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Abstract 
Increasing numbers of international students enroll and pursue higher education degrees in the U.S. 
every year, bringing notable demographic changes and an economic, social, and cultural impact to 
American higher education institutions. Furthermore, a large percentage of the international student 
body achieves their career goals in America after pursuing their degrees and make outstanding 
contributions to economic, social, and cultural growth. In spite of the upward impact of international 
students in academia, society, and culture in America, only diminutive information about this particular 
population has been explored. In order to expand the understanding of the international student body 
in American higher education, this study investigated their motivation, resilience, and satisfaction. 

The research questions are: 

1 Why do international students come to the United States to pursue their higher education 
degrees? 

2 What keeps them moving forward? 

3 Does gender make any difference in terms of the relationship between their motivation, 
resilience, and satisfaction? 

4 Is there any difference between undergraduate and graduate international student groups in 
terms of their motivation, resilience, satisfaction, and the relationships among the three 
variables? 

To examine these research questions, casual analysis has been conducted with six variables- gender, 
degree, motivation (intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation), resilience, and satisfaction. 
Motivation is defined as the reason that international students come to U.S. universities to pursue 
their higher educational degrees. Resilience refers to the force of moving forward. Satisfaction 
demonstrates whether international students are satisfied or not with their experience in American 
higher education. 

A total of 170 international students from three leading four-year research higher education 
institutions participated in a one-time survey. The results exhibit noteworthy relationships among 
motivation, resilience, and satisfaction with substantial differences between men and women as well 
as graduate and undergraduate international student groups. In addition, this study presents a 
cooperative insight for international students, faculty, administrators and those who work close with 
international students in U.S. universities. The study also provides some implications. 
Keywords: Higher education, international students, motivation, resilience, satisfaction. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The number of international students pursuing higher education degrees in the United States was 
limited prior to the Second World War (Barnett and Wu 1995; Shen and Herr 2004). After World War 
II, the United States government’s effort in promoting the study of foreign languages and participation 
in study abroad for American students not only increased the number of domestic students who 
studies abroad but also made a large contribution to the dramatic increase of international student 
population in the United States by opening the opportunities for the citizens from other countries to 
come to the U.S. to study (Kim, Bankart & Isdell, 2011). While expending international student 
numbers internationally and domestically, the US not only contributed to the economic and social 
progress of developing countries by educating their citizens but also provided its higher education 
institutions with financial support by enlarging the international student numbers in the US (Mazzarol 
and Soutar 2002; Shen and Herr 2004).  
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In addition to international students’ economic and social contributions, numerous researchers 
emphasized their cultural contributions- racial and ethnic diversity to US campuses (Andrade 2006; 
Aslanbeigui and Montecinos 1998; Klomegah 2006; Lee and Rice 2007; Olivas and Li 2006). 
Furthermore, international students contributions extend beyond their graduation as many of the 
international students pursue an advanced research degree and connect it to their career in the US 
academia (Dreher and Poutvaara 2005). Most of all, the contributions that foreign-born scholars make 
to the US science and engineering industry is exceptional (Stephan and Levin, 2003). 

Considering these contributions made by international students in U.S. universities, the study of 
international students’ motivation, resiliency, and satisfaction is important for higher education 
administrators and faculty who seek the ways to develop institutional strategies to provide their 
international students with high quality of institutional services.  

In addition, international students bring global perspectives to U.S. higher education campuses, and 
their presence develops institutional internationalization initiatives. Therefore, in-depth understanding 
of international students help educational leaders in the United States correspond to the trend of 
global mobility and develop institutional strategies that will attract and retain qualified international 
students. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Motivation is an internal condition that directs, encourages and sustains a certain behavior. Research 
on motivation focuses on how and why individuals pursue actions towards certain goals, how long it 
takes them to initiate an activity, how serious they are serious about the activities, how persistent they 
are in endeavoring their goals, and what they perceive and believe along the way (Woolfolk, 2011). In 
relation to educational context, motivation can be conceptualized as individuals thrive to learn, work 
hard, and progress to their potential at an educational setting. It also entails the behaviors that come 
after this drive (Martin, 2002). 

Resilience is an individual’s ability to successfully adapt to challenging threats and circumstances 
during human development (Woolfolk, 2011). Resilient individuals perceive that there is always hope 
despite of adverse experiences that they face. They also tend to display unique characteristics that 
empower them to overcome challenging events. These characters are perseverance, self-reliance, 
and non-conformity. Perseverance is the act of being persistent despite challenges. It also refers to 
the eagerness to pass through struggles during highly adverse situation in order to rebuild one’s life. 
Comparably, self-reliance refers to one’s belief in his/her unique capabilities and strength. Resilient 
individuals are able to self-reflect and determine their inner strengths, competencies, and achieves 
that they developed over their lifetime. Thus, resilient individuals accept who they are and do not get 
pressured to conform to others (Wagnild, & Collins, 2009 ). 

One of the major factors that determine international students’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction is the 
fitness to the program, tasks, and expectations between students and advisors (Gardner 2009b; 
Golde 2000, 2005; Lovitts2008). Zhou (2015), in his study, found that some international graduate 
students have to compromise their research interest for the research assistantship offered by their 
institution for financial considerations. In some cases, even though students are satisfied with the 
similar research interests with their advisors, but they are unsatisfied with the insufficient support. 
Zhou (2015) also argued that some of the major causes of international graduate students’ 
dissatisfaction are the high research expectation, realization of wrong career choice that they made, 
and the challenge of writing proficiency in academic English. 

This current study investigated the predictive power of the gender, types of degree, and motivation to 
the resilience and satisfaction of international students in U.S. universities. Total 170 international 
students from Saint Louis University, University of Missouri, and University of Texas-San Antonio 
participated in one time online survey. The research question was “Is the predictive power of 
motivation and resilience able to predict a significant amount of the variance in satisfaction after 
controlling gender and the types of degrees?” A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used. 

5632



3 METHOD 

3.1 Data Collection Method and Sample Size  
Total 170 international graduate/undergraduate students from three four-year research institutions in 
the U.S.- Saint Louis University (SLU), the University of Missouri (MU), and University of Texas-San 
Antonio (UTSA), have participated in this study. These institutions have been selected because they 
are four year research institutions located near to each other in mid-west and south in the U.S. 

One time online survey has been conducted at the three selected institutions. Students were asked to 
answer the questions regarding of: motivation- what motivated them to attend a university in the U.S.; 
resilience- what keeps them moving forward; and satisfaction- how likely they are satisfied with their 
experiences in their institution.  

Students received a single time of the survey recruitment letter via email sent by the Office of 
International Services at selected institutions. By reading the recruitment letter, students were 
informed of the purpose of the study and a brief explanation of what will be investigated through the 
survey including the major variables- motivations, resiliency, and satisfactions, the participation 
requirements along with both PI's contact information and SLU's IRB, and the research team’s 
strategies to deal with the confidentiality. Qualtrics was used to develop an online survey and collect 
the data. 

3.2 Survey Instrument and Reliability 
The research questionnaire for motivation and satisfaction was derived from “The University Student’s 
Motivation & Satisfaction Questionnaire [TUSMSQ2]” that was developed by Neill (2004) to measure 
student’s motivation and adopted in previous studies. “The Acculturation and Resiliency Scale 
(AARS)” which was introduced by Khawaja, Moisuc, & Ramirez (2014) was used to measure 
resilience. 

The original version of TUSMSQ2 contains 30 questions for motivation and 19 items for satisfaction. 
TUSMSQ2 contains: 1) “two intrinsic motivators- altruism and self-exploration”; 2) and “four extrinsic 
motivators- rejection of alternative options, career and qualifications, social enjoyment, and social 
pressure in the questionnaire.” The questions were based on five point Likert scale. For each item, 
students rated themselves on a scale of 1 to 5; 1 being “Very False”, towards, 5 being “Very True” 
(Ali, Khan, & Hamid, 2010, p. 82). In current study, only selected 18 questions out of 30 questions for 
motivation and entire 19 items for satisfaction were used.  

Also the Acculturation and Resilience Scale (AARS) (Khawaja, Moisuc, & Ramirez, 2014) which 
consists of 14 items has been adopted in this study. The questions focus on problem solving and 
coping, personal strength, confidence openness to adapt, and having an optimistic attitude to re-
settlement. The reliability of the AARS has been acknowledged through the correlation-coefficients 
assessment. The results indicated acceptable reliability with “Cronbach’s α equals to 0.89” (Khawaja, 
Moisuc, & Ramirez, 2014, p. 177). 

3.3 Data Analysis 
A hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine the amount of variability in satisfaction, that 
motivation and resiliency accounts after controlling for gender and degree. Prior to the hierarchical 
regression analyses, the independent variables were examined for multicollinearity, singularity, and 
the normality, linearity, and independence of residuals. Neither multicollinearity nor singularity has 
been found. The result of residuals appeared to have a normal distribution. 

Two type of independent variables were coded: 1) a set of categorical variables which were collected 
from demographic information- gender (coded 1 if male and 0 if female), and degree (coded to 
represent 1 if undergraduate student and 0 if graduate student); and 2) a set of numerical variables- 
motivation and resilience. The dependent variable was satisfaction. In first step, the demographic 
predictor variables, gender and degree, were entered in block 1, and resilience and motivation were 
entered in Block 2.  

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was appropriate for this study because the purpose of this 
study was to investigate the hierarchical relationship of predictive power of independent variables 
groups: 1) group 1- gender and degree; 2) and group 2- motivation and resilience.  
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4 RESULTS 
The general descriptive statistics information of categorical variables- motivation, resilience, and 
satisfaction is displayed in Table 1. The comparison of descriptive statistics information of all 
variables between men and women is indicated in Table 2. Total number of participants was 174 with 
74 male and 100 female. The mean score of motivation was 65.6357 with a slightly higher score of 
female participants (67.0909) than the one of male participants (63.1731). The standard deviation 
(Std. D.) of motivation was 10.95262 with the higher score of female (11.00014) and the lower score 
of male (10.52117). The mean score of resilience in general was 56.7344 with the higher score of 
female (57.0375) and the lower score of male (56.2292). The Std. D. of resilience was 8.79467 with 
the higher score of female (8.89096) and the lower score of male (8.70128). The mean score of 
satisfaction in general was 75.2778 with the higher score of female (78.0641) and the lower score of 
male (70.7500). The Std. D. of satisfaction was 12.54600 with the higher score of female (12.54741) 
and the lower score of male (11.26376).  This descriptive statistics information reveals that female international 
students’ scores are higher than male international students in the measurement of three variables- motivation, 
resilience and satisfaction. 

In comparison of three variables- motivation, resilience, and satisfaction, the mean score and Std.D. 
of satisfaction (M, Std.D= 75.2778, 12.54600) was higher than other two variables, and motivation (M, 
Std.D=  65.6357, 10.95262) was the lowest.  

Table 1.  . Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Satisfaction 75.2778 12.54600 126 

Motivation 65.6357 10.95262 140 

Resiliency 56.7344 8.79467 128 

Table 2.  The comparison of variables between men and women 

Gender 

N Mean Std. Deviation 

Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic 

Male Motivation 52 63.1731 1.45902 10.52117 

Resiliency 48 56.2292 1.25592 8.70128 

Satisfaction 48 70.7500 1.62578 11.26376 

Valid N (listwise) 44    
 

Female 
Motivation 88 67.0909 1.17262 11.00014 

Resiliency 80 57.0375 .99404 8.89096 

Satisfaction 78 78.0641 1.42071 12.54741 

Valid N (listwise) 73    

a. No statistics are computed for one or more split files because there are no valid cases. 
Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to assess the ability of two control measures 
(Motivation and Resiliency) to predict the level of satisfaction after controlling for the influence of 
gender and degree. Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no violation of the assumptions 
of normality, linearity, multicollinearity and homoscedasticity (Table 5). The results show, in Table 3 
Model Summary, that gender and degree explains 8.1 percent of the variance in satisfaction, and this 
result was statistically significant (p= .007). After entry of motivation and resilience in Step 2, the total 
variance explained by the model as a whole was 40.7%, (F4, 116= 19.874, p< .001, indicated in Table 
4). This result, in Table 3, explicates that the two independent variables (Motivation and Resilience) 
explained an additional 32.6 percent of the variance in satisfaction, after controlling for gender and 
degree (R squared change= .326, F change (2, 116)= 31.817, p<.001). The result, in Table 5, shows 
that the two control measures (Motivation, Resilience) were statistically significant. In addition, 
resiliency recorded a higher beta value (beta= .40, p< .001) than motivation (beta= .31, p< .001). 
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Table 3.  Model Summaryc 

Model R R 
Square 

Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 
R Square 
Change 

F 
Change df1 df2 Sig. F 

Change 

1 .285a .081 .066 12.12781 .081 5.209 2 118 .007 

2 .638b .407 .386 9.82944 .326 31.817 2 116 .000 

a) Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender 

b) Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender , Resiliency, Motivation 

c) Dependent Variable: Satisfaction 

Table 4.  ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 1532.395 2 766.198 5.209 .007b 

Residual 17355.871 118 147.084   

Total 18888.267 120    

2 Regression 7680.589 4 1920.147 19.874 .000c 

Residual 11207.677 116 96.618   

Total 18888.267 120    

a. Dependent Variable: Satisfaction 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender 
c. Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender , Resiliency, Motivation 

Table 5.  Model Summaryc 

Model R 
R 

Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of 
the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 
R Square 
Change 

F 
Change df1 df2 

Sig. F 
Change 

1 .285a .081 .066 12.12781 .081 5.209 2 118 .007 

2 .638b .407 .386 9.82944 .326 31.817 2 116 .000 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Degrees(Graduate/Undergraduate), Gender , Resiliency, Motivation 
c. Dependent Variable: Satisfaction 

Table 6.  Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

95.0% 
Confidence 

Interval for B 
Correlations Collinearity 

Statistics 

B Std. 
Error Beta Lower 

Bound 
Upper 
Bound 

Zero-
order Partial Part Tolerance VIF 

 

(Constant) 12.621 7.588  1.663 .099 -2.407 27.650      

Gender 5.396 1.838 .213 2.936 .004 1.756 9.036 .284 .263 .210 .970 1.031 

Degrees 
(Graduate/ 
Undergraduate) 

-1.402 1.892 -.054 -.741 .460 -5.149 2.344 -.013 -.069 -.053 .971 1.030 

Motivation .357 .088 .311 4.053 .000 .182 .531 .456 .352 .290 .867 1.154 

Resiliency .576 .107 .404 5.389 .000 .364 .787 .504 .447 .385 .912 1.096 

a. Dependent Variable: Satisfaction 
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5 DISCUSSION 
The result of this study indicated that international students’ motivation and resilience have a 
significant positive effect on their level of satisfaction while gender and degree have a minor impact 
on satisfaction. This means that international students with high level of motivation and resiliency tend 
to be more satisfied with their experience in U.S. universities than those with low motivation and 
resiliency regardless of their gender or level of programs. In comparison of motivation and resilience, 
although both variables are strong control measures that explain satisfaction, resilience (beta= .40, p< 
.001) has stronger impact in the variance of satisfaction than motivation (beta= .31, p< .001). This 
indicates that one’s level of resilience has stronger influence on his/her satisfaction than his/her 
motivation. On the other hand, an international student with strong will to persist has a higher 
possibility to meet their goals, and this leads to higher satisfaction in general experience in U.S. 
universities.  

As Diener suggested, life satisfaction is “the cognitive judgment of one’s life based on his/her own 
criteria” (as cited in Stack-Cutler, Parrila, & Torppa, 2015) which is positively associated with self-
esteem (Hinterman, Burns, Hopwood, & Rogers, 2012). In addition, students often perceive their 
satisfaction based on the policies and procedures of the university, the physical condition, the quality 
of education, social life, and recognition from others (Betz, Klingensmithand, & Menne, 1969). 

Growing number of study suggest the relationship of resilience and satisfaction. Resilience is a 
multidimensional phenomenon (Masten & Garmezy, 1985) which consists of intrapersonal protective 
factors and interpersonal factors (Werner, 1993). These two factors are positively related with 
satisfaction. Especially intrapersonal resilience has a significant link with persistence which refers to 
one’s “abilities and engage in planning and organization to elicit positive outcomes” (Stack-Cutler, 
Parrila, & Torppa, 2015, p. 653). Accordingly, the result of this study exhibited the similar implication 
that international students who have strong confidence on their ability to achieve their goals, and the 
positive outcomes they obtain uphold their satisfaction level.  

In this study, motivation had relatively lower impact on the variance of satisfaction than resilience. 
However, the impact of motivation was significant as was the one of resilience. Hazen & Alberts 
(2006) argued that motivation entails growth, ownership, achievement, recognition of achievement, 
and interesting work. One of the primary motivation factors that determine international students’ 
decision to study in the United States is the expectation to enlarge job opportunities and to enhance 
class positions. Accordingly, international education provides students with opportunities to obtain a 
new perspective on their field of study, get a broader and more practice-oriented education, develop 
personally, and build intercultural friendships and networks (Obst & Forster, 2007). 

Moreover, many Asian international students consider the experience of studying in the U.S. as grant 
for pursuing learning in the global center of education and an opportunity to “escape their own 
countries’ undemocratic education system and culture” (Kim, 2011, p. 109) International students’ 
expectation to study in the United States is not only a guaranteed way to fulfill their desire to master 
their field of study but also an escalator that connects them to a cosmopolitan elites’ society (Obst & 
Forster, 2007). 

This study has a couple of limitations. First, in comparison of the sample size and the number of 
country of origin, the total number of participants was 174 from 150 countries with 25% of Chinese 
students. This implicates the number of representative from each country could be small, and one 
country occupied the major part of participation. Second, this study has some missing data which 
mainly are from satisfaction. The record of participation shows that motivation session shows the 
highest participation rate, the less students participated in resilience, and the satisfaction session 
recorded the lowest participation rate. This implies that there are some students who dropped in the 
middle of survey. However, for the analysis of data, the Missing Value has been set to exclude cases 
pairwise so that all information that should be valued is included in data analysis process.    

6 CONCLUSION & IMPLICATION 
The key finding of this study is that international students’ motivation and resilience are still significant 
control measures on the variance of their satisfaction after controlling for gender and degree. The 
results indicated that international students’ motivation and resilience have a significant effect on level 
of satisfaction after controlling for gender and degree. In addition, resilience has higher effect on 
satisfaction than motivation.  
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This finding is important for everybody in American higher education who deals with international 
students because, as Biggs (1987) argued, the level of motivation is a critical factor to identify 
students learning approaches and the strategies they apply to achieve their academic goals. It is 
important for the U.S. higher education institutions to understand what motivates international 
students to come to the United States and how their ability to persist affects their satisfaction. 
Accordingly, the U.S. higher education should put its effort in order to: develop effective curriculum 
and teaching methods that will maximize students’ learning outcomes; create a learning environment 
that will promote students’ effort to sustain; and focus on developing integrated education systems 
that will significantly impact on students’ satisfactions and correspond to the global trend of higher 
education across the world.  

Considering the global benefits brought by international students to the American higher education 
systems, the value of studying this particular student population has been highlighted for decades. 
Today, many institutions try to put their efforts on improving the quality of international students’ 
experiences not only to bring more international students to their campus, but also to receive more 
positive feedback from them. This study confidently suggests its findings and implications to 
contribute to the advancement of American higher education’s globalization and promote its 
contributions to the world.    
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