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This study investigated how international male
graduate students from Indonesia and India who were
specializing in scientific research areas (such as
engineering) had adjusted to research labs and
society in Taiwan. All interviews were conducted by
the author, who had multicultural counseling
training, and were transcribed by trained students. A
number of primary themes and subthemes were
investigated through thematic analysis, including
adjustment issues, research lab experiences and
adaptation approaches. Interview times ranged from 70
to 130 minutes and informed consent was obtained
before the interview. 27 participants were recruited



Y

for qualitative interview, including 13 Indian
students who believed in Hinduism and 14 Indonesian
students who identified themselves as Muslims from
five college campuses in Taiwan.

Indian students’ common adjustment stress was
related to homesickness, food concerns, loneliness,
language barriers and academic stress. Furthermore,
there were particular challenges for them
assimilating into the research labs, including being
1solated, language barriers and struggles to fit into
hierarchical relationships among graduate students.
Many of them were able to identify different types of
social support from friends, professors, spouse, and
lab mates. Spiritual coping was adopted to deal with
their psychological stress. On the other hand,
Indonesian students’ common adjustment issues were
generally related to language barriers and spiritual
practices. In terms of language barriers, they
experienced challenges in understanding Chinese,
which often resulted in interpersonal disengagement
with their Taiwanese labmates. Regarding spiritual
practices, some of the students tried to learn how to
set appropriate boundaries with female Taiwanese
labmates in accordance with their Islamic beliefs. At
the same time, some of them also indicated that they
perceived discrimination against their spiritual
beliefs and practices off campus in Taiwan and within
the broader international society. Two types of
adaptation strategies were identified. First,
participants often prayed to God to deal with their
stress. Second, gaining support from Taiwanese
labmates, advisors, Indonesian friends, and spouses
was another common approach adopted when dealing with
adjustment struggles.

Spiritual coping, Hinduism, Muslim, Islam, Research
Laboratory, Acculturation, India, Indonesia,
Bicultural Connection, Cross-cultural Psychology,
Taiwan
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Overall, all participants had experienced a variety of adjustments issues in a research
laboratory as well as on and off university campus in Taiwan; however, vast majority of them
were also able to identify strategies to cope with these issues, including spiritual coping and
developing connections with family, Indian friends, Taiwanese friends and advisors. Furthermore,
over the time of living in Taiwan, some of them indicated their adjustment struggles were
resolved and their Chinese has been significantly improved during the follow-up interviews.
Adjustment Struggle

Almost each participant indicated that they experienced adjustment issues at the
beginning of first few months studying in Taiwan. Many of them gradually felt eased with the
increase of time staying in Taiwan and felt that it took time to adjust. In addition, some of them
had more significant adjustment struggles than the other students. Key themes in adjustment
struggles included Barriers of Life and Psychological Stress.

Barriers of life. Almost everyone indicated that language barrier as one of the
significant struggles on and off university campus at the first few months. Indian students
experienced challenges in understanding Chinese information on university campus such as
course list and the announcement in dorm. Some of them were aware of that their English accent
is different from that of Taiwanese students. 11 described his frustration in understanding the
professor’s accent and communicating with students on university campus, “Even
communicating with [Taiwanese] students is a very tough task for us because they can’t
understand our accent, . . . | am frustrated . . . They [professors] all teach in English, but their
accent is different as well.” Food concerns was the second subtheme. Several of them came from
vegetarian family and some of them also indicated that they did not eat beef because of culture or
their spiritual practices. Furthermore, the ways that people cooked foods in Taiwan were
different from the way they have been doing in India and they felt struggled to find Indian foods

as 17 indicated:



Page |14

For example, uh...1 live in the city [in India] which is famous for its spices. So every day

I used to eat a lot of salty and spicy food. . . . Suddenly in 2007, I flied here. And in food

I don’t find any salt or spice. It’s like big pain for me . . . . My first reaction is, “That is

not best.” Secondly, Taiwan food is soup-based. Ours is curry-based. So I will, I really

searched a lot, in the...many shops.

Few of participants tried to cook Indian foods by themselves in the friends’ dormitory or
school kitchen and it took time for them to get used to Taiwanese dishes.

Psychological stress. Homesickness was one of the commonly shared experiences by
many participants because vast majority of them had never traveled abroad. Indian students
experienced homesickness for a variety of reasons, including attachment to family, worries about
parental health and wellbeing, Indian festivals, difficulty in traveling back home and the
adjustment to the life in Taiwan. Homesickness had significant impact on individuals’ life as 12
described, “On the second day of my arrival, | just cried for twenty minutes in my room. | was
crying....and | was like...missing my mom.” 12 elaborated his understanding the meaning crying
and tried to find ways to cope with crying in front of his parents.

I suddenly realize the support that | have every day, morning that she [his mother] brings

the tea, and she reminds you that someday you need to take care of your right thing. Have

you taken food? All that was gone. ... The loss that | used to. And that” why | came
crying. And at the airport when | was leaving, . . . she [my mother] was crying till the
time | left from the airport. . . . The moment of departure when | just entered the airport,
he [his father] cried for the first time in his life. | stopped crying on that day because |
kind of had the understanding in my mind that I should not cry in front of my parents
which made them feel more caring or crying.

Feeling loneliness was the second subtheme. As international students in Taiwan, some of
Indian male students felt alone without family’s support, and sometimes they did not know how
to initiate the friendship with the locals, Indian and international students felt shy to ask for help.
16 described his feelings of lack support retrospectively:

I think to a certain extent, when | came here | was...hmm...l meant like the English

phrase goes “thrown into the deep end”, like I had to do it all myself, butin India.. . . .1

had a larger support structure. . . . | could always depend upon another person, . . . but

especially when | came here, the support structure...hmm...1 felt very shy asking people
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around, | think my concern was they would probably feel less of me, | meant, if | did ask

them how do | do this? So, | have to learn things by myself.

Over 5 years of staying Taiwan, 16, who worked as a post-doctoral fellow after receiving
doctoral degree in Taiwan, had stated that he felt that he connected to Taiwan in the follow-up
interview: “l am more familiar with the people and the country now. So, whenever | go back to
Indian and come back to Taiwan, | don’t feel like I am in the foreign country. | don’t have to
adjust any more”.

The third subtheme was academic stress, which could come from a variety of sources
related to the anxiety of not receiving funding, family expectation, hectic schedule and the actual
time to study in doctoral program is longer than their expectation. For example, 18 was struggled
with getting the research funding to support his wife and himself:

[His advisor] said we need research publication . . . and | don’t have any research

publication in last four years, so she said if you didn’t do a better research so I can’t not

provide you the funding...you are not in my project list or something like that. . . . So that
really made me nervous. . . . In that period | was so worried about getting my [doctoral]
degree also because nothing is sure.

18 found the help from another faculty member for financial support to solve his financial
problems. During the follow-up interview, he stated that he completed his doctoral study,
including publishing few papers.

The Struggles in Research laboratories

All Indian students worked in the research laboratories where vast majority of them
collaborated with laboratory mates and few of them work independently under their advisors’
supervision. Although many of Indian students were familiar with the lab culture in India, they
experienced the Difficulty to Fit into the Laboratory and Language Barriers.

Difficulty to fit into the laboratory. Some of Indian students stated that they were being
isolated in the laboratory, highlighting their feelings of being excluded like an outsider. For
example, 14 described his struggles, “. . . [I am] feeling like the a little isolated, so you are
differentiated with them, even you are in the same laboratory or with the same environment, but
treating as a different.” Although he tried to socialize with his laboratory mates, he felt turned
down, “I invited them sometimes just like, Okay we should go for a lunch or I’ll say, I’ll provide

some food from my country. . . . | also offer them once or twice, however they give me excuses.”
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When the experiences of being isolated occurred in the laboratory contexts, the stress
could be aggravated. For example, 18 indicated that one of his senior laboratory mates, who was
a second-year master student, was reluctant to transfer the knowledge of laboratory work to him,
that hindered his progress in research as he described,

Initially I told him [the senior student] . . . . Please write me the procedure on the paper,

so that I can clearly follow. So, accordingly, | prepared so many things, | was a new

student, so | had experience in that field, so I just did that. | asked him, “‘Hey, this become
black, but it should be white, right?’ So he said, “‘No, | don’t know. | gave you the
procedure, you just followed it.’

The second subtheme was hierarchical relationship among graduate students. Some of
Indian students felt frustrated with how senior students in the laboratory micromanaged them
based on the laboratory culture. For example, 16 stated that he left the laboratory earlier than
other local laboratory mates after the end of his work hours each day and felt judged by senior
laboratory mates:

My advisor was pretty cool about it [his leave off the laboratory]. But the problem comes

back, uh, to the lab itself . . . the senior students might judge you. . . . the next day | kind

of got some remarks that you probably shouldn’t have left the lab.

16 elaborated that he did not take a break or nap during the lunch time and concentrated
on his work. Therefore, he felt that he should leave the laboratory earlier. Similarly, 18 stated that
his laboratory mates needed to take turn to throw the trash, but one of his senior laboratory mates
complained to his advisor when he forgot to do it:

She immediately complained to the teacher . . . . And then teacher immediately got angry

at me. Because | think this is a childish. . . . [It] doesn’t matter I throw in the morning or

evening . . . it did not trouble anything or anyone . . . because not me only, others
students also do the same thing. . . . She just targeted at me.

18 discussed his concerns with his advisor and tried to solve the conflict. On the other
hand, there were also few participants making positive comments about the hierarchical
relationship in his laboratory, facilitating his learning as 113 indicated, “It [hierarchy] is
useful, . . . because when you meet someone who is very experienced, it’s always good to
approach him . . . especially every time you cannot approach the advisor.” Overall, during the

process of resolving their struggles fitting into the research laboratory, Indian students tried to
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sooth their emotions, to reduce interpersonal tensions in the laboratory through gradually
accepting the culture in the laboratory and to communicate with their laboratory mates or
advisors about their concerns directly or indirectly.

Language barrier. Vast majority of Indian students indicated that language barriers has
been taken placed on university campus, but also in the research laboratory, resulting in problems
in interpersonal relationships. Language challenge occurred when Indian students experienced
difficulty understanding laboratory mate or advisors’ Chinese. For example, 12 shared his
experiences of wasting time in communicating with his laboratory mates and tried to identify
solution to solve the language barriers,

I want to install a system software for the project. OK, now if I am in India, I will tell

them this is not a problem, they would understand and give me direct command to it. For

here, | have to deal with communication. | mean if it takes one minute to solve the
problem, here it takes ten minutes because if | say directly, there is WHAT? WHAT? |
am not getting your statement (laughing). So I have to find a solution to that. . . . The
solution is stupid. | use google translator. So | just type the words very fast. [He said to
one of his laboratory mate], “OH, OH, you need this.”

The second subtheme is interpersonal disengagement caused by language. Language
issue became a barrier that prevented Indian and Taiwanese students from communicating and
understanding each other and even created disappointment among them as 17 shared:

Uh, in that maybe are connected. And...initially they were not happy with me because |

was the first international student. So, our group meeting should go in English, haha.

And | remember uh... on the second talk, there was a master student. He started his

group meeting talking in English, and after two slides, he said, “Oh! I could not talk in

English. I only use Chinese.” And then professor said, “Okay, okay. This time I can
understand, next time | don’t want this excuse.” So... for first few months, people got
very angry with me, “why are you here?”

After this event, 17 tried to follow the norm in the lab not to ask questions during the
laboratory meeting, thus, he could maintain the harmonious relationships with them as he stated,
“even after that event, I don’t like to ask some questions during [their] talk . . . But after their
talk, I try to ask some explanations on some questions. . . . | miss the intellectual level

conversation.” When the language barrier could happen within research laboratory contexts,
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sometimes it exacerbate Indian students’ challenges in achieving the collaborations among
laboratory mates and the tasks they desired to accomplish. Overall, Indian male students had to
learned how to cope with language issues in the laboratories, including relying on support from
laboratory mates and observing the group dynamics to adjust their behaviors in the laboratory.
Adaptation Approaches

Although the stress could come from a variety of domains of Indian students’ life as
described previously such as adjustment to the life in Taiwan and struggles to fit into the
laboratories, two major approaches to adaptation were adopted to cope with their struggles and
stress, including Bicultural Connections and Spiritual Coping.

Bicultural connections. Although many of Indian students experienced adjustments
issues within and outside the research laboratories, they were able to connect with and gain
support from Taiwanese laboratory mates, friends, advisors, Indian friends and family over the
course of their stay in Taiwan. Many of students gained some tangible support such as language
translation, and solving house problems (i.e. water leakage) through connecting local groups.
Several students felt supported by his advisors as 112 shared that his advisor tried to help his wife
find a job in the department, “Before my wife came here, . . . | talked to my professor, ‘My wife
just finished her master degree, so she is interested in doing research in chemistry.” . .. So he
checked her C.V.”

Similarly, 19 described how he had maintained wonderful relationships with his
laboratory mates via cross-cultural food sharing, “Sometimes we [Indian students] make La Cha

[teh tarik], in the lab and offer to our lab mates. . . . she [his Taiwanese labmate] just graduated,
she used to bring some Litchi [Lychee ] to us.” Although 14 felt isolated by his laboratory mates

as described previously, he appreciated his relationship with one of his Taiwanese roommates
very much and even visited his family:
Yeah, I’m very happy to say about it. So he’s a very good guy, like he always likes to
help me out, even when he is busy. . . | asked him, ‘Oh, I need to go some places.” He
tried to point me out place, point by point, and said “So you take this step, take this and
take this....” ... So | had a very good experience with him, like even | went to his home
and had a dinner with his family . . . his family’s really good. | appreciate it.
The support from laboratory mates seemed to be helpful, however, few of students also

stated that they experienced struggled in the process of gaining support because of losing
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personal autonomy. For example, 113 described his struggle in relying on laboratory mates for
language translation: “I want to order some chemical materials. | have to depend on my
laboratory mates. Because the one who takes my orders from on that side [from another
organization] only knows Chinese, so | can’t not talk to him.” During the follow-up interview,
113 indicated that his laboratory mates and he gradually developed stronger connections with his
laboratory mates as he stayed longer in the laboratories:
Initially maybe language was a barrier. They [his laboratory mates] hesitated to approach
me, but as | stay a bit longer, we start to know each other. ... We almost go out for lunch
every day. | used to stick to three or four restaurants, but now | made the decision that
I’ll go out to eat with them, and to try some new foods.”

Connecting with ethnic groups was the second subtheme since most of Indian students
tried to socialize with Indian students and gain support from family and spouses. In particular,
when students had not connected with local and Indian students at the beginning of their study in
Taiwan, they could mainly rely on the support from their family as 16 stated:

I think it (studying abroad) is outside your comfort zone, especially uh an unfamiliar
condition or an unfamiliar country. . . in the first six months, | was a little bit lonely, that
was the time when my support structure, my parents and my love one, play the larger
role in talking to me almost every second day.

Gaining social connections from Indian friends could reduce their loneliness in Taiwan as
113 described, “they [his Indian friends] used to cook and give me Indian food, that was the
positive thing we would have.” Similarly, being able to consult an Indian senior in the research
sometimes also provided perspectives about how to get through graduate school as 113 stated: “I
asked him [the senior student in his laboratory] who has spent 6 years here, . . . whether you
could give some advice to me or . . . share some experiences [to me]. Then, we had a long
discussion.” During the follow-up interviews, vast majority of eight students had adjusted better
through connecting with ethnic and local groups.

Spiritual Coping. Indian students had practiced their Hinduism and related spiritual belief
under the influence of their cultural traditions. Verbal approach is often adopted by most of them
to express their struggles and stress to God directly through worships or to release their pressure
through some comforting religious chants. In Taiwan, they could not find Hindu temple, however,

some of them worshiped through the pictures of God or God songs. For example, 111 stated that
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he often listened to God songs downloaded from Youtube, “Just sometimes | listen some God
songs. . . . | feel a little bit more energetic.” He further elaborated the message that inspired him in
the God songs, “Do you work essentially, Don’t cheat with work. Do very sincerely with your
work. . . .Yes, yes, and you will get everything.” Similarly, 18 expressed his gratitude toward God
for helping his wife find a job during his financial struggles and shared the importance of daily
praying:

Because we [his wife and him] applied for hundreds of jobs, so many professors didn’t

want to reply. And one person just called us who is my friend. On the same day she got the

job. And that...so this is just like magic, you know. So for this all kind of activity, I think
that God is always helping us indirectly . . . in Hinduism, it [praying] is a common
practice. Every morning we lighten it [incense] . . . we like to chant some Mantra in the
morning and evening, and the prayer says, “Thanks to God.”

The spiritual coping could come from the commonly used chants from Hindu culture. For
example, 15 shared his sadness over his father’s death before coming to Taiwan and his frustration
in his research progress and in finding suitable advisor. Because of these emotions, he attempted
to comfort himself with some Hindu chants, “I used to cry [making crying voice] . . . I told myself,
Aal izz well [All is well in Hindu], Aal izz well [all is well in Hindu], don’t worry ... .” 15
elaborated another important spiritual message that helped him reframe the challenging issues that
he faced, “There is one saying in our GITA, like Holy Bible, . . .1t is written, “Whatever happen, it
happens for good. . . . Whatever you lose, you will gain from here only’. | always remember these
words.”

The second subtheme was behavioral approach, which focused on the connections
between mind and body for enhancing the experiences of living in the moment. A few of Indian
students often adopted behavioral practices to release their stress spiritually. The common
strategies Indian students used were meditation and yoga that could be learned from mainstream
Indian culture. For example, 17 stated that he learned how to practice yoga from a guru:

Yoga somehow tries to teach you how you should connect your body with your mind.

Many times it’s see like mind go somewhere and body stay somewhere. So, with

practicing more and more yoga, we could, not always, but we try to control our mind to

the same place. It’s good for focusing. It’s good for concentrating. As it is good for

relaxing yourself from many emotions.
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Similarly, 14 also indicated the benefits of practicing yoga, “Your mind will be very much
steady and you will try to concentrate on every single thing. So, you just don’t think anything
about the world, what is going around. So, yoga can enhance your concentration on your study”.
He elaborated that yoga has been adopted by students in Taiwan and people around the world who
even are not a believer in Hinduism, “I also practice Yoga. So, it is also one of the best exercises.
So, it might be adopted by everyone around the world. | also seen many people in Taiwan also do
Yoga. In addition to yoga, 11 indicated that he relied on meditation for reducing mental stress
and gained energy in daily life:

I do meditation every day. . . . So whenever you wake up in the morning, after bath, you

have to do meditation at least 10 minutes. . . . It is really helpful because the mental stress

would be released. (Hmm) and the confidence you get after meditation, so it is a very
peace of mind for the whole day. Starting with meditation in the morning keeps my mind
very fast.

In sum, few of Indian students stated that they did not know exactly how their spiritual
beliefs in Hinduism was related to their coping with adjustment struggles, however, many of
students clearly expressed that spiritual practices have played an important role helping them
deal with the struggles and stress. In addition, during the follow-up interview, few of participants
considered finding a job in Taiwan; however, they found that language barriers could lower their
chances of gaining a job offer in Taiwan after their graduation. For example, 16 shared his
concerns about his Chinese, “they [HR managers] were telling me that, . . . if you want to join a
company in Taiwan, . . . your Chinese may be at least medium level, . . . good enough to

communicate others.”
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Over the last few decades, little study has been conducted to examine the experience of
the minority group comprising international students who intend to fit into science and
technology research labs with a new cultural and learning environment. Thus, the main
purpose of this study was designed to investigate how the male graduate students from India
acculturated into Taiwanese research labs. By means of hermeneutic phenomenology approach,
13 participants with Hindu backgrounds from India were recruited for in-depth interviews
from four college campuses in Taiwan. A number of primary themes and subthemes were
identified through thematic analysis in terms of the decision to Taiwan, adjustment issues,
cultural shock, and research lab experiences respectively. Overall, their common adjustment
stress was related to the transition from India to Taiwan (e. g. homesickness and food
concerns), loneliness, and financial considerations. Furthermore, there were particular
challenges for them assimilating into the research labs, including being isolated, language
barriers and struggles to fit into hierarchical relationships among graduate students. On the
other hand, many of them were able to identify different types of social support from friends,
professors, spouse, and lab mates. Spiritual coping was adopted to deal with their
psychological stress. The implications of this study and discussions regarding counseling,
education, and research were part of this study as well.
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