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ABSTRACT
Relationships constitute a core aspect of psychological wellbeing models. More so, research from 
different sociocultural contexts has shown that relational experiences provide a form and shape for 
an individual’s worldview. By applying meaning-making models, this study aimed to explore relational 
experiences of meaning making that contribute to academic adjustment among African international 
students at a university in South Africa. In-depth interviews were conducted with 30 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students. Meaning making through relational experiences among African 
international students was underscored by their concern for the wellbeing of close family members 
and in cross-cultural social interactions that imposed a coherent worldview on the students’ lives. 
Such worldviews provided direction and motivation to forge ahead in their educational pursuits, 
while acknowledging the importance of intrapersonal connections in this process. Additionally, their 
social contributions enabled them to establish connections with the broader community. In terms 
of theoretical contributions, our study showed how relational experiences of meaning making enable 
international students to forge a sense of identity and purpose, all of which are essential for 
academic adjustment. Our findings also have implications for wellbeing interventions at higher 
education institutions.
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OPSOMMING
Verhoudings vorm ’n kernaspek van sielkundige welstandsmodelle. Verder het navorsing uit 
verskillende sosiokulturele kontekste getoon dat relasionele ervarings die vorm en aard van ’n 
individu se wêreldbeskouing beïnvloed. Deur betekenisvormingsmodelle toe te pas, het hierdie

1	 Dr Shingairai Chigeza, Senior Lecturer; Research Psychologist: Department of Psychology, University of Pretoria, 
South Africa. Email: shingairai.chigeza@up.ac.za. ORCID: 0000-0003-0539-091X.

2	 Dr Angelina Wilson Fadiji, Senior Lecturer: Psychology, De Montfort University, Leicester, UK. Email: angelina.
wilsonfadiji@dmu.ac.uk. ORCID: 0000-0002-3093-0538.

http://www.jsaa.ac.za
mailto:shingairai.chigeza@up.ac.za
mailto:angelina.wilsonfadiji@dmu.ac.uk
mailto:angelina.wilsonfadiji@dmu.ac.uk


Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 14(1), 229–246 
10.24085/jsaa.v14i1.5570 | ISSN 2307-6267 | www.jsaa.ac.za230

studie ten doel gehad om relasionele ervarings van betekenisskepping te ondersoek wat bydra tot 
akademiese aanpassing onder Afrika internasionale studente aan ’n universiteit in Suid-Afrika. 
In-diepte-onderhoude is gevoer met 30 voorgraadse en nagraadse studente. Betekenisskepping 
deur relasionele ervarings onder Afrika internasionale studente is beklemtoon deur hul besorgdheid 
oor die welstand van naaste familielede en deur kruiskulturele sosiale interaksies wat ’n 
samehangende wêreldbeskouing in studente se lewens gevestig het. Sulke wêreldbeskouings het 
rigting en motivering verskaf om voort te gaan met hul opvoedkundige strewe, terwyl die 
belangrikheid van intrapersoonlike verbindings in hierdie proses erken is. Daarbenewens het hul 
sosiale bydraes hulle in staat gestel om verbindings met die breër gemeenskap te vestig. In terme 
van teoretiese bydraes toon ons studie hoe relasionele ervarings van betekenisskepping 
internasionale studente in staat stel om ’n gevoel van identiteit en doel te vorm, wat noodsaaklik is 
vir akademiese aanpassing. Ons bevindings het ook implikasies vir welstandintervensies by 
hoëronderwysinstellings.

SLEUTELWOORDE
Verhoudings, betekenisskepping, Afrika internasionale student, Suid-Afrika

Introduction
The international migration of African students to other countries to pursue a better quality 
of education and quality of life is a quite common occurrence. As part of their study 
experience, these students form different relationships and have a myriad of interactions, 
what we refer to as relational experiences. Besides other benefits, these relational 
experiences contribute to how individuals make sense and meaning of their world (Martela 
& Steger, 2016). In South Africa, the majority of international students are from other 
African countries, especially those that actively promote internationalisation (Nyerere, 
2022). South Africa participates in intra-Africa academic mobility schemes that are aimed 
at promoting higher education cooperation between different countries. These schemes 
aim not only to improve skills and competences of students, but also to develop and retain 
high quality human resources for Africa’s development (European Education and Culture 
Executive Agency, 2016; Nyerere, 2021; Sehoole & Lee, 2022). There is a general intra-
regional migration of students within the African continent for study purposes, but South 
Africa is by far one of the most popular destinations. 

The first major survey done among international students in South Africa showed 
that the country had the highest number of international students enrolled compared to 
all other African countries, hosting nearly 43,000 foreign students in 2014 (MacGregor, 
2014). Although this number is actually reported to have decreased from previous years 
(72,875 in 2012) due to xenophobic attitudes, hostile attacks, strict government policies, 
and other adjustment challenges, South Africa remains the highest ranked educational 
hub in Africa (Kasese-Hara & Mugambi, 2021; Khumalo, 2017; Mittelmeier et al., 2019). 
In 2023, the number was 45,000 (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2023). 
Regardless of its cultural and socio-political challenges, South Africa is still the most 
preferred destination for many African international students, mainly because of the 
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strong reputation of its higher education system, a greater availability of technology, a 
wider range of research and innovation opportunities, affordable fees, and affordable 
cost of living (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2017; International Education 
Association of South Africa, 2020; Kasese-Hara & Mugambi, 2021).

The growth of student sojourner numbers has led to an increased awareness of the 
importance of investigating the wellbeing of this group, since research has widely 
demonstrated their difficulty integrating into academic and social environments (Caldwell 
& Hyams-Ssekasi, 2016; Chigeza et al., 2013). Most of the research pertaining to African 
international students coming to South Africa has focused on their experiences and 
challenges in terms of financial difficulties, prejudice and discrimination, and xenophobic 
attacks (Dominguez-Whitehead & Sing, 2015; Kasese-Hara & Mugambi, 2021; Sing, 2016; 
Tella, 2018). 

Important to wellbeing is an individual’s ability to create order, make sense and establish 
some form of stability in their personal worldview and lived experience – that is the process 
of meaning making. For African international students, this process might be even more 
critical as they do not only enter a new phase of their lives, they also have to adjust in an 
unfamiliar sociocultural context (Lashari et al., 2018). To engage in this process of meaning 
making, relationships have been identified as key (Delle Fave et al., 2011, 2016; Wissing et 
al., 2020). As much as previous studies have addressed specific challenges in the adjustment 
process of African international students (Tella, 2018), there is a gap in research to 
understand relationships that foster meaning making as pathways towards academic 
adjustment.

Literature review: Experiences of international students
Upon arrival at campuses, international students are usually socialised into the institution’s 
culture through orientation initiatives and tour guides (Chigeza et al., 2017; Fletcher-
Anthony & Efthymiou, 2017). These initiatives help the students to familiarise themselves 
with the new environment and become aware of the institution’s espoused cultural values, 
history, and mission statements (Linley, 2017). Despite these social programmes, 
international students have still been found to be at greater risk of mental illness during 
their time at university compared to their host peers, as they face different adjustment 
issues, both on and off campus (Forbes-Mewett, 2019; Hyams-Ssekasi & Caldwell, 2018).

The adjustment process for international students is governed by various individual 
and environmental factors that also influence the meaning-making process, for instance, 
the individual’s ability to engage with the host context and experience a sense of belonging 
and satisfaction (academic and social) (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Rabia, 2016; Rivas et al., 
2019). These factors (individual and environment) in turn determine the individual’s level 
of adjustment and positive experience during their academic journey (Bastien et al., 2018; 
Lashari et al., 2018; Vasilopoulos, 2016). Most African international students at South 
African universities report suffering marginalisation or alienation, and having experienced 
psychological and psychosocial problems like homesickness, loneliness, low self-esteem, 
immense culture stress and adjustment problems (Chigeza et al., 2017; Kasese-Hara & 
Mugambi, 2021; Mutongoza & Olawale, 2023; Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Weber, 2016). 
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Meaningful connections influence not only the individual’s degree of interaction with 
the host country, but also their level of acculturative stress, academic and social satisfaction, 
and sense of belonging and engagement – all of which are important contributors to their 
level of adjustment (Bastien et al., 2018; Lashari et al., 2018; Vasilopoulos, 2016). According 
to Mason (2017b), international students are more comfortable with and reliant on social 
relationships (with friends and family) than on professional ones. Thus, social relationships 
are at the core of international students’ meaning-making processes, and it is interesting 
to note how they aid in students’ social and academic adjustment.

Theoretical framework
Meaning making 

According to Steger (2012), meaning making refers to the individual’s capacity to identify 
order, coherence and purpose in life, as well as to set, pursue and attain goals that could 
result in a sense of contentment. The three-dimensional model of meaning (coherence, 
purpose and significance) is proposed by most scholars (Heintzelman & King, 2014; Martela 
& Steger, 2016; Mason, 2013; Steger et al., 2021). Coherence emanates from a cognitive 
theoretical component and is about a sense of comprehensibility, while purpose builds on 
the motivational component and expresses having a sense of directedness, being 
enthusiastic about the future, and pursuing future-oriented goals in life. The third facet, 
significance, speaks to the worthwhileness, importance and value one attaches to life. 

University students are said to be in constant search of meaning as they begin to define 
and redefine their identity through exploration, experimentation, and connection (Negru, 
2012; Li et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2017). Experiencing meaning 
at this stage enables them to manoeuvre through the immense changes, experiences and 
challenges that they have to face while creating a coherent worldview (Ryff & Singer, 2006; 
Steger, 2009).

Regarding the search for meaning among South African university students, Mason 
(2017a) emphasizes that students experience meaning as beyond the self to include 
relationships, education, and religion. Mason (2017a) also highlights how students begin 
to pursue prosocial quests that transcend intrapersonal needs and contribute to the 
development of community and family (Mason, 2017a). Nell (2014) found that relationships, 
hope of achieving own plans and goals, personal growth and development, were the most 
significant ways through which South African university students made meaning of their 
lives. These results corresponded with those of Wissing et al. (2014) who found that 
relationships – particularly with family – were the most important source of meaning among 
university students in South Africa.

Relational experiences of meaning making 
Relationships, which are usually identified as any form of connection one has with another 
person or a group of people, have been found to contribute significantly to the wellbeing 
of individuals (Wissing et al., 2019). Studies have shown that most people who report to be 
happy and satisfied with their lives usually have positive relationships with people around 
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them (Kansky, 2018; Tough et al., 2017; Wissing et al., 2019). Relationships – both social 
and professional – are vital, as they offer support, interpersonal emotional regulation, 
companionship, motivation and mentorship, all of which improve one’s social, emotional 
and psychological wellbeing (Williams et al., 2018).

After leaving their homes, family and social networks, international students struggle 
to create relationships that will facilitate their adjustment and adaptation to university 
life (Williams et al., 2018). In a study by Kasese-Hara and Mugambi (2021), international 
students in South Africa reported that social support from academic staff and other 
students was vital for their adjustment. A review of previous literature has confirmed that 
relationships are one of the most important sources of meaning making among university 
students (Khumalo, 2017; King & Hicks, 2021; Wissing et al., 2019; Wissing et al., 2020). 
In their study, Wissing et al. (2020) demonstrated that relationships are important sources 
of meaning because they lead to intrapersonal gains like growth, competence, mastery, 
satisfaction and inner wellbeing (Wissing et al., 2020). According to Lashari et al. (2018), 
social networking and friendship formation are important sources of meaning making 
among international students as they facilitate interaction and connections, which are 
important in satisfying emotional, personal, and academic needs. 

We argue that relational experiences as sources of meaning making among 
international students might allow them to understand their new world through the 
lens of emerging social relationships while retaining the identities linked to the 
relationships in their home country. Experiencing purpose could emanate from goal-
directed behaviours that are relational in nature (Wilson et al., 2021) and serve to 
preserve or protect close others. Whereas the significance component of meaning 
might be derived in relationship as an end itself. When students believe that a certain 
social relationship is important for their wellbeing, relationships like it are seen as 
significant as an end in themselves. 

To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no research is available on how African 
international students at South African universities experience relational meaning making. 
The current study therefore sought to explore these students’ relational experiences of 
meaning making and its contribution to the students’ adjustment at a South African 
university. Findings from this study are critical because while South Africa is a major 
destination for migrant African students, the country is also known for its xenophobic 
attacks and at times hostility towards foreigners. It is important to understand how African 
international students navigate such a space through relational meaning-making experiences 
to ensure they adjust and succeed academically. The present study centred on the question: 
what are the relational experiences of meaning making that contribute to academic 
adjustment among African international students in South Africa?

Methodology
This study adopted a qualitative exploratory research design to provide an in-depth 
understanding of African international students’ relational experiences of meaning 
making as pathways to their academic adjustment. 
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Research context, sampling, and participants
The research was conducted at a South African higher education institution situated in 
the Gauteng province. It is one of Africa’s top universities and one of the largest contact 
universities in South Africa. Altogether 19 undergraduate and 11 postgraduate (Honours, 
master’s and PhD) students were purposively selected for this study. The students were 
from the humanities, engineering and education faculties. The group consisted of 18 
males and 12 females, and their mean age was 23 years old (SD = 3). 

The main criterion for inclusion in the study was that students had to be originally 
from another African country but enrolled at the University. To qualify for inclusion, the 
participants had to have studied at the University for at least one year, but they may not 
have lived in South Africa for more than three consecutive years. African countries 
represented in the study included Zimbabwe, Zambia, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania and 
Swaziland. Due to COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, snowball sampling (a chain-referral 
sampling method) by Creswell and Creswell (2018) was used to recruit students, and 
interviews were conducted both over Zoom and face to face. Advertisements on online 
platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp were also used to create awareness 
about the project. 

Ethical considerations
Ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the relevant board (the University’s 
Ethics Committee for Human Research in the Faculty of Humanities (HUM049/0320)). 
The study was explained to the participants and their written informed consent was 
obtained. They were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time 
without negative consequences, and the final study findings were presented using 
pseudonyms so as to ensure participants’ anonymity. 

Data collection 
In-depth interviews were used to understand the relational experiences of meaning making 
that fostered the academic adjustment of African international students. Interviews were 
conducted in English by trained research assistants using an open-ended interview guide 
as a guideline for probing. Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, some interviews were 
conducted virtually by means of telephone and Zoom calls, but some were done face to 
face, with each full interview lasting approximately 40 minutes to an hour. 

Data analysis
The responses to the in-depth interviews were analysed using thematic analysis based 
on the six steps suggested by Clarke and Braun (2014). This method enabled the 
researchers to identify patterns of meaning and to interpret, describe and report on 
various aspects of the themes that emerged from the findings. Themes were inductively 
extracted. To ensure credibility and trustworthiness, there was prolonged engagement 
in the field and the researchers continuously checked with participants if their views had 
been accurately captured. Two experienced coders analysed the data independently. 
Researchers kept reflexive notes throughout the study to reduce the possibility of biased 
findings (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Lub, 2015). Our positionality, as 
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both foreign researchers, allowed us to acknowledge and understand participants’ 
experiences. Study participants were identified according to a set code pattern, for 
example, P14 M UG, which indicates the participant’s number (P14), gender (M), and 
level of education (UG: undergraduate).

Findings and discussion
In response to the research question concerning relational experiences of meaning 
making that contribute to academic adjustment among African international students in 
South Africa, four themes emerged: (i) sense of purpose; (ii) a connected coherent whole; 
(iii) sense of self; and (iv) social contribution. In the meaning-making process, relational 
experiences among African international students centre around the individual’s ability 
to find purpose and identity. This is further enhanced by their understanding of the world 
as a coherent whole because of the opportunity to give back and contribute to the social 
space around them.

Theme 1: Wholeness and purpose 
Making meaning through relational experiences among international students was 
grounded in their concern for the wellbeing of close family members. Such concern was 
linked to their experiencing of a sense of purpose. Building on previous research, our 
study shows that internalised processes such as a sense of purpose are developed through 
the fostering of existing relationships with close family members and forging new ones 
by interacting with the host country nationals. This finding is critical because although 
relational challenges are common for international students, they also provide an avenue 
for developing important indicators of functioning, such as a sense of purpose.

I talk to my family just to hear how is it, how everyone is doing at home … you know that 
thought will linger on in your mind, you not as happy as when you hear that everyone is 
doing fine, everyone is doing well … the state of my family does influence like my whole 
being to a certain extent. (P6 M UG)

I speak with my in-laws and my parents, I will be happy too, when I know everything is 
going fine with them it motivates me to continue with my studies. (P20 M PG)

Beyond the need for support and social interaction, international students explained that 
their concern for the wellbeing of others and for maintaining existing connections was 
linked to their own feelings of being motivated, having a sense of direction and purpose. 
It would seem that their close relationships allowed this group to focus on what was 
important amidst the challenges of life as a foreign student. Relationships created a 
pathway towards adjustment and prevented them from feeling lost in the unfamiliar 
space they had found themselves. 

The findings of our study confirm the views of Damon et al. (2003) who purport that 
sense of purpose involves having a stable intention to accomplish something meaningful 
to the self and of consequence to the world beyond the self. In a similar vein, Sharma and 
Yukhymenko-Lescroart (2018), as well as Yukhymenko-Lescroart and Sharma (2023), argue 
that sense of purpose plays a crucial role in college students’ study persistence and 
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eventual attainment of a degree. For African international students in this study, clarity 
and purposefulness resulted from their maintaining of relational interactions that 
reminded them of their reason for being in South Africa. Being assured of their family’s 
wellbeing brought feelings of contentment and allowed the study participants to focus 
on their educational pursuits.

In order to aid their adjustment within the university space, international students 
seemed to purposefully draw on their social ties, which guided them to manage the 
challenges of university life and establish their place as international students. It became 
apparent from our study that relational experiences serve as an important compass when 
individuals find themselves within a space that requires an adjustment of their worldviews.

From a theoretical perspective, according to Martela and Steger (2016), a sense of 
purpose is linked to the understanding of meaning. However, the current study shows 
that relationships form a crucial part of this process. Wissing et al. (2020) found that 
relational domains of meaning in life were predominant in a sample of South African and 
Ghanaian adults. In their study, motives for relationships as a source of meaning were 
linked to support felt, personal growth experienced, the experience of satisfaction, 
happiness, joy, pleasure, inner state of wellbeing, or a sense of competence and mastery 
(Wissing et al., 2020). Among African international students, relational experiences that 
allow for meaning making are those experiences that support the finding and fulfilling of 
a personal purpose. 

Theme 2: A connected and coherent whole
This theme suggests that instead of focusing on the individual, our study revealed that it 
was the person in relation to others that provided participants with a coherent worldview. 
This is because relational meaning-making processes came with social interactions that 
provided a coherent worldview for African international students. Fostering a clear and 
rational worldview provided a way to interpret their current lived experiences and to 
forge ahead in their educational pursuits. For Participant 11, meaning in life was attributed 
to seeing others as part of a larger “whole” that included the individual, while responses 
from the other participants confirmed their wish to interact with fellow students. 

But my view regardless of where we are coming from. The best way to make the society 
better, make meaning out of life is to relate with the other as an integral part of you. 
(P11 F PG)

These people around added colour to my life here in South Africa and gave me a family 
away from home. (P3 M UG)

You need like friends to interact with, different kinds of people and also just getting to 
know what other people know and how they value life and also the different culture that 
are around the place. (P8 M PG) 

It’s the very fact that I’m a human being, I think that’s very important and then like I have 
people around me, that I’m able to interact with, making friendships and interacting with 
people it give meaning to me. (P7 M UG)
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Participants in the study highlighted the significance of cross-cultural interaction and 
considered it important in shaping a coherent worldview. The interactions were a source 
of “colour” and “value” for international students. The connotation of colour and value 
points to the fact that relationships fashioned the way these international students saw 
the world, what was important and perhaps even what made life worth living. 

Despite the fact that the students came to South Africa with different goals and 
educational aspirations, the pathway to their adjustment and achievement of such goals 
was linked to relationships that added colour and value to their lives. Glass and Westmont 
(2014) as well as Rivas et al. (2019) agreed and found that social interactions were very 
effective in promoting feelings of belonging, which often mediate positive academic and 
social outcomes. 

Other studies – in contrast – report international students as having poor relationships 
and cramped social contact with host students (Chigeza et al., 2013; Chinyamurindi, 2018; 
Hale et al., 2020). Apart from hampering the bridging of cultural divides, limited contact 
has in the past resulted in international students facing academic and personal challenges 
(Glass et al., 2015; Hale et al., 2020). The results of the current study are in stark contrast 
with the latter and instead resonate with the findings of Anthony et al. (2005) and Stacey 
(2007) who indicate that people influence one another by how they perceive one another; 
thus, patterns of meaning and relating are propagated or limited by how people act in each 
given moment. In our study, it seems that both African international students and the citizen 
students created relationships that were not defined by their status of “foreigner” and 
“citizen”. This in turn allowed for meaningful positive reciprocal interaction. One participant 
even mentioned that “South African people are very friendly” (P11 F PG) and another 
described how they felt like equals with citizen students.

I would say there’s been a lot of support, like especially from the university, like very formal 
support structures. You are as comfortable as students who are from here. There isn’t a 
difference and difficulty. (P1 F UG)

Theme 3: Intrapersonal connectedness
In addition to the external interactions that formed part of African international students’ 
experiences of meaning, there were instances where students looked within themselves 
during this process of meaning-making. By asking questions about values, significance 
and purpose, students engaged in introspection, explored what was important to them 
and found motivation to continue with their educational pursuits. Our study demonstrated 
how African international students manage to thrive by constantly reminding themselves 
of who they are and what their priorities are. This deeper connection with their inner 
identity is linked to their reflecting on future prospects of finding good job opportunities, 
provided that they succeed at university.

What I value the most you know because when I look at, into like why we came here, what 
was my main priority to come here, all I can see is that it’s just been a form of constant 
growth in the sense of being. (P29 M PG)
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So often I remind myself why I am here, and I tell myself that I need to do what needs to 
be done so that I finish, I came here for this PhD, and I need to focus on it, look for other 
opportunities elsewhere. (P5 M PG)

African international students were apparently able to adjust to their new environment 
by reminding themselves of their reasons for coming to South Africa. Such motivations 
provided a way for them to thrive through meaning making, echoing a sense of purpose 
as purported by Steger (2012). Even when conditions were difficult in their host country, 
African international students’ ability to make meaning by connecting with their inner 
purpose seemed to provide a pathway towards adjustment. 

I want to thrive as much as I can, it gives me the sense of meaning to why exactly I’m here 
because that’s my initial priority to why I moved to this country, I’m essentially here in 
South Africa for academic reasons, that’s very important to me. (P25 M UG)

Trying to make sense it is like a driving force, it’s like it’s difficult but it’s worth it because I 
get a good education and I also get good job opportunities. (P10 M PG)

In line with our findings, Li et al. (2022) suggest that university students use this period 
of adjustment as a time to define and redefine their identity and future selves – that is, 
what we label as meaning-making processes, based on intrapersonal connectedness. Our 
findings also correspond with those of Chigeza et al. (2017) and Newsome and Cooper 
(2016), who mentioned that the unique struggles international students face can 
sometimes lead to a deeper awareness of and connection with the self. Wissing et al. 
(2020) maintain that intrapersonal motives for experiencing meaning are linked to an 
inner sense of competence and opportunities for personal growth. The need for growth 
was emphasized in our study, as students wanted to succeed and achieve the goals for 
which they had come to South Africa. 

Theme 4: Social contribution 
Our findings demonstrated a relational dimension of meaning making through connections 
with the larger community in which students find themselves. We refer to this as a form of 
social contribution, where they engage in activities to improve the wellbeing of others while 
establishing new connections. From a theoretical perspective, Keyes (2003) defined social 
contribution as a facet of social wellbeing, where an individual engages in activities to 
promote the wellbeing of their own community or society. What is unique to our study is 
that such relational experiences and social contribution proved to be key for meaning making 
among international students in South Africa. Typically, most international students would 
be more concerned about achieving their personal and/or educational goals, but our study 
shows that to experience meaning in life, students went beyond a focus on the self. Students 
mentioned that they were involved in a variety of activities on campus as well as in the larger 
community, as an act of giving something back to the host institution and country. 

I am involved in political and social activism on campus together with other citizen students, 
I like sharing ideas and to give voice to the voiceless, this is very important to me. (P19 M PG)



 Chigeza, S., & Wilson Fadiji, A. (2026).  
Relational experiences of meaning making as a pathway to academic adjustment ... 239

One of the most important things in my life is making the world a better place to live. 
(P9 M UG)

We interact and make friends with South African students as we do community service. 
Things that we do, in terms of giving back initiatives, they connect a lot with some of the 
things that I’m involved in back home and give meaning in my life. (P2 M PG)

The above excerpts show that the international students in our study made meaning by 
actually striving to improve the quality of life for South African citizens in their various 
give-back activities. 

According to Mahali et al. (2018), relational experiences are at the core of wellbeing, 
and one such relationship involves the self and the community. Our study found that 
interactions on this level – in the form of social contribution – indeed form part of the 
meaning-making process. Moreover, Lillyman and Bennet (2014) claim that international 
students who make meaning through sharing their personal experiences and knowledge 
with the host country, as well as through networking with citizens, succeed academically. 

Conclusion
As a novel contribution to studies centred on the experiences of African international 
students, maintaining relational interactions with family members (as a primary source of 
connections) provided a sense of direction and purpose to the lives of the participating 
African international students, reiterating Steger’s (2012) theoretical proposition. Nurturing 
these relational ties and sustaining regular interaction with relatives in their countries of 
origin aided the students’ contentment and motivation to pursue and attain their 
educational goals. An applied contribution of the study is that psychological support services 
and interventions offered to international students who are struggling to focus on their 
studies can capitalise on reminding these students of their relationships with family 
members and re-affirming the goals that formed part of their initial decision to study in 
South Africa. A positive education approach could be embedded into teaching and support 
services in a way that fosters wellbeing while promoting academic achievement. 

Our findings further reflect that adjustment comes through creating a coherent 
worldview, based on interactions with members of the host society. For African 
international students, meaning in life was enhanced when they viewed themselves as 
part of an integrated whole and did not identify or define themselves in terms of their 
status as foreigners. This outlook allowed positive cross-cultural interactions with citizen 
students. An integrated worldview provided not only motivation to forge ahead with 
educational pursuits, but also instilled a sense of belonging, which in turn assisted them 
to adjust to their new learning environment. Our study suggests that the connotations 
of “value” and “colour” allowed international students to feel part of a larger whole; 
hence they were able to cope with the demands of their new lives. It also seems to 
contradict research that shows a decline in African international students in the country. 
However, our findings may well reflect the views of a few privileged students who have 
had slightly better experiences in the higher education space. Despite this discrepancy, 
we argue that our findings may be relevant for future students who can leverage existing 
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and new relationships to navigate broader academic challenges and psychosocial issues 
peculiar to South Africa. Within the higher education space, Student Affairs should be 
intentional in their attempts to better integrate both local and international students in 
the academic system.

Making sense of who they are and reminding themselves of their goals and values in 
life allowed the African international students in our study to form deeper intrapersonal 
connections. They experienced meaning through introspection and through redefining 
their identities and inner purposes – all of which served as pathways towards their 
adjustment and the achievement of their educational goals. Our findings also show that 
meaning making was experienced beyond a focus on the self. It extended to engaging in 
activities that would contribute to the wellbeing of South African society at large, as a 
form of social contribution. An important theoretical implication is how coherence, 
significance and purpose could take different forms depending on the sociocultural 
context of those being studied. In this sample, it was about relationships providing 
significance, motivation to pursue their goals, while helping them to understand their 
current world as international students in South Africa. This relational view of wellbeing 
has consistently been emphasized in African wellbeing literature but it has not been 
adequately explored in the context of African international students whose life-worlds 
include both those in their home countries and in South Africa.

Recommendations
The numbers of African international students who journey to South Africa in search of a 
good quality of life and better education can be expected to continue to rise. Thus, it is 
important to understand how their lived experiences and relational meaning-making 
processes enable these students to adapt and thrive in their educational pursuits. The 
findings of this study suggest that the academic adjustment of African international students 
may be enhanced through relational meaning-making experiences that promote a sense of 
purpose, a coherent worldview, intrapersonal connections, as well as motivation to achieve 
educational goals. Programmes that allow for cross-cultural social interaction should be 
encouraged to allow the establishing of new relational connections, the sharing of 
knowledge, and the creation of networks for African international students to flourish in 
the host country. In addition, higher education institutions can use strategies like a buddy 
system where host nationals are paired with international students to assist them in 
adjusting to their new academic space. Counselling and psychological services in institutions 
of higher education should design and implement educational and psychological 
interventions that promote meaning making among their African international students. 
An institutional climate or culture that prioritises the nurturing of positive relational 
experiences can be fostered through orientation programmes, newsletters and a reward 
system for outstanding ambassadors of this culture.

Regarding recommendations for future research, new studies can explore the 
complexities and potential challenges that arise in intercultural interactions and determine 
how meaning making occurs even in the face of negative relational experiences. In addition, 
there is a need for impact studies that determine the extent to which meaning-making 
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interventions are beneficial for African international students. Future research can also 
involve longitudinal data collection to follow these students over a period of time to better 
understand their relational experiences. Given that social contribution is key to the meaning-
making process and the ability to communicate in the community is necessary, African 
international students should be encouraged to enrol for short courses aimed at learning 
local languages other than English. Since South Africa has eleven official languages, they 
should focus on the language used mostly around the host institutions where they are 
studying. 

Limitations of the study
COVID-19 restrictions affected our study in that some of the interviews had to be conducted 
virtually over the telephone or by Zoom. Although the use of different or inconsistent 
interview formats could have affected the quality of the data collected, we ensured that 
the same process was followed both virtually and in person. 
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