the relationship of one Vietnamese 

student with her cousins. She said despite of her position as the oldest child in her family, she 
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had to show ‘bigger’ respects to her cousins, since her father is the youngest among her 

uncles. Whether her cousins’ actual age is younger or older than herself but her position in 

this case is ‘lower’ than the other cousins. 

Generally, family is regarded as the foundation of morality and identity (Frederick and 

Wordern 2011). Two Indonesian students stated that they grew up in a religious environment 

and this shaped them to be a religious person as well. One of them went to Islamic schools 

until the middle school. This is interesting because she went to a public high school 

afterwards and went abroad in Germany for an exchange program for a year during this 

period. Afterwards, she said she started noticing some changes, especially on her religious 

identity. For instance, she did not wear her veil (hijab) anymore. She added that it was not 

that she questioned her religion and her beliefs but more that she wanted to choose herself 

when she is ready to wear the veil, not because other people told her to. This case supported 

Baumeister (1986) who said that as a child grows and gets exposed to the outside society 

such as schools, the basic identity is interrupted and possibly changed. This student’s 

relationship with her parents then gradually became more problematic than before but 

nothing fatal. She still felt that her relationship with her family was strong even when she 

changed. This also shows that contact to a new culture which is different than the old culture 

can result in identity shift. 

6.1.3 Gender Identity 

According to the self-definition concept by Baumeister (1986), gender identity is a type I, 

together with the family and nationality identity. Gender identity is not only limited for being 

a certain sex, male or female (Money 1980). Even though the acquisition of one’s sex is in 

itself not problematic, there are some social consequences and expectation of gender within 

the society. Gender identity is constructed by the society which varies from one culture to 

another (Cameron 1997; Money and Ehrhardt 1972; Suryakusuma 1996). There are ‘rules’ of 

gender role in the society about how men and women should act and interact. A Vietnamese 

student gave an example of the gender roles in her family. It was usually her father who 

worked and earned money while her mother would take care of most of the house works. 

This kind of situation is commonly seen both in Indonesia and Vietnam (Forshee 2006; 

McLeod and Dieu 2001). Gender stereotype happens in various settings in the society, not 

only in the family but also at work, religion and in the society in general. 
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It seemed that many students favoured the patriarchy system before they came to Norway. 

They admitted that before they moved to Norway, their understanding of gender equality was 

quite limited. For example, a female student said that there was some labour division at her 

work. People think that men are good with numbers and can work faster than women. Later 

she agreed with that stereotype even though it is not always like that. Men can do better than 

women in some areas and vice versa. Another female student shared her experience about her 

interpretation of gender equality in the past. She used to think that feminism means women 

dominating over men and therefore, she went against it. Her understanding about gender 

equality developed after spending a year study in Germany. 

Furthermore, students also expressed their opinion about their perception towards the LGBT 

community. Many said that they were not against them, but some students admitted that it 

was quite unusual for them. However, at the time they were still living in their country, the 

LGBT issue was not much talked about. Not until 2014, Vietnam’s law declared that same-

sex marriages were not criminalized. Students admitted that they lacked information or 

exposure from people in this community. 

6.1.4 Political Identity 

Individuals’ national identity often overlaps with their political identity. The findings showed 

that many students seem to lack interest in politics. This was also similarly found in 

Breakwell et al. (1989) about the lack of interest in politics by young people in Britain. The 

reason for this Breakwell et al. (1989) added, can be that they thought their voice does not 

matter or that they mistrust the government. This was also expressed by many of the 

Indonesian and Vietnamese students. Some students also said that they felt weary and 

frustrated with the national politics and the bureaucracy. Besides the dissatisfaction towards 

the government, the environment where individuals grow up also contributes to the lack of 

interest in politics. Easton & Hess (1962) explained that political attitude is built from the 

early age from the family. An Indonesian student said in her interview that none of her 

parents had political backgrounds and therefore they rarely had discussions about politics. 

While not having a family with a political background is not the main reason for people to 

not be interested in politics, the environment where people grow up clearly influences it. The 

way I see it, people do not fully understand how politics works and the importance of politics, 

therefore they have less interest in politics.  Regardless how students perceived politics 



70 
 

issues, political identity is a type IV cultural identity component (Baumeister 1986), which is 

an optional choice to make whether they want to get involved in politics or not.  

Out of eight students, two of them positively expressed their concern about politics. They 

were involved in some political organizations and activities. A business student from 

Vietnam said that despite his lack interest in politics, he knew that it was important to 

understand it because it also affects many other aspects in life, such as economy. Whereas an 

Indonesian student who also was interested in politics said that she used to work closely with 

politics both national and international. She even had joined some political demonstrations 

when she lived in Indonesia. According to the discussion stated in section 6.1.1 about 

students’ national identities, these two students were also shown to have a strong national 

identity and the rest of the students who had lack of interest in politics also had weaker 

national identity. 

In terms of expressing their political opinion, most students prefer to do it directly with their 

friends, rather than sharing it on social media platforms. The students tend to avoid any 

discussion about politics because they perceived it as a sensitive topic. Besides, they admitted 

that they did not understand it very well, thus chose to not say anything. A Vietnamese 

student even mentioned that people had to be careful to express their political opinion openly 

on the internet. She added that there were some cases where the authorities banned people 

who criticize the government. This is because of the political situation in Vietnam was quite 

reserved at that time (London 2014; Murray 2016). Unlike in Norway, the domestic mass 

media in Vietnam were still under strict government control and therefore criticism on the 

government was limited. 

6.1.5 Religious Identity 

Most of the students also perceive religious identity as a high priority in their life regardless 

their religion or beliefs. One Vietnamese student said that his religion is a big part of his 

identity. Being Buddhist defined the way he interacted with other people or how he responds 

to various events that happen in his life. Baumeister (1986) also supported that religion 

provides solid and reliable sources of help to an individual in making decisions or solving 

problems. Two other Vietnamese students also shared similar experiences. They felt that 

Buddhism has helped them to find peace with themselves when they had problems in their 
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life. This also supports the notion by Beban (2012) that religion also functions as a social 

insurance when people, in this case students, have problems in life. When they lived in 

Vietnam, they would go to the pagoda and pray. One of the students mentioned that the 

pagoda was a ‘mental family’ for her. She liked to go there when she needed to calm her 

mind. 

The Indonesian students also indicated that religion is a big part of their identity. However, 

they did not point out how their religion serves as their social insurance. One of them shared 

how his religious identity developed along with him growing up in an Islamic environment in 

Qatar. He joined various religious activities which he said has shaped his mindset for ‘being a 

Muslim’. When he moved back to Indonesia, he realized how a Muslim in Indonesia was 

different than a Muslim in Qatar. People practiced it differently, but he did not go against it. 

It rather opened his mind and therefore also developed his religious identity. Another Muslim 

Indonesian experienced a different religious identity development or shift due to contact with 

a new environment. As I have mentioned earlier, ever since this student went to Germany for 

an exchange, she started questioning what she had learned about her religion back home. She 

was asked questions about why she did certain things, but she could only answer that she 

followed what she had been taught in her religion without fully understand the real reason 

behind it. She learned how other people perceive her religion (not necessarily in a negative 

way) and therefore, she wanted to learn more about her religion. 

As self-definition type IV, religion identity is an optional choice. It means that an individual 

can choose whether he/she wants to associate with one religion or not. A person is usually 

born into a family which belongs to one religion (Baumeister 1986). In many cases, children 

will follow their parents’ religion until they can decide themselves. This is what happened to 

one of the participants from Vietnam. She said that she found her belief by herself, instead of 

it being passed on from her family. This statement led to a discussion that many Vietnamese, 

including her parents at that time claimed themselves to be Buddhist, but in fact they are 

Confucianist. Confucianism emphasizes praying to the ancestors, but the practice is quite 

similar with the Buddhism, such as going to the pagoda to pray. All the Vietnamese students 

stated that going to pagoda is a good practice, but it is not necessary. Understanding how the 

Buddhism teaching is and implement it in real life is better. They usually do meditation 

instead. It seemed like these Vietnamese students took Buddhism as a life philosophy instead 

of seeing it as their religion, which is often associated with systems and rules. Looking at 
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how the students practiced their religion before they came to Norway, it is indeed difficult to 

measure someone’s religiosity (Bhugra 2004; Bhugra and Cochrane 2001). Does ‘not going 

to the mosque or pagoda’ mean that people are less religious than the others? Therefore, in 

the interview it was effective to ask students’ own perception towards themselves whether 

they saw themselves as a religious person or not. The six students in this study perceived 

themselves as a religious person whether they frequently worshiping in the mosque and 

pagoda or not. 

6.1.6 Professional Identity 

As a type V Baumeister (1986) self-definition concept, professional identity is the most 

difficult one to be attained. Unlike religion, professional identity is a required choice, it 

means one must choose what profession one wants to have otherwise it would be a problem. 

The findings showed that many students had a strong professional identity before they came 

to Norway. It is believed that having international education could increase an individual’s 

career opportunities (Di Pietro 2013; Matherly 2005; Wiers-Jenssen 2008). A survey by SIU 

(2016) showed that one of important reasons international students chose Norway for their 

studies was to enhance their career possibilities in their home country, Norway or in another 

country. In accordance with this, some students in this study also expressed that one of their 

motivations to study in Norway was to be able to work in international companies or to gain 

an international experience. Nevertheless, a research by Wiers-Jenssen (2013) confronted a 

counter argument specifically for international students from the Nordic countries to other 

European countries. The result showed that the degree of employability between mobile and 

non-mobile students was quite similar. In comparison with the students from developing 

countries like Indonesia and Vietnam to a more developed country like Norway (vertical 

mobility), the employability outcomes may be different (Teichler 2012). However, Wiers-

Jenssen (2013) pointed out that the mobile students are indeed more likely to hold 

international jobs. It is a possibility for future research to cover the after-sojourn experience 

to see how students’ professional identity develops after they graduate.  

Professional identity is closely related to the education area, which students have decided to 

choose in their transition period from high school to college. There are many factors that 

influence how students choose their higher education area, such as career plans, interests and 

talents and family legacy. It is not easy and sometimes people have to try many different 
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education areas or jobs first before they find one that fits them. Clarke et al. (2013) pointed 

out that professional identity is unstable and contextual. I want to argue that identity is always 

changing as we grow. Almost all students in this study had working experience before they 

started their masters’ degree studies in Norway. They admitted that their professional identity 

was not very clear nor firm yet at that time. Thus, many students in this study tried 

experimenting with different type of jobs, and even across their field. This process had 

contributed to how and what they were before they came to Norway.  

Regarding career plans and the students’ expectation of the impact of the master’s degree on 

their professional identity, many students were not sure what they wanted to do after they 

graduate. However, many students also expressed their willingness to return home and 

contribute to the society afterwards. This shows that they prioritized love and loyalty to their 

country or in another word, nationalism (Kohn 1965; Viroli 1995). In contrast, two students 

showed they had a clearer plan compared to the other students in this study. The reason for 

this was probably because they had more professional job experience before they started their 

master and had a big interest in the related field. It can be said that these two students had a 

stronger professional identity than the other students before they came to Norway. 

Regardless, the students also claimed that their professional identity has helped shaping their 

overall identity.  

6.2 Students’ Cultural Identity After They Came to 

Norway 

This section analyzes how international students from Indonesia and Vietnam perceive their 

cultural identity after they came to Norway. The analytical framework Self-definition concept 

by Baumeister (1986) is also used for analysis in this section. This period also marks the 

second cultural transition cycle of sojourners by Sussman (2002) which is the sojourn period 

itself. The length of stay in Norway of the participants in this study ranged from one to three 

years at the time the interviews were conducted. As can be seen from the findings, some 

students only experienced relatively minor changes in certain identities while other students 

experienced a total change of cultural identity after they came to Norway. This result is not 

unusual (Bhugra 2004). The degree and the type of changes also differ from one student to 

another. The findings also showed that changes in professional identity and national identity 

appeared to be stronger than changes in the other cultural identity components. 
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6.2.1 National Identity 

All of the students departed from various level of national identity, strong and weak. When 

they moved to Norway, a country that is considered to be more developed than Indonesia and 

Vietnam, the students experienced changes in their feeling of nationalism and belonging. 

Most of the students indicated that their national identity remained the same as before they 

came to Norway. Meanwhile, there were a few students who experienced changes, both 

weaker and stronger national identity feelings. One student said that her feeling of belonging 

to her nation has been growing stronger since she came to Norway. She was pointing out 

some things that were simple and small, such as the flexibility of eating out and meeting 

friends when she was home becomes frustrating when she came to Norway. She added that 

those activities are quite difficult to do in Norway especially making friends. According to a 

survey conducted by SIU (2016), many international students have been complaining about 

the challenge of getting to know Norwegians and making friends with them. Therefore, it was 

reported in the survey that many international students in Norway felt lonely. This example 

shows that lack of support system from the society surrounding can affect the feeling of 

belonging towards the new environment. In other words, we could say that this situation also 

strengthens the feeling of belonging to the old society. 

At the same time, two students indicated that their national identity has become weaker since 

they came to Norway. They have grown their critical thinking especially towards their 

government while they were very nationalistic and believed everything that their government 

said and did before they came to Norway. It is not necessarily negative criticism, but rather 

constructive. Moving abroad, for many students also means a greater exposure to many 

cultures and systems, not only the host country’s but also their peers’ or colleagues’. From 

here, these students then build their own perception towards their nation. 

The feeling of belonging and nationalism to the home country is also related to how students 

plan their career. The phenomena of brain drain seemed to happen. As mentioned in the 

previous section, students expressed their willingness to stay in Norway upon graduation. 

This is also in line with the findings from the survey by DIKU (2019). However, the 

Norwegian policy on foreign affairs and development seemed to be in conflict with this 

(Wiers-Jenssen 2018), especially if the brain drain comes from the vertical mobility. 
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However, students also seemed to feel a strong attachment with their home country and 

therefore would also like to return to their country and work there. 

6.2.2 Family Relations Identity 

As stated before, technology plays a role in supporting the long-distance relationship between 

students and their family and friends back home (Madsen and van Naerssen 2003; Wong 

2004). But it is not solely because of that, the notion of ‘unbroken bonds’ with family is 

highly valued by the students from both countries (Forshee 2006; McLeod and Dieu 2001). 

Despite of the distance or some arguments that occur within the family, students still see their 

family as an important part of their life. As Baumeister (1986) stated, the relationship with 

family becomes problematic when the child get exposed by the outside society. Nevertheless, 

Baumeister added that regardless, family may remain the most important society for the 

child, along with some other aspects in the child’s life. 

Furthermore, some students also pointed out about how they used to take their family for 

granted and they realized how important their families were when they moved abroad. Except 

for the lack of meetings and less communication with their family and friends at home, many 

students confirmed that their relationship with them remained the same. The advancement of 

technologies, such as internet and social medias (Madsen and van Naerssen 2003), have 

brought students’ ‘home’. 

“Social networks are crucial in maintaining the existence of imagined communities 

abroad. That means the more frequent and intense the relations with parents, friends, and 

colleagues in the country of origin and within the host country, the more the immigrant 

will preserve traits of his original imagined community.” (Madsen & van Naerssen, 

2003: 68) 

The ease of internet access in most places nowadays has meant that internet forms a virtual 

bridge that can connect the international students with the outside world, not only their family 

but also friends or colleagues in other countries. Furthermore, it is not impossible that the 

international students develop an identity with dual attachment, with both the home country 

and the host country (Madsen and van Naerssen 2003). However, in order to see this, the 

students probably have to live in Norway for quite long to get ‘enough’ exposure from the 

Norwegian culture and to be able to integrate into it. 
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6.2.3 Gender Identity 

Generally, the gender identity of the participating students became stronger after they moved 

to Norway. It is widely known that Norway has been ranked among the best countries on the 

Gender Equality Index for years (UNDP, 2017). This can be reflected from the daily life of 

the Norwegian society. Obviously, the international students have been exposed to the equal 

‘atmosphere’ in their daily life during their stay in Norway, such as seeing women driving 

trucks or doing construction work, women bringing their own shopping bags, and seeing gay 

couples holding hands in public, and many more. These situations are rarely seen in both 

Indonesia and Vietnam. Even though most of the students stated that they have had an open 

mind about gender equality even before they came to Norway, they admitted that their 

understanding about gender equality is getting more positive after they came to Norway. 

Even though none of the students in this study was against equality in gender, some of them 

admitted that deep down they sometimes still think that some ‘practices’ still feel strange or 

unusual for them. Gender equality often focuses only on women, but Chow (2003) argued 

that it is rather about power relations between women and men as well as among those of the 

same gender in various settings. The ‘practices’ often are seen as an example of daily life 

gender equality in Norway, for example: couple splitting bill in a restaurant, the idea of 

women being strong and do not need help from men. Two female students from Vietnam 

admitted that for these two situations, they prefer the Vietnamese style. There are some 

stereotypes in the Vietnamese society that if a couple split the bills it means that their 

relationship is not that close or serious while if the women paying it means the couple are 

married and when the men paying it means they are not married yet. These kinds of 

stereotypes are seen in many cultures and societies. These gender stereotypes make certain 

things acceptable or not acceptable depending on the gender (Baumeister 1986; Chow 2003; 

Money 1980). 

As has been mentioned, the changes in gender identity are caused by the exposure to 

Norwegian culture in the international students’ daily life, for instance, at the university, 

neighbourhood, work and in public places. One student has been in an exchange program in 

Germany also went to Sweden for another exchange program during her undergraduate 

studies. She noted that Sweden and Norway have the same egalitarian gender equality and 

therefore when she came to Norway, it was not very surprising. As for the perspective 
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towards the LGBT community, even though all the students have ‘nothing against them’, 

most of the students have not been exposed to the community before they came to Norway 

and therefore did not understand their problems. When they came to Norway, they seen, met, 

and became friends with people from the LGBT community and this made them more aware 

of the issues around LGBT. 

6.2.4 Political Identity 

Political identity is perhaps the cultural identity that international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam are least concerned about. Despite of knowing the importance of politics, not only 

for their study or work, but also for their daily interaction with various people, students 

seemed to neglect it. The reason for this lies perhaps in previous negative experiences, such 

as mistrust or disappointment towards the government in their country. It might also relate to 

the lack of political involvement since the early age (Breakwell et al. 1989; Easton and Hess 

1962). Even though students are not actively involved in any political organizations or 

activities, some of the students try to keep updated with the political situation in their home 

country, in the world as well as in Norway. 

International students in Oslo live in such an environment that discussions about politics in, 

for example, a classroom setting or at work are inevitable. Some students expressed that they 

get frustrated when people ask various political questions especially about their own country. 

Therefore, one of the students started to do her own research about politics. This way, she is 

not only giving her own opinion or prejudice, but she can explain it more with data and proof. 

When she talks with other people from different political backgrounds, such as democracy, 

liberalism and socialism, she also learns from them. Therefore, she also feels that her political 

identity has grown better than when she was in her home country, Vietnam. She said that she 

used to think that the socialist system from her country is the best. She realized that she did 

not really understood why it was the best, she simply just remembered that her schools taught 

her so. She never really knew what the other political systems were, only heard of the names 

because they did not learn it at school. This story shows that involvement in politics is 

important from as early age on as possible. 
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6.2.5 Religious identity 

The findings showed that religion had become a ‘salvation’ for some students. This concerns 

especially the Vietnamese students who had expressed that practicing meditation and learning 

Buddhism teaching had helped them to ‘survive’ in Norway, especially during the long 

winter. They believed that it brought them peace and calmness. This phenomena is in line 

with what Baumeister (1986) and Beban (2012) have said that religion could function as an 

‘insurance’ when people need it as well as helping them to answer life’s problem and making 

decisions.  

Moving abroad is not only provide challenges, but also seemed to give the students an 

opportunity to learn about other religions and even their own religion. This could contribute 

to either strengthen or weaken their religious identity. An Indonesian student used to be a 

quite religious person, until she went abroad. She was questioned by people she met abroad 

about her religion which made her realize that she had no convincing answers to the 

questions. She then starting to be more critical in learning her religion. The other student 

from Vietnam said that she had gained more understanding of her religion by learning about 

other religions while she was in Norway. 

There is no doubt that practicing religion, such as Islam and Buddhism as minority in a 

Christian-majority-country like Norway would be challenging. The challenge appeared, for 

instance, in the lack of available worship places, such as pagoda and mosque or that they are 

quite far from where they live; different praying times and language barriers. Praying or as 

Bhugra & Becker (2005) call it religious ritual is one of the key components of an 

individual’s cultural identity. 

“Religious rituals and beliefs, even if not followed as an adult, make up a key 

component of an individual’s cultural identity. Religion can preserve values within the 

community and foster a sense of belonging.” (Bhugra & Becker, 2005: 21) 

Being part of religion implies allowing one-self to feel part of his/her culture while living in 

another place with a different culture and society (Bhugra and Becker 2005). A sense of 

belonging was also shown by one of the international students from Indonesia. As a religious 

Christian, she intentionally chose to study in Norway because of the Christian and the similar 

church values as the one in her home country. In the interview, she said that now she is 
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joining the church community in Norway and felt that she has a ‘second family’ here. Joining 

this kind of community can also avoid any cultural bereavement for the international 

students. 

6.2.6 Professional Identity 

Professional identity is the most difficult and problematic cultural identity component  

compared to the other five components identified in this study (Baumeister 1986). Yet, most 

of the students in this study said that they experienced changes in their professional identity 

regardless of their length of stay when the interview was conducted. Moreover, students 

seemed to have developed a better understanding of their own professional identity during 

their stay in Norway. Not only that they have a clearer idea of what kind of profession they 

want to have but also the way they chose that profession reflecting the values of their life. As 

Baumeister (1986) stated, the career chosen is expected to also have values or comply 

students’ priority and preferences. When making occupational decisions, students consider 

these values, such as providing positive contributions to the society especially in their home 

countries, passion, working for the greater cause and getting a meaningful job. 

Regarding whether students want to return to their home country or stay in Norway the 

findings show the following. Before the students came to Norway, majority of them said they 

want to return to their home country and contribute there. However, after living in Norway 

for some time now, they said that they are open to any opportunity and would like to work in 

Norway first for some years before going back to their countries. The reasons the 

participating students included that they want to gain international working experience, learn 

about the Norwegian working system, have a possibility to travel, and expect difficulties on 

re-adapting in their home-country after some years away. On the other hand, students 

mentioned that it is also challenging for foreigners to get a job in Norway especially when 

they do not speak Norwegian. Besides, their national identity motivates them to return and 

contribute to their home society. Ideally, students would like to work in Norway, in a 

company or an organization, which works closely with their home country. 

I have mentioned in the previous section about students’ working experiences before they 

came to Norway. After they came to Norway, some students have gained various experiences 

from both part-time jobs and internships. All the participants studying at BI were doing some 



80 
 

internships in Norwegian companies and organizations, such as Yara International, Hydro 

and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC). The internships were usually part of the study 

program at BI and thus it was counted in their study credits. Some of the UiO students also 

mentioned the part-time jobs they do at restaurants in Oslo. Even though the part-time job 

was not related to their study, this experience had given them knowledge about the 

Norwegian culture and society, the Norwegian working environment and other ‘added 

values’ (Wiers-Jenssen 2008) and skills, which are useful for their future. In addition, these 

experiences also strengthened their professional identity (Kogan 2000). 

Overall, the exposures to the Norwegian working life and Norwegian culture in general as 

well as international environment during students’ sojourn period have been affecting their 

professional identity. As for the notion that international students are more likely to have 

better chance on getting jobs, especially for the vertical mobility, further research in the third 

and fourth of the cultural transition cycle of sojourners by Sussman (2002) is needed.  

6.3 Development of International Students’ Cultural 

Identity 

This section presents the analyzes on how the cultural identity of the international students 

from Indonesia and Vietnam developed throughout the pre-sojourn to the sojourn period in 

Norway. The cultural identity of the international students before and after they came to 

Norway as well as the changes of cultural identity they experienced have been discussed and 

analyzed in the previous sections of this chapter. Furthermore, the findings presented in these 

two sections are used to trace the development of the cultural identities. The analyses are 

based on a model of International Student Identity (ISI) adopted from Kim (2012: 108), 

which is presented in Figure 3.1. The ISI model consists of six phases, which I have 

elaborated with a detailed description of each phase presented in Table 3.2. 

6.3.1 Phase 1. Pre-exposure 

Pre-exposure is the phase where the international students participating in this study prepare 

for their study abroad in Norway (Kim 2012). The home country’s cultural values, family and 

peers serve as the basis of students’ cultural identity (Baumeister 1986). All six cultural 

identities identified in this study together make up their full self, however, family relations, 
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religious and professional identity appeared to be more important for students. Both 

international students from Indonesia and Vietnam perceived their family as a very important 

part of their life. Although most of the students lived separately from their family for college 

in another city, their family relations identity remains important. While maintaining the 

relationship with their family, students also form other cultural identities with their peers or 

colleagues during studies and work before moving to Norway. This is similar to what 

Baumeister (1986) found in other contexts.  

The majority students perceived themselves as religious. The two Muslim students from 

Indonesia indicated that they were raised in a religious environment. One of them had been 

educated in Islamic schools until middle school while the other one grew up in an Islamic 

environment in Qatar. They both noted that being brought up in such environment has shaped 

many aspects of their life such as the way they think and behave. The Vietnamese students 

stated that Buddhism has helped them to calm and peace themselves when they had problems 

in life. This shows that their religion identity was an important part of their life. 

Regarding the students’ professional identity, most students had job experiences before they 

started their master’s degree in Norway. The jobs varied from administrative staff in hotel, 

teaching, financial controller, research assistant, international NGO, to cooperation manager. 

Some only worked for a short period before they came to Norway and some have worked for 

some years. However, when they were asked about their career plans and expectations for 

their upcoming masters’ degree, many students were not sure but probably wanted to return 

to their home country after they graduate and then contribute to the society. 

Moreover, the ISI model by Kim (2012) also suggested other preparations before students 

came to the host country such as learning the language, culture and educational system. It is 

also important for students to prepare the ‘emotional passport’ to regulate intense emotional 

challenges and culture shock they might experience during their sojourn period (Abarbanel 

2009). According to the findings, all the students were quite familiar with English before they 

applied for studying abroad. Some of them had graduated from an international 

undergraduate program, worked in an international organization, had done English studies or 

had taken courses in English. Some of them mentioning about learning English to prepare for 

the English proficiency test as well.  
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6.3.2 Phase 2. Exposure 

After arrival in Norway, international students started to be exposed to their new cultural 

environment. They also encountered differences in the education system and culture between 

Norway and their home countries. Based on the interviews, students said that the Norwegian 

education is quite open and casual, for instance, the relationship between professor and 

students are more informal while in Indonesia and Vietnam, the gap between professor and 

students is more visible. This is probably because of the flat structure in the Norwegian work 

culture where distance between actors in an organization is small (Riemsdijk et al. 2016). It is 

found in the interview that before students came to Norway, their attitude within the 

academic settings was rather passive, especially in the classroom. However, some slight 

changes were seen among the students. Students tried to engage and being active in the class 

but still in a relatively minimal way. They usually ‘talk’ when they are ‘needed’. 

Many research have indicated that Asian students tend to be passive learners (Loh and Teo 

2017; Wong 2004). However, one of the students said that she needs to speak up more in the 

class since she is the only student from Asia and thus, she feels that she is representing the 

Asian countries. Her peers are often curious about, for example, the political system in her 

home country or her opinion from an Asian perspective. This shows that some of the 

international students already manage to be more open as they encounter challenges and 

obstacles. At the same time, this also shows the development of students’ national identity 

which have become stronger. The feeling of belonging and/or attachment to a place, in this 

case a nation, is also a sign of strong national identity (Hall 1992). Furthermore, a few 

students also developed a new national identity but quite the opposite, it became somehow 

weaker towards the home country but stronger towards the host country. 

In this phase, students also seem to still hold a lot of values from their original culture when 

facing challenges in the host country. They respond to the differences by trying to ‘make 

sense’ with their familiar culture as found in study by Kim (2012). As for example in 

students’ gender identity, a couple of students described their openness towards gender 

equality despite their preferences to their home country’s ‘style’ which favoring more to the 

patriarchy system. Another example is that students also still hold a strong family relations 

identity and some even have become stronger than before.  
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6.3.3 Phase 3. Enclosure 

In this phase, students started to get busy and feeling stressed which make them look 

reserved. Similar to Kim (2012) findings, students’ socialization in this study with the outside 

world is also limited due to their tight schedule with studies, internships or work. Students 

then seek some comfort from their family and friends at home by using the internet and social 

medias. Therefore, the family relations identity of most of the international students remains 

strong even though they have less interaction with them. As (Kim 2012) said that the 

exposure and enclosure phase can overlap with each other because the exposure from the new 

environment can emerge at all time during the stay in abroad. This can cause withdrawal or 

distance from the new environment (Bhugra and Becker 2005). For instance, some students 

expressed their frustration on making friends with the local people but unfortunately the 

relationships did not develop as they wanted. In the end, this made them set back and turned 

to their religion instead. From the religious identity perspective, this situation in fact reflects a 

development in students’ religious identity which become stronger. 

Social and academic activities of the international students in this phase tend to be with 

groups with familiar culture or groups which is formed by members of their own ethnicity or 

nationality, for instance religious communities and ethnic clubs or international student 

organizations. Many research have been pointing out that many international students are 

more likely to have friend from the same culture (Ward et al. 2005; Sherry et al. 2010). Based 

on my observations, there is Indonesian students’ community (PPI) and Vietnamese students’ 

association (VSA) in Oslo. While the students in this study are all registered in those 

organizations, only a few of them are actively socialize with the other members. Moreover, 

one student also reported to have joined a religious community in Oslo. She actively attended 

meetings, helped with events and the children ministry in a church in Oslo. She said that she 

did the same also when she was living in her home country. This shows that in this phase 

students are still seeking to a more familiar interaction which is related to their old culture.  

6.3.4 Phase 4. Emergence 

In the emergence phase, the students begin to break the closure from the previous phase and 

look for new experiences outside their familiar culture (Kim 2012). This phase is quite 

unstable between enclosure phase and integration phase. Some students seem to extend their 
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time back and forth for adjustment in this phase. Many students are seen to make some 

conscious efforts to connect with different groups than the familiar ones. This shows that the 

students are experiencing changes in their cultural identity for the sake of adaptation to a new 

environment (Bhugra 2004). The findings showed that students search for new identities and 

explore the unfamiliar settings, such as joining with various activities or clubs either on or off 

campus, such as basketball, solidarity organization, meditation club and logistic society club. 

Some students are part of the board member of the organizations and some are not, but they 

are still actively involved in the activities.  

In this phase, the students also started to show significant changes in their cultural identity 

after the exposure of the Norwegian culture. In terms of gender equality, we can see that 

students started to develop a better gender identity especially the one related to their 

understanding towards the LGBT community. Many students expressed lacking exposure to 

LGBT and the LGBT community before they came to Norway. Whilst, gender equality is a 

strong part of the Norwegian society (March 2019), students are now exposing themselves 

with the LGBT community in Norway. The international students have seen, met and became 

friends with people from the LGBT community which eventually make students understand 

them more. 

As the result of greater exposure to many cultures, not only from the host country’s culture 

but also from the international community that students have, students start to explore for 

new identities. Take an example of the development of students’ national and political 

identity. As Easton & Hess (1962) stated, political identity develop through political 

socialization with other people in their environment. After meeting various people from 

different political backgrounds and views in Norway, a few international students in this 

study expressed their understanding of national and political system. This interaction then 

pushes them to become more critical towards political issues especially in their country. They 

started to build their own perception towards their nation. Indirectly, this also shows a 

development of students national and political identity. Besides, students are still appreciating 

the values of their old culture. This can be indicated by the students’ willingness to return to 

their home country after they finish their masters. 
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6.3.5 Phase 5. Integration 

In this phase, the international students are expected to successfully overcome challenges and 

their identity conflicts and reconstruct their cultural identities (Kim 2012). Based on the 

findings on how the international students perceive their cultural identity before they came to 

Norway, many students have created their own identity after they came to Norway.  

Regarding the students’ religious identity, reflecting on how they were and how they are now, 

some students seemed to have developed their own religious identity according to what they 

need, independently. One of the factors was the opportunity to learn about the other religions 

through daily interaction with people from various backgrounds. Nonetheless, some other 

students seemed to not have changes in their religious identity, and therefore did not show 

any sign of religious identity development. This was not necessarily a sign of decreased 

religiosity level but more because the students religious remain the same since they moved to 

Norway despite of all the exposure from the new environment and the challenges they face. 

Furthermore, religion is one of cultural qualities that are typically more resistant to change 

and are usually last to adjust during acculturation (Bhugra and Becker 2005) 

Besides religion, students also get exposed from people with various political background. 

This has also developed the students’ political identity. Not all students were successfully 

developed their political identity in fact, only a few of them did. The ones who undergone 

political identity development were engaged and involved more to various situations related 

to politics for instance, joining students’ organizations, and having political discussions with 

peers. Whereas the rest of the students were not really developed their political identity 

simply by keeping up to date to some political news. 

In contrast, students have developed a better understanding of their own professional identity 

after they came to Norway. Professional identity is shaped by contextual factors (Clarke et al. 

2013) and therefore is unstable and problematic (Baumeister 1986). It is difficult to make a 

choice, but the findings in this study shows that students have clearer idea and have set some 

preferences and priorities for the profession they want, which is reflecting their life values. 

The students are also aware of the demands and challenges in the current era of globalization, 

not only for knowledge and skills but also for international competencies such as cross-

cultural understanding, foreign language skills and international working experiences (Di 
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Pietro 2013; Wiers-Jenssen 2008). With some experience of works and internships in 

Norway, most students have built some knowledge and experience in working in a 

multicultural environment which contribute to the development of not only their professional 

identity but also their overall cultural identity.  

6.3.6 Phase 6. Internationalization 

The integration and internationalization phase are overlapping each other. However, in this 

phase, the cultural identity of the international students is expected to be more rounded and 

matured (Kim, 2012). The international students are also expected to fully conscious of 

multicultural context around them. Overall, the international students participating on this 

study showed recognition and respects to the presence of all diverse groups at the university 

environment or at work, as well as acknowledges and values individual differences whether 

in educational and cultural contexts. 

Most of the students have also shown that they have developed their cultural identity that 

value pluralism and diversity at least in their national, religious, gender, professional and 

political identity. Students’ family relations identity showed smaller changes compare to the 

other cultural identity components. The family relations identity of most of the international 

students remains strong even after students moved to Norway. As for the development of 

family relations identity, it is only noticeable up to the enclosure phase. Besides for the strong 

and unbreakable bond relations within Indonesian and Vietnamese family (McLeod and Dieu 

2001; Forshee 2006), the advancement of technology in communication also has helped 

students to maintain a good relationship with their family at home (Madsen and van Naerssen 

2003). 

Even though most of the students also did not experience a lot of changes in their religious 

identity, like their family relations identity, the development of students’ religious identity is 

a little bit more noticeable. The international community in Norway, especially in Oslo as the 

capital city is relatively big. This allows students to have various contacts with different 

societies, including from different religions or beliefs. The contacts with other religions can 

be challenging but it does not mean that it weakens students’ religious identity. A strong 

religious identity before students came to Norway has made it resistant to external exposure. 
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It even strengthens students’ religious identity instead, such as being more critical and 

learning more about their own religion.  

Students’ political identity also showed minimum changes, its existence is quite related to 

students’ national identity such as the increase in nationalism and attachment with their home 

country. Again, the exposure to people from other nationality with different culture and 

political system play a big role influencing students’ understanding of national and political 

identity. This can also be traced by the students’ professional identity since many students in 

this study have experienced working or doing internships during their studies in Norway. 

They have gained international working experience which also lead them to the development 

of professional identity. Another sign of a matured development of professional identity is 

that students appreciate the values of the profession they want to have in the future such as 

giving positive contribution to the society in the world in general and particularly, the society 

in their home country. 

The Norwegian egalitarian culture also has contributed to the development of students’ 

cultural identity especially their gender identity. It is showed from the increasing of students’ 

understanding of gender equality after they came to Norway. These students are no longer 

surprised and are accepting a more visible practice of gender equality in Norway. They also 

have familiarized themselves with people from the LGBT community which was lacking 

before they came to Norway. However, a few students were spotted to not fully accept some 

of the gender equality practices in Norway because of a different culture from their home 

country. 
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7 Concluding Remarks 

Pursuing education abroad especially for tertiary education has been very popular for the last 

few decades. The ‘push-pull’ factors approach has been used to examine the factors that 

influence international students’ motivation to study abroad (Mazzarol and Soutar 2002). One 

of the factors is to enhance their chance on getting a better job, especially for international 

career (Di Pietro 2013; Matherly 2005; Mazzarol and Soutar 2002; Wiers-Jenssen 2008).  

As the number of international students in Norway increases every year, it is important to 

provide good quality of education, which pays attention to international students’ needs and 

expectations. Many international students in Norway come from countries with different 

cultures, such as Indonesia and Vietnam. This could be challenging both for the international 

students, the HEIs as well as the involved academic staff. As mentioned earlier in this study, 

international students often have complex identities, which they obtain from their upbringing 

and previous interactions in their home country (Gomes et al. 2014). When they come to a 

new environment with different culture, most likely their identity will develop and change 

(Hall 1992).  

Research Questions 

Based on the findings presented in chapter five and the discussion in chapter six, this chapter 

addresses the research questions that were stated in chapter one. The main idea of this study 

was to see how international students develop their cultural identity before and after they 

moved to Norway. For addressing this problem, three research questions were formulated. 

The first research question addressed is: 

How do international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their cultural 

identity before they came to Norway? 

In order to examine how the cultural identity of international students develops, it is 

necessary to understand their cultural identity when they were still in their home country, 

before they started the sojourn (Sussman 2002). This first research question is used to address 

the international students’ cultural identity before they came to Norway for their masters’ 

studies. Based on Baumeister (1986) and the literature reviewed in chapter 2, this study has 
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focused on six components which contribute to cultural identities of international students: 

nationality, family, gender, politics, religion and professional identity (Baumeister 1986; 

Bhugra 2004; Bhugra and Becker 2005; Hall 1992; Kellner 2003). 

The findings showed that family is seen as the most important cultural identity component for 

the participating international students before they came to Norway, it was followed by 

religious and professional identity. Both students from Indonesia and Vietnam showed 

similarities in the way they perceived their family. As stated by McLeod & Dieu (2001) and 

Forshee (2006), the relationship between parents and children in both countries is very strong 

and seems unbreakable. The children often feel responsible from the moral debt and gratitude 

to their parents. 

Most of the international students interviewed in this study also indicated that religious 

identity is important. Religion is seen as a big part of their life, which influenced them in how 

to behave and interact with other people as well as how to respond to what happened in their 

life. Baumeister (1986) also noted that religion provides a solid and reliable source to help an 

individual in making decisions or solving problems. Nevertheless, Baumeister (1986) also 

explained that religious identity is seen as an optional choice, whether to have it or not. 

However, a person is usually born into a family, which belongs to one religion in which 

children follow their parents’ religion. This was what happened to most of the students, they 

came from a family of Muslims, Buddhists or Christians and therefore they are Muslim, 

Buddhist, or Christian.  

Unlike religion, professional identity is a required choice (Baumeister 1986). The findings 

showed that many international students had a quite strong professional identity before they 

came to Norway, which is a consequence of almost all students in this study having had 

working experience before they started their masters’ degree in Norway. Some students 

expressed that one of their motivations to study in Norway was to be able to work in 

international companies or to gain an international experience. Many students in this study 

tried experimenting with different type of jobs, even across their field. 

National, politics and gender identity were seen as less important cultural identity 

components among the international students in this study. Although many students 

expressed their nationalism and patriotism spirit, only a few of them saw national identity as 

an important aspect in their life compared to the first three identity components mentioned 
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before. An individual’s national identity often overlaps with her/his political identity. The 

findings showed that many students seem to have a lack of interest in politics. Gender issues 

was not a topic of high interest among the students before they came to Norway. They stated 

that they respected gender equality but their understanding about it was quite limited. 

The second research question was formulated as follows: 

How do international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their cultural 

identity after they came to Norway? 

The second research question is used to examine the international students’ cultural identity 

after they came to Norway for their masters’ studies. As international students move to the 

host country, a ‘new’ cultural identity is formed and it may overlap or mix with the prior 

identity (Kaufman and Feldman 2004). Using the self-definition concept by Baumeister 

(1986), I have formulated an operationalization table to indicate the changes of the cultural 

identity of international students (see Appendix E). 

As expected, of the six components identified in this study, the professional identity appeared 

to experience the strongest change after students came to Norway. Students seemed to have 

gained a better understanding of their own professional identity. Not only do they have a 

clearer idea of what kind of profession they want to have but also the way they chose that 

profession reflecting the values of their life. According to the survey by SIU (2016), one of 

the reasons international students choose Norway to study is to enhance their career 

possibilities whether in their home country, in Norway or even in another country. Even 

though we could not see just yet how the international students’ employability has developed, 

looking at their experiences (work, internship, cultural understanding) that they have obtained 

during their studies in Norway, their career opportunities are most likely to increase. Many of 

the students intend to stay in Norway for some time to gain more working experience in an 

international environment, but their long-term plan is to return to their home country. The 

reason for this is because they want to contribute to their country, which is also an indication 

of a strong national identity. 

Some of the participating students said their national identity remained the same after they 

came to Norway, some experienced changes, either their national identity became stronger or 

weaker. The students who feel stronger in their national identity are mostly referring to the 
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feeling of losing the connectedness to their familiar environment as well as to their social 

support network from their home country. At the same time, the students who feel weaker 

towards their national identity have become more critical to what is happening in their home 

country, especially in politics. The exposure to many people from different countries with 

various governmental systems has broadened their knowledge about how different nations 

operate and influenced the way they think about their own country.  

After the international students moved to Norway, one identity that was expected to change 

was the gender identity. It was because both in Indonesia and Vietnam, most of the society is 

still favoring the patriarchy system (Forshee 2006; Frederick and Wordern 2011; McLeod 

and Dieu 2001). These countries have many dominant gender stereotypes, such as men are 

the head of the family and have to work to feed their family while the women’s responsibility 

is to take care of the children and do the housework. Whereas the Norwegian society, which 

ranked first on the Gender Equality Index (UNDP 2017) in the past years, is more open and 

equal about the gender roles in the workforce, politics and their daily life (March 2019). 

However, it turned out that most of the international students had already formed a quite 

strong gender identity before they came to Norway. Most of them expressed their support for 

gender equality, including for the LGBT community. Some of them admitted that their 

understanding towards this issue was quite lacking but it changed after they came to Norway 

and experienced more an open and equal society. Some of them noted that they prefer some 

cultural aspects in their home country, but it does not mean that they are against gender 

equality. 

Not all the international students have undergone changes in their cultural identity. As the 

findings show, the religious, family and political identity components seemed to not have 

changed much after students came to Norway. Except for the less frequent praying and or 

worshiping, their faith to their religion remain the same and many said it is more refined. 

Family also remained as an important identity component. As for the political identity, many 

students were still not prioritized it.  

The third research question is formulated as follows: 

How does the cultural identity of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam 

develop after they came to Norway? 
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It addresses how the cultural identity of the international students from Indonesia and 

Vietnam developed throughout the pre-sojourn to the sojourn period in Norway. It is to see 

how the students reconstruct their cultural identity, whether there are changes or not. The 

International Student Identity (ISI) model by (Kim 2012) is used to analyze the students’ 

cultural identity. Generally, the internationals students from Indonesia and Vietnam have 

developed a ‘new’ cultural identity after they came to Norway since they were preparing for 

the sojourn. Exposure to the Norwegian culture as well as the education system has given 

them both challenges and opportunities. After students came to Norway, most of the them 

have shown that they have fully developed cultural identity that values pluralism and 

diversity in their national, religious, gender, professional and political identity. Students’ 

family relations identity showed smaller changes compare to the other cultural identity 

components.  

Many students underwent changes especially in their professional, nationality and gender 

identity after they came to Norway. Some factors, such as the degree of interaction with 

others, motivation, technology, gender, emotional and social support have influenced this 

development. In conclusion, most students have developed a better understanding of their 

own cultural identity, have broadened their insight of a multicultural society and have 

become internationalized citizens. Only a few students who have not reached the 

internationalization phase, particularly in their gender identity because of preferences factor 

which was influenced by their home country’s culture. 

7.1 Implication 

International student mobility in Norway has been going on for years and the number of 

incoming students increases every year (Wiers-Jenssen 2018). According to a recent report 

by DIKU (2019), the Norwegian government has been stimulating internationalization 

especially through student mobility. As international students in Norway are highly valued, it 

is then necessary to make sure they have a positive experience during their study period. One 

of the many ways to achieve that is by involving all the relevant actors from the HEIs, 

academic and administrative staff as well as the students themselves, for recognizing the 

diversity of international students’ cultural identity. 
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The Norwegian HEIs can better accommodate international students with different cultural 

backgrounds by developing international students’ service programs to better serve their 

needs. For example, creating a cross-cultural program both for domestic and international 

students, staff and teacher training and organizing international festivals for students. 

Furthermore, doing more research and work closely with organizations that focus on 

international students, such as DIKU would provide feedback for improvements. Providing a 

more culturally responsive teaching by the professors would give a more relevant and 

meaningful content. The administrative staff also play an important role here as they interact 

with students regularly. The international students should also take a part in this matter by, 

for example, learning the host cultures before they start the sojourn. This is useful to 

minimalize challenges resulting from the culture gap.  

7.2 Limitation 

The findings of this study should be considered in the context of the following limitations. 

Firstly, there are some limitations in the research methodology, including the sample size. 

There were eight participants being interviewed in this study. This small sample size along 

with unbalanced gender and country of origin pose a limitation for the generalization of the 

study’s findings to other contexts. A larger number of interviewees could have also provided 

a valid basis for a comparison between the two universities and the two countries the students 

come from. 

Secondly, bias has been minimalized by carefully reminding myself to be objective since I 

am an international student myself at a Norwegian university. However, subjectivity might 

occur, especially during the data collection and interpretation. Some attempts, such as 

reconfirming the data interpreted (in transcribe and analysis process) to the participants have 

been done to minimalize this. 

Thirdly, a longitudinal study of international students’ cultural identity with a full transition 

cycle: sojourn preparation, the sojourn itself, preparation for the return home and the return, 

would have provided a full insight of how students’ cultural identity is shaped, throughout the 

time. However, due to time constraints, the study was only limited to the first and second 

cycle. 
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Whilst acknowledging these limitations, the outcomes of this study provide a rich and 

detailed description of how international students from Indonesia and Vietnam describe their 

cultural identity before and after they came to Norway as well as how their cultural identity 

has been developed throughout the time after they came to Norway. Finally, it is believed that 

this study has contributed to research in the area of internationalization, specifically 

international students’ cultural identity and its development by providing a thorough 

description of each cultural identity. 

7.3  Future Research 

There are several potential directions for future research in this area. Firstly, future research 

could focus on a larger geographical area, such as including other Southeast Asian students to 

allow for comparisons between the number of countries from the same region. 

Secondly, further research could also seek to investigate how academic staff in HEIs perceive 

and treat international students from these countries. This way it can be seen how, for 

instance, lecturers and students interact. Thus, both sides would be able to understand why 

they do or act in certain ways and what to do to cope with specific challenges. 

Finally, future research could include a follow up study of the international students once 

they completed their master’s degree to see how their cultural identity has been changing 

across time, especially when it comes to the professional identity component. 
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Appendix B: Information Letter and Consent Form 

The Cultural Identity of International Students in Norway 

A case study of the Indonesian and Vietnamese students at the University of 

Oslo and BI Norwegian Business School 
 

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project identified above which is being 

conducted by Retno Wulansari, where the main purpose is to identify the changes of the 

international students’ cultural identity. In this letter we will give you information about the 

purpose of the project and what your participation will involve. 

 

Purpose of the project 

This research project examines the life of international students from Indonesia and Vietnam 

by identifying their cultural identity before and after arrival in Norway. The cultural identities 

that are being assessed will be the ones related to family relation, religion, politics, nationalism, 

profession and gender. Which one of these has been changed and which one of these appears 

to be the strongest change. In addition, this research will also identify whether or not the 

changes in identity affect their studying behavior and practices. 

The identification of students’ cultural identity before and after they came to Norway can 

enable lecturers and institutions to develop programs with features that consider these factors, 

and help students deal with and overcome common issues that they face in their academic and 

daily life. This research project will culminate in Retno’s master thesis at the University of 

Oslo (UiO). 

 

Who is responsible for the research project?  

The University of Oslo is the institution responsible for the project.  

 

Why are you being asked to participate?  

The participants of this research project are the international students from two member 

countries of SEA: Indonesia and Vietnam who enrolled in a Master degree program at the 

University of Oslo or BI Norwegian Business School. Using a purposive sampling, six students 

will be interviewed from each university. The participants are contacted through their country’s 

students’ association in Oslo. 

 

What does participation involve for you? 

This research project is a case study with qualitative method. The main data in this study will 

be collected through in-depth semi-structured interview. The interview will contain of several 

open-ended questions which allow you to describe your life before and after came to Norway. 

The questions will be related to family relation, religion, politics, nationalism, profession and 

gender themes. 

The interview will be recorded (audio) using the UiO official app for recording audio on smart 

phones, Nettskjema-diktafon. The interview will take approximately 30-60 minutes. 

 

Participation is voluntary  

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw your 

consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be made 

anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to participate or 

later decide to withdraw.  
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Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  

We will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. We 

will process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data protection 

legislation (the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).  

• You can choose whether to participate anonymously, or to give your name as a 

contributor to the research. If you want to be anonymous, your name will not be given 

on the recordings and in any reports from the project. If you want your name to be given 

as a contributor to the research, the recordings in the archive will say who the person 

speaking is, and if you wish, reports from the research will name you as one of the 

people who have contributed. 

• In addition to the researcher, the supervisor, Prof. Peter Maassen (Department of 

Education, UiO) will also have access to the data gathered in this research project. 

• The interview will be recorded (audio) using the UiO official app for recording audio 

on smart phones called Nettskjema-diktafon. The audio recordings will be directly sent 

to the safe storage TSD (Service for Sensitive Data) in compliance with the Norwegian 

privacy regulation. 

 

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  

The project is scheduled to end in December 2019. The results will be reported in research 

project reports and may be presented at conferences and in professional journals. The audio 

recordings will be stored for the future in an online digital archive at the Norwegian Centre 

for Research Data (NSD) for duration of ten years until December 31st, 2029.  

 

Your rights  

As long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 

- access the personal data that is being processed about you  

- request that your personal data is deleted 

- request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 

- receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 

- send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 

 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  

We will process your personal data based on your consent. Based on an agreement with the 

University of Oslo, NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data has assessed that the 

processing of personal data in this project is in accordance with data protection legislation.  

 

Where can I find out more? 

If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  

• University of Oslo via Retno Wulansari (email: retno.wulan.sari15@gmail.com or 

+4746533716). 

• Our Data Protection Officer: Maren Magnus Voll (email: personvernombud@uio.no) 

• NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS (email: 

personverntjenester@nsd.no or +4755582117). 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Retno Wulansari     

mailto:retno.wulan.sari15@gmail.com
mailto:personverntjenester@nsd.no
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Consent Form  
 

I have received and understood information about the project The Cultural Identity of 

International Students from Indonesia and Vietnam - A Case Study of the University of Oslo 

and BI Norwegian Business School and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I 

give consent:  

 

• to participate in interview  

• for information about me/myself to be published in a way that I can be recognised 

• for my personal data to be stored after the end of the project for follow-up studies 

 

I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, 

approximately until December 2019. 

 

Signed 

 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(                                            ,                           ) Name and date 
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Appendix C: Interview Guide 

Interview Guide 

 

Thesis: The Cultural Identity of International Students from Indonesia and Vietnam - A Case 

Study of The University of Oslo and BI Norwegian Business School 

 

A. Background information 

Gender   : .................................................................................................... 

Age   : .................................................................................................... 

Country of origin : .................................................................................................... 

Study program  : .................................................................................................... 

Email   : .................................................................................................... 

  (only if you want to receive the results. Your address will remain anonymous) 

1. When did you start your studies in Norway? 

2. How long have you studied in Norway?  

3. Is this your first time living abroad? 

4. How long did you study in Indonesia/Vietnam/other countries? 

5. What is your first language? 

 

B. Cultural Identities before Moving to Norway 

Think about your cultural identities (explained on the Consent Form) before you came to 

Norway. 

1. How important was your national identity before you moved to Norway? 

2. How was your family relations before you moved to Norway? How important was 

your family? 

• How was your behavior in the family setting? 

• How often did you meet them? (e.g. big family gathering) 

3. Would you describe yourself as a religious person before you moved to Norway? 

If yes: How important was your religious identity before you moved to Norway? 

4. How active were you politically? 

• Did you care a lot about what was happening in politics in your home country? 

• How did you express your political view? 



110 
 

• Were you an active member of a political party? 

5. Did you have a clear understanding of what kind of profession you would prefer to 

have before moving to Norway? 

If yes: How important was your professional identity for you before moving to 

Norway? 

• Did you have any professional experience in your home country? 

• What was the profession you wanted to pursue? Why? 

6. How was your perspective on gender equality issues? 

• How was your perspective towards the LGBT community? 

7. How was your behavior like in a social and academic settings? 

• Who were your friends? 

• What cultural, academic, athletic or professional activities did you participate in? 

• What was the daily language you used? 

• How did you interact with other people (neighbours, friends, teachers, old and 

young people)? 

8. Can you indicate how important your nationality, family relations, religious, 

professional, political, and gender identity were, before you came to Norway? Was 

any of these identities more important than the others? 

 

C. Cultural Identity after Moving to Norway 

Now, think of your cultural identity at the moment. 

1. After moving to Norway, has any of your basic identities changed (in the sense of 

having become stronger or weaker; having become more important or less important 

to you), and if so how: 

a. National identity 

b. Family relations 

c. Religious identity 

d. Professional identity 

e. Political identity 

f. Gender identity 

2. Why are these changes happened? What are the factors that influenced changes in 

identity (per identity dimension)? 
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Appendix D: Coding Scheme 

Coding Scheme 

International students’ cultural identity before and after they came to Norway 

National Identity 

• Nationalism 

Family relation 

• Family gathering 

Religious identity 

• Religious practices 

• Importance of religion 

Political identity 

• Concern of country’s politics 

• Expressing political views 

• Political affiliation 

Professional identity 

• Professional experience 

• Career trajectory 

Gender equality perspective 

• Perspective towards the LGBT community 

Behaviour in social and academic settings 

• Type of friends 

• Activities 

• Academic interaction and language 

Important cultural identity 

Changes in cultural identity 

Factors of changes 

Development of the Cultural Identity 

• Phase 1: Pre-exposure 

• Phase 2: Exposure 

• Phase 3: Enclosure 

• Phase 4: Emergence 

• Phase 5: Integration 

• Phase 6: Internationalization 
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Appendix E: Indicators of Cultural Identity Changes 

Indicators of Cultural Identity Changes 

Cultural 

Identity 
Characteristics Period 1 2 3 4 5 Change Reason 

Nationality 

Pride 
Before      

 
• Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

•  Others 

After      

Nationalism 
Before      

 
After      

Importance 
Before      

 
After      

Family 

Family relation 
Before      

 
• Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

•  Others 

After      

Meeting 
Before      

 
After      

The use of social 

medias 

Before      
 

After      

Importance 
Before      

 
After      

Gender 

Perspective 

gender equality 

issues 

Before      

 

• Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

•  Others 

After      

Perspective on 

LGBT issues 

Before      
 

After      

Importance 
Before       

After      

Politics 

Political 

involvement 

Before       • Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

•  Others  

After      

Attitudes towards 

politics 

Before       

After      

Importance 
Before       

After      

Religion 

Decision making 
Before       • Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

• Others  

After      

Social insurance 
Before       

After      

Practices 
Before       

After      

Belonging 
Before       

After      

Importance 
Before       

After      

Profession Before       
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Career 

expectation 
After 

     • Interaction with 

others 

• Length of stay 

• Age/Gender 

• Social support 

• Others  

Working 

experiences 

Before       

After      

Career 

plan/preferences 

Before       

After      

Importance 
Before       

After      

Note: 1= very weak, 2= weak, 3= neutral, 4= strong, and 5= very strong 

 

 

 


