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Abstract: This study examined international students’ engagement in leisure activities using data
derived from an integrated method and analyzed through acculturation and means-end chain
approaches. A cluster analysis was conducted to identify acculturation types. An initial qualitative
survey with 30 respondents produced the questionnaire items, and a quantitative survey to construct
value maps was conducted targeting 415 respondents. The cluster analysis identified bicultural
acceptance, heritage culture maintenance, and bicultural marginalization as distinct types that
distinguish the acculturation level among international students. The results from three acculturation
types indicate that the significant items and strong linkages between attribute-consequence and
consequence-value at each level reflect the international students’ inner thoughts and ultimate value.
Such strong associations provide value maps, which differ according to the acculturation types. Such
findings present that availability of leisure services is necessary to better cater to the special interests
of international students at different stages of acculturation. Given that international student mobility
has increased substantially, relevant leisure professionals and organizations should understand that
international students’ sustainable leisure engagement can only be achieved if attention is paid to
cultural contexts.

Keywords: acculturation; international students; Means-end chain; leisure activities; hierarchical
value map

1. Introduction

Leisure is an opportunity to improve one’s quality of life and well-being. One’s
leisure lifestyle represents one unique value and interprets one relationship to the customs
within the culture [1]. It is not just time spent being idle, leisure is also recognized as a
meaningful time to develop the skills and competencies desired for personal achievement
and creation [2,3]. Even though such positive impacts of leisure participation are widely
acknowledged, cultural similarities and differences in leisure practices may exist across
types of leisure activity [4–6]. For instance, attending sporting events was positively related
to Canadian students’ family happiness for the predominant culture in Northern America.
However, outdoor recreation activities may provide Chinese students with opportunities to
partake in the activities, which subsequently contribute to their life satisfaction [4]. When it
comes to leisure activities [5], Canadians had significantly higher cognitive, affective, and
behavioral leisure attitudes than those of Mainland Chinese; whereas, Chinese in Canada
reported significantly less positive cognitive and affective leisure attitudes than Anglo-
Canadians, although their behavioral attitudes did not significantly differ [6]. Hence,
without considering the cultural context, leisure practitioners can unknowingly harm
participants instead of helping them experience leisure benefits [7].
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International students are considered as a group with diverse ethnic and racial back-
grounds and face many challenges while studying in foreign countries. Engaging in
leisure activities can reduce negative feelings and decrease school-related stress for stu-
dents [8], promoting and enhancing daily emotional well-being [9]. Some international
students suffer from depression and anxiety due to the stress of studying abroad, such as
language barriers, financial difficulties, tuition, living expenses, and difficulties in their
daily lives [10]. The proper participation of international students in leisure activities is
considered an effective way to relieve the cultural stress or psychological difficulties of
contacting, adapting, and experiencing these new cultures [11,12]. Participation in leisure
activities for international students is a positive and effective way to improve academic
performance and achieve the purpose of studying abroad by providing opportunities for
friendship formation and school adaptation [13,14].

Contrary to prior research, if the level of acculturation of international students is low,
exposure to other cultures encountered through leisure activities can be recognized as dis-
crimination, and participation does not necessarily positively impact acculturation [15,16].
Such adaptation challenges may occur in leisure constraints. According to Tsai [17], more
acculturated individuals perceive fewer leisure constraints [18], indicating that they have
higher levels of socio-cultural, interpersonal, and access constraints. Similarly, immigrants
who were more acculturated tend to have a lower level of socio-cultural constraints, access
constraints, and interpersonal constraints. In contrast, less marginalized groups tend
to have a lower level of access constraints, and affective constraints, regardless of their
acculturation levels [19]. Therefore, leisure constraints serve as inhibitors of participants’
leisure involvement [20].

Consequently, the level of acculturation is an essential variable in explaining leisure
participation for individuals of different cultural backgrounds [21,22]. Multiple studies
have stressed the importance of understanding relationships between acculturation and
leisure participation for international students as participation in leisure activities affects
behavioral and cultural value acculturation [13,14,23]. Despite the importance of accultur-
ation associated with leisure engagement, a limited research volume exists on why they
participate in leisure activities and what values they want to gain among international
students. Thus, the current study seeks to identify the value structure for leisure activities
based on the acculturation of international students who participate in leisure activities
and then compare the leisure value structure by acculturation types. Means-end chain
(MEC) analysis was employed to construct a hierarchical value map (HVM) to illustrate in-
ternational students’ cognitive structure of leisure participation [24,25]. Building on earlier
work by Berry’s [26] bidimensional acculturation, the Vancouver Index of Acculturation
(VIA) has been verified to be a useful measurement for international students with different
cultural backgrounds. Therefore, this study, using an integrated approach, explores how
the level of acculturation impacts the personal values of international students with regard
to leisure activities.

The purposes of this study are (1) to identify the types of acculturation for international
students based on the level of acculturation; (2) to investigate attributes, consequences, and
values intent towards leisure participation; (3) to analyze the associations between linkages
on each acculturation type and construct a hierarchical value map based on the level of
association; and (4) to provide practical implications for universities and organizations to
make international student mobility sustainable in higher education.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Acculturation of International Students

Cultural adaptation is a phenomenon that occurs when groups of different cultures
are frequently in contact with each other [27]. Early cultural adaptation studies described
immigrants’ forms of cultural adaptation in a straight line from the perspective of bipolar
acculturation, with one end representing the value of their heritage culture. The other is
the value of the mainstream culture of the migrant country [28]. Thus, a higher value on
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one side reduces value on the other, and the middle point of continuity is described as
biculturalism, which values both cultures [29]. However, it has been criticized that viewing
cultural adaptation as a single dimension lacks an explanation for the immigration attitude
of both cultures and the increase in immigration phenomena [30].

Contrary to these findings, the study by Berry [21] approached the process of cul-
tural adaptation in two dimensions. The study categorized it into four outcomes based
on answers to two-dimensional questions about maintaining one’s cultural values and
characteristics or maintaining relationships with mainstream society. The study has shown
that immigrants in multicultural societies utilize one of four acculturation strategies: assim-
ilation, separation, integration, or marginalization. Assimilation refers to giving up one’s
cultural identity and moving into a larger society. Separation involves maintaining ethnic
identity and traditions and a simultaneous absence of relations with the larger society.
Integration constitutes the maintenance of a group’s cultural integrity while simultaneously
becoming an integral part of the larger society. Marginalization happens when individuals
have no cultural or psychological contact with their traditional culture or the larger soci-
ety [31]. The four types of cultural adaptation presented by Berry [21] have been used in
various acculturation studies for foreigners, serving as the foundation of many studies.

When it comes to measuring acculturation, the study of Barry [26] found that The East
Asian Acculturation Measure (EAAM) scales, which is widely used to measure the type of
cultural adaptation among Asian students, can be measured according to attitudes and
behavioral aspects of social contact, communication skills, and ease. The EAAM is a 29-item
self-report inventory, which measures four dimensions of acculturation based on Berry [27],
and has been employed as a useful tool to investigate East Asia’s acculturation patterns. In
related literature, Ryder et al. [32] constructed the Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA)
as a psychometrically sound bidimensional acculturation measure. It suggests that the scale
can be measured using concepts commonly extracted as cultural adaptation elements in
existing prior studies, such as the degree of importance to mainstream and heritage culture
values, interactions and social relationships between groups, preference for cultural, social
celebrations, and language proficiency [33]. The VIA, a self-report instrument that evaluates
several domains relevant to acculturation, permitting a more decisive evaluation of the
two dimensions. The VIA, a psychometrically sound bidimensional acculturation measure,
has been employed in several studies involving participants from different cultural groups,
countries of origin, and receiving countries [32,34].

The use of acculturation measures has yielded promising results in understanding the
cultural adaptation of international students. According to the acculturative level, Kim [35]
carried out a study of international students studying in Korea, comparing acculturative
factors and strategies. Strategies for each level of acculturation were shown in the order
of marginalization, separation, assimilation, and integration among the high, middle,
and low groups. That reveals that the longer the period of stay, the less separation and
marginalization occur, and the greater the degree of assimilation or integration into the
new culture. Cao et al. [36] found that acculturation can also appear differently within the
same group. According to the study results, which studied cultural adaptation strategies
for Chinese students studying abroad, the same Chinese student shows that acculturation
strategies vary depending on his residence environment. Students studying in Belgium
used an integrated strategy to maintain both local and domestic cultures, whereas Chinese
students in Australia were adapted to the local area using different strategies. Students
staying in Canada, however, were found to prefer an integrated strategy. It is explained that
different outcomes within these groups are influenced by personal characteristics, cultural
distance from their own culture and mainstream culture, and mainstream countries’ views
and attitudes toward their people.

2.2. Leisure for International Students

Participation in leisure activities positively impacts cultural adaptation through im-
migrants’ inclusion in new leisure activities and increased interpersonal experience and
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cultural understanding [37]. For international students, leisure time can lead to cultural
learning and acceptance, relief, and healing caused by cultural adaptation stress, and a
support system can be formed through sharing. Thus, students who participate in leisure
activities are better adapted to studying abroad [38,39]. The characteristics of leisure activi-
ties resulting from these cultural adaptations vary from group to group and from type to
type of acculturation. The preferences and forms of participation in leisure activities are
different in different races and cultural backgrounds [40]. However, even in groups with
the same cultural backgrounds, ethnicity, and race, acculturation appears differently and
participates in leisure activities based on acculturation types [41]. Besides, leisure activities
and leisure attitudes vary depending on the type of acculturation [42].

Leisure plays an influential role in social and cultural adaptation for international
students, enabling them to experience the culture while learning about the host coun-
try [43]. This means that international students’ participation in leisure activities positively
impacts their adaptation to their society and their adaptation to school life [38]. In related
literature, Lu et al. [10] have shown that leisure is a vital variable in cultural and academic
adaptation, as it plays a positive role in learning and adapting to the culture of the host
country and relieving stress for international students. Lian and Yang [44] carried out a
study of 258 Chinese international students in Korea. The study found that participation
in leisure activities provides positive changes to students’ satisfaction in school life, psy-
chological comfort, and mental health, affecting school adaptation and college satisfaction.
Additionally, students’ participation in leisure activities has a more significant impact on
social adaptation, personal and emotional adaptation, and college life adaptation than
studying itself.

2.3. Relationship between the MEC Theory and Leisure

The Means-End Chain (MEC) theory, proposed by Gutman [45], describes the con-
sumer’s cognitive structure of how products and consumer values are linked and focused
on personal consumer value to fulfill the desired end state. It focuses on the link between
the desired ends of consumers’ values and the means to the subjective perception of the
features of products or services perceived by consumers. It aims to structure consumers’
cognitive processes in attributes, consequences, and values levels and identify their relation-
ships [46]. The MEC theory has been adopted to understand consumers’ decision-making
process in the marketing domain [47]. Recent studies have started to use MEC in leisure
to examine consumers’ decision-making behavior [48]. This approach has been widely
utilized to elicit what attributes of the leisure activities are most suitable to participants,
how participants’ motivations are related to each other, and what personal values are
behind the motivations that participants pursue [49].

Research by Lopez et al. [50] has shown how benefits and attributes affect personal
values and how they relate to peri-urban greenspaces users’ monetary values. The results
show that the higher the value of users in using the space, the more willing they are to
pay for the admission fee. Jiang [51] used MEC-based laddering interviews of 60 Chinese
outbound leisure tourists to examine motivations and their relationship to Chinese cultural
values. These cultural values affect how and why Chinese tourists travel abroad, meaning
that tourists’ motivations are caused by the cultural values of their native culture. Hong [52]
found that the leisure value pursued varies depending on the participants’ age in leisure
activities. A survey targeting 112 yoga trainees about the value of leisure activities by
age group indicates that the values pursued by yoga trainees in their 20s were found
to be happiness, the vitality of life, and leisurely life, while the values pursued by yoga
trainees in their 30s were shown to be the vitality of life and pleasure. The values of those
in their 40s were shown to be vitality and happiness in their lives throughout the Yoga
training. Kim [53] carried out a study of the leisure value system according to the type
of participation in leisure activities. The types of leisure activity were divided into six,
and the value pursued through participation was different depending on the types of
leisure activity. The value of each type of leisure activity was shown to be different, but
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for all leisure activity participants, the factor of happiness was considered as the most
important value. Previous studies indicated that the use of MEC has yielded good results
in the construction of a cognitive structure for leisure participants [54]. However, very few
studies have adopted MEC to understand it in a cross-cultural context. The purpose of this
study is to extend MEC to the domain of cross-cultural leisure study, which suggests that a
fuller understanding of the relationship between acculturation and personal values can be
achieved if attention is paid to cultural contexts.

3. Materials and Methods

Integrating the MEC and acculturation theories, this study explores how participants’
perceptions of leisure activities are formed according to their acculturation types. In
the current study, qualitative and quantitative methods were employed; thus, data were
collected by three stages. In the first stage, the quantitative method was utilized to collect
data to examine international students’ acculturation types. In the second stage, the
qualitative method, an in-depth interview, was conducted to identify the questionnaire
design variables. In the last stage, a questionnaire survey was utilized for MEC analysis.

3.1. Research Instrument

The VIA is a 20-item instrument that measures orientations towards heritage and
mainstream cultural groups and assesses several domains relevant to acculturation, includ-
ing values, social relationships, and adhesion to cultural norms [55]. The item statements
are general rather than established for specific target groups, generating in pairs concerning
the content area. One item in each pair refers to the mainstream culture, and the other
mirror item refers to the heritage culture. A list of VIA items is comprised of 10 heritage
and ten mainstream items. Each item was rated on a 9-point Likert-type scale ranging from
strongly disagree, disagree, disagree somewhat, neutral, agree somewhat, agree, strongly
agree. The total score is derived by summing reverse and positive scored items. Examples
of items include “I am comfortable working with people of the same native culture as
myself.” and I am interested in having typical Korean friends.” Thus, high scores on each
item subscale represent a positive orientation toward the culture represented [32].

3.2. Laddering Methodology

For the choice of data collection methods for the MEC analysis, laddering interview
is the most widely known technique for guiding respondents to share their innermost
thinking via a multistage cognitive structure concerning their behavior pattern [56,57].
There are two possible approaches of laddering techniques: soft laddering and hard lad-
dering [58]. Soft laddering refers to in-depth one-on-one interviews, allowing respondents
to give unrestricted answers. This method enables the researcher to understand the links
or ladders between a product’s attributes, consequences, and values, based on a series of
progressive and iterative questions [59]. Hard laddering refers to laddering of structured
questionnaire methods developed to be quicker and cheaper than soft laddering, placing
less pressure on the respondents [60,61]. This approach is conducive to large samples
(more than 50 subjects). Thus, it is suitable for market segmentation studies and is often
used in comparative cultural studies [62]. In addition, hard laddering distinguishes itself
from soft laddering, which employs in-depth interviews where respondents are minimally
limited [63].

The technique used in the case in hand is the Association Pattern Technique (APT) as
a quantitatively oriented approach to assessing means-end chains conceived as a series
of connected matrices [45]. In APT, an AC-matrix (attribute-consequence matrix) and a
CV-matrix (consequence-value matrix) are distinguished. For each column in the AC-
matrix (CV-Matrix), respondents indicate to which consequences (values) that attribute
(consequence) is considered to lead [64]. Despite these differences, both approaches analyze
the meaning of the answers, develop a mean-end model [65], and means-end chain studies
using both soft and hard laddering techniques to provide very similar results [66].
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3.3. Contents Analysis

A laddering interview was adopted as a qualitative method to design a question-
naire: the elicitation of critical attributes and the in-depth interview [45]. Respondents
are required to compare and evaluate the significant attributes revealed as the starting
point for the interview, where respondents need to explain the relationship between the
consequences and their values. The in-depth interview where respondents are asked to
explain their relevance concerning the perceived associated consequences and values and
interviewers ask respondents repeatedly, “why is that important to you?” until they are
no longer able to answer [67]. This study adopted the laddering technique to collect data
by interviewing 30 international students studying in Korea to participate in leisure activ-
ities. They came from a variety of countries: 14 from Northeast Asia (e.g., China, Japan,
Mongolia), eight from Southeast Asia (e.g., Vietnam, Philippines, Cambodia, Malaysia,
Myanmar), three from Central Asia (e.g., Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Pakistan), two from
Europe (e.g., Germany, France), two from America (e.g., U.S.A., Brazil), one from Kenya.
All respondents are in a degree program (e.g., Bachelor, Master, Doctoral), living in Korea
for five years on average.

Each respondent is required to answer the following questions: what attributes (A) of
leisure activities did they consider important and why? What benefits or consequences (C)
did they gain after experiencing these attributes? What values (V) did they achieve through
these consequences? The content analysis produced a total of 37 variables, comprising 13
attributes (A), eight functional consequences (F), eight psychological consequences (P), and
eight values (V) (see Table 1).

Table 1. Classification of the Attributes, Consequences, and Values used in this study.

Attributes Functional
Consequences

Psychological
Consequences Values

A1 learning Korean F1 maintaining a friendship P1 feeling pleasure V1 happiness
A2 Improving psychological
strength F2 vital life energy P2 reducing anxiety V2 a state of balance

A3 understanding Korean
culture F3 feeling physically better P3 understating others V3 a sense of accomplishment

A4 building a human network F4 economic benefits P4 a boost in confidence V4 improving social skills
A5 staff service F5 a better understanding of Korea P5 refreshing myself V5 the value of life
A6 facility quality F6 a new try P6 reducing stress V6 self-reward
A7 self-improvement F7 improving my ability P7 self-satisfaction V7 healthy
A8 escaping daily life F8 building a positive image of me P8 a bond of sympathy V8 self-assurance
A9 relaxing
A10 various experiences in
Korea
A11 releasing stress
A12 sharing my heritage
culture
A13 killing time

The whole questionnaire consisted of three parts: the quantitative (hard laddering)
method to assess MEC, acculturation types, and socio-demographic information. The ver-
sion of the APT used in this study consists of three independent matrices, and all produced
variables which were listed in the columns and rows, respectively: An A-F matrix (attribute-
functional consequence), an F-P matrix (functional-psychological consequence), and a P-V
matrix (psychological consequence-value) [68]. Each respondent could choose one to three
items for each A/F/P/V level. The Vancouver Index of Acculturation, a 9-point Likert-type
scale, was adopted to investigate the respondents’ acculturation dimensions. The last part
of the questionnaire was designed to collect the respondents’ socio-demographic character-
istics such as gender, program of study, length of residence, Korean language proficiency,
age, and nationality. In order to improve validity and make a user-friendly questionnaire,
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the pilot study was extensively conducted in a series of meetings with experts (staff in
charge of international students in university) and focus groups. They suggested minor
adjustments to make it clear and readable for international students.

Consequently, the finalized questionnaire was sent consisting of the research outline
and website link, which hosted the questionnaire [69]. The survey was conducted for 500
international students currently participating in leisure activities. Of the 500 questionnaires
distributed, 478 surveys were returned for a response rate of 95%. The number of valid
samples was 415, after eliminating 63 incomplete or missing data questionnaires.

4. Results
4.1. Description of Participants

Within the 415 international student sample, 59.8% were females, and 40.2% were
males. The respondents were in Master’s degree (38.6%) or Bachelors’ degree (25.8%),
aged between 25 and 30 (47.2%), or 18 and 24 (41.7%). The majority of students came from
Northeast Asia (51.8%), obtaining level 4–5 of TOPIK (46.7%). The length of residence in
Korea ranged from 1 to <3 years takes 47% of respondents, and 61% indicated that they
stayed in a metropolitan area (61%) (see Table 2).

Table 2. Characteristics of the survey respondents (n = 415).

Characteristics n % Characteristics n %

Gender Age
Male 167 40.2 18–24 173 41.7

Female 248 59.8 25–30 196 47.2
Nationality 31–36 37 8.9

Northeast Asia 215 51.8 Over 37 9 2.2
Southeast Asia 82 19.5 Program of study

Central Asia 42 10.1 BA 107 25.8
Europe 40 9.6 MA 160 38.6

America 22 5.3 Doctoral 52 12.5
Africa 14 3.4 Language 96 23.1

Length of residence Test of Proficiency in Korean (TOPIK)
0 to <1 year 110 26.5
1 to <3 years 195 47.0 None 42 10.1
3 to <5 years 91 21.9 Level 1–3 85 20.5

5 + years 19 4.6 Level 4–5 194 46.7
Region Level 6 94 22.7

Metropolitan area 253 61.0
Non-metropolitan area 162 39.0

4.2. Three Types of Acculturation

The instrument used in this study to evaluate the heritage and mainstream dimen-
sions of acculturation is the scale developed by Ryder et al. [34]. According to the scale,
20 items were generated in pairs, with one item referring to the mainstream culture and
the other item referring to the heritage culture. The exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was
utilized, with principal component analysis to check the factor structure. Exploratory
factor analyses with varimax rotation were conducted to examine the factor structure
underlying the scale of VIA. The method was done to validate whether the respondents
perceived the independent, mediating, and dependent variables were distinct constructs.
Representativeness was good (KMO = 0.905) and Bartlett’s sphericity test was significant
(χ2 = 2648.946, p < 0.001). The commonalities lower than 0.35, as suggested by Igbaria
et al. [70], were extracted from further analysis. As a result, the VIA version used in this
study is a 12-item instrument designed to measure the heritage and mainstream dimensions
of acculturation [32,71], generating a two factor solution with eigenvalues greater than
1.0, and the total variance indicated 62.316%. The items loaded onto factor 1 were labeled
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as heritage culture maintenance, and factor 2 as Korean culture acceptance, as shown in
Table 3.

Table 3. Descriptive of the Major Factors with corresponding Reliabilities.

Factors N. of Item Mean Std. α

Heritage culture maintenance 6 5.179 0.545 0.884
Korean culture acceptance 6 4.598 0.434 0.865

A cluster analysis, a hierarchical clustering analysis, was utilized to apply the stopping
rule to determine the number of clusters where homogeneity of clusters is increasing
relatively significantly. Then, the k-means method was conducted and produced clusters
divided into three by theoretical assumptions. Building from the foundation of Berry’s
bidimensional acculturation model [26], we divided international students’ acculturation
strategies into three types: bicultural acceptance, heritage culture maintenance, bicultural
marginalization. On average, respondents scored higher on heritage culture maintenance
(M = 5.79) than Korean culture acceptance (M = 5.37), and the difference between means
was statistically significant, p < 0.001 (see Table 4).

Table 4. Cluster Analysis of Acculturation types.

Dimension

Bicultural
Acceptance

Heritage Culture
Maintenance

Bicultural
Marginalization Total

F
n = 171 n = 182 n = 62 n = 415

Heritage culture maintenance 5.27 7.29 2.87 5.79 539.013 ***
Korean culture acceptance 5.20 6.48 2.59 5.37 339.510 ***

*** p < 0.001, Wilks’ Lamda = 0.138, F = 348.291, df = 4 (p = 0.000).

4.3. Implication Matrix

The hard laddering data were analyzed by using an implication matrix. It displays
the number of times respondents directly or indirectly elicited each of the coded items
and connections between attributes, consequences, and values [67]. Constructing the
implication matrix is an essential tool for integrating the frequencies of association, and
the figures provide the basis for constructing the Hierarchical Value Map (HVM). Building
an HVM based on an implication matrix involves selecting a cut-off point to determine
which relations should be represented on the map and which should not. All the linkages
in the implication matrix could not be represented in a single HVM because the map would
be too complicated to read. Thus, the idea in selecting a cut-off point is to select a value
capturing the dominant relations displayed in the matrix [72].

The core concept of cut-off determination is to utilize a relatively small number of
cells in the implication matrix to show a large portion of the total number of linkages [48].
The higher the frequencies of linkages, the more important are the linkages represented;
thus, setting a cut-off point is recommended before HVM construction [25,73]. Dominant
linkages were identified, as shown in the Table below. The matrix displays direct implica-
tions between the constructs to investigate each crucial item and ladder on levels [74]. The
figures within the matrix show the frequency of the linkages, indicating the strength of the
chain link between the factors based on the predetermined cut-off points on each accultur-
ation type. The bold fonts represent the strong linkages detailing the direct associations
between the constructs on different levels. Three to four of all items were selected at each
level in order of frequency of responses.

4.3.1. Bicultural Acceptance

Regarding the frequencies of A-C linkage, learning Korean—improving my ability
(83 times) accounts for the strongest linkage, followed by Understanding Korean culture—
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better understanding of Korea (57 times). For the F-P linkage, improving my ability—
feeling pleasure (85 times) was most frequently cited, followed by a better understanding
of Korea—understanding others (61 times). From the P-V linkage, feeling pleasure—
happiness (119 times) was the most frequently mentioned, followed by understanding
others—improving social skills (58 times) (see Table 5).

Table 5. Implication Matrix of Leisure Activity Participants (Bicultural Acceptance).

F1 F3 F5 F7 P1 P3 P7 V1 V3 V4

A1 34 5 41 83
A2 6 25 1 10
A3 8 2 57 11
A7 11 11 3 32
F1 40 43 9
F3 23 2 11
F5 39 61 10
F7 85 10 55
P1 119 12 23
P3 21 14 58
P7 44 32 15

Note. Attributes (A): 1. Learning Korean 2. Improving physical strength 3. Understanding Korean culture 7.
Self-improvement/Functional consequences (F): 1. Maintaining a friendship 3. Feeling physically better 5. A
better understanding of Korea 7. Improving my ability/Psychological consequences (P): 1. Feeling pleasure 3.
Understanding others 7. Self-satisfaction/Values (V): 1. Happiness 3. A sense of accomplishment 4. Improving
social skills; Strong linkages are represented in bold letters.

4.3.2. Heritage Culture Maintenance

In the case of A-C linkage, the relationship between self-improvement and improving
my ability showed the strongest connection (96 times), followed by learning Korean and
a better understanding of Korea with a higher connection (58 times). For the F-P linkage,
a connection between improving my ability and self-satisfaction (61 times) was the most
frequently mentioned, followed by a better understanding of Korea and understanding
others (50 times). From the P-V linkage, self-satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment
(88 times) account for the strongest linkage, followed by understating others and improving
social skills (55 times) (see Table 6).

Table 6. Implication Matrix of Leisure Activity Participants (Heritage Culture Maintenance).

F1 F3 F5 F7 F8 P1 P3 P4 P7 V1 V3 V4 V5

A1 16 6 58 52 6
A2 4 28 1 9 13
A4 29 4 8 2 7
A7 18 7 4 96 29
F1 41 37 7 6
F3 24 4 14 13
F5 47 50 10 24
F7 35 11 45 61
F8 14 2 14 40
P1 36 17 14 26
P3 25 16 55 19
P4 17 32 14 8
P7 39 88 6 22

Note. Attributes (A): 1. Learning Korean 2. Improving physical strength 4. Building a human network 7. Self-
improvement/Functional consequences (F): 1. Maintaining a friendship 3. Feeling physically better 5. A better
understanding of Korea 7. Improving my ability 8. Building a positive image of me/Psychological consequences
(P): 1. Feeling pleasure 3. Understanding others 4. A boost in confidence 7. Self-satisfaction/Values (V): 1.
Happiness 3. A sense of accomplishment 4. Improving social skills. 5. The value of life; Strong linkages are
represented in bold letters.
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4.3.3. Bicultural Marginalization

A-C linkage indicates escaping daily life and vital life energy (24 times) linked most
frequently, followed by learning Korean and maintaining a friendship (13 times). F-P
linkage represents relationship vital life energy and reducing anxiety (35 times) is the
most substantial connection, followed by maintaining a friendship and feeling pleasure
(20 times). P-V linkage shows reducing anxiety and a state of balance being linked the most
frequently (44 times) (see Table 7).

Table 7. Implication Matrix of Leisure Activity Participants (Bicultural marginalization).

F1 F2 F3 F5 P1 P2 P3 P5 V1 V2 V3

A1 13 2 3 5
A2 1 4 9 0
A8 3 24 8 2
A9 1 12 12 0
F1 20 9 12 3
F2 5 35 2 15
F3 15 12 8 7
F5 1 2 8 1
P1 23 11 4
P2 11 44 8
P3 4 5 4
P5 13 4 5

Note. Attributes (A): 1. Learning Korean 2. Improving physical strength 8. Escaping daily life 9. Relax-
ing/Functional consequences (F): 1. Maintaining a friendship 2. Vital life energy 3. Feeling physically better 5.
Better understanding Korea/Psychological consequence (P): 1. Feeling pleasure 2. Reducing anxiety 3. Under-
standing others 5. Refreshing myself/Values (V): 1. Happiness 2. A state of balance 3. A sense of accomplishment;
Strong linkages are represented in bold letters.

4.4. Three Types of Hierarchical Value Maps Based on Acculturation

An issue to be taken into account when building an HVM is where to determine the
cut-off point. In this study, multiple cut-off levels by Pieters et al. [73] were chosen in order
to find the one that led to the most informative and interpretable explanation and accounted
for the most relationships among elements with a relatively small number of cells in the
implication matrix. When it comes to the cut-off levels for this study, only a small portion
of the more prominent relationships was accounted for, slightly lower than those suggested
by Reynolds and Gutman [75]. However, previous laddering research mostly focused
on products to better understand consumers [45,76,77] or a specific place [78], while the
respondents of this study are required to capture abstract thinking. Additionally, each
respondent was able to choose one to three items for each level [75] so that responses were
diverse and repeatedly mentioned. Therefore, it was necessary to determine cut-off points
that produced a parsimonious and clear set of HVMs. Accordingly, each cut-off point on the
acculturation type is configured at 22, 24, and 8, respectively. Linkages with the frequency
of above the cut-off points are shown on the HVM. The format for the HVM was suggested
by Gengler et al. [79]; a circle illustrates each concept. The number of subjects mentioning a
concept is represented on the graph by varying the size of the circle on the map, while the
relative strength of association across concepts is represented by varying the width of the
line connecting related concepts. The frequency of the links between concepts is indicated
with the line of differing thicknesses, and thicker lines show strong relationships.

The HVMs for the three types of acculturation, with cut-off levels, presented the
essence of these means-end chain linkages. For each acculturation type, the dominant
chains represented by gray-filled circles and labeled using upper-case letters are linked by
thicker arrows. First, the HVM of bicultural acceptance reflected their innermost thinking
and desired psychological states. The overall analysis showed that international students
have a strong motivation for “learning Korean” by participating in leisure activities, and
they “improve their skills” through “learning Korean,” which makes them “feel pleasure.”
The pleasure of participation led to reach the ultimate goal of “happiness.” Addition-
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ally, they prefer “understanding Korean culture” as well as Korean language learning
to improve their “better understanding of Korea” and “understanding others” through
their participation in leisure activities. The “understanding others” help them achieve the
ultimate value of “increasing social skills.” When it comes to the associations, the attribute
“learning Korean” was strongly associated with the functional consequence “improving
my ability,” which led to “feeling pleasure” and “happiness” for students. Heritage culture
maintenance is a type that places a higher value on the heritage culture than the mainstream
culture. They were found to participate in leisure activities for “self-improvement” and
desire for “improving their ability.” The functional consequences of leisure activities cause
them to feel “self-satisfaction” and obtain “a sense of accomplishment” while studying in
Korea. For other students, on the other hand, “learning Korean” through leisure activities,
cause them to improve “better understanding of Korea” and help “understanding others.”
These positive functional and psychological consequences offer them the final value of
“improving social skills” while staying in Korea. In terms of the association, the attribute
“self-improvement” was strongly associated with “improving my ability,” which in turn
produced the psychological consequence “self-satisfaction” and “a sense of accomplish-
ment.” For those who are a type of bicultural marginalization, leisure activities offer the
students “escaping daily life” and “vital life energy.” The consequences resulting from the
activities led to “reducing anxiety” and reaching “a state of balance.” The psychological
consequence “understanding others” no longer continues to reach the value level, which
disclosed that the factor exceeded the cut-off point at the lower level but failed to obtain
the frequency leading to a higher level (see Figure 1).
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5. Conclusions and Discussion
5.1. Conclusions

Engagement in leisure activity can be used as an opportunity for personal achievement,
not just for free time from the demands of work or duty. Participation in various leisure
activities can affect the quality of life and provide the driving force that makes life more
valuable to pursue happiness for college students [80]. The aim of this study is to use HVMs
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produced by an integrated approach of MEC and acculturation to explore personal values
and understand a cognitive structure based on the level of acculturation for international
students. These consequences can be utilized as a basis for positioning international
students’ leisure engagement. The results of this study illustrate the importance of activity
participation for international students, indicating that the promotion of participation in
leisure activities should be considered according to their acculturation status.

Even though the different types of cognitive structures were produced depending on
acculturation types, this study identified an unexpected critical role of leisure for inter-
national students irrespective of acculturative level. In terms of the attributes of leisure
activities, international student respondents valued the following attribute: learning Ko-
rean. The main property is similar to the study’s adopted experiential learning theory to
examine the role of leisure in socio-cultural adaptation [43], which identified experiential
learning strategies to learn about the host culture as the significant cognitive factor. Thus, it
appears that leisure plays a positive role in learning about the culture of the host country [2].
In terms of consequences, international students believed that participation produced the
following three consequences: maintaining a friendship, feeling pleasure, and under-
standing others. Of these consequences, maintaining a friendship, one of the functional
consequences, had a strong association with a positive psychological state, feeling pleasure
and understanding others. Consistent with this outcome, Lee et al. [13] have reported
that engagement in leisure activities for international students provides opportunities for
friendship formation. When it comes to it, international students hoped to experience
happiness and s sense of accomplishment through leisure participation. These results
support the cross-cultural study findings suggested by Ito et al. [4], demonstrating that
personal happiness is associated with psychological and social leisure satisfaction among
Canadian and Chinese students and psychological leisure satisfaction among Japanese
students. These results suggest that different aspects of leisure satisfaction are associated
with personal happiness differently across cultures.

Lastly, it is necessary to address the overarching question: the relationship between
leisure and sustainability. It is widely believed that leisure contributes to coping with
various life stressors, specifically immigration-related stressors [81]. However, the results
of this study indicate that such positive relations vary on acculturation types; thus, the
attributes, psychological/functional consequences of participating in leisure activities, and
the ultimate value vary depending on how much more attached to Korean or heritage
culture they are. For instance, high-acculturated students pursue happiness through leisure
activities, while for low-acculturated students, leisure is to escape daily life and seek a
state of balance. As Walker et al. [7] posited, “leisure practitioners could potentially learn
from other comparable cultures how to help their clients experience the benefits of leisure.”
With the present findings, this study extends the knowledge to find a sustainable future
for student mobility. Leisure can be considered a potential solution to the broader types of
sustainability challenges addressed in international higher education. In order to make
meaningful contributions, there is a need to identify and question how leisure is part of the
problem and part of the solution for international students.

5.2. Theoretical Implications

Several salient implications can be derived from the findings of this study. The
current research is one of the first to explore and produce international students’ perceived
meanings and values of leisure activities based on acculturation types. In order to analyze
the leisure value attributes and formation process of leisure participants, both qualitative
and quantitative approaches were utilized for means-end chain theory [82]. Overall, there
is a dearth of leisure research that combines the two methods of laddering techniques, and
only a few leisure value systems studies consist of stages of leisure attributes, consequences,
and values using laddering techniques focused on international students. This combined
research method has contributed to leisure value research by quantifying the laddering
results and extending and validating the results of previous studies. Additionally, this
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study extended the cultural adaptation theory presented by Berry [27] to the domain of
leisure studies, which suggests that a fuller understanding of the relationships between
acculturation types and perceived leisure values can only be achieved in cultural contexts.
The majority of previous studies that examined the acculturation for international students
in Korea targeted Chinese students. Based on this prior research, this further study reports
on respondents across six continents, including Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, Central
Asia, Europe, America, and Africa, using the sample’s proportional allocation in stratified
sampling followed sampling recommendations such as sampling from cultural zones,
studying more than two cultures in the cross-cultural study [83].

In terms of acculturation types, the data analyses revealed this sample clustered
into three groups which fell along a continuum from relatively higher attachment with
heritage and Korean culture to comparatively lower attachment with both cultures. The
score on both Korean and heritage cultural dimensions was high; heritage attachment
was more significant on average, suggesting that attachment to heritage culture remains
an essential part of overall cultural identity [84]. The results indicated that the attributes,
consequences, and values of participation in leisure activities differ depending on the
acculturation to Korean culture. Students with a high degree of acceptance of both native
and Korean culture (bicultural acceptance) pursue happiness summarized as a combination
of life satisfaction, the presence of positive mood, and the absence of negative mood [85].
Respondents engaged in cultural marginalization, which has low values of both Korean
and native culture, and adopted a state of balance as an ultimate value. Respondents who
are more inclined to maintain their native culture than Korean culture hope to experience
a sense of accomplishment described as a reward for doing their best for valuable things
beyond mere satisfaction [86]. Consequently, the results of this study suggest that leisure is
a subjective experience reflecting an individual’s emotional state or mood [87].

Additionally, ethnic diversity has increased substantially in many countries with the
increased mobility of international students between countries. The findings obtained from
prior studies on the leisure engagement of international students have mainly focused on
the relationship between leisure participation and school adaptation or the impact of leisure
activities to adopt hosting countries among international students. However, examining
participants’ inner thoughts and why international students participate in leisure, and what
benefits they hope to gain from participation is rare. By integrating the means-end chain
theory, this study’s results provide researchers and practitioners with a comprehensive
picture of how international students’ cognitive structure is formed according to accultur-
ation types. A combination of acculturation types and hierarchical value maps indicates
the dominant A-C-V chains of leisure participants, enabling researchers to understand
international students’ inner thoughts and values.

5.3. Practical Implications

The findings of this research can provide insightful information on the managerial
and organizational levels. Provision of cross-cultural training for leisure professionals
might help improve their cultural sensitivity and understanding. Specifically, a finding is
that that learning Korean is essential for international students studying in Korea; thus,
organizations should develop cultural programs such as cultural tours, taekwondo (a
Korean martial art), making kimchi, and creating an environment where students can
adapt to college and Korean life through various experiences. In addition, opportunities
should be provided for international students to participate in social volunteering activities
with a local community, such as cultural sharing, counseling, encouraging opportunities
to participate in leisure activities where they can study Korean culture in harmony with
Koreans, which will be an effective way to gain social support from Korean society.

Additionally, regarding the values of leisure activity, this study found that a self-
actualizing value [88] such as happiness and a sense of accomplishment is recognized as
the essential value of international students. Regarding the experience of leisure values,
organizations should consider having events such as speaking Korean or K-POP festivals
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for international students, thereby enabling them to gain a sense of accomplishment and
feel proud of their work during their studies. This study shows that the international
office of universities should provide support based on students’ acculturation to adapt
to international students. It is suggested that university staff attract students during the
initial years of settlement to facilitate familiarization with leisure activities and overcome
their settlement barriers resulting from acculturative stress. Consequently, the availability
of some ethno-specific leisure services is required to better cater for those who are at an
early stage of acculturation and those who may not want to become acculturated.

5.4. Limitation and Future Research

As with any research, this study contains certain limitations. The number of samples
in this study was conducted with 415 international students, and adopted a stratified
sampling. The students cannot represent a national culture; thus, the results may not be
generalizable to international students studying in Korea. Nevertheless, this study has
generated important findings utilizing an integrated approach of acculturation and MEC
theory. The results of this study help raise the awareness of host university management
and relevant organizations to review and support their service program for international
students. To guide further inquiry, a two-fold approach is suggested with expanded
research that: (1) proposes approaches to enhance cross-cultural leisure study; and (2) ques-
tions the relationship between leisure and sustainability. The first aim of future research
should be to examine how racial and cultural factors intertwine to shape international
students’ behaviors in the different sub-cultural contexts. Samples should more precisely
define the culture being studied and measure specific cultural dimensions as a verification
method. Similarly, the samples are required to study specific leisure practices depending
on socio-demographic variables such as gender, age, and length of residence. The sampling
method in the future can be addressed by employing large numbers of cultures, which was
a possibility of a statistical test of inference [89]. The second aim of future research should
be to question to what extent and how leisure contributes to socio-cultural dimensions
of sustainability. Communities contain people who are at different levels and stages of
acculturation. Some are highly acculturated; some are less or not acculturated. These
people undergo a continuous process of cultural change at different paces. Leisure pro-
fessionals need to understand the leisure needs, interests, and constraints of their diverse
populations to offer equitable leisure opportunities in multicultural societies. Faced with
such challenges in society, leisure research should make stronger connections to other
disciplines involved in research on sustainability to contribute to the emergence of broader
social theories. Even though empirical research on the relationship between leisure and
sustainability is scarce, a few cross-cultural leisure researches suggested ideas of sustain-
able leisure participation for international students. Different forms of knowledge were
integrated to investigate cultural differences in leisure studies, such as Tsai et al.’s [90]
affect valuation theory and the self-construal theory suggested by Kitayama et al. [91].
Consequently, leisure scholars should question their research and practices in a way that
results in a better understanding of both what leisure does to alleviate sustainability issues
and what it does to cause them [92].

To influence the sustainability challenges faced in society, it is necessary to identify
and question how leisure is part of the problem or solution [93]. The themes identified
in this study may serve as a benchmark to understand the influence of acculturation on
the perception of leisure values of international students concerning sustainability in the
future. Guided by the two-fold approach suggested in this study, leisure researchers should
examine the relationship between leisure and sustainability and propose approaches to
enhance sustainability in cross-cultural contexts.
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