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Abstract: This paper provides an in-depth account of lived racial 

experiences faced by a group of international students in Hong Kong 
and how such experiences affected their academic, social, and mental 

well-being. Using neoracism as a theoretical lens and drawing on in-
depth interviews with 10 international students, we found that most of 

our participants encountered subtle forms of racism inside campus 

while the experiences of racism outside campus were explicit. 
Participants were ostracized and felt lonely, helpless, and stressed out, 

which propelled them to adapt some coping mechanisms to survive the 
remaining study years and return to their homeland. Given the recent 

push towards internationalization of higher education by Hong Kong 

government, the findings of the study will help academics, support 
staff, leaders and policy makers undertake measures for creating a 

positive racial climate to attract more international students and provide 
them meaningful international education experiences.   
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Introduction 
 

International students encounter several challenges including ‘academic adaptation, 

sociocultural adjustment, culture shock, language difficulties, misunderstandings in intercultural 

communication, social isolation, loneliness,’ and identity crises (Sung, 2022, p. 640). Often such 
experiences are linked to racial encounters and students’ racial experiences negatively affect their 

academic, social and mental well-being (Byrd & McKinney, 2012; Hurtado et al., 1998; Tausen 
et al., 2020). To address these challenges educational institutions in many parts of the world are 

reforming their policies to promote positive racial climate on campus (Gao & Liu, 2021).  

Internationalization in recent times has led to the surge of international students in Asian 
universities. More specifically, China has become a popular international higher education 

destination through constant push towards internationalization and its link with economic 
development (Gao, 2024; Gao & Hua, 2021). Most of the related research on international students’ 

experiences, however, is based on the US, the UK, Canada and Australian higher education 

contexts. There is a research gap in Asia, more specifically in Chinese higher education context 
where little is known about international students’ racial experiences.  

Studies have so far framed various problems faced by international students and highlighted 
their inability to cope and adapt. Often the onus is on the international students to blend into the 

host country, know its culture, norms, and overcome the challenges individually (Hoang & Jordan, 

2019; Lee, 2006). Few studies rarely focused on how both personnel and structure can create and 

 
1 Corresponding author: Assistant Professor, Department of Education Policy and Leadership, Centre for Higher 

Education Leadership and Policy Studies, The Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong SAR, China. Email: 

mbhowmik@eduhk.hk  



Bhowmik & Ahmad 

 

 

 

68 

maintain a racist, discriminatory campus environment for international students causing them to 

suffer silently and at the same time putting primary burden on them to navigate through these 
barriers. 

This paper reports an in-depth account of lived racial experiences and their effects faced by 
a group of international students in Hong Kong. It  specifically answers the following two research 

questions: (1) What racial experiences were faced by a group of international students during their 

studies in Hong Kong? (2) How did the experiences affect their academic, social, and mental well-
being? By answering these questions, the paper contributes to the scant literature on international 

students’ racial experiences in Hong Kong, a Chinese context. 
Given the increased mobility of international students and the recent push towards 

internationalization of higher education by the administration of Hong Kong, it is important to 

explore the racial experiences of international students to understand the intricacies of those 
experiences and how their well-being is affected to help them overcome the challenges and 

navigate their international education with a positive mind set. The in-depth lived experiences of 
international students, as reported in this research, will help Hong Kong academics, support staff, 

leaders, and policy makers to undertake measures for creating a positive racial climate to attract 

more international students and provide them meaningful international education experiences 
which will ultimately strengthen the internationalization of higher education in Hong Kong.   

 

International students’ racial experiences 
 

International Students experiencing racism, discrimination and racial microaggression have 

been highlighted in countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia 
and others (Brown & Jones, 2013; Lee et al., 2017; Lee, C., 2017; Lee, J. S., 2017). Experiences 

of international students tend to be generalized or stereotyped based on their nationality, ethnicity, 
and religion (Jones, 2017) disregarding the fact that different students might have different stories 

to tell. A discrepancy is reported between their own views of themselves and how they are 

perceived by the local students which negatively impacts their satisfaction with international 
education experiences (Brown & Brown, 2013; Jones, 2017; Li & Han, 2021). 

Research focusing on the US higher educational institutions revealed international students 
being discriminated based on culture, nationality, English speaking accent, food choices, religion, 

hairstyle/dressing sense etc. Verbal and nonverbal insults towards international students were 

reported by Lee and Rice (2007). Various racial experiences alienated international students from 
local students in the US, made them feel isolated and lonely, and they started to think of themselves 

as outsiders and not part of the local students (Yao et al., 2021). Identity crisis challenges were also 
experienced by international students while trying to reconcile their pre-US identities with current 

identities of the local culture as a minority, leading them to understand how far they were 

discriminated (Bardhan & Zhang, 2017). In comparison, international students from western 
English-speaking nations did not face such challenges (Bordoloi, 2014; James, 2018; Koo, Kim et 

al., 2021; Yao et al., 2019).   
After the 9/11 attack international students, specifically Muslim, from Middle East, Asia 

and Africa started perceiving more discrimination compared to other non-Muslim international 

students (Boafo-Arthur,2014; Lobnibe, 2013; Lee & Rice, 2007). Similar situation was faced by 
Oriental students during the pandemic indicating a hostile environment for international students 

in the US (Schumaker, 2020). More recent studies found racial challenges of being ignored, 
negative campus environment and isolation were faced more by non-White international students 

in White dominated higher education institutions in the US (Halpern & Aydin, 2021; Koo, Kim, et 
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al., 2021; Talley-Matthews et al., 2020). International students in the UK and Australia reported 

being highly susceptible to racist abuse if they are physically distinct from the host community 

(Marginson et al., 2010). In addition, Blacks and Asians were more prone to experience 
discrimination in the UK based on their country of origin, outlook, and culture (Brown & Jones, 

2013).  
Gong et al. (2021) found that a group of students from New Zealand in China faced 

challenges with local students in terms of communication, adapting to local culture, and 

misunderstandings; and responding by learning to understand more of the local values/norms while 
avoiding conflicts. In Hong Kong, a Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of 

China, studies have reported various challenges faced by international students including language 
barrier, cultural shock, misunderstanding due to communication barriers with local students, 

academic adaptation, social isolation, loneliness, financial challenge, stereotypes, and identity 

crisis (e.g., Cheung, 2013; Ladegaard & Cheng, 2014; Sung, 2017, 2021, 2022; Yu & Wright, 
2017; Wu et al., 2015). However, how these experiences are linked to racism, other racial 

experiences and their effects on well-being have been little reported.  
 

Internationalization of higher education in Hong Kong  
 

Realizing the importance of promoting internationalization of higher education, supportive 
educational policy reforms were undertaken in Hong Kong (Vyas, 2018). The past two decades 

saw policies encouraging greater internationalization of Hong Kong’s universities by increasing 
the enrollment of non-local students (University Grants Committee [UGC], 1996, 2004), lifting 

quota for enrolling international students, relaxing restrictions on entry visas and employment 

policies for non-local students (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2017a, 2017b). Furthermore, 
several scholarships and awards such as the HKSAR Government Scholarship and the Hong Kong 

PhD Fellowship Schemes are offered by the HKSAR Government for non-local students (Hong 
Kong Education Bureau, 2017c). Being referred as “Asia’s World City”, consisting of a unique 

cultural and geographical position, Hong Kong acts as the bridge between the East and the West. 

Mok et al., (2021, p.4) put it, ‘as an educational hub, the academic reputation and quality of Hong 
Kong is another motivation for students to choose it as the destination’ for higher education.  

There were 21,709 non-local students studying in eight publicly funded Hong Kong 
universities in 2022/23, constituting 21.2% of total student population (Census and Statistics 

Department, 2023). Among them 74.8% were from Mainland China, 21.6% from other Asian 

countries and 3.7% from the rest of the world. Thus, Hong Kong’s version of ‘international 
students’ referring to ‘non-local students’ include two-third from Mainland China and one-third 

from other countries in the world.   The recent increase of international students’ enrolment cap 
from 20% to 40% from the academic year 2024/25 (Yiu, 2023), indicating HKSAR’s determination 

towards internationalization of higher education is further solidified. As quoted by Yiu (2023) in 

the South China Morning Post, “The initiative is against the backdrop of the [government] blueprint 
of turning Hong Kong into a regional education hub and the policy of attracting talent globally”. 

Furthermore, educational institutions are reforming their policies to promote a favorable 
environment owing to the current presence of a diverse student population in Hong Kong (Gao & 

Liu, 2021). Therefore, issues related to racial experiences, especially on campus, need to be tackled 

as the Hong Kong Government aims for further internationalization of higher education and 
attracting global talents.  

According to the Census and Statistics Department (2022), Hong Kong has a total of 
619568 ethnic minorities (officially defined as non-Chinese population), constituting 8.4% of the 
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total population. Considerable evidence indicates that racism and discrimination prevail against 

ethnic minorities in Hong Kong (Bhowmik & Gube, 2022). It was also reported that racism is an 
acculturation challenge which causes stress among ethnic minorities youth in Hong Kong 

(Bhowmik et al., 2018; Bhowmik, 2021). However, is the situation similar in the case of 
international students especially those from non-Chinese backgrounds? The current study attempts 

to answer this question.  
 

Theoretical framework: Neoracism 
 

The study reported here is grounded on the lived racial experiences of international 

students, and the encounters of discrimination are framed within the circle of direct and indirect 
forms of neoracism. Spears (1999, p. 12-13) defines, “neo-racism rationalizes the subordination of 

people of color based on culture, which is, of course, acquired through acculturation within an 

ethnic group, while traditional racism rationalizes it fundamentally in terms of biology. Neo-racism 
is still racism in that it functions to maintain racial hierarchies of oppression.”  This means 

neoracism justifies racism based on cultural difference or national origin of a minority group not 
only limiting to difference in physical characteristics such as skin color and focuses on preserving 

dominant group’s privilege (Lee, 2006; Mitchell & Maloff, 2016). Furthermore, Balibar (1991) 

extends the interpretation beyond biology and phenotype to include common cultural 
characteristics, ranging from dress, rituals, language to values and religious beliefs and practices. 
Thus, the phenomenon of neoracism is also called “cultural racism” or “racism of cultural 
difference” or “cultural stereotypes'' – explaining discrimination based on cultural difference or 

country of origin rather than physical appearance alone (Koo et al., 2023). It is plausible that 

international students might not necessarily connect their racial experience with only race but also 
with culture (Mitchell et al., 2017).  

Neoracism therefore is applied in this study to interpret international students’ racial 
experiences on campus due to their diverse culture and national origin. Most of the research in the 

context of neoracism was based on American higher educational institutions (e.g., Boafo-Arthur, 

2014; Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Dengg, 2022; Lee & Rice, 2007; Lee & Opio, 2011; Yao, 2018). 
Findings showed discriminatory attitudes by domestic students prevail towards international 

students such as Southeast Asians and Africans based on nationality, language, and cultural 
practices (Koo et al., 2023) - which can be linked to neoracism. However, there is scarcity of 

research adopting neoracism to study racial experiences of international students in Hong Kong 

educational institutions. This research is responding to this gap.  
Being a British colony for 156 years and now under China’s increasing geo-political 

control, racism in Hong Kong has a distinctive characteristic. Colonialism itself was a 
manifestation of racism which oppressed both Chinese and Ethnic minorities of South and South-

East Asian heritages. The ethnic minorities have been living in Hong Kong since the 1840s. Even 

after the handover of Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty, the South and South-East Asians 
continued to endure discrimination (Law & Lee, 2012). Cultural racism is one of the forms reported 

in Hong Kong that stereotypes all Chinese as ‘hard working’ and South Asian ethnic minorities as 
‘uneducated’, ‘dishonest’ and ‘criminals’ (Bhowmik et al., 2022). Thus, colonialism and 

contemporary racism and their interaction contributes to the overall racial experiences of minority 

groups in Hong Kong.  
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Methodology and methods 
 

This qualitative study sought to understand racial experiences of a group of international 

students in Hong Kong and how their experiences impacted their academic, social, and mental 
well-being. Since this study involves actual experiences of participants and interpretations of their 

perception of different events, a qualitative approach is justified as it enables the researchers to 
develop a high level of detail from participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2009; Gentles et al., 2015). 

The study employed in-depth interviews with international students in Hong Kong highlighting 

their different perspectives and interpretation of racial experiences. The in-depth interviews 
provided a greater breadth to critically understand their perspectives about racism in their 

institution and how it impacted their international education journey (Fontana & Frey, 1994). 
Before full scale data collection, a pilot interview was conducted to assess whether the research 

protocol is realistic and uncover any potential problems (Van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). The 

interview protocol was adjusted based on the pilot interview.   
 

Participants  

 

The criteria for eligibility to participate in this study were (i) students who are referred to 

as international students - foreign passport holders with valid Hong Kong study visa (ii) students 
who are in their 3rd or higher year of study, having spent a considerable time in the university. A 

total of 10 international students were interviewed for this research upon meeting the criteria. They 
are from five different countries including three from Bangladesh, three from Kazakhstan, two 

from Pakistan, one from India, and one from South Korea. Their age range is between 20 to 40, 

and the majority are Muslims. Table 1 provides their full details including a pseudonym, gender, 
age, year of study, degree of study, nationality, country of origin, first language, religion. The 

pseudonyms are used throughout this paper to protect the privacy of the participants.  After 
completing their education in their countries of origin, the participants decided to pursue higher 

education in Hong Kong. They needed to meet the English language requirement for getting 

admission into the university which shows their good command over the language. Furthermore, 
the medium of instruction for their respective degrees is English.  

The gender mixture of participants being 70% male and 30% female. Participants' degree 
of study was an equal mixture of undergraduate and doctoral students specializing in Education, 

Environment Science, Biomechanics. Undergraduate students were between 20-24 (mean 22.4) 

and Doctoral students were between 30-39 (mean 34.6). Initially, some participants were identified 
through personal contacts of the authors and then snowballing technique was applied to identify 

further participants (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997).  
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Table 1  

Details of participants 

     Pseudonym Gender Age 
Year of 
Study 

Study Level Nationality 
Country of 

Origin 

First 

Languag

e 

Religion 

Farhana Sultana  F 35 3rd Doctoral Bangladeshi Bangladesh Bengali Islam 

Yakov 
Suleimanov  

M 23 5th Bachelor Kazakh Kazakhstan Kazakh Islam 

Iftekhar Hasan M 30 5th Doctoral Pakistani Pakistan Urdu Islam 

Imtiaz Ahmad M 39 3rd Doctoral Bangladeshi Bangladesh Bengali Islam 

Anara Akhmetov F 24 3rd Bachelor Kazakh Kazakhstan Kazakh Atheist 

Park Min-ho M 23 4th Bachelor  Korean 
South 

Korea 
Korean 

Christian, 

Protestant 

Mahira Khan F 20 3rd Bachelor  Pakistani Pakistan Urdu Islam 

Zahir Ali M 38 3rd Doctoral Indian India Hindi Islam 

Erasyl Akhmetov M 22 3rd Bachelor  Kazakh Kazakhstan Kazakh Islam 

Parvez Rahman M 31 3rd Doctoral Bangladeshi Bangladesh Bengali Islam 

 

Data collection and analysis 

 

The fieldwork for this research began with the approval from the Human Research Ethics 
Committee of the University. The format of the interviews was semi-structured in nature, the 

language used was English and all participants chose to be interviewed online via ZOOM. Prior to 

the interview, participants were asked to sign a consent form. Each participant was interviewed 
once for approximately one hour, and the interviews were audio-recorded with additional verbal 

consent. The interview questions were emailed to them some days before the interview to have an 
initial idea. The interviews were carried out in the second half of 2023. A set pattern was followed 

while carrying out the interviews. The first set of questions focused on participants’ personal 

background, demographic and educational information. Next set of questions aimed at capturing 
their racial experience on campus and outside, and how those experiences affected them 

academically, socially, and mentally. The interview questions are given in the Appendix 1.  
We followed several techniques to increase the validity and trustworthiness of the data 

(Silverman, 2001). Each interview was in-depth and lasted for approximately one hour. Interview 

data were audio recorded, carefully transcribed, and validated against the record, and presented 
long excerpts in the findings section. Participants' responses to questions were thoroughly checked 

to find the consistency in their answers, a way to employ triangulation. Furthermore, data from the 
pilot study helped to clarify some ideas and focus more on some areas during the subsequent 

interviews to gather detailed information which ultimately enriched the findings.   

Data analysis was done taking into consideration that this is qualitative research and data 
are descriptive in the form of interview transcripts and therefore, thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006) approach was used. All the interview data were transcribed verbatim. The analysis 
steps included identifying units of analysis, coding data, sorting code, checking code, and creating 

themes (Foss & Waters, 2007). The units of analysis were guided by research questions. The 

transcripts were read many times thoroughly to understand the depth of racism experienced by the 
participants, and the similarities and differences in their experiences. The transcripts were then 

coded. After coding data, they were checked and sorted thoroughly to identify the coding categories 
or themes. Finally, salient themes were created from the coding categories to answer the research 

questions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
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Results 

 

We identified three broad themes which elaborate on participants’ racial experiences and 
their effects.  These are - racial experiences on campus, racial experiences off campus, and effects 

of racial experiences on academic, social and mental well-being. Most participants used the term 
‘discriminatory’ or ‘racist’ during interviews which we used directly in this section.   

 

Racial experiences on campus 

 

The study was conducted at a publicly funded university where majority students are local 
Chinese and includes a good number of international students. Most of our participants reported 

that they encountered discriminatory experiences inside campus in subtle forms while the 

experiences of racism outside campus were explicit.  Our analysis suggests that the racial 
experiences are linked to culture characterized by differences in language, ethnicity, nationality, 

religious background and cultural practices. The racial experiences inside campus are manifested 
in exclusion owing to language and communication barriers, and invasive, avoidance and 

reluctance behaviors by some local Chinese students. 

 

Exclusion owing to language and communication barriers. Chinese-language related 

barriers have been cited as a major cause of feeling discomfort and discrimination by the 
international student participants in this study. Even though English is the major selection criteria 

to get admission and it is used as the primary medium of instruction in all major courses, the local 

language Cantonese (spoken language of Chinese used by the majority Chinese population in Hong 
Kong) remains the dominant language of communication. Some professors preferred to give 

supplementary notes in Chinese, chit chatting with local students in the classroom in Chinese and 
local students preferred to use Cantonese among themselves. These all added to the frustration of 

the participants. Lack of proficiency of the local language garnered international students into 

marginalized positions in the university as a member of the minority group, which they got 
acquiesced to. For example, Park, a male international student from South Korea studying at 

Bachelor degree level in his final year of study, shared classroom incidents: 
From time to time in classrooms, professors utilize Cantonese to better 

explain concepts to the local students. Mostly they try to explain first in 

English, and they usually use Cantonese as a supplement either to explain 
in-depth to local students or to converse. So, I think they are treating their 

local students better. When they start talking in Cantonese, I feel relaxed if 
I already understood the concept and don't need any further explanation. 

However, I do get agitated if I don’t understand at the first go and would 

approach the professors to explain more in English.  
Park’s assertion clearly reflects that because of the language barrier international students 

did not benefit from some of their professors, the way local Chinese students did. This might result 
in the exclusion of international students.  

Similar experience resonated with Anara, a 24-year-old female student from Kazakhstan 

studying at Bachelor degree level. She was residing at a university dormitory and due to the 
language barrier, she faced communication challenges with security staff. She also missed 

opportunities to participate in voluntary service and internships as all advertisements were in 
Cantonese. She commented:  
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In one semester, I was the only non-local student in class, and had a hard 

time forming a group for a project because people didn't want to let me join 
their group as they would have to speak in English, which is an additional 

burden and time consuming for them. Similar incident I faced during online 
classes - my group would just start discussing everything in Cantonese. I 

was not really involved in the discussions as they did not involve me and 

spoke in the local language. All these incidents act as microaggressions 
creating a snowball effect making me feel uncomfortable and frustrated in 

total.  
Anara referred her experiences to ‘microaggressions’ due to her inability to communicate 

in the local language, reflecting her awareness of subtle forms of racism. Being an international 

student, she was unable to comprehend why the expectation was on her to learn the local language. 
Furthermore, she expressed there is a deep level of favoritism towards the local students by the 

university.    
Similar feeling was shared by Zahir, a student from India studying at the final year Doctoral 

degree level. He shared an uncomfortable experience he faced, which was not being able to 

effectively communicate due to the language barrier. Many people at the university, including local 
and Mainland Chinese students, preferred not to speak with him in English, even though English 

knowledge is expected in such an academic setting. He found it frustrating to have to repeat himself 
multiple times or restructure his sentences to be understood. He expressed: “I often must repeat 

myself multiple times before being understood. This difficulty in communication indeed hinders my 

ability to engage in conversations beyond academic matters, preventing me from further social 
interaction.” However, he did not encounter communication issues with other international 

students from various places including Africa, Cambodia, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. He expressed 
that these students were receptive, willing to listen, understand, and respond. He did not have local 

Chinese friends at the university as he tried to form friendships but did not receive a positive 

response, limiting only to necessary or urgent conversations.  
 

Invasive, avoidance and reluctance behaviors by some local Chinese students. 

International students experiencing unwanted behaviors by some members of majority groups due 

to their diverse ethnicity, national identity, religious background and cultural practices, can be 

related to prejudice and stereotypes against them. Prejudice and stereotypes are the major forms of 
cultural racism where people are categorized based on their religion, common cultural 

characteristics, dressing up, type of food consumption, general practices which are believed 
incompatible with mainstream society (Balibar, 1991). Relating South Asians with criminal 

activity, radicalization, laziness, and untrustworthiness are the prejudices and stereotypes held by 

some local Chinese people in Hong Kong (Bhowmik et al., 2022; Bhowmik & Gube, 2022). This 
is spilled over to international students studying at universities in Hong Kong and hindered their 

efforts in making friendship with local Chinese students. Mahira, an international student from 
Pakistan studying at Bachelor degree level shared her experience of invasive behavior from some 

local Chinese students:   

I am a Muslim woman wearing a hijab, because of which I get a lot of stares 
when I walk on campus hallways. When praying in the library, people were 

staring and trying to figure out what I was doing. There is also a lot of 
staring in the dormitory, where people would avoid riding in the elevator 

with me. On the university shuttle bus, people would choose not to sit next 
to me and my other international student friends even when there were 
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available seats. The most outrageous incident was once when a certain 

group of local students took out their phones to record me and my friends 

while walking past us in the campus central area. They were pretending to 
use their phone but were taking photos. When we walked past them, we 

saw ourselves on their phone. I was too shocked to do anything or report. 
How can anyone ever justify invading someone's privacy like that?  

Mahira’s above experience is directly linked to cultural racism. Since some local Chinese 

people have preconceived notions about ethnic minorities who are born and brought up in Hong 
Kong, they develop similar prejudice and stereotypes about international students. Such behavior 

stems from a lack of awareness, as some individuals might not have encountered people of different 
ethnic backgrounds before. 

Farhana, an international student from Bangladesh studying at Doctoral degree level, 

mentioned about avoidance and reluctance behaviors by some local Chinese students despite her 
attempts to make friendship:  

Within peer groups, there is a tendency of local students not wanting to be 
friends with those from another nationality, especially South Asians. I was 

ignored when I asked for some local students’ names or contact information 

like phone numbers. There seems to be some sort of trust issue and 
common mindset regarding South Asians. Even though these experiences 

are not major problems but kind of leave a negative impression about the 
country and local people questioning my judgment whether it was the 

correct decision to come here for my higher education.  

Imtiaz, a 30-year-old international student from Bangladesh studying at Doctoral degree 
level shared the similar experience of avoidance and reluctance behaviors by some local Chinese 

students. He commented: 
First, regarding my peers, Chinese lab mates or colleagues are unwilling to 

share information about their experiments, which I find selfish. They have 

this stereotypical idea that I won’t work hard and cannot be trusted, which 
I believe is due to my national identity. This to me is an extreme form of 

racism and discriminatory behavior towards South Asians. I have faced 
difficulty making friends with local students, finding them unfriendly and 

uninterested in initiating conversations unless necessary. Due to this 

challenge, I have made my own comfort zone with students who are from 
similar backgrounds as me. 

As we observed among participants, exclusion due to language and communication 
barriers, and invasive, avoidance and reluctance behaviors by some local Chinese students limited 

international students’ interaction with their local Chinese peers. This contributed international 

students to perceive that they were not welcomed. Furthermore, their perceptions grew stronger 
over time as they also faced racial experiences outside campus.  

 

Racial experiences off campus 

 

Alienation inside campus shocked most of the international student participants in this 
study. In addition, there were instances of some blatant and direct racist behavior some participants 

encountered from some local Chinese people outside the campus. Iftekhar, an international student 
from Pakistan studying at Doctoral degree level mentioned how on a regular basis he encountered 
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racism and uncomfortable experiences, particularly while traveling on public transportation like 

the MTR and buses. He expressed:  
In public transport, local people, for no reason, displayed dislike towards 

international students or individuals like us. For example, they would avoid 
sitting beside me or would vacate their seats and walk away immediately 

if I approached sitting beside them. I find these situations embarrassing and 

get a sense that locals do not favor international people.  
Kazakh student Anara reflected how her appearance, which does not fit into the typical 

South Asian or East Asian stereotype, a man mistook her for a Filipino domestic helper. In another 
example, Erasyl, an international student from Kazakhstan studying at Bachelor degree level, 

discussed his internship experience at a local company where most employees were Chinese. Being 

a non- Chinese person, he felt that his cultural differences were often highlighted, particularly when 
it came to food preferences or choices of activities. Everyone would look at him with surprise when 

he expressed his preferences. Farhana had difficulty renting an apartment outside campus as 
landlords did not trust her due to her South Asian origin and spoke about it blatantly. Being told 

by a landlord that they did not trust her and only trusted her university affiliation, which had a 

particularly strong negative impact on her mental well-being.  
 

Effects of racial experiences on academic, social and mental well-being 

 

Some international student participants suffered from identity conflict due to the feeling of 

not fitting into the new culture and negative perception about their country of origin. They found a 
mismatch between their desired identities and negative identities imposed by locals, which made 

them pessimistic about the new country. This conflict coupled with unfavorable behaviors from 
some local Chinese students created various effects. In literature, racism in Hong Kong is dismissed 

by some Chinese people on the grounds of being non-violent and is explained as ignorance or lack 

of awareness (Bhowmik et al., 2022). Such an action tends to normalize racism and dilute its 
negative effects. As a result, some Chinese people never warmly embrace international students, 

rather engage in subtle racism. Most international students in this research expressed their desire 
to go back to their country after completion of degree due to the feeling of not being welcomed 

both inside and outside campus which have repercussions on their academic, social, and mental 

well-being.       
The language and communication barriers, stereotypes and prejudice against international 

students and some local Chinese students’ reluctance of mixing with international students create 
a strong wall for international students to break through. Subsequently this does contribute to extra 

mental pressure for international students who live far away from their home, family, relatives and 

friends. Like other students, Parvez, a student from Bangladesh studying at Doctoral degree level, 
also failed to make meaningful interaction with local Chinese students due to their reluctance, 

which he perceived stemming from prejudice and stereotypes against South Asian international 
students. Parvez shared how such racial experiences on campus affected his mental well-being: 

I have been engulfed in sadness and loneliness since I do not have any 

family members or relatives in Hong Kong. Sometimes I felt helpless, due 
to these instances of discrimination resulting in a strong negative impact 

on my mental well-being. I became socially recluse and was losing interest 
in my academic studies. Even started to question my decision to come to 

Hong Kong. To cope with these situations, I reached out and communicated 
with my family members online more often. By engaging in these 
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conversations and seeking support from loved ones, I found motivation and 

was able to move forward despite the challenges. 

Almost all Muslim participants mentioned the lack of halal food options and prayer rooms 
on campus made them uncomfortable and unhappy. With a growing number of Muslim students, 

the absence of halal food on campus became a significant issue, requiring students to seek food 
options outside the campus. Kazakh student Erasyl expressed a grievance shared by many other 

Muslim students to explain how students’ daily lives were affected:  

Food is an integral part of anyone’s daily life. Having issues with this 
necessity causes huge mental trauma. We have reached out so many times 

to the authorities but still nothing has been done. This makes me question 
whether this is some sort of racist behavior to Muslim students?  

Erasyl also felt he was singled out in the class. Especially when some local Chinese students 

faced difficulty with his name pronunciation; it created a sense of tension and made him feel like 
an outsider or foreigner in the class. He felt uncomfortable and isolated, as if there was a division 

between "us" and "not us" that he/other international students were placed in "not us". To cope 
with these situations, he developed a coping mechanism of laughing it off and making jokes to ease 

the tension. By employing humor and acknowledging his status as a foreigner, he attempted to 

diffuse the situation and moved on.  
Yakov, a final year student from Kazakhstan studying at Bachelor degree level shared how 

he was affected by the lack of prayer facility:   
Throughout my education journey in Hong Kong, I had to struggle with 

having to make daily decisions about where to pray, such as using disabled 

toilets, the library, or another room. Not having a designated prayer space 
affected my enthusiasm and faith, and I believe also have negatively 

impacted other Muslim students. This has made me frustrated, 
disappointed even initially losing focus on my studies. However, I found a 

sense of peace by being involved in various initiatives, including in a 

Muslim association and by individually gathering with other international 
students. 

Discriminatory experiences both inside and outside campus propelled most of the 
international student participants to perceive that the racial climate of Hong Kong is unwelcoming 

to say the least. Initially all received a bit of a shock and became frustrated with the behaviors of 

some Chinese students; however, they eventually learnt to cope and deal with the situation mainly 
by mixing with students from similar background/culture/nationality.  

 

Discussion and implications 

 

This study found evidence of international students being ostracized by some local Chinese 
students on campus making them feel lonely, helpless, and stressed out, which propelled them to 

adapt some coping mechanisms to survive the remaining study years and return to their homeland.  
This is consistent with a considerable amount of research from various contexts indicating that 

international students encounter racial experiences (Halpern et al., 2024; Koo et al., 2023; Lee & 

Rice, 2007; Sung, 2022; Yao et al., 2019, 2021; Yao, 2018). Our participants shared detailed 
experiences of neoracism due to their diverse language, ethnicity, culture, national origin, and 

religious affiliation, which is unique, and previous studies have rarely captured such an in-depth 
account in Chinese context.  
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Participants in this study reported that they experienced discrimination based on language 

and communication barriers, and invasive, avoidance and reluctance behaviors by some local 
Chinese students. The participants revealed the difficulties they faced while living and studying as 

international students in Hong Kong. The behavior of some local Chinese students and people 
outside campus yielded international student participants’ perception of not being welcomed, 

which contrasted their earlier imagination when they decided with strong motivation to pursue their 

higher education in Hong Kong. This unwelcoming feeling sometimes led to an identity crisis 
where international students felt that they were being grouped as ‘others’ based on local Chinese 

students’ preconceived notion about ethnic minorities and cultural differences. Similar findings 
were reported in the previous research (Sung, 2022).  

We also observed that international students experienced discrimination and racism more 

due to the assumed link created by some local Chinese students about Hong Kong born and/or 
educated ethnic minority students from similar ethnic backgrounds. This observation is consistent 

with a study conducted on international students living in the US (Koo et al., 2023).  While our 
international student participants from Central Asia and East Asia experienced discrimination 

mainly based on language barriers and cultural differences, our South Asian international students' 

racial experiences were based on their diverse race, ethnicity, religion and culture. International 
student participants felt that they were not welcomed, and some local Chinese students did not want 

to mingle with them. This was a huge blockage to their educational and living experiences in Hong 
Kong which negatively impacted their educational, social and mental well-being.  

An interesting finding of this study is the relationship some local Chinese students tried to 

develop with an international student participant. The international student participant who looked 
like them and they presumed that the student was from a similar cultural background; their attitude 

was significantly different compared with their behavior with other international students from 
different cultural backgrounds. That participant didn’t have any discriminatory experience in Hong 

Kong other than the language barrier. Some local Chinese students refrained from mixing with 

international student participants who were extroverted and spoke their mind as they found such 
attributes are different from their own. This is another interesting finding which shows that local 

Chinese students tried to find similarity with international students in terms of culture or way of 
life; and whenever they found divergences they tended to avoid. Almost all International students 

of South Asian origins reported discrimination and somewhat racist behavior from some local 

Chinese students. To cope with those experiences and resulting impact on their well-being, 
international students developed their own coping mechanisms, for instance, trying to create 

awareness through knowledge building about their national origin or mixing with students from 
similar cultural backgrounds.  

Based on our findings, we suggest several strategies for creating a better racial climate for 

international students. First, student service offices in universities dealing with international 
students should attend to their needs and provide services which cater to those specific needs (Koo, 

Nyunt, et al., 2021; Koo, Baker, et al., 2021; and Yao et al., 2021). Counseling services should be 
provided to international students on a priority basis, especially to those whose mental wellbeing 

are being compromised and suffering from loneliness.  According to participants, there were not 

many support services available for international students targeting their needs. Universities in 
Hong Kong need to step up and provide a safe zone for international students to report any 

discrimination or racism they experience both inside and outside campus. Educators, leaders and 
support staff should openly publicize about such offices and personals where international students 

can freely speak. 
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Second, educators, support staff, leaders, and policy makers can arrange forums, 

workshops, activities, and sharing sessions where international students can come together in 

groups and share their stories. International students will know there are many people like them 
who are going through the same crisis; through sharing sessions they will also get ideas how to 

overcome and be motivated. Through these sharing sessions leaders, policy makers and other 
organizations will get to know international students' narratives on discrimination which may have 

previously been overlooked and need advocating. These sharing sessions may be organized outside 

university campus so that the international students feel at ease and give them an opportunity to 
break free from the mental trauma that they are going through.  

Third, special support needs to be provided to South Asian international students. As per 
the findings of this study, South Asian international students experience higher discrimination 

compared to other national origins. Student service offices must investigate this issue deeply. 

Arranging cultural events and workshops combining both local and international students can 
foster a positive climate on campus. As suggested by Bhowmik et al. (2022) knowledge about 

multiculturalism can harness strong bonds and respect between local and international students. 
Buddy programs and language exchange programs may be implemented to improve racial and 

ethnic sensitivity and create an inclusive climate on campus (Koo et al., 2023).  

Although our study is based on Hong Kong data, it has international implications. Our study 
reports how international students encountered racism at an Asian university located in Hong Kong, 

a Chinese context. The findings highlight the temporal and spatial characters of racism in Hong 
Kong shaped by its distinctive social, cultural and political contexts (Bhowmik et al., 2022). It is 

important to document the manifestation of racism and its effects in various contexts in order for 

developing a comprehensive knowledgebase about racism globally and theorising it.     
 

Conclusion 

 

Our study is limited to only participants from one university in Hong Kong. Focusing on 

more universities will give more breadth of data. However, it is quite alarming to reveal that in this 
era of diversity and inclusion and Hong Kong being Asia's world city, international students 

coming in for higher education are being racialized. The findings of this research can be an eye 
opener for policy makers and educators to advocate this issue as Hong Kong, a special 

administrative region of China, moves forward for further internationalizing its higher education.  

Local Chinese students sometimes may not understand the consequences of their actions. 
Therefore, awareness needs to be raised among local Chinese students for a better inclusive climate 

around campus. Ultimately, success of internationalization of higher education in Hong Kong will 
not only depend on the headcounts of international students, but also on their lived experiences, 

which they will share with prospective students from their homeland and the rest of the world. 

Therefore, it is of utmost importance to pay attention to the needs of already enrolled international 
students by promoting positive interaction with local Chinese students to foster an inclusive 

climate.  
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Appendix 1: Interview questions 

 

1. Background, demographic and educational information. 
2. Have you encountered any racism or discrimination or any other indecent/uncomfortable 

experiences at your university? If yes, what are those? Please explain.  
3. How have these experiences of racism or discrimination or others affected you in various 

ways (academic, mentally, socially)? How did you deal with them? Please explain. 

4. Have you encountered any racism or discrimination or any other indecent/uncomfortable 
experiences outside your university? If yes, what are those? Please explain.  

5. How have these experiences of racism or discrimination or others affected you in various 
ways (academic, mentally, socially)? How did you deal with them? Please explain. 

6. How do you find the curriculum and mode of teaching preferable for international students? 

Please explain.  
7. How do you find the Professors and Support Staff at your institution are compassionate and 

willing to listen to the hardship encountered by international students? Please explain. 
8. What is your view about the relationship between the local students and international 

students in your institution? Do you find them friendly, warm and inclusive? Please explain.  


